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The cause of an individual’s death is a frequent question when we in-
vestigate human skeletal remains. Unfortunately, in most cases the cau-
se of death is impossible to determine. However, while investigating an
Avar period population (630–800 A.D.) with 540 burials from Mödling
Goldene Stiege, Austria, three individuals with sharp cut marks at the
cervical vertebrae were identified. The aim of this study was investiga-
tion of the possibility that these individuals were beheaded. Materials
and methods. Description and discussion of the cut marks, archaeologi-
cal findings such as tools or weapons in connection with the site, as well
as an examination of the social status of the individuals within the po-
pulation. Results and discussion. Two of the three individuals seem to
be regularly beheaded from the back, probably with an axe and the
head fixed on a block. The third individual might have been stabbed by
a smaller weapon, like a knife, without complete separation of the head.
One male was of high status, the two others were rather poor with grave
goods. The person that was probably stabbed, with solely a knife as a
grave good, had a very unusual prone burial position. Conclusion. Dif-
ferent cut marks on the cervical vertebrae and the social differences of
these three males give the impression of beheading out of different
motives. In general, decapitation does not seem to be a frequently used
rite within the Avar period people of Austria.
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INTRODUCTION

Information concerning a possible cause of death is
rarely seen on the skeleton. Cut marks may give
clues on the way a person died, but they could also
be traces of post mortem treatments. To find cut
marks, the relevant bones have to be in good con-
dition, and the investigator should be trained in de-
tecting them. Cut marks on the cervical vertebrae –
most probably for severing the head – can be found
throughout all time periods. In prehistoric times the-
se findings are frequent in connection with unusual
burial situations. From the two pits in the Ofnet
cave in Bavaria, Germany, from Mesolithic times
(ca. 6.500 BC), skeletal parts from 38 individuals
were found and 13 vertebrae show cut marks, most-
ly on their ventral surfaces (1, 2, 3). In Falkenstein,
Austria, a Bronze Age period (1.700 BC) pit with
parts of at least 9 individuals was found. Several
cervical vertebrae show cut marks or were destroy-
ed by sharp and heavy blows (4, 5). In Antiquity,
especially in the Late Romano-British Period, more
than 70 cemeteries with beheaded individuals are
known and published (6–9). In the Digesta of Jus-
tinian (Liber XLVIII, Dig.48.19.28) the penalty of
decapitation is mentioned as one capital punishment.

The Romans and the Greeks considered beheading
a less dishonourable (and less painful) form of exe-
cution than other methods in use at the time. The
Roman Empire used beheading for its own citizens
whilst crucifying others (10). So far, in Austria no
decapitated individual from the Roman Period has
been unearthed.

For the Early Middle Ages in Central Europe
(350–1000 A.D.) the anthropological evidence for
beheading is rare. In Austria many burial sites of
Avar people (630–800 A.D.) have been studied by
physical anthropologists, but no cut marks on the
cervical vertebrae were mentioned (11–16). Fettich
(17) interpreted the irregular position of the body
of six individuals within the grave in an Avar pe-
riod graveyard from Hungary as executions, but did
not mention any cut marks on the bones. Among
the Slavic people of Gars-Thunau (830–900 A.D.),
four individuals with cut marks on the cervical ver-
tebrae were found (information in courtesy of M.
Teschler-Nicola). Later in history, paintings and writ-
ten documentation give evidence of this widely used
way of punishment. Beheading was usually reserved
as a mode of executing offenders of high rank.

From the fifteenth century onwards, the victims
of the axe include some of the highest personages
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in the British kingdom (18). Beheading was used in
Britain up to 1747 and was a standard method in
Norway (abolished 1905), Sweden (up to 1903), Den-
mark and Holland (abolished 1870), and was used
for some classes of prisoner in France (up until the
introduction of the guillotine in 1792) and in Ger-
many up to 1938. China also used it widely, until
the communists came to power and exchanged it
with shooting in the twentieth century. Japan used
beheading up until the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury too, prior to turning to hanging.

