
M e d i e v a l  a r c h a e o l o g y

Copyright Material – Provided by Taylor & Francis 



Copyright Material – Provided by Taylor & Francis 



Medieval 
archaeology

critical concepts in archaeology

Edited by 
Roberta Gilchrist and  

Gemma L. Watson

Volume IV 
Medieval Social Archaeology

Copyright Material – Provided by Taylor & Francis 



First published 2017 
by routledge 
2 Park Square, Milton Park, abingdon, oxon oX14 4rN

and by routledge 
711 Third avenue, New york, Ny 10017

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

editorial material and selection © 2017 roberta gilchrist and gemma l. 
Watson; individual owners retain copyright in their own material

all rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or 
utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now 
known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in 
any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing 
from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or 
registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation 
without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data 
a catalogue record for this book is available from the British library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data 
Names: gilchrist, roberta, editor. | Watson, gemma l., editor. 
Title: Medieval archaeology / edited by roberta gilchrist and  
gemma l. Watson. 
description: Milton Park, abingdon, oxon ; New york, Ny : routledge, 
2017. | Series: critical concepts in archaeology | includes bibliographical 
references and index. Contents: Volume 1. Defining Medieval 
archaeology – volume 2. The Medieval landscape – volume 3. Medieval 
life – volume 4. Medieval Social archaeology. 
Identifiers: LCCN 2016011813| ISBN 9780415718165 (set : alk. paper) | 
ISBN 9780415718189 (vol. 1 : alk. paper) | ISBN 9780415718196  
(vol. 2 : alk. paper) | ISBN 9780415718202 (vol. 3 : alk. paper) |  
ISBN 9780415718219 (vol. 4 : alk. paper) 
Subjects: lcSh: archaeology, Medieval. | europe–antiquities. | 
Excavations (Archaeology)–Europe. | Europe–Social life and customs. | 
Social archaeology–europe. | landscape archaeology–europe. 
Classification: LCC D125 .M39 2017 | DDC 940.1–dc23
lc record available at https://protect-us.mimecast.com/s/ZpWJBrudeQ2lsx 
https://lccn.loc.gov/2016011813

ISBN: 978-0-415-71816-5 (Set) 
ISBN: 978-0-415-71821-9 (Volume IV)

Typeset in Times New roman 
by Wearset ltd, Boldon, Tyne and Wear

Publisher’s note 
references within each chapter are as they appear in the original 
complete work

Copyright Material – Provided by Taylor & Francis 



v

c o N T e N T S

VoluMe IV MedIeVAl SocIAl ArchAeology

 Acknowledgements ix

 Introduction: medieval social archaeology 1

PArt 1
Identities and power 7

61 Some remarks on ethnicity in medieval archaeology 9
F l o r i N  c u r T a

62 Premodern translocals: german merchant diaspora 
between Kalmar and northern german towns (1250–1500)  34
M a g d a l e N a  N a u M

63 Materializing resistant identities among the medieval 
peasantry: an examination of dress accessories from english 
rural settlement sites 63
S a l l y  v .  S M i T h

64 the kidney dagger as a symbol of masculine identity: 
the ballock dagger in the Scandinavian context 86
o l e -  M a g N e  N ø T T v e i T

65 Assembly places and elite collective identities in 
medieval Ireland 103
e l i Z a B e T h  F i T Z P a T r i c k

Copyright Material – Provided by Taylor & Francis 



vi

c o N T e N T S

PArt 2
religions and beliefs 129

66 Passing into poetry: Viking- Age mortuary drama and the 
origins of Norse mythology 131
N e i l  P r i c e

67 remembering and forgetting the medieval dead: 
exploring death, memory and material culture in 
monastic archaeology 168
h o W a r d  W i l l i a M S

68 Magic for the dead? the archaeology of magic in later 
medieval burials 193
r o B e r T a  g i l c h r i S T

69 Archaeological remains of Ashkenazic Jewry in europe: a 
new source of pride and history 237
S a M u e l  g r u B e r

70 the cult of saints in medieval Perth: everyday ritual and the 
materiality of belief 264
M a r k  a .  h a l l

71 From an archaeology of iconoclasm to an anthropology of 
the body: images, punishment and personhood in england, 
1500–1660 291
c .  P a M e l a  g r a v e S

PArt 3
heritage and representation 327

72 the values of archaeological and heritage sites 329
a r J o  k l a M e r

73 laughing in the face of the past: satire and nostalgia in 
medieval heritage tourism 342
l o u i S e  d ’ a r c e N S

Copyright Material – Provided by Taylor & Francis 



vii

c o N T e N T S

74 A disgruntled tourist in King Arthur’s court: archaeology 
and identity at tintagel, cornwall 358
h i l a r y  o r a N g e  a N d  P a T r i c k  l a v i o l e T T e

75 the virtual monastery: re- presenting time, human 
movement, and uncertainty at Saint- Jean-des- Vignes, 
Soissons 382
S h e i l a  B o N d e  a N d  c l a r k  M a i N e S ,  W i T h 

e l l i  M y l o N a S  a N d  J u l i a  F l a N d e r S

76 Negotiating authentic objects and authentic selves: beyond 
the deconstruction of authenticity 398
S i â N  J o N e S

77	 Protecting	a	bloodstained	history:	battlefield	conservation	
in Scotland 420
i a i N  B a N k S  a N d  T o N y  P o l l a r d

 Index 444

Copyright Material – Provided by Taylor & Francis 



Copyright Material – Provided by Taylor & Francis 



ix

a c k N o W l e d g e M e N T S

The publishers would like to thank the following for permission to reprint their 
material:

Wiley for permission to reprint Florin curta, ‘Some remarks on ethnicity in 
Medieval archaeology’, Early Medieval Europe, 15, 2, 2007, 159–85.

Springer for permission to reprint Magdalena Naum, ‘Premodern Translocals: 
german Merchant diaspora between kalmar and Northern german Towns 
(1250–1500)’, International Journal of Historical Archaeology, 17, 2, 2013, 
376–400.

Sage for permission to reprint Sally v. Smith, ‘Materializing resistant identities 
among the Medieval Peasantry: an examination of dress accessories from 
english rural Settlement Sites’, Journal of Material Culture, 14, 3, 2009, 309–32.

Taylor & Francis for permission to reprint ole- Magne Nøttveit, ‘The kidney 
dagger as a Symbol of Masculine identity – The Ballock dagger in the Scandin-
avian context’, Norwegian Archaeological Review, 39, 2, 2006, 138–50.

eagle-hill Publications for permission to reprint elizabeth FitzPatrick, ‘assem-
bly Places and elite collective identities in Medieval ireland’, Journal of the 
North Atlantic, 8, 2015, 52–68.

Taylor & Francis for permission to reprint Neil Price, ‘Passing into Poetry: 
viking- age Mortuary drama and the origins of Norse Mythology’, Medieval 
Archaeology, 54, 2010, 123–56.

kluwer academic for permission to reprint howard Williams, ‘remembering 
and Forgetting the Medieval dead: exploring death, Memory and Material 
Culture in Monastic Archaeology’, in Howard Williams (ed.), Archaeologies of 
Remembrance: Death and Memory in Past Societies (New York: Kluwer Aca-
demic/Plenum, 2003), pp 227–54.

