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In the early Middle Ages there was a short period when prehistoric burial mounds were re- 
used and new barrows constructed over much of western Europe. This is interpreted as an 
expression of opposition to the new Christian ideology, in a time of social changes in the 

distribution of power and property. 

In his article 'Time regained: the creation of 
continuity', Richard Bradley, reassessing 
monuments at Yeavering, Sutton Hoo, the 
Boyne tombs and other sites in Britain and 
Ireland, concludes that in the early Middle 
Ages '. . . the past was being used in a more 
active manner, in order to promote the inter- 
ests of a social elite' (1987: 14-15). The pre- 
sent article elaborates on this theme of active 
use of the past and prehistoric monuments in 
the early Middle Ages. It investigates a rela- 
tive short period in the early Middle Ages, 
wherein prehistoric burial mounds were re- 
used and new barrows were constructed in 
England and on the Continent. It will be 
argued that this funerary practice was a 
response to the church-graves which had cre- 
ated an opportunity for elaborate and long- 
standing monuments for the deceased. Not 
only were barrows a monumental answer to 
the church-graves but, because of their associ- 
ation with prehistory, burial mounds also 
expressed the opposition of non-Christians to 
the Christian Blite. 

Synthetic approaches to early Medieval bar- 
rows have been presented before, most notably 
Ament (1975) and Shephard (1980). 
Significantly, neither of these crosses the 
Channel. The force of this paper lies in studying 
the early Medieval barrows on the Continent 
and in England as a single phenomenon and 
consequently I have drawn heavily from these 
publications, as well as Meaney (1964). 

Many of the barrows, of prehistoric, Roman 
and Medieval date, were excavated in the 
19th and early 20th centuries (FIGURE 1) One 

of the great barrow diggers of that time was 
Mortimer (1905). As a consequence of these 
early activities, it is not always possible to 
find accounts of the antiquarian studies and 
the dating of the finds is often unjustified and 
unreliable. Several hundred burial mounds 
were built in the Middle Ages, but only a 
minority has been securely dated, which will 
be reflected in the distribution map presented 
here. 

Although the setting of the barrows is not 
discussed here, recent excavations often 
reveal that barrows were part of larger ceme- 
teries: e.g. Basel Bernerring (Moosbrugger-Leu 
1982), Dittigheim in Alamannic Baden 
Wiirttemberg (Stork 1985), Moos-Burgstall in 
Niederbayern (von Freeden & Kohler 1981; 
von Freeden 1987) and Spong Hill in East 
Aiiglia (Hills 1977; 1980). In the past, the 
archaeological context of burial mounds has 
often been misinterpreted. At Sutton Hoo, for 
example, recent re-excavations revealed a 
much greater prehistoric use of the cemetery 
than was previously known (Carver 1989). 
Detailed discussion of early Medieval burial 
mounds is severely limited by the quality of 
archaeological research in the 19th and early 
20th centuries (cf Shephard 1979: 49). 

On the Continent, recent research has added 
many new sites of early Medieval burial 
mounds to the published list of Ament (1975). 
In England, new additions to Meaney's 
Gazetteer (1964) are relatively scarce. It seems 
reasonable to suggest, therefore, that the recov- 
ery of barrows in England has been much 
greater in the past than on the Continent. 
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An overview 
In the distribution of all Early Medieval (AD 
450-1000) barrows, three regions stand out: 
Scandinavia, England and western Germany 
plus northern Switzerland, especially the area 
along the Rhine and the upper Danube. The 
burial mounds of Scandinavia can be consid- 
ered as a separate tradition from western 
Europe on the basis of early origin and likely 
continuity. This burial custom in Scandinavia 
goes back to at least the later Roman Iron Age 
with huge mounds at Hogom in Norrland, 
continuing in Uppland and Bertnem and end- 
ing in the Vestvold and in Jutland in the loth 
century (Ramqvist & Miiller-Wille 1988). 
There was a certain amount of mutual inspira- 
tion in aspects of funerary behaviour between 
Scandinavia on the one hand and England 
and the Rhine/upper Danube area on the 
other. The boat burials covered by mounds 
(Miiller-Wille 1968/9) and the presence of 
Frankish weapons in the barrow graves in 
Hogom and Uppland (Ramqvist & Miiller- 
Wille 1988) are examples of this connection. 

