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Chapter 10

On display: envisioning the early 
Anglo-Saxon dead
Howard Williams

Abstract
A variety of images are employed in the archaeological interpretation 
of past mortuary practices, including plans, sections, photographs and 
artists’ reconstructions of graves and funerary scenes. Addressing early 
Anglo-Saxon furnished inhumation graves, I argue that the role of images 
in archaeological interpretations requires both greater recognition and 
critical appraisal in the archaeology of death and burial. The paper 
questions an exclusive focus on early Anglo-Saxon furnished inhumation 
graves as symbolic texts and visual displays. This view is over-dependent 
upon a snapshot impression of funerals as static displays derived from 
archaeological conventions of grave-recording and perpetuated in many 
artists’ and museums’ reconstructions of graves and funerals. The 
relationships between images of early Anglo-Saxon graves and modern 
perceptions of death and mortality are also appraised.

Introduction

… the representation of archaeological knowledge has been 
seen as relevant, but not central, to archaeology’s analysis and 
understanding of itself. (Moser and Gamble 1997: 185)

Images are integral to every stage of the archaeological process, 
from field recording to the public dissemination of archaeological 
interpretations. Mortuary archaeology is no exception, but has a 
specialized role in depicting the remains of people: their bodies, the 
artefacts interred with them and the contexts in which they are found. 
Indeed, the portrayal of funerary discoveries – be they Bronze Age 
urnfields, Egyptian mummies, Roman sarcophagi or medieval tombs 
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– has been practised since the earliest antiquarian studies (see Schnapp 
1996). These images have been an important part of antiquarian and 
archaeological recording, interpretation and dissemination. Once 
created, images have life-histories, influencing subsequent academic 
and popular perceptions of the past for decades and even for centuries 
to come (Moser 1998). Yet despite there being well-established debates 
among archaeologists concerning the ethics and socio-politics of 
digging up, displaying and storing mortuary remains (e.g. Swain 2007: 
147–68), there have been no studies dedicated to the history and theory 
of envisioning death in archaeology.

It is appropriate to focus upon images of furnished inhumation rites 
dating to the fifth to seventh centuries a d from southern and eastern 
England. Early Anglo-Saxon inhumations have been subject to a rich 
and varied tradition of archaeological interpretation and visualisation. 
Furthermore, the interpretation of these burial rites has repeatedly 
hinged upon their role as public displays in which the furnished grave 
served as a tableau – a composed scene – that was read like a symbolic 
text by those attending the funeral. Moreover, early Anglo-Saxon 
inhumation graves have a prominent place in popular books, the media 
and museums, and so they have taken on a widespread and enduring 
presence in British popular culture during the later twentieth and early 
twenty-first centuries. Therefore, this case study in the envisioning 
of the archaeological dead provides a critique of the use of images to 
interpret past mortuary practice as well as allowing an assessment of 
the roles of the archaeological dead in contemporary British society.

Images of the early Anglo-Saxon dead

The very first discoveries assigned to the ‘Saxons’ were made by James 
Douglas in his Nenia Britannica of 1793 (Fig. 10.1). Douglas was himself 
an artist and his illustrations focused not only upon the grave goods 
recovered but also the burial context itself (Douglas 1793; see Marsden 
1999: 16–19; Piggott 1978: 50; Smiles 2005). In particular, Douglas’ plan 
of a weapon burial was to provide the inspiration for archaeologists of 
the nineteenth century, such as Charles Roach Smith and John Yonge 
Akerman, who were keen to write the earliest history of the English 
using archaeological remains (Williams 2008; Fig. 10.2). Alongside 
detailed renditions of artefacts and some cemetery plans, archaeologists 
were increasingly motivated to use Saxon graves to explore the roots 
of Queen Victoria’s nation and empire, the grave plans illustrating 
the principal perceived racial characteristics of England’s Germanic 
forebears. Unsurprisingly, it was usually ‘warrior graves’ that were 
depicted; early examples include those from Ozengall (Kent, Fig. 10.2), 
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Long Wittenham (then in Berkshire) and Fairford (Gloucestershire) 
(Williams 2008: 79–84).

Through the Victorian and Edwardian periods, most illustrations 
of early Anglo-Saxon graves focused on the characteristic artefacts 
recovered. Yet, occasionally, plans were drawn and published for 
exceptionally wealthy graves. Examples include the Taplow chamber-
grave (Welch 1992: 94) and the Lowbury barrow-burial (Atkinson 
1916; Fig. 10.3). Indeed, the detailed and famous plan of the chamber 
within the ship beneath mound 1 at Sutton Hoo can be seen as at the 
culmination of this tradition of publishing only exceptional burial 
contexts (Phillips 1940).

It is only from the 1930s that more ‘typical’ furnished graves were 
regularly illustrated and published. Early and innovative examples 
include the sketches of selected graves in T.C. Lethbridge’s reports 
on his excavations at Holywell Row (Lethbridge 1931: 46), Burwell 
(Lethbridge 1931: 54, 61, 69) and Shudy Camps in Cambridgeshire 

a b o v e  l e f t

Fig. 10.1: 
Illustration of 

an early Anglo-
Saxon weapon 

burial unearthed at 
Chatham Lines and 
illustrated by James 

Douglas (after 
Douglas 1793).

a b o v e  r i g h t

Fig. 10.2: 
Illustration of an 

early Anglo-Saxon 
weapon burial from 

Ozengall, Kent 
(after Roach Smith 

1852).
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(Lethbridge 1936: 4, 11, 13, 16, 20, 24; Fig. 10.4). However, grave plans 
remained scarce in this period, with the focus remaining upon the 
objects retrieved rather than their context (e.g. Leeds and Atkinson 
1944).

Recording practices became more systematic after the Second 
World War. Grave plans and photographs were regularly used for field 
recording during the 1950s and 1960s and were being published with 
greater regularity, albeit selectively (e.g. Knocker 1956; Meaney and 
Hawkes 1970; Hope-Taylor 1977). Accompanying the dissemination of 
rigorous excavation methodologies and the use of scientific specialists, 

Fig. 10.3: Plan 
of a seventh-
century weapon 
burial excavated 
at Lowbury Hill 
(after Atkinson 
1916: 16).

Fig. 10.4: 
Annotated plan of 
a seventh-century 
furnished female 
bed-burial together 
with a sketch-
restoration of the 
bed, excavated at 
Shudy Camps, 
Cambridgeshire by 
T.C. Lethbridge 
(after Lethbridge 
1936: 11).
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it was only from the 1970s that the publication of all early Anglo-Saxon 
graves, regardless of burial wealth, became a standard practice (e.g. 
Aldworth 1979; Gingell 1978). This trend facilitated more sophisticated 
analyses of grave contexts and mortuary variability (see Arnold 1997; 
Lucy 2000).

By the 1980s, the established formula for the publication of early 
Anglo-Saxon cemetery reports was defined for both older sites dug 
from the 1950s onwards (e.g. Evision 1987; Hirst 1985) as well as 
recently excavated sites (e.g. Cook and Dacre 1985). These standard 
methods of field recording have developed over the last two decades 
(e.g. Haughton and Powlesland 1999; Malim and Hines 1998), the only 
exceptions being cases where poor preservation made the recording of 
detailed grave plans impossible (Sherlock and Welch 1992) or where 
the archives of older excavations have been mislaid or damaged (e.g. 
Holbrook 2000).

During the same period, the increasing use of photography, artist’s 
reconstructions and three-dimensional models can be recognised. 
These have become widely produced, used and reused for archive 
reports, printed and electronic publications by field archaeologists and 
academics, museum displays, heritage interpretation boards, television 
and the internet. Early Anglo-Saxon furnished graves are now found 
in many contexts, even popular books and newspapers.

For many sites and graves, as well as for the period as a whole, it 
is these photographs and two- and three-dimensional reconstructions 
of graves and funerals that are the early Anglo-Saxon period. For 
both academic and popular audiences, artefacts derived from funerary 
contexts (most famously the Sutton Hoo helmet), but also the 
images of graves and funerals, have become icons that embody the 
historical processes of migration, kingdom formation and conversion 
to Christianity that constitute the ‘story’ of the early Anglo-Saxons. 
Therefore, images are more than simply distillations of archaeological 
information simplified and condensed for public consumption. Artist’s 
reconstructions (or ‘simulations’, see James 1997) are an active and 
sophisticated medium for the articulation and communication of 
interpretations in early Anglo-Saxon archaeology. They are also a 
medium that archaeologists can never fully control following their 
dissemination beyond the discipline.

