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An urn from Tongerlo in the archaeological collection of Ghent University (Belgium)

1. Introduction

One of the oldest objects in the archaeological collection 
from Ghent University is an urn from the region of Tongerlo 
(province of Antwerp) (fi g. 1). The urn was acquired between 
1817 and 1836 during the early years of the university. It was 
discovered in 1734 in a series of barrows between Tongerlo 
and Ziegse. The last mentioned location is not to be deter-
mined exactly because there are no more written sources lo-
cating this placename (Maertens de Noordhout 1938: 86-87). 
The urn is inventoried under the number 906 in the Ghent 
archaeological collection.  

2. The urn

The urn is a so-called amphora type (fi g. 2). It has a biconi-
cal body with a straight neck and a rounded rim. Both grips 
re mounted on the shoulder of the urn. The fabric is rather 
coarse with the addition of grog. The urn has a brown – dark 
brown, greyish brown color.

This type of urn is also present in other urnfi eld cemeteries 
in northeastern Belgium and the southern Netherlands; a re-
gion defi ned by Desittere as the so-called northwestern re-
gional group (Desittere 1968). In Belgium related urn were 
discovered in the urnfi elds of Achel (Desittere 1968: fi g. 73,5) 
and Herk-de-Stad/Donk (Van Impe 1980: pl VII, 52 and pl. 
XVII.135). The last one decorated with a so-called "guirlande" 
around the grip. Other examples are found in Dutch urnfi elds 
at Bergeijk (Desittere 1968: fi g. 40.6), Luyksgestel/Boscheind 
(Derick 1996: 7) Goirle (Verwers 1966: fi g. 7.57 and fi g. 
10.75), Hilvarenbeek/Laag Spul (Verwers 1975: fi g. 4.2) and 
Valkenswaard (Brunsting & Verwers 1975: fi g. 9. L14).

This type of amphora-urn dates to the Late Bronze Age and 
also the "guirlande" decoration at Herk-de-Stad/Donk. Only 
the fi nd from Valkenswaard can be younger and belongs to 
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the Early Iron Age The roughed surface of the urn, so-called 
"besmeten" is a characteristic of the Early Iron Age (Bruns-
ting & Verwers 1975: 67).

There is further confi rmation that this kind of urn belongs to 
the Late Bronze Age by a radiocarbon date on a cremated bone 
from the urn. The urn is situated between 967-813 cal BC 
(fi g. 3). The radiocarbon dates for both related urns at Herk-
de-Stad/Donk are older and belong to the 12th-11th century BC 
(De Mulder et al. 2014: 81) (fi g. 4).  

Fig. 1. Localisation of Tongerlo (drawning J. Angenon, UGent).

Fig. 2. The urn of Tongerlo (drawning J. Angenon, UGent).
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3. Cremated remains – osteological analysis

3.1. Methods 

The analysis of cremated skeletal remains was conducted in 
accordance with the recommended standards, as defi ned by 
the British Association of Biological Anthropology and Os-
teoarchaeology (BABAO) (Brickley & McKinley 2004). The 
examination of cremated remains was carried out macrosco-
pically and all information were documented on inventory re-
cording forms, in accordance with the osteological database 
of CRUMBEL project. Where it was necessary, the obser-
vations were documented using digital photographs. Finally, 
sliding calliper and weighing scale were used for size and 
weight measurements.

3.2. Osteological analysis

3.2.1 Weight

The bag with the cremated skeletal remains was sieved using 
sieves of three diff erent sizes (2 mm, 5 and 10 mm, resulting 

Fig. 3. 14C-date realised on a cremated bone fragment from the urn.

Fig. 4. Overview of related 14C-dates on amphora-type urns.