Copyright Material – Provided by Taylor & Francis 



x

a c k N o W l e d g e M e N T S

Taylor & Francis for permission to reprint roberta gilchrist, ‘Magic for the 
dead? The archaeology of Magic in later Medieval Burials’, Medieval Archae-
ology, 52, 2008, 119–59.

Sage for permission to reprint Mark a. hall, ‘The cult of Saints in Medieval 
Perth: everyday ritual and the Materiality of Belief ’, Journal of Material 
Culture, 16, 1, 2011, 80–104.

university of chicago Press for permission to reprint c. Pamela graves, ‘From 
an archaeology of iconoclasm to an anthropology of the Body: images, Punish-
ment and Personhood in England, 1500–1660’, Current Anthropology, 49, 1, 
2008, 35–57.

Taylor & Francis for permission to reprint arjo klamer, ‘The values of archae-
ological and heritage Sites’, Public Archaeology, 13, 2014, 59–70.

Palgrave for permission to reprint louise d’arcens, ‘laughing in the Face of 
the Past: Satire and Nostalgia in Medieval heritage Tourism’, postmedieval: a 
journal of medieval cultural studies, 2, 2, 2011, 155–70.

Taylor & Francis for permission to reprint hilary orange and Patrick laviolette, 
‘a disgruntled Tourist in king arthur’s court: archaeology and identity at 
Tintagel, cornwall’, Public Archaeology, 9, 2, 2010, 85–107.

Taylor & Francis for permission to reprint Sheila Bonde and clark Maines, with 
elli Mylonas and Julia Flanders, ‘The virtual Monastery: re- Presenting Time, 
human Movement, and uncertainty at Saint- Jean-des- vignes, Soissons’, Visual 
Resources, 25, 4, 2009, 363–77.

Sage for permission to reprint Siân Jones, ‘Negotiating authentic objects and 
authentic Selves: Beyond the deconstruction of authenticity’, Journal of 
Material Culture, 15, 2, 2010, 181–203.

Taylor & Francis for permission to reprint iain Banks and Tony Pollard, ‘Pro-
tecting a Bloodstained History: Battlefield Conservation in Scotland’, Journal of 
Conflict Archaeology, 6, 2, 2011, 124–45.

disclaimer
The publishers have made every effort to contact authors/copyright holders of 
works reprinted in Medieval Archaeology (Critical Concepts in Archaeology). 
This has not been possible in every case, however, and we would welcome 
correspondence from those individuals/companies whom we have been unable 
to trace.
 All figures have been reproduced in black and white. Every effort has been 
made to minimise the effect this has had on colour figures. In some instances 
figures have been replaced with alternatives for sake of legibility.

Copyright Material – Provided by Taylor & Francis 



168

67

R E M E M B E R I N G  A N D 
F O R G E T T I N G  T H E 
M E D I E V A L  D E A D

Exploring death, memory and material culture in 
monastic archaeology

Howard Williams

Source: Howard Williams (ed.), Archaeologies of Remembrance: Death and Memory in Past 
Societies, New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum, 2003, pp 227–54.

Abstract
Focusing on the excavations at three later medieval religious 
houses – Sandwell Priory, Bordesley Abbey and Carmarthen 
Greyfriars, this paper seeks to explore the relationships between 
death, memory and materiality in the later Middle Ages. Combin-
ing the study of graves, their location, monumentality, stratigraphy 
and relationships with church space and fabric, it is argued that 
medieval strategies of remembering and forgetting had many 
material components. It is suggested that monasteries were not 
simply places were memories of the elite patrons were ‘stored’ 
and ‘inscribed’, but contexts within which relations between the 
living and the dead were ‘performed’ and ‘incorporated’ through 
ritual practices and the uses of material culture. In this way it is 
possible for archaeology to isolate and develop the study of both 
the social and sacred dimensions of remembrance for both patrons 
and monastic communities in later medieval society.

Introduction
Over twenty years ago, Philip Rahtz remarked upon the rich potential for an 
archaeological study of Christian death in the Middle Ages (Rahtz 1981). Since 
his comments, there has been rapid increase in the quantity and quality of pub-
lished reports of graves excavated from in and around medieval churches, hos-
pitals, cathedrals and religious houses (e.g. Boddington 1996; Dawes & Magilton 
1980; Stroud & Kemp 1993; Thomas, Sloane & Philpotts 1997). Also in this 
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time, archaeology has made a profound contribution to the study of those denied 
formal Christian burial rites in medieval Britain through the excavation of 
Jewish cemeteries (e.g. Lilley, Stroud, Brothwell & Williamson 1994) and mass 
war graves (e.g. Fiorato et. al. 2000). These studies have brought archaeology 
centre- stage in inter- disciplinary research into medieval death and society. This 
is evident in a number of recently published synthetic accounts that provide 
readable and informed reviews of the archaeological evidence and its signifi-
cance for the social study of death, dying and the dead in the later Middle 
Ages (papers in Bassett 1992; Binski 1996; Daniell 1997; 2002; Hadley 2001; 
Kjølbye-Biddle 1992).
 However, to an archaeologist more familiar with early medieval funerary 
evidence, it appears that serious limitations remain in the theoretical agenda and 
scope of later medieval burial archaeology. Despite the rich potential of the data, 
burial archaeology in the period continues to be side- lined in archaeological 
research.1 While refreshingly interdisciplinary, those studies that do exist tend 
towards description over rigorous analysis and theoretically- informed interpreta-
tion.2 Furthermore, in these accounts, the archaeology is used to bolster existing 
historical paradigms and orthodoxies rather than being used to develop new the-
ories that challenge and problematise the study of medieval death and burial 
from an archaeological perspective.3 In many ways this situation is understand-
able, since many of the studies that have existed are pioneering in their review of 
both recently- published and unpublished material. However, it can be argued 
that the lack of an explicit theoretical position denies a truly interdisciplinary 
approach, leading to an empiricism subsumed within historical and art- historical 
agenda. This situation stands in stark contrast with archaeological studies of 
death and burial in prehistoric societies (e.g. Parker Pearson 1999) and in other 
historical periods from the Roman world to the present day (e.g. Lucy & Rey-
nolds 2002; Pearce et. al. 2000; Tarlow 1999) where the need for explicit and 
defined theories and methodologies have been frequently addressed. This empir-
ical approach in which the archaeological data is deferential to interpretations 
made from written sources has yet to be fully challenged.4 In particular, while a 
rich area for debate focuses on the relationships between death, material culture 
and social memory, archaeologists have yet to explore the potential of their evid-
ence (Williams 2001).
 The aim of this paper is to illustrate how a theorised archaeological per-
spective towards the burial data of the later Middle Ages provides new perspec-
tives on the materiality and mnemonics of death and burial in medieval religious 
houses.5 By focusing on the interpretation of the burial data in terms of social 
memory, it is suggested that archaeologists can identify strategies by which 
material culture was employed to commemorate the dead in medieval mortuary 
practices. With an emphasis upon monastic archaeology, it will be argued that 
abbeys, priories and friaries acted as material spaces in which burial was an 
important means of constructing and reproducing social memories and identities 
for both secular patrons and the religious community. Burial rites allowed the 
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inscription and incorporation of memories, not only through monumentality, but 
through a range of other practices, technologies and ritual performances focus-
ing on the deployment of material culture and the corpse. These strategies can be 
identified in the results of excavations at three medieval religious houses, Sand-
well Priory in the West Midlands, Bordesley Abbey in Worcestershire and Car-
marthen Greyfriars in South- West Wales. The material remains at these sites 
provide tantalising clues concerning the interleaving and dynamic strategies by 
which medieval people constructed and maintain relationships with the dead.