Interpreting early Anglo-Saxon mortuary images

How have early medieval archaeologists commented on these images? 
The answer appears short and simple: they have not. There have been 
discussions of the representation and reconstruction of early medieval 
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artefacts, buildings and landscapes in museums and heritage sites (James 
1997: 24; Fowler and Mills 2004; Lucy and Herring 1999). Equally, 
studies of the history of archaeology have referred to illustrations 
of early medieval finds (e.g. Piggott 1978: 50; Schnapp 1996: 281–82). 
However, the distinctive nature of early medieval grave images and 
reconstructions has escaped scrutiny in both the history of mortuary 
archaeology and the contemporary context (but see Redknap 2002: 43). 
This is in spite of their widespread use to accompany archaeological 
texts (e.g. Arnold 1997; Hadley 2001; Lucy 2000; Williams 2006).

It is understandable that archaeologists, unless they are trained artists 
themselves, may wish to reserve comment on these reconstructions 
beyond discussions of authenticity and basic comments upon their 
artistic merit. For museums, these images tend to be costly to produce 
and hence there is a pressure to utilise them for many years after their 
production despite any awareness by curators that they may be dated 
or inaccurate. Alternatively, they may prove popular with the public 
long after curators are aware they have become dated (Tim Pestell pers. 
comm). What is clear is that early medieval archaeologists are exposed to 
a charge of ‘logocentricism’ in their reluctance to critically comment on 
images and their persistence (this author included) in using grave images 
as supplementary and subservient to textual argument. So it appears 
that, despite the long tradition of using images to record observations 
and communicate within archaeology, there remains a prejudice against 
acknowledging the influence of, and employing, images in an active 
and interpretative way that might challenge or detract from text (James 
1999: 118; see also Cochrane and Russell 2007).

Therefore, it is the contention of this paper that the importance 
and influence of images of early medieval graves and funerals has 
been neither fully acknowledged nor appraised. While I am not a field 
archaeologist, illustrator, artist or museum archaeologist, these images 
are important to me. From the perspective of an archaeologist who 
uses these images for both teaching and research, I have long found 
it odd that there is very little comment about them. Their profound 
impact upon both the archaeological interpretation and the public 
perception of early Anglo-Saxon mortuary practices, including my 
own ideas, suggests that we treat these images both seriously and 
critically. It is important that we recognise and explore how images 
have the potential to be more powerful and problematic even than the 
terms that we employ. If long-used concepts like ‘warrior graves’ (see 
Härke 1990a) can be subject to deconstruction and reinterpretation, so 
must the images employed in the study, interpretation and illustration 
of the early Anglo-Saxon period.

Given that this paper addresses both the interpretation of early 
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Anglo-Saxon furnished inhumation graves (e.g. Härke 1990a; 1992b) 
and the relationship between archaeological theory and practice in the 
modern world (see Härke 2000a), this seems an appropriate subject to 
honour the influential work of Heinrich Härke in both these fields of 
scholarship.

Plans, sections and photographs

Within modern conventions of field recording and publishing early 
Anglo-Saxon inhumation burials, grave plans (usually drawn at a 
scale of 1:20) have become ubiquitous in early Anglo-Saxon cemetery 
publications. Sometimes they include details of complex grave 
assemblages and numbered annotations (Fig. 10.5). Most published 
plans are now created from field drawings and photographs using 
computer drawing software. A survey of early Anglo-Saxon cemetery 
publications reveals considerable, if subtle, variety rather than a strict 
adherence to uncompromising conventions.

These different ‘ways of seeing’ (Bradley 1997) have many causes. 
Differences reflect the varying levels of preservation encountered as 
well as contrasting scales and circumstances within which fieldwork 
takes place. The idiosyncrasies, experiences and methods adopted 
by different excavators, excavation projects and field units also play 
a part. Moreover, computer technologies have become increasingly 
used in the post-excavation analysis and publication of early Anglo-
Saxon cemeteries and they have changed the way images are produced 
and subsequently appear. These ‘craft traditions’ (Bradley 1997) of 
grave-recording are evident in the contrasting records for very similar 
archaeological deposits, such as, for example, those of Sewerby, East 
Yorkshire (Hirst 1985), Apple Down, Sussex (Down and Welch 1990: 
122–33), Mill Hill, Deal, Kent (Parfitt and Brugmann 1997), and West 
Heslerton, North Yorkshire (Haughton and Powlesland 1999). The 
tradition has been adapted to more schematic attempts at grave-plan 
drawing in cases where human remains have survived only as soil-
stains, as at Harford Farm, Norfolk (Penn 2000: 7–42), or in instances 
of disturbed and poorly preserved graves, as at Norton, Cleveland 
(Sherlock and Welch 1992) and Croydon, Surrey (McKinley 2003; 
Fig. 10.6). Other variations include the increasing use of bi-colour 
and multi-colour plans to allow more detailed annotations and the 
recording of artefact-positions and body-positions (Boyle et al. 1995; 
Boyle et al. 1998; Malim and Hines 1998).

Despite these subtle variations and the publication of sections, 
plans of a similar form provide the dominant mode of recording 
early Anglo-Saxon inhumation graves. This largely two-dimensional 
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Fig. 10.5: A  
close-up plan 
originally 
reproduced at a 
scale of 1:5 of a 
rich adult female 
grave excavated at 
the Butler’s Field 
cemetery, Lechlade, 
Gloucestershire. A 
reconstruction of 
this grave has been 
created within the 
Corinium Museum, 
Cirencester 
(after Boyle 
et al. 1998: 154). 
Reproduced with 
kind permission, 
©Oxford 
Archaeology.

Envisioning the early Anglo-Saxon dead

approach to furnished graves is one of the principal influences upon 
their interpretation. Yet there are some exceptional and important uses 
of section drawings in reports. For example, the careful recording of 
poorly-preserved inhumation graves from Spong Hill, Norfolk, used 
the juxtaposition of sections and plans to good effect. In doing so, the 
report portrayed many additional aspects of burial practice beyond 
the creation of a burial tableau at the bottom of the grave. These 

Sayer and Williams, Mortuary Pra177   177 07/07/2009   11:33:46



��� Mortuary practices and social identities in the Middle Ages

Sayer and Williams, Mortuary Pra178   178 07/07/2009   11:33:47



���

included the presence and character of coffins and chambers (Hills 
et al. 1984: 81, 109) and the locations of artefacts, such as pots and 
weapons, within the grave-fill (Hills et al. 1984: 57, 106, 110). Sections 
were also used as part of the careful recording of organic deposits in 
grave-fills at Snape, Suffolk. Here, the combination of sections and 
multiple plans during the excavation of each grave revealed evidence 
for the sequence of grave preparation, including the placing of grave-
linings and structures, the burial of the clothed cadaver, artefacts and 
offerings, and, finally, rituals connected with the back-filling of graves 
(Filmer-Sankey and Pestell 2001: 236–50; Fig. 10.7). This serves to 
show that the quality of the data revealed, and the images produced, 
direct the subsequent possible archaeological interpretations. Where 
single grave plans are used – conflating the sequences of actions that 
comprised the composition and back-filling of the grave – it becomes 

Envisioning the early Anglo-Saxon dead

o p p o s i t e

Fig. 10.6: A 
schematic grave 
plan of a poorly-
preserved weapon 
grave 147 from 
Croydon, Surrey 
(after McKinley 
2003: 36). 
Reproduced with 
kind permission, 
©Wessex 
Archaeology.

Fig. 10.7: Section 
drawing of early 
Anglo-Saxon 
inhumation grave 
9 from Snape, 
Suffolk. The 
careful recording 
of the grave in 
section reveals 
rituals associated 
with the closing of 
the grave including 
the laying of burnt 
oak timbers over 
the cadaver (after 
Filmer-Sankey and 
Pestell 2001: 38). 
Reproduced with 
kind permission 
of Suffolk 
County Council 
Archaeological 
Services, ©Suffolk 
Council Council.

Sayer and Williams, Mortuary Pra179   179 07/07/2009   11:33:47



��0 Mortuary practices and social identities in the Middle Ages

more tempting to regard inhumation graves as a single act of deposition 
rather than a mortuary process.

The same point applies to photography. While photographs provide 
the most visceral engagement with the early Anglo-Saxon dead, they 
have been employed only sparingly, even in very recent reports. This 
seems largely due to the costs of their reproduction in print since while 
photographs are widely used in field recording they are sometimes 
absent despite the rise of digital printing (e.g. Williams and Newman 
2006). In modern contract archaeology, photographs are valuable as an 
important stage of the field recording process; in cases where graves 
must be excavated rapidly (especially given the threat of looting), 
photographs are the primary record: plans are produced only at the 
post-excavation stage (McKinley and Roberts 1993: 4). However, when 
photographs are employed in publications, they can reveal important 
additional details such as the complex three-dimensional positioning of 
bodies, objects and structures found in grave 41 from Sewerby (Hirst 
1985: Plate IIB). More recently, photographs have been employed in 
innovative ways in reports to depict a range of other information, 
including excavation methodologies, grave contexts, artefacts and 
human remains. A good example of this is the report for Edix Hill, 
Barrington, Cambridgeshire (e.g. Malim and Hines 1998). Photographs 
are also essential for recording organic deposits and other ephemeral 
features that do not survive the excavation process. Examples include 
the coffins and body-stains at Snape, Suffolk (Filmer-Sankey and 
Pestell 2001: 26, 105, 109, 200). Moreover, photographs have been widely 
used as a medium for disseminating the character of archaeological 
discoveries in popular books on early Anglo-Saxon burial (e.g. Lucy 
2000), in museum displays (e.g. Stevenson 1998: 52) and on the internet. 
Diggers are sometimes also portrayed: providing a scale or in ‘heroic’ 
action pose. Despite their potential, however, the most common use 
of the photograph is to emulate the grave plan, once again providing 
a somewhat two-dimensional view of early Anglo-Saxon furnished 
graves.

