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The concept of deviant burial has been part of archaeological vocabulary 

since the 1980s,1 but is still often used too casually to be meaningful. The 

term ‘deviant’ has come to indicate difference and deviation from the norm.   

 

In respect to burial, ‘deviant’ suggests an individual has been accorded 

different burial rites or characteristics to his/her peers. This may include 

differences in the post-mortem treatment of the body, positioning and 

alignment of the burial, taphonomy, assemblage components or an absence 

of these things. Often, these burials contain individuals who were buried 

prone, restrained, or with accompanying ‘non-normative’ grave goods.  Both 

negative and positive evidence need to be examined in order to identify a 

deviant burial and, by definition, these burials can only be identified in the 

context of other burial evidence. It is these variances that make ‘deviant’ 

burial very apparent in the archaeological record regardless of location or 

period. The identification of ‘deviant’ burials firstly involves recognition that the 

individual was treated differently in death relative to others within the same 

society. The difference can be seen in body positioning, location of deposition 

or treatment of the corpse (at and after the time of death).   

 

Numerous suggestions have been made to explain the existence of deviant 

burial, to try and understand the decisions behind these processes. Sex, age, 

                                                 
1
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occupation, health, social status and ethnicity may all affect the deposition of 

the body and result in a ‘deviant’ burial and, as Murphy has suggested 

examples of ‘deviant’ burials include graves containing possible ‘criminals, 

women who died during childbirth, unbaptised infants, people with disabilities, 

and supposed revenants’.2 Although the reasons for this ‘deviant’ burial 

behaviour may be wide-ranging, the archaeological evidence and 

contemporary literature suggest themes such as punishment, fear, disability 

and deformity may go a long way towards explaining the phenomenon. Social 

conditions and circumstances which have directly affected the type of burial 

have all been open to discussion.  

 

Whereas the concept of deviant burial incorporates all aspects of atypical 

inhumation, my dissertation centres on ‘confused’ engendered burial: cases 

where individuals from the Early Anglo-Saxon period have been buried 

alongside artefact assemblages traditionally associated with their gender 

counterpart. As I shall show in my presentation, the broad topic of deviant 

burial must be examined to determine whether ‘confused’ gender is a branch 

of ‘deviant burial’ and whether gender-related issues can be can be added to 

the list of other characteristics (such as disability) which seem to result in an 

individual being given an atypical burial.   

 

In order to examine this I have used cemetery reports from early Anglo-Saxon 

Kent and East Anglia to construct a grave database. This database has 

enabled me to study the intricacies of each inhumation in order to produce a 

statistical analysis of the burial data. The statistical analysis has then provided 

the means to chart the existence and frequency of all types of ‘deviant burial’ 

with a focus on the ‘confused’ engendered burials.    

  

The undergraduate counterpart to this thesis examined 999 inhumations from 

Kent between the fifth and eighth centuries. For the present thesis, the same 

methodology of data collection is being used and the format of the catalogue 

                                                 
2
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refined and replicated, in order to make a reliable comparison between the 

Kent data and the East Anglian burial information.   

  

The statistical analysis portions of both pieces of work are providing a 

platform from which to make assessments of the demography of the area in 

the early Anglo-Saxon period. This base demographic data is then being used 

to highlight the frequency of ‘deviant burial’ in all its forms. For instance, my 

work so far has revealed that numbers of sexually determined females who 

had been buried alongside weapon assemblages had been underestimated; 

typically these have been associated with males, often in the face of skeletal 

evidence to the contrary.   

 

The evidence for ‘confused’ engendered burials and ‘deviant burial’ can be 

demonstrated in Diagram 1.1 below. This grave was discovered at Dover, 

Buckland cemetery3 and housed two individuals. The grave was given two 

identification numbers 96a and 96b and both individuals were deemed as 

‘probable males’ in the grave catalogue portion of the cemetery report.   

 

The individual found in grave 96a had an estimated age of death at over 40 

years old and was buried alongside a buckle, spearhead, knife, metal pin, 

sword, and shield. Grave 96b held a knife, a spearhead, a pin, and a sword 

and the individual was deemed to have died between the ages of 20 and 30 

years old. The preliminary bone report4 and the accompanying grave 

assemblage were used to determine Grave 96a as male. Grave 96b was also 

identified as male by the accompanying grave goods despite the fact that the 

preliminary bone report was inconclusive. Further analysis of the skeleton 

suggested that the individual was a female, but as no firm conclusion could be 

made, the sexual identity of the occupant of 96b remains elusive.  

  

The grave good assemblage found alongside Grave 96b would stereotypically 

belong to a male, but in both of my datasets (and possibly in the example 

                                                 
3
 Evison 1987. 

4
 Evison 1987, 124. 
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given above), it is not uncommon for females to be found buried alongside 

weaponry.   

 

The layout of the grave must also be considered when interpreting ‘confused’ 

engendered burial and, again, this point can be illustrated by reference to the 

same Dover, Buckland example; as seen in Diagram 1.1 below, the skeletons 

have been similarly positioned. Both swords in have been placed at very 

similar angles; to the right of the skeleton, just alongside the left arm. Both 

skulls have also been positioned facing the same direction, looking towards 

the right shoulder.    

 

It is very unlikely that any conclusive determination could be made over the 

sexual identification of the individual in Grave 96b. It was suggested by 

Evison5 that both graves belonged to ‘warriors of noble rank’, possibly a 

homosexual couple, as opposed to a male and female warrior. This double 

grave example perfectly illustrates the uncertainty surrounding the sexual 

identification of human remains, especially where grave good assemblage 

has been substituted for a definitive sexual signifier. 

 

 

                                                 
5
 Evison 1987, 126. 
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Diagram 1.1: Dover, Buckland Cemetery: Grave 96a and 96b (adapted from 
Evison 1987:348) 
 

In both datasets a collection of graves have been identified which can be 

classified as ‘deviant’. However, as the focus of my studies is engendered 

burial, the intricacies behind gender and sex determination are being closely 

examined. Undergirding my research is the need to highlight the different 

interpretations which flow from on the one hand osteological determination of 

sex, and the assignment of gender from material culture on the other hand. 
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f 
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d 

Grave 96a Grave 96b Grave 96a 

Letter Artefact 

a Spearhead 

b Metal pin 

c Buckle 
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e Knife 
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Letter Artefact 

a Spearhead 

b Metal pin 

c Knife  

d Sword 
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Scale 1:22 
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Essentially, sex is a biological division and gender is a social construct. 

Therefore, at the very most, material culture can only provide an insight into 

gender and not into sexual demographics. Problems surround the use of 

grave good assemblages as sexual signifiers: for instance, if they are used in 

one scenario to identify a skeleton as male, then surely is it not acceptable to 

deem every skeleton found alongside a similar assemblage as also male?  I 

hope to show, through this research, that much work on early Anglo-Saxon 

gender has been seriously (though by no means fatally) flawed by 

archaeologists relying on databases and excavation reports where skeletons 

have been 'sexed' on the basis of material culture evidence, thus perpetuating 

standard and stereotypical ideas about how 'male' and female' identities were 

expressed.  
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