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Chapter 1

‘Halls of mirrors’: death and 
identity in medieval archaeology
Howard Williams and Duncan Sayer

Abstract
This book is a collection of studies in celebration of Heinrich Härke’s 
significant contribution to medieval mortuary archaeology. It marks the 
occasion of his retirement as Reader in Archaeology at the University of 
Reading. The chapters reflect the diverse contributions of Härke’s research 
interests while simultaneously each engages with a particularly important 
theme in Härke’s work.

The introduction points to ongoing research that is developing new 
understandings of mortuary evidence in the investigation of early medieval 
social identities. It evaluates the implications of both Härke’s work and 
the papers presented in this volume for the direction of future studies 
in this field. The starting point must be to regard mortuary practice as 
neither a mirror nor mirage of past social identities and social structures. 
Instead, graves need to be viewed as ‘halls of mirrors’ through which 
the archaeologist can explore past societies, their perceived pasts, future 
aspirations and social identities.

Introduction

Social identity is a term employed by archaeologists in many different 
ways. It refers not only to personal perceptions of the self but also to 
the external categorisation of individuals and groups. Hence, social 
identities are a nexus of interpersonal and inter-group relationships. 
Furthermore, identities are rarely static, but shift depending upon 
context. They are created by the interaction between the existing 
structures of society and the agency of groups and individuals. 
They operate on multiple scales and are multi-vocal, having different 
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� Mortuary practices and social identities in the Middle Ages

meanings for different people. These meanings vary depending upon 
context and perceptions and are mediated by the senses. Consequently, 
identities are inherently social, complex and multi-faceted; they reside 
less within individuals and groups and more in the fields of interaction 
and boundaries between them.

However, it would be misleading to regard identities as arbitrary and 
constantly invented and reinvented. Identities are rooted in practice 
(Curta 2007; Jones 1997). Hence, material culture in all its varieties 
can serve in the construction, communication and transformation of 
identities as well as conveying them through time from generation to 
generation. Identities are embodied in the meaningful and mnemonic 
qualities of objects and materials (Sayer forthcoming; Williams 2006). 
What applies to portable artefacts can also be discussed with regard to 
other spheres of archaeological evidence, including the human body, 
food and crops, materials, substances, dwellings and buildings, texts 
and images, religious architecture, monuments and even landscapes. 
Material culture is central and active in the creation, negotiation, 
transmission and performance of identity.

Archaeologists have sometimes been unduly cautious in their 
attempts to use material evidence to reconstruct and chart the changing 
manifestations of social identities in past societies. Certainly material 
culture is not reflective of identity in a way that early twentieth-
century archaeologists sought to apply ethnic or gender labels to 
pots or brooches (Lucy 1998). Yet, historical archaeologists should be 
optimistic about the potential to perceive past identities from the rich 
sources at their disposal, including archaeological evidence as well 
as texts, place-names and art. When studied within clearly defined 
geographical and chronological parameters and with sensitivity to 
context, archaeological data provide a rich environment in which to 
discuss the constitution and materialisation of medieval identities. The 
results of this research can hold implications that reach beyond the 
particular period or subject of study.

Some facets of medieval identities have received extensive discussion 
by archaeologists, including social status (e.g. Arnold 1980), gender 
(e.g. Gilchrist 1999), age (e.g. Crawford 2000) and perhaps most 
extensively and controversially, ethnicity (see Hills 2003). There has 
been a long tradition of debating these themes and they have been 
central to the work of Härke and many of his students (Härke 1989a 
and b; 1990a; 1992a and b; 1997a and d; Stoodley 1999a and b; 2000). 
Other identities have received less archaeological attention. These 
include sexuality (see Gilchrist in this volume), household identities 
and the role of kinship (see Sayer in this volume), religious identity 
(see Petts and Høilund Nielsen in this volume) and the identities of 
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those excluded from society (Reynolds 2002) and those with diseases 
and disabilities.

A wide range of material culture can be implicated in the expression 
of medieval identities. Identities may be mediated by the habitus of 
daily life in settlements, churches and in the landscape (e.g. Gilchrist 
1999), portrayed in the commemorative strategies of buildings and 
monuments (e.g. Hawkes 1999), and reflected in the production, styles, 
use and deposition of artefacts (e.g. Dickinson 1991). Yet burial data 
have a special and unique role with regard to medieval identities. Not 
only are graves a discrete context within which human remains and 
material culture are deposited deliberately in association with each 
other during a specific period of time and space, but burials are also 
the intentional outcomes of ritual processes (Härke 1997b). As such, 
mortuary practices have frequently been regarded by archaeologists as 
contexts for the display and constitution of identities in a discursive 
and overt manner. Moreover, funerals are arenas of identity-shift, for 
both the survivors and the deceased undergo ontological, social and 
cosmological realignments as they deal with and selectively remember 
and forget aspects of the deceased person (Williams 2006). They are 
also events implicated in identity conflicts between the different groups 
involved in the funeral and through claims over critical resources such 
as the inheritance of portable wealth and land (Härke 2001). In this 
way, mortuary practices are a context in which identities are rooted 
in the past. Yet through funerals, identities are created, recreated 
and transformed. Funerals also define identities in relation to aspired 
futures (prospective memories), both in this world and in the next 
(Williams 2006).

In recent years, there have been valuable syntheses and analyses 
of the theory and method of medieval mortuary archaeology (e.g. 
Effros 2003; Hadley 2001; Lucy 2000; papers in Lucy and Reynolds 
2002; papers in Semple and Williams 2007; Gilchrist and Sloane 2005; 
Williams 2006) as well as debates concerning current and future 
directions in medieval mortuary research (Dickinson 2002; Scull 2000; 
Williams 2005; 2007a). These studies display contrasting approaches 
but they concur in suggesting that burial evidence must be understood 
within a social context. All elements of the burial ritual may have roles 
in the construction of identities; the manner in which a body is treated 
and displayed will affect contemporary perceptions of the identities of 
survivors and the deceased. The grave and the body may have been 
regarded as special, thus the medieval burial place was not simply an 
accrued collection of memorials. In this way, cemeteries affected the 
living through their links to the past. This approach sees cemeteries and 
landscapes not just as spaces within which funerals are performed and 
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the bodies of the dead reside. They are regarded as fields of interaction 
between the living and the dead in the social and symbolic landscapes 
of medieval people.

