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Abstract 

 

Peri-mortem treatment of the body and the fate of the soul after death throughout 

the English medieval period (c. 600-1550) have been extensively studied. However, 

the post-depositional fate of physical remains has been largely neglected, despite 

there existing substantial excavated and documentary evidence for a variety of post-

inhumation disturbances, customs and practices. To date, these activities have 

consistently been interpreted on a purely functional basis. Consequently, incidences 

of disarticulated, disinterred skeletal material are routinely dismissed as simply 

representing the by-products of liturgical activities, and hence are assumed to be 

devoid of meaningful purpose.  

 

This study catalogues and examines post-depositional disturbance and treatment of 

disarticulated remains, chronologically, from the advent of Christianity in England (c. 

7th century), throughout the early medieval period (c. 7th to 11th century), into the 

later medieval period (c. 12th to mid-16th century), concluding with the Reformation 

period (c. 1550-1600). Reviews and analyses of translations and elevations, charnel 

houses and developments in cemetery management were undertaken, with 

differences and similarities between the early and later medieval period noted and 

discussed. This analytical method demonstrates that disturbances before the 10th to 

12th centuries were less structured than after, but significantly, that the majority of 

post-depositional activities and forms of disturbance originated in the earliest years 

of Christianity, and were sustained throughout the entire medieval period. This thesis 

considers how skeletal material was perceived by contemporary medieval people, 

addresses modern attitudes and beliefs concerning archaeological disarticulated 

remains and discusses how these have influenced and hindered interpretations of 

medieval post-depositional mortuary behaviour, beyond pragmatic explanations.  

 

This research elucidated overwhelming evidence for misunderstood and frequently 

unrecognised medieval funerary practices where disarticulated, disturbed and 
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disinterred skeletal remains were curated as opposed to being merely collected or 

conveniently relocated, and one where the dead were compassionately curated, both 

physically and spiritually, by the living. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1: Medieval Post-Depositional Disturbances 

(1.1.1) Current perceptions 

 

The manner in which societies treat their dead, both physically and spiritually, is 

ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎΩ ǾƛŜǿǎ about life and the afterlife. Such 

issues have been comprehensively discussed in recent studies of the early medieval 

funerary record (c.400-1000), ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ IƻǿŀǊŘ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎΩ ΨDeath and Memory in 

Early Medieval BritainΩΣ ƻǊ Howard Williams and 5ǳƴŎŀƴ {ŀȅŜǊΩǎ edited volume 

Mortuary Practices and Social Identities in the Middle Ages, but the funerary 

archaeology of the later medieval period (c.1000-1500) has been far less extensively 

investigated. Previous research has explored the physical and spiritual preparation 

of the body for burial, both in the home and at the graveside, but the fate of the body 

after burial has received comparatively little attention. Yet, there is evidence of a 

variety of post-burial mortuary activities involving engagement with the dead by the 

living on a physical as well as a spiritual level, from a range of sites across England 

(see Chapters 2-5). This evidence includes the removal of human remains from graves 

into ossuaries and charnel pits, the redeposition of individual burials in containers 

such as boxes and bags, the management, control and organisation of cemeteries, 

ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨǎŀƛƴǘƭȅΩ ǎƪŜƭŜǘŀƭ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƳƻǘion of the cult 

of relics. The treatment of saintly remains has been extensively discussed by 

historians principally on the basis of written accounts of these cults, but the post-

burial treatment of the remains of wider society has attracted little comment. On the 

few occasions when this largely neglected area of medieval funerary archaeology has 

been discussed, it is occasionally intimated that the occurrences of such post-burial 

activities at medieval sites are insignificant, or not indicative of either ideology or 

ritual. For example, the post-depositional movement of skeletal material is typically 

described as having been a functional but not a spiritual activity: Ψ!ǎ ƛǎ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴΣ 

the custom in the Medieval period was to exhume bones from areas of proposed 
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building and deposit them in an underground purpose built buildingΩ όwƻōŜǊǘǎ мфунΥ 

110). It is often assumed that the majority of post-burial activities merely fulfilled a 

functional requirement for more burial space, and that they were separate to post-

mortem activities, such as the provision of funerary monuments, masses and obits: 

Ψ¦ƭǘƛƳŀtely some sites had to be reused, with any bones turned up in the process 

removed to a charnelΩ όIƻǊǊƻȄ мфффΥ млпύΦ  

 

Incidences of post-depositional disturbances have been identified at numerous sites 

(see Chapters 2-6). Although the physical remains constituting such disturbances 

have been briefly recorded in archaeological reports, or occasionally mentioned in 

publications, they have never been investigated in detail, or collectively, with a 

means to defining their purpose or determining their role within the society which 

created and sustained them. Where mentioned, these disturbances are typically 

dismissed as evidence of bone accumulation and redeposition, subsequent to 

accidental or incidental disinterment during grave-digging or building works, thus 

intimating that the occurrences are insignificant and neither indicative of ideology or 

ritual, exhibiting nothing which may contribute to further understanding medieval 

funerary archaeology (Phillips & Heywood 1995: 75; Grainger 2011: 103). Such 

attitudes are, however, not substantiated by reference to data or archaeological and 

historical evidence and appear to be based on assumptions rather than facts. These 

uncorroborated assumptions have been perpetuated over decades of research and 

are inherent in the disciplines of archaeology, osteoarchaeology, funerary studies, 

medieval studies and history. This is despite no meaningful attempts having been 

made to authenticate the significance of medieval post-depositional disturbances, to 

comprehensively investigate and decipher their role and purpose, or to analyse and 

understand the attitudes of medieval people towards their buried dead.  

 

(1.1.2) Aims & objectives 

The aim of this thesis is to identify and investigate post-depositional disturbance of 

the buried dead throughout the early and later medieval period in England (c.500-

1550). These incidences of disturbance require assessment in order to define 

whether there were liturgical, practical or other motivations and justifications for 
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physically disturbing and engaging with human skeletal material. Each example of 

post-depositional disturbance necessitates analysis to determine if the act was 

incidental, accidental, or intentional. This will establish if particular incidences of 

disturbance signify previously unrecognised medieval funerary or commemorative 

treatment and observances. If disinterred material was destined or intended for 

further liturgical or devotional purposes, then it may be possible to place the 

phenomenon of post-depositional disturbance within the wider context of medieval 

funerary curation and commemoration of the dead. A multi-disciplinary approach 

will be adopted as the most comprehensive method of analysis, incorporating 

osteoarchaeology, funerary archaeology, history, theology, and documentary 

evidence.  

 

The objectives of this thesis are as follows: 

 

1) To undertake a study investigating medieval physical interaction and 

engagement with the dead, after burial or primary deposition had taken 

place.  

 

2) To assess the role and significance of post-depositional practices within 

the wider medieval funerary context. 

 

3) To identify and define different forms of post-depositional disturbance 

and to document any recognisable attributes of such practices.  

 

4) To establish any regulatory procedures, structure or aspects of exclusivity 

inherent in each category of disturbance. 

 

5) To establish the origin and prevalence of each category of disturbance 

throughout the medieval period from their initiation to cessation.  

 

6) To elucidate medieval attitudes towards the dead, physical interaction 

with deceased individuals, and human skeletal material.  
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(1.1.3) Terminology & Definitions 

Throughout this thesis numerous specific terms and phrases will be used repeatedly 

in describing and discussing certain medieval funerary practices. As has recently been 

observed by Christopher Knüsel (2014), the application of specific funerary and 

osteological terminology to archaeological skeletal material is not consistent 

amongst archaeologists, nor is there universal acceptance of particular definitions 

relating to burial and funerary osteology. Due to this lack of clarity and in order to 

ensure consistency in the use and application of such terms, below is provided a list 

of definitions of certain terms and phrases that will be encountered throughout this 

thesis, as understood and used by the author:  

 

1) Disturbance: The physical movement of, and/or interaction with, a 

deceased individual or multiple individuals, within and/or from their 

original depositional or burial context. Disturbance may be accidental or 

intentional. 

 

2) Post-Depositional : After the initial deposition of a deceased individual/s 

in a burial context. 

 

3) Secondary Burial: The post-depositional movement and displacement of 

an individual or multiple individuals, or a part of that individual/s, from 

their initial place of deposition and their subsequent redeposition and/or 

reburial in a different location to the original place of deposition. 

 

4) Disarticulated: Skeletal elements that are no longer in articulation with 

each other. Disarticulated skeletal material may be in correct anatomical 

position or may have been disturbed and displaced. 

 

5) Post-decompositional: After bodily decomposition of a deceased 

individual is completed. 
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(1.1.4) Methodology 

The examples of post-depositional disturbance discussed throughout this thesis were 

attained via multiple sources. A detailed literature review was conducted for each 

chapter comprising this thesis. The online databases Pastscape and Heritage 

Gateway were fundamental in sourcing many examples of all kinds of post-

depositional disturbance. /ŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ DƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ {ƭƻŀƴŜǎΩ 

Requiem: The Medieval Monastic Cemetery in Britain, WǳǇǇ ϧ DƛǘǘƛƴƎǎΩ Death in 

England: An Illustrated History ŀƴŘ .ƛƴǎƪƛΩǎ Medieval Death: Ritual and 

Representation proved seminal in providing numerous examples of post-depositional 

activities. These sources in turn led to additional publications that either focussed on 

particular categories of disturbance, or contained brief mentions of a single instance, 

including articles, books and excavation reports.  Specific cases, such as the charnel 

chapel at St LeonaǊŘΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΣ IȅǘƘŜ όYŜƴǘύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ Iƻƭȅ ¢ǊƛƴƛǘȅΣ wƻǘƘǿŜƭƭ 

(Northamptonshire) plus a large number of other ossuaries and charnel chapel sites 

were already well known by the author, having previously studied them in detail 

(Crangle 2009). For specific types of analysis, namely the discussion of medieval 

skeletal imagery, an internet image search was utilised. The images cited in the 

chapter in question, Chapter 6, were not available or mentioned in any of the main 

publications on medieval wall paintings, and as such, appear not to currently be 

recognised as a medieval class of wall painting.  

 

It is beyond the scope of this thesis to investigate all excavated cemetery sites dating 

to the early and later medieval period in England in order to find and catalogue every 

documented example of each type of post-depositional disturbance. The frequency 

with which these disturbances were encountered in publications indicates that had 

it been possible to examine every cemetery site, there would have been sufficient 

information collated to create a thesis out of each chapter. Instead, a selection of 

sites that have been extensively studied were chosen that represented each type of 

ecclesiastical complex that existed in the medieval period; hospitals, cathedrals, 

abbeys, monasteries, urban, rural and parish churches. Additional sites were 

included when mentioned within these publications as exhibiting evidence of post-

depositional activity. This method ensured that a broad and inclusive dataset was 
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compiled which determined if any element of exclusivity or restriction was involved 

in the manifestation of post-depositional disturbance, or if certain types of activity 

only occurred at particular sites or locations. It also highlighted how instances of 

post-depositional treatments exacted on human remains were interpreted and 

regarded by the excavators at sites that have been substantially investigated, by 

comparing the level of analysis and recognition of these occurrences compared to 

other notable features of the sites.  

 

(1.1.5) Official Attitudes Towards & Perceptions of Disarticulated, Comingled, 

Disinterred Human Skeletal Material 

It has been well documented that throughout the medieval period in England, the 

remains of people, whether skeletonised or, less frequently, still undergoing 

decomposition, were frequently disturbed within or from their graves (see Chapters 

2 & 5). This has sometimes been interpreted as indicating an indifference on behalf 

of those performing the disturbance of the buried dead (Horrox 1999: 104-5). It is 

also thought to reflect a more general medieval view that grave-disturbance was 

regarded as an ordinary, even inevitable, occurrence, one which was accepted with 

indifference by the laity and ecclesiastics alike. The archaeological evidence of 

medieval post-depositional disturbance is significant and when reviewed and 

interpreted in isolation, appears to substantiate the theory that a considerable 

proportion of medieval grave disturbance was neither liturgically prohibited nor 

regulated. By adopting a multi-disciplinary approach, much additional evidence for 

how the buried dead were treated and regarded may be gleaned from non-

archaeological sources. Documentary evidence, such as medieval manuscripts 

including theological texts, artistic depictions of the dead in wall paintings and 

illustrations, and accounts of the dead in medieval folklore reveal a complicated and 

intricate belief system regarding both fleshed and skeletonised dead, one which can 

be difficult to recognise by studying archaeological records alone. 

 

Medieval cemetery management has also been discussed extensively, by both 

archaeologists and historians, with the main analytical focus having been on 

identifying zones of burial within graveyards that were designated exclusively for 
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either lay or ecclesiastical burials, male or female burials, and juvenile or adult 

burials. The consecration and usage of churchyards and their formalisation between 

the 10th and 12th centuries has also been extensively studied. In contrast, the layout, 

organisation and long-term planning and maintenance of medieval cemeteries have 

not received the same attention, beyond occasional discussion in individual site 

reports. This may be due to an assumption that these are functional aspects of 

management that were therefore not significant on liturgical grounds, contributing 

little to our understanding of medieval life and death. Sites exhibiting intercutting 

graves and their contents, post-depositional disturbance, and a seemingly chaotic 

layout give the impression that there exists more proof for a lack of consistent 

cemetery management than there is evidence for it. Even when evidence for 

cemetery management far outweighs the evidence for post-depositional 

disturbance, the former is typically overlooked in favour of discussion of the 

examples of disturbance, which are cited as proof that such management was not 

undertaken (see Chapters 3, 4 & 7). As a result of such interpretations, the substantial 

evidence for cemetery management throughout the entire medieval period has not 

been recognised, despite the same distinctive characteristics having been identified 

at countless sites. Consequently, it could be perceived that medieval people, both lay 

and ecclesiastical, were indifferent, perhaps even irreverent, towards the buried 

dead. The evidence for cemetery management will be discussed in Chapter 7. 

 

As a consequence of the above points, human skeletal material excavated from 

archaeological sites, that has been disinterred, disarticulated and/or commingled is 

generally considered to be osteologically redundant. This opinion is shared by 

osteologists, field archaeologists, funerary archaeologists and medievalists alike, as 

will be demonstrated below. In official guidelines for field excavation of human 

skeletal material and its subsequent analysis in the laboratory, the study of 

disarticulated material is repeatedly advocated as being unnecessary or futile. In the 

English Heritage guidelines for assessing human bones and production of skeletal 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ/ŜƳŜǘŜǊȅ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ 

quantities of disturbed, disarticulated skeletal material. Such material is of limited 

ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ǾŀƭǳŜΩ όaŀȅǎ et al. 2004: 4). It is further stated ǘƘŀǘ ΨŘƛǎǘǳǊōŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ 
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ŘƛǎŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ōƻƴŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǿƻǊǘƘȅ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ǇƘŀǎŜΩ 

and tƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŘƛǎŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ Ǉƻǎǘ-

ŘŜǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘȅΩ όaŀȅǎ et al. 2004: 4). A distinction 

is made, however, between disarticulated material from prehistoric sites and 

Christian ōǳǊƛŀƭ ǎƛǘŜǎΣ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ōŜŜƴ ΨŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜƭȅ ŘŜǇƻǎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ 

ŘƛǎŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƛƴ ŀƴǘƛǉǳƛǘȅΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ƻŦ 

archaeologists towards disturbed and disarticulated material and of the perceived 

origins and manner by which the material came to be in its disarticulated form. In the 

English Heritage guidelines for treatment of human remains that have been 

excavated from Christian burial grounds, treatment, care and respect for 

disarticulated material is not even mentioned. Instead, it is merely stated that 

Ψ¦ƴǎǘǊŀǘƛŦƛŜŘΣ ŘƛǎŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ōƻƴŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ƻŦ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǊŜōǳǊƛŜŘΩ 

(Mays 2005: 14). 

 

In the BAJR (British Archaeological Job & Resources) guidelines for excavation and 

recovery of human material from archaeological sites, no provision is offered for how 

ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊ ŘƛǎŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΣ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ9ȄŎŀǾŀǘƻǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ 

able to distinguish between the disarticulated and articulated remains for the 

purposes of osteoarchaeological analȅǎƛǎΩ ό²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ нллрΥ рύΦ The implication is that 

articulated skeletal material has analytical value, whereas disarticulated material has 

none. In a separate BAJR guideline publication on the recovery of human remains, 

ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎ Ψ²Ƙŀǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǿŜ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎΚΩ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ΨLƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ŘƛǎŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ōƻƴŜǎ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ 

burials by later ones. ThŜǎŜ ŘƛǎǇŜǊǎŜŘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻŦ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ǾŀƭǳŜΩ 

(Western 2007: 5). Retention and analysis of disarticulated material is 

ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘΣ ōǳǘ Ψƻƴƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ 

ōȅ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ of disarticulated material may not be 

ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ƛŦ ŀ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǎŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊŜŘΩΦ  

 

The BABAO (British Association for Biological Anthropology & Osteoarchaeology) 

guidelines on standards for recording human remains contains the most extensive 

advice and procedures relating to the analysis of disarticulated material out of all 
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guidelines discussed here. Two pages of text and two pages of illustrations of the 63 

page document are devoted to the topic (Brickley & McKinley 2004). The section, 

written by osteoarchaeologist Jacqueline McKinley, focuses on methods of analysis, 

advocating a zooarchaeological approach concentrating on assessing quantity, 

taphonomic information and distribution of disarticulated material across 

archaeological sites. Despite this, it is still stated that in the vast majority of cases and 

ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ōƻƴŜ ΨLǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

there is limited value in the analysis of such assemblages and that observations 

should be restricted to basic quantification (no. count/weight, generally covered in 

basic post-excavation processing), and recording the presence of unusual or 

ƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ǇŀǘƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƭŜǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƪŜƭŜǘŀƭ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΩ ό.ǊƛŎƪƭŜȅ ϧ aŎYƛƴƭŜȅ нллпΥ 

15). The definitive ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘΩ ǎǳŎŎƛƴŎǘƭȅ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾŀƛƭƛƴƎ 

attitude by archaeologists regarding the merit of analysing disarticulated bone; it 

implies that the lack of value of disarticulated bone analysis to archaeology is 

universally accepted.  

 

It must be noted that excavation, analysis and storage of disarticulated material is an 

expensive venture. The guidance examples cited above concerning the treatment of 

disarticulated skeletal material are mostly compiled by commercial archaeological 

units and so knowledge of the expense involved in excavating and processing 

disarticulated material may have influenced how the guides were written. Yet as 

excavation reports form the basis of analysis for archaeological academics and 

researchers, guides such as these essentially dictate how much information 

regarding disarticulated skeletal material is available for further study. 

  

(1.1.6) Assumptions relating to disarticulated material 

As we have seen (see Section (1.1.5)), there are various justifications offered by 

archaeologists for the conclusion that analysis of disarticulated bones is not merited. 

This reasoning is evident in personal communication, in excavation guidelines, 

osteological reports, articles and other publications, and it ranges from being 

explicitly stated to merely insinuated. One of the main reasons for not considering 
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disarticulated material as a valid source of osteological and funerary merit, is its 

perceived absence of ritual.  

 

(i) Absence of ritual 

The creation of disarticulated skeletal material is perceived to be the 

ΨǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅΩ ƴƻƴ-ritual rŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǇǊƛƳŀǊȅΩ Ǌƛǘǳŀƭ event; causes of 

disarticulation and incidences of post-depositional movement of skeletal 

remains are rarely interpreted as being indicative of ritualistic behaviour. 

The manner by which the material came to be moved from its original 

deposition context and associated skeleton is understood to be due to an 

unintentional process whereby the material was accidentally or 

incidentally disturbed (see Chapters 3 & 4). This disturbance occurred 

during the undertaking of a ΨǇǊƛƳŀǊȅΩ ŜǾŜƴǘΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

a grave. The making of the grave is the intended action, and is a ritual and 

liturgical process. Any skeletal material that is intercut, disinterred or 

disarticulated by means of this process is regarded as a secondary act, 

automatically designating the disarticulated material an unintentional 

by-product. Taken in isolation, this disarticulation process therefore 

signifies nothing. The fact that disarticulated material is evident at most 

medieval cemetery sites is taken as proof of a general callousness and 

indifference towards the buried dead by the living, and a lack of desire or 

need to regulate the occurrences by any means (See Chapter 7 Section 

(7.1)). 

 

(ii) Limitations of osteological analysis 

In the guidelines discussed above (see Section (1.1.5)), the reason 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƴƻǘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ Ψƛǎ ƻŦ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ 

ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ǾŀƭǳŜΩ ό.ǊƛŎƪƭŜȅ ϧ aŎYƛƴƭŜȅ нллпΥ мпΤ aŀȅǎ нллпΥ птΤ aŀȅǎ et 

al. 2005: 5). Traditional methods of analysis of osteological material have 

been developed for application to complete skeletons (Aufderheide & 

RodrƤȳguez-Martin 2011; Krogman & Isçan 1986; Roberts & Manchester 

2005; Ortner 2003; Schwartz 2007). Assessments of biological sex and 
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age-at-death rely on the presence of particular elements of the human 

skeleton being available for analysis. In 1986, Krogman & Isçan (1986) 

determined that estimation of sex using cranial attributes alone is only 

90% reliable. Estimation based on the pelvis alone has a 95% reliability 

and accuracy. When taken in conjunction with each other they give a 98% 

reliability and when based on the entire skeleton determinations are 

nearly 100% accurate. A disarticulated and/or fragmented diagnostic 

element will provide limited information, therefore lowering the 

reliability of the sex and age-at-death determinations. Certain elements, 

such as a rib, even in an articulated skeleton will provide limited 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǎŜȄ ƻǊ age. It may thus be understood 

why a disarticulated rib or rib fragment is regarded as serving no useful 

purpose in these terms. Identification of certain pathological conditions 

(e.g. syphilis, leprosy, tuberculosis) is also only possible or deemed 

sufficiently accurate when the entire skeleton is available for analysis 

(Aufderheide & RodrƤȳguez-Martin 2011; Krogman & Isçan 1986; Roberts 

& Manchester 2005; Ortner 2003; Schwartz 2007). These diseases 

manifest skeletally on multiple elements and in multiple regions of the 

skeleton, and so identification of the diagnostic characteristic of those 

diseases on a single element, or fragment of an element, is insufficient to 

confirm the presence of the disease.  

 

(iii) Time consuming & difficult 

Analysing large quantities of disarticulated material, according to the 

traditional methods outlined in Section (ii) above, is an incredibly time-

consuming venture. Each individual fragment requires its own 

assessment, independent of all other fragments constituting the 

assemblage. In addition to this, simply possessing the ability to identify 

quickly each fragment is a skill that can only be developed with time and 

experience. The estimation of MNI (Minimum Numbers of Individuals) 

represented in the assemblage relies on the successful identification of 
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all fragments and of the division of each category of said fragmented 

elements into those deriving from the right or left of the skeleton (White 

& Folkens 2005: 339, 423). As noted by McKinley in the BABAO guidelines 

for assessment of disarticulated material, depending on the size of the 

assemblage, this can be a near impossible feat (Brickley & McKinley 

2004). Given the limitations involved in the estimation of osteological 

standards (sex, age-at-death, pathology, MNI) it is generally not deemed 

to be worthwhile to attempt to assess disarticulated material, nor are 

archaeological companies willing to pay an experienced osteologist to 

undertake this lengthy post-excavation analysis.  

 

(iv) Nothing left to learn 

With regard to the early, later and post-medieval periods of England, 

attitudes towards the analysis of associated disarticulated material are 

effectively that it is a redundant venture. Irrespective of the osteological 

analytical limitations, is the implication that funerary studies 

encompassing death, burial and commemoration of the individual during 

these periods have been substantially investigated. Seminal texts such as 

DƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ ϧ {ƭƻŀƴŜΩǎ Requiem: The Medieval Monastic Cemetery in Britain, 

WǳǇǇ ϧ DƛǘǘƛƴƎǎΩ Death in England: An Illustrated Historȅ ŀƴŘ .ƛƴǎƪƛΩǎ 

Medieval Death: Ritual and Representation, are effectively regarded as 

having explained the complex attitudes towards death and the afterlife 

of medieval Christian religion (2005; 1996; 1992). These texts, amongst 

many others, have collated vast bodies of information concerning death, 

the body and its treatment peri- and immediately post-mortem, both 

ideologically and physically throughout these periods (Daniell 1999; 

Gilchrist 2012; Hadley 2001; Houlbrooke 1998; King & Sayer 2011; 

Marshall 2004). The intricate relationship between the living and the 

dead has been scrutinised by funerary archaeologists, historians, 

osteologists and medievalists for each period in question (Ariès 1976; 

1981; 1986; Binski 1992; Bynum 1996; Gilchrist & Sloane 2005).  Peri-
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mortem activities and the spiritual preparations for death such as the 

creation of wills, establishing chantry chapels or providing financial 

payments for masses and payers to be said post-mortem, have been 

researched in detail (Bell Burgess 1987; Furnivall 1882; Harding 1992; 

Horrox 1999; Lepine & Orme 2003; Morgan 1999). Beliefs relating to the 

moment of death and the conceptualisation of the afterlife in the forms 

of Heaven, Hell and Purgatory have equally been debated and discussed 

extensively (Binski 1996; Bynum 1996; Horrox 1999). The importance of 

Ars MoriendiΣ ƻǊ ƻŦ ŘȅƛƴƎ ŀ ΨƎƻƻŘ ŘŜŀǘƘΩΣ ƛǎ understood, the manifestation 

of the soul and even how it is released from the body at the point of death 

have all been established. The post-mortem funerary activities have been 

equally well scrutinised; the treatments extended to the deceased body 

in preparation for burial, the manner by which the deceased was 

transported to the church and cemetery, or the regulations in place for 

who could be interred in which specific location (Daniell 1999; Gilchrist & 

Sloane 2005; Morgan 1999). The doctrinal and social changes brought 

about by the Reformation and Counter-Reformation of the 16th century 

and their effect on burial and commemoration have been researched 

extensively and provide critical information regarding how perceptions 

of the afterlife and Christian liturgical practices evolved in England from 

this time period, through early modern times to the present day 

όIƻǳƭōǊƻƻƪŜ мффуΤ aŀǊǎƘŀƭƭ нллпΤ hΩ{ǳƭƭƛǾŀƴ нлмоΤ tŀǊƛǎƘ нллрΤ tƘƛƭƭƛǇǎ 

1973).  

 

What has received comparatively little attention are the post-burial physical 

interactions between the living and the dead. Aside from the creation and reverence 

of relics, it is assumed that any post-depositional interaction was undertaken for 

functional necessity rather than symbolic or liturgical purposes (see Chapters 3-5). 

The manner by which articulated skeletons came to be disarticulated, disinterred and 

commingled is understood in practical terms, as defined in Section (1.1.6) (i) above. 

As this process of disturbing the buried dead is encountered with such frequency on 
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medieval cemetery sites, it is equally assumed to reflect contemporary complacent 

attitudes of the living towards post-depositional disturbance throughout the 

medieval period. 
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1.2: Re-Assessment of the Evidence 

 

This thesis will address the various assumptions and presumptions outlined above 

concerning medieval post-depositional disturbances of human remains, will 

investigate their validity or failings and will offer new interpretations of the evidence. 

This will be achieved via a multi-disciplinary approach, utilising historical, 

archaeological and osteological resources but also by assessing early medieval and 

post-medieval funerary practices, medieval mentality and societal attitudes towards 

the buried dead. This research is necessary in establishing how and why particular 

beliefs and the connected activities become ideologically obsolete or imperative to 

contemporary people and their religious beliefs. The development of medieval post-

burial practices may have roots in pre-existing and subsequent recognised customs 

and traditions, just as the cessation of certain activities may be indicative of 

contemporary changes in religion and theology. It is intended to demonstrate that 

those currently under-investigated post-burial activities were as valid ideologically 

and spiritually as were the co-incident post-mortem activities, and by their 

elucidation will contribute to medieval mortuary archaeology, providing a more 

complete and accurate impression of medieval funerary activities. 

 

The role of relics of saints in medieval religion is essentially the only post-depositional 

practice that has been extensively investigated to date. The ideological importance 

of relics to medieval lay and ecclesiastical society and their religious significance has 

been established (Cosgrave & Mynors 1969; Crook 2011; Neale & Webb 1843; Nilson 

1998; Rollason 1989). It is hence plausible, if not probable, that other such post-burial 

activities were equally significant, and thus merit investigation, individually, 

collectively and comparatively. Patterns in deposition, redeposition and disinterment 

within sites will be considered in this thesis in relation to skeletal contents to 

determine associations of particular practices with various levels of society and to 

identify potential aspects of exclusivity and exclusion. To date, little if any effort has 

been made in determining when particular post-depositional funerary practices 

began, how they developed over time or in establishing when and why particular 
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post-burial activities ceased. Further to identifying the individual and collective 

importance post-depositional practices held, the chronology, extent and scale of 

practices involving disinterred skeletal material will be explored, and trends relating 

to these occurrences will be elucidated. This will be achieved by exploring changes in 

funerary practices regionally and over time, and by identifying concentrations of 

certain practices in particular areas or time periods.  

 

Acts of disinterment and engagement with the buried dead are the physical 

manifestations of medieval beliefs concerning the afterlife. The contemporary 

ideological attitudes towards interred and disinterred human skeletal remains, and 

the role of such remains within society and religious ideology, will also be explored. 

Representations of skeletons are rife in medieval art, texts, illuminations and 

iconography, and tales or parables involving sentient skeletons are plentiful (see 

Chapter 6). The purpose and extent of such depictions will be examined as a means 

to establishing a connection between the portrayal of skeletal remains and actions 

performed on and in relation to such material. It will be argued that physical 

interaction with human skeletal material was representative of, and relevant to, 

contemporary religious beliefs and activities, and was potentially a significant and, as 

of yet, unrecognised element of medieval religion. It is equally imperative to 

elucidate the means by which skeletal material was disinterred, the regulations in 

place prohibiting and controlling post-depositional activities and interactions, and 

who specifically was involved in the acts of disinterment and designated roles in 

relation to the curation of the remains (see Chapters 5-7).  

 

This thesis will document and examine the persistent occurrences of early and later 

medieval post-burial charnel as they manifest archaeologically. The evidence will be 

collated and assessed to determine if such post-depositional disturbances and 

interactions with the buried dead may be explained on more than the traditionally 

expounded functional and circumstantial terms. Medieval funerary and ideological 

attitudes towards death and the afterlife may have persisted beyond interment, 

manifesting as post-burial charnel deposits and activities. It is possible that 
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investigation will elucidate a prescribed post-burial practice with regulations equal 

to that of the bodily and spiritual preparations prior to and including burial itself. 

Thanatological, documentary, osteological and archaeological analyses of incidences 

of post-depositional behaviour will define the role, if any, of post-burial activities in 

relation to the more established medieval funerary practices and ideological beliefs, 

and serve as a valuable contribution to established later medieval funerary 

archaeology. Above all, it is imperative to re-evaluate our understanding of post-

depositional disturbance and current perceptions of the value of studying 

disarticulated human skeletal material, and to provide methods of interpretation for 

the future to ensure that disturbances are not dismissed or deemed irrelevant.  

 

This thesis will contribute to the study of osteoarchaeology, church archaeology and 

medieval studies, by investigating varying aspects of medieval cemetery 

management and use, including how the physical buried dead within these 

cemeteries were regarded and treated by the living. These have, to date, been 

particularly under-researched area of these disciplines, despite there existing a 

significant amount of evidence, as will be demonstrated in the ensuing chapters. By 

utilising the methodology advocated in this study, and combining the results of the 

ensuing research with what has already been established to date regarding medieval 

funerary studies, a fuller, more detailed picture of medieval life and death may be 

achieved.  

 

Throughout this thesis, new analytical approaches are offered to interpret disturbed 

human skeletal material, and to decipher the means by which human remains came 

to be in a disarticulated state and/or in a disturbed and secondary context. The 

importance and value of thanatology, the study of artefacts in situ, to 

osteoarchaeology is increasing in its application in excavations (Knüsel 2014). This is 

focussed on in all sections; the precise physical manifestation of elements or charnel 

within cemeteries may reflect important considerations and beliefs held by those 

committing the act of deposition. This in turn reveals insights into how medieval 

people perceived and treated their dead. It will additionally be demonstrated that 
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disarticulated material is equally as valid as articulated skeletons in what it may 

contribute to the disciplines of osteoarchaeology and medieval studies.  
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CHAPTER 2: TRANSLATIONS & ELEVATIONS 

 

2.1: Introduction 

 

¢Ǌŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ 

remains from their grave, in order to relocate those bones or preserved body to a 

ŎƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜǾŜǊŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜƭȅ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŀƴŎǘƛŦƛŜŘ 

location, as relics. This act represented the canonisation of the individual, which was 

the official recognition of that person being of saintly status. Translations were 

initiated in England from the 7th century and they were undertaken throughout the 

entire medieval period, only ceasing with the advent of the Reformation in the 16th 

century. This act of disinterring a grave signifies the first incidence of structured post-

depositional disturbance in relation to Christian practices. Although other 

contemporary post-depositional acts were certainly carried out, these were of the 

ΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩ ŀƴŘ ƭŀȅ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŀƴȅ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻǊ ŀŘƘŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜ 

is less defined (see Chapters 3-7). Translations were reserved for ecclesiastics, and in 

later centuries, for royalty. The act was an exclusive one; to be disinterred was a 

privilege reserved for only the most esteemed and worthy members of society.   

 

Translations are a much researched area of medieval history (Crook 2011; Nilson 

1998), but this research has tended to avoid discussion of the details pertaining to 

the physical act of disinterment, as if there is insufficient evidence available. This 

chapter will show that this is not the case, and will elucidate each specific procedure 

involved in the complicated act of translation and will define the traits involved. This 

will demonstrate the complex reasoning which justified disinterment in the early and 

the later medieval period, illustrated by the strict and solemn adherence to each 

translation component. This is essential in understanding the role that post-

depositional activities fulfilled during the early centuries of Christianity in England. 

¢ƘŜ ΨǘŜƳǇƭŀǘŜΩ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ 

translations in order to confirm or refute their validity. Most importantly, the 
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perceptions of both secular and lay society alike will be investigated in relation to 

post-depositional disturbance of this kind. It is expected that these first acts of 

regulated intentional disinterment formed the basis for later post-depositional 

activities of the medieval period. 
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2.2: Translations & Elevations ƻŦ {ŀƛƴǘǎΩ wŜƳŀƛƴǎ 

(2.2.1) Definition 

 

Ψ¢ǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎƛƴǘŜǊƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

whole skeleton or preserved remains of an individual, from their initial burial place 

to a secondary site of interment. The remains were redeposited in a new location 

within a church, usually close to the altar, in an elevated or raised tomb or shrine 

όwƻƭƭŀǎƻƴ мфуфΥ опΤ DƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ ϧ {ƭƻŀƴŜ нллрΥ мфтΤ bƛƭǎƻƴ мффуΥ мрύΦ !ƴ ΨŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ 

the ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎ ƻǊ ōƻŘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ 

church, to another, more prominent location within the same church. Remains of 

those elevated were redeposited in a shrine above the ground level of the church 

floor (Nilson 1998: 16; Rollason 1989: 34).  Translations and elevations were reserved 

for those individuals who had exhibited signs of saintliness during their life, or after 

death; Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎŀƴƻƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΥ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƘƻƴƻǳǊŜŘ ōȅ ŀ 

burial above ground in the church were considered worthy of liturgical cultΩ όCŀǊƳŜǊ 

2004: 21). Permission had to be obtained from the ecclesiastical head of the 

community to which the deceased person belonged whilst alive, or from the head of 

the community associated with their burial place (Rollason 1989: 37). The majority 

of early (c. 7th ς 10th century) descriptions of translation and elevations derive from 

.ŜŘŜΩǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǎŀƛƴǘǎ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ aȅƴƻǊǎ мфсфΤ CŀǊƳŜǊ 

2004). Despite these narratives not referring specifically to the motivation behind 

these post-depositional disturbances, the implication is that these acts confirmed the 

saintly status of the deceased whilst promoting the veneration of their bones and 

ǎƘǊƛƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎǳƭǘΤ Ψƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƎŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

any real process of canonization, it was not only a means of enshrinement of the 

intact relics but also a means of registering the defunct person as a saint and 

ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ ŎǳƭǘΩ όwƻƭƭŀǎƻƴ мфуфΥ орύΦ  

 

Effectively, translations and elevations were a means of appropriating relics for a 

religious community. By the 7th century, it was accepted that relics, or physical 
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ǊŜƳƴŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǎŀƛƴǘΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ƻǊ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎǎΣ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƻǊ ΨǿŜǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƴƛǎǘǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΩ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ aȅƴƻǊǎ 1969: 105). The 

Ŏŀƴƻƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ƘƻǳǎŜǎΩ ƻǿƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǾƛŀōƭŜ 

method of acquiring a saint than obtaining relics from abroad, whilst simultaneously 

having a self-aggrandising effect for the ecclesiastical community, which permitted a 

claim that a confirmed saint had been a member of their own establishment. 

 

(2.2.2) Background & Origins 

The first documented case of translation occurred in Italy between 351 and 354, with 

the translation of the bones of the martyr Babylas by the emperor Gallus (Rollason 

1989:10).  ¢ƘŜ ǾŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǊŜǾŜǊŜŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ƎǊŀǾŜ Ƙŀǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƛƴ .ƛōƭƛŎŀƭ 

passages where the graves of exceptionally holy people are recorded as being 

distinguished (Anonymous 1971: Book of Tobit 4:18; Matthew 23: 29-31). In the early 

centuries of Christianity in Europe, the dies natalis, the anniversary of a deceased 

ƳŀǊǘȅǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ ǿŀǎ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƎǊŀǾŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƎǊŀǾŜǎƛŘŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀƴŎŜ 

developed into the cult of martyrs, which in turn evolved to include masses said for 

the martyrs in churches (Rollason 1989: 5). The earliest evidence for the creation of 

relics from an individual is documented in 4th-century Passions, which are 

dŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƳŀǊǘȅǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ describe how the remains of the martyred 

person were collected for reburial elsewhere in a shrine or tomb so that they may 

serve as a focal point for those wishing to celebrate their life and sacrifice, but also 

to serve as inspiration for Christians to commit to their beliefs in the face of adversity 

and persecution (Rollason 1989: 5). This desire to create or sustain a reverence for a 

saintly individual appears to be the origin for the justification of moving physical or 

bodily remains from one location, to another more prominent position. The 

movement is to benefit the deceased individual, as much as the community 

conducting the translation; the canonised saint would receive the veneration and 

honours due to them and their remains would be physically and spiritually protected 

due to their new ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŜŎŎƭŜǎƛŀǎǘƛŎΩǎ 

approval and permission to disinter or disturb a buried body is echoed in later 

medieval examples of people wishing to disturb the grave of a deceased individual 

who was believed to be a revenant (see Chapter 6).  
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(2.2.3) Control & Authorisation of Translations 

¢ƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜ ƻǊ ŜƭŜǾŀǘŜ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŎŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ 

Christianity in England (7th ς 10th centuries) was regulated to an extent, but was not 

under the jurisdiction of the papacy. Translations and elevations did not involve the 

papacy until the 11th century and did not come under its full control until 1234, during 

the pontificate of Pope Gregory IX (Rollason 1989: 3). Up to this point there were no 

strict guidelines on who could be constituted a saint or who could officially designate 

them to be so. From the 9th century onwards, it was the decision of bishops and 

Church councils, but prior to this it was simply done on the decision of the most 

senior member ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƻǊ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŀƛƴǘΩ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ 

όwƻƭƭŀǎƻƴ мфуфΥ оύΦ LŦ ƳƛǊŀŎƭŜǎ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ burial, then that 

person was regarded as being saintly in some way. The number and magnitude of 

these miracles indicated the level of saintliness of the deceased person, and this 

ΨǇǊƻƻŦΩ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ Further proof 

of the saintliness of the individual was reflected by the deceased being incorrupt at 

time of disinterment (Foxhall Forbes 2013: 269-70). With the involvement of the 

Papacy, canonisation became regulated, and it was no longer the remit of the 

ecclesiastical establishment to decide who would be regarded as a saint. In 1215, the 

ŦƻǳǊǘƘ [ŀǘŜǊŀƴ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ŘŜŎǊŜŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǊŜƭƛŎǎ ƴŜǿƭȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǾŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ 

ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǇŀǇŀƭ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩ ό{ǇǳǊǊŜƭƭ нлллΥ ссύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǊŜƭƛŎǎ όƴƻƴ-

corporeal items which had a physical connection with the saint during their life), 

primary relics (a corporeal portion of the saint themselves), whole relics (a complete 

articulated individual) or translated or elevated skeletonised and disarticulated 

individuals (Spurrell 2000; Crook 2011: 16-18). Many saints were regarded as such by 

secular and lay members of society alike, without any official recognition being 

necessary. If the chosen saint was approved for canonisation then not only did it 

confirm the beliefs of the associated community, but it made their sŀƛƴǘΩǎ ǾŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

ΨƭŜƎŀƭΩΥ Ψ.ȅ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǇŀƭ ǇǊƻŎƭŀƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀ ƭƛǘǳǊƎƛŎŀƭ Ŏǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǎŀƛƴǘ ǿŀǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

extended to the universal church, his feast day established, his veneration endorsed 

and the invocation of his intercession by the faithful encourageŘΩ ό5ŀƭȅ ƛƴ bƛƭǎƻƴ 

1998: 11). Relics and translated saints could also be demoted by the Papacy, if they 
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ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨŦǊŀǳŘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мнth century, having a Papally 

sanctioned saint for an ecclesiastical community was a huge accolade for that 

establishment (Geary 1991: 111).  

 

(2.2.4) Characteristics of Translation & Elevation Procedures 

The acts of translation and elevation appear to have consistently been carried out in 

accordance to a prescribed method. Even in the very earliest documented records of 

translations and elevations, there are distinct similarities between the accounts. 

Tranǎƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ .ŜŘŜΩǎ Ecclesiastical History of the 

English People (Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum) seventeen times (see Table 1) 

ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ aȅƴƻǊǎ мфсфύ ǿƛǘƘ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀŎǘǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǎŀƛƴǘǎΩ [ƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

passions (aŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƳŀǊǘȅǊǎΩ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŀǘƘǎύ (Farmer 2004; Keynes 2007; Crook 

1992; Battiscombe 1959). Although the translations are not described in great detail, 

sufficient information is provided to allow comparisons to be drawn between these 

limited accounts. Similarities between these accounts indicate that it was accepted 

that there were certain preconditions that ought to be observed in preparation for, 

and during, the translation. It has been suggested that since the earlier translations 

that occurred prior to Papal intervention and control in the 12th century are largely 

undocumented, that it is not possible to trace a chronological line from the earliest 

examples to those of the late medieval period (Nilson 1998). However, this is not 

entirely true. While the earlier examples are certainly lacking in detail when 

compared to those of later centuries, particularly those dating to after the 12th 

century, the early, 7th ς 10th century translations have traits that are identifiable in 

translations dating to after the 12th century. These features are discussed/outlined 

below. 
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Table 1.1: Records of ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ .ŜŘŜΩǎ 

Ecclesiastical History& various Lives of Saints that date to before the 

12th century (Colgrave & Mynors 1969; Farmer 2004; Crook 1992; 

Keynes 2007; Battiscombe 1959; Bonner et al. 1995) 

 

 

(i) Preparation & protection of the grave & its contents 

A small number of translation accounts document the erection of a 

protective structure over the site of the grave to be opened for 

translation or elevation (Colgrave & Mynors 1969; Farmer 2004). Other 

narratives document the vehicle transporting the translated bones as 

being covered in some manner.  

