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Introduction 

 

   The mid-nineteenth century saw a rapid growth in the archaeological study of 

prehistory, the Roman world and the Middle Ages.
i
 Yet for many, the archaeology of 

the Dark Ages held a particular appeal. This era was seen to hold the key to the 

origins of the European nations with the barbarian invasions that followed the 

collapse of Rome. This was the age of Arthur, but also the age of Hengest and Horsa. 

In an age of growing nationalism and imperialism, England and the British Empire 

were increasingly regarded as the heirs to an Anglo-Saxon racial, cultural and 

linguistic legacy. Frantzen and Niles have referred to this as a discourse on 'Anglo-

Saxonism'.
ii
 Anglo-Saxonism took many forms and influenced many media in 

Victorian society, including art, architecture, history, literature and philology. Yet 

antiquarian and archaeological pursuits also need to be considered in relation to 

nineteenth-century socio-politics and ideologies. 

 

   The most prominent manifestation of this Victorian interest in the archaeology of 

the earliest English can be found in the massive upsurge of excavations and 

publications of 'Anglo-Saxon' cemeteries between 1840 and 1870. These researches 

were led by a generation of enthusiastic antiquarians and archaeologists including 

John Yonge Akerman,
iii
 Charles Roach Smith

iv
, Thomas Wright

v
 and John Kemble,

vi
 

although their research built upon a broader strata of historians, antiquarians and 

archaeologists excavating and reporting discoveries of Anglo-Saxon graves within the 

context of the burgeoning national and local societies.  While the late eighteenth 

century barrow-digger James Douglas had been the first to date these cemeteries to 

the early medieval period, it was in the Victorian period that the 'Anglo-Saxon' label 

was securely attached to them.
vii
 

 

   This paper forms part of a growing interest in critically assessing the socio-political 

context within which early medieval archaeology developed in the nineteenth century. 

It is argued that the theories and practices of these early researchers and the 

excavation of early medieval graves in Victorian Britain were more than an amusing 

pastime for middle and upper-class individuals. Instead, alongside the study of 

history, literature, language and runes, archaeology became an integral component of 

Victorian discourses on Anglo-Saxonism. This not only took the form of open and 

explicit interpretations of the burial evidence and assigning cemeteries and graves 

with the racial labels 'Anglo-Saxon', 'Saxon' or 'Teutonic'. It also included the ways in 

which human remains, artefacts, burial rites, cemeteries and their topographical and 

landscape situation of burial grounds were described and interpreted through both 

texts and images.   

 

   To develop this argument, the paper focuses upon the excavations of early medieval 

cemeteries by two of the leading pioneers of Victorian Anglo-Saxon archaeology; 

Richard Neville and William Wylie. Both published influential excavation reports in 

the early 1850s, reports that were widely cited and discussed by contemporaries and 



as ‘site-types’ their excavations were to have an enduring influence on the study of 

early Anglo-Saxon graves throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  

 

   It is argued that the description and interpretation of the cemeteries by these early 

archaeologists reveal the influence of Anglo-Saxon racial discourses on their thinking. 

Yet by examining the contrasting structures and content of the works of Neville & 

Wylie, it is possible to identify both common themes and marked differences in their 

work. A link between their work is how both authors do not seem to have regarded 

archaeology as the 'handmaiden of history' but instead considered the physical 

evidence as providing a more direct, tangible and graphic means of illustrating Anglo-

Saxon racial origins than the limited and unreliable written evidence.
viii
 Yet the 

authors developed this approach in contrasting ways. Consequently, this alerts us to 

the dangers of seeing Victorian ‘Anglo-Saxonism’ as a simplistic interpretative 

formula regurgitated repeatedly in every archaeological report of the Victorian era. 

Instead, racial theories were developed with contrasting emphases by different 

scholars, and explored through close interaction with archaeological material during 

the process of excavation and its subsequent publication. 

 

Richard Neville on Little Wilbraham and Linton Heath 

 

   Richard Neville was a prolific excavator of Roman sites including the small town 

and burial grounds of Great Chesterford.
ix
 However, Neville is best known to early 

medieval archaeologists for his excavations at the early Anglo-Saxon cemeteries of 

Little Wilbraham and Linton Heath to the east and south-east of Cambridge 

respectively. Neville created a private museum for his discoveries in his home at 

Audley End but it was the publication of his results that made his excavations 

influential both among contemporaries and subsequent generations of scholars. The 

Little Wilbraham excavations were published in a richly illustrated folio volume 

entitled Saxon Obsequies while the Linton Heath cemetery was published in the 

journal of the Royal Archaeological Institute, the Archaeological Journal.
x
   

 

   First, let me describe the structure of each report. The cemetery at Little Wilbraham 

contained both cremation and inhumation graves and can be now dated to the later 

fifth and sixth centuries AD. The burial site was excavated in the autumn of 1851 and 

the results were quickly published by the summer of 1852. The report begins with a 

preface explaining the nature of the report followed by a description of the location of 

the burial site and its surrounding environs. Neville then describes previous 

discoveries of graves on the site before reviewing the finds discovered in the graves 

together with parallels from elsewhere. The report then continues with a daily journal 

recording the contents of each inhumation grave uncovered. This is followed by a 

brief review of the finds from the cremation graves. The book is completed by a set of 

forty detailed coloured lithographs by Samuel Stanesby arranged by finds-type rather 

than by grave-context.  

