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Chapter 2  Schagen Muggenburg-I & III: two sites, three seasons, 
and a farmstead each.

Two single farmstead sites will be discussed here that provided frameworks of interpretation for 
the coming chapters. Schagen Muggenburg-I (SM-I), excavated in 1983-84, is dated to around 
300 AD and had features covering at least 60 m x 100 m. The second site, Schagen Muggen-
burg-III (SM-III), was situated 450 m to the southwest and dates to the early to mid-4th c., and 
was excavated in 1990.8 

Neither of the sites was excavated completely, but the features that were recovered show such 
similarities in content and layout, and material categories and preservation, that they are of par-
ticular value for interpreting the character of life of the inhabitants and practices of long tradition 
within the region. Interpretation of the two sites will include designating them as settlement 
and ritual sites. In this and subsequent chapters, the integrated, macro-conceptual importance of 
settlement areas will be explored through various facets of the data, some of which is directly a 
result of excellent preservation conditions, as set out in the section on stratigraphy.

Further in this chapter are basic descriptions of the dwelling features, the linear features and the 
pits, which are divided into shallow and deep pits. The shallow pits contain bone deposits, includ-
ing burials of animals and people. The deep pits, containing most of the materials, are used to form 
a seasonal model of ritual through analysing the spatial groupings and pattern of deposits within 
each pit grouping. The interpretation stems, not by looking at the large deposits, but by consider-
ing the small, compact types of bone elements common as deposits to both shallow graves and the 
deeper pits, as a form of networking analyses. Ritual intent is assumed for the grave pits; a seasonal 
framework of ritual is postulated for the deeper pits. 

The interpretation of seasonal ritual connects with facets of the yearly, subsistence cycle, and 
informs the reason of pit-features being dug at all, and deposits being made, throughout dura-
tion of habitation at the two sites. The materials, as selected for deposit at particular parts of the 
settlement are then regarded for the activities they represent. 

The excavated extent of Schagen Muggenburg-I was greater than Muggenburg-III, and lends 
itself to a more detailed interpretation of settlement structure in extending the interpretation of 
settlement space as cosmological place. Facets of meaning become increasingly specified within 
seasons, time as activities and cosmology as settlement layout in subsequent chapters starting 
from the baseline of data and interpretative framework presented here for these two sites.

 .          ,                            

The estimated original natural and cultural layering is shown in Figure 3 as it compares with 
that actually recovered. Both of the settlements discussed in this chapter were originally located 
on an oxidizing peat accumulation estimated to have been 70 - 130 cm thick during the time 





of habitation. Over the course of the intervening centuries, the peat was further reduced to the 
recovered layer of humus rich clay, three to five centimetres thick.9 The reed peat accumulation 
rested on marine deposits of clayey sand interleaved with thicker layers of clay. Remains of the 
settlements were recovered 30-40 cm under the modern field level.

Features had been cut originally through the layer of peat. Those constructed on the peat sur-
face – domed hearths and clay flooring – had subsided over the centuries but were recovered well 
preserved and intact. Linear and pit features had been back-filled with cut reed-peat turfs. Pits dug 
to the top of the sandy-clay sediments, thus originally only through the overlying peat, were found 
as concentrations of materials, including bone. Features when found cut only slightly into the sub-
soil sometimes contained wood as well. Bone was well preserved even when recovered lying on 
the clayey deposits, and wood was in an excellent state of preservation whenever found. Both sites 
were covered at the end of habitation with low mounds made up of cut turfs, clay and immense 
quantities of bone and other materials. Parts of the mounds covering the dwellings were set afire 
at both sites. Ploughing was done on the mounds of SM-I in the early 4th c. 

During the excavation of SM-I, detailed excavation of mound material overlying the original, 
but subsided, surface layers was carried out, and stratigraphic distinction could be made between 
materials on the original surface, and those of the mound material. Appendix 1 includes finds-
drawings from surface and mound layers for SM-I. For SM-III, separation of mound materials 
from original underlying surface could not be achieved within the time allowed for excavation.

The early medieval period was represented by a few narrow gullies filled with heavy clay, a 
result of inundation in the 13th century. This heavy clay formed a deposit 25-30 cm thick over 
much of the area. During the later medieval period, wide field ditches were dug at both sites, 
destroying earlier traces.

Although the peat surface at the SM-I site had oxidized almost completely by the 13th c., the 
Roman Iron Age pits that had been dug through the original peat surface, and further more than 
20 cm into the underlying sandy-clay sediments, were recovered containing non-oxidized peat. 
The re-deposited peat consisted of natural reed and other organic remains. Deposited materi-
als recovered from this peat matrix were also excellently preserved and included such fragile 
materials as mice skulls, leaves, twigs, and pieces of rope. Organic finds were in a similar state 
of preservation at the somewhat later site of SM-III. However, the re-deposited peat showed a 
greater degree of oxidation, whereby natural reed inclusions were no longer recognizable. 

Figure 3  General stratigraphy of the two Schagen sites, showing the recovered situation (l) and the recon-
structed (r).





 .                      -   ⁽   -  ⁾ :   .       

Figure 4 shows the overall plan of SM-I, including main excavation area, trial trenches and 
those areas where road trenches were dug to the top of sandy-clay subsoil. 10 The ditch system 
shown, disturbing prehistoric traces, dates to the 13th c. The area with features is given in Figure 
5. Excavation revealed two main areas of activities separated by a central area, which had few 
features. To the north, an area with open-air hearths, surrounded by subsided surface spreads of 
charcoal and iron slag indicating metalworking as a main activity here. Four human burials and 

Figure 4  Overall plan of Schagen Muggenburg-I (SM-I), with situation of the trial trenches, roadway 
trenches and main area of excavation.









a pit with cremation remains are also associated with the northern area. Sixty-two meters to 
the south, the plan of a small farmstead was recovered. Pits and linear features were dug within 
the northern, central and southern areas.  The features shown on plan are considered to be con-
temporary with the habitation by a single family within an intensively used settlement area of 
about one-half hectare. The dating of about 300 AD is based on the Roman coin of Postumus 
(259-268 AD) and 14C dating.11 

Below, features are described of the dwelling, outside hearths and linear features. The remain-
der of the features, the pits, are subdivided into shallow and deeper pits, the first mainly with 
burials, and the deeper pits with numerous types of remains. Features and materials are given 
in Tables 1-8. For the Latin designations of the common names used below, see Table 1a & 
1b, for bone, and see Table 7c for wood.  A selection of feature sections, detailed drawings and 
recovered materials are shown in Appendix 1. George Maat has described the human remains 
in Appendix 2. 

 .  .            ⁽    .   ⁾

The remains of a small structure (5.4 m x 10-12.5 m) were found in the southern part of the 
excavated area. Of what could be defined, the most salient features were the floor areas of clay 
and a multi-phased hearth, a deposit in the floor and the materials of a house-ditch along one 
side.

structure: Little evidence for principle posts was recovered. There was one post-hole near the 
hearth that had been sunk into subsoil. Other indications for the positions of posts, as shown on 
plan, were shallow depressions, sometimes defined by sherds on edge. Enough post depressions 
were recovered to show the structure was typical for the region (and NW Europe in general) in 
being three-aisled, longitudinally. The central aisle was c. 3 m wide. Posts had evidently not been 
driven further than the thickness of the peat deposits. As the peat surface on which the house 
had been built had oxidized, the post-holes had disappeared as well. Features resting on the peat 
had remained intact during subsidence. 

floor: A clay floor had been laid down originally over the entire length; the floor was 3-5 cm 
thick. Part of the perimeter of the floor at the north-eastern end had stake impressions indicat-
ing the floor had been laid down subsequent to enclosing the area with wattle walling. The clay 
had been pushed up against and somewhat around the stakes, which were spaced 30 cm apart. 
A pit (f352) had been dug near to the western short wall, through the flooring, at some point 
during dwelling use, as had another pit, f212. After deposits had been made in f212 and the pit 
back-filled, the entire width of the dwelling was re-laid with another layer of clay; there was also 
subsequent re-patching of the floor directly above the pit probably necessitated by subsidence of 
the re-deposited peat fill of the pit.

floor deposit: A large clay object in the form of a giant spindle whorl, and too large to be consid-
ered a loom-weight, was found imbedded in the area of renewed flooring (fig. 6). 

Figure 5  SM-I: Plan of area with features.





hearth: A hearth base of oval clay was found under the later clay floor. The hearth contemporary 
with the re-laid floor was carefully constructed and had been renewed once by adding an addi-
tional layer of sherds and clay. Both phases consisted of stacked and horizontally arranged sherds 
from various cooking pots. The hearth had a roughly trapezoidal use surface of clay enclosing a 
domed construction of stacked sherds covered by clay. The oval dome was the surface on which 
the fire had been built (fig. 6 ). 

Refitting of the sherds making up the hearth did not produce whole pots or even complete 
profiles. Sherds from at least four individual pots had been used (Abbink 1999, 89). The fuel 
used on the hearth was reed peat, readily available from the natural landscape. Experiments with 
burning peat recovered from excavated pits, carried out at the site in 1984, produced a similar 
yellow ash as that recovered from the cracks in the hearth, and to the end of the hearth over 
part of the floor. 

Figure 6  SM-I: House plan (cf fig. 5 for positioning). The clay object shown on the right was found 
imbedded in the floor. Two views of the hearth are shown below – on the right, with clay capping par-
tially removed, and on the left, totally removed, revealing the sherd paving.





house ditch and entrance deposit: A concentration of a 1.20 m by 10.40 m stretch of finds, mainly 
sherds, was found extending along the southern length of the dwelling (tab. 5:III, f240). It seems 
likely there was at least along this side of the house a house-ditch cut into the original peat 
surface, but not as deep as the underlying sandy-clay sediments. Again, as with post-holes, the 
feature itself had disappeared as the peat oxidized. The deposited materials had remained hori-
zontally in situ. The concentration stopped at the ends of the long wall along the southern side. 
There were no concentrations of materials noted around the other sides of the house making it 
unclear if a ditch extended along these sides. 

Three near-complete ox mandibles and a block of pink granite, probably originally deposited 
in a shallow pit, were found at a break in the sherd concentration. Two ash dumps to either side 
on the outside surface also indicate a break. This is also the area marked within the dwelling 
with renewed clay floor, and the indications taken together make it likely at least one doorway is 
marked here through the southern long wall. Other openings could not be defined. As opposing 
doorways through long-walls is the rule within the region, the floor deposit mentioned above of 
the large, spindle-whorl shaped object is probably an indication for the position of an opposing 
doorway through the northern long wall.