 

In 660 thelthryth, Abbess of Ely, in Cambridgeshire, was to be 

translated ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜǊ ƎǊŀǾŜ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƴǎΩ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘ 

church, to the church interior, on the authority of her sister Sexburg, the 

new abbess (Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 395). At the time of the translation 

Year Saint Translated From Translated To

602 Peter Amfleat (Ambletouse), France Inside an unspecified church at Boulogne, France

Post 604 Augustine Outside church of Sts. Peter & Paul North chapel inside church of Sts. Peter & Paul

633 Edwin Haethfelth (near Doncaster) Porch of Church of Apostle Peter, York*

Post 650 Bishop Birinus Dorcic (Dorchester) Venta (Winchester)

Post 640 Nun Earcongotta Church of Prototmartyr Stephen Same location but deeper

c.640 Abbess EthelbergaChurch of all Apostles Church of St. Stephen the Martyr

Post 642 King Oswald Place of death, Maserfelth (Oswestry, Shropshire) Inside church at Bardney Abbey, Lincolnshire

Post 651 Bishop Aidan Monks' cemetery on Lindisfarne Right of altar in church of the Apostles, Lindisfarne

664
Portion taken to Iona, remainder enshrined in 

sanctuary of church of Apostles, Lindisfarne

Post 633 Bishop Fursey Porch of church in Peronne Near the altar of same church

In chapel east of the altar in church at Peronne

Post 659 Bishop Cedd Outside, at Lestingaeu (Lastingham), near Whitby Right of altar in church at Lastingham

Post 672 Bishop Chad Close to St. Mary's Church, Lastingham Church of Peter, Prince of Apostles, Lastingham

Post 675

All deceased nuns 

and monks of 

Barking 

Cemetery of In-Berecingum (Barking) Convent
Single tomb within church of Blessed Mother, 

Barking Convent

660 Abbess EtheldredaIn nuns' burialground, Ely Convent Inside church at Ely convent

698
Bishop Cuthbert

Right of altar in Church of Apostle Peter at 

Lindisfarne
Above gound, same location, in sanctuary

Post 690

Priest, Hewald the 

White & Hewald 

the Black

Unspecified location near the Rhine, Fresia In Church in Cologne

Post 689

Abbots 

Sigfrith/Sigrid & 

Eosterwine

In porch of St.Peter's Church, Wearmouth/Jarrow

South of sanctuary and east of the altar, next to 

Benedict's body, St. Peter's Church, 

Wearmouth/Jarrow

Post 709 Bishop Wilfrid Unspecified location Oundle monastery At the gables of St. Peter's Basilica, Ripon Cathedral

Post 716 Ceolfrith
Church of the Three Brother Martyrs, Langre (Haute-

Marne), France
Unspecified location at Wearmouth

971 Swithun Outside the west end of the Old Minster, Winchester Cathedral Interior of the Cathedral

974 Same location in different reliquary

1093 To the new Minster church

1022 Bede Jarrow Cuthbert's coffin, Durham Cathedral
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a tent structure was erected over her grave; Ψ²ƘŜƴ ǎƻƳŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ƘŜǊ 

ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǳǇ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǇǳƭŎƘǊŜ Χ ŀ ǘŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ŜǊŜŎǘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ 

ƛǘΩ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ aȅƴƻǊǎ мфсфΥ офрύΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘŜȄǘΣ .ŜŘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ Ƙƻǿ 

YƛƴƎ hǎǿŀƭŘΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎ, who had died in 642 and exhumed by his niece, the 

queen of Mercia, were left outside the monastery of Bardney overnight 

ǳƴŘŜǊ ŀ ǘŜƴǘ ƻǊ ŀǿƴƛƴƎΤ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛŎǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ŀƭƭ ƴƛƎƘǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ 

ƭŀǊƎŜ ǘŜƴǘ ŜǊŜŎǘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎ ǊŜǎǘŜŘΩ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ 

& Mynors 1969: 247). At the translation of Bishop Wilfrid from Oundle to 

Ripon after his death in 709, Ƙƛǎ ōƻŘȅ ǿŀǎ ǿŀǎƘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŀōōƻǘǎ ΨƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ 

ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŀǎǘŜǊȅ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǘŜƴǘ Ǉǳǘ ǳǇ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΩ όCŀǊƳŜǊ нллпΥ 

181).  

 

While it might be construed that these coverings merely served as shelter 

from the elements for the people conducting the disinterments, and for 

the protection of the bones themselves once removed from the grave, it 

is feasible that the coverings also fulfilled a spiritual protective quality. 

Awnings or tent-like structures may have signified the sacred nature of 

ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜǎΩ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎ ƻǊ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƻƴƭƻƻƪŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ 

something holy contained in the vehicles transporting the bones. At 

particular times of the Catholic liturgical year sacred objects and images 

are covered, and there are various Biblical passages citing the covering of 

holy items for spiritual, as well as practical reasons (Anonymous 1971). 

The same reasoning may have justified the covering of the bones or 

bodies of saintly people. 

 

(ii) Preparation of the soul 

Bones intended to be translated and removed from the grave were 

believed to be of saintly people and therefore were regarded as holy 

artefacts. Consequently, coming into physical contact with the bones was 

a deeply meaningful and solemn act. Preparation of the soul in order to 

partake in the translations would have been essential. This is 

documented by Abbot Wulfstan of Winchester, in relation to the 
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translation of the bones of St Swithun in 971 (Keynes 2007; Watson 

2008). Wulfstan describes in great detail the spiritual preparation 

required prior to the translation, not only for the individuals charged with 

ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎƪ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƛƴǘΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎΣ ōǳǘ 

also for all the members of the associated ecclesiastical community.  

 

thelwold, bishop of Winchester between 963 and 984, who arranged 

for the translation to take place, addressed the members of the 

congregation of Winchester Cathedral imploring them to join him in 

fasting for the three days prior to the translation. The aim of the fast was 

ǘƻ ΨǘƘƻǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ ŎƭŜŀƴǎŜ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŘŜǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŀƛǎŜ ǳǇ ǘƘƛǎ 

holy bishop from his tomb with praise and to translate him with 

ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΩ όYŜȅƴŜǎ нллтΥ муоύΦ ¢his spiritual preparation 

was underǘŀƪŜƴ ōȅ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻƴƪǎ ƻŦ ²ƛƴŎƘŜǎǘŜǊΤ Ψ¢ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƻƻƪ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ 

task, pouring forth prayers and offerings to the Lord in supplication, and 

all the numerous assembly of monks began to fast and rendered the 

ŎƘŀƴǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǎŀƭƳǎ ōȅ ƴƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ŘŀȅΩ όYŜȅƴŜǎ нллтΥ 183). After three 

Řŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ {ǿƛǘƘǳƴΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨǎƻƭŜƳƴƭȅ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ 

Bishop thelwoldΩǎ ƴŜǿ ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭΩ όYŜȅƴŜǎ нллтΥ муоύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ 

of being sufficiently worthy to be involved in the translation reflected on 

the entire community of monks. When the monks of Bardney agreed to 

ƘƻǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎ ƻŦ hǎǿŀƭŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŦǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻΣ ǘƘŜȅ ΨōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ 

ǇǊŀȅ ŜŀǊƴŜǎǘƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛŎǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ƭƻŘƎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳΩ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ 

Mynors 1969: 247). The state of the soul was paramount, and those who 

had not recently confessed were not permitted to take part in the 

ceremony. The monks who were chosen to translate the remains of 

Thomas Becket at Canterbury in 1173 were selected due to their holy and 

untainted lives (Nilson 1998: 14, 27). These monks then handed each 

ōƻƴŜ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎΩ ƎǊŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŎƘōƛǎƘƻǇΣ ǿƘƻ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ 

placed them in a wooden box (Nilson 1998: 29). 
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(iii) The translation ceremony 

²ƘŜƴ .ƛǎƘƻǇ !ƛŘŀƴΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ 

ƛƴ срм ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴƪǎΩ cemetery on Lindisfarne to the Church of the 

!ǇƻǎǘƭŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΣ .ŜŘŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƘƛǎ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƛǘ Χ ƛƴ ŀŎŎƻǊŘŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǎƻ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŀ 

ōƛǎƘƻǇΩ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ aȅƴƻǊǎ мфсфΥ нсрύΦ bƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ 

as to whaǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨƘƻƴƻǳǊǎΩ ŜƴǘŀƛƭŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ōȅ 

Bede in describing the translation of Abbot Peter from Ambleteuse to 

.ƻǳƭƻƎƴŜΣ CǊŀƴŎŜΣ ƛƴ ŎΦслнΦ IŜ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨIŜ ǿŀǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŀƴ ǳƴǿƻǊǘƘȅ 

ōǳǊƛŀƭ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ realise he was an 

abbot (Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 116-7). However, once they had 

ǾŜǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ ΨǘƘŜȅ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ōƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ ƛƴ ŀ 

ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƛƴ .ƻǳƭƻƎƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǎƻ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŀ ƳŀƴΩ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ 

& Mynors 1969: 117). The same phraseology is used in numerous other 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ !ǳƎǳǎǘƛƴŜΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ǿŀǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 

outside the church of Ss Peter and Paul some time after 604, to the inside 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƻƴŎŜ ƛǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘΥ Ψ.ǳǘ ŀǎ ǎƻƻƴ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ 

consecrated, the body was carried inside and honourably buried in the 

chapelΩ (Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 144-5). The bones of King Oswald of 

Northumbria were translated from Shropshire to Bardney after his death 

ƛƴ спнΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƘƻƴƻǳǊǎΩ 

(Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 247). Bishop Fursey who died in Latiniacum, 

France in 633 was also translated to a chapel within his church at 

PéǊƻƴƴŜΣ CǊŀƴŎŜ ΨǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ŘǳŜ ƘƻƴƻǳǊΩ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ aȅƴƻǊǎ мфсфΥ нттύΦ {ǘ 

Alchmund of Hexham, who died in 781, supposedly appeared in a vision 

to Bishop Eadmond between 1020 and 1041, requesting that his bones 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ .ƛǎƘƻǇ !ŎŎŀ ōŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ Ψǘƻ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ƘƻƴƻǳǊŀōƭŜ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘΩ ŀǘ IŜȄƘŀƳΣ bƻǊǘƘǳƳōŜǊƭŀƴŘ ό.ŀǘǘƛǎŎƻƳōŜ мфрфΥ плύΦ 

Wilfrid died in Oundle in 709 (Farmer 2004: 180). When his body was 

translated to Ripon by a number of abbots, they chanted on the journey, 

ŀƴŘ Ψ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŎŀƳŜ ƻǳǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ƙƻƭȅ ǊŜƭƛŎǎ ǘƻ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǘèƎŜΩ 

όCŀǊƳŜǊ нллпΥмумύΦ ²ƛƭŦǊƛŘ ǿŀǎ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ΨōǳǊƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ƘƻƴƻǳǊΣΩ ƻǊ 
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ΨǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ ōŜŦƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǎƻ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŀ ōƛǎƘƻǇΩ όCŀǊƳŜǊ нллпΥмумΤ /ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ 

& Mynors 1969: 517).   

 

When ÆthelthrythΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ǿŀǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ сслΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ 

Ely was present. They are described as having stood around the grave as 

ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŘƛǎƛƴǘŜǊǊŜŘΣ ŎƘŀƴǘƛƴƎΣ ΨǘƘŜ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƻƴ ƻƴŜ ǎƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǎǘŜǊǎ ƻƴ 

ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊΩ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ aȅƴƻǊǎ мфсфΥ офрύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƻƴŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ 

ΨƘƻƴƻǳǊǎΩ ƻǊ ǊŜǾŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ōŜǎǘƻǿŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎŜŀǎŜŘ ǎŀƛƴǘǎΦ 

/ǳǘƘōŜǊǘΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ǿŀǎ initially ŜƭŜǾŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ сфу Ψso that they might be 

worthily veneratedΩ όColgrave & Mynors 1969: 443). An anonymous 

narrative of his translation in 1104 details the actual translation 

ceremony. Although this is a much later translation than the others cited 

so far, it may be argued that at least some of the traditions and 

observations which occurred in 1104 derived from those exacted in 

earlier centuries. The writer records that all those within the church were 

chanting, and as the body and coffin of Cuthbert was borne out of the 

churchΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ōŜƎŀƴ ǎƛƴƎƛƴƎ ƘȅƳƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ Ƴƻƴƪǎ ōŜŀǊƛƴƎ /ǳǘƘōŜǊǘΩǎ 

remains led a procession around the outside of the church to its east end, 

where they stopped for a sermon from the Bishop of Durham, before 

restoring the coffin to its original resting place in the sanctuary in an 

ŜƭŜǾŀǘŜŘ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǎƻƭŜƳƴ ƳŀǎǎΩ ό!ƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ƛƴ 

Battiscombe 1959: 106).  

 

From at least the 12th century onwards, many translations took place at 

night, which seems to be the opposite to when earlier (7th-11th century) 

translations took place (Nilson 1998: 26). By the 12th century, translations 

had gained more notoriety, attracting an increasing number of non-

ecclesiastical people whose presence seems to be unwelcome, as their 

desire to witness the disinterred saint might detract from the solemnity 

of the ceremony or even cause unintentional physical damage to the 

ǎŀƛƴǘΩǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ όbƛƭǎƻƴ мффуΥ нс-7). It might also be here suggested, that 

an additional concern was that not everyone attending the ceremony 
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would be sufficiently spiritually prepared as was required (see (ii) above) 

ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ΨǘŀƛƴǘΩ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мнth 

century and later, generally, were larger and more elaborate affairs than 

those of preceding centuries. By conducting ceremonies at night, it 

allowed the sacred act to be conducted solemnly, and to avoid any brash 

and unwanted intrusions by enthusiastic crowds (Nilson 1998: 26-7).  

 

In the late medieval period most ceremonies took place over a number 

of days. The ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎΩ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ 

around the church, outside the church, and sometimes through the town, 

was followed by an overnight vigil by the body of the saint inside the 

church, before their secondary deposition the next day (Nilson 1998: 25-

30). The length of the ceremony and the public interest in these 12th 

century and later translations illustrates the popularity of the practice 

compared to earlier examples. This is due to pragmatic reasons; now that 

the translations were Papally sanctioned, they became more widely 

known and celebrated, with more people desiring to witness the occasion 

than would even have been aware of translations in earlier centuries.  

They were also now financially valuable for the church; the more people 

who partook in the celebrations, the more monetary gain the church 

could expect from indulgences granted on the day to pilgrims, and from 

contributions and dedication to the cult by supporters of the saint. Nilson 

has highlighted that there were three distinct stages to the later medieval 

ceremony: procession, consecration and mass (Nilson 1998: 32). These 

three elements are mostly evident in the early examples, but to a lesser 

degree. This is most likely attributable to the simple fact that fewer 

people were practising Christians in the earlier centuries, and translations 

and elevations were not a fully formalised process, until the 12th century, 

by which time, the majority of the inhabitants of England would have 

been Christian and aware of what translations signified.  
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(iv) Who performed the translations & who was involved 

In many cases it was the abbess, abbot, bishop or highest order of 

ecclesiastic available who undertook the actual removal of the bones 

from the grave, assisted by other members of the order. The abbess 

Sexburg was helped by other sisters at Ely at the translation of 

thelthrythΥ Ψ¢ƘŜ ŀōōŜǎǎ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ƘŀŘ ƎƻƴŜ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ώǘƻ 

ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴǘϐ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎΩ. It is also 

recorded that the whole community of Ely was present (Colgrave & 

aȅƴƻǊǎ мфсфΥ офрύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ ²ƛƭŦǊƛŘΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ hǳƴŘƭŜ ǘƻ wƛǇƻƴ 

was carried out by the abbots of Ripon, in the presence of, and possibly 

assisted by, the monks of Oundle (Farmer 2004: 181). The apparition of 

St Alchmund which appeared to Bishop Eadmond, ordered that his own 

ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ .ƛǎƘƻǇ !ŎŎŀ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭŜŘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ IŜȄƘŀƳΩ ό.ŀǘǘƛǎŎƻƳōŜ 

1959: 40). The elevation of Cuthbert in 971 was undertaken by the monks 

ƻŦ [ƛƴŘƛǎŦŀǊƴŜ ǿƘƻ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊŘŜǊǎ ƻŦ .ƛǎƘƻǇ 9ŀŘōŜǊǘΥ ΨǘƘŜ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊǎ 

did as he commanded; they wrapped the body in a new garment, put it 

ƛƴ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŎƻŦŦƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƛǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƭƻƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƴŎǘǳŀǊȅΩ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ 

Mynors 1969: 445). The translation in 1104 was carried out in the 

presence of numerous ecclesiastics, monks, secular clergy, and other 

ΨōǊŜǘƘǊŜƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΩ ό!ƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ƛƴ .ŀǘǘƛǎŎƻƳōŜ мфрфΥ млрύΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ 

was also a large crowd outside the church of spectators and worshipers 

who had travelled to Durham to witness the occasion (Anonymous in 

Battiscombe 1959: 106). {ǿƛǘƘǳƴΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ǿŀǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ in 971 by Bishop 

ǘƘŜƭǿƻƭŘΣ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŜŘ ōȅ ΨƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴǘǎΩ ōǳǘ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

whole community was involved to some degree, as it was requested by 

the bishop that all the monks spiritually prepared themselves for the 

translation (Crook 1992: 197; Keynes 2007: 183). 

 

On the walls of the Morley Library at Winchester Cathedral is a medieval 

wall painting which appears to depict a translation oŦ {ǘ {ǿƛǘƘǳƴΩǎ ōƻŘȅ 

(see Fig. 2.1) (Crook 1992). The image is highly worn and interpretations 
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vary, but it has been speculated that an amorphous dark mass represents 

the remains of a depiction of monks in dark habits gathered around a 

grave. This reflects the narrative of Bishop Wulfstan detailing the 

translation, and is also reminiscent of the description of the translation 

of Æthelthryth (see (iii) above) (Keynes 2007; Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 

157 & 238).  

 

 

Fig.2.1: Reconstructed drawing of the wall painting supposedly 

depicting the translation of St Swithun, the Morley Library, Winchester 

Cathedral. The black mass in the background is interpreted as 

representing a large number of monks in black habits, like the figure in 

the foreground (after Crook 1992: 181) 

 

The translations dating to after the 12th century certainly involved the 

whole community, both lay and secular (see (iii) above). The events were 

planned far ƛƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎŜŘ ǿƛŘŜƭȅΦ {ǘ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎΩ 

translation in 1220 was announced via a proclamation circulated through 

Europe, two years before the occasion (Nilson 1998: 24). The 1093 

ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ǘ {ǿƛǘƘǳƴ ǿŀǎ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ΨŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƛǎƘƻǇǎ and 

ŀōōƻǘǎ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩ όbƛƭǎƻƴ мффуΥ нпύΦ 
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(v) Washing of the disinterred bones or body 

A recurring theme in many translation accounts concerns the washing of 

the bones or bodies of those being translated. Where specified, it was 

normally carried out by a senior ecclesiastic, and was conducted outside 

of ecclesiastical buildings. ÆthelthrythΩs body was washed by Abbess 

Sexburg prior to it being brought inside the church at Ely (Colgrave & 

aȅƴƻǊǎ мфсфΥ нпм ϧ офрύΦ hǎǿŀƭŘΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǿŀǎƘŜŘ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

admittance and enshrinement at Bardney, although it is not recorded 

who performed the ŀŎǘΥ Ψ¢ƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǿŀǎƘŜŘΣ ƭŀƛŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƘǊƛƴŜ 

constructed for the purpose, and placed in the church with fitting 

ƘƻƴƻǳǊǎΩ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ aȅƴƻǊǎ мфсфΥ нптύΦ !ōōƻǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ wƛǇƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ 

possibly other ecclesiastical establishments, came to Oundle to transport 

WilfrƛŘΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ǘƻ wƛǇƻƴ ŦƻǊ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ŀŦǘŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ тлф όCŀǊƳŜǊ нллпΥ 

мумύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ{ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǿŀǎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǇǎŜ ŀƴŘ 

have it decently vested (as indeed was only right and proper) and 

ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻΩ όCŀǊƳŜǊ нллпΥ мумύΦ !Ŧǘer permission was 

ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀōōƻǘǎΣ .ŀŎǳƭŀΣ ΨǎǇǊŜŀŘ ƻǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ǊƻōŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘΣΩ 

ŦƻǊ ²ƛƭŦǊƛŘΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭŀƛŘ ƻƴ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƻƻƪ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ 

recorded that the abbots themselves performed the washing and it was 

ŘƻƴŜ ΨƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŀǎǘŜǊȅ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎΩ όCŀǊƳŜǊ нллпΥмумύΦ {ǘ {ǿƛǘƘǳƴΩǎ 

body was washed at the site of his grave, outside the west end entrance 

of Winchester Cathedral (Crook 1992: 197). It is implied that Bishop 

thelwold, who ordered the translation and was the first to commence 

the disinterring of the body, was assisted in the washing by additional 

ōǊŜǘƘǊŜƴ ό/Ǌƻƻƪ мффнΥ мфтύΦ ,ǘƘŜƭōŜǊƎŀΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ǿŀǎ ǿŀǎƘŜŘ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ 

translation at Barking, Essex, although where exactly this took place and 

by whom is not recorded (Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 241). Although not 

ƴƻǘŜŘ ōȅ .ŜŘŜΣ /ǳǘƘōŜǊǘΩǎ ōƻŘȅ Ƴǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǿŀǎƘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ 

Ƙƛǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ сфуΣ ŀǎ ŜŀǊǘƘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ΨǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ 

ǿŀǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǇǎŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘǊƻǿƴ ƻǳǘΣΩ ƘŀŘ ƳƛǊŀŎǳƭƻǳǎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎ 

(Farmer 2004: 97). 

 



  

34 
 

Undertaking the washing may have been regarded as an act of humility. 

{ǿƛǘƘǳƴ ǿŀǎ ŀ ōƛǎƘƻǇΣ ȅŜǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ !ōōƻǘ ǘƘŜƭǿƻƭŘ ǿƘƻ ǇŀǊǘƻƻƪ ƛƴ 

ǘƘŜ ǿŀǎƘƛƴƎ ƻŦ {ǿƛǘƘǳƴΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ό/Ǌƻƻƪ мффнύΦ The act of disrobing, as 

Abbot Bacula performed, in order to have something suitable on which 

to lay ²ƛƭŦǊƛŘΩǎ ōƻŘȅΣ may also have been considered a similar act of 

humility. For a higher order member of clergy deigning to disrobe and 

wash a lower order member of clergy is reminiscent of the biblical 

passage of Jesus washinƎ Ƙƛǎ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭŜǎΩ ŦŜŜǘ όAnonymous 1971). It is 

plausible that everyone present at the translation would have been very 

aware of these acts and what they represented. There is no indication in 

any of the accounts dating to before the 12th century that the bones or 

bodies were washed in anything other than water, or if the water itself 

had been blessed. Later examples do, in contrast, record that a 

combination of water and wine was used (Nilson 1998: 29). Once the 

washing was completed however, numerous miracles took place in 

relation to the water. The water-drenched earth from the washing of 

hǎǿŀƭŘΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ΨŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŘŜǾƛƭǎ 

ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎŜŘΩ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ aȅƴƻǊǎ мфсфΥ нптύ ŀƴŘ 

the site where the water from ǿŀǎƘƛƴƎ ²ƛƭŦǊƛŘΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŜƳǇǘƛŜŘ 

was marked by a cross due to the many miracles that subsequently 

happened there (Farmer 2004: 181).  

 

(vi) Location of the translated remains 

The altar was the holiest place within a church (Nilson 1998: 67). It is the 

place where transubstantiation took place, which was believed by 

Christians to be the point at which bread and wine turned into the flesh 

and blood of Jesus (Daniell 1999: 7). The consecrated bread and wine 

were kept in a receptacle called the tabernacle, which was located on or 

east of the altar. The sanctuary was the region that enclosed the altar and 

defined this sacred area. Locating the bones of saints in the vicinity of the 

altar, was intended to be a reflection of the holy state of the deceased 

person; the closer the burial to the altar and sanctuary, the holier that 
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person was. It may also be significant that many translations were 

reinterred at the right hand side of the altar, perhaps being symbolic of 

the right hand of God (Anonymous 1971: John 16, Romans 8, Acts 2). 

Bishop !ƛŘŀƴΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜōǳǊƛŜŘ ŀǘ his translation on the right side of 

the altar in the church of the Prince of the Apostles at Lindisfarne 

(Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 265ύΦ .ƛǎƘƻǇ CǳǊǎŜȅΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ reburied 

ΨƴŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ŀƭǘŀǊΩ after their initial translation from the porch of his church 

at Péronne, France. They were subsequently translated to a specially built 

chapel east of the altar of the same church (Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 

277). Bishop Cedd was reinterred at his translation on the right side of 

the altar of a church at Lastingham (Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 289). The 

shrine of St Wite, Whitchurch Canonicorum, (Dorset), is also located to 

the right of the altar (Syer 2005; Waters 1980). When Abbot Benedict 

Biscop died in 689 he was buried in the church of St Peter, at Wearmouth, 

to the east of the altar (Farmer 2004: 202, 219). This may have been 

considered a suitable location for the redeposition of a saintly individual, 

between the altar and the east wall, behind the most sacred space in the 

ŎƘǳǊŎƘΦ !ōōƻǘǎ 9ƻǎǘŜǊǿƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ {ƛƎŦǊƛŘǎΩ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ŘƛǎƛƴǘŜǊǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

ǊŜƛƴǘŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƻ .ŜƴŜŘƛŎǘΩǎ όCŀǊƳŜǊ нллпΥ нлуύΦ {ƛƎŦǊƛŘΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎ 

had originally been buried in the sanctuary of the same church (Farmer 

2004: 208). Cuthbert was buried in a stone coffin located on the right side 

of the altar of the church of St Peter, Lindisfarne. This was later elevated 

ŀƴŘ ΨǇƭŀŎŜŘ Χ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƭƻƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƴŎǘǳŀǊȅΩ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ aȅƴƻǊǎ мфсфΥ 

445; Farmer 2004: 96). Once the papacy took over the control of 

canonisation and hence of translation and elevation authorisation after 

the 11th century, locations of translated remains became more 

regimented. Their resting place was dependant on their status as martyr, 

cƻƴŦŜǎǎƻǊ ƻǊ ǎŀƛƴǘΤ Ψŀ ƴŜǿƭȅ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ƻǊ ŎŀƴƻƴƛȊŜŘ ǎŀƛƴǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 

ŜƴǎƘǊƛƴŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ IƛƎƘ !ƭǘŀǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŀōƭȅ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ƛǘ Χ bƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ 

confessors were enshrined to the south of the altar, and martyrs to the 

ƴƻǊǘƘΩ ό{ǇǳǊǊŜƭƭ нлллΥ стύΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘŜȄǘΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ.ŜŦƻǊŜ 

the Norman Conquest I have not found an English example of a saint who 
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was specifically stated to have been enshrined behind ǘƘŜ ŀƭǘŀǊΩ ȅŜǘ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ 

been demonstrated that at least one individual, Abbot Benedict Biscop, 

was buried, if not enshrined, to the east of the altar (Spurrell 2000: 67).  

 

(vii) Association of translations with existing grave sites 

The desire to be buried beside or in as close proximity as was possible, to 

a holy body was called ad sanctum, ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ΨŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ŀ ǎŀƛƴǘΩ όFoxhall 

Forbes 2013: 266; Crook 2011: 23). Spatially connecting a newly 

canonised individual to those remains who had already been revered as 

saints for years was a deliberate act, committed seemingly to accentuate 

the holy status of the newly translated individual. Eadberht died in 768, 

ум ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ /ǳǘƘōŜǊǘΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ тл ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

/ǳǘƘōŜǊǘΩǎ ōƻŘȅΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ .ŜŘŜΣ 9ŀŘōŜǊƘǘ Ψǿŀǎ Ǉǳǘ ƛƴ /ǳǘƘōŜǊǘΩǎ 

ǘƻƳō ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŜǎǘ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƻǊǊǳǇǘŜŘ ōƻŘȅΩ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ 

Mynors 1969: 127; Kirby 1995). There were numerous other individuals 

ƻǊ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ /ǳǘƘōŜǊǘΩǎ ǘƻƳōΦ Lǘ ƛǎ 

ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǊƻƴƛŎƭŜǊ {ȅƳŜƻƴ ƻŦ 5ǳǊƘŀƳΩǎ Historia Dunelmensis 

Ecclesiae, written between 1104 and 1108, ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎ ƻf Balther and 

Bilfrid the anchorites; of Acca and Alchmund, bishops of Hexham; and of 

King Oswin; as also those of the Venerable Abbesses Ebba and 

ǘƘŜƭƎƛǘƘŀΩ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜǇƻsited with the body of Cuthbert (Symeon in 

Battiscombe 1959: 41). The bones of St Boisil of Melrose Abbey who died 

ƛƴ ссм ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ΨŘŜǇƻǎƛǘŜŘ Χ ƘƻƴƻǳǊŀōƭȅ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ 

shrine (similar to that in which they had hitherto rested) near the body 

ƻŦ {ǘ /ǳǘƘōŜǊǘΩ ό{ȅƳŜƻƴ ƛƴ .ŀǘǘiscombe 1959: 41). According to Symeon, 

ŀ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ .ŜŘŜΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŘŜǇƻǎƛǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŎƻŦŦƛƴ 

(Battiscombe 1959: 41). These assertions are confirmed by an 

anonymous account of the translation of Cuthbert in 1104, which records 

the monks findiƴƎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ /ǳǘƘōŜǊǘΩǎ ŎƻŦŦƛƴΣ ǘƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎ ƻŦ !ƛŘŀƴΣ 9ŀŘōŜǊǘΣ 

9ŀŘŦǊƛŘΣ ǘƘŜƭǿƻƭŘΣ .ŜŘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǳƴ-named saints, plus the head of 

Oswald (Anonymous in Battiscombe 1959: 102). Other translations are 

also recorded as having been relocated to specific graves of established 



  

37 
 

saints. The bones of Eosterwine and Sigfrid were buried beside the burial 

of Benedict at Wearmouth (Farmer 2004: 208). Augustine was translated 

from outside the Church of the Apostles to the north chapel of the church 

once it was consecrated at an unspecified date (Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 

143-пύΦ .ŜŘŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ-place of all succeeding 

ŀǊŎƘōƛǎƘƻǇǎΩ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ aȅƴƻǊǎ мфсфΥ мпрύΦ !ǊŎƘōƛǎƘƻǇ [ŀǳǊŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

Canterbury died c.619 and was buried beside his predecessor (Colgrave 

& Mynors 1969: 157). When his successor Mellitus died in 624, he too 

ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǊŜŘ ΨǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƴŜŀǊ wƻŎƘŜǎǘŜǊΣ YŜƴǘ 

(Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 159). Abbess Hildilid, who succeeded 

Ethelburga after her death c.640, had all those buried ŀǘ .ŀǊƪƛƴƎ Ψtaken 

up and transferred to the church of the blessed Mother of God and buried 

there in one placeΩ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǘǊƛcted space at the convent (Colgrave & 

Mynors 1969: 363-4). These examples illustrate that there was a 

propensity to bury venerated ecclesiastics in the same vicinity as other 

revered ecclesiastics within churches. Although the bones of Bishop Acca 

and St Alchmund were not reinterred near or in association with an 

existing burial in the church at Hexham, their bones were placed within 

the same container (Battiscombe 1959: 40). 

 

(viii) Translation containers: caskets inside tombs 

Occasionally details are provided in translation accounts of the container 

into which the disinterred bones were placed. When the bones of Bishops 

Eosterwine and Sigfrid were translated and reburied beside those of 

.ŜƴŜŘƛŎǘΩǎΣ .ŜŘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ Ƙƻǿ .ƛǎƘƻǇ !ŎŎŀΣ ǿƘƻ ƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ΨƘŀŘ ōƻǘƘ ǎŜǘǎ ƻŦ ōƻƴŜǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ŎŀǎƪŜǘΣ ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ 

ǇŀǊǘƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǎƛŘŜΩ όCŀǊƳŜǊ нллпΥ нлуύΦ ¢ƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎ ƻŦ hǎǿŀƭŘ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ 

dŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ōŜŜƴ ΨƭŀƛŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƘǊƛƴŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΩ 

(Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 247). In 664 Bishop Colman took some of the 

bones of Aidan, but left an unspecified amount of them, ordering them 

ǘƻ ōŜ ΨƛƴǘŜǊǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƴŎǘǳŀǊȅΩ ŀǘ [ƛƴŘƛǎŦŀǊne (Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 

309). Although there is no mention of a casket in this description, the 
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terminology suggests that they were enclosed within a box of some type. 

¢ƘŜ Ƴƻƴƪǎ ǿƘƻ ŘƛǎƛƴǘŜǊǊŜŘ /ǳǘƘōŜǊǘΩǎ ōƻŘȅ for his first translation in 698 

expected it to be skeletonised: Ψhis bones ς which they expected to find 

quite dry, the rest of the body, as is usual with the dead, having decayed 

away and turned to dust ς ŀƴŘ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŎƻŦŦƛƴΩ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ 

Mynors 1969: 443). When the tomb of St Wite, located in the church of 

St Candida, Whitchurch Canonicorum, was opened in the 19th century 

there was a leaden box inside the stone coffin which contained bones and 

ǿŀǎ ƛƴǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ Ψct relique sce w hic requesct relique sce 

witeΩ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ΨƘere rest the remains of St WiteΩ όǎŜŜ Fig. 2.2) (Syer 2005: 

21; Waters 1980: 5)  

 

 

Fig. 2.2: The shrine of St Wite, Whitchurch Canonicorum (Dorset). Inside 

the stone coffin consisting of the upper portion of the shrine are said to 

be the bones of St Wite, enclosed within an inscribed leaden box 

όtƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ƻǿƴύ 

 

When it was decided to translate the bones of Æthelthryth sixteen years 

after her death in 644, a new coffin or sarcophagus was ordered. Despite 

expressing surprise at finding her body uncorrupted and not 

skeletonised, the coffin obtained by the monks and nuns appears to have 

been full sized. No dimensions are provided, but as ÆthelthrythΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ƛǎ 

recorded as having been laid inside, the intention appears to have been 
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to place the bones of Æthelthryth in a smaller box inside this full size 

coffin, just as the bones of St Wite were treated inside her full-sized coffin 

(Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 297). As Gilchrist and Sloane point out in 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ Ψ/ŀǎƪŜǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ 

Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ǊŜōǳǊƛŀƭǎ Χ 9ǾŜǊȅ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ 

identified to date has come from within the church or aƴƻǘƘŜǊ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩ 

(Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 116). 

 

(2.2.5) Translation Elaborations After the 12th Century 

In 1099 Pope Urban II appointed an archbishop to investigate the merit of sanctity 

ascribed to one Nicholas of Trani, a devout 11th-century pilgrim who was regarded as 

a saint (Nilson 1998: 11; Toynbee 1929). This was the first move towards papal 

control over the canonisation of saints.  By the time of Pope Innocent III (1198 ς 1216) 

the Papacy had sole control over designating saints. The practice became regimented 

ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜƳƻǘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜǾŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ǎŀƛƴǘǎΣ ǘƻ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ 

status (Nilson 1998; Spurrell 2000). The translations and elevations after the 12th 

century are more documented than those that occurred in the preceding centuries, 

largely due to this involvement of the Papacy. Whether or not the actual translation 

ceremony was redesigned according to a specific template of procedures is unclear, 

but the vaguer aspects of the act of translation are described in greater detail from 

the 12th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΦ  ¢ƘŜ ΨƘƻƴƻǳǊǎΩ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ translations dating to before the 

12th century are elaborated, such as that of the translation ceremony of Erkenwald 

ƛƴ ммплΦ aŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŜǊƎȅ ƳƻǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǘƻƳōΣ ΨǎƛƴƎƛƴƎ ƭƛǘŀƴƛŜǎ ŀnd 

bearing candles and crucifixesΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊŀȅŜŘ 

and sung hymns (Nilson 1998: 27). That the event was well-attended is also testified 

by the fact that the crowds who had gathered to witness the translation broke the 

doors of the church in their eagerness to be present (Nilson 1998: 26).  

 

The processional aspect of the translations was one which seems to have been 

elaborated over the centuries. By the 1476 translation of Swithun, the relics were 

processed outside the church and around the town, before the physical translation 

took place (Nilson 1998: 33). The furore reflects the public interest in translations by 
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this time. Not only are there more detailed accounts of what the ceremony entailed 

in general, but the reactions of those involved is also detailed. The number of 

attendees as well as their experience of the rite are recorded. Large crowds, too great 

to estimate numbers, were recorded at the translation of Thomas Beckett in 

/ŀƴǘŜǊōǳǊȅ ƛƴ мннлΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ΨƳŀƴȅ ŎǊƻǿŘǎ ƻŦ ƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩ ŀǘ hǎǿŀƭŘΩǎ 

translation c.909 (Nilson 1998: 25). These later translations deliberately involved the 

lay community of the church and town. The event was now rather like a public 

festival: ΨƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜ festivals, sometimes lasting a 

ǿƘƻƭŜ ǿŜŜƪΩ όbƛƭǎƻƴ мффуΥ нрύΦ tƛƭƎǊƛƳǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

were sent to noted ecclesiastics (Nilson 1998: 24). After the 12th century, translations 

were officially sanctioned by the Church, and they could therefore be officially 

advertised widely with full papal support, thus elevating the status of the church or 

cathedral that was hosting the translation. Papal recognition and sanctification of the 

ŎƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎŀƛƴǘΣ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƘǳƎŜ ōƻƻǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŏoffers and general status of 

that church, not least as pilgrims and lay attendees were encouraged to pay for 

indulgences on this holy day (Nilson 1998: 25-6).  
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2.3: 9th-Century Change: Translations of Royalty & Non-Ecclesiastics 

(2.3.1) 9th-Century Political Changes Initiating Translation Changes 

 

From at least the mid-7th century, individuals who were members of royalty were 

entering religious orders and subsequently after their death came to be regarded as 

saints (Farmer 2004: 18-21). Prior to the 9th century, there were numerous saints who 

had descended from royalty, or were believed to have had royal connections, but the 

level of involvement of royalty with translations, and the reverence paid by royalty 

ǘƻ ǎŀƛƴǘǎΩ ŎǳƭǘǎΣ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛŦƛŜŘ ƳŀǊƪŜŘƭȅ ŀŦǘŜr c.850 (Rollason 1989: 136-44). Throughout 

the 9th century until unification in the late 10th century, the kingdoms comprising 

England were frequently at war with each other, and faced the persistent threat of 

Danish forces invading from the north (see Fig. 2.3). 

 

 

Fig. 2.3: Map of Anglo-Saxon kingdoms c. 800 (edmaps.com) 
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This was also the time when Christianity was becoming more influential and powerful 

as the country gradually converted fully from paganism. Kings ς and hence their 

subjects ς were being converted, as the Church would support a Christian ruler but 

not a pagan one (see Table 2.2) (Rollason 1989: 133-64; Thacker 1985: Theilmann 

1990).  

 

Table 2.2: Dates of conversion to Christianity of pagan Anglo-Saxon 

Kings (after Rollason 1989; Farmer 2004; Colgrave & Mynors 1969)  

 

 

In this time period the various royal kingdoms were vying for political power and 

authority. By aligning with the Christian Church, royalty could expect to gain from 

this association; by the late 10th century, individuals who were not ecclesiastics 

during their life, but instead had been members of Anglo-Saxon royalty, were being 

canonised and regarded by certain ecclesiastical communities as saints. There was 

also a developing practice of associating particular saints with living kings (Rollason 

1989: 137; Crook 2011: 41-106; McClain 2011a). The relocation of relics that occurred 

during this time period reflects this desire to associate saints and ecclesiastical 

centres with particular kings and kingdoms (Geary 1978: 95; Rollason 1978). This was 

exemplified by the appropriation of relics by royalty from less influential and small 

ecclesiastical establishments to deposit them at larger, powerful and more wealthy 

religious communities, who received their patronage and were under their authority 

Date King Kingdom

601 ǘƘŜƭōŜƘǊǘKent

604 w ŘǿŀƭŘEast Anglia

604 Saeberht Essex

627 Eorpwald East Anglia

627 Edwin Northumbria

630 Sigeberht East Anglia

634 Oswald Northumbria

635 Cynegils Wessex

635 Cwichelm Wessex

638 Cuthred Wessex

653 Sigeberht Essex

655 Peada Mercia

655 ǘƘŜƭǊŜŘMercia

655 Cenwalh Essex

662 Swithhelm Essex

675 ǘƘŜƭǿŜŀƭƘSussex

685 / ŘǿŀƭƭŀWessex
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(see Fig. 2.4) (Rollason 1978; Rollason 1989: 133-63; Irvine 1990). The desire for a 

king to be definitively linked to a particular saint, or for a member of royalty to be 

regarded as saintly, had political motivations. The deliberate recognition of a specific 

ǎŀƛƴǘΩǎ Ŏǳƭǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǇǊŜǾŀƛƭƛƴƎ ƪƛƴƎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ 

ΨǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎǘƛƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǌƻȅŀƭ ƭƛƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ Χ as a means by which doubtful or 

unreal claims to rule were legitimized or reinforced by reference to the authority and 

power of the saintsΩ όwƻƭƭŀǎƻƴ мфуфΥ мотύΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎȅƳōƛƻǘƛŎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

royalty and ecclesiastical establishments; the religious community received 

patronage and protection of the king, who in return, had his status as ƪƛƴƎ ΨŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘΩ 

by God, via affirmation of the saint through their miracles: Ψwƻȅŀƭ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŀōƭȅ 

gained prestige when saints appeared in their lineage or were associated with themΩ 

(Rollason 1982: 15). 

 

 

Fig. 2.4: Map of 9th-century England showing the movement and 

relocation of pre-existing relics from lesser to greater ecclesiastical 

centres (after Rollason 1989: 178)   
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(2.3.2) The Making of Royal Saints 

(i) Royal ecclesiastics 

It has been argued that Cuthbert may have been a member of royalty, as 

when he arrived at Melrose Abbey to enter monastic life, he arrived on 

horse, was armed and had at least one servant in attendance (Farmer 

2004: 52). These accoutrements would only have been available to 

people of high social standing in the 7th century. Although an early 

example of a (possible) royal ecclesiastic, Cuthbert serves to illustrate the 

early origins of royalty becoming clergy, in England.  

 

Eadburg was the daughter of King Edward the Elder (899 ς 924). She 

became a nun at Nunnaminster, the nunnery of St Mary at Winchester, 

and was subsequently buried there after her death (Crook 2011: 86-7; 

Rollason 1989: 138). Various miracles occurred at her gravesite and so 

her uncorrupted body was translated inside the church at Nunnaminster 

(Ridyard 1988: 136). By the 12th century her feast day was recorded as 

the 15th June in at least 14 calendars, with the feast day of her translation 

on the 18th July also being observed (Rollason 1989: 139). Edith was also 

the daughter of a king, King Edgar (957 ς 975), who took holy orders and 

became a nun. She was buried in her nunnery at Wilton, Salisbury, but 

thirteen years after her death in 984, she was translated into the church 

there, after miracles occurred at her gravesite (Rollason 1989: 139). Her 

translation was ordered, not by members of the ecclesiastical 

community, but by King thelred II (978 ς 1016). This was unusual as, up 

to this point, translations and elevations were given authorisation by 

ecclesiastics alone (see Section (2.2.3)) (Ridyard 1988: 152-4).  

 

These members of Anglo-Saxon royalty had taken holy orders and so their 

canonisation and recognition of their saintly status was not in question. 

