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Introduction – Artefacts in Early Medieval Graves 

   Recent debates on early medieval furnished burial rites have moved away from discussions of 

religion and culture and have instead been directed towards the contextual study of social 

structure, symbolism and ideology. The spectacle of the ritual performances involved in creating 

furnished graves have been likened to theatrical and poetic performances in the sense that they 

were public spectacles laden with symbolic meanings and political messages in which individual 

and social identities were portrayed, negotiated and constituted.[1] Portable objects are 

regarded as having important symbolic and mnemonic roles in these ritual performances as they 

were selectively incorporated into graves by the mourners to actively convey messages to 

onlookers as well as mediate a dialogue with the dead. The significance of material culture in 

mortuary ceremonies was all the more potent because the brevity of the display of artefacts and 

the cadaver before the grave was covered and the displayed ‘image’ was concealed and consign 

to memory. 

 

   Most of these discussions concerning burial rites as displays and performances have focused 

upon the relatively detailed contextual, corporeal and artefactual data found in the inhumation 

graves of the late fifth- to early eighth-centuries AD. In contrast, the cremation burials of early 

Anglo-Saxon England (dating from the mid-fifth to the early seventh centuries AD) are generally 

overlooked because of the seemingly poorer and more fragmented evidence produced by the 

impact of fire on the remains that were collected and buried within cinerary urns. Yet, because 

cremation practices involved the systematic transformation of objects and corpses, the 

consideration of the deployment of artefacts can serve to enhance our understanding of the role 

of funerary ritual in mnemonic transformation as well as the symbolic representation of social 

identities in early medieval Britain.[2] Building on earlier publications in which the author has 

argued for a role for artefacts in the selective dissolution and reconstitution of identities during 

the cremation process and their incorporation into cinerary urns,[3] this paper aims to 

demonstrate that the choice to place toilet implements in early Anglo-Saxon cremation graves 

was more than a utilitarian practice. It is argued that the commemorative significance of grave 

goods and the cremation rite as a whole was mediated by these seemingly small and modest 

objects. 
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   The paper begins by firstly reviewing the toilet implements from a selection of inhumation 

cemeteries from across England before demonstrating the contrasting character of toilet items 

found in the broadly contemporary cremation rites. The first-hand examination of the material 

was not possible for this study, which relies instead on the descriptions found in excavation 

reports and incorporating data courteously made available by Catherine Hills for the Spong Hill 

cemetery. An analysis of this data makes it possible to argue that the contrast between the rites 

indicates a limited significance for inhumation rites, but a central importance for toilet 

implements in early Anglo-Saxon cremation ceremonies. 

 
Table 1 – The numbers of tweezers from inhumation graves in the sample of cemeteries investigated. 

Grave Age Sex Material State Length Tweezer Context 

AD 86 40+ f Fe broken 24 on chest 

AD 72 45+ f Ae complete 37 outside left arm 

AD 63 45+ m Ae broken - half 
present 

? waist 

AD 125 40-45 m Ae complete 48 between body and left arm 

AN 35 30-35 f Ae broken in 
antiquity, one 

blade 

72 waist 

AN 41 young f Fe fragmentary ? left of waist 

AN 2 ? m Ae complete 66 right of chest 

BD B66/1 adult f Ae complete 33 on skull 

BD A23/3 25-30 f Ae fragmentary ? upper chest area 

BL 1 adult f Ae complete 49 ? 

BL 20 adult f? Ae complete 49 ? 

BL 45 adult ? Fe broken 61 waist 

BL 58 adult f Ae broken and 
bent 

? lower end of grave outside right leg 

BL 61 adult ? Ae fragmentary ? ? 

BL 91 adult f Ae ? ? ? 

BN 3 25-35  Ae complete 44 between legs 

BN 20 19 f Ae broken 62 between legs 

BN 93 35-45 f Ae complete 34 in mouth 

CD10 45+ f Ae complete 49 left hip 

CD 38 45+ m Ae complete 70 outside left femur 

CD 63 45+ m Ae fragments ? left upper chest 

CD 116 ? ? Ae broken ? unclear 

CD 163 35-45 f Ae broken in 
antiquity, one 
blade missing 

66 at neck 

DB 107 ? ? ? ? ? ? 

DB 156 ? f Fe broken ? left elbow 

DB 41 ? m Ae complete 71 left waist 

DB 65 45+ m Ae complete 75 left waist 

DL 81 45-55 m Ae ? ? beside head 

DL 81 45-55 m Ae ? ? left waist 

DL 93 40-50 m Ae complete 75 left waist 

DL 91 ?juvenile m Ae ? 70 waist area 

DL 36 40-50 m Ae complete 73 left waist 

DL 59 30-40 f Fe complete 50 left waist 

DL 68 12-14 f Ae complete 51 between legs 

EH 49 45+ f   58 chest 

EM 17 25-35 f Ae complete 60 ? 

EM 90 30-40 f Ae broken in 
antiquity 

45 by left hand 

EM 95 25-35 f Ae broken 43 ? 

EM 100 30-40 f Ae broken 35 ? 

EM 109 25-35 f Ae complete 32 by right shoulder 

GC 51 45+ m Ae complete 63 at right elbow, under knife, spike & belt 
frags 

GC 140 45+ m Ae complete 91 between waist and left arm 

LD 25 45+ f Ae complete 62 left shoulder 

LD 152 40+ f Ae complete 36 left of waist 

MT 27 older adult ? Fe broken - two 
fragments 

? at waist 
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MT 45 ? m Ae near-complete 57 waist area 