 .  .                                

southern area: Three hearths, one flat-rectangular (incompletely excavated) and two domed ovals, 
consisting almost entirely of a burnt orange clay, were found to the east of the dwelling (fig. 5, 
see legend). They were not associated with surface finds to indicate function, except the spatially 
associated pits, and will be seen within ritual in Chapter 4. 

northern area: The remains of five outdoor hearths with weathered surfaces were found in the 
northern area. They consisted of sherds mixed with clay (figs. 5 & 7). The clay had been baked 
to a yellow orange. Concentrations of iron slag and charcoal on the surrounding surfaces of the 
group of three hearths indicate metalworking and use of the hearths for at least this activity. The 
remains of misfired, vitrified, pottery in the immediate area might indicate pottery was fired here 
as well. The area to the east of these three main hearths had surfaces dotted with hearth dumps, 
and the remains of earlier hearth bases, in situ. 

The fourth, large, oval hearth more to the west, by pit group 5 (fig. 5), had no associated surface 
finds. 

In addition to the activities of metalworking, and possibly pottery firing, for the first three 
mentioned hearths, all four hearths will be interpreted in the light of rites carried out in the 
area and the line of pits also in the area.

 .  .                  ⁽    .       ⁾

Some linear features were cut deep enough to leave traces in the sandy-clay. An eighth feature 
(f279) is linear but consisted of five, successively dug, pits. All of these features are important 
within the interpretation of large-scale iconography (Chapter 4).





west: A two-phased ditch (f107), at least 46 m long and recovered 25 cm deep, was marking the 
west of the northern and central settlement areas. It did not have re-deposited turf fill, and the 
ditch during both phases was probably open, silting naturally during settlement duration. 

The ditch was found packed with bone, 91% of which came from cattle. This is in contrast 
to the greater diversity of animal species represented in the pits (tab.2). The Roman coin (Pos-
tumus) and a triangular clay object were recovered near the northern extent. The ditch length 
(f162), 30 cm deep, at right angles to the southern extent of f107, contained no finds. Trial 
trenches (fig. 4) over the area to the west of f107 contained no features or finds. Feature 107 is 
therefore considered to have had a bordering function between settlement place and the west 
of the site.

central area: Three lengths of  features, back-filled with turf, were found in the central area. The 
depth into subsoil varied: 16 cm for f17; and, about 45 cm for f102, f110 and f353. Of these, f102 
contained the most deposits, including horse bone, Roman import pottery and metal. 

Figure 7  SM-I: Outside hearths 
by pits (f156 with mainly non-
worked wood and f155, with pot-
tery, both of group 6) (cf fig. 5 for 
positioning).





southern area: Two stretches of linear features were recovered to the south of the house. They seem 
to border settlement space on this southern side. The slightly curving length (f273) was 45 cm 
deep at the eastern end and here contained deposits of wood and bone; the ditch was only 10-15 
cm deep further to the west.

Feature 274 was cut 25-30 cm deep into subsoil and contained a complete dog’s jaw at the 
very end and a large samian sherd cupping ash somewhat further along to the west.

pit row: A linear feature consisted of four pits (f270, f279, f257, f263) dug in sequence and cut 
overlapping south to north. A fifth pit (f258) somewhat out of line on the west, contained a 
small complete pot, standing upright, mouth opening covered by a sherd. The pot contained 
ground water only.

 

 .  .                    ⁽    .        ;     .       ⁾

Pits comprise the remainder of the recovered settlement features. These can be categorized 
in the first instance through depth. Eleven pits were cut through the peat layer only, whereby 
deposits were placed at rest on top of white sub-soil. Ten of these shallow pits contained (near) 
complete skeletons, bone bundles from ox and horse, human inhumations and cremated human 
remains covered by inverted pots. (Only one human bone element, a partial pelvis from a man, 
was in a deeper pit f27, discussed below.) One pit, but without burial remains, is included in this 
category of shallow pits. These features, cut only through the original habitation surface of peat, 
would have been at least 70 cm deep, originally.

Shallow pits with human remains (appendix 2)
The human remains were analysed by George Maat, described in his report of 1986 (Appendix 
2), and summarized here.  

f345: A grave-shaped pit dug to the top of subsoil contained seven pots, inverted, each found 
covering a small amount of cremated bone. The pots had collapsed with the subsidence of the 
peat, and were recovered as sherds over and infilling the rims (fig. 8). A fragment of melted 
bronze was found adhering to one of the pots rims. The vessels used to cover the cremated 
remains were large (Abbink 1999: groups 3 and 4), including one that was the largest of the site. 
All but one vessel showed signs of secondary oxidation and some burning. Details of construc-
tion and fabric point to manufacture by the same person (Abbink 1999, 244). 

It was not established if the cremated remains represented seven individuals. Definite, how-
ever, is that six of the pots were covering bones of adult remains, whereby one pot covered 
bone which was identifiable as being from an adult woman. All of the cremated bone had been 
gathered during excavation and considering the small amount under each vessel, it might seem 
likely that the remains from one person had been distributed under the seven pots. 

Other materials accompanying the pots and cremated remains in the pit were a foot bone 
and the pre-maxilla of a horse. The part of the upper jaw is particularly important for the large, 
iconographic-figure interpretation and ‘Horse’s mouth’ position, in combination with inverted 
pots over cremation remains (Chapter 4 & 6). This was the only upper jaw of a horse found in 
features of the site. 





f77: A new-born infant had been deposited on its side, head to the southeast, next to an outside 
hearth base, within the area of pit group 7. The skeleton was poorly preserved, but all of the 
body-parts seemed to be present.

f150: A 17-24 year old woman was laid to rest on her back, head to the southeast, face tilted 
towards the east. She had been disturbed through later ploughing and it is unclear if she had 
been buried with all body parts.

f322: A young man, 23-25 years old, had been placed in a flexed position on his left side, looking 
north, head in the west. He was less damaged than the woman of f150, but the left femur had 
been displaced, possibly as a result of ploughing, and there were traces of disturbance over his 
right femur. He was certainly buried without his feet, which were altogether absent.

f321: A man, 50-56 years old was found placed on his back, head to the west, all body parts 
intact. He had been much better preserved than either f150 or f322, buried at the same level 
and just meters away. Perhaps he had been covered with material, such as planking, although no 
traces remained. This older man had a wing bone from a mallard placed over his left chest.

Animal burials and bone bundles
f62: A stallion, 4.5 - 5 years old, was buried on his left side, head to the west. 12 His hind legs 
were unnaturally folded up under his rib cage and positioned to interlock with the forelegs. The 
muscles/tendons at the femur-pelvis joints must have been cut to achieve such a stretched posi-
tion of the hind legs.13 Three legs had missing foot-bones. The right hind leg was complete. The 
burial was accompanied by a polished bone object with a pointed faceted end, a small sherd of 
undecorated red samian ware, and two partial metapodia from sheep/goat.

f238: A large dog, about 66 cm tall at the shoulder, was buried near the south-eastern corner 
of the dwelling; it was 1.5 - 2 years old at death (index Harcourt 1974). Lying on its right side, 
its head was to the southeast. Not well preserved, it could not be established if it was male or 
female. Accompanying the burial were an astragalus from an ox, an incisor from a horse, and 
sheep/goat bones of an astragalus, two metapodia and a single molar. A worked bone disc was 
also in the dog’s grave.

f250: A very large (75 cm at shoulder), 9-10 year old male dog had been buried to the north-
east-east of the dwelling. It was lying in a twisted position, head to the northeast-east and not 
accompanied by grave-goods. At least seven toes had been cut off before burial, however.

f254: A bundle of three lower legs from a horse was found to the east of the dwelling.

Figure 8  SM-I: Shallow pits dug through the original peat, with deposits placed resting on subsoil: f345 
shows the collapsed pots, inverted and covering each a small amount of cremated remains; skeletons of 
f150, young woman; f322, young man; f321, older man; f62, stallion; f238 younger dog; f250, older male 
dog (cf fig. 5 for positions within the settlement).









f262: A compact bundle of ten bones from very large cattle included vertebrae, fore and hind 
legs. The exceptional size of the bones indicate they came from a non-native bred individual 
with a height at withers of  about 1.50 m (index Matolcsi 1973). The bundle was found to the 
east of the dwelling.14 Complete lower leg bones of the smaller cattle accompanied the deposit 
as well as bones from sheep/goat. 

f297: One other feature is included here through similarity with the above features. A feature 
dug only 4 cm into subsoil contained an arrangement of materials suggesting a small bed, as we 
referred to it in the field, or an empty grave. This association is based on the arrangement of laid 
willow branches in the feature, and the one, square cut, turf at the southern end. The single find of 
an ox metacarpal had been placed above and aligned with the square-cut turf. The visual analogy 
of wattle cradle is taken up below within the horizontal placement of the burials and the axis of 
settlement space discussed in section 2.2.6, below. The feature is part of three-pit group14.

 .  .                  ⁽     .        ;     .   -  ,            ⁾  

Fifty-eight deep pits form the remainder of the features at this site. They had been dug through 
the peat accumulation and down into sandy subsoil. Pits varied in recovered depth from 35 cm 
to 2 m. They were originally at least 1.05 m to 2.70 m deep. All had been backfilled, and all 
contained a clearly recognizable fill of re-deposited peat, with the exception of f154, which was 
filled mainly with cattle dung. Of the peat-filled features, the natural layering had obviously been 
inverted when the pits were back-filled, as no pits were found with sand fills. The layer of natural 
peat accumulation was deposited in the lower extent of the pits, in-filling with dark earth that 
part of the cavity dug into white sandy deposits. And, the re-deposited peat fill always in-filled 
the pits to the top of white subsoil. 

There was at times a clear layering within the pit fills, and these distinctions are evident in 
Table 5, where the deposits per pit, and layers are summarized. Why layers were different to 
each other was often a matter of relative inclusions of the peat matrix itself, and sections are 
shown in Appendix 1. Materials are also illustrated in Appendix 1, except for the native pottery, 
which has been illustrated by Abbink (1999). Pottery is taken up in Table 5 for sherd weight and 
number, and the number of vessels that were certainly deposited as complete. Bone materials 
are generalized in Tables 1 & 2. These and other deposits are somewhat specified in Tables 5 & 
6. Category and species are shown for the deposits of wood in Table 7. Table 8 is on the remains 
of one feature, f248. Figures 7 & 9 give an impression of the pits. Numbers as shown on the 
settlement plan, Figure 5, designate pit-groups as well as the feature number. 

