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The image o f the grave as a house occurs f r e q u e n t l y i n mediaeval 
E n g l i s h works. The f o l l o w i n g l i n e s from f o u r t w e l f t h - and t h i r t e e n t h -
c e n t u r y poems p r o v i d e the f u l l e s t e x p r e s s i o n o f i t s v a r i o u s a s p e c t s : 

Wen be t u r u f i s bi t u u r , 
& bi put i s b i bour. 

("When the Tu r f i s Thy Tower," l i n e s 1 - 2 ) 1 

Nu s a l b i n ha l i e wid spade ben wrout, 

Pi n hus i s sone i b u l d per pu s a l t wonien inne, 
Bobe pe w i r s t & pe rouf s a l I iggen uppon pin c h i n n e . 

2 
("The Latemest Day," l i n e s 25, 29-30) 

Nu pu hauest neowe hus, inne bebrungen; 
Lowe beob [pe hlelewowes, unhe!3e beop pe sidwowes; 
Pin r o f i i\p on pine breoste f u l [ n e i h ] . 

("Soul's Address to the Body," l i n e s C29-31) 

Ne b i 5 nu p\n hus heal ice i t i n b r e d ; 
H i t b i 5 unheh and lah bonne pu l i s t p e r inne; 
-Be helewa3es beo3 \sj,e, sidwa3es unhe3e, 
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be r o f b i S i b y l d p l r e b r o s t e f u l neh. 
("The Grave," l i n e s 7-10) 4 

The l a s t f o u r l i n e s quoted, i n f a c t , r e p r e s e n t o n l y the most i n t e n s e 
e x p r e s s i o n o f the image i n "The Grave." As Rosemary Woolf remarks, the 
e n t i r e poem "plays w i t h the c o n c e i t o f the grave as a house, e x p l o i t i n g 
w i t h i r o n i c w i t the d i s c o r d s t h a t a r i s e from t h i s b a s i c metaphor. The 
o d d i t y of the grave , thought o f as a house, i s s t r e s s e d : the w a l l s are 
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y low, t h e r e are no do o r s , and the r o o f l i e s i m m e diately 
above i t s i n h a b i t a n t ' s c h e s t . . . ."5 And Douglas D. S h o r t , w h i l e a r g u 
i n g t h a t the work succeeds a e s t h e t i c a l l y as much from "the m a n i p u l a t i o n s 
and embellishments o f the r h e t o r i c a l mode i n which i t i s c a s t " as from 
i t s b a s i c metaphor, 6 c o n f i r m s , n e v e r t h e l e s s , t h a t i t s "most conspicuous 
r h e t o r i c a l stratagem . . . i s the e l a b o r a t e metaphor t h a t s t r u c t u r e s the 
poem, a metaphor i n which the grave i s c o n s i s t e n t l y e n v i s i o n e d as a 
house." 7 S h o r t ' s thorough i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f the s t r u c t u r e o f "The 
Grave" r e v e a l s w i t h g r e a t d e t a i l the p r e c i s e r h e t o r i c a l methods through 
which the w r i t e r o f the l y r i c embodied the grim humour and i r o n i c w i t 
p e r c e i v e d by Woolf, but t h e i r common view o f the r o l e enacted by the 
grave-house metaphor i n b o t h t h i s work and ot h e r s i s c o m p l i c a t e d by the 
f a c t t h a t Anglo-Saxon graves were o f t e n c o n c e i v e d o f and b u i l t as 
h o u s e s . 8 

For a r c h a e o l o g i s t s i n t e r e s t e d i n the e a r l y h i s t o r y o f B r i t a i n , the 
exhumation o f graves has t r a d i t i o n a l l y been one o f the most f r u i t f u l 
o f endeavours. And, though the o b j e c t s i n t e r r e d w i t h the dead i n t h e i r 
graves g e n e r a l l y r e c e i v e more a t t e n t i o n than the s t r u c t u r e o f the graves 
themselves, s t r u c t u r a l f e a t u r e s have not gone e n t i r e l y u n n o t i c e d . F o r 
example, the exa m i n a t i o n o f the p o s i t i o n s o f s k e l e t a l remains i n exhumed 
graves a t Empingham, R u t l a n d , l e a d s N i c h o l a s Reynolds t o draw the 
f o l l o w i n g c o n c l u s i o n : 

I t seems l i k e l y t h a t these (and other) movements o f p a r t s o f 
the s k e l e t o n s happened somewhat a t random and w h i l e some 
li g a m e n t s were s t i l l i n e x i s t e n c e . Some o f the f e a t u r e s may 
be a t t r i b u t a b l e t o the n a t u r a l decay o f f a t t y t i s s u e s , b ut 
some are too pronounced f o r t h i s t o be the s o l e cause o f 
movement. The d i s t u r b a n c e s a l s o seem t o be too marked t o 