The promotion of their cults and their translations could, however, have 

been manipulated by their royal descendants as a convenient way in 
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which to reinforce their legitimacy to rule, by having bloodline ancestors 

who were saints. Royal veneration of, and support for, the promotion of 

royal ecclesiastics to saintly status is evidence of political relationships 

between Church and state. The translation of Eadburg was ordered by 

Bishop ǘƘŜƭǿƻƭŘΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ΨŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘΩ ōȅ YƛƴƎ 9ŘƎŀǊ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻƴŀǎǘƛŎ 

reforms of the 10th century (Crook 2011: 82-9).  thelwold also arranged 

for renewing the cult of Æthelthryth of Ely, after King Edgar refounded it 

in c.970 (Crook 2011: 87). While the religious devotion of these saints, 

and that too of thelwold and Edgar to their faith, was genuine, the 

decision to elevate, translate or refocus attention on particular saints and 

particular churches was not arbitrary. Edgar supported the reforms 

brought about by thelwold and in return, thelwold supported and 

exalted specific royalty and favourites of Edgar. Perhaps not surprisingly, 

thelwold himself was canonised and translated in 996 (Crook 2011: 93).  

 

(ii) Royal ΨƭŀȅΩ ǎaints 

By the 12th century, royal individuals who had led saintly or virtuous lives 

were being regarded as saints, despite them not having been ordained or 

taken holy orders during their lives. This was a deliberate intention to 

create and establish saints and cults within the prevailing royal bloodline.  

 

lfgifu was the wife of King Edmund, who reigned between 939 and 946 

(Rollason 1989: 136: Crook 2011: 91). Although it is not clear if she herself 

took holy orders, she is attributed with the founding of the nunnery at 

Shaftesbury, (Dorset) (Ridyard 1988: 243; Rollason 1989: 137). It is also 

noted in the 12th-century writings of William of Malmesbury (1090 ς 

1143) that she performed numerous pious tasks and lived a virtuous life 

(Preest 2002). Details regarding her official canonisation are lacking, but 

by the late 11th century she was being regarded as a saint, her feast day 

falling on the 10th July (Rollason 1989: 138). This feast date is recorded in 

numerous calendars, but significantly it appears in the Winchester 
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calendar, Winchester at the time being the seat of the royal palace (Crook 

1993).  

 

Perhaps the most well-known example of a king-saint is that of King 

Edward, the Martyr. Edward was killed in an ambush at Corfe Castle 

(Dorset) in 978/979 (Crook 2011: 91). He was translated to Shaftesbury 

Nunnery (Dorset) a year after his burial at Wareham, near Corfe, possibly 

as his initial burial was cƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ΨǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ Ǌƻȅŀƭ ƘƻƴƻǳǊǎΩ όWhitelock 

1961: 123). Miracles reportedly occurred at the tomb containing his 

translated remains and within a few years of his death, he was being 

revered as a saint (Rollason 1989: 142). In the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle 

9ŘǿŀǊŘΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ²ŀǊŜƘŀƳ ŀǊŜ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

heavily implied that he was a martyred saint: ΨaŜƴ ƳǳǊŘŜǊŜŘ ƘƛƳΣ ōǳǘ 

God exalted him; In life he was an earthly king. But after death he is now 

a heavenly saintΩ όWhitelock 1961: 123). The Life of St Oswald, written 

between 995 and 1005, refers to Edward as martyr Dei ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ΨƳŀǊǘȅǊ 

ƻŦ DƻŘΩ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƛǊŀŎƭŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘƭȅ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ŀǘ Ƙƛǎ 

tomb at Shaftesbury (Rollason 1989: 142). Other 11th-century texts also 

support the contention that Edward was a saint, including the law tracts 

of King Cnut (c.1020) where ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎǘƛǇǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 9ŘǿŀǊŘΩǎ ŦŜŀǎǘ Řŀȅ ǿŀǎ 

to be celebrated throughout England (Rollason 1989: 142-3; Stafford 

1981Τ hΩ.ǊƛŜƴ hΩYŜŜŦŜ мффу). This observance of the 18th March as 

9ŘǿŀǊŘΩǎ ŦŜŀǎǘ ŘŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ моth February as his translation day, is also 

noted in 14 calendars that date to before the 12th century (Rollason 1989: 

143).  

 

King Edgar (943 ς 975) was regarded as a saint, but only within the 

monastic community at Glastonbury, where he had been buried, and was 

translated c.1024 - 1053 (Rollason 1989: 140). The fact that he was held 

in such esteem at this particular religious establishment, and not at 

others, may be an indication of the political nature of affiliating certain 

royalty with certain locations. Edgar was closely involved with 10th-
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century monastic reform and had the backing of the powerful and 

wealthy monastery of Glastonbury. He may be regarded as the earliest 

king to become canonised, but he does not appear to have been regarded 

as such by other religious establishments (Rollason 1989: 140-1). Edgar 

never took monastic orders. This crucial point may have dictated that, at 

ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΣ ƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭƭȅ ōŜ ǎŀƛƴǘŜŘΥ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǾŜƴǘƘ ŀƴŘ 

twelfth centuries the English church was not disposed to regard royal 

confessors as saintsΩ (Rollason 1989: 141; Ridyard 1988: 240-8).  

 

The same treatment that was accorded to Edgar is mirrored in the 

canonisation of Edward the Confessor (1003 ς 1066). According to the 

Ψ[ƛŦŜ ƻŦ YƛƴƎ 9ŘǿŀǊŘΩ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǎƘƻǊǘƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŀ Ǉƛƻǳǎ 

life, performed miracles and could cure people by his touch (Rollason 

1989: 141; Ridyard 1988: 154). Despite these saintly attributes, he, like 

Edgar, did not take holy orders, and it was not until the late 12th century 

that he was officially canonised, with papal support (Rollason 1989: 141). 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭΣ ΨōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀŎȅ ǿŀǎ ǊŜƭǳŎǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎŀƴƻƴƛǎŜ ǊƻȅŀƭǘȅΩΣ 

and Edward was the last English king to be canonised (Nilson 1998: 10). 

The manner of death of some of these royal saints may have been the 

method by which it was justifiable to canonise them. The earliest shrines 

in Europe were dedicated to martyrs and the cult of saints developed 

from this practice (see Section (2.2.2)) (Rollason 1989: 3-6). Kings Oswald, 

9ŘǿŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƭǿƻƭŘ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭƭ ƳǳǊŘŜǊŜŘ όwƻƭƭŀǎƻƴ мфунΤ wƻƭƭŀǎƻƴ мфус; 

Crook 1999; Crook 2011: 91-3). By defining these royals as martyrs as 

opposed to mere men, their cult could technically be justified: Ψit was not 

necessary to be killed by heathens in order to be granted the reputation 

of martyrdom. Other murder victims were also enshrined as martyrs, 

mostly unofficiallyΩ όbƛƭǎƻƴ мффуΥ мм; Plumtree 2012). 
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(2.3.3) SaintsΩ welics & Shrines as Political Instruments 

At the same time as royalty was affiliating itself with the Church and co-ordinating 

translations, their overall focus on primary, secondary, whole and partial relics was 

intensifying. Relics were utilised and exploited by royalty in 10th and 11th-century 

England. It was becoming ΨŦŀǎƘƛƻƴŀōƭŜΩ ŦƻǊ ƪƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛŎǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

were used in a variety of ways. The connection between royal and saint was 

escalating by the 10th century and relics were pervading many areas of royal 

proceedings (Rollason 1982: 96). 

 

Relics were frequently used in legal matters. They were used in the swearing of oaths, 

as depicted in the Bayeux Tapestry, where Harold is shown with one hand on what 

has been interpreted as a portable reliquary, and the other on relics on an altar whilst 

swearing fealty (allegiance) to William (see Fig. 2.5) (Rollason 1982: 97). According to 

the Life of King Alfred, in 876 he demanded that the Danish army swear an oath of 

loyalty to him, on relics (Rollason 1989: 163; Rollason 1982: 97).   

 

 

Fig. 2.5: Segment of the Bayeux Tapestry depicting Harold swearing 

fealty on relics (http://www.bayeuxtapestry.org.uk/ ) 

 

Relics were also used in matters of ordeals, which essentially were divine tests, to 

determine if someone was guilty or innocent of a crime (Rollason 1989: 171-172). 
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Due to the divine power imbued in relics, they could be used to validate judgements 

(Rollason 1986: 96). Not only did these tests take place within a church, but saints 

wŜǊŜ ƛƴǾƻƪŜŘ ŀƴŘ ΨLƴ ŦƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȄǘŜŜƴ ǎǳǊǾƛǾƛƴƎ ǘŜȄǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǊŘŜŀƭ Ǌƛǘǳŀƭs from early 

ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛŎǎ ƛǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǇǊŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘΩ όwƻƭƭŀǎƻƴ мфуфΥ мфоύΦ  

 

Relics were taken out in battle, as a deterrent to the opposition. King thelred 

decreed that in response to imminent invasion by Vikings in the late 10th century, 

processions of relics were ordered to proceed to ward off the threat (Rollason 1982: 

99; Rollason 1989: 194). The participation of the general public in the translation of 

relics has been noted (see Section (2.2.4) (iv)) but now the military and royalty were 

also intrinsically involved in these processions.  Relics were believed to have had 

supernatural powers, the benefits of which were bestowed on royal leaders in battle, 

in return for their loyalty to that particular saint. The presence of relics in these 

processions and the general knowledge that they would be taken into battle must 

also have served an important role for kings (Geary 1978: 70). It is unlikely that the 

Viking invaders, for example, would have been deterred by the sight of relics, but 

their presence would undoubtedly have bolstered thelredΩǎ ŀǊƳȅΩǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ 

would be victorious. The monks of Ely also carried the relics of a St Wendred, with 

the army who marched against Cnut (Rollason 1982: 99). The use of relics in these 

circumstances, relics which were already revered by lay and ecclesiastical society, 

was an affirmation by the kings of the power of relics and of the saints from which 

they derived.   

 

(2.3.4) The Winchester Cathedral Mortuary Boxes: A Legacy of Royal Translations 

The prestige, reverence and awe shown to translated individuals by the general 

public and ecclesiastical communities was considerable. Translated saints were the 

closest connection a person on earth could have to God and heaven. The miracles 

attributed to their skeletal material or preserved bodies, was proof of a holy presence 

within the remains. The worship of these people, centuries after their death, 

combined with the continuous miraculous occurrences accredited to them, 

effectively made these people immortal. This must surely have been noted by the 

royal kings, who at the height of the translation cult in the 9th and 10th centuries were 
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vying for political domination of England (Rollason 1982; Rollason 1986; Rollason 

1989; Hadley 2000b; Hadley & Richards 2001c). Seeing the state of reverence that 

was bestowed on saints, it must be no coincidence that kings desired the same for 

their bodies, post-mortem. To assure this post-depositional respect and guaranteed 

continued worship, not only must the king be Christian, but he must be remembered 

as a pious Christian king, one who may be regarded as saintly, even if he was not 

ordained (see Section (2.3.2) (ii)). In addition to offering patronage of certain wealthy 

and influential ecclesiastical establishments, kings, by likening themselves to saints, 

hoped to preserve the respect from the population that they received during life. 

Kings were chosen by God to rule, and so they inherently held a level of sanctity that 

all other people did not. This connection to God, holiness and saintliness set them 

apart from everyone else, while simultaneously equating them to canonised saints. 

¢ƘŜ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎŜŀǎŜŘ ƭŀȅ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ŘƛǎŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƘŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ 

setting it inside a church was, in theory, a representation of a translation. By doing 

so, it must have been intended for that king to be regarded as being in the same 

category as translated saints. This act was not necessarily ordered by the king himself 

but was carried out by someone who also stood to gain by committing these acts of 

respect.  

 

Such an act is exemplified by the six mortuary chests at Winchester Cathedral. These 

boxes supposedly contain the skeletal remains of kings (Crook 1999; Crook 2011: 

174-6). In 1093-4 an unknown number of coffins containing the bodies of kings were 

brought inside the new Winchester Cathedral, from the Old Minster, and were placed 

between the piers of the choir arcade (Crook 1999: 202). This act of relocation of the 

ƪƛƴƎǎΩ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊΣ ŀƴŘ their deposition in the choir by the altar, is 

in itself reminiscent of a translation procedure and must surely have been a 

deliberate and intentional act of association of the kings with saintliness (see Section 

(2.2.4) (vi)). ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ммру ōȅ .ƛǎƘƻǇ .ƭƻƛǎΣ ǿƘƻ ΨǊŀƛǎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ 

ŀ ƭƻǿƭȅ ǇƭŀŎŜΩ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƪƛƴƎǎΩ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎΣ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ƭŜŀŘ ōƻȄŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜƳ 

moved closer to the altar (Crook 1999: 202). Significantly, he simultaneously 

gathered the remnants of his predecessors at Winchester, and collectively placed 

their remains amongst those of the monarchs (Crook 1999). This act was a deliberate 
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and intentional association or comparison of the kings with the saints/saintly 

ŜŎŎƭŜǎƛŀǎǘƛŎǎΥ ΨƘŜ ǘƘǳǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘŜŘ ŀ prolonged sequence of arrangements for housing 

the remains of pre-Conquest individuals who, though not saints, were regarded as 

ōŜƴŜŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ ²ƛƴŎƘŜǎǘŜǊΩ ό/Ǌƻƻƪ нлммΥ мтрύΦ .ƻǘƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ǝŀƛƴ 

esteem from the association; the monarchs were being compared to, and treated as, 

holy men, the ecclesiastics were deemed worthy to be in the vicinity of royalty, while 

both were being treated as saints. This act also affirmed the status of the kings and 

was a sign of loyalty to the past and current monarchy; the royal line had approval 

from the Church. Perhaps not coincidentally, Bishop Blois was also royal, and the 

younger brother of King Stephen of England (Davis 1990).  

 

There is speculation as to who exactly is contained within the mortuary chests. Even 

ōȅ ǘƘŜ ммрлΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻȄŜǎ was not known, as the 

sarcophagi from which Bishop Henry obtained the royal and ecclesiastical bones 

were not inscribed (Crook 2011: 175). The presence of these prestigious people at 

Winchester was, it seems, the important issue, whether they were disarticulated and 

comingled was superfluous. The boxes and their contents resembled those of 

translated saints despite the bones not being of saints, and the intention was that 

they would be thought of and treated as such. It is still not definitively proven who is 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŜǎǘǎΣ ƻǊ Ƙƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ōƻȄŜǎΩ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ 

never been osteologically examined, and the most recent osteological assessment of 

the bones within the chests was in 1991, conducted by an architectural historian and 

the cathedral curator (Crook 1999; 203). It has recently been announced, that the 

ŎƘŜǎǘǎΩ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ƻǎǘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ŀ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

universities of Oxford and Bristol (http://www.winchester-

cathedral.org.uk/2015/02/03/the-mortuary-chests/, accessed 15th February 2015).  

 

The original number of chests and their form is not known, but it might be expected 

that they resembled shrines of translations, if this was how they were intended to be 

regarded. In 1642, Parliamentary soldiers violated the monuments within the choir 

of the cathedral, with accounts describing how they used the bones contained within 

the chests to break the glass windows of the cathedral (Crook 1999: 201).  Prior to 

http://www.winchester-cathedral.org.uk/2015/02/03/the-mortuary-chests/
http://www.winchester-cathedral.org.uk/2015/02/03/the-mortuary-chests/


  

52 
 

this point, there may have been as many as ten mortuary chests (Crook 1999: 205). 

!ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ōȅ /ǊƻƳǿŜƭƭΩǎ ǎƻƭŘƛŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ Ŏƻllected and 

rehoused in the six chests present today. It has been speculated that because the 

boxes each contain the remains of more than a single individual, that this is proof 

that there would once have been a container for each individual. However, the 

addition or inclusion of a portion or the whole skeleton of an individual to an existing 

tomb or box of a translated individual was not an uncommon occurrence (see Section 

(2.2.4) (vii)). The remains of multiples of individuals in a single mortuary chest does 

not necessarily indicate deliberate additions of people or a person to that specific 

box, as it would not have been possible to identify or differentiate between different 

disarticulated skeletons once they had been disturbed and comingled by the 

Parliamentary soldiers. In 1660 the cathedral and the chests underwent restoration, 

and the displaced bones were divided between two new chests, with an inscription 

of the 1642 destruction (Crook 1999: 205). The chests are now marked as follows, 

although the inscriptions have by no means been proven to be accurate: the 

easternmost chest on the north side of the choir supposedly contains the remains of 

Cynegils and Ethelwulf; the easternmost chest on the south side of the choir is 

marked as containing Edmund; the central chest on the north side is believed to 

Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴ /ȅƴŜǿǳƭŦΩǎ ŀƴŘ 9ƎōŜǊǘΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎΤ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ŎƘŜǎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘ ǎƛŘŜ ƛǎ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ 

as containing Eadred; the two remaining chests are said to contain the remains of 

Rufus, Cnut, Emma, Hardacnut and numerous other unidentified kings (Crook 2011: 

175). 
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2.4: Archaeological Evidence for Translations & Elevations 

(2.4.1) Lesser Translations 

  

Various archaeological sites have been identified as potentially exhibiting evidence 

for translations. These include the church of St Anne, Lewes (Eŀǎǘ {ǳǎǎŜȄύΣ {ǘ hǎǿŀƭŘΩǎ 

Priory (Gloucester), and {ǘ DǊŜƎƻǊȅΩǎ aƛƴǎǘŜǊΣ YƛǊƪŘŀƭŜ (North Yorkshire), and the 

church of St Anne, the Carthusian Charterhouse, Coventry (West Midlands) and the 

Abbey of St Mary of Rushen (Isle of Man) (Butler 1988; Godfrey 1928; Heighway & 

Bryant 1999; Rahtz & Watts 1998; Watts et al. 1997; Soden 1995). None of these 

examples exhibit indisputable proof of translations, but they are considered as 

probable or possible based on some of their defining characteristics as outlined 

above (see Section (2.2.4)). 

 

There are additional sites to these few examples which exhibit definitive translation 

evidence, but they are not considered to be translations of the form discussed so far 

(Sloane & Gilchrist 2005: 160-80). These translations were not the relocation of a 

saintly person in order that they may be considered canonised, but are examples of 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜōǳǊƛŀƭ ƻŦ ΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ 

the medieval period remains of people, whether skeletonised or not, were frequently 

moved or translated from one location to another for a variety of reasons. In the will 

ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ ƻŦ !ǊǳƴŘŜƭΣ ŘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ мпурΣ ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿƛǎƘŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ōƻŘȅ ǘƻ ΨǊŜǎǘ 

ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎŜŀǎƻƴΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƛǎƘ ŎƘurch of Edeson, or Addesdon (Buckinghamshire), but 

that ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ΨǎŜŀǎƻƴΩ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜΣ Ƙƛǎ ǿƛŦŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ΨǊŜƳƻǾŜ Ƴȅ ōƻƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōǊƛƴƎ 

ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ DǊŜȅ CǊƛŀǊǎ ƻŦ 5ƻǊŎƘŜǎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƭŀȅ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻƛǊΧΩ 

(Orme 2007: 97-8). This is technically a request for a translation to occur, but it is 

devoid of the typical characteristics by which translations undertaken as part of the 

process of canonisation are defined (see Section (2.2.4)). Gilchrist and Sloane define 

this type of translation as examples of Ψƭesser translations Χ the deliberate removal 

and reburial of one (or more) individual(s) in a manner that suggests considerably 

more attention than that given to the reburial of charnelΩ όDƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ ϧ {ƭƻŀƴŜ нллрΥ 

197).  
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There is also a distinct differentiation between those translations dating to the 7th-

11th century and the lesser translations. The majority of the lesser translations 

occurred after the 11th century (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 197-199). It seems that in 

the early centuries it was mainly, if not only, saintly people who were translated, with 

comparatively little evidence for the lesser translations that Gilchrist and Sloane 

describe. From the 11th century onwards it was the remit of the papacy to grant 

permission for people to be translated (see Section (2.2.3)). Once this law was 

established, it may have altered how translations were regarded in general; the post-

depositional movement of a person from one location to another need not now 

necessarily have represented their canonisation and so translations may have 

ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ƻǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŦƻǊ ΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƭŜǎǎŜǊ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ 

discussed more extensively in Chapter 4 as part of the more general discussion on 

post-depositional movement of individuals. 

 

(2.4.2) Potential Archaeological Sites of Translation & Elevation 

(i) Saƛƴǘ DǊŜƎƻǊȅΩǎ aƛƴǎǘŜǊΣ YƛǊƪŘŀƭŜ (North Yorkshire) 

The church of Sainǘ DǊŜƎƻǊȅΩǎ aƛƴǎǘŜǊΣ YƛǊƪŘŀƭŜ (North Yorkshire) dates 

to the 11th century (Rahtz & Watts 1998; Watts et al. 1997). Inscriptions 

found on a sundial in the south porch of the church indicate that there 

was once an older church on the site, which was in a state of disrepair by 

the mid-11th century (Watts et al. 1997). Fragmentary pieces of an 

inscribed lead plaque were found during excavations to the north of the 

churchyard (see Fig. 2.6). The inscription on the six pieces of lead has 

been dated to between the late 7th and mid-10th centuries based on the 

letter forms (Watts et al. 1997). The plaque is not complete and 

consequently deciphering the inscription has been problematic (Watts et 

al. 1997: 63). 
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Fig. 2.6: The fragments of lead plaque excavated at Kirkdale Minster 

(after Watts et al.  1997: 55) 

 

The text has been interpreted as referring to a reliquary of some sort: 

ΨǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜόǎύ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ 

more people buried, or deposited, in a ban-c[yst] άōƻƴŜ-ŎƘŜǎǘέ ƻǊ 

άŎƻŦŦƛƴέΩ ό²ŀǘǘǎ et al. мффтΥ спύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ΨŎŜǎǘΩ ƛƴ hƭŘ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ 

interpreted as the language in which the inscription was written, is a 

derivative of the [ŀǘƛƴ ǿƻǊŘ ΨŎƛǎǘŀΩ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ΨōƻȄΩ: ΨLǘ ǿƛƭƭ ǎǘŀƴŘ ƻƴ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ 

as a term for a coffin or theca within which holy remains are or have been 

keptΩ (Watts et al. мффтΥ срύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊŜŦƛȄ ƻŦ ΨōŀƴΩ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ΨōƻƴŜΩ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ 

indicates that the plaque once referred to a chest of bones (Watts et al. 

1997: 64-6). There is some speculation that the inscription might refer to 

the relics of St Birinus although this is tentative (Watts et al. 1997: 69). St 

Birinus died in 650 and was translated from Dorchester to Winchester 

c.980, after which King Cnut made a portable reliquary for his relics in 

1035 (Watts et al. 1997: 70). There is also a remote possibility that the 

text may be interpreted as referring to a corpse as opposed to bones but 

general consensus advocates that this is not the most plausible 

interpretation (Watts et al. 1997: 74). There are strong indications in 

addition to the inscription, that this plaque may indeed once have been 

part of a translation. Although none of the references to translations in 

the documentary record mention plaques or inscribed shrines, it is 
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feasible to argue that some may have been marked in this manner. The 

shrine of St Wite, Whitchurch Canonicorum, for example, consists of a 

stone coffin containing a lead box in which are the supposed bones of 

saint Wite (see Section (2.2.4) (viii)). This box is inscribed with text 

referring to the contentǎΤ ΨƘŜǊŜ ǊŜǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƻŦ {ǘ ²ƛǘŜΩ (Waters 1980; 

Syer 2005). A second indicator that there may once have been a 

translated burial at Kirkdale is in the form of two decorated slabs dating 

to the 8th and 9th centuries, which are now located under the north arcade 

of the 11th-century church. It is conceivable that these were once part of 

ΨōƻȄ ǎƘǊƛƴŜǎΣΩ ŀ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǎƘǊƛƴŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜƭŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ōƻƴŜǎ ό²ŀǘǘǎ et al. 

1997: 75). As the slabs are not in their original location and represent only 

one element of a shrine or tomb, it may be construed that they were in 

disrepair by the mid-11th century when the church was rebuilt, and were 

reused as part of the new church fabric. Other pre-11th-century masonry 

was reused in this manner, most notably the sundial stone in the south 

porch: ΨǘƘŜ sundial stone is not in situ in its present location Χ the sundial 

stone is not a specially-made slab Χ but the side of a sarcophagusΩ ό²ŀǘǘǎ 

et al. 1997: 89). It is plausible that the 8th- and 9th-century slabs once 

constituted shrines to translated individuals and that the lead plaque was 

also a part of these shrines. Parts of the plaque fragments show signs of 

melting. This, combined with the discovery of the lead pieces to the 

exterior of the churchȅŀǊŘΩǎ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊȅ ǿŀƭƭ όǎŜŜ CƛƎΦ 2.7), indicate that the 

plaque may have been discarded as rubbish, and the shrines to which it 

ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ŘƛǎƳŀƴǘƭŜŘΣ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŀǘΣ ƻǊ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ 

rebuilding in the 11th century: ΨLǘǎ ώǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǉǳŜΩǎ] proximity to a 

concentrated area of metal-working debris may suggest that it had been 

gathered, when it was no longer usefulΩ ό²ŀǘǘǎ et al. 1997: 75). If the 

ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǉǳŜΩǎ ƛƴǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ 

supposed that it would have originally been located inside the pre-11th-

century church (see Section (2.2.4) (vi)). To the west of the church was a 

small charnel pit containing, amongst other disarticulated bones, three 
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crania (Rahtz & Watts 1998: 422). It is here suggested that these remains 

may represent the displaced contents of the potential bone casket.  

 

 

Fig. 2.7: Location of plaque fragments (highlighted in blue) excavated at 

Kirkdale Minster (after Watts et al 1997: 53) 

 

(ii) St hǎǿŀƭŘΩǎ tǊƛƻǊȅΣ DƭƻǳŎŜǎǘŜǊ 

A wooden box containing the complete disarticulated skeleton of an 

adult male was found during the excavations of the nave of St hǎǿŀƭŘΩǎ 

Priory (Gloucester), in the late 1990s (Gilchrist & Sloane 205: 116). The 

reburial was dated to the late medieval period, c.1400 ς 1540 (Heighway 

& Bryant 1999: 199, 205). The casket measured .68m x .24m x .25 m and 

had been nailed shut (see Fig. 2.8).  

 

 

Fig. 2.8Υ ¢ƘŜ ōƻȄ ǊŜōǳǊƛŀƭΣ {ǘ hǎǿŀƭŘΩǎ tǊƛƻǊȅ όŀŦǘŜǊ IŜƛƎƘǿŀȅ ϧ .Ǌȅŀƴǘ 

1999: 206) 
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The entire skeleton, including hands and feet bones, and teeth, was 

present in this box, which indicates a careful and complete translation of 

a single individual (Heighway & Bryant 1999: 205). The casket was 

oriented on an east-west alignment in the centre of the nave of the 

church (see Fig. 2.9), but there is no mention of there having been a grave 

cut into which the box was inserted. This is in contrast to the other 

archaeological examples of potential translations discussed here, which 

invariably were found within coffins or grave cuts. The reburial was 

interpreted by the excavators as being that of a high-status individual, 

mainly due to its location amongst other high-status interments in this 

area of the church (Heighway & Bryant 1999: 205-6). It is not insinuated 

in the site report that the reburial was that of a saintly person, in the 

manner of early medieval translations, but rather that this translation 

was necessary due to the disturbance of the original tomb by rebuilding 

works being carried out on the fabric of the church (Heighway & Bryant 

1999: 206). The lack of a secondary container, in the form of a coffin, 

tomb, or grave, combined with the late date of the deposition, indicates 

that this is indeed a lesser translation. 

 

 

Fig.2.9: Location of the chest reburial (highlighted in blue) in the late 

medieval nave, St hǎǿŀƭŘΩǎ tǊƛƻǊȅ (after Heighway & Bryant 1999: 199) 
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(iii) St !ƴƴŜΩǎ /ƘŀǊǘŜǊƘƻǳǎŜΣ /ƻǾŜƴǘǊȅ (West Midlands) 

The cƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ {ǘ !ƴƴŜΩǎΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ /ŀǊǘƘǳǎƛŀƴ /ƘŀǊǘŜǊƘƻǳǎŜΣ Coventry, was 

founded in 1385 (Soden 1995). Two casket reburials were identified 

during the excavations between 1968 and 1987. The first, Grave 23, was 

located in the choir, close to the altar, in a wide grave cut (2.4 m x 0.7m 

x 1.34m) (Soden 1995: 44, 69). At the east end of this full-sized grave, was 

a complete, disarticulated skeleton of a probaōƭŜ ƳŀƭŜΣ ŀōƻǳǘ рΩрέ όǎŜŜ 

Fig. 2.10).  

 

Fig. 2.10: Location of Grave 23 and the box reburial within it, the choir, 

{ǘ !ƴƴŜΩǎ /ƘŀǊǘŜǊƘƻǳǎŜΣ /ƻǾŜƴǘǊȅ όŀŦǘŜǊ {ƻŘŜƴ мффрΥ прύ 

 

Although no casket or container was extant, the shape of the bones 

within the grave-cut indicated that they were once contained within a 

casket (Soden 1995: 69). The bones were in good condition compared to 

ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ ŀǘ {ǘ !ƴƴŜΩǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴŎluded that initially the 

skeleton had been buried at a different site, as the bones had not been 

degraded by the local acidic keuper marls as the other interments at the 

site had (Soden 1995: 69). The reburial was dated to after c.1475, the 

time at which the nave of the church was extended. It was interpreted as 

a reburial of a person of high status, possibly that of a member of the 
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church (Soden 1995: 44). The position of the reburial close to the altar, in 

the choir, does indicate a reburial of an ecclesiastic, as does the placing 

of the casket of bones in a full-sized grave (see Section (2.2.4), (4.3)). 

Many translations occurred after the dedication and completion of 

church building works (for example that of Augustine, Ethelburga, Aidan, 

Fursey, Cedd) and this may be why the reburial is dated to shortly after 

the nave extension of the church was completed, after 1475 (Soden 1995: 

44; Colgrave & Mynors 1969). However, by this time period, the post-

depositional translation of an individual did not necessarily represent the 

canonisation of that individual (see Section (2.4.1)) and the suggestion 

that this reburial represents that of a saintly translation must remain 

tentative.  

 

The second reburial, Grave 32, was located in the nave extension of the 

church, and so dates to after 1475 (Soden 1995: 71). Like the first 

reburial, the bones were placed in a full-sized grave cut (1.3m x 0.6m x 

0.28m) that extended beyond the boundary of excavation (see Fig. 2.11). 

 

 

Fig. 2.11: Location of Grave 32 containing the box reburial, highlighted 

ƛƴ ōƭǳŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǾŜΣ {ǘ !ƴƴŜΩǎ /ƘŀǊǘŜǊƘƻǳǎŜΣ /ƻǾŜƴǘǊȅ όŀŦǘŜǊ {ƻŘŜƴ 

1995:49) 
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The arrangement of the bones indicated that they had been in a casket 

of some sort despite there being no remains of this container: ΨǘƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎ 

lay along two straight lines independent of the grave cutΩ ό{ƻŘŜƴ мффрΥ 

76). The disarticulaǘŜŘ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƳŀƭŜ сΩ in height. This is 

unusually tall for a man of this time period (Roberts & Cox 2003: 248). 

The long bones are determined to have been deliberately damaged at the 

time of the translation, as they have been broken, presumably in order 

to fit them into the casket (Soden 1995: 76). Although this reburial 

technically constitutes a translation, it is here suggested that it 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀ ΨƭŜǎǎŜǊ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴΩ όǎŜŜ {ŜŎǘƛƻƴ ό2.4.1)), or the reburial of an 

individual but one which did not comprise canonisation. This is indicated 

by the location of the reburial in the nave, as opposed to the choir (see 

Section (2.2.4) (vi)). The reburial has also been dated to between 1475 

and 1539, the time at which the nave of the church was being extended 

(Soden 1995: 54) and it is plausible that the primary interment site of the 

individual in Grave 32 was disturbed by these building works, and hence 

relocated to the new location due to necessity.   

 

(iv) The Church of St Anne, Lewes (East Sussex) 

In the early 20th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ ǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀƴŎƘƻǊƛǘŜΩǎ ŎŜƭƭ 

was discovered at the Church of St Anne, Lewes (East Sussex) (Godfrey 

1928). The cell was located beside the chancel and included a squint or 

slanted opening allowing visual access from the cell into the chancel 

(Godfrey 1928: 166). In this cell was a grave which contained a casket of 

bones placed underneath a stone inscribed with the words: ΨInclusa 

Sancte Marie de WestoutΩ όDƻŘŦǊŜȅ мфнуΥ мстύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ 

reference to a woman, Marie de WestoǳǘΣ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨŜƴŎƭƻǎŜŘΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ŎŀǎƪŜǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ΨǇŀǎǘ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ 

ŀƎŜΩ ōǳǘ ƴƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƴŀȅ ǘŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ōŜ 

ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎΦ Lƴ ŦƻǊƳΣ 

the site marginally reflects that of the translation tombs or boxes 
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described above, where the box containing the bones of an individual 

were placed within an earth-cut grave, which exhibited signs of it having 

been modified to mimic a stone coffin: Ψ.Ŝƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǎǉǳƛƴǘ ǘƘŜ plaster of 

the recess continued to the bottom of the grave, which formed the back 

of the shaped coffinΩ ό{ŎƘƳƛŘǘ ϧ ±ƻǎǎ 2000). It has also been claimed that 

ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŎŜ ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ΨōƻŀǊŘ ƻǊ ŎƻǾŜǊΩ όDƻŘŦǊŜȅ мфнуΥ мстύΦ 

It is suggested that once this board decayed, the bones within the grave 

were disinterred and placed within the wooden box, which was then 

reinterred in the grave. Godfrey interpreted the site as having been the 

original grave of the anchoress, whom he presumed was represented by 

the bones in the box. It is here tentatively interpreted, that this site may 

represent a potential elevation, rather than a translation. It appears that 

the anchoress was originally buried in the grave within the cell of the 

church, below the squint. At some point her skeleton was disinterred and 

reinterred in a box back into the same grave. This reinterment, combined 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǘƻƴŜ ƛƴǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻȄΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎΣ 

indicates that the woman might have been elevated.  

 

(v) St Mary of Rushen (Isle of Man)  

One final site to be considered is that of the abbey of St Mary of Rushen 

(Isle of Man). The site was excavated between 1978 and 1979 (Butler 

1988). The site dates to the 12th century when the church dedicated to 

St Mary of Rushen was founded (Butler 1988: 60). During the excavations, 

a stone coffin was discovered buried in the centre of the choir, the region 

which can also be known as the sanctuary (see Section (2.2.4) (vi)). The 

ŎƻŦŦƛƴ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƳǇƻǎŜŘ ƻŦ ƳƻǊǘŀǊŜŘ ǎƳŀƭƭ όсέύ ǎǘƻƴŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

coffin held a wooden chest placed in the centre of the coffin, which 

contained the bones of three individuals. Apart from a bronze chain 

ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƻƴŜ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻȄΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻŦŦƛƴ ǿŀǎ ŜƳǇǘȅΥ Ψŀ ŎƘŜǎǘ ƻŦ ōƻƴŜǎ 

had been placed in the centre of the coffin and three individuals were 

represented. A gilt bronze chain of 27 links lay against the north side of 

ǘƘŜ ŎƘŜǎǘΩ ό.ǳǘƭŜǊ мфууΥ тпύΦ bƻ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ 
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ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜŘΣ ƛŦ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΣ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŜǎǘΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻȄΩǎ 

dimensions were, what specific bones were within the box, or if they 

were comingled. No evidence was recorded of any above-ground marker 

of the coffin, but as the exterior of the coffin had been disturbed during 

the Dissolution and in the 19th century, it is possible that one once 

existed. The excavator also noted that there was no cover to the coffin, 

ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ƭƛŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅΩ ό.ǳǘƭŜǊ мфууΥ тпύΦ 

This burial may be considered as a translation as it conforms to some of 

the defining characteristics identified in Section (2.2.4). The coffin was 

buried in the choir, the region in front of the altar, which is the place to 

where numerous translations were relocated (see Section (2.2.4) (vi)). 

¢ƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜŘ ŀ ΨǘȅǇƛŎŀƭΩ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊƳΤ ŀ ōƻȄ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ōƻƴŜǎ 

placed within a stone coffin, sunk into the floor near the altar of a church. 

The fact that three individuals were within the same box is also 

reminiscent of the translation of Bishops Eosterwine and Sigfrid by Bishop 

Acca (Farmer 2004: 208). Their bones were put into the same container 

which was then buried beside the coffin of a third bishop, Bishop 

Benedict, in front of the altar, and hence in the same region as the coffin 

in the church of St Mary of Rushen was buried. The bronze chain may also 

be an indication of the sacred nature of the coffin contents. Religious or 

valuable items were occasionally interred with the caskets of translated 

ōƻƴŜǎΤ /ǳǘƘōŜǊǘΩǎ ŎƻŦŦƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǘŜȄǘƛƭŜǎΣ ŀ ŎƻƳōΣ ŀ ǇƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ŀƭǘŀǊΣ ŀƴŘ 

a cross (Battiscombe 1959: 2-17; Bonner et al. 1989: 231-366). It is also 

well documented that interments of ecclesiastics in the early medieval 

period often contained liturgical items (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 160-183; 

Daniell 1999; Hadley 2001). Although the chain is not described in any 

detail, its presence within the coffin may indicate the special status of the 

individuals within the wooden box. The precise location of the chain in 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƻȄ ƛǎ ǳƴŎƭŜŀǊ ŀǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ Ψƭŀȅ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘΩ ǘƘŜ 

chest, but whether this was the exterior or interior of the box is not 

clarified (Butler 1988: 74). 
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(2.4.3) Articulated Versus Disarticulated Translations & Elevations 

There does not appear to be a distinction for the form of shrine in which translated 

or elevated remains were reinterred, depending solely on whether the person was 

articulated and incorrupt, or disarticulated and fully skeletonised, at the time the 

translation or elevation was undertaken. In both cases, where stated, the translated 

remains were placed within a normal sized stone tomb or coffin. It was expected by 

those who translated the remains of Etheldreda, at Ely in 660, that she would be fully 

decomposed and therefore skeletonised (Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 394-5). This is 

demonstrated by the surprise expressed by those committing the translation when 

they found her body to be uncorrupted (Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 395). Yet when it 

was initially decided to perform the translation, sixteen years after the death of 

Æthelthryth, Sexburg ordered monks from the community at Ely to search for stone 

suitable with which to make a coffin. The intention must have been to build a full size 

coffin as the brethren returned with a sarcophagus (Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 395). 

The body of Æthelthryth was reinterred in this sarcophagus, and as she was 

articulated, it must have been large enough to hold her boŘȅΥ ΨǘƘŜ ƳŀƛŘŜƴǎ Χ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ 

it [ÆthelthrythΩǎ ōƻŘȅϐ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ, and placed it in the sarcophagus which they 

broughtΩ όColgrave & Mynors 1969: 395). The disarticulated bones of St Wite are 

inside a box, itself set inside a full-sized stone coffin (see Fig. 2.2). As noted by 

{ǇǳǊǊŜƭƭΣ Ψŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜΣ ōǳǘ ŘƛǎŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘΣ ǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ 

ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜǊΣ ŀǎ ǿŀǎ {ǘΦ ²ƛǘŀΩǎ ώ²iteΩǎϐ ŀǘ ²ƘƛǘŎƘǳǊŎƘ /ŀƴƻƴƛŎƻǊǳƳΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ 

outwardly enshrined Χ in such a way as to suggest a complete skeleton or body 

properly laid outΩ ό{ǇǳǊǊell 2000: 73). The shrine to St Bertram in Holy Cross Church, 

Ilam (Staffordshire), is believed to contain the disarticulated bones of St Bertram or 

Bertelin, which are inside a full-sized stone coffin, the 12th-century hogs-back cover 

of which is visible inside the shrine (see Figs 2.12 & 2.13) (Crook 2011: 243).  
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Figs 2.12 & 2.13: The shrine of St Bertram, Holy Cross Church, Ilam 

(left). Close up of the hog-back tomb cover inside the shrine (right) 

όtƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ƻǿƴύ 

 

Frequently, shrines were constructed over the grave of the saintly person, whether 

the translation or elevation had already occurred. This is exemplified in the 

description of the grave and shrine of Chad. His body was translated inside the 

Church of St Peter, Lastingham (North Yorkshire) and a wooden structure was 

constructed over the original site of his grave, after his bones were removed. 

According to Bede, Ψ/ƘŀŘΩǎ place of burial is a wooden coffin in the shape of a little 

house, having an aperture in its side, through which those who visit it out of devotion 

Ŏŀƴ ƛƴǎŜǊǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜ ƻǳǘ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘǳǎǘΩ (Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 

347ύΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǿƻƻŘŜƴ ǘƻƳōΩ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇǘƛŜŘ ƎǊŀǾŜ ƻŦ /ƘŀŘΣ ƛǘ 

appearǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻǊ ǘȅǇŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻƴŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ƻǾŜǊ {ǘ .ŜǊǘǊŀƳΩǎ 

translated remains and under St WiteΩǎ ŎƻŦŦƛƴ όsee Figs 2.2, 2.12 & 2.13) (Crook 1990: 

53). This particular style of shrine is referred to as a ΨǘƻƳō-ǎƘǊƛƴŜΩ ōȅ /ǊƻƻƪΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙe 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ΨǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ over graves considered worthy of veneration 

(whether occupied or empty), and their main feature was the provision of apertures 

ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǇƛƭƎǊƛƳǎ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀǊŎƻǇƘŀƎǳǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΩ ό/rook 1990: 50). The grave of 

St Swithun had a similar structure built over it, as recorded in contemporary 

ŎƘǊƻƴƛŎƭŜǎ ό/Ǌƻƻƪ мффлΥ рмύΦ LŦ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ƎǊŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŜǊŜŎǘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ƛǘ 

prior to their translation, then relocating the whole tomb structure as well as the 

skeleton of that person would not only ensure recognition of the new site of 
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translation, but it would also explain why disarticulated bones were kept inside such 

an unnecessarily large container.  

 

The addition of a tomb-shrine over the translation plus the placing of the bone casket 

inside a stone coffin may also have had practical reasons. The tomb containing the 

translated remains of St Thomas of Canterbury had a shrine similar to that of St Wite 

and Bertram, erected over the site, which it is recorded, was to protect the coffin 

ǿƘƛƭŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǇŜǊƳƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǇƛƭƎǊƛƳǎ ǘƻ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƻǳŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƛƴǘΩǎ ǘƻƳō ό/Ǌƻƻƪ мффлΥ рмύΦ 

Having a large shrine would also allow more pilgrims at a time be in the vicinity of, to 

ǘƻǳŎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǇǊŀȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƛƴǘΩǎ ǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ǘƘŀƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎ were merely set 

inside a small box. The current form of the shrine of St Wite indicates that the tomb 

and tomb-shrine were both translated at the same time from their original location 

to the north transept of the church, to the right of the altar. The tomb-shrine contains 

three large apertures, to allow pilgrims physical contact with the coffin lid or ground 

above the coffin of St Wite (see Fig. 2.2). However, the stone coffin which contains 

the lead box of St WiteΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎ ƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƳō-shrine, not underneath it, which 

defeats its purpose. It is believed that either at the time of translation or after its 

translation inside the church, the coffin was moved to its current position, above the 

tomb-shrine (Crook 1990: 53). It is probable that this was carried out in the 13th 

century when the shrine is thought to have been translated inside the church, but 

may be attributable to the 19th century when the tomb was opened by antiquarians 

(see Section (2.2.4) (viii)) (Waters 1980; Syer 2005). 
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2.5. Discussion: The Significance of Post-Depositional Disturbance in Relation 

to Translations 

(2.5.1) How Were Translations Perceived Contemporarily?  

