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I spent just over three weeks at a mortuary archaeology field school in the Basque region of Spain as 

part of the archaeological fieldwork compulsory for my course. The project was focused around the 

monastery of Zamartze and its cemetery, a site in use from Roman times up until the 14th century. 

The excavations aimed to understand the transition from Roman to medieval in this region, and to 

use the skeletal sample excavated to build up a profile of the medieval population of the area, in 

terms of demographics, health and social status. I was part of the team focusing on the cemetery 

itself, as my principle interests lie in mortuary archaeology. The current layer of graves reached 

dated from the 10th-11th centuries, which was perfect for my interests, as I spent a lot of last year 

studying British medieval burials from around the same period. 

The main component of the field school was excavation. The first task was to clear the backfill and 

geotextile placed over the site to protect it after the previous year’s excavations. This took us about 

three days, and we could then start on the graves themselves. We were split into groups of four, and 

each given a grave to concentrate on. We carried out all aspects of the process; producing scale 

drawings of the tomb, excavating the tomb itself, preparing the in-situ remains for photography, 

exhuming them, and then filling out the detailed recording sheets. The graves were of a standard 

layout; stone-lined tombs oriented east-west, with bodies laid in a supine, extended position. 

Artefacts were few, but our graves produced a few iron nails, bronze pins, and some fragments of 

cockle shells, a medieval symbol of pilgrimage, which was significant as Zamartze may have lain on 

an early pilgrim route. Overall, my team excavated three graves. Although I had excavated before, it 

was noticeable how much my skills improved over the three weeks, particularly when it came to the 

dexterity needed to excavate fragile human bones without breaking them. Speed was another big 

improvement; our first skeleton took us six days to excavate, our third just less than three.  

Excavation was not the only component of the field school; we were also given daily lectures and 

classes on archaeology and osteology. Some, such as the Harris Matrix system, and medieval burial 

practices, were familiar from my course. However, human osteology was something which had only 

been touched on, and I really benefitted from more in-depth teaching, allowing me to confidently 

identify and side most human bones and teeth, something which was of great help when excavating, 

and will be immensely useful in the future. We spent some time in the afternoons processing the 

bones exhumed, by washing them and compiling skeletal inventories, which gave me a further 

opportunity to become familiar with skeletal remains. 

Although the primary aim of the field-school was osteological, there was also the opportunity to 

immerse ourselves in Spanish culture. Scheduled excursions took place instead of field-work on 

Saturday afternoons, allowing us to visit Pamplona, Vitoria, Roncesvalles, and the nearby church of 

San Miguel de Aralar, where relics of the True Cross were held. We visited Pamplona during the 

festival of San Fermin, and I went back there myself on the final Sunday, so I could experience the 

two very different sides to this city. Simply by living in this region, I learnt about Basque culture and 

separatist issues which I had only been vaguely aware of before. 

Overall, this was a very rewarding experience. It enabled me to develop as a field archaeologist, and 

was a rare opportunity to excavate the sort of medieval Christian graves I have studied over the past 

year.  It was also an opportunity to become immersed in Spanish culture, Spain being a country I had 

never visited before. I would like to thank the college for helping to fund this amazing experience. 


