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Chapter 4

At the Funeral 
Howard Williams

Introduction 
Religious interpretations of early medieval graves have a long tradition in England. The 
‘pagan grave’ can be seen as part of a nineteenth-century romantic-nationalist desire 
to portray the Germanic successors of Rome as primitive yet noble ancestors (Content 
and Williams this vol.). Such rites as cremation, the deposition of grave goods, animal 
sacrifi ce, boat-burial and mound-burial, have all been seen as ‘customs’ inspired by 
pagan perceptions of the aft erlife. Following critiques of culture-historic approaches 
in the 1970s, archaeologists tended to leave religious interpretations to one side and 
focus on social and economic explanations for burial rite. Merovingian archaeologists 
in particular have been profoundly critical of att empts to identify pagan religious belief 
in the burial record (e.g. Eff ros 2003). Mortuary symbolism was seen as constituting 
and displaying the socio-political identity of the deceased, rather than eschatologies, 
cosmologies or mythologies. Thus, furnished graves of the later fi ft h and sixth centuries 
have been increasingly viewed as multi-dimensional and idealised expressions of age, 
gender, kinship, status and ethnicity (e.g. Härke 1992; Stoodley 1999). 

The emergence of furnished cremation and inhumation graves is thus no longer 
regarded as refl ecting a single and coherent ‘Anglo-Saxon paganism’; nor need the 
decline in accompanied burial relate directly or exclusively to Christian conversion 
(e.g. Geake 1997). Indeed, the very term ‘pagan Anglo-Saxon burial’ compounds the 
conceptually naïve assumption that there existed a one-to-one correlation between 
ethnic affi  liation, religious beliefs and ritual practice that archaeologists have been 
so keen to move beyond (e.g. Carver this vol.). Therefore, on both theoretical and 
methodological grounds, pagan mortuary ritual is an area of study bedevilled with 
problems and recent considerations of religion that have sometimes avoided the burial 
evidence all together (e.g. Hines 1997).

Archaeologists who remained in the hunt for evidence of belief in burial have tended 
to fasten on those aspects of mortuary ritual that seemed unusual or ‘irrational’ – for 
example distinctive, specialist artefacts, including objects regarded as ‘amulets’ because 
of their decoration, non-functional form or diminutive size (Dickinson 1993; Meaney 
1981). Another approach has been to att empt to identify the burials of individual pagan 
ritual specialists, such as the ‘cunning woman’ from Bidford-on-Avon (Dickinson 
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1993). High status or princely burials, such as those at Sutt on Hoo, have also been 
regarded as suitable theatres for the study of ritual performance, even if the emphasis 
has been on the ideological or political context of the burials rather than their religious 
meaning (see Carver 2005, ch. 14). Another unusual type of burial at the other end of 
the scale, is the so-called ‘deviant’ early Anglo-Saxon inhumation studied by Andrew 
Reynolds (2009).

Most recently there have been reconsiderations of the ritual signifi cance of the act of 
mortuary deposition itself as a form of cultic practice. This includes viewing furnishing 
graves itself as a dedicatory or votive rite (Crawford 2004) and the fragmentation and 
deposition of artefacts in the closing and fi lling of graves as ‘prestations’ to appease 
and/or commemorate the dead (King 2004). The role of food and drink in funerary 
rites (Lee 2007) and the importance of animal sacrifi ce (particularly in the cremation 
rite) have both received detailed att ention in terms of pre-Christian practice and 
worldviews including the possibility of shamanistic themes linked to soul-journeying 
infl uencing the early Anglo-Saxon cremation rite (Fern 2007; Williams 2001).

Current research on two key aspects of burial that might conceal religious thinking is 
addressed in other chapters of this book: the sacral geography implied by the location 
of cemeteries in the landscape (Semple, Sanmark and Lund this vol.) and the use of 
animals in the art of objects used as grave goods (Dickinson 2002; 2005; Pluskowski 
and Fern this vol.). In this chapter the focus will be on the performance of the funeral, 
addressing both the cremation and inhumation practices found throughout southern 
and eastern England.  I intend to look for religion in practice, focusing on the treatment 
and transformation of the human body in death.