 

According to contemporary writers in the early centuries of Christianity in Europe, 

the disturbance of graves was not something to be undertaken lightly. In 386 the 

/ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ wƻƳŀƴ 9ƳǇŜǊƻǊ ¢ƘŜƻŘƻǎƛǳǎ L ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψbƻ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊ ŀ ōǳǊƛŜŘ 

body to another place. No person shall sell the relic of a martyr; no person shall traffic 

in them. But if any of the saints had been buried in any place whatever, persons shall 

have it in their power to add whatever building they may wish in veneration of such 

a place, and such a building is to be called a martyriumΩ ό/Ǌƻƻƪ нлммΥ тύΦ ¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴǎ 

viewed death as a contaminant and before the advent of Christianity bodies and 

graves were not disturbed, and cemeteries were deliberately located outside of city 

walls, away from the living (Rollason 1989: 9-ммύΦ ¢ƘŜƻŘƻǎƛǳǎΩ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ 

the Papacy and Rome, on post-depositional disturbance may have derived from this 

long-held Roman view. From the late 4th century, it was being suggested that 

secondary or non-corporeal relics of saints had virtually the same effect as corporeal 

relics and were being advocated by Rome as such, in order to prevent the 

disintegration and dispersal of primary relics and bodies of saints (Rollason 1989: 10-

11). When the Byzantine empress Constantina requested Pope Gregory the Great to 

send her a portion of St Paul as a relic in 594, he was horrified, but instead offered to 

send her secondary relics, which purportedly held the same sacred value (Rollason 

1989: 11; Crook 2011: 7).  

 

By the 7th century, the rule of Rome over the matter of dismembering corporeal relics 

was dwindling. After the Synod of Whitby, 664, the bishop of Lindisfarne is recorded 

as having taken some of the bones of St Aidan back to Ireland with him (Rollason 

1989: 27). The fact that some saints had been dismembered at death may have 

served as a justification for further dismemberment after their death. Oswald was 

murdered and dismembered in 642 by the pagan king Penda, after which his remains 
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were enshrined and revered at multiple locations in England (Rollason 1989: 28; Cox 

2002: 270). The post-mortem segmentation of a deceased person may have been 

justifiable, but the actual disinterment of a person, post-deposition, was a different 

ƳŀǘǘŜǊΦ tǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ 9ƳǇŜǊƻǊ ¢ƘŜƻŘƻǎƛǳǎΩ ŘŜŎǊŜŜ ƛƴ оусΣ 9ƳǇŜǊƻǊ ¢ǊŀƧŀƴ ƘŀŘ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

the exhumation of tombs was acceptable, but only under exceptional circumstances 

such as flooding or the threat of permanent damage (Crook 2011: 6-7). The 

disinterment and relocation of bodies was occurring with greater frequency by the 

late 4th and 5th centuries in Eastern Europe, and the practice seems to have been 

adopted by England by at least the 7th century (Crook 2011: 6-11). It would appear 

that so long as the person was being disinterred and/or relocated in order to better 

preserve their memory or physical remains, then it was justifiable and was not 

viewed in a negative light.  

 

There are various indications that it was believed that the saints themselves were 

requesting their own disinterment. Holy light beaming from heaven onto the grave 

of an individual is recorded numerous times in Lives of saints and in Bede (Colgrave 

& Mynors 1969; Farmer 2004). The holy status of Peter was revealed to the 

ƛƴƘŀōƛǘŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ !ƳōƭŜǘŜǳǎŜΣ CǊŀƴŎŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ōǳǊƛŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǳƴǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘΣ Ǿƛŀ Ψŀ 

ƘŜŀǾŜƴƭȅ ƭƛƎƘǘΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ƎǊŀǾŜ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƴƛƎƘǘ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ aȅƴƻǊǎ мфсфΥ 

ммтύΦ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ǿŀǎ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ŘƛǎƛƴǘŜǊǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜōǳǊƛŜŘ ΨǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ 

ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǎƻ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŀ ƳŀƴΩ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ ƘƛƎƘ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΣ ƛƴ .ƻǳƭƻƎƴŜ ό/ƻƭƎǊŀǾŜ ϧ aȅƴƻǊǎ 

мфсфΥ ммтύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƭƛƎƘǘ ŘƛǾƛƴŜƭȅ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ΨƭƻǎǘΩ ƻǊ ǳƴǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ǎŀƛƴǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ 

monks of Bardney Abbey were hesitant to accept the disinterred bones of King 

Oswald, until they witnessed a sign that they ought to be welcomed and revered, by 

Ψŀ ŎƻƭǳƳƴ ƻŦ ƭƛƎƘǘΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘƻƴŜ ǎƪȅǿŀǊŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƎƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜƭŘ hǎǿŀƭŘΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎ 

(Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 247; Rollason 1982). Hewald the White and Hewald the 

Black were two priests and companions of Willibrord who were murdered whilst 

travelling in Frisia in 692 (Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 481). The location of their bodies 

ǿŀǎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ōȅ Ψ! ƎǊŜŀǘ Ǌŀȅ ƻŦ ƭƛƎƘǘ ǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǾŜƴΩ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƻǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

bodies had been hidden (Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 483). The desire of God or of the 

saint themselves to be disinterred or relocated, justified the grave and bodily 

disturbance post-mortem. People also experienced visions of saints, who requested 
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their body to be translated, such as Swithun who appeared to a monk called Lantfred 

in a dream. Swithun ordered that the monk inform Bishop thelwold that he wished 

ǘƻ ōŜ ŜƭŜǾŀǘŜŘ ό/Ǌƻƻƪ нлммΥ уоύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŀƛƴǘǎΩ ƳƛǊŀŎǳƭƻǳǎ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛr own 

translations were the basis for the medieval practice of relic-stealing. This was the 

ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ŀǘǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǎŀƛƴǘΩǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎΣ ǿŀǎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ 

saint wishing to be obtained by those committing the robbery, so that they may be 

ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǾŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΥ ΨǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŀ 

saint were in the possession of an unsuitable church, their theft by the representative 

of another church was not only permissible but constituted a divine indication that 

ǘƘŜ ǎŀƛƴǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛŜŦΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜ ǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ-ǇƭŀŎŜΩ όwƻƭƭŀǎƻƴ 

1989: 180;  Geary 1978: 56, 76). The successful theft of relics was also a reflection on 

the churches in question; a church whose saint was happy for their relics to remains 

where they were signified the superior nature of that church and its patron over rivals 

(Geary 1978: 95, 109; Rollason 1989; 181).  

 

The ability of a saint to control the fate of his own body post-mortem and post-

deposition also worked in reverse. If a saint did not wish to be relocated or disturbed 

they could exact divine retribution on their disturbers. Fear or nervousness at the 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŘƛǎƛƴǘŜǊƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎŀƛƴǘǎΩ ǘƻƳōǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ 

recorded in translation accounts. In млфм ǘƘŜ Ƴƻƴƪǎ ŜȄƘǳƳƛƴƎ {ǘ !ǳƎǳǎǘƛƴŜΩǎ ōƻŘȅ 

apparently stopped and tried to replace the stone covering of his tomb from fear of 

celestial retribution, but were urged on to complete the act by the presiding abbot 

(Nilson 1998: 27). Fear was also expressed at the elevation of Cuthbert in 1104 in 

5ǳǊƘŀƳΦ ¢ƘŜ Ƴƻƴƪǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨǘǊŜƳōƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀǊŦǳƭΩ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǘƻƳō 

(Nilson 1998: 27). In the mid-10th century, Abbot Leofstan had examined the 

preserved body of St Edmund, including attempting to pull the miraculously re-

ŀǘǘŀŎƘŜŘ ƻƴŎŜ ŘŜŎŀǇƛǘŀǘŜŘ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ 9ŘƳǳƴŘΩǎ ōƻŘȅΦ CƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ 

sacrilege, Leofstan was struck blind and dumb, and the hands which had touched the 

ǎŀƛƴǘΩǎ ƘŜŀŘ ǎƻ ƛǊǊŜǾŜǊŜƴǘƭȅΣ ǿƛǘƘŜǊŜŘ όbƛƭǎƻƴ мффуΥ нт-8). An unjustified post-

mortem disturbance was swiftly dealt with by divine punishment of the perpetrator. 

These attitudes illustrate that there was some level of fear at unjustified disturbance 

of a dead body. It appears to have been believed that saints, particularly uncorrupted 
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saints, still retained an element of life. This same belief is evident in later medieval 

ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻŜƳǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘƻǿ ƻǊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ΨŀƭƛǾŜΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ graves (see Fig. 2.14) 

(see Chapter 6). There was also an early medieval belief that bodies could come alive 

and move around to avenge those who had wronged them in life (Joynes 2001).  

 

 

Fig. 2.14: 15th century image from German Office of The Dead, of a 

deceased man talking to God (after Binski 1996: Plate VI) 

 

!ǎƛŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨŘŜƎǊŜŜǎΩ ƻŦ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ ǘƘŜ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

the lay communities regarding translations and the disturbance of graves is not 

recorded in as much detail as that of the ecclesiastics. Translations were an exclusive 

practice; only higher order ecclesiastics and royalty could be directly involved with 

the custom, and hagiographical and documentary accounts focus on the ecclesiastic 

or royal outlook and perceptions of grave disturbance in relation to translations 

(Farmer 2004; Colgrave & Mynors 1969; Keynes 2007). The attitudes of the lay or 

ΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ƛƴ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ 

as that of Erkenwald, Swithun and Thomas Becket (see Section (2.2.5)). Non-

ecclesiastics also feature in numerous accounts of visions of saints who appeared to 

peasants or other lay members of society. Aside from these scant details it is difficult 

ǘƻ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ disinterment of saints, but as it was an 

accepted and reverent practice in the eyes of the clergy and the royalty, it cannot 

have been regarded with disdain by lay people, who comprised the majority of the 
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population. The fear or wariness expressed in some accounts of those partaking in 

the physical disinterment of a saint was probably also felt by the general population 

ς if a saint could reprimand someone, let alone a member of clergy, from beyond the 

grave, then how a lowly peasant might expect to be treated in such a circumstance 

would be far worse.  

 

Yet from the 7th century, translations were not the sole post-depositional 

occurrences that were practiced in England. There is evidence to suggest that various 

other types of intentional post-depositional disturbances were taking place, 

throughout England in the early centuries of Christianity, in relation to non-secular 

graves. It will be necessary to look at these other contemporary post-mortem 

activities in order to fully comprehend the magnitude and role of post-depositional 

funerary activity in the Christian Anglo-Saxon period. These behaviours and attitudes 

towards the buried dead may have derived from pre-Christian funerary practices, but 

with the concurrent initiation of translations and elevations, they may have been 

viewed as a justification for other disinterment activities to continue or escalate. 

Although documented reactions to translations is strikingly absent with regard to the 

lay population, the prevailing opinion may be ascertained via an exploration of the 

other contemporary post-depositional practices utilised from the 7th century 

onwards. This analysis will form the basis for the proceeding chapter.  
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2.6. Conclusion 

 

The initiation in the 7th century of the translation of saints marks the first Christian 

structured post-depositional intentional disturbance of a burial in England. The 

exclusive practice of publicly identifying someone as a saint necessitated the act of 

disinterment. The opening and emptying of a grave was morally and liturgically 

justified as a means to an end; the exaltation of the person superseded any negativity 

and taboo regarding disinterment, and hence the desecration, of a grave. The act 

centred on the real physical remnants of an individual, indicating that a 

representation of bones was insufficient for appropriate reverence of a saint. The 

bones themselves were regarded as retaining an element of life, a crucial factor 

which can be traced in subsequent post-depositional practices of the medieval period 

(see Chapters 3-7). Each component of the translation ritual and procedure served a 

unique role in justifying the translation and maintaining its sacred nature. It is now 

apparent that even the very earliest examples conformed to a strict methodology, 

designed to preserve the dignity and sanctity of the person involved in the obtrusive 

and potentially sacrilegious act of disinterment.  

 

Translations were introduced, practiced by and pertained to ecclesiastics. The act 

represents the first structured and regimented post-depositional treatment in 

Christian England. The fact that it was initiated by higher orders of society and was 

patronised by royalty, means that it was upheld by the most powerful and influential 

people in the country. The acceptance and perception of this act by the remainder of 

the country, the ordinary lay population, was potentially the basis by which 

additional and contemporary post-deposition activities were instigated and 

validated. These other forms of disturbance will be discussed in the proceeding 

chapters.    
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CHAPTER 3: EARLY MEDIEVAL POST-DEPOSITIONAL DISTURBANCE 

 

3.1. Introduction 

 

Post-depositional disturbance of buried human remains is defined as the intentional 

or accidental movement or complete displacement of an individual or part of an 

individual, within or from their original burial context to another location. As we have 

seen, physical interaction with the buried dead could be understood to be indicative 

of derogatory treatment (see Chapter 1), the implication being that displacing 

contents of graves signifies total disregard for the individuals concerned. Amongst 

osteoarchaeologists in particular, post-depositional disturbance is considered 

generally inconsequential, and disarticulated material regarded as not necessary to 

analyse, especially where time is a constraint (see Chapter 1). The post-burial 

disturbance of graves is frequently encountered during the excavation of early 

medieval (c. 600 ς 1100) cemeteries in England. Despite the high frequency of 

secondary depositions and reburials across the period, these have been subject to 

little analysis, in comparison to the focus on funerary rites and the diversity of 

primary depositions. These post-burial incidences vary significantly in their 

manifestations and consistency between sites, with some exhibiting large-scale and 

numerous forms of disturbance, while others are relatively disturbance free, or 

exhibit limited modes of disturbance. When the ǘŜǊƳ ΨŜŀǊƭȅ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŀƴŎŜΩ ƛǎ 

used throughout this thesis, it refers to post-depositional disturbance that took place 

during the early medieval period, and not the disturbance of early medieval burials, 

in the later medieval or post-medieval periods. 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to identify and record each type of post-depositional 

disturbance reported in early medieval (7th ς 12th century) cemeteries and to 

categorise those disturbances according to their defining characteristics. This 

classification will be achieved by examining how physical interaction with the dead 

was undertaken combined with analysis of the physical manifestations of disturbed 

material in redeposition contexts. Doing so is expected to ascertain the motivations 
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inherent in the disturbance of a grave and the disinterment of its occupant, to 

distinguish regulations or prohibitions inherent in the disturbance of the dead and to 

comprehend how these occurrences were regarded and justified (or not) by 

contemporary society. This classification will form the basis for comparison to the 

post-depositional disturbances of the later medieval period (c. 1100 ς 1550), 

throughout which there is also substantial evidence for post-depositional 

disturbance. This catalogue will reveal which treatments and behaviours originated 

in the early medieval period, which persisted into the later medieval period and 

which are only evident during the early medieval period.  

 

The crossover point between the early and later medieval period was a tumultuous 

time in England; after the conversion of the country to Christianity and the political 

changes of the 10th and 11th centuries (see Chapter 2 Section (2.3.2)), there was the 

Norman Conquest in 1066, followed by further political and social change into the 

12th century (Thompson 2004: 35-40). At numerous sites discussed below there are 

burials that date to this crossover period. Where the majority of the burials belong 

to an early medieval phase (11th century or early 12th century) they have classed for 

the purposes of this thesis as early medieval burials. Where the majority of burials 

date to the later 12th century and afterwards they have been classed as later 

medieval burials.  
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3.2: Post-Depositional Disturbance in Early Medieval England 

(3.2.1) Research to Date 

 

This catalogue of post-burial activity will be directly compared to later medieval 

examples of post-depositional disturbance, to ascertain which, if any, manners of 

disturbance were continued and discontinued, and to distinguish how and why 

conduct in relation to displaced skeletal material varied and evolved throughout the 

entire medieval period. This comparative analysis will comprise Section (4.3), Chapter 

4.  

 

Numerous forms of post-burial movement and disturbance of graves and their 

contents have been identified at various early medieval cemeteries (see Table 3.1). 

Although some of these occurrences have been reported in detail within individual 

site reports, the topic of post-depositional disturbance is rarely discussed collectively 

as a subject in its own right. One notable exception to this is the study of post-

depositional disturbance in early medieval Wessex by Annia Cherryson, in which she 

highlights the frequency of occurrence of disturbances across a range of cemetery 

types (Cherryson 2005; 2007). Cherryson emphasises the normalcy and significance 

of early medieval post-depositional behaviour and provides insights into motivations 

behind the occurrences.  

 

Despite the relatively high number of cemetery sites exhibiting incidences of post-

depositional disturbance, no attempt has previously been made to categorise those 

examples. This may partly be due to the potential determination that any post-

depositional disturbance was both disrespectful and unavoidable, it taking place as a 

ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ƭƛǘǳǊƎƛŎŀƭΣ ŦǳƴŜǊŀǊȅΣ ƻǊ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΤ ΨǘƘŜ 

re-use of graves is generally characterised by a lack of respect towards the original 

ƻŎŎǳǇŀƴǘΩ (Cherryson 2005: 76). Incidences of disturbance are generally regarded as 

indicators of the cemetery in which the disturbances occurred ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ΨŦǳƭƭΩ 

(Boddington 1996: 49; Adams 1996: 182; Cherryson 2007: 133 & 136). By this it is 

meant that there was no empty cemetery space available in which to continue 
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burying the dead or conduct building works, without disturbing or displacing already 

buried individuals within that cemetery. Many, though certainly not all, cases of 

disturbance occurred in the years leading up to and after cemeteries were being 

ΨōƻǳƴŘΩ ƻǊ ŜƴŎƭƻǎŜŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ млth ς 11th century (Hadley & 

Buckberry 2005: 130; Zadora-Rio 2003; Adams 1996: 181-183; Boddington 1996: 49). 

The extent of the burial grounds was delineated, thus limiting the geographical space 

in which people could be interred, and thereby necessitating burial space to be re-

used (Gittos 2002). The same explanation is provided for incidences of post-

depositional disturbances in later medieval graveyards (see Chapters 4, 5 & 7). While 

these processes may explain why some of the disturbances occurred, it does not 

elucidate how the physical disturbance of the dead was regarded by early medieval 

communities, who could feasibly have personally known every individual interred, 

and disinterred, within their cemetery. Nor does it account for the various 

manifestations of disinterred human material which have been identified in graves 

and pits at numerous different sites. The important consideration which has not been 

addressed thus far, is how this disturbed skeletal material was treated. The manner 

in which disinterred remains were subsequently reinterred requires analysis. This will 

be achieved by identifying defining characteristics indicative of each of these forms 

of disturbance, to permit the categorisation of early medieval post-depositional 

disturbance as a whole. It is intended that this classification will permit insights into, 

not only how disturbance was regarded, but also how the seemingly unavoidable 

question of disinterment was resolved, and whether any additional considerations 

besides issues of limited space, were integral in the displacement of the dead. 
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Table 3.1: Examples of post-depositional disturbance mentioned in-text. 
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Table 3.1: Examples of post-depositional disturbance mentioned in-text (continued). 
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Table 3.1: Examples of post-depositional disturbance mentioned in-text (continued). 
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(3.2.2) Categories of Post-Depositional Disturbance 

¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǇƻǎǘ-ŘŜǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŀƴŎŜΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ the movement or displacement of 

an individual or part of that individual, within or from their initial burial location, at 

some point after their interment, and generally after complete decomposition and 

disarticulation had transpired. The disturbance may have been large scale, involving 

multiple individuals or may have only affected a single individual and interment at a 

time. The ensuing categories of disturbance have been divided into two subheadings 

on this basis. Disturbances frequently caused the complete displacement of the 

individual from their grave and their redeposition in another, unidentifiable, location. 

The disturbance of a large number of individuals, however, frequently involved only 

movement of the skeletal remains within the same grave cut with no elements being 

removed from the grave (See Table 3.1). It is apparent from this lengthy and 

convoluted definition that post-depositional disturbance encompassed a wide 

variety of behaviours in relation to interred individuals during the early medieval 

period. Despite this, little attempt has been made to distinguish between the various 

manifestations of disturbance at numerous different sites. This may, in part, be due 

to a lack of recognition of the frequency of occurrence of disturbances, resulting in 

instances of disturbed remains being marginalised in favour of investigation of 

articulated burials. The lack of detail in publications concerning disarticulated 

material reflects, perhaps, a lack of interest and an assumption that it is of little use 

and relevance to cemetery interpretations. The often limited descriptions of 

disturbed burials and skeletal material may also have served to downplay the 

quantity, intensity and variety of disturbances.  

 

The manner by which the individual came to be disturbed, how disturbed bones were 

subsequently treated, and how those disturbed remains are manifested in the re-

deposition context, are important factors in determining categories of disturbance. 

These factors demonstrate some degree of care and attention accorded to disturbed 

material, in addition to the necessity of continuing to respectfully inter the deceased 

at the sites in question. This in turn indicates that skeletal material comprising 

deceased individual/s was not solely, if at all, regarded as rubbish and its disturbance 
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a nuisance. It additionally reveals substantial evidence in relation to early medieval 

cemetery management.  

 

There now follows a detailed account and classification of all post-depositional 

disturbances dating to the early medieval period in England that have been identified 

in this course of research for the present study.  

 

1) Disturbance of Single Individuals 

(i)   Translations & Elevations 

Translations and elevations were the deliberate and intentional removal 

ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƎǊŀǾŜΣ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǊŜƭƻŎŀǘŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ōƻƴŜǎ 

ƻǊ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ōƻŘȅ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜǾŜǊŜŘ 

more appropriately in a sanctified location, as relics (see Chapter 2). This 

act of disinterring a grave signifies the first incidence of structured post-

depositional disturbance in relation to Christian practices, in that there 

was a prescribed set of procedures to adhere to in order to complete the 

translation correctly (see (2.2.4)). Translations were initially reserved for 

ecclesiastics, but in later centuries also included royalty, signifying that 

the act was an exclusive one. This category of post-depositional 

disturbance is discussed fully in the preceding chapter (see Chapter 2).  

 

 (ii)  Emptied & Empty Graves  

During numerous early medieval cemetery excavations, grave cuts have 

been identified without an inhumation being extant. The two 

interpretations postulated for these occurrences are that the graves had 

once been occupied but the inhumation was disinterred for some 

unknown reason, or that the graves were dug in preparation for future 

and imminent burials (Adams 1996: 163; Miles 1986: 68; Rodwell & 

Rodwell 1982: 294). A total of nine empty graves were excavated at 

Addingham (West Yorkshire), three of which lay partially outside the area 

under excavation and were not conclusively determined to be devoid of 

skeletal remains. A fourth, Grave F205, may have been the grave of an 
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infant whose skeletal remains did not survive to be excavated (Adams 

1996: 163). The five remaining graves were determined as being empty 

when they were filled in. This infilling is presumed to have taken place in 

a single event, as opposed to the grave having been left open for any 

extended period and filled in in stages or by natural deposition. This is 

ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ƴƻ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜǎΩ Ŧƛƭƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀȅ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ 

that they were left open for periods of time, so that the fill gradually 

accumulated. As discussed in (vi) below, there were many graves at 

Addingham which contained the remains of more than one individual, 

who were deposited at different times, meaning that the graves had been 

reopened on at least one occasion. It is postulated by the excavators that 

the former occupants of the empty graves were deliberately disinterred, 

whether articulated or disarticulated, and redeposited in these reopened 

ƎǊŀǾŜǎΤ ΨƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƎǊŀǾŜǎ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƳŜƴǘǎ Χ 

individuals were removed from these five graves (and, perhaps, others 

which have not been located), and redeposited in different graves as 

secondary intermentsΩ ό!ŘŀƳǎ мффсΥ мсоύΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ 

all the graves, which are in the same area of the cemetery (see Fig. 3.1), 

were disinterred simultaneously or if they were emptied ad hoc, when 

another burial was taking place elsewhere in the cemetery, and which 

could then accommodate that disinterred individual.  
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Fig. 3.1: Excavation plan of Addingham, (West Yorkshire), depicting the 

emptied graves (outlined in blue), all located in the north-west of the 

cemetery (after Adams 1996: 162, Fig.6) 

 

{ǘ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ /Ƙurch, Barton-Upon-Humber (Lincolnshire), also exhibited 

emptied graves. The occupants of at least thirty-five graves were 

systematically disinterred and their graves refilled prior to a new church 

being constructed over them in the 11th century (Rodwell & Rodwell 

1982: 294). Further empty graves were excavated east of the chancel of 

the church and south of the tower (Rodwell & Rodwell 1982: 301). At 

Barnstaple (Devon), prior to the Norman castle being constructed, nine 

graves were excavated which were completely devoid of human skeletal 

material (Miles 1986: 68). At Raunds Furnells (Northamptonshire), two 

ƎǊŀǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨŀōŀƴŘƻƴŜŘΣΩ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŀōƭȅ ƳƛŘ-way through 

the creation of the grave, although this is not wholly apparent in the 

excavation report. Two graves and interments are described as having 



  

84 
 

been distuǊōŜŘΣ ŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ƎǊŀǾŜ ŘƛƎƎƛƴƎ ŎŜŀǎŜŘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǘƘŜ 

ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŜŘ ōƻƴŜǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƴŜŀǘƭȅ ƭŀƛŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉƛǘ όрмууΣ DмрмнύΦΩ ό.ƻŘŘƛƴƎǘƻƴ 

мффсΥ нуύΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨǇƛǘΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ 

ǳƴŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ƎǊŀǾŜΦ ! ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƎǊŀǾŜ ǿŀǎ ŀōŀƴŘƻƴŜŘ ΨŀŦǘŜǊ Řƛslocation of the 

ƭŜŦǘ ƘǳƳŜǊǳǎ ƻŦ рнлл όDмлммύΩ ό.ƻŘŘƛƴƎǘƻƴ мффсΥ нуύΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƴƻǘ 

proposed by Boddington, it is here suggested that the inhumation within 

G1011 was still in articulation and not fully decomposed, thus 

necessitating it being left in situ and causing the new grave to be 

abandoned mid-construction (see (3.2.2) (v) and (3.3.2)).  

 

¢ƘŜ ŜƳǇǘȅƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƎǊŀǾŜǎ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ .ŜŘŜΩǎ Ecclesiastical History, 

and a reason for the disinterments is provided. Sometime in the 7th 

century, the abbess Hildilid of Barking ordered the mass disinterment of 

an unknown number of individuals buried in the ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ 

cemetery: Ψ!ǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŀǎǘŜǊȅ ǿŀǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘΣ 

she decided that the bones of the servants and handmaidens of Christ 

which had been buried there should all be taken up and transferred to 

ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƭŜǎǎŜŘ aƻǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ DƻŘ ŀƴŘ ōǳǊƛŜŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ǇƭŀŎŜΩ 

(Colgrave & Mynors 1969: 363-364, IV. 10). This example of large scale 

disinterment is earlier than the disinterments discussed thus far and 

occurred at a religious house as opposed to at the cemeteries of parish 

churches. This is one of the few documented examples of disinterment 

where the reason for grave disturbance is specifically recorded.  

 

(iii)  Wrapped Decomposing Bodies 

These are burials of individuals who were placed in their graves in a state 

of advanced decomposition. This has been determined by the physical 

position of the skeleton within the grave, which must have been very 

tightly bound for the bones to display such extreme constriction (see Figs 

3.2 & 3.3). There are numerous explanations for this type of burial. The 

individual may have died without the knowledge of anybody else and 

were only found once in a state of decomposition, at which point they 
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were wrapped to contain the decaying body, and transported to the 

cemetery for burial. It may equally have been the case that the individual 

died far away from the cemetery, and had to be transported a long 

distance, hence the body was decomposing by the time of burial came 

about. A third explanation may be that the person requested to be buried 

at a particular cemetery, which necessitated the body being taken a long 

distance, and by the time the cemetery was reached, was in an advanced 

state of decay. Finally, it could also be that the person was initially buried, 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊȅ ƻǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŘƛǎƛƴǘŜǊǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨŦƛǊǎǘΩ 

grave. At the cemetery of St Andrew Fishergate, York (North Yorkshire), 

Burial (6412), an adult female was interpreted as having been wrapped 

ΨǎǳŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƭƻǎǘΩ όǎŜŜ CƛƎΦ 3.2) (Stroud & Kemp 1993: 

159). This may have been a consideration, but it is more plausible that 

the body was wrapped to make movement easier, or to prevent body 

fluids from escaping. Both burials were tentatively dated to Period 4b of 

the site, the 11th/12th century. It is postulated by the excavators, that the 

burials may have been disturbed in a later period, 4d (Stroud & Kemp 

1993: 159). 

 

 

Fig. 3.2: Burial 6412, of a tightly wrapped individual, an adult female, 

from the early medieval phase 4b (10th ς early 12th centuries), St 

Andrew Fishergate. Note the constricted position of the skeleton (after 

Stroud & Kemp 1993: 148, Fig.42, j) 

 

It is possible that these individuals may have been wrapped and re-

wrapped more than once. Where this occurred, it is likely to have been 

done for practical reasons of replacing binding or wrapping which was 

soaked in decaying matter and was causing leakage of body fluids (see 
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Chapter 6 Section (6.2)). In some cases, it is clear that the wrapping or 

binding had to have occurred after decomposition had begun, as noted 

for a second wrapped burial (1847) at St Andrew Fishergate (see Fig. 3.3) 

(Stroud & Kemp 1993: 159).  

 

 

Fig. 3.3: Burial 1548, of a tightly wrapped individual, aged 12-14 years, 

from the early medieval phase 4b (10th ς  early 12th centuries), St 

Andrew Fishergate. Note the constricted position of the skeleton (after 

Stroud & Kemp 1993: 148, Fig.42) 

 

The burial was of a juvenile, between 12 and 14 years of age (Stroud & 

Kemp 1993: 131). Despite there not being any emptied graves noted in 

the cemetery dating to this period, it is speculated by the excavators that 

ΨǘƘƛǎ ōƻŘȅ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƭƛŦǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ grave before being placed in the shroud 

and was then redepositedΩ ό{ǘǊƻǳŘ ϧ YŜƳǇ мффоΥ мрфύΦ ¢ƘŜ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ƘŀŘ 

been placed in a very wide grave. This is an odd treatment, as the burial 

was laid on its side, as if to take up as little space as possible, negating 

the requirement of making a grave of this size (Stroud & Kemp 1993: 148-

149). It may have been intended to add more individuals to this grave, 

which for some reason did not occur.  

 

The second site to exhibit a wrapped burial is that of Raunds Furnells. 

Burial (5156), a male aged about 45, was deemed to have been tightly 

wrapped prior to burial due to the obvious constriction of the skeleton; 

Ψώ.ǳǊƛŀƭ рмрсϐ ƛǎ ǎƻ ǘƛƎƘǘƭȅ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭ-sided that it was almost certainly 

buried in a tightly wrapped shroudΩ όǎŜŜ Fig. 3.4) (Boddington 1996: 28).  
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Fig. 3.4: Burial 5156, of an adult male, who was tightly wrapped prior 

to burial. Note how the skeleton is constricted, and lies on a cranium 

and stones (after Boddington 1996: 29, Fig.31) 

 

The body had also been placed on top of both stones and the cranium of 

(5157), whose grave the burial intercut. Stone additions to graves were 

identified in over half of the graves at Raunds Furnells, were not 

restricted to adults or juveniles and were also in both male and female 

grŀǾŜǎΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƻǊǎΣ Ψ{ǘƻƴŜǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜǎ 

served one or both of two functions: to support the body, particularly the 

head, and to protect against the earth backfill and later intrusionsΩ 

(Boddington 1996: 38). The stones and crania under the wrapped body 

of (5156) did not, however, serve either of these functions. It appears 

that the intention was to prop the body off the grave floor, although the 

necessity of doing this is not apparent. It may have been a preventative 

measure to avoid the decomposing matter from coming into contact with 

the earth, as with the wrapping of the bodies at St Andrew Fishergate. 

On certain occasions, blood and other bodily fluids were regarded as 

contaminating to consecrated ground during the later medieval period, 

requiring re-consecration of the cemetery and associated church prior to 

any further burials or liturgical practices being performed (see Chapter 6 

Section (6.2)) (Daniell 1999: 94; Hadley 2001: 176). It has not been 

verified if this specific observance was in place in the early medieval 

period, although there were certainly beliefs pertaining to decomposing 

body matter and the disturbance and treatment of the dead. These may 

be interpreted as the precursor to the initiation of more structured 
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regulations concerning burial and disturbance of decomposing bodies in 

consecrated ground.  

 

(iv)  Sack Reburials  

Reburials of disarticulated individuals in sacks or bags have been 

identified at later medieval sites although only one has been noted from 

an early medieval site, that of Raunds Furnells (Boddington 1996: 28-29). 

A reburial in this manner has been identified at the later medieval 

hospital site of Partney (Lincolnshire) (see Chapter 4 Section (4.2.2) 1) 

(iv)). In both cases, it was determined that these reburials were fully 

disarticulated at the time of the secondary deposition. The example from 

Raunds Furnells contained the entire skeleton of an adult female, 

including the bones of the hands and feet (see Fig. 3.5) (Boddington 1996: 

28-29). 

 

 

Fig. 3.5: Sack or bag reburial of complete adult female skeleton (after 

Boddington 1996: 29, Fig.30) 

 

The bones were redeposited in the northern part of the cemetery in a 

small pit which was seemingly dug for the purpose of reburial, instead of 

being inserted into a grave. Judging by the shape of the bones within the 

ǇƛǘΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎǇŜŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ōŀƎ ƻǊ 

sack of some description, prior to being reburied in a small hole 

(Boddington 1996: 28). The excavators suggested that this reburial 
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represents an interment displaced by the construction of the second 

church at the site, but no interpretation is provided for why the bones 

were placed in a bag, when other displaced individuals were not 

(Boddington 1996: 28). It may be that this person was not initially buried 

within the Raunds cemetery but was transported to this secondary 

location for reburial, hence necessitating the need for a vessel of some 

description, to contain the bones during transportation. Cases of 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ skeletal remains being moved from one location to another, 

after burial and disarticulation, do occur in the early medieval period, but 

these are generally in relation to translations of people regarded as saints 

(see (i) & Chapter 2). In the later medieval period, occasionally the bodies 

of people who died abroad were boiled to separate bones from flesh, so 

as to facilitate their transport back to England for burial. This was 

normally the remit of knights or royalty, or of people who died whilst on 

pilgrimage (Daniell 1999: 87). Others were disarticulated for the purpose 

ƻŦ ǾƛǎŎŜǊŀ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ǿŀǎ ΨǎƘŀǊŜŘΩ ōȅ ƴǳƳŜǊƻǳǎ 

ecclesiastic establishments, so that their patronage could extend to more 

than one church after their death (see Chapter 4 Section (4.2.2) 1) (v)) 

(Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 80, 159-160). Others still, requested in wills that 

their bodies be disinterred and relocated after a specific time had elapsed 

(Orme 2007: 97-98). It might be that this sack reburial represents one of 

these post-depositional treatments. If so, it is one of the earliest recorded 

examples of such behaviour.  

 

2) Disturbance of Multiple Individuals 

(v)  Articulated Insertions Into Reopened Graves  

This act is defined as the addition of an articulated individual into an 

already occupied grave which was deliberately reopened to 

accommodate the new burial. The same grave may be targeted and 

reopened on numerous successive occasions. At the time of each new 

insertion, the original occupant was removed, permitting the newly 

inserted additional burial to have full contact with and rest on the grave 
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floor. In no case is it recorded that the new insertion was placed directly 

on top of the original occupant or that any part of the original occupant 

was left in situ prior to the new inhumation being inserted. Large 

ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭΣ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴκǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƎǊŀǾŜǎΩ 

occupant/s were subsequently replaced into the reopened graves, after 

their disturbance. These were either redeposited in the fill of the grave, 

as at Grave 5 at the rural 7th-century cemetery at Portsdown II 

(Hampshire) (Cherryson 2005: 76), or more usually, the bones were 

arranged around the additional burial. At least one grave from the Bowl 

Hole cemetery, at Bamburgh Castle (Northumberland) exhibited 

evidence of the secondary addition of an individual into a grave (Groves 

2003). An elderly male individual was moved to the sides of a cist grave, 

after decomposition had occurred, and a middle-aged female was 

inserted into the cist (Craig 2009: 125). The same pattern of inserting 

individuals into an old grave that was already occupied was also noted by 

Craig to have occurred at the 7th-11th-century cemetery at Jarrow 

(Durham) and the 7th ς 10th centuries at Thwing (east Yorkshire), and 

Norton Bishopsmill School (Durham) (Craig 2009: 224-225). At Thwing, it 

ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƎǊŀǾŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŘǳƎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƻǾŜǊ 

ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƳŜƴǘǎ ōŜƭƻǿΩ όCraig 2009: 125). It is difficult 

to clarify, however, if this constituted the deliberate targeting of specific 

graves for additional insertions, or if it represents the digging of graves 

that happened to disturb older graves beneath them (Craig 2009: 179). 

Graves 42 and 49 at Bevis Grave (Hampshire), were both reopened at 

least twice, on each occasion the original occupant was disinterred and 

rearranged ς disarticulated ς around the newly interred individual (see 

Fig. 3.6) (Cherryson 2005: 76; 2007: 132). The same was noted for an 

unknown number of burials at Wells Cathedral (Somerset) (see Fig. 3.7) 

(Cherryson 2005: 78). The cemetery at Addingham (West Yorkshire), also 

exhibited this practice of grave reopening, with at least two graves 

reopened for a second burial, one of which, Grave F35, had the remains 

of at least six individuals surrounding the new interment (see Table 3.1) 
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(Adams 1996: 167). Grave F259 constituted a deposit of disarticulated 

bones (A265) in a full-sized grave, which was subsequently reopened to 

accommodate an articulated burial, (A261) (Adams 1996: 165). 

 

Single graves of this category may contain skeletal components of up to 

eight individuals, such as Burial 17 at SOU 13, Southampton (Hampshire) 

(see Fig. 3.8) (Cherryson 2007: 134). This may be due to the grave having 

been reopened on eight separate occasions, or may represent a single or 

multiple reopening event/s, at which time the remains of a number or all 

eight individuals were added to the grave, from a single or many different 

contexts. In some cases, stone coffins were reopened to accommodate a 

new insertion. In these circumstances the original occupant was 

displaced and relocated elsewhere, instead of being reinterred back into 

the coffin with the new occupant. Burial (5282) at Raunds Furnells was 

interred inside a stone coffin. Although the coffin cover had been in situ 

over the interment, it was damaged and inverted, indicating that it had 

been reused, and the occupant was not the original interment 

(Boddington 1996: 43). At Raunds Furnells, one grave had the bones of 

an individual (5078) arranged around the probable coffin of burial (5118) 

(Boddington 1996: 28). The same treatment has also been noted at 

Pontefract (West Yorkshire), where at least one grave, 608, had been 

reopened more than once, for the insertion of an articulated burial, the 

initial occupant/s being rearranged around this new insertion (see Fig. 

3.9) (Craig 2009: 225; Hadley 2001: 66). An alternative interpretation may 

be that this grave 608 was not being repeatedly targeted and reopened 

for additional burials, but that in digging it and other later graves, older 

graves located beneath them were partially disturbed, and the 

disarticulated material was subsequently re-interred in the newer graves 

(Craig 2009: 123, 225). 
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Figs 3.6-3.9: Grave 42, Bevis Grave, of an individual inserted into the grave, 

which has been opened on more than one occasion, the original occupants 

of the grave surround the newest insertion (top left) (after Cherryson 

2005:124, Fig.5.20). Burial from Wells Cathedral, showing an individual 

with the remains of at least one other individual surrounding the burial 

within the grave (top right) (after Cherryson 2005: 78, Fig. 4.17).  Burial 17, 

SOU Southampton, showing the bones of up to eight individuals arranged 

around the latest insertion into the grave (bottom left) (after Cherryson 

2007:134, Fig.5). Burial inserted into grave of at least one other individual, 

Pontefract (bottom right) (after Hadley 2003: 66, Fig. 22)  
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It would appear from limited descriptive information and photographic 

records in archaeological reports, that the original occupants of these 

graves were always fully decomposed at the time of the grave being 

reopened. The elements depicted arranged alongside the new insertion 

to the grave are disarticulated and not in corresponding anatomical 

position to any other elements (see Figs 3.6-3.9). It is assumed that these 

elements represent the original occupant/s of the graves, hence 

indicating that the occupant was skeletonised at the time of disturbance. 

An alternative interpretation may be that the original occupant was 

sufficiently articulated to allow complete removal and secondary 

deposition elsewhere. Given that these reopened graves contain 

disarticulated elements, however, this latter hypothesis is less probable 

than the former.  

 

(vi) Disarticulated Elements Inserted &/Or Arranged Into New Graves 

This category constitutes graves that in addition to the original occupant, 

also contain disarticulated skeletal elements and/or fragments of an 

additional individual/s, which were deposited at the time of burial of the 

ƎǊŀǾŜΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ ƻŎŎǳǇŀƴǘΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛty of cases, these collections of 

charnel are normally redeposited in the grave fill and tend not to exhibit 

any demonstrable pattern of deposition. At Pontefract (West Yorkshire), 

charnel comprising at least two individuals was inserted into grave 608, 

between the edge of the grave cut and the chest or coffin of the burial 

(Craig 2009: 225). The grave appeared to have been widened on its south 

side in order to accommodate a second charnel deposit comprising four 

individuals. Iron objects were excavated from the surrounds of the 

charnel deposit, indicating that the charnel may have been redeposited 

in a box of some description (Craig 2009: 225). This is one of the few 

examples identified for this thesis where the disturbed remains were 

articulated at the time of their redeposition; according to the excavator, 

the charnel on the south side of grave 608 contained an articulated lower 

limb (Craig 2009: 225). At Norton Bishopsmill (Durham) pit 295 contained 
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disarticulated material representing two individuals, the remains of one 

ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎ ōƻƴŜǎ ŎǊƻǎǎŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

ǎƪǳƭƭ Χ ǊŜƳƛƴƛǎŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƪǳƭƭ ŀƴŘ ŎǊƻǎǎōƻƴŜǎ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘΩ όCraig 2009: 

224). At Ailcy Hill (North Yorkshire), 13 separate graves were recorded as 

having charnel incorporated within the grave fill (Hall & Whyman 1996). 

At St Andrew Fishergate, a deposit of charnel comprising 12 adults and 

two juveniles was included in the fill of Grave (1922) (Stroud & Kemp 

1993: 133 & 276). At each of these sites, the fragments of skeletons are 

redeposited at the time of interment of the articulated burial in the 

disturbing grave. It is therefore assumed that the bones derive from 

portions of other graves which were partially intercut by the creation of 

these new graves, the disturbed pieces being collected for reinterment 

within the grave that initially intercut and disturbed them. However, 

neither the origin of these charnels nor the assumption that they derive 

from intercut graves is definitive. Where it has been recorded and 

excavation plans are provided, some of the graves cited as containing 

additional charnel do not actually intercut other recorded contemporary 

burials (see Figs 3.1 & 3.10).  