MT 65 ? m? Ae complete 70 waist 

MT 67 ? m Ae near-complete 52 centre of grave 

MT 78 ? ? Ae broken 54 centre of grave 

MT 87 ? ? Ae broken ? centre of grave 

MT 148 young 
adult 

f Ae complete 73 side of grave 

MT 157 ? m Ae near-complete 67 centre of grave 

MT 251 ? f Ae fragmentary ? centre of grave 

MT 281 ? ? Fe fragmentary ? centre of grave 

MT 288 old mature 
adult 

f Ae complete 43 centre of grave 

MT 325 young or 
mature 
adult 

f Ae complete 36 middle lower grave 

MT 346 ? f Ae broken 45 chest area 

MT 355 adult m Ae complete 62 waist area 

MT 360 ? f Ae broken ? waist area 

MT 370 ? f Ae fragmentary ? waist area 

MT 416 ? m Ae fragmentary 58 waist area 

NO 29 25-35 f  broken before 
burial 

60 waist area left of body 

NO 78 45-61 m Ae complete 62 disturbed 

PA 26 55+ m Ae complete 62 left waist 

PA 53 18-30 f Ae complete 45 left hand/ left shoulder 

SH27  m Ae broken but 
largely intact 

45 not known 

SP 18 ? f? Ae broken 49 waist 

SW 56 ?adult ? Ae fragmentary ? top right of grave 

WD 11 sub-adult 
or adult 

m Ae complete 55 inside lower left arm 

WD 14 20-25 f Fe fragmented 49 over right clavicle 

WD 75 35-40 f Ae complete 53 over right ribcage 

WG 41 adult m Ae complete 75 waist 

WH 2 ? m Ae complete 47 centre of grave, next to chest 

WH 22 adult f Ae complete 53 waist area 

WH 180 adult ? Ae fragmented ? chest area 

WH 77 adult? ? Ae complete 55 waist area 

WH 83 adult f Ae broken 48 side of grave - disturbed 

WH 161 adult ? Ae fragmentary ? waist 

WH 26 adult f Fe fragmented 69 waist 

WH 130 adult m Fe complete 51 centre-left 

WK 41   Ae complete 60 ? 

WK 51   Ae complete 55 ? 
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Toilet Implements in Early Anglo-Saxon Inhumation Graves 

Types 

   Through a survey of inhumation graves dated to the late fifth and sixth centuries AD published 

in recent reports, an impression was gained of the frequency and nature of the toilet implements 

placed with the dead in the furnished burial rites of southern and eastern England. Although no 

detailed corpus and analysis has yet to be undertaken, the patterns identified here mirror many 

of those revealed in Nick Stoodley’s analysis of the early Anglo-Saxon inhumation rite, the most 

systematic and comprehensive to date. 

   Table 1 summarises the instances of the most common toilet implement form, tweezers, in 

early Anglo-Saxon inhumation graves (table 1). Other common types found include ear scoops 

(also called spatulae or miniature spoons), picks (sometimes labelled prickers, pins or tooth-

picks), brushes (referred to as cosmetic brush holders) and items described as ‘rods’ or ‘scrapers’ 

(blunt-ended blades comparable to a broken tweezers-blade). These items are sometimes 

suspended from loops of iron or copper-alloy wire.[4] By way of illustration, examples of all these 

types were found during excavations of a sixth-century cemetery at Berinsfield, Oxfordshire and 

Broughton Lodge in Nottinghamshire (fig. 1).[5] Less common are finds of miniature weapons, 

blades, rods, tools and perforated spoons(fig 1).[6] For example, a miniature iron tool set was 

found from grave 86 at Appledown consisting of a pair of shears, tweezers, two grades of file, a 

blade and a point (fig. 2).[7] It is notable that the majority of these ‘miniature’ items, when 

retrieved from dateable contexts, are derived from seventh-century graves rather than those 

contemporary with cremation burials of the later fifth and sixth centuries.[8] Meanwhile pairs of 

iron shears mostly date from later seventh- and early eighth-century contexts and are therefore 

not directly related to the deployment of toilet implements in cremation burials discussed 

below.[9] They could have been used to cut hair but shears from inhumation graves are too large 

to have been toilet implements. A more likely explanation for these items is as tools and symbols 

connected with textile production (for shearing sheep and/or cutting cloth),[10] although medical 

functions have also been suggested.[11] Equally important are those types that are rare or 

absent, notably nail cleaners of Roman type[12] as well as razors and small shears of the types 

found in cremation burials (see below). 
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Figur

e 1 – Examples of tweezers, earscoops, prickers and cosmetic brush-handles from early Anglo-Saxon inhumation 

graves. (1) Small sheet copper-alloy tweezers from Broughton Lodge grave 20 (Redrawn by the author after Kinsley 

1993: 20); (2) large cast coppper-alloy tweezers from Broughton Lodge grave 1 (Redrawn by the author after Kinsley 

1993: 100); (3) large iron tweezers from Broughton Lodge grave 45 (redrawn by the author after Kinsley 1993: 130); 

(4) copper alloy toilet set of ear scoop and two picks from Berinsfield grave 54 (redrawn by the author after Boyle et. 

al. 1995: 179); (5) copper-alloy cosmetic brush-holder from Berinsfield grave 107 (redrawn by the author after Boyle 

et. al. 1995: 191); (6) copper-alloy ear scoop from Norton grave 70 (redrawn by the author after Sherlock & Welch 

1992: 172); (7) toilet set of three copper-alloy ‘scrapers’ from Berinsfield grave 107 (redrawn by the author after Boyle 

et. al. 1995: 191). 
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Figure 2 – Examples of toilet implements broken in antiquity and miniatures. (1) Cast copper-alloy tweezers broken 

in antiquity and impressed with semi-circular punchmarks after breakage, from Norton grave 29 (redrawn by the 

author after Sherlock & Welch 1992: 138); (2) Cast copper-alloy tweezers broken in antiquity with pick from 

Castledyke South grave 163 (redrawn by the author after Drinkall & Foreman 1998: 189); (3) Iron toilet set from 

Appledown grave 86 (redrawn by the author after Down & Welch 1990: 72). 
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Material & Decoration 

   The vast majority of toilet sets from inhumation graves were copper alloy. Iron tweezers and 

toilet sets are known but they constitute a small minority of those found, as are silver toilet 

implements that are restricted to seventh-century graves.[13] This relative paucity might be 

partly explained by differential preservation. Cast copper-alloy tweezers sometimes have incised 

and punched decoration following very closely upon the design of their Roman counterparts, and 

indeed distinguishing between re-used Roman objects and early Anglo-Saxon examples is 

problematic (see below).[14] Otherwise toilet sets have no discernible decoration although it is 

possible that iron toilet implements were decorated but rust has long obscured them. 