Death, memory and material culture
Before discussing the three case studies, we must first briefly outline how we 
theorise the relationships between death, memory and material culture in the 
mortuary practices of later medieval Britain. Concerns and practices of 
commemoration were central to the development of the late medieval cult of the 
dead. In broad terms, the later medieval period was a time when the dead, and 
the cult of their memory, was central to religious, economic and socio- political 
life (Binski 1996: 121). In particular from the thirteenth century onwards, the 
developing belief in the concept of Purgatory placed great emphasis upon strat-
egies of remembrance as it was believed that the prayers of the living had a 
direct effect upon the fate of the souls of the dead. In turn, the dead could inter-
cede for the living (Daniell 1997; 2002; Horrox 1999; Morgan 1999). While 
mortuary attitudes and practices varied considerably over time, space and social 
context, this world- view encouraged a perception of the dead as existing in a 
two- way relationship with the living, a relationship that was maintained through 
rituals conducted within and around the church (Duffy 1992; Geary 1994). 
Moreover, rituals of remembrance were not purely religious concerns, since 
memory had both socio- political as well as sacred dimensions. For instance, 
remembering the dead could served to simultaneously situate both the living and 
the dead in relation to the Christian cosmos and history, while also acting as an 
important means for legitimising the authority and status of participants and 
encouraging the constitution of individual and collective identities.
 In thinking about the role of material culture in these strategies of remem-
brance, there are two issues that we must consider. Firstly, despite the increasing 
use of writing in the later Middle Ages and the importance of the spoken word in 
church rituals of remembrance (see Hadley 2001: 166–73), material culture 
remained central to medieval social relations and strategies of remembrance (see 
also Moreland 2001). This is illustrated by the rich diversity of elite funerary 
monuments surviving from the Middles Ages (e.g. Binski 1996: 77–126; Finch 
2000; Hadley 2001: 142–61; Saul 2001). Texts, words, rituals and images all 
played a part in strategies of remembrance, but graves and tombs, both individu-
ally and collectively, also had important roles (e.g. Saul 2001). Yet archaeology 
has the potential to identify other ways in which memories were materialised. 
During the funeral, the deployment of portable objects, architecture, church 
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space, and not least, the physical remains of dead bodies themselves, could all be 
important resources employed in non- written, non- verbal strategies of remem-
brance. Furthermore, the accumulation of burials within and around the church, 
often intercutting, disturbing and sometimes obliterating earlier interments, 
encourages us to move away from thinking about the memory of the individual 
to the role of the church in the remembrance of the dead as a community (see 
Binski 1996: 121; Burgess 2000: 44, 48; Geary 1994; Morgan 1999: 138–9).
 Let us briefly explore some of those alternative strategies of remembrance 
that might have archaeological correlates. Before the mourners had made deci-
sions concerning how and where to commemorate the dead, the ritual process of 
the funeral itself had a role in selectively remembering and forgetting the iden-
tity of the deceased and his or her social relationships. During the funeral, it 
seems clear that the corpse itself, including its posture, orientation, translation 
and burial profoundly influenced the way the medieval dead were remembered. 
Each body was prepared in a prescribed fashion that evoked memories of earlier 
funerals and the biographies and identities of the deceased and his or her kin. 
Also, through the preparation, clothing, procession and containment of the 
corpse, the experience of the body and interactions with mourners were being 
orchestrated, in turn encouraging particular ways of remembering (see Williams 
2001). Following the funeral, the body is taken out of view through burial, 
perhaps associated with symbolically charged objects (see below), and enclosed 
within the church or churchyard. This selective and staged sequence balanced 
overt display of the dead against the gradual enclosure of the body within the 
sacred space of the religious building. In so doing, the ritual process can be 
regarded as transforming the social person and their relations and fixing it in 
relation to a holy place and the Christian sacred order. Memorials and monu-
ments (if they were raised), and the space and building of the church would then 
take on mnemonic roles in the process of both remembering and forgetting ele-
ments of the deceased’s personality and social relationships. In summary, the 
corpse and material culture can be regarded as employed in the funerary process 
to retrospectively link the dead in their identity when alive, but also to prospec-
tively construct an aspired status for the self of achieving Salvation following 
Resurrection (Butler 1987: 250, 255; Humphreys 1981; Williams 2001).
 As well as the temporal sequence of the funeral, the geography of burial 
affected the way the dead were remembered (see Daniell 1997: 87–115; Hadley 
2001: 39–55) and clearly affected strategies of commemoration. Through the 
choice of church, and the place selected for burial in the churchyard or church, 
the dead were drawn into the ritual practices of the church calendar, and hence 
incorporated into the habitus of those repeatedly using the space as a focus of 
prayer, worship and contemplation (see Graves 1989). For the elite, tombs and 
their spatial relationships were less ‘stores’ of memories but instead they were 
structures around which the rituals and liturgy of the church ensured the ‘per-
formance’ of social remembrance (Graves 1989; Llewellyn 1996: 192; McGee 
Morganstern 2000:81–2; Saul 2001). Meanwhile, those denied prime positions 
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in the sacred space were rapidly incorporated into strategies of forgetting that 
emphasised the communal dead (Duffy 1992: 332: Horrox 1999). Indeed, 
whether intentional or accidental, the very nature of the use of the church and 
churchyard for burial meant that few individual graves would retain enduring 
grave markers to evoke remembrance for decades and centuries. Instead, with 
each successive interment in and around its walls, the church evolved as a focus 
for the worship and remembrance of the collective dead. In this sense, social 
memory was constructed through forgetting as well as remembering.
 We can develop this argument further still since the church structure and 
space was often explicitly organised to encourage the commemoration of the 
dead, seen in the building of religious houses, chantries, guilds and colleges in 
which prayers and rituals focused on the fate of patrons’ souls (Hadley 2001: 
167–9). Furthermore, the entire fabric of the church was constituted by acts of 
secular and ecclesiastical patronage aimed at ensuring remembrance. Through 
gifts from patrons wishing to ensure their salvation, the walls, floors, windows, 
rood screens and chapels (for example) served to materialise complex and evolv-
ing strategies of remembrance by individual and group patrons.6 Consequently, 
while studies of commemoration have tended to address elite monumentality 
(e.g. Finch 2000), tombs represented only one kind of strategy for commemorat-
ing the dead. The funerary process involving the treatment of the dead, the rela-
tionships between graves, as well as their contents and contexts, all require 
investigation and discussion.
 While the means of medieval commemoration through material culture seems 
more diverse than is usually accepted, the second suggestion relates to the way 
in which we theorise social memory in the Middle Ages. In addressing the roles 
of material culture in remembrance, the textual metaphor for memory may be 
misleading. It encourages us to regard churches, and the tombs within them, as 
‘stores’ or ‘maps’ of social memory (e.g. Saul 2001). While this helps us to 
understand the church and churchyards as spaces where memories of the dead 
are inscribed and materialised through texts, tombs and images, such a view 
needs to be combined with an understanding of memory as not fixed in material 
culture, but mediated by it. Drawing upon theories developed in anthropology 
and sociology the dual processes of remembering and forgetting can be thought 
to involve ‘incorporating’ practices focusing on ritual and the body as well as 
through ‘inscribing’ practices such as writing and monumental tombs (Battaglia 
1991; Connerton 1989; Hallam & Hockey 2001; Jones this volume; Rowlands 
1993). Medieval mortuary rites can be regarded to involve the interaction of both 
incorporating and inscribing practices of remembrance (see Connerton 1989). In 
other words, memory can be regarded as a social practice in which material 
culture has a central role, rather than simply a process of storage of information. 
In this sense, churches and churchyards are spaces in which remembering and 
forgetting are ‘performed’ through the use of material culture and the bodies of 
the dead. This performance concerned both remembering and forgetting since 
over time, and sometimes deliberately, the individual person would be forgotten 
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(see Williams 2001). Death rituals transformed the individual self to a new onto-
logical, cosmological and social status, but also it encouraged the collective 
remembrance of the dead focusing on Christian sacred history rather than indi-
vidual biography. In both ways, the selective remembering and forgetting were 
attained through ritual activity and the use of material culture. From an archae-
ological perspective, this second argument shifts our focus away from monu-
mentality in the storage memories to an investigation of the roles of medieval 
rituals and bodies in performing memories. Indeed, it challenges the orthodoxy 
in current scholarship that regards monuments and texts as the primary material 
forms of medieval remembrance.
 In combination, these arguments concerning the varied strategies involving 
material culture in remembrance and the role of both inscription and incorpora-
tion in commemoration allow us to begin to write archaeological narratives that 
focus upon the materiality of medieval death as practice and performance. From 
this perspective we can move beyond the tomb to theories that explore the full 
range of strategies of commemoration in the Middle Ages from the role of the 
funeral itself, to the space, fabric and organisation of tombs and graves in and 
around the church (see also Astill & Wright 1993).

