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CHAPTER 6

BIO-CULTURAL ANALYSIS

In this chapter, a bio-cultural analysis of burial practices at the six case-study sites
is presented. This builds upon patterns identified in the burial rites in the previous
chapter by considering whether aspects of an individual’s identity were related to
the manner in which they were treated after death. First, bio-cultural methods by
which identity can be investigated through an analysis of osteological data and
burial practices are considered. Second, three aspects of individual and group
identity are outlined, highlighting the theoretical and methodological background to
their investigation through funerary practices. Third, demography, health and
disease prevalences of the individuals from the case-study sites are characterised.
This is followed by a consideration of correlations between all aspects of an
individual’s identity — represented by osteological data for age at death, biological
sex, stature, health, activity and disease — and the funerary rite — divided here into
spatial location of the grave, form of the grave, disposition of the body, grave
elaborations and grave goods ~ in order to investigate the provision of different
forms of burial. Most of the results are discussed in their wider context in this
chapter, however, some of the more significant patterns in the expression of
individual or group identity in burial practices are discussed further in the next

chapter.
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6.1 Bio-cultural methods

Previous studies that have termed themselves “bio-cultural” have sought to provide
an integrated approach to the characterisation and contextualisation of evidence
drawn from human remains and the archaeological record. Helen Bush and Marek

Zvelebil (1991: 8) defined the bio-cultural methodology as follows:

An investigation of the dynamic relationship between population, culture

and the environment, with a greater emphasis placed on individuals, social

groups and populations.
It was emphasised that this rejected the traditional mode of palacopathological
study, which focused on the individual and single case-studies of unusual cases, in
favour of understanding of the populations to which the individuals belonged. In
Bush and Zvelebil’s volume (Health in past societies: bio-cultural interpretations
of human skeletal remains in archaeological contexts), the focus of bio-cultural
studies was health of past populations, as tends to be the case in much research that
can be termed bio-cultural (e.g. Cook 1984; Goodman et al. 1984; Privat et al.
2002; Robb er al. 2001). In this study the bio-cultural approach to funerary practices
is defined broadly as a method that seeks to combine evidence from human remains
with their archaeological context. A bio-cultural analysis is intrinsically an
integrated and interdisciplinary analysis, drawing on diverse strands of evidence to
build up a deeper picture of the beliefs and actions of past societies. It is both a
multipurpose analysis and a method employed to answer multiple questions. It
therefore has the potential to be much more than a means of investigating health in
past populations. Bio-cultural methods provide an ideal basis for studies that seek to

investigate concepts such as identity, social categories (such as rites of passage,
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gender, liminality and exclusion), belief, memory and familial relationships.
Heinrich Hirke (2002) has characterised modern, interdisciplinary approaches to
funerary contexts as involving sociological, anthropological and historical
viewpoints to focus more on the experience of death rather than life. The experience
of death is described as “natural and cultural roots of grief, about rites of passage
and the nature of liminality, about attachment and continuing bonds, remembrance
and forgetting, individual and social memory, afterlife beliefs, pollution and
superstition” (Hérke 2002: 341). He contrasts this with previous uses of
archaeological and skeletal data to interpret burial practices in terms of social
structures and status in the past. I argue that the exploration of the experience of life
naturally compliments investigation of the experience of death in a modern bio-
cultural study. The broadening of focus to incorporate the experience of death
predisposes, or at the very least is complimented by, a certain understanding of the
experience of life. For example, consideration of rites of passage as Hérke suggests
is predicated on our understanding of the age at death of individuals who received
certain socially sanctioned forms of burial treatment. Bio-cultural methods therefore
have the potential to provide a means by which the experience of life and death in
the past can be investigated. Through the holistic integration of all aspects of burial
ritual with diverse evidence for the individual for whom it was provided, context
can become key, and the active and multi-dimensional nature of burial
acknowledged.

In this study the bio-cultural methodology is utilised to provide an integrated
study of individual and group identity, burial rites and cemetery topography.
Evidence for identity is drawn from osteological and palaecopathological analysis of

cemetery populations, including evidence for age at death, biological sex, stature,
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health and lifestyle. Archaeological evidence regarding all aspects funerary rites
including burial orientation, grave form, burial position, elaborations and grave
goods is included in the analysis. Additionally, the topography of the cemetery is
considered in order to investigate the use of space in burial grounds. All of these
strands of evidence are drawn together to investigate the provision of burial rites in

middle Anglo-Saxon northern England.

6.2  The investigation of identity using bio-cultural methods

Bio-cultural methods seek to integrate osteological and pathological data with all
aspects of funerary practices to provide a deeper understanding of who was
afforded which forms of provision and commemoration in death. However, not all
characteristics identified by osteological and pathological analysis have the
potential to be related to identity. For example, there are many examples of
conditions commonly recorded in osteological assessment that are idiopathic (have
no known cause) or asymptomatic, and therefore cannot be related to lifestyle.
Examples include spina bifida occulta, supernumerary vertebrae or ribs, and most
non-metric traits such as wormian bones, additional articular facets or sutures.
Those skeletal characteristics that do have known aetiologies and/or do result in
physical manifestations can provide evidence of biological identity including
biological sex, age at death and aspects of health/lifestyle. Biological identity has a
complex relationship to aspects of social identity and in the following discussion
the connection between biological and social identity is explored through a
consideration of biological sex and gender, age at death and rites of passage, health

and social status, and kinship and familial relationships.

271



The correlation of burial treatment and biological sex is a common means by
which social identities are investigated from funerary practices. However, it has
only been in the last three decades that the theoretical underpinnings of such
methods have been developed to incorporate theories of gender. The data produced
by osteological assessment are a measure of biological sex, the pre-determined
genetic expression of maleness or femaleness, whereas gender is a socially-
constructed identity developed in response to wider characteristics of masculinity
and femininity (Conkey and Spector 1984: 16; Rubin 1975: 179). Archaeological
theories of gender have added that gender is an acquired product of the social
relations of sexuality that is negotiated and maintained through material culture
(Serensen 1991: 122). As a result, gender need not necessarily be a binary
opposition of male and female, but can incorporate multiple different or
intermediate categories (Gilchrist 1994: 6; Nordbladh and Yates 1990). The
assessment of biological sex using osteological methods does not ideally
compliment this socially-constructed reading of gender. Osteological methods
assign a biological sex based on a suite of masculine and feminine skeletal traits.
Intermediate categories can be identified, but these relate to biological variation in
expression of sex characteristics that may be completely independent of the
experience of gender. Biologically inter-sex individuals do occur as a result of
genetic or hormonal abnormalities, however they are rare (Rega 1997: 242).
Furthermore, it is unclear how, if at all, such individuals could be identified in the
osteological record (Mays and Cox 2000: 125), and thus, for all intents and
purposes, the osteological record produces a binary opposition of male and female.

In the theoretical and methodological approaches to funerary archaeology

prior to the 1980s, gender was equated with biological sex, and the interpretation of
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gender was heavily determined by stereotypes of “natural” gender roles (Conkey
and Spector 1984: 3-14; Serensen 1992: 32). Antiquarian scholars assumed a direct
link between grave goods and sex/gender to the extent that skeletal sexing was often
considered unnecessary where grave goods were present (Lucy 1997a: 154-5). This
practice was to persist in Anglo-Saxon archaeology for much of the 20™ century
(e.g. Evison 1987: 123; Hirst 1985: 33-4). Assemblages of grave goods typically
found with males and females were seen as indicative of masculine and feminine
gender, for example the common deposition of weapons in male graves was argued
to represent a patriarchal warrior culture (Hérke 1990: 23; 1992: 150). Deviation
from this model was rare. In cases where biological sexing differed from the sex
suggested by grave goods at Sewerby, Susan Hirst (1985: 33-4) preferred to rely
upon the grave goods. Moreover Vera Evison (1987: 126) chose to consider a
double weapons burial at Buckland, Dover as evidence of male homosexuality
rather than suggest a female skeleton may have been buried with weapons (for
critical discussion of this burial see Stoodley 1999a: 29-30).

The traditional associations of material culture and biological sex obscure
evidence which is vital to a gender-based study of burial practices. Joanna Sofaer
(1998; 2006a: 89) has argued that associating artefacts with “particular categories of
bodies” tends to result in the implicit conflation of sex and gender. Conversely the
divorcing of sex and gender via the creation of a false dichotomy between gender
(expressed through material culture) and the biological body (assigned a sex
through osteological analysis) creates theoretical limitations by implying that where
no objects were interred with the body, as is increasingly the case from the 7®
century in England, gender is either inaccessible or was unimportant (Sofaer 2006b:

156). The archaeological practicalities of adopting gender theory are complex.
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Whilst funerary practices have been highlighted as most revealing of socially-
constructed sex identities, and therefore most valuable in the study of gender
(Serensen 1992: 34; Parker Pearson 1999: 96), the fluid and constructed nature of
gender limits our ability to interpret it with any objectivity. In recent years, much-
needed attempts have been made to create a practical theory and methodology by
which gender could be investigated in funerary contexts. Gender and biological sex
can be argued to have some degree of commonality, which does not completely
preclude the utilisation of one in the study of the other (Sofaer 2006a: 98; Serensen
2000: 57). Gender can be seen as “not just a mental construction but ... a materially
expressed social practice” (Sofaer 2006a: 113). Therefore, the analysis of gendered
activities that result in skeletally observable changes has been highlighted as one
method of bypassing the, as yet unresolved, issues of directly relating biological sex
and gender (Sofaer 2000; 2006a: 106; 2006b: 160-1).

Osteological data provide an estimate for the age of death for individuals,
however, in common with the relationship between sex and gender, the
osteologically identifiable measure of age is not a direct reflection of social
concepts of the lifecycle (Sofaer 2006a: 118). Three forms of age have been
identified in the literature: chronological age, which is the actual time since birth;
biological age, which is what can be estimated from biological remains of the body;
and social age, which is the culturally-constructed category implying norms of
behaviour and status (Ginn and Aber 1995; Gowland 2006: 143; Halcrow and Tyles
2008: 192; Lewis 2007: 2; Sofaer 2006a: 119). Low levels of literacy and numeracy
during the Anglo-Saxon period make it unlikely that individuals knew their exact
chronological ages (Cox 2000: 62), and therefore it appears unlikely that

chronological age was the primary means by which the lifecycle was measured.
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Biological age can be estimated from osteological assessment, but the accuracy of
the methods used varies. The rapid growth and development that occurs in children
permits their biological age to be determined very accurately, generally to the
nearest year, however, amongst adults aging methods rely upon degenerative
changes to the teeth and pelvis which can be dependant on lifestyle and health as
well as age. In consequence, biological age at death in adults is commonly recorded
in ten-year categories (e.g. Bass 1995; Brickley and McKinley 2004; Buikstra and
Ubelaker 1994; White and Folkens 2005). The process of skeletal development
creates certain thresholds in biological age, for example, the age of skeletal maturity
at c. 18 years is generally taken to be the threshold between juveniles and adults.
Social age presents a very different form of personal chronology, which may only
be loosely tied to either physical development or the passage of time. The
measurement of social age could have been based on common physical
transformations, such as birth, weaning, walking, puberty, parenthood, menopause,
senility and death (Crawford 1999: 47-56; 2000; Metcalf and Huntington 1991;
Stoodley 2000: 468-9; Van Gennep 1960), however, social events such as marriage,
inheritance and parenthood may have also been significant stages in the social
lifecycle (Gowland 2006: 144). Alternatively the perception of physical maturity
may have been dependent on personality or acquired skills and capacities that may
develop independently of biological age (Halcrow and Tayles 2008: 203; Kamp
2001: 4).

Literary sources provide some evidence for Anglo-Saxon social age
thresholds that demonstrate the potential conflict between thresholds characteristic
of biological age and social age. Laws from the 7" century onwards indicate that

the age of criminal responsibility and inheritance was around 10 years during the 7"
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century and rose to 12 in the 10" (Crawford 1999: 53; Hirke 1997a: 126). Texts
tend to concentrate on the important stages of high-status male lives and indicate
thresholds at 7-8 years (beginnings of work or education), 14-15 years (adulthood)
and around 25 years (where a man might enter a monastery or take possession of
inherited land) (Hérke 1997a: 126). However, whilst literary evidence provides an
insight into age thresholds, it omits similar detail of the lives of women and lower
status individuals. Nevertheless, amongst the groups that records consider, it is
apparent that Anglo-Saxon children achieved social responsibility many years
before biological maturity. A second problem relates to how age is reflected in the
burial record. Sam Lucy (1994: 24-5) has argued that, due to adult involvement in
the creation of a child’s burial, juvenile graves are not a reflection of the children
themselves, but rather they represent the meanings that adults ascribed to childhood
in a funerary context. A similar issue may affect adult burials, in that the social
persona created in death may not reflect the age of death, but some other stage of
their life. Heinrich Hérke (1992) argued that the presence of weapons in the graves
of the elderly and infirm meant that the weapons could not represent warrior status,
however if the burial was designed to reflect a younger persona — perhaps that
individual’s role in their youth — Hérke’s argument could not be sustained. Indeed,
Nick Stoodley (2000: 469) suggests that on some occasions, mourners may have
chosen to bury an individual with the symbolism that related to a lifecycle stage that
they believed appropriate for that person, not that reflecting the actual stage they
were in at the time of death. He argued that this occurrence could explain anomalies
encountered in early Anglo-Saxon cemeteries, whereby a few individuals were
commemorated with grave goods more commonly afforded to those in different age

groups (Stoodley 2000: 469).
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As age remains a strong structuring principle in modern society, it is
essential that archaeologists do not uncritically project their assumptions about the
roles, abilities and activities of certain age groups onto the past. Modern attitudes to
the elderly as having fulfilled their contribution to society may be in conflict with
past attitudes that venerated elders (Stoodley 1999b: 105). Similarly, modern
concepts of childhood are unlikely to resemble those of the past. Children have,
until recently, been undervalued in mortuary analysis (Crawford and Lewis 2008).
This was partially a result of the tendency for them to be under-represented in many
funerary contexts (Lewis 2007: 20), but can also be seen as a result of androcentric
archaeologies, which focused on power and economy at the expense of family and
the domestic. The early 20™-century attitude is summarised thus: “the skeletons of
young subjects are of comparatively little anthropological value” (Hooton 1930: 15)
and children were seen as having contributed little to archaeologically-important
features of the past (Crawford 1999: xi; Halcrow and Tayles 2008: 199; Sofaer
1997). More recent studies of burial evidence have reconsidered the role of children
in two ways. First, there is acknowledgement that juveniles did participate in those
areas of social action from which they were traditionally seen as being excluded.
For example Mary Lewis (2000a: 220) has explained child mortality and morbidity
in medieval England as resulting from individuals having worked from around
seven years, while Megan Perry (2005) has argued that mortality amongst children
of seven to fifteen years in a Byzantine trading centre may coincide with the
beginnings of self sufficiency for individuals within this community, many of
whom, evidently, did not successfully support themselves. Second, a growing
interest in domestic activities and the family has focussed archaeological attention

on the lives of children and the different activities in which they engaged (Crawford
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1999: xiii, 102-21; Crawford and Lewis 2008; Lewis forthcoming). Thus the
archaeology of childhood is now beginning to receive the attention it warrants.

Social groups can exist on a variety of scales ranging from broad ethnic
groups, which may draw their identity from a shared geographical origin (whether
real or invented), to pairs of individuals bound together by, for example, marriage
or biological relatedness. In line with the theoretical advances that have allowed the
conceptualisation of gender and rites of passage in the archaeological record, social
groups can be considered to be socially defined and constructed, fundamentally
different from simple biological designations such as the nuclear family or genetic
race, but still intrinsically linked to them. They can, therefore, be adopted, modified
and manipulated by individuals (Moreland 2000: 24; contra. Sims Williams 1998;
Tyrrell 2000a). Material culture can be manipulated in many ways to delineate
social groups. It can be used to signify inclusion and similarities of identity, but it
can also be used to exclude “outsiders”, who in turn can use their separation in the
construction of an alternative identity (Jenkins 1997: 70). Association with, or
position within, a social group has great potential to interrelate with identity and
affect funerary provision. Two of the social groups most commonly discussed in the
archaeological literature on Anglo-Saxon funerary practices are social status and
kinship groups and, although not as extensively studied as, for example, gender and
rites of passage, these social categories can also be investigated using bio-cultural
methods.

Social status can be defined as deriving from divisions “originating in the
distribution of prestige or social honour within a community” (Scott 2006, 29).
People judge one another as either superior or inferior in relation to values they

hold in common, and therefore social status is a form of identity that is perceived
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and created by others. However, in addition, social status can be manipulated
oneself, by behaving in accordance with, or in exception to, social norms and by
utilising markers of social identity (Scott 2006: 29-30). Social status has been
largely, and extensively, explored through studies of grave goods assemblages in
Anglo-Saxon England (e.g. Alcock 1981; Amold 1980; O’Shea 1981). In studies
from the 1970s and early 1980s, grave inclusions were understood in largely
economic terms, as markers of individual wealth. Differing approaches included
investigating the “value” (Tainter 1975), rarity and occurrence (Rathje 1973;
Shephard 1979: 56), and number (Hodson 1977: 406) of inclusions. The
demography of the individuals who received elaborate burials was also investigated.
The greater numbers and variety of grave goods in early Anglo-Saxon female
graves was argued to indicate greater wealth, perhaps as a result of the combined
wealth of husband and wife being reflected in the latter’s burial (Arnold 1980: 132).
The attitude characteristic of these studies from the 1970s and 80s can be

summarised in the words of David Wilson (1976: 3):

[Anglo-Saxon archaeology provides] practically no clues to political
structure, to national boundaries, to marital practises or to the rights of the
individual. Occasionally a very rich grave may give an idea of social
structure and the wealth of a particular person, but such indicators are rare.
This statement explicitly conflates social status with monetary wealth, however
these concepts were not always considered interchangeable. In his discussion of
differences in artefact assemblages between male and female burials, John

Shephard considers that there was a greater reflection of wealth in female graves, in

contrast to an emphasis on social status in male graves (Shephard 1979: 58). This
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important distinction between wealth and social status is considered theoretically
valid in modern studies.

A significant problem with the majority of processual research into wealth
and social status was that it assumed that funerary ritual, more specifically grave
goods, was the only medium through which identity could be expressed. Therefore
if status was not apparent in the material culture of the funerary rite, it was not a
significant ordering principle of society. In fact, however, there are many
archaeologically invisible spheres of activity in which social status may have been
explicit, such as conversation, ceremony and daily activities. In addition, equating
wealth determined from grave goods with social status is overly simplistic,
uncritical of the subjectivity of assigning “value” (Stoodley 1999a: 6) and neglects
the fact that grave goods have the potential to reflect more than a straightforward
index of wealth or the social standing of the deceased (Hadley 2000a: 155). It must
be borne in mind that symbolic value may render seemingly innocuous items
important, disproportionate to their physical quality, rarity and quantity and that
funerary rituals provide an opportunity for the manipulation of actual roles and
statuses: the use of the dead for the aggrandisement of the living (Parkef Pearson
1982: 112). Furthermore, social statements in death may not have been consistent,
for example it may have been more overt where status re-ordering or consolidations
of new and unstable positions were occurring (Parker Pearson 1982: 122).

Whilst there are many criticisms of processual studies of wealth based on
grave goods, some elements remain viable hypotheses for studies of social status.

Economic status is a valid characteristic to investigate, despite being only one of a
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range of elements that comprise social status.! The variations apparent in Anglo-
Saxon burial practices indicate that it was deemed appropriate to provide additional
investment in the graves of certain individuals. The possibility has been explored
that some later Anglo-Saxon grave elaborations would only have been appropriate
for higher-status individuals, due to the expense required in their manufacture,
given the use of rare or exotic materials, or the need for complex and skilled
construction. In her assessment of later Anglo-Saxon burial practice, Buckberry
(2004) investigated social status at six northern cemeteries: the York cemeteries at
the Minster, Swinegate and St Andrew’s Fishergate; and the Lincolnshire
cemeteries at St Peter’s, Barton-upon-Humber, St Mark’s Lincoln and Barrow-
upon-Humber. Analysis revealed a marked disparity in the frequency and number
of different grave elaborations used at these sites. The burial variation at York
Minster was much more diverse than elsewhere, and included multiple forms of
container for the body, graves lined with stone, tile, mortar and charcoal and forms
of within-grave structures, including stones placed around or under the head,
suggesting that a relatively high-status population was buried there (Buckberry
2007: 119; Phillips 1995: 75-92). The variety of burial forms at high-status sites
may have reflected a desire for individuality and an element of social
competitiveness amongst the elites (see Hadley 2000b: 165), and certainly at York
Minster, it appears that groups of high social status were utilising burial as a means
through which to express their elevated positions (Buckberry 2007: 119).
Bio-cultural studies have much to contribute to our understanding of the
expression of social status in funerary practices. They can do this by providing two

perspectives on individual or group status: first, a proxy for social status drawn

! Social status can be said to be composed of political, kinship and gender entitlements, lifestyle and
economic status (Bourdieu 1986; Loe 2003: 2).
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from funerary rites in the manner outlined above; and second, evidence for

biological status drawn from pathological assessment of health. The human body

requires certain conditions in order to thrive. Inferior nutrition, higher levels of

disease, polluted living conditions including water sources, a lack of medical care

and long hours of physically challenging labour can create biological stress, and

result in physical manifestations of poor health, small adult stature and short life

span (Goodman ef al. 1984; Robb et al. 2001: 213; Selye 1973). Osteologically

identifiable pathological conditions that result from biological stress have been

termed “stress markers” (Goodman et al. 1984) (Table 6.1). As their aetiologies can

be related to depravation, these conditions can contribute to a bio-cultural analysis

Stress marker Osteological manifestation| Aetiology

Early death High proportions of Acute stress can result in death
juveniles within the before skeletal manifestations
cemetery population have time to develop (Wood et

al. 1992)

Reduced stature Significantly shorter During stress, growth is retarded
stature than the population { in proportion to the severity of
mean for age that stress (Tanner, 1981)

Linear enamel Grooves or pitting in the | Occur during general periods of

hypoplasia (Goodman | enamel of the dentition due| childhood ill health, high

and Rose 1991; Sarnat | to ameloblastic inhibition | temperature or diarrhoea

and Schour 1941)

Harris lines (Harris Radio dense lines across | Linked to stress however study

1926; 1931; 1933) the diaphyses of long has suggested they remodel to
bones caused by periods of| quickly to be of use in adults
arrested growth (Garn et al. 1968)

Cribra orbitalia and Hypervascularity of the Anaemia due to iron deficiency,

porotic hyperostosis | orbit and cranium pathogen load, sickle cell

(Stuart-Macadam disease etc.

1985; 1989; 1992)

Non-specific periostitis| Blastic bone activity, The actiology of this condition

(Goodman et al. 1984: | generally of the long bone | is varied and complex, however

32-34) diaphyses some form of general stress is

thought to be responsible

Table 6.1. Stress markers, their skeletal manifestations and aetiologies.
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by informing our investigations of social status. Many bio-cultural studies focus on
aspects of health status in relation to manifestations of social status drawn from
funerary provision (Craig and Buckberry in press; Goodman et al. 1984; Privat et
al. 2002; Robb et al. 2001). A recent study by the present author considered health
status and social status at the later Anglo-Saxon cemetery of Raunds Furnells (Craig
2006; Craig and Buckberry in press). Health status of each individual was
determined by consideration of three “stress markers” — cribra orbitalia, linear
enamel hypoplasia and tibial periostitis — and social status by funerary rites
including carved grave covers, coffins, stone inclusions and grave markers.
Analysis revealed several patterns in the provision of funerary rites to individuals
who experienced different levels of health. Individuals clustered in a group of
burials in the far south-eastern corner of the cemetery were found to have
experienced the most frequent and severe forms of stress, as evidenced by higher
prevalences of the three stress markers. These same individuals were buried with
fewer, plainer grave elaborations that elsewhere in the cemetery, suggesting that
their poor health during life may have been a consequence of low social status. In
contrast a group of interments located in the centre of the site, just south of the
church walls, experienced the fewest health-related pathologies, but were buried in
the most elaborate graves in the cemetery, including stone coffins and those marked
by carved grave markers and covers. These two groups provided a strong contrast in
health and social status that supports the validity, and demonstrates the potential of,
bio-cultural analyses of early medieval funerary practices.

A bio-cultural investigation of social status can also combine evidence of
physical impairment and social exclusion to investigate disability in the past.

Physical impairments can be identified through pathological analysis, but only in
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some cases will these conditions have held a social stigma and therefore became
disabilities (Crawford in press a; Metzler 2006: 65). Where pathological conditions
were manifest as a deformity or physical impairment, they will have been noticed
by others and therefore will have had the potential to direct the ways in which
affected individuals were treated by society, thus creating disability. The term
disability is used here to refer to the social response to a physical impairment;
whereas the term physical impairment relates to a physical condition that has the
potential to be identified from osteological evidence. Disability has been described

as:

The disadvantage or restriction of activity caused by a contemporary social
organization which takes no or little account of people who have physical
impairments and thus excludes them from the mainstream social activities
(Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation 1976 quoted in
Metzler 2006: 21).
Several recent studies have investigated disability in Anglo-Saxon England by
utilising bio-cultural methods (Crawford 2007; in press a; Hadley in press; Hemer
and Craig in press; Lee 2006, Metzler 2006). Amidst general calls for a “more
social model of disability” in archaeological research (Cross 2007: 191), these
studies integrate evidence of physical impairment with social context derived from
the ways in which individuals were treated in burial and documentary evidence for
contemporary opinions to create a deeper understanding of disability in the past.
Irena Metzler (2006: 4) has highlighted the dichotomy between “visible”
and “unseen” disability and emphasises that the appearance of impairment can
make a profound difference to the perception of a person by society, with more

recognizable conditions having a greater impact on how an individual was treated.

Various physical impairments will have created physical limitations for those who
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experienced them, therefore restricting their involvement in various aspects of
society. Disability is highly contextual: a physical impairment that is disabling in
one context may not be so in another. A commonly-cited example is that of
dyslexia, a condition that today can result in considerable disability, yet in non-
literate societies would have little impact (Cross 2007: 180). Alternatively, an
individual with a physical impairment such as paralysis of the legs would suffer
extreme disability in a society where physical labour was a necessity, but perhaps
would not be disabled in another context where they principally required use of the
arms. However, it must also be borne in mind that a purely social disadvantage such
as poverty can also have the potential to be disabling, for example by preventing
access to resources and social status (Waldron 2000: 31).

Bio-cultural studies that rely upon the identification and interpretation of
markers of health, disease, activity and physical impairment on the skeleton, must
acknowledge that this process has inherent limitations that should be considered
before any conclusions can be drawn about their relationship to burial treatment.
These limitations have been discussed in depth in the osteological literature and
termed the “osteological paradox™ (Wood et al. 1992). The “osteological paradox”
draws attention to the fact that bone is a plastic material, which requires time to
react to stimulus. Some diseases do not create the required stimulus for the bone to
react at all, such as certain soft tissue infections, brain disorders and septicaecmia
(Roberts and Manchester 2005: 2). Additionally, diseases that act quickly may kill
their host before the bone has had sufficient time to produce identifiable lesions.
This is the case for some of the well-documented conditions in the past, including

the plague. Thus the range and severity of diseases identifiable in skeletal material
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does not provide realistic evidence of the variety of illnesses experienced by a
population during life.

The implications of the “osteological paradox” in bio-cultural studies are
numerous. First it must be borne in mind that all individuals in a cemetery
population died of something, and when death occurred at a young age it is likely
that their physical health was poor. As a result of the slow response of bone to
disease, an individual with gross skeletal manifestations of disease or stress will
have had to suffer chronic illness for a period of time, suggesting, in fact, that they
were fit and strong enough to survive beyond the initial stress. Conversely, and
most confusingly, an individual with no skeletal manifestations of stress or
pathological lesions may have experienced one of two very different forms of death.
Either they experienced good health throughout life and succumbed to old age or
indiscriminate illness which will leave no trace on the skeleton, or they were a
biologically stressed, perhaps nutritionally deprived, individual for whom sudden
illness could not be countered by a strong enough immune response. As a
consequence, it is not possible to determine confidently whether particular
individuals were healthy, rather it is only possible to identify a proportion of those
who suffered chronic illnesses.

Kinship is traditionally seen as essential to the structure of Anglo-Saxon
society and instrumental in the articulation of personal status, development of
genealogical links and dictating access to land and resources (Hérke 1997a: 137;
Loyn 1974). There is literary evidence for the importance of both the nuclear family
and to a lesser extent, the wider household in Anglo-Saxon England. The structure
of the Anglo-Saxon family can be reconstructed from Old English terminology that

emphasises the importance of close kin — parents, grandparents, children, aunts,
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uncles, nephews and nieces — through the use of distinctive names (Crawford 1999:
109). Aspects of the identity of family members appear to have been interlinked in a
complex manner. For example, there appears to be a general consensus that
marriage was monogamous (Hérke 1997a: 130) and in literary sources women are
often described in close relation to their husbands, but laws from the 6"-9"
centuries seem to define a woman’s status in relation to her father, even when
married (Loyn 1974: 206). Furthermore, economic independence of husband and
wife is indicated by the dispersal of a woman’s morning gift (a gift made from
husband to wife on consummation of the marriage) to her paternal kinsmen if she
died childless (Zthelbert 81, Whitelock 1955: 359). This also implies an economic
link between mother and child. The seemingly widespread practice of fostering and
godparenthood throughout Anglo-Saxon England suggests the family unit was not
always a biological unit (Crawford 1999: 122-138; Wareham 2001: 376). Thus the
household was united both residentially and legally (Harke 1997a: 137), but not
necessarily biologically.