Plans, sections and photographs have tended to be separated out 
in excavation reports. Over the last decade, facilitated by computer 
databases, GIS technology, illustration and publication software 
packages publications have begun to change this tradition. This 
development has encouraged the depiction of the grave context 
itself as the primary archaeological focus of study rather than its 
constituent elements of finds, bones and their relative positions at 
the grave-bottom. For example, the use of GIS recording for the 
West Heslerton cemetery allowed plans, sections and photographs of 
graves to be integrated with artefacts and X-ray radiographs within 
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the grave catalogue (e.g. Haughton and Powlesland 1999: 122–24, 
244–48). Other examples of this trend include the publications of 
Croydon, Surrey (McKinley 2003: 36), and St Mary’s Stadium, 
Southampton, Hampshire (Birbeck 2005: 27–47). Meanwhile, Oxford 
Archaeology have recently used multiple colour photographs of 
individual graves in plan, using different scales to illustrate the detail 
of the skeleton and artefact positions (Booth et al. 2007: 188). They 
have also used traditional black-and-white grave plans annotated by 
colour photographs of the individual finds (see also Booth et al. 2007: 
189–92, 389; Foreman et al. 2002: 33; Fig. 10.8).

In combination, facilitated by computer technology and digital 
publication, these varying styles of illustration provide more detailed 
and vivid portrayals of early Anglo-Saxon graves than traditional  

Envisioning the early Anglo-Saxon dead

Fig. 10.8: An 
isolated seventh-
century furnished 
grave of an adult, 
probable female, 
excavated at the 
Eton Rowing 
Course (after 
Foreman, Hiller 
and Petts 2000: 33). 
Reproduced with 
kind permission, 
©Oxford 
Archaeology.
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line-art depictions. Yet despite the potential for the illustration of 
excavation reports to reveal the finer details of the early Anglo-
Saxon burial tableau, the burial process and mortuary variability, most 
early Anglo-Saxon graves remain represented principally through the 
publication of the two-dimensional grave plan.

Graves

Having discussed the more traditional media for recording archaeological 
discoveries, it is now possible to move on to consider artists’ attempts 
to envision graves and funerals. Some artist’s reconstructions have 
adopted what I would call the ‘living dead’ approach: portraying the 
appearance of early Anglo-Saxon people whilst alive based on the 
contents of graves. This approach has been particularly widespread for 
studies of early Anglo-Saxon costume (Owen Crocker 2004: plates D, 
F and G; Walton Rogers 2007: 181–83, 215–16). Sometimes these ‘living 
dead’ images combine grave-finds with forensic facial reconstructions 
as for the television series Meet the Ancestors (Richards 1999: 130–51).

However, our foci here are attempts to reconstruct the grave 
context itself. Isometric reconstructions of early Anglo-Saxon burial 
structures are relatively rare and are restricted to bed-burials (Speake 
1989: 95), burial chambers and ships (Carver 2005: 177–99). Schematic 
reconstructions have also been employed in visualising mortuary 
monuments such as ring-ditches (Hedges and Buckley 1985: 18) and 
four- and five-post structures associated with cremation burials (Down 
and Welch 1990: 207; Lucy 2000: 26, 84; Welch 1992: 67).

More common have been attempts to reconstruct the burial tableaux 
of furnished inhumation graves. These images usually attempt a snap-
shot of the grave as it may have appeared immediately prior to back-
filling. The skeleton is re-fleshed and textiles and other organic finds 
are reconstituted in relation to the traces of artefacts recovered.

In many ways these reconstructions emulate the situation in the 
nineteenth century in so far as they do not illustrate unfurnished or 
poorly-furnished graves, nor those of moderate wealth. It tends to be 
the wealthiest, most complex or most distinctive inhumation graves 
which are selected for reconstruction. Examples include the seventh-
century bed-burial 18B from Edix Hill, Barrington, Cambridgeshire 
(Malim and Hines 1998). This reconstruction, drawn from an oblique 
angle (as if from the perspective of an onlooker at the funeral), affords 
a sense of the layers and coverings of textiles that would have obscured 
body and bed. While attention is here paid to both the organic and 
inorganic finds, this burial was far from typical for the cemetery, in 
terms of both the burial wealth and seventh-century date.
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Meanwhile, the rich chamber-grave from Prittlewell, Essex (Hirst 
2004: 22; Fig. 10.9), illustrated by Faith Vardy, emphasises the three-
dimensionality of the burial chamber, which includes objects suspended 
from its walls as well as laid on the floor. The complexity of the 
burial deposits here would be rendered difficult to comprehend in a 
traditional grave plan.

Both these examples demonstrate the role of grave reconstructions in 
communicating early Anglo-Saxon graves to a wide audience: the Edix 
Hill bed-burial adorns the front cover of the report while the image 
of the Prittlewell burial was completed soon after the excavation and 
widely disseminated in the national press and in popular archaeological 
texts (Pryor 2005: 229).

Envisioning the early Anglo-Saxon dead

Fig. 10.9: The 
reconstruction 
by Faith Vardy 
of the chamber 
grave uncovered 
at Prittlewell, 
Essex. The image 
was widely used 
to disseminate the 
discoveries in the 
British media (after 
Hirst 2004: 22). 
Reproduced with 
kind permission of 
Faith Vardy and the 
Museum of London 
Archaeological 
Service, ©Museum 
of London.
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Another use of an artist’s grave 
reconstruction accompanies a display 
panel for the Faussett Collection of 
Anglo-Saxon antiquities in the Liverpool 
World Museum. Here the challenge 
was to illustrate the grave in which the 
famous Kingston brooch was found. 
The early seventh-century wealthy 
female burial had been recovered from 
grave 205 on Kingston Down, Kent, 
by the Reverend Bryan Faussett on 5 
August 1771. However, Faussett did 
not illustrate his graves and he has left 
behind only a written account of the 
character of this burial (Smith 1856: 
77–78; Fig. 10.10). The museum’s visual 
interpretation of Faussett’s account 
therefore allows viewers to visually 
locate the brooch in its burial context 
for the first time in over 200 years.

Exceptions to the rule of envisioning 
only the wealthiest graves are instances 
where unusual, ‘deviant’, burials are 
illustrated. Well-known examples 
include the ‘live burial’ from grave 41 

at Sewerby, the reconstruction of which was used to adorn the cover 
of the excavation report (Hirst 1985) and has subsequently inspired 
a cartoon for popular consumption (Deary and Brown 2001: 70). 
Likewise, execution victims from Sutton Hoo were afforded detailed 
reconstructions to demonstrate the unusual postures in which the 
bodies were found (Carver 2005: 330; see also Redknap 2002: 43).

Whether portraying wealthy furnished graves or those of distinctive 
or deviant burials, these reconstructions have a power to distil and 
communicate archaeological interpretations in a fashion that traditional 
archaeological recording cannot easily achieve. Simultaneously, a 
clear limitation is that single graves illustrations offer the misleading 
impression that they are ‘typical’ and representative. They offer a 
normative stereotype that detracts from an appreciation of mortuary 
variability and encourages a view of burial rites as uniform ‘customs’ 
indicative of the period and region in question. In this regard, 
many illustrations are ‘culture-historic’ rather than processual or  
post-processual in their intent or result.

These biases have been remedied only in rare instances. Notably, 

Fig. 10.10: The 
reconstruction 
of the wealthy 

female burial with 
the burial of a 

child at the foot 
of the grave from 

grave 205 from 
Kingston Down, 

Kent, by Simon 
Bean. The image 

is based upon the 
written records 
of the Reverend 
Bryan Faussett’s 

1771 excavations. 
Reproduced with 
kind permission 

of and ©National 
Museums 

Liverpool, World 
Museum Liverpool.
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the finances, public orientation and 
longevity of the Time Team television 
programme have afforded multiple 
opportunities for the artist Victor 
Ambrus to illustrate more typical 
early Anglo-Saxon inhumation graves. 
Ambrus has drawn graves from 
numerous sites and has chosen to 
visualise graves from both oblique and 
vertical perspectives. His accumulated 
portfolio from sites like Winterbourne 
Gunner, Wiltshire (Ambrus and Aston 
2001: 53), and Breamore, Hampshire 
(Ambrus 2006: 39; Fig. 10.11), are 
examples of his work. While this has still 
not allowed Ambrus to illustrate a full 
range of burial variations known from 
the archaeological record for different 
age, gender and status groups for any 
given cemetery, he certainly provides a 
more representative portrayal of early 
Anglo-Saxon mortuary variability 
than hitherto.