 
Exceptional is the variation of deposits within the pits. It must be assumed that the materials in 
pits were found as deposited, except for soft-tissue or liquids, due to preservation conditions of 
the site. The enormous variability in pit contents, but the regular arrangement into groups of 
three was the starting point for the remainder of the analyses discussed in this section, and that 
used to model subsequent interpretations. The method of analysing these pits took various paths. 
Only those leading to further interpretation are specified here, and have to do with spatial and 
temporal scales. The sections below discuss how the framework arose for interpretation flowing 
from point positions marked as the duration of the settlement time:





• deep pits with clear ritual intent are linked with the shallow (burial) pits through inconspicuous, 
but reoccurring bone elements, which thereby link all of the pits within possible ritual intent

• the framework of ritual became developed through seasonal-time and economic cycles, sug-
gested through groups of pits combined with indications of time of the year gained through 
texts, augmented by ageing indications from bone elements

• specific marking materials could be defined for difference within groups, linking the majority 
of the pit groups within similarity

• the two large pits, and materials, could be seen as related to grouped pits and the seasonal 
framework

• selection of materials for deposit were considered in association with main activity areas
• materials not selected for deposit could also be somewhat distinguished, relative to types 

recovered from surfaces and mound material.  

foot bones connecting shallow and deep pits
In the initial stages of analysis (1985-1987), it was assumed that some pits were for rubbish dis-
posal, but it was an assumption based on tradition of archaeological nomenclature. Other pits 
had contents clearly pointing to ritual intent, such as the pits with complete pots or complete 
cattle skulls, and little to nothing else. The key to the following interpretations however came 
through implementing networking analyses whereby all materials were regarded within the dif-
fering archaeological context for binding meaning within the marking of settlement place. 

Accompanying the burials in the shallow pits described in section 2.2.4 were small deposits, 
of single complete bones, whereby the foot bones were most readily noticeable, also in regards 
to what some of the burials lacked: foot bones. In four cases at least, foot-bones were removed 
before burial – from the young man, horse, and older dog. The partial skeleton of a bovine (f22) 
did not have foreleg hooves, and they could have remained attached to the hide when the animal 
was skinned.

In Table 3, the materials deposited with the burials in the shallow pits are shown in com-
parison with three deep pits that might be generally agreed to have deposits made within ritual 
intent. The most noticeable deposits are designated, such as complete pots and the quarter of an 
ox. In addition to the fact that both shallow and deep features are pits, they also show a com-
monality in the complete bone finds of lower leg, teeth and other skull parts. In this respect, the 
features have a network of inclusion. Patterning was indicated through presence and absence 
of particularly feet elements, not through concentrating on the deposits such as human buri-
als, finds of metal or complete pots. The backdrop to the more obvious deposits are these 
more ordinary, seemingly insignificant, categories of materials which link many of the features 
within sameness. The noticeable selection of the small compact bones for deposition in pits, for 
example, is evident in f223 that contains, among other things, ten complete pots. Pits are thus 
harmonized with very differing types of material categories. 

The foot and teeth elements are known as butchery waste when the food value is taken into 
account.15  But this narrow subsistence function became inadequate for explaining distribution 
throughout many of the features. Other facets of meaning, lengthening the use-life, within 
symbolic intent and selection, of a bone were suspected due to the regular occurrence in pits. 
The lower leg elements especially are in contrast to possible eating waste representing those ele-
ments containing the greatest nutritional value16 – also found in pits, but in a fragmented state 
(tabs. 2, 5 & 6). 





While foot bones and single teeth deposits seem to interrelate features with burials and vari-
ous other pits, meaning for deposit is not explained. However, foot bone/lower leg elements 
are ‘knucklebones’, a semantically confused designation as to exactly which bones are meant. 
There is a wide distribution of these elements in pits, including graves, across Europe from the 
prehistoric and medieval periods. Use within adult games of chance and/or divination across the 
continent is known from early on. Chapter 3 delves into these subjects and explores the inter-
connection of the particular bone deposits with wood finds. While these types of pits, in other 

Figure 9  SM-I: Examples of the deeper pits, dug through peat and into subsoil, with feature numbers and 
when two layers are shown, the layer numbers (cf fig. 5 for position within the settlement).





countries, are sometimes also regarded as the result of ritual, definition is however fuzzy as to 
the content of religion within tradition other than in general terms of propitiation and pars pro 
toto.17 By regarding the spatial settings, as groups of pits, rather than concentrating on materials 
in them, the Schagen sites led to a specified, seasonal-ritual interpretation.

spatial order as temporal process: pit groupings and seasonal ritual 
Networking analyses continued in combination with another characteristic of the pits: the 
immediate spatial arrangement. It appeared that deeper pits could have been dug as groups of 
threes to form a grouping (fig. 5 & 10), as will be set out below. There is variation as to form and 
layout. Most were square to rectangular, usually with rounded corners; group 5 was exceptional 
in having three round pits. 





Defining the same network of finds of foot and skull bones weaving groups together in similar-
ity subsequently led to defining differences between pits within the groups. This line of analysis 
extended from an indication from The Germania, Tacitus’ late 1st c. AD work: 

‘...the year itself is not divided by [the Germani] into as many seasons as it is with 
us [Romans]: winter, spring, and summer are the seasons they understand and have 
names for; the name of autumn is as completely unknown to them as are the bless-
ings that it can bring’ (Ger. 26, Mattingly, ed/trans.1970).

The division of the year into three seems general to Indo-European time/cosmology and is 
part of tripartite structuring.18 The spatiality of tri-partition is particularly evident in dwellings, 
in being three-aisled longitudinally and often divided into three main activity areas in the NW 
European area. At a settlement spatial scale, this Schagen Muggenburg-I settlement is also inter-
preted as having three main areas. At the intra-site level, marking with pits filled settlement place 
during settlement time, as groups of three, as part of reoccurring inhabitant tradition. Time as 
marked by points within space became the analytical level for archaeologically gained data, for 
understanding the specifics of anthropologically known frameworks such as that provided by 
Bourdieu’s scheme of cyclical ritual and economy, as mentioned in Chapter 1 (and cf fig. 2).

The shortest time span of action within settlement duration is demonstrated by the nature 
of deeper pits. The pits were back-filled very soon after being dug as shown by the consistently 
clean interface between turf back-fill and white, sandy subsoil at the bottom, without silts, even 
at the bottom of all but the deepest features. The water table at the time was such that if features 
had been open even for a day, or possibly even hours, ground water would have risen in them 
such as to disturb a sharp and clear-cut layering as that which was recovered. That is, peat was 
not re-deposited into water filled pits. 

Taking into account the original peat accumulation, deep pits were dug, deposits were made, 
and the pits backfilled within a (very) short time-span. Texts and bones were used for trying to 
define at what times these pits may have been dug.

Figure 10  SM-I: Pit-groups, numbered, and feature numbers.





The texts considered were on later practice of Icelandic ritual. The13th c. Snorri Sturluson in 
Ynglinga Saga [8] mentioned that the Scandinavian god Odin organized three feasts per year: 
‘Near Winter’s day, they should sacrifice for a good season, in the middle of winter for a good 
crop, and near summer’s day it was the sacrifice for victory’. In the History of Hacon the Good 
[17, 18], Snorri remarks on blood sacrifices in the autumn towards Winter’s Day, and the feast 
at Mid-Winter. The Yule feast in January is taken to be mid-winter (Monsen ed/trans.1990, 86), 
although interpretations on the specific date differ. Bede, in the early 8th c. stated pagans began 
the new year around the time of the winter solstice.19 

Dividing the year into three (Tacitus), and taking indications from Snorri, the year is divided 
up into three as shown in Figure 11. For the convenience of modern referencing, taking two 
months to either side of January 1st will adhere to ‘our’ months. The beginning of winter is 
then around the beginning of November; spring starts with March and the third broad segment 
of the year is July through October. Mid-winter is around the winter solstice. ‘Summer’s day’, if 
used in the same way as ‘Winter’s day’, would be the end of Spring/start of Summer, and very 
possibly connected to the period of the summer solstice.  

High points of the livestock year are conjoined to this three-season year in Figure 11, 
whereby birth and death would be of considerable importance in continuation of the herd and 
inhabitant subsistence. Historical practice provides indication of the periods of the slaughter 

Figure 11  SM-I: Model of the cycle of seasons with high points of the economic year, and the seasonal 
criteria of the pit contents. The model is further specified in Chapter 6.





month as November, which was also important in saving on gathering winter fodder.20 Snorri’s 
‘blood sacrifice’ (that is: offering animals) comment is apt, certainly for small-scale societies in 
ritualising the slaughter of livestock.

This led to a search for correspondences to these general estimates that would make it possible 
to describe times of the year for a seasonal pattern of deposit independent of texts. The cat-
egory of  ‘eating waste’ was regarded for each pit. Younger animals can indicate age at death, as 
their bones are not fused or are in the process of fusing. Although ageing estimates are inexact, 
depending on the author and species of livestock studied, a range in number of weeks can be 
estimated for the age at which certain elements fuse.21 In estimating a month of death through 
the fusion data of bones, knowing the month of birth is a prerequisite. Again, there is no cer-
tainty on how herds were managed and the exact time of mating and thus the time of parturi-
tion for calves, lambs/goats and piglets, those livestock animals certainly eaten at this settlement. 
Estimates were taken from Van Wijngaarden-Bakker (1988) for Figure 11. 

Five pits gave estimates for age at death, whereby the months of May-July were recogniz-
able.22 Conjoining well with the cycle as given by texts and economic high point are two pits 
(f212 and f221) for the end of Spring/beginning of Summer. June economically corresponds to 
the close of herd regeneration in the arrival of newborn calves, most important for the subsis-
tence of the inhabitants. A September-November estimate derived from pit f142 could indicate 
the slaughter period of November. The dead of Winter is only indicated possibly by f22 with 
the broad estimate of the one-third ox burial. Although the ageing indications were few, the 
pits with estimates were from four different pit groups. Other materials will be taken up below, 
with other indications for seasonal deposit, and all of the periods will become better specified 
in Chapter 4 & 6, through another type of patterning. 

specific rite markers
Parallel to the above, and within an interpretation for regarding all of the pits as ritual, marking 
was expected to occur through materials in a specific manner for specific points in the year, 
as institutionalised practice. Or, for example, within modern, western tradition, practitioners of 
(seasonal) rites do not sometimes decide to ritualise eggs at Christmas, but give extra emphasis 
to ordinary things, such as eggs, at Easter. Specific rite markers could be delineated for many of 
the pits, and the ageing estimates were then applied, for pinning these to an estimated period 
within the year.
The initial layers of deposits – that is, those put into the pit first – was considered and the key 
was found to suggest difference within most pit groups, and sameness between pit groups. It was 
again the bone material that was found as patterned. The elements already mentioned – foot and 
skull bones that linked the shallow, burial deposits with these deeper pits – were those proving 
most important. Some of the wood finds are also taken up in the scheme. In line with the textual 
indications and economic high-points of the year (fig. 11) and the few indications given from 
ageing criteria, pits gained a characterization within a seasonal cycle. Twenty-nine pits, in nine 
groups, and a partial tenth group, exhibit the following, as shown in Table 6 (I):

•  Winter (December-January): a foot bone or tooth from a horse, in the bottom layer 
with bones, which is often accompanied by a tooth of an ox. 