Kinship and familial relationships have long been considered viable aspects
of identity to explore in the burial record, particular attention having been paid to
familial hierarchies of residence and descent (e.g. Binford 1972). Evidence from
funerary archaeology has been utilised in several ways to investigate social groups
in early Anglo-Saxon England. Cemetery populations have been used to infer
community size (Arnold 1988: 166). However caution should be used when directly
correlating burial populations to living communities as larger cremations cemeteries
may have served multiple communities (Amold 1981) and conversely multiple
contemporary cemeteries served some middle and later Anglo-Saxon monastic foci

(Hadley 2000b: 203-4) (see chapter 3.1). The arrangement or clustering of graves
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within cemeteries has frequently been utilised to identify kin groups (Cooke and
Dacre 1985: 54; Evison 1987: 145, Pader 1982; Philp 1973: 200-1, Welch 1980:
266), however interpretations of these groupings vary. Susan Hirst (1985: 102)
considered that clusters of burials where the wealth of grave goods varied indicated
households, comprising individuals from several ranks of society, rather than
familial clusters, who would share a similar wealth status. Studies of Merovingian
society, however, have suggested that status could vary within family groups in line
with an “open ranked society” — where social differences within families were as
important as status differences between family groups — contradicting the
assumption made by Hirst (Hérke 1997a: 139).

Osteological data have previously been integrated into studies that sought to
provide a bio-cultural method of approaching kinship identity. In such studies the
occurrence of non-metric traits — a range of skeletal features widely considered to
reflect both genetic and environmental factors — is utilised as an indicator of genetic
relationships between individuals. At Berinsfield (O), where burials span the mid-
5™ to mid-7" centuries, three kinship groups were identified based on non-metric
traits, burial form and spatial patterning (Boyle and Dodd 1995: 133-7). The
relatively even distribution of the sexes, and examples of richly furnished,
moderately furnished and unfurnished graves in each of these clusters of burials,
were argued to support the conclusion, as a household would be expected to
comprise a mixed demographic and status group. The occurrence of a 6™ lumbar
vertebra and the combination of septal apertures and wormian bones was unique to
a cluster of burials in the south east of the site, and, in contrast, non-metric traits
were generally rare amongst a separate cluster of burials in the south west (Boyle

and Dodd 1995: 133). A recent review of the utility of non-metric traits as markers
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of identity by Andrew Tyrrell has, however, cast doubt upon their value for bio-
cultural analysis. In particular, the complexity of the relationship between genetics,
environment and non-metric traits has been highlighted, and two caveats have been
emphasised: that some traits are more suited to application in genetic analysis than
others (Tyrrell 1999: 394; 2000a: 151) and consideration of a combination of the
least environmentally-determined traits is inherently more valuable than analysis
based on single traits in isolation (Tyrrell 2000b: 301). In light of these arguments,
the conclusions drawn about familial relationships at Berinsfield seem weakly
supported, relying as they do upon single skeletal traits such as wormian bones
(extra small bone pieces along the suture of the skull), supernumerary vertebrae,
spina bifida occulta and the metopic suture (an extra suture running centrally
through the frontal from nose to crown), which are known to be more
environmentally-sensitive than other, for example dental traits (Tyrrell 2000b: 294).
Whilst non-metric traits retain some potential as evidence of kinship relationships,
the complexities inherent in their interpretation, combined with the caveat that early
medieval kinship groups need not have been genetically related at all, currently
make them of limited utility to a bio-cultural study of identity.

To conclude, Anglo-Saxon individual and group identity has the potential to
have been determined by a wide range of factors based upon both physical
characteristics and social roles. Biological evidence for sex, age and disease that
can be determined from skeletal remains must be interpreted with caution if it is to
be used in the reconstruction of aspects of identity. Biological categories of
male/female, juvenile/adult, healthy/sick are utilised within social contexts to create
the social categories of gender, age thresholds and disability. Similarly, a direct

impression of the social status an individual held during life cannot be determined
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directly from funerary contexts. Yet, there is the potential to overcome many of
these weaknesses in the data by combining several strands of evidence for identity

into one bio-cultural study which draws on both osteological and
palaeopathological data and evidence for funerary practices from the archaeological

record.

6.3  The demography of the sample population

The database produced from the six case-study sites contained osteological data for
1144 individuals. Demographic profiles and life tables for the six case-study sites
combined as one population and separately as individual communities are presented
in Appendix 7. Among the six case-study sites there are some notable variations in
demographic profile (Table 6.2). The population at Adwick does not represent a
standard mortality profile. There are very few individuals under the age of 18
amongst the remains, and some sub-adult demographic groups are not represented
at all: for example, there are no neonates (birth-1 month), infants (1 month-1 year)
or adolescents (13-17 years). The largest group are young adults (18-25 years), who
make up nearly 50% of the total assemblage. This profile suggests either that the
cemetery served only a restricted proportion of a larger population, or that a
significant number of burials remain unexcavated beyond the boundaries of the site.
In the latter case, this would indicate strict zoning within the cemetery by age at
death, but this seems unlikely given the impression of the excavators that they had
excavated the entire cemetery (Harvey 2008; see chapter 5.1). Weiss (1973)
estimated that 30-70% of a pre-industrial population would die before the age of 15

years, and therefore any site at which juveniles make up less than 30% of the total
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Adwick | Ailcy | Norton | Pontefract | Spofforth | Thwing | Total
Hill
Foetus 0 0 0 2 0 2 4

Pre-term 0 0 0 0.8 0 1.5 0.4
Neonate 0 1 0 20 31 17 69
0-1m 0 0.6 0 8.3 7.4 12.6 6.4
Infant 0 3 0 22 12 16 53
1-11m 0 1.9 0 9.1 2.9 11.9 4.9
Young child 1 1 1 54 11 13 81
1-6y 27 0.6 1.2 208 2.6 9.6 1D
Older child 2 6 4 20 28 12 72
7-12y 5.4 3.8 4.7 8.3 6.7 8.9 6.7
Adolescent 0 8 8 13 18 2 49
13-17y 0 5.0 0.3 5.4 2 155 4.5
Young adult 17 8 9 9 44 9 96
18-25y 45.9 5.0 10.5 3.7 10.5 6.7 8.9
Young middle 3 20 19 18 47 21 128
adult, 26-35y 8.1 12.6 22.1 7.4 1.2 15.6 11.8
Old middle 6 12 14 12 39 22 105
adult, 36-45y 16.2 fie] 16.3 5.0 9.3 16.3 9.7
Mature adult 2 3 7 8 37 8 65
46y+ 5.4 1.9 8.1 33 8.8 5.9 6.0
Juvenile 0 19 0 10 21 2 52
0-17y 0 11.9 0 4.1 5.0 125 4.8
Adult 6 78 0 54 132 11 281
18y+ 16.2 49.1 0 223 31.4 8.1 26.0
Unaged 0 0 24 0 0 0 24
0 0 27.9 0 0 0 2.2

Total 37 159 86 242 420 135 1079

100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Table 6.2. Distribution of individuals by age at death at the six case-study sites

population can be considered to under-represent non-adults. By this model, under-

(percentages in red).

representation of younger individuals is apparent at Adwick, Ailcy Hill and Norton

Bishopsmill. The under-representation of young children is well known in Anglo-
Saxon cemetery populations and has been related to both selective burial practices
and poor preservation of immature bone (Buckberry 2000; Crawford 1993; Lewis

2002b: 32-3; Lucy 1994). Evidence of selective burial within the sample of case
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studies can be seen at Thwing, where neonates and infant burials cluster to the east
of a building and line of post-holes (for discussion of this practice see below, 6.4
and chapter 7.2.2). If this zone of the cemetery had not been excavated, juveniles
would also appear to be very infrequent in this population. Thus, we must allow for
the possibility that clusters of infants have been missed at one or more of the other
sites.

The sex profiles are mixed at all six sites (Table 6.3). The sample as a whole
comprised a slightly higher proportion of adult males, with an overall sex ratio of
1.4 males for every female. However, given the large proportion of adults for whom
the osteological determination of biological sex was not possible, it is unwise to
read any significance into the general preponderance of males. The only exception
is the population from Ailcy Hill, which has a markedly unusual sex profile, where
males outnumber females by more than four to one. The excavators were able to
infer changes in the population interred on Ailcy Hill over the three main phases of
burial. A mixed demographic profile among the heavily disturbed phase 1 burials
contrasted with a male bias in phases 2 and 3. In situ burials from phase 2 (c. A.
D.660-880) comprised nine males, five unsexed individuals and no females and,
when considered in light of documentary evidence for settlement in Ripon, it was
suggested that these burials were those of a local monastic community. Whilst
phase 3 was also male-dominated, the more unusual forms of burial and varied
orientations led to the interpretation that outsiders were buried here during the last

phase of interment after the main focus of burial had moved elsewhere (Hall and

Whyman 1996: 120-4).
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Adwick | Ailcy | Norton | Pontefract | Spofforth | Thwing | Total
Hill
Male 13 35 19 37 105 36 245
35.1 2205|8221 15.3 25.0 36.7 22.7
Intermediate 0 1 0 0 6 0
0 0.6 0 0 1.4 0 0.6
Female 10 8 17 24 84 31 174
27.0 5.0 19.8 9.9 20.0 23.0 16.1
Unsexed 14 115 50 181 225 68 653
37.8 723 58.1 74.8 53.6 50.4 60.5
Total 37 159 86 242 420 135 1079
100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Table 6.3. Distribution of individuals by biological sex at the six case-study sites.

(percentages in red).

Data for the living stature of individuals from the case-study sites is presented in

Tables 6.4 and 6.5. Average stature for males was 173.0cm, and females 161.7cm.

These were both approximately 1cm above the average statures recorded for males

and females in the Anglo-Saxon period (Roberts and Cox 2005: 195). There was

5cm variation in stature between the tallest populations at Ailcy Hill and Spofforth

and the shortest populations at Pontefract and Thwing. In the forthcoming bio-

cultural analysis, living stature was not found to provide any meaningful

correlations with burial practices or location of burial, and therefore is not discussed

further in this thesis.
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Adwick | Ailcy | Norton | Pontefract | Spofforth | Thwing | Total
Hill
140- 0 2 0 0 2 2 6
149.9 0 133 0 0 0.5 125 0.6
150- 1 3 4 6 10 9 33
159.9 Dl 1.9 4.7 B 2.4 6.7 3.l
160- 3 6 10 5 32 27 83
169.9 8.1 2 11.6 221 7.6 20.0 b
170- 4 14 11 3 35 18 85
1799 | 108 | 88 | 1238 1.2 8.3 13.3 7.9
180- 1 6 1 0 11 1 20
189.9 2.7 3.8 1.2 0 2.6 0.7 1.9
190- 0 0 0 1 1 0 2
199.9 0 0 0 0.4 0.2 0 0.2
No 28 128 60 227 329 78 850
data 1hai 80.5 69.8 93.8 78.3 57.8 18.7
Total 37 159 86 242 420 135 1079
100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Table 6.4 Distribution of individuals by living stature at the six case-study-sites.

(percentages in red).

Mean stature (cm)
Male | Female All individuals
Adwick 173.0 | 162.0 169.8
Ailcy Hill 174.1 157.0 170.6
Norton 1739 | 167.2 168.6
Pontefract 171.9 160.4 163.9
Spofforth 174.1 164.3 170.1
Thwing 170.5 | 159.6 165.5
Total 173.0 | 161.7 168.4
Anglo-Saxon average | 172.0 | 161.0 Average: 166.5

Table 6.5. Mean stature at the six case-study sites compared with an average for the

Anglo-Saxon period. (Average data from Roberts and Cox 2003: 195).
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Prevalences of pathological conditions in the sample population are
presented in Table 6.6. alongside general prevalences for the Anglo-Saxon period as
a whole taken from published reports (Judd and Roberts 1999; Roberts and Cox
2003: 164-220).2 There were some notable deviations in the sample population
from average prevalences. Weapon trauma was particularly common, occurring in
four separate cases across three of the case-study sites. Higher crude prevalences of
enamel hypoplasia amongst the case-study population might also indicate a higher
level of biological stress than experienced by other Anglo-Saxon communities,
however all other stress-related pathologies occurred less frequently amongst the
case-study sites than average.

Several unusual pathological conditions have been diagnosed in the case-
study population. Ankylosing spondylitis, a progressive and proliferative
ossification of soft tissue that fuses the spine, was identified in three individuals
(0.8% TPR) (Figure 6.1). The condition is thought to relate to a genetic mutation
and restricts spinal movement (Aufderheide and Rodriguez Martin 1998: 102-3).
An individual at Pontefract had otosclerosis, fusion of the ear bones, which is the
commonest cause of deafness in modern adults (Thompson 1984: 670) and which
has been identified amongst Anglo-Saxon populations at Castledyke and Raunds
Furnells (Roberts and Cox 2003: 174). Poor preservation of the remains of the
individual from Pontefract resulted in the recovery of ear bones from only the right
side, preventing confirmation of whether they were completely, or only partially,
deaf, and this severely inhibits any interpretation of the impact of their condition.

Nonetheless we can suppose that he suffered from some auditory impairment.

2 Generally, pathological prevalences are expressed as either a crude prevalence rate — the number of
cases of a pathology divided by the total population, or a true prevalence rate — the number of cases
of a pathology divided by the total number of individuals for which presence or absence of that
particular pathology could be observed. True prevalence rates are a more accurate representation of
disease prevalence in archaeological populations.
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Pathological Prevalence Pathological Prevalence
condition True % (crude %) condition True % (crude %)
Case-study Average Case- Average
sites study sites

Cribra 7.0 (2.7) 24.6 (7.6) Spinal joint 37(12.1) | (12.1)
orbitalia discase

Tibial 10.0 (3.3) N/A’ Appendicular | 17.5(8.2) | (8.3)
periostitis osteoarthritis

Enamel 16.6 (6.6) 7.4 (18.8) Weapon (0.8) -
hypoplasia injuries

Maxillary 9.3 (1.7) 4.7) Fractures (2.3) 3.5°
sinusitis

Endocranial | 3.7 (1.5) (0.07) Lytic lesions | (3.1) (1.5)
lesions at the joints

Scurvy (0.3) Rare Leprosy (0.1) (1.07)
Rickets (0.6) Rare B (0.3) (0.9
Non-specific | (2.7) N/A’ Neoplastic 0.3) (1.4)
periostitis diseases

Osteomyelitis | (0.3) (1.3) DISH 050.2) 1.8

Table 6.6. Prevalences of a range of pathological conditions at the six-case-study

sites combined as one population.

Deafness would have created difficulties for the social interaction of the sufferer.
Moreover, deafness is recorded in Anglo-Saxon literature as a disability

that may have prevented full involvement in society, for example, the later Anglo-
Saxon laws of Alfred suggest limitations to the independence of the deaf and dumb.
Alfred 14 directs that the father of a person born deaf, so that they cannot hear
charges brought against them, or confess or deny wrongdoing, was responsible for
paying compensation for their misdeeds (Attenborough 1922: 71; Crawford in press
a). One further unusual pathological case from the case-study sample is worthy of
discussion here. A 6-7 year old juvenile from Spofforth had a severe cranial

deformity for which radiography and histological analysis by this author permitted a

3 Comparable average data not available.
* Judd and Roberts 1999.
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diagnosis of fibrous dysplasia (Craig 2009; Craig and Craig in prep.) (Figure 6.2).
This individual had gross expansion of the bone of the left side of the face and
mandible, thus the lesion would have resulted in a significant visible extension of
the chin both anteriorly and laterally. The pattern of calculus on occlusal surfaces of
the left molars the teeth suggested that the individual was avoiding mastication on
the side of the deformity, potentially due to excessive tissue expansion,

inflammation or discomfort.

Figure 6.1. Ankylosing spondylitis (from Aufderheide and Rodriguez
Martin 1998: 103).

F25/08 : ¢

Figure 6.2. Deformity to the jaw of Spofforth 177 (6-7 years) (photo: author).
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In some cases, the distribution of pathological conditions amongst the
population preferentially affected certain age groups or one of the sexes. For
example, cribra orbitalia and endocranial lesions were both significantly more
common amongst juveniles (MW=21308, p=0.009; MW=24757, p=0.001) (Table
A7.2.3).5 The former was particularly prevalent amongst individuals who had died
in late childhood or adolescence, i.e. between the ages of 7 and 17 years
(KW=18.487, p=0.030), and the latter condition was most common amongst
infants, i.e. between 1 and 12 months (KW=26.23, p=0.002) (Table A7.2.4).
Although these two conditions preferentially affected different age groups, they
were also experienced in combination by some children (x*=22.884, p<0.001)
(Table A7.2.1). Enamel hypoplasias were most commonly identified in individuals
who had died in adolescence (KW=22.582, p=0.004) (Table A7.2.4). This pattern
of stress conditions amongst individuals who had died before attaining biological
maturity is not unexpected (Larsen 1997: 63). Although the conditions described
above would not necessarily cause death, those who were weakened by ill health
and physiological stress during childhood would have had greater chance of
succumbing to illness. One pathology commonly related to stress, tibial periostitis,
was much more common among adults than juveniles (MW=7442, p=0.005). The
aetiology of tibial periostitis is complex and little understood (Weston 2008),
however its common incidence in combination with enamel hypoplasia, especially
the severe pitted form, at Spofforth (2, 50% of cases of pitted hypoplasia also had
periostitis) suggests at least a partial relationship to biological stress in this

population (Table A7.2.3).

5 Tables with the prefix A7 can be found in Appendix 7.
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The degenerative conditions spinal degenerative joint disease (DJD) and
appendicular osteoarthritis (OA) were, as expected, significantly more common
amongst adults (MW=7884, p<0.001; MW=24007, p<0.001), however juveniles
were still, if infrequently, affected (Table A7.2.3). Evidence of spinal DJD was
identified in three adolescents (aged between 13 and 17), all from Pontefract.
Appendicular OA, in particular, was strongly linked to increasing age (KW=
40.370, p<0.001), with mature adults the most severely affected. Neither condition
preferentially affected either sex (Table A7.2.4, A7.2.7).

Some pathological conditions were found to affect males and females in
different proportions, however no statistically significant patterns were identified
(Table A7.2.7). Males (17.8%) experienced more tibial periostitis than females
(12.4%) and also had slightly more spinal DJD (males: 56.9%, females: 50%). A
greater disparity between the sexes was seen in cases of maxillary sinusitis, which
was more common amongst females (19.5%) than males (11.7%). During the early
medieval period sinusitis does not widely appear to affect preferentially either sex.
For example, females were more frequently affected at Caister-on-Sea (Sf) and
Norton Mill Lane (Anderson 1993; Jacob 2004) but males more commonly
experienced the condition at Worthy Park, Kingsworthy (Ha) and Raunds Furnells
(Hawkes and Wells 1983; Roberts et al. 1998). Sinusitis is commonly related to
living conditions as it can be caused by environmental pollution such as smoke and
soot and exacerbated by poor ventilation (Lewis et al. 1995; Roberts et al. 1998),
and therefore higher prevalences amongst females might suggest gendered division
in activities amongst the sample considered in this study, although his division does

not appear to be universal in Anglo-Saxon society.
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There was a clear sex bias in the experience of trauma across all of the case-
study sites (Table A7.2.10). Only males were identified with sharp force trauma
(three cases, all blade wounds), blunt force trauma (one case) and dislocations
(three cases). Long bone fractures, in contrast, were more evenly spread between
the sexes. General fractures and dislocations are likely to be the result of accidental
trauma, however it appears that males were those predominantly affected by
interpersonal violence. This pattern has been noted across the Anglo-Saxon period

(Roberts and Cox 2003: 168).

6.4  The provision of grave forms, bodily positions, grave elaborations and

goods

Certain grave forms appear to have been afforded more frequently to older
individuals within the case-study populations. At Thwing steps and sockets in the
grave cut were only found in adult graves (MW=2048, p=0.010) (Table 7.3.4).
More specifically, they do not occur in graves of individuals who died before the
age of 25. Similarly, the dominance of right-sided burials that appears throughout
the dataset becomes increasingly pronounced amongst older individuals,
particularly those aged over 25 at death (KW=19.463, p=0.013) (Table A7.3.12).
Prone burial and positioning of the arms as if tied only occur in adult burials as do
many of the other rare bodily positions: both tied individuals, all three skeletons
with their skulls relocated as if they had been decapitated and the contorted burial
from Adwick are all aged over 18 years. Conversely, some burial forms are more
common amongst younger individuals. Oval graves were significantly more likely

to contain juvenile remains than the other grave forms (KW=101.279, p<0.001)
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and, when site plans are considered, appear to have been generally proportional to
the size of their occupant (Table A7.3.6). Furthermore, the proportion of rounded
graves increased amongst smaller (younger) children and no rounded graves were
occupied by adolescents, who can be expected to have attained nearer adult stature.
Notably, other than oval graves, no other burial form is preferentially utilised in
juvenile graves. Thus in the vast majority of cases unusual grave forms and bodily
positions were reserved for adult burials. Indeed, adults were also the primary
recipients of so-called “deviant” burial rites in middle and later Anglo-Saxon
execution cemeteries (Buckberry and Hadley 2007: table 5; Hayman and Reynolds
2005: 219), while in earlier periods, for example at Sewerby, prone burials are
rarely afforded to juveniles (Lucy 1998: 57).

Age at death was a strong determining factor in burial location during the
middle Anglo-Saxon period. At two of the case-study sites, zones close to standing
structures were preferentially selected for the interment of neonates (aged from
birth to one month) and infants (aged between 1 month and 1 year). At Thwing a
large proportion of neonates and infants were preferentially buried to the west of a
wooden structure (Figure 6.3). Graves of very young children also dominate the
eastern-most edge of the cemetery, and, thus, they are also in closest proximity to a
line of possible free-standing posts. It appears that these children were further
differentiated, as infants dominate the area alongside the building while neonates
are more numerous by the posts. In contrast, the opposite, south-east, corner of the
cemetery is notably lacking in juvenile burials. At Pontefract more than half of the
children from the latest phase of this cemetery population (phase 3/4) who died
before their first year (14, 58%) were buried outside the eastern wall of a small

square building, considered by the excavators to be a church or chapel (Figure 6.4).
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Older children are more widely spread throughout the cemetery, but children over
one year might also have been afforded differential burial. They are unusually
numerous amongst the remainder of this phase of burial. As it is clear from
excavation that the cemetery was much larger than the area uncovered, it is
plausible that adults who died during this period were buried elsewhere in the
cemetery, and therefore younger individuals were also preferentially buried in
proximity to the building, but just not as closely as the youngest individuals. The
dating of the last phase of burial at Pontefract has already been highlighted as
problematic, and it is possible that the clustering of juveniles identified here post-
dates the period of interest in the present study (see chapter 5.1). Nonetheless, the
clustering at Thwing can be more confidently assigned to c. A.D. 650-850 and
therefore demonstrates that juvenile clustering was a feature of some cemeteries in

use between A.D. 650 and 850.
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Figure 6.3. The clusters of infants at Thwing.
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Figure 6.4. The cluster of infants at Pontefract. (Only burials from phase 3 are

shown).

At both Thwing and Pontefract, the importance of visible structures in dictating the
clustering of infant burials is clear. At Pontefract, the absence of any clustering of
children in phases 1 and 2, prior to construction of a building in the cemetery in the
c. 9" century, adds weight to this assertion. The desire to afford spatially segregated
burial to younger children might also be evidenced at Spofforth, although the
pattern is not as strong as at Pontefract and Thwing. The majority of neonate graves
are situated in clusters along the line of the west-east wall, and one further neonate
and an infant were buried in the isolated clusters to the north and east of the square
structure; in both cases these positions are some of the closest to contemporary
structures. Further evidence for the preferential location of neonates at this site is
provided by the notable absence of children under the age of one year amongst the

heavily populated zone in the south west. The differential burial of juveniles in
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spatial zones is evidenced at other cemetery sites used between A.D. 650 and 850 in
northern England. For example, at Winwick, the middle to later Anglo-Saxon
cemetery included an area with “a higher proportion of child burials in the north” in
close proximity to a structure c¢. 4m by 8m in plan (Freke and Thacker 1987-8: 33),
although it is unclear at what stage of the cemetery’s potential 600 year duration
these interments were made. At both Norton and Adwick the population of
juveniles is very small. At Norton no juveniles under the age of seven years were
identified and at Adwick all of the juveniles were adolescents, excepting a child
aged between four and six years. The juvenile populations should be expected to be
much higher, especially amongst neonates and infants. In consideration of the
pattern noted at the other sites, it might be tentatively postulated that juveniles were
preferentially buried in certain, unexcavated, areas of the cemeteries at Norton and
Adwick or at other unidentified cemeteries nearby.

There were no significant correlations between biological sex and the form
of the burial. For example, orientation (x*=7.758, p=0.804), grave form (}’=2.963,
p=0.564) bodily position (x2=1 .374, p=0.503) and the side on which bodies were
interred (x(*=1.925, p=0.936) were not significantly related to biological sex (Tables
A7.3.23-A7.3.28). The unusual forms of bodily disposition — such as prone burial,
binding of the hands and multiple burial — occurred in the graves of both males and
females. Thus it appears that biological sex was not a determining factor in the
burial form afforded to an individual.

Across all six case-study sites, the spatial distribution of graves also does
not generally have any relationship to the biological sex of the individuals interred.
This is also the case amongst populations from across early medieval Britain, for

example, at the 5% to 7"‘-century cemetery at Norton Mill Lane, the c. 5%- to 12%-
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century cemetery at Llandough, and later Anglo-Saxon cemeteries in Yorkshire and
Lincolnshire (Buckberry 2007: 121; Holbrook and Thomas 2005: 13; Sherlock and
Welch 1992: 80-1, Fig 23, 24). The only possible example of widespread zoning by
sex is found at Ailcy Hill, where the population is dominated by males during phase
2 and 3, radiocarbon dated to c. A.D. 660-880 and 660-990, respectively. Female
graves could only be located on the site plan in four cases, all at the summit of the
hill in charnel deposits relating to the first phase of burial, dated to ¢. A.D 550-660.
Burials in the radiating trenches cut across the hill could not, however, be assigned
a biological sex or exact phase. The excavators have postulated that the community
buried at Ailcy Hill from the 7" century consisted entirely of males, first a monastic
community, and then later, in the 10™ century, a group of “deviant” burials (Hall
and Whyman 1996). Nevertheless, it is possible that female burials were made
elsewhere on the hill during these periods. In this latter scenario, a strict segregation
of males and females would be implied and, indeed, there is evidence for this from
later Anglo-Saxon ecclesiastical cemeteries such as St Oswald’s Gloucester and Old
Minster, Winchester where groups of high-status male burials were spatially
segregated (Hadley in press). However, without corroborating evidence for such a
situation, the suggestion that females were buried in unexcavated areas of Ailcy Hill
from the 7% to 10™ century cannot be confidently offered as an alternative to the
suggestion that the population was exclusively male during this period.

Two further patterns relating to the spatial positioning of graves in relation
to biological sex might be suggested, both involving only small numbers of male or
female burials. Adult graves were encountered intermittently amongst the juvenile
clusters mentioned above at Ponterfract, Thwing and Spofforth. In several cases it

could be established that these adult burials were interred during the same phase as
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the juveniles. At Pontefract only two adult graves were incorporated with the infant
cluster during phase 3. Both were 35-45 year old females, one of whom was buried
in a chest with a lock. At Spofforth, the two isolated groups of graves, with clusters
of six and three individuals respectively, were the only burials sited to the north and
east of the foundations of a structure (Figure 6.5). Of the four adults, three are
female (the fourth was only recovered as charnel). The other individuals are a
neonate, an infant and two children aged seven to12. These groups of women and
children appear to have been afforded spatially separate burial from the main
cemetery to the south. A similar pattern is indicated at the other sites where
differential burial of juveniles is evidenced. At Thwing there is a concentration of
female graves in the western-most row of graves (Figure 6.6). This area is also
notable for its high numbers of neonate and infant burials. In sum, at these three
sites, it might be hypothesised that female burials were deemed more appropriate to
accompany the youngest individuals in death. The second pattern relates to the
differential treatment of certain male burials. At Spofforth, the two graves separated
from the remainder by the west-east wall were both prime age males (18-35). This
pattern is mirrored at Thwing where the only burials around and beyond the
possible cemetery boundary are also males. It is clear that one of these graves post-
dates the boundary as it partially cuts through it. It has been argued that phase 3b at
Ailcy Hill was used by a community that buried the majority of its dead elsewhere;
thus, as with the male groups at Spofforth and Thwing, the male population buried
here might also have been spatially segregated by burial at a site no longer used for
the majority of interments. Such burials are often considered to be “deviants”. Both
female burials amongst clusters of juveniles and “deviant™ burials are explored in

greater detail below (chapters 7.2.3).
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As discussed above (6.1, 6.2), it might be expected that individuals of a
higher social status would less frequently suffer stress-related illnesses, and that
people involved in different activities and levels of society might be exposed to
correspondingly varying degrees to certain pathological conditions. It is therefore
informative to consider the ways in which individuals were buried in light of the
prevalence of these conditions. In two cases, individuals buried on reversed
alignments (i.e. with the head at the opposite end to the norm) had suffered from
physically deforming and potentially disabling conditions. These include, first, a
possible male aged 14-15 years from Ailcy Hill with extreme spinal distortion
resulting from vertebral collapse that might indicate TB (Hall and Whyman 1996:
93). These visible symptoms may have set this individual apart from the rest of the
population in life and, indeed, the burial evidence suggests that this individual was
also, to some extent, set apart in death. Not only was it the only burial orientated
east-west at Ailcy Hill, but it was part of the last phase of interments which, due to
the variety of unusual burial forms identified, has been considered a burial place of
the socially excluded (Hall and Whyman 1996: 79- fig. 10, 124) (Figure 6.7).
Second, there is another male aged 18-20 years from Adwick was identified with
significant unilateral deposits of calculus across the entire right dentition,
suggesting some form of physical injury or facial deformity which prevented him
from utilising this side of the mouth in mastication. Whether this could have
affected his speech is unclear, but possible. This individual was also singled out
amongst the population by having a limestone block placed over his chest.
Although the exact size of the block is not recorded, it was large enough for the

excavators to consider the possibility of it weighing down the body (Harvey 2008).
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Figure 6.7. Tuberculous spine from Ailcy Hill (14-15 years, possible male)

(photo courtesy of YAT).