Yet the focus on social identity has become something of a new 
orthodoxy. As well as studies that explore social identities in ever-
increasingly sophisticated ways, others are revisiting existing themes 
such as the relationship of burial to religious identities, afterlife beliefs 
and cosmologies (Høilund Nielsen in this volume; Gilchrist and Sloane 
2005; Petts in this volume; Williams 2001). There is considerable 
potential for further studies that integrate the mortuary analysis of 
social identities with the economic context in which social structures 
were negotiated and developed (e.g. Chapman in this volume). There is 
also potential in considering further how rituals negotiated myths and 
memories in the formulation of social identities (Thäte 2007b; Williams 
2006). Others still are exploring the relatively uncharted waters of 
the aesthetic, emotive and performative aspects of medieval mortuary 
practices (e.g. Williams 2007a and c, and in this volume).

Meanwhile there is scope for the application of new approaches to 
identity in mortuary contexts. For example, the term ‘personhood’ is 
a useful concept in dealing with the fluid relational characteristics of 
identity in the medieval world. The term incorporates the relationships 
between people, materials, substances and environment (Fowler 2004) 
and focuses attention upon the material constitution of identities and 
their transformation in ritual contexts (see Back Danielsson 2007; 
Williams 2007b). The exploration of the roles of material objects in the 
exhibition and embodiment of identities through mortuary practice has 
only recently begun. The study of social identities is a key theme in 
ongoing debates in medieval mortuary archaeology from the fifth to 
the fifteenth century.

Death and identity in the archaeological research  
of Heinrich Härke

The range and character of Härke’s contributions to the study of 
death and identity in the Middle Ages focus upon five themes: martial 
identities; identities on the move; identities in material and place; 
modern identities; analogies, methods and data. A sixth and final 
theme – changing directions – addresses Härke’s past research outside 
of medieval archaeology, his ongoing research and its relevance to the 
volume’s theme. In combination, these key ideas are currently driving 
research in the mortuary archaeology of medieval identities.
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Martial identities: Warrior graves?
Härke is well known in British, Continental and Scandinavian 
archaeology for his influential study of the early Anglo-Saxon weapon 
burial rite. In a German language monograph (Härke 1992a), a series 
of research papers (Härke 1989a and b; 1990a; 1992b) and a co-authored 
book (Dickinson and Härke 1992), Härke outlined a clear thesis that 
weapon burial was a multi-vocal symbolic statement relating to the 
identity of the deceased. In doing so, he rejected the notion that weapon 
burials were ‘warrior graves’. He achieved this through the analysis of the 
technical aspects of weapons themselves, the use of human osteological 
data, and the study of the burial context alongside the analysis of 
mortuary variability (Härke 1992a; 1995a). This took the form of a 
chronological and quantitative study on a national database of early 
Anglo-Saxon male inhumation graves from 47 excavated cemeteries.

Härke observed that there was an inverse correlation between the 
historical evidence for the frequency of warfare and the frequency 
of weapon provision in graves (Härke 1990a: 28–33). Investigating 
the combinations of weapons interred, he observed that they were 
often a dysfunctional selection with only some individuals receiving 
full combat weapon-sets (Härke 1990a: 33–35). Weapon provision was 
structured by gender, almost always occurring in male graves where 
osteological sex determinations had been made. Those interred with 
weapons were individuals of ‘fighting age’ but also younger and older 
persons who may not have easily wielded the items in combat. Using 
osteological evidence he noted no correlation between weapon provision 
and either the deceased’s build or evidence of weapon-induced trauma 
upon the skeleton (Härke 1990a: 35–37). The variability in the provision 
of weapons was found to correlate not only with the age and sex of the 
deceased but also with the overall burial wealth and energy expenditure 
in the grave itself (Härke 1990a; 1992a and b).

Härke pursued studies of particular weapon types and construction 
including debunking the identification of a laminated shield from 
Petersfinger (Härke 1981). His study of shield bosses went beyond 
their physical characteristics and recognised the many facets to 
weapon symbolism. Shields could be studied with regard to typology, 
chronology, technology, their use in combat and role in both display 
and burial ritual (Dickinson and Härke 1992; Härke and Salter 1984). 
Even the length of knife blades seemed to correlate with the age and 
sex of the interred individual (Härke 1989b).

The provision of weapons was not the same between cemeteries, 
localities and regions suggesting variations in practice and social 
context (Härke 1989a). Furthermore, changes over time in weapon 
burial indicate a shift in the significance of the rite, particularly 
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during the seventh century. Härke associated this change with the 
rise of kingdoms and an accompanying increased social stratification. 
The symbolism had changed from one of male adult identity to an 
identity bound up in status roles and linked to a process of politicised 
ethnogenesis (see below, Härke 1992b).

As a result of his analysis of the weapon burial phenomenon (Härke 
1995a), he was invited to contribute to the publication of a number 
of Anglo-Saxon cemeteries from across Britain, notably Westgarth 
Gardens, Suffolk (Härke 1998a); Wakerley, Northamptonshire (Härke  
1990b); Empingham II, Rutland (Härke 1996); Blacknall Field, Pewsey, 
Hampshire (Härke forthcoming a) and Butler’s Field, Lechlade, 
Gloucestershire (Härke forthcoming b). The most notable of these 
studies, owing to the controversy it caused, was Berinsfield, Oxfordshire, 
where he argued that inhumation G110, an adult male with spear and 
shield identified as having spina bifida, would have been incapable 
of using his weapon in life. Unfortunately for Härke, this pathology 
was later identified as spina bifida occulta, a genetic condition that 
the sufferer may have been entirely unaware of during his life. Härke 
noted this at the end of the volume. This contribution has nevertheless 
made Berinsfield one of the most studied and commented on cemeteries 
in early medieval archaeology (see Stoodley 2000; Lucy 2000; Tyrell 
2000; Williams 2006; Sayer 2007b for examples) even more remarkable 
because the excavations may only have revealed around three quarters 
of the total cemetery.