•  Spring (May-June) : no horse bone in lowest layer, but rather the skull bones and/
or loose teeth of other animals, mainly cattle, as part of the initial deposit. The 
end of spring is further indicated by the finds categories of hazel, and deposits 
of worked wood with (empty) holes. There are two exceptions to this rule (f352 
with holed wood and f118 with twigs of hazel). The finds of wood are not always 
on the bottom of the pits. The wooden objects with holes are always finely 
worked, complete objects. Only one find can at this moment be placed within 
a settlement activity/function: a part of a vertical loom (from f212--within the 
house) that did show use wear. Construction joints might be a possibility for the 
other finds, although certainly not all. Some certainly appear to have been made 
especially for deposit, such as the finely worked oak plank from f154, with one 
triangular and three round holes.

•  Fall (October-November): Except for the un-worked bunch of hazel twigs (and a 
hazelnut shell) amongst more than 38 finds of wood in f118, there is an absence 
of the above categories in the third pit of a group. In general, there are fewer 
finds in these pits. The pits designated as Fall have no recognizable markers; some 
of these pits were noticeably empty, although there are exceptions such as f155 
in the north, a small pit packed with pottery, or the complete pot in f21 in the 
south. The slaughter theme is for example expressed in the two complete cattle 
skulls, including lower jaws, in f179. They were in the upper fill; in the lower fill, 
below the deposited skulls, there was no sign of deposits: that is, nothing could be 
distinguished as primary deposit in the lowest fill of the pit. If there was a gen-
eral marking material for these pits, non-recoverable substances from slaughtered 
animals could be considered such as organs/meat, hides or blood. 

To reiterate: these pits with these criteria are found grouped together within settlement space. 
Table 5 shows the features arranged per postulated season, per group. Table 6(I) is clearer in 
showing sameness between pits of the groups as they are separated into seasonal designation. 
Within a group, the two pits of winter and spring often have more materials than the third: next 
to pits packed with many interesting things, there are pits with very little. The criteria are delin-
eated sub-patterns within that which has already been marked in the horizontal and then found 
marked within vertical aspect, as first deposit (or absence) in pits, which were then back-filled. 

Within a seasonal framework, it was assumed that proximity of a grouped three-some reflects an 
aspect of a proximal time sequence: one year. Less likely, but of course uncertain, is that inhabit-
ants were digging, for example, a winter pit in the northern area, subsequently a spring pit in 
the southern area, and then a fall pit in the east, jumping back and forth through settlement 
space within one year. 

In Table 6 (II), the four other complete groups are shown arranged. The presence of the 
Spring criteria is somewhat recognizable for three pits. Winter is not well defined (except for 
one horse jaw), but it was assumed Fall pits following Table 6 (I) would have even fewer deposits. 
In Table 6 (III), single pits up against non-excavated areas are then, insofar as possible, arranged 
by seasonal criteria assuming that they were part of groups. Of the remaining nine pits, Table 
6 (IV), seven were only partially excavated, the exceptions being f105 and f106, which might 
explain the lack of fit. The certain exceptions, as they are complete groups (9, 10, 13 & 14) will 
be taken up in Chapters 4 & 6. All but group 9 will gain an interpretation within larger pat-
terns.





On the one hand, there is variation within groups, as shown by those fitting the seasonal 
criteria. On the other hand, the wider spatial marking shows variation by groups within settle-
ment. Marking of main activity areas, along SW-NE axes, with pits having the most materials 
also corresponds to the orientation of the dwelling in the south, and to the direction of the 
outside hearths in the north.  

There is one exception near to the dwelling, thus within a main area, which can be explained: 
group 3 has only two pits (f21, f42).  Absent in group 3 is a pit containing the horse bone/Win-
ter criteria. If a pit-group marks a cycle of one year, the time of starting the settlement could be 
reflected in this group: after Winter and before the end of Spring. This would seem a good time 
to start your new settlement, building a dwelling before livestock is born, but with resources 
available for wattle walling through coppicing or pollarding. The Spring pit (f42) had lengths of 
willow, perhaps from clearing activities and/or as lengths of willow conceptually connected as 
deposit to the wattle of the nearby dwelling. 

Less likely would be that the inhabitants moved away in the Fall and that this is the last group 
of the settlement. Analyses were done as to small inclusions in pit fill, and this group had no 
inclusions, or ‘noise’, such as burnt clay lumps or minute sherds within re-deposited peat matrix 
as habitation-surface debris.23

If the double-pit group 3 marks the start of settlement, implied as well is that Winter pits were 
also marking when a new pit group was started. Subsequently, the perception within time-keep-
ing of the beginning of a yearly cycle would be in the Winter, and would concur with Bede’s 
remark (and present western practice) on the beginning of the New Year. 

Below, various aspects of individual pits and materials will be mentioned, after description of 
the last features of the site, the two large pits. 

 
large pits 
There are two relatively large pits, one in the north and another in the central area. Both pits are 
irregular in shape and relatively shallow, and both have in common some rare bone elements as well as 
having laid willow branches, without leaves, in the fill. Chapters 4 & 6 go into the facet of the place-
ment of these large pits and the larger iconographic scheme within the settlement interpretation.

f27: The large pit feature, cut 30 cm into subsoil, in the northern area had the entire range 
of finds categories represented in pit groups (Tables 1, 5 & 6). There were quantities of bone, 
accounting for more than a third of identifiable bones from dug features. However, it cannot be 
assumed that a third of the animals of the settlement are represented. Counting bones masks a 
number of facets. For example, the sixteen complete metatarsals deposited in this feature came 
from fourteen different cattle, an easily made visual determination.

This feature has the only dog skull from the site. It was a skull from a small dog, teeth extract-
ed. The articulated horse leg did not show de-fleshing marks, and was thus likely an offering. A 
partial pelvis from a man was also deposited (Appendix 2), and it is the only singly deposited, 
human bone of the features.

Seldom as well are the cattle elements of horn-core and patella (kneecap). They may also be 
regarded as important, as they were included in only three pits of the site: this feature, the next 
described, f185, with relatively few bones, and f212, within the dwelling and part of group 1. 

In f27, the bones were deposited as a layer above the worked and non-worked materials of 
wood, including willow branches. Figure 9 shows the central part of the pit at this layer with 





wood concentration. To the left of the photo is the top of the bone layer, and to the right is 
the beginning of the northern extent of the feature, which had few deposits. The distribu-
tion longitudinally south to north of finds in this large pit-feature might be analogous to the 
groups having three pits. The northern third of the pit suggests a correspondence to the ‘Fall’ 
pits. Although not established in the field, the pit may have formed three separate occurrences 
of extending the length to the north, analogous to the ‘linear’ feature (f270, etc. above) formed 
by successively dug pits. A post setting appeared to have been originally present at the southern 
end (Appendix 1, f27), but was evidently pulled, before this area of the site was covered with a 
low mound at the end of settlement.

f185: The second large pit, 30 cm deep, had far fewer finds than f27 and an absence of hazel, 
wooden object with hole, spindle whorl, and metal. The pit was similar however to f27 in hav-
ing lengths of willow branches; also similar are the deposit of the seldom-occurring elements of 
ox horn-core and patella. A small, near complete pot, placed nearly upright, contained seeds from 
orach and chickweed (Van Haaster 1985). There was also a section of an imported shale bracelet.

remarks on categories selected for pit deposits
A few points will be made here in addressing some facets of the deposits within the proposed 
framework of seasonal ritual in selection, distribution and state of the materials that were 
deemed fit for deposit within pits.

 
bone: The pit-finds relative to the linear feature on the western side of the settlement (f107) 
show a clear difference in species represented. Bones found as articulated limbs do not occur in 
the linear feature, but are present in the pits, most notably as the two articulated horse legs, the 
lower legs, and partial bovine skeleton. Complete skulls are also found only in pits: from cattle, 
a dog, mice, chicken and mallard.

Tables 1b-4 show the small animals, wild species and ‘exotics’ such as cat. There are more in 
Winter pits (7 pits with 35 bones) than the Spring (6 features with 6 bones), and very few in pits 
designated as Fall (2 pits with 4 bones). There are also more of these bones in the northern area (28 
bones in the north to 16 in the south). Although only a few of the geese and duck bones could be 
identified as wild, domesticated duck is not known for the period.24 If some were from migratory 
wild fowl, there may be a migratory aspect implied, and thus the seasonal aspect could also apply. 
The mallard wing on the chest of the burial of the older man could also be linked to this facet.

There is also an apparent selection in the bones chosen for deposit in being mainly wing/leg/
foot bones of the (wild) birds. A foot bone, an astragalus, of a fox is also in the northern area (f22). 
Cats are represented only in the north, by a large deposit in f143, and by the two complete upper 
fore-leg bones from the same cat, but deposited in two different features: in pit f79 and the linear 
f107 on the west. House mouse skulls are represented in both south and north. The frog and toad 
bones are also listed, although they could have been part of the natural peat layer. However, as 
frogs and toads are certainly noted as part of recorded medieval practice, as are mice, the elements 
could have been have consciously deposited here.25 These species represented by bone elements 
are not season specific. The only bone from large wild is the partial jaw from a red deer in pit 
f260 in the south, recovered with a partial horse jaw and the complete hind leg of a horse.
There is a clear difference between the number of bones representing eating waste (Table 5 
includes identifiable and Table 6, identifiable and unidentifiable fragments). The totals here are 





inflated as ribs and vertebrae fragments recovered are counted as one, even though very frag-
mented. Some of the smaller fragments may not even have been conscious deposits, but part 
of the re-deposited peat matrix, including surface layers. Other facets also disallow direct com-
parison between features with the column of eating waste masked within bones totals. Feature 
148 with 52 bones, for example, includes fifteen bones from four species of birds. These, if parts 
of meals, do not account for much meat. Another qualitative exception is f142 with 54 bones. 
Forty-two of these bones represent the remains of one lamb. Most of these were recovered col-
lected into the base of a broken pot, which had been deposited on the bottom of the pit (fig. 
9). It is an interesting deposit demonstrating active collection of eating waste for deposit, as well 
as secondary use of a broken pot for the purpose. Other eating waste elements from pits come 
from different species, and at times the same elements, or what would be articulating elements, 
come from demonstrably different individuals of the same species. 