Ambrus is also sensitive to the need 
to differentiate between aspects of his 
reconstructions that were revealed directly in the archaeological record 
and those elements that are more speculative. He has done this by using 
colour for the artefacts that were found and black-and-white for other 
elements, such as hairstyle, clothing and organic remains. Ambrus 
alerts the viewer to the nature of the original evidence as well as the 
process of interpretation.

Another example of this awareness of the artist’s role as an interpreter 
concerns gender: one skeleton attributed as female by the osteologist 
was illustrated by Ambrus as being interred with a knife and shield. He 
therefore made the decision to portray the individual in female dress 
rather than depicting the burial as a male weapon-burial or a female 
warrior (Ambrus 2006: 41).

The advantage of this style of reconstruction is that it is interpretative 
and yet stays focused within the grave and hence close to the data 
recovered by the archaeologist. In this sense, it is tempting to regard 
these images as effective because of the seemingly ‘accurate’ or 
‘realistic’ impressions they provide. This is, however, simultaneously 
their greatest disadvantage. By focusing on a single tableau they share 

Fig. 10.11: A grave 
reconstruction 
by artist Victor 
Ambrus, from 
Breamore, 
Hampshire (after 
Ambrus 2006: 39). 
In the original 
image, Ambrus 
rendered the finds 
recovered from 
the grave in colour 
to distinguish 
them from the 
more speculative 
aspects of the 
reconstruction 
such as flesh, 
hair and clothing. 
Reproduced with 
the kind permission 
of Victor Ambrus.
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with traditional grave plans the conflation of the burial process into 
a static, composed scene.

Funeral scenes

Many renditions go beyond artist’s reconstructions of graves to attempt 
to portray funerary scenes. This kind of reconstruction image is often 
expensive and complicated to commission. They are also open to many 
levels of assumption and therefore, as ideas shift, they tend to date 
relatively quickly. Each choice made by the artist concerning which 
stage of the burial sequence to portray and the number, character, 
gestures and actions of the mourners, pose a wide range of interpretative 
problems. In particular, there is the tendency to impose upon mourners 
emotions and behaviour – reflected in their stances, spatial groupings 
and activities and expressions – that often reflect recent or modern 
British funerals rather than being supported by early medieval evidence. 
Choices are made over how ‘familiar’ and how ‘exotic’ the funeral 
should appear. Moreover, the problem remains (see above) that only a 
single funeral is depicted, which serves to stand for the site, period and/
or culture in question. Issues of temporality remain challenging; the site 
is shown at one static moment, and the funerary rituals successively 
orchestrated over months, years and decades cannot be depicted.

Simultaneously, funerary scenes have their advantages over grave 
reconstructions: they provide among the most powerful and memorable 
images derived from archaeological research and are employed widely 
beyond academia. They also begin to situate the grave in relation 
to those that created it: the survivors and mourners, who make 
appropriate postures, gestures and emotional expressions. This style 
of reconstruction allows the living to become visible and tangible. 
Funerary scenes do assist more than grave reconstructions in presenting 
the burial tableau as only one stage in a complex mortuary process, and 
this can sometimes be achieved by the perspective adopted. Allusions 
might be made to rituals that took place earlier, as well as hints of 
activities that will follow the burial.

Let us consider some examples of these funerary scenes. More 
traditional reconstructions tend to focus on the grave-side scene, 
usually just before the grave is back-filled. In doing so, the focus 
remains upon the display within the grave itself following composition. 
Examples of this kind include depictions of sixth-century funerals of 
wealthy female individuals designed for museums from Glen Parva, 
Leicestershire (James 1999; Glasswell 2002: Fig. 10.12), and Portway, 
near Andover, Hampshire (Dark 2000: plate 7). Both take a similar 
view on wealthy female furnished graves of the sixth century: the body 

o p p o s i t e  t o p

Fig. 10.12: An 
artist’s impression 
by Mike Codd of 
a funerary scene 

surrounding a 
wealthy female 

inhumation grave 
of the sixth century 

a d. Designed 
for the Jewry 
Wall Museum 

exhibition of the 
‘Glen Parva Lady’ 

(after Glasswell 
2002: Plate 1). 

Reproduced with 
kind permission, 

©Jewry Wall 
Museum.

o p p o s i t e

Fig. 10.13: A 
reconstruction of 
a graveside scene 

based on the Time 
Team excavations 

at Breamore, 
Hampshire by 

Victor Ambrus 
(after Ambrus 

2006: 38). 
Reproduced with 

the kind permission 
of Victor Ambrus.
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is surrounded by a family group once the majority of mourners have 
departed for a settlement in the distance. Likewise, Victor Ambrus 
has illustrated funerary scenes for graves from Winterbourne Gunner, 
Wiltshire (Ambrus 2001: 54), and Breamore, Hampshire (Ambrus 2006: 
38; Fig. 10.13) in addition to his grave reconstructions from these sites. 
Deborah Miles-Williams takes a different perspective in relation to 
the recently excavated early Anglo-Saxon graves from Cossington, 
Leicestershire. Given the evidence for cooking indicated by hearths 
close to the burials, her scene depicts both the burial tableau and 
some form of modest funerary feast taking place (Miles-Williams pers. 
comm.; Thomas 2008: plate 4).

A clear advantage afforded to Ambrus because of his involvement 
with Channel Four’s Time Team is that he has the opportunity to 
portray multiple stages of the same funeral. For Winterbourne and 
Breamore, his scenes provide a sense of the cemeteries’ location and 
topography as well as close-up graveside scenes. At Breamore, Ambrus 
draws a scene showing the cemetery’s topographical location set on 
a Bronze Age barrow with a funerary procession approaching the 
site through earlier graves. He then provides a view of a funeral ‘in 
action’, with a weapon being placed into a double grave of a man and 
a woman (Fig. 10.13). For Winterbourne Gunner, one image shows a 
lone male mourner standing beside a freshly back-filled grave amidst 
an established cemetery; this is a different stage in the funeral to the  
open-grave burial tableau also depicted.

The commissioning of multiple images for the same archaeological 
site also has the advantage of showing different perspectives and 
interpretations of the same funeral. Such images have yet to be 
produced for a ‘typical’ Anglo-Saxon cemetery, but they exist for 
mound 1 at Sutton Hoo by virtue of the fact that, over the years, 
different artists have been approached to illustrate the site. These 
have included Alan Sorrell, Peter Dunn (Welch 1992), Victor Ambrus 
(Carver 2005) and Kelvin Wilson (Plunkett 2002). The contexts in 
which these images were produced vary slightly, but each serve, 
perhaps more than text-based archaeological discussions of the site, to 
evoke the theatre of the funeral (see Carver 2000) and the complexity 
of the funerary process.

Dunn’s image was commissioned for the English Heritage series 
of popular archaeological books published by Batsford. His colour 
illustration focused on a cut-away view of the chamber within the 
ship together with attendant mourners. The scene focuses upon the 
process of composing the burial tableau, while the perspective allows 
the viewer to gain a sense of actions leading up to the funeral, including 
the dragging of the ship from the river Deben (Welch 1992).

Sayer and Williams, Mortuary Pra188   188 07/07/2009   11:33:51



���

Ambrus’ images were commissioned for a popular book of the 
excavations by Martin Carver. Ambrus provides a series of artistic 
impressions illustrating the different types of funerary rites taking 
place at Sutton Hoo which have been used to illustrate both popular 
and academic texts (Carver 1998; 2005). These multiple scenes are 
valuable in that they provide a sense of the variability of the mortuary 
practices uncovered at this unique site, rather than addressing mound 
1 in isolation. Ambrus is also effective in affording a sense of the 
mortuary process itself, and evokes the public nature of the funeral by 
depicting different sets of people: family, retainers, servants/slaves and 
a broader audience of onlookers (Fig. 10.14).