Individuals buried prone appear to have experienced a different range of
health and activity related pathologies from those buried in other positions. For
example, half of prone individuals had tibial periostitis in comparison with a
prevalence of only 13.2% amongst supine, left- and right-sided burials (%*=9.507,
p=0.023) (Table A7.3.39). Incidences of pitted enamel hypoplasia might be
considered more frequent amongst prone individuals, given that there is one case
among the six prone burials (16.7%) compared with only three cases (1.1%) among
all other burial positions, however the small samples sizes here make this deduction
questionable (Table 6.7). More convincingly, it can be seen that a much higher
proportion of prone burials were diagnosed with spinal OA. It might have been
expected that this pattern would be related to increasing age amongst prone burials,

as prevalence of OA is known to increase with age, however, on the contrary, two
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thirds of individuals in prone burials with evidence for OA were under 35 at the
time of death. Furthermore, certain prone individuals experienced multiple health
problems. At Thwing a female aged over 40 had experienced degenerative joint
disease, as would be expected at her age, but also had fusion across two
metacarpals, that may have restricted her dexterity, and significant asymmetry in
the length of the humeri, which would have made one arm longer than the other.
She was buried prone with her hands seemingly bound. In sum, in some cases,
reversed burial appears to have been considered appropriate for individuals who
experienced physical impairments. Proportionally more prone individuals also
suffered from tibial periostitis and spinal OA, suggesting they were more

susceptible to general infections and led active lives.

Position Enamel hypoplasia Total
Absent Linear | Pitted

Supine oron | 206 42 3 251

side 82.1% 16.8% | 1.1% 100%

Prone 5 0 1 6
83.3% 0.0% 16.7% 100%

Table 6.7. Occurrence of the two forms of enamel hypoplasia amongst individuals

buried prone and supine or on their sides.

Despite the strong tendency for them to appear in combination in a single
grave (see chapters 5.4.3 and 5.4.4), it appears that grave elaborations and grave
goods were most commonly afforded to slightly different demographic groups.
Elaborations are distributed between both adults and juveniles, however there is a
tendency for older individuals, in particular those over 35 years, to receive
elaborated burials more frequently (KW=20.153, p=0.017) (Table A7.4.2). A

similar pattern was noted amongst burials of the 8™.11" centuries in Lincolnshire
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and Yorkshire, where the frequency of more elaborate burial increased with age
(Buckberry 2007: 123-4). Moreover, some of the more unusual forms of elaborate
burial identified at York Minster were not afforded to children (Buckberry 2004:
206). When the chest burial rite (which makes up a significant proportion of all
elaborated burials in the present sample) is considered separately, some interesting
patterns emerge. Again chests are commonly afforded to older adults, particularly
those between 35 and 45 years at death (KW=17.057, p=0.048), but there are also
other age groups preferentially treated (Table A7.4.8). Children under the age of
seven are almost never interred in chests but chest burials of juveniles aged between
seven and 12 are frequent. In fact, older children are more commonly afforded chest
burial than young adults aged between 18-25 years. Grave goods are preferentially
provided to a different age group. Juveniles are notably excluded from this form of
burial in comparison to adults (MW=128426, p=0.025) and it is younger adults,
mostly between the ages of 18 and 25, who receive the majority of inclusions in
their graves (KW=23.749, p=0.005) (Tables A7.4.3, A7.4.4). The frequency of
grave goods, especially those with gendered associations, amongst adolescent and
young adult graves has also been noted amongst earlier Anglo-Saxon graves
(Stoodley 1999a: 117-8). It has been hypothesised that the abundance of grave
goods in young adult graves relates to the increased loss to society experienced by
the death of prime age individuals (Stoodley 2000: 465).

The relationship between elaborations and grave goods and the biological
sex of the individual they are interred with is not significant. Roughly equal
numbers of males (47, 18.8%) and females (35, 19.8%) are encountered in
elaborated graves across the case-study sites, however elaborations are

differentially afforded to the sexes at individual sites. At Adwick, Ailcy Hill,
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Norton, Pontefract and Spofforth, males are preferentially afforded elaborate burial
but at Thwing females are more frequently buried in elaborate graves (Table 6.8).
Evidence from cemeteries in Yorkshire and Lincolnshire suggests that males more
frequently received elaborate grave forms in the 8"-11" centuries (Buckberry
2007). Males were also associated with unusually elaborate graves in cemeteries of
the same period elsewhere, for example the so-called “founder’s grave” —a 35-45
year old male buried under a carved stone grave-cover — at Raunds Furnells, a 10%-
to 11%-century elaborate burial of a mature male at the centre of a cluster of burials
at Wharram Percy and a 10™-century boat burial at York Minster (Boddington
1996: 67; Hadley in press; Heighway 2007: 226; Kjelbye-Biddle 1995: 500-5).
Grave goods are found in both male and female graves, but due to the rarity of each
type of grave goods, their relationship with biological sex cannot be investigated
statistically. Nonetheless, it can be suggested tentatively that certain inclusions were
preferentially included in male or female graves respectively. For example,
evidence that individuals were interred wearing finger rings was found in two
female graves in this sample, one from Spofforth (35-45 years) and another from
Norton (16-20 years). This tendency for finger rings to be included in the burials of
women is supported by evidence for eight burials from across middle Anglo-Saxon
England, all of which (where a biological sex could be assigned) were female
(Geake 1997: 56-7). The relationship between biological sex and burial provision
amongst the present sample is markedly different from the ample evidence for
gendered grave goods found in Anglo-Saxon cemeteries from the same northern
regions in the 5% and 6™ centuries (Lucy 1998). Gendered burial provision was also
encountered amongst 6™- to 8"'-century burials at Bamburgh. Here a group of males

were interred with animal bones, and all exhibited osteological markers of
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strenuous physical activity. Sarah Groves (in press a) has linked this to evidence
from earlier cemeteries in the region, for example Norton, in which male weapon
burials appear to exhibit similar markers of activity, to suggest that this later
practice may have been a continuation of a high-status, gendered burial rite into the
7™ century. One issue with Groves’ interpretation at Bamburgh is that weapons
burials in northern England are extremely scarce during the early Anglo-Saxon
period (Stoodley 1999a: 85). In consequence it is not clear that there was a
widespread gendered weapons burial rite in the north during the 5™ or 6™ centuries
to be continued into the 7™ century, and therefore the association of gendered
burials with animal bones at Bamburgh with an early Anglo-Saxon gendered burial

rite may be spurious.

Site Male Female Total

Adwick 2 0 2
100% 0%

Ailcy Hill 6 0 6
100% 0%

Norton 3 2 5
60% 40%

Pontefract 16 8 24
67% 33%

Spofforth 4 3 7
57% 43%

Thwing 16 22 38
42% 58%

Total 47 35 83

Table 6.8. Prevalences of elaborations in the graves of males and females.

There are some cases where relationships between elaborate forms of burial and
evidence for different levels of biological stress, health or pathological prevalences

merit further exploration. Individuals buried with grave elaborations appear
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statistically more likely to suffer from appendicular osteoarthritis, however on
closer investigation of the data this is revealed to be the result of the pattern already
indicated above for older individuals to receive both more elaborate burial and also
suffer more degenerative diseases (Tables A7.4.24, A74.25, A7.2.26). It can be seen
that individuals buried with elaborations or in chests do not have greater
prevalences of appendicular OA than individuals of the same age in plain-earth
graves. Thus arthritic changes alone provide no evidence for a difference in lifestyle
between individuals buried in chests and the remainder of the population (see
chapter 7.3 for further discussion). At Norton, an 8-9 year old juvenile was buried
in a chest with a fossil crinoid. This unusual and, in the study area, unique grave
inclusion might be considered amuletic (Geake 1997: 99; Meaney 1981: 101) and
therefore would have been thought to confer luck, spiritual protection or health (see
7.5.1 for a discussion of several grave inclusions from this sample in the context of
apotropaic beliefs). The latter function might be more significant when considered
in light of the general health of the individual with whom the fossil was interred.
Osteological evidence suggests that they experienced poor health for some time
prior to their death: the child suffered from cribra orbitalia, suggesting chronic iron
deficiency as a result of either a poor diet or a lowered immune response that
increased their parasite load. Another unusual for of grave goods, a copper sheet,
was encountered with an individual at Spofforth. Copper has long been utilised for
its antibacterial properties, and appears to have been utilised for its medicinal
properties in the Anglo-Saxon period. For example, copper plates lined with dock
leaves were found bound to an infected humerus of a female excavated near
Reading in 1890. Calvin Wells argued that this individual came from the 11%- to

13"-century Jack of Both Sides cemetery (Brk) however, alternatively, it is possible
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the individual may have originated from a burial ground nearby dating to the
Anglo-Saxon period, c. A.D. 500-1000 (Kniisel et al. 1995: 380; Roberts and Cox
2003: 214-5; Wells 1964) (Figure 6.8). The burial of individuals with medical
apparatus used during their lives is also attested at Llandough where a middle-aged
male was buried during the 5% or 6% century wearing a possible iron hernia belt
(Holbrook and Thomas 1994: 53-64) (Figure 6.9). Whilst the individual from
Spofforth had no osteological evidence of active infection (he did have mild tibial
periostitis, however this appeared to be inactive at the time of death), flesh wounds
or infections would not necessarily affect the bone. Therefore, it remains possible
that the copper in the grave of the individual from Spofforth was a medical aid.
Furthermore the apparent curvature of the copper plate and a hole punched through
it would have aided its fit and fixing to the body.

It must be noted that these two examples of a possible relationship
between health and burial treatment provide far from conclusive evidence that
health was the mitigating factor in the provision of certain burial rites. Neither
example provides the only case of that particular pathology, and, thus, other
individuals might have suffered similar symptoms but received dissimilar burial.
Nonetheless, it is considered pertinent to highlight the possibility that these burial

rites were afforded as a result of the health experiences of the individuals described

here.
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Figure 6.8. Copper plates, originally lined with ivy leaves, that surrounded a
humerus from Jack-of-Both-Sides cemetery (from Roberts and Cox 2003: 215).

Figure 6.9. The iron bands of a hernia belt that were excavated from the abdomen of

burial 630 at Llandough ( from Holbrook and Thomas 2005: 55).

In most cases, pathological conditions are too infrequent to provide any
evidence of spatial patterning when considered in isolation, however in several
cases there are groups of burials for which the prevalences of certain conditions
differentiate them from others. At Norton there is a slight increase in the prevalence

of stress markers (cribra orbitalia, tibial periostitis and cranial lesions) amongst the
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graves clustered near the southern boundary of the cemetery and individual cases of
pathologies such as sinusitis, rickets, osteoporosis and fractures also occur among
this group of burials (Figure 6.10). This can, in part, be related to the chronology of
the cemetery, as it appears that stress markers were more common amongst later
graves, which also tend to cluster more strongly in this area. Thus the pattern
represented here might relate to changes in overall health in the population over
time, rather than revealing that the less healthy/more stressed individuals were
differentially buried in a particular zone of the cemetery. At Pontefract there also
appears to be an increase in population stress towards the 9" century, but here
graves from all periods utilise the entire excavated space of the cemetery (Figure
6.11). In this case, individuals with cribra orbitalia, metabolic conditions (including
one possible case of scurvy), cranial lesions, tibial periostitis and other cases of
non-specific periostitis, plus an individual who may have been at least partially deaf
were all buried in the south-western sector of trench 2. It is notable that all but one
individual buried here were from phase 3, when the building was first constructed,
and thus it may not have been considered appropriate for these individuals to have
been buried any closer to the structure. A similar pattern might be indicated at
Thwing, where the few cases of stress markers identified are located to the south
and east of the cemetery, away from the building and post alignment that dominate
the western side of the cemetery (Figure 6.12). At Thwing all cases of non-habitual
trauma are also found in individuals buried towards the south and east of the site
with a notable absence amongst the graves to the north and west.

At Spofforth a cluster of graves to the south of the west-east wall is notable
for its frequency of spinal DJD (Figure 6.13). This group also experienced more

appendicular OA, although other cases of this condition are widely spread
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throughout the cemetery. An individual with DISH was also interred in this group
to the south of the west-east wall. This condition is often associated with
monasticism in the later Middle Ages, as it is notably more common amongst
monastic communities than in lay cemeteries (Robert and Cox 2003: 246), but the
condition perhaps more properly should be associated with opulent living and
health conditions such as obesity and diabetes (Julkunen et al. 1971). DISH is not
uncommon in the early medieval period, with at least sixteen cases recorded at
Anglo-Saxon sites, but occurs less frequently than during the later medieval period
(Roberts and Cox 2003: 202, 246).

As at Norton, individuals who experienced traumatic injury were buried in
close proximity to each other at Spofforth in densely occupied areas of the
cemetery. At Spofforth the graves of three fracture cases intercut in the cluster
south of the west-east wall, furthermore, two cases of sharp force trauma (weapon
injury) were buried in both this cluster (one case) and that close to the east (one
case). At Pontefract the one case of sharp force trauma was buried close to the

building near a cluster of juveniles and two older women.
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Figure 6.10. Various pathological conditions at Norton.
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Figure 6.11. Various pathological conditions at Pontefract.
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Figure 6.12. Various pathological conditions at Thwing.
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Having highlighted these correlations between burial location and particular
pathological conditions, it must be noted that in all other cases there is no such
correlation. At Spofforth, where there are high prevalences of stress markers, there
is no apparent relationship between their occurrence and burial practice. Two kinds
of pathologies in particular present no specific spatial distribution: enamel
hypoplasia and physically deforming conditions. Cases of enamel hypoplasia are
widely spread at all sites, most obviously at Pontefract and Norton, where they
occur amongst individuals in a much wider spread of graves than any of the other
stress conditions. It is perhaps notable that many cases of enamel hypoplasia were
in adults who had survived intensive periods of childhood ill-health and must have
been relatively healthy and resilient. These cases of enamel hypoplasia, therefore,
probably do not represent biological stress as clearly as conditions such as cribra
orbitalia and tibial periostitis, which heal over time and are therefore not as obvious
in individuals who have recovered their health. Furthermore, the mere fact of
having experienced childhood ill-health need not imply overall biological stress —
children will catch and spread a range of infections that attack relatively
indiscriminately. It is perhaps the non-survival of such episodes that more
accurately indicates poor health. Therefore, the fact that cases of enamel hypoplasia
do not follow the same spatial pattern of distribution identified amongst other
stress-related conditions need not undermine any suggestion that individuals
exhibiting chronic signs of physical stress were afforded differential burial at some
of these sites.

In a study of the later Anglo-Saxon population at Raunds Furnells, convincing
evidence was presented by the present author for the differential treatment in burial

of individuals who had experienced greater stress. Individuals with the highest
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prevalences of the stress-related conditions cribra orbitalia, tibial periostitis and
linear enamel hypoplasia, and most cases of specific pathologies such as leprosy,
were clustered together in the south-eastern corner of the cemetery. These
individuals, who had seemingly experienced biological stress and poor physical
health during life, were interred in the least elaborate burial forms used across the
site. In particular, they were found to have been afforded burial marked above
ground by stone markers or covers significantly less often than other individuals
buried at Raunds. The position of these individuals, who appear to have had both a
low health status and low social status, in the far comer of the churchyard suggested
that space within the cemetery was also being used to further reinforce their low
social position (Craig 2006; Craig and Buckberry in press). The evidence presented
in this thesis does not, however, provide similarly clear results relating biological
and social status. Thus suggesting, perhaps, that space was not being utilised in the
same way.

It might be hypothesised that if spatial location of a grave was affected by
the social position of the deceased, individuals who had lived with physically
deforming pathological conditions might be afforded differential burial treatment.
However, there is little evidence from the present sample to suggest that individuals
who experienced physical impairment of any kind were buried in specific cemetery
locations. At Spofforth the extended, supine interment in an earth-cut grave of a
child with a deformed jaw and face is located to the east of the main burial
population, in a less densely-occupied zone, but this most likely relates to the burial
belonging to a later phase than the majority of the population (Figure 6.14). At
Thwing the grave containing an individual with pronounced cranial asymmetry was

positioned at what was then the furthest extent of burial, although it was intensively
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intercut by later burials, and therefore does not seem to be spatially excluded
(Figure 6.15). Finally, at Adwick, the individual with a possible jaw deformity, that
resulted in abnormal calculus deposits, was centrally placed in the part of the
cemetery excavated, thus suggesting no relationship between any stigma attached to
their condition and their burial (Figure 6.16). Disability and burial provision are

discussed in more detail in chapter 7.2.3.

N

Extent of excavations A

Contemporary features
Intrusive features
Graves
Meters
) 25 5

_1:

Figure 6.14. Location of the burial of the individual with a deformed jaw at
Spofforth.
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6.5  Summary

In this chapter it has been demonstrated that certain burial practices were afforded
to individuals based upon a variety of factors related to individual and group
identity. There are several aspects of the burial provision identified in this chapter
that would repay more detailed discussion, and these are, accordingly, addressed in
the next chapter, in which the patterns in burial provision highlighted here are
placed within a wider context and their meanings investigated. The forthcoming
chapter also provides a more detailed discussion of four aspects of burial practices
that have been identified in this and the previous chapter: the relationship between
identity and funerary provision; the chest burial rite; the occurrence and role of

small buildings within the cemetery; and the process of burial.
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CHAPTER 7

KEY THEMES IN FUNERARY PRACTICES, c. A.D. 650-850

This chapter draws together some key findings from both the survey of burial
practices at the case-study sites presented in chapter S and the bio-cultural study of
their provision presented in chapter 6. The particular focus of this discussion is the
contextualisation of the results from chapters 5 and 6 in relation to patterns of
funerary practice throughout the early medieval period across Britain and the
interpretation of the meanings that the various burial rites may have held for the
communities who utilised them. The chapter begins with an introduction to the
development of a theoretical approach to the interpretation of funerary practices.
Next, four key themes in middle Anglo-Saxon funerary practices, identified during
the analysis presented earlier in this thesis, are placed within their wider context to
facilitate a discussion of their meanings. These are the social identity of individuals
to whom certain funerary practices were provided; the chest burial rite; the role of
buildings in middle Anglo-Saxon cemeteries; and the process by which the burial

was created.

7.1  The development of a theoretical approach to funerary archaeology

The origins of the development of a theoretical framework for the analysis of
funerary archaeology can be seen in the work of culture-historians prior to the 1960s.
Burial practices were considered to be manifestations of religious beliefs, and were

equated with ethnic identity and archaeological cultures (Leeds 1913; 1936;
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Lethbridge 1931: 82-84). Direct links continued to be made between the world of the
living and the world of the dead, as represented by burial practices, in studies
informed by processualist theortes. Processualist approaches viewed society as one
large interconnected system, where social and ideological spheres remained
interlinked. This viewpoint permitted the equation of burial “wealth” (i.e. quantity
and quality of grave goods) with social status (Alcock 1981; Arnold 1980; Harke
1992; Shephard 1979; Tainter 1975). The essence of the processual approach to
mortuary data developed little on its predecessor, being as normative as the culture
historical system, but focussing on wealth and social structures instead of religion
and ethnicity (Harke 1997b: 21; Hodder 1980).

Post-processual theory permitted a very different means of interpreting
funerary remains. Anthropological approaches were incorporated into burial
archaeology to focus on the process and experience of death. Three main ideas
characterise post-processual approaches to burial. First, burial practices are not an
unambiguous reflection of everyday life (Parker Pearson 1982: 100-1; Richards
1992: 134; Ucko 1969). In consequence, the identities, roles and social situations
represented in burial practices are not directly described, but modified to represent
ideals or projected personas (Hodder 1980: 165). They represent a different, but not
necessarily false, reality (Barrett 1991: 5; Shanks and Tilley 1982: 130). This
complex relationship between ideology' and reality suggests that ritual is not just a

passive reflection of wider concepts of society and the world, but an active influence

!1deology can be defined in terms of the ways in which people conceptualise the world around them.
It is their own lived experience of the world, which bears a resemblance to, but is not the same as,
their actual relation to the world (Parker Pearson 1982: 100). Through their embodiment in social
action and manipulation by agents, idcologies become as “real” as the reality upon which they were

originally based (Shanks and Tilley 1982: 130).
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over how individuals thought about these concepts. Ritual not only reflects ideology,
but also creates it (Giddens 1979: 165-197, Harke 1997b: 23). Second, the dead do
not bury themselves. The form and contents of the grave reflect the views of the
mourners and society as much as they do that of the deceased (Parker Pearson 1999:
3). Thus, funerary rites are created, manipulated and rejected by multiple agents. It is
unclear exactly who these individuals were and to what extent they were involved.
Suggestions range from participation in the burial ritual by potentially the entire
range of individuals who had social relationships with the deceased (Saxe 1970: 6) to
ritual specialists such as the Anglo-Saxon “cunning woman” discussed by Helen
Geake (2003: 269) (see below 7.5.2). Finally, the meanings of features within burial
rites are not static, nor uni-dimensional, but contextual and open to interpretation by
both those originally present at the burial and future observers (Barrett 1987; 1991;
Lewis 1980: 19; Richards 1992: 134; Parker Pearson 1999: 32; Tilley 1989: 188).
Symbolism? in burial ritual has been most intensively researched in relation
to grave goods. Artefacts may have been placed in graves because of their associated
meanings, which may relate to the social identity of the deceased, but alternatively
may represent broader cosmological or political themes (Parker Pearson 1982;
Shanks and Tilley 1982: 134). The symbolism of funerary monuments has received
similar attention (Bradley 1993; Carver 1993; 2001: 1). Whilst it has been argued
that all aspects of material culture have inherent symbolism (Richards 1992: 131;

Shanks and Tilley 1987: 75), Martin Carver (2001: 2) has argued that multiplicity of

2 Symbolism has been discussed in detail elsewhere (Bordieu 1979; Richards 1992). Symbols have
inherent meanings, which are inextricably linked to the contexts they operate in. They have been
argued to categorise information, regulate and direct appropriate behaviour, establish and legitimise
dominant culture. Importantly for interpreting archaeological symbols, there need be no intrinsic (nor
intuitive) relationship between an object and what is symbolises.
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meaning of symbols need not mean that all artefacts acted as symbols in the same
way and therefore their meanings are highly contextual.

Post-processual approaches emphasise the place of burial within a wider
sphere of human action. It is likely that various archaeologically invisible practices
accompanied burial, for example processions, ceremonies, speech, singing and
feasting (Halsall 1998: 327; Parker Pearson 1999: 10, 32; Shanks and Tilley 1982:
133). These aspects may have formed an equal, or even greater, part of what
constituted burial rites than the grave itself. Processual models would suggest that
cemeteries where neither age, sex nor social status were expressed in the grave
represented less complex societies, however where not directly indicated in burial
rites, these aspects of identity may still have been differentiated in life (Hodder 1980:
166). It is important that burial archaeology is acknowledged to be only a partial
insight into a wider funerary rite (Harke 1997b: 22).

The remains and artefacts that can be recovered from burial contexts were
selected by those who created the grave. As a result, it is important to consider what
items may not have been appropriate to put into the grave. This argument is most
relevant when considering grave goods, and their differential usage over time. Items
which were inherited or gifted would not necessarily become grave goods, yet may
have held an enduring mnemonic function within the community. The archaeological
remains of funerary practices are selectively filtered by those who create them, but
also by the taphonomic processes that affect archaeological material. Many organic
materials, such as wood and textiles, are almost never preserved in burial contexts,
and thus our knowledge of their role in funerary practices is limited.

In sum, the post-processual approach to burial rites emphasises choice and

selectivity. Variety within funerary practices from grave to grave suggests that those
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who orchestrated burial made choices based upon aspects of the identity of the
deceased or a wider social reality which must have held meaning (Barrett 1991: 3;
Carver 2001: 3) (see below, 7.5.2). Whilst it cannot be ignored that burial rites will
have held meanings that reflected beliefs about death (Carver 2002: 135), many
aspects of identity were communicated to the living. Sam Lucy (1997b) has argued
that the aspects of identity that were emphasised would have depended on which
aspects were important enough (by the standards of the community) to be signalled
and perpetuated following death. However it must be borne in mind that the aspects
of identity deemed appropriate to express in death need not invariably mirror those
considered important in life.

Four aspects of the funerary practices in northern England between A.D. 650
and 850 have been selected for further discussion in this chapter. These are: first, the
ways in which aspects of individual and group identity were reflected in, and related
to, the burial rites afforded to certain people; second, the meaning of the chest burial
rite; third, the role of buildings within cemeteries; and finally, the processes by which
individuals were interred in the ground and the administration of burial rites. These
aspects of burial practice were considered worthy of further discussion for several
reasons. Aspects of individual and group identity appear to have profoundly affected
the provision of burial rites throughout the Anglo-Saxon period, and therefore the
relationships between identity and burial practice identified in chapter 6 between
A.D. 650 and 850 require detailed investigation. The chest burial rite seems to have
been particularly distinctive both to the period and the region of this thesis. Thus far,
chest burials have rarely been discussed in print, and where they are considered, the
form and construction of the chests themselves is afforded much greater attention

than their provision (Ottaway 2007: 122-4; Kjelbye-Biddle 1995). Further
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investigation of the chest burial rite is, therefore, required to understand its provision
in more detail. The important role of buildings as focal points within cemeteries has
become apparent throughout the present research, however it has also become clear
that they are often assigned functions with insufficient supporting evidence or critical
judgement (see chapter 5.1). In consequence, the role and function of buildings in
cemeteries is given further attention here. The process of burial is rarely afforded
sufficient attention in studies of Anglo-Saxon funerary practice, however, in recent
years there have been several attempts to uncover the events that took place at a
burial and the people responsible for conducting them (Geake 2002; Gilchrist 2008).
It is hoped that the data presented in this thesis from modern, well-recorded
excavations will provide the detailed evidence required to contribute to this

continuing debate.

7.2 The expression of social identity in burial practices, c. 650-850

In this section the differential funerary treatment of individuals is considered in
relation to aspects of their identity. Several aspects of the middle Anglo-Saxon burial
rite identified at the case-study sites warrant further discussion in the context of the
expression of identity. These are considered below in their wider chronological and
geographical context, and include the changing expression of biological sex/gender,
burial ritual as a means of social exclusion, the provision of multiple burial, and the
relationship between burial and the lifecycle — in particular the differential treatment

of neonates and infants.
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7.2.1 The changing role of gender

Biological sex was a significant determinant of the assemblages of grave goods
characteristic of early Anglo-Saxon cemeteries. In northern England, furnished
cemeteries with comparably diverse assemblages of grave goods are not so
widespread in the 5" and 6™ centuries, however, there are burials with demonstrably
gendered assemblages, such as those investigated by Sam Lucy (1998: 103) and Nick
Stoodley (1999a; 1999b) in East Yorkshire. A disproportionate emphasis on
characteristically female grave assemblages is noted at some furnished northern sites
during the late 7™ century, for example at Castledyke, where more than twice as
many females than males were buried with gendered grave assemblages (19 females
and 8 males) (Geake 1997: 128; 2002: 147) and at Street House, where a group of
lavishly furnished burials with female-gendered goods date to the latter half of the 7™
century (Sherlock 2008). The increase in the numbers of elaborate female
assemblages in the latter half of the 7% century is argued to be accompanied by a
decline in emphasis upon the male grave assemblage, with fewer types of grave
goods having demonstrable masculine links than feminine links (Geake 1997: 128,
141 table 6.3; Stoodley 1999b). Amongst the six sites considered in detail in this
study, the relationship between biological sex and burial provision was extremely
limited. Grave goods were scarce and no firm correlations were apparent, nor was
there any relationship between the provision of any other burial forms and biological
sex. For example, chest burials were broadly equally afforded to males and females
at all sites where a mixed sex profile was encountered.

A variety of explanations have been offered for the decline in the expression

of biological sex in funerary rites from the 7h century. Nick Stoodley (1999b: 104-5)
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suggested that patterns of inheritance and authority may have affected the expression
of gender in favour of a small number of elite (usually male) graves. In contrast, the
importance of familial or household status in the funerary rites of the later Anglo-
Saxon period has been emphasised (Buckberry 2007: 126; Hadley 2004a; Stoodley
1999b: 104-5), and it is possible that an increasing importance placed upon these
occurred at the expense of expression of gender in the grave. Alternatively, gender
may have begun to be symbolised in alternative ways in funerary rites that are not
visible archaeologically, for example in ceremony or action. Whatever its causes, we
cannot assume that the reduction in sex-specific grave goods in middle Anglo-Saxon
England reflects a similar decline in the social distinctions between men and women.
In fact, there is evidence from northern cemeteries to suggest that gender roles
remained fundamental to social identity but began to be expressed in a different way
than in previous centuries.