Thus, beheading was widely used in Europe and
Asia until the 20th century, but now it is confined
to Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Yemen and Iran. Saudi Ara-
bia publicly beheaded 52 men and one woman for
murder, rape, sodomy and drug offences in 2003
(10). Sadly, today beheading of foreigners in Iraq is
a cruel daily method of terrorists blackmailing wes-
tern countries (19).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The burial ground of Mödling Goldene Stiege, Lo-
wer Austria, was excavated from 1967 to 1973. 540
skeletons were recovered and are more or less well
preserved. 207 males and 180 females were anthro-
pologically identified (20) using multiple sex and age
indicators (21, 22). In addition, data from archaeolo-
gical sexing by grave goods were included. 232 suba-
dult skeletons were aged using dental development
(23) and diaphyseal length (24). Body height was cal-
culated using the correlation formulas for all ethnic
groups from Sjovold (25). Besides the usual anthro-
pological investigations, a detailed palaeopathological
analysis was undertaken (26), and the focus was set
on pathological changes in the vertebrae. During this
survey three individuals with cut marks on their cer-
vical vertebrae were discovered. They were investiga-
ted macroscopically, with a magnifying lens (10x) and
an Olympus stereomicroscope.

RESULTS

Case 1: Ind. 203
The skeleton of a 30–40-year old, probably male,
skeleton was found in an unusually prone burial
position. The body height was calculated as 166 cm.
The surface of the bone is strongly eroded and the
skeleton shows osteoarthritic changes on the ver-
tebrae, knee, elbow and shoulder joints. The left
mandibular joint displays osteoarthritic changes with
an eburnated surface. A small osteoma can be de-
tected on the frontal bone.

The first cervical vertebra has a small lesion on
the lower surface of the left arch (Fig. 1). C2 shows
a complete cut through the left upper intervertebral
joint and body, crossing the dens axis in a transver-

sal angle from the lower front to the upper back,
entering from the left. In the middle of the body
the traces of the sharp-bladed instrument diminish
and the rest of the body seems to be broken off
(Fig. 2). The cuts on C1 and C2 originated from
the same incident.

The base of C5 displays strong artrothic chan-
ges. The left side of the arch shows the penetration
of a sharp instrument from the transverse process
to the body (Fig. 3). The attack probably chipped
off the lower part of the arch. Only two fragments
from C6 are available, and the left upper interver-
tebral joint too shows slight traces of a sharp cut.

Fig. 1. Atlas with a cut mark lower surface of the left
arch (Ind. 203)

Fig. 2. Axis showing a cut mark of a sharp weapon pe-
netrating from the left side (Ind. 203)
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Obviously the cuts were performed from the front
with a sharp weapon. The attacked person was stan-
ding or lying. The weapon of the offender was not
strong enough to penetrate through the complete
vertebral column. Possibly a knife was used, and
the individual was stabbed with it; certainly it hap-
pened twice from the left side and was carried out
by a person who was probably right-handed. The
head was probably not completely decapitated, as
the cuts did not penetrate all the way through. This
would explain why the head was not disarticulated
within the grave.

Case 2: Ind. 334
The skeleton of this 25–40-year old male was found
in a proper burial position, lying on the back with
the arms aside. The estimated body height is 166
cm. Slight osteoarthritis is seen on the vertebrae,
Schmorl’s nodes are seen on the thoracal and lum-
bar vertebrae. Degenerative forces changed the bo-
nes of hands and feet.

Cut marks are visible on the 6th and 7th cervical
vertebrae. The cut destroyed the lower part of C6
and the upper intervertebral joints and parts of the
body of C7 (Fig. 1). One distinct cut is visible (Fig.
2). The traumatic input was performed with a sharp
object applied at a right angle to the vertebral co-
lumn. It seems that one single stroke from behind
caused the damage. The location of beheading bet-
ween C6 and C7 is rather uncommon. But the 7th
cervical vertebra is a landmark in the vertebral co-
lumn and possibly helped for orientation. For execu-
ting such a distinct cut from behind the head was
possibly fixed on a block face down. With a single
stroke the head was decapitated. As the cut goes all
the way through the vertebral column a complete
beheading is likely. Nevertheless, the head was bu-
ried in proper anatomical position, and the individu-
al got a regular burial with proper grave goods.

Case 3: Ind. 485
An adult male aged 25–35 years with a body height
of 173 cm is the third case with cut marks on cer-
vical vertebrae. This individual had many stomato-
logical problems such as dental crowding, dental cal-
culus, enamel hypoplasia, abscesses and periodontal
disease with a maxillary sinusitis.

Like Case two, the seventh cervical vertebra
shows traces of a sharp cut on the upper surface,
exposing the underlying trabecular bone (Fig. 6).
Only a fragment of C6 is present.

Similarly Case two, the penetration of a sharp
weapon came from behind, this time with a slight
angle to the right (Fig. 4). Again, the cut severed
the complete vertebral column and a complete be-
heading could be possible. The individual was bu-
ried regularly with the head in correct anatomical
position.