The archaeology of death in later medieval 
religious houses

Having briefly presented an archaeological theory of death and memory centring 
on the materiality of medieval mortuary remembrance, let us now turn to the 
archaeology of three later medieval religious houses to develop the discussion 
further. From the early medieval period onwards, religious houses were founded 
and patronised by the secular elite. Monasteries were frequently the burial places 
of the highest echelons of medieval society. The founding and patronage of reli-
gious houses was often motivated to create a physical locus for the remembrance 
of powerful families (e.g. Astill & Wright 1993; Daniell 1997: 92; Finch 2000: 
65–6). It is argued that the archaeological excavations at Sandwell Priory, Bord-
esley Abbey and Carmarthen Greyfriars show the strategies of remembrance 
through ritual practice and material culture employed by the secular elite in the 
monastic context.7

Sandwell Priory

The small Benedictine priory at Sandwell in the West Midlands provides the first 
case study. Excavations by M. A. Hodder (1991) have charted the development 
of the priory from its foundation in the mid- twelfth century through to the Dis-
solution (fig. 1). The form and location of the fifty- five graves recovered from 
the priory church provide clues to the ways by which the dead were remem-
bered. While few of the burials can be tied exactly to the chronology of the 
church building programme, those that could show clearly that the south transept 
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Figure 1  The context of remembrance. Excavations at Sandwell Priory revealed the 
extensive use of the church, particularly the crossing and the south transept for 
the burial of secular patrons in phases 1 and 2, between the mid- thirteenth 
and mid- fifteenth centuries ad. Dark grey = foundations of the church walls. 
Medium grey = graves. Light grey = surviving mortar flooring (after Hodder 
1991: 34).
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and the nave became increasingly popular locations for interment over time 
(Hodder 1991: 97). The aristocratic and secular character of many of these 
graves is supported by the discovery of three stone coffins, as well as a chest 
tomb on the north side of the chancel covered by a life- size military effigy (fig. 
2) (Hodder 1991: 61–5, 97–8). There are two aspects concerning these graves 
that we will discuss in relation to social remembrance: the spatial and structural 
geography of burial and the artefacts found in the graves.
 There were close links between the burials and the sequence of building the 
priory church. During the initial building of the church, a burial in a stone coffin 
was inserted into the chancel during construction. Hodder convincingly inter-
prets this as the grave of the priory’s founder William de Offini (Hodder 1991: 
138). The priory was substantially renovated in around 1300 and Hodder notes 
that this coincides with the installation of a new lord of the manor of West 
Bromwich, Richard de Marnham. At this time an impressive tomb chest was 
inserted on the north side of chancel; this is likely to be de Marnham’s grave. 
The burial was covered by the stylised effigy of a knight. As a prominent funer-
ary monument, this served to promote the memory of the deceased, expressing 
his selfhood and membership of the knightly class, but also providing a locus for 
rituals that ensured the remembrance of his family (fig. 2) (see Binski 1996; Saul 
2001). Yet the location and character of the tomb also emphasised the relation-
ship between his burial and the building programme that de Marnham had prob-
ably patronised during his lifetime (Hodder 1991: 139). In this sense, as with de 
Offini in the twelfth century, in the fourteenth century, both tomb and church 
operated in strategies of commemoration providing material means by which 
memories were inscribed (fixed in material form) and incorporated (linking the 
grave to the performance of church rituals and practice).
 The south transept provided further evidence of the link between burial and 
building, and the patronage and social memory of the benefactors of Sandwell 
Priory. The transept was provided with an altar and it was the first area given a 
tiled floor. This investment can be explained by the fact that this was the pre-
ferred place for burial in the priory church. Evidence that these were graves of 
patrons rather than monks comes from a wealthy stone coffin containing one of 
the burials. Also, the osteological analysis identified a high frequency of 
metopism (a non- metric trait) in the graves that could suggest that individuals 
buried in this area were related to each other (Flinn in Hodder 1991: 132; Hodder 
1991: 139). If this is accepted then it is clear that only select members of 
patron’s families were allowed access to this place in death (see also Daniell 
1997: 94–5). The bone report showed a clear bias towards adult males in both 
the south transept and chancel (Flinn in Hodder 1991: 131). In combination, this 
leads the excavator to suggest that the south transept served as the manorial 
family’s chantry chapel, but one in which only select benefactors could play a 
part in the construction of a male social history in the monastic setting (Hodder 
1991: 139; see also Norton Priory; Greene 1989 & Daniell 1997: 92, 126). 
Therefore, it appears that the space and fabric of the church as well as the graves 
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Figure 2  Monumental stone sculpture as strategies for remembrance at Sandwell Priory. 
Above: military effigy of late thirteenth or early fourteenth century date associated 
with the remains of a chest tomb on the north wall of the chancel (after Hodder 
1991: 61). Below: twelfth- century relief- carved grave cover found in situ over a 
stone coffin in the south transept (left) and cross base with trefoil decoration, 
probably a part of a stone coffin (right) (after Hodder 1991: 63).
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themselves promoted the social memory of the dynasty and its relationship with 
that of the Benedictine community.
 In each instance, the funerary monuments were not alone in promoting the 
memory of patrons and their families; they explicitly integrated these secular 
memories into the sacred fabric of the church. In one sense, both the tomb and 
monastic church became funerary monuments that melded the history of the reli-
gious community and their secular patrons
 The second aspect of the burial archaeology from Sandwell Priory that 
requires discussion is the evidence of artefacts from the graves themselves. 
Occasionally, the remains of coffins, shrouds, clothing, shoes and artefacts have 
survived in medieval burials either because of dry conditions within a church or 