Extending eating waste into interpretation of ‘ritual meals’, with implied feasting and sub-
sequent deposition associated directly with rites of the day(s), would have to take this variation 
into account. This is a single-farmstead site – that is, one family – and the consumption pattern 
of parts of various animals must be addressed through various lumps of meat, rather than as 
representations of complete animals. Within the more encompassing interpretation put forward 
in Chapter 6, aspects are mentioned for bone materials as possibly reflecting participation by 
inhabitants from other settlements, and selection for deposit as part of a regenerative belief sys-
tem, including livestock/wild species. 

wood: Of the 908 deposits of wood recovered from features, 899 are from pit features. In Table 
7, the 114 worked wood deposits from pits are shown categorized and the non-worked wood is 
shown as to species. Of the worked wood, those classed as ‘objects with holes’ have empty holes. 
Beams had at times tenons in places, but they had been sheared off. Tenons are used to designate 
large pegs, which were unused and are considered especially made for deposit. The category 
‘other’ includes a variety of objects, including planks, beams, a comb, a small Roman box or lid, 
an imported, Roman, lathe-turned sofa leg.26 A complete rake (of which only the head is illus-
trated, Appendix 1) and sections and ‘loose teeth’ of rakes are also recognizable, but an original 
function cannot be assigned to many of the worked wood deposits. Branches, twigs and roots 
were also recovered, and they are classified as ‘non-worked’ as they had chop marks, only. 

The finds of wood show a spatial patterning along main activity area distinction most evi-
dent between the southern dwelling area and the northern outside work area. Particularly pits 
f212 and f221 in the south had finely made objects. In the north, non-worked wood was in the 
majority when present, such as in pit f156 that was packed with non-worked lengths, which 
made the included sofa ‘leg’ standing upright near one of the corners all the more noteworthy. 
Pit 142 contained cut tree roots. The willow branches laid horizontally both in the large pits 185 
and 27 (also with a finely worked comb) bind the large pits as being similar. 

Wood will be taken up as being particularly important in Chapter 3, as structuring within 
tropes and Tree of Life tradition, and within a delineated larger patterning in Chapter 4, 6 & 7.

harvest/seeds: Looking for concentrations of seeds as conscious deposits, without the extra 
context of a container, in a peat matrix is a task involving the proverbial haystack, as naturally 
occurring seeds are preserved and many species are hypothetically useful. Nuts are more vis-
ible as having been utilized, but only three hazelnut shells were recovered from three features 





(f118, f212, f223); there were no acorns. As the context is one of a settlement, without clear 
concentrations it is impossible for some materials (the flax remains and the few grains of crops) 
to be defined as deposits, given the backfilling including settlement surfaces. Only a few remains 
of crop plants were recovered from the few samples done.27 Only two pits gave indications for 
conscious deposits of plants:

f248: The pit was mainly filled at the lower level with a large deposit of what must have origi-
nally been complete sheaves as indicated by the stems and un-threshed, charred emmer wheat, 
pieces of twining, and other plant remains, including barley, and insect remains (tab. 8). Appar-
ently, sheaves of grain had been set afire. Where the material was burned cannot be defined 
with certainty – for example, it could have occurred at ground level and the remains subse-
quently shoved into the pit; or, sheaves were held over the pit while burning. Arrangement of 
the remains as recovered in the pit would not seem to indicate burning in situ. Non-burned 
complete, wooden objects were deposited above the plant remains. 

An estimated 10 kgs of emmer wheat is represented that could be from a harvested area of 
greatly divergent size varying from 27 m2   to 250 m2 (cf discussion in Woltering 2000, 320-323). 
Additionally, through the criteria of cattle skull part and wood with hole, the pit is delineated 
as ‘Spring’, and the sheaves would not refer to the time of deposit, but to a coming harvest. 
They could have been sheaves of the previous year’s harvest, deposited at the start of generative 
process/Spring ritual, looking forward to a new harvest. This conclusion is substantiated through 
the recovered charred remains of dark meal beetles (Tenebrio obscurus) amongst the grain remains. 
It takes months for this insect to develop, which would be an indication for a spring deposit, if, 
as is usual, eggs were laid in the spring in stored sheaves by an adult beetle.28 

f185: The pot in f185 contained an over-representation of orach and chickweed seeds (Van 
Haaster 1985). These two plants are edible. Chickweed was also found in a pot at a 1st c. site of 
the region, in the Assendelver Polders (Pals 1987). 

pots selected for pits and clay winning as pits: The pottery of the site has been extensively studied by 
Abbink (1999) and is illustrated in her work. Just some general aspects will be mentioned here. 
Table 5 & 6 show the pits where vessels were deposited, with certainty, as complete, unbroken 
pots. Through subsidence of the peat matrix, it was not always possible to define when pots had 
been placed as complete in the pits, or when sherds forming complete, but broken containers 
had been deposited as sherds. There were also certainly partial pots and single sherds deposited. 
The total sherd weight and counts can be found in Table 5. Whether or not all sherds were con-
sciously deposited is unknown, but certainly smaller sherds could have been part of re-deposited 
surfaces.29 Complete pots varied as to functional grouping and varied as to quality in being finely 
finished, or not, and in colour. Patterning is evident between the south and north. 

Feature 223 was the only pit in the south with a multiple pot deposit.30 The ten pots included 
were very large storage vessels, cooking pots and an exceptionally large jar. Abbink (1999, 309) 
considers that the same person made the pots, and that most were made especially for deposit as 
they show no use traces. Although a jar was included with the inventory, jars as complete vessels 
were deposited otherwise in the north only.

Single pots, recovered as complete, had been placed in four pits of the southern area. Two 
were medium sized, one finely burnished and black (f212) and the other with an atypical form 





of finger decoration over the entire surface (f115), of grey colour. The mice skull placed in 
the bottom of the black burnished pot from f212 was the only recoverable content, within the 
earth also in the pot, but it is regarded as a conscious deposit. While these two vessels are of 
the cooking pot shape and size, they had unusual surface treatments. Feature 21 had a smaller, 
complete vessel at one end of the pit. The other complete pot, in f258, of the southern area 
was small and light coloured; it was standing on the bottom of the pit within the line of pits 
forming a linear feature. This pot had a sherd covering the mouth opening, and it contained 
groundwater, only.  

In the northern area, only jars were found as actually complete, including the complete Roman 
jar mentioned below. The native jars were fired to a light colour in contrast to the mainly reduced 
vessels of the southern area. The Roman import jar was however grey-black. The jars contained 
nothing discernible. One was recovered in f143, on its side, and there were other complete vessels 
represented by partial profiles and sherds within this pit. They were badly made and most were 
for containing liquids (Abbink 1999, 308). Other vessels were certainly incomplete, and sherds 
belonging to the same pot were recovered from pits f143, f148 and f156, and a surface layer (f30). 
Pit f154 had three complete jars, very poorly made, and placed close together, standing on the 
very bottom, up against the north-eastern side. Other complete vessels had been placed in f79 
and f155. It was mentioned above on the section on shallow pits, that the seven  (large cooking 
or storage) pots of the north were placed inverted over the cremated remains (f345) of at least 
one adult woman. In the central area, a near complete, smaller pot in f185 was in a near upright 
position and contained soil with, as mentioned, chickweed and orach seeds. 

Working within the distinction made between dwelling area and the northern area with hearths, 
Abbink could conclude variation between the pots deposited (1999, 309-311). There are mostly 
deposits of cooking vessels in the south, taken probably from the existing household inventory, 
while the very few cooking pots deposited in the north were probably all specially manufactured 
for deposit. There is a conscious selection of specific sizes and shapes for pit deposit, reflecting 
general function of the pottery, but different from the occurrence in the other settlement fea-
tures, including layers and hearths. Smaller sized pots (Abbink’s pot groups 1 and 2) and those 
for keeping fluids (pot groups 2 and 5) are better represented in pits. Within the seasonal desig-
nations of the pits per group, Abbink concluded the following general trend: 

[Those vessels for fluids] ‘are essential elements for the midwinter and late spring 
rituals and are associated mainly with one other pottery group in each season. Stor-
age – or cooking and storage – vessels were deposited in the winter and cooking 
vessels in the spring. In the fall rituals, the special pottery of group 1 is predominant. 
Thus the size of the selected vessels is decreasing from winter to fall depositions, as 
is the total number of vessels. There is also a change in the place of deposition. The 
winter depositions seem equally important in both areas, but those of the spring and 
autumn are concentrated in the northern area’ (Abbink 1999, 310).

Thus, within the facets of settlement spaces and temporal framework, there are indications for 
selection of particular pots, the largest group of materials recovered from pits. Women, as the 
potters, and gender concerns, as find-distribution, are taken up further in Chapter 6.
The subsoil layering of the site consisted of lenses and layers of clayey-sand sediments, under the 
original accumulation of reed-peat. There were also two layers (12-15cm thick) of much purer 





clay within the subsoil layering. It was to the lower extent of these layers that many of the deeper 
pits had been dug. The clay layers were not part of the re-deposited pit fill. It is suitable as potting 
clay and analyses of both clay and pots from the settlement show a suitable match between raw 
material and fired vessels (Abbink 1999, 112). In addition to the suggested seasonal-ritual aspect 
of the pits, there is also this clay-winning dimension, binding pit digging to aspects of above-
ground activities of pottery production, cooking and storing and production processes through 
the year, as well as to seasonal rites of the year. Restructuring of natural layering will be gone 
into more fully in Chapter 6, within aspects of inversion and cosmology.

small objects in showing selection: Various types of materials are included here as they show, on the 
one hand, what was deposited, and on the other, what was not deposited. Through this brief 
comparison of materials recovered from surfaces, and the spread rubbish as mound material cov-
ering the site, it is evident that some material categories were not deemed suitable for deposit 
in pits (cf Appendix 1 for drawings of the materials). 