Fig. 3. 5th cervical vertebrae from distal with strong os-
teoathrotic changes and a cut mark on the left transver-
sal process and arch (Ind. 203)

Fig. 4. 7th cervical vertebrae from proximal with traces
of a sharp cut (Ind. 334)
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DISCUSSION

We have to keep in mind that it is impossible to
distinguish between a blow causing death by decapita-
ting and a blow that removes the head shortly after
death. For interpreting whether the rite of decapita-
tion involved a living person or was the mutilation of
a dead corpse, other facts such as the posture of the
body in the grave or the way the cuts are located
have to be taken into account. Grave position, grave

furniture, grave layout and
the context of the graves wit-
hin the burial site may give
further information on some
(7). In the presented cases,
no connections concerning
the position of the grave wit-
hin the graveyard can be se-
en. All three burials are lo-
cated differently within the
graveyard and are situated ir-
regularly within the other
537 burials. The grave furni-
ture varies from case to ca-
se. The prone burial of indi-
vidual 203, for example, has
just a broken knife as a gra-
ve good. The man from gra-
ve 485 is buried regularly
and has a knife and a few

other objects in the grave, which is customary for a
rather poor low class burial (Stadler pers. comm.).

In contrast, the man from grave 334 has a pre-
cious belt and grave goods typical of upper class
burials. He was buried in a proper position. All
three had their heads in correct anatomical posi-
tion. Generally, decapitated individuals from the la-
te Roman-British period have their heads displaced,
and sometimes the head is missing (7).

Several motives of beheading are discussed in
connection with decapitated individuals in archaeo-
logical sites (6, 9, 7). Trying to understand the tech-
nique used helps us to interpret the possible social
reasons motivating decapitation, and vice versa.

In modern practice and way of thinking, decapi-
tation is manifested as a corporal punishment or
execution. With beheading as a means of execution,
traumatic lesions affecting the posterior aspects of
the vertebrae with chop marks delivered from the
posterior would be expected (6, 27). But even wit-
hin executions two different techniques are used –
by the sword and by the axe. In all modern behe-
adings the sword is used. Where a person is to be
decapitated with a sword, a block cannot be used
and people are generally forced to kneel down. In
Germany women were sometimes allowed to sit in
a chair. In Saudi Arabia a traditional Arab scimitar
(a sword, 1000–1100 mm long) is used.

In earlier years, when the axe was the chosen
implement, a wooden block, often shaped to accept
the neck, was required. The prisoners knelt in front
of it and had to lean forward, the neck resting on
the top of the block (10).

Case two (Ind. 334) and Case three (Ind. 485)
with horizontal cuts from behind allow us to assu-
me that the decapitations were done with an axe,
using a block to perform a single, powerful stroke
for severing the skulls.

Fig. 5. The assembled vertebral column from dorsal showing a horizontal cut through
C6 and C7 (Ind. 334)

Fig. 6. 7th cervical vertebrae from proximal with traces
of a sharp cut (Ind. 485)
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But even if the techni-
que is identified, we cannot
verify whether the Avar de-
capitations are a way of
executing a punishment or
a ritual. The two individu-
als from Mödling are bu-
ried regularly within the
graveyard, with their head
in anatomical position
(Figs. 8, 9). (This can also
be seen in modern behea-
dings in Saudi Arabia, whe-
re the decapitated head is
sewn to the body again be-
fore burial (10)).

An armed confrontation
is another possibility for de-
capitation. But in this case
more than one lesion would
be expected, as would oc-
cur during a fight, whereFig. 7. The assembled vertebral column from dorsal showing a slightly angled cut

through C6 and C7 (Ind. 485)

Fig. 8. Documentation of
grave 334 Mödling – Gol-
dene Stiege

Fig. 9. Documentation of
grave 485 Mödling – Gol-
dene Stiege

Fig. 10. Documentation
of grave 203 Mödling –
Goldene Stiege
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generally more than one attack is carried out and
different cut marks could be seen on the bones.
Beheading as a final act of a fight shows an irregu-
lar form of decapitation, often with the skull base
and the lower jaw involved. If these battle victims
are buried, they are rarely found within urban ce-
meteries.

As multiple cuts to the body and the head are
not seen in the presented cases, the motives for
beheading as a result of an armed confrontation
might be excluded.