 

 

Fig. 3.10: Excavation plan of Raunds Furnells, showing the lack of 

intercutting between some graves which exhibit charnel in the graves 

(after Boddington 1996: 32, Fig.34) 
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Occasionally, the additional disarticulated elements are arranged in distinctive 

shapes or neat bundles in the grave, prior to it being infilled. For example, grave 

Cмпр ŀǘ !ŘŘƛƴƎƘŀƳΣ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ό!мптύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ Ψǘǿƻ ǎƪǳƭƭǎ 

and some otheǊ ōƻƴŜǎ Χ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŘŜǇƻǎƛǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ŧƻƻǘ ŜƴŘΦΩ ό!ŘŀƳǎ мффсΥ мстύΦ 

At Ailcy Hill, Grave (1073) was defined in outline by some of the charnel which 

ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜ ŦƛƭƭΤ ΨƳŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎ ōƻƴŜǎ όмлтсύ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ 

arranged around the sides of the grŀǾŜ Ŏǳǘ όмлттύΣ ΨŦǊŀƳƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ōǳǊƛŀƭΩ όIŀƭƭ ϧ 

Whyman 1996: 88).  Grave (1095) also contained charnel representing at least 

ǘƘǊŜŜ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ΨƭŀƛŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ {Φ ŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜ 

ŎǳǘΩ όIŀƭƭ ϧ ²ƘȅƳŀƴ мффсΥ упύΦ tƘŀǎŜ н .ǳǊƛŀƭ όмплоύ Ŏontained at its western 

end, a pair of tibiae and a portion of left fibula. One of the tibiae was determined 

to have been in situ, from a pre-Phase 1 N-S orientated interment. The remaining 

tibia and the fibula were disturbed whilst Burial (1403) was being dug, and were 

placed back in the ground in rough anatomical position (Hall & Whyman 1996: 

74). The most striking examples of arranged additional bones within a grave are 

from Raunds Furnells. A small quantity of fragmented and disarticulated bones 

of an adult male (5128) were set neatly on the feet of an adult female 

inhumation (5076) (see Fig. 3.11). In another grave, the occupant (5127) was 

surrounded by bones of an individual (5129), except for their femora, which 

were placed at the shoulders of (5127), in a manner the excavators describe as 

ΨǿƛƴƎ-ƭƛƪŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎΩ ό.ƻŘŘƛƴƎǘƻƴ мффсΥ нуύΦ  

 

As noted in (v) above, these elements or portions of elements appear to have 

been fully skeletonised at the time of disturbance, judging by the lack of 

articulation and anatomical correspondence between the skeletal fragments 

within the graves, as depicted in the limited photographic evidence available 

(see Fig. 3.11). 
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Fig. 3.11: Disarticulated bones of an adult male (5128) arranged on the 

feet of (5076), an adult female, Raunds Furnells (after Boddington 1996: 

30, Fig.32) 

 

όǾƛƛύ  /Ǌŀƴƛŀ ¦ǘƛƭƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ Ψtƛƭƭƻǿ {ǘƻƴŜǎΩ 

At numerous sites disarticulated crania were re-used in a manner which 

Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ƳƛƳƛŎƪƛƴƎ ΨǇƛƭƭƻǿ ǎǘƻƴŜǎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǎǘƻƴŜǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ 

either side of the head of deceased individuals was relatively 

commonplace in early medieval burials (Hadley 2001: 100). It is thought 

that these additional grave inclusions were intended as some form of 

head stabiliser as they are located on either side of the head of the 

deceased individual, as if to keep it in place with the face positioned 

forwards (Foxhall-Forbes 2013: 271). 101 graves at Raunds Furnells 

contained stones which had been deliberately placed at the head: Ψ¢ƘŜ 

stone supports propping the head into a more aesthetic position were 

also clearly intended to prevent soil being thrown directly on to the face 

ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƭƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜΩ ό.ƻŘŘƛƴƎǘƻƴ мффсΥ офύΦ {ƛȄ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

manorial cemetery at Trowbridge had displaced crania positioned on 

either side of the heads of the deceased (Cherryson 2007: 136). It is not 

stated whether or not any other disarticulated material was also 

reinterred in these six graves. If the crania were the only additional bones 

within the graves, then it would be unusual compared to all the other 

examples of inclusions of disturbed material in graves in this study; in the 
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cases discussed thus far, all the disturbed elements were replaced within 

the grave that caused the disturbance, or its fill, unless they were 

redeposited in a charnel pit, of which there is no mention at Trowbridge. 

It is possible that the crania were deliberately sought out and removed 

from graves in order to serve as pillow stones in new burials, leaving the 

rest of the individual in situ in their grave, undisturbed. However, no in 

situ graves were reported at Trowbridge as being complete except for 

their crania and so it is doubtful that this is how the crania were obtained. 

Although it is not explicitly stated, it is assumed that all the crania were 

disarticulated and fully defleshed at the time of their disinterment and 

insertion into the graves.  

 

(viii) Intercutting Graves  

Intercutting occurs when a grave in the process of being dug, encroaches, 

or cuts into a grave which was already in existence. In most excavation 

reports and publications, a distinction is not made between graves which 

were intercut, and interments which were intercut. This is potentially an 

important discrepancy, particularly in relation to post-depositional 

analysis. Intercutting is recorded at all of the sites utilised in this study, in 

varying degrees of intensity, and so might be considered the most 

frequently occurring type of post-depositional disturbance, yet it is not 

established whether each instance of intercutting actually disturbed the 

ƎǊŀǾŜǎΩ ƻŎŎǳǇŀƴǘǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƙŀǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

intentionality inherent in the disturbance of graves and their contents, 

and also for assessing graveyard management (see (3.3.2) & Chapter 7). 

At Raunds Furnells, 21% or 72 of the 363 graves were intercut. 

Significantly, only 36 of these 72 graves exhibited disturbance to the 

associated inhumation, equivalent to 10% of the total number of graves 

(Boddington 1996: 32). At Addingham (West Yorkshire), the level of 

intercutting was low, with only a few graves exhibiting disturbance of this 

kind, for example grave (F58) which intercut grave (F106), although 

specific numbers of intercut graves and inhumations are lacking (Adams 
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1996: 165 & 185). There is also no information provided as to whether 

the intercutting disturbed the inhumation or simply the grave cut. The 

area excavated was determined to have been approximately one fifth of 

the entire cemetery, meaning there may have been further intercutting 

and disturbances in the unexcavated portions of the site, as opposed to 

Raunds Furnells, where it is believed that the entire cemetery was 

excavated (Adams 1996: 185-6; Boddington 1996). Ailcy Hill (North 

¸ƻǊƪǎƘƛǊŜύ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘŜŘ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŎǳǘǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƎǊŀǾŜǎΤ Ψ¢ƘŜ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ 

ŀǊŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƭŀƛŘ ƻǳǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǇǊŜŎŜŘƛƴƎ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘǎΩ 

(Hall & Whyman 1996: 122). Disturbed Phase 1 inhumations were 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ƛƴ tƘŀǎŜ н ŀƴŘ tƘŀǎŜ о ƎǊŀǾŜǎΤ Ψŀ ƳƛƴƛƳǳƳ ƻŦ сс 

individuals who must have been buried in Phase 1a or 1b were 

represented as disarticulated bone in graves of Phases 1b, 2 and 3. These 

represented a mƛƴƛƳǳƳ ƻŦ рр ŀŘǳƭǘǎΣ ф ƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ н ƛƴŦŀƴǘǎΩ όIŀƭƭ ϧ 

Whyman 1996: 95). Phase 1 inhumations also contained substantial 

quantities of charnel, which are interpreted as deriving from the 

intercutting of pre-existing non-Christian burials on the hill (Hall & 

Whyman 1996: 73).  As a cautionary note it must be added that these 

statistics in relation to Ailcy Hill include examples of the deliberate 

disturbance and movement of skeletal remains as a result of other types 

of post-depositional disturbance discussed below, and are not all directly 

resultant from intercutting graves; the precise number of intercutting 

graves is not recorded.  

 

(ix) Charnel Pits  

Charnel pits are manmade holes which have been dug into the ground of 

cemeteries, and contain disarticulated and disinterred human skeletal 

material. It is believed that pits were created intentionally, expressly for 

the purpose of accommodating disturbed bones displaced from graves, 

via intercutting or construction works. Information regarding charnel pits 

is limited, as although the presence and location of charnel pits are 

generally recorded in archaeological reports, in the majority of cases no 
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further evidence is provided. The composition of pits is occasionally 

stipulated, including the MNI (Minimum Number of Individuals present), 

the sex of the material, and the age of the identifiable fragments. 

Additional information, such as the specific measurements of the pits, 

the level of degradation of the bones, taphonomic information, degree 

of fragmentation, or identification of elements present, is less frequently 

and consistently recorded. This makes comparative analyses difficult and 

ƴŜƎŀǘŜǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ŀǘ ŘŜŎƛǇƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǇƛǘǎΩ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊƻƭŜΦ .ŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

limited descriptions, charnel pits seem only to contain fully decomposed 

material (see Fig. 3.12). As noted for points (iii) to (vii) above, none of the 

fragments or elements appear in anatomical association with any others, 

but are entirely disarticulated. However, as most charnel pits are not 

described in detail, if at all, nor are photographs provided in many 

reports, this is not an absolutely confident assertion.  

 

 

Fig. 3.12: Charnel pit in the 10th-1th century cemetery, north of the 

church, containing two complete and disarticulated individuals, 

possibly displaced from two stone coffins (after Boddington 1996: 28, 

Fig.29) 

 

There is no standard number of individuals redeposited in charnel pits, 

nor is there any obvious consistency in the various elements and 

fragments represented therein. Both males and females of all ages are 
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found comingled in the same pits, just as they are in other forms of 

charnel deposit (see Table 3.1). It is difficult to state with absolute 

certainty that there are no significant statistics regarding male/female 

and adult/juvenile representation in pits, since their contents are not 

ǎȅǎǘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǇƛǘΩ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ 

ΨǊǳōōƛǎƘκǊŜŦǳǎŜΦΩ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ Ǉƛǘǎ Ƴŀȅ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǿƘȅ 

neither they nor their contents are consistently analysed to any 

significant degree. The implication is that the bones in pits were not 

ŀŎŎƻǊŘŜŘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƘǊŀǎŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨŘǳƳǇŜŘΩ 

frequently used to describe the process of redepositing these disturbed 

bones (Boddington 1996: 28). 

 

Charnel pits do not conform to a standard shape. Where descriptions are 

provided or their shape is recorded on site plans, many pits tend to be 

roughly circular in shape, such as at Raunds Furnells, while others, such 

as the pit at Barnstaple, were constructed in the shape of a grave (see 

below) (Boddington 1996: 28 & 32; Miles 1986: 66).  

 

Some sites exhibit both charnel pits and graves with redeposited bone 

(see Table 3.1). It is not apparent why charnel pits were created in some 

circumstances, while in others it was seemingly not deemed necessary. 

Cherryson advocates that charnel pits were only constructed if there was 

ƴƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ΨŎƻƴǾŜƴƛŜƴǘ ƘƻƭŜΩ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƻ ǊŜŘŜǇƻǎƛǘ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŜŘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎΤ ΨLŦ 

there was nothing available, then pits may have been dug to take the 

displaced remains, such as at Portchester Castle where two burials 

thought to have been disturbed by the rebuilding of a masonry structure 

ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜōǳǊƛŜŘ ƛƴ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǇƛǘǎΩ ό/ƘŜǊǊȅǎƻƴ нллрΥ унύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ 

deciding to reinter bones in graves or grave fills instead of in a pit must 

have differed depending on as yet unrecognised circumstances. At Ailcy 

Hill, levels of intercutting and post-depositional disturbance were very 

high, yet only two distinct charnel pits were identified (Hall & Whyman 

1996: 84). Why it was decided to make two pits on these occasions when 
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in all others the bones were redeposited in graves, is not clear. At Raunds 

Furnells, both charnel pits and graves in which charnel had been inserted 

ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘΦ !ǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǎƛǘŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ǇƛǘǎΩ contents are 

thought to represent the displaced skeletons from three stone coffins; 

Ψ¢ƘǊŜŜ ǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŘǳƳǇŜŘ ƛƴ ǘǿƻ ƭŀǊƎŜ Ǉƛǘǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘ ǿŀƭƭ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΤ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŀōƭȅ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƭŜŀǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǎǘƻƴŜ ŎƻŦŦƛƴǎΩ 

(see Fig. 3.12) (Boddington 1996: 28). Stone coffins are indicative of high-

status burials (Hadley 2001: 179; Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 147-151). In 

this particular scenario it might have been deemed more appropriate to 

rebury these disturbed high-status individuals in pits, as opposed to 

reinterring them in graves. In general, however, there does not appear to 

have been any element of selectivity or exclusivity regarding who was 

interred in charnel pits. An alternative interpretation may be that there 

were not any open graves in which tƻ ƛƴǎŜǊǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻŦŦƛƴǎΩ ƻŎŎǳǇŀƴǘǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

time of their disinterment, especially if they were displaced from stone 

coffins, which would not necessarily require a grave to be dug. Instead, 

pits were dug to hold the displaced remains. If correct, this implies that it 

was important to rebury the bones immediately, as opposed to leaving 

them on the cemetery surface, or elsewhere, until such a time as they 

could be conveniently redeposited. None of the sites utilised in this study 

exhibited disinterred bones as surface scatter, indicating that it may have 

been a general regulation to rebury any disturbed and displaced bones 

as soon as possible. Perhaps unusually, there is no evidence for charnel 

pits having been reopened in order to accommodate additional charnel 

inclusions. If it was known that by digging new graves, bones might be 

encountered, then the most practical solution would have been to have 

a cemetery pit, which could be reopened time and again, as opposed to 

having to dig numerous smaller pits on each separate occasion. This 

methodology does not, however, appear to have been utilised at these 

sites.  
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!ƴ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƛǘǎΩ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎ 

always derived from the associated cemetery. Evidence in favour of this 

has been identified at Raunds Furnells, where the contents of the charnel 

Ǉƛǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨƳŀǘŎƘŜŘΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŜƳǇǘƛŜŘ ǎǘƻƴŜ ŎƻŦŦƛƴǎ όǎŜŜ ŀōƻǾŜύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

conclusion was based on the composition of the pits. The charnel 

represented nearly the entirety of the three skeletons, including the 

ǎƳŀƭƭ ōƻƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŜŜǘΤ ΨDƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

smaller bones, it is likely that these reburials result from exhumations 

from stone coffins, rather than earth graves from which smaller bones 

are less likely to have been rŜǘǊƛŜǾŜŘΩ ό.ƻŘŘƛƴƎǘƻƴ мффсΥ нтύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

interpretation may be accurate, although when the same logic is applied 

to other sites, such as Addingham, it cannot be applied so easily. Here, 

the nine empty graves representing disinterred burials had not been in 

stone coffins, but yet were completely exhumed, with only a few graves 

exhibiting residual traces of human material (see (ii) above) (Hall & 

Whyman 1996:163). Although no charnel pits were identified at 

Addingham, it is speculated by the excavators that the contents of the 

emptied graves were redeposited as charnel in other burials at the site 

(Adams 1996:182-184). 

 

One of the Raunds Furnells charnel pits measured approximately 2m in 

diameter, far larger than was necessary to accommodate the two 

disarticulated skeletons reinterred inside. Although it is not mentioned in 

the publication, judging from the photograph of the pit, it is clear that 

there were some large stones amongst the bones (see Fig. 3.12) 

(Boddington 1996: 27-28). It may have been that this pit was intended for 

some other purpose but was considered a convenient location to dispose 

of disinterments and was used for this purpose instead of its original one. 

No other finds or inclusions were reported as deriving from the pit, 

indicating that it may not have been thought appropriate to include 

anything else along with the interments. Despite dimensions of charnel 

pits not being included in archaeological reports, it is evident that pits 
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varied greatly in size, based on the estimated MNIs and the plotting of 

pits on excavation plans. The largest charnel pits recorded during the 

early medieval period relate to sites which underwent construction 

works to their churches or cemetery as part of 10th-/11th-century church 

and monastic reform. The construction of the Norman cathedral at 

Winchester caused approximately 1000 graves to be disinterred, the 

skeletal remains of which were redeposited in one of the robber trenches 

of the Anglo-Saxon Minster (Cherryson 2005: 81). A charnel pit was also 

partially excavated at Bath Abbey, which represented an MNI of at least 

33 adults (Cherryson 2005: 82). A mass charnel pit uncovered at Hereford 

Cathedral was not analysed, but is thought to have contained up to 5000 

individuals, disinterred prior to construction of the new Norman 

ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΩǎ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊȅ ό{ǘƻƴŜ ϧ !ǇǇƭŜǘƻƴ-Fox 1996: 58-59). 

In these circumstances it seems that areas of the cemetery were 

systematically cleared, with the disinterred disarticulated bones 

removed to a single charnel pit.  

 

In all but one example identified, the bones were not displayed or 

arranged in any form or pattern but were placed in the pits haphazardly 

with no structure or order. The single example of an arranged charnel pit 

is that of Barnstaple Castle. Here, a charnel pit was created in the form of 

a grave, with the excavators recording it as Grave 38, as opposed to 

referring to it as a charnel pit (Miles 1986: 66). The pit is described as 

being oval in shape with sloping sides, containing the remains of three 

individuals. The material was redeposited, with the skulls of the 

individuals placed together, albeit in fragments, at the west end of the 

pit. The long bones were arranged in a diamond pattern to the east of the 

grave, with the remaining skeletal elements redeposited in the centre of 

the pit. This deposit is interpreted as representing the contents of three 

graves which had been disturbed by the construction of a moat. An 

ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎƛȄ ƎǊŀǾŜǎ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ΨŜƳǇǘƛŜŘΩ όǎŜŜ όƛƛ) above), although their 

occupants appear not to have been afforded the same treatment. 
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(x)  Wells Cathedral Charnel House 

At Wells Cathedral a structure was excavated which contained the 

remains of 41 disarticulated individuals (Cherryson 2005: 83). The 

building was initially interpreted as a Roman mausoleum, re-used for the 

deposition and storage of disinterred human material during the early 

medieval period (Rodwell 2001: 75). A second interpretation, offered by 

John Blair, is that the mausoleum was actually constructed in the 9th or 

10th century, although he provides no reasoning for his assertion (Blair 

2004: 136). If this is true, then this is potentially the earliest example of a 

purpose-built ossuary. Ossuaries and charnel chapels will be discussed in 

detail in Chapter 5. The bones were thought to have been deposited in 

stages as opposed to representing a single episode of deposition, prior to 

the building being sealed in the 10th century (Cherryson 2005: 83; 2007: 

136). This is the sole example of all the post-depositional behaviour 

discussed here, where disinterred human skeletal material was stored 

above ground, out of the earth. Charnel houses were common in the later 

medieval period (see Chapters 4 & 5), but do not appear to have been in 

existence prior to the 13th century. It is not clear if the Wells charnel 

house served any liturgical purpose, which is a crucial characteristic of 

the later medieval examples. The Wells example also differs, in that it was 

permanently closed after the depositions, whereas later medieval 

charnel houses remained open and accessible throughout the period (see 

Chapter 5). Despite these differences, the use of the mausoleum as an 

ossuary indicates a deliberate intention of protecting displaced bones, 

which was one of the primary roles of later medieval charnel houses.  
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3.3: Analysis & Discussion 

(3.3.1) Regulated Versus Unregulated Post-Depositional Disturbance 

 

A post-depositional activity which exhibits a consistent methodology in how it was 

carried out on each occasion, is here defined as having been structured or regulated. 

By this it is meant that the act of grave disturbance had a specific and prescribed 

manner of execution by which it ought to be performed on each occasion, and 

significantly, dictated what should happen to the disturbed and disinterred remains. 

The identification of such regularity indicates a desire, duty or intention to perform 

the act correctly and to do so to accepted standards. In turn, this structured 

treatment of disturbing the dead signifies that the concept of grave disturbance was 

not necessarily disrespectful, but was justifiable in certain circumstances provided 

the correct precautions were taken.  

 

The majority of the examples of post-depositional disturbance discussed here do not 

exhibit regulated or prescribed methodology. Instead, it is the response to the act of 

disturbance rather than the act of disturbance itself which appears to have been 

somewhat regulated. In the majority of cases, the graves of individuals do not appear 

to have been disturbed with the intention of utilising the disturbed bones for a 

specific post-burial purpose or ritual. It is, however, apparent that there was an 

established post-disturbance observance at the sites exhibiting such behaviour, 

whether it was expected that burials would be disturbed, or if the disturbance was 

not foreseen. That response was to rebury the disturbed bones. Only one form of 

post-depositional disturbance, that of translations and elevations, was determined 

to have been a highly structured activity with defining methodology for exacting the 

procedure correctly. This was also the sole act of disturbance where cemetery size 

constraints, necessitating the re-use of limited burial space, was categorically not a 

ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎƛƴǘŜǊƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎŜŀǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΦ LƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ƎǊŀǾŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

deliberately disinterred in order that the act of translation or elevation could occur, 

as opposed to individuals in the other categories of disturbance, who were disturbed 

in order that an additional burial or construction works could occur. This is a critical 

distinction. Translations and elevations involved the targeting and disinterment of a 
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specific grave for the sole purpose of enacting further liturgical observances in 

relation to the disturbed bones. All other instances of post-depositional disturbance 

identified do not exhibit evidence for this post-disturbance liturgical factor. The 

disturbed remains may have been accorded care and respect, but they do not appear 

to have been targeted for disinterment for the purpose of specific post-burial 

liturgical acts. Both the motivations for translations and elevations, and the process 

itself have been evaluated and assessed in detail in the preceding chapter.  

 

An important observation is that the Church does not appear to have influenced or 

prohibited the disturbance of skeletal material in cemeteries or to have dictated how 

disturbed graves and their contents ought to be treated. It is not until the 10th century 

that even highly structured disturbance, that of translations and elevations, came 

under the control of the Church. Prior to this point they were not under the 

jurisdiction of the papacy, but were governed by individual ecclesiastical 

communities (See Chapter 2). Regulation and control over treatment of skeletal 

material appears to have been the remit of each ecclesiastic community and the lay 

members of society who managed and used cemeteries for Christian burial (Geake 

2002: 153; Thompson 2002). This accounts for the differing treatments and 

manifestations of disturbed and disinterred remains at each site. Burial in the early 

medieval period was highly varied, with no all-encompassing manner by which a 

person ought to be interred (Hadley 2002; Hadley & Buckberry 2005; Foxhall Forbes 

2013: 274; Thompson 2002). Consequently, it is not surprising that there was no 

standard post-disinterment practice or behaviour in relation to bones, across all early 

medieval cemetery sites. When post-depositional disturbance took place, the 

common response seems to have been to rebury skeletal material, whether in the 

disturbing graves or as a separate deposit within the graveyard. Crucially, variety of 

post-disturbance manifestations does not equate to the act of disinterment being 

indicative of callousness or lack of respect towards the deceased.  

 

(3.3.2) Desire to Avoid Disturbance  

Some significant observations may be drawn concerning why disturbance of the dead 

was undertaken and how it was regarded by the associated communities. Despite 
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the frequency with which post-depositional disturbance occurred in the early 

medieval period (see Section (3.2.2)), the evidence indicates that at many sites 

disturbance was avoided where feasibly possible. There are indications of forms of 

ΨŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴŎȅ ǇƭŀƴǎΩ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

graves and interments would be disturbed. The response to this predicament was 

evidently one of respect. 

 

(i)    Intercutting Graves 

Cherryson noted in her study of early medieval cemeteries in Wessex that 

Ψƭƻǿ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŎǳǘǘƛƴƎ ǿŜǊŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊƛŜǎΣ 

high levels were generally the preserve of the larger late churchyard 

ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊƛŜǎΦΩ ό/ƘŜǊǊȅǎƻƴ нллрΥ тс ϧ тфύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ there 

being small communities utilising the cemeteries and also that these 

earlier field cemeteries were not being enclosed, thus allowing burials to 

ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ ΨǳƴƭƛƳƛǘŜŘΩ ŀǊŜŀΣ ƴŜƎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŎǳǘǘƛƴƎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ 

probable that much of the later intercutting is also in part due to an 

increased desire to be buried in specific regions of cemeteries, such as 

ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ŀ ǎŀƛƴǘΩǎ ƎǊŀǾŜ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΣ ǘƘǳǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŘŜƴǎŜƭȅ ŎǊƻǿŘŜŘ 

inhumations in that portion of land (Cherryson 2005: 76). It may 

alternatively be an indicator of an intentional avoidance of deliberately 

and unnecessarily disturbing graves and their inhumations, whether 

related to early or later phases of deposition. The number of graves which 

have encroached into already existing graves during the early medieval 

period is low when compared to levels in later medieval graveyards (see 

Chapters 4 & 5). Cherryson noted that only nine out of 21 early medieval 

Wessex cemeteries comprising her study exhibited intercutting graves 

(Cherryson 2005). As noted in (3.2.2) (viii) above, levels of intercutting at 

Raunds Furnells were low, with burials being positioned so that even if 

the grave cut encroached into extant graves, the interments within were 

ƭŜŦǘ ǳƴŘƛǎǘǳǊōŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŎŀǎŜǎΤ ΨƛƴǘŜǊŎǳǘǘƛƴƎ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

need to squeeze the maximum number of burials into the available space 

ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƻǊ ƛƴƘǳƳŀǘƛƻƴǎΦΩ ό{ŜŜ {ŜŎǘƛƻƴ ό3.2.2) (viii)) 
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(Boddington 1996: 50). Adams determined that the 8th-to 10th-century 

ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊȅ ŀǘ !ŘŘƛƴƎƘŀƳ ǿŀǎ ΨŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǿŜƭƭ ƭŀƛŘ ƻǳǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛǘǘle evidence for 

ƛƴǘŜǊŎǳǘǘƛƴƎΤ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎǊŀǾŜǎΩ ό!ŘŀƳǎ мффсΥ 

181). This lack of intercutting may be resultant from the relatively short 

chronology of the site, yet excavation plans depict a fairly densely packed 

graveyard, and other forms of intense disturbance were recorded (see 

Section (3.2.2)) (see Fig. 3.1). Some of the deceased were interred on 

their sides in very narrow grave slots positioned in between full sized 

ƎǊŀǾŜǎΤ ΨƳŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜǎ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ Ŏǳǘ ǎƻ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ Χ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻŘƛes must 

ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƭŀƛŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƛŘŜΩ ό!ŘŀƳǎ мффсΥ мсоύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƘŜǊŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

this signifies a deliberate attempt not to intercut already existing graves 

ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ǇǊƻȄƛƳƛǘȅΤ ΨǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

narrowness of the graves, and the closeness of the spacing between 

ǘƘŜƳΩ ό!ŘŀƳǎ мффсΥ мсрύΦ ¢ƘŜ same was noted at Monkwearmouth 

(Durham), where the second period graves in the densely filled cemetery 

were narrow, necessitating the individuals be buried on their side (Cramp 

1969: 34). TheǎŜ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴǎŜǊǘŜŘ Ψƻƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ м ŦǘΦ 

ώлΦоƳϐ ōŜƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜΣΩ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƛƴǘŜǊŎǳǘ ǘƘŜ 

underlying earlier graves (Cramp 1969: 34). A similar scenario is evident 

at the 10th- to 12th-century manorial cemetery at Trowbridge (Wiltshire), 

where later burials were interred in the spaces between graves of earlier 

ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ΨƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ ōŜƛƴƎ 

ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŜŘΩ ό/ƘŜǊǊȅǎƻƴ нллрΥ тфύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǘǳǊō ƎǊŀǾŜǎ ƛǎ 

also evident at the Late Saxon cemetery at Barnstaple Castle. The later 

graves were very shallow, rarely more than 0.6m deep with most 

considerably shallower. Where these graves intercut those earlier 

interments beneath them, the preparation of the new grave was 

abandoned mid-process once it was apparent that an unexpected 

ƛƴƘǳƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΤ Ψwhere a late grave cut an earlier one, 

presumably accidentally, the grave-diggers had stopped immediately 

above the body, so later graves only occasionally interfered with the 

ōƻƴŜǎ ƻŦ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎΩ όaƛƭŜǎ мфусΥ снύΦ ¢ƘŜ фth- to 11th-century burials 



  

109 
 

ŀǘ {ǘ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ /ƘǳǊŎƘΣ Iƻƭǘƻƴ-le-Clay were also described as being carefully 

spaced out, to ensure intercutting did not occur (Sills 1982). 

 

!ǘ ƴǳƳŜǊƻǳǎ ǎƛǘŜǎΣ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƎǊŀǾŜǎΩ occupants were completely disinterred 

and redeposited elsewhere (see (3.2.2) (ii) and (vi)). Removal of 

interments permitted new graves to be excavated without having to dig 

narrow graves in between extant ones. Burying the dead in full size 

graves may have been regarded as a more respectful manner of burial 

than squeezing inhumations into tight spaces. A second motivation may 

have been that the option of complete disinterment and reburial of 

skeletal remains was preferable to partially disturbing inhumations. 

 

It is also noted that at some early medieval cemeteries, located under the 

eaves of churches in very close proximity to the church walls, are what 

ƘŀǾŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŜŀǾŜǎ-ŘǊƛǇΩ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŦŀƴǘǎ 

(Craig-Atkins pers. comm. 2012; Craig-Atkins 2014; Daniell 1999: 92; 

Lapidge et al. 2000: 106). It is believed that the infants were deliberately 

buried in these specific positions in order that they might benefit from 

the hallowed water dripping from the roofs onto their graves. At Raunds 

CǳǊƴŜƭƭǎΣ ½ƻƴŜ мō ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴŦŀƴǘ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ ƛƴ ŀƴ ΨŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ȊƻƴŜ 

ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΩ ƻŦ ǳǇ ǘƻ мΦрƳ ό.ƻŘŘƛƴƎǘƻƴ мффсΥ рпύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƘŜǊŜ 

tentatively suggested that in addition to the advantage of continued 

post-ƳƻǊǘŜƳ ΨōŀǇǘƛǎƳΩΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦŀƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŘŘitionally being buried in 

these restrictive places, as their graves were small enough to fit between 

the wall of the church and other graves, whereas adult graves would be 

too big to fit, without intercutting other graves in the locality or burying 

people in narrow grave cuts (see Fig. 3.13).  
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Fig. 3.13: Plan of Raunds Furnells burial Zones, note Zone 1b of infant 

burials, surrounding the church (after Boddington 1996: 54, fig.66) 

  

(ii)   Emptied Graves & Cleared Areas of Cemeteries  

Many of the cemeteries utilised in this study exhibited areas which had 

once held inhumations but were cleared of these burials in later phases 

(see (3.2.2) (ii)). This is particularly indicative of late Saxon cemeteries, 

where 10th-century monastic reform combined with the 11th-century 

Norman Conquest led to the initiation of building works within 

cemeteries, sometimes necessitating the complete obliteration of parts 

of that cemetery (Hadley 2001: 143; Craig-Atkins: In press). The 

assumption is that because these areas were intended for other purposes 

(construction of new churches or cathedrals, boundaries, or domestic 

buildings), the burials were deliberately removed, this being a more 

respectful option than simply constructing a building directly over and 

into the human remains. The siting of new buildings, whether 

ecclesiastical or otherwise, on pre-existing Saxon cemeteries might also 

be understood as representing the deliberate emphasis of the new 

reforms, via the destruction and callous treatment of pre-10th-century 
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burials and commemorative monuments. Although in many cases the 

land was cleared and the disinterred inhumations reburied in charnel pits 

(see (3.2.2) (ix)), it remains unclear whether this would have been 

regarded as a sympathetic act or an offensive one to people who had 

conducted the burials and now witnessed their relatives displaced and 

their cemetery destroyed by others.  

 

Where sections of cemeteries were cleared, it seems that great care was 

taken to remove all traces of inhumations. This could be due to practical 

reasons relating to building large stone structures, or may be indicative 

of something else. At Barton-Upon-Humber, a minimum of 35 graves lay 

in the way of the proposed new late Saxon church (Rodwell & Rodwell 

1982: 293-294). These buǊƛŀƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨŎƭŜŀƴƭȅ ŜȄƘǳƳŜŘΣ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ 

ƘǳƳŀƴ ōƻƴŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘΣΩ ƛƴ ŀ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƻǊǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀǎ ΨŎƭŜŀƴǎƛƴƎΩ 

the area (Rodwell & Rodwell 1982: 294). It is not known where the 

disinterred bones were reinterred. Only one burial was left in situ and 

consequently was cut through by a foundation trench of the new church. 

¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ²ƛƴŎƘŜǎǘŜǊ /ŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭΩǎ bƻǊƳŀƴ ƴŀǾŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘŀǘŜŘ 

the displacement of approximately 1000 inhumations (Cherryson 2005: 

81). These were reinterred in a robber trench of the Anglo-Saxon Minster. 

The treatment of the charnel in this circumstance could be interpreted as 

ōŜƛƴƎ ŘƛǎǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŦǳƭΣ ƛǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨŘǳƳǇŜŘΩ ƛƴ a convenient pit, but 

nonetheless, the bone was redeposited in consecrated ground, when it 

might just as easily have been dumped in rubbish pits or reused as 

building material. At York Minster the 11th century transept was built over 

the pre-Norman cemetery (Phillips & Heywood 1995: 77-9). The burials 

were sealed by a cobbled yard (Phillips & Heywood 1995: 78). This may 

be interpreted in two ways; firstly, that it was intended to appropriate 

the cemetery site and prevent access to it by covering it, or it may have 

been a respectful act to ensure that the burials were preserved. This 

covering of the cemetery also occurred at The Church and Priory of St 

Andrew FIshergate where the 11th/12th century Period 4b graves were 
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covered by a stone layer before more graves were added above in Period 

4d (see Section (7.2.2) 2). The mass charnel pit uncovered at Hereford 

Cathedral was also located on consecrated ground, in a pit which had 

been dug for quarrying purposes for the new cathedral (Stone & 

Appleton-Fox 1996: 22-23). The charnel room at Wells Cathedral was also 

on consecrated ground (Cherryson 2005: 83). This may have been an 

important consideration. When the Abbess Hildilid at Barking Abbey 

ordered the disinterment of multiple graves, her motivation was directly 

due to a need to re-use burial space for future interments (see (3.2.2) 

(ii)). However, she makes arrangements for the preservation of the 

skeletal material, which was to be redeposited inside the church. The 

transfer of deceased individuals, whether articulated or disarticulated, 

from an exterior grave to the interior of religious buildings, was a highly 

respectful act (see Chapters 2 & 5) and so ought not to be perceived as a 

disrespectful or purely functional treatment. Secondly, there do not 

appear to have been any negative connotations associated with such 

treatment, or with the comingling of various individuals, whether male 

or female. 

 

The cases discussed above represent the largest displacement of 

individuals from graves in this study. Emptied graves and clearances on 

smaller scales at other sites are less easy to explain. At Barnstaple Castle, 

nine of the 105 graves had been emptied leaving behind no traces of 

bone, coffin or nails (Miles 1986: 68). The bailey bank for the Norman 

castle was constructed over the cemetery, including these emptied 

graves. No attempt had been made to remove any of the other remaining 

ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŀƴƪΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ, making the disinterment of these 

particular nine graves unusual. In this context it is postulated by the 

excavator that the graves may have been emptied by family members 

prior to the construction of the bank which would have destroyed the 

inhumations, or at least prevented access to the graves (Miles 1986: 68).  

At Addingham, all of the nine emptied graves were located in the north-
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west edge of the excavated area and cemetery, although it is believed 

that the cemetery continued west beyond the limits of excavation 

(Adams 1996: 182). In the north-Ŝŀǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ΨŎƭŜŀǊΣ 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ǳƴƳŀǊƪŜŘΣ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊȅΣΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ 

to extend to enclose the whole northern area (Adams 1996: 182). It is 

probable that this boundary was in place for the entire duration of the 

8th- to 10th-century cemetery. If this boundary had been continued or 

extended to the west at a later stage, it may be that the nine graves 

represent those burials which would lie to the exterior of the bounded 

area or were potentially going to be disturbed. In preparation for the 

cemetery to be enclosed, the occupants were hence disinterred for their 

relocation elsewhere. However, the space which had been emptied of 

burials was not subsequently built over, making this theory unlikely. 

Adams offers an alternative explanation, which is that the graves were 

disinterred so that the individuals could be reburied further south, where 

graves were more densely packed and included graves with multiple 

insertions (see (3.2.2) (vi)). This area is thought to have been a focal point 

for burial, possibly being the location of a monument or grave of 

ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴΤ ΨǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻŎŀƭ ŀƭƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƛƴǘŜǊƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƎǊŀǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 9Φ 

Χ ǎǳƎƎŜst strongly that there was competition for space in this cemetery, 

and that a position as close as possible to something which lay to the E. 

ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜΩ ό!ŘŀƳǎ мффсΥ мун-3).  

 

(iii) Deliberate Targeting of Specific Graves: Familial or Convenient? 

Many of the occurrences of post-depositional disturbance identified in 

this study comprise multiple depositions of both articulated and 

disarticulated remains inserted into graves (see (3.2.2) (v), (vi) and (vii)). 

The primary explanation for these depositions has been one of 

convenience or functionality; that these acts coincide with, or were 

deliberately undertaken, at the same time as another event taking place 

in the cemetery (Cherryson 2005: 79). In such circumstances, it is thought 

that grave plots had to be reused due to the lack of empty burial space in 
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the cemetery area, with either the disarticulated original occupant of a 

grave displaced in favour of a new inhumation, or else new burial plots 

were utilised for the redeposition of bones from graves which had to be 

emptied. Both of these explanations are plausible, but inherent in the 

scenarios presented is a belief that these movements constitute a lack of 

compassion towards the dead, as Anƴƛŀ /ƘŜǊǊȅǎƻƴ ƴƻǘŜǎΤ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜ-use of 

graves is generally characterised by a lack of respect towards the original 

occupantΩ ό/ƘŜǊǊȅǎƻƴ нллрΥ тсύΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ 

examples, sufficient number of burials exhibit care or respect for both 

the articulated and disarticulated dead, that it may be argued, on the 

contrary, that physical interaction with deceased individuals was a 

solemn undertaking. In cases of articulated individuals being interred in 

the grave of another individual, the newly inserted burial is not simply 

placed on top of the original inhumation. Instead, the original occupant 

is typically fully removed from the grave, only to be redeposited around 

the fresh burial (see (vi)). On other occasions the articulated burial is 

inserted into the grave above or beside the original interment, with a 

layer of soil separating the two interments and thus preventing 

disturbance of the primary burial (Stoodley 2002). It has been suggested 

that these types of multiple burials represent familial burial plots, as the 

material which has been disturbed is treated with respect that otherwise 

it would not be accorded (Stoodley 2002). Many of these types of 

disturbance occurred in single phase, or short-lived cemeteries, utilised 

by a small living population. For example, it is estimated that Raunds 

Furnells had a contributing population of about 40 individuals from 

roughly the 6th to the 9th centuries (Boddington 1996: 31). It could be 

argued, therefore, that all of those interred within such cemeteries had 

living relatives or extended family to ensure care of their remains and 

who would have prevented disrespectful treatment of the deceased. 

Under these circumstances, the re-use of graves and other acts of post-

depositional activity must have been regarded as acceptable, whether 
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there was a familial link between secondary depositions and primary 

interments, or not.  

 

A scenario involving both practical and respectful considerations is the most credible 

to account for these inclusions of either primary or secondary depositions; if it was 

deemed necessary to cause disturbance or complete disinterment of a body for 

whatever reason, then those disturbed remains would be collected and redeposited 

in another grave. This multiple occupation of a single grave does not appear to have 

been a negative concept, either for the original occupant or for the new insertion, 

given its frequency of occurrence. Such collections and reinterments may have been 

planned, to cause as little disturbance as possible, by deliberately coinciding 

displacements with articulated burials. When inhumations are disturbed, the 

affected bones tend to be reburied immediately within the encroaching grave, such 

ŀǎ ŀǘ !ŘŘƛƴƎƘŀƳΤ ΨǘƘŜ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŀŎǘ ƭƻƴƎ ōƻƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǎƪǳƭƭ ƻǊōƛǘǎ 

amongst the disarticulated material confirmed that it had been reburied immediately 

ŀŦǘŜǊ ƛǘǎ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƭƻƴƎ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘΦΩ ό!ŘŀƳǎ мффсΥ 

70). 

 

An explanation for the presence of disarticulated material in the grave cut or fill of 

graves has been explored in relation to Section (3.3.2) (i) above, where intercutting 

graves may have disturbed parts of individuals, who were immediately reinterred in 

ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ƎǊŀǾŜΩǎ ŦƛƭƭΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ōƻƴŜǎ ŘƛǎǇƭŀŎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ 

consequence of intercutting which were subsequently redeposited back into the 

disturbing grave. However, as so many of these cases do not appear to have intercut 

graves with inhumations, or encroached on burials at all, there must have been 

another method for how disarticulated material came to be deposited in these 

graves (see Figs 3.1 and 3.10).  

 

It has been suggested that one cause of some of the cases of disturbance might be 

grave-robbing (Cherryson 2005: 81). A grave that was disturbed by the digging of a 

Ǉƛǘ ŀǘ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ {ǘŀŘƛǳƳΣ {ƻǳǘƘŀƳǇǘƻƴΣ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŘƛǎƛƴǘŜǊǊŜŘ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ 

remains and the disarticulated skeletal material redeposited within the pit 
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(Cherryson 2005: 81). It is thought that the grave was disturbed accidentally, and was 

ǘƘŜƴ ŜƳǇǘƛŜŘ ΨǇǊƻōŀōƭy in the search for grave goodsΩ ό/ƘŜǊǊȅǎƻƴ нллрΥ умύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ 

plausible scenario but not a compelling one. There is little evidence for the practice 

of grave robbing in early medieval England, and when it is identified it is in relation 

to pre-Christian cemeteries, such as Winnall Down II (Aspöck 2011; Klevnäs 2010). 

There are also significant defining characteristics pertaining to the identification of 

robbed graves, none of which are evident in the emptied grave at St Mary Stadium, 

or in any of the other examples cited in this study (Aspöck 2011: 302-5; Klevnäs 2010: 

109-13). These characteristics are defined by Aspöck and Klevnäs as 1) evidence of 

pits having been dug into graves, recognisable as dark areas with a higher content of 

organic material, 2) evidence of disturbance of an individual within their grave, 3) 

movement of finds withiƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎΩ Ŧƛƭƭ ό!ǎǇǀŎƪ нлммΥ олм-8; Klevnäs 2010: 

109-13). 

 

(3.3.3) Graveyard Management 

Numerous authors have discussed graveyard management in the early medieval 

period, in relation to the spatial geography of cemeteries, the primary inhumations, 

their commemoration, the initiation of certain burial practices, and churchyard burial 

becoming conventional (Buckberry 2007; 2010; Cherryson 2005; Cherryson 2010; 

Gittos 2002; Groves 2007; Hadley 2000; 2001; 2002; 2007; Hadley & Buckberry 2005; 

Hoggett 2007). This research also provides much information concerning post-

depositional behaviour; by analysing the evolution of cemeteries and early medieval 

funerary practice, the methods by which burials came to be disturbed can be 

ascertained, and contemporary concerns and attitudes towards post-depositional 

disturbance perceived.  