Spindle whorls were regular pit-finds, occurring in both the north and the south as seven 
complete objects from clay, within six pit groups (tab. 6). If the bone object with hole (f143) 
was a spindle whorl, rather than a bridle fitting,31 all pit-groups along the south and north had 
spindle whorls, excepting group 3, the suggested first year’s group with two pits. Spindle whorls 
were not exclusively in pits of a specific season, but did occur mainly in Winter pits. They were 
also well represented, with at least 20 examples, on surfaces and in the mound material. Loom 
weights were found near to the dwelling, but did not occur as pit finds. 

‘Gaming pieces’ were also deemed fit for deposit in both south and north. The pits produced 
only black discs, shaped from native potsherds, but there were other possible gaming pieces such 
as the four-sided bone marker, and possibly included in the category is a bronze piece. Red, sami-
an sherds had also been reshaped into playing discs, but they were found only on the surface near 
the dwelling. The four-sided die, from pit f143, was most probably made at the site. Initial stages 
in marking and working, and the off-cuts of worked cattle metatarsals demonstrate the various 
stages of dice manufacture, but were not recovered from pits. ‘Dice’ will be seen in combination 
with the unmodified knucklebone and single teeth deposits (Chapter 3), as part of divination. 

Only a very few bone implements are included as pit deposits, while antler is absent, but 
recovered from mound material. The pits included one implement (a bone gouge) within the 
southern area, while other implements were recovered from the central and northern area. One 
was a pestle-type implement, and there were two ribs, one finely worked, which have been asso-
ciated with pottery production. The possible bridle fitting/spindle whorl has been mentioned.

Two complete, utilized crucibles came from pit f79 in the northern area. Others, but frag-
mented, came from the surface. Small clay objects, aside from the crucibles, spindle whorls, gam-
ing discs, and a complete lid, seem absent, which can only be established through the materials 
from surfaces and ‘rubbish’ of the mound material covering the settlement. 

Within these surface layers there were broken small spoons or scoops, very small pots, and an 
object that can be likened to a ‘rattle’. Without much room to rattle, two baked clay balls were 
enclosed within a thick mantle of baked clay. The very small clay objects with holes may have 
been beads. They, as well as the recovered beads of glass and amber, were never found depos-
ited within a pit context. As mentioned, loom weights were also not deposited. Taken together, 
baked-clay objects show a wider variation of material inventory when surface layers are taken 
into account than the impression gained through materials in pits. 





Roman import pot: There is a possible patterning evident in the few single sherds of blood-red 
samian ware recovered from pits: all were odd-shaped undecorated sherds. Decorated samian 
sherds did occur on the surface. Re-fitting has never (at any of the sites) produced anything 
but larger sherds, whereby the decorated sherds from the surface fit at times to the deposited, 
undecorated sherds. For the third and fourth century Schagen sites, the samian ware of the first 
and second century is older than habitation of the sites. A project of refitting samian ware for 
finds of the province has been carried out and native sites have sherds fitting sherds of vessels 
found at the Roman harbour at Velsen, which was abandoned before the mid-first century (Vons 
& Bosman 1988). The ‘pick-up’ hypothesis of sherds rather than pots as that which interested 
later visitors to Roman sites could also apply to imported roman sherds recovered at the later 
Schagen sites. Much later use of Roman import has been established in Wijnaldum (Volkers 
1999) and the Broekpolder (Therkorn et al. forthcoming) for Early Medieval contexts. While 
the sherds (and other materials) may have been picked up, there is work needed for interpreting 
the selection more broadly as to meaning.

Roman samian ware, as complete pots, was evidently not a feature of inhabitants’ value sys-
tem at any of the sites of the province. At the Schagen sites, inhabitants evidently did not select 
for decorated sherds in their pits. The colour red as a facet of meaning could be important, in 
regards to permanency and blood symbolism to interpret intrinsic value of blood-red samian 
ware. If selection through colour applies to ‘red’, it might also apply to the other loose sherds of 
smooth white and coarse grey ware, also found at the sites. Again, they may have been brought 
into the site as sherds, through categorizing of hardness, colour and possibly as ‘foreign’. 

There was one near-complete pot of Roman manufacture, however; a grey coloured jar had 
been deposited in pit f147. A hole in the side had been patched with native clay, and apparently 
re-fired at least briefly. The jar itself dates to the second century, and again points to the long 
circulation of Roman materials. 

metalwork: The metalwork is distributed in pits with all three seasonal designations. Some of the 
metalwork finds were clearly of the scrap-metal designation, cut to size for reworking; identifi-
able were parts of two Roman sieves, both from f148, and a cut fragment from an unidentifiable 
object in f248. Along with the two crucibles in f79 and the iron slag found around the hearths of 
the northern area, reworking bronze and iron-working certainly occurred at this site. The one-
half bracelet, of bronze, found in f31 is not Roman, but Germanic. 32 It is unclear if this bracelet 
had been manufactured at the site. It is perhaps noteworthy that the two bracelet sections, one 
bronze and the other from shale, were found in the central area, in two adjacent pits: the shale 
section in f185, the Germanic bronze four meters distant in f31.

stone: All stone had been gathered or traded into the settlement.  Of the 136 stone finds of the 
site, only sixteen were in pits. Stone was classified into five categories, the following came from 
pits: whetstones (2); blocks, having no use traces (4); rounded/smoothed irregularly shaped with 
use traces (2); small shiny/polished pebbles (2); and, fragments from tephrite rotary querns (6). 
The largest section of quern stone was recovered from pit f223, with fully one-half of a lower 
stone found placed in the top of the fill, above the layer with the ten complete pots. Quern 
stone fragments were in five pits of the southern/central area, and one in the north, in the large 
pit f27. Another was in linear feature f107, along the west of the settlement.





 .  .                                              

In the above sections, all of the settlement features have been described, as well as an attempt 
to give an impression of the associated materials. More on the finds-categories will be taken up 
in subsequent chapters for defining the dimensioning of ritual indicated by the pit deposits for 
this and other sites. The features, as dug and defining settlement time are here taken together, 
for facets of dimensioning place.

The interpretational framework of seasonal ritual involving digging and filling pits can be 
combined with the spatial placement of features and as the reflection of settlement duration. 
Within the seasonal framework, features are assumed to have been dug through the sum of the 
total years of settlement duration. If a pit group represents a year, the total of settlement time 
can be estimated at 22-25 years, by counting the number of groups and those partial groups 
assumed represented, adjacent to un-excavated areas. This is a total consisting of specific events, 
at specific places within settlement place. 

Pit digging and placing materials within them can be interpreted within facets of time, spa-
tially binding the years through binding the main activities of the settlement areas. The finds of 
the pits lend information for everyday practices of the inhabitants, within a selection of mate-

 dwelling area pits northern area pits* 
 winter spring fall winter spring fall 
 
 iron bronze iron bronze, iron bronze, iron (bronze) 
 pot inventory single pot single pot jar jar 
 beam, post beam, post post post/stake post/stake 
 tenons tenons  tenons tenons 
 spindle whorls  spindle whorl spindle whorl 1/4 spindle whorl 
   gaming disc gaming discs,  bronze gaming               
    bone die  piece 
 whetstone  1/2 whetstone  whetstone 
 quern quern  quern     
 rake tooth complete rake partial rake    
  bone awl/gouge     
  loom parts     
  wheat sheaves     
  flax remains     
    bone bridle piece  
    oven-wall fragments  
     crucibles 
      

   bronze bracelet, wooden hammer
   bone pot-smoother bone pounder 

 central area pits*

* not included are the two large pits f27 & f185. Feature 27, in the north, contained a comb; and, in the central area, f185 had a section of a 

shale bracelet and small pot with seeds of orache and chickweed.

Figure 12 SM-I: Activities represented by materials in pits and where they occur within the three settle-
ment areas. The seasonal designation is based on deposit criteria.





rials for pit deposit. Normal settlement activities are represented and some of the finds in the 
pits are activity-area specific having been recovered from either the dwelling area in the south 
or the open-air activity area to the north. An activity for the central area could not be defined 
through surface finds. Activity reflections are shown in Figure 12 with the seasonal designation 
of the pits in which they were found. Some of the pit deposits at least refer in a direct way to 
these activities. 

Materials on the surfaces were used in the first instance to define activities carried out, and 
then the pit deposits for the areas were considered for reflections of marking within settlement 
place. Some points can be made at this stage of basic interpretation that informs and frames 
subsequent interpretation. These facets have to do with the overall spatial arrangements of the 
features (figs. 13 & 14):  

The southern area is spatially delineated by features referring to continuance/sustenance within 
everyday activities: the dwelling, with pits of the area containing deposits mark continuing life 
mainly through organic substances. These more generative aspects are found in the pits in the 
form of flax remains, and large grain deposit, grindstone for turning grain into a product; rakes 
for gathering the harvest together, pots mainly for containing food, cooked and stored. The two 
burials of very large dogs are here.

The dwelling of this site was not large enough to shelter animals in addition to people. Livestock 
may have been contained within the central area, to the northwest of the dwelling, although 
no traces of an enclosure were found. If there had been fencing, posts, stakes/stake-holes dis-
appeared with the oxidizing peat. (Livestock at the site is indicated by the dung included in 
the fill of particularly f154, and a small amount of cow dung and one horse dropping in f221, 
in addition to slaughter waste, such as found within f107.) As far as recovered, the central area 
seems contained as to distribution of features, but they are less finds-rich relative to pit or linear 

Figure 13  SM-I: difference summarized for the two areas of the settlement where activities could be 
defined.





feature contents further away. The burial of a complete horse however again indicates conceptual 
importance and the arc suggested by the closest pits, group 10, will be further explained within 
the dimension of circles and centrally placed horse burial as the spindle of the large iconographic 
figure Horse (Chapter 4).

To the south of the dwelling, ‘pointed to’ by a linear feature (f274), is the only interesting pit, 
f297 – that shallow feature likened to an empty bed/cradle or empty grave. Associated with 
bounding the dwelling area, this feature could be considered as representing a bed of the livings’ 
short term, nightly sleep, and/or the start of infant life, as an empty cradle. Carrying through 
the opposition – but linked as it is a continuous settlement place – are the dead in the north, 
as the infant burial next to one of the hearths and on to the positioning of the adult remains, 
the three burials. All of these features have in common the vertical aspect of having been dug 
only to the top of the white, sandy-clay subsoil. Within south-eastern to north-western axial-
ity – empty bed/cradle to grave-beds – lie as well the burials of one of the dogs and the horse, 
also in pits dug only to the top of white subsoil. These features form a line through horizontal, 
lived space. 

