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Assemblages of children’s bones in a Medieval chuchyard
in Sweden - Results of epidemics, warfare, infanticide
or simply, disturbed graves?

Iregren E.* Redin L.**

Institute of. Ar(/mco/ogy, Dept of Historteal Om'o/agy, Lund Un i’ver:i{ v, S, andgatan
“Museun of National Ant iqu ities, S tockholm, Sweden

SUMMARY

A Cristian churchyard in Sweden dated to AD 1200-1400 has been subject 10 new archacological
and anthropological analyses. A total number of 371 individuals were interred in Westerhus, of these
32 % dicd before the age of 1 and 62.5 % before 20 years of age. The high death rate of infants has been
claimed not to be representative of 1 rural, Medicval population in the Nordic area.

-Six assemblages of bones with several individuals involved have been serutinized. The collections
contain bones from 6, 10, 11, 14, 22 and 23 individuals respectively. The aim was o build up
theoretical scheme to facilitate the analysis of the bone assemblages and to answer weather or not the
deaths had occured simulmncusly and/or the burials had taken place simulmncous]y.

The age composition and the completeness of the buried individuals were investigated. Further, the
existence and amount of traces of violent trauma arc compared to other temporary sites. The dating and
the position of children graves in the churchyard were also accounted for. The questions raised were
enlighted by the present study but seem difficult to solve without access to more information on the
archaacological excavation. ‘

Key words: paleoanthropology, demographical crises, infant mortality, infant burials, assemblages

of individuals, Medicval churchyard, Sweden,

INTRODUCTION
The Westerhus Medievﬁl churchyard was published in 1960 by professor N-G.

Gejvall. He treated archaeological as well as anthropological questions in a most
enlightning way. Thus, this population has for decades served as a “model” of
Medieval mortality, stature, burial customs etc of the Nordic countries. The skeletal
material has been used over and over again to retrieve answers to various questions.
In the cross-disciplinary research project “People of the Medieval period” the
population and churchyard of Westerhus are scrutinized by us and other researchers.
A certain trait of this burial place, not much debated, though, is the possible mass
burials of children. '

Our aim is, to construct a theoretical model that helps us to penetrate the causes
of establishing the bone assemblages of children. Osteological and archaeological
methods will be used to tst the model.
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