Mortuary performance
Mortuary practices are performed by the living, who make choices about how the dead 
are disposed of, drawing on the social relationships between the living and the dead. 
Yet simultaneously funerals involve engagement with mortality, the aft erlife, ancestors 
and the supernatural. Funerals focus upon the transformation of the body, soul and 
mourners through a liminal, polluting phase in which the dead are oft en regarded as 
dangerous to the living and in need of rituals to reconstitute them into an aft erlife or 
an ancestral identity (see Metcalf & Huntingdon 1991). From this perspective, death 
rituals are rites of passage concerned with transforming the living and the dead 
through a sequence of ritual performances. The dead are being turned into new states 
of being; an ontological engagement with death and mortality (Vitebsky 1993). Equally, 
the mortuary process involves cosmology, that is, the creation and re-creation of ways 
of seeing the world in which both the living and the dead have a place. This may 
involve beliefs about soul-journeying to join the ancestors or deities in other-worlds, 
hence mortuary practices can frequently concern eschatology. These eschatologies are 
oft en linked to myths of world-creation – cosmogonies – and may be based on the 
archetypes provided by the deeds and even the funerals of gods and heroes, and so 
can be described as mythological. 

It is certainly possible that extensive pagan mythological traditions relating to 
death and the aft erlife were perpetuated over long periods of time by oral traditions 
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throughout early medieval Europe. Yet not all pre-literate and semi-literate early 
medieval societies can be presumed to have had well-formularised and singular 
aft erlife destinations, nor clear ideas about how funerals are intended to get the 
dead to them. Even so, early Anglo-Saxon funerals may have served to perform and 
aff ect the way the world is perceived, and are particularly geared to the creation and 
citation of concepts of the person in life and death – personhood (Fowler 2004). These 
concepts of personhood, cosmos and myth rarely exist in a power-vacuum; they are 
geared to particular ways of seeing the world used in strategies of domination and 
resistance and in asserting claims to resources and identities. In this sense, mortuary 
practices are simultaneously concerned with promoting ideologies. These need not be 
static, but are situational constructs, drawing upon and manipulating existing values 
and concepts of the world to make specifi c statements about the living and the dead 
(see Carver this vol.). 

It may remain questionable whether medieval Icelandic writt en sources seemingly 
recording aspects of pagan mythology are applicable to the societies and beliefs of 
many centuries earlier in other parts of north-west Europe. Yet certainly in recent 
years, a number of Scandinavian archaeologists have led the way in re-engaging with 
the eschatological and cosmological interpretations of fi rst millennium AD mortuary 
practices drawing analogies for both Norse literature and ethnographic sources (for 
a review, see Andrén 2007). In part this has involved the search for ritual specialists 
in the presence of distinctive grave-assemblages (Price 2002), the investigation of 
explicitly religious artefacts such as Thor’s hammer pendants (Staecker 1999) or the 
presence of mythological themes such as the possible materialisation of the world-tree 
Yggdrasil as tricorn stone-sett ings (Andrén 2007: 125–26). Notably, Anders Andrén 
(1993) has considered how the depictions of boats and carts on Gotlandic picture 
stones can be considered to be an evolving materialised ideology, situating them as one 
version of a broader ideology for commemorating the dead that had diff erent material 
manifestations over time and space in later fi rst millennium AD Scandinavia.

Yet while pursuing rigorous social approaches to later fi rst millennium AD mortuary 
variability at individual sites (e.g. Rundkvist 2007) and regions (e.g. Svanberg 2003), 
Scandinavian archaeologists have also explored mythological and cosmological themes 
within mortuary performances themselves. These include the study of the provision 
of food and drink (e.g. Back Danielsson 2007; Ekengren 2004), animal sacrifi ce and 
the portrayal of heroic and martial lifestyles in death (Herschend 2001; Jennbert 2006; 
Rundkvist and Williams 2008) as well as the overall varied and theatrical nature of 
death-rituals (Price 2008).

Of particular relevance for this study have been recent investigations of the ritual 
transformations by fi re that appear central to late Iron Age mortuary practices in many 
regions of Scandinavia. Terje Østigård (1999) has developed a theoretical approach to 
cremation practices inspired by ethno-archaeological research in order to consider the 
importance of the post-cremation transportation and containment of cremated remains, 
the metaphors of cooking and consumption that may have connected funerary feasts 
and the cremation process in later Iron Age Norway. This allows Østigård to perceive 
cinerary urns as dedicatory vessels by which the dead are off ered to ancestors or deities 
(Østigård 2000). Terje Gansum has drawn upon analogies from later writt en sources 
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and ethnographic analogy to explore metaphors and mythologies connecting cremation 
and iron-working in late Iron Age Scandinavia (2004a; 2004b). The relationship between 
ritual performance, metal-working, monumentality and myth-making has been explored 
in Gansum and Østigård’s investigation of the fi re-rituals connected with ninth-century 
mound-building at Haugar in Tønsberg, Norway (Gansum and Østigård 2004). Most 
recently, Goldhahn and Østigård (2007; 2008) have developed an explicit argument 
that furnaces were used for cremation and smiths were the ritual specialists controlling 
both metalworking and cremation ceremonies. 