Kelvin Wilson, likewise, provides vivid scenes of cremation rituals, 
boat-burials and a child’s burial at Sutton Hoo. Designed for the 
National Trust Visitor Centre at Sutton Hoo, Wilson also visualizes 
scenes from the lives of the individuals interred at the cemetery. 
However, most striking of all is Wilson’s illustration a spectacular 
night-time scene showing mound 2’s ship burial. This is a rare and 
effective instance where the completion of the burial is portrayed as still 
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Fig. 10.14: The 
funeral culminating 
at mound 2 at 
Sutton Hoo by 
Victor Ambrus 
(after Carver 2005: 
176). Reproduced 
with the kind 
permission of 
Victor Ambrus.
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in progress rather than having reached the stage of a static tableau. The 
ship is being hauled over the burial chamber beneath it. In the chamber, 
only a glimpse of the body, grave goods and the mourners within are 
shown. This decision reflects archaeologists’ caution over interpreting 
a grave that was plundered by antiquarians and heavily disturbed by 
Basil Brown’s investigation. Yet through this choice of portrayal, more 
is left to the imagination of the viewer and a sense is given that the 
grave and the ship may have had a role in the funeral in concealment 
as well as in display. The choice to recreate a night-time scene further 
enhances the sense of spectacle and serves as a rejoinder to the daytime 
ceremony of the modern West. Wilson also evokes the complexity of 
the ritual process and the different experiences of contrasting groups 
of mourners. This is achieved by portraying the public elements above 
ground and hinting at activities of a more private or concealed nature 
going on within the chamber itself (Plunkett 2002; Fig. 10.15).

New technologies and innovative approaches will allow new ways 
of portraying early medieval graves and funerals. For example, Aaron 
Watson has integrated photography and art to computer-generate a 

Fig. 10.15: A 
night time view 

of the funeral 
associated with 

mound 2 at Sutton 
Hoo by Kelvin 

Wilson. The boat 
is being hauled 

into position 
over a chamber-

grave (after 
Plunkett 2002: 

19). Reproduced 
kind permission, 
©Kelvin Wilson.
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series of four images of different funeral scenes (Fig. 10.16), employing 
his philosophy of emphasising the experience of ritual practices in 
past societies (see Watson 2004). As with many of those above, the 
final products are the result of close dialogue between the artist and 
archaeologists. In this case, Aaron and I discussed in detail the overall 
impression that should be conveyed of the funerary scene, including 
a sense of dynamic action, emotion and spectacle. To emphasise this 
it was decided to focus on the perspective of someone attending the 
rites, rather than a bird’s eye view. The reconstructions also aimed 
to move the focus away from the burial tableau to other stages in the 
mortuary process.

With this intention, the images attempted to illustrate an explicit 
theoretical approach to early medieval mortuary practice linked to the 
book in which they appear. They focus upon how the combination of 
artefacts, ritual technologies and the cadaver created an emotive force 
during successive stages of funerals. These engagements were ways 
by which the identity of the dead person was transformed through 
selective remembering and forgetting. Such an approach emphasizes 
transformation and staged engagement with the corporeality of the 
dead as much as it explores the funeral as a ritualised, public display 
(see Williams 2006; 2007b and c).

Envisioning the early Anglo-Saxon dead

Fig. 10.16: 
An artist’s 
reconstruction of 
a funerary scene 
by Aaron Watson 
(after Williams 
2006: 198). The 
grave and location 
are inspired by 
the discoveries of 
female seventh-
century barrow-
burials like that 
upon Swallowcliffe 
Down, Wiltshire 
(Speake 1989). 
Reproduced with 
kind permission, 
©Aaron Watson.
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Three-dimensional and virtual reconstructions

There is a final form of the envisioning of early Anglo-Saxon inhumation 
graves that demands our attention. Many museums and heritage centres 
portray the finds from early Anglo-Saxon graves in traditional display 
cases and with discussions of their mortuary context provided by 
text and perhaps also by an artistic impression of a grave like those 
discussed above. Examples of this approach include (until recently) 
the Asmolean Museum, Oxford, and the Museum of London. Other 
museums adopt the ‘living-dead’ approach, utilising the evidence from 
graves to reconstruct how people lived, including aspects of their dress, 
tools and weapons, as demonstrated by the West Stow Anglo-Saxon 
Village (Anon. 2000; Lucy and Herring 1999). In addition to these 
manikins, ‘live reconstructions’, in which modern people dress up with 
costumes inspired by burial finds, can be seen as the ultimate extension 
of the ‘living-dead’ approach (Glasswell 2002; Owen-Crocker 2004; 
Walton Rogers 2007). Yet a number of museums and heritage centres 
have decided to portray the grave context itself: in a sense they attempt 
to bring early Anglo-Saxon death ‘to life’ in the museum context (Swain 
2007: 162–63). These three-dimensional reconstructions represent the 
most expensive, elaborate and definitive ways of visualizing early 
medieval graves (see James 1999). They might be considered as one 
manifestation of numerous attempts by museums to contextualise, and 
sometimes sacralise, the ancient dead (Swain 2007: 163).

Many displays use the actual human remains and artefacts arranged 
in the fashion of their discovery. Sometimes these arrangements are 
placed within a mock grave. At Bede’s World a replica of a sixth-
century weapon burial uncovered from the excavations at Norton, 
Cleveland, is displayed vertically within a cabinet (Anon. 2004: 
2). The relationships between bones and artefacts create a striking 
display and the vertical orientation facilitates its incorporation into 

Fig. 10.17: 
Reconstruction 

of a seventh-
century weapon 

burial depicted as 
discovered during 

excavations at 
Ford, Laverstock 
(Musty 1969) and 

displayed in the 
South Wiltshire 

Museum, Salisbury. 
Reproduced with 
kind permission, 

©Salisbury and 
South Wiltshire 

Museum.
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the visitor centre. In other museums a 
horizontal arrangement of bones and 
objects is preferred, mimicking the 
original grave context. One example, 
placed behind a traditional display 
case, is the reconstruction of a seventh-
century weapon burial uncovered at 
Ford, Wiltshire, and on display at the 
South Wiltshire Museum in Salisbury 
(Musty 1969; Fig. 10.17). Likewise, at 
the Corinium Museum in Cirencester, 
Gloucestershire (see Swain 2007: 243–
44), an arranged skeleton and grave 
goods reproduce a weapon burial. This 
example differs from the Salisbury 
display, with further attempts made to 
evoke a sense that the visitor is viewing 
an ‘authentic’ grave during excavation; 
archaeological tools (including a 
trowel, brush, bucket, planning frame 
and ranging rod) are placed around the 
skeleton together with ancient artefacts 
interred with the deceased (Fig. 10.18). 
A different strategy was adopted by the Norwich Castle Museum, to 
deal with the poor preservation of Norfolk cemeteries: the displayed 
furnished burial consists of a rare instance of a well-preserved eighth-
century body with sixth-century grave goods and context in order to 
communicate the essence of an early Anglo-Saxon furnished grave (Tim 
Pestell pers. comm.). A further strategy to evoke the funeral context 
can be seen at Saffron Walden Museum, where the traditional display 
case is abandoned in favour to embedding the ‘grave’ into the floor 
itself so that visitors can walk over and look down onto the dead.

These examples can be contrasted with attempts at three-dimensional 
reconstructions of how the grave may have originally looked at the 
culmination of the burial rites and prior to back-filling. The ‘Glen 
Parva Lady’ in the Jewry Wall Museum, Leicester, is one example of this 
rendition (James 1999: 119). In addition to the artistic reconstructions 
commissioned by Kelvin Wilson for the display, the Sutton Hoo 
Visitor Centre near Woodbridge, Suffolk, incorporates a display of 
one of the ‘sand men’ (middle and later Anglo-Saxon deviant burials 
found only as stains in the sandy soil) as well as a reconstruction of 
the chamber from mound 1. In this way, the Centre encapsulates the 
dichotomy already identified between the visualisation of ‘deviant’ 
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Fig. 10.18: A 
mock-up weapon 
burial ‘during 
excavation’ at the 
Corinium Museum, 
Cirencester. 
Reproduced with 
kind permission, 
© Corinium 
Museum.
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and ‘high-status’ graves. The design of the chamber makes clear to 
visitors something of the wealth and complexity of the burial, including 
both the organic and inorganic finds. However, the arrangement is a 
conceit designed to afford the public with a view of all the artefacts 
simultaneously on display. This spectacle is at the expense of including 
the possible presence of a coffin and innumerable textile coverings that 
would have sequentially concealed many of the grave goods during the 
burial process (Carver and Wainwright pers. comm., see below).

Along similar lines, the Corinium Museum in Cirencester offers 
the burial tableau of the wealthiest sixth-century grave excavated from 
a cemetery at Lechlade, Gloucestershire (Figs 10.5 and 10.19). Facial 
reconstruction, replica clothing, grave goods and grave structure are 
here afforded to a cadaver with a painted backdrop modelled on the 
reconstructed Anglo-Saxon village of West Stow. Two touch-screen 
computers allow the viewer to explore an interactive database of 
information about the grave and the society it represents. This display 
renders the reconstruction both physical and virtual. It provides the 
viewer with a rich and interactive appreciation of the interpretative 
process behind the model as well as putting the single grave in its 
wider context.

