
[image: ]Figure 1: The Tomb of the Unknown Warrior, Westminster Abbey


Explore the Concepts of how we Interpret and Gain Meaning from Burial Evidence

The Tomb of the Unknown Warrior holds the body of an unknown, unranked member of the British military forces, who died on the fields of Europe, fighting in the First World War. The soldier was given a state funeral, a right reserved for those of national significance, and buried amongst the Kings and Queens of Westminster Abbey on Armistice day, the 11th of November in 1920. The body was selected out of six unidentified bodies taken from the plains of Flanders, with the concept for the memorial inspired by the Reverend David Railton M.C. (1884-1955), chaplain to the 2nd Battalion of the Hon. We can gain insight into the relationship between the living and the dead through the use of burial evidence such as the Tomb of the Unknown Warrior. Archaeologists can use many faculties to deepen their understanding, such as symbolism, iconography, or the context surrounding the burial evidence to understand the meaning behind the memorials or grave furniture, or the relationship the living have with the deceased being represented. 
[image: ]Figure 2: The Tomb of the Unknown Warrior, figure 1 Cropped to highlight the marble


The black elegance of the tombstone’s marble symbolises the prestige and the authority of the body laid below, black is typical of those who take a more formal approach to life. This reflects the significance the tombstone holds and allows us to interpret the relationship between the public and the memorial. It reveals to scholars the appreciation the British public hold for the military and those who have lost their lives in service, it represents the entire British military and places those represented by the memorial amongst fellow prestigious and authority figures as a mark of respect, recognising they hold a prestige and status for their service. Typically, white tombstones represent purity and peace, it is also commonly used for infants or to signify new beginnings, on the other hand the black which the tomb of the Unknown Warrior is created out of, marks the manor of death and the sombre meaning it holds. This reveals to us societal behaviours surrounding the connotations of colour and the allows us to derive meaning behind the colour of the material used.

[image: ]Figure 3: The Tomb of the Unknown Warrior, figure 1 Cropped to highlight the epitaph


The epitaph upon the tombstone signifies it being a Christian monument, allowing scholars to discern contextual meaning and knowledge from the burial evidence. The Anglican Church had, at the time of the tomb's creation, been concerned with losing its place as the national symbol of mourning. The fear was a result of Sir Edwin Lutyens’ cenotaph, which is devoid of religious symbols, being transformed into a permanent granite feature due to its place in the public's heart as a focal point of grief. The lack of specific symbols however, does reveal the egalitarian conceptualisation behind the monument; we are able to infer that it is a tomb created with the intention of representing any interpretations of God, further than just the Abrahamic God, by its lack of specific Christian symbolism. Despite both Protestant and Catholic rites being said of the cadaver, and being laid to rest upon the Anglican grounds of Westminster Abbey, the epitaph itself does not contain the traditional Christian burial furniture iconography or christogram such as the crucifix, or the Chi Rho. Despite being surrounded by inscriptions from the New Testament, the epitaph reveals the relationship between the monument and the general populace, it is dedicated to all and the desire to be a point of grief for all while also being a christian symbol has clearly been respected by the Anglican church.
[image: ]Figure 4: The Tomb of the Unknown Warrior, highlighting the surroundings of the tomb

The location of the tomb allows us to interpret the significance of the memorial. The Unknown Warrior was buried “among the kings”, and given a full state funeral, the first and only time this had been done for an anonymous person. The tomb is located in Westminster Abbey, the resting place of thirty monarchs, and surrounded by the graves of those who hold unparalleled significance to the country such as Sir Isaac Newton, Stephen Hawking, Charles Dickens. The company the unknown warrior keeps allows us to infer the importance of his burial, and the relationship between the nation and the memorial, it reveals the respect and the gratefulness of society for the sacrifice of those represented by the memorial and acts as a reflection of enduring mourning. Significance can also be inferred in how those who visit Westminster Abbey act when approaching the memorial, for example, during Queen Elizabeth II’s funeral, the cenotaph was the only one the pallbearers avoided walking over. Finally, the image above also highlights the prominence of the tomb, it is centrally located in Westminster Abbey, taking the prime position despite being buried alongside many aforementioned important figures, this further allows one to infer the important meaning behind the memorial, and again the value society places upon it.

[image: ]Figure 5: The Tomb of the Unknown Warrior, figure 1 cropped to highlight the poppies

Finally,  the poppies which surround the marble of the cenotaph symbolise the remembrance and commitment to the mourning of those lost. The poppy is often portrayed as a timeless, and static product, having grown and flourished in the bloodied fields of Europe in the aftermath of World War One, it quickly became the most prominent feature of remembrance. The bright contrast of the red on black quickly draws attention to the poppies, the importance of the flower to the memorial allows one to easily infer the meaning behind the memorial without reading the epitaph on the burial furniture. One is quickly able to learn that it is a mark of respect and mourning for the fallen unknown.

In summary, the Tomb of the Unknown Warrior can be easily interpreted as a reflection of society's gratitude and respectful mourning towards those unknown dead. It tells us about the societal relationship between grieving, the dead and how we remember those we have lost. The style of the furniture, as well as the epitaph, and the meaning behind what is written also indicates some of the unwritten rules and meaning society surrounds death with.
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