 

   The Linton Heath cemetery was excavated in January and February of 1853 and 

published in June of 1854. The report follows a similar structure to that of Little 

Wilbraham but is even more descriptive, with only a brief discussion and fewer 

illustrations in black and white. In the diary records of each report, considerable 

details concerning each grave are recorded. These include the skeleton's orientation, 

posture (when unusual), the grave-depth, and brief descriptions of the artefacts found 



and (sometimes) their location. In both reports, wood and leather remains are noted as 

well as the metal, pottery and bone artefacts. Neither report contains any detailed 

analysis of the skeletal material although Neville does record some of his own non-

specialist observations. For Little Wilbraham, the medical authority Professor Owen 

examined the condition of some of the skulls in the inhumations and confirmed that 

the cinerary urns contained human remains, but details of his observations are not 

included in the report. For Linton Heath, a small number of the skulls were sent to 

Joseph Barnard Davis, (future co-author of Crania Britannica) who assessed their age 

and sex.
xi
 

 

   To the modern eye, these reports at first glance appear to be thorough, well-written 

and factual commentaries on the excavations, albeit limited with the benefits of 

hindsight by the methodologies and academic knowledge of the time. In this sense 

they are among the ‘best’ reports of their era, when many reports only illustrate 

selected objects and often fail to plan and record the details of graves and their 

contents. The preface of the Little Wilbraham report illuminates Neville's desire to 

focus on reporting ‘facts’ and to keep interpretations to the very minimal, claiming to 

have: 

 
 "abstained from making any observation on the nature, and application of the relics exhumed, feeling 

confident that a faithful delineation will be far more satisfactory than the most diffuse, and lengthened 

treatise".
xii
 

 

Equally, the illustrations of artefacts are intended as 'fac-similes' of the originals, 

expressing the desire of Neville to record a 'factual' account of discoveries.
xiii
 This 

seemingly ‘common-sense’ approach belies an explicit theoretical agenda. A closer 

reading allows us to identify a range of sub-texts in the reports both influenced by and 

influencing contemporary discourses on Anglo-Saxonism. Indeed, this focus on the 

factual, might itself be seen as a result of the desire to accurately and correctly record 

the antiquities of the ancestors of the English. 

 

   The first bias we can identify is in the lack of emphasis on the process of excavation 

and the focus on the discoveries. Neville writes in the first person singular as a 

pioneer rather than a director of excavations performed by others. In fact the labourers 

who were involved in the digging are completely disregarded when he writes that: "I 

have contented myself with detailing the results of my labours".
xiv
 The excavations 

produced results that were his to present clearly, not the result of the discoveries of 

agricultural labourers. Neville as interpreter defines himself in relation to his material 

by emphasising his individual interpretation through their 'objective' description.   

 

   Equally, there is little attention to the methodologies employed. In the Little 

Wilbraham report it is mentioned that trenches were dug to ascertain the edges of the 

burial ground.
xv
 Also Neville displays in passing an awareness of the damage caused 

by previous plundering of the graves at Little Wilbraham, the effects of ploughing on 

the barrow at Linton Heath and the effects of burrowing badgers and foxes by 

disturbing the position of artefacts and bones at the same cemetery.
xvi
 Therefore 

Neville was clearly attentive to the factors influencing the survival of the remains so 

the lack of attention to them must be taken as a deliberate statement of what was 

deemed valuable to report.  

 



   Let us now turn to the way the cemetery is portrayed in the report as evidence of 

Neville's Anglo-Saxonism. Neville's attention to the topography and landscape 

context of the site is revealing.
xvii

 In an earlier report on the discovery of a weapon 

grave on the Little Wilbraham site, Deck emphasises the military and heroic aspects 

of both the grave's contents and the location. A bucket found in the grave was 

interpreted as "...an insignia of honour - as a crown to the illustrious dead..." 

Meanwhile the location of the grave is explained in terms of invasion strategies as 

befits a Saxon warrior: 
 

"The site is one worthy of those suitably selected for the tomb of a warrior - its elevation commanding 

a complete panoramic view of the whole surrounding country, forming an important military station 

either for attack or defence..."
xviii 

 

Published a year later, Neville's own description of the geographical location of the 

Little Wilbraham cemetery at first appears much more factual, but in its own way it is 

also intended to emphasise the historical and strategic situation of the cemetery. 

