
Death and memory in early medieval Britain

How were the dead remembered in early medieval Britain? This innovative study demonstrates
how perceptions of the past and the dead, and hence social identities, were constructed through
mortuary practices and commemoration in the period c. AD 400–1100. Drawing on archae-
ological evidence from across Britain, including the latest archaeological discoveries, Howard
Williams presents a new interpretation of the significance of portable artefacts, the body,
structures, monuments and landscapes in early medieval mortuary practices. He argues that
materials and spaces were used in ritual performances that served as ‘technologies of remem-
brance’, practices that created shared ‘social’ memories intended to link past, present and
future. Through the deployment of material culture, early medieval societies were therefore
selectively remembering and forgetting their ancestors and their history. Throwing new light
on an important aspect of medieval society, this book is essential reading for all archaeologists
and historians with an interest in the early medieval period.

howard williams is Lecturer in Archaeology at the University of Exeter. He has published
widely on death and memory in past societies and has co-directed archaeological fieldwork at
early medieval burial sites in Britain and Sweden.
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by Séan Goddard after Penn 2000; reproduced with the kind
permission of Norfolk Landscape Archaeology). 70

2.17 The disc brooch from grave 11 at Harford Farm (cemetery adapted
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by Séan Goddard after Penn 2000; reproduced with the kind
permission of Norfolk Landscape Archaeology). 72

3.1 An artistic interpretation of an early Anglo-Saxon cremation ritual
(artwork by Aaron Watson). 92

3.2 Grave C. 23, from Worthy Park, Kingsworthy, Hampshire (adapted
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by Séan Goddard after Brassil et al. 1991; reproduced with the kind
permission of the Royal Archaeological Institute). 156

5.7 Plan of the mound-cemetery at Sutton Hoo, Suffolk (redrawn by
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PREFACE

How did early medieval people commemorate the dead? Were mortuary practices
not just contexts for personal recollection, but contexts in which perceptions of the
dead and the past were created and reproduced? Early medieval graves have been
studied for many decades by many researchers, but this particular perspective and
line of enquiry has yet to be fully explored and developed. In addressing such an
approach, this book is intended as an exploration of new ideas and new perspectives
in early medieval archaeology. As such it is intended as a building-block towards
future research rather than as a final statement.

My research concerning early medieval archaeology and mortuary archaeology
has been influenced and inspired from many directions, and I have many people to
thank for inspiration and encouragement. I would like to take this opportunity to
thank Mike Parker Pearson, John Moreland and Alex Woolf for introducing me to the
study of early medieval and mortuary archaeology during my undergraduate degree
at Sheffield. For the development of my ideas during my postgraduate research at
the University of Reading, I particularly appreciate the guidance, discussions and
debates provided by Richard Bradley and my doctoral supervisor, Heinrich Härke. I
also appreciate the innumerable discussions and feedback upon conference presen-
tations, seminars, lectures and publications by many friends and scholars while I was
researching and teaching at the University of Reading, Trinity College Carmarthen
and Cardiff University. Since being appointed to a position at the University of
Exeter in the autumn of 2003, I have enjoyed generous support and guidance from
colleagues both in the Department of Archaeology and elsewhere in the University.
In addition to those persons already mentioned, I am grateful for beneficial dis-
cussions with and support from: Jo Buckberry, Martin Carver, Annia Cherryson,
Hella Eckardt, Bonnie Effros, Rebecca Gowland, Catherine Hills, Richard Hing-
ley, Cornelius Holtorf, Andy Jones, Brynmor Morris, Aliki Pantos, Kenneth Penn,
Tim Pestell, David Petts, Andrew Reynolds, Julian D. Richards, Martin Rundkvist,
Hannah Sackett, Sarah Semple, Chris Smart, Nick Stoodley, Eva Thäte, Victoria
Thompson, Sam Turner and Aaron Watson.

Concerning the research and composition of the book, thanks go to the anony-
mous referees for their constructive and critical comments on earlier drafts. I would
like to thank Bonnie Effros, Heinrich Härke, Andrew Reynolds, Sarah Semple and
Andy Jones for commenting upon sections of the manuscript. I would also like to
thank those who granted permission to reproduce illustrations adapted for use in
this volume. The book has benefited greatly from Séan Goddard’s illustrations and
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xiv Preface

technical expertise. I am also grateful to Aaron Watson for his innovative artistic
impressions. Many thanks for their continued support go to my parents, Phil and
Sue Williams, my brother Ralph and his wife Tracey, and my in-laws Keith and
Margaret Wilson. Finally, thanks go to my wife, Elizabeth, for her love, patience,
encouragement and unswerving enthusiasm for the project. If I have missed anyone
from this list of thanks, I defer to the failings of memory . . .
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