Men and women were differentiated by the locations of their burial,
primarily in ecclesiastical cemeteries. At Hartlepool, for example, name-stones from
the cemetery at Cross Close indicate a female-dominated population of some
considerable status, whilst in the Church Walk cemetery to the north west, a cluster
of elderly males may suggest a contemporary burial zone for men. These two groups
of individuals may well have been the monks and nuns of the mixed monastery
(Daniels and Loveluck 2007: 80-1, 90-1). Male-dominated populations were also
encountered at other sites with Minster associations, for example at Ailcy Hill and
Wearmouth (Hall and Whyman 1996; Cramp and Lowther 2005). The potential for a
link between the burial of ecclesiastics and the expression of gender identity from the
7% century is highlighted by a variety of sources. The segregation of monks and nuns

in the monastery at Barking (GL) is described in detail by Bede. That they inhabited
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separate areas of the monastery is clear, however, it is also implied that the nuns
were to be buried in a different part of the cemetery from the monks should any of
them succumb to the plague which was afflicting the house at the time (HE iv, 7).
Furthermore, the links suggested at Hartlepool between ecclesiastical and elite status
and the separation of males and females in certain gendered burial zones is also
supported by historical evidence. We know that high-status women were attracted to
church positions at Hartlepool and Whitby. Hild, Abbess of Hartlepool and the later
Whitby, was the daughter of a nephew of King Edwin of Deira (HE iii: 24) and also
the aunt of King Ealdwulf of East Anglia. In addition, Abbess Alffleed of Whitby
was the daughter of King Oswiu of Northumbria (HE iv: 23). In sum, the relationship
between biological sex and burial practices underwent a significant change from the
7" century in northern England. Gendered grave goods characteristic of some earlier
cemeteries in the region decline, apparently alongside the expression of gender itself
in the majority of graves. In one sector of society the distinction between the sexes is,
however, frequently maintained in the funerary rite through burials in spatially-
distinct zones. It can sometimes be demonstrated that this form of segregated burial
was afforded to ccclesiastical men and women, but it must not be assumed that other
sectors of society who sought burial at Minsters, for example lay elites, were
excluded from this practice. This tradition does not reflect a continuation of earlier
practices, appearing instead to reflect the segregated lives lived by members of
religious institutions.

Another potentially gendered division in the provision of burial has been
identified in the spatial clustering of small numbers of females. These burials are
located amongst burial groups otherwise dominated by juveniles. The burial of

juveniles in defined areas of particular cemeteries is discussed in more detail below
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(7.2.2), however, it is the role of the small number of female burials that accompany
them that is considered here. The clustering of adult and infant burials has been
described in other Anglo-Saxon cemeteries, however, in many of these cases it is not
females, but male burials which accompany juvenile graves (Hadley in press). In the
middle Anglo-Saxon cemetery at Great Houghton (Nh), for example, an adult male
interred in a grave with post-holes at each corner (perhaps marking the plot or
supporting some form of canopy) was buried in a plot isolated by several metres
from other burials, except that of a 4-5 year old child (Chapman 2000-1: 16-19).
Moreover at the later cemetery of Raunds Furnells two graves of juveniles encroach
on the area occupied by a male burial under a carved stone slab, thought to be the
“founder’s grave” (Boddington 1996: 45, 67) and these appear to form a spatially-
distinct burial cluster. In these examples it is the adult grave that appears to have
been the focus of the group, however in the cases from the present study the
relationships between adult males and juvenile are less clear. At Thwing and
Ponterfract, female graves are found alongside large clusters of juvenile graves in
close proximity to standing structures. It may, therefore, be the standing structures,
rather than the adult graves, that were the focus of these groups. Clusters of juvenile
burials in close proximity to certain focal features are known from many sites in
northern England in the middle Anglo-Saxon period (see discussion below 7.2.2), but
in only certain cases do female graves accompany them. The women are, therefore,
apparently part of the cluster of infants, but not its focus. Perhaps they shared some
form of identity with these children? A range of possible explanations can be offered
for this practice. In a recent paper, Sally Crawford (in press a) has considered the
significance of the early medieval concept of “unmaga”. This term can be translated

as “childlike”, and indced is somctimes used to refer to children themselves
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(Attenborough 1922: 195; Crawford In press a). Crawford has, however, linked
“unmaga” more widely to the helplessness and lack of independence characteristic
of some mental and physical impairments. In addition, law codes indicate that lack of
independence may have necessitated the withdrawal of adult status, thus providing
another link between childishness and impairment. The question can be posed, then,
whether the women buried in clusters of juveniles identified here were “unmaga”, or
childlike in their behaviour, perhaps in consequence of mental impairment. It is
difficult to reconcile this suggestion with the burial only of women with the infants
in the examples described here. Why would only women be afforded childlike status
based on their mental or physical abilities? This is especially inconsistent considering
that it appears that males were more often excluded from normal modes of burial or
the burial population itself, for example, in execution cemeteries (Hadley in press)
(see discussion of “deviant” burial below, 7.2.3).

An alternative explanation might relate to concepts of care and protection.
The association of adult and juvenile graves in clusters has often been linked to
familial relationships or the need to afford the very young the protection of an adult
even after death (Hadley in press). These two explanations need not be mutually
exclusive, however the latter perhaps best fits the evidence presented in this study.
The large groups of neonates and infants accompanied by only small numbers of
female burials are unlikely to be conventional family units, but a few adult female
“mother figures” might be considered sufficient to protect a large group of children
after death. The gendered role of women as care-givers including mothers, midwifes
and undertakers has recently been reviewed in later medieval contexts (Gilchrist
2008) (see below, 7.5.2). It might be possible to trace a similar identity amongst the

women considered here. One possible solution to the question of their identity is that
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they are those who died in childbirth. Archaeologically identifiable examples of peri-
partum mortalities are not common, and none was encountered amongst the sample
considered in this study. > However, Anglo-Saxon examples of death in childbirth are
certainly known, including a 6"- to mid 7™-century burial from Worthy Park,
Kingsworthy and a 11%- to 12™-century burial from St Nicholas Shambles (GL). In
the former a female was excavated with juvenile bones in and around the pelvic area,
suggesting the child was not fully expelled at the time of death or burial (Hawkes and
Wells 1975; 1983: 24) and in the latter the remains of a full term foetus were
encountered in the abdomen of a female with masculine pelvic characteristics that
may have contributed to difficulties during childbirth (Wells 1988: 71-3) (Figure
7.1). Anglo-Saxon sources tell us very little about childbirth, however pre-Christian
Irish sources (including to Colloquy of Ancients, though to have been compiled from
oral accounts around 1200) indicate that women who died in childbirth could be
afforded special status and honour in their burials (Crawford in press a; Leigh Fry
1999: 182-3). It is not until the 13% century that Christian sources begin to link
childbirth with contamination and thus it may be more appropriate to consider
middle Anglo-Saxon women in relation to the Irish model than to the much later
Christian ideals (Gilchrist 2008: 43). The clusters of females and juveniles at
Pontefract, Spofforth and Thwing are all in close proximity to standing buildings,
areas that appear to have held higher status or greater holiness (see chapter 6.). One
tentative suggestion is that the identity of a mother was conferred in death upon these

unlucky women, who had not had a chance to fulfil this role in life, by the practice of

3 The identification of evidence of partuition from features of the pelvis in skeletal remains has been
considered in some detail (FHoughton 1974, 1975, Spring ct al. 1989; Taguc 1988; Ulirich 1975), but
these studies produced conflicting results regarding its effectiveness. A more recent study, utilising
individuals with known life histories from the lS“‘-century Spittalficlds collection, concluded that
none of the pelvic traits commonly linked to partuition were directly indicative of parity status to a
degree that would make them effective ostological indicators of childbirth (Cox and Scott 1992).
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burying them with groups of infants. Whilst no explanation for the placement of
adult females amongst clusters of juveniles in cemeteries dating to between A.D. 650
and 850 can be confidently favoured, it has been argued here that the identities of
these women were intertwined — perhaps through childlike behaviour or their

reproductive histories — with the infants that they were buried with.

Figure 7.1. The burial of a woman from St Nicholas Shambles with foetus in situ in

the pelvic girdle (from Wells 1988: 72).

722 The bitter death? The burial of the youngest members of the community

In contrast to the evidence for biological sex, it appears that age at death could have a
significant impact on the burial rites afforded to many individuals in the middle
Anglo-Saxon period. The most noteworthy practice relates to the burial of children

who died before the end of their first year. In several cases the youngest individuals
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were buried in a restricted area of the cemetery, with a standing structure as a focal
point.

Infants and children are generally underrepresented in early Anglo-Saxon
cemeteries across England (Crawford 1991; 1993: 84; Lucy 1994: 26), including at
several sites from northern England such as Sewerby and West Heslerton (Lucy
1998: 35). Many explanations have been postulated for the paucity of juveniles in
5™. to 7"-century cemeteries including differential decomposition, recovery bias,
shallow burial and active exclusion (Crawford 1993: 84-5; Evison 1987: 146;
Gordon and Buikstra 1981; Lucy 1994: 26-27; Mays 1998: 22; Molleson and Cox
1993: 16). The discovery of infant burials in several early Anglo-Saxon settlement
contexts, particularly in sunken-featured buildings at sites such as West Stow and
Wharram Percy, suggests that the youngest individuals may also have received a
different form of funerary treatment, away from the main cemetery focus (Crawford
in press b; Hamerow 2006: 13-4; Milne and Richards 1992: 84; West 1985).
Differential treatment of infants seems to remain a feature of funerary practices from
the 7" century, albeit with significant differences in the means by which the youngest
members of the burial community were distinguished (Crawford 1999; in press b). In
cemeteries from the 7™ century onwards, infants were more commonly encountered
in the cemetery populations and in several cases are preferentially buried in certain
areas. There is little evidence for the zoning of infant burials in the few cemeteries
from the 5%-7™ centuries where they have been identified in significant numbers
(Crawford in press b) and, indeed, amongst the cemeteries from northern England
used during this period, there was no clustering of infants comparable to that

identified in later cemeteries (e.g. see Drinkall and Forman 1998: 222; Hirst 1985:
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34; Lucy 1998: 69-75; Marlow 1992: fig 28%). The spatial zoning of infant burials is
much more common amongst 9% to 1 1"®_century cemeteries, where the interment of
infants close to church walls has frequently been identified, and termed “eaves-drip
burial”. Commonly thought to relate to baptismal ritual, this practice has been
suggested to reflect uncertainty within early Christian communities over the efficacy
of baptism (Boddington 1996: 55; Crawford 1999: 85-9; Hadley 2009). The origins
for this theory seem to lie in anthropological studies. There appears to have been a
long-held fear throughout European history that the unbaptised infant was never at
rest and could easily return as a revenant to haunt their family (Barber 1988; Wilson
2000: 216). More specifically, Wilson (2000: 216) records anecdotal evidence from
the 19® century of the clandestine burial of an infant under the eaves of the sanctuary
roof of a church, hoping that the water running off the roof would bestow some kind
of posthumous baptism. This story provides some evidence for practices that sought
baptism after death, although their antiquity is not clear.

A series of pragmatic explanations have also been offered to explain the
spatial clustering of groups of infants from the 7 century, however they are not
entirely convincing. It has, for example, been suggested that an epidemic illness or
famine might necessitate the rapid, successive burial of abnormally large numbers of
young children, but the intercutting of juvenile burials, for example at Pontefract,
makes it unlikely that clusters of infant burials represent only one phase, or even a
relatively short period, of burial. Moreover, explaining clusters of infant burials by
reference to epidemics fails to provide reasons for the specific location of these

clusters, which are typically adjacent to upstanding monuments in the cemetery.

4 Some clustering of individuals under 12 years was noted by Sam Lucy (1998: 69-70, 74) at Sewerby
and West Ieslerton, however the pattern was far from as strong as those noted amongst the later
cemeteries in this sample. Moreover, there was no apparent differential treatment of infants as a

group.
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Alternatively it has been suggested that proximity to church foundations would have
prevented the digging of deep graves, such as would be required for adult burials,
and thus this location became most appropriate for the smaller, shallower graves of
infants (Anderson 2007: 98). However, there is no intrinsic reason why the
foundations of some of the small buildings from this sample should have interfered
with the depth of burial for more than a few metres away from their position. Indeed
a few adult graves, especially of women, are interspersed with the infants in several
cases (see chapter 7.2.1), suggesting that there was no physical barrier to the digging
of adult graves in those areas dominated by infant burials.

These functional explanations having been discounted, the potential stimulus
for intentional segregation of infant burials in some cemeteries utilised between A.D.
650 and 850 can be considered in more detail. The “eaves-drip” model is not an
entirely satisfactory explanation for clusters of infants in middle Anglo-Saxon
cemeteries. At many later Anglo-Saxon sites infant burials cluster around churches,
for example at Raunds Furnells where the “eaves-drip” phenomenon is best known
(Boddington 1996: 54-5, 69). As a result, many subsequent studies have actively
associated clusters of juveniles with church buildings to the extent that groups of
infant burials are frequently used to infer the position of a church even where there is
no supporting structural evidence (Buckberry 2007: 125). For example, at Hartlepool
a cluster of infant burials in the south-east corner of Church Walk cemetery led to the
suggestion that a contemporary church lay just outside the area of archaeological
investigation (Daniels 1999: 112) (see chapter 3.1). However, the supposition that all
juvenile groups were interred under the eaves of churches has the potential to retard
our understanding of the topography of cemeteries by masking the possibility that
other features attracted groups of children’s graves. Indeed, amongst the sample
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considered in this study, the placement of infant burial groups was not always
associated with a church. At Thwing, for example, there is evidence for the burial of
neonates along a line of three post-holes, reconstructed as a line of three free-
standing posts. The interments at this site were made from as early as the 7" century,
and therefore this may be one of the earliest examples from the region of the burying
of the youngest children in clusters. Furthermore, it can be seen that not all examples
of juvenile clustering necessitated proximity to a church, or even a building, and that
neonate burial zones could occur in locations where the “eaves-drip” effect could not
have been created. Nonetheless, the role of a standing structure of some form does
appear instrumental in the location of many juvenile burial clusters at Thwing and
elsewhere. This is especially clear at Pontefract, where differential burial of infants
begins at the same time as the construction of a rectilinear building in the 9"-10™
century. The importance of standing structures with religious significance as focal
points suggests that the zones utilised for infant burials were important, perhaps they
were high-status or particularly holy areas by virtue of their proximity to the most
visible focus of the site.

At this point, consideration of why only the youngest children were
distinguished in burial zones amongst the sample in this study is appropriate.
Cultural distinctions between the very young child, who could not speak and was
completely dependant on others, and older children are implicit in the vocabulary of
Old English written sources and suggest an inherent and enduring difference in the
conceptualisation of infants in Anglo-Saxon society (Crawford 1999: 54; 2007: 84;
in press b). The death of children was also treated differently from that of adults.
Abbot Zlfric of Eynsham, writing during the late-10™ and early-11" century,

described the “bitter death” of a child in contrast to the “unripe death” of an older
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adult and the “natural death” of the old (Thompson 2004: 10). Archaeological
evidence can also provide evidence that the degree of independence a child had from
its parents may have been instrumental in the creation of their social persona.
Isotopic analysis of northern populations from Black Gate and Wharram Percy
suggests that weaning at around the age of one year was a community-wide age
threshold (MacPherson er al. 2007; Mays 2007: 93) and Simon Mays (2007: 93-4)
has tentatively linked this threshold with the tendency for infants under the age of
one year to be buried immediately north of the church, suggesting that the spatial
patterning of burial may be referencing the age of weaning. He did, however, note
that this could not be a complete explanation for the location of infant burials as
some of the very young were also buried away from the church.

The “eaves-drip” model suggests an explanation for differential burial of
infants relating to the role of baptismal ritual in early Christian communities. This
same emphasis upon baptismal rites has recently been adopted in the description of
7%_ t0 98-century cemeteries. For example, Chris Loveluck (2007: 205) suggests that
infants buried together at sites such as Hartlepool were “probably unbaptised”.
However, the evidence for the relevance of baptism amongst the general population
from the 7" to 9 centuries is limited. At the beginning of the 5" century St
Augustine argued that a child who died unbaptised would be condemned to Hell
(Crawford 1999: 85), thus beginning a period of Christian doctrine that placed the
unbaptised in a precarious position. Baptism of both adults and children is
documented throughout the middle Anglo-Saxon period, for example Bede records
the baptismal activities of the Roman missionary Paulinus at York, Yeavering and
along the River Swale (NY) during the 7" century. Yet whilst Bede claims that

“crowds ... flocked to [Paulinus] from every village and district” (HE ii, 14), the
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extent to which baptism was available to everyone at this time remains unclear. In his
review of evidence of places of baptism in Anglo-Saxon England, Richard Morris
(1991: 16) emphasised that, in the centuries directly after the conversion, the need to
find someone to perform baptism and the requirement to travel to an appropriate
location on a suitable holy day could combine to dissuade parents from seeking
baptism for their infants. Baptism was incorporated into 7“‘-century lawcodes, for
example, the laws of Ine of Wessex, dated to ¢. 694, which indicated that an infant
must be baptised within 30 days of birth or a fine — albeit a relatively small one
was imposed on its parents (Crawford 1999: 85; Ine 2, Whitelock 1955, 364). The
extent to which these directives permeated everyday life is not clear, nor can we be
sure that similar prescriptions to those enumerated in Ine’s code were in place in
more northern territories at a similar time. Moreover, even if baptism were to have
been a relatively widely understood concept within middle Anglo-Saxon Christian
rites, this source does not make any reference to burial as an ameliorative practice for
the unbaptised.

The availability of evidence connecting differential burial of infants with
baptismal ritual is greater for the period between the 9" and 11" centuries than it is
for the 7™ to 8% centuries. Anglo-Saxon fonts, unknown before the 9"-10™ centuries,
begin to be encountered in contexts that may suggest links between baptism, church
and cemetery (Hadley in prep.; Morris 1991: 17). At Repton (Db), for example, a
mausoleum was also identified as a baptistery due to the presence of water channels
in its floor. The building was built on an extant cemetery and burials made after its
construction clustered close to its south and east walls (Biddle 1986: 16-22; Morris
1991:19). Furthermore, Richard Morris (1991) has presented evidence that

widespread baptism only became readily available from the o™ century, which
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might serve to emphasise further the inappropriateness of connecting the baptismal
links of “eaves-drip” burial with clusters of juveniles in cemeteries before c. A.D.
900. Dawn Hadley (in prep.) has recently suggested that “eaves-drip” burials from
the 10™ and 11 centuries across England might relate to the pattern of juveniles
associated with high-status male burials, and that these two forms of funerary rite
could reflect part of the social and political expression of local lordship. This
explanation would not suit earlier examples of juvenile clustering, which occur
before the accepted development of regional lordship Hadley refers to, and therefore,
if her argument is to be accepted, it could be suspected that juvenile clusters from
earlier cemeteries reflect a different practice.

Interpretation of the clusters of neonate and infant burials encountered
amongst northern cemeteries from A.D. 650-850 presents several problems. Zoning
does not occur at all sites and there is no identifiable pattern in the sorts of
cemeteries where it does. Instrumental in this issue are the problems in determining
the character of many cemeteries dating to ¢. A.D. 650-850. For example, at Thwing
it is assumed that the relationship between the cemetery, a multi-phase settlement
and a Bronze-Age barrow indicate a high-status complex, but at other sites the
limited scale of excavation means that this kind of contextual information is not
available and this, in turn, restricts the degree to which links with Minsters, status
and settlement can be determined. Chris Loveluck (2007: 205) has emphasised the
high prevalence of juvenile burials at middle Anglo-Saxon Minsters, suggesting that
they may have been strongly-desired locations for higher-status or local families to
inter their young dead. At Pontefract, Hartlepool, Whithorn and Flixborough,
Minster associations could be suggested to have affected the funerary practices

utilised, however at the well-cxcavated and documented Minster eemeterics of
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Wearmouth and Jarrow there is no evidence for juvenile clustering of this kind
(Cramp and Lowther 2005; Lowther 2005). Moreover, there is no evidence for
Minster associations at Thwing, where juvenile clustering is demonstrated in this
study to have been strong. Amongst the cemeteries dating to c. A.D. 650-850 from
northern England that can be associated with communities of different types, it can
be seen that the occurrence of neonate and infant clusters is not characteristic of any

one sort of cemetery, community or type of settlement.

7.2.3 A deviant rite in middle Anglo-Saxon northern cemeteries?

The exclusion of certain individuals from the normal burial community became
increasingly common from the 7t century (Cherryson 2008: 122; Reynolds 1997,
2002: 188; 2008; 2009). There are over thirty burial grounds dating from ¢. 700-1100
that are believed to have provided burial places for those excluded from community
cemeteries (Geake 1992: 87-88; Reynolds 1997; 1999). However, in only one case
has this practice been identified in middle Anglo-Saxon northern England, at
Walkington Wold. These so-called “deviant” cemeteries are conventionally
identified by unusual forms of funerary rites (Aspock 2008: 15; Saxe 1970) including
careless burial in disorganised groups, unusual positions, multiple graves and/or pits
containing multiple burials and by seemingly disrespectful treatment such as binding
of the hands or weighting-down of the body with stones (Buckberry and Hadley
2007; Geake 1992: 87; Harman et al. 1981: 168; Hawkes and Wells 1975: 118-22;
Hayman and Reynolds 2005: 219, 239; Hirst 1985: 36-37; Meaney 1964: 287-8;
Reynolds 1998; 2009). The majority of excluded individuals are young adult males

(Hayman and Reynolds 2005: 239), a small number of which have produced
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osteological evidence of decapitation, which is considered to have been judicially
motivated (Buckberry and Hadley 2007; Hayman and Reynolds 2005: 244). In
combination, this evidence has been used to suggest that those who behaved
inappropriately in life, including the judicially executed, received differential
treatment in death (Hadley 2004a: 311; in press; Reynolds 1999: 105-10).

It should be recognised that idiosyncratic forms of burial practice in Anglo-
Saxon contexts can, in some cases, be considered artefacts of taphonomy or the result
of accident or error on the part of those who administered funerary rites rather than
an intentional marker of identity. For example, unusual body positions may have
resulted from soil movement during the decay of a container (Reynolds 1988), or
cadaveric spasm (Kniisel ef al. 1996), while at the later Anglo-Saxon phase at St
Helen-on-the-Walls, burial on a reversed alignment from the norm was explained as
accidental error rather than as a deliberate statement (Dawes and Magilton 1980: 13).
These examples demonstrate the importance of considering the full range of potential
processes by which the characteristics of unusual burial rites may have been created.
Yet, whilst it is important to consider the role of non-intentional mechanisms in
determining the appearance of a burial, the explanations outlined above are not
sufficient to explain those interments where unusual body position is combined with
non-normative funerary rites. Nor are they adequate to account for cases where
taphonomy or disturbance could not have been responsible, for example where the
hands and feet were seemingly bound. If we assume that many, if not most, “deviant”
burials were articulated as an intentional part of funerary rites, aspects of the identity
of “deviants” become relevant to our understanding of their provision. Various
interpretations have previously offered an insight into the significance of “deviant”

burial forms in particular cemeteries. In line with culture historical theories, Margaret
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Faull (1977: 5) considered that prone burials in early Anglo-Saxon contexts, such as
the single example from Holywell Row (Sf), could be the interments of foreigners,
thus they were of a distinctive cultural origin from those afforded the normative
supine burial rite. It is more common, however, to attribute judicial motives to many
non-normative burial rites. Anthropological parallels emphasise a general fear of the
dead, particularly the “dangerous dead” including individuals who were considered
somehow different during their lifetime (Aspock 2008: 20-2). In this context,
measures such as prone, bound and weighted burial can be seen as a means to
appease or control certain individuals (Daniell 1997: 165).

The relationship between “deviant” burial and criminal behaviour in Anglo-
Saxon England has been investigated in some detail (Buckberry 2008; Buckberry and
Hadley 2007; Carver: 1998: 137-153; Reynolds 1997; 1998; 2002; 2009). Later
Anglo-Saxon law-codes suggest that churchyard burial was denied to criminals, the
unbaptised and suicides (Reynolds 1997: 27), however such sanctions appear to have
been largely irrelevant in middle Anglo-Saxon northern England, where only one
execution cemetery has been identified and a range of the burial practices
characteristic of “deviant” burial are encountered amongst standard cemetery
populations. Evidence for judicial execution forms the only direct means of linking
unusual burial and criminal behaviour (Kniisel e al. 1996: 122). The only
unequivocal evidence for this practice between the 7™ and 9" centuries in northern
England comes from Walkington Wold, where one burial (sk 11) with a peri-mortem
fracture to the base of the mandible was radiocarbon dated to A.D. 640-775. It is
conceivable, however, that this period saw execution by some alternative,
osteologically unidentifiable means, for example hanging rarely leaves identifiable

marks on the skeleton and so cannot be reliably identified amongst archaeological
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populations. It is certainly the case that there is evidence that hanging was practiced.
Late Anglo-Saxon gallows has been tentatively identified at Ashtead (Sr),
Stocksbridge Down (Ha), South Acre (Nf) and Sutton Hoo (Hayman 1992: 17;
Poulton 1989; Reynolds 2009: 158) and a pictorial representation of a hanging is

included in the 11"-century Old English Hexateuch (Figure 7.2).

Figure 7.2. Depiction of a hanging from the Old English Hexateuch (from Carver

1998: 141).

In addition, the burial of individuals with their hands tied has been linked to hanging
(Hayman and Reynolds 2005: 238; Reynolds 2009: 165), and has been identified in
northern England at Adwick, Ailcy Hill, Black Gate and Thwing (although there may
be other relevant explanations (see below)). Despite the limitations on identifying
judicial execution, some burials from cemeteries utilised c. A.D. 650-850 provide
tantalising evidence of the link between decapitation and “deviant™ burial. A 25-30
year old male from Spofforth was buried in a relatively shallow grave without his

skull. This burial was included amongst the wider cemetery population at Spofforth,
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however it was interred in a sprawled, prone position towards the southern edge of
the cemetery. The separation from the remainder of the population of possible
decapitated individuals is more pronounced at Thwing, where the two burials with
skulls seemingly placed separately into the grave from their associated bodies are
positioned at the far north of the site and are the only two interments made beyond a
trench that forms a boundary separating them from all other graves (see chapter
54.2).

Caution must be used when linking so-called “deviant” burials with
suggestions of “deviant” behaviour. For example, the prone burial rite, where an
individual is buried face down, has developed a negative connotation in studies of
the Anglo-Saxon burial rite, but in some cases such connotations cannot be
substantiated (Hadley in press: 6; Hawkes and Wells 1975: 118-22; Hirst 1985: 37;
Lucy 2000: 78). The incorrect use of osteological evidence to support claims that
prone individuals suffered injury or mutilation has hindered the development of a
more nuanced consideration of the provision of prone burial. For example, at
Kingsworthy, injuries on the thigh of a prone burial are repeatedly claimed to be
typical of rape victims (Arnold 1988: 133; Hawkes and Wells 1975), yet it is
extremely unlikely that such injuries, presumably acute soft-tissue wounds, would
affect the bone (Reynolds 1988).

The demographic profile of “deviant” burials from middle Anglo-Saxon
northern England corresponds with a pattern identified elsewhere, that is the
preferential provision to adult males of “deviant” burial as a possible consequence of
judicial punishment. All of those buried at Walkington Wold (both middle and later
Anglo-Saxon interments) were adult males (Buckberry and Hadley 2007: 323) as

were the headless individuals from Thwing and Spofforth. Provisionally, it can be
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suggested from the evidence presented in this study that adult males were more likely
to be executed and subsequently receive “deviant” burials than females in the middle,
as well as the later, Anglo-Saxon period.

The provision of unusual burial to individuals with physical impairments or
disfigurements in Anglo-Saxon contexts across England is the subject of several
recent papers (Crawford in press a; Hadley in press; Hemer and Craig in press).
These emphasise the value of considering osteologically identifiable physical
impairments in a social context to illuminate cultural attitudes to disability. It is
notable that some physically impaired individuals in middle Anglo-Saxon northern
England were afforded unusual burial rites (see chapter 6.4). Whilst it cannot be
proven that their physical appearance or condition was the cause of this
differentiation, it is worth keeping in mind that the perception of this individual
during their lifetime may have prompted those responsible for the burial to deviate
from common funerary practice. In contrast, in other cases those who may have
suffered disability were included in normative rites, which for the populations
considered here tend to be extended supine interment in a plain earth grave or some
form of wooden container (see chapter 5.5). There is a complex relationship between
the archaeological identification of physical disease and the manifestation of
disability; not all impairments would have caused disability while osteological
methods are unable to identify numerous conditions that would (e.g. Cross 2007:
180; Dettwyler 1991; Waldron 2000: 31; Wood et al. 1992). This makes it
problematic to generalise about the funerary rites afforded the disabled. Our
understanding of early medieval attitudes to disability serves to reinforce the
complex relationship between diseases that we can identify in skeletal remains and

the experience of disability. Sally Crawford (in press a) has recently highlighted
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evidence from the law codes that indicates that the ability to ride, walk, bear arms,
see, speak and hear were vital to a free man’s ability to perform his duties,
emphasising that it was the inability to engage in social activities that created
disability, not the experience of disease itself. That in some cases we can connect
differential burial with physical impairment, suggests that burial rites were one arena
through which physical difference could be signalled in middle Anglo-Saxon
northern England. However as some individuals who had diseases with seemingly a
great potential to have resulted in disability were not differentiated in their burials, it
is apparent that the provision of these burial rites was based upon much more
complex concepts of social involvement, ability and contemporary reactions to
physical or mental difference.