Firstly he notes the relationship with the university town of Cambridge and the 

'remarkable earthwork' the Fleam Dyke visible from the cemetery and at a distance of 

only two miles. He then emphasises the relationship of the cemetery with an 'old 

Roman way' running over the crest of the hill and creating the border of the burial 

ground. Next, the prominence of the site is emphasised by the visibility of seven 

churches from this 'commanding position'.
xix
 The introduction to the Linton Heath 

report had a similar but more abbreviated review of the topography of the site. Here 

the chronological relationship with the Romans took a more explicit form since during 

excavations Neville recognised that the Saxon burials were secondary interments in an 

older barrow thought to be of Roman date.
xx
 Also, Neville notes that the Saxon 

cemetery was intervisible with the well-known Roman tumuli at Bartlow Hills that 

had been excavated by Gage two decades earlier. Finally, he notes that the burial 

ground was close to a Roman Way.
xxi
 

 

   These descriptions appear to serve two interpretative purposes. They illustrate the 

antiquity of the landscape and situate the Saxon burial ground as the successor to the 

remains of the British and Roman past. At the same time, the descriptions emphasise 

the burial ground as a precursor to the medieval and Victorian landscape of towns, 

villages, churches and University. Consequently, the cemetery as an entity is situated 

between past and present landscapes - both heir to the past and ancestor to the present 

- through its physical location and the act of its discovery and publication. 

 

   The choices made by Neville concerning how and what was described and 

interpreted from the excavations at Little Wilbraham and Linton Heath reveals the 

implicit Anglo-Saxonist interpretations in his work. For Little Wilbraham, Neville 

considers each type of object and sometimes the location of objects in relation to the 

body. He noted that brooches occur in pairs on the breast, and that if a third is present, 

it was always the largest brooch and occurred by the lower ribs. He concludes that: 

 
 "No doubt, they were placed as originally worn; perhaps the corpse was attired for the grave, or as 

coarse cloth adhered sometimes to the third Fibula, these Brooches might have fastened the cere cloth 

in which it was enveloped"
xxii

 

 



He notes the general rule that "... all the appendages occupied their natural, and proper 

places",
xxiii

 recognising that both the largest number of beads and wrist clasps were 

also elements of a costume and were frequently found with the brooches.
xxiv

  

 

Neville shows a similar interest in the relationship between artefacts and context in 

the weapon burials from Little Wilbraham. He makes the common assumption that 

these are warriors, but also comments in detail on the different frequencies and 

combinations of weapon types found in graves, noting that sword- and shield-bearers 

were always accompanied by a spear.
xxv
 Moreover, in a rare reference to the labourers 

present during the excavations, he notes that one of their number, a Peninsular War 

and Waterloo veteran, regarded the bronze vessels found with weapon graves as their 

'Camp Kettles'.
xxvi

 The military interpretation was further underpinned with the 

discovery of a horse burial beside one weapon grave, the remains of the horse-gear 

still adhering to the horse's head.
xxvii

  

 

   In considering both dress accessories and weaponry Neville is not interested simply 

with the artefacts in isolation as antiquarians and archaeologists are so often accused. 

Instead, he contextualises the artefacts and emphasises their close relationships with 

human remains and the dead person's clothing. In other words, these are not artefacts 

separated from the body to create a typology and chronology, instead their 

significance is interpreted through their connection with the bodies of dead Saxons. 

 

   Consequently, Neville regards the number of artefacts as reflecting the wealth of the 

dead during their lifetime. He recognises that the 'better class' of ornaments are 

restricted in a small number of graves, implicitly suggesting a social hierarchy in early 

Anglo-Saxon times.
xxviii

 He also notes that "superior interments" were denoted by 

finger-rings. Interestingly, Neville never explicitly links jewellery in graves to the 

female gender but he does attempt to infer social information, mainly the social class 

of the graves. As is common in other early Anglo-Saxon cemetery reports of the era, 

there was a desire to see the earliest English as already exhibiting a clear Victorian 

class structure. 

 

   Neville was also concerned with the burial rites themselves. At Linton Heath, most 

of the graves were by inhumation, whereas at Little Wilbraham there were 188 

inhumation graves and around 121 cremation burials. No doubt biased by the better 

preservation and the larger number and preservation of objects leads Neville to pay 

greatest attention to the inhumations. Yet the cremations served an important 

interpretative role in Neville's report. As an experienced excavator of Roman 

cremation burials, Neville notes how the cremation graves "differ entirely from any I 

have before encountered, and closely resemble those usually met with in Anglo-Saxon 

burying grounds".
xxix

 He observes that the objects found in the urns had been all 

exposed to the funeral fire and he recognised that their character was similar to items 

found in the inhumation graves, including tweezers, combs, brooches and even iron 

spearheads. This evidence proved to Neville that they were contemporaneous and 

racially affiliated with those interred unburnt. Supporting evidence came from the 

occasional discovery of cremations inserted over inhumation graves and the discovery 

of cinerary urns in tightly clustered groups and superimposed over each other. 

Therefore, while Neville admitted that cremation was the older rite, he also 

recognised that the cremations were probably the: 
 



 "remains of relatives or friends [of those inhumed], who still clung to the customs of their ancestors, 

which were probably at the date of the formation of this Cemetery, falling into disuse and becoming 

gradually obsolete".
xxx  

 

   Studies of the human bone had little impact in Neville's work, yet some of the 

skeletons from both cemeteries were examined by medical specialists and as well as 

sexing and ageing the remains, special note was made of skeletons of large stature.
xxxi

 

As we shall see in Wylie's account, stature seems to have been frequently used as a 

physical quality associated with the Anglo-Saxons, and though this aspect was not 

prominent in Neville's report, this may yet again represent a factual observation with a 

hidden racial agenda. 