 

Size 

   Although some artefacts are broken and damaged through centuries of burial, most of the 

objects recovered from inhumation graves intact are full-sized and are therefore potentially 

functioning objects. In contrast, clear-cut instances of ‘miniature’ artefacts are rare. 

 

Functions 

   We have no direct documentary or visual evidence from early Anglo-Saxon England to confirm 

how toilet implements were employed. Indeed, it is possible that a single item could have had 

been employed for many different tasks. Tweezers could have had craft uses (such as for sewing 

leather or textile), a suggestion that finds some support in the association of a sewing needle and 

bronze tweezers within a leather container from grave 56, Sewerby (East Yorkshire).[15] They are 

equally likely to have been used to remove head, facial, nasal and body hairs as well as splinters, 

lice and ticks. Ear scoops (spatulas) could have functioned in cleaning out ears and noses but 

could also have served in applying cosmetics and medicines. Equally, picks might have had 

numerous functions such as to clean nails, skin and teeth, to lance boils and spots and they may 

have also been used in tattooing. Scrapers have no self-evident function although they could 

have been used to scrape and clean skin, shave hair or apply cosmetics. While there must remain 

uncertainty concerning the precise uses of toilet items, the common theme linking their possible 

applications is clearly the management and presentation of the body and the treatment of skin 

and hair in particular. Even some of the miniature ‘weapons’ and ‘tools’, although shaped like 

larger items, could still have functioned to manage hair and skin and need not be ‘amulets’ if 

defined as objects with no practical function.[16] However, the form of these ‘miniatures’, even if 

employed for grooming, does suggest that toilet implements had more than a prosaic 

significance for early medieval people. Indeed, as in many societies, regiments of bodily 

presentation may have been closely related to managing religious conceptions of pollution and as 

a means of constituting and displaying social identity [17]. 

 

Condition 

   Although some artefacts are found in a fragmentary state, there is enough evidence to suggest 

that they were usually buried intact, with little evidence of deliberate fragmentation or ritual 

‘killing’. Of the sample of tweezers considered in this study, only a small number display possible 
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evidence of breakage in antiquity, through the presence of only one blade (4/90: 4.4%).[18] A 

particularly convincing example is from grave 29 of the Norton (Cleveland) cemetery where 

decorative punch-marks were added to the inside of the single tweezers-blade after breakage 

(fig. 2).[19] It is possible that the blade was curated after its practical function had ceased 

because of some personal association with the owner. Alternatively, its curation may have been 

motivated by a perceived amuletic significance or for more prosaic reasons such as its 

deployment as a practice-piece for punching or the intention to re-use it as scrap-metal. A toilet 

set consisting of a broken tweezer-blade and ear scoop from grave 163 at Castledyke South, 

Barton-upon-Humber (Lincolnshire), suggests that in some instances toilet implements were 

used as elements of costume and ornament after their functioning lives had ended (fig. 2).[20]  

 

   Owing to the fact that many of the early Anglo-Saxon bronze toilet implements resemble 

Roman-period objects in terms of form and decoration, it is difficult to ascertain how many of 

them might have been inherited or re-used following their discovery on Roman sites or whether 

the similarities simply reflect comparable technologies available for making these relatively 

simple objects. Contrary to antiquarian accounts, Roger White, in his study of re-used Roman 

artefacts in early medieval graves, is sceptical of assigning many from early Anglo-Saxon graves a 

Roman date.[21] Many are likely to have been of fifth and sixth-century manufacture but 

inheriting Roman styles either directly from those continuing to circulate or those discovered in 

the landscape, or indirectly via the influence of Roman material culture styles upon northern 

Germany and southern Scandinavia in the third and fourth centuries AD. Given their simple form, 

similarities might in many cases be coincidental and governed by functional necessity. 

 

 

Figure 3 – The location of tweezers from early Anglo-Saxon inhumation graves. 
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Location 

   There are two main areas where toilet implements are found in inhumation graves; by the waist 

and on the chest. For tweezers, they are most often suspended from the belt, usually on the left 

side in association with bag collections and knives (fig. 3). A minority (around 15%) are found in 

the chest area suggesting that they may have been suspended from the neck. Cosmetic brushes 

are also found suspended around the neck as at Berinsfield (Oxfordshire).[22] Toilet sets of picks 

and ear scoops can be often found on the chest suggested suspension in a similar way, as in grave 

44 from Portway Andover (Hampshire)[23] and grave 54 from Berinsfield.[24] Whichever position 

was selected for these items, it is clear that (although many were small) toilet implements were 

intended as visible parts of early Anglo-Saxon costume. Furthermore, if both locations in the 

mortuary costume reflect in broad terms the location of these items on the clothing of the living, 

then it is evident that they were intended to be not only visible, but also accessible for regular 

use.  

 

   While most toilet implements formed a part of mortuary costume, some appear to have been 

placed in the grave by the mourners. This practice might explain the occasional discovery of 

tweezers found at the bottom of the grave, upon the skull, and in one case within the skeleton’s 

mouth.[25] Similarly a toilet set of two pins and one ear scoop was found by the knees at grave 27 

at Alton (Hampshire).[26] These examples suggest that toilet items were not always located to 

reflect costume but they may have had an occasional importance during the final ceremonies 

associated with the interment of the body.[27] 

 

Combinations 

   All toilet items can be found singly in inhumation graves. Cosmetic brushes are almost always 

found alone but tweezers can be either found alone or paired with ear scoops. Meanwhile toilet 

sets suspended from metal rings usually consist of ear scoops, picks and scrapers. Sometimes 

there is evidence that multiple objects of the same type were placed in the grave, suggesting that 

their number had an ornamental or symbolic significance. For example, the three scrapers 

suspended from a ring from grave 107 from Berinsfield were identical to each other and a 

distinctive use for each of them is unlikely.[28] Combinations of picks and ear scoops are often 

discovered in groups of three. Similarly, while a combination of an ear scoop and one pick makes 

functional sense, often there are two identical picks as in grave 27 from Alton (Hampshire), grave 

54 from Berinsfield (Oxfordshire) and grave 11 from Dinton (Buckinghamshire).[29] Audrey 

Meaney has noted a similar replication of three identical ‘latchlifter’ keys.[30] Cumulatively, this 

may indicate an auspicious value was sometimes attributed to combinations of three items 

suspended from the neck or belt. 