In their review of “deviant” burial, Graham Hayman and Andrew Reynolds
(2005: 239) conclude that “the use of prone burial in execution cemeteries
establishes beyond doubt the shameful aspect of this body position”. However, a
group of prone burials found in northern middle Anglo-Saxon ecclesiastical contexts
exhibiting none of the other characteristic features of “deviant™ burial practice,
suggest that prone burial may have had a much more complex meaning. Small
numbers of prone burials were encountered in Anglo-Saxon phases of Minster
cemeteries, including six at Wearmouth, one at Jarrow and one in phase 2 at Ailcy
Hill (Hall and Whyman 1996: 88; Lowther 2005: 177; Cramp and Lowther 2005: 82,
85). Additional evidence suggests these burials were elaborated in ways considered
more indicative of high status than deviancy, for example two of those at Wearmouth
were associated with stone markers (sks 64/22, 67/08) and one other contained
evidence for the use of both a coffin and shroud (sk 69/08) (Cramp and Lowther

2005: 600). Interestingly, the individual from Ailcy Hill was also buried with hands
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and feet seemingly bound, but his location, centrally amongst a group of male burials
linked to the 7"-century monastic community established by St Wilfrid, argues
against him having had a criminal past. In the sample of cemeteries considered in this
study further prone interments with no other “deviant” characteristics have been
identified, including: a young male who otherwise received a normative west-east
extended burial at Norton; two individuals at Seaham burial in plain earth graves;
and a male buried in a container in a cluster of elaborated burials at Spofforth.

In her consideration of early Anglo-Saxon burial rites, Sam Lucy (2000: 80)
concludes that, whilst some prone burials are unusual, the vast majority are treated
no differently from the other graves in the cemetery. The presence of prone burial in
relatively significant numbers at middle to later Anglo-Saxon Minster and
churchyard sites across England, such as Beckery chapel (So) and Shipton-under-
Wychwood (Ox), in addition to those in the region considered here, has led Dawn
Hadley to re-evaluate the meaning of prone burial. She argues that it is unlikely to
reflect punishment or be a result of careless burial, but that it may instead have had a
penitential significance (Hadley in press). It is possible, then, that there were two,
mutually exclusive, uses of the prone burial rite in middle and later Anglo-Saxon
England. In fact the two might be seen as linked when the role of developing
Christian ideology is considered. Penitential behaviour appears to have been a
concept understood, at least by some churchmen and women, during the early
medieval period. For example, the Irish ecclesiastic Adamnan is recorded as having
fasted as a penance for past crime (HE iv, 25). Overtly austere lifestyles may also
have resulted in pious statements in the funerary record: for example St
Athelthryth’s (d. 679) request to be buried in a wooden coffin is unusual in

comparison to the more elaborate forms of stone coffins recorded in other saint’s

353



lives (Thompson 2004: 104-5; HE 1v, 19). Perhaps this request was an extension of
the simplicity and deprivation in which she is recorded to have lived her life. That
prone burial was widely considered to be a “deviant” rite may have served to render
it appropriate as a statement of humility by engendering explicit associations with the
outcasts of society. That Christian figures, above all Christ himself, were judicially
executed as criminals appears to establish another possible connection between the
socially excluded and positive aspects of Christian identity. Indeed, Andrew
Reynolds (1998: 254-7), amongst others, has previously identified a strong
relationship between Christian ideology and Anglo-Saxon attitudes to crime,
punishment and law (also see Loyn 1984; Wormald 1997: 586). This penitential use
of prone burial would have only functioned as part of a Christian milieu, which
correlates well with its presence at early ecclesiastical sites. The two examples of
prone burial from Spofforth allow us to confirm the contemporaneity of these two
meanings ascribed to prone burial. One individual in a container was seemingly
afforded a normative, relatively high-status burial and was interred in a prestigious
locations at the site, however the other prone burial was a sprawled male, and one of
the most likely amongst the sample considered in-depth in this thesis to have been
judicially executed. Here it that appears both meanings were not only contemporary
but articulated by the same community at the same burial site.

In a recent review of deviancy in funerary practices, Edeltraud Aspéck (2008:
29) has emphasised that “what we call ‘deviant burial’ rites are at the same time an
integral part of the normal burial practices of most communities”. The evidence from
middle Anglo-Saxon northern England has demonstrated this, and served to
emphasise how important it is to consider unusual burial practices in their context.

Their meanings could be appropriated and subverted for different purposes and even
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utilised to project two seemingly contradictory identities in contemporary practice.
The evidence from Walkington Wold suggests that the judicially executed formed a
significant proportion of those afforded non-normative burial in middle Anglo-Saxon
northern England. Moreover, physical impairments resulting in social exclusion had
the potential to stimulate “deviant” burial. These practices may have not only
reinforced punishments meted out during life, but also served to represent negative
expectations of the post-mortem fate of the deceased. But the wide range of
“deviant” rites apportioned in very different ways suggests an alternative relationship
between non-normative burial and nascent Christian identities. There are conceptual
links between “deviant” burial as a judicial punishment, as a marker of physical
difference or as a marker of penitence. All three rely upon the existence of a
repertoire of burial rites that were used to distinguish from the norm and create
negative connotations. These may have been symptomatic of fear, punishment or
piety — concepts that need not have been so divorced in the early medieval
consciousness and which the teachings of early Christianity may have only served to

reinforce.

7.2.4 Multiple burial, multiple meanings, what sort of identities?

Multiple burial is not frequent in middle Anglo-Saxon northern England, but it is a
practice that is present in small numbers at a significant proportion of sites (Figure
7.3). A variety of methods were utilised in the interment of two or more individuals
in the same grave, including placing one individual above another or alternatively
side by side, and the practice of reopening an extant grave to insert a later burial.

Given this variability it is not surprising that multiple burial should be considered to
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have had multiple meanings (Stoodley 2002). As a non-normative rite in a period
where the majority of corpses were interred individually in distinct grave cuts, the
multiple burial rite potentially presents a reflection on the identities of those afforded

it.

Figure 7.3. A double burial at Spofforth (photo courtesy of NAA).

Since there is no evidence for the curation of Anglo-Saxon corpses for any
significant time prior to burial (Crawford 2007: 239), where two or more bodies were
interred simultaneously, it can, thus, be suggested that their deaths must have
occurred within a short period of time. Whilst we cannot assume that all
simultaneous deaths resulted in contemporary double burial, it appears that it was a

prerequisite of this practice. It is conceivable that two or more deaths in a short
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period would have been an unsettling experience for early medieval communities,
particularly in situations where the deceased were related or had died a sudden or
unexpected death (whether a result of illness, accident or aggression) (Crawford
1993: 89; 2007: 86; Stoodley 2002: 120). In contrast, in several cases, for example at
Jarrow, Bamburgh and Thwing, multiple burials were created by the superposition of
successive interments, and therefore need not have been contemporary deaths. The
pattern of disruption of primary interments at the latter two sites suggests enough
time had elapsed between burials for bodily decay to be well advanced. Several
stimuli might be suggested for the practice of successive multiple interment. At
Thwing interments inserted into extant graves were more common in what appears to
have been a more desired location in the cemetery, close to a standing building and a
row of free-standing posts. This was seen particularly amongst neonates and
juveniles who were often buried as a secondary interment over an earlier adult grave
and were more commonly interred in this area. In all cases the deliberate
superposition of graves makes a statement of remembrance and association between
burials over an extended period (Crawford 2007: 39) and suggests connections
between the perception of the identities of paired individuals which may include
kinship links, similarities in status or another form of common identity.

That certain individuals were more likely to receive all forms of multiple
burial, whether contemporary or successive, is suggested by the data from this study.
Although all ages and both sexes were present in multiple burials, adult and juvenile
pairings were particularly common. This pattern has also been noted amongst
multiple burials in both early and later Anglo-Saxon contexts (Crawford 2007;
Hadley in press; Stoodley 2002: 118). Females appear to have been more commonly

buried with children in earlier Anglo-Saxon cemeteries whereas in later Anglo-Saxon
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cemeteries it is males who are more frequently interred with children, a development
which has been related to the growing role of family status at the expense of acquired
status in the middle Anglo-Saxon period (Hadley in press). Notably, however, double
burials containing an adult and child in this sample did not preferentially include
either males (Jarrow, Wearmouth, Spofforth) or females (Jarrow, Spofforth,
Pontefract), and in addition there were a further two cases of juveniles interred with
unsexed adults (Jarrow, Garton II). It might be suggested that the multiple burial rite
was undergoing a transition between the characteristically early and late Anglo-
Saxon forms.

The high incidence of children interred with adults during the 6™ to early-8"
centuries at Castledyke led the excavators to consider a differential, not quite “full”
adult status for children that meant they did not require their own grave (Drinkall and
Foreman 1998: 334). In this argument, the child can be likened to an object ancillary
to a “proper” adult burial in a manner that questions the equality of the individuals in
a double burial. This interpretation might be particularly apt amongst very young
children, whose dependence on their parents may have brought them closer to object
than person (Crawford 2007: 87-9). Family ties were also considered relevant to the
adult and juvenile double burials at Jarrow, where successive double burials are
considered to represent family plots utilised over a significant period (Lowther 2005:
184-5). In multiple burials from the early Anglo-Saxon period containing one or
more adults, Nick Stoodley found male and female pairings to be more common.
One certain example of this combination comes from just outside the present study
area at Castledyke. The excavators were reluctant to suggest that this burial was a
married couple as the female (45+) was significantly older than the male (17-25)

(Drinkall and Foreman 1998: 334). The four examples of vertical double burial at

358



Norton Bishopsmill School have been suggested to be male-female pairs (Johnson
2005: 9-10), however it should be noted that only two individuals — two males from
two separate graves — could be accurately assigned biological sex. These examples
highlight the potential importance of the interlinking of identities created when more
than one person is buried in a single grave, but demonstrate the problems
encountered when attempts are made to ascertain how individuals in double burials
may have been connected.

That individuals in double burials may have shared particular forms of
identity is further indicated by the prevalence of elaborate forms of burial. In middle
Anglo-Saxon northern cemeteries double burials are more commonly afforded
elaborate burial, for example where either one or both interments are in chests, than
single interments. Thus they might more frequently have belonged to the sector of
society for which this rite was appropriate. A similar pattern was noted amongst
early Anglo-Saxon multiple burials, where coffins were more numerous than
amongst single burials (Stoodley 2002: 109). An alternative explanation is that the
event of multiple burial might have stimulated the provision of more elaborate
funerary rites. A recent paper by Sally Crawford (2007: 85) observed that multiple
burial of children together is rare amongst early Anglo-Saxon cemeteries as, indeed,
it is in the present sample. The provision of chest burial for the very young is also
unusual, and thus when we find at Pontefract a double burial of a neonate and a
young child (aged c. 1-6) in a chest, the coincidence of two of the more unusual rites
apparently reflects upon the unusual event of simultaneous death amongst two
children with some shared identity.

A range of explanations have been suggested for double burials in middle

Anglo-Saxon England, which should not necessarily be viewed as mutually
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exclusive. A late 12™-century Life of St Peter of Cornwall and Launceston recorded
the death of a holy man who was buried together with his granddaughter in one
coffin in the churchyard (Hull and Sharpe 1985: 27; Crawford 2007: 86). It is clear
from this account that the concurrence of their deaths was a factor in their multiple
burial, but emphasis is also placed in the text upon their familial relationship and the
similarities in their identities through links made between his holiness and her death
in a state of innocence (Crawford 2007: 86). The rarity of the multiple burial rite
suggests that unusual circumstances were a prerequisite of its use, but the frequency
with which one or two double burials appear in many cemeteries dating to ¢. A.D.
750-850 in northern England also indicates that it formed a widely articulated means
of burial.

In some contexts, multiple burials may be seen to have conveyed a more
sinister message. This seems to have particularly been the case for multiples of more
than two in middle Anglo-Saxon northern England. Only two examples can be
identified where three distinct individuals were buried together and both are found in
“deviant” contexts, at Walkington Wold and in phase 3b at Ailcy Hill. It should be
borne in mind that, in both cases, the burials date to the latter half of the middle
Anglo-Saxon period as defined in this study, and perhaps slightly later. Three
concurrent natural deaths would be a relatively unlikely occurrence, certainly less
likely than two simultaneous deaths, and therefore less easily explained by chance.
At Ailcy Hill the triple burial of three probable males during the potentially
“deviant” phase of burial on this site provides no indication of their manner of death,
however, at Walkington Wold all three individuals interred in a triple burial with
radiocarbon datcs of A.D. 640-775 and 900-1030 were hcadless, and onc of the three

had secure osteological evidence of decapitation, thus it appears their deaths were
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intentionally brought about (Buckberry and Hadley 2007: 312, 317; Hall and
Whyman 1996: 93). The sinister associations of triple burials have also been noted
across England during the 7" to 11" centuries (Reynolds 1998: 170; 2009: 174-77),
and it appears their use in northern cemeteries was articulated in a similar manner.

In sum, multiple burial appears to have been utilised to express two very
different aspects of identity in middle Anglo-Saxon northern England. Double
burials, whether contemporary or simultaneous appear to have been linked to higher-
status groups who utilised certain forms of burial rite. In the former it is plausible
that the death of two individuals with linked identities in a short period of time was a
mitigating factor, however amongst burials where an individual was inserted at a
later date, it seems that identity played a dominant role in directing burial practices.
Triple burials are very rare amongst the sample considered here and appear
universally in contexts that can be linked to deviance or penal sanctions, indicating
that they held a very different meaning to double interments in 7"-9™ century

northern cemeteries.

7.3 The chest burial rite

The use of wooden chests as burial containers has been demonstrated at 17
sites in northern England identified by this study (Figure 7.4).> The chest burial rite
has been noted in numerous site reports and mentioned briefly in published works
(e.g. Hadley 2002: 209; Hall and Whyman 1996; Hall ef al. 2008: 67-8; Kjolbye-

Biddle 1995; Lucy and Reynolds 2002: 16; Manby in prep.; Newman 1989;

* For the purposes of this discussion of chest burials three sites from north Lincolnshire have been
included in analysis. This reflects the apparent spread of the chest burial rite into the area just south of
the present study arca.
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Nicholson 1997: 413-415; Ottaway 1996; Wilmott in prep.), but has yet to be
considered as a distinctive practice in any detail. In this study the chest burial rite has
been found to be one of the most characteristic funerary practices of the period c.
A.D. 650-850 in northern England. In the following discussion several aspects of the
chest burial rite are considered: the distribution of cemeteries in which chest burials
appear; the form and identification of chests encountered in burial contexts; the
archaeological and literary contexts in which chests appear in the early medieval

period; and, finally, the provision and potential meanings of the chest burial rite.
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Figure 7.4. The location of chest burials across northern England.
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Chest burials are not common in those northern cemeteries in which they are found.
The available metalwork indicates a minimum of 57 in situ chest burials across
northern England, however, many more may be represented by extensive out of
context metalwork assemblages. The largest number of chest burials at any one site
were found at Thwing where there were 15 in situ chest burials and a further 15
graves with out of context fittings, and at Spofforth where chest fittings can be
directly associated with 13 graves. Smaller numbers are much more common and the
vast majority of sites have fewer than ten. Fortunately, radiocarbon dates are
plentiful for contexts in which chest burials occur. These centre around the 8™ and 9®
centuries in all cases. At York Minster and Spofforth the radiocarbon dating evidence
for chest burials is supported by the occurrence of two coins dating to A.D. 841-8
and an 8" to 9M-century coin respectively, all recovered from chest burials (NAA
2002; Philips and Heywood 1995: 90-1) (Table 7.1).

Whilst the chest burial rite is considered to be characteristic of northern sites
here, chests have also been noted occasionally in cemeteries from the midlands,
namely Winchester (Ha), Hereford (He) and Repton (Ottaway 1996: 99; Shoesmith
1980: 27, 36-7). This reinforces the notion that the much greater numbers of chests
encountered in many more sites in northern England are significant. These three
more southern sites are not only geographically separate from those considered in
this thesis, but chronologically distinct also, probably dating to the 10™ and 11®
centuries rather than the 7™ to 9% (Ottaway 1996: 99). There are, in contrast, few
cemeteries in northern England where chest burial can be demonstrated later than the
9" century. At Riccall (NY) hinges similar to those from the chests discussed here
were encountered within the cemetery, and it seems likely that they came from a

chest burial (Hall et al. 2008: 67). Recently published radiocarbon dates suggest that
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Site Maximum number Dating evidence
of chest burials
Ailcy Hill 6 A.D. 660-830 (radiocarbon dates

from 2 chest burials)

Barrow-upon-Humber | 3 A.D. 740-1180 (radiocarbon dates
from 6 burials)

Dacre “numerous” 8"-9™ century from coins

Garton I1 1 Late 7"-8™ century from grave
goods

Flixborough 1 7™ to early 11™ centuries from site
phasing

Norton 7 A.D. 650-960 (radiocarbon dates
from 3 chest burials)

Pontefract 4 A.D. 830-1100 (radiocarbon dates
from 2 phase 2 burials)

Riccall 1 A.D. 68-1165 (radiocarbon dates
from 6 burials)

Seaham 2 A.D. 670-880 (radiocarbon dates
from 2 burials)

Spofforth 16 A.D. 660-880 (radiocarbon dates
from 4 chest burials) c. 8*-9"
century from coin

Thomton Steward 1 A.D. 660-1020 (radiocarbon dates
from 3 burials)

Thwing 30 A.D. 758-1028 (radiocarbon dates
from 2 chest burials)

Wearmouth 1 mid 7®-11™ century from
historical records and coins

Viewly Bridge 5 A.D. 640-860 (radiocarbon dates
from 4 burials)

Whithomn 6 8™-9" century from site phasing

Whitton 1 A.D. 560-960 (radiocarbon dates
from 3 burials)

York Minster 5 A.D. 696-1218 (radiocarbon dates

from 6 burials) and post-841 by
two coins.

Table 7.1. Frequencies and dating of chest burials across northern England. All

references are as in tables 1.1 and 1.2 except for: Barrow-upon-Humber,
Flixborough, Riccall (NY) and Whitton (L) (Foreman in prep; Geake at al. 2007;
Hadley 2004b; Hall er al. 2008).
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the majority of interments at Riccall were late Anglo-Saxon, and as such, the site has
not been included in the sample from the present study. However, one burial (sk 4,
A.D. 680-805) was middle Anglo-Saxon in date, and therefore it is plausible that the
chest burial made at this cemetery was also contemporary with other northern
examples. The northern and southern groups of chest burials are further distinguished
by their morphology — slotted hasps are more commonly used in place of locks at the
southern sites (Ottaway 1996: 113). This evidence suggests that examples at
Winchester, Hereford and Repton were a separate form of the chest burial rite,
perhaps originating from, but not necessarily articulated in the same way, as the
earlier examples from northern England.

Although the chests encountered in burial contexts share features such as
hinges, locks, hasps and straps, there is great variation in the form of these metal
fittings both between and within sites. [For example at Wearmouth, four groups of
hinge plates were identified based on form and function, but these were considered
crude in comparison to the more decorated forms from Dacre, Garton, Whithorn and
Ailcy Hill (Clogg 2005: 293-303). In addition, tin-plated nails were associated with
chest burials at Whithorn (Nicholson 1997: 413) and two nails at Spofforth were
plated with a non-ferrous metal (NAA 2002: 60). Evidence of joinery and
construction of wooden burial containers can be found at several Anglo-Saxon
cemeteries. Exceptional wood preservation at the later Anglo-Saxon cemetery at
Barton-upon-Humber has resulted in the identification of completely wooden
containers, where pegs and dowels were used in place of iron nails, and the present
research might also partially illuminate the process by which various other wooden
containers, including chests, were built (Rodwell and Rodwell 1982: 290-2) (Figure

7.5). At Ailcy Hill the main body of the chests seem to have followed a similar peg
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and dowel construction, with iron nails only used for reinforcement or repair.
Analysis of mineralised wood suggests they were made from radial or tangential split
timbers fixed together by rebated butt joints (Watson 1996: 113). The dimensions of
the timbers utilised in chest construction have been calculated at three sites. Planks
varied from 22-33mm in depth at Ailcy Hill (Hall and Whyman 1996: 84-93) and
measurements taken from nail shanks at Wearmouth and Whithorn indicate a similar
thickness (Nicholson 1997: 413, Clogg 2005: 293-5). It was possible to reconstruct
the overall dimensions of a substantial number of chests only at Thwing (13, 87%),
where preservation was good and disturbance limited. Length averaged 1.4m with a
range between 0.6 and 2.1m. Width was generally uniform at around 0.3-0.4m and

height between 0.2 and 0.3m (Manby in prep.).

Figure 7.5. Container constructed with pegs and dowels from Barton-upon-

Humber (from Painter 1995: 28).

The distinction between coffins and chests is often inadequately made in the
archaeological literature. The terms coffin and chest are occasionally, and

confusingly, conflated. For example, all containers at York Minster are referred to as
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coffins despite having locks and hinges (Kyolbye-Biddle 1995), while at Thwing,
unpublished reports group coffins and chests together to give a total of 25 graves,
approximately 25% of the burial population (Manby in prep.). It would appear from
Patrick Ottaway’s (1996; 2001; 2002; in prep.) analysis of the metalwork from many
of the relevant sites, that hinges and locks, which would be redundant on a coffin, are
the most diagnostic features of chests. In consequence, in this present study, metal
hasps, hinges, locks and keys were considered indicative of chests rather than of
coffins as they suggest functional and moveable components, presumably hinged lids

Figures 7.6 and 7.7).
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Figure 7.6. Chest fittings from sites across northern England (after Hall and Whyman
1996: 90; Kjelbye-Biddle 1995: 492; Nicholson 1997: 414).

% This definition of a chest burial resulted in the omission of some containers from the corpus due to
insufficient evidence of hinged lids. For example at Hartlepool Church Walk a juvenile and adult were
buried in a container with metal nails and strips which may have been a chest, but could not be
confidently identified as such from the available remains.
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Figure 7.7. Reconstruction of a chest from Thwing (from Watson in prep.: 8).

Birthe Kjolbye-Biddle (1995: 517) considered the chests used in 9"-century
burials at York Minster to be domestic storage chests reused as burial containers.
Similarly, examples of incomplete sets of fittings in archaeological contexts have
been argued to reflect the use of broken chests for burial containers, suggesting that
their function as a burial container was secondary to another, perhaps domestic, use
(Nicholson 1997: 413). However, the available evidence is insufficient to
differentiate convincingly in this way between a chest broken prior to burial and one
damaged by taphonomic processes, especially as so many of the sites where chests
occur have suffered extensive disturbance. In contrast, evidence for repairs made to
chests from the case-study sites investigated in detail in this study provides more
conclusive evidence that chests were not initially constructed for use in funerary
practices. At Ailcy Hill one chest had an unusual concentration of nails at the
western end, which may indicate an extensive repair (Hall and Whyman 1996: 93).
Moreover, at Thwing a similar concentration of nails suggests repair at the eastern
end of another chest. In addition, grave 29b, which contained the remains of an
infant, had a large lead patch on the floor (Manby in prep.). Whether these chests

were repaired in order to be used as burial containers or some time before to allow
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continuation of a different function, it seems clear that they were not specifically
made for the purpose of burial.

Wooden chests have been found in a variety of contexts in Anglo-Saxon
England, including the domestic sphere. For example, solid plank chests have been
excavated from Anglo-Scandinavian settlement contexts at Bedern and Coppergate
in York (Ottaway and Rogers 2002: 658). Chests appear to have been a common and
versatile method of transporting and storing goods during this period, and it is likely
that they performed similar functions during preceding centuries. The will of
Wulfwaru, a IO‘h—century noblewoman, records her legacy, including substantial
amounts of land in Somerset leaving “to all my household women, in common, a
good chest (godes casteneres) well decorated” (Will of Wulfwaru, Whitelock 1930:
62-5). Although the text is not explicit about what the chest was used for, its bequest
to “household women (hiredwifmannum)” suggests a domestic function, probably
storage, although the mention of decoration and specific bequest suggests it is
something more than just a humble functional box. Bede’s early 8™-century Life of St
Cuthbert records that the Abbess Zlffled of Whitby utilised a chest/box for the
storage of a girdle she had been sent by St Cuthbert that had miraculously cured both
ZAlffled and one of her nuns (VSCuth xxiii, Colgrave 1940: 230-5). Again, this chest
was owned by a woman, but in this case it is found in a high-status ecclesiastical
context. The link between chests and ecclesiastical spheres is developed further in
the Life of St Cuthbert, in a description of the removal of Cuthbert’s relics to a “light
chest” (theca) by his brethren, 11 years after his burial, at which time his body was
found to be incorrupt (VSCuth xlii, Colgrave 1940: 290-5). This source links chests
to the storage of human remains and it is assumed that the box must have been large

enough to have accommodated the still-articulated body of the saint, making it
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similar in function and construction to those encountered in funerary contexts in the
7% to 9™ centuries. A possible issue with this assessment of the appearance of chests
in literary sources regards the determination of whether they are referring to similar
objects. It has not been possible to determine whether the casteneres of the Old
English source and the theca of the Latin texts are comparable objects, or whether
they are different types of box. Bearing this caveat in mind, the previous discussion
provides, at the very least, an indication of where chests or similar storage boxes may
have been used in daily life.

Chests can also be found in a variety of funerary contexts in the earlier
Anglo-Saxon period, although their use until the 7" century is notably different from
that of the 8-9™ centuries. Small chests and boxes are encountered amongst grave
assemblages in the 5%.7% centuries, particularly at later 6®-century sites in Kent
(Lucy 2000: 57). This practice continues into the 7t century, where grave
assemblages from the inhumation graves at Sutton Hoo included several small boxes
(Evans 2005: 214, 260). A silver strip over 10cm in length and pierced by nails was
found in mound 2 (Figure 7.8). It was interpreted as a decorative feature from a
larger box or chest, and is similar to the strapping found on the chests discussed in
this paper (Evans 2005: 256). Although not used as burial containers, the boxes from
Sutton Hoo show similarities in decoration and construction with those used in
burials. Their context suggests that they may have had both high-status associations
and symbolic functions in the burial rite. In sum, chests appear in many contexts in
the Anglo-Saxon historical and archaeological record. Boxes appear as grave goods
in 6%~ and 7ﬂ‘-century funerary contexts, but despite similarities in their construction
to later chest burials, these boxes are utilised in a very different way from those

considered in this study. Larger chests were probably utilised in domestic contexts
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throughout the Anglo-Saxon period. Later documentary sources suggest that chests
were owned by high-status secular and ecclesiastical women during both the middle
and later Anglo-Saxon periods. They were used for storage, but also regarded as
sufficiently valuable pieces of furniture worth writing into a will. The evidence
highlighted here for chests in Anglo-Saxon contexts indicated they were used widely
across the county, so why 7™ to 9‘h-century chest burials are only found in the north,
and later examples only in the south remains unexplained.

The presence of a functional, moving lid is considered to differentiate a chest
from a coffin in this study. In many cases, the lids of chests utilised in 7"- and 9%-
century burials had associated locks and, less frequently, keys. Locks were found in
chest burials at Ailcy Hill, Seaham, Spofforth, Thwing, Viewly Bridge, Whithorn,
Flixborough, Pontefract and York Minster and keys at Ailcy Hill, Spofforth, Norton
Bishopsmill, Thwing and Whithorn. Reconstructions at the latter suggest that chests
were locked and the keys placed on the lid before burial, however the chests at
Seaham and Pontefract appeared to be unlocked at the time of interment (Ottaway
2001: 15; Wilmott in prep.: 6). A possible funerary context for locks and keys can be
provided by consideration of later documentary evidence. Recent work by Victoria
Thompson (2004: 125-6, 129-31) on later Anglo-Saxon burial rites has illuminated
the symbolism of locks and keys within early Christian beliefs, which linked keys to
St Peter, the keeper of the gates of Heaven and the guardian of the dead. Doors also
appear frequently in Christian imagery of this period as the gates to both Heaven and
Hell. Thompson (2004: 129-31) has likened the grave to a doorway, and the lid,
hinges and lock of a chest, when considered from above, could have been similarly

viewed as a doorway. Although the written evidence these deductions are based upon
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is mainly from the 10™-11"™ centuries, it is plausible that earlier chests may also have

had links, through complex Christian imagery, to St Peter and the gates of Heaven.
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Figure 7.8. Metal strappings from a box interred as a grave good in Sutton Hoo

Mound 2 (from Evans 2005: 257).