 

   Not only was Neville interested in the cemetery as a collection of bodies, objects 

and graves, he was also interested in the 'story' of the cemetery as a whole. He notes 

that most of the 188 skeletons at Little Wilbraham were heavily decayed and that only 

23 or 24 females could be positively identified by Professor Owen and only eight 

children were present, mostly infants.
xxxii

 He perceived the small number of multiple 

burials, the extended supine posture of most interments
xxxiii

 as well as the orientations 

of most graves with heads to the south and west.
xxxiv

 In combination, this evidence 

supports the view of a settled community not the victims of a military campaign. 

Furthermore:  

 
"All the Tombs appear to have been formed with care, and it may be stated upon medical authority, that 

from the absence of fractures, and marks of violence, there is every reason to conclude that this was an 

ordinary Cemetery, and the bodies interred in time of peace, rather than the results of a battle."
xxxv

 

 

   In both reports, but particularly for Linton Heath, comparisons are made with other 

sites, both in Britain and abroad in general terms and for specific artefacts. He also 

closely compared the two cemeteries with each other to determine their similarities 

and differences:
xxxvi

 

 
"With the exception of this difference, the resemblance between the two is so striking, as to lead to the 

conclusion that they were burying-grounds of the same people".
xxxvii

 

 

Overall, it is clear that this comparative approach served as more than factual 

observation, but allowed the cemetery to take on a status as part of a broader pattern 

indicating the settlement of the Anglo-Saxons.  

 

   Finally we come to the illustrations for both cemeteries. Antiquarians and 

archaeologists of the Victorian era placed great emphasis on the accurate illustration 

of artefacts.
xxxviii

 Just as Neville's description of the graves had an ideological role, for 

the images supported and enhanced the construction of an Anglo-Saxonist 

discourse.
xxxix

 The Little Wilbraham site is a rare example of a report in which a map 

shows the placing of the cemetery in its contemporary landscape. Prominently 

displayed is the close link between the cemetery, the Roman way and also a spring, 

which many early archaeologists believed were sacred to the pagan Saxons.
xl
 While 

no interpretation of the location is explicitly presented, the map implicitly supports the 

interpretation and significance of the cemetery as a pagan Saxon communal burial site 

situated in both an ancient and contemporary setting.  

 



   The forty colour plates depict a range of artefacts from the Little Wilbraham 

cemetery. In their form and character they are typical of mid-nineteenth century 

archaeological and antiquarian illustrations. They are exceptional in their recurrence 

and the report’s thoroughness. It was usual for excavation reports to illustrate 

exceptional items or those deemed ‘representative’ of a particular artefact-type 

together with ‘unique’ objects. Yet Saxon Obsequies is notable in the illustration of a 

sizeable proportion of the recovered artefacts in a manner that was not to be repeated 

until the later twentieth century. As well as the obvious large and ornamental artefacts 

such as weapons, brooches, beads and pots, a range of smaller items including combs, 

buckles, toilet implements and miscellaneous pieces of iron and bronze are also drawn 

with apparent accuracy. Similarly, the Linton Heath report contains detailed 

illustrations of buckets, buckles, pins, an iron spur, tweezers, spear ferrule, weaponry, 

urns, swords, glass vessels, and a pendant, again not apparently focusing simply on 

the wealthy items. For both sites, it appears that illustrations were an integral part of 

the story that the cemeteries were intended to convey and the archaeological 

knowledge that was being constructed. Through their detailed and accurate rendering 

and their number, the illustrations both individually and collectively convey the 

character of the objects and allow their comparison with discoveries on other 

cemetery sites. This can be simply regarded as a reflection of the desire for accurate 

and scientific observation, but it can also be seen to have an ideological motive. By 

recording accurately his finds, Neville was enabling his site to be seen as distinctively 

'Saxon' and part of a broader phenomenon found across the country. 

 

William Wylie on Fairford 

 

   We have seen how through Neville's focus upon the factual description and 

illustration of graves and artefacts, academic knowledge was constructed within a 

discourse of Anglo-Saxonism incorporating assumptions about the date, racial 

affiliation and social organisation of the early Anglo-Saxons. Our second case study 

bears both similarities and differences with Neville's reports. Through the 1850s 

William Wylie was responsible for a series of publications that acted as commentaries 

on recent Continental archaeological discoveries as well as broader reviews of 

historical and archaeological evidence.
xli
 Wylie had become a resident in the 

Gloucestershire village of Fairford in 1847 and became acquainted with discoveries of 

Anglo-Saxon burials nearby during agricultural improvements. An initial report was 

published by Wylie in Archaeologia for 1852 together with a detailed commentary of 

comparable discoveries by Charles Roach-Smith.
xlii
 This was quickly followed up by 

a full account by Wylie in the same year entitled Fairford Graves .
xliii

 

 

   Fairford Graves consists of a lengthy narrative account of the excavations of the 

cemetery together with a description of the landscape and history of Fairford as well 

as the surrounding region. In a rich and elaborate style, he reviews the circumstances 

and nature of the graves and finds interspersed with frequent comparisons with 

discoveries made elsewhere in Britain and the Continent. He also repeatedly shows 

off his educated background with detailed citations of classical, medieval and 

antiquarian literature to bolster his interpretations of the archaeological evidence.
xliv

 

The book is completed by a series of sketches that, as with Neville's work, were 

organised by artefact-type rather than context.  