98 

be the work o f earthworms o r o t h e r burrowing c r e a t u r e s . 
Indeed, when the bones moved, they c l e a r l y had empty space 
around them i n t o which they c o u l d f a l l . T h i s c o u l d not have 
been the case i f the grave had been b a c k f i l l e d around the 
body immediately a f t e r b u r i a l . Few o f the graves c o u l d have 
accommodated a c o f f i n , nor was t h e r e any evidence o f such 
a s t r u c t u r e . Had the graves remained c o m p l e t e l y open, one 
might have expected f a r g r e a t e r i n t e r f e r e n c e w i t h the b o d i e s ; 
and the e x c e l l e n t s t a t e o f p r e s e r v a t i o n o f the metalwork, 
and indeed o f the s k e l e t a l m a t e r i a l , argues a g a i n s t any l o n g 
exposure. The o n l y e x p l a n a t i o n seems t o be t h a t the grave 
was covered w i t h some form o f t i m b e r p l a n k i n g , and i t seems 
l i k e l y t h a t the m a t e r i a l e x c avated from the grave p i t was 
then p i l e d on top o f the timber s t r u c t u r e . As the t i m b e r 
decayed, presumably s l i g h t l y slower than the body, the f a l l i n g -
i n o f the o v e r l y i n g m a t e r i a l would cause d i s l o c a t i o n s o f the 

9 
k i n d observed here. 

E x c a v a t i o n s a t Mucking, Essex, a l s o r e v e a l evidence o f graves 
a p p a r e n t l y designed t o r e c e i v e "wood 'covers'."''' 0 And i t seems c l e a r , 
from the appearance o f s o c k e t s and/or ledges along the upper rims o f a 
number o f graves i n a seventh-century cemetery a t St P e t e r ' s , Kent, 
t h a t a v a r i e t y o f c o v e r i n g s were used t h e r e : 

Some sockets are deep, t h e i r p l a n and the s l i g h t r i d g e 
between t h e i r bases and the grave w a l l s s t r o n g l y s u g g e s t i n g 
t h a t they were i n t e n d e d t o h o l d v e r t i c a l p o s t s . Some, narrow 
and e l o n g a t e d , and much s h a l l o w e r , suggest r a t h e r c r o s s 
beams. One s e t , s u b - r e c t a n g u l a r i n c r o s s s e c t i o n and c u t so as 
to p o i n t upwards and inwards a t an angle o f about 30 degrees 
from v e r t i c a l , c l e a r l y i n d i c a t e s a p i t c h e d s t r u c t u r e . ^ 

C e r t a i n o f these K e n t i s h graves w i t h wide and s h a l l o w ledges appear t o 
have been covered w i t h l i d s ; o t h e r s , whose ledges are deeper and l e s s 

12 
w e l l c u t , were p r o b a b l y covered w i t h stone o r timber s l a b s . 

Even a t the most famous b u r i a l s i t e from the Anglo-Saxon p e r i o d , 
S u t t o n Hoo, t h e r e i s evidence t h a t a h o u s e - l i k e s t r u c t u r e was b u i l t t o 
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e n c l o s e the o b j e c t s i n t e r r e d along w i t h the body ( i f , i n f a c t , t h e r e ever 
was a body): 

A s t r o n g l y c o n s t r u c t e d wooden c a b i n , w i t h end-walls and 
h i g h - p i t c h e d gabled r o o f , i t s eaves running over the 
tops o f the gunwales, was e r e c t e d amidships. The b u r i a l 
d e p o s i t was l a i d out i n i t and strewn w i t h bracken. T h i s 
p r a c t i c e has a l s o been observed i n V i k i n g - s h i p b u r i a l s i n 
Norway. The sand t h a t had been excavated t o make the t r e n c h 
f o r the boat was then f i l l e d back i n t o the space between the 
edges o f the t r e n c h and the s i d e s o f the s h i p , and i n t o the 
boat i t s e l f , so t h a t the s h i p ' s timbers were imprisoned i n 
s o l i d sand. F i n a l l y the ground was l e v e l l e d o f f and a mound, 
made from m a t e r i a l from the su r r o u n d i n g heath, was b u i l t up 
over the s h i p . 1 3 