A theme running through these studies is the powerful connection between the 
ambiguity and transformation of the human body depicted on metalwork and the 
cremation process itself (see also Williams forthcoming). Therefore, these studies 
create a connection between mortuary performance and the cosmological themes 
of animal-person transformation and otherworld journeys thought to be depicted 
upon selected late Iron Age artefacts bearing animal art as well as gold bracteates 
and gold-foil fi gurines (e.g. Back-Danielsson 2007; Hedeager 2001). The importance 
of fi re-transformations for forging relationships between the dead, the supernatural 
and the landscape have been considered in relation to both cemeteries and sacred 
groves (Andersson 2005; Larsson 2005; Nielsen 1997; Semple and Sanmark this vol., 
Wickholm and Raninen 2006).

Other writers have developed specifi c cosmological interpretations of the transformed 
products of late Iron Age and Viking cremation rituals in Scandinavia. Even the 
occurrence of natural stones in graves has been regarded as potentially laden with 
symbolism linked to pre-Christian cosmology (Artelius and Lindqvist 2005). Meanwhile, 
items chosen for interment with the ashes may have been specifi cally selected due to 
their symbolic connection with fertility and regeneration, seemingly appropriate for 
the closing of mortuary procedures and the creation of ancestors. Such an argument 
is made for the signifi cance of Thor hammer-rings found in some cinerary urns from 
Viking-period central Sweden (Anderson 2005). Other artefacts linked to rituals of 
transformation and dedication found in both cremation and inhumation graves include 
instances of the ‘killing’ of the dead. These might include spears being thrown into 
cremation deposits (Artelius 2005) or across chamber graves (Price 2002).

Early Anglo-Saxon archaeologists have long been reluctant to search for evidence of 
an Anglo-Saxon Valhalla in their data and they should remain cautious in adopting the 
sometimes uncritical application of literary and ethnographic analogies seen in recent 
Scandinavian studies (see discussions by Price 2006; Rundkvist 2007). Yet equally, recent 
approaches in Scandinavian archaeology have recognised the shift ing and situational 
nature of northern religions and their manifestations in ritual practices (see Andrén 
2007). Moreover, there are already existing examples of the careful exploration of 
religious themes that may connect together late fi rst millennium AD Scandinavia and 
early Anglo-Saxon England in terms of mortuary practice, material culture and art (e.g. 
Dickinson 2005; Pluskowski 2006 and this vol; Williams 2001 and forthcoming). Certainly, 
the long-term historical connections that bound together the North Sea world from the 
Roman period onwards cannot be ignored (Hines 1984). Moreover, these approaches 
encourage an interdisciplinary engagement between mortuary practice, ideology and 
cosmology, in particular when focusing on the treatment and transformation of the 
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body in death in the construction and commemoration of personhood (see also Back-
Danielsson 2007; Wickholm and Raninen 2006). At the very least, these perspectives 
provide a powerful antidote to those studies that are content to explore the material 
manifestations of Christian beliefs in mortuary practice through both archaeological 
and writt en sources whilst doggedly denying any connection between pre-Christian 
worldviews and the mortuary arena.

Yet if our aim is to reconnect religion and society in our study of pre-Christian 
early medieval mortuary practices, a common problem remains a focus on ‘meaning’. 
Archaeologists seem obsessed with the de-coding of symbolism to fi nd out what 
mortuary practices such as the killing of horses, the placing of weapons with the dead 
or the raising of burial mounds approach ‘meant’ to past people. Not only does this set 
us with very high expectations when considering the material evidence of non-literate 
or semi-literate societies with litt le in the way of contemporary documentation, it also 
puts a questionable primacy on thought over embodied practice, the discursive over 
habitus, and of intention and design over performance. This point relates to broader 
debates in mortuary archaeology over the extent that we should be focusing on elite 
expressions of power and authority or seeing funerals as contexts where diff erent 
forms of agency and emotion were expressed and negotiated. For our discussion, it 
is unrealistic to put an emphasis upon belief over what people actually did, and what 
experiential impact their actions may have had.

One way of by-passing some of the limitations of a primarily meaning-focused 
approach to early Anglo-Saxon mortuary ritual might be to regard funerals as contexts 
for the production and reproduction of social memories and cosmologies through 
mnemonic practices: sequences of performances that aim to transform the identities of 
the living and the dead. In this regard, a useful concept is one developed by Andy Jones 
in relation to Neolithic and early Bronze Age mortuary practices; namely regarding 
funerals as ‘technologies of remembrance’ (Jones 2007). In Jones’ formulation, this serves 
to emphasise how mortuary practices are sequences of acts and practices (‘techniques’) 
that together create chains of actions that connect to transform the social person and 
reconstitute them in a new form in death. The intended outcome may not always be 
reached, might be the subject of negotiation between diff erent groups, and a range 
of practical, economic, socio-political and religious factors might infl uence how the 
technology of the funeral proceeded. Yet it helps us to understand that funerals in the 
past were not repeated and formulaic procedures refl ecting the identity of the dead 
directly, but ritualised performances that were essentially of their time and place. 
Conversely, mortuary practices in this light were not unstructured and impromptu, but 
the result of informed decisions and choices by mourners who actively remembered 
past funerals and sought to reproduce and reformulate remembered templates in 
appropriate but also innovative ways. 