from waterlogged conditions from the poorly drained locations chosen by many 
abbeys and priories (e.g. Daniell 1997: 162–5; Ottaway 1982: Ramm 1971). 
Sandwell Priory was founded adjacent to a spring and the waterlogged con-
ditions allowed archaeologists to uncover fragments of clothing (in nine cases) 
and shoes and leggings (on six occasions) from the graves. In at least three 
instances wooden crosses were placed with the body (Hodder 1991: 98–9). 
There were also hints that corpses were contained within coffins or alternatively 
had wooden planks laid either over or under the body (Hodder 1991: 100). The 
evidence suggests that the dead were clothed and protected in death (see Thomp-
son 2002: 232). But one further piece of evidence from the Sandwell graves sug-
gests that the treatment of the body had a far greater mnemonic significance. In 
twenty- one graves, the remains of wooden rods were placed with the dead (fig. 
3). Many had the remains of bark still adhering to them and they were of two 
principle types. The first form were thick rods that could have been used in life 
as walking sticks, while others were smaller and lighter and appear to be ‘sym-
bolic’ or ‘token’ versions of the former (see also Hadley 2001; Klemperer 1992: 
88; Rahtz & Hirst 1976). While many interpretations of these rods have been 
suggested including their role as poles with which to carry to body or symbols of 
religious office, these tend to be made without conviction given the lack of sup-
porting historical data (e.g. Daniell 1997: 174; Hadley 2001). Here, the discus-
sion follows Hodder’s interpretation that they represent pilgrim’s staffs. These 
were one of the five outward signs denoting a person who has completed a pil-
grimage in their lifetime (Hodder 1991: 111–13). Another of the five signs, papal 
bulls, are also occasionally found in later medieval monastic graves (Daniell 
1997: 168; Klemperer 1992: 88).
 It is possible that the large ‘functional’ staffs could have been items kept by 
the deceased from pilgrimages completed during life and certainly the practice 
of retaining clothing for death is known from the written sources (see Daniell 
1997: 172). Yet this does not explain the fact that bark survived on many of the 
larger staffs, perhaps indicating limited use during the deceased’s lifetime. Fur-
thermore, some of the ‘wands’ were too small to be used as staffs, and may be 
interpreted as symbolic equivalents, perhaps made especially for the funeral. 
Whether functional or symbolic, we need not take this as evidence that Sandwell 
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priory provided the burial place of pilgrims. Instead, the frequency of graves 
accompanied by either full- sized or miniature staffs in the priory church suggests 
a special role for the rods in the mortuary rite of secular patrons.
 While possibly items used during pilgrimage or used to denote pilgrims, these 
factors do not explain the choice to bury these items with the corpse. Instead, the 
significance of the rods in the mortuary context may have rested on their role as 

Figure 3  Humility in death. A burial with a wooden rod, possibly a symbol of humility 
and atonement, buried with a wealthy patron in the south transept of Sandwell 
Priory. Such burials might be seen as attempts to evoke a prospective memory 
of the deceased as achieving Salvation (after Hodder 1991: 227). Redrawn from 
an oblique photograph (hence the unusual skeletal proportions).
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symbols of the humility and penance of the deceased in the hope for Resurrec-
tion as argued by Christopher Daniell (1997: 166–8). If so, they would have 
been powerful mnemonic devices employed by patron’s families to articulate an 
idealised identity and image for the corpse during the funeral. This may reflect a 
symbolic status bestowed upon patrons and their families in death, equivalent to 
those documentary accounts of lay people being buried in monk’s cowls as a 
sign of a pure soul and penance (Daniell 1997: 156). They appear to be lay 
equivalents of those other ‘grave goods’ found with monks and clergy; items 
marking the aspired spiritual status of the deceased in the world to come rather 
than the identity of the individual in life The best known examples are from the 
tombs of the archbishops Walter de Gray and Godfrey de Ludham at York 
minster (Ramm 1971). When excavated, their tombs were found to contain skel-
etons clothed and surrounded with episcopal paraphernalia and symbols of 
office. Like the rods, these could also be items with a genuine practical function 
in church rituals used by the individuals during their lives. Yet equally they 
could be special items made for the funeral such as the chalice of pure beeswax 
buried with a priest excavated at Hulton Abbey (Klemperer 1992: 88; 2001: 187; 
see also Butler 1987: 249–50; Thompson & Daniell 1999: 79).
 Therefore, rather than being statements of conspicuous consumption or 
secular status, these were items that articulated and evokes a prospective 
memory of an aspired spiritual rank in the kingdom of Heaven following Pur-
gatory (contra Rahtz 1981: 119). Or perhaps more accurately, these were items 
that tied secular status and identity to a universal sacred hierarchy through the 
mnemonics of humility and penance articulated in mortuary practices (Daniell 
2002; Thompson 2002: 238–40). Once buried and the corpse and its associated 
objects were hidden from view, these items would be visible in the minds of 
those who attended the funeral, serving to create a static, fixed image of death 
equivalent to the above- ground portrayal of the dead on effigy tombs. Therefore, 
while visible enduring monuments had a role in commemoration at Sandwell, 
objects visible only for a time and buried with the corpse also served to com-
memorate by incorporating memories into the fabric of the church, and into the 
minds of those attending the funeral (see also Rowlands 1993; Williams 2001).
 The two elements of the burial archaeology from Sandwell Priory: the rela-
tionships between graves and the space and fabric of the church, and the con-
tents of individual graves, both can be understood in terms of strategies of 
remembrance. The location of graves and the construction phases of the church 
repeatedly materialised the memory and history of the secular patrons and their 
relationship with the monastic community. Meanwhile, during each funeral, the 
body was prepared, covered and interred in a way that emphasised the humility 
and penance of the dead and the family. These were all mechanisms by which 
the family linked group identity and memory to the sacred order provided by the 
priory.
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Bordesley Abbey

