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3 sections to the talk

1. Rethinking early medieval cremation
practices

2. Early medieval cremation practices as public
archaeology and contemporary practice

3. Early medieval cremation in contemporary
popular culture
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1. Rethinking early medieval
cremation practices

5th_11th centuries CE in Britain and
NW Europe
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* Remembering & 0 P
forgetting through ‘(| |
transformation of f?
artefacts & the body S

 Grave goods have —
mnemonic agency |

* Catalysts and
transformers of
memory
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* (Creating new
corporeality for the
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Alwalton,
* Mixed-Rite Cemetery Cambridg68hil'€

33 inhumation graves

* 28urned and 2 unurned cremation
burials

* 19/27 (70%) had grave goods

16 with combs (59%) - 5 double-
sided, 11 triangular

e 13 combs were ‘token’ end-
fragments

e Only 1 comb burnt
e 2 with tweezers
e 1 toilet set with hone — male burial

* Mortuary symbolism - cremation
& dissolution + allowed family
connections between the living and

the dead

M=Male
F =Female
I = Infant

] = Juvenille
A=Adult
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Worthy Park, Kingsworthy,
Hampshire
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Occular urns?
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Urn with intact lid
from Spong Hill
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Sancton, East
Yorkshire
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Cinerary urns, Spong Hill, Norfolk




The Spong Hill
chairperson
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hammer-rings
central Sweden




Aland Islands
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Vittene - Vastragotland
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Northern sector of the Spong Hill cemetery (after Hills
et al 1984) showing the inhumation burial zone
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Spong Hill inhumation grave 36

+

-
. Cremation burial 2114

Relationships
between cremation
and inhumation
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Snape, Suffolk, Grave 47 — Filmer-Sankey & Pestell 2001
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Cremation cemeteries under level ground,
Finland

cup-marked slone

500 +

-~
v offering pit

E post-hole

ploughmarks 21 2 3 & __Sm

Fig. 66. The central stone with the perimeter of large stones, (One of the stones was removed by mi,
take in the beginning of the excavation, when the stones used for paving the road were cleared away
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Asthall, Oxtordshire

WEST EAST

missing capslones
i

collapsed &
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Asthall barrow in its landscape
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The Pillar of Eliseg, near Llangollen, Wales
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The Pillar from the west, the scheduled area onl protecte
from farming since 2010
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Early Medieval Cremation in Context

.m »
© CREMATION IN THE .
EARLY MIDDLE AGES O LE Gts

- i ] j Death, fire and identity in
Death, fire and identity in | N?Jcr,th-West ndidr
North-West Europe
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Tranmer House,
Sutton Hoo
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Sutton Hoo, Suffolk
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Rethinking early medieval cremation practices

Williams, H and Lippok, F. (eds) 2024. Cremation in the Early Middle Ages: Death, Fire and Identity in North-West Europe. Leiden:
Sidestone.

Lippok, F. and Williams, H. 2024. Introduction: Death and Fire in the Early Middle Ages, in F. Lippok and H. Williams (eds)
Cremation in the Early Middle Ages. Leiden: Sidestone.

Meyers Emery, K. and Williams, H. 2018. A place to rest your (burnt) bones? Mortuary houses in early Anglo-Saxon

England, Archaeological Journal 175(1): 55-86.

Wessman, A. and Williams, H. 2017. Building for the cremated dead, in J.I. Cerezo-Roman, A. Wessman and H. Williams (eds)
Cremation and the Archaeology of Death, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 177-98.Williams, H. 2016. Tressed for death in early
Anglo-Saxon England, Internet Archacology 42.

Williams, H. 2016. Ethnographies for early Anglo-Saxon cremation, in I. Riddler, L. Keys, and J. Soulat (eds) Le témoignage de la

culture matérielle: mélanges offerts au Professeur Vera Evison/ The Evidence of Material Culture: Studies in Honour of Professor Vera Evison,

Europe Médiévale 10, Autun: Editions Mergoil, pp. 139-54

Williams, H. 2015. Death, hair and memory: cremation’s heterogeneity in early Anglo-Saxon England, Analecta Archaeologica
Ressoviensia, 10, 20-76.

Williams, H. 2014. A well-urned rest: cremation and inhumation in early Anglo-Saxon England, in I. Kuijt, C.P. Quinn and G.

Cooney (eds) Transformation by Fire: The Archaeology of Cremation in Cultural Context, Tucson: University of Arizona Press, pp. 93-118.

Williams, H. 2013. Death, memory and material culture: catalytic commemoration and the cremated dead, in S. Tarlow and L.
Nilsson Stutz (eds) The Oxford Handbook of the Archaeology of Death and Burial, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 195-208.

Nugent, R. & Williams, H. 2012. Sighted surfaces: ocular agency in early Anglo-Saxon cremation burials, in I-M. Back
Danielsson, F. Fahlander & Y. Sjostrand (eds) Encountering Images: Materialities, Perceptions, Relations. Stockholm Studies in
Archaeology 57, Stockholm: Stockholm University, pp. 187-208.