This approach is particularly appealing when applied to the diverse and variable 
mortuary practices of early Anglo-Saxon England. This is because in the fragmentary 
and shift ing socio-political context of the early medieval kingdoms of this period, there 
is no expectation of a uniform and static world-view and cosmology, but a diverse 
and rapidly altering set of practices drawing upon diverse traditions concerning the 
treatment of the dead and aft erlife beliefs. In this light, the focus on mortuary ritual as 
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‘technologies of remembrance’ allows us to emphasise the importance of the mortuary 
process as a performance that made ancestors and connected the living with the dead 
and the supernatural. Simultaneously it focuses our appreciation on the diversity and 
contrasting mnemonic technologies employed within and between early Anglo-Saxon 
communities through their funerals.

Two main modes of disposing of the dead have been identifi ed in eastern England 
for the fi ft h and sixth centuries AD: furnished cremation and furnished inhumation. 
Both the inhumation and cremation rites are found across southern and eastern England 
and these rites oft en occur upon the same cemeteries. They are internally complex 
and variable, both in terms of the treatment of the body, the quality and quantity of 
artefacts associated with the dead, grave structures and their deployment in terms of 
cemetery organization and location.

Let us consider the two disposal methods in turn, contrasting their technologies of 
remembrance. Each involves the transformation of the social person and the construction 
of their social memory. The repeated addition of new graves, and hence the accretion 
of burials at a cemetery site, can be regarded as the accumulative citation of memories 
onto place – a means of performing, affi  rming and reproducing social and religious 
identities through the successive and evolving relationships created between the living 
and the dead during mortuary practices.

Performing cremation
Studies of Anglo-Saxon cremation rituals can now draw on important cemetery 
excavations and syntheses from Spong Hill (Hills 1980; 1999), Sancton (Timby 1993) 
and Newark (Kinsley 1989), together with osteological analyses of cremated bone 
by Jackie McKinley (1994) and Julie Bond (1996). Analyses of the variability in the 
decoration and form of the cinerary urns and the artefacts and bones they contain 
were conducted by Julian D. Richards (1987) and augmented by more recent studies 
by Mads Ravn (2003) and the present author (Williams 2003; 2007).

These studies have demonstrated that early Anglo-Saxon cremation rites involved 
a complex sequence of interactions and transformations. The process would have 
begun with the washing and clothing of the corpse, perhaps with objects that had been 
possessions, but also gift s from kin and others att ending the funeral. The costume of 
the deceased may have denoted an idealised or aspired social identity and perhaps 
also a political or religious affi  liation. This was followed by the construction of the 
pyre. The pyre would have provided a mnemonic focus for the cremation and may 
have been decked with artefacts, textiles and furs. The transportation and placing of 
the cadaver on the pyre may have been important elements of the ceremony during 
which social relationships among the living were affi  rmed through mourning for the 
dead. These elements of the funeral are lost to us. Equally important however might 
have been the killing of animals and the cooking of food prior to the cremation, perhaps 
to honour the dead. Off erings of food evidenced by cremated animal remains (usually 
pig or sheep/goat) and charred plant remains found within cinerary urns may indicate 
the sharing of the feast with the dead. Drink may have also been added to the pyres 
given the presence of burnt pot-sherds and heavily burnt glass drinking vessels found 
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from cremation burials. Furthermore, it appears that domestic animals; particularly 
horses but less commonly catt le, dogs, foxes could be slaughtered and placed whole 
upon the pyre, possibly as sacrifi ces to spirits or gods, as otherworld transportation 
and guides, or as statements of social status and wealth of the deceased’s kin.

This would have been followed by the visible destruction of the body and its 
transformation into heat, fl ame, smoke, steam, ash and burnt bone. Unlike in the 
modern crematorium, this process would have been a public experience witnessed 
by mourners, participants and onlookers; the sensory interaction with the body as the 
skin was destroyed and fl esh and bone were broken apart may have been an integral 
element to the symbolism and commemorative functions of the ritual process.