 

Frequency 

   These toilet implements are relatively infrequent grave goods in inhumation burials when 

compared with other items suspended from the belt (such as knives) or at the neck (such as 

brooches, glass beads and pendants). It is important to recognise that the soil conditions may 
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have destroyed many of these small metal items. There is equally no reason why toilet 

implements could not have been made of organic materials that resultantly do not often survive 

in archaeological contexts. Yet even in the cemeteries with the most careful and large-scale 

excavations, accompanied by the best preservation of artefacts, toilet implements are rarely 

found in more than a handful of graves. Some well-excavated cemeteries, such as Sewerby (East 

Yorkshire), have failed to produce any toilet sets and only one pair of tweezers.[31] Indeed, their 

occurrence seems particularly low in cemeteries from eastern England; the areas where toilet 

implements are commonly found in cremation graves (see below).[32] 

 

Mortuary Variability 

   The overall infrequency of toilet objects from individual cemetery sites makes it difficult to 

identify any clear patterns in their provision at the local, contextual level. However, by combining 

the evidence on a national basis, broad trends can be identified. Matching the results of a more 

detailed analysis of inhumation graves by Nick Stoodley,[33] these toilet items appear to have 

been the preserve of adult graves, with very few children interred with them (fig. 4). This same 

pattern is evident for tweezers; in the sample of graves with tweezers compiled by this author, 

they appear most common in adults over 40 years of age. 

 

   In terms of the gender of the deceased, ear scoops, picks, brushes and scrapers are associated 

with female-gendered grave assemblages and osteologically-sexed female skeletons (fig. 5). 

Stoodley identified a contrasting male bias for tweezers,[34] although in this study, a bias 

towards graves with female assemblages was identified. Both Stoodley’s and this study agree 

that both genders could have frequently received these items.[35] The disparity in the precise 

associations of tweezers between Stoodley’s and this author’s sample probably arise from the 

use of different samples, combined with the fact that tweezers appear to have very different 

gender associations depending upon the individual cemetery. For example, in the east Kent 

cemetery of Mill Hill, Deal, tweezers have a male bias.[36] However, in other cemeteries, 

tweezers are found equally with both male and female grave assemblages, as at Morningthorpe 

(Norfolk),[37] while in further instances they have a strong female association, as is the case for 

Empingham (Rutland).[38]  

 

   A further difference in the provision of tweezers can be identified between the sexes in the 

sample compiled by this author (fig. 6). While male and female burials could receive tweezers of 

all lengths, smaller tweezers (under 50mm in length) are more likely to be associated with female 

graves while male graves are more likely to receive longer tweezers (particularly 70mm and over). 

Although this is a trend rather than a hand and fast rule, there are also hints that older individuals 

were interred with longer tweezers than children, sub-adults and young adults. Viewed from the 

opposite perspective, it appears that the longest tweezers were most commonly interred with 

older adults. Furthermore, the minority of iron toilet implements are almost always associated 

with female burials. This suggests that within our archaeological typologies, subtle differences in 

the meanings and associations of superficially similar artefacts can be identified based upon both 
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size and material. It also suggests that these implements had a role in the construction of social 

identity (including age, gender and perhaps also social status) through their form, size and use to 

maintain the body’s surface during adulthood. 

 
Figure 4 – The provision of tweezers vs. age at death in early Anglo-Saxon inhumation graves. 

 

 

 
Figure 5 – The provision of tweezers vs. sex in early Anglo-Saxon inhumation graves. 
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Figure 6 – The length of tweezers vs. sex in early Anglo-Saxon inhumation graves. 

 
 

Summary 

   Among the furnished inhumation burials of the fifth and sixth centuries AD in southern and 

eastern England, it appears that toilet and cosmetic implements were a consistent, if uncommon, 

element of adult burial costume used in the practical management of the body’s surface and 

appearance and in the enhancement and display of social identity through the medium of the 

cadaver. Most implements have a clear female bias with the exception of tweezers that can be 

associated with both genders, displayed on the belt or suspended around the neck.  

  

Toilet Implements in Early Anglo-Saxon Cremation Graves 

   Having briefly reviewed the evidence for toilet implements in fifth and sixth-century inhumation 

burials, let us now turn to contemporary cremation burials where a markedly different picture 

emerges (fig. 9).[39] 

 

Types 

   Tweezers are the most common toilet implements items found in cremation graves (figs 7-11). 

However, unlike inhumation burials, picks, scrapers, brushes and earscoops are rare finds. 

Instead, cremations are often found with a distinctive form of razor exhibiting a curved blade and 

often with a looped handle (fig 7).[40] There are a few examples of full-sized shears from 

cremation burials similar to those uncovered from inhumation graves, however, the vast majority 

from cinerary urns are much smaller varieties that are rarely paralleled within inhumation 

contexts (figs 7 & 8). There are also many ‘blades’ found in cremation burials; some are clearly 
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broken shears or razors, but others are knives comparable in form to those found in inhumation 

graves. Other toilet items are rare although miniature tools have been recognised during the 

excavations at Worthy Park, Kingsworthy (Hampshire), where four graves with toilet sets of up to 

ten iron miniature implements were recovered (fig 8).[41] 

 
Figure 7 – Examples of toilet implements from Spong Hill, Norfolk, including full-sized, small and miniature 

examples. (1) Sheet copper-alloy tweezers, iron shears and blade/razor from Spong Hill burial 3072 (redrawn by 

author after Hills, Penn & Rickett 1987: 211); (2) Iron tweezers, razor and shears (one blade) from Spong Hill burial 

2927 (redrawn by author after Hills, Penn & Rickett 1987: 211); (3) Cast copper-alloy tweezers from Spong Hill burial 

2925 (redrawn by the author after Hills, Penn & Rickett 1987: 214); (4) Iron razor, shears and tweezers from Spong 