Our second case study focuses on the archaeological excavations of the church 
of the Cistercian abbey at Bordesley. From the early twelfth century, the popu-
larity of the reformed Benedictine monks of Citeaux became widespread and 
Cistercian houses were founded across Scotland, England and Wales (Aston 
2000: 83–92; Aston 2001: 11–13; Robinson 1998). Of the many Cistercian 
abbeys and priories that have received antiquarian and archaeological investiga-
tion in Britain, the research initiated by Philip Rahtz at Bordesley Abbey in 
Worcestershire is among the most detailed and extensive. The abbey was 
founded in 1138 and suppressed exactly four centuries later in 1538. Excava-
tions of the church, cloister and precinct as well as the surrounding landscape, 
have provided a detailed insight into the development of a Cistercian house and 
its religious, social and economic context (e.g. Astill 1993; Rahtz & Hirst 1976; 
Robinson 1998: 72–3; Walsh 2001).
 In a superb, and to date, under- cited paper, Astill & Wright (1993) have out-
lined how the excavations in the south transept of the church provide a rare case 
where we can explore an archaeology of secular patronage of monasteries in the 
relationships between burial and the successive rebuilding of the monastic church. 
Yet we can take their argument further by suggesting that this link between burial, 
patronage and the monastic building was aimed specifically at promoting the 
social memory of the family in relation to the religious community.
 As Astill & Wright note, many acts of patronage can be embodied in the 
fabric of Cistercian monasteries but the burial by patrons in the church is the 
surest evidence for the interaction of monastery and patron (Astill & Wright 
1993: 127; 131–2). The excavation of the presbytery, crossing, choir and south 
transept at Bordesley show the link between the structural development and the 
burial of wealthy patrons, associated with the rebuilding of the church and claus-
tral buildings (Astill & Wright 1993: 128–9, 132). Between the late thirteenth to 
the late fifteenth centuries, the preferred burial place was in the south transept 
where graves begin at an early date and were more commonplace than elsewhere 
(Astill & Wright 1993: 133). The popularity of the south transept for patron’s 
graves indicates the importance of the chapels there as foci for the remembrance 
for the dead. Indeed, within the south transept, graves focused upon two of the 
side- chapels. As at Sandwell, they may have been family chapels for the patrons.
 A further point of comparison with Sandwell is the bias in the identity of 
those gaining access to this arena of remembrance. Osteological analysis shows 
that of the twenty- six burials from the south transept, the vast majority were 
adult males, with evidence for only three juveniles. No graves of females were 
positively recognised (Hirst in Rahtz & Hirst 1976: 114; 116; Everton in Rahtz 
& Hirst 1976: 316–221). Rather than suggesting that these were the graves of 
monks, it appears as if this was a space for the ritualised construction of a male- 
gendered social memory for the family of patrons. This may have suited the reli-
gious communities for whom female patrons may not have been deemed 
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Figure 4  The use of the presbytery and south transept of Bordesley Abbey for burial by 
secular patrons from the late thirteent century through to the late fifteenth 
century (after Astill & Wright 1993).
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appropriate, but more likely it served to construct an idealised history for the 
Beauchamp family based on male descent.
 Yet it is the stratigraphic relationships between burials and floor layers in the 
south transept that most clearly illuminates the relationship between materiality, 
patronage and social memory at Bordesley. The well- preserved stratigraphy of 
accumulating floor surfaces in the church at Bordesley made it possible to 
identify at exactly which level each grave- cut was inserted. This is turn allowed 
the relationships between building programmes and burial to be established 
(Rahtz & Hirst 1976: 60–75). The evidence shows that burial was not a gradual 
accumulative process. Instead, acts of burial were intrinsically linked to patterns 
of rebuilding and flooring in both the south transept and presbytery. Few burials 
were cut through existing floor surfaces but instead were inserted into builder’s 
layers, either during building work or just after its completion. In either case 
burials usually took place before a new floor was laid and rarely cut through lain 
surfaces. This is particularly clear during the rebuilding of around 1400, a time 
when the Beauchamp family invested heavily in the monastery in return for 
burial in the church (Astill & Wright 1993: 134). It is even suggested that some 
graves were temporarily interred elsewhere until the completion of rebuilding 
allowed them to be translated to the south transept, further emphasising the link 
between building and remembrance. Furthermore, forgetting also played a part 
in social memory in the abbey church. While surely commemorated in some 
way, Astill & Wright are not convinced that burials would have received above- 
ground markers. Tiles may have marked the position of some graves (see also 
Greene 1989), but the importance seems to be that the burials were fully incorp-
orated into the fabric and space of the church rather than retaining an inde-
pendent integrity. This may be the key to understanding the role of the church in 
remembrance of secular patrons. Through the accumulative interleaving of con-
struction and burial, the chapel and the church – rather than the burials in isola-
tion – would act as the focus for prayers and remembrance. Clearly both 
remembering and forgetting were involved in this process. Commemoration was 
articulated not by building substantial monuments, but through their integration 
and association of the dead with acts of construction and rebuilding. This is 
equally true of the graves of monks and abbots, seen most overtly in an early 
monastic grave at Bordesley where on the structural timbers of the early church 
was actually re- used as a grave cover (Astill & Wright 1993). Therefore, through 
the burial of both patrons and inmates, monastic buildings, space and stratigra-
phy codified and materialised the relationship between the dead individual and 
the history of both family and monastery.