Williams, H. 2011. Remembering elites: early medieval stone crosses as commemorative technologies, in L. Boye, P. Ethelberg, L.
Heidemann Lutz, S. Kleingirtner, P. Kruse, L. Matthes and A. B. Serensen (eds) Arkeologi i Slesvig/Archdologie in Schleswig.
Sonderband “Det 61. Internationale Sachsensymposion 2010” Haderslev, Denmark. Neumtnster: Wachholtz, pp.13-32.
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2. Early medieval cremation
practices as public archaeology
and contemporary practice
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Spong Hill on display at
the Norwich Castle
Museum (2010)




“But death is ni

The Potteries Museum and
escaped from by an one: »‘,‘ . -
o of s wih ot dhelors Art Gallery, Stoke-on-Trent

to a destination already ordained

where the body, after the banqueting,
sleeps on its deathbead.”

Extract from Beowulf

S r piercing eye r
will dim and darken; and death will arrive,
dear warrior, to sweep you away.

Extract from Beowulf

: ndin
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Northampton - ‘urn
containing a cremation’




Early Anglo-Saxon
cremation —
British Museum
(2020)

cremation

1 Anglo-Saxon
Saxons practlsed

The early Anglo-
cremation, N which the dead person

was placed on 2 pyre and purnt along
with specnally chosen grave goods. he

remains were the gathered jnto an urm
n the ground.

like this one,
i .sment like the

i an hngwsaxmw‘&

often found In these bWl
e rebuilding of the body

Artist's ympression ©

pyre durng 3 cremalion
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Sutton Hoo
(2022)

Imagme an Anglo—Saxon
Iandscape q

(8. '/"»
4 Look at the'landscape around you — above
you to the left is the Royal Burial Ground,
The majestic burial mounds were once visible /
from a great distance along the river. They
_ Were a signpost to the front door of the East |
Anglian kingdom.

Amagine standing here in Anglo-Saxon
times, around 1,400 years ago. A cremation
| is taking place at the royal cemetery and
the fire is burning with great intensity. The
tall column of smoke can be seen for miles.
_ In front of you, crowds of people follow the
path to the cemetery to pay their respects.

1. You are here

2. Hoo

3. Royal Burial Ground
4. The River Deben




Atter Julie Bond 1996
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Mound 6, day of burial:
placing the bowl’ by

Victor Ambrus (Carver
2005)




Kate Morton —
pyre at
Tranmer

House, Sutton
Hoo (Fern
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Kelvin Wilson
(2017 redraw)
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Beowulf at the Barrow
(2021)

with Thegns of Mercia
at Soulton Hall

Hmng )
Festival (2017-2019) ! Be()\)(/ (JL

Al THE BARRO .
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Motala cemetery, Ostergotland




Early medieval cremation as public archaeology &
contemporary practice

Williams, H. 2024. Towards Public Viking Research, in S. Ellis Nilsson and S. Nyzell (eds) Viking Heritage and History in
Europe: Practices and Recreations. London: Routledge, pp. 229243.

Evans, S. and Williams, H. 2019. Death’s diversity: the case of Llangollen Museum, in H. Williams, B. Wills-Eve and J.
Osborne and (eds) The Public Archaeology of Death, Sheffield: Equinox, pp. 37-54.

Watson, A. and Williams, H. 2019. Envisioning Cremation: Art and Archaeology, in H. Williams, B. Wills-Eve and ].
Osborne (eds) The Public Archaeology of Death, Sheffield: Equinox, pp. 113-132.

Williams, H. 2019. Dead Relevant: Introducing The Public Archaeology of Death, in H. Williams, B. Wills-Eve and J.
Osborne (eds) The Public Archaeology of Death, Sheffield: Equinox, pp. 1-16.

Williams, H. 2018. Introduction: public archaeologies of death and memory, in H. Williams and L. Richardson
(eds) Death in the Contemporary World: Perspectives from Public Archacology, AP Online Journal of Public Archaeology 8(2)
Special Issue 3: 1-

Williams, H. 2016. Firing the imagination: cremation in the modern museum, in H. Williams and M. Giles (eds)
Archacologists and the Dead: Mortuary Archacology in Contemporary Society, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 293-332

Tong, J., Evans, S., Williams, H., Edwards, N. and Robmson G. 2015. Vlog to death: Project Eliseg’s video-blogging,
InternetArchaeology 39.

2

Williams, H. 2012. Ash and antiquity: archaeology and cremation in contemporary Sweden, in A. M. Jones, J. Pollard, M.
J. Allen and J. Gardiner (eds) Image, Memory and Monumentality: Archaeological Engagements with the Material World, Oxford:
Oxbow, pp. 207-217.

Williams, H. 2011. Cremation and present pasts: a contemporary archaeology of Swedish memory groves, Mortality 16(2):
113-30.
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3. Early medieval cremation in
popular culture

[ B University of

N P:Chester



Beowulf -

I Neil Gaiman and Roger
Avary (2008)
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WLar oo As BEOWLILF
ASKED, 60 THAT ALL
WHO AW THE BARROW
WOLILD REMEMBER THE
GREAT DEEDS OF THE

| BEOWLILF'S LEGEND HAS §
| LASTED DPOWN THROLIGH
THE AGES TO THIS DAY. .