Hill burial 2457 (redrawn by the author after Hills, Penn & Rickett 1994: 176); (5) Copper-alloy tweezers, iron razor 

and iron shears from Spong Hill burial 2898 (redrawn by author after Hills, Penn & Rickett 1987: 211). 
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Figure 8 – Miniature bronze and iron toilet implements from cremation burials. (1) copper-alloy toilet implements – 

shears, tweezers and razor – from Newark burial 39 (redrawn by the author after Kinsley 1989: 111); (2) bronze 

miniature toilet implements – shears, tweezers and razor – from Newark burial 30 (redrawn by the author after 

Kinsley 1989: 108); (3) four iron miniature toilet implements - a razor, two blades and a ‘Thor’s hammer -from Worthy 

Park cremation burial 23 (redrawn by the author after Hawkes & Grainger 2003: 130). 
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Figure 9 – Cremation burial A1419 from Sancton (East Yorkshire) containing the remains of an older subadult. The 

burial is illustrated in situ showing the position of the sheet copper-alloy tweezers, iron razor, an iron object that 

could be a blade, and a bone or antler comb. These items had been placed on the top of the ashes supporting the 

interpretation that these items were added to the cremated remains after the cremation. 
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Figure 10 – The frequencies of toilet implements from undisturbed early Anglo-Saxon cremation graves from Spong 

Hill & Sancton. 

 

 
Figure 11 – The frequencies of toilet implements from undisturbed early Anglo-Saxon cremation graves from Spong 

Hill, Sancton and Newark compared with the frequency of tweezers and toilet implements from Nick Stoodley’s 

sample of undisturbed early Anglo-Saxon inhumation graves. 
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Figure 12 – Toilet implement provision vs. materials from early Anglo-Saxon cremation graves at Spong Hill. 

 

Figure 13 – Toilet implement provision vs. materials from cremation graves at other cemeteries. 
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Materials & Decoration 

   Barbara Green constructed a tentative typology for tweezers based on material and size; I - 

‘functional’ bronze of Roman type, II – small bronze tweezers cut from sheet bronze, III – small 

iron tweezers and IV – large iron tweezers.[42] As we be discussed, there are problems associated 

with a clear definition of ‘miniature’ and ‘full-sized’ items, although Green’s typology continues to 

be employed as a useful guide when studying these objects. Rather than strictly assigning 

specific implements to one of these four categories, this study instead attempts to recognise 

trends within the provision of these items in the burial rite. 

 

   The materials employed in the manufacture of toilet implements are different in cremation 

burials from those in inhumation graves. At Spong Hill the distinction is particularly obvious 

where both inhumation and cremation overlap chronologically. Whereas iron objects were found 

in the minority in inhumation graves, in this cemetery iron is the predominant material used in 

the toilet implements found with cremation burials (figs 12 & 13). This trend is particularly evident 

for tweezers and shears, and to a lesser extent with razors. Blades can be made of both iron and 

bronze in almost equal measure. This may suggest a preference for iron items in the cremation 

rite, although it could reflect the differential melting of copper-alloy implements upon the pyre. 

Apart from the cast copper-alloy tweezers that display similar decoration to those from 

inhumation graves (see earlier), toilet implements display no decoration. A further rare category 

of objects found in cremation burials that are almost unknown in inhumation contexts are bone 

knives, and it is tempting to postulate that these were further examples of toilet implements, 

perhaps used especially for the funeral itself.[43] 

 

Size 

   A further contrast between the inhumation and cremation samples concerns the size of toilet 

implements. Whereas those in inhumation graves are almost all full-sized, cremation graves 

show a mixture of ‘full-sized’ and ‘miniature’ artefacts. In actual fact, there has been no clear 

definition between what differentiates ‘full-sized’ from ‘miniatures’ objects.[44] A brief review of 

excavation reports identifies an overlap in the length between many of the artefacts labelled 

‘miniature’ and ‘full-size’ implements.[45] Moreover, as mentioned above, many of the 

miniatures, while clearly and deliberately constructed to be small, could still have been used to 

pluck, cut and shave hair.[46] Therefore, this author proposes that in future, we should refer to 

three sizes of toilet implement: ‘functional full-sized’, ‘functional small’ and ‘true miniature’, all of 

which are found in cremation burials. Only a minority of cinerary urns contained ‘true miniatures’, 

objects that could never have been functioning items and were of small size. The diminutive form 

of many objects does preclude the possibility that many items could have been used on a daily 

basis.  

 

   Despite this fact, the inclusion of miniature items hints that the presence of toilet implements 

had more than a prosaic significance. If not made especially for the funeral, toilet implements 

may have been items actively selected for deployment in funerals, quite possibly by ritual 
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specialists as well as mourners. A further explanation is suggested below to identify how these 

miniature objects were connected to the age and sex of the deceased. 

 

Function 

   As with the items found in inhumation graves, each object need not have had a single use. Both 

‘functional-full-sized’ and ‘functional-small tweezers’ could have been used to pluck hairs. 

Similarly despite shears being described as ‘miniatures’ by Green, many could have been used to 

pare nails and cut hair and therefore are more appropriately re-labelled as ‘functional-small’ 

items. Meanwhile most of the razors, while small in size, were plausibly used in cutting and 

shaving hair and many can be appropriately attributed the same label ‘functional-small’. 

Admittedly a full re-classification of toilet implements according to size and functionality is 

outside the remit of this paper, the current ‘functional’ versus ‘miniature’ distinction is misleading 

and unhelpful when considering their practical use and potential mortuary significance. Blades 

are less diagnostic and while some may be knives, others might be broken shears or razors (see 

below). In each instance an association with the management of hair is likely. 

   

Condition 

   Owing to the corrosion caused by burial, it is impossible to recognise whether iron toilet 

implements had been subject to the fire or were added after cremation. Of the bronze toilet 

implements, it is notable how few reveal the effects of firing. Jackie McKinley has suggested that 

these smaller items might fall off the funeral pyre and avoid prolonged periods of direct 

burning.[47] Such a process might explain the fact that copper-alloy artefacts are less common 

than iron ones. However, the rarity of copper-alloy objects bearing signs of distortion and 

damage from fire suggests that in many instances, these objects were added to the ashes during 

the post-cremation rituals.[48] As suggested for bone and antler combs, it is possible that 

practices varied, with toilet implements sometimes offered as ‘pyre goods’ and in other funerals 

they added at later stages in the ritual process.[49] 

 

   There are no examples where it can it be clearly demonstrated that fragmented artefacts were 

deliberately placed with the dead, although it is extremely difficult to discern between ‘ritual 

killing’, accidental breakage, the effects of the cremation fire and post-depositional 

fragmentation in most instances.[50] However, it is likely that some of the ‘blades’ identified are 

actually broken full-sized shears.[51] If so, then deliberate ritual fragmentation is a possibility, but 

these broken items could have been re-used effectively as functioning grooming implements.   