 



   A key difference betwen Fairford Graves and Saxon Obsequies is that Wylie's 

Anglo-Saxonism is much more explicit and elaborate than Neville's. Throughout the 

report, Wylie reveals his belief that the digging and reporting of graves contributes to 

the writing of a new chapter in a racial history of the Anglo-Saxons: 

 
"The subject is not merely interesting to us alone as a national one, but intimately concerns all who 

claim to belong to the great and noble Teutonic family".
xlv 

 

   Wylie fails to reach the standards of description and presentation of Neville and 

other contemporary archaeologists such as John Yonge Akerman.
xlvi

 In contrast to 

Neville's detailed daily journal, only some of the graves are given adequate 

descriptions and the positions and relationships between artefacts and skeletons are 

often unclear. Also it appears that Wylie's role in the excavations was different from 

Neville's. Rather than actively directing excavations, Wylie admits to only being 

present 'from time to time' when skeletons were found.
xlvii

 Moreover, while Neville 

writes the acts of discovery and the role of the labourers out of the accounts, Wylie 

does the opposite. The act of opening a grave is seen by Wylie as an important event, 

and one in which the labourers are explicitly and repeatedly mentioned. He even 

appreciates the need for skilled labourers experienced in digging deep ditches for 

archaeological work while 'common labourers are useless'.
xlviii

 It appears that the 

labourers served an interpretative purpose in his account. He recognises the agency of 

the labourers only in the subordinate roles of bringing him artefacts and conducting 

the excavators under his direction.
xlix

 Yet equally he defines labourers as the agents of 

destruction. For instance, Wylie describes how black earthenware vessels were 

'damaged by the pickaxe of the labourer'
l
 or 'shattered to pieces in the digging'.

li
 Wylie 

is also eager to ridicule the labourers, not simply as an effect of inherent Victorian 

class prejudice but perhaps also as a means of contrasting their rustic interpretations 

with his educated and racial standpoint. One labourer is recorded as making the quaint 

and mildly humorous comment that one large skull was 'big enough for two'.
lii
 Wylie 

is eager to distance himself from the labourers and to contradict the local belief that an 

ancient battle had taken place on the site.
liii
 Concerning the discoveries of ceramic 

vessels in graves, Wylie condescendingly notes that: 

 
"the labourers after holding a consultation, came to the satisfactory conclusion that these vessels were a 

teapot and sugar-basin of the ancients; and having taken up this idea gravely, it will, beyond a doubt, 

swell their stock of traditionary events".
liv
 

 

Ironically, Wylie provides hints that some of the finds were afforded more than 

passing interest by the labourers who made empirical observations more competently 

than he did. For example, Wylie did not recognise that some of the beads were made 

of amber until the labourers had noted that it burnt freely in the fire. Immediately, 

Wylie brings this observation into his realm of interpretation by quoting Tacitus' 

description of amber in Germania.
lv
 

 

   Like Neville, Wylie situates himself as an individual pioneer. In the preface to 

Fairford Graves he sees himself as a saviour of information that would otherwise by 

lost.
lvi
 Without his attentions "These Fairford memorials would have passed away to 

oblivion, and failed to take their part in the history of the race, which it yet remains 

for the antiquary to write".
lvii
 While the labourers threaten to disperse and destroy, the 

archaeologist is an unsung hero, whose 'unthanked toils' reveal the 'manners and 

customs of the Teutonic race'.
lviii

 It appears that Wylie's identity as an archaeologist 



and his pursuit of England's Saxon roots are both defined as much by class and 

education as by the empirical observation of archaeological evidence. 

 

   Let us now identify how Wylie uses both explicit interpretation and description of 

the landscape, the cemetery, bones and artefacts in constructing a discourse of Anglo-

Saxonism. Landscape is actively used in promoting a narrative of Saxon settlement. 