Archaeological evidence for keys and locks as grave inclusions, independent
of chest burials, is also attested from the early Anglo-Saxon, later Anglo-Saxon and
later medieval periods (Gilchrist and Sloane 2005: 178; Lucy 2000: 45). Latch-lifters
are a common inclusion in early Anglo-Saxon grave contexts. These objects are
suggested to have been worn as part of the female costume at the waist, seem to be
symbolic household keys (Lucy 2000: 45). Locks were placed on the shrouded
bodies of later Medieval individuals, including a female and adolescent at Hereford
Cathedral (11™ century) and two further females at St Mary Grace’s London (GL)
(14“’-16'h century). The positions in which locks and keys were placed on the body
suggest that they served a symbolic function, for example, the positioning of a lock
on or around the pelvic area may indicate a relationship to the important
characteristic of sexual purity or chastity (Gilchrist and Sloane 2005: 178). Keys

have been found in graves at Shaftesbury Abbey presbytery (Do), St Mary Merton
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(GL) (12™ -13" century) and St Mary Spittal (GL) (13"- and 16™-century graves). As
with the documentary evidence presented here for chests in non-funerary contexts,
both latch-lifters and later medieval locks and keys seem to have been particularly
associated with females. Whilst Roberta Gilchrist and Barney Sloane (2005: 178-9)
acknowledge the links between keys and St Peter, they suggest a further explanation
for their use as grave inclusions, suggesting that keys may have represented a
symbolic means of escape from, or faster transition through, Purgatory and evoked
links to apocalyptic imagery of controlled access to Hell.

The occurrence of chest burials at Wearmouth, Ailcy Hill, Ripon, York
Minster, Whithorn and Dacre, in combination with some of the documentary
evidence presented above, has led to suggestions that chest burials were particularly
associated with high-status ecclesiastical sites (Lucy and Reynolds 2002: 16;
Nicholson 1997: 415; Ottaway 1996: 113). Amongst the sample considered in this
study, the highest proportions of chests amongst in situ burials were encountered at
Ailcy Hill, Thwing and Spofforth. The evidence from Ailcy Hill has certainly
contributed to the association between chests and ccclcsiastical contexts. However,
neither Thwing nor Spofforth can be reliably associated with any monastic context.
The apparently high proportion of chest burials at Ailcy Hill might also be
misleading. The site was only partially excavated, in isolated trenches orientated
radially about the summit of the natural hill. This has resulted in the omission of a
significant proportion of the population from our assemblage, and created a bias
towards certain areas of the sites, including the summit of the hill, which appears to
have an especially dense area of chest burials. At all of the sites considered across
northern England, chest burials were found to cluster in certain areas of the cemetery

(see chapter 5.4.3), thus there is the potential at Ailcy Hill for large areas of burial
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with no chests to have existed, but not to have been excavated. In addition, a large

assemblage of charnel was also recovered from the site, which significantly increases

the potential total burial population. When both charnel and out of context chest

fittings are included, it is unlikely that more than 4% of the burials at Ailcy Hill were

in chests. In fact, when out of context remains at the case-study sites are included in

analysis, it is Thwing, not Ailcy Hill that stands out as particularly unusual. Over

22% of the population appear to have been interred in chests, in contrast to under

10% at the other more completely excavated sites (Table 7.2). The cemetery at

Thwing lies inside a multi-period prehistoric earthwork, in close proximity to a

seemingly high-status middle Anglo-Saxon settlement that includes structures

comparable in form to those at Yeavering. Thus it is not ecclesiastical contexts, but

rather it is higher-status contexts more broadly that appear to be most clearly

associated with high proportions of chest burials in northern England.

Site Number of chest burials | % in situ chests | % all chests in
(total including out of | in in situ burials | all burials
context chest fittings)

Ailcy Hill 68 16.2% 4%

Barrow-upon-Humber 2 1.9% -

Garton 1 1.7% -

Hartlepool Church Walk | 2 (3) 1.1% 3.4%

Flixborough 1 5.6% -

Norton 49 4.1% 9.2%

Pontefract 4 5.7% -

Riccall 1 1.6% -

Seaham 1(2) 3.8% 7.7%

Spofforth 13 (16) 71.7% c.5.3%

Thwing 15 (30) 11.4% 22.7%

Wearmouth 1(4) 0.6% 2.2%

Viewly Bridge 3(5) 9.1% 10.6%

Whithorn 4 (6) 6.5% 9.7%

Whitton 1 2% -

York Minster 5 4.2% -

Table 7.2. Proportions of chest burials in cemeteries in northern England.
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Chest burials do not only occur in high status cemeteries, but nevertheless,
their association with high status individuals is highly plausible. The overall
investment required in the production of chests, whether for the purpose of burial or
initially for domestic use, may have limited their availability to only certain
individuals within a community. The deliberate deposition of domestic chests, thus
preventing them from serving their initial function, suggests a form of conspicuous
consumption, which is likely to have been limited to wealthier groups. Patrick
Ottaway (1996: 113) suggests that the custom of chest burial may be related to “high
rank rather than, for example, ethnic or other social affiliations”. Whilst his
suggestion that chest burials could be a high-status practice is supported by evidence
presented here, his assumption that status took precedence over any other form of
identity had yet to be tested prior to the present study. In his summary of chest
burials across Britain in the recent Wearmouth and Jarrow report, Phillip Clogg
(2005: 303) asserts that, based on current evidence, it was difficult to envisage how
the contextualisation of chest burials could be taken further. Yet, the bio-cultural
approach taken in this study has provided a new insight into the provision of these
unusual burials. In past consideration of chest burials it has been noted that “in most
cases where these graves have been recovered the human remains have not been
studied in detail, but where results are available, it appears that chest graves were
usually, but not exclusively, those of adult males” (NAA 2005: 23). The cautious
tone of this statement reflects the limited synthetic analysis that had, at that time,
been undertaken on chest burials. In fact, the data from the sites considered here
indicate that the demographic profile of the chest graves is mixed, including 13
juveniles and 30 adults, among which were 12 males and 17 females and one

unsexed individual (Table 7.3). Females are particularly common in chest graves at
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Thwing and Spofforth, the sites at which chest burials are most numerous, where
they outnumber males. The most notable pattern in the provision of chest burial
relates to the age at death of the occupant (Table 7.4). The youngest individuals
within the population are underrepresented and, in fact, only two children under 1
year in chest burials have been encountered at any middle Anglo-Saxon site (a
neonate in coffin 6 from Whithorn and skeleton 88, a threc month old infant in a
small repaired box from Thwing). At four of the six case-study sites considered in
this study, no individual under the age of c. 8-12 years was buried in a chest. Thus

the chest burial rite was largely one reserved for adults of both sexes, but appears not

to have been widely appropriated for the youngest children and infants.

Sex Total individuals Individuals in chests
Male 242, 20.5% 12, 27.2%
Female 169, 14.2% 17, 38.6%
Unsexed 772, 65.2% 15, 34.1%
Table 7.3. Biological sex of individuals interred in chests.
Age at death Total individuals Individuals in chests
0-1 month 70, 10.7% 0, 0%
1-12 months 52, 8.0% 1,2.6%
1-6 years 31,4.7% 2,5.1%
7-12 years 70, 10.7% 5,12.8%
13-17 years 49, 7.5% 2,5.1%
18-25 years 85, 13.0% 5,12.8%
26-35 years 130, 19.9% 7,17.9%
36-45 years 101, 15.5% 12, 30.8%
46 years and over 635, 10.0% 5,12.8%

Table 7.4. Age at death of individuals interred in chests.
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Examination of pathological conditions experienced by the individuals buried
in chests provides another indication that a distinctive group within society was
afforded this burial rite. It reveals evidence of extremely active, and perhaps violent,
lifestyles. In excess of 58% of adults in chest burials have degenerative joint disease,
an exceptionally high figure for the Anglo-Saxon period in general (Roberts and Cox
195) and significantly higher than the prevalences of this condition amongst non-
chest interments at the case-study sites considered in this thesis (34.7% spinal DJD
and 14.3% appendicular OA). This disparity was found to relate to the increased age
of individuals in chest burials, and therefore did not provide conclusive evidence of
greater activity amongst those interred in chests when considered in isolation (see
chapter 6.4). However, fractures, dislocations, activity-induced skeletal asymmetry
and markers of habitual activity such as lytic lesions at the joints, spondylolysis and
os acromiale’ are also present at elevated levels amongst the individuals buried in
chests, including some of the juveniles. Several cases from within the chest-burial
population stand out. Skeleton 196, a mature adult male from Spofforth had such
severe changes to the right acetabulum that he may have suffered some deformity or
traumatic insult to the femoral head, which is unfortunately too badly preserved for
analysis. Skeleton 1045, an older male from Ailcy Hill not only suffered arthritis of
the elbow and hand joints and degenerative joint disease of the spine, but also had a
marked asymmetry of the humeri, indicative of habitual and strenuous unilateral
loading of the upper body. In addition skeleton 43, an older adult female, from
Thwing experienced osteoarthritis of the sacro-iliac joint, degenerative spinal joint

disease, including fusion of four mid-cervical vertebrae and lipping at the lumbar and

7 Spondylolysis is a fracture to the neural arch (posterior portion) of the vericbra and os acromiale is
the seperation of the acromion of the scapula. Both are thought to result from strenuous physical
activity and habitual muscular movement.
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lower thoracic bodies and a chronic dislocation of the left elbow. It is apparent from
this evidence that those buried in chests experienced more strenuous and stressful
physical lifestyles that those afforded other sorts of burial.

Two individuals who received chest burial had received sharp force trauma to
the cranium at or around the time of death (Figure 7.9). Skeleton 247 from Spofforth
(radiocarbon dated to A.D. 660-830) and 1043 from Ailcy Hill were both males, the
former aged c. 18-25 and the latter between 35 and 45. In addition, to cranial trauma,
the young male from Spofforth also showed evidence of strenuous activity including
spinal lesions consistent with Scheuerman’s disease — a juvenile spinal condition
with similarities to Schmorl’s nodes, which are commonly seen as evidence of
intensive axial loading of the spinal column — and bilateral os acromiale. The older
male from Ailcy Hill also showed evidence of strenuous activity including
widespread spinal and appendicular degenerative joint disease. Examples of cranial
trauma are generally very rare in Anglo-Saxon cemeteries (Roberts and Cox 2005:
169). therefore it seems significant that two, from two different sites, are buried in a

similar manner.

Figure 7.9. Sharp force trauma to the cranium of skeleton 247 from Spofforth with an

enlarged image of the cut mark (left) (photos: author).
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Consideration of the occurrence of other forms of grave elaborations and
inclusions found in conjunction with chest burials provides an alternative method of
approaching social status amongst these populations. Whilst it can be hypothesised
that certain rare items, whether made of unusual and valuable materials or imported
from a distance, would have had a restricted circulation amongst those of higher
social status, we must be careful to avoid equating quantity of inclusions directly
with wealth and therefore social status (see chapter 6.2). Whilst the frequencies and
range of forms of grave goods are restricted during the middle Anglo-Saxon period,
chest burials at the case-study sites contained a relatively wide range of other grave
inclusions. Single grave inclusions from chest burials comprise a fossil with a
juvenile at Norton and a mid 8"'-century Northumbrian sceatta interred with an old
middle adult female from Spofforth (NAA 2002: 19).

Chest burials are commonly found concentrated in certain areas of
cemeteries, or they occur in clusters with other graves (see chapters 5.4.3 and 5.4.4).
For example at Spofforth, Norton, Dacre, Pontefract, Whithorn and York Minster
chest burials are found in only one or two main areas of the cemetery. At Ripon, a
site with multiple cemeteries, the chest burials are found in only one cemetery, that at
Ailcy Hill. Chest burials can also be found in multiple graves at Ailcy Hill, Viewly
Bridge and Pontefract. These double interments are all different in character: at Ailcy
Hill both bodies are in separate chests but one grave cut; at Norton only one of the
two burials is in a chest; and at Pontefract one grave had two children placed in one
chest while another grave cut contained a coffined interment accompanied by a chest
containing charnel. These examples suggest no defined multiple chest burial rite, but
instead emphasise that the position of chest burials within cemeteries was strongly

focal.
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That individuals buried in chests at 7"- to 9"-century cemeteries in northern
England share a relatively rare form of burial and were frequently buried in close
proximity to each other suggests two scenarios. The first is that chest burial was
utilised for a very short period of time. However, evidence from the sites analysed in
this study argues against this suggestion, as at Ailcy Hill, Norton Bishopsmilil and
Pontefract chest burials can be found in two or more phases of burial. This is
substantiated by radiocarbon dates at Pontefract for chest burials occurring across the
entire span of the 8" to 10™ centuries. Furthermore, evidence for the intercutting of
chest burials at Spofforth and York Minster suggests that they were not
contemporary and took place over a period of time long enough for the earlier burial
to have decayed to a stage where the act of intercutting was possible. A second, more
plausible, suggestion is that the rarity and clustering of chest burials again
empbhasises its appropriateness as a funerary rite for only certain members of society.
The location of these clusters with respect to other cemetery features, thus, appears
significant. Clusters at Spofforth, Pontefract and Ailcy Hill occupy central positions
within the cemeteries, near a contemporary stone structure, the remains of a
contemporary building and on the summit of the hill respectively. At Whithorn, the
chest burials are also located inside a small stone building. Analysis of later Anglo-
Saxon cemeteries has suggested that the proximity of a grave to the religious focus of
a site may relate to the status of the individual interred there (Buckberry 2007: 125),
and indeed it has been repeatedly suggested in this study that structures within the
cemetery provided a similarly significant focus for burial in the 7" t0 9% centuries,
thus, the location of chest burials at several sites serves to provide further evidence

for their use by higher status groups.
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To summarise, chests arc not a common form of burial containcr, however
they can be found frequently between the 7" and 9™ centuries in northern areas of
England in a restricted number of cemeteries. In form, chests vary considerably both
between and within cemeteries, however they all have evidence of a hinged lid which
differentiates them from other forms of wooden coffin. Previous associations made
between chest burial and ecclesiastical sites or the burials of older males cannot be
sustained. The individuals interred in chests come from most age groups and both
sexes although there is a tendency for older adults and children between the ages of 7
and 12 to be buried in this way. Infants are rarely found in chests, therefore this form
of burial may have been considered inappropriate for them. Archaeological and
documentary evidence argues that the age of majority for Anglo-Saxon children
came during the early teens (Crawford 1999: 53; Hiarke 1997a: 126) (see chapter
6.2). Thus, if we consider the age profiles of chest burials in light of this evidence,
perhaps chest burial was not appropriate for those without adult status. It may also be
possible to consider the frequency of older child burials in chests in this context as
perhaps the loss of an individual at the point of adulthood was specially marked by
chest burial. In several cases, individuals interred in chests had very active lives,
suggested by skeletal evidence for trauma. Individuals buried in chests in the north of
England also appear to have been set apart from the rest of the buried population.
Where they occur, chest burials tend to cluster in certain parts of cemeteries, often in
proximity to a religious focus or centrally within the site. This evidence from the
present study suggests that the individuals buried in chests were considered by
contemporary society to be a distinct group, and afforded a higher social status in

their burial rites than others.
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7.4  Buildings in cemeteries c. A.D. 650-850

The focus of mortuary archaeology is often implicitly subterranean: the grave, its
inclusions, containers and the disposition of the body. Whilst these aspects of the
grave may have held important meanings, they were only visible for a brief period of
time, before the grave was covered over. The role of cemeteries as more than
locations for the disposal of the dead has been raised in the recent archaeological
literature in several ways. For example, Sarah Semple (1998; 2004) and Howard
Williams (1999; 2002) have emphasised the role of burial grounds as landscape
features, which were engaged with as territorial markers, places of assembly and
places of interface with the past. If the cemetery were to be not just a burial ground,
but also a location visited and experienced by the living, the visible, above-ground
monuments will have held an important role in defining its character. If we follow
this suggestion, we must begin to see the cemetery as a place in its own right, created
and visited by the living, rather than just a static place of disposal of the dead, and it
becomes important to characterise how this place would have looked and how the
features above the ground may have influenced those below it.

The presence of standing buildings within cemeteries has been identified in
this study as a feature of some funerary sites dated to c. A.D. 650-850. This is most
clearly demonstrated at Minster sites, as the location of a church within a cemetery
has its origins in the middle Anglo-Saxon period in northern England and the
presence of ecclesiastical structures and associated cemeteries is evidenced both
archaeologically and historically from the 7% century (see chapter 3.1). The function
of several rectilinear structures identified in some other 7"- to 9™-century cemeteries

in this study is, in contrast, much more ambiguous. These include small, singled-
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celled buildings constructed in either wood or stone at Thwing, Pontefract and
Spofforth.

The foundations of a small wooden building were excavated in the north-west
corner of the cemetery at Thwing with internal dimensions of 3m by 4m and a gap in
the southern wall c¢. 1.5m in length that appeared to be an entranceway (Manby in
prep.) (Figure 7.10). The eastern and western walls were cut centrally by large post-
holes and a series of smaller post-holes of no discernable plan were sunk into the
interior. A rubble platform extended from the eastern wall of this building. The
excavator interpreted this as the possible remains of an earlier structure, but the
evidence for this is limited to the platform and a series of postholes encountered in
the eastern foundation trench of the small wooden building. A group of burials,
particularly infants, clustered to the east of the building and some cut into the
platform, thus appearing to be associated with the main building rather than any
putative earlier structure. The building overlay a Bronze-Age foundation but was cut
by an east-west orientated trench that was dated to c. A.D. 860 based upon
stratigraphic relationships with radiocarbon dated burials, thus is likely to have been
contemporary with burials made in the cemetery until the beginning of the gth
century. After this date interments continued to be made on the site, but no
replacement for the building was constructed within the cemetery. The building has
been described as a “mortuary chapel” by the excavator (Manby in prep.), however
no discussion of its function has yet been attempted.

Another example of a rectilinear structure was excavated in the eastern part
of site B at Pontefract (Wilmott in prep.: 33) (Figure 7.11). It was constructed during
the c. 9™ century at the earliest, therefore was considerably later than the example

from Thwing. This building was cut through the pre-existing cemetery in an area of
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burial that had previously been marked by two large free- standing posts. The burials
of infants clustered around this structure, and that the infant burials appear as soon as
the building is constructed, provides strong evidence for their inter-relationship. As
at Thwing, the structure was very small, with internal dimensions of ¢. 2.8m square,
but the building from Pontefract developed very differently to that at Thwing. It
appears to have continued in use after the cemetery ceased to accept burials during
phase 3 of activity on the site, being extended by the addition of another cell in phase

4, probably no later that the 1 1" century.
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Figure 7.10. The excavated structure and three post-holes at Thwing.
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Figure 7.11. The excavated structure at Pontefract (only the cell in dark grey is

demonstrably contemporary with the burials).
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A variety of hypotheses for the function of this building are presented by Tony
Wilmott (in prep.: 33). During its incarnation as a single-celled structure, the
building is often referred to as a “mortuary chapel”, however as an alternative it was
suggested that it could have been a tower or belfry, perhaps part of a much larger
series of buildings that lay outside the edge of excavation to the west. The limitations
of the excavation at Pontefract severely inhibit the process of formulating
interpretations of this structure, as it remains possible that it could have joined or
aligned with others that remain unexcavated. Nevertheless, without proof of further
buildings it seems advisable to consider the building as a single cell which developed
into a two-celled, free-standing building.

The final example of a rectilinear structure in the cemeteries investigated in
detail in this study comes from Spofforth (NAA 2002) (Figure 7.12). Here the
foundations of a possible two-celled building can be tentatively identified from the
site plan, although several sections of foundation appear completely missing and
only one cell is complete enough to characterise as an enclosed building. The
structure’s central location amongst the burials without intercutting suggests that it
was contemporary with them. If this was a two-celled building it could have been
substantial, at potentially over 15m in length. However if the smaller more complete
cell stood alone, it would have been comparable in size to the other single-celled

examples described above.
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Figure 7.12. The excavated structure at Spofforth.

Two further examples of small, single-celled structures were identified in
northern cemeteries that were not one of the six case-studies: at Ledston and
Whithorn. At Ledston, a small structure was identified by its foundations, which
were cut into the limestone ground surface. Sampling inside this building revealed a
juvenile cranial fragment that was radiocarbon dated to the 7%-8" century (lan
Roberts pers. comm.). No further analysis has been undertaken on this site, and it is
currently unpublished. The building at Whithorn has received much more detailed
analysis and therefore can be characterised in more depth. A c. 4m by 6m structure
was constructed with stone footings as part of the early 8“‘-century reorganisation of
the extant monastic site (Hill ez al. 1997b: 139) (Figure 7.13). The building seems to
have provided a particularly strong focus for burial. The first phase appears to have
attracted burials around it, especially those of infants and children (Hill ez al. 1997b:
168), and later several chest burials of adults were made inside. The building at
Whithorn was modified and developed several times before its destruction by fire
around A.D. 845. The incorporation of two windows with coloured glass into the
structure’s second phase makes it the most elaborate example described here (Hill et

al. 1997b: 144).
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Figure 7.13. The “mortuary chapel” at Whithorn (shaded red) (after Hill er al. 1997b:

140).

To summarise, the rectilinear structures encountered in the sample of middle
Anglo-Saxon sites considered in this study share significant features. Their role as
focal points within cemeteries is evidenced by the clustering of burials around them,
and occasionally, inside them. The burials of juveniles in particular appear to have
been afforded burial adjacent to these buildings, and it has been argued above (7.2.2)
that this relates to the particular significance of that location, perhaps as a
particularly holy place. They are generally small buildings, very different from the

significant monastic churches associated with burial grounds known from across the
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region. The construction, form and development of these buildings is, however,
strikingly variable. Indeed they are constructed in both stone and wood, as one or,
perhaps, two cells and could be abandoned without replacement or extended during
the course of the 7% to 9™ centuries.

The published interpretations of buildings from cemeteries dating to ¢. A.D.
650-850 vary. Two-celled structures are generally considered to have been churches.
The first example from northern England of a two-celled stone structure in
association with a cemetery is from the ecclesiastical site of Wearmouth. It had two
cells aligned east-west with a wider nave to the west and a square chancel to the east.
Documentary records of the Minster’s construction allow us to identify this building
as the first church of the Minster, built in A.D. 674-6 (Cramp 2005: 66). At
Wearmouth, the church was initially constructed as two cells, however at other sites,
such as at Yeavering, an earlier, single-celled church was extended by the addition of
a chancel to form the characteristic two-celled plan. The single-celled wooden
structure at Yeavering, which measured over 5Sm by 10m and had a doorway in each
wall (Hope-Taylor 1977: 70-85), was later extended into a two-celled building by the
addition of an annexe to the west.

Whilst two-celled buildings are generally described as churches, many of the
single-celled buildings within cemeteries in this sample have been described as
“burial chapels” or “mortuary chapels” regardless of whether human remains were
encountered within them. At Whithorn, and less clearly at Ledston, the recovery of
human remains from the interior of the buildings suggests that interments were made
inside (Hill et al. 1997b: 164-8; lan Roberts pers. comm.). At Pontefract and Thwing
there is no evidence for internal burials, but the buildings are still occasionally

described as “mortuary chapels” (Manby in prep.; Wilmott in prep.: 33). There

388



appears to be little coherence in the terminology used to describe these structures and
rarely is their presumed function elaborated upon in any detail. This inconsistency
throws into question the basis upon which the functions of these structures are
designated and whether a genuine distinction can be made between church, chapel
and mortuary chapel amongst this sample.

In order to consider the context of the buildings encountered in middle
Anglo-Saxon cemeteries in northern England, in the following discussion a review of
rectilinear structures in early medieval cemeteries across Britain is presented. These
structures include pagan shrines, various forms of churches and chapels and square
barrows. Their discussion here is intended to highlight the possible affinities and
roles of the buildings encountered in this study. The occurrence of buildings within
cemeteries is not characteristic of the early Anglo-Saxon period (Hirst 1985: 24). It
has been widely assumed that pagan shrines were often separate from the location of
burial, although the possibility that they were ephemeral structures that are missed in
archaeological excavation of burial grounds has also been noted (Hope Taylor 1977:
262). Indeed, structures that might be interpreted as pagan shrines have been
encountered in both cemeteries and settlements, for the most part at sites in southern
England (Blair 1995: 16-20), and only at Yeavering is a convincing example
presented for pre-Christian structures associated with burials in the north of England.
In his review of pagan shrines, John Blair (1995) noted a long tradition of square
ritual enclosures which can be identified at Iron Age, Roman and some early Anglo-
Saxon sites. Documentary sources provide a similarly vague record of these pre-
Christian ritual structures as the sparse archaeological record. A variety of potential
pagan religious foci are mentioned in documents including: cult foci based around

mounds, trees or posts and cult enclosures. The latter apparently included fenced or
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hedged enclosures (septa) as described by Bede at Goodmanham (HE ii, 13) and the
existence of more substantial buildings is implied in references to temples (funa) by
Bede and in Aldhelm’s letter to Herefrith, written c. A.D. 680. In Bede’s record, the
temple of King Raedwald is still standing to be seen by King Eldwulf, some twenty
or thirty years after Raedwald’s death, suggesting it was a substantial structure (HE
iii, 30; Blair 1995: 2-3). Another well-known reference to Pagan cult sites is included
in Pope Gregory'’s letter to Bishop Mellitus, written in A.D. 601, where he advises
that there is no need to tear down pagan temples (fana idolorum), but instead that
they could be adopted as Christian foci through the sprinkling of holy water and the
placement of relics within (HE i, 30). John Blair (1995: 3) interprets the fana
mentioned in the Historia Ecclesiastica as roofed buildings or substantial
construction.

A variety of new forms of building begin to be found in cemeteries from the
7th_9® centuries across England. There is written, architectural and archaeological
evidence for the construction of over 90 churches in England during the 7" century
(Morris 1983: 35-8). These are conventionally, but certainly not universally, divided
into two architectural styles reflecting the differing process of conversion in southern
and northern England: south-eastern churches with apsidal chancels particularly
noted in Kent, and Northumbrian churches with a narrower appearance and a square-
ended chancel (Morris 1983: 34; Cherry 1976: 158). Examples of the Northumbrian
style include the Minster churches of Wearmouth and Jarrow and the church at
Escombe (CD) founded c. A.D. 675, but even these churches, constructed at around
the same time and under the auspices of the same individual, Benedict Biscop, show
considerable architectural variation. Indeed a wide variety of buildings of different

style and appearance have long been considered to be Anglo-Saxon churches (Cherry
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1976: 159; Morris 1983: 38; Rodwell 1989: 67). Another form of early medieval
church is characteristic of areas of Celtic Christianity. Churches in Wales and south-
western England tend to be small in size (c. 5 metres square or less) (Petts and
Turner in press b: 21), as were many early church structures in Ireland (Laing 1977:
171-2) and the keeils of the Isle of Man, some of which may date back to the 7" or
8" centuries (Dugdale 1998: 42) (although recent excavations are beginning to
indicate keeils may be mostly of 10™ century or later date (Wilson 2008: 18)). It has
been suggested that the Celtic Church did not appear to have had a strong tradition of
congregational worship, and therefore limitations in the number of people that could
be housed in these small churches was not prohibitive to their function (Dugdale
1998: 187). In other western British contexts, smaller buildings may have been
subsidiary structures to other, larger buildings. Early medieval church groups in
western British cemeteries have recently been subject to review (Petts and Turner in
press b). A variety of small churches and chapels were identified from gh.12"
century sites such as Clynnog Fawr (GW), St Helens, Scilly and Tintagel (Co). Some
of these were associated with burials like those amongst the sample considered in
this study, for example the building at Clynnog Fawr was a focal point for a cluster
of burials (Stalleybrass 1914). It appears that there were strong regional variations in
the form of churches of early medieval date. There is the potential for both English
and western British styles of church building to have been influential in northern
England during the middle Anglo-Saxon period, so it seems that we must expect
variety in the form and dimensions of any churches that were located in cemeteries.
The occurrence of interments inside buildings in cemeteries dating to
between the 7% and 9™ centuries across Britain has been demonstrated in several

cases, either through the presence of internal burials themselves, or archaeological or
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documentary evidence for their use for storing human remains. These buildings are
generally termed “mortuary chapels” and, in England, examples have been excavated
at Wells (So) and Repton and inferred from documentary records at Winchcombe
(GI). At Wells, the Anglo-Saxon Minster was located on the site of a 4.5t century
mausoleum that contained a late-Roman burial (Rodwell 2001: xvii) (Figure 7.14).
The presence of a silver penny of Anlaf Sihtricsson, ruler of York c. A.D 941-44 in
the infilling layers within the mausoleum suggests that it stood throughout the middle
Anglo-Saxon period, to be demolished in the mid-10" century (Rodwell 2001: 78). A
cemetery developed to the west and north of the mausoleum during the 7" century
and, in addition to providing a focal point for graves, it appears that the mausoleum
continued to be use for the storage of human remains throughout its use as charnel
recovered from its fill was radiocarbon dated to between the 6™ and 10" centuries
(Rodwell 2001: 78-9). The stratigraphic evidence suggests that these were not
interments within the building, but instead perhaps that skeletons originally housed
elsewhere in the cemetery were translated to the mausoleum (Rodwell 2001: 78-9).
The crypt of St Wystan at Repton also originated as a free-standing structure to the
east of an early church. It was a 7m by 6.6m structure with a floor sunk 1.8m below
ground and a height above ground of only 1.2m. Thought to have been first
constructed for the body of Zthelbald, who died c. A.D. 757 (Taylor 1979: 1-2), this
mortuary chapel was later incorporated into a new church on the site, and the
subterranean level became a crypt. It is likely that more information about this
structure was obtained during recent excavations at Repton by the Biddles, however
this is not available in a published format at the time of writing, and therefore not
further discussion of this building can be attempted. Another example of a possible

mortuary chapel from Anglo-Saxon England is recorded at Winchcombe in
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documentary and antiquarian records. A free-standing masusoleum for the Mercian
royal family may have existed as part of a larger complex of Anglo-Saxon
ecclesiastical structures from around the 10" century (Bassett 1985: 89- 94). This

example has not been investigated archaeologically.

ale to precmct”?