The corporeal interaction of the living and the dead did not end there; it would 
continue once the pyre had cooled and the ashes were searched. The selection of 
artefacts and bone from the ashes and their placement in an urn would have involved 
an intimate engagement between the bodies of the dead and the living. The actual sites 
of cremation pyres are rarely preserved (although see Carnegie & Filmer-Sankey 1993). 
Yet from the artefacts that are absent from cremations but common in inhumation 
graves of similar date, it is possible to suggest that many items were placed on the pyre 
but selected out from among the ashes for re-circulation among the living, including 
knives and weapons (Williams 2005). It is also clear from the archaeological evidence 
for cremation from sites like Spong Hill that not all of the ashes seem to have ended 
up in the cinerary urn. While it is possible that ‘ineffi  ciency’ of retrieval may explain 
this variability and consequently the remaining ashes were simply left  on the pyre 
site, it is equally possible that cremated bone was circulated among the mourners 
(McKinley 1994). 

Finally, aft er a procession to the burial site, the interment of the ashes in the cinerary 
urn would be the fi nal connection between the living and the dead. It is also possible 
that cinerary urns were stored above ground for long periods of time before the decision 
was taken to inter them in the cemetery either singly or as a group of cinerary urns. 
During this post-cremation period, there could have been numerous commemorative 
rituals that would not leave any archaeological trace. 

In this light, we can challenge a view of cremation as a rapid and singular event of 
destruction concerned solely with theatrical display, and instead regard it as a process in 
which the living and the dead were connected through a staged and sequential corporeal 
interaction (Williams 2006). The impact of the animated fi re upon the body would be 
a multi-sensuous experience: a memorable event in which all senses would have been 
aff ected. The variable evidence in the form, content and scale of the cremation rituals 
may be connected to the deceased’s social identity (Ravn 2003; Richards 1987; Williams 
2003), the shared themes linking the rites are as important and may have been connected 
to broader ideologies in contemporary society. In particular, the transformation of 
animals and people together may allude to shape-shift ing themes (see Fern, Pluskowski 
this vol.)

However, this was not the end of the cremation’s châine opératoire, and we open a 
new window on the process by considering those artefacts that were excluded from 
the pyre but added to cinerary urns during a post-cremation ritual. The most frequent 
unburned items found in cremation graves are the cinerary containers themselves. 
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It remains unclear whether these richly and (sometimes) bizarrely decorated vessels 
were made especially for the funeral, or selected for their qualities from among pots 
used in the domestic sett ing, but it does appear that they diff er from the normal range 
of domestic assemblages found in early Anglo-Saxon sett lements (Richards 1992). 
Moreover, as Richards (1987) has argued, the identity of the deceased seems to have 
had a bearing on the form and decoration of the pot selected to contain the remains 
of the dead (see also Williams 2005). Leaving aside the details of this variation, we 
need to ask what these objects were doing in the post-cremation rite aft er the spectacle 
of the burning pyre was long passed? The early Anglo-Saxon cremation rite placed 
great emphasis upon the urn as container for a sizeable proportion of the human and 
animal bone from the pyre. In this sense, urns provided a new corporeal and material 
‘body’ for the deceased, and the decorated surface of the urn articulated a new surface 
or ‘skin’ for the ancestor.

The most common items that escaped the pyre and were placed in the urn unburnt 
had associations with hair, including ‘toilet implements’ consisting of bronze and iron 
tweezers, razors and blades, shears and earscoops, some of them full-sized functional 
objects, others miniatures possibly serving as amulets among the living or specially 
made for the funerary ritual. There is clearly a social dimension to the provision of 
these items in cinerary urns. For instance, only a minority of urns contained combs 
suggesting that this was a practice restricted to a particular group or groups. Indeed, 
combs appear to be associated with cremation burials that also had more pyre goods, 
suggesting a possible status association (Williams 2003: 111). Yet equally, the practice 
was widespread enough to be employed in a signifi cant minority of graves. Other 
aspects of comb symbolism are more elusive. Both genders could receive these items 
although there is a slight female bias (Williams 2003: 108). All age groups could be 
provided with combs but there appear to be diff erent age-associations at diff erent sites. 
For Spong Hill, miniature and double-sided combs are most common with infants and 
young children (four years and younger) while triangular and barred and zoomorphic 
combs are most common with older children and adolescents (Williams 2003: 110). 
One suggestion is that combs need not refl ect the social identity of the dead person 
directly, but aspects of an idealised, even aspired identity, not fully achieved during the 
lifetime and so created by the survivors during the funeral. If so, then the combs may 
have ascribed and commemorated a new identity in death that cross-cut age, gender 
and status roles in life. Therefore these items were not primarily about the display of 
social identities as much as emotive acts to affi  rm and commemorate the relationships 
between the living and the dead.