The hearths of the working area in the north are incorporated into the general NE-SW 
linear arrangement of pits. If something such as external relations can be induced through 
imported products, the northern and central area is better represented than the dwelling area 

�

Figure 14  SM-I: the plan of the settlement as structured around an axis of life—death across settlement 
place, and main activity areas, and patterned through borders on the west and south and point positions 
along the east and north.





in the number of metal finds, the only complete Roman jar, the Roman, lathe-turned sofa leg, 
the bracelet fragment of shale. In the northern area, bronze (re)working of imported materi-
als is reflected through deposits of crucibles in pits as well as the presence of scrap metal, cut 
to size for melting down. The area also has pits with the most wild and exotic animals (tab. 4). 
External contacts, reflections of different place, could be linked here. The concept of different 
places, external and foreign in wild animals and foreign goods may here be structures associated 
with a different human state, that of death. Horizontal place, as time, could have been a facet of 
arrangement at the small scale of settlement layout and activities, and as outward-looking. 

Parallel to the skeletal line of suggested ‘cradle to graves’ is the linear feature on the west, border-
ing the central and northern area. The border feature contained waste from slaughtered animals 
and primarily the main subsistence resource of cattle. Processing dead animals would relate more 
to life of the dwelling. And, as the west is marked with a linear feature, a border, the side of the 
settlement to the south of the house is marked by a linear border. In contrast are the point posi-
tions of the north, in points with dead humans and deeper pits, similar to the east (as far as can 
be determined from the excavated area) of point positions.

In the north, use of the hearths was for turning inorganic substances gained underground 
into metal and clay products, in contrast to that hearth of the dwelling in the work of preparing 
organic products. Reversed is the aspect of fuel used within these respective areas: the resource 
of the earth, peat turf, was used to warm and cook in the southern area, while wood, the above 
earthly resource, was used for firing the hearths in the northern area. 

These relationships are summarized in Figure 13. The three settlement areas of this site are 
shown as to this spatial ordering in Figure 14 with the elements of directions, axiality of marked 
place within the aspect of life to death, as a continuum. Short-term time is the interpretation of 
seasonal cycle enfolded as settlement duration, achieved as making and marking place through 
dug features, increasing in number through the life of the settlement. The exceptions to mark-
ing with particular finds, as mentioned, will be interpreted through the larger patterning in later 
chapters. Borders of S/W and point positions of N/E will also be addressed, as well as more 
of the gender associations, also in regards to the larger patterning in Chapter 6. Low mounds 
capped off settlement time.

 .  .                        

With the end of habitation, two areas were marked. Two low, oval, mounds were raised; one 
covered the northern with central area; the other was formed over the southern, dwelling area 
(fig. 5). The mounds were made up of clay, turf and large quantities of sherds, small objects and 
bone. Part of the mound over the dwelling was set afire, shown by the powdery orange ash of 
turf and baked clay of the mound matrix.

The superstructure of the dwelling had evidently been dismantled prior to constructing 
the mound. There was no disturbance of the floor or hearth or spreads of charcoal present to 
indicate ground level firing. The house area as covered up, ended as a very large-scale hearth, 
fired by the same fuel of peat turf as had been used within the dwelling. The natural layer of the 
landscape occurring above the clay layers in subsoil used to make the hearths and mound was 





restructured at a larger scale reproducing the relationships which were produced during settle-
ment duration.

The natural stratigraphy became inverted, again, as a hierarchy of materials reformed through 
settlement duration into a cultural hierarchy of time marked similarly but at different scales. 
Both mounds remained visible in the landscape. Both had plough marks, indicating at least a 
seasonal use. The somewhat later site, conceivably inhabited by descendants of the SM-I inhabit-
ants and even possibly doing the ploughing and harvesting shows similarities to patterns defined 
above, along with individual family differences.

 .                                   -     ⁽   -    ⁾ :  
 .     -      

The second Schagen site discussed here is that of Schagen Muggenburg-III – only partially 
excavated (fig. 15). This site is somewhat later than SM-I, placed around 320-350 AD.33 Located 
450 m to the southwest of SM-I, SM-III was situated on the same peat deposits as SM-I. Similar 
to SM-I, SM-III is characterized by a dwelling plan, linear features, and pits, as well as a low 
mound of soil and materials, fired, found covering the dwelling. SM-I supplied the material 
ingredients for delimiting seasonality in combination with pit grouping, indicated primarily 
through the selection of animal parts. Horizontally, the SM-III site may have been similarly set 
out as SM-I; the local group of amateurs had excavated a limited area to the north-west, which 
had pits and work hearths. Due to the limited time allowed for the excavation of SM-III, even 
less could be defined of the total site, which limits analyses relative to the SM-I patterns. How-
ever, the importance lies in the similarity of pit digging and nature of deposits of this settlement 
somewhat later than SM-I. Similarities and differences can be summarized.

Differences to SM-I:
1.  The features were less deeply cut into the sandy clay deposits underlying oxidized peat; clay 

winning was not a possible (additional) function, here, of digging pits.
2.  There were fewer materials deposited in pits. There are very few finds of wood and the bone 

category of eating waste is minimal. (Fewer organic deposits cannot be ascribed to poorer 
preservation conditions; what was present was in an excellent state.)

3.  More deposits had been made in the floor and under the hearths within the dwelling.

Similarities to SM-I:
1.  Same general type three-aisled dwelling was constructed.
2.  The complete and partial animal burials were dug only to top of (white) sandy-clay deposits; 

that is, through the peat deposits only.
3.  Pits were immediately backfilled after deposits were made.
4.  Pits were also grouped.
5.  The quality of deposits shows indicators for defining similar seasonal ritual.
6.  The dwelling was dismantled, the area covered by an oval mound and set afire at the end of 

habitation.









 .  .                    -     ⁽    .    ⁾

The dwelling was c. 5.25 wide, and the length was between 17-21 m. A late medieval ditch 
disturbed the southwest corner. The possibility of linking directions and entrances to gender 
are afforded by the nature of the floor and entrance deposits and the characteristics of the two 
hearths. These aspects will be combined with various schemes of spatial definition, directions 
and comparison with SM-I in Chapter 6. 

super-structure: The few indentations from posts in the subsoil indicate the dwelling was three 
aisled. Indications for posts further were completely absent due to post-occupation oxidation 
of the peat habitation surface. However, the laid clay floor and hearths had subsided, and these 
features were recovered intact. There are two main internal divisions marked by deposits and 
feature differences, and clear opposing doorways through the long walls. 

flooring and floor deposits: The clay for the floor at SM-III was not won from features within 
the excavated area; the natural substrata does have clay layers, but none of the pits of the areas 
excavated were dug deep enough to reach these. Clay had been spread as flooring, 4-6 cm 
thick. 
The positions of deposits purposefully imbedded in the floor are given in Figure 16. 
1.  a small, complete pot  
2.  the pot foot from a bowl
3.  an astragalus from an ox deposited adjacent to a small, complete, pot
4.  a near complete imported pot (fig. 17), inverted, at the threshold of the doorway through the 

north long wall. The pot was not inverted over a definable material. Staining of the ground 
indicated the pot had been deposited in a shallow pit dug through the original peat accumu-
lation, but not into sandy-clay.

5.  a complete hind leg of a horse at the opposing doorway through the southern long wall, 
probably also originally deposited in a shallow pit only through peat, but not into subsoil.

6.  lower leg bones from horse and cattle marking the southern long wall-line towards the 
northeast 

While the division of the house is clear, it does not seem livestock were stalled in the north-
east end, at least at the time habitation ended. The flooring was undisturbed and had surface 
finds mainly in the NE end which were little fragmented, having more the character of dumps, 
without clear indications of trampling. The immediate area around the hearth at this end had 
charcoal and flakes of bronze. The south-western floor area, with a smaller hearth, was clean. At 
other sites of the region, this is the main characteristic for distinguishing a dwelling area (clean) 
and the stalling area, with seasonal use for some work activity, sometimes with a hearth (Ther-
korn 1987a).

Three pits had been dug within the house. All had lumps of clay flooring in the fill and two 
had a patched flooring layer over them, and post-holes associated with them. They were evi-
dently dug during the use of the dwelling (see below pit group 2: f78, f105, f106). That pit on 

Figure 15  Plan of the excavated area of Schagen Muggenburg-III (SM-III).
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Figure 16  SM-III: House plan, with a: the dwelling end hearth, with clay capping removed from over 
the sherds (l), which were found covering three partial pots (r). 
 Below, b-d are three of the floor deposits: b. small, complete pot beside an ox astragalus, at position 3; 
c. large, import pot, found inverted at threshold, northern long-wall, position 4; d. complete horse leg 
marking threshold of southern long-wall, position 5. 





the south-western end, even though it had clay in the fill, was not in an area with flooring. This 
could be consistent with a function of this end as sleeping area, also a characteristic of dwellings 
within the region (ibid). 

Outside, adjacent to the northeast end were five post-holes bordering an ash dump. Fencing 
in any case is indicated, if not a small shelter or enclosure for protection under the eaves of the 
farmhouse for livestock. 

 
hearths: Two hearths were found one in each of the main areas of the house. Both are impor-
tant particularly because of the deposits underneath, which re-emphasize the spatial definition. 
Unlike the previously encountered hearths described for the region, all of earlier date, there 
were deposits underneath the SM-III  hearths.

The dwelling area hearth had three partial cooking pots arranged in a row, as an initial deposit 
under the surface of sherd paving covered with clay (fig. 16). 

The hearth of the eastern end consisted of clay, baked orange, with only the occasional sherd. 
This type of hearth with unordered sherds is in contrast to those of the dwelling end, where 
dwellings have two hearths, and has been described for other sites of the region (Therkorn 
1987a,b). They are characterized by spreads of material around them and occur within the stall-
ing area of the farmstead, put forward as in use during the months when cattle were out to 
pasture (c. April-October). Two bones from the lower legs were found under the hearth: a bovine 
astragalus together with a phalanx II from a horse. Placed close together and not embedded in 
the floor, it is certain the bones were intentionally placed when the hearth was constructed. As 
mentioned above however, while this hearth is typical of a stalling area, there is no indication 
livestock was ever sheltered here. The bronze and charcoal around the hearth indicate at least 
bronze working in this part of the dwelling.

house divisions 
Longitudinally, there seem to be two clear categories of material associated with the two main 
divisions of the house: pots at the living-end, and bones in the work area. They reflect the 
activity spheres of enclosed space, as they could well reflect main female and male divisions 
of concerns: of basic maintenance activities associated with food processing and cooking; and 
metal working, of unknown importance, but within that part of a farmhouse which traditionally 
would have contained livestock.34 The axis through the opposing door-openings is marked simi-
larly to the long axis of the house with deposits of a complete pot on the north and a complete 
horse leg on the south. Both spheres are represented, in materials placed together, towards the 
eastern hearth in the deposit of small, complete pot and ox astragalus. While the doorway axis 
is shorter, the deposits seem larger: a large Roman import pot, as opposed to those small native 
pots inside the house; and, a complete horse leg under the threshold rather than a foot bone 
element. As to scale, both deposits emphasize the importance of thresholds and inside-outside. 
Entrances, directions and gender will be taken up more fully in Chapter 6.