 

Location 

   Very few cinerary urns have survived in a good enough condition and have been excavated and 

recorded in the necessary detail to make informed comments about the location of toilet 

implements within them. In some instances from Spong Hill and Sancton, it appears that the 

toilet implements are found directly above the ashes, suggesting that they were added as a final 

act during the composition of the burial urn (e.g. fig 9). However, in other cases recorded at 
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Spong Hill, they are found amidst the ashes and even towards the base of the urns, suggesting 

the likelihood that they were added to the urn, together with the ashes, at an earlier stage in the 

post-cremation rites, perhaps during the collecting and sorting of the pyre debris.[52] However, 

until new excavations need to carefully record the location of artefacts within the cinerary urn in 

order to identify more clearly the ritual practices involved, these patterns will not be fully 

understood. 

 

Combinations 

   Whereas tweezers are most often found singly in inhumation graves, within cremation graves 

toilet implements are either found singly or are found in combinations of two, three or four items. 

The most common combinations (in descending order of frequency) are (a) tweezers & shears, (b) 

tweezers & razors, (c) tweezers, shears & razors and (d) tweezers, shears and blades. These 

combinations indicate that tweezers were the mainstay grooming implement, and that shears, 

razors and blades were additions to augment the presence of tweezers.   

 

Frequency 

   The frequency of grave goods varies between cremation cemeteries because of the contrasting 

recovery methods employed by different excavators but also because of possible variations in 

burial practices between cemeteries, localities and regions in early Anglo-Saxon England.[53] The 

well-excavated and recorded samples from Spong Hill and Sancton provide us with the most 

reliable indication of past mortuary practices (fig. 10 & 11). In these two cemeteries, tweezers are 

found in a significant minority of graves (found respectively in around 12% and 7% of undisturbed 

graves). This makes them the most common intact metal artefacts recovered from cremation 

burials. Toilet sets from undisturbed burials were also recovered from cinerary urns at these two 

cemeteries, found in roughly 7% and 2% of graves respectively. While these figures appear low, 

reflecting the overall scarcity of artefacts in cremation contexts, they are still much higher than 

the frequency of these items in most contemporary inhumation contexts. 

 

   This evidence suggests that toilet implements were either selectively retrieved from the 

cremation pyres, or that they were deliberately added to the burials after the ashes were 

collected up. Although, as with all cremation burials, only a minority have grave goods at all, 

about one in ten of the well-preserved (i.e. undisturbed) cremation burials are associated with a 

toilet implement. Although not the primary focus of this paper, if combs are also considered to be 

part of the same category of ‘objects associated with the body’s management in life and death’, 

then the frequency of graves associated with such implements rises considerably. 

 

Mortuary Variability 

   Unlike the toilet implements within inhumation graves that demonstrate a clear association 

with adult females (especially for toilet sets), different patterns can be identified in relation to 

cremation graves.  
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   At Spong Hill, tweezers are found in all age categories, but are less common among infants 

(following McKinley’s definition of 0-4 years of age) than the child (4-12 years of age), subadult 

(12-18 years of age) and adult (over 18 years) graves (fig. 14). In contrast, shears are more 

common in child and sub-adult graves while razors are most common within infant graves. The 

sample of cremation burials from other cemeteries reveals the same pattern for tweezers and 

shears, whereas razors have not been discovered within infant graves at other sites (fig. 15). 

Therefore, it appears that while all age categories could receive toilet implements, there are 

different trends in the age-associations of each type of toilet implement.[54] 

 

Figure 14 – Toilet implement provision vs. age at Spong Hill. 

 

   Evidently, many of those receiving these items in death could not have been individuals who 

regularly used these same items in life. This stands in contrast to studies of inhumation graves 

which indicate a clear increase in the number of furnished graves with age, as well as changes in 

the quality and quantity of the artefacts interred.[55] It also provides a qualification and contrast 

to Sally Crawford’s observation which recognised that there were no objects found in child 

inhumations that were not also common in adult graves.[56] Certainly, Crawford’s assertion that 

children were ‘marginal’ in early Anglo-Saxon burial ritual seems to be contradicted by the 

evidence for these cremation urns.[57] It is tempting to consider that these were gifts or offerings 

by mourners and/or ritual specialists rather than possessions of the deceased. If so, then the 

retrospective memory of the deceased when alive may have only been part of the reason for their 

addition. It is likely that they were objects that served to link the living and the dead, and perhaps 

serving to create an idealised or even an aspired identity that was only partially or never fully 

achieved in life. In other words, toilet artefacts were buried with those who had failed to achieve 

the expected lifecycle route of the ideal social person who would develop through childhood and 
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adulthood to old age before death. This could include many categories of social person, but 

especially younger individuals. The inclusion of these objects may have been intended to 

emphasise the posthumous achievement of personhood to facilitate the transformation to that 

cremation was intended to enable to the deceased to become an ancestor and/or reach the next 

world. This may be a case of artefacts placed with the dead to create a prospective memory for 

future status in death, rather than a retrospective memory of an identity held by the deceased in 

life.[58]  

 

Figure 15 – Toilet implement provision vs. age at other cemeteries. 