Wylie begins his account with a history of the region under Roman rule, the proximity 

of Corinium (Cirencester) and the association of the area with the British Dobunni 

tribe. Their demise is seen as evidence of the ferocity of the Anglo-Saxon invasion 

and the antipathy between the races: 
 

"The abdication of Britain by the Romans was fatal to the very existence of the Dobuni, who, in 

common with so many other British tribes, seemed to have disappeared before the hostile and 

devastating Teuton"
lix 

 

Wylie then attempts to impose an image of the catastrophic impact of the Anglo-

Saxon invasions onto the Gloucestershire landscape. Concerning the fate of the 

Britons he alludes to the imagery of Gildas when he states that: 

 
"Some of them may have taken refuge, and maintained a precarious existence, among the (at that 

period) wild recesses and dense thickets of the Cotswold Hills, where the invader would scarcely care 

to follow them".
lx
 

 

Regardless of how implausible this might seem to a modern visitor to the Cotswolds, 

Wylie then reports that some villages in the Cotswolds today preserve words and 

habits resembling those in parts of Wales. In contrast with the 'wild recesses' of the 

Cotswolds, Wylie then portrays an idyllic image of 'Saxon Fairford' in which he 

(perhaps deliberately) confuses the past with the present tense: 
 

"Saxon Fairford, then, is a pretty village on the banks of the little river Coln, well known for its crystal 

waters and its trout, to all lovers of angling. Here it quits the steep slopes and valleys of the Cotswold 

ridge, and flows some four miles through the plain to join the Thames near Lechlade".
lxi 

 

Having quoted from antiquarian descriptions of the village, Wylie describes the 

location of the cemetery on the summit of a bank that slopes to the meadows by the 

Coln.
lxii
 Therefore, in contrast to the 'commanding' position of the Little Wilbraham 

cemetery, landscape is here used to portray the homely and civilised valleys of the 

Coln and Thames as indelibly 'Saxon' in contrast to the upland British regions further 

west.  

 

Wylie returns to the landscape setting of the cemetery at the end of his account, noting 

the presence of nearby 'Roman' fortifications and roads, the 'Celtic ritual centre' at the 

White Horse near Uffington and the 'cromlech' at Ashbury. In doing so, he notes that 

the White Horse was appropriated as a monument of Alfred's victory and the 

cromlech was re-named 'Wayland Smith's cave'. Archaeological circles of the 

Victorian era were well aware that the Anglo-Saxons encountered and reinterpreted 

ancient monuments, and occasionally reused them for cemeteries as at Linton 

Heath.
lxiii

 Consequently, these ancient monuments are perceived as testimony to the 

obliteration of earlier races by the invading Saxons, rather than evidence of the legacy 

of the pre-Saxon inhabitants to the Victorian era. By situating the Anglo-Saxon 

cemetery in relation to these other monuments, he is implicitly suggesting that the 



burial ground provides a material testimony to the complete replacement of Celt by 

Saxon: 
 

"The victors seem to have resolved on blotting out the Celtic name even in the national memorials of 

the race."
lxiv 

 

So for Wylie, as for Neville, the landscape and location of the cemetery was 

employed to contrast the Saxons from the British and hence to imply continuity 

between the Saxons of the past and those of the present day.  

 

The fact that the evidence for the earliest Saxon settlers came from a cemetery and 

revealed evidence of their 'pagan' burial rites was an integral part of Wylie's Anglo-

Saxonist discourse. The link between bones, artefacts, place and customs come 

together in the cemetery in order to provide the history of the race. He develops this 

more clearly in his later publication 'The Burning and Burial of the Dead': 

 
"...the early domestic history of our race is only to be found recorded in the tablets of the dead".

lxv
 

 

In another subsequent publication, he also considers the cemeteries of the Anglo-

Saxons and Franks as pagan 'consecrated' sacred space.
lxvi

 Therefore, while graves in 

isolation might be ascribed to the Anglo-Saxons, the significance for Wylie came 

from the presence of a communal cemetery. The regular orientation of graves with 

their heads to the south, the consistent ordering of the graves and the presence of 

women and children all suggest a community, and hence the cemetery embodies the 

historical process of settlement.
lxvii

 Therefore, for Wylie, the collective patterns of 

rituals as well as individual objects were used to ascribe them to the Teutonic race. As 

with Neville's accounts, the cemetery gains significance in and of itself, but also by 

being recognised as a part of a broader phenemenon. Hence, Wylie incorporates 

Roach-Smith's comments on his preliminary report in Archaeologia for comparisons 

both in Britain and on the Continent, concerned more with identifying similarities 

than differences between burial traditions.
lxviii

 

 

   It is possible that the same motivation led Wylie to be interested in evidence from 

the Fairford graves for funerary rituals; customs that, with together with supporting 

historical and literary references, can be seen to demonstrate the Teutonic qualities of 

those interred. For instance, Wylie argues that 'fire-rituals' may have taken place over 

graves since many of the large stones overlying graves show signs of being burnt. He 

provides the analogy of Scythian burial practices recorded by Herodotus.
lxix

 Also, 

Wylie explains the presence of fragments of Roman pottery in grave-fills as evidence 

of funerary ritual, quoting Shakespeare's Hamlet (Act 5, Scene 1) as supporting 

evidence.
lxx
 He further notes a burial in which stones were used with 'great care' to 

protect the grave
lxxi

 and recognises the practice of marking graves with piles of stones. 