 

It is clear that at many of the sites examined in this study, the primary inhumations 

of articulated individuals were interred in burial rows, and that zones for burial 

existed which were systematically opened according to burial density and the rates 

ŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ȊƻƴŜǎ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ΨŦǳƭƭΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ wŀǳƴŘǎ CǳǊƴŜƭƭǎΣ 

where it is believed that the entire cemetery was excavated providing a complete 

plan of the inhumations. Twenty-three rows of burial were identified, although some 
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of these are not obvious and are subject to visual interpretation bias (see Fig. 3.13) 

ό.ƻŘŘƛƴƎǘƻƴ мффсΥ роύΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ Ǌƻǿǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƘƻƳƻƎŜƴƻǳǎΤ Ψ{ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ Ǌƻǿǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

straight, others curved, some well-defined, others nebulous, some evenly spaced, 

ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŜǊǊŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎǇŀŎŜŘΩ ό.ƻŘŘƛƴƎǘƻƴ мффсΥ роύΦ .ǳǊƛŀƭ Ǌƻǿǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƭŀƛŘ ƻǳǘ 

at Addingham, with rows to the east created first followed by additional rows to the 

ǿŜǎǘΣ ΨŜŀŎƘ Ǌƻǿ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘŜŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ǿŜƭƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜŘΩ όǎŜŜ CƛƎΦ 3.1) (Adams 1996: 182-

муоύΦ Ψ{ƭƛƎƘǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƎǊŀǾŜǎ ŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǊƻǿǎΣΩ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ !ƴƎƭƻ-Saxon 

cemetery at Barton-Upon-Humber (Rodwell & Rodwell 1982: 299). Small rows were 

identified at Ailcy Hill, desŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǎǘǊƛƴƎǎΩ ƻŦ ǘǿƻ ƻǊ ǘƘǊŜŜ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƻǊǎ 

(Hall & Whyman 1996: 122). Rows were not recorded at Barnstaple Castle, although 

the cemetery may have been divided into zones, as juvenile burials were only found 

in one region, Trench A (Miles 1986: 66). The earliest phase of burial at St Andrew 

Fishergate comprised 60 interments which were arranged in rows (Stroud & Kemp 

1993: 131).  

 

The identification of these burial rows and successive opening of zones reveals 

significant evidence of planning, and that the siting of inhumations was not a 

haphazard or random decision. This also implies that there was no choice involved 

about who was to be buried where, with each fresh burial simply being added to the 

rows in the next available space. That decision may have been the remit of those 

conducting the burial, and could potentially indicate that there were one or more 

individuals solely responsible for digging graves and managing cemeteries. According 

to individual reports, in later phases, this strict adherence to orderly layout and 

progressive burial rows and zones appear to decrease in intensity (although this was 

disputed by Buckberry (2010), who concluded that conversion period cemeteries 

were more organised than earlier ones (2010: 2, 18). This may be due to a number 

of contributing factors. As the cemeteries were becoming full, it became increasingly 

difficult to create new rows or organised zones, there being no fresh ground left 

available. This necessitated new burials to be positioned in between other, older, 

graves, and are identifiable as the narrow grave cuts with bodies interred on their 

sides, as noted at Addingham, Monkwearmouth, Trowbridge and Barnstaple Castle 

(see (3.2.2) (i)). Secondly, in later phases, some cemeteries may have acquired a 
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significant focal point which made burial in its proximity desirable. Individuals were 

also moved post-deposition to these prominent locations, perhaps at the behest of 

surviving family members, as suggested by Max Adams in relation to Addingham 

(Adams 1996: 182-183). This movement also conveniently vacated a grave plot which 

could subsequently be reused. Many cemeteries are single-generation, in that they 

were not used for burial over successive and multiple generations, such as Raunds 

Furnells. It haǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨŀōŀƴŘƻƴŜŘΩ 

due to the new monastic and church reforms which instigated the creation of new 

cemeteries (Buckberry 2010; Cherryson 2010; Hadley 2007; Hadley & Buckberry 

2005: 125-126; McClain 2014). The decision to abandon a cemetery may also have 

been connected to the incapacity of that cemetery to accommodate future 

inhumations and the inability to maintain orderly burials, without causing post-

depositional disturbance. This is also insinuated by Max AdaƳǎΤ ΨLǘ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘ 

Addingham there was not simply one continuous area of ground devoted to burial, 

ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŎǊŜǘŜ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ŀǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘǎΩ ό!ŘŀƳǎ мффсΥ мурύΦ 

There are substantial indications, therefore, that disturbance to graves was avoided 

where possible. On occasion, it appears that some inhumations were disturbed 

unintentionally, and the response to this is particularly interesting. At Barnstaple 

Castle, when grave digging in later phases cut into a grave of an earlier phase, digging 

ceased mid-ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ όaƛƭŜǎ мфусΥ снύΦ ¢ǿƻ ƎǊŀǾŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨŀōŀƴŘƻƴŜŘΩ ŀǘ wŀǳƴŘǎ 

Furnells, apparently upon discovery that they encroached on other interments (see 

(3.2.2) (ii)) (Boddington 1996: 28). A pit dug in the cemetery of SOU 13, Southampton, 

cut into the grave of an individual, whose cranium was displaced in the process 

ό/ƘŜǊǊȅǎƻƴ нллрΥ умύΦ /ƘŜǊǊȅǎƻƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŀƴƛǳƳ ǿŀǎ ΨǇǳǎƘŜŘΩ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴǘƻ 

its coffin space, implying that this treatment was disrespectful, but it might be 

considered to have been a deferential act, instead of discarding the crania or 

incorporating it within the fill of the pit as waste material (Cherryson 2005: 81; 

Cherryson 2007: 134).  

 

Averting grave disturbance could only have been possible if there was a means to 

identify inhumations, whether by above ground markers, or by having a limited 

number of individuals to perform the grave digging and siting of each grave. These 
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people would know the location of inhumations, having dug them, and would 

develop the ability to recognise older, less obvious, graves after settling of the soil, 

through experience (Stuart Prior, pers. comm. 2012, 2014). A total of 36 graves at 

Raunds Furnells were definitively marked above ground by slabs, crosses, slots, 

stones or posts (Boddington 1996: 46), and while no markers were identified at 

Barton-Upon-Humber, it is noted that the emptied graves could only have been 

ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ΨƛŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ Ǿƛǎƛōƭȅ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜΩ (Rodwell & Rodwell 

1982: 294). No specific individual markers were excavated at Addingham, but it is 

ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǎƻƳŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ƳŀǊƪƛƴƎ ŜƴŀōƭŜŘ Ǌƻǿǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƭŀƛŘ ƻǳǘΩ ό!ŘŀƳǎ 

1996: 182). This concept will be further explored in Chapters 5 and 7. 

 

It is noted in Section (2.2) (iv)-(xi) that the skeletal material in graves and grave fills 

appears from the limited photographic evidence and descriptive accounts to be 

disarticulated. It is here suggested that there was a regulation in place, or a 

consistent belief, that only disarticulated and decomposed inhumations may be 

disturbed, post-deposition. This would account for or contribute towards the need 

for managed cemeteries, to prevent the accidental disinterment of an individual still 

in a state of decomposition. Very few examples of disturbance are recorded which 

exhibit any evidence for the individual still being in articulation. Adams points out 

that the emptied graves to the north-ǿŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŘƛǎƛƴǘŜǊǊŜŘ Ψ!ǘ 

ŀ ǎǘŀƎŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅΩ ό!ŘŀƳǎ мффсΥ муо-184). Burial (5200) at 

Raunds Furnells was disturbed, but only in relation to its left humerus (Boddington 

мффсΥ нуύΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨŘƛǎƭƻŎŀǘŜŘΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƳōΦ 

Significantly, this case constitutes one of the examples of abandoned graves 

described above, leaving the remainder of (5200) intact. The reasons why 

decomposing corpses may not have been appropriate to disturb is discussed in 

Chapters 5 and 6, and relates to bodily fluids being regarded as contaminants to 

consecrated ground. It has not been established whether this view was held in the 

early medieval period, but may explain why decomposing individuals were wrapped 

so tightly for burial, and why Burial (5156) at Raunds Furnells was prevented from 

fully coming into contact with the grave floor (see (3.2.2) (iii)). This reasoning may 
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also account for why in some graves comprising multiple articulated individuals, the 

original occupants are not disturbed by new insertions (see (3.3.1) (iii)).  
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3.4: Conclusion 

 

Deciphering post-depositional disturbance in early medieval England is fraught with 

complications. There is a lack of consistency in how individuals came to be disturbed, 

and in how the disturbed material is treated, subsequent to disturbance. Detail is 

consistently scarce in descriptions of disturbance, as are photographs of the 

disturbance, making it difficult to identify patterns of redeposition or to derive 

conclusive definitions by which to recognise future incidences. The extreme variety 

in the form of disturbance belie there ever having been a single standard practice for 

treatment and representation of disturbed material. The exception to this concerns 

disturbance of individuals of a certain status, that of ecclesiastics deemed to be 

saintly. Their disturbance was a highly deferential act, with strict methodology and 

considerations involved in their disinterment. These translations and elevations were 

committed in order that further additional liturgical benefits might be bestowed on 

that person (see Chapter 2). All other disturbances relate to ordinary inhabitants, or 

the laity. Neither the modes of disturbance nor the treatment of disturbed material 

exhibit any element of exclusivity, with both males and females, juveniles and adults 

being affected.  

 

Despite this lack of standardisation, and the perceivably haphazard nature of 

disturbance, three primary concerns are identifiable in relation to the reopening of a 

grave and the post-burial movement of individuals:  

 

1)  The prevention of physical disturbance of the dead post-burial was 

paramount. 

2)   When disturbance was unavoidable or necessary, the disturbed material 

was to be reburied in an appropriately respectful manner, these 

treatments being the remit of the society conducting the disturbance. 

3)  Articulated inhumations still undergoing the process of decomposition 

were not to be disturbed where possible, and in particular, were not to 

be disarticulated while still fleshed.  
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The consistent adherence to these regulations indicate that there were accepted 

opinions in relation to cemeteries, the deceased, and grave disturbance, which 

negated against the physical disturbance of the dead, except in exceptional and 

unavoidable circumstances. There is little evidence of Church decree governing 

disturbance, although the complicated manner in which saintly individuals were 

disinterred indicates that in general, disturbance of the dead was taboo. Opening a 

grave and disturbing the skeletal remains of an individual was not a desecration, 

providing no other alternatives were available and the three fundamental guidelines 

were adhered to.   

 

The disciplined management of cemeteries, the manner by which disturbance 

occurred and the treatments exacted on disturbed individuals, all indicate that while 

there may not have been liturgical motivations for causing disturbance, there were 

liturgical reasons for not disturbing inhumations. Far from representing a 

disrespectful and callous regard for the dead, early medieval post-depositional 

disturbance was actually a controlled and restricted practice, motivated by necessity, 

and performed with reverence. 
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CHAPTER 4: LATER MEDIEVAL POST-DEPOSITIONAL DISTURBANCE 

 

4.1. Introduction 

 

As discussed in Chapter 3 (3.1), post-depositional disturbance of burials involved an 

intentional or accidental physical interaction with the dead, after the burial of an 

individual had taken place. It includes any movement of fleshed or skeletal material 

within the original depositional context, and may also constitute the removal and 

relocation of part or all of the buried individual/s to a new or secondary context. Post-

depositional disturbance during the early medieval (c.600-1100) period has been 

discussed in Chapter 3, and this chapter will analyse disturbances dating to the later 

medieval period (c.1100-1550).  

 

In England, physical interaction with the buried dead has been engaged in from at 

least the advent of Christianity (c.600), throughout the medieval period and into the 

post-medieval period (c.1550). Yet, despite this, no meaningful attempt has been 

made to collate the evidence for medieval post-depositional disturbance. Neither has 

there been any significant effort made to understand how and why disturbance took 

place, which has resulted in incidences of the practice being routinely dismissed as 

insignificant in terms of medieval funerary activity (See Chapter 1) (Klemperer & 

Boothroyd 2004: 40-1, 131; Soden 2010: 14; Grainger 2011: 103; Thomas et al. 1997: 

40, 117-18). This chapter, in accordance with Chapter 3, aims to identify all 

recognisable forms of medieval post-depositional disturbance and to categorise 

these occurrences. Emphasising the prevalence of interaction with physical remains 

of the buried dead throughout the medieval period and at a variety of cemetery site 

types, will illustrate that such interaction was neither unusual nor callous. The 

cataloguing of post-depositional events will equally demonstrate that each mode of 

disturbance was undertaken for specific reasons, potentially unique to each 

circumstance in which it occurred, encompassing practical and religious motivations 

and reasoning. The emotive nature of post-depositional disturbance will be explored 
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in Chapter 6. Analysis of each of the defined categories will exemplify that interaction 

with the dead was regulated, either to prevent its unnecessary occurrence or to 

mitigate how it was to be undertaken. Where it is evident, the level of structure or 

organisation inherent in post-depositional disturbances will also be discussed, the 

implications of which will form the basis of Chapter 7. Certain categories, for example 

charnel chapels or translations and elevations, are sufficiently frequent, and provide 

evidence of structure, as to merit a chapter of their own, and are not discussed in 

detail at this point (see Chapters 2 & 5). 
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4.2: Post-Depositional Disturbance in Later Medieval England 

(4.2.1) Research to Date 

 

This section will identify and categorise each type of post-depositional disturbance 

that occurred during the later medieval period in England (see Table 4.1). It will also 

assess what, if any, investigation into these occurrences has been undertaken. 

Although abundant examples of disturbance have been excavated at cemetery sites 

throughout England, and have been identified at a variety of ecclesiastical site types 

including cathedrals, parish churches, abbeys and hospitals, little research has been 

undertaken that attempts to collate or analyse all the available evidence. The seminal 

work Requiem, by Gilchrist and Sloane, published in 2005, documented a large 

volume of data concerning such behaviours and interactions with the dead. It was 

primarily concerned, however, with investigating burial as opposed to post-burial 

activities and incidences. In addition, the authors focussed on monastic complexes, 

not including evidence derived from parish churchyards. In the decade since its 

publication, no other large-scale attempt has been made to identify or analyse 

medieval post-burial activities. As with analyses of the early medieval burials, 

discussions of later medieval disturbances of the dead in archaeological reports tend 

to be brief, if included at all, with the associated implication that they are 

inconsequential to current funerary studies (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 194-6; Horrox 

1996: 104-5; Miller & Saxby 2007: 148-56). This gives the impression that excavators 

and researchers are dismissive of the possibility that post-burial activities might 

reflect medieval concern with, and curation of, the dead, but instead have deduced 

that such engagement with the buried dead was possibly callous and regarded 

contemporarily as insignificant. Examples of later medieval burial disturbances tend 

to be explained in such pragmatic terms only, with limited explanations of the 

occurrences, particularly when compared to discussion of articulated burials within 

the same reports (Brown & Howard-Davis 2008; Grainger 2011; Jackson 2006; Miller 

& Saxby 2007; Sloane & Malcolm 2004; Thomas et al. 1997). It is occasionally 

explicitly stated, but normally merely insinuated, that these incidences were engaged 

in haphazardly and are not indicative of systematic treatment of, and care for, the 
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buried dead (Jackson 2007; Miller & Saxby 2007). Little attention is paid to the 

motivations inherent in engaging in such interactions. Where this is discussed, the 

intimation is that they largely constituted unavoidable physical interactions with the 

dead, but that these were generally not liturgical nor served a primary purpose 

themselves, being merely the by-product of other intentional funerary activities 

(Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 194-9). Certain post-depositional occurrences were, 

however, clearly deliberately undertaken for a specific purpose in relation to the 

deceased individual, for example viscera burials or translations (see Section (4.2.2) 1) 

(i) & (v)). These types of activities may be defined as structured, in that there was a 

specific reason to explain their occurrence, in addition to an apparently standard 

method by which the disturbance ought to be undertaken (see Section (4.3)). 

Although not all instances of post-depositional disturbance exhibit such systematic 

methodology, this is not in itself evidence that they were disrespectful or 

insignificant. By documenting their occurrence, describing their manifestation 

archaeologically, and comparing them to early medieval examples of disturbance, it 

is expected that the medieval funerary practice of physical interaction with the dead 

may be elucidated. Moreover, it is hoped that, when examined in conjunction with 

additionally under-researched aspects of medieval cemetery and funerary activities, 

such as graveyard management and contemporary attitudes towards the dead (see 

Chapters 6 & 7), the phenomenon of post-depositional disturbance might be given 

the credence and recognition it deserves.  
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(4.2.2) Categories of Post-Depositional Disturbance 

Chapter 3 presented a lengthy and detailed definition of early medieval post-

depositional disturbance (see Section (3.2.2)). This definition is equally applicable to 

later medieval disturbances and need not be repeated nor elaborated on here. All 

identified forms of movement or physical interaction with the buried dead that have 

been dated to the later medieval period will be included in the following discussion, 

and similarities with the earlier medieval period will emerge. In addition, categories 

of disturbance that did not occur in the early medieval period will also be discussed. 

A similar approach to that implemented in relation to the early medieval types of 

disturbance in Chapter 3 will be adopted, with later medieval categories of post-

depositional disturbance defined according to various criteria; the physical 

manifestation of the disturbed material in archaeological contexts; how the material 

came to be disturbed; and the manner in which the disturbed were redeposited 

and/or treated. It is expected that the following classification of types of disturbance 

will highlight distinctions and similarities between the various recorded examples, 

which in turn ought to clarify any inherent motivation for undertaking physical 

interaction with the buried dead. 

 

1) Disturbance of Single Individuals 

(i)   Translations & Elevations 

Translations and elevations, as forms of post-depositional disturbance of 

individuals, have been discussed at length in relation to both the early 

and later medieval periods (see Section (3.2.2) 1 (i)), and a detailed 

examination of the practice comprises Chapter 2. Translations and 

ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ 

remains from their grave, in order to relocate those bones or preserved 

ōƻŘȅ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ, representing the canonisation of the 

individual.  
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(ii)  Emptied & Empty Graves 

Just as numerous graves were identified during the early medieval period 

that had no extant burials within them (see Chapter 2 Section (2.2.2) (ii)), 

there are also a number of graves dating to the later medieval period that 

exhibit evidence for having once been occupied and the burials 

disinterred at a later date. At the priory and hospital of St Mary Spital 

(London), grave F[389] in cemetery OA2 (1197-1235) was empty, but the 

fill of the grave contained teeth and fragments of human bone, 

suggesting that a burial may have been disinterred at some point after, 

or during, advanced decomposition (Thomas et al. 1997: 23). The 

individual may have been deliberately exhumed some time at or after the 

cessation of burial within this area (c.1235) to relocate it elsewhere in the 

new cemetery OA5 (1235-мнулύΦ !ǘ {ǘ {ŀǾƛƻǳǊΩǎ /ƭǳƴƛŀŎ ǇǊƛƻǊȅΣ 

Bermondsey (Surrey), four exhumed graves were located in region OA2 

which was later the site of the 12th-century infirmary (Gilchrist & Sloane 

2005: 197). These graves dated to period M3 (1050-1100) (Dyson et al. 

2011: 21). One grave contained the left humerus, radius and ulna in 

anatomical position (see Fig. 4.1), which were most likely left behind 

accidentally during the disinterment.  
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Fig. 4.1: 9ƳǇǘƛŜŘ ƎǊŀǾŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊȅ ƻŦ {ǘ {ŀǾƛƻǳǊΩǎ /ƭǳƴƛŀŎ tǊƛƻǊȅΣ 

Surrey. Note left behind within the right-hand grave, the left humerus, 

radius and ulna, in anatomical position (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 198) 

 

Gilchrist and Sloane (2005: 197) speculate that these four graves may 

have been those of the founding monks, who were sent from La Charité 

sur Loire, France, in the 1090s to establish the priory. This would indeed 

explain the necessity of disinterring these specific graves, moving the 

remains of the founders of the priory, in order to prevent their 

disturbance or destruction during subsequent construction work. A 

further ten empty graves located in cemetery OA6, dating to between 

periods M4 and M8 (c.1100-1430) had been exhumed during period M9 

(c.1430-1538), again, due to building works in that area (Dyson et al. 

2011: 84). In the nave of the 1350 church at St Mary Graces, East 

Smithfield (London), a grave-shaped cut, (13682), contained no burial or 

evidence of human material within it or the fill (Grainger 2011: 44). It is 

not clear if the grave was dug in expectation of a burial that was 
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subsequently interred elsewhere, or if the grave had been occupied but 

was fully exhumed leaving no archaeological trace of the occupant. A 

further two empty graves were located in the convent garden (OA10) 

(Grainger 2011: 55). In the south-east chapel in the south transept of the 

church at Norton Priory (Cheshire), two monolithic stone coffins, 909 and 

913, dating to the mid to late 13th century, were found to be empty of 

burials (Brown et al. 2008: 133). It must be presumed that the coffins 

were once occupied, but the reason for them being emptied remains 

unknown, as does the location to which they were removed.  

 

An empty grave, 5344, was also excavated from the presbytery of the 

14th-century church at the Priory of St Andrew, Fishergate (Stroud & 

Kemp 1993: 137). The grave was dated to Phase 6a/b (the early 14th 

century), and so may have been exhumed in order to avoid its 

disturbance by the demolition and subsequent rebuilding of the church, 

which was begun in the mid-14th century (Stroud & Kemp 1993: 134). At 

Hulton Abbey, grave F316 in the north transept of the church was empty 

ŀǎƛŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ Ψŀ ŦŜǿ ōƻƴŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀǾŜ ōŜŘ, including two teeth, a 

ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǎŀŎǊǳƳΣ ƻƴŜ ǾŜǊǘŜōǊŀ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘǎΩ όYƭŜƳǇŜǊŜǊ 

ϧ .ƻƻǘƘǊƻȅŘ нллпΥ пмύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƻǊǎ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ǿŀǎ 

ŜȄƘǳƳŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǳƴƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ Χ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ 

sacrum would have been left behind in the grave and it is assumed that 

this bone and the few fragments of spine and ribcage are the disturbed 

remains of an individuaƭΩ (Klemperer & Boothroyd 2004: 115). A 

description or photograph detailing the location of these elements within 

the grave may help in deciphering this; if they were redeposited material, 

but placed in the general correct anatomical location, then it would be a 

highly unusual case of redeposition. Occasionally, it is apparent that 

graves were dug but were never occupied, for reasons unknown. In the 

western cloister of the Dominican Priory, Oxford, a grave had been dug 

through clay, although there was no evidence that it had ever been used 

(Lambrick & Woods 1976: 193). 



  

133 
 

 

There are various accounts of exhumations having taken place at 

numerous later medieval sites, by reason of the illegal nature of their 

burial in cemeteries that had no burial rites, or due to conflict over where 

the deceased ought to have been buried. In 1108 the Bishop of Hereford 

ordered a number of people to exhume a local parishioner who had been 

buried in Gloucester, as he believed Hereford had the exclusive right to 

bury the man (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 196). One strong motivation for 

such behaviour must relate to the fees or burial dues collected by the 

associated church for burial of an individual in their cemetery. In 1396 at 

least 67 individuals were exhumed from the newly established cemetery 

ŀŘƧŀŎŜƴǘ ǘƻ {ǘ IŜƭŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊƛǎƘ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΣ !ōƛƴƎŘƻƴ (Oxfordshire), during a 

dispute concerning ownership of the land (Daniel 1999: 91-2; Gilchrist & 

Sloane 2005: 196). Similar exhumations may also have taken place at 

Manchester in 1403 and Bristol (date not provided) when arguments and 

accusations between rival religious establishments took place concerning 

which church had legitimate claim to, and therefore right to bury, which 

deceased parishioner. Ownership of this right to bury also meant that the 

Church authorities in question could receive the burial money owed to 

them (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 196). As Christian burial could only take 

place within consecrated ground (see Chapter 6), individuals were 

occasionally disinterred for reburial if it was deemed that the original 

place of burial did not have burial rites (Daniell 1999: Gilchrist & Sloane 

2005: 199). From the years 1208-1214, England was under an Interdict by 

tƻǇŜ LƴƴƻŎŜƴǘ LLL ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦǳǎŀƭ ōȅ YƛƴƎ WƻƘƴ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŜ tƻǇŜΩǎ 

nomination for the position of archbishop of Canterbury (Daniell 1999: 

103; Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 46-7). All ecclesiastical services were 

forbidden in England, meaning burial in consecrated cemeteries could 

not take place. A plaque discovered at Lindisfarne Priory 

όbƻǊǘƘǳƳōŜǊƭŀƴŘύΣ ǿŀǎ ŜƴƎǊŀǾŜŘ ŀǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿǎΥ Ψ!5 мнмрΥ ¢ƘǊŜŜ ƳƻƴƪǎΣ 

Silvester, Robert and Elias, were translated from the garden of the monks 

ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƭŀŎŜΩ όDƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ ϧ {ƭƻŀƴŜ нллрΥ мффύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ 
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interpreted as commemorating the translation of three burials from an 

illicit burial ground, established during the Interdict, to the consecrated 

cemetery at Lindisfarne, after the Interdict was lifted.   

 

In addition to the reasons outlined above for the deliberate disinterment 

of an individual from their grave, superstitious motivations, such as the 

belief that a deceased, interred individual was in fact a revenant, may 

account for some of the emptied and empty graves identified 

archaeologically. This form of post-depositional disturbance will be 

discussed at length in Chapter 6. 

 

 (iii)  Wrapped Decomposing Bodies  

At the priory and hospital of St John of Jerusalem, Clerkenwell (London), 

Burial D[520] comprised a young adult, aged between 13 and 15 years 

old, who had been wrapped in a shroud (Sloane 2004). The constricted 

nature of the skeleton and the very narrow grave cut indicated that the 

body may have been in an advanced state of decomposition at the time 

of interment (Sloane 2004: 185). It is suggested by the excavators of the 

Cistercian Abbey of St Mary Stratford (Essex), that an unspecified number 

ƻŦ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ΨǘƛƎƘǘƭȅ ǿǊŀǇǇŜŘ ƻǊ ōƻǳƴŘΩ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ōǳǊƛŀƭΣ 

although they do not hypothesise that this was due to them being in an 

advanced state of decomposition (Barber et al. 2004: 48). During the 

research undertaken for this study, more examples of burials of 

decomposing individuals were identified dating to the early medieval 

period than to later centuries (see Chapter 3 Section (3.2.2) (iii)). The 

reasons for late or delayed burial of individuals, resulting in them being 

badly decomposing at the time of burial, were discussed in Chapter 3.  

 

(iv)  Sack Reburials 

A single example of an individual having been reburied in a bag or sack, 

after complete disarticulation had been completed, was identified at the 

medieval hospital site of St Mary Magdalen, Partney (Lincolnshire) 
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(Atkins & Popescu 2003: 223). Burial 8 comprised the burial of Skeleton 

26, an elderly male. In the fill of the grave, partly above his feet, was a 

collection of disarticulated bones, Skeleton 1 (see Fig. 4.2).  

 

 

Fig. 4.нΥ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜŘŜǇƻǎƛǘŜŘ ΨōŀƎΩ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭ ǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ individual, 

Skeleton 1, within the grave of primary burial, Skeleton 26, from the 

Hospital of Mary Magdalen, Partney, Lincolnshire (Atkins & Popescu 

2003: 221, Fig.9) 

 

These did not constitute an entire individual, comprising only the 

cranium, upper and lower limb bones, and not including the pelvis, 

vertebrae or ribs. The reburial was radiocarbon dated to ad 1030ς1220 

AD (ς19.5 ± 0.2), while the underlying skeleton was dated to 1150ς1280 

AD (ς22.3 ± 0.2) (Atkins & Popescu 2003: 223). The excavators suggested 

that the disarticulated material may have been in a bag, although their 

ǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŀŘŜ ŀōǳƴŘŀƴǘƭȅ ŎƭŜŀǊΥ ΨThe very regular erosion pattern 

on the front of the skull may suggest that the remains were placed in a 

sack or other textile within the backfill of the later burialΩ ό!ǘƪƛƴǎ ϧ 

Popescu 2003: 223). Certain ecclesiastical communities laid out their 

dead on sackcloth prior to burial, including Cistercians, Augustinians and 

Benedictines (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 23). Wearing sackcloth was also 

used as a sign of penance or humility, during the later medieval period 

(Neale & Webb 1843: 142). It is feasible that the remains of Skeleton 1 

were placed and reburied within a bag or sack in order to reflect these 

beliefs, but it may just as equally have been a convenient container and 

method of transporting the bones. The cemetery at Partney contained a 

total of 43 burials, which were evenly spread out with little intercutting 



  

136 
 

(see Chapter 7 Section (7.2.2) 2) (xi)). There was, in addition, unused 

space within the complex to accommodate future burials. It, therefore, 

seems unlikely that Skeleton 1 was disinterred in order to make way for 

Skeleton 26 to be buried within the same grave cut. The missing elements 

of Skeleton 1 were not located within the grave (Burial 8), nor were a 

collection of adult male vertebrae, ribs and pelvis excavated in any other 

grave or region of the cemetery. The partial remains may have been 

transported from another location altogether and deliberately reburied 

with Skeleton 26 in particular. Reasons and motivations for intentional 

disinterment or fragmentation of the body for multiple burial are 

discussed in (v) below.  The bones may equally have been redeposited in 

.ǳǊƛŀƭ у ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǾŜƴƛŜƴŎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ {ƪŜƭŜǘƻƴ нсΩǎ ōǳǊƛŀƭΣ ŀlthough 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊȅΩǎ ƎǊŀǾŜǎ ƘŀŘ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ 

been disturbed, necessitating reburial. 

 

During the later medieval period, lesser translations were occasionally 

reinterred not in solid boxes or containers as saintly translations were, 

but simply wrapped in cloth (see Chapter 2 Section (2.4.1)). At the Cluniac 

priory of Thetford (Norfolk), the disarticulated remains of two males 

were reinterred in the chapter house in the mid-14th century, wrapped in 

ǿƘŀǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ƳƻƴƪΩǎ ƘŀōƛǘΣ ƳŀŘŜ ƻŦ ŘŀǊƪ ǿƻƻƭ όwƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴ-

Mackay 1957: 98). There is growing evidence of monks, nuns and pious 

lay people being buried in habits during the later medieval period, and 

the reburial of translated or disturbed remains in ecclesiastical clothing 

or sackcloth may tentatively be construed as an extension of this practice 

(Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 80-7).  

 

(v)   Viscera Burials 

Viscera burials are defined as the burial of the internal organ/s of an 

individual in a container, by itself, in isolation from the remainder of the 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ό.ƛƴǎƪƛ мффсΥ сп-7; Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 80). 

According to Bynum (1995: 203), these type of burials originated 
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amongst aristocratic families in northern Europe by the 12th century. The 

archaeological evidence for viscera burials all dates to the 12th to 14th 

centuries, with the majority dating to the 12th or 13th centuries (Gilchrist 

& Sloane 2005: 159-60). No evidence could be found regarding viscera 

burials dating to the early medieval period, which substantiates the 

argument that they were a later medieval practice (see Chapter 3 Section 

(3.2.2) 1)). Viscera burials are generally accepted as reflecting a desire by 

the individual to express their patronage or loyalty to more than one 

religious institution, after their death (Binski 1996: 64-5). The co-founder 

of the Great Hospital, Norwich, recorded in his will that if he died far 

ŀǿŀȅΣ ΨƘƛǎ ōƻŘȅ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ŀnd his heart conveyed to the hospital 

chapel to be buried ƛƴ ŀ ƴƛŎƘŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǊŜΩ ό¢ƘƻƳŀǎ et al. 2004: 123). 

During the later medieval period, the burial of the head was regarded to 

ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ Ǉrimary burial, while burial of other portions 

of the body in alternative and/or multiple locations constituted 

secondary burials (Binski 1996: 64; Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 80). Binski 

(1996: 64-5) has argued that viscera burials of hearts reflected piety of 

the deceased individual. It is here suggested that it may also be in 

ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŀŎǊŜŘ ƘŜŀǊǘΩ ƻŦ WŜǎǳǎΣ ŀ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ 

ǎȅƳōƻƭ ƻŦ WŜǎǳǎΩ ŘŜǾƻǘƛƻƴ and love of humanity (Anonymous 1971).  

 

Viscera burials have been excavated and recorded in a variety of forms. 

There does not appear to have been a standard receptacle for 

containment of the organs for burial, nor a consistent method of burial, 

as they have been found in wicker containers, ceramic pots, miniature 

cist graves, and lead vessels (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 159; Thomas et al. 

1997: 69). Gilchrist and Sloane have collated eight examples of viscera 

burials from across England. At the Cistercian abbey of Beaulieu 

(Hampshire), a miniature stone coffin (0.6m long, 0.36 ς 0.3m wide) was 

excavated in which were two niches, one of which held a green-glazed 

pot, for the heart and other organs (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 159). In this 

case, the organs were placed in a small receptacle, itself placed inside a 
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coffin-like container. All other viscera burials discussed here were 

similarly placed in a form of vessel, prior to being placed within a second 

burial container. At St Albans abbey church (Hertfordshire), two 

sandstone blocks formed a circular cist like grave, covered by a wooden 

lid. In this cist was a wooden box, believed to have once contained the 

heart of Abbot Roger de Norton who died in 1290 (Gilchrist & Sloane 

2005: 159). A second possible heart burial was found at St Albans, also in 

the form described above, although this example has not been associated 

with any identified individual. In the northern aisle of the crossing of the 

M6 (1350-1400) church at {ǘ aŀǊȅ {ǇƛǘŀƭΣ ŀ ΨƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ ŀ 

wickerwork basket E[174] was excavated (Thomas et al. 1997: 69). This 

remnant of a container measured 0.46m in diameter by 0.19m deep and 

had been placed within a cut 0.6-0.7m square. The excavators deduce 

that this may have been a viscera burial, as analysis of the material inside 

ǘƘŜ ΨōŀǎƪŜǘΩ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƘŀŜƳƻƎƭƻōƛn (Thomas et al. 

1997: 69). At the parish church of Ewyas Harold (Herefordshire), a hollow 

was carved into a stone slab, into which was inserted a metal bowl lined 

with textile, prior to being covered by a larger slab and an effigy of a 

woman. This form of viscera burial was also noted at All Saints parish 

church, Holbrook (Suffolk), where a slab measuring 0.46m in length 

covered a second slab with a hemispherical hollow, in which was a metal 

ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜǊΣ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ōŜƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦƛƎȅΩǎ ōǊŜŀǎǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ǿŀǎ ƭƻŎated under 

a niche in the north aisle and has been dated to the late 13th to early 14th 

centuries.  All of the other viscera burials identified have been marked by 

a plaque or engraved burial slab detailing the specific organ buried and 

to whom they belonged. In St {ǿƛǘƘǳƴΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΣ /anon Street (London) a 

late 13th-century floor slab is inscribed ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŜǇƛǘŀǇƘΥ Ψ¢ƘŜ 

heart of Joan, wife of Fulke de St Edmund lies here. Pray for her soulΩ 

(Thomas et al. 1997: 122). The dimensions of the slab are similar to those 

of the cut in which the potential viscera burial was excavated at St Mary 

Spital, perhaps increasing the likelihood that it was, indeed, an organ 

burial of some kind.  
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Only a single definitive example could be sourced of a skeleton exhibiting 

indications of bodily disturbance for the purpose of a viscera burial. This 

is the case of Robert the Bruce, whose grave was thought to have been 

identified in 1818 in the church of the Benedictine abbey at Dunfermline, 

CƛŦŜ όDƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ ϧ {ƭƻŀƴŜ нллрΥ улύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴ ǿŀǎ ΨŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜ 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŜǊƴǳƳΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŀǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎŜŀǎŜŘ ƘŀŘ Ƙƛǎ 

heart removed after death (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 80). His heart was 

intended to be buried in the Holy Land but was eventually buried at 

Melrose Abbey, Roxburghshire (Scotland) (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 80). 

 

In 1299, Pope Boniface VIII issued the Papal Bull, Detestande feritatis, 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƻǊōŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŜŎŜŀǎŜŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ 

death of the individual (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 80; Horrox 1996: 101; 

Litten 1992: 37). The motivations for issuing this Bull are discussed in 

Chapter 6 Section (3.1). The issuing of this Bull resulted in the reduction, 

if not cessation, of the practice of bodily division for multiple burials, as 

few viscera burials post-date this time period. 

 

2) Disturbance of Multiple Individuals 

(vi)  Articulated Insertions Into Reopened Graves  

The practice of inserting articulated bodies into reopened graves 

originated in the early medieval period (see Section 3.2.2 2 (v)). This 

particular type of post-depositional disturbance appears to have been 

relatively common and was noted to have occurred in at least 9 different 

cemeteries (see Chapter 3 Section (3.2.2) 2) (v)). Where articulated 

individuals were inserted into a reopened grave during the later medieval 

period, the practice manifests slightly differently. Instead of removing the 

original occupant prior to the insertion of the new burial, bodies were 

either placed directly on top of the original burial, or with a small quantity 

of soil separating the interments. Only a single example of a burial being 

entirely removed prior to a secondary insertion into the same grave was 
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identified, that of F1036 in the interior of the medieval church of Hulton 

Abbey (Staffordshire) (Klemperer & Boothroyd 2004: 25). The female 

skeleton 50004 was inserted into the grave of an adult skeleton 50003, 

whose disarticulated skeleton was redeposited in the fill. In the vast 

majority of cases, the original occupant was not disturbed, as at the 

Hospital of St Leonard, Newark, where an unspecified number of graves 

had been reopened to insert a secondary individual (Bishop 1983: 29-30). 

IŜǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƻǊǎ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ¢ƘŜ ǎǳǇŜǊƛƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǎƻ ŜȄŀŎǘ Χ as to 

suggest deliberate re-opening ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άoriginalέ ƎǊŀǾŜΩ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ 

a familial relationship (Bishop 1983: 30). 

 

At Whithorn Priory, Galloway (Scotland), a perinatal skeleton was 

excavated which had been inserted into the 13th to 16th-century grave of 

an adult female (see (vi) below) (Hill 1997: 551). This additional burial was 

ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƻŎŎǳǇŀƴǘΩǎ ǘƻǊǎƻΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǘƘŜ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ǿŀǎ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŘŜŎƻƳǇƻǎŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƻƴŀǘŜΩǎ 

insertion, as her humeri were rearranged into the shape of a cross over 

ǘƘŜ ƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜΩǎ ōƻŘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ ƻŦ {ǘ aŀǊȅ 

Magdalen, Partney, also had a grave that had been reopened and a new 

burial inserted. Burial 16 contained two skeletons, 13 and 16, both of 

which were interpreted as ecclesiastical burials, based on the differences 

in grave type and grave goods (see Chapter 7, Section (7.2.2) 2)) (Atkins 

& Popescu 2010: 218 & 243). Skeleton 52 was an adult male, and the 

original occupant of the grave. Skeleton 45 was a possible male who had 

been inserted directly above Skeleton 52, separated by 0.1m of soil 

(Atkins & Popescu 2010: 220). At Norton Priory (Cheshire), Grave 96 

located to the west of the church contained an adult male skeleton, who 

had been reburied in the topsoil of the grave with the additional remains 

of at least 3 other individuals. A second grave, 1514, had also been 

reopened to accommodate a new burial. Burial 1513 had been inserted 

into the fill above the original coffin burial 1513, along with a number of 

crania and other non-specified elements (Brown & Howard-Davis 2008: 
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120). In none of these cases is any motivation for the deliberate targeting 

of the graves speculated upon by the excavators. The fourth example of 

a grave that had been reopened to accommodate a second burial was 

within the cemetery of Ss James and Mary Magdalene, Chichester, 

ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƴƻ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ƛǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƻƴŜ 

ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ Χ ƻŦ ŀ ƎǊŀǾŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜƭȅ ǊŜ-opened to take a 

second bodȅΩ ό[ŜŜ ϧ aŀƎƛƭǘƻƴ мфуфΥ нтсΤ aŀƎƛƭǘƻƴ et al. 2008). One case 

of an articulated insertion into an existing and occupied grave was 

excavated at Malmesbury Abbey (Wiltshire) (Hart & Holbrook 2011: 177). 

Burials 16 and 24 overlay each other within the same grave cut, Burial 16 

having been inserted at some stage after Burial 24, which dated to 

between the early 13th and late 14th centuries. Later insertions of 

articulated individuals into already occupied graves were also excavated 

at the Cistercian abbey of St Mary Graces (London). Many of these were 

located in the period B3 (c.1400-1539) nave of the church, west of the 

rood screen. As burial in church interiors was normally restricted to those 

wealthy enough to afford it, and location as close as possible to the altar 

was desirable (see Chapter 2 Section (2.2.4) (vi)) the excavators suggest 

that the graves may have been reopened to accommodate new burials in 

a region that was popular for burial and that there may have been a 

familial relationship between the burials (Grainger 2011: 42-3). Burial 

[12410] was of an adolescent, and had been inserted above the burial of 

an adult male [12424], which itself overlay Burial [12403], another adult 

male (Grainger 2011: 42-3). Other graves in this region of the church had 

also been reopened for later insertions; burials [13970] and [16253], and 

ōǳǊƛŀƭǎ ώмсмннϐ ŀƴŘ ώмсмннϐ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛǇƭŜ ōǳǊƛŀƭΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƴƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ƛǎ 

provided. Reopened graves were also found in the Period B3 porch of the 

church, burial [13675] overlay and partially disturbed burial [13778] 

ǳƴŘŜǊƴŜŀǘƘ ƛǘ όDǊŀƛƴƎŜǊ нлммΥ пфύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƻǊǎ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨLƴ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ 

cases one burial was superimposed over another, but only in one 

instance did a later burial disturb the skeleton from an earlier intermŜƴǘΩ 
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(Grainger 2011: 51). A familial relationship was also postulated for a cist 

burial in the cemetery of Rochester Cathedral, where a juvenile SK 44 had 

been inserted into the cist of SK53, separated by a few centimetres of soil 

(Ward & Anderson 1990: 94). 

 

Grave B28, from the Cistercian Abbey of St Mary Rushen (Isle of Man), 

contained multiple individuals: Ψ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ 

burial in B28 which contained six or seven individuals, all inserted in one 

ƎǊŀǾŜΩ ό.ǳǘƭŜǊ мфууΥ тпύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛption is not elaborated on by the 

excavators, and it remains unclear whether the individuals were 

articulated burials all deposited within a single grave, or if the remains 

were disarticulated, incomplete, and inserted into the grave at the time 

of a primaǊȅ ōǳǊƛŀƭΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ōǳǊƛŀƭΩ ŀǎ 

ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ΨǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅΩ ƻǊ ΨŘƛǎŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘΩ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ 

individuals. 

 

(vii) Disarticulated Elements Inserted &/Or Arranged Into New Graves  

Numerous cases of these secondary deposits within a primary context 

date to the later medieval period. Occasionally, the bones are arranged 

in patterns or including religious iconography, such as crosses. At St 

AnƴŜΩǎ /ŀǊǘƘǳǎƛŀƴ /ƘŀǊǘŜǊ IƻǳǎŜΣ a juvenile was buried with what the 

excavators descriōŜ ŀǎ ŀ Ψǎƪǳƭƭ ŀƴŘ ŎǊƻǎǎōƻƴŜǎΩ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ 

the body (Soden 1995: 78). Unfortunately, no images or further detail 

were provided, and the bones used to form the cross are not described.  

This burial was dated to the late 15th or early 16th century. Other 

examples of bones of a second individual being arranged in the 

rudimentary shape of a cross, on the body of the primary burial, also date 

to the end of the medieval period. In all cases, detail pertaining to the 

arrangements is lacking, and, thus, it remains unclear as to the exact 

positioning of the bones, or even which bones were used in most cases.  
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At Whithorn Priory, a perinatal juvenile was placed on the torso of a 

female burial, whose humeri had been arranged to form a cross on top 

of the ǇŜǊƛƴŀǘŀƭΩǎ ōƻŘȅ όIƛƭƭ мффтΥ ррмύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ǿŀǎ ŘŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ 

between the 13th and 16th centuries, although no date was provided for 

when the juvenile was inserted, or for what reason. A familial relationship 

between the two individuals may be suggestŜŘΣ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜΩǎ 

grave appears to have been deliberately targeted for the burial of the 

perinatal juvenile. At St Mary Spital, two ulnae were placed in the shape 

of a cross on the body of an unsexed adult (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 181). 