Härke’s original thesis concerning the symbolism of weapon burial 
has been upheld and subsequent research supports his original proposal 
that weapons are found in the graves of people who may not have 
been able to use them (for example see Lucy 2000; Tyrell 2000). For 
while the Berinsfield instance of spina bifida proved irrelevant to the 
argument, Härke identified weapon burial afforded to individuals with 
severe osteoarthritis and broken bones that had healed badly. Thus the 
burial rite itself was an identity-related ritual practice which may not 
have directly reflected the martial abilities of the deceased, either at 
the time of burial or at any point in life. In conclusion, weapon burials 
were not simply ‘warrior graves’ but multi-vocal symbolic statements 
ascribed to the deceased by the survivors.

As an extension to the research on male weapon burials, Härke 
argued that weapons were part of an ideologically-oriented male gender 
display (masculinity, although he never uses this term; see Gilchrist 
this volume). Through this argument, he provided a response to the 
problems of male and female ‘gender kits’ in the graves of skeletons 
which have sometimes been identified interred with individuals of 
the opposite biological sex (Härke 2003a). This paper, first presented 
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at a German conference, was an answer to a popular trend in British 
archaeology seeing these burials as evidence of a third or fourth gender 
in early Anglo-Saxon society – in other words adult females who 
dressed in male apparel and adult males who dressed in female clothing 
(see Lucy 1997; 1998; 2000). A sample of 1401 furnished inhumations 
was analysed and Heinrich Härke observed that 1.16% were men with 
‘female kits’ and 0.24% women with ‘male kits’, figures not strong 
enough to support the existence of these extra genders. Incidentally, 
these figures fit well within the error margin (98%) for accurate skeletal 
sexing observed by physical anthropologists (see Molleson et al. 1993). 
Härke accepted that these additional genders have been recognised 
among other ancient societies, for example there are archaeological 
correlates to the supposed Scythian and Sarmatian ‘Amazons’, which, 
in contrast to the Anglo-Saxon cases, were female individuals interred 
with weapons and female dress artefacts. He argues that the rigid 
adherence to two genders displayed in the Anglo-Saxon furnished 
burial rite is due to a reaffirmation of sexual and gender boundaries 
as a result of the early Middle Ages being a period of ideological 
uncertainty and ‘the blurring or even disappearance of traditional 
boundaries and distinctions can, in turn, lead to uncertainty about 
social norms’ (Härke 2003a: 137; see also Stoodley 1999a).

Identities on the move: Migrations and ethnogenesis
Within British archaeology in the 1980s and 1990s, an anti-migrationist 
climate prevailed. Härke’s work was widely perceived as controversial 
at the time by addressing the ethnic symbolism of the weapon burial 
rite. Enamel hypoplasia data provided no discernible differences in 
terms of the health of males interred with and without weapons. 
However, a small difference in the mean stature of the two groups of 
male graves suggested that those interred with weapons were those of 
Germanic descent whereas those without were native Britons. Härke 
found support for this in the observation that stature differences 
disappeared in the seventh century when these groups may have 
begun to coalesce. At Berinsfield, prior to the seventh century, males 
with and without weapons seemed to be members of different descent 
groups judging by the contrasting occurrence of a select number of 
non-metric skeletal traits (Härke 1990a: 40–42; Härke 1995a). This led 
Härke to suggest that in addition to the social symbolism of weapon 
burial, the rite also served to articulate an ethnic identity of immigrant 
Anglo-Saxons living alongside, but remaining separate from, Britons 
– a situation he argued was prevalent in Anglo-Saxon England until 
the seventh century. Later this argument was expanded using historical 
analogies to indicate the powerful ideological statement that weapons 
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could make when employed in ritual displays (Härke 1997c). Here 
Härke identified that ethnicity was not determined by biology, but 
symbolically articulated through myths of origin.

This study was a springboard to a wider discussion of the long-
running debate over the scale and character of the Anglo-Saxon 
migrations. Härke advocated that the pendulum of opinion had swung 
too far away from migration in early Anglo-Saxon studies (Härke 2002: 
146). Based upon estimations of the archaeological and skeletal data 
drawn from his analysis of weapon graves, Härke promoted a view of 
a substantial immigration of Anglo-Saxon peoples in the fifth century. 
He estimated that perhaps 100,000 to 200,000 individuals moved across 
the North Sea, joining a much larger native population of around 1 or 2 
million. At one level this immigration figure is much larger than many 
recent commentators had been happy to concede (e.g. Higham 1992; 
Hills 2003). On the other hand, Härke postulated a scale of British 
survival that sat uneasily with more traditional narratives for the period 
(reviewed in Welch 1992). In doing so, Härke’s thesis might be seen as a 
compromise between extremes and yet simultaneously in contradiction 
to both staunchly pro- and anti-migrationist camps.

In a synthesis of the archaeology of early medieval Britain, Härke has 
contributed to the debate over the scale of the Scandinavian settlement 
of the ninth century a d (Härke 2002: 158) and the interaction of 
immigrants and natives in this period (Härke 2002: 159). He observed 
both clear similarities and contrasts with the subsequent impact of the 
Norman conquest (Härke 2002: 162–63). Härke saw parallels between 
early Saxon Wessex and early Norman England; both were ‘conquest 
societies’ albeit with different proportions and relationships between 
settlers and natives.

More recently, Härke has returned to the theme of migration 
and ethnicity. In response to a debate at the 2004 conference Early 
Medieval Mortuary Practices: New Perspectives, Härke reviewed and 
critically appraised both traditional and post-processual perspectives 
on ethnicity, forging a middle ground between these extremes. His 
view is of migration as a social and cultural phenomenon in the early 
Middle Ages and ethnogenesis as a political and ideological process 
(Härke 2007a). Härke has also promoted the use of analogies from the 
modern world (see below) and parallels with the Continent to discuss 
the ‘invisible Britons’ of the fifth and sixth centuries in lowland Britain 
(Härke 2007b). Moreover, drawing upon modern DNA evidence, Härke 
has expanded his view of societies in fifth and sixth century lowland 
England as multi-ethnic in character. He has suggested that there 
existed a form of cultural ‘apartheid’: a socially sanctioned co-existence 
between natives and immigrants who were afforded a different social, 
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economic and legal status. While immigrants were in the numerical 
minority, they possessed greater opportunities to pass on their genetic 
(and hence their linguistic) heritage because of their socio-political 
hegemony (Thomas et al. 2006; 2008; Thomas et al. 2008; see Hills in 
this volume).