However, with only a few exceptions, the 
construction of burial mounds in England and 
the Rhine/upper Danube area was limited to 
the period 550-750 (FIGURE 2). This tradition 
was very similar in both regions, but contrasts 
sharply with its Scandinavian counterpart. 
Secondary interments in Neolithic, Bronze 
and Iron Age barrows were common in all 
western European areas where burial mounds 

FIGURE 1. The 
excavation of the burial 
mound in the 
churchyard of Taplow, 
Buckinghamshire, i n  
1882. 

were built, but not in Scandinavia. There, bur- 
ial mounds were grouped into barrow ceme- 
teries. In western Europe, isolated mounds, 
barrow cemeteries and burial mounds within 
predominantly flat-grave cemeteries have 
been excavated. Ring ditches around graves 
have been linked with barrow building. 
Shephard (1979: 47-8) has suggested that ring 
ditches in flat-grave cemeteries preceded the 
mounds as an early type of monumentalized 
grave, but in recent excavations, such as at 
Finglesham in Kent, ring ditches are also asso- 
ciated with later, 7th-century graves 
(Campbell et al. 1982: 24-5). Again, only in 
the western European areas, but not in 
Scandinavia, have unmounded ring ditches 
been located. 

In western Europe, most of the barrows 
built before 550 and after 750 clearly do not 
belong to the same tradition as the mounds 
from the period 550-750, with the exception 
of Saxony, where barrows were constructed 
throughout the 7th and 8th centuries. Several 
of the barrows dated before 550 are located in 
southwest France. Ten of these have been 
identified by James (1977) who dated them to 
the late Roman or early Merovingian period. 
He stresses the point that seven out of ten 
mounds are located in the Massif Central, an 
area ‘which was probably never more that 
superficially Romanized’ and ‘seems to have 
preserved customs of burial which go right 
back to the pre-Roman period’ (James 1977: 
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FIGURE 2.  Distribution of dated burial mounds  and harrow cemeteries (including some graves with ring 
ditches, thought to have been mound graves]. 
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182). Another group of burial mounds dated 
to the 5th and early 6th centuries has been 
identified in western Britain and Scotland. 
Recent excavations of a part of the cemetery at 
Tintagel in Cornwall found evidence for an 
early 6th-century date for Mound C (Morris et 
al. 1990). This and other barrows (at Hayle in 
west Cornwall and on Lundy in the Bristol 
Channel; cJ Morris et al. 1990) are described 
as ‘a distinctive sub-class of the wider “spe- 
cial grave” phenomenon’ which ‘reflect an 
imitation of Christian funerary practice in 5th- 
century Gaul if not also further afield’ (Morris 
et a]. 1990: 848). 

In Wales and Scotland, recent excavations 
have also indicated the use of barrows and 
ditches around graves in the early Medieval 
period. At Tadderwen, Clwyd, in Wales, a 
small cemetery was excavated near a Bronze 
Age barrow. The cemetery included several 
‘square-ditched graves’ and the large Bronze 
Age burial mound was surrounded by a 
square ditch with centrally-placed gaps on all 
sides, which may be the result of an attempt 
to incorporate the barrow in the cemetery. A 
single radiocarbon sample dated the cemetery 
to 433-680 (James 1992: 92-3). Square- 
ditched graves, together with ring-ditches, are 
also known from Pictland in Scotland (Alcock 
1992: 127-8). It has been suggested that the 
square-ditched graves from Tadderwen and 
Pictland may belong to the same tradition and 
the striking similarities with the late Iron Age 
Arras group in East Yorkshire are stressed 
(James 1992: 93). 

Barrow cemeteries dating to the later 8th, 
9th and 10th centuries have been found east 
of the river Elbe. Examples are the 700 
mounds excavated in two cemeteries in and 
near the trade settlement Ralswiek on Riigen 
island in the Baltic. The settlement was occu- 
pied between the 8th and the 13th centuries 
and is described as a Slavic emporium. The 
mounds were small (1-2 m in diameter) and 
no flat graves have been found in these ceme- 
teries (Donat & Heydick 1989: 588-91). 
Isolated burials in mounds from this period 
are known sporadically from northern 
England: for example the 9th- or 10th-century 
finds from the Bronze Age barrow of Lilla 
Howe, on the North York moors (Watkin & 
Mann 1981). 