It is not apparent from where these ulnae derived, no other disarticulated 

material is recorded from the grave and the grave did not intercut 

another burial. The burial is also dated to between the 13th and 16th 

centuries, as at Whithorn discussed above. At St James Priory, Bristol, the 

bones arranged into a cross shape over the pelvic region of an unsexed 

adult burial may have belonged to the burial itself, as the excavation 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƛǎ ŀƳōƛƎǳƻǳǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǊƛƎƛƴΥ ΨBoth femurs placed across 

pelvis in a cross. IŀƴŘǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǇŜƭǾƛǎΩ όWŀŎƪǎƻƴ нллсΥ упύΦ 

 

In the period M5 (1320-1350) church at the hospital and priory of St Mary 

Spital, (London), a cist grave was excavated, that contained the burial 

E[379] of a mature male individual (Thomas et al. 2004: 66). During the 

subsequent period, M6 (1350-1400), the cist was reopened and a 

quantity of disarticulated material deposited neatly beside the original 

ƳŀƭŜ ƻŎŎǳǇŀƴǘΥ Ψ{ƻƳŜ ŎŀǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǘƻ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎ ōƻƴŜǎ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ 

those of the primary burial, and a skull was placed just beside the head 

ƴƛŎƘŜΩ ό¢ƘƻƳŀǎ et al. 2004: 69). Additional information concerning these 

disarticulated bones was not provided, including MNI, sex, taphonomic 

condition, or which particular elements were present. The deliberate 

placement of disarticulated skeletal elements was also identified in the 

Franciscan church of St Hilda, Hartlepool (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 180). 

Six crania were placed around the burial of a young female in the nave, 

although it is not clear if these were deposited at the time of her burial, 
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or if her grave was reopened specifically for the reinterment of the 

material. A second burial of a mature female in the walking place also 

contained additional crania, which were placed at her feet. Again, no 

further information was provided and it is not apparent if these were 

included at the time of her burial or afterwards. A final example of this 

category is that of Skeleton 5021 at St Helen-on-the-Walls, York. This was 

the burial of an adult male, who had two crania plus long bones placed 

on and beside his lower legs (Dawes & Magilton 1980: Plate IIIa). 

 

όǾƛƛƛύ  /Ǌŀƴƛŀ ¦ǘƛƭƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ Ψtƛƭƭƻǿ {ǘƻƴŜǎΩ 

The placing of disarticulated crania on either side of the head of the 

deceased individual within the grave, was a common practice during the 

early medieval period, especially in the 10th and 11th centuries (see 

Chapter 3 Section (3.2.2) 2) (vii)). Although the motivation for doing so is 

not entirely apparent, it was likely intended to keep the face of the 

deceased facing upright or forwards, stabilising the head and preventing 

it from lolling to one side or another during the burial. Gilchrist and 

Sloane (2005: 126) identified three later medieval examples of this 

practice, one at the Cluniac priory of St Saviour, Bermondsey, and two 

from the Benedictine Priory of St James, Bristol. All three were in the 

ƎǊŀǾŜǎ ƻŦ ŜƭŘŜǊƭȅ ƳŀƭŜǎ ƛƴ ΨŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊƛŜǎΩ όDƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ ϧ {ƭƻŀƴŜ нллрΥ 

126).  The burial at St Saviour was dated to between the mid-13th to the 

mid-14th centuries and was located in the southern cemetery, although 

no mention of this burial could be located in the official archaeological 

publication and report (Dyson 2001; Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 126). All 

burials with crania utilised as pillow stones were located within Site 1, the 

monastic cemetery, at St James Priory, which dates to c.1129 to the mid-

13th century (Jackson 2006: 32, 95). Skeleton 110 was buried with two 

crania on either side of his head. These were presumed to have been 

from disturbed burials, as the grave also contained an unanalysed 

ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǊŜŘŜǇƻǎƛǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴΩǎ ƭƻǿŜǊ 

legs and within the fill of the grave (Jackson 2006: 95). Skeleton 159 also 
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had two crania placed on either side of the head, with long bones 

deposited at his lower legs (Jackson 2006: 81). A third burial, Skeleton 

143, had the disturbed cranial fragments of Skeleton 142, a juvenile, 

placed by their skull (Jackson 2006: 80). Since this burial only had a single 

cranium positioned beside that of the deceased, it might indicate that the 

ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ΨǇƛƭƭƻǿ 

ǎǘƻƴŜǎΩ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘ ƛǎ ƛƴŎƻǊǊŜŎǘΤ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ 

positioning of disarticulated crania beside the head at the east end of the 

grave may have had an additional but, as of yet, unrecognised, spiritual 

function.  

 

Crania were also found located at the head of the primary burial of 

skeleton 50029 in the church of Hulton Abbey (Klemperer & Boothroyd 

2004: 41). Three crania had been placed to the east and south of the 

ƻŎŎǳǇŀƴǘΩǎ ǎƪǳƭƭΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭƻƴƎ ōƻƴŜǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŜŜǘΦ /Ǌŀƴƛŀ ŀƭǎƻ 

appear to have been treated differently from other disarticulated 

material at the Augustinian Priory of Gisborough, Cleveland, where two 

burials aǊŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ Ψ{ƪǳƭƭ ƛƴ ŜƳǇǘȅ ƎǊŀǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ōǳǊƛŀƭΩ (Heslop 1995: 

105). This description is difficult to decipher, however, as both the graves 

ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨŜƳǇǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ȅŜǘ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜƳΦ 

The precise positioning of disarticulated crania together inside charnel 

pits, and at the heads of later burials has also been noted (see Section 

(4.2.2) 2) (vi) and (ix)).  

 

(ix)  Intercutting Graves  

Intercutting graves will be extensively discussed in Chapter 7, in relation 

to cemetery management. As has been noted in Chapter 3, in excavation 

reports a distinction is not always made between graves that intercut and 

burials that intercut (see Chapter 3 Section (3.2.2) 2) (viii) & Chapter 7 

Section (7.2.2)). It is hence not consistently apparent if the buried dead 

were actually being disturbed, or if it was merely the periphery of their 

grave cut that was encroached upon. This has important implications for 
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interpreting the archaeological record of medieval post-depositional 

disturbance, specifically in relation to recognising intentionality or apathy 

towards the concept and consequences of post-depositional disturbance. 

If it can be demonstrated that interments were consistently not being 

disturbed while their graves were, it illustrates that there was a 

deliberate and conscious effort being made not to unnecessarily engage 

in post-depositional movement and disturbance of human remains.  

 

(x)   Charnel Pits  

The definition provided in Chapter 3 Section (3.2.2) 2) (ix) for early 

medieval charnel pits, is equally applicable to later medieval charnel pits. 

These cemetery features are also common in later medieval cemeteries. 

At St Helen-on-the-Walls a single charnel pit 1044 contained an MNI of 

c.70, while a second, pit 1112, comprised the remains of only two 

individuals (Dawes & Magilton 1980: 17). There does not appear to have 

been any restrictions regarding who or what could be placed within pits 

based on age, sex or element. At the hospital of Ss James and Mary 

Magdalen (Chichester), charnel pit 668 comprised a minimum of eight 

adults and juveniles, and several of the pits at St Andrew Fishergate 

contained adult, juvenile, male and female remains (see Table 4.2) 

(Magilton et al. 2008: 88-9: Stroud & Kemp 1993: 276-7). Pit 552 at St 

Helen-on-the-Walls consisted only of crania, seven in total, while other 

pits at this and other sites (see below) contained elements from the 

ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴ ό5ŀǿŜǎ ϧ aŀƎƛƭǘƻƴ мфулΥ мтύΦ 5ŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƛǘǎΩ 

contents are rare, and descriptions are usually limited to an MNI and 

basic sexing and/or ageing information. 
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Table 4.2:  Example of descriptions of charnel pits in the cemeteries of 

St Andrew Fishergate, York (Stroud & Kemp 1992: 276-7) 

 

 

A total of 37 charnel pits were recorded in the cemeteries of St Andrew 

Fishergate, York (Stroud & Kemp 1993: 159 & 276). Thirty-three of these 

dated to between 1195 and the late 16th century, with four recorded as 

not examined (Stroud & Kemp 1993: 277). No images were provided of 

any of the pits, and descriptions of pits and their contents were all very 

limited (see Table 4.2) (Stroud & Kemp 1993: 276-7).  

 

A charnel pit at Norton Priory, in the nave of the 15th century church, was 

ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ Ψƴƻǘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘΩΣ ŀǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ Ǉƛǘ from St Mary Graces, East 

Smithfield (Brown & Howard-Davis 2008; Grainger 2011). When medieval 

charnel pits are described in detail or a photographic record is included 
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in archaeological reports, it tends to relate to when the material within 

them had been redeposited and arranged into a pattern. In the Phase IV 

cemetery of Crayke (North Yorkshire), a minimum of three individuals 

were represented in a charnel pit (Adams 1990: 38-9). Long bones had 

been used to form three sides of a square, with fragments of crania 

placed in the centre. No dates were included in the report for this phase 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊŜ-ŦƻǳǊǘŜŜƴǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΩ cemetery (Adams 1990: 29). A 13th-

century charnel pit with arranged bones was also excavated at the 

Augustinian priory of St Mary Merton (Surrey) (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 

195; Miller & Saxby 2007).  Here, fragmented long bones were placed 

neatly beside each other with three crania lining one end of the pit. From 

the photograph provided, it appears that the crania were arranged to 

face into the pit, although no orientation of the pit or its contents were 

noted (see Fig. 4.3).  

 

 

Fig. 4.3: Arranged charnel within 13th-century pit within the cemetery of 

the priory of Mary Merton, (Surrey) (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 195) 

 

Charnel was arranged within Pit 5260 in the nave of the 15th-century 

church at St Helen-on-the-Walls (York) (Magilton & Dawes 1980: 17). The 

material comprised five individuals, whose tibiae, femora and humeri are 

described as having been arranged into a square, although the 

photograph of the pit does not quite meet this description (see Fig. 4.4). 

Instead of the bones forming four sides of a square, they had been neatly 

placed beside and on top of each other, mostly in the same orientation, 
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with additional complete and fragmented bones to either side in the 

opposite orientation. There also appears to be an articulated undisturbed 

tibia and fibula to the north of the pit.  

 

 

Fig. 4.4: Charnel arranged neatly within the nave of the church at St 

Helen-on-the-Walls, Aldwark (Dawes & Magilton 1980: Plate Vc) 

     

One exception to this dearth of descriptive analysis of pits, derives from 

the Hospital of Ss James and Mary Magdalene, where charnel pit 668 was 

discussed in detail (Magilton et al. 2008: 88-9). Intriguingly, the 

ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘƻǊǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ōȅ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ Ǉƛǘ ссу ΨƳŀȅ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴǾŜƴƛŜƴŎŜ 

ōŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ǇƛǘΩ όMagilton et al. 2008: 88). It measured 2m 

in depth and at least 3m in breadth, from west to east although a 

proportion lay beyond the extent of the excavation. The pit was only 

ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŦǳƭƭΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ΨŎŀǇǇŜŘΩ ōȅ ƳƻǊǘŀǊ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŀǾŜƭΦ [ŀȅŜǊǎ ƻŦ ōƻƴŜ 

were excavated, each of which had been covered by layers of gravel and 

ƭƻŀƳΦ ¢ƘŜ abL ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƛǘΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎ ǿŀǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ 

of eight individuals, including juveniles (Magilton et al. 2008: 89). It is 

ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψŀǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘΩ ǘƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ any 

particular arrangement, and skulls predominated, although this is not 

evident in the photograph provided (see Fig. 4.5). It is speculated by the 

excavators that the pit was dug very deeply, in expectation of there being 

large quantities of bone to rebury, although this necessity never came to 
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fruition, the pit only being filled to a depth of 1m (Magilton et al. 2008: 

89). 

 

 

Fig. 4.5: Charnel pit 668 from the Hospital of Ss James & Mary 

Magdalene (Magilton et al. 2008: 89)  

 

Charnel pits are assumed to have been created when the digging of 

graves or building works disturbed burials, and so the disinterred 

material was redeposited in a new pit. As no taphonomic information was 

provided in any of the cases of charnel pits discussed in Chapter 3 or here, 

it is not possible to determine if these remains were reinterred 

immediately after being disturbed, or if they had remained on the 

cemetery surface for any length of time. What also remains unclear are 

the motivations for why charnel pits were made on particular occasions, 

while at other times disturbed material was simply redeposited back in 

the fill of graves. For example, graves 4 and 5 at the medieval cemetery 

ŀǘ {ǘ CŀƛǘƘΩǎ [ŀƴŜΣ bƻǊǿƛŎƘΣ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŜŘ ōȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǊƪǎΣ ŀnd 

their disarticulated bones were seemingly immediately redeposited in a 

charnel pit (125), located adjacent to grave 4 (Soden 2010: 20). The same 

ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊȅ ƻŦ {ǘ aŀǊƪΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΣ [ƛƴŎƻƭƴΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ 

charnel pits (ACL, 392 and 363) dating to Period IX (mid-11th-mid 12th 
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ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅύ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ΨǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƻŦ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŘƛǎƛƴǘŜǊǊŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƎǊŀǾŜŘƛƎƎƛƴƎΩ όDƛƭƳƻǳǊ ϧ {ǘƻŎƪŜǊ 1986: 20). 

At the majority of sites included in this study, sites exhibiting charnel pits 

also had disarticulated bones excavated from grave fills. In the eastern 

cemetery at St Mary Graces, for example, charnel comprising 47 

individuals was deposited in the upper fill of a grave, yet the site also 

exhibited separate charnel pits, for example, pit 13788, which was 

thought to contain the remains of disinterred individuals from two 

contemporary emptied graves in the convent garden.  

 

It is feasible that certain charnel pits represent the burial of individuals 

who had viscera burials, which would account for pits that contained near 

whole disarticulated skeletons (see 1) (v) above). However, the majority 

of charnel pits, where information on their contents is provided, 

comprise multiple elements or fragments from more than one individual 

(see above). More charnel pits dating to the later medieval period were 

identified during the research for this thesis than for the early medieval 

period. This may be due to later medieval cemeteries generally having 

been used for longer periods and over more centuries than were early 

medieval cemeteries, hence more burials were partially disturbed and 

required reburial. This may seem a rather simplistic interpretation, yet 

without detailed analyses of pits and their contents, it is difficult to 

surmise more specific reasons for their creation and role in medieval 

funerary practices. 

 

(xi)  Charnel Chapels 

Charnel chapels are medieval ecclesiastical buildings constructed in 

England from the early 13th century to the Reformation in the mid-16th 

century. Charnel chapels appeared and proliferated throughout Europe 

and England from the early 13th century and were known contemporarily 

by a variety of names, including ossuaries, charnel houses, Le charnel or 

carnarium (Bynum 1995). Both forms ς free-standing, two-storeyed 



  

152 
 

buildings and those built below churches ς were located within lay 

cemeteries of ecclesiastical complexes. All structures had a semi-

subterranean room for the purpose of storing disarticulated disinterred 

skeletal material. Their purpose consisted of far more than a functional 

storage facility, and the funerary role of charnel chapels was complex. 

Links to penance and prayer, pilgrimage, and commemoration have all 

been noted by the author. An extensive discussion and analysis of 

medieval charnel chapels will comprise Chapter 5.  
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4.3: Analysis & Discussion 

(4.3.1) Regulated Versus Unregulated Post-Depositional Disturbance 

 

Any post-depositional activity that exhibits a consistent methodology in how it was 

carried out on each occasion has been defined in this thesis as having been structured 

or regulated (see Chapter 3 Section (3.2.3)). By this it is meant that the act of grave 

disturbance had a specific and prescribed manner of execution that was expected to 

be adhered to. Significantly, these regularity guidelines dictated what should 

subsequently happen to the disturbed and disinterred remains. The ability to identify 

archaeologically the implication of these rules in relation to the buried dead indicates 

that there was a desire, duty or intention to perform the act correctly and to do so 

to accepted standards. In turn, this structured treatment of disturbing the dead 

signifies that the concept of grave disturbance was not necessarily disrespectful, but 

was justifiable in certain circumstances provided the correct precautions were taken 

before, during and after completion of the act. 

 

The definition provided in Chapter 3 for early medieval regulated and unregulated 

post-depositional disturbance, is equally valid for later medieval disturbances. It was 

concluded in Chapter 3, that the majority of incidences of post-depositional 

disturbance that occurred during the early medieval period were neither overtly 

structured nor regulated. Aside from elevations and translations, or the use of 

charnel chapels, which exhibit strict adherence to specific regulatory criteria (see 

Chapters 2 & 5), both early and later medieval interaction with the buried dead 

appears disorganised, with particular graves or individuals disturbed in a multitude 

of ways. Although these disturbances can be categorised (articulated insertions into 

graves, bag reburials, emptied graves etc.), the overall impression gained from their 

analysis is that they were less strictly controlled and organised than were 

translations. 5ƛǎǘǳǊōŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩ ƛƴŘƛǾƛdual did not have the same spiritual 

consequences as disturbance of a saintly individual, and was not undertaken for such 

a momentous religious and/or political occasion as the making of a saint (see Chapter 

2). Potential disturbance of non-saintly burials hence may not have been regarded as 
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requiring as intense control as elevations and translations demanded, by the status 

of the individual who was to be disturbed.  

 

In all the categories identified, bar those already mentioned, the motivation for 

disturbing a buried individual varied, including, for example, a desire to inter the 

recently deceased with an already buried individual, or the movement of an 

individual to avoid their destruction via building works. The overriding impression is 

that although there may not have been specific rules defining and controlling how 

every possible type of disturbance was carried out, the act of disturbance itself was 

conducted for a legitimate and justifiable reason, even if it was not officially 

regulated by Church authorities. It is important to note that non-structured 

disturbance is not equated to maltreatment of the disturbed dead. The manner in 

which skeletal material was treated following its disturbance throughout the 

medieval period, reveals much regarding the attitude of medieval people towards 

their recently and long buried dead. There may not have been strict rules in place, 

dictating specifically how to disinter skeletal material, or alternatively, any such 

organisation may simply not have been recognised archaeologically. Nevertheless, 

there is a strong implication that there was at least some stipulation for preventing 

unnecessary disturbance and for how to deal correctly with disinterred material, 

should burials be disturbed. Skeletal material was treated systematically, in that it 

was consistently reburied in consecrated ground. Therefore, although each form of 

disturbance may not be described as being structured, the fate of the disturbed 

material was reburial, and hence its treatment after disturbance, was structured and 

regulated. The crucial point appears to be that it was to be reburied, despite there 

seemingly having been no rules as to what method was employed; disturbed material 

could be reburied in graves, tombs, charnel pits or relocated to charnel chapels. It is 

ŀƭǎƻ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ΨƛŘŜŀƭΩ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƻǊȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

management of cemeteries and ordered burial. This will be discussed in detail in 

Chapter 7.  
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(4.3.2) Differences and changes between early and later medieval disturbances 

Some early medieval post-depositional activities discussed in Chapter 3 are not as 

prevalent during the later medieval period, for example, bag reburials. Equally, 

certain other forms of disturbance were only initiated during the later medieval 

period, such as charnel chapels or viscera burials. Others seem to have been modified 

or altered in their execution, the most notable being the reopening of graves for the 

insertion of an additional, articulated individual. Examples of this form of disturbance 

dating to the early medieval period involve the targeting of an already occupied grave 

on one or more occasion, with the original occupant being entirely disinterred and 

displaced to make room for the new burial, before being reinserted in disarticulation, 

around the new occupant (see Chapter 3 Section (3.2.2) 2) (v)). Although in all 

excavation reports, these graves are described as having been reopened, there is a 

remote possibility that the articulated individual represents the original occupant, 

who was buried with disarticulated material, or whose grave was reopened in order 

to accommodate disarticulated material, at a later date/s. In later medieval examples 

of reopened graves with later additions of burials, there is a distinct difference to 

earlier cases. The original occupant is left in situ within the grave, and the new 

occupant is inserted above them, usually separated by a thin layer of earth. In a 

ƳƛƴƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ƻŎŎǳǇŀƴǘΩǎ ǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴ ƛǎ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŜŘ όǎŜŜ {ŜŎǘƛƻƴ ό4.2.2) 2) 

(vi) & (vii)). This does not appear to have been done deliberately, given that the 

majority are carefully left untouched, or where they have been disturbed, their 

elements have been arranged into a religious symbol over the later insertion (see 

Section (4.2.2) 2) (vi) & (vii)). All cases dating to the early medieval period involved 

the graves of individuals who were fully decomposed (see Chapter 3 Section (3.2.2) 

2) (v)). It is not entirely possible to determine if all the original occupants of the 

reopened graves that date to the later medieval period were articulated or not, since 

their state of preservation or detailed description of the original occupants are not 

consistently provided. However, it may be surmised, based on later medieval 

attitudes concerning the sentience of fleshed decomposing bodies (see Chapter 6) 

that the original occupants were either fully decomposed, or that their lack of 

disturbance indicates a conscious effort was being made not to disturb them during 
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the reopening and new insertion, expressly because they were still in a state of 

decomposition.  

 

The subtle differences between the early and later manifestations of disturbance 

may be accounted for by the Church reforms of the 10th and 11th centuries (see 

Chapter 2 Section (2.3.1) & Chapter 7 Section (7.3.2) (vi)). These reforms instigated 

stricter regulation and control by the Church over ecclesiastical matters, institutions 

and practices, including burial of the dead and management of cemeteries (Hadley 

2001: 143; McClain 2011b; 2014; Zadora-Rio 2003). As laws were decreed and rules 

were being made and enforced, aspects of certain post-depositional practices may 

have been deemed unlawful, whilst others were accepted or modified to conform to 

the new reforms, and hence were regulated. The changes introduced in relation to 

translations and elevations have been discussed in Chapter 2 and the differences 

between those of the early compared to the later medieval periods have been 

documented by the author (see Section (2.2.5) & (2.3.1)). Evidence for the increase 

in cemetery control and management increases after the 11th century (see Chapter 7 

Section (7.3.2) (vi)) and so it ought not to be surprising that this coincided with an 

increase in control and management of the buried dead.  
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4.4: Conclusion 

 

It is clear from the examples of post-depositional disturbance discussed in this 

chapter, that physical interaction with the buried dead was frequently engaged in by 

the living, deliberately, and at a large variety of site types. A significant point is that 

on no occasion throughout the entire medieval period was post-depositional 

disturbance outlawed or forbidden. It continued and even increased in frequency in 

later centuries with more elaborations and forms of disturbance than were evident 

in the early medieval period. While one form of disturbance was modified and strictly 

regulated, that of viscera burials in the 13th century, it must be remembered that this 

was the ruling of one Pope, whose Papal Bull was effectively rescinded by later 

Church leaders (Binski 1992: 67-8; Daniell 1999: 122-3; Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 80; 

Horrox 1996: 101). Clearly there was never any doctrinal stipulation in place that 

completely prevented physical interaction with the buried dead. Instead, how that 

interaction was to be achieved and engaged in was moderated. Post-depositional 

disturbance was abundantly respectful and interaction was regulated in order that 

disrespectful and unnecessary disturbance could be prevented. In fact, the only acts 

of disturbance identified by the author that could be understood to exhibit disrespect 

are when large numbers of burials were built over, removed or destroyed due to 

large-scale construction works in relation to the Norman conquest, as occurred at 

Barnstaple Castle, York Minster, Winchester Cathedral and Hereford Cathedral (see 

Chapter 3 Section (3.3.1) (ii)) (Cherryson 2005: 81; Phillips & Heywood 1995; Miles 

1986; Stone & Appleton-Fox 1996). This particular form of disturbance might be 

understood as having been deliberately undertaken with the aim of disrespecting the 

community being conquered, by deliberately physically disturbing and destroying 

their dead.  

 

The management of medieval cemeteries in order to prevent unnecessary or 

disrespectful disturbance of the dead has been noted in relation to both early and 

later medieval periods, and will be discussed in detail in Chapter 7. It is also important 

to understand the attitudes of medieval people towards the buried dead, in order to 
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identify why certain types of disturbance were avoided, while others were actively 

and deliberately undertaken. The findings of that research comprise Chapter 6. It 

must be concluded that later medieval interaction with the buried dead was neither 

callous nor undertaken lightly. Post-depositional disturbance was not tantamount to 

desecration of the dead, so long as it was undertaken for justifiable reasons and was 

committed with respect and according to prescribed methodology. Where particular 

categories of disturbance do not exhibit overt structure in how they were to be 

achieved, regulatory stipulations regarding the fate of the disturbed material were 

still in place, in that any skeletal material was to be reburied. It has been 

demonstrated that all forms of post-depositional disturbance may be categorised 

according to the physical manifestation of skeletal material within archaeological 

contexts, and the means by which buried individuals came to be disturbed. The ability 

to classify interactions with the buried dead illustrates the complex nature of 

disturbance and negates the idea that it was callously and haphazardly undertaken. 

It is now evident that, contrary to general archaeological consensus that post-

depositional interaction with the buried dead is not worthy of study, nor indicative 

of funerary practice, it was a disciplined and important part of medieval curation of 

the dead. 
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CHAPTER 5: LATER MEDIEVAL CHARNELLING PRACTICES: OSSUARIES & 

CHARNEL CHAPELS 

 

5.1: Introduction  

 

This chapter will focus on the nature and role of charnel chapels. Charnel chapels are 

medieval ecclesiastical buildings that were constructed in England from the early 13th 

century to the Reformation in the mid-16th century. They also proliferated 

throughout medieval Europe, where they continue to be used to the present day. 

There are two forms of charnel chapel: free-standing, two-storeyed buildings and 

those built below churches. Both structural types primarily consist of a semi-

subterranean vault or chamber for the purpose of storing disturbed and displaced 

bones from the surrounding graveyards. Free-standing examples had a chapel built 

directly on top of these partially underground chambers and in the majority of cases 

those charnel chapels built below churches were located under chapels within the 

church. Medieval charnelling, which is the collection, storage and curation of 

ŘƛǎƛƴǘŜǊǊŜŘ ōƻƴŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƎǊŀǾŜȅŀǊŘǎΣ ǿŀǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴ DŜǊƳŀƴȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ммслΩǎ ŀƴŘ 

by the 13th century was practiced in many European Christian countries. Charnel 

chapels were known by a variety of names, including ossuaries, charnel houses, or 

carnarium (Bynum 1995). The aims of this chapter are to provide a comprehensive 

list of charnel chapels and, in particular, to identify their architectural attributes, 

which will enable future identification of additional sites, even where documentary 

evidence is lacking. 

 

To date charnel chapels have remained a neglected area of funerary archaeology. No 

comprehensive attempt has been made to collectively investigate their significance 

or determine the quantity constructed nationally. This has resulted in charnel chapels 

being deemed to have been of less importance within English medieval religion than 

was the case in contemporary European countries. Little research has been 

undertaken regarding the role charnel chapels had in relation to the dead, either 

physically or ideologically. The use of charnel chapels as a storage facility for 
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disinterred bones has been interpreted as a minor function, secondary to their 

assumed main purpose as private chantry chapels (Orme 1991). Chantries were 

buildings inside or attached to churches or cathedrals where priests were paid to 

pray regularly and perform masses for the soul/s of the person/s who established the 

chantry. Only two charnel chapels have been extensively studied: those at the 

cathedral complexes of Exeter in Devon and Norwich in Norfolk (Gilchrist 2005; Orme 

1991; 1996). Both of these charnel chapels have been discussed in isolation in these 

studies without comparative analyses to other charnel chapels.  

 

Instances of post-depositional activity in medieval England are generally deemed 

insignificant, small scale, and explicable on pragmatic terms. Medieval burial 

frequently resulted in the disturbance of skeletal remains as existing graves and their 

contents were cut into in the creation of a new grave or during church construction 

works. Up to the early 13th century the disturbed bones from intercutting were 

typically reburied in pits or inserted into newly dug graves. The emergence of charnel 

chapels in 13th-century England signifies the first time in the medieval period that 

human skeletal remains were permanently kept above ground in large quantities. 

The motives for the initiation of a new form of post-burial treatment and storage of 

disinterred bones during the course of the 13th century are connected to 

contemporary changes in medieval ideology, such as the official recognition of 

Purgatory in 1254. For centuries prior to its acceptance by the Church, Purgatory was 

believed to be a place where the souls of people not fit for immediate ascension to 

heaven because of sins committed during life, would reside until their sins were 

purged. The duration of this purgation depended on the level and quantity of sins 

not repented for prior to death but could be lessened by prayers offered by the living 

on behalf of these souls (Bynum 1995; Daniell 1997; Burgess 1987; Horrox 1999). 

 

This chapter will demonstrate the importance of recognising charnel chapels as a 

significant part of medieval funerary practice. It will be argued that the role of charnel 

chapels will be inherently connected to all other aspects of medieval charnelling 

practices, whether individual or group related.    
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5.2: Research to Date  

(5.2.1) Current Perceptions 

 

Charnel chapels were a type of medieval religious structure located within the 

confines of the cemetery of ecclesiastical complexes, including abbeys, cathedrals, 

hospitals, monasteries and parish churches. Written sources suggest that charnel 

chapels were mainly constructed in the 13th century, both in England and in mainland 

Europe, but continued to be founded into the 14th and 15th centuries (Ariès 1981; 

Bynum 1995; Gilchrist & Sloane 2005). 

 

Charnel chapels generally consisted of two rooms or chambers, one built directly on 

top of the other. Initially the upper room served as a chapel, but by the mid-15th 

century in many examples these spaces were also utilised as libraries, schools or 

meeting places for guilds (Orme 1991; Orme and Lepine 2003; Gilchrist 2005). The 

lower room or basement was used to store disinterred bones, which had been 

disturbed from the surrounding graveyards. For a long time, only buildings that were 

free-standing were classified as charnel chapels, despite there being many examples 

of similar structures located underneath church buildings (see Section (5.3.1)) which 

display identical architectural features, and which also housed disinterred bones. 

This latter group of structures have previously been considered only as ossuaries, 

defined as large quantities of disarticulated disinterred bones stored in rooms 

underneath church buildings (Ariès 1981; Garland et al. 1984; Roberts 1982). It will 

be demonstrated in this chapter that these ossuaries ought to be re-classed as a 

second form of charnel chapel and they will be considered as such for the remainder 

of this chapter. 

 

The proliferation of charnel chapels dating to the medieval period has not been fully 

recognised. Various authors have recorded charnel chapels as having existed in 

cathedral and abbey complexes, and to a lesser degree in graveyards of parish 

churches. However, the examples listed in each publication are not consistent 

between these studies and there are numerous additional examples of charnel 

chapels which have not been cited in reviews of charnel practices (see Table 5.1). 
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Table 5.1: Charnel chapels mentioned by various authors in 

publications on charnelling practices. Note how the examples are not 

consistently cited, nor is the precise location of each site recorded 

(Bloxam 1855; Orme 1991: 162; Harding 1992: 134; Gilchrist & Sloane 

2005: 41-2). 

 

Author Charnel Chapel 

Bloxam Rothwell parish church (Northamptonshire)

Hythe (Kent)

Folkestone parish church (Kent)

Ripon Cathedral, Ripon (North Yorkshire)

Tamworth church (Staffordshire)

Church of St Michael, Oxford (Oxfordshire)

Abbey church, Waltham (Essex)

Parish church of Stratford-Upon-Avon (Warwickshire)

Narborough church (Northamptonshire)

Worcester Cathedral (Worcestershire)

St Paul's Cathedral (London)

Bury St Edmunds (Suffolk)

Norwich Cathedral, Norwich (Norfolk)

St Gregory's church, Norwich (Norfolk)

Durham monastery/church (Durham)

Orme Exeter Cathedral (Devon)

St Paul's Cathedral (London)

Norwich Cathedral, Norwich (Norfolk)

Worcester Cathedral (Worcestershire)

Winchester Cathedral (Hampshire)

Bury St Edmunds Cathedral (Suffolk)

Collegiate College of Beverley (Yorkshire)

St Mary Without Bishopsgate (London)

Bodmin parish church (Devon)

Holy Trinity parish church, Coventry (Warwickshire)

St Alphege parish church, Cripplegate (London)

Harding St Andrew Hubbard (London)

St Dunstan in the West (London)

St Michael Cornhill (London)

St Martin Outwich (London)

St Mary Aldermary (London)

St Thomas the Apostle (London)

St Dunstan in the East (London) (Tentative)

Gilchrist & SloaneWorcester Cathedral (Worcestershire)

St Paul's Cathedral (London)

Norwich Cathedral, Norwich (Norfolk)

St Alban's Abbey (Hertfordshire)

Great Yarmouth parish church (Norfolk)

King's Lynn parish church (Norfolk)

St Augustine's Abbey, Canterbury (Kent)

St Mary Spital (London)

St Andrew Hubbard (London)

St Dunstan in the West (London)

St Michael Cornhill (London)

St Martin Outwich (London)

St Mary Aldermary (London)

St Thomas the Apostle (London)

St Dunstan in the East (London) (Tentative)
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 In the 19th century Bloxam recorded fifteen ecclesiastic sites with charnel chapels 

(Bloxam 1855). In a more recent study, Orme, however, noted only twelve charnel 

chapels (Orme 1991: 162). Yet, in a survey published at roughly the same time 

Harding records seven examples in London alone (Harding 1992: 134). Most recently, 

Gilchrist and Sloane (2005: 41-2) cite fifteen examples across England. In these 

surveys the majority of charnel chapels are only mentioned by site name and are not 

discussed or described in any way but are merely listed. In some cases, only a district 

or town name is provided for where a charnel chapel once existed. Previous analyses 

have concentrated on a single example of charnel chapel assessed in isolation, for 

ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ DƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ bƻǊǿƛŎƘ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ŀƴŘ hǊƳŜΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

on Exeter charnel chapel (Gilchrist 2005; Orme 1991; Orme & Lepine 2003). This 

chapter will collectively and comparatively discuss the available evidence for all 

identified charnel chapels with the intention of establishing their role in medieval 

commemoration of the dead. This role has to date been largely unrecognised. The 

additional charnel chapels noted in this chapter that have not been mentioned by 

the above authors, were identified by searching the online databases Pastscape 

(http://pastscape.org.uk/) and Heritage Gateway (www.heritagegateway.org.uk). 

Others were identified in site reports or in articles on well-established charnel house 

ǎƛǘŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ {ǘ [ŜƻƴŀǊŘΩǎ /ƘǳǊŎƘΣ IȅǘƘŜ όYŜƴǘύ, where other known of 

charnel houses were cited (Stoessiger & Morant 1932). This list of sites may not be a 

completely comprehensive list of all charnel chapels that once existed in medieval 

England. They represent those that were possible to be identified within the remit of 

time constraints involved in the completion of this thesis. It is probable that more 

sites may also be identified by future excavations of cemetery complexes or by a 

systematic survey of medieval parish churches. 

 

In a recent survey by Gilchrist and Sloane (2005:41) it was stated that the earliest 

known free-standing English example of a charnel chapel at a religious house was 

ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ {ǘ !ǳƎǳǎǘƛƴŜΩǎ !ōōŜȅΣ /ŀƴǘŜǊōǳǊȅ όYŜƴǘύΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ Ŝǎǘablished in 1287. 

However, earlier examples were in existence prior to this date which were not noted 

by Gilchrist and Sloane. Examples include Malmesbury Abbey (Wiltshire), where a 

charnel chapel was in existence from 1267 (Pugh & Crittall 1956: 228) while Exeter 
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/ŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭ ΨŀŎǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǎǘƻǊŜƘƻǳǎŜ ƛƴ мнус ƛƴ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ 

elsewhere: a subterranean chamber with a small detached chapel above ƛǘΩ (Lepine 

& Orme 2003: 23). Other examples of early foundations include the charnel chapels 

at Worcester Cathedral, which was built in 1224 (Green 1796: 54; Willis-Bund and 

tŀƎŜ мфнпύΣ ŀƴŘ {ǘ tŀǳƭΩǎ /ŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭ which was established by 1282 (Stow 1598: 329). 

IŜǊŜŦƻǊŘ /ŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ǿŀǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ мннл ŀƴŘ мнпс όCƛǎƘŜǊ муфуύΣ 

and that of Holy Trinity Church in Rothwell (Northamptonshire) was constructed in 

the mid-13th century (Garland et al. 1988: 23) (See Tables 5.2-5.5).  

 

Table 5.2: English free-standing charnel chapels with verified dates of 

construction (Blomefield 1806; Gilchrist 2005; Gilchrist and Sloane 

2005; Green 1796; Lloyd at al. 2004; Orme 1991; Page 1906; Page 1923; 

Page 1924; Willis-Bund and Page 1906) 

 
 

Table 5.3: English charnel chapels underneath churches with verified 

dates of construction (Barker 1998; Fisher 1898; Garland et al. 1984; 

Orme) 

 

Site
Date of 

Construction
Location

Worcester Cathedral 1224 In the lay cemetery of cathedral complex

Malmesbury Abbey 1267 In the lay cemetery of cathedral complex

St. Paul's Cathedral 1282 In the Pardon Churchyard

Exeter Cathedral 1286 In the lay cemetery of cathedral complex

St. Augustine's Abbey 1287 In the lay cemetery of cathedral complex

Bury St. Edmunds 1301 In the lay cemetery of cathedral complex

Ely Cathedral and Abbey 1301 In the lay cemetery of the cathedral complex

Norwich Cathedral 1316 In the lay cemetery of cathedral complex

St. Mary Abbey Church, Winchester 1319 To the north of the church

St. Mary Spital London 1310-1325 In the lay cemetery of the Augustinian Priory and Hospital

Evesham Abbey 1344-1367 In the lay cemetery of the abbey complex

St. Albans Abbey 1381 In the lay cemetery of the abbey complex

Scarborough Parish Church By 1394 In the graveyard

Carew Cheriton Parish Church Pembrokeshire 1300s In the north-west part of the cemetery

Church of St. Peter & St. Mary Magdalene, Barnstaple1300s In the eastern part of the cemetery

Bodmin Parish Church, Cornwall 1300s In the eastern part of the cemetery

Winchester Cathedral 1300s In the graveyard of St. Swithun's Priory

Site
Date of 

Construction
Location

Hereford Cathedral 1220-1246 Underneath Lady Chapel, east of chancel

St. Andrew's Church, Northborough 1330-1350 Underneath a chantry chapel on south side of church

All Saints Church, Maldon, Essex 1330 Underneath the south aisle

Parish Church of Westbury-On-Trym, Bristol 1300s Underneath the south aisle

Narborough Parish Church, Northamptonshire 1300s Underneath south tranceptal chapel

Church of St. Leonard, Hythe, Kent Mid 1300s Underneath the chancel

Church of the Holy Trinity, Rothwell, NorthamptonshireMid 1300s underneath the south tranceptal aisle

Burford Church, Oxford 1300s Underneath St. Thomas' Chapel in south aisle

St.Margaret's Church, King's Lynn c.1400 North-west angle of the church
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Table 5.5: English charnel chapels either free-standing or beneath 

churches, without verified dates of construction, dating to the 

medieval period (Cooper et al. 1994; Cox 2011; Dixon 2000; 

Gnanaratnam 2005; 2006; Hamilton Thompson 1911; Harding 1992; 

Hillen 1907; Leland 1964; Orme 1991; Orme and Cannon 2010) 

 

 

It is unclear why Gilchrist and Sloane did not mention these examples in their volume. 

It may be that they were either unaware of the studies cited above detailing the 

foundation and existence of these charnel chapels, or that they did not consider 

these examples to be charnel chapel structures. 

 

Recognition of charnel chapels as potentially representing a significant aspect of 

medieval post-burial activity has not occurred. Gilchrist and Sloane (2005: 195), for 

ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŀǘ ΨtǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŀǊŜ ƛƴ ƳƻƴŀǎǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊƻŎƘƛŀƭ 

ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΩΦ ¸ŜǘΣ ǘhe evidence provided in Tables 5.2, 5.3, and 5.4 contradicts this 

assertion.  Discussions of charnel chapels have been rather dismissive of their 

ideological connotations and their function in relation to commemoration of the 

Site

Folkestone Parish Church, Kent

Church of St Michael, Oxford, Oxfordshire

Tamworth Church, Stafford, Staffordshire

Abbey Church, Waltham, Essex

Parish Church of Stratford-Upon-Avon, Warwickshire

St Gregory's Church, Norwich, Norfolk

Durham Monastery/Church, Durham

The Collegiate Church of Beverley, Yorkshire

St Mary Without Bishopsgate, London

St Alphege Parish Church, Cripplegate, London

Holy Trinity Parish Church, Cambridge, Cambridgeshire

St. Michael's Parish Church, Coventry, Warwickshire

St Andrew Hubbard, London

St Dunstan in the West, London

St Michael Cornhill, London

St Michael Outwich, London

St Mary Aldermary, London

St Thomas the Apostle, London

St Dunstan in the East, London

St Mary's Parish Church, Safron Walden

Great Yarmouth Parish Church, Norfolk

Grantham Parish Church, Norfolk

Westbury-On-Trym, Bristol

St Peter's Church, Colchester, Essex

St Mary's charnel chapel, Barnstaple, Devon

King's Lynn parish Church, Norfolk

Ripon Cathedral (North Yorkshire)
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dead. It is implied that charnel chapels served two completely unconnected roles; 

the lower chambers were simply required as a means for storing disinterred bones, 

while the upper chambers were a convenient location for a chantry chapel. Indeed, 

hǊƳŜ όмффмΥ мснύ Ƙŀǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨLƴ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇŜƭǎ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ 

and uses, rather tƘŀƴ ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳ ƻƴŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ άcharnel chapelέ appears to refer 

to their ǎƛǘƛƴƎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΩΦ /ƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΣ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ 

ŎƘŀǇŜƭǎΩ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƘŀǾŜ ǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜƭȅ ƻƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ŎƘŀƳōŜǊǎ 

which comprise the buildings. The purposes of these two rooms are treated in 

isolation, rather than the buildings being viewed as a whole. Although Gilchrist and 

Sloane acknowledge that charnel chapels were utilised and constructed in part for 

respectfully storing disinterred bones, they argue that they were additionally built 

for other distinct and unreƭŀǘŜŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎΥ Ψ/ƘŀǊƴŜƭ ƘƻǳǎŜǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ 

ƭƛǘǳǊƎƛŎŀƭ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ŎƘŀƴǘǊȅ ŎƘŀǇŜƭǎΩ όDƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ ϧ {ƭƻŀƴŜ нллрΥ пнύΦ Lƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

to date, no demonstrative connection has been sought or ascertained between the 

charnel and the chapels, perhaps due to a lack of investigation rather than basing 

ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ƻƴ ŀƴȅ ǇŜǊǘƛƴŜƴǘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΥ ΨL ƪƴƻǿ ƻŦ ƴƻ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 9ȄŜǘŜǊ ƻƴŜ 

[chapel above the charnel chamber] was particularly used for anything to do with the 

ŘŜŀŘΩ όhǊƳŜΣ ǇŜǊǎΦ comm., May 2, 2012). No comparative or collective studies of all 

the identified charnel chapels have been undertaken. Consequently, numerous 

architectural characteristics common at all charnel chapels have been overlooked, as 

have their potential ideological resonances. It is these characteristics which 

demonstrate the inherent connection between the charnel and the chapels and the 

role of these structures in their entirety, in the commemoration of the dead. 