Sieve (mm) Weight (gr)

>10 124.8

5-10 78.5

2-5 49.6

<2 46.2

TOTAL>10 and 5-10 207

Table 1. Size of sieve and weight of content.

in fraction sizes of < 2 mm, 2-5 mm, 5-10 mm and  > 10 mm). 
The content of each sieve was weighted and recorded (table 
1). The total weight of bone from the combined sieve fraction 
weights 299,1 gr. Removing stones from the 2-5mm fraction 
is very time consuming, so only the weight of > 10 mm and 
5-10 mm fractions are used to calculate the total weight (table 
1).

Osteological analysis was carried out only on the skeletal 
fragments of fractions > 10 mm and 5-10 mm. The content 
of these sieves were cleaned from stones and other objects 
(pyre goods, artefactual material, animal bones and burnt 
wood etc.), which were stored separately. The content of the 
2-5 mm sieve was checked only for teeth, teeth roots and 
 other diagnostic skeletal elements.

The identifi able bone fragments were separated into eight 
categories (cranial bones, mandible and maxilla, teeth, axial 
skeleton, diaphysis, epiphysis, small skeletal elements and un-
identifi ed skeletal elements). When possible, the osteological 
analysis was more detailed, and some fragments were identi-
fi ed more precisely (table 2).

3.2.2. Combustion stage, color and fragmentation 

The combustion stage of cremated bones was assessed as 5 
based on the categories of Lemmers (2012). The color of cre-
mated bones is linked with the heat-induces alterations. The 
colour of the cremated bones of Tongerlo was assessed as 6 
(fully calcined-completely white) based on the colour code 
of Stiner et al. (1995). The fragmentation of bones is also 
linked with the heat-induced alterations. The heated bones 
are fragile and in their surface we can fi nd warping, shrinkage 
and fracturing (McKinley 1994, Devlin & Herrmann 2015). 
To make the description of heat-induced alterations easier, 
they were classifi ed in 8 categories (longitudinal fractures, 
step fractures, transverse fractures, patina fractures, splinter-
ing and delamination fractures, burn line fractures, curved 
transverse fractures and warping) (Symes et al. 2015:46-47). 
These categories are used in order to link and interpret the 
pyre cremation through the fragmentation. In the sample of 
Tongerlo all the categories of fractures were observed except 
of the step fracture and the burn line fracture (table 3).

3.2.3. Minimum number of individuals (MNI)

The sorting and the identifi cation of cremated skeletal re-
mains indicated a minimum number of two individuals in the 
sample. More specifi cally, the diff erent size and the thickness 
of cranial bones, scapula, ribs, vertebrae and the stage of fu-
sion of diaphysis, in combination with the stage of minerali-
sation of preserved teeth indicated that one of the individual 
is an adult and the other is a juvenile (table 4) (fi g. 5 and 6).

3.2.4. Sex and age estimation

The condition of the bone and level of disturbance to the de-
posit (with associated loss/increased fragmentation) are also 
major factors infl uencing the ability to estimate both the age 
and assess the sex of an individual. However, the excellent 
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Category Skeletal elements Age 

Cranial

·         Right petrous ·         Juvenile

·         Left petrous ·         Juvenile 

·         Right supraorbital margin ·         Juvenile

·         Right temporal bone ·         Juvenile

·         Fragments of parietal bones ·         Juvenile and Adult

·         Fragment of sphenoid bone ·         Juvenile

Mandible ·         Fragment of mandibular body ·         Adult

Teeth (crown) ·         Upper right In1 (deciduous) ·         Juvenile

·         Upper left In1 (deciduous) ·         Juvenile

·         Upper – In2 (deciduous) ·         Juvenile

·         Upper right Canine (deciduous) ·         Juvenile

·         Upper left Canine (deciduous) ·         Juvenile

·         Upper right M1 (deciduous) ·         Juvenile

·         Upper right M2 (deciduous) ·         Juvenile

·         Lower right In1 (deciduous) ·         Juvenile

·         Lower left In1 (deciduous) ·         Juvenile

·         Lower right Canine (deciduous) ·         Juvenile

·         Lower right M2 (deciduous) ·         Juvenile

·         Lower left M2 (deciduous) ·         Juvenile

·         Fragments of root of lower In1 ·         Juvenile

·         Fragments of teeth roots and crowns ·         Probably Juvenile

Teeth (roots)