The mounds constructed before 550 in 
western Europe have been associated with 

Romanized groups or with pre-Roman tradi- 
tions. Those built after 750 in Slav areas con- 
stitute a separate tradition. The barrows dated 
between 550 and 750, on the other hand, are 
located in areas within western Europe where 
Germanic people were politically and militar- 
ily dominant in previously Romanized lands: 
the Alamanns in the upper Rhine area, the 
Bavarians in the upper Danube area, 
Austrasian or  Rhine Franks in the middle 
Rhine area, Saxons in northern Germany, 
Saxons and Jutes in southern England and 
Angles in East Anglia and the Midlands. 
Significantly, burial mounds from this period 
in the core of the Merovingian empire are not 
known. 

The origin of the tradition is not completely 
clear. It may have been imported in east 
England by the Angles, Jutes or Saxons, either 
copying Scandinavian funerary behaviour or 
continuing indigenous practices. However, 
isolated examples of Germanic burial mounds 
are also known from other areas (the burial 
mound at Zuran near Briinn, dated to c. 500 
and possibly commemorating a Lombard king, 
for example). With so many prehistoric burial 
mounds visible, it is possible that the adapta- 
tion of the barrow in funerary practices origi- 
nated more or less at the same time in several 
areas in the early Middle Ages. The re-use of 
prehistoric barrows, common in England and 
on the Continent no later than the 6th cent- 
ury, had possibly created precedents in early 
Medieval burial mound construction. 

Attempts to distinguish an early and a late 
phase in mound construction between AD 550 
and 750 leads to a considerably reduced data 
set. However, it seems that a spatial shift 
occurred between an early and a late phase. 
On the Continent in the early phase (550-675; 
including Bohner’s Stufe V, which has been 
used in most publications) barrow burials 
were restricted to the Rhine basin and to 
northern Switzerland. In the later phase 
(675-750) barrow burials were distributed to 
the east of the Rhine and within the area of 
the upper Danube (see also Stein 1967: 121) .  
In England, a spatial shift hetween an early 
and a late phase is less well recognizable, but 
it seems that in the early phase, before c. AD 
650, burial mounds were distributed to  the 
east of a line from the Humber and the Trent 
to the Isle of Wight. In the late phase 
(650-750) burial mounds were also construct- 
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ed west of this line. It should be stressed, 
however, that only a minority of the English 
barrows can be securely dated. 

Pagan or Christian? 
Charlemagne outlawed burial near or under- 
neath burial mounds in his Capitulatio de  
partibus Saxoniae in the late 8th century, as it 
was then considered a pagan practice (Roth 
1984: 28; Stein 1967: 206). By this time, bar- 
rows were no longer constructed in the Rhine 
and upper Danube areas and his legislation 
was directed against the Saxons and the 
Slavic areas to the east (cf. Ament 1975: 
90-93). However, several authors have rea- 
soned that the barrows in the preceding cen- 
turies had a pagan connotation as well 
(Ament 1975: 90-93). 

A closer look at the grave goods from 
mound burials reveals a few finds with 
explicit Christian symbolism. Examples are 
the gold-leaf cross in the barrow at 
Oberiflingen, in Alamannia (Ament 1975: 71), 
the sarcophagus of stone decorated with 
crosses on top of one of the mounds at 
Dondelange in Luxemburg (Ament 1975: 91), 
the cross on the Benty Grange helmet (Ozanne 
1962-3) and the much-discussed Christian 
grave goods from Sutton Hoo, most notably 
the baptismal spoons (Bruce-Mittford 1983). 
In all these instances, however, grave goods 
with a non-Christian connotation were found 
as well: the spear in Oberiflingen, a complete 
weapon set at Dondelange, the boar on top of 
the Benty Grange helmet and the boat, helmet, 
weapons and other ostentatious grave goods 
from Sutton Hoo. These weapons can be 
understood as part of the ‘warrior ideology’ of 
the Germans prior to their conversion (Harke 
1990), and the Benty Grange helmet contains 
powerful symbols of both paganism and 
Christianity (Evans 1991: 59-60). 