Many combs were added to the tops or bott oms of urns and were clearly only 
associated with the ashes during the fi lling of the urn (Williams 2003: 107). Many 
appear to represent fragments, a portion of a whole item broken off  for burial with 
the ashes, usually an end-piece (Williams 2003: 107–08). This implies that a portion of 
the object was off ered up for the dead while the remainder was kept by the mourners 
as mementos of the deceased. The act of fragmentation mirrored the dissolution 
of the pyre while the sharing of the item between the living and the dead evoked 
an ongoing connection. The placing of comb fragments therefore simultaneously 
articulated remembering and forgett ing in material form. In at least one instance at 
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Spong Hill, two pieces of the same comb were distributed in adjacent urns containing 
an adult male and adult female respectively. Each urn was aff orded a set of miniature 
toilet implements. These were buried together with a third pot containing a juvenile 
accompanied by iron tweezers. The fragmentation of the comb in this instance, together 
with the provision of toilet implements, created connections between interments buried 
contemporaneously and interpreted by Catherine Hills as a possible family group (Hills 
1994: 44–46). This underlines how these objects were not exclusively about personal 
adornment or personal identity, but how they created selective mnemonic connections 
between the dead and the survivors through their placing in urns.

This interpretation can also be applied to ‘toilet implements’, including tweezers, 
blades, shears and razors, whether iron or bronze, full-sized or miniature. Again both 
males and females could receive these items although in this case there is a clear male 
bias to their provision (Williams 2007: 84). The age correlations are also interesting, with 
tweezers most common with adults, while shears and razors are more common among 
infants, children and adolescents (Williams 2007: 81–82). The length of tweezers can be 
shown to relate in crude terms to the age at death, with the smaller items tending to 
be found in the urns of infants and younger children (Williams 2007: 82–83). As with 
combs it appears that some miniatures may have been made simply for the funeral. 
Furthermore, only a small number of these items show signs of heat-damage that, for 
the copper-alloy objects at least, strongly suggests that they had not been placed with the 
corpse on the pyre. These items may have had many functions and uses, but a simple 
association with the identity of the living person is diffi  cult to affi  rm. 

Since the vast majority of urns did not produce these artefacts, it is tempting to 
speculate about what circumstances singled out a minority of individuals for this 
distinctive treatment. It is possible that those who received the miniature objects were 
the graves of ritual specialists or a particular status-group. Considering the presence 
of combs and toilet implements in cinerary urns from Lackford, Suff olk, Lethbridge 
(1951) interpreted their role in managing human hair as a form of magical protection 
for the dead against sorcery. A few commentators have developed the idea further (e.g. 
Wilson 1992: 139–40; King 2004: 226–7). Certainly the practice can be seen of one variant 
of a broader theme of ‘amuletic’ and regenerative objects, many of them ‘miniatures’, 
added in cremation practices throughout northern Europe in the middle and later fi rst 
millennium AD (e.g. Anderson 2005; Callmer 1995; Price 2002: 203–4). The emphasis 
upon hair and bodily transformation also fi nds a resonance in the broadly-contemporary 
portrayal of the human body — and the human head in particular — in Style I animal 
art found on selected sixth-century dress accessories and weaponry (Dickinson 2002; 
see Williams forthcoming). 

Yet why were hair and the objects connected with its management, particularly 
poignant in commemorating the cremated dead? Combs were likely to have been 
used for cleaning and presenting hair and in some instances for fi xing hair in place. 
Combs sometimes bear signs of being pierced for suspension and hence may have been 
prominent elements of dress. As an element of apparel as well as bodily management, 
it is possible (but impossible to prove) that combs and toilet implements may have as 
much of an amuletic role in protecting the body as any non-functional item of dress 
such as beads and pendants (Meaney 1981).
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Yet for all this, in the end the objects all serve the most aff ectionate of human symbolic 
actions, that of grooming. Toilet implements and combs were deployed to reconstitute 
social memories and create ancestors from ashes, perhaps bonding, marking out and 
sharing those who were, and wished to remain, closest to the deceased.

Performing inhumation
The idea of the early medieval furnished inhumation burial as a tableau created for the 
display of the deceased’s identity as envisaged by the mourners has become a common 
theme in recent research. This approach emphasises the context of the grave as the 
appropriate scale at which to examine the interaction of bodies and material culture.

Discussing this approach in relation to Mounds 1 and 17 at Sutt on Hoo, Martin 
Carver (2000) suggested that the rich assemblages of artefacts operated in a manner 
analogous to the theatrical performance of early medieval poetry, where the cadaver, 
grave goods and structures could be regarded as props making bold and complex 
statements about the dead person and the mourners: 

“A grave is not simply a text, but a text with att itude, a text infl ated with emotion … 
like poetry it is a palimpsest of allusions, constructed in a certain time and place.” 
(Carver 2000: 37).