Greyfriars Carmarthen

The third and final case study examines the rescue excavations at the Franciscan 
friary at Carmarthen. From the thirteenth century onwards, we see the spread of 
the mendicant orders whose emphasis upon preaching, teaching and poverty 
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attracted patronage and burial at the expense of existing monasteries (Aston 
2001: 24–5; Binski 1996: 75; Daniell 1997: 93; Gilchrist 1995). By the four-
teenth century, the performance of offices for patrons had become a major func-
tion of friaries as they became popular places for burial. The naves, and aisles as 
well as the choir of friary churches provided a large, open space for burial, mor-
tuary display and monumentality (Greene 1992: 170–1).
 This trend is manifest in both the historical and archaeological evidence from 
Carmarthen. Like many towns that developed late in the Middle Ages, there were 
few options for the townsfolk (Barrow 1992; Morris 1989: 168–226). There were 
two parish churches, St Peters and St Marys, and the Augustinian Priory in the old 
town (James 1985; 1989; 1997). With the arrival of the friary (possibly a royal 
foundation) in the mid- thirteenth century, it rapidly attracted burials. By the four-
teenth century the precinct around the Friary was enlarged, perhaps to accom-
modate its increasing role as the premier burial place for the townsfolk as well as 
for many of the aristocratic families of south- west Wales (James 1997: 102; 
Lodwick & Lodwick 1994: 101). This popularity as a burial place is reflected in 
the fourteenth- century conflict over mortuary fees with the Augustinian Priory 
whose Lord Prior controlled the old town of Carmarthen (James 1997: 100–1; 104; 
Lodwick & Lodwick 1994: 101; see also Daniell 1997: 90–2; Harding 1992).
 The excavations directed by Terence James and Andy Manning have pro-
vided an opportunity to investigate the mortuary practices at the Franciscan 
friary (James 1997; 2000; Lodwick & Lodwick 1994: 99–106; Manning 1998; 
Wilkinson 2001). Burials were found in the cloistral ranges, chapter house, choir 
and nave, while trial trenches to the north of the nave and choir revealed the 
sizeable cemetery that may have served the townspeople of Carmarthen (James 
1997; Manning 1998). Yet for our discussions here, we will focus on the friary 
church as an arena for remembrance.
 The friary church was used for burial throughout its history (fig. 5). Indeed, 
the first reference to the friary comes with the record that William de Valence, 
the son of the Earl of Pembroke, was killed in battle near Llandeilo and buried in 
the church in 1282 (James 1997: 101; 117). Access to the friary church (and to 
the remembrance and salvation that it ensured) seems to have attracted higher 
status groups (see also Harding 1992: 126). This is supported by the gender bias 
towards males in the sample of burials uncovering during the excavations. As 
with Sandwell and Bordesley, this cannot be explained by the burial of friars 
alone and is explicable if wealthier male patrons were given preferential access 
to the area (Manning 1998: 28). The densely- packed graves within the choir 
illustrate its repute as a burial location. A similar pattern was identified at the 
Franciscan friary at Hartlepool where the density of excavated graves, the high 
frequently of coffin burials and a prevalence of older males buried within the 
church were thought to reflect the use of the church for elite secular burials as 
well as for friars (Daniels 1986: 271; Birkett in Daniels 1986: 292).
 As at Norton Priory (Greene 1989) and the cases discussed above, flooring 
had an important role in both remembering and forgetting the dead. At one level, 
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floors acted to commemorate. For instance, James argues that the construction of 
the tomb of Edmund Tudor also instigating this major re- flooring of the choir 
(James 1997: 123–4). Yet simultaneously these acts of construction served in 
forgetting the dead and their incorporation to the collective fabric of the church. 
Unlike at Bordesley Abbey, there is little detailed evidence of the precise rela-
tionship between burials and floor levels due to the damage to the stratigraphy 
from so many grave- cuts (Manning 1998: 24). Yet from the fourteenth century, 
decorated floortiles were laid over the choir at Carmarthen Greyfriars. It is there-
fore unlikely that the precise position of individual graves was remembered and 
this is supported by the cases of inter- cutting between graves identified in the 

Figure 5  Remembering and Forgetting in the medieval Franciscan friary. The densely- 
packed graves within the chancel of Carmarthen Greyfriars from the early 
fourteenth to early sixteenth centuries ad revealed by the excavations of 
Terence James and Andy Manning. Despite numerous new floor layers being 
added, grave diggers remembered and respected the original division of the 
space into steps. Furthermore, as each new grave was added, links to earlier 
graves were asserted, but earlier graves were also dispersed and replaced. These 
practices may have served in the remembering and forgetting of the dead and 
their links to family and community (social memories) and with the sacred 
order of the church (sacred memories) (after Manning 1999: 16).
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choir. Furthermore, with each new interment, flooring would have to be broken 
and re- built (James 1997: 119). Perhaps this served to encourage the incorpora-
tion and forgetting of selfhood into the fabric and structure of remembrance 
offered by the church itself.
 Ironically, the desire for burial and remembrance within the church could 
sometimes lead to the destruction and fragmentation of the grave and con-
sequently the deceased’s memory was dispersed. The human bone report for 
Carmarthen Greyfriars by Leonard Wilkinson revealed that many graves con-
tained the fragmented skeletons of earlier burials suggesting that often the desire 
for interment in this sacred location meant that many earlier graves were dis-
turbed (James 1997: 118; Manning 1998: 16, 24). Perhaps this process of distur-
bance through grave- digging and the discovery of older graves had a mnemonic 
dimension. It could have been one of the ways that history and the dead were 
incorporated into the friary’s history (see Eckardt & Williams this volume). In 
these ways, the friary church acted to promote the memory of some and served 
in fragmenting and dispersing the memories of others.
 This dynamic of remembering and forgetting can be further identified in the 
spatial organisation of the choir burials. At the east end of the choir, four dumps 
of clay were used to make- up steps of yellow sandstone that ascended from the 
choir stalls to the high altar (James 1997: 117). Despite the popularity of the area 
for burial, these steps demarcated ordered zones for interment in north- south 
rows (fig. 4). In this way, each grave would be related to precise locations within 
the church floor, perhaps encouraging remembrance within rituals conducted by 
the friars. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, changes in the floor levels 
reduced the number of steps (James 1997: 122). Yet even after the steps were 
removed as floor levels were raised, burials continued to recognise their former 
position. So while individual graves were forgotten and subsumed beneath suc-
cessive floor layers, the spatial organisation of the church was repeatedly remem-
bered and respected through the history of the friary. It provided a template 
around which each new interment was made. Whether accidental or deliberate, 
the incorporation of graves into and between floors and steps, even for wealthy 
patrons, must have involved a substantial degree of forgetting of the integral self 
into the materiality of remembrance provided by the church itself. Instead of 
individual grave monuments, the space of the church subsumed the individual 
into the collective. This is not to say that forgetting was paramount and rapidly 
lead to anonymity. Far from it, but it is clear that the materiality of commemora-
tion incorporated a tension between person and group and between the social 
and the sacred in the placing and marking of graves. Memories were not only 
stored, but accreted and subsumed beneath the floor layers and in between the 
steps upon which the friar walked during their daily services.
 Yet for the select few, through fortune and influence, above- ground monu-
ments ensured a degree of remembrance in the friary church (figs. 5 & 6). By the 
Dissolution, the choir was densely occupied by the tombs of wealthy patrons. 
These included Edmund Tudor (father of Henry VII), William de Valence, 
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Gruffudd ap Nicholas, Sir Rhys ap Thomas and Sir Thomas Reed (James 1997: 
105–6; 125). The funerals of these individuals were events recorded by bards 
and would have formed part of the history of the friary and its identity as well as 
that of the patrons’ families. For instance, it is recorded that Sir Rhys ap Gruff-
udd was buried with military apparel around his grave within the choir in 1356 
(James 1997: 105). Subsequently the tombs marked and inscribed the remem-
brance of these complex ceremonies and formed the focus for prayers by the 
friars for the souls of benefactors and their surviving family.
 These tombs often out- survived their families, and became a focus of the 
friary’s illustrious history and benefactors. While the array of tombs in some 