Solely Case one (Ind. 203), incomplete decapita-
tion with a prone burial situation, could be inter-
preted as a victim of an attack in an armed con-
frontation. At least two cuts can be seen in the
region of the neck and they are rather irregular. As
they do not completely sever the head, a small we-
apon such as a knife was probably used. The indi-
vidual might have been a victim of stabbing. But it
is impossible to say if the stabbing was carried out
as a punishment or as murder. As the dead corpse
got a very uncommonly prone burial position (Fig.
10), an irregular treatment of the dead person is
obvious. Maybe being buried in a prone position
was discriminating and therefore a kind of post mor-
tem punishment (17).

A. Boylston (6) lists additional social reasons as
motives for beheading a person, partly taken from
ethnographic literature, like blood letting, trophy or
relic collection, and decapitation as the result of a
mismanaged hanging. These motives may be dismis-
sed for the presented cases as the heads are pre-
sent, which is atypical for trophy or relic collection.
The cut marks on the vertebrae are deep and not
close to the channels of the blood vessels, therefore
decapitation for blood letting seems unlikely as well.
Due to the fact that the dens axis is not broken
and the individuals were not tied in their graves,
the above-mentioned motivations of a mismanaged
hanging may be ruled out too.

Another motive for beheading a person could
be a sacrifice. A fact against an interpretation of a
sacrifice, maybe with religious background, is the
position of the graves. Two beheaded individuals with
a regular burial among the whole group of 540 bu-
rials do not allow for a sufficient argument for sac-
rifice where one would expect a special treatment
or special location connected with some possibly re-
ligious meaning. However, all sort of spirits, beliefs
or interferences of post mortem life are difficult to
reconstruct but have to be taken into account.

The three male individuals with different cut
marks on their cervical vertebrae allow us to specu-
late about different stories of their death.

Case two, individual 334, who was an honoured
person of high status, and Case three, individual
485, the “poor” person, were decapitated professio-
nally, most probably with the head fixed on a block,

by a blow of an axe. They were buried properly
with all their treasures. Maybe the first was a local
leader and the other a servant executed by an op-
ponent and put to grave with honour by his own
people. But it is also possible that these individuals
were punished, though with honour, by their own
people and got a regular burial with the traditional
burial rites.

The different cut marks on four cervical verteb-
rae from the left side and the unusual burial posi-
tion of the male individual 203, Case one, allow us
to assume another story. The individual was possib-
ly stabbed twice with a knife from the front, maybe
in an armed confrontation. He got an unusually pro-
ne burial position which was probably discrimina-
ting – and an additional way of post mortem punis-
hment.

CONCLUSION

To our point of view, the three male individuals
from the Avar period (630–800 A.D.) cemetery from
Mödling Goldene Stiege with cut marks on their
cervical vertebrae were beheaded out of different
motives. Decapitation does not seem to be a frequ-
ently used rite within the Avar period people of
Austria.
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DEKAPITACIJA AVARØ LAIKOTARPIU (630–800 M.)

S a n t r a u k a
Tiriant þmoniø palaikus neretai iðkyla mirties prieþasties
klausimas. Deja, daþniausiai to nustatyti nebeámanoma. Ta-
èiau tiriant Avarø laikotarpio (630–800 m.) gyventojø pa-
laikus ið Mödling Goldene Stiege (Austrija) tarp 540 palai-
dojimø rasti trys individai su pjûviø aðtriais árankiais pëd-
sakais ant kaklo slanksteliø. Ðio tyrimo tikslas buvo iðnag-
rinëti galimybæ, kad ðiems asmenims buvo nukirstos galvos.
Straipsnyje apraðomas pjûviø pobûdis ir reikðmë, kapinyne
rasti archeologiniai radiniai – árankiai ir ginklai, taip pat
aptariama ðiø individø socialinë padëtis. Tyrimø duomeni-
mis, du individai ið trijø buvo nukirsdinti áprastiniu bûdu,
t. y. smogiant ið nugaros, tikriausiai kirviu, fiksavus galvà
ant trinkos. Treèiajam galëjo bûti smogta maþesniu árankiu,
panaðiu á peilá, visiðkai neatskiriant galvos. Vienas vyriðkis
turëjo aukðtà statusà, kiti buvo neturtingi, palaidoti su
skurdþiomis ákapëmis. Nudurtas asmuo, palaidotas tik su
peiliu, kapo duobëje rastas kniûbsèias. Daroma iðvada, kad
skirtingi pjûviai ant kaklo slanksteliø ir socialiniai ðiø trijø
vyrø skirtumai liudija, kad dekapitacija (beje, ji nebuvo
daþna tarp Avarø laikotarpio Austrijos gyventojø) buvo at-
likta dël skirtingø motyvø.