Härke’s use of terminology has sometimes courted controversy 
and his ethnic interpretation of the weapon burial rite has been 
questioned (e.g. Gowland 2007; Hills 2003; Lucy 2000). Certainly a 
comparable clear-cut distinction in artefact provision and osteological 
data could not be found by Nick Stoodley in his analysis using the 
same national database to focus on female-gendered graves (Stoodley 
1999a). Repeatedly, caution has been raised concerning the sample size 
and reliability of Härke’s osteological data as well as the statistical 
significance of his osteological findings for stature and non-metric 
traits. For example, Tyrell (2000) is not unusual among critics of Härke’s 
work in arguing that not enough is known about the origin of skeletal 
traits to propose a relationship with ethnic distinctions. However, 
no clear alternative explanation has been proposed. It is notable that 
similar albeit cautious observations have become more common in the 
analysis of early Anglo-Saxon cemeteries (see Malim and Hines 1998; 
Duhig 1998: 188–94; Anderson and Birkett 1993: 257; Boylston et al. 
1998: 227; Sayer 2007b). Hence, there has been widespread acceptance 
of Härke’s thesis that weapon burial was multivocal and served, in 
part, as a statement of group identity and origin myths (e.g. Lucy 2000; 
Stoodley 1999a; Williams 2006). Whether or not all weapon burials 
denote the graves of Germanic immigrants and their descendants, the 
connection between weapon burial and social identity has been firmly 
established. New osteological studies and the application of stable 
isotope data may further help to disentangle the complex message of 
the weapon burial rite (e.g. Budd et al. 2004).

Identities in material and place
Although Härke’s research has focused on the analysis of weapon 
burial and the themes of migration and ethnogenesis; he has also 
addressed other topics relating to mortuary practice and social identity 
in the Middle Ages.

Drawing upon his approach to weapon burials, Härke combined 
archaeological evidence and written sources in the study of early Anglo-
Saxon social structure. He adopted an explicitly ethnographic perspective 
and drew upon both historical and anthropological approaches (Härke 
1997a). A similar theoretical direction is taken in his analysis of the 
circulation of weapons in Anglo-Saxon society from the fifth to the 
tenth century a d (Härke 2001). Here a broader perspective is charted 
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and weapon burial is placed in the context of the changing nature of 
Anglo-Saxon society including conversion and kingdom formation. 
Consideration is given to the literary and historical evidence as well 
as to discoveries of weapons found in both graves and rivers. Härke 
appraises the ritualised circulation of weapons through grave-robbing, 
display, gift-giving, inheritance and ritual deposition.

Härke has also used his database of early Anglo-Saxon weapon 
burials to explore the different archaeological interpretations of grave 
goods. In doing so, he has contributed to wider debates over the 
interpretation of burial data in early medieval Europe (Härke 2000a; 
2001) and to numerous cross-period and cross-disciplinary debates 
(Härke 1994b; 2003b).

The study of cemetery organisation was a part of Härke’s study 
of the weapon burial rite (Härke 1992a; 1995a). However, he initially 
focused upon burials as discrete units of information for comparison. 
This perspective was complimented by his increasing interest in the 
landscape context of cemeteries and burial sites. This approach seems 
inspired by Härke’s earlier work on the territorial significance of Iron 
Age princely graves (Härke 1979; 1982). It is also evident in his discussion 
of the location of a wealthy seventh-century barrow-burial on Lowbury 
Hill, Oxfordshire. Härke took part in the re-excavation of the barrow 
as part of a wider investigation of the ruins of a Romano-Celtic 
temple originally explored in the early twentieth century (Atkinson 
1916; Härke 1994a). He saw the choice of burial location in relation to 
an ancient monument as a means of creating connections to the past 
at a time of kingdom formation as well as ethnogenesis. He linked 
this argument to his earlier work concerning the shifting significance 
of weapon-burial from an ethnic symbol to one of social status. He 
argued that previously separate native and immigrant communities in 
the upper Thames valley were becoming acculturated in the seventh 
century; barrows like Lowbury were symbols of a new social hierarchy 
employing weapons and burial mounds (Härke 1994a).

In response to an article by Eva Thäte on the reuse of prehistoric 
monuments as burial sites in the Continental homelands of the Anglo-
Saxons and in England (Thäte 1996), Härke argued that monument 
reuse was a wider phenomenon and not exclusively practised for wealthy 
barrow-burials. Moreover, the significance of monument reuse varied 
over time, becoming more important in the seventh century (Härke 
and Williams 1997). Subsequently, a broader thesis was developed 
by Härke with regard to the significance of cemeteries as ‘places of 
power’ in early medieval societies. He proposed that the significance 
of cemeteries was greatest during times of social stress and culture 
change such as the shift from the Roman period to the Middle Ages 
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(Härke 2001). On a broader scale, landscapes were perceived by Härke 
as integral to the conflict and interaction of migrants and natives. He 
subsequently explored this theme in relation to the succession of early 
Anglo-Saxon, Viking and Norman conquests (Härke 2002).

Finally, Härke had a different interpretation for the connection 
between conflict and landscape in his excavation of a unique, quadruple 
weapon burial at Tidworth on the Wiltshire/Hampshire border. This 
seemingly isolated grave was interpreted as containing the victims 
of a local conflict. The four men may have died together and were 
buried in one grave in the mid to late sixth century a d. This is partly 
supported by the osteological evidence from one skeleton for unhealed 
trauma. In this instance, these may have been ‘warriors’ indeed, who 
were commemorated by burying the bodies with their weapons in a 
prominent location rather than a communal cemetery. Through either 
expedience or to make a symbolic statement, they reused a Roman 
lynchet on a spur that served to give the impression of a burial mound 
(Härke and Entwistle 2002: 50–51).

Modern identities: attitude problems and the methodical Hun
A fourth area of Härke’s work which also touches on the theme of this 
volume is the relationship between modern identities and the history 
and theory of archaeology. As a German archaeologist who worked for 
much of his career within the British university system and published 
in both English and German, Härke has been uniquely positioned to 
comment upon the theories and methods used by the archaeological  
communities of both countries and their wider European and 
Transatlantic context (Härke 1989d; 1991; Härke and Wolfram 1993).