I t s h o u l d be c l e a r from these examples t h a t , i n the p r e - C h r i s t i a n 
p e r i o d , the Anglo-Saxons o f t e n b u i l t graves t h a t were covered chambers 
s u g g e s t i v e o f houses, p a r t i c u l a r l y i f those covers were p i t c h e d i n 
shape. And, though the p r a c t i c e o f b u r y i n g o b j e c t s o f value w i t h the 
dead was g r a d u a l l y e l i m i n a t e d d u r i n g the C h r i s t i a n p e r i o d , t h e r e i s no 
evid e n c e t h a t the a c t u a l s t r u c t u r e o f the grave changed s i g n i f i c a n t l y . 
S u t t o n Hoo, f o r example, i s g e n e r a l l y dated i n the C h r i s t i a n e r a , 
though Hadwald, the k i n g i n whose honour t h a t cenotaph was prob a b l y 

14 
c o n s t r u c t e d , a p p a r e n t l y l a p s e d a f t e r c o n v e r s i o n . I n d i s p u t a b l e evidence 
o f the s u r v i v a l o f the h o u s e - l i k e s t r u c t u r e o f graves i n the C h r i s t i a n 
p e r i o d i s found i n a passage quoted by Reynolds, Bede's d e s c r i p t i o n o f 
the grave s i t e o f St Chad: "Is o f e r h i s byrgenne s+owe treowgeweorc 
on gel icnesse medmlcles huses geworht mid h r a g l e gegyrwed. 

The r e l e v a n c e o f the a r c h a e o l o g i c a l f i n d i n g s about the s t r u c t u r e o f 
Anglo-Saxon graves t o many o f the d e t a i l s i n the passages quoted a t the 
b e g i n n i n g o f t h i s a r t i c l e should be r e a d i l y apparent. The c o n c e p t i o n 
o f the grave as a house o r , by i m a g i n a t i v e e x t e n s i o n , a h a l l o r bower, 
would f o l l o w n a t u r a l l y from t h i s s t r u c t u r e . L i n e s r e f e r r i n g t o low 
w a l l s and low, timbered r o o f s would not have s t r u c k t h e i r o r i g i n a l 
r e a d e r s as q u i t e so odd o r w i t t y as they s t r i k e us. Even the r e f e r e n c e 
t o the " w i r s t , " w i t h the meaning " r i d g e p o l e , " i n "The Latemest Day," 
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l i n e 30, would f o l l o w , i f what was b e i n g r e f e r r e d t o was a p i t c h e d c o v e r 
i n g such as a p p a r e n t l y o c c u r r e d a t St P e t e r ' s , Kent, and a t Su t t o n Hoo. 
F u r t h e r , i f Reynolds' s u s p i c i o n , t h a t excavated m a t e r i a l from the grave 
p i t was p i l e d back i n a mound on top o f a c o v e r i n g s t r u c t u r e , i s c o r r e c t , 
then the t u r f would, q u i t e l i t e r a l l y , be a tower as i t i s d e s c r i b e d i n 
the l y r i c o f t h a t t i t l e . 

The purpose i n b r i n g i n g t o l i g h t t h i s resemblance between l i t e r a r y 
image and a r c h a e o l o g i c a l f a c t i s c e r t a i n l y not t o i n v a l i d a t e the 
i n t e l l i g e n t and s e n s i t i v e p e r c e p t i o n s o f c r i t i c s such as Woolf o r S h o r t . 
Nor i s i t t o argue f o r s t r i c t v e r i s i m i l i t u d e i n e a r l y mediaeval E n g l i s h 
p o e t r y : we have, f o r example, what i s a p p a r e n t l y the L a t i n source o f 
"When the T u r f i s Thy Tower,"'''6 and there i s c l e a r l y some l i t e r a r y 
r e l a t i o n between the "Soul's Address" and both "The Grave" and "The 
Latemest Day." The purpose, r a t h e r , i s t o r e t u r n t o one p a r t i c u l a r 
image, the grave as a house, a resonance t h a t i t l o s t i n i t s t r a n s f o r 
mation i n t o c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y , a t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f which we must c o n s t a n t l y 
be aware i f we are to achieve a c l e a r e r u n d e rstanding o f tone and mean
i n g i n l i t e r a r y a r t i f a c t s , and o f the i m a g i n a t i o n s t h a t c r e a t e d them. 

Centre f o r M ediaeval S t u d i e s , Toronto 

NOTES 

^ English L y r i c s of the Thirteenth Century, ed. C a r l e t o n Brown 
(Oxford 1932; r p t . 1962) 54. 