Figure 7.14. Activity around Wells in the 10" century showing the mausoleum

structure (black square, central) (from Rodwell 2001: 86).

Buildings in some early medieval Welsh cemeteries appear to have acted as
mortuary chapels by providing locations in which to place the dead. At Capel Eithin
(An), a rectilinear timber structure measuring 4.9m square internally was excavated.
It appeared to have had an entrance to the east and was probably roofed. An adult
burial was positioned centrally within the building, accompanied by the grave of a
child (Figure 7.15). Both graves were partial cists, sealed by a clay floor. Another
lintel grave was dug at a later date, partially cutting the first adult grave. In addition
to providing a location for burial for a prolonged period, the structure also acted as a

focal point for external burials, with the partial cist graves of mainly adults clustering
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around it (Edwards 2002: 231-2). At Llandegai (GW) a rectangular wooden structure
4.2 m by 3.6 m containing a centrally-placed grave was located on the edge of an
inhumation cemetery overlying a Neolithic cursus (Houlder 1968: 221). Initially
interpreted as a primitive chapel associated with a saint’s grave, it has also been
suggested that this may have been another form of high-status grave (Edwards 2002:
230). More compelling evidence for the function of this structure is unfortunately
lacking, however it is apparent it was used as both a place of burial and the focus of

other graves.
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Figure 7.15. Structure and burials at Capel Eithin (from Edwards 2002: 231).

Square-ditched features around single or small groups of burials have been
identified archaeologically at sites across Britain (Webster and Brunning 2004: 65-
73). Some of these appear to have been under barrows and therefore are not
comparable with the structures considered here. In particular, square barrow burials
are encountered amongst cemeteries in eastern Scotland and in one 7"-8" century
cemetery within the study area of this thesis, at Garton Station, although here the
barrows are Iron Age constructions (Alcock 1992; Stead 1991: 24). Distinguishing
between the archaeological trace of a square building and a ditched barrow, in poor

excavation conditions, has the potential to be problematic. Indeed, this was the case
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at Stonage Barton (So), where several mid-7" century enclosures containing burials
with entrances to the east were excavated (Webster and Brunning 2004). The
excavators noted the confusing evidence for their function; there was no evidence of
mounds and little silting in ditches that would indicate a barrow had once stood over
them and the flat bottoms of the ditch suggested that they were foundation trenches
rather than an open ditch. That the ditches changed level when crossing another
ditched feature, suggested to the excavators that there was probably no building
(Webster and Brunning 2004: 62). The discussion of pagan shrines by John Blair
(1995) appears to side-step the issue of differentiating between barrow ditches and
building foundations by considering all forms of square enclosure together, however,
this decision risks glossing over the very different above-ground character of a
barrow from a building and the implications this has for their functions. Whilst it
appears that the majority of evidence for structures located in cemeteries in England
and Wales were foundations rather than barrow ditches, sometimes whether these
were buildings or less substantial walls or fences remains unclear (Webster and
Brunning 2004: 74, 79).

This discussion has highlighted a group of buildings from cemeteries used
between c. A.D. 650 and 850 in northern England that present considerable variation
in layout, size, form and development. They do, however, share some characteristics:
their position in cemeteries and the close proximity of burials, either in clusters
around their walls or within their interiors. These structures are not a passive feature
of cemetery topography but instrumental in its formation and development.
Archaeological excavation rarely permits any insight into the activities that might
have been connected with these structures, however a consideration of other forms of

structures encountered in cemeteries across Britain and Ireland during the early
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medieval period has served to provide some suggestions. Whilst the hypothesis that
many of these structures were churches ties in with the increasing numbers of
churches constructed from the 7 century across England, it must be noted that one
of the main reasons for considering them to have been churches is the lack of
evidence for any other general explanation and an assumption that buildings in
cemeteries would obviously be churches. In fact, not all cemeteries were associated
with churches well beyond the gt century (Geake 1992: 86-87; Hadley 2000b: 209),
and it must not be assumed that the buildings discussed here must have been
churches. The term “mortuary/burial chapel” appears to have been utilised for small
structures encountered in northern cemeteries c. A.D 650-850 without critical
appraisal of its implications. Evidence for human remains from the interiors of
buildings described as mortuary chapels is not universal, yet structures as apparently
different in function as the stone chapel with internal chest burials at Whithorn and
the wooden structure with a few scattered post holes on the inside at Thwing have
been called the same thing. Might they actually have served similar purposes? Even
where there is no archaeological evidence of burials within these buildings they may
still have housed reliquaries, holy objects or charnel, objects whose importance may
have ensured their removal to a different location after the cemetery fell out of use or
to a new church if one was constructed nearby. In early medieval Wales, small
subsidiary chapels in ecclesiastical complexes, also known as or capeli y bedd, are
often considered to have housed the graves or remains of saints (Petts and Turner in
press: 12). If the buildings from northern English cemeteries discussed here were to
have housed similar items, they would have been a significant sacred focus, which
would be concurrent with their instrumental role as a cemetery focus for infant

burials in particular, and entire communities in general. That several of the examples
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noted here were located at either high-status or Minster sites (Whithorn, Thwing,
Pontefract) indicates that, of anywhere, these would have been the places most likely
to have had access to important holy objects.

The assessment of small rectilinear structures in 7™- to 9"-century cemeteries
here has not provided any firm conclusions as to their function, as the evidence
considered here is not sufficient to draw anything but tentative conclusions about
their use, but instead a hypothesis linking them to the storage of holy objects, relics
or important burials has been presented. This discussion has demonstrated an
apparent trend towards the placement of structures in cemeteries during the 7t
century in England and provided some parallels from other regions and periods that
might shed light on its origins and context. These buildings share the function of
providing a focus for burial, and although they present a wide variety of forms, it is
suggested that their intrinsic relationship with burial indicates a potential common
role, which as result of their visibility above ground, would have been as much about

communication with the living as marking of the dead.

7.5  The process of burial

The actual process by which the dead were buried has received very little
attention from archaeologists. This is perhaps understandable, as the palimpsest
provided by excavation of a cemetery does not immediately lend itself to the
reconstruction of the processes by which it was created. Moreover, during the 7h_gth
centuries, documentary resources are relatively silent on this subject (Bullough 1983:
186), therefore cannot provide insight into the events that took place on the deathbed

or at the graveside. However, on closer investigation, some aspects of the process of
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burial can be illuminated from the funerary record. In this section, several aspects of
interment are considered: the creation of the grave; the administration of burial rites;
and the treatment of charnel.

Graves dating to the 7"-9" centuries from northern England were consistently
rectangular earth cuts. This was no different from the majority of inhumation graves
of previous centuries, and did not differ from the burials of later Anglo-Saxon
populations across England (Lucy 2000: 97-102). A rectangular grave would best
contain the human body and provide an ideal socket for inclusions such as coffins,
chests or linings. However, the data collated in this study have revealed variations in
the form of grave cuts, which permit several further observations to be made about
the cutting of a grave. At Adwick and Thwing, grave cuts were very clear and
recording was sufficiently detailed to consider the length of the grave cut afforded to
individuals of different living stature. Graves containing the smallest individuals —
neonates, infants and small children - were generally much shorter than those
housing adult remains (Table 7.5). The difference in length between graves occupied
by individuals under the age of 18 (1.18m) and over 18 (2.12m) was statistically
significant (2 sample t-test t=13.253, p<0.001). Similar evidence is presented in two
studies of slightly earlier cemeteries across England. At both Dover Buckland, and
amongst a group of st century cemeteries in East Yorkshire, children were
afforded smaller graves than adults (Evison 1987: 16-7; Lucy 1998: 63). Both
extended and flexed interments are represented in the corpus of burials from Thwing
and Adwick where data regarding stature and grave dimensions are available. At
both sites, flexed interments were placed in shorter graves (average 1.98m) than
extended burials (2.12m), presumably reflecting the different amount of space each

bodily position required. This evidence provides a basis upon which deductions can
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be made about whether the size and form of the grave cut was tailored to the

individual it was created for.

Age at death Average grave length | Averages (m)

(m) Significance
0-1month 0.85 Juvenile average: 2 sample student’s
1 month-1 year | 0.89 1.18 t-test
1-6 1.13 t=13.253
7-12 1.41 df=122
13-17 1.72 p<0.001
18-25 2.12 Adult average:

26-35 2.18 2.12
3645 2.13
46+ 2.20

Table 7.5. The length of graves of juveniles and adults.

The exploration of the hypothesis that graves were dug to reflect the height of
the individual interred within them is hindered by the limited availability of data for
stature at some sites and the absence of records of grave cut length at others, and also
by the occurrence of both extended and flexed interments amongst the sample. Some
general observations can, however, be made concerning the relationship between
stature and grave length. At Thwing, there were numerous examples of individuals
below average stature interred in above-average length graves. For example, a female
from Thwing with a stature of approximately 1.54m (the average for females at
Thwing was 1.60m) was buried in one of the longest graves, 2.7m in length.
Conversely, there were two individuals from the same site interred in graves barely
long enough to accommodate their bodies, including a male who stood 1.73min a
grave 3cm shorter and another male 1.63m in stature in a grave measuring 1.60m.
Both of these individuals had their heads removed from their bodies (see chapter

5.4.2.). In the case-study sample considered in this thesis, younger children generally
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received smaller graves, but it appears that length was by not always proportional to
age. For example at Thwing a neonate was buried in an ample 1.50m grave cut
whereas a 10-14 year old, for whom stature was not recorded, but can be assumed to
have been much greater than a neonate, was buried in a 1.25m grave. Thesc results
from Thwing suggest that grave dimensions were not always tailored to the exact
stature of their occupant.

Once the grave had been prepared, the next step in the creation of the grave
was the interment of the corpse. The evidence available for reconstructing this
process is limited, however some relevant observations might be taken from previous
assessments of Anglo-Saxon burial practices. The early Anglo-Saxon grave is widely
considered to have served as a tableau, a visual image of corpse and grave goods to
be viewed by mourners (Geake 2007: 114; Pader 1982; Malim and Hines 1998: 34-
42). It has been argued that the body’s disposition, dress and the placement of grave
goods around them was laden with symbolic meaning, which remained tangible
primarily through memory after the grave was covered in earth (Williams 2004:
267). Throughout the middle Anglo-Saxon period, the frequency of furnished burial
decreased and evidence for the enclosure of the body in a container becomes more
frequently identifiable. The burial of a fully dressed corpse had been widely
abandoned by the later Anglo-Saxon period in favour of various forms of coffin and/
or shrouding. Thus a shift appears to occur from the visual tableau of the early
Anglo-Saxon burial towards the lowering of a container and the marking of the
location above the ground, which was more typical of later Anglo-Saxon practices.
Thus, the visibility of the body in the grave appears to decrease, in favour of a more
anonymous corpse, but at the same time graves were marked above ground in a more

enduring manner (Thompson 2004: 26). In the following discussion two aspects of
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the interment of the corpse are considered: the placement of the body and the
provision of grave goods.

There is little archaeological evidence to indicate how burials were lowered
into graves, however, excavations in conditions of excellent organic preservation at
St Drottens churchyard, Lund, Sweden may provide a tentative insight into practices
that could have been used in early medieval England. At this site ropes appear to
have been used to lower interments into graves, and the remains of one of these ropes
was left behind in grave 278 and was preserved until excavation (Martensson 1963:
92). Terry Manby has suggested that at Thwing shallow pits at the narrow ends of
graves could have permitted the use of ropes to lower a chest or coffin into the grave,
with the pits allowing the ropes to be withdrawn from under the container (for a
similar argument based upon the early medieval Swedish site at Birka see Gréslund
1981: 20-2). There are, however, several problems with Terry Manby’s hypothesis.
First, if slots were to have functioned in the removal of ropes they would be expected
to occur in conjunction with evidence of burial containers, however several graves
with slots have no evidence of containers, and perhaps more significantly, numerous
graves with containers have no slots in their cuts. Second, to lower a chest into a
grave, at least two ropes would be required (one at each end), yet in the majority of
graves at Thwing (53%), slots are only found at one end of the grave. It would not be
possible to lower a chest by one rope at one end, so why would the effort be
undertaken to dig a slot to aid the removal of only a single rope? A second possible
function for the pits is to accommodate the structure of a burial container, for
example deep foot blocks. However only one coffin/chest in grave 51 could be
identified as having a foot piece, and this was not buried in a grave with a foot slot.

Moreover, the presence of a foot piece at only one end of a chest, which is what the

401



graves with only one slot might be taken to indicate, appears unlikely. Although the
role of pits in the grave in the removal of ropes from the grave has been discounted,
it does not follow that ropes were not used to lower containers. Ropes could still be
withdrawn from under either a container or uncoffined burial without the aid of such
pits, but this process may have disturbed the interment within the grave to some
extent.

The preponderance of supine and extended skeletons in Anglo-Saxon graves
suggests that this was a widely desirable disposition for the corpse. Amongst the
case-study sites, the rotation of the head, position of the body and flexure of the legs
to the right side was significantly more common than the left. It is, however, unclear
why this should be the case. There is no significant correlation between the direction
the body faced and any aspect of identity of the individual or the focal points in the
cemeteries, nor do interments appear to face each other (see chapter 5.4.2). Perhaps,
instead, something that occurred during the process of burial lead to the
preponderance of right-sided interments? In burials made in containers, the body will
have had the chance to move around during the process of burial, and also for a short
time before the container decayed and earth back-filled the air space within the
grave. It seems unlikely that movement after burial, as the body and container
decayed, would result in displacement primarily to one side over the other, and
therefore it is perhaps more reasonable to assume that movement to the right
occurred as a result of some particular action during the interment of the burial. In
plain-earth graves with no container, the pressure of the earth on the body will have
held it in its original position. Thus, we might assume that it reflects the original
burial rite. It can be deduced, therefore, that if right-sided interment was not the

result of some intentional burial rite, that it was brought about during burial. It is
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conceivable that if a burial ceremony took place that dictated the side from which the
body was interred, for example if the body were lowered in from the corpse’s left,
the removal of any lowering ropes from that side would tip the body/ container over
to the right and, displace the body slightly in that direction.

The evidence presented above provides a cautious attempt to reconstruct the
process of lowering the body into the grave. The evidence is not conclusive, but
appears to hint towards a relatively uniform rite that resulted in a preponderance of
right-sided interments. It can be tentatively suggested that interment was made from
the north of the grave with the removal of lowering ropes from this side resulting in
the movement of the body as described. Thus we might hypothetically reconstruct
the event: those who interred the container/body positioned on the northern side of
the grave and if the lowering were to be part of a ceremonial event, perhaps

mourners and observers may have stood to the south.

7.5.1 Adorning the body

Grave goods become increasingly rare throughout the middle Anglo-Saxon period in
northern England, as they do across the rest of England at this time (Geake 1997:
128; Stoodley 1999a: 101). Nevertheless, certain forms of material culture were
identified amongst the burials in the sites considered in this study and these can be
used to inform our understanding of the process of burial.

The presence of many grave goods related to clothing, such as brooches,
buckles, knives and jewellery, in early Anglo-Saxon burials is often explained by
reference to the practice of clothed burial (Samson 1999: 132). It is generally

accepted that people were buried in their clothes during the early Anglo-Saxon
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period, but that the use of shrouds had taken precedence by the 10® century
(Boddington 1987: 40; Fleming 2007: 152-3, Samson 1999: 132; Thompson 2002:
231). This change has been explained as a consequence of the development of
Christian asceticism (Effros 1996; Samson 1999: 124) or related to changing pattern
of inheritance for material possessions (Carver 1989: 157; Shephard 1979: 70).
Generally, the evidence for clothed burial is provided by grave goods and their
positions in respect to the corpse (Lucy 2000: 83-7), therefore as grave goods
become less frequent during the middle Anglo-Saxon period, our main source of
evidence for burial in clothing disappears. Direct evidence for clothed burial can be
found at Milfield South (7"-8% century), where woollen textiles survived by iron
replacement on a strap end and iron buckle buried with the lower individual of a
vertical double burial in grave 1977/B3 (Scull and Harding 1990: 21). The buckle
and an iron knife were both positioned at the waist of the skeleton, as if attached to a
belt (Figure 7.16). In other cases, the position of grave goods indicated that they may
have been worn on the body at the time of interment, and therefore hints at clothed
burial, for example, small groups of artefacts found at the waist of an individual from
Adwick and a burial from Garton-on-the-Wolds suggest items were kept in bags
hung from a belt which were buried with the individuals (Harvey 2008; Meaney
1964: 289-90; Geake 1997: 158). Another potential example of clothed burial comes
from Wearmouth where several fragments of gold foil thread were found adhered to
the left side of the skull of an individual of unrecorded age or sex (Cramp 2005:
229). Gold thread has been associated with female head-wear both in England and on
the continent from the 7 century, and its presence here suggests the burial of a high-
status, clothed individual (Crowfoot and Chadwick Hawkes 1967: 66-72) (Figure

7.17).
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Figure 7.16. Skeleton from lower burial of double grave 177/B3 from Milfield South.

A knife and buckle are shown at the waist as if worn on a belt (from Scull and
Harding 1990: 16).

Figure 7.17. Gold thread from an Anglo-Saxon burial at Wearmouth (from Cramp
2005: 229).
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Knives were particularly common grave goods amongst middle Anglo-Saxon
cemeteries, and were included in graves at Adwick, Ailcy Hill and Thwing amongst
others. Dawn Hadley (2009) has recently compiled a list of sites where knives appear
in 8th-century and later graves, noting how rarely excavators are willing to consider
their inclusion as part of a clothed burial ritual in this period and how, in the absence
of radiocarbon dates, excavators tend to date them to earlicr rather than later. Whilst
the grave at Ailcy Hill has been radiocarbon dated to the 7™ century at the latest, the
chest grave at Thwing with a knife and buckle is potentially later. It was radiocarbon
dated to A.D. 758-1028, and given the convergence of dates for chest burials in the
region around the 8™-9" century, it seems that this is likely to be another example of
the post-7™ century use of knives as grave inclusions. Knives in Anglo-Saxon graves
are generally found at the waist, and were probably suspended from a belt (Lucy
2000: 59). The placement of knives in the burials from the present study might
suggest that they continued to be worn at the waist at a later date. At Adwick a
whittle-tanged blade was found under the femur of a young male (grave 2) and a
blade was encountered at the hip of another young adult (grave 31). At Thwing a
knifc was recovered from under the tibia of a maturc female, however, as this burial
was in a chest, there was potential for the knife to have moved during decomposition
from its original position, conceivably also at the waist.

Although many of the examples of grave goods for the present study are
consistent with clothed burial, this need not imply that they had a role in the burial
rite only as dress accessories. It has recently been suggested that assuming that all
deposited dress items were simply a result of clothed burial is simplistic and that
objects, for example knives, may, through their close personal association with the

deceased, have served a mnemonic function in some Christian graves (Crawford
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2004: 90; Hadley 2009). In this thesis, the majority of knives do appear to have been
worn as dress accessories, but there is no reason to assume that they could not also
have served a mnemonic role in addition to a seemingly functional role in the middle
Anglo-Saxon burial ritual in northern England. In sum, grave goods provide some
evidence for the practice of clothed burial during the 71-9™ centuries, but where
individuals were apparently buried with grave goods worn on the body it should not
be assumed that these had no further meaning beyond their relationship to clothing
fashions. The rarity of dress items in general in northern England, particularly
amongst graves from the g™ century and later, appears to indicate that either clothed
burial was not a common rite or that significant changes had taken place since the
5%.7% centuries in the type of clothes the corpse was interred in, to the exclusion of
most archaeologically detectable items.

Quartz and coloured stones, fossils, coins and human teeth have been
recovered from graves throughout the middle Anglo-Saxon period (see chapter 3.13),
and also comprise a significant proportion of the goods encountered at the case-study
sites (see chapter 5.4.4). It seems improbable that these items performed any
practical function in either life or death. Similar items identified intermittently in
burials from the early Anglo-Saxon period through to high medieval contexts have
been considered amuletic, to have possessed occult power or to have conferred some
sort of spiritual or physical protection upon the bearer (Crawford 1999: 79; Geake
1997: 98-100; Gilchrist 2008; Meaney 1981). For example, quartz has piezoelectric
properties that may have imbued it with mystical significance. Bald’s Leechbook
(Cockayne 1961) describes “white stones” with curative and protective properties
that would create sparks when struck, which Audrey Meaney (1981: 92) reasonably

infers could be quartz. In a Christian context, white stones had continuing relevance
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within funerary rites and appear as grave goods in cemeteries across England — for
example in 7" to 9"-century cemeteries at Whitby and Adwick-le-Street, and late
Anglo-Saxon graves at Kellington — and, in particular, western Britain — for example
the 7™- to 11"™-century cemetery at Llandough, in pre-12"-century grave at Capel
Maelog and in 7"- to 8"-century burials at Whithorn (Britnell 1990; Chadburn and
Hill 1997: 472-3; English Heritage 1999; Gilchrist 2008; Hadley and Buckberry
2005: 139; Harvey 2008; Holbrook and Thomas 2005: 36-7; Mytum 1993). Various
interpretations have been suggested for the significance of these pebbles. They have
been associated with purity and the transformative powers of water, and may have
served as lucky charms, tokens for prayers for the dead, or tickets for admission to
the afterlife (Fowler 2004: 116; Gilchrist 2008: 20-1; Hadley 2009; Chadburn and
Hill 1997: 472-3).

Curated items also appear relatively frequently in both the early and late
Anglo-Saxon corpus of grave goods and it has been argued that their antiquity may
have created apotropaic value (Eckardt and Williams 2003: 150, 163; Gilchrist and
Sloane 2005: 101; Gilchrist 2008: 21-6). Such curated items include fossils and
Roman material items such as beads, coins, pottery or jewellery. Fossil crinoids,
similar to that recovered from a juvenile’s grave at Norton, are linked to St Cuthbert
in a legend documented from the 7™ century, which records the saint stringing them
into a rosary (Lane and Ausich 2001: 1). It has not been possible to trace the
associations between St Cuthbert and crinoids to before the 13" century (Lane and
Ausich 2001) and thus it is more appropriate to interpret the example from Norton in
more general terms, perhaps in line with Audrey Meaney’s (1981: 115) emphasis
upon the perceived magical properties of naturally perforated fossils, and other

objects.
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It can be suggested that some so-called amuletic items performed a function
before deposition, and that their burial was an intentional act. At Pontefract, the
Roman coin from a grave context was heavily worn suggesting that it had been
frequently handled before deposition. The modification of coins into amulets for
carrying or wearing is also suggested by examples that are pierced (presumably to be
strung onto cord) (Geake 1997: 32; Maguire 1997; White 1988: 101) or found
folded, as is often the case in later medieval contexts (Gilchrist 2008: 17). Where
such information is available, the placement of amuletic items on or around the body
suggests a deliberate process of deposition, and emphasises the intentionality of their
presence in the burial rite. For example, at Adwick-le-Street pebbles were positioned
between the clavicles of one individual and in a line along the leg of another.

Consideration of the function of amuletic grave goods might further inform
our understanding of their role in the creation of a grave. In the early Anglo-Saxon
burial ritual, observation of the grave goods by the mourners appears to have been of
paramount importance, and related to their overt symbolism of the identity of the
deceased as something that was to be constructed through an understanding by
others. I have argued here that the middle Anglo-Saxon burial ritual identified at the
case-study sites indicates that this process of observing the corpse declines in
significance during the 8" century, an argument which relates to the suggestion that,
by the later Anglo-Saxon period, the deathbed had replaced the grave as the primary
focus of mourning and that the body was frequently placed within a container or
wrapped in a shroud before burial (Geake 2007: 114; Gilchrist and Sloanc 2005: 24;
Flemming 2007: 152-3; Thompson 2004: 108). Moreover, it has been suggested that
many forms of grave goods became obsolete as funerary offerings during the 7"

century as a result of developments within society that transformed property
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ownership, patterns of inheritance and taxation such that possessions once placed in
the grave were now inherited by the living (Carver 1989: 157; Shephard 1979). It
appears that amuletic items possessed meanings and functions that transcended this
transition and facilitated their continued use during a period when grave goods
related to costume or gender generally decline in frequency. We need, thus, to
consider which features of amuletic items might have secured their continued
relevance in funerary rituals.

Magic has tended to be dismissed as peripheral to Christian beliefs during the
7%.9% centuries (Dickinson 1993: 45; Meaney 1981: 253), or considered to have
been something that was marginalised in everyday Christian practice. For example,
Audrey Meaney (1981: 253) has argued that the frequent archaeological evidence for
the carrying of amulets in bags at the waist, instead of in a more visible location —
worn at the neck for example — might result from a desire to hide “anything which a
zealous priest might disapprove of”. However, recently, Roberta Gilchrist (2008) has
challenged these assumptions. She emphasised a dynamic linkage between folk
magic and Christian practice from the 7™ century into the later medieval period citing
parallels between miraculous events, intercession of the healing properties of saint’s
relics and traditional folk magic and medicine (Gilchrist 2008: 2). Indeed, there is no
evidence from the cemeteries described here that amulets were covertly deposited in
graves as Audrey Meaney envisages for Christian contexts. If amuletic items were
intended to serve some magical purpose, their placement in the grave would not
necessarily have required justification through the process of observation, as was the
case with earlier Anglo-Saxon grave goods, and nor did they necessarily have any
monetary value, thus their function may not have been undermined by the processes

that rendered other grave goods unnecessary. Moreover, it is conceivable that

410



physical contact between the body and an amulet might have been essential to the
amulet’s function. Indeed, the occurrence of amulets on the eyes and in the mouth of
individuals at Llandough, St Nicholas Shambles, Fillingham and Raunds Furnells, to
name but a few sites, suggests that this may have been the case (Boddington 1996:
42; Buckberry and Hadley 2001: 15-16; Gilchrist 2008: 15; Hadley 2009; Hadley
and Buckberry 2005: 140; Holbrook and Thomas 2005: 37; White 1988: 24). Thus, if
we are to follow the suggestion that Christianity rendered grave goods unnecessary
by providing alternative opportunities to conspicuously display of wealth above
ground, for example in the construction and elaboration of church buildings (Hadley
2009; Geake 1992: 91-2), amulets may have retained their relevance in a grave
context as emotive deposits — personal possessions of no intrinsic monetary value
interred in the grave by mourners (Williams 2006: 41).

In sum, the evidence presented here for the creation of the grave in middle
Anglo-Saxon northern England has allowed some tentative conclusions to be drawn
about the process of burial. Where archaeological data can be interrogated, a pattern
has emerged linking the position of the body in the grave with a burial rite that
favoured the north side of the grave as a location for those who lowered the body or
container into the ground. It is assumed that ropes were withdrawn from this side,
tipping the body over to the right, but it is also acknowledged that further evidence is
required to test this hypothesis. The infrequent occurrence of dress items in positions
that suggest they were worn on the body suggests that clothed burial may have
continued into the middle Anglo-Saxon period, alongside the practice of interring
amuletic items on or around the body. Whilst the middle Anglo-Saxon period
appears to see a decline in the use of many grave goods, that amuletic items continue

into the burial rites of the later Anglo-Saxon and medieval periods appears to
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indicate a continued relevance beyond the 7"-9" centuries that was not shared by

other types of grave goods.

7.5.2  The control of burial in middle Anglo-Saxon northern England

The discussion of the process of burial in cemeteries ¢. A.D. 650-850 in northern
England emphasises that a variety of decisions had to be made at every stage in the
interment of an individual. Who made these decisions is a question often posed in
funerary studies, but rarely examined in any detail. Burial practices throughout the
Anglo-Saxon period have elements of homogeneity that suggest that they were
actively controlled and managed. Thus it has been suggested that burial specialists
must have existed to ensure the apportioning and transmission of meaningful rites
over many generations, and that these specialists must have been in communication
with each other (Geake 2003: 256, 262).

Helen Geake (2003) has speculated about the control of burial in early Anglo-
Saxon cemeteries, linking the role of a putative burial specialist with the enigmatic
“cunning women” burials identified by Audrey Meaney and Tania Dickinson (1981:
249-62; 1993). These burials were differentiated from normative 57" century
graves by unusual grave goods of no obvious function — including scraps of metal,
broken items and animal bones — laid around the body in non-normative positions
and occurring in abnormal combinations. These women have previously been
associated with other aspects of ritual control such as healing and fortune telling
(Dickinson 1993: 45, 53; Meaney 1981). The evidence linking “cunning women” and
burial control is acknowledged by Geake to be extremely equivocal. In her study,

support for her argument is limited to an ethnographic parallel for older women
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controlling burial in modern rural Greece and a documentary source, the Arab
traveller Ibn Fadlan’s early 10'h-century account of a Scandinavian burial, which
records the role of a family of women in Viking funerary practices, combined with
the suggestion that the unusual burials of “cunning women” were not conducted
through normal processes (Geake 2003). Nonetheless, despite the limited evidence,
Geake’s consideration of the possibility of burial specialists provides a valiant
attempt to stimulate discussion of an awkward, yet important question.