 

   Plotting the length of tweezers from Spong Hill against the age of the deceased shows an 

interesting pattern. Almost all of the particularly small tweezers (measuring from 20 to 40mm in 

length) were retrieved from infant graves. Children and subadults were most often discovered 

with tweezers between 30 and 50mm in length, while adults have a broader range of tweezer-

lengths over the full range from 10mm to over 90mm, but with most ranging from 30 to 70mm in 

length (fig. 16). This indicates that the size of the artefact also articulated the identity of the 

deceased in a manner that is comparable with that identified by Sally Crawford and Heinrich 

Härke for the blade-lengths of knives and spearheads in inhumation contexts, and the 

observations of Julian D. Richards who recognised that the size of cinerary urns broadly 

correlated with the age of the deceased.[59] 

 

   There was also a sex-bias in the provision of toilet implements (figs. 17 & 18). While we have 

seen a slight female bias with regard to tweezers in inhumation graves, the opposite is the case in 

cremation burials at Spong Hill. All three main types, tweezers, razors and shears are more 

common with skeletal remains osteologically assigned to ‘certain’, ‘probable’ and ‘possible’ males 
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rather than their female counterparts. While these are clearly not exclusive markers of male 

identity, there is a subtle trend evident. While a male identity was being emphasised, and toilet 

implements may therefore have had distinctive roles in association with both male and female 

individuals, there is no exclusive between the presence of these items and any either gender. This 

is supported by the fact that many infants and children received these objects and may indicate 

that the choice to dispose of these items related to the identity of the deceased, but could have 

had a broader significance that transcended the precise age and gender of the dead person, 

perhaps relating to identities constructed at the level of the family, household, community, 

status or ethnicity. 

 

Figure 16 – Tweezer length vs. age at Spong Hill. 

 

Summary 

   Inhumation and cremation rites were associated with toilet implements of different types, 

materials, sizes, condition, combinations and frequencies (table 2). This pattern may in part be 

influenced by chronological variation, since cremation was an earlier burial rite in terms of its 

overall date-range as well as reflecting a long tradition of placing toilet implements in cinerary 

urns among the Roman Iron Age cremation cemeteries of northern Germany and southern 

Scandinavia.[60] There may also be regional patterns for while tweezers are a consistent grave 

good in most regions, toilet sets (picks and ear scoops) in inhumation graves are most common in 

southern England where cremation is less common. Meanwhile inhumation graves appear to 

have fewer of these items in eastern England where cremation rites are more frequent. 

Admittedly, further work is needed to plot the chronological and spatial distribution of these 

finds within individual cemeteries, and to identify different uses of these items between 

cemeteries to explore the significant of toilet implements in cremation burials further. However 



 24 

the patterns identified so far only serve to emphasise the different ways in which toilet 

implements were employed in inhumation versus cremation rites. This is particularly evident in 

cemeteries where both rites are practiced. For instance, at Spong Hill (Norfolk), as described 

above, we have seen that toilet implements are found in many of the cremation burials, but only 

one pair of tweezers was recovered from the sixth-century inhumation graves from the same 

cemetery.[61] Similarly, in mixed-rite cemeteries from southern England such as Saxton Road, 

Abingdon, bronze full-sized toilet sets accompany inhumation graves whereas those items found 

in cinerary urns tend to be miniature and made of iron.[62] This distinction is also clear in the 

differential provision of bone and antler combs between the two methods of disposal; objects 

again associated with the management of the hair. In a previous study, this author argued that 

the higher frequency and range of comb-types found in cremation burials was more than the 

result of differential preservation, but suggested a deliberate connection between the technology 

of cremation and artefacts associated with hair management [63].  

Figure 17 – Toilet implement provision vs. sex at Spong Hill. 
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Figure 18 – Toilet implement provision vs. sex at other cemeteries. 

 

 

Table 2 – The principle differences between the toilet implements found in early Anglo-Saxon cremation and 

inhumation graves. 

 

 Inhumation Cremation 

Types Tweezers, picks, ear scoops, 

scrapers 

Tweezers, razors, shears, Also 

combs 

Material Cu alloy, some Fe Fe or Cu alloy 

Size Functional full-size Functional full-size, functional 

small & miniature 

Functions Hair, nails, skin & orifice 

management, cosmetics & 

medicinal 

Hair management 

Condition Most intact, some broken before 

burial 

Many intact, some possible ritual 

breakage 

Location Suspended from neck or waist Placed within cinerary urn with 

ashes 

Combinations Singly or in sets Singly or in sets 

Frequency Rare Common 

Mortuary Variability – Age Adult All age groups 

Different implements have 

different age associations 

Overall, more common with 

infants & children 

Mortuary Variability - Sex Female bias (toilet sets) 

Both genders (tweezers) 

Slight male bias 
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Theorising Toilet Implements in Early Anglo-Saxon Mortuary Contexts 

   In contrast to other categories of early medieval grave goods such as brooches and weapons, 

toilet implements have received limited study only a tentative typology [64] and sparse 

interpretation.[65] Having identified a clear distinction between the role of toilet implements in 

the two modes of disposing of the dead practised in early Anglo-Saxon England, how can we 

explain this discrepancy? 

 

    First and foremost, toilet implements are artefacts connected to the body. More importantly, 

they are associated with the body’s appearance and altering appearance. In this sense, toilet 

implements constitute important elements used in ‘technologies of remembrance’ employed in 

transforming and managing the body in life and death [66]. There are three inter-connected 

likely uses relating to toilet items in early Anglo-Saxon society that may have linked them to the 

construction of social identity. These are uses that are simultaneously practical and symbolic and 

may have contributed to their special significance in cremation rites through the transformation 

of both the corporeal and metaphysical elements of the deceased. Toilet implements could have 

been linked to the management of hair through their use to: 

 

1. maintain the body’s appearance through regimes and routines of grooming during the 

person’s lifetime. 

2. articulate the changes in the person’s identity through rites of passage as the social person 

moves through their lifecycle. 

3. alter the appearance of the body’s of mourners as a means of expressing bereavement during 

funerals. 

 

Each of these uses may have informed the significance of the others, making toilet implements 

integral to the constitution of social identity including age, gender, status and ethnicity in life and 

death.[67] However, why have these items been specifically placed with the ashes after 

cremation? In the light of the theories of mortuary ritual from non-Western societies, building 

upon the seminal work of Robert Hertz, anthropologists and sociologists frequently regard 

funerals as transitions rather than events requiring rites of separation, a liminal phase and rites of 

incorporation (fig. 20).[68] Cremation concerned both ritual display and transformation, focusing 

upon the dissolution and reconstitution of the body from cadaver to ashes (fig. 21). This ritual 

process of death would have involved three discrete but related sets of actors: the mourners, the 

cadaver, and the spiritual elements of the dead (referred to here simplistically as the ‘soul’). All of 

these actors undergo changes in status and relationships during death rituals. Moreover, the 

transformation in the social, cosmological and ontological state of each affects that of the others. 