In a paper in Current Anthropology, Härke explored the contrasting 
attitudes towards migrations between different schools of archaeological 
thought (Härke 1998). He began by identifying the modern contrast in 
German and British archaeologists’ responses to and criticisms of his 
own work on the Anglo-Saxon migration: British scholars criticised 
his migrationist approach while, Germans questioned his substantial 
estimates for the scale of British survival! Härke then investigated 
how different socio-political contexts, rather than the nature of the 
archaeological record, have encouraged different uses of migration as 
explanation. He used as case studies the ‘migrationist’ archaeologies of 
Nazi Germany and South Africa and the more immobilist tendencies 
of Soviet archaeology (Härke 1998). A range of responses was published 
and appended to Härke’s article, illustrating the complex and contentious 
nature of this debate (especially when voiced by a German speaker). 
Indeed the transparent misunderstanding of one reply to the article 
by Martínez Navarrete prompted a stern but measured rebuttal by 
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Härke (Härke 1998: 39–40). Such debates only serve to highlight the 
important relationships between identity and politics in the study of 
the past today.

The relationship between politics, language and archaeological 
thought also comes to the fore in Härke’s study of the similarities 
and differences between Anglo-American and German approaches 
to mortuary analysis (Härke 1997b: 19–21; Härke 2000a; 2000c). He 
observed the complete dysfunction between the two traditions, the 
language barrier meaning that ‘the wheel had to be invented twice’. 
Here Härke is referring to the social analysis of mortuary evidence 
(Härke 2000a: 379). From his appraisal, it was possible to identify 
theoretical weaknesses in both traditions when contending with the 
same themes. Härke consequently advocated a closer dialogue between 
Anglo-American and German scholars who may learn from each other 
in terms of theory and method building.

Härke’s interest in the politics of the past culminated in an edited 
volume dedicated to the history and socio-politics of German 
archaeology. In his introduction to the book, he explored in detail the 
politics and context of modern German archaeology both before and 
after unification (e.g. Härke 2000c; see also Härke 1989d; 1991; 1995b; 
Härke and Wolfram 1993). Härke challenged the ghettoization of the 
politics of the past as something peculiar to totalitarian regimes. More 
controversially, he compared the situation in British academia since the 
Thatcher era with that of the Nazi regime and post-war East Germany 
because, he maintained, academics in all three contexts faced the choice 
between resistance and collaboration in response to complex political 
pressures. For the UK, Härke identified the impact of a monolingual 
education system, the insularity of attitudes towards the past (and the 
themes of migration and ethnicity in particular) and the politicised 
management of research and research funding within universities. 
This final aspect was regarded by Härke to be ‘undemocratic and 
incompatible with academic freedom’:

When I explained to a retired colleague who had worked for 30 
years in Communist East Germany the structure of a British 
university department in which the Head has the absolute power 
to allocate administrative and teaching duties, he exclaimed in 
dismay and disbelief: ‘Das gab es nicht einmal in der DDR’ (‘That 
did not exist even in the GDR!’). (Härke 2000c: 26)

Not all British academics would agree with the severity of his 
portrayal of the university system, but Härke has repeatedly identified 
links between politics and identities in the present and the archaeological 
study of medieval burial data.
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Theories, analogies, methods and data
In this review of Härke’s research, it is necessary to discuss his 
theoretical and methodological approach in broader terms. Härke’s 
explicit promotion of archaeological theory won him dissident status 
in the 1980s in West Germany (Härke 1989d). From a British 
perspective, his work might be described as theory-driven but data-
orientated research. He has promoted the use of analogies from both 
ethnographic studies and modern Western societies in the study of 
archaeological data, regarding them as enhancing the development 
of his archaeological interpretations. For example, he observed the 
public use of weapons and martial scenes upon the murals in Northern 
Ireland during the 1980s and 1990s as a possible analogy for the use 
of weapons in early medieval funerary ritual: both were interpreted 
as displays of ethno-religious identity connected to perceived myths 
of origin (Härke 1997d). Likewise, Härke has used the vast and rapid 
shift in settlement, burial and material culture associated with the 
collapse of the Soviet Union as an analogy for considering culture 
change, migration and ethnogenesis in the early medieval period 
(Härke 1999; 2007b). Based upon long-term, first-hand observations 
of the changing nature of material culture in the Soviet Union, this 
approach sits between the traditional use of ethnographic analogy and 
the practice of ethno-archaeology.

Härke recognised the importance of analogies in order to escape 
from historical straitjackets and has shown how traditional historical 
interpretations can be questioned by theorised archaeological 
interpretation (e.g. Härke 1997d). However, he has equally rejected 
an anti-historical stance (e.g. Pader 1982) and his social and ethnic 
interpretations are geared to addressing both archaeological and 
historical questions. Moreover, he has deployed a range of literary 
and historical sources in his work, in his study of Anglo-Saxon social 
structure, the sources used ranged from the poem Beowulf to Anglo-
Saxon wills, charters, and secondary sources like Herlihy’s 1985 study 
of Frankish households (Härke 1997a; 2000b; 2001).

With many new theoretical perspectives evident in the study of 
medieval mortuary practices (for a review, see Williams 2007a) it 
is worth reiterating that Härke’s work has broadly straddled the 
processual/post-processual divide. His interests have focused upon 
both the study of long-term socio-political and economic processes, 
including migration and ethnogenesis, that might be described as 
‘processual’. He has also developed an interest in the symbolism of 
graves and material culture, and the investigation of the socio-political 
context within which archaeological interpretations are generated, 
themes that are ‘post-processual’ in character.
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An equally important facet of Härke’s research philosophy is 
that post-modern archaeology requires an amalgam of methods and 
theories rather than a single, unified perspective. Härke encouraged 
archaeologists to see that: ‘… this variety is not only fashionable, it 
is also useful in that it provides a variety of angles on similar data’ 
(Härke 1997c: 191). Moreover, Härke prefaces this statement with the 
argument that the lack of available evidence of a quantity or quality 
desired should not limit the questions we ask and the approaches we 
adopt:

… inadequate data quality alone should never deter us from 
raising the questions we are interested in: only the realisation that 
new (or different) data are required will eventually lead to new 
data, and a better data quality. (Härke 1997c: 192)

Indeed even the absence of a clear answer should not discourage 
the scholar: ‘… it is failure that drives progress, in archaeology as 
elsewhere’ (Härke 1997d: 191). In this regard, Härke might be cast as 
an innovator in archaeological theory and method through a decidedly 
liberal perspective on the adoption of new ideas and perspectives.