An attempt is made to render the grave with an identity and a 
personality in the present. Labelled ‘Mrs Getty’, using the term employed 
by the excavators in recognition of the grave’s exceptional wealth, the 

Fig. 10.19: The 
wealthiest female 

grave excavated 
at the Lechlade 

early Anglo-
Saxon cemetery 

reconstructed in 
the Corinium 

Museum, 
Cirencester. 

Reproduced with 
kind permission, 

© Corinium 
Museum.
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composed grave embodies an identity that connects the visitor to the 
display, the process of excavation and an imagined personality for the 
human remains. Fleshed bodies tend to receive such nick names, and 
this is but one example of this widespread archaeological practice of 
humanising dead individuals through naming (Swain 2007: 154–55). 
The process of composition using the museum setting, science and 
replica objects is very much akin to the staged display of the body and 
material culture during the early medieval funeral itself (see below). 
However, rather than the fleeting snap-shot of display created in the 
early medieval funeral that would be subsequently concealed from the 
view of the mourners, Mrs Getty remains on display. She is frozen in 
time, receiving a form of post-mortem immortality, for generations of 
visitors to gaze upon (see also Beattie 1999; Curtis 2003; Nordström 
2007).

The choice at Cirencester of the richest grave found in the Lechlade 
cemetery perpetuates the use of single burials as iconic representations 
of sites, periods and cultures, as discussed above for other forms of 
envisioning. This tendency for the selection of wealthy burials at 
Salisbury, Leicester and Cirencester is far from universal, however: 
the graves displayed at Norwich Castle and Bede’s World might be 
regarded as more ‘typical’ in terms of wealth and burial arrangement. 
Moreover, the Corinium exhibition gets round this criticism and offers 
a more balanced portrayal by ensuring that the ‘Mrs Getty’ tableau is 
not set in isolation. As mentioned above, there is also a weapon burial 
portrayed as if freshly unearthed. There are also (living-dead) manikins 
with reconstructed costumes based on grave-finds and forensic facial 
reconstructions based on the skulls recovered. These are interspersed 
with traditional display cabinets of finds and information boards. This 
combination of different display methods provides a more rounded 
view of the mortuary evidence and offers the viewer alternatives for 
its interpretation.

More than any other media, three-dimensional models – whether 
physical or virtual – provide complex and diverse ways of exploring early 
Anglo-Saxon furnished graves and communicating them to the public. 
However, as with some artistic reconstructions of graves and funerals, 
the focus remains on a static image of death. In many ways, the two-
dimensional artistic impressions have a greater potential to articulate the 
temporal and spatial aspects of early Anglo-Saxon mortuary practices 
than these three-dimensional museum exhibitions that enshrine and 
fossilise the dead into a single moment of either discovery (for skeletons 
arranged with artefacts) or prior to the back-filling of the grave (for 
reconstructions of the grave with the fleshed corpse).
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Image and display in the early medieval grave

So far, this paper has sought to review the varied representations 
employed in interpreting and disseminating archaeological discoveries 
that are consumed by both specialist and popular audiences. What are 
the implications of this assessment for the study of early Anglo-Saxon 
mortuary practices?

First of all, let us consider how the evolution of images reflects 
changing archaeological paradigms. In crude terms, the style and 
choices of images employed reflect the successive influence of 
antiquarian, culture-historic, processual and post-processual modes 
of thought. Antiquarian and early archaeological images from the 
Georgian, Victorian and Edwardian periods focused primarily on 
isolated artefacts with only occasional uses of grave and site plans. 
When graves were illustrated they tended to be warrior graves which 
were employed to give an iconic image of the martial and racial 
qualities of the pagan and barbarous Teutonic settlers. Culture-
historic (early and mid-twentieth-century) images retain their focus 
on artefacts although they extend their emphasis to grave assemblages. 
Little attention is paid to the bones, grave structures and mortuary 
context. The processual era might be recognised in the fully matured 
site report with specialist scientific reports and attention paid to the 
full recording of each archaeological context. Finally, the increased 
emphasis upon contextual information in site reports as well as the 
increasingly innovative ways of visualising mortuary scenes might 
be seen as reflecting (indirectly rather than explicitly) the reflexivity 
of post-processual ideas. In this sense, images commissioned for 
and by field archaeologists and illustrators reflect – albeit in only 
general terms – the intellectual climate of their times as well as 
the technologies at their disposal. The same point applies to the 
museum archaeologist, with the increasing focus upon thematic 
displays, interaction with the public and even the integration of art 
and archaeology in exhibitions. These are approaches that (to this 
writer’s knowledge) have yet to be fully applied to early Anglo-Saxon  
grave displays.

However, the alternative argument can also be made: that images are 
active rather than passive results of theoretical trends. Images might 
be seen as directing, restricting, simplifying and even hampering 
interpretations because of the choices made in the portrayal of the 
archaeological evidence. We have seen how the persistent emphasis 
upon a single rich grave detracts from a fuller appreciation of 
mortuary variability. Rich graves visualised as iconic representations 
of a particular period and culture are therefore an emblematic way by 
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which culture-historic paradigms have been perpetuated in academic 
discourse and popular culture (see also Lucy and Herring 1999).

We can also identify the impact of images in the pervasive attention 
given to furnished early Anglo-Saxon graves as a visual and symbolic 
text in recent theoretical discussions. This is an idea that was developed 
in the 1980s, when early post-processual studies attempted to regard 
mortuary practices as more than reflections of social structure. 
Instead, they regarded graves as symbolic messages composed by the 
survivors to communicate to a wider audience (Pader 1982; Richards 
1987). This approach has had an enduring appeal since it prioritizes 
the operation of furnished graves as public social statements that 
were intentional and symbolic in their content. One version of this 
approach can be found in Heinrich Härke’s (1990a; 1997b, c and d) 
study of the early Anglo-Saxon weapon burial rite.

Martin Carver (2000) has developed the artistic analogy further, 
likening graves and the funerals of which they were a part to a ‘text with 
attitude’, reflecting and affecting their audience. With the wealthy ship-
burials of Sutton Hoo in mind, Carver regards funerals as artistic works 
like poems and theatre; complex compositions performed to particular 
groups at certain times. His explicit use of the term ‘tableau’ further 
emphasises his artistic interpretation of the early medieval furnished 
grave. Likewise, Guy Halsall (2003) has further provided the link to art 
and theatre in his interpretation of Merovingian furnished graves which 
he regards as concerned with the creation of memorable scenes through 
brief public spectacles (see also, Williams 2006: 118–21).

This approach has many advantages over regarding graves as an 
assemblage from which social information can be extracted. Yet, equally, 
there are numerous inherent and unquestioned problems with it. All 
these writings directly or indirectly regard graves as intentional and 
meaningful compositions following the intentions of ‘composers’. As 
such their focus is on graves as a form of visual display equivalent to an 
artwork; the ‘grave’ is ostensibly an art installation. It is an installation 
directly accessible to the excavating archaeologist and subsequently 
permeating the archaeological literature through its recording via the 
visual media discussed above. Indeed, it is no coincidence that this 
perspective regards early medieval mourners as undertaking a similar 
task to the archaeologist; both are seen as artistic and creative thinkers 
making informed decisions about how to place artefacts and the 
cadaver with aesthetics and display relating to complex religious and 
socio-political concepts at the front of their minds. While the mourners 
perform and materialize their complex informed decisions into the 
grave, the excavator’s careful methodology and decisions concerning 
what to record transforms the grave into visual information and 
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documentation for publication. In doing so, this research tradition 
interacts with a particular way of seeing graves as well as particular 
way of viewing archaeological labour. This is not manifest in a single 
visual medium, but in the combination of the different media discussed 
above, from line illustration to photographs and artworks (Bradley 
1997). Indeed, the entire approach might be seen as facilitated by, and 
the product of the way we dig graves and use grave plans in excavation 
reports rather than the complex sequences of actions and practices that 
these plans have distilled.

The argument here is not to suggest that a focus on display within 
the grave is refuted by its derivation from the archaeological process 
and the data it produces – the contrary is true. However, the dogged 
focus by interpretations upon the visual media and the burial tableau 
detracts from other elements of early Anglo-Saxon mortuary practice 
for which there is equally ample evidence. What is not regularly 
envisioned is the landscape context (increasingly identified as an 
important aspect of early medieval funerals: e.g. Härke 2001), beyond 
its depiction in a site location map or as a backdrop to some artistic 
reconstructions. Few images capture a sense of the many stages to the 
funeral and the potential for many places and actions that sequentially 
and simultaneously created the burial tableau and the actions that 
would have come afterwards (see Halsall 2003). In other words, in the 
same way that archaeologists’ focus is upon the composition of the 
grave in archaeological publications, interpretations of past mortuary 
practices dwell on the display of the dead in the grave rather than either 
the rituals leading up to the burial or the commemorative rites that may 
have subsequently focused upon graves after the funeral.