In many societies across the globe including those that employ cremation ceremonies, the 

management of hair, and in particular the plucking, cutting and shaving of hair among mourners 

was a means of expressing bereavement as well as managing the physical and spiritual pollution 

caused by death[69]. At the same time such acts symbolised the transforming identities 
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mourners during rites of separation, the mediation of the liminal state, and rites of incorporation. 

Simultaneously the corpse and the body may have also been regarded as being altered and 

transformed by these acts. In other words, altering the hair of the corpse and mourners in a 

comparable fashion could serve to articulate the changing parallel state of the soul or spirit of the 

deceased. By altering the appearance of mourners and cadaver, such acts may have been 

regarded as essential in order to turn the dead person from the state of a dangerous ghost into 

the state of benign ancestor. While these broad themes do not explain the precise deployment of 

artefacts in early Anglo-Saxon cremation practices, they do provide a broad context for 

understanding the importance of artefacts connected with hair and the body’s surface for 

transforming and reconstitution of the identities the dead and the living. 

 

 
 

Figure 19 – Building on Metcalf & Huntingdon’s interpretation of Robert Hertz’s formulation of death rituals in non-

Western societies, this diagram illustrates the centrality of ‘technologies of remembrance’ for transforming relations 

between the living, the body and the soul in early medieval funerals. 

 

Toilet implements were small and modest items, but looked at in this light, they may have had a 

pivotal and public role in the mortuary rites of early Anglo-Saxon England. In particular, although 

not as spectacular in terms of public display and the dramatic transformation of the body as the 

cremation itself, the post-cremation rites may have had a central significance in the cremation 

process; as rites of incorporation that incorporated the body, the soul and the mourners into new 

identities.[70] This use of material culture is very much about memory; the reconfiguring of how 
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the person was remembered in life and how they were to be remembered in death (fig 22). If 

tweezers, shears and razors were items linked to the transformation, constitution and 

commemoration of identity through the manipulation of hair in life and death, then their 

presence in the cinerary urn could have been an act of embodiment; providing both allusions to 

the past biography of the living person, but also as a corporeal focus for the new ancestral 

identity created for the dead at the end of the funeral.[71] Therefore, when used in early Anglo-

Saxon cremation rituals, the evidence strongly suggests that toilet implements served to affect 

mourners, the corpse and the soul in parallel and inter-related ways:  

 

MOURNERS: to manage the hair of mourners during the opening stages of the funeral or at the 

end of the obsequies. 

 

CORPSE: to manage the hair of the cadaver during the preparation of the body for the pyre and 

to mark the installation of the ashes into a new ‘body’ formed by the urn and ashes. 

 

SOUL: to articulate the transformation of the deceased’s soul from ‘ghost’ to ‘ancestor’ (fig. 22). 
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Figure 20 – An artistic impression of the display and dissolution of the body during an early Anglo-Saxon cremation 

ceremony by Aaron Watson 
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Figure 21 – An artistic impression of post-cremation ceremonies in which toilet implements were added to early 

Anglo-Saxon cinerary urns by Aaron Watson. 
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Figure 22 – A diagram illustrating the possible roles of hair and toilet implements in the ritual process of early Anglo-

Saxon cremation practices. 
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  Whereas grave goods placed within inhumation graves were also commemorative, the emphasis 

there was on the composition and representation of an idealised identity within the grave. While 

cremation rites also involved this element during the placing of the body upon the pyre, the 

emphasis was subsequently focused upon the dissolution and fragmentation of identity brought 

about by the cremation. Moreover, the cadaver remained a focus of commemoration aimed 

emphasising its reconstitution during the post-cremation rites. The choice of placing artefacts 

connected with hair in cinerary urns may relate to the fact that the facial and body hair of the 

corpse is destroyed early on in the cremation process, therefore making artefacts associated with 

its management an apposite means of symbolising the reconstruction of the body following 

cremation. The use of toilet implements as grave goods was a mnemonic act by the family 

members or ritual specialists controlling the cremation ceremony. It articulated the return of the 

mourners to society with their memories of the deceased, and enabling the dead to inhabit a new 

identity. Moreover, the evidence suggests that their use could have been reserved for those 

social actors that needed particular assistance during the transformation from ‘ghost’ to 

‘ancestor’, including infants and children who had not achieved the (expected or aspired) status 

of adulthood upon death. Such acts could bind together different conceptions of death as 

transition; fear of the ghost, veneration of the ancestor, purification, regeneration and soul-

journeying. The precise conceptions of death and the dead in this period may elude us, but the 

pervasive theme visible in the cremation practices suggests that the dead were regarded as an 

embodied force long after biological death, requiring transformation and reconstitution focusing 

upon the body during both cremation and post-cremation ceremonies. Toilet implements were 

enmeshed in this process as both polluted through association with the mourners and the 

cadaver, and simultaneously transforming the living and the dead. Perhaps for both reasons they 

could be regarded as appropriate for burial within the cinerary urn with the ashes. 

 

There remain unanswered questions that provide lines for further enquiry including where, when 

and how did these practices originated, how different communities developed variations upon 

this theme, and how the rite changed over time. Yet in the light of the evidence presented in this 

paper, it is possible to regard toilet implements as more than prosaic and mundane objects in 

early medieval mortuary practices. They can instead be interpreted as mediating relations 

between the living and the dead and holding a mnemonic agency, a power to build a new 

corporeal and metaphysical identity for the dead following the dissolution instigated by the act of 

cremation. Toilet implements linked together mourners, body & soul and gave commemorative 

significance to the act of cremation and the subsequent treatment of the ashes. Toilet 

implements are not best interpreted as the possessions of the dead, gifts from the living or 

symbols of static identities displayed during the funeral. Tweezers, razors, shears and ear-scoops 

were mnemonic objects serving to re-create and regenerate the living and the dead - 

transforming body and soul. 
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