The neat division between ‘Christian’ and 
‘pagan’ in funerary practices was in large mea- 
sure created by Christians (Markus 1990: 28). 
For most pagan Germans, Christianity meant 
initially a new dimension to their existing 
beliefs. The gold-leaf cross of Oberiflingen 
and the cross on the Benty Grange helmet 
indicate that the bearers had either added the 
Christian God to their pantheon or that the 
cross as a symbol was not linked to 
Christianity but, for example, to the elite in 
the Merovingian empire or Kent respectively. 

Discussions on the religion of the person 
buried in  the Sutton Hoo boat burial have 
usually resulted in similar conclusions (cf. 
Parker Pearson et al. in press). 

The vast majority of mound burials have no 
grave goods which may link them to Christian 
beliefs. Rather, they are often furnished with 
weapons. More importantly, many Germanic 
cemeteries are located near or around prehis- 
toric mounds and Roman tumuli, suggesting 
that barrows of earlier date were recognized 
and had an explicit meaning within the pre- 
Christian ideology (cf. Dickinson 1983: 248). 
Merdingen in Sudbaden (Fingerlin 1971) and 
Wigber Low in the Peak District (Collis 1983) 
are just two out of numerous examples of the 
re-use of prehistoric burial mounds. In con- 
trast, early Medieval cemeteries of Christians 
in Gaul were often located near Roman ceme- 
teries where the bodies of saints and martyrs 
were buried (Young 1975). In Christian Wales, 
continuous use of the Roman cemetery of the 
civitates of Caerwent from the 4th to the 11th 
centuries has also been demonstrated (James 
1992: 96). 

Status and wealth 
It can be argued that burial mounds indicate a 
relatively high status of the deceased thus 
commemorated. This could be argued from 
the relative energy expended on mound con- 
struction in contrast to the digging of flat 
graves (cf. Tainter 1975). Associated grave 
goods from barrow graves can, in  several 
instances, be ascribed to high-status groups. 
Examples of these rich finds are known from 
Biberist in Switzerland (Ament 1975: 66), 
Oberiflingen in Germany, Dondelange in 
Luxemburg (Ament 1975: 71) and Taplow and 
Sutton Hoo in England (Meaney 1964). The 
notion of Medieval barrow burials as ‘special’ 
or high-status rites has been expressed before 
by many, including Ament (1975), Arnold 
(1980: 135), Moosbrugger-Leu & Keller (1979: 
62) ,  Muller-Wille (1982) and Shephard (1979). 
Corroborating the energy expenditure hypoth- 
esis, secondary burials of early Medieval date 
in prehistoric barrows generally do not 
include high-prestige goods, but notable 
exceptions exist (e.g. Swallowcliffe Down: 
Speake 1989). Conversely, rich grave goods in 
mound graves are nearly always found in pur- 
pose-built barrows. 

However, the barrow graves displaying 
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extremely wealthy goods, fit for a king or a 
member of the upper nobility, make up only a 
fraction of the total number of mound burials. 
Three alternative burial rites were open to 
elite groups in western Europe between AD 
550 and 750: burials inside churches, separate 
Blite cemeteries and rich graves without 
mounds or ring ditches within the perimeter 
of the main cemetery. 

The concept of burial inside a church, an 
existing Mediterranean practice, is generally 
believed to have been initiated in western 
Europe for the burial of the Merovingian king 
Clovis, who died in 511 (c f .  PBrin 1987). 
Thereafter, churches were used for graves 
throughout the Merovingian realm in the 6th 
century. In England, there are burials in 
churches dated to the 7th century. Burials 
inside churches in western Europe were, in 
the 6th and 7th centuries, restricted to kings 
(or parts of their bodies), close relatives and 
the upper nobility, saints and clergy (Perin 
1987: 354-60). In the 8th century and after, 
lesser Blite groups similarly used churches for 
this purpose. 