Figure 6  The east end of the north aisle of the nave of Carmarthen Greyfriars showing 
the integration of tombs into the fabric of the entire church. Outside of the 
church to the east and north spread the friar’s cemetery and that of the 
population of the inhabitants of medieval Carmarthen. Consequently, the church 
was more than a place of prayer, but a context for death and memory for the 
friars, their patrons, and indeed the entire urban community (after James 
1997: 121).
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churches became ‘maps’ for the genealogies of individual families (e.g. see Saul 
2001), at Carmarthen Greyfriars, many different families are represented. For 
instance, the tomb of the Anglo- Norman lord William de Valence survived for 
over two and a half centuries until the Dissolution and became juxtaposed with 
many of the tombs of Welsh noble families (James 1997: 117). At one level they 
would stand for the commemoration of the families they represent. At another, 
they marked the prestige and status of the friary in the community and the 
quality of its past benefactors. In a further sense, the graves articulated key 
figures and personalities from the history of the town and consequently acted as 
a focus for the wider status and identity of the townsfolk of Carmarthen. These 
burials would contrast with each other in style and form. Binski has noted that 
tombs in the Middle Ages were meant to be differential (Binski 1996: 77). But 
in an individual church like that of the Greyfriars, these differences would articu-
late the time- depth of the church’s history and the patrons of the friars.
 As with the below- ground interments without enduring grave- markers dis-
cussed above, the build- up of memories through monumentality was not always 
accumulative, but partly substitutive; encouraging forgetting as well as remem-
bering. For example, when the excavations identified the foundation of Sir Rhys 
ap Thomas’s tomb on the north side of the choir, it was found to have cut into an 
earlier monumental tomb (James 1997: 124). Presumably this was disturbed in 
the building of the new monument. Historical references together with disparities 
between the size of the tomb and its base suggest a re- use of an earlier family 
grave, perhaps that of his great uncle Sir Rhys ap Griffeth. On other occasions, 
remembrance was retrospective. In 1596, Henry VII gave Sir Rhys responsibility 
for overseeing the building of a new tomb for his father in the choir who had died 
over half a century earlier (James 1997: 105). Furthermore, as we have seen, such 
enduring monumentality was rare. Covered by floor tiles and without substantial 
markers (James 1997: 117), the church was a place of gradual forgetting, with the 
memories of the dead subsumed into the sacred history of the order and the Chris-
tian cosmos. Instead, the church itself became the memorial, and collectively 
stood as a monument in remembrance to the dead.
 Burials were found elsewhere in and around the friary church, yet the evid-
ence from the choir is enough to illustrate how church fabric, space interacted 
with graves and their monuments in promoting the commemoration of the dead 
and the friary itself through strategies of remembering and forgetting. In stark 
contradiction to the original ideals of the friars, the churches of friaries like that 
excavated at Carmarthen became complex three- dimensional environments 
within which the histories and identities of aristocratic families merged with the 
sacred history of the institution itself.

Towards an archaeology of medieval death and memory
Focusing on only three sites and some of the aspects to their archaeology, 
this paper cannot develop a full assessment of the evidence. In particular, the 
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discussion could be taken further by addressing the results of the extensive exca-
vations at the hospital of St Mary Spital in London (Thomas, Sloane & Philpotts 
1997), the well- known evidence from Norton Priory in Cheshire (Greene 1989) 
and the large- scale excavations of the Austin friary of Hull (Evans 2002).8 Yet 
the excavations from Sandwell, Bordesley and Carmarthen suffice to illustrate 
the rich potential for the archaeological study of death, memory and material 
culture in religious houses of the later Middle Ages. As a starting point, this 
paper hopes to demonstrate that studies of medieval death can move beyond 
existing historical and art- historical paradigms since the materiality of death and 
remembrance studied by archaeologists was central to the ways medieval indi-
viduals and communities remembered the dead and the past.
 It has been shown that manifold ways in which graves and material culture 
were employed in inscribing and incorporating memories. Commemoration 
involved both remembering and forgetting, and held both socio- political and 
sacred aspects. In each of the cases discussed, it is argued that the social and 
sacred memory of secular benefactors were integrated and embodied into the 
church. In other words, the materiality of death permeated medieval religious 
houses, sustained through strategies of not only burial and tomb- building, but 
also the use of space, architectural developments, and the use of material culture. 
From this perspective, the archaeology of medieval religious houses holds strong 
clues to the changing, complex relationships between death, social memory and 
identity in later medieval Britain.
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Notes
1 General accounts of later medieval archaeology have tended to subsumed burial 

archaeology within church and monastic archaeology. Yet, detailed discussions of 
death and burial are hard to find in studies of the medieval church (Graves 1989; 
Morris 1989) and in monastic archaeology (Aston 2000; Coppack 1990; Greene 1992; 
Gilchrist 1992; 1994; 1995; Gilchrist & Mytum 1993; Keevill et. al. 2001). The main 
exception is the paper by Astill & Wright (1993) that is discussed below.

2 While not wishing to dismiss the valuable research of Daniell (1997), Hadley (2001) 
and others, it often appears in their work that they appear more confident handling the 
historical and art- historical data than making interpretations directly from the archae-
ological remains. Moreover, the research by Binski (1996) uses archaeology, but in a 
much more limited sense, merely as a backdrop to the historical narrative.

3 For studies that emphasise the need to employ social theories of material culture in the 
construction of archaeological narratives in later medieval archaeology, see Austin 
1990; 1998; Gilchrist 1994; 1995; Moreland 1997; 1999; 2001.
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4 This author is aware that this situation has recently been addressed by Jon Finch’s 
archaeological perspective on medieval church monuments from Norfolk, but his work 
only addresses commemoration in relation to above- ground, mainly elite, monuments 
(Finch 2000).

5 This paper developed from having co- ordinated a third year undergraduate module at 
Trinity College Carmarthen entitled ‘The Archaeology of Medieval Monasteries’ since 
2000. It also took its inspiration from discussions and debates in the sessions on ‘Death, 
Memory and Material Culture’ at TAG 2000 and a conference on Layers and Apo-
tropaism organised by Andy Jones and Dusan Boric at the McDonald Institute, Cam-
bridge in November 2001.

6 There are a wide range of articles addressing the role of material culture and church 
fabric in acts of remembrance (Burgess 2000: 45–6; Finch 2000: 66; 2001; 37; Hadley 
2001: 161–5; Horrox 1999: 108–9; Duffy 1992; 328–30; Finch 2000: 66–7, 69; Hadley 
2001; Morgan 1999: 140; Saul 2001: 234; Schofield & Vince 1994: 154–5).

7 These three religious houses have been selected because they are from different reli-
gious orders (Benedictine, Cistercian and Franciscan respectively) and the nature of the 
archaeology of each site allows the discussion of contrasting uses of material culture in 
commemoration. Consequently, in combination the variations and common themes in 
the relationships between patrons and religious communities in strategies of remem-
brance can be demonstrated.

8 Also, ongoing research by Barney Sloane into the mortuary practices associated with 
the London religious houses represents an important development in the study and 
understanding of later medieval death and burial (Sloane 2002).
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