While concurring with Carver’s approach, we can take his poetry analogy further by 
suggesting that both poetry and graves can act not only as statements in the present, 
but serve to connect and confl ate past, present and future in a ritual spectacle, evoking 
diff erent types of memory including origin myths, heroes, ancestors and genealogies. 
Like Carver, Halsall (2003) regards furnished burials as the strategic construction of 
mourners. Burial rituals, including the choice of clothing for the body, grave goods, 
structure, orientation and position, are always a dynamic and innovative social display 
rather than a rigid conservative tradition of ritual behaviour (Halsall 2003: 62–3). 
Early medieval funerals are seen as involving many diff erent texts, words, and acts 
culminating in the creation of memorable ‘scenes’ within the grave that ‘compose’ an 
idealised portrayal of the dead as perceived and negotiated by the mourners (Halsall 
2003: 68). Crucially, Halsall emphasises that the brevity of these displays was central 
to their nature and effi  cacy.

This approach as developed by Halsall and Carver among others has the advantage 
of focusing att ention of the role of funerals as an ideologically-laden performance 
by the living. This is particularly appropriate when applied to the richest ‘princely’ 
burials from the Rhineland and eastern England. However, for an appreciation of 
the role of funeral ceremony for furnished burials as a whole, this approach is less 
satisfactory and requires qualifi cation. The archaeological evidence oft en shows that 
the aim of furnished burial rites was not the creation of a single scene, but oft en involve 
a sequence of diff erent ‘scenes’ in a logical progression of change, from death-bed, 
funerary procession to burial and monument raising. 

The implications of this argument are twofold. First, the fi nal composition of the 
grave, as seen by archaeologists, may not have been as important as the process of 
making it. As with cremation rituals, inhumations involved a connected sequence of 
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displays in which the dead are transformed and translated by mourners. The sequence 
of performances leading from scene to scene created social memories and identities 
rather than the creation of a static tableau at the end. Second, the mnemonic connections 
between the sequence of memorable scenes is not simply about display, but the tension 
between display and staged concealment leading to the fi nal burial of the dead at 
the end of the process. The materials, substances and artefacts placed with the dead 
can be as much concerned with the management of sensory experience – protecting, 
containing, wrapping and shrouding the dead – as with display per se. From this 
perspective, early Anglo-Saxon inhumation rites create memories of the dead through 
a process of both display and concealment, just as early Anglo-Saxon cremation rites 
involved commemoration by display, transformation and fragmentation (see Küchler 
2002). In this light, inhumation and cremation are related but alternate pathways to 
commemoration through transformation.

The narrative that was deduced from the excavation of the horse and rider grave at 
Sutt on Hoo is a prime example of a funeral as performance. The pit was dug and lined 
with cloth, two spears and a shield were placed in the grave and the coffi  n containing 
a young man and his sword was laid on top of them. A horse’s bridle and saddle were 
stacked at the head end of the coffi  n, and then a bucket, a pot and a haversack of 
foodstuff s were placed beside it. At the last minute a comb was thrown in, hitt ing the 
side of the coffi  n and sliding down it. Then the back fi lling began, eventually raising 
a mound over both pits (Carver 1998, 110–113). The excavator explored an even more 
detailed biography for the Mound 1 burial, taking the story beyond the composition 
of the grave tableau to its temporary display to visitors, its roofi ng with raft ers and 
its eventual backfi lling perhaps many months later (Carver 2005, 177–199). 