In the centre of the Merovingian empire, 
church burials were proper ad sanctos buri- 
als, with graves close to relics. Further away 
from Paris, church burials were often a mix of 
Christian and pre-Christian ideas (the fur- 
nished grave of the boy in Cologne Cathedral, 
for example: Doppelfeld & Weyers 1980) or 
were not linked to relics. Church founders’ 
graves (with the founder’s grave an integral 
part of the original church, the so-called 
Arkosolgraber: Treune Grosskopf 1989) and 
churches built over existing pagan elite ceme- 
teries are other examples of the mixture of 
Christian and non-Christian aspects of funer- 
ary behaviour. 

Separate Blite cemeteries came into fashion 
in the 7th century, especially but not exclu- 
sively in the upper Rhinehpper Danube area. 
Most of these cemeteries originated in the 7 th  
century and several had churches built over 
them during the 8th century (Steuer 1989). In 
England, separate Blite cemeteries other than 
barrow cemeteries are not known. 

Rich graves without a barrow or ring ditch 
but within larger cemeteries are well known 
from the later 5th, 6th and early 7th centuries 
throughout western Europe (e.g. at Flonheim 
and graves 1782 and 2268 at Krefeld-Gellup), 
but became increasingly rare in the later 7th 

and 8th centuries. Stein, in her compendium 
of 8th-century graves of the nobility in 
Germany (1967) included a significant num- 
ber of rich graves in larger cemeteries. Later 
criticism of her work, especially by Last & 
Steuer (1969), Hinz (1970) and Steuer (1989), 
however, pointed out that the vast majority of 
these graves should be ascribed to local Blites, 
such as rich farmers and freeman. A similar 
development is visible in England, although 
the wealth of the richest graves (e.g. 
Broomfield) scarcely matched its European 
counterparts. 

In only a few instances of mound burial 
(most notably at Sutton Hoo, Taplow and 
Oberiflingen) would the owners have 
belonged to the upper nobility and been able 
to consider the alternative of a church grave. 
The preference for a barrow burial may in 
these instances have been religiously 
inspired. In most cases, however, burials 
underneath mounds were carried out not by 
the upper nobility but by members of local 
Blites. On the Continent, their choice was 
either a separate elite cemetery or a burial 
mound. In England, the local Blites expressed 
a clear preference for barrows, either isolated 
or in groups (Shephard 1979: 48, 50). 

Conclusions 
Funerary practices in general maintain exist- 
ing social structures through the use of reli- 
gious or ideological concepts (Huntington & 
Metcalf 1979; Parker Pearson 1982). The 
graves of Germanic peoples, furnished with 
weapons, reflect their warrior ideology. 
Within that specific ideological concept, the 
wealth of the grave goods may indicate the 
status of the mourners, rather than the war- 
ring exploits of the deceased (Harke 1990). 
Graves inside churches and in close proximity 
to relics indicate prestige and status within 
the Christian religion. But churches t h e n -  
selves were, to Germanic eyes, a grandiose 
innovation of the funerary rite. Moreover, 
such graves were monuments, to be admired 
by the generations that followed. 

When the use of churches as burial loca- 
tions spread throughout western Europe from 
the centre of the Merovingian world, the con- 
cept of barrow construction, as a rnonumen- 
talized funerary practice, also became more 
widespread on its peripheries and beyond. 
The southeast of England may be considered 
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as on the periphery or just beyond the 
Merovingian empire (cf. Wood 1983). These 
diffusive developments on a European level 
would explain the differences in burial 
mound distributions between the early and 
the late phases, as described above. 
Intriguingly, on a regional level, the richest 
mound graves were built when church graves 
were constructed nearby (especially in north- 
ern Switzerland, but also in  England, e.g. 
Taplow barrow and the church at Dorchester 
on Thames). 

The concern with monumental graves may 
have been linked to social changes in the dis- 
tribution of power and property. Steuer (1989: 
111-13), for example, has argued that landed 
property was of ever-growing importance in 
the later 6th and 7th centuries. Church graves 
and burial mounds would have created a clear 
link between the successors of the deceased 
and their land (cf. Chapman 1980: 66-7), as 
ties to the ancestors were made visible. 

However, burial mounds primarily 
expressed opposition to the new Christian 
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