The focus on display in modern art and archaeological illustrations 
also overlooks the fact that the mourners of the early Anglo-Saxon dead 
seem to have paid considerable attention to the staged consignment, 
concealment and closing off of visual information alongside carefully 
orchestrating mortuary displays within the grave. Early Anglo-
Saxon funerals involved acts of destruction and dissolution as well 
as composition and representation. Many items found in graves were 
not on view for survivors to see in the final stages of the grave’s 
composition but may have been associated with earlier stages of the 
mortuary process (see Williams 2006: 123–34).

Likewise, the focus upon visual display suppresses consideration of 
the other senses; archaeologists cannot restrict their interpretations of 
the significance of past mortuary practices to vision alone. Moreover, 
the material investigated has clearly identifiable non-visual properties 
that can be subject to analysis. The potential for important symbolic 
and mnemonic roles for aromas (both to mask the smell of decay and 
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to create distinctive impressions), tastes (including the consumption 
of particular foods and liquids), sounds (including elegies and the 
acoustic impact of all manner of ritual activities, from grave-digging 
to animal sacrifice) and touch (including the importance of intimate 
gestures during funerals as expressions of bereavement, such as 
dressing the corpse and the placing of objects) need to be integrated 
into archaeological interpretations. The effects of these senses as 
well as the exclusion of different groups from such practices and 
engagements may have been as important as visual display. There is 
ample evidence for some of these: the choice is made, however, to 
prioritize visual display. Moreover, the focus upon the richest graves 
emphasises spectacle over more emotion-laden engagements with dead 
bodies of all ages, genders and status groups during early Anglo-Saxon 
funerals (Williams 2007c).

The process of interpretation is therefore both helped and hampered 
by the visual media that archaeologists employ. Exploring new ways 
of envisioning early Anglo-Saxon mortuary practices should therefore 
accompany the development of new interpretative approaches to the 
data available to the archaeologist. Innovations may take the route of 
computer-based technologies or simply the creation of different images 
within established illustrative media and modelling. One example might 
be the employment of the popular and widely understood genre of the 
comic strip in order to illustrate sequences of actions, characters and 
scales of activity often lost in a single, static reconstruction image (e.g. 
Artelius 2000; Schülke 1999). Mortuary variability might be evoked by 
using computer technology to envision multiple grave reconstructions 
from each site rather than a ‘token’ example to ‘stand for’ the rest. 
Meanwhile, different interpretations of grave reconstructions might 
be attempted for the same graves and funerals (see James 1999: 119). 
Likewise, it will be interesting to see whether virtual reality modelling 
of mortuary contexts, like that attempted on the Museum of London 
website for the Prittlewell chamber-grave, will reflect and affect future 
interpretations.

Finally, the injection of alternative emotions other than sombrness 
into illustrations of early Anglo-Saxon funerals might question our 
preconceptions of their tempo, mood and level of formality. This has 
been achieved to good effect elsewhere, with a comic portrayal of the 
tenth-century Viking cremation witnessed by Ibn Fadlan adorning the 
cover of an edited volume by Kjeld Jensen and Høilund Nielsen (1997)! 
I do not advocate a single direction, but would emphasise the potential 
for innovation by linking archaeological theory and artistic talent in 
the pursuit of novel, meaningful and perhaps challenging renditions of 
early Anglo-Saxon graves and funerals.
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Images of the early medieval dead in the present

If the recent obsession with the visual display of the burial tableau 
is taken as a reflection of the interaction between the archaeological 
process that focuses on the two-dimensional grave plan and the kinds 
of images and art produced for and by archaeologists, these images of 
early Anglo-Saxon graves also interact with wider popular attitudes to 
the past and mortality. Through archaeological images and displays the 
early Anglo-Saxon dead reside visually and physically in our society.

There are certainly well-established discussions of the socio-politics 
of the use and abuse of mortuary data retrieved by archaeologists 
(e.g. Crist 2002) as well as the ethics of displaying and curating the 
archaeological dead (Curtis 2003; Swain 2002; 2007). Some attention has 
been paid to the emotional and personal experiences of archaeologists 
when encountering human remains (e.g. Kirk and Start 1999) and the 
engagements between mortuary archaeology and modern experiences 
of death and identity (Crossland 2000; Curtis 2003; Williams and 
Williams 2007).

Viewing remains of the ancient dead has rightly been accused 
as containing elements of voyeurism. More positively, the public 
display of ancient bones and mortuary artefacts has been promoted 
as primarily educational. Graves and bodies have a unique power to 
humanize and personalize the past, allowing the individual in the 
past to be tangible for the public. The display of mortuary remains 
might be seen as serving to spiritualize death for a secular culture by 
portraying death in a past ritual context and treating human remains 
as sacred (Swain 2007: 148–49). A further significance might be located 
in the ability of the archaeological dead to be uncanny, challenging 
or even subverting the attitudes towards the past and mortality 
(Moshenska 2006). Certainly, there is no single and universal modern 
response or attitude towards images of the early Anglo-Saxon dead 
in British society. Indeed, the power of the ancient dead for today 
resides in their multivocality and this requires further study (see also 
Williams and Williams 2007). It cannot be denied that the envisioning 
of mortuary archaeology is one element of modern death culture, 
portraying as it does both dead human beings and ancient mourners 
dealing with death and the dead.

Since the Middle Ages, timeless, static images of death have been 
widely deployed in mortuary practice and commemorative art. There 
are innumerable examples, from medieval effigies to early modern 
paintings of death-bed scenes, from Victorian photographs of the 
dead to the display of the embalmed body in funeral parlours and 
open-casket funerals (Hallam et al. 1999: 20–42; Llewellyn 1991). 
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In many ways, it is this evolving tradition of death-art, which has 
been adapted into the secular world of modernity, that provides the 
context within which archaeological portrayals of furnished graves 
may be understood. Indeed, the tradition of technical antiquarian and 
archaeological illustration that developed between the late eighteenth 
and early twentieth centuries might be seen as one way in which death-
art has straddled major shifts in British attitudes to mortality over the 
last two centuries.

The role of mortuary archaeology as death-art needs explaining. 
During the last century, commentators frequently argued that we 
exist in a culture in which death is out of bounds, detached from 
experience and corporeal engagement. Death is medicalized, secularized, 
individualized and privatized. Simultaneously, death is increasingly 
tied to the demise of the individual body and the self (Howarth 2006; 
Mellor and Shilling 1993; Walter 1995). While natural dying and death 
are kept at a distance by hospitals and undertakers, violent deaths and 
fictional deaths are visible for all to see through the media. In response 
to this trend, in recent decades a constellation of practices and rituals 
have developed that constitute a ‘rebirth’ and re-location of death in 
Western culture in the absence of any shared religious system or cult 
of ancestors (Howarth 2006).

It is in this context, as one strategy of relocating death and the 
dead in modern society, that the appeal of mortuary archaeology’s 
envisioning of death can be understood. Archaeology provides a 
medium that renders death visible, tangible and corporeal, and hence 
also real and meaningful, to modern people through the display of 
individual bodies. The precise ‘message’ may vary, and values attached 
to human remains are complex; but their power in modern society 
cannot be denied. This is achieved not only through the revelation, 
recording and display of human remains but also by rendering death 
in photographs and art. Death is depicted as managed by our ancestors 
through formal, sombre and exotic funerary procedures. Death is 
also viewed as ‘tame’ (mirroring the view of Ariés: see Floersch and 
Longhofer 1997), noble and natural (Walter 1995) through ritualization 
among the ‘savages’ and ‘barbarians’ of the past. Ironically, by placing 
death within history (particularly among those groups like the Anglo-
Saxons, who are perceived as among the ‘ancestors’ of the modern 
British), death is rendered timeless and traditional – outside of history. 
Death joins the realm of the universal: an inevitability in the past, 
present and future. The past and our ancestors are therefore portrayed 
as like ourselves through a common, shared bond of mortuary 
management, while simultaneously romanticized as having conquered 
the problems and anxieties of dealing with death. This provokes the 
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question: by celebrating their deaths, do we hope to come closer to 
transcending our own?

However comforting these images are for a grieving modernity in 
which death is privatized and secular, lacking the guidance of traditional 
religion and communal ritual, this may not be in itself the crux of the 
appeal of mortuary archaeology. The attraction of the archaeological 
dead may instead reside in the inherent contradictions of mortuary 
remains from the perspective of the modern viewer. The archaeological 
dead are simultaneously distant and anonymous while being close 
and individual. This tension is manifest in the way we display the 
archaeological dead. Death is individualized in the popular culture 
of mortuary archaeology through the ‘rich and famous’ – as with the 
‘Prittlewell Prince’ – as well as through more modest personages. If their 
names are not known, archaeologists invent new ones for them, whether 
they be an Egyptian mummy (Spencer 1982), a bog body (Glob 1971), 
the Ice Man (Swain 2007) or the frozen body of John Torrington of 
the failed Franklin Expedition to find the North-West Passage (Beattie 
1999). Archaeology creates such immortals (Nordström 2007).