Härke is also clear in his view of theory ‘in the abstract’. The 
stronger theories are those where a clear methodology can be applied 
and which can be investigated through defined bodies of evidence. 
With regard to method, Härke developed an approach for analysing 
funerary evidence during his own study of 47 cemeteries, aspects of 
which have been adopted within computerised studies (for example 
Ravn 2003: 39) and recent interpretations of cemeteries in East Anglia 
(Penn and Brugmann 2007). His methodology has been developed 
further by his students including Stoodley (1999a), Sayer (2007b) and 
Williams (2007b), who built on his observations and methodologies 
for Anglo-Saxon cemetery evidence and Petts (2004), who used similar 
methods of data collection to assess British cemeteries. Such studies are 
not unique to his students (e.g. Marzinzik 2003) and all these works 
depart to a greater or lesser degree from a rigid adherence to Härke’s 
approach in both theory and method. Yet it is this diversity that serves 
to deepen our understanding of not just medieval society but also 
archaeological cemetery analysis.

His approach encourages a close combination of theories, analogies, 
methods and data but also stimulates question-led research. Indeed, 
without this last innovation, Härke implies that we are left to repeat 
the same questions with the same methods. Unsurprisingly this will 
often result in the same conclusions!
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Changing directions
This introductory paper reflects Härke’s contribution to medieval 
mortuary archaeology – the focus of this volume – but it would not 
be complete if we did not refer to the diversity of Härke’s wider 
research. His Göttingen MA thesis investigated prehistoric bronze 
artefacts using spectral analysis (Härke 1978). His Oxford B.Litt. 
thesis investigated settlement patterns in the western central European 
Hallstatt of the early Iron Age (Härke 1979; 1982; 1983; 1989c). Indeed, 
it was not until his Göttingen Dr Phil that he focused on Anglo-Saxon 
weapon burials (published as Härke 1992a). But Härke is not just a 
research archaeologist, he demonstrates a willingness to get muddy 
and has conducted several cemetery excavations, notably in 1976, the 
excavation of a Roman cemetery at Münsterplatz in Neuss (Härke 1977; 
1980), in 1992 with Mike Fullford at Lowbury Hill (Härke 1994a) and 
the elite barrow burial from the third century bc Scythian-Sarmatian 
transition, dubbed the ‘Princess of Ipatovo’ (Härke and Belinskij 1999; 
Härke et al. 2000).

His most recent interests derive from his collaboration with Andrej 
Belinskij, director of the Heritage Protection Unit ‘Nasledie’ in 
Stavropol, Russia. Their joint-directed excavations at Klin Yar, and 
the subsequent research project leading to the publication of the results, 
has been enriched through the accumulation of Härke’s previous 
experiences in excavating cemeteries and investigating Iron Age and 
early medieval graves.

Härke’s involvement at Klin Yar was to direct excavations between 
1994 and 1996 in an Anglo-Russian collaboration. The site is located 
on the sandstone hills of the Russian North Caucasus. Excavations 
uncovered 350 inhumation graves, most of them dating to the Iron 
Age (Korban), but including about 100 Sarmatian and Alanic graves. 
This collaborative fieldwork also identified an elite plot of rich Late 
Sarmatian and Early Alanic catacombs. Klin Yar provides one of the 
largest samples of Alanic burials in the North Caucasus (Belinskij and 
Härke 1995; 1996).

Previous excavations had produced exotic items, including Assyrian 
helmets and Scythian artefacts. The settlements and cemetery at Klin 
Yar occupied a space between the steppes to the north, and developed 
civilizations to the south. The occupants of this zone survived and 
prospered, straddling upland and lowland zones and trade routes, as 
well as a branch of the Silk Road later in the Alanic period. Cultural 
contacts shown through grave goods indicate a wide-ranging network 
extending from Central Asia to Mesopotamia and Byzantium (Belinskij 
and Härke 1995; 1996).

The burials consist of three distinct cultural phases: the Korbans 
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practised inhumation with grave goods in rectangular grave cuts 
and marked gender through burial on the left (female) or right 
sides (male). Artefacts included pottery vessels, found with most 
burials, weapons and tools (with males) and dress items (females). 
The second phase was Sarmatian, a burial rite characterized by a 
high degree of variation between the inhumations. The Sarmatian 
graves consisted of an underground chamber accessed by a dromos. 
The body was lain supine, extended and accompanied by some grave 
goods. The excavated dromos often contained the remains of a horse 
skin (head and hooves). In this phase, males were identified with 
weapons, females with dress items, and pottery and horse sacrifices 
were identified with both genders. The third phase, the Alanic, was 
similar to the Sarmatian, but with more elaborate features including 
larger pits or dromos, and with structures added to the fabric of the 
grave. In contrast to the previous phase, these pits were oriented 
north-south, serving to visually and spatially separate them from the 
Sarmatian burials. The Alanic grave goods were similar to those of 
the Sarmatians, although burials found in chambers were often in 
groups with clear indicators of continual additional interments added 
to existing graves. Härke has interpreted this evidence as the result 
of a transformation of the funeral rite to emphasise family relations 
though the use of collective family vaults.

Klin Yar is a cemetery with incredible continuity, encompassing 
burials from over 2000 years. However, it is the details of ritual change 
for which this site is most notable. Härke and Belinskij argue that the 
transformations from uniformity to variation and back to uniformity 
(if wealthy uniformity) marks changes in the subsistence strategies that 
people employed (Härke 2008). For example, there are no settlements 
known from the region that accompany the second phase, indicating 
that the Sarmatians (a cultural not an ethnic term) depended on a 
nomadic economy as evidenced through the importance of a horse 
sacrifice in this phase of the burials rite. The final Alanic phase was 
marked by its uniformity and, as with the Korban phase, was agrarian. 
However, significantly, the transformation in the burial ritual from 
the Sarmatians furnished-chambered-rite emphasize the importance 
of family connections (Härke 2008; Belinskij and Härke forthcoming). 
In short, the expression of identity and religious belief in the burial 
rituals at Klin Yar showed a connection with economic strategy and 
social circumstances driven by the requirements of food, wealth and 
accommodation not by gender, religion or immigration.