The importance of the chosen lower leg bones must be emphasized: astragali, metapodia 
and phalange elements of ox and horse. Paralleling the pit deposits of the SM-I site, the same 
bone elements were used here to demarcate enclosed space. The pot-foot deposit possibly signs 
to associations with pots, but also as body part, corresponding to animal parts, and the already 
delineated importance of  ‘feet’. The pot-parts as common body parts, in the present vernacular 
(mouth, neck, shoulder, etc.; handles are ‘ears’ in Dutch), seems to be indicated here. Position-





ing of pot bodies – lying, standing, inverted and their ‘mouth’ orientations – will be taken up 
further in Chapter 6, as well as this farmhouse with its similarities to the layout of the SM-I 
settlement area. 

 .  .                

The distinction between linear features and pits is vague at this site compared to the somewhat 
earlier SM-I settlement. Along the southern extent of the area excavated – to the south of the 
dwelling – long, single pits were dug along the same line as groups of smaller pits. As far as can be 
determined from the area excavated, the manner of spatial definition changes below the south-
eastern corner of the dwelling. These features, although relatively large, contained the back part 
of an ox skull, horn core cut off, placed in the north-eastern end. These were the only deposits. 
The only human bone, a left thighbone, of the site was recovered from a linear feature (f97).

To the west of the dwelling, linear features were formed by successively dug, and backfilled, 
pits (f102, f103) enclosing an area on at least three sides (fig. 15). The time-span involved in 
forming the enclosure may have had something to do with yearly events, or seasons, but marking 
was not such as to make many conclusions. The northern side (f102) was dug from the south-
west to the northeast. One of the pits contained a complete, black burnished, pedestal bowl with 
incised decoration of pits and hanging triangles (fig.17). The eastern line was dug southeast to 
northwest (f103). Both lines had deposits at the entrance terminals, impressed into the side of 
the latest dug pits. On the northeast end were cattle skull parts. A complete Germanic fibula of 
the early to mid-4th c. was impressed into the side of the northwest end (fig. 17). The western 
side had no finds, nor did the pits within the marked area. 

Pits, found to be near empty, therefore had been dug to mark at least a conceptual enclosure. 
Perhaps this semi-enclosure was the place of (ritualised) slaughter, although the slaughter waste 
was not deposited in the dug features recovered. The position to the west of the dwelling is 
somewhat similar to the bordering feature (f107) with slaughter waste at SM-I, a point to be 
further explored in Chapter 4 and 6. 

Figure 17 SM-III: (l) Complete import pot from the northern dwelling entrance, position 4, fig. 16; and 
(r) complete, decorated pot and Germanic fibula from the enclosure pit-ditches (cf fig. 15 for position).
Pottery scale 1:4, fibula scale 1:2.
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shallow pits: As at the SM-I site, large animal deposits were put into pits dug to the top of subsoil 
only. Only two shallow pits were recovered at SM-III and both had deposits: 

f71: A poorly preserved burial of a large dog was found at the north-eastern end of the house. 
Its head was to the northeast, looking to the southwest.

f46: Next to, or part of, group 8 was a bundle of bones consisting of skull and mandible and 
three lower legs of a very large bovine, of the size also found at the SM-I site.35

deep pits: The pits were generally less deeply dug into the white, sandy-clay sediments in 
comparison to SM-I, and only a few pits showed a clear stratigraphy, although it was obvious 
materials had been placed sequentially and with care. Preservation conditions for the organic 
finds were excellent and fewer recovered deposits is absolutely not a result of poor preservation 
conditions, relative to the SM-I site. 

The most important aspect of the SM-III pits is that they generally have few finds, but pits 
groups have the deposits of those bone elements used in networking analyses to define ritual 
at SM-I: complete lower leg bones, single teeth and other skull parts. Bones representing body-
parts with a great meat value, and thus labelled ‘eating-waste’ were fewer, relative to SM-I, and 
no estimation could be made of the slaughter time of animals for making general estimates of 
season at death, and time of making pit deposits. 

The qualitative criteria defined for SM-I in bone elements does seem to apply for groups 
of pits of this site. Horse element and cattle skull elements differentiate pits within a group of 
three as well as there being a consistency as absence of a recognizable deposit in the third pit 
of a group. The Spring indicator, in addition to skull parts (but not horse), defined for SM-I of 
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Figure 18  SM-III: Shallow pit feature of poorly preserved dog (f71) and bundle of three lower ox legs 
and skull (f46) (cf fig. 15 for position).









wood with holes is represented by only one find, and there is but one find of hazel. The com-
plete pots, spindle whorls, and samian ware fragments, again only undecorated sherds, are not 
season-specific. Table 9 shows the pits arranged according to spatial grouping, and Table 10 as 
arranged according to the types of marking finds following SM-I as to a designation for season. 
While seven groups did follow the SM-I criteria, six are unclear. For the SM-I sites, peripheral 
groups were those where the model did not fit, and this is mainly the case at SM-III. 

Lacking lots of finds, placement of what there is seems carefully done. As compared to the 
confusion of SM-I, SM-III is elegant in comparison, or ‘simpler’. But, through the model pro-
vided by the somewhat earlier site, there seems to be clearer intent. The bone elements seen as 
networking the pits into a definite framework, despite the overload of other types of materials 
at SM-I, are those recovered consistently from this later site. These foot and skull elements do 

Figure 19  SM-III: Examples of deep pits with feature numbers (cf fig. 15 for position).

Figure 20  SM-III: Wooden objects from pits of a pair of dice from root-wood, a wooden ring and an 
object, possibly a spin-top.





seem to be an important category, and considering the absence of other types of finds, those 
considered most meaningful for deposit.

Eating waste is possibly more symbolically represented at SM-III. In contrast to SM-I, many 
of the broken pots here might make sense through the placement. Loose sherds were relatively 
few. However, large vessels were represented through very large single wall-sherds, all placed 
horizontally, inside upwards. This also applies to bases, one of which was secondarily worked 
to shape it into a plate-like disc. Conceivably, and given the one pot base with collected lamb 
remains from SM-I (f142) the meal component is represented in SM-III through these large 
platter-like or plate-like sherds. In line with pot-foot/animal foot deposits, however, these large 
sherds could represent disarticulation of pot-body parts as well, as animals and trees were disar-
ticulated (Chapter 3). 

With little of even ritual rubbish, the contents are characterized by things: complete pots, 
dice, wooden top, wooden circle, boar’s tusk, polished stone, spindle whorls. Gaming discs in 
pits are again black only, including one of black stone. A tail bone with incised X’s on the ends 
could fit with a gaming/lot interpretation. Wooden objects and lengths of un-worked wood are 
few. The only wooden objects are a spin-top, wooden ring and a pair of dice, from root wood 
(fig. 20); and, within the dwelling, part of a possible furnishing (f105). 

Aside from the inverted pot within the northern dwelling entrance, the complete pots found 
in pits spaced encircling the dwelling at this site were found standing upright, as they were at 
SM-I. The only jars found were two examples found lying, again with mouth opening to the 
northeast-east, in the bottom of two pits in the line of features to the south of the dwelling 
(f24, group 9; f7, group 10). These pits were also, importantly, incorporated into the pit align-
ment stretching off to the northeast-east. This is again a similar pattern and of type of vessel and 
direction as found for the northern area of SM-I, of pits aligned with single jars placed on their 
side, ‘lying down’. The same type of alignment, bordering the southern area was indicated in the 
trial trench in the southeast at SM-I and linear features to the south of the dwelling. The spatial 
layout of the features along the south of the settlements seems to have been similar.

Figure 21  SM-III: Groups of pits with feature and group number (cf fig. 15 for positions).





The pits of SM-III show intra-site variability to the same extent as SM-I. Empty pits or pits 
with one telling find are adjacent, for example, to others containing up to five complete pots. 
Again, it appears as though the inhabitants did their best in figuring out variations in horizontal 
layout for their pit groups (fig. 21). The groupings seem ordered in a more regimented style 
relative to SM-I (fig. 10). The tighter control makes the use of circles likely as the means used 
to set out the pit group patterns. The staggered linear and triangular settings are clear, and will 
be further interpreted in Chapters 4 & 6.

settlement layout and activities: To the northwest-west, one trench was excavated by the local group 
of amateurs. Hearths and ash were found as well as vitrified pottery (F. Diederik pers. comm.). 
The settlement layout could have been similar to that of SM-I with an open air production area 
to the northwest-west. There are few activities shown by pit finds around the SM-III dwelling 
in contrast to the pits of SM-I. Aside from the multiple pot depositions (f58, f106), there were 
the gaming pieces and a quern fragment (f95). Wild is represented by only one bone: a complete 
wing bone of an eagle owl (Bubo bubo; f106), a rarely recovered species for the region.

 .  .                       -     

A low mound was raised over the dwelling and the immediate area when habitation ended (fig. 
15). The mound was similar to SM-I as it had been fired, as seen by burnt orange material of 
clay and peat ash over the dwelling (fig. 13). After dismantling the superstructure of the house, 
but again avoiding disturbance of hearths, the mound was raised and then set afire. Plough marks 
could not be discerned in the material of the mound as they had at the other Schagen site.

         

The qualitative sameness, but also quantitative differences, of depositional patterning in pits 
between these two sites at Schagen will be taken up in later chapters. The thread running 
through both sites is the deposition of single bone elements from livestock in pits and impor-
tantly within the dwelling of the somewhat later site, SM-III. While the content of the pits has 
been suggested as patterned and connected to the seasons, the meaning behind deposition of the 
reoccurring finds of lower leg and skulls elements of the livestock can be more closely regarded. 
Fortunately, past researchers have provided breadth and depth to possible meaning definition 
within the ‘foot symbolics’ and divination discussion. Both aspects will be taken up in the next 
chapter through analogy, thereby including the more than 900 deposits of wood from pits at 
SM-I into a more encompassing, depositionary scheme of symbols as Trees.