2 
English L y r i c s (at n. 1) 47. Brown p r i n t s two o f the f o u r 

v e r s i o n s t h a t remain o f t h i s poem. " W i r s t , " i . e . , " r i d g e p o l e " o r , 
perhaps, " c e i l i n g . " 

3 Die Fragmente der Reden der Seele an den Leichnam in zwei 

Handschriften zu Worcester und Oxford, ed. R i c h a r d Buchholz (Erlangen 
1890; r p t . Amsterdam 1970) 4. "(H)elewowes," i . e . , " e n d w a l l s , " MS. 
"elewewes." An a l t e r n a t i v e r e c o n s t r u c t i o n t o " n e i h , " l i n e 31, i s 
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" l o h , " which p r o v i d e s the l i n e w i t h a l l i t e r a t i o n ; however, see l i n e 10 o f 
"The Grave" below. 

4 
"The Grave" has been e d i t e d a number of times. Among these 

e d i t i o n s are ones by Buchholz (at n. 3) 11 and A r n o l d Schroeer, "The 
Grave," Anglia 5 (1882) 289-90. Douglas D. S h o r t , i n " A e s t h e t i c s and 
Unpleasantness: C l a s s i c a l R h e t o r i c i n the Medieval E n g l i s h L y r i c 
'The Grave'," SJV 48 (1976) 291-99, a l s o p r i n t s the complete poem. There 
i s o b v i o u s l y some r e l a t i o n between the "Soul's Address' and "The Grave," 
but what i t p r e c i s e l y i s has not been determined. The two poems share 
another r e f e r e n c e t o the grave as a house: "Dureleas i s pet hus," 
("The Grave," l i n e 13) and "on durelease huse," ("Soul's Address," 
l i n e s B40 and E8. 

5 Rosemary Woolf, The English Religious L y r i c in the Middle Ages 

1968) 83. 
Short (at n. 4) 299. 

(Oxford 1968) 83 
6 

7 Short (at n. 4) 293. 
Q 
Among the o t h e r works i n which the image o f the grave as a house 

o c c u r s a r e : " P r o p r i e t a t e s M o r t i s , " l i n e 21 (English L y r i c s [at n . l ] 
130); "Erthe upon E r t h e , " ed. H i l d a Murray, EETS, O.S. 141, MS. H a r l e i a n 
913 (p. 2, l i n e 17) and MS. Cambridge Univ. L i b r . I i 4.9. (p. 32, 
l i n e 26); The Towneley Plays, XXXI ("Lazarus"), ed. George England and 
A l f r e d W. P o l l a r d , EETS, E.S. 71, p. 391 X l i n e s 135-36); "be Desputisoun 
bitwen pe Bodi and pe S o u l e , " ed. w i l h e l m Linow, Erlanger Beitrage zur 

englischen P h i l o l o g i e , I , p. 27 ( l i n e s 47-48); "Die Boten des Todes," 
ed. Max K a l u z a , Englischen Studien 14 (1890) 186 ( l i n e s 153-56). 

9 
N i c h o l a s Reynolds, "The S t r u c t u r e o f Anglo-Saxon Graves," 

Antiquity 50 (1976) 142. 
M.U. and W.T. Jones, "The Crop-mark S i t e s a t Mucking, Essex, 

England," i n Recent Archaeological Excavations in Europe, ed. Rupert 
B r u c e - M i t f o r d (London 1975) 175-76. 

1 1 A.C. Hogarth, " S t r u c t u r a l F e a t u r e s i n Anglo-Saxon Graves," 
The Archaeological Journal 130 (1973) 111. 

12 
Hogarth (at n. 11) 111. 

3 Rupert B r u c e - M i t f o r d , The Sutton Hoo Ship-Burial-. A Handbook 

(London 1968; 3rd ed., 1979) 73. 
14 

B r u c e - M i t f o r d (at n. 13) 93-97. The term "cenotaph" i s h i s . 
1 5 The Old English Version of Bede's E c c l e s i a s t i c a l History of the 
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English People, ed. Thomas M i l l e r , P t . I , 2, EETS, O.S. 96 (London 1891; 
r p t . 1959) 272 ( l i n e s 4-6). Another r e f e r e n c e to the grave as a house 
o c c u r s i n the n i n t h V e r c e l l i homily i n a passage l i s t i n g the f i v e images 
of h e l l : "Donne i s Ssere feor5an hel le o n l i c n e s byrgen/nemened, 
forban pas huses hrof b i 5 < gehneged> pe him onufan Sam breostum s i t e 5 
. . . ," V e r c e l l i Homilies IX-XXIII, ed. P a u l E. Szarmach (Toronto 1981) 
5, l i n e s 79-81. 

See English L y r i c s (at n. 1) 191. 