This study makes a valuable contribution to scholarship by locating 
archaeological research in a depth of context that extends beyond one 
cultural phase or period. It considers the expression of social identities 
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in death as part of broader regional transformations in social/economic 
strategies, highlighting that questions of religious conversion or ethnic 
identities must be considered alongside questions that include a broader 
chronological and pan-cultural context for mortuary ritual.

Mortuary practices and identities in the Middle Ages

The previous section reviewed Härke’s legacy to medieval mortuary 
archaeology in the study of social identities. This sets the scene for the 
contributions to this book.

Prehistoric perspectives
The volume begins with studies by two prehistorians and former 
colleagues of Härke that serve to set a context for the rest of the 
volume. In different ways, they show the potential of new theoretical 
perspectives and ongoing debates in medieval mortuary archaeology.

Robert Chapman, like Härke, recognises the potential of learning 
from non-Anglophone traditions of mortuary archaeology. Moreover, 
Chapman advocates a materialist stance in mortuary archaeology 
and suggests its applications to the Middle Ages. In particular, the 
importance of integrating settlement and burial evidence is cited by 
Chapman as one approach that might allow archaeologists to move 
beyond the ‘idealist’ search for meaning to look at social and economic 
conditions. This is an area discussed by Härke for both Iron Age Europe 
and Anglo-Saxon England (Härke 1982; 2002) and has considerable 
potential for future study.

Meanwhile, Richard Bradley picks up on Härke’s use of analogy in his 
consideration of the Anglo-Saxon poem Beowulf and British prehistory. 
Bradley shows how engaging with the Anglo-Saxon poem and a wide 
range of prehistoric archaeological material allows new perspectives 
across the false divide between prehistory and historical periods. 
Bradley considers Beowulf as a means of identifying possibilities for 
how funerals in past societies employed material culture, monuments 
and landscape to define social identities and their relationships with 
real and imagined pasts.

Continental and Scandinavian perspectives
The next four chapters move the focus to the archaeology of the first 
millennium a d in Europe and Scandinavia, addressing important 
aspects of Härke’s work on social structure (Burmeister), migration 
and the use of osteological data (Hakenbeck), understanding the 
meanings of burial ritual (Høilund Nielsen) and cemeteries as places 
of power (Thäte).

Death and identity in medieval archaeology
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Stefan Burmeister considers the contentious debate concerning how 
to interpret social identities from furnished inhumation graves, the 
topic of much of Härke’s own research. He provides a critique of 
previous attempts to regard princely burials of the third century 
a d as evidence for a static, coherent Germanic social structure. He 
explores an alternative explanation, using archaeological and historical 
evidence alongside anthropological models to interpret Roman high-
status material culture in princely graves as statements of identity 
within a particular context of Germanic military success. In doing so, 
his paper provides a Continental perspective on both the interpretation 
of social structure and ethnogenesis through mortuary evidence.

Härke has recognised the importance of looking at both biological 
and cultural evidence to investigate early medieval graves (Härke 
1997c). Susanne Hakenbeck addresses a topic that uniquely embraces 
both culture and biology by considering the practice of skull 
deformation in early medieval Europe. She also engages with debates 
over the relationship between death, identity and migrations by 
disputing the traditional association of the practice with the Huns 
and their invasions. In doing so, Hakenbeck promotes the contextual 
perception of identity when rooted in the management and display 
of the human body.

Many social analyses of early medieval burial data focus upon 
furnished inhumation graves. Meanwhile, cremation rites are often 
portrayed as uniform and intractable to the study of mortuary 
practices and mortuary variability (see also Williams 2007b). Karen 
Høilund Nielsen’s contribution presents a case study that counters 
this view through a detailed appraisal of an important cemetery of 
cremation graves and stone settings dated to between the fifth and 
eighth centuries a d. The site in question was uncovered in the 1950s 
at Lindholm Høje in northern Jutland, Denmark. Høilund Nielsen 
demonstrates the potential of the re-analysis of older excavation 
reports and archive material in interpreting the cremation ceremonies 
practiced as a rite of passage. Like Härke, she also draws widely upon 
analogies from Roman and early medieval written sources to develop 
her interpretations of burial data.

Eva Thäte builds upon Härke’s 2001 discussion of cemeteries as 
places of power. Her focus is the topography of death in Scandinavian 
during the later first millennium a d. She identifies a widespread series 
of themes and trends in burial location. These include associations 
with ancient monuments, water, routes and boundaries. She questions 
whether these were the results of social, religious or indeed, more 
deeply-rooted psychological conceptions of death and landscape (see 
also Thäte 1996; 2007a and b).
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Early Anglo-Saxon archaeology
The book contains three chapters dedicated to the analysis of early 
Anglo-Saxon archaeology. They contribute to Härke’s research interests 
in migrations and ethnogenesis as well as the politics of identity in 
the present (Hills), the analysis of early Anglo-Saxon social structure 
utilising archaeological and textual sources (Sayer), and the interpretation 
of furnished inhumation graves as symblic texts (Williams).

Burials have long been employed in debates about the scale and 
character of the Anglo-Saxon migrations and Härke was one of the 
earliest archaeologists to recognise the potential of DNA studies within 
this debate. Ancient DNA has yet to reveal clear results but modern 
DNA has made an increasing contribution. Catherine Hills undertakes 
a critical review of the use and abuse of modern DNA evidence and 
its employment alongside burial data in interpretations of early Anglo-
Saxon society. She cautions against the preliminary conclusions of 
much of the research and she challenges whether interdisciplinary 
work that combines DNA, archaeology and history has enabled the 
construction of stronger theories or has simply perpetuated age-old 
myths. By looking at how DNA studies and archaeology have been 
portrayed by the popular press, she illustrates the continued relevance 
of early medieval migrations to modern perceptions of identity.