It is pertinent here to consider to what extent the control of burial may have
changed during the middle Anglo-Saxon period. It is generally acknowledged that
the Christian Church had very little to say on the subject of burial, however some
insight into its stance can be gained from literary sources. In the 7t century,

Archbishop Theodore of Canterbury recorded that:

According to the Roman Church, the custom is the carry the dead monks or
religious men to the church, to anoint their breasts with the chrism, there to
celebrate masses for them and then with chanting to carry them to their
graves. When they have been placed in the tomb a prayer is offered for them;
then they are covered with earth and stone (MacNeill and Gamer 1938: 194-
S).
This cursory statement provides little on which to base any understanding of the
Christian attitude to burial administration. It probably presents an ideal in referring to
the burial of a monk, but need not represent practices as adopted by the wider lay
community. Moreover, there is no specific mention of who is performing the act of
burial. We cannot be certain that the Church’s apparent indifference to burial rites

meant that churchmen did not involve themselves in funerary practices (Geake 2003:

266). Indeed, the large lay cemeteries that were established at Minters such as
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Wearmouth from their inception suggest that burial was included to some degree
within the pastoral remit of Minsters from the 7t century (Thacker 1992: 140).

Bede recounts that ecclesiastics provided vital and definitive instruction in a variety
of religious matters including preaching, baptism and visiting the sick. It appears that
priests could also be sent out to administer the viaticum (the Eucharist given to the
sick or dying) (VSCuth xv, Clograve 1940: 205; Thacker 1992: 142). The degree to
which Christian ritual was administered by ecclesiastics is illuminated in a well-
known account by Bede, where he describes how the monks of South Shields
became imperilled whilst crossing the River Tyne in ¢. A.D. 650. A group of people
in the company of St Cuthbert began to jeer the monks, arguing that they had no need
of them as “they have taken the immemorial rituals from men and nobody knows
how the new ones are to be observed” (VSCuth iii, Colgrave 1940: 160-64). This
situation seems to imply that the control over many religious matters was firmly
within the hands of churchmen (Geake 2003: 266). Whether controlled by
churchmen or not, the lack of direction for funerary practices found in the
ecclesiastical literature of the middle Anglo-Saxon period might fit well with the
pattern of varied burial rites observed in this study. In fact a limited range of
instructions, such as those written by Theodore, might provide a springboard for
multiple rites dictated on a local basis, whether by priests or secular burial
specialists.

Helen Geake (2003: 267) has also specifically addressed the relationship
between the Church and burial control during the middle Anglo-Saxon period. She
links the reduction in furnished burial to a decline in the role of the burial specialist
that she envisaged as the “cunning woman”, concluding that the decisions required to

make unfurnished burials were less demanding, and that the Church’s usurpation of
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the decision of where to bury (in favour of churchyards) may have switched the
focus of burial ritual towards ceremony, further diminishing the need for a burial
specialist in dictating the archaeologically visible parts of the burial rite (Geake
2003: 267). There are, however, several debatable aspects of this hypothesis.
Contrary to Geake’s assumption that burial became less varied, the present study has
identified a great variety of different burial rites that were utilised between the 7t
and 9™ centuries indicating that the decisions made during the planning and
conducting of a burial were not necessarily less demanding. These decisions may
have continued to be made by a burial specialist, or alternatively, the variability in
burial provision seen in the present study may indicate burial was controlled on a
more local level.

The assumption that Christian practices placed burial preparation in the hands
of male clerical figures is widespread (Ariés 1981; Binski 1996: 32-3). But in
contrast, it has recently been argued that the role of women in burial preparation may
have held continued significance throughout the medieval period. Roberta Gilchrist
(2008) has recently reviewed the role of women in the preparation of the dead for
burial, arguing for a gendered female role as care-giver which extended beyond the
death of her wards. The OE term wrecche wif, or “wretched wife”, recorded in the
late 10%- to 11%-century poem Soul and Body from Worcester and an anonymous
homily (Assmann XIV) appears to refer to a woman in a similar role, who lays out
the body of a dead man in his home (Moffatt 1987: 64; Thompson 2004: 103).
Therefore, it can be argued that preparation of the corpse was a domestic activity
under the jurisdiction of female kin, but that the burial itself, in contrast, involved
churchmen (Gilchrist 2008: 42). Thus we may be able to see a continuation of the

role of women in burial rites despite the inroads of Christian practices. Later Anglo-
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Saxon documentary sources could be expected to provide a means by which we can
speculate on the character of these Christian rites. However, later Anglo-Saxon
sources also remain remarkably silent on the subject of graveyard administration. In
her assessment of control of Christian burial rites Victoria Thompson (2004: 31-3)
quotes Alfric’s Pastoral Letter for Wulfsige (written A.D. 998), in which the bishop
of Sherborne refers to the hostiarius as the church’s doorkeeper and bell-ringer. She
speculates about the parallels between the hostiarius and the sexton — a role defined
after the Reformation as having responsibility over the church doors and bells, but
also a responsibility for grave digging (Thompson 2004: 116). The roles and the
responsibilities of the two figures described here, the hostiarus and the wrecche wif
seem to complement each other; the latter concerning herself with the preparations of
the death prior to burial, and the former dealing with the preparation of the grave.
Although very much based in documentary evidence that post-dates the period of
interest for this study, this evidence serves to suggest that burial may have been
controlled by several individuals, with, perhaps, different agendas.

Following the model of investigations into the control of burial across the
entire early medieval period, we might consider in more detail who will have been
responsible for control of burial practices in middle Anglo-Saxon northern England.
That literary sources are consistently silent on the subject appears to suggest that
burial rites were in some way self-evident, or perhaps that they were dictated by an
agency removed from central authority (Thompson 2004: 115). The character of the
individual/s who determined these rites can begin to be investigated from the ways in
which burial practices were articulated. The role of ecclesiastical centres as the main
foci, and perhaps departure points, of some new, characteristically middle Anglo-

Saxon, burial practices such as chest burial, suggests that the Church was not as
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isolated from funerary practices as might be apparent from written sources. Rather, it
might have provided a hub from, or through, which ideas could disseminate.
Regionally-specific rites, such as chest burials, which appear for only a short period
of time, in a restricted number of graves, but across a relatively wide area of northern
England, suggest that communication and acceptance of new burial rites was rapid.
That certain forms of burial were afforded to individuals of a certain identity across
cemeteries (see above, 7.2), suggests that the rules by which provision of funerary
practices were organised were transmitted along with their forms. Nevertheless, the
huge variety of practices that comprised the middle Anglo-Saxon burial rite were not
always articulated in the same ways and not always afforded to the same kinds of
people at different cemeteries. Practices apparently unique to one cemetery are not
infrequent: for example, pits and post-holes in the grave cuts at Thwing; or double
burials with the individuals aligned in opposite at Norton. This suggests that neither a
regional understanding nor a central authority was the only source of inspiration for
funerary practices and may indicate, instead, local personalities with significant
control over burial. That these individuals were women is not proven by the evidence
presented here, however given the apparently female gendered roles as “cunning
woman” and in the preparation of the dead suggested from early Anglo-Saxon and
later medieval periods, respectively, it might be suggested that, in line with
ethnographic parallel (Metcalf and Huntingdon 1991; Gilchrist 2008: 43), women
retained a significant role in preparing the dead throughout the medieval period.
Whilst the personalities of those who did control burial between the 7 and 9™
century are not clearly defined by the analysis of the burial rituals presented in this
study, the evidence does suggest a mechanism of control by which specialists could

articulate and disseminate burial practices across northern England and beyond,
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informed by wider influences such as the Church, but ultimately acting on a local

basis to make individual interpretations of funerary practices.

7.5.3 Encountering the dead: inter-cutting and disturbance

The disturbance of earlier burials by subsequent grave cutting is a characteristic of
the majority of cemeteries dated to c. A.D. 650-850 in northern England (see chapter
3.8). The post-burial disturbance of interments has been variously explained as a
result of longevity of cemeteries, confinement of burial or the position of earlier
graves having been forgotten (e.g. Drinkall and Foreman 1998: 337; Briden 1983:
11). On occasions, it has been assumed that inter-cutting graves indicate “either a
low regard for spatial organisation, or a lack of respect for previous burials”
(Holbrook and Thomas 2005: 26). More recent research has linked the intercutting of
graves to developing Christian ideology that emphasised the importance of a defined
consecrated space (Cherryson 2007: 138-9). However, post-burial disturbance in
cemeteries dated to c. A.D. 650-850 is not convincingly explained by either duration
or physical confinement of burial. Defined cemetery boundaries are rare across the
sample considered in this thesis, thus no physical barrier would have prevented burial
grounds from growing with their populations. It can be assumed that the duration of
burial will have increased the potential for inter-cutting, but a more complex
explanation is required to account for dense clusters of burials that frequently cut one
another alongside more sparsely occupied areas of burial in the same cemeteries,
such at Spofforth and Ailcy Hill. That the position of earlier graves may have been
forgotten is difficult to substantiate. Grave markers are rarely recovered

archaeologically, even from sites where the regular layout of graves leads to the
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assumption that they did, at one time, exist, thus we must be careful not to assume
that intensively intercut graveyards utilised no means of marking graves above
ground. There is no evidence to determine whether these markers had disappeared
long before intercutting took place at any of the sites from the present study.

In earlier Anglo-Saxon cemeteries inter-cutting is scarce, indicating that a
conscious effort was made to avoid disturbing the dead (Haughton and Powlesland
1999: 78; Lucy 2000: 102). In contrast, analysis of burial practices in the present
study suggests that intercutting of graves from the 7%-9" centuries was frequent and
that it arose as a consequence of the development of a strong hierarchy of cemetery
space. During the middle Anglo-Saxon period, it appears that the location of the
grave within the cemetery as a whole increased in importance. This is indicated most
clearly at Addingham where, during the gh_10® centuries, a series of burials were
exhumed and reburied as charnel deposits in a densely occupied, apparently much
more preferable, area of the cemetery (Adams 1996: 161-3). Additional evidence is
provided by the dense groups of graves found in proximity to focal structures such as
buildings — which in some cases may have been churches — (Jarrow, Pontefract,
Spofforth) and free-standing posts (Thwing) and also around certain graves
(Hartlepool Church Walk, Spofforth). Physical space in the cemetery held structured
meanings, with some areas reflecting the identity of those buried there. This is
evidenced by the clustering of interments utilising particular forms of rite, for
example the cluster of chest burials at Spofforth and Pontefract, and burials of
specific people, for example infants at Pontefract, Thwing and Hartlepool Church
Walk.

At some point during the middle Anglo-Saxon period the preference for

certain burial locations appears to have overcome any reluctance to disturb the
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remains of earlier burials. If, then, the disturbance of earlier interments was not
actively avoided, what strategies were employed when human bones were
encountered? The disturbed nature of many middle Anglo-Saxon cemeteries hinders
us in answering this question fully. Charnel is common across many sites and rarely
is it possible to determine whether this results from modern disturbance or
contemporary Anglo-Saxon practices. If the prevailing strategy when faced with
exhumed remains was to dispose of them haphazardly into new grave cuts or scatter
them randomly, there is little hope of accumulating archaeological evidence of this.
Nevertheless, even if remains were often disposed of in this manner, it was clearly
not the only strategy for dealing with exhumed bones. The practice of re-interring
charnel along the edges of later graves has been encountered across the entire region
considered in this research, in particular amongst cemeteries with graves dating to
the latter part of the middle Anglo-Saxon period and, in some, cases, into the later
Anglo-Saxon period (see chapter 3.8). The re-interment of charnel in a similar
manner is als paralleled in cemeteries of a similar date across the country (e.g.
Cherryson 2007: 132-3). In many cases the charnel was not simply brushed to the
side, but apparently removed and replaced with some care around the new grave cut.
The remarkable similarity in the way in which charnel was treated across the
sites considered here has not been emphasised in previous studies. Examples where
charnel remains were placed around the cut of later graves tend to be dismissed as
meaningless. For example, in commenting on the placement of charnel at the Anglo-
Saxon sites of Bedhampton (6"‘-10th century) (Ha) and Port’s Down 1 (7“‘- early gt
century) (Ha), Nick Stoodley (2002: 109) has stated that the bones were simply
“brushed aside ... with ... little respect being shown to the original occupant”. It is

difficult to see how bones which would have been either entombed in soil or still
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encased in a container could have been merely “brushed aside” — surely they would
need to be exhumed. Where the practice of the reinterment of charnel is considered
intentional, for example in several of the site reports of 7®- to 9®-century cemeteries
(Hall and Whyman 1996: 70; Johnson 2005: 10; Manby in prep.; NAA 2002: 7,
Wilmott in prep.: 8, 32) (see chapter 5.4.2), it seems that the frequency and
similarities in the nature of reburial between sites has not been fully comprehended.

Early medieval Christian doctrine emphasised corporeal resurrection; that the
dead would rise in their original physical form on Judgement Day (Thompson 2004:
50). The increasing acceptance of disturbance of the dead amongst middle Anglo-
Saxon communities taking place at a time when Christian influence was increasing
might seem contradictory to this belief, but perhaps instead reflects a genuine lack of
consensus over the perception of the body and its role after death. Confusion could
have resulted from the Church emphasising a reading of bodily resurrection based
upon the work of Augustine of Hippo, that suggested regardless of decay, destruction
or loss, the body would miraculously reconstitute itself at the time of resurrection
(Augustine xxii, 20-1, Dyson 1998: 1150-2; Bynum 1995: 95, 113, Cherryson 2007:
138). However, alongside this, later Anglo-Saxon literature presents an association
between damnation and decay, and purity and incorruptibility, which suggests that
bodily decay was to be feared (Thompson 2004: 132). In consequence, a confused
picture of what was to occur to the body after death may have been created.

Whilst the Church may have entertained certain views on the subject of
corporeal remains, we must not assume that they were shared by everyone, especially
during the 7%.9" centuries, nor that the Church’s views were the primary motivator
in the treatment of charnel. It has been noted throughout this thesis that certain areas

of the case-study cemeteries, generally in proximity some standing focal structure,
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were densely packed with burials. These areas are also the locations of significant
numbers of elaborate graves (in this case usually chest burials) and the locations in
which the reburial of charnel was frequently identified. For example, at Spofforth,
clusters of intercutting chest burials are found to the south of the west-east wall of a
2building with frequent reburial of charnel in this area. It is possible that the
identities of the individuals buried in these particular clusters could have resulted in
specific treatment of their charnel. It can be tentatively hypothesised that, if these
clustered graves were those of high-status individuals (as argued above for chest
burial clusters, 7.3), the movement of their charnel demanded particular respect and
the the reburial ritual was a manifestation of this esteem.

Ethnographic evidence provides further insight into attitudes that may have
directed the treatment charnel by distinguishing between, on the one hand, the
decaying body as a profoundly disturbing object and, on the other, skeletal remains
as less distressing objects (Hertz 1960). Thus, in Anglo-Saxon society whilst the
handling of the dead corpse may have been a stimulant of disgust and fear — as is
recorded in the 10%-11% century poem Sou! and Body when it describes that “it
seems to them that their hands will become very foul if they handle the dead”
(Thompson 2004: 102-3%) — the handling of bones may have been more acceptable.
To suggest that bones did not inspire the same feelings and treatment as the fleshed
corpse is not to say that they were regarded as being free from agency. For many
societies, the social, symbolic and mnemonic significance of the individual does not
cease at death (Hallam and Hockey 2001; Hertz 1960; Williams 2004: 265). The

remains may, therefore, have taken on the complex and dual role of person and

® The original text comes from the fragments of the Soul’’s Address to the Body from Worcester
fragment A lines 39-40 and reads “heom punchep p(et) hore honden swupe beop ifuled zif heo
hondiep pe[ne] deade™ (Moffat 1987: 64). The translation used in the text is from Thompson (2004:
102-3).
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object (Geary 1986; Hallam and Hockey 2001: 134) and have provided a tangible
link between past and present (Eckardt and Williams 2003: 144). A similar
distinction between fleshed and skeletonised remains can be proposed amongst the
communities who utilised the cemeteries that comprise the case-studies presented in
this thesis. It is notable that the only example of redeposited charnel in a state of
apparent articulation is afforded a very different treatment than the majority of
redeposited bones, suggesting that its fleshed appearance stimulated a different
reaction from those encountering it. A group of lower limb bones at Pontefract were
recovered in a still-articulated position, indicating their articulation at the time of
reinterment. These bones were recovered from a chest (Wilmott in prep.: 9), buried
more like a fleshed body than charnel, which at this site is normally placed along the
edges of a later grave cut.

There are elements of the treatment of charnel that serve to emphasise further
the possible dual meaning of bones as both person and thing. Certain skeletal
elements, most frequently the long bones and skulls, appear to have been selected for
redeposition, as additions to another burial. Perhaps their size made them more
difficult to ignore, but it is also possible that the skull and long bones were the most
readily identified as parts of people. We cannot be sure how much those involved in
grave digging were familiar with the human skeleton, although we can assume that
they encountered charnel on a regular basis, and support this assumption with
documents such as the anonymous late-10%-11% century Old English homily
Assmann XIV, which reads “we can see, when a grave is dug in a Minster and bones
turn up, what sort of thing we are going to be” (Assman XIV quoted in Thompson
2004: 102). It may have been the larger bones, most notably the skull, that stood out

as being identifiably human.
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The archaeologically visible reactions of grave diggers to encounters with
human remains provide an insight into the changing attitudes of society to death,
decay and the afterlife during the 7" to 9™ centuries in northern England. Rather than
indicating a loose spatial hierarchy within the cemetery or a lack of concern for the
dead, the reburial of disturbed charnel along the edges of the graves that unearthed it
appears more strongly to indicate a desire for the bones of the dead to remain buried
and to be treated with some respect. It is suggested here that the desire to bury certain
individuals in what seem to have been higher-status areas of particular cemeteries in
northern England overcame any distaste that may have previously prevented the
disturbance of graves in early Anglo-Saxon cemeteries in the same region, but that
this need not imply an apathy or disregard towards skeletal remains or that they were

not conceptualised as the physical remains of people.

7.6 Summary

In this chapter, several aspects of funerary rites from cemeteries dating to c. A.D.
650-850 in northern England have been considered in their wider context. The role of
identity has been considered to be instrumental in dictating the burial practices
afforded to certain individuals and groups, and it has been argued that the kinds of
identities emphasised in funerary rites change dramatically throughout the Anglo-
Saxon period. The chest burial rite has been highlighted as characteristic of middle
Anglo-Saxon cemeteries in northern England and its relationship to high-status
individuals demonstrated utilising a variety of evidence. The role of small buildings
in cemeteries of this period has also been discussed. Although no firm conclusions

have been offered for their function, parallels between the examples from the region
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of this study and a variety of buildings and structures encountered in cemeteries
across Britain and Ireland, in combination with their significance as spatial foci, has
demonstrated their importance as an above-ground feature of cemeteries from the 7t
century in northern England and elsewhere. Finally, the consideration of grave
construction and its administration has been demonstrated to be approachable from
an archaeological perspective, revealing a complex variety of both local and national

influences upon the development of burial rites in northern England.
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Chapter 8

CONCLUSIONS

In this final chapter, some ideas for further work that would complement and extend
the present study are presented. This is followed by a summary of this thesis, that

draws together the key themes and results.

8.1 [Further work

The geographical scope of this study was limited to northern England as a result of
time pressures, however there remains great potential to extend similar bio-cultural
research into other areas of Britain. In particular, a more detailed consideration of
south-eastern Scotland which did, for a time, hold political allegiance to
Northumbria, would greatly compliment the present study. Despite the large amount
of research that has been undertaken into the middle Anglo-Saxon cemeteries of
south-eastern England, they have yet to be interrogated at the level of detail of this
study, and therefore would also repay further analysis. A bio-cultural analysis of
funerary practices across early medieval Britain would permit the study of regional
differences in the provision of funerary rites that would shed light on the expression
of regional identities. On a smaller scale, the value of investigation of successive
cemeteries that belonged to the same community is another means by which the
changing expression of identity in funerary practices throughout the Anglo-Saxon

period might be approached.
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There are further strands of evidence that provide a valuable addition to a bio-
cultural analysis but have not been considered in the present thesis. The greatest
potential is perhaps shown by stable isotopic analysis. Isotope analysis of human
bone and teeth provides evidence of residence (both childhood and adult) and diet,
both of which have the potential to relate to aspects of both individual and group
identity (e.g. for a similar use of isototopic analysis at early Anglo-Saxon Berinsfield
see Privat ef al. 2002). At present, isotopic analysis has not been undertaken on any
of the six cemeteries considered in detail in this thesis, however dietary isotope
analysis has been undertaken on material from the late7"- to early 8"-century
cemetery at Lamel Hill, York (Miildner 2005) which contributed to a diachronic
study of diet in York.

Having highlighted areas for which further work could be undertaken, it is
pertinent to consider additional directions in which this research could be taken in the
future. There are several questions highlighted in this research for which supporting
evidence was found to be insufficient to draw valid conclusions. The relationship
between cemeteries and settlements has received much attention as part of the “final
phase” model, however it was judged that settlement evidence from the region of this
study was not plentiful enough to provide a valuable contribution to this discussion.
It is hoped that the development of a more detailed understanding of the middle
Anglo-Saxon northern settlement landscape in the future will permit questions
regarding the proximity of settlement and burial foci in northern England to be
answered. The development of a detailed understanding of the topography of
cemeteries was hindered by the prevalence of incomplete cemetery excavations
amongst the dataset. The present study has indicated that space within the cemetery

held important meanings that directly influenced the location of the graves of
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individuals with certain identities. Boundaries, standing structures and certain graves
could all act as focal points for burials, dictating clustering of interments that shared
a common focus and, often, individuals who shared a common identity. It must be
emphasised that the incomplete excavation of cemeteries has a huge impact on the
degree to which the use of space in a cemetery can be reconstructed and, therefore, if

studies such as this are to be successful, must be avoided.

8.2  Summary

The present research has investigated middle Anglo-Saxon burial rites in northern
England. The site survey in chapter 1 demonstrated that there is now a large corpus
of cemeteries from across the former kingdom of Northumbria that can be
confidently dated to the period A.D. 650-850. The discovery of several significant
sites in the last ten years as a result of commercial archaeology, suggests that the
corpus is likely to continue to grow, providing researchers with increasingly plentitul
material with which to further our understanding of 7*- to 9"-century funerary rites.
The survey of burial practices across the region presented in chapter 3 has revealed
an exceptional degree of variability on all levels, from the relationship between
cemeteries and churches and ancient monuments to variations in the forms of grave
goods placed with the dead in the grave. Despite the variability, several key trends
could be identified in the development of funerary rites from A. D. 650-850: an
increase in the numbers of cemeterics associated with churches at Minstcr sites, and
later at sites with no monastic links; increasing segregation of certain burials from
the normal community burial focus, either by placement beyond boundaries or burial

in separate cemeteries; the development of an emphasis upon the location of the
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grave within the cemetery in relation to standing monuments or buildings; a greater
frequency of intercutting between burials; and a tendency for cemeteries associated
with Minster sites to be longer-lived and larger than those not associated with
religious houses. Other characteristics of middle Anglo-Saxon rites include a small
number of graves orientated on non-normative alignments; the predominance of
right-sided burials over left-sided; burial in a wooden chest, which was found at
many middle Anglo-Saxon northern cemeteries, but was apparently only
characteristic of a short period from the gth.gth centuries; the infrequent use of stone
to mark the grave plot or elaborate the grave cut (including cist burials); and the
occasional provision of a limited range of grave goods, mainly dress items such as
knives and buckles or amuletic items such as fossils, Roman coins or colourcd
stones.

In chapter 4, it was emphasised that the neither the “final phase” model, nor
any of the other, more recent, attempts to define middle Anglo-Saxon funerary
practices, best represent the true variation identified in funerary practices from c.
A.D. 650-850 cemeteries in northern England. In particular, the “final phase” model
has neglected the many Minster associated cemeteries that result from the vibrant
monastic culture established in northern England during the 7 century. The
assumption that the changes in burial that characterised the 70 century at a series of
cemeteries in southern England affected the entire country in the same way and to
the same extent was found to be false, and as such the basis upon which the “final
phase” model was considered a valid proxy for northern funerary rites was
fundamentally undermined.

In chapters 5 and 6 a detailed investigation of the provision of funerary

practices at six sites was presented. This case-study utilised a bio-cultural method by
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which aspects of identity, drawn from osteological and palaopathological analysis of
skeletal remains from the six sites, were statistically correlated with evidence for
funerary provision in order to investigate who received which forms of burial. The
spatial location of both individuals of different identities and different forms of grave
was also investigated. The present study has demonstrated the value of such an
approach. In inter-correlating three different strands of funerary data — skeletal
remains, funerary rites and grave locations — it was possible to consider provision of
burial in great depth, revealing patterns that would not have otherwise been identified
in more restricted correlations. For example, had the spatial location of graves not
been considered, there would have been no evidence for the differential trcatment of
infants, who were not afforded significantly different forms of burial form or
elaboration, but were often interred in proximity to standing structures.

The analysis undertaken in chapter S identified that the majority of burials at
all six case-study sites were earth cut features, aligned on a normative orientation
roughly west to east. Interments were largely extended and supine with the arms lain
along the sides or on the lower torso and contained no evidence of elaborations of
grave goods. In contrast, some interments were distinguished from the majority by
the provision a wide range of funerary rites, which included alternative grave forms,
bodily positions, multiple burial, grave elaborations and grave goods. Often, those
individuals who were provided with one non-normative burial practice were also
afforded other more unusual forms of burial.

The bio-cultural analysis presented in chapter six investigated the identities of
individuals afforded different funerary rites, and highlighted several key patterns that
were further contextualised in chapter 7. The detailed discussion of the aspects of

identity that were expressed in burial, the meaning and provision of the chest burial
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rite, the role of standing buildings in cemetery topography and the process and
control of burial emphasised that the expression of identity in funerary rites had
undergone significant change from the early Anglo-Saxon period. Gender and age
identity continued to be expressed only amongst restricted groups: male and female
ecclesiastics could be segregated in burial whereas the lay community were not;
“deviant” burial was more common amongst males; and a small number of females
were occasionally buried amongst clusters of infants. Infant burial clusters were the
only significant way in which age identity was expressed in funerary rites amongst
the case-study cemeteries, and it was found that the spatial relationship between the
infant clusters and a standing monument, whether a building or free-standing post,
was instrumental to this practice. Gender and age were much less clearly expressed
that in the early Anglo-Saxon period, and where they were, it was by the location of
the burial rather than grave form or inclusions. The importance of cemetery space in
the expression of the identity of the deceased was further emphasised in discussion of
buildings within middle Anglo-Saxon cemeteries, where it was hypothesised that the
housing of holy objects in small buildings, conventionally termed “mortuary
chapels”, may have dictated their importance as focal points in cemeteries.

The complexity of the expression of identity in funerary rites was emphasised
in discussion of the “deviant” burial rite. This appears to have held multiple
meanings as a marker of criminal behaviour and judicial punishment but also,
perhaps, as a statement of humility. The high level of variability in middle Anglo-
Saxon burial rites, in combination with this complexity in the ways in which it was
provided to individuals of different identities, permitted some tentative conclusions
to be drawn about the control of burial practices. Funerary practices that are occur for

the first time in the middle Anglo-Saxon period in northern England were commonly
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found first in Minster cemeteries or potentially high status sites, but also appear later
in other cemeteries without such connections. It was suggested that this pattern
reflected a national influence upon funerary rites that stemmed from Church
communities (although not necessarily directly from any specific Christian doctrine),
but that the adoption and provision of these rites was also dictated on a local level in
a manner that resulted in the variability seen in the middle Anglo-Saxon funerary rite
in northern England.

Overall the present study has shown that many aspects of the deceased’s
identity were considered when choosing funerary practices. The location of the grave
was as important in this decision as the provision of grave forms, bodily positions,
elaborations or grave goods. A transition can be identified between the provision of
burial practices characteristic of earlier and later Anglo-Saxon rite, however change
appears to have been neither uniform nor unidirectional and dictated at a local as

well at national level.
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APPENDIX 1

KEY FOR COUNTY NAMES

These tables include the abbreviations used for English, Welsh and Scottish county
names used in the main text. These abbreviations are based on those used by the English

Place Name Society' and modified to relate to ceremonial counties in use from 1997.

County name Abbreviation
England (all counties)

Bedfordshire Bd
Berkshire Brk
Bristol B
Buckinghamshire Bk
Cambridgeshire C
Cheshire Ch
Cornwall Co
County Durham CD
Cumbria Cu
Derbyshire Db
Devon D
Dorset Do
Essex E
Gloucestershire Gl
Greater London GL
Greater Manchester GM
Hampshire Ha
Herefordshire He
Hertfordshire Hrt
Kent K
Lancashire La
Leicestershire Lei
Lincolnshire L
Merseyside M
West Midlands WM
County name contd. Abbreviation contd.
Norfolk Nf

! http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/english/ins/kepn/
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Northamptonshire Nh
Northumbria Nb
Nottinghamshire Nt
Oxfordshire 0]
Rutland Ru
Shropshire Sh
Somerset So
Staffordshire St
Suffolk Sf
Surrey Sr
Sussex Sx
Tyne and Wear TW
Warwickshire Wa
Wiltshire Wi
Worcestershire Wo
North Yorkshire NY
East Yorkshire EY
South Yorkshire SY
West Yorkshire WY

Scotland (counties mentioned in text)

Dumfries and Galloway DG
Fife Fi
Midlothian ML
Wales (counties mentioned in text)
Anglesey An
Glamorgan Gm
Gwynedd GW
Powys Po

475