Equally it is the sheer quantity and corporeality of unnamed human 
remains and the stories about individuals and communities that capture 
the public’s interest. As well as the tombs of past ‘celebrities’ such as 
pharaohs and kings, the interest lies in the mortal remains of ‘us’ in 
the past (the average person) and the stories archaeologists can tell 
from their bones and artefacts. This is an emotional connection to past 
life histories and deaths as much as an interest in mortuary remains 
as a scientific and historical resource for decoding the past and the 
portrayal of past personalities.

The media of envisioning discussed above render the dead corporeal 
rather than abstract and ethereal. Unlike most displays of death in 
modern culture, archaeological death is fact, not fiction. The dead are 
close to modern people who are able see beneath the skin and handle 
(or at least view close-up) artefacts and contexts associated with the 
bones. Indeed, people living today can view, scrutinize and even touch 
through art and display the archaeological dead of the distant past more 
easily than they may a dying or deceased close relative.

Through the paradox of their distance and closeness, envisioned 
early Anglo-Saxon deaths are drawn into modern mortuary culture 
by archaeologists. Indeed, the archaeologist ‘re-wraps’ bones with 
the interpretive text, artistic reconstructions and museum displays. 
Archaeologists are contextualizing burials within narratives about 
past lives and deaths as well as socializing the ancient dead into 
our own society. We are conducting a form of archaeological 
embalming following exhumation; socializing ancient bodies through 
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archaeological practice (see Hallam et al. 1999: 131–38). It is in 
archaeological publications and museums that death is most tangible, 
managed in a public setting and situated within the ‘tame’ environment 
of the ancestral past.

The project of early Anglo-Saxon burial archaeology is therefore 
as much about constructing a vision of past mortality in relation to 
present-day experience and practice as much as it is about shedding 
light upon the past for its own sake. Early Anglo-Saxon graves have 
a unique position in this regard, between prehistory and history, 
between the pagan and Christian Middle Ages. Burial archaeologists 
may be even regarded as one further category of funerary specialist 
in the Western world. In this regard, perhaps archaeologists are 
‘artists’ after all! The envisioning of death through field recording 
and archaeological illustration is a key element of this process. Just 
as the transformation and treatment of cadavers and material culture 
constituted early medieval identities, images of early medieval skeletons 
and graves mediate modern mortalities.

It may be for this reason that the majority of Western people 
do not strongly object to the excavation, curation and display of 
mortuary remains (see Swain 2007). Archaeologists and the public 
share the conceit that excavations serve to ‘save’ and ‘preserve’ the 
dead and with them ancient, ancestral mortuary practices. The reality 
is that archaeologists have created a tangible medium and place for 
dealing with contemporary loss and mortality through the controlled 
destruction, recording and envisioning of ancient graves.

Conclusion

The power of the visual image needs to be understood, its ability 
to select and organize knowledge, to compress time and space, to 
insinuate conclusions, and to tidy away the inconvenient and the 
complex in the interests of a compelling vision is as true now as 
it has ever been. (Moser and Smiles 2005: 6)

From simple grave plans to three-dimensional reconstructions, 
images of early medieval graves are diverse, sophisticated, essential 
and integral media by which knowledge and interpretations of early 
medieval mortuary practices are represented, communicated and 
disseminated among both specialist and popular audiences. It is also 
the contention of this paper that these images are one element of a 
broader archaeological contribution to the visual identity of the dead 
in modern Western culture. Hence this is a topic that touches upon 
debates in the archaeological theory and method, the context and 
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ethics of mortuary archaeology, interdisciplinary studies of mortality, 
heritage and museum studies as well as archaeological methodologies, 
recording techniques and illustrations.

By recognising the potential interpretative power and dangers of 
images (the ability to help and hinder archaeological interpretations), 
this paper challenges archaeologists to use images of early Anglo-
Saxon graves in innovative ways. Rather than seeing archaeological 
illustrators and artists as subservient and secondary to text-based 
interpretations created by archaeologists, future studies of early 
Anglo-Saxon mortuary archaeology might consider recognising the 
importance of greater dialogue between archaeologists and illustrators 
and artists in the choices made over how to portray and reconstruct 
graves and funerals. This study has focused on early Anglo-Saxon 
furnished inhumation rites, but further studies are needed to explore 
how these images compare and contrast with those employed for other 
types of early medieval burial and to examine the interactions between 
illustrations, archaeological theories and archaeology’s socio-political 
and popular context. Here are some key themes that I feel require 
further study:

 1 The envisioning of early Anglo-Saxon cremation graves is a greater 
challenge than the portrayal of inhumation burials. Cremation 
leaves more ephemeral and fragmented traces and has tended to 
receive less attention in archaeological field recording (Høilund 
Nielsen, this volume). Subsequently, the rite and its variability 
is much more difficult to reconstruct and, unsurprisingly, fewer 
technical and artistic reconstructions of the rite have resulted (e.g. 
Leahy 2007: plate 4). New ways of visualising early Anglo-Saxon 
cremation practices are required, given the dynamic interaction of 
display and transformation integral to this disposal method (see 
Williams 2007b).

 2 The relatively unfurnished early medieval burial traditions of 
western and northern Britain – as well as post-Conversion 
inhumation practices – are much more varied than is often 
supposed (e.g. Hadley 2001; Astill, this volume; Petts, this volume). 
However, perhaps because of a lack of ‘grave goods’, these rites 
have received far fewer published plans and artistic reconstructions 
than early Anglo-Saxon furnished inhumations (see Carver 1999: 
22–23, 49). The reasons for this contrast may extend beyond data 
quality and require further critical examination.

 3 The vivid and diverse envisioning of British and Scandinavian 
Viking-period furnished interments (including boat-graves, 
cremation ceremonies and chamber-graves) in excavation reports, 
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archaeological studies, museum displays and other media may 
provide a useful set of comparisons and contrasts with the 
portrayal of early Anglo-Saxon graves (e.g. Ambrus 2006: 44; Hall 
2007: 132; see also Price 2002: 131, 136–7, 141, 153). What are the 
similarities and differences in the portrayal of early Anglo-Saxon 
and Viking burials, and what factors might explain these?

 4 Wider comparisons and contrasts should be sought with the 
archaeological illustration of prehistoric, Roman, medieval and 
post-medieval mortuary practices to identify how these eras 
and their varying mortuary practices are visualized. Are there 
overriding similarities to or differences from the images discussed 
in this paper? If there are differences, do they reflect the nature 
of the archaeological and historical record or do they reveal 
differences in modern perceptions of these eras as either ‘familiar’ 
or ‘other’ (see Swain 2002)? Do periods regarded as more exotic 
and primitive nowadays receive contrasting portrayals to those 
thought to share modern sensibilities and emotional responses to 
death and mortality?

 5 Finally, and perhaps of most interest to Heinrich Härke, it would 
be informative to compare the visualisation of early medieval 
graves within different regional and national academic traditions 
and to consider whether these images reflect alternative modes of 
archaeological thinking, socio-politics or attitudes towards death, 
commemoration and mortality. For instance, do Scandinavian, 
German or Russian (for sake of argument) archaeological images 
of early medieval furnished graves differ from British modes of 
envisioning the dead? If they do differ, why is this (see Härke 
2000a)?

These topics can be combined with five further themes that constitute 
a provisional agenda for the further study of early medieval mortuary 
images:

 1 New studies are needed into the history and traditions of the 
envisioning of early medieval graves (Smiles 2005; Williams 
2008).

 2 Future work should recognise and support the interpretative 
significance and innovative use of art during archaeological 
projects from their inception, through field-based investigations 
and excavations, to publication and dissemination.

 3 The critical appraisal of mortuary illustrations must go hand in 
hand with attempts to use new technologies and media as ways of 

Envisioning the early Anglo-Saxon dead

Sayer and Williams, Mortuary Pra205   205 07/07/2009   11:33:56



�0� Mortuary practices and social identities in the Middle Ages

communicating archaeological ideas through images and models 
(see also Cochrane and Russell 2007).

 4 Innovative approaches to early medieval mortuary images must 
engage with new theories in mortuary archaeology. These might 
consider furnished graves as more than a public display and 
symbolic text focusing upon the tableau so often represented. 
This view must be qualified by an emphasis, where feasible, upon 
transformation, emotion and experience in rituals surrounding 
death (Watson 2004; Williams 2006; 2007b and c).

 5 Future studies need to consider the interactions between Western 
(and in particular British) attitudes to death, the ethnographic 
and historical analogies that archaeologists often exploit in their 
interpretations, and the representation of early medieval graves.

By identifying this research agenda for the future, this paper is 
commended to Heinrich Härke in honour of his considerable impact 
on the field of early medieval mortuary archaeology.
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