Beowulf -
Monster Slayer

Paul D
Storrie and
Ron Randall
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Beowulf -
Santiago Garcia
and David Rubin
(2016)




RK TIMES CAME TO
THE GEATS AFTER THAT.

BUT BEOWULF HAD BEEN A GOOQD KING,
AND HAD EARNED RENOWN--THE BEST A
E WARRIOR COULD HOPE TO ACHIEVE.

\L PYRE WAS LADEN WITH GIFTS AS GREAT AS HE'D GIVEN
N LIFE, BEFITTING THE FAME WYRD GRANTED Him.

YET, WERE
TRUTH TOLD...

- WHERE IT

WAS WYRD AETER
TOOK HIM...

Beowulf -
Stetan
etrucha and
Kody
hamberlain
(2007)

=i @ University of
qPChester



Beowulf — the Graphic Novel -

Stephen L. Stern, Christopher Steininger and
Chris Studabaker (2007)




Fantasy Cremation
Game of Thrones




Vikings Season
1, Episode 6
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Season 2 Episode 9




Season 4(1), Episode 6




Season 5(2),
Episode 4




Season 6(1),
Episode 7




ARCHAEObDeath

V for

V for Viking: Fighting Norsefire with Fire e en o i

e Viking

+ MODRE oavio LLOYD

BTEVE WHITAKER sIOBHAN DODODS

Archaeodeath
blog-post,
16 Aprﬂ 2019
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V for Vendetta

(2005, dir. James
McTeigue)

V for Vendetta,
by Alan Moore
and David Lloyd
(1982-1989)




From V to Evie

Williams, H. 2023. V for Viking,
in C. Kennan and E.J. Wells
(eds) What is Medieval? Decoding
Approaches to the Medieval and
Medievalism in the

215t century. NEO 2, Turnhout:
Brepols. DOI10.1484/M.NEO-
EB.5.133383, pp. 269-286.
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3. Early medieval cremation in popular culture

Williams, H. forthcoming. Necro-Vikingisms, in A. Klevnis and C. Ljung (eds) Routledge
Handbook of Death and Burial in the Viking Age. London: Routledge.

Williams, H. 2023. V for Viking, in Claire Kennan and Emma J. Wells (eds) What is Medieval?
Decoding Approaches to the Medieval and Medievalism in the 21 century. NEO 2, Turnhout: Brepols.
DOI10.1484/M.NEO-EB.5.133383, pp. 269-286.

Williams, H. 2020. The real Vikings: the early medieval world behind the hit drama, History
Extra, 17 January 2020,

Williams, H. and Klevnis, A. 2019. Dialogues with the dead in Vikings, in P. Hardwick and K.
Lister (eds) Vikings and the Vikings: The Norse World(s) of the History Channel Series,
Jetterson, NC: McFarland Press. 128-152.

Williams, H. 2019. Death’s drama: mortuary practice in Vikings Season 1-4, in H. Williams,
B. Wills-Eve and . Osborne (eds) The Public Archaeology of Death, Sheftield: Equinox, pp.
155-182.
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https://www.historyextra.com/period/viking/real-history-behind-drama-vikings-ragnar-lothbrok-who-how-accurate-fact-fiction/
https://www.historyextra.com/period/viking/real-history-behind-drama-vikings-ragnar-lothbrok-who-how-accurate-fact-fiction/

Sensational stories past and present

‘There had been almost no
changes in how the dead
were burned trom the
earliest times until the

1870s.’

Thomas W. Lacquer: The
Work of the Dead: A Cultural
History of Mortal Remains

2015).
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Rethinking Death and Fire in Early
Medieval Europe

* Such arich and varied set of archaeological data,
transforming our understanding of early medieval
societies (Lippok and Williams forthcoming)

* Broader challenge of heritage interpretation and
public engagement

* Broader still responsibility to engage with broader
popular culture manifestations of early medieval

cremation

[ B University of
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Cremation and the
A r'k‘!]m_'{ﬂ{m:‘;}' of Death

i iy Jessica | Cerezo-Romdn,

Annma Wessiman,
- Howard Williams

Cremation and the
Archaeology of
Death

Lippok, F. and Williams, H. (eds) 2024. Cremation in the
Early Middle Ages.

Williams, H., Cerezo-Roman, J.I., and Wessman, A.
(eds) 2017. Introduction: Archaeologies of Cremation,
in J.I. Cerezo-Roman, A. Wessman and H. Williams
(eds) Cremation and the Archaeology of Death, Oxford:
Oxford University Press, pp. 1-24

Williams, H. 2015. Towards an archaeology of
cremation, in C.W. Schmidt & S. Symes (eds) The
Analysis of Burned Human Remains, 24 Edition, London:
Academic Press, pp.259-93.

Cerezo-Roman, J. I. & Williams, H. 2014. Future
directions for the archaeology of cremation, in I. Kuijt,
C. P. Quinn and G. Cooney (eds) Transformation by Fire:
The Archaeology of Cremation in Cultural Context, Tucson:
University of Arizona Press, pp. 240-55.
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