 

A comprehensive review to ascertain the number of charnel chapels constructed 

during the medieval period, the motivations behind their sudden appearance and 

proliferation, and whether their establishment was driven purely by the need for 

storage places to house disinterred bones has not been undertaken by any of the 

authors who have produced publications on English charnel chapels (Gilchrist 2005; 

Gilchrist & Sloane 2005; Harding 1992, 2002; Henderson & Bidwell 1982; Lepine & 

Orme 2003; Orme 1991; Rousseau 2011). Neither has a detailed assessment of their 

precise role, both individually and collectively, within medieval religion and society 
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been attempted. Charnel chapels signal the first example in England of large 

quantities of human bones being curated above ground, out of the earth and in a 

manner which could be described as a display, being purposefully visible and 

accessible. Their appearance also coincides with the official recognition of Purgatory 

as a real place in 1254 (Daniell 1997: 11, 178) and the initiation and proliferation of 

private chantry chapels (Morgan 1999: 137-8). It is here proposed that these 

ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛƴ ŘŜŎƛǇƘŜǊƛƴƎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭǎΩ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ 

and role as a post-depositional phenomenon within medieval secular and lay society. 
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5.3: Defining Charnel Chapels 

(5.3.1) Architectural Attributes 

 

A large number of charnel chapels are known to have existed at various ecclesiastical 

sites, mainly due to antiquarian reports or evidence in the foundation charters of 

these chapels (Blomefield 1806; Bloxam 1855; Green 1796; Page 1906; 1907; 1912; 

1923; Pugh 1953; Pugh & Crittall 1956). Despite this recognition there has been no 

attempt to determine defining architectural attributes of these buildings in order to 

enable their categorisation as a distinct class of building which would serve to identify 

other, undocumented, examples. Descriptions of charnel chapels tend to lack specific 

detail and are relatively brief; typical is the observation by Gilchrist and Sloane (2005: 

пмύ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŦƻǊƳ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ǎǇƭƛt-level building with 

several bays, comprising a charnel undercroft for storage of disturbed bones, with a 

ŎƘŀƳōŜǊΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀ ŎƘŀǇŜƭΣ ŀōƻǾŜΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴƭȅ 

on architectural or archaeological evidence from cathedral and large ecclesiastical 

complexes, where charnel chapels are referred to as such in associated documentary 

sources such as foundation charters. Yet, there are numerous sites throughout 

9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ōŜƴŜŀǘƘ ŎƘǳǊŎƘŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ΨōƻƴŜ-houseǎΩΣ 

ΨƻǎǎǳŀǊƛŜǎΩΣ ƻǊ ΨŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀƳōŜǊǎΩ ό.ƭƻȄŀƳ муррΤ tŀǊǎƻƴǎ мфлуΤ {ǘƻŜǎǎƛƎŜǊ ϧ aƻǊŀƴǘ 

1932). It is here contended that these examples ought to be considered as a second 

or alternative form of charnel chapel. As will be demonstrated, both the sites 

beneath churches and those that are free-standing exhibit identical architectural 

characteristics, differing only in that those below churches are not structurally 

independent. The recognition of charnel chapels has largely relied on documentary 

sources. This is mainly because so few survive to be analysed architecturally and 

those that do survive, and that have been analysed and verified by documentary 

sources, are of the free-standing variety. This has resulted in an expectation that they 

were always located within churchyards and that they were normally free-standing: 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ǳǎǳŀƭ ǎƛǘŜ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƳŜǘŜǊȅΣ ƴƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ Χ ƻǊ ǿŜǎǘ ƻŦ ƛǘΩ όhǊƳŜ мффмΥ 

мснύΦ IŀǊŘƛƴƎ όмффнΥ мопύ Ƙŀǎ ǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭǎ ŀǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŦǊƻƳ 

ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ŎƘǳǊŎƘǿŀǊŘŜƴǎΩ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎΩΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ DƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ {ƭƻŀƴŜ όнллрΥ пмύ 
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ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ψ¢ƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ǘŀƪŜƴ ōȅ ǇŀǊƛǎƘ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ǳƴƪƴƻǿƴΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

form of these parish charnels may have gone unrecognised, as it was expected that 

they would be free-standing structures when in fact they were situated underneath 

church buildings. The lack of research into, and knowledge regarding, charnel chapels 

is highlighted by Gilchrist and Sloane (2005: 43), ǿƘƻ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ψŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ǎȅƴǘƘŜǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƘǊƻƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƻŦ ƘƛƎƘ ǾŀƭǳŜΩΦ 

 

Whether free-standing or below churches, all charnel chapel structures seem to 

conform to a prescribed template, with striking continuity of specific features noted 

at all sites where descriptions are provided, or the buildings themselves are still 

extant. Below follows an outline of these identifying features:  

 

(i) Location below a sanctified building 

The primary characteristic is the siting of the charnel chamber below a 

sanctified building, whether an existing church or a deliberately 

constructed chapel (See Tables 5.2-5.4). This appears to have been of 

paramount importance. Where charnel chambers are located below 

churches, they are nearly all directly underneath a chantry chapel, just as 

the charnel chambers are always below chapels in the free-standing 

examples. The charnel chambers at the church of St. Andrew at 

Northborough (Serjeantson et al. 1906), at Hereford Cathedral (Fisher 

муфуύΣ ǘƘŜ tǊƛƻǊȅ ƻŦ {ǘ .ŀǊǘƘƻƭƻƳŜǿ ό²Ŝōō мфлуύ ŀƴŘ {ǘ .ǊƛŘŜΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ 

(London) (Milne 1996: 14-18), are located beneath the Lady Chapel of the 

respective church. That at Narborough parish church was located below 

the south transept chapel (Bloxam 1855: 3-4). Others are beneath the 

ŎƘŀƴŎŜƭΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ŀƭǘŀǊΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀǘ {ǘ [ŜƻƴŀǊŘΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ 

in Hythe (Kent) (see Fig. 5.1) (Leland 1964: 64-рύ ŀƴŘ {ǘ DǊŜƎƻǊȅΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ 

in Norwich (Blomefield 1806). The remainder are below the south aisle, 

such as at Holy Trinity Church, Rothwell (Northamptonshire) (see Fig. 

5.1).  
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Fig. 5.мΥ tƭŀƴ ƻŦ {ǘ [ŜƻƴŀǊŘΩǎ /ƘǳǊŎƘΣ IȅǘƘŜ όYŜƴǘύ ŘŜǘŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

of the charnel chamber beneath the altar, highlighted in dark grey 

(Crangle 2009: 97). 

 

Where charnel chambers beneath churches are not in spatial association 

with a chapel directly overhead, they do exhibit characteristics or 

features indicative of chapels, implying that the charnel room itself 

served the chapel function. For example, in 1842 below the south porch 

at St Nicholas church, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, a charnel chamber was 

discovered, in the south wall of which was ŀ ǇƛǎŎƛƴŀΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ 

ŀ ōŀǎƻƴΣ ŦƻǊ Ƙƻƭȅ ǿŀǘŜǊΩ όaŀŎYŜƴȊƛe 1827). Iƴ bƻǊǿƛŎƘΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ǊƻƻƳ Ψŀǘ 

the entrance, on the right hand, was a holy-water stone; and on the other 

ǎƛŘŜΣ ŀ ƴƛŎƘŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊƭȅ ŀƴ ƛƳŀƎŜ ǎǘƻƻŘΩ ό.ƭƻƳŜŦƛŜƭŘ мулсΥ руύ, 

ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǎǘŜǊƴ ǿŀƭƭ ƻŦ wƻǘƘǿŜƭƭΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀƳōŜǊ ǊŜǘŀƛƴǎ ǘǊŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ 

medieval wall painting. Although now barely visible, it is evident that 

most of this eastern wall was once painted (see Figs 5.2 & 5.3). According 

to 19th-century sources, the painting was of the Resurrection (Bloxam 

1855: 2; Cypher 1865: 42). 
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Figs 5.2 & 5.3: Remnants of medieval wall paintings on the eastern wall 

of the charnel chamber below the south aisle of The Church of the Holy 

Trinity, Rothwell (Northamptonshire) (Photographs ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ƻǿƴύ 

 

(ii) Semi-subterranean charnel chambers 

Charnel chambers below churches and the lower chambers of free-

standing charnel chapels are always semi-subterranean, not fully 

underground. All sites have windows or openings in the gap between the 

upper chamber and the ground level to the exterior. This combination of 

windows and the partially underground nature of the charnel rooms was 

clearly intended as a deliberate architectural feature. In the majority of 

cases, these windows were inserted into the south and/or east walls. 

Examples include those at St Mary Spital (London) (Gilchrist and Sloane 

2005: 42-43), Worcester Cathedral (Green 1796: 56), Carew Cheriton 

(Pembrokeshire) (Lloyd et al. 2004: 160), Hereford Cathedral (Fisher 

муфуύΣ {ǘ !ƴƴŜΩǎ ƛƴ .ŀǊƴǎǘŀǇƭŜ ό5ŜǾƻƴύ ό/ƻȄ нллмύΣ bŀǊōƻǊƻǳƎƘ 

(Northamptonshire) (Bloxam 1855: 3-4), Rothwell (Northamptonshire) 

(Garland et al 1988: 237), and the church of St Mary the Virgin, Upchurch 

(Kent) (English Heritage Listed Building ID 176207).  
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Fig. 5.4Υ {ǘ !ƴƴŜΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘapel, Barnstaple from the east (Cox 2001: 

7). Note the large east facing windows on both levels and deliberate 

slanting of ground level surrounding the building to allow light to enter 

the lower level and highlight the room from the exterior.  

 

The charnel chambers below churches have been constructed so that 

their south and/or east walls are directly in line with the south and/or 

east wall foundations of the church building, permitting openings or 

windows to be made to the exterior just as at the free-standing sites. The 

exact siting and placement of these rooms, hence, appears to have been 

of substantial importance. These structural attributes are also mirrored 

in contemporary European examples (see Figs 5.4-5.8) 

 

 

Figs 5.5 & 5.6: One of the southern windows of Rothwell charnel 

chamber from the exterior (Reproduced with permission from Rothwell 

Holy Church authorities) (left); section through chamber showing the 

position of windows (Adapted from Garland et al 1984: 237). Note the 

deliberately lowered ground level to the exterior allowing light to enter 

and making the chamber and contents visible from the exterior. 
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Figs 5.7 & 5.8: The charnel chapels of Kutná Hora, Czech Republic (left) 

and Oppenheim, Germany (right), both founded in 1400. Note the 

same architectural features of windows into the lower charnel rooms 

as in the English examples in Fig. 5.4. The upper levels of these 

buildings also served as chapels, with disarticulated bones stored in the 

lower roomǎ όtƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ƻǿƴύ 

 

These rooms were designed to allow natural light to enter. This implies 

that importance was attached to the visibility of the interiors and their 

contents, and that windows were not simply incorporated to permit 

those who cached the bones inside to do so in a well-lit environment. 

Visibility appears to have been paramount to their purpose, both to see 

inside from the exterior, but also to view the interior and contents once 

inside (see Section (5.4.3)). In this respect, the use of light is reminiscent 

of the practice in churches, where carefully placed windows drew 

attention to specific regions and focal points (McNeill 2006). 

 

(iii) Accessibility 

Both the free-standing charnel chapels and those chambers beneath 

churches also have their own permanent entrances through the western 
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or southern walls, with those examples beneath churches accessed from 

the exterior of the church building in all but three cases (Narborough, 

DǊŀƴǘƘŀƳ ŀƴŘ {ǘΦ .ŜǊǘŜƭƛƴΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΣ {ǘŀŦŦƻǊŘύΦ hŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

information is available on their architectural form, five had doorways in 

the south wall, three in the west wall, with only one, St Mary Spital 

(London), with a doorway in the east wall (Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 42). 

Direct access between the upper and lower rooms of charnel chapels 

located within churches is only evident at one site, Narborough in 

Northamptonshire, where the charnel chamber was below the eastern 

part of the Lady Chapel, itself in the south aisle of the church. Access was 

via a winding staircase leading from the south west corner of the chapel 

(Bloxam 1855: 4).  Of the charnel chambers located below churches, two 

ƘŀŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ Ǿƛŀ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊΣ {ǘ .ŜǊǘŜƭƛƴΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ŀǘ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ DŀǘŜΣ 

Stafford (Staffordshire) (Oswald 1955) and Grantham parish church 

(Hamilton Thompson 1911). This ease of access to the charnel chambers, 

both physically and visually, is discussed further below in Section (4.3).  

 

(iv) Dimensions 

Where measurements could be ascertained, structural dimensions fall 

within the range of a rough ratio of 2:1 or 3:1 east-west by north-south. 

9ȄŜǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ сΦрƳ ƛƴ ǿƛŘǘƘ ŀƴŘ мнƳ ƛƴ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ όhǊƳŜ 

1991: 162; Henderson & Bidwell 1982: 169), while the dimensions of the 

charnel chapel at Norwich are 21m x 9m (Gilchrist 2005: 101), and the 

charnel chapel at St Mary Spital (London) was 11m in width and 5.6m in 

ƭŜƴƎǘƘ όDƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ {ƭƻŀƴŜ нллрΥ пмύΦ ²ƻǊŎŜǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ 

measured 17.35m in width x 6.7m in length (Green 1796: 56), Stratford-

upon-Avon parish church, as recorded by Bloxam in 1855, measured 

9.14m wide x 4.57m long (Bloxam 1855: 3) and the charnel chamber at 

Holy Trinity church, Rothwell is 9m wide x 4.5m long (see Appendix 2) 

(Garland et al. мфупΥ нотύΦ {ǘ .ŀǊǘƘƻƭƻƳŜǿΩǎ tǊƛƻǊȅ ²Ŝǎǘ {ƳƛǘƘŦƛŜƭŘ ƛǎ 

unusual as its dimensions are 7.24m in width x 7.77m in length, meaning 

that it was roughly square in form (Webb 1921). All of the charnel 
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chapels, both free-standing and those located underneath churches, 

were orientated on an east-ǿŜǎǘ ŀƭƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΣ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ {ǘΦ .ǊƛŘŜΩǎ 

which is aligned north-south, as was the Lady Chapel under which it is 

located (Milne 1997). The interpretation of this chamber is, however, 

highly tentative (see Section (5.4.4)). 

 

(v) Prominent locations within complexes 

A key feature of large ecclesiastical complexes is the siting of the charnel 

chapels in areas of existing public thoroughfares which were frequented 

on a regular basis within the cemeteries used for burial of the laity. The 

location chosen for the charnel chapel at Norwich Cathedral was the west 

part of the lay cemetery. This was the location for regular markets and 

fairs at certain times of the year such as Pentecost or the Feast of 

Whitsun, the seven weeks after Easter Sunday (Gilchrist 2005: 189). 

Various craft guilds were also located in the lay cemetery such as the 

Guild of St Luke, associated with bell-founders, pewterers and glaziers 

(Gilchrist 2005: 189). The charnel chapel was in a prominent and highly 

visible location as it had to be passed by if entering the lay cemetery from 

the western Erpingham Gate (see Fig. 5.9) (Gilchrist 2005: 100, 189).  
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Figs 5.9 & 5.10: Location of Norwich charnel chapel within the 

cathedral complex (shown in blue) (top) (Adapted from Gilchrist 2005: 

42); [ƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 9ȄŜǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ 

(highlighted in blue) (bottom) (adapted from Lepine and Orme 2003: 5) 

 

9ȄŜǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ǿŀǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ŀ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǇŀǘƘǿŀȅǎΣ 

close to the well and conduit, in the northern region of the lay cemetery 

of the church of St Mary Major (see Fig. 5.10) (Lepine & Orme 2003: 17).  

 

The charnel chapel of Ely Cathedral and Priory was directly beside Stepil 

Gate, the main entrance from the town into the lay cemetery, and just to 

the north of the cathedral itself (see Fig. 5.11) (Pugh 1953: 78, 81). 
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Fig. 5.11: Location of 9ƭȅΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

priory complex (shown in blue) (adapted from Pugh 1953: 78). The 

ǘŜǊƳ ΨōƻƴŜ ƘƻǳǎŜΩ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛǾŜ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфth century 

to describe charnel houses and chapels 

 

²ƻǊŎŜǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ǿŀǎ Ŏƻƴstructed in the lay cemetery, close to the north 

porch entrance to the cathedral (see Fig. 5.12ύΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ 9ǾŜǎƘŀƳ !ōōŜȅΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ 

chapel was situated beside the Great Gatehouse in the lay cemetery (see Fig. 5.13). 
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Figs 5.12 & 5.13: Location of Worcester charnel chapel within the 

cathedral complex (highlighted in blue) (top) (Page 1924); Location of 

9ǾŜǎƘŀƳ !ōōŜȅΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀōōŜȅ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ όƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ 

in blue) (bottom) (Willis-Bund & Page: 1971). 

 

The regions within the lay cemeteries of cathedral complexes where 

charnel chapels were sited were used for markets, fairs and guild meeting 
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places, and they continued in this role throughout the medieval period. 

CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ .ƛǎƘƻǇΩǎ 

palace at Norwich bŜŎŀƳŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨƎǊŜŜƴ ȅŀǊŘΣΩ ŀ ǇǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ 

ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊƛƴƎ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊ ǎŜǊƳƻƴǎΥ ΨDǊŜŜƴ ȅŀǊŘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ ǇǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀǊŜŀ ǿƛǘƘ 

ŀ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘƭȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ǇǳƭǇƛǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǾƛŎ ŘƛƎƴƛǘŀǊƛŜǎ ŀǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǎ мпсфΩ 

(see Fig. 5.9) (Gilchrist 2005: 100-101). The association between charnel 

chapels and preaching is noted at other sites; an external pulpit and 

gallery were constructed by the early 1500s at the centre of the cemetery 

of St Mary Spital, to the south of the charnel chapel (Gilchrist and Sloane 

2005: 41). St Mary-without-Bishopsgate (London) also had an open-air 

pulpit and two-storey gallery by the early 16th century (Orme 1991: 168; 

Stow 1598: 166-7), ŀǎ ŘƛŘ 9ȄŜǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ōȅ мроп όhǊƳŜ мффмΥ 

168). Although these are quite late medieval additions to the charnel 

chapel buildings, it is apparent that the charnel chapels were regarded as 

appropriate places for public preaching and assembly. 

 

Those charnel chapels located below churches also tend to be in similarly 

prominent positions as those in cathedral complexes, such as close to the 

Ƴŀƛƴ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘ ǇƻǊŎƘ ŀǎ ŀǘ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ 

church (Essex) (Dixon 2000), Holy Trinity church in Rothwell 

(Northamptonshire) (Barker 1998), or Westbury-on-Trym in Bristol 

(Orme & Cannon 2010) (See Table 5.3). 

 

One other important observation is that all the identified charnel chapels 

in ecclesiastical complexes were in the lay part of the cemeteries. Access 

to these places was clearly intended to be open to all members of society, 

whether lay or otherwise. 

 

(vi) Construction Dates 

Where dates of construction could be ascertained, charnel chambers 

below churches were built at the same time as the majority of the free-

standing charnel buildings (see Tables 5.1 & 5.нύΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ IȅǘƘŜΩǎ 
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charnel chapel was constructed in the early 13th century (Barker 1998) as 

ǿŀǎ wƻǘƘǿŜƭƭΩǎ όwƻōŜǊǘǎ мфунΥ ммфΤ DŀǊƭŀƴŘ et al. 1988: 236) and 

Westbury-On-¢ǊȅƳΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭǎ όhǊƳŜ & Cannon 2010: 128). St 

!ƴŘǊŜǿΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƛƴ bƻǊǘƘōƻǊƻǳƎƘ ǿŀǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ моол ŀƴŘ 1350 

(Serjeantson et al. мфлсύ ŀƴŘ IŜǊŜŦƻǊŘ /ŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ōǳƛƭǘ ƛƴ 

1220 (Fisher 1898: 67). This dating evidence, combined with the 

structural characteristics, strengthens the argument that the two forms 

described above belong to the same class of building. 

 

(vii) Dedications to saints 

Many of the charnel chapels also share the same dedications (see Table 

5.4).  

 

Table 5.6Υ /ƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭǎΩ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘƛons, where it could be verified 

 

 

Orme has previously played down the importance of the dedications, 

ƛƳǇƭȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǎ Ψ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ǇŀǘǊƻƴ ǎŀƛƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭǎΩ 

(Orme 1991: 162), the dedications applied only to the chapel rooms and 

not to the charnel rooms of charnel chapel buƛƭŘƛƴƎǎΦ hǊƳŜΩǎ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ 

contradicts his own admission that both charnel and chapel were 

ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŀǎ ƻƴŜΥ Ψ/ƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭǎ Χ ǿŜǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ 

ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άŎƘŀǊƴŜǊǎέ ƻǊ άŎƘŀǊƴŜƭǎέ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άŎƘŀǇŜƭέΩ 

(Orme 1991: 162). He asserts that dedications of chapels to different 

Sites Dedication

Norwich John the Evangelist

St. Margaret's Church, King's Lynn John

Scarborough Parish Church Mary Magdalene

St. Augustine's Abbey Mary

Winchester Cathedral Mary

St. Paul's Cathedral Mary & All Saints

Worcester Cathedral Mary & Thomas Becket

Bodmin Parish Church Mary & Peter

St. Mary Spital Mary Magdalene & Edmund the Bishop

St. Mary-Without-Bishopsgate, London Edmund of Abingdon & Mary Magdalene

Ely Cathedral and Abbey Peter

Hereford Cathedral Anne

Church of St. Peter & St. Mary Magdalene, BarnstapleAnne

St. Mary Abbey Church, Winchester The Holy Trinity

Exeter Edward the Confessor, later Mary
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saints meant that there was no universal purpose or function of charnel 

chapels. His argument seems unfounded, however, as churches, just like 

charnel chapels, were dedicated to a variety of saints but served the same 

overall function.  

 

(5.3.2) Identification of charnel chapels by documentary sources alone 

There are contemporary references to chaplains or priests of the charnel at churches 

where no free-standing charnel chapels have been identified archaeologically. In 

1510, the will of one Thomas Thoresby specified that an endowment was to be left 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ǇǊƛŜǎǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ {ǘ aŀǊƎŀǊŜǘ ƛƴ YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴ όbƻǊŦƻƭƪύ όtŀƎŜ мфлсΥ 

455). The only other evidence for there having been a charnel chapel at this church 

ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ōŀǇǘƛǎƳǎ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭΩ ƛƴ мрлс ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳƭƭƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

Ψ/ƘŀǊƴŜƭƭΩ ƛƴ мттф όIƛƭƭŜƴ мфлтΥ роύΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ 

priests, nor is there any architectural or archaeological evidence to indicate whether 

there once existed a free-standing charnel chapel or a charnel chamber beneath this 

church. Harding identified up to seven sites within London alone by references to 

charnels in ŎƘǳǊŎƘǿŀǊŘŜƴǎΩ accounts and wills such as that of John Gaylard in 1480, 

requesǘƛƴƎ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ƛƴ ΨǘƘŜ ŎƘŜǊƴŜƭƭ ŀƭƻǿŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘŜǊΩ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ {ǘ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ 

the Apostle (Harding 1992: 134). Stow recorded that at the parish church of Saint 

aŀǊƛŜ ²ƻƻƭƴƻǘƘΣ Ψ{ƛǊ IǳƎƘ .ǊƛŎŜ Χ ōǳƛƭŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ŀ /ƘŀǇǇŜƭƭ, called the 

ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭΩ ό{ǘƻǿ 1598: 204). He also notes that at the mercers Chappell or Hospital of 

{ǘ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ ƻŦ !Ŏƻƴκ!ŎƻǊǎ Ψ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ /ƘŀǊƴŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ ŀ /ƘŀǇǇŜƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ ƛǘ ƻŦ {Φ bƛŎholas 

ŀƴŘ {Φ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴΩ ό{ǘƻǿ мрфу: 269).  

 

(5.3.3) The correlation between sites and charnel chapel types  

The previous section of this chapter demonstrated that the main ς or only ς 

difference between free-standing charnel chapels and charnel chambers under 

churches is in their location. The construction of a free-standing building would 

probably have been more expensive than the creation of a chamber beneath an 

existing church. The availability of space to erect a building in some graveyards may 

also have been a constraining factor on where a charnel chapel could be built. In 

places where space was already limited, constructing a charnel chamber beneath a 
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church required using up no additional graveyard space. It is, perhaps, not surprising 

that the majority of free-standing charnel chapels are in large ecclesiastical 

complexes where space for burial was not so much of an issue as at smaller 

graveyards (see Tables 5.2, 5.3 & 5.4). In addition, larger cathedral, abbey or 

monastic complexes would have had patrons who could dedicate money to be spent 

on constructing free-standing buildings, whereas smaller churches without wealthy 

patrons could not have readily afforded to do so. It is notable that the dates of 

construction of charnel chapels located beneath churches coincide with building 

works or extensions to the fabric of the church itself. For example, the charnel 

ŎƘŀƳōŜǊ ōŜƴŜŀǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴŎŜƭ ŀǘ {ǘ [ŜƻƴŀǊŘΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƛƴ IȅǘƘŜ όYent) was constructed 

in the mid-1200s at the same time as the west tower and a new choir and sanctuary 

were built (Barker 1998; Stoessiger & Morant 1932: 150).  The charnel chamber at 

Holy Trinity Church, Rothwell was constructed in the early 1200s just before the 

chancel was extended and the transepts were constructed (see Section (5.4.4)) 

(Garland et al. 1984).  

 

Some charnel chapels seem to have been created to house charnel from churchyards 

other than the one in which they were located. The clearest example of this comes 

from Norwich Cathedral, where a charnel chapel was founded in 1316 by Bishop 

Salmon. Whatever his motivations for this foundation, it was certainly not a need to 

house charnŜƭ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƛǘ Ψǿŀǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŦƻǊ 

ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŘŜŀŘΩ όDƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ нллрΥ млмύΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ōƛǎƘƻǇ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ Ŧƛƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ 

ŎƘŀƳōŜǊ ōŜƭƻǿ Ƙƛǎ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ǇŀǊƛǎƘ ŎƘǳǊŎƘȅŀǊŘǎ όDƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ 

2005: 34 & 105). In other instances, the suggestion that charnel was acquired from 

elsewhere is largely circumstantial. For example, Harding expresses surprise that a 

ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ǿŀǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ {ǘ aŀǊȅ {Ǉƛǘŀƭ ǎƛƴŎŜ ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƻ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

documentary record to indicate that St Mary Spital was a major place of burial in 

ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩ όIŀǊŘƛƴƎ нллнΥ фпύΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ DƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ {ƭƻŀƴŜ 

(2005: 42) note that certain churches, such as St Mary Spital, may have served as the 

primary storage location for charnel as the original churchyards from which it derived 

were too small or their associated churches were too poor to provide a charnel 

facility themselves. Such a practice may have been behind the origin of the charnel 
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which Bishop Salmon secured from parish churches in Norwich (see Section (5.4.1)) 

ŀƴŘ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŜƴ ǎǇŜŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŀǘ {ǘ [ŜƻƴŀǊŘΩǎ /ƘǳǊŎƘΣ ƛƴ IȅǘƘŜ 

(Kent) may have been collected from the other four parish churches in Hythe after 

they fell into decline some time before 1400 (Stoessiger and Morant 1932: 149). 

These examples of movement of charnel mean that charnel chapels and chambers 

need not necessarily reflect the density of burial, population or mortality rates at the 

sites where they are located. There was an evident element of prestige associated 

with possession of a charnel chapel, and as a result the creation of such structures 

may have had more to do with their significance as a marker of status than them 

representing a response to a pressing requirement for charnel curation (see Section 

(5.4.1)).  
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5.4: The purpose of charnel chapels: new research  

(5.4.1) Private chantries or something more? 

 

The upper chambers of all identified free-standing charnel chapels were built to serve 

as chapels (See Section (5.3.1)). However, it has been argued that they were chantry 

chapels, private sources of prayer for the wealthy benefactors who paid for their 

construction as opposed to chapels intended to commemorate multitudes of dead 

(Gilchrist 2005; Gilchrist & Sloane 2005; Orme 1991; 1996; Orme and Lepine 2003). 

According to Gilchrist (2005: 104-105), the charnel chapel, or Carnary chapel as it was 

called, at Norwich Cathedral served only as a private chantry and was a college 

staffed by secular priests who lived communally and were to pray daily for the soul 

of the bishop in the chapel of the charnel chapel (Gilchrist 2005: 100-105; Gilchrist & 

Sloane 2005: 42). However, there is, in fact, evidence that the chapel was not solely 

built for this purpose. As we have already seen (above, Section (5.3.3)), there was no 

need to construct a charnel storage facility at the cathedral, because it was not a 

major place of burial, and the bishop could, thus, simply have built a chantry chapel 

with an associated college of priests, and need not have included the charnel 

chamber in its design or name. The bishop must have been aware that if he relocated 

charnel from Norwich parish churchyards to his cathedral complex that people would 

come to his charnel chapel to view, visit or pray at the charnel in its new location, 

and this may have motivated his decision. By the early 14th century it was common 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǘƻ ƻŦŦŜǊ ΨƛƴŘǳƭƎŜƴŎŜǎΩ ƻǊ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ǇǊƛŜǎǘǎ ǘƻ ǇǊŀȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘ 

(Daniell 1997: 23). The choice to construct a charnel chapel structure as opposed to 

a chantry chapel without a charnel chamber indicates that there was an intention or 

expectation that the chapel would be a place where visitors to the charnel could pay 

for indulgences or prayers for the dead. It is here proposeŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƛǎƘƻǇΩǎ ŎƘŀƴǘǊȅ 

chapel above the charnel chamber served both as his private chantry but also as a 

chapel for the public to commemorate the dead. It is unclear whether Bishop Salmon 

ŜǊŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƎƛŦǘΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻǊ ǿŀǎ more interested in the 

revenue the prayers for the souls of the deceased comprising the charnel would bring 

to his cathedral. 
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Chantry chapels were mainly founded by lay persons or families (Orme 1996), but, in 

the few examples where the foundation details are recorded, free-standing charnel 

chapels appear to have had episcopal foundations. The charnel chapel at Norwich 

Cathedral was, as we have seen, established by Bishop Salmon (Gilchrist 2005), that 

at Worcester was started by Bishop Blois and completed by Bishop de Cantelupe 

όDǊŜŜƴ мтфсύΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘ .ǳǊȅ {ǘ 9ŘƳǳƴŘǎΩ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ !ōōƻǘ WƻƘƴ ŘŜ bƻǊǘƘǿƻƭŘ 

(Page 1907), while the chantry chapel at Exeter was founded by John de Lechlade, 

treasurer of the cathedral and possibly its dean (Lepine & Orme 1991). The motive 

for the establishment of these particular charnel chapels pertains specifically to 

housing disinterred bones. The 1316 foundation charter for the charnel chapel at 

bƻǊǿƛŎƘ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊƴŀǊȅ ōŜƴŜŀǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ /ƘŀǇŜƭ ƻŦ {ǘΦ WƻƘƴ ǿŜ ǿƛǎƘ ǘƘŀt 

human bones, completely stripped of flesh, be preserved seemly to the time of the 

general ResurrectionΩ ό.ƭƻƳŜŦƛŜƭŘ мулсΤ DƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ ϧ {ƭƻŀƴŜ нллрΥ пнύΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ 

ǘƻ ŜȄǘŜƴŘ ²ƻǊŎŜǎǘŜǊ /ŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭΩǎ ƴŀǾŜ .ƛǎƘƻǇ .ƭƻƛǎ ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŘƛǎǘǳǊō 

ƴǳƳŜǊƻǳǎ ōǳǊƛŀƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ Ψŀ ǎǳōǘŜǊǊŀƴŜƻǳǎ Ǿŀǳƭǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜŎŜǇǘƛƻƴΣ 

over which he raised a chapel, called Capella Carnariae, or the chapel of the charnel 

ƘƻǳǎŜΩ όDǊŜŜƴ мтфсΥ рпύΦ  

 

In large ecclesiastical complexes, the chapel portions of charnel chapel buildings 

appear to have been constructed as chantry chapels, but for the intended use and 

benefit of ordinary people as well as for wealthy individuals or families. It is here 

proposed that this charnel-related form of chantry chapel served as a communal 

chantry for large numbers of people who could not afford to build their own private 

chantry. The episcopal foundation and funding of the constructions of charnel 

chapels may be understood as the fulfilment of the seventh Corporal Act of Mercy, 

which was the requirement to bury the dead. The Seven Corporal Acts of Mercy were 

six charitable works or acts mentioned by Christ plus the act of burial which was 

mentioned in the Book of Tobit (Daniell 1997: 20; Gilchrist & Sloane 2005: 19). 

Undertaking good works such as the Corporeal Acts of Mercy was encouraged 

throughout the medieval period. The addition of the act of burial into these acts of 

humility is evidence of the importance that care of the dead signified to medieval 
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people and of the reciprocal relationship between living and dead communities. 

Fulfilment of these charitable works was believed to benefit ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǎƻǳƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

souls of others after death (Daniell 1997: 20). 

 

(5.4.2) Prayers for the dead, chantries for the people   

The evidence for some charnel chambers having chapel functions (as outlined in 

Section (5.3.1)), and the links between the charnel chambers and the associated 

chapels seem not to have been noticed by some authors who have researched 

specific charnel chapels. It has been assumed by these authors, such as Orme in 

relation to Exeter charnel chapel that the liturgical functions of the chapel did not 

ŜȄǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀƳōŜǊΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ hǊƳŜ όмффмΥ мсрύΣ 9ȄŜǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ 

ƭŀŎƪŜŘ ŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳŜƳƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘ ƛƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭΥ ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ 

ƴƻ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ Χ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ōƻŘȅ ǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ōǳǊƛŜŘ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇŜƭΣ ƻǊ ŀƴȅ funeral 

ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƻǊ ŦǳƴŜǊŀƭ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳŀŘŜΩΦ !ǎ ƘŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŦƛƴŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ 

documentary evidence stating that the chapel was used for funerary activity, Orme 

ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ŀǘ 9ȄŜǘŜǊ ΨǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǊƻƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊd 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘΩ όhǊƳŜΣ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ нnd May 2012). There are, however, 

various links between the chapels and penance or prayer, in addition to numerous 

references for masses specifically for large numbers of the dead as opposed to 

deceased individuals which indicate the chapel did serve a role with regard to the 

dead. It has been established that the charnel chapel at Exeter was built in 1286 at 

the expense of John of Exeter, as a penance for the murder of Walter de Lechlade 

(Lepine & Orme 2003: 23-4; Orme 1991: 164-5). The charnel chapel was dedicated to 

St Edward the Confessor, possibly in recognition of the need for John of Exeter to 

ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ƳŀǊƪ Ƙƛǎ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ǝǳƛƭǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ΨŎƻƴŦŜǎǎƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǎƛƴ όǎŜŜ 

Section (5.2.2)). When Bishop Stapledon founded his chantry in the charnel chapel in 

моннΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƘŀƴǘǊȅ ǇǊƛŜǎǘ Ψǿŀǎ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōŘŜŀƴ ώǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ǇŜƴƛǘŜƴǘƛŀǊȅ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭϐ ƛƴ ƘŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŦŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ǇŜƴŀƴŎŜǎΩ όhǊƳŜ мффмΥ мсрύΦ Lǘ 

is, however, unclear whether confession took place in the cathedral or in the charnel 

chapel.  
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Other sites and sources indicate that confession and penance were associated with 

ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭǎΦ Lƴ мотф ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ŀǘ {ǘΦ tŀǳƭΩǎ /ŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ƴŜŜŘ ƻŦ 

repair, and the ArchbishƻǇ ƻŦ /ŀƴǘŜǊōǳǊȅ {ƛƳƻƴ {ǳŘōǳǊȅ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜŘ Ψŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǇŀǊŘƻƴΩ 

to all those who contributed towards its restoration (Harding 2002: 86; Rousseau 

2011: 76).  As a result of this call for help and promise of a pardon of sins, the 

Fraternity of All Saints was founded, whose aim was to repair and maintain the 

building (Rousseau 2011: 76). Similar roles in relation to penance and confession are 

noted at some contemporary European sites: Sedlec in Kutná Hora in the Czech 

Republic had confessionals within the charnel room up to the 1970s. Confessionals 

are small wooden stalls with two partitions, one for a priest to sit and hear 

confession, the other for a parishioner to kneel while confessing sins (see Fig. 5.14). 

 

 

Fig. 5.14: Photograph in the chapel of Sedlec charnel chapel, Kutná 

Hora, depicting charnel on top of a confessional within the charnel 

chamber όtƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ƻǿƴύ 

 

Further references to the duties of the chaplains in relation to the commemoration 

of the collective dead are recorded. From 1451 at Exeter various members of the 

ǾƛŎŀǊǎ ŎƘƻǊŀƭ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƛƴŜŘ ŦƻǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀōǎŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ΨƳŀǎǎ ƻŦ ōŜƴŜŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭΣΩ ŦƻǊ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ƳŀǎǎΩ ƻǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀǎǎ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭΦΩ όhǊƳŜ 
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1991: 166). In the years after the charnel chapel was established at Worcester, four 

ŎƘŀǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ōȅ .ƛǎƘƻǇ ŘŜ /ŀƴǘŜƭǳǇŜΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƻǊΣ .ƛǎƘƻǇ ŘŜ .ƭƻƛǎ όDǊŜŜƴ 

мтфсύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘǳǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƘŀǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜ ΨƻƴŜ Ƴŀǎǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

chapel, before their teaching in the schools, and afterwards three others were daily 

ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘΩ όDǊŜŜƴ мтфсΥ рпύΦ tǊŜŎƛǎŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ŀǊŜ ƭŀŎƪƛƴƎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ 

ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǿƘƻ ΨǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘΩ ŜƴǘŀƛƭŜŘΦ DƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ όнллрΥ млнύ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ 

chapel at Norwich Cathedral, ΨThe charnel vault beneath the chapel was 

administered directly by the sacrist, and he received a large share of the offerings 

ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǇǇŜǊ ŎƘŀǇŜƭΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎƻƭŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇƭŀƛƴǎ 

who had roles or responsibilities in relation to care of the dead. Blomefield (1806: 

56) ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘ bƻǊǿƛŎƘ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ моллǎΣ ǘƘŜ ΨƪŜŜǇŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ƭƻǿŜǊ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭΩ Ǉƭǳǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƘŀǇƭŀƛƴǎΣ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀǘŜŘ Řŀƛƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƛǎƘƻǇΩǎ 

ǎƻǳƭΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƛǎƘƻǇΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳƭǎ ƻŦ the previous bishops of 

Norwich. TƘŜǎŜ ŎƘŀǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƻ ǇǊŀȅ ŦƻǊ Ψŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘ ƛƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭΤ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ 

particular for the souls of all those whose bones were reposited in the vault of this 

ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŀǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭǎ ƻŦ ²ƻǊŎŜǎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ 9ȄŜǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ 

charnel chaplains were responsible for prayers and commemoration of all the dead 

and not solely the founders of the charnel chapels (Blomefield 1806: 56). The most 

convincing example of chapels in charnel chapels being directly related to the charnel 

in the lower chambŜǊǎ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ {ǘ tŀǳƭΩǎ /ŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭΦ wƻǳǎǎŜŀǳ όнлммΥ трύ ƴƻǘŜǎ 

that in 1282 the mayor of London and the commonality of the city paid for the 

ΨŎƻƳƳǳƴŀƭ ŎƘŀƴǘǊȅΩ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ǘƻ ōŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀƳōŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ŀ 

ŎƘŀǇƭŀƛƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇǊŀȅ ŦƻǊ Ψŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƛǘƘŦǳƭ ŘŜǇŀǊǘŜŘΩΦ Lƴ молн ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇƭŀƛƴ 

ǿŀǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƻǇŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǘƻ ǇƛƭƎǊƛƳǎ ΨǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

charnel house every Friday and on certain days, such as the Feast of the Dedication 

of the cathedral, three days after WhitsǳƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ CŜŀǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wŜƭƛŎǎΩ όwƻǳǎǎŜŀǳ 

2011: 75). 

 

The inherent connection between chapel and charnel rooms is evident in how the 

charnel chapels were referred to by contemporary people. In many cases charnel 

chapels were not known by their official naƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛƴǘΩǎ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ōǳǘ ǿŜǊŜ 

colloquially called after the charnel which was housed in the lower chambers. This 
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lack of specificity implies that the two rooms constituting charnel chapels were not 

viewed as separate entities, but instead were inextricably linked in their overall 

function. Orme points out the inclination to refer to the buildings simply as 

ΨŎƘŀǊƴŜǊŜΩΣ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ όhǊƳŜ мффмΥ мсрύΥ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ŀǘ .ǳǊȅ {ǘ 9ŘƳǳƴŘǎ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ Ψ[ŀ /ƘŀǊƴŜǊŜΩ όtage 1907), that 

ŀǘ bƻǊǿƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ Ψ[Ŝ /ƘŀǊƴŜƭΩ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ŦŜǿ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ 

όDƛƭŎƘǊƛǎǘ нллрΥ млмύΣ ŀƴŘ {ǘ aŀǊȅΩǎ ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ ŎƘŀǇŜƭ ƛƴ {ŎŀǊōƻǊƻǳƎƘ ǿŀǎ ōȅ мофп 

ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǎ Ψ[Ŝ /ƘŀǊƴŜƭΩ όtŀƎŜ мфноύΦ  

  

(5.4.3) Accessibility  and visibility 

Accessibility and visibility of the charnel room of charnel chapels was fundamental to 

their design (see Section (5.3.1)). Charnel chambers were intended to be visible from 

the exterior of the charnel chapel building and were also designed so that the 

chambers could be easily accessed. The incorporation of these two architectural 

attributes into all charnel chambers implies that at the time of their construction it 

was known that people wanted to see and be able to access the charnel. 

Alternatively, it may have been that charnel chambers were designed to be accessible 

and visible in order to develop a public interest in viewing and visiting charnel. People 

visiting the charnel may have paid the chaplains or priests of the charnel chapels to 

pray for souls of the dead (see Section (5.4.1)). If so, then the aim of building a charnel 

chapel may be regarded as a manipulation of a reverence for human bones in order 

to gain money for the church or ecclesiastical complex through the sale of 

indulgences and prayers.  

 

Gilchrist (2005: 105, 250-1) notes with reference to the Norwich charnel chapel that 

not only is the building highly visible within the cathedral complex, but that it is 

ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ōƻǘƘ ƛƴ ǎǘȅƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ ǊŜƭƛǉǳŀǊȅΥ Ψƛǘǎ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎŜŘ ŀƴ 

additional iconographic meaning connected with its purpose as a repository for 

ŎƘŀǊƴŜƭ Χ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǊ ǿƛƴŘƻǿǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǳndercroft of the Carnary chapel allowed 

ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜŎƛƴŎǘ ǘƻ ǇŜŜǊ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎǊȅǇǘ Χ ƛƴ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ 

ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǎƘǊƛƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛǉǳŀǊƛŜǎΩ όǎŜŜ CƛƎΦ 5.15 & Chapter 2).  
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Fig. 5.15: Norwich charnel chapel (Gilchrist 2005: 104) 

 

This resemblance of Norwich charnel chapel to a reliquary is not elaborated on by 

Gilchrist by comparison to other charnel chapels (Gilchrist 2005: 105). All charnel 

chapels have windows opening into the lower chamber containing charnel and the 

design of Norwich charnel chapel is not a unique instance in resembling a reliquary 

(see Section (5.3.1)). The form of charnel chapels replicated the form of reliquaries 

which were a familiar sight to medieval people. The practice of above ground storage 

of human skeletal remains may have been justified and made acceptable via the 

association with an already accepted post-burial practice. Both charnel chambers 

and reliquaries held the same contents except that charnel chapels housed large 

quantities of bones instead of bones of a single individual, and they were in 

ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǎ ƻǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŀƛƴǘǎΦ   

 

As the rooms and the contents were clearly intended to be visible and accessible, 

situating them below the ground as opposed to at ground level seems an unusual 

decision. The underground nature of the charnel rooms implies it was imperative that 

ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŜŘ ōƻƴŜǎ ōŜ ǎǘƻǊŜŘ ōŜƭƻǿ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ 9ǾŜƴ ŀǘ {ǘ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƛƴ 

Leicester, where the charnel room is adjacent to the chancel area and not directly 