Axial

·         Fragments of scapula ·         Juvenile and Adult

·         Fragments of vertebra body and neural arch ·         Juvenile

·         Fragments of ribs

·         Juvenile

Diaphysis

·         Femur proximal 1/3 ·         Juvenile

(unfused head and greater trochanter) 

·         Adult

·         Fragment of tibia distal 1/3

Epiphysis ·         Fragment of distal femoral epiphysis ·         Juvenile

Small Skeletal Elements ·         Fragments of metacarpal, metatarsal and phalanges ·         Juvenile

Table 2. Identifi ed skeletal elements per category.

Combustion stage 5

Colour 6 (fully calcined-completely white)

Fragmentation  longitudinal fractures

 transverse fractures

 patina fractures

 splintering and delami-
nation

 curved transverse frac-
tures 

 warping

Table 3. Combustion stage, Colour and Fragmentation.

preservation of deciduous teeth allowed the age estimation 
of juvenile. The tooth formation, the root resorption and the 
stage of mineralisation based on the methods of Moorrees et 
al. (1963) and AlQahtani et al. (2010). Despite the fact that the 
formation of dentition depends on environmental conditions, 
population diff erences and pathologies, it is considered as the 
most accurate method for very young non-adults (Scheuer & 
Black 2000). The stage of mineralisation was examined and 
it was observed that the mineralisation stage of lower second 

molars coincides with the stage Crc of Moorrees et al. (1963) 
(fi g. 7). Furthermore, the preserved root of deciduous man-
dibular canine coincides with the stage Rc of Moorrees et al. 
(1963). As a results, and based on the London Dental Atlas 
(AlQahtani et al. 2010) the age range of juvenile is between 7 
months and 1.5 years (table 4).

The size and the thickness of the bones indicated that the se-
cond individual (b) is older than the fi rst individual (a) and 
that probably belongs to the age category 15+ years old. 
However, no more age information can be extracted from the 
preserved cremated bones (table 4).

The sex assessment for cremated or skeletal remains that be-
long to the juvenile is not possible, because the sex attributes 
are formed after the age of 14 years old (table 4).

The small number of preserved adult bones, in combination 
with the absence of characteristic bones for sex assessment 

Individual Sex Age

a Indeterminate Juvenile (7months-1.5 years)

b Indeterminate Adult (15+ years)

Table 4. Sex assessment and Age estimation of individuals.
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such as os coxae and cranium, made the sex assessment of 
adult cremated remains impossible. As a result, the sex as-
sessment for adult is indeterminate (table 4).

4. Conclusion

Although the urn from the region of Tongerlo belongs to the 
archaeological collection of Ghent University since the early 

19th century it has never been studied and was not mentioned 
in recent overview studies of the urnfi eld cemeteries in north-
eastern Belgium (Gerritsen 2003; De Mulder 2011).The urn 
belongs to the Late Bronze Age as has been proven by the 
typochronological study as well as the radiocarbon date on 
a cremated bone. The osteological study has shown that the 
remains of two persons a young juvenile and an adult were 
deposited in the urn. This phenomenon is not unknown in 
other regional urnfi eld cemeteries, although until now most-
ly neonates together with women have been identifi ed (De 
Mulder 2011: 318). At the cremation cemetery of Wijnegem/
Blikstraat the deposition of a child (4-8 years) together with 
an adult women were ascertained (Pede et al. 2014: 46). In 
the site of Beegden (Netherlands) the burial of the cremat-
ed remains of seven individuals in an urn has been identifi ed 
next to an urngrave with two adults and two children (Roy-
mans 1999: 77).
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