With each comment, Wylie demonstrates his concern with the practices surrounding 

burial as much as with the artefacts interred within them.
lxxii

 He even suggests that a 

pit uncovered with evidence of burning was associated with sacrificial rites, 

presumably imagining the grisly pagan rites that he vividly describes in his poem the 

Saxon Chieftain (see below).
lxxiii

 Therefore Wylie's attention to the mortuary context 

of the discoveries seems to be as important in promoting the view that the graves are 

'Saxon' as the artefacts contained. 

 



   Wylie's account was written prior to the frequent use of craniology and skeletal 

analysis in the study of Anglo-Saxon graves during the later 1850s and 1860s.
lxxiv

 Yet 

bones were used as a metaphor for racial origins through a discussion of their stature. 

Indeed, Wylie's report is dominated by implausibly (but not impossibly) tall skeletons. 

This is explicable if Wylie was exaggerating or selecting skeletons for description on 

the basis of their height. Consequently, one skeleton found interred with brooches was 

estimated to have been six foot six inches in stature,
lxxv

 while a 'warrior' was deemed 

to be seven feet in height.
lxxvi

 Another example provides the flavour of the implicit 

racial assumption underlying the description: 

 
"It contained the remains of a warrior, measuring six feet six inches in length. The bones were very 

large. By the skull was a knife; and what I suppose to have been a drinking-cup formed of staves of 

oak, bound together with three bands of brass."
lxxvii

 

 

   Next, we come to the way Wylie deals with the artefacts found in the Fairford 

graves. Certainly we find the detailed description that is commonplace in Anglo-

Saxon archaeology from the nineteenth century to the present day, but we also find 

much more. As one might expect from these early reports, the styles of objects 

through comparison with artefacts found elsewhere are seen as distinctively 

'Germanic' in character (e.g. Wylie 1852: 17). Unlike Neville, Wylie does not focus 

upon variations in grave-goods as evidence of the varying social roles of the living 

(although he does suggest that double fibulae might be a sign of the military and 

social rank of the possessor). Instead, Wylie notes other factors that he sees as 

evidence for the Teutonic origins and customs of those buried in the cemetery. As 

well as the style of objects, the technologies employed are perceived as indications of 

the primitive, and yet skilled, Germans. The iron weapons are described as 'well 

wrought' and the bronze items are seen as the products of skilled craftsmen.
lxxviii

 

Wylie also admired the complex technology of bead-making and speculated on 

whether the amber indicates commerce with the Baltic drawing upon the description 

of amber by Tacitus (see above).
lxxix

 Yet through his desire to emphasise the qualities 

of the workmanship and their technological advancement, he finds it hard to explain 

why the inhabitants of Saxon Fairford failed to use coinage and instead re-used 

Roman coins.  

 

   Through the artefacts, Wylie appears to regard the Teuton as the antithesis of all 

things Roman, drawing upon Tacitus as a model for the noble savage. He alludes to 

the superstitious paganism of the Saxons, arguing that their reluctance to polish amber 

suggested that they valued it for its magical properties in an unaltered state.
lxxx

 

Concerning the use of beads, Wylie regards the Anglo-Saxons as barbarian in 

appearance as well as in taste: 
 

"The Anglo-Saxons, indeed, seem, up to the Norman Conquest, to have had a great taste for disfiguring 

their persons with barbarous decorations"
lxxxi

 

 

Aware that the Venerable Bede notes that glass manufacture was unknown in Britain 

before the seventh century, Wylie speculates that glass vessels from graves were 

evidence that Roman glass making may have lingered 'as a mystery, in some early 

Teutonic hands'.
lxxxii

 He admits that designs on brooches show an acquaintance with 

Roman commerce and decorative art and that Roman art had influenced the minds, 

'even of these barbarous Teutons'.
lxxxiii

 Yet this does not undermine the inherent 

contrast between races projected in the report. Wylie ascribes a primitive wonder 



upon the Saxons as an explanation for their occasional adoption of Roman styles. He 

suggests that Germanic tribes must have 'gazed with intense amazement on the fresh 

relics of Roman art and luxury' that they 'altered to the grosser genius of an 

uneducated people'.
lxxxiv

 

 

   Wylie translates this approach to his study of weapons. He regards the swords from 

Fairford as 'essentially Teutonic' referring to their style and method of 

manufacture.
lxxxv

 He supports this assertion by comparison with discoveries in other 

Anglo-Saxon cemeteries, his knowledge of discoveries across Europe and 

Scandinavia as well as his awareness of the descriptions of weaponry from ancient 

and medieval written sources.
lxxxvi

 Yet Wylie was aware that Frankish graves had 

different types of weapons (e.g. seaxes and franciscas) and this allowed him to see the 

Anglo-Saxons and Franks as distinctive in their weaponry and yet both members of 

the Teutonic race.
lxxxvii

 Moreover, weapons provide evidence of continuity into later 

periods since Wylie speculates that weapon burial may have been a possible 

predecessor to the medieval custom of suspending arms and banners over knightly 

tombs.
lxxxviii

 

 