Härke’s core interest in early Anglo-Saxon furnished inhumation 
graves is represented in the volume by a case study on mortuary 
analysis by Duncan Sayer. Through a detailed chronological and social 
analysis of the two cemeteries of Mill Hill and Finglesham, both in east 
Kent, Sayer investigates how mortuary practices and contemporary 
law codes can be employed to investigate early Anglo-Saxon kinship. 
Sayer’s focus upon kinship breaks new ground and allows his study 
to chart the changing expression of household and family identities 
between the sixth and seventh centuries a d.

Recent studies of early Anglo-Saxon furnished inhumation burials 
have theorised them as symbolic texts and public displays. For example, 
this approach was used by Härke in his study of weapon burials (Härke 
1990a; Dickinson and Härke 1992). Howard Williams’s contribution 
addresses the ways in which these graves are represented through 
archaeological illustrations and art. In doing so, he suggests that the 
manner in which graves are illustrated affects both interpretations 
of furnished early Anglo-Saxon graves and popular perceptions of 
mortality in the present.

Medieval identities
While early Anglo-Saxon furnished burials have received considerable 
attention in recent years, less attention has been afforded to the 
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relatively sparsely furnished burials of western and northern Britain. 
David Petts challenges the scholarly perception that burial rites and 
inscribed stones in western Britain reflect a uniform British Christian 
culture. The distribution and character of inscribed stones, cemetery 
organisation and the deployment of artefacts in graves are considered 
to illustrate both shared connections and the negotiation of local 
and regional identities. In this sense, western Britain shows greater 
similarities to early Anglo-Saxon England than is often supposed.

Only in recent years have studies engaged with the mortuary practices 
of later Anglo-Saxon England (the eighth to eleventh centuries a d) in 
social and symbolic terms (e.g. papers in Lucy and Reynolds 2002). For 
example, the analysis of mortuary variability within early Anglo-Saxon 
cemeteries by Härke and others has now been matched by the study 
of later Anglo-Saxon cemeteries incorporating the analysis of both 
skeletal and cultural data (Buckberry 2007). Grenville Astill addresses 
this period by directly addressing Härke’s interest in cemeteries as 
places of power and tackling the complex topic of burial location 
(Härke 2001). Astill suggests that the social identities of communities 
were manifest in the persistent location of cemeteries away from 
churches and in association with settlements and fields.

Analyses of mortuary practices have also emerged for the later 
Middle Ages including the study of burial rites, commemorative 
monuments and mortuary geography. These studies have explored the 
social significance of mortuary and commemorative practice as well as 
their religious context, including the dynamics of lay patronage, the 
expression of social identity and the constitution of social memories 
(Astill and Wright 1993; Daniell 1997; Finch 2000; Hadley 2001; 
Williams 2003). Most recently, the work of Gilchrist and Sloane has 
set a benchmark for research by compiling and analysing a large 
dataset in order to explore the role of mortuary practices in monastic 
communities (Gilchrist and Sloane 2005). Against this background 
and in direct response to Härke’s work on the early Anglo-Saxon 
weapon burial rite and its influence upon the development of gender 
archaeology, Roberta Gilchrist investigates expressions of masculinity 
among both the lay and religious elites of the later Middle Ages. She 
argues that the approach of Härke has implications far beyond the 
fifth- to seventh-century furnished graves of southern and eastern 
England and his insights have an enduring relevance to new fields of 
archaeological theory and enquiry.
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Conclusion

Collectively, the papers presented here provide examples of original 
research into the relationship between death and identity in the Middle 
Ages. They address the fragmentary, incomplete, partial, conceptual 
and selective natures of mortuary evidence (Härke 1994b; Härke 1997b: 
22–23) by employing explicit theories and methods. In so doing, it is 
hoped that these studies go some way to providing an appropriate and 
lasting tribute to the contribution and scholarship of Heinrich Härke to 
the study of medieval burial archaeology. Certainly many of them bear 
the mark of Härke’s influence as a colleague, a supervisor, an influential 
scholar in the field of burial archaeology and even, simply, as a critical 
friend. The benchmark has certainly been set for future debates that 
appraise burial archaeology’s theories, methods and practice in the 
exploration of social identities in the Middle Ages.

Perhaps it is appropriate to end by considering a quote of Härke’s in 
which he asserts a potential compromise between a social (processual) 
and symbolic (post-processual) approach to the interpretation of 
medieval mortuary data:

Burials are not ‘mirrors of life’: if anything, they are a ‘hall 
of mirrors of life’ (Zerrspiegel des Lebens) providing distorted 
reflections of the past. The greatest challenge for burial archaeology 
is to identify in each case the degree of distortion, as well as to 
attempt to infer the reasons for the distortion. (Härke 1997b: 25)

Härke is here questioning the straightforward reconstruction of 
social organisation from burial evidence (the ‘mirror’ approach) as 
well as the study of mortuary practices as simply symbolic allusions 
abstracted from past social conditions (what might be called the ‘mirage’ 
approach: Samson 1987). Crucially, Härke situates the agenda for the 
investigation of medieval social identities through mortuary practices 
at the point of interaction between society and ideology, between image 
and allusion, between reflection and distortion.

He recognises that medieval identities can be identified within the 
intended image created for reflection within the grave. Yet the process 
of distortion is more than a bias to be overcome in the search for social 
structure. The multiple ‘mirrors’ placed in our way create distortions 
that are worthy of study in their own right, since they are, at least 
partly, the results of the decisions of the survivors as to how they 
wished the dead person to be remembered in death. In other words, 
mortuary practices materialise ideals and allusions in relation to social 
conditions.

This perspective sets the agenda for the volume as well as for future 
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studies. Neither society nor ideology can be ignored in understanding 
both the form and variability of medieval mortuary practices and how 
they, in turn, condition the construction of social memories and the 
identities of past individuals and communities. The papers presented 
here negotiate the extremes of the ‘mirror’ and ‘mirage’ approachs to 
mortuary material, some expliclty influenced by Härke’s analogy. The 
studies share an awareness of the ‘hall of mirrors’ that must be traversed 
when exploring medieval graves and the identities they constituted. 
The challenge for the future is to remember Härke’s definition of the 
interpretation of mortuary data as a ‘hall of mirrors’, investigating the 
reflections we see, the distortions that have affected these images in the 
past as well as the process of how archaeologists interpret these visions 
into stories for people today.
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