However, the vast majority of furnished burials do not approach the wealth of 
these princely burials, and the grave goods are less easily interpreted as evidence of 
overt display and conspicuous consumption. These graves of lesser wealth should 
refl ect the close relationships between the living and the dead body hence may 
relate to concepts of personhood and emotional ties, less overtly linked to political 
propaganda. At the mixed-rite early Anglo-Saxon cemetery of Snape, in Suff olk 
William Filmer-Sankey and Tim Pestell revealed a number of plough-damaged 
cremation and inhumations graves with poor bone preservation (Filmer-Sankey & 
Pestell 2001).  As at neighbouring Sutt on Hoo (Carver 2005, Ch. 4–6), the excavators 
looked for the full sequence of ritual practices associated with the sixth-century 
furnished inhumation rites from the digging of the grave and its preparation, the 
range of grave linings and structures, and diversity of artefacts placed with the dead, 
and evidence for ritual practices associated with the back-fi lling of the graves. Insect 
pupae mineralised on select artefacts hint that the bodies were displayed for some 
days before burial, suggesting a lengthy funerary process (e.g. Filmer-Sankey & Pestell 
2001: 75, 77–9). In most cases, the grave-cuts at Snape were considerably larger than 
that necessary to contain a body, suggesting the explicit intention to create a sizeable 
container in the earth to receive and display the body, including ledges, steps and in 
some cases evidence of a platform or canopy constructed within the grave (Filmer-
Sankey & Pestell 2001: 36–8, 238). There was also evidence of ritual activities taking 
place throughout the burial procedure. The preparation of the grave to receive the 
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body could include evidence of soil pillow-pads and in one case a deposit of ash. 28 
out of the 40 graves investigated had some form of organic container or structure. 
Rather than coffi  ns, it is likely that many were biers or grave-linings. In four cases 
the organic layer was seen to extend up the sides of the grave cut suggesting that 
the entire grave was lined to receive the body (sometimes folded to make double 
layers), perhaps att ached to wooden structures to maintain their rigidity (Pestell 2001: 
241). For instance, in grave 16 tablet weaves were identifi ed suggesting that large 
blankets lining the grave and clothing the body may have been adorned with woven 
horsehair patt erns (Crowfoot in Filmer-Sankey & Pestell 2001: 211). Two boat-burials 
from the site illustrate a further ritual use of grave containers.

The artefacts placed with the dead body itself probably represent earlier stages of 
the funeral; the washing, dressing, adorning and posturing of the body for the funeral, 
although further objects were added within the grave context. For this discussion it 
is important to recognise that many objects were not ‘on display’ in the grave, but 
were hidden from view within bags, boxes and swathes of textile and other organic 
linings. The cadaver itself may not have been on-view since mineralised textiles hint 
that clothing was augmented by veils that may have covered the heads of many of the 
cadavers (Crowfoot in Filmer-Sankey & Pestell 2001: 211). Weapons may have been 
wrapped separately for burial (Crowfoot in Filmer-Sankey & Pestell 2001: 212: and there 
is evidence that the lyre in grave 32 was buried in a bag (Crowfoot in Filmer-Sankey & 
Pestell 2001: 212). Textiles had many roles within the mortuary arena of the furnished 
grave: they were used for expressing wealth, status and the identity of the deceased 
as well as serving to contain, consign and conceal artefacts within the burial context.

The covering and burial of the body is also evidently a staged and ritual process 
at Snape. In two graves, 36 and 37, textile layers were found overlying the body 
(Crowfoot in Filmer-Sankey & Pestell 2001: 208). The excavators also suggest that 
grasses, bracken or fl ower stems may have been strewn over the bodies. Stems and 
leaves were found to overlie the corpse in grave 47 while bracken and vegetation 
was identifi ed in graves 3, 32 and possibly for grave 8. Other ritual acts involve the 
deposition of charred wood, from small fl ecks to large burnt timbers in 33 out of 
40 graves (Filmer-Sankey & Pestell 2001; 243). There seems a particular emphasis 
upon the placing of charred timbers over the head of the cadaver, as in graves 8 and 
39. In grave 9, it appears from the section of the grave that the burnt oak timbers 
formed a pile rising in height towards the head (west) end of the grave. At the foot 
(east) end of the grave was a shelf upon which no burnt timbers were found. It is 
possible that a mourner or mourners could have used this step upon which to stand 
to place the timbers over the corpse during the burial rites (Filmer-Sankey & Pestell 
2001: 36–38). 

This brief review of the Sutt on Hoo and Snape inhumation graves suggests that 
at each stage of the funeral, diff erent artefacts and layers were present, revealed 
and then enclosed and hidden from view. Rather than a single tableau, or ‘image of 
death’, the graves were formed from a sequential arrangement of both display and 
concealment. 
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Conclusion
The details of belief and practice in Anglo-Saxon paganism remain obscure and the 
mortuary arena will not provide us with all the answers. However, by considering the 
social and religious dimensions of both the form and variability of early Anglo-Saxon 
mortuary practices, embodied beliefs can be discerned. We cannot use this evidence 
to ‘read off ’ cosmologies from mortuary practices any more than we can reconstruct 
social structures. The mortuary rituals were not primarily about representation, nor 
were they primarily about symbolising religious or social concepts. Instead, they were 
mnemonic performances, enabling the living to transform the dead and to reconstitute 
the relationship between them. The variability we fi nd in early Anglo-Saxon mortuary 
practices, and the contrasting uses of cremation and inhumation, are testimony to the 
complex local negotiations of these broader themes in using the ritual process as a 
technology of remembrance. These were not geared to manifesting a single aft erlife 
belief, but localised variants of pagan practice geared to the construction of cosmologies, 
ancestors and social memories.
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