   If Wylie's Anglo-Saxonism was not clear in what has been said above, then it is 

uncompromising in the final section of Fairford Graves. Sandwiched between his 

prose and the accompanying illustrations, Fairford Graves contains a lengthy poem 

by Wylie entitled "The Saxon Chieftain" and subtitled "Written on Opening a Saxon 

Grave, March 7 1851." The poem uses the grave as a point of reference linking the 

Victorians to their Teutonic heritage through land, language and blood in a heady 

'Germanomania' more usually ascribed to the work of John Kemble. Regarding the 

homeland of the Indo-Europeans to be in the Himalayas, Wylie promotes the colonial 

mission of the Victorian 'Saxons' to re-colonise and civilise their former homeland of 

India. Also in this poem can be found the same portrayal of the Saxons and noble 

pagan savages who were already approaching a religious as well as racial purity 

before their official conversion.
lxxxix

 A few lines should suffice to give an impression 

of the poem:  

 
"Still sounds the Saxon tongue as erst of old, 

In Saxon breasts still beats the Saxon heart. 

God bless'd the empire-tree which thou didst plant, 

And still will bless, and mighty increase grant,"
xc 

 

   Finally, we come to the illustrations. While not as carefully drawn as those in Saxon 

Obsequies or the Linton Heath report, the drawings of the artefacts are clearly 

intended to be an integral part of the message of the book. In the preface, Wylie states 

that: 
 

"It seemed most desirable to give numerous illustrations of the various relics; and these, in fact, are far 

more likely to be of use to the antiquarian reader, than any attempt to describe them in writing"
xci
 

 

As with Neville, the aim of the illustrations is to convey factual information as a 

means of making the Saxon past tangible and the discourse of Anglo-Saxonism more 

convincing. In addition, for Wylie's text more than Neville's, the illustrations in 

Fairford Graves enhances not only the description of the objects, but Wylie's overt 

speculations concerning their racial significance. The beads are drawn to actual size, 

suspended as they may have been worn.
xcii

 Another plate depicts a spear and sword 



drawn to different scales crossing each other as if made as part of a military 

display.
xciii

 Plate IX shows a pair of tweezers that Wylie describes as 'still elastic',
xciv

 

their continued functionality providing a tangible link between Saxon past and 

Victorian present. Each object is drawn in isolation, and yet their physicality almost 

evokes the absent people that fashioned and used them in the Saxon past. The final 

illustration brings the Saxons in direct contact with their artefacts. Complimenting the 

poem (the final section of the text); the final drawing is of the 'Saxon Chieftain' as 

found when excavated.
xcv
 So, it might be argued that the accuracy of illustrations of 

both ornamental and practical objects was intended to provide a physical 

manifestation of the culture and society of the early English. In this sense, the textual 

description and images work in tandem to construct a material discourse on Anglo-

Saxon racial origins.  

 

Conclusion – Victorian Archaeology & Anglo-Saxonism 
 

By reviewing the archaeological excavations and writings of two early archaeologists 

interested in the origins of the Anglo-Saxons, Richard Neville and William Wylie, 

this paper has tried to explore how we might look at these reports in a different way 

within an emerging discourse of Anglo-Saxonism in Victorian archaeology. While a 

more detailed exploration of the biographies of these authors, their social and political 

backgrounds as well as a wider comparison with their archaeological contemporaries 

are all necessary to place their work in proper context, these are areas outside the 

remit of this short paper. Yet, by examining the way Neville and Wylie presented 

their findings, we can both acknowledge their skills and qualities as early 

archaeologists as well as identifying aspects of the ideological context of their work. 

It has been argued that first and foremost we need to reconsider the view that 

Victorian-period archaeological excavation reports such as those for Little 

Wilbraham, Linton Heath and Fairford were simply ‘objective’ and ‘descriptive’ 

accounts. The digging and publication of Anglo-Saxon cemeteries can be 

appropriately considered as constituting an important element in a burgeoning 

Victorian discourse on Anglo-Saxon racial origins. Despite differences in their 

theoretical and methodological approaches, both Neville and Wylie used Saxon 

graves as powerful metaphors for Anglo-Saxon racial origins. This was achieved 

through overt and explicit racial interpretations, but also through more subtle means in 

the attention to the description and illustration of artefacts, graves and cemeteries.  

 

   A more detailed exploration of Victorian approaches to early medieval finds 

suggests the need for a reappraisal of the origins of Anglo-Saxon archaeology. It may 

be necessary to reject the common perception of nineteenth century antiquarians and 

archaeologists as only pioneering artefact-collectors who were deferential to historical 

and literary studies, and that the true foundations of Anglo-Saxon archaeology were 

only to be laid by E.T. Leeds and J.N.L. Myres in the following century. Instead, we 

can appreciate how Neville, Wylie and others constructed an explicit racial paradigm 

from their archaeological evidence through the detailed description, illustration and 

explicit interpretation of graves and artefacts.
xcvi

 In this way, Neville and Wylie, albeit 

in contrasting ways, were able to write and substantiate detailed racial histories of the 

earliest English by combining the evidence of cemetery location and organisation as 

well as the nature of early medieval graves, bones and artefacts. 
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