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For my dissertational project, I am researching the social status of the Sutton Hoo burial site, focusing on not only the princely burials but also the non-elite, using a comparison of both narrative poetry and material evidence.
After some deliberation, my chosen topic for my dissertation was the social status of Anglo-Saxon burials in Britain, posing the question of how important kings and warriors were in that society, relative to the non-elite, using the archaeological data and their connection to their graves. I intended to explore this subject with a comparison of narrative poetry and of archaeological data, so I set to using the likes of the Old English poem Beowulf for the narrative poetry and British cemeteries such as Sutton Hoo and Snape as case-studies for the archaeological data. 
	Later on, however, I felt that even a focus on British Anglo-Saxon graves was too broad a subject for this project. Therefore, I decided to narrow it down to a study of Sutton Hoo and the social status of its burials. I have kept the comparison between the literary and archaeological sources, however, especially when Beowulf, namely its funerary scenes and its historical and cultural context, shares some similarities with the realistic setting of Sutton Hoo.
	My reasoning for choosing this topic is based on an interest in Anglo-Saxon culture in general, as well as its social and cultural context. Sutton Hoo is part of that interest, especially the question of what kind of burial it was, whether it was purely royal or whether it was a community burial of sorts. 
I chose Sutton Hoo for it being the most famous of Anglo-Saxon burials, and I would like to attempt to establish a compact conclusion of its social context. Because there is an expansive reading list on the subject and some amount of visual media, this would make research of this topic a less arduous task, combining the perspectives of past researchers and compacting recordings of the material culture and literary context into a broader account. 
The comparison between archaeology and narrative poetry that I will use certainly seems to support the argument for it being a princely entombment. I am intending to examine each mound, including those that have been used for the non-elite members of society as well as elite or royal graves, such as the ship-burial in Mound 1.
	Another reason for my selecting this area of study is an interest in hybridity and how other disciplines and the arts can enhance our understanding of the past, in this case poetry -  as has been discussed by Shanks - and how “we need to go beyond the object we have found, following it in becoming something else” (1992: 135); we know the material was of great importance to the individual buried with them, but was the entire collection intended for a purely royal burial? 
The site of Sutton Hoo was essentially used as a cemetery, composed of 18 burial mounds, the most famous of which is the ship-burial in the aforementioned Mound 1, which is believed to have been constructed for a king of East Anglia, of which the most accepted candidate for his identity is Raedwald, king of the Wuffingas who died around the time period Sutton Hoo is dated, the 7th century. 
There are burials intended for numerous other individuals as well, most of them having been cremated while others have either been inhumed, with people ranging from a woman, a child and possible victims of war, execution or sacrifice (the so-named ‘sandmen’, after, which seems to suggest that individuals of non-elite social status were buried mere yards away from their local king. These graves also contained material culture of precious value, from spoons, bowls and coins to swords, shields and the famous helm. This certainly proposes that these individuals were held with high importance, certainly enough so to be buried with high quality objects. They could have been of personal value to them, which points to a possibility of what position or ranking they held in society at the time. Overtime, as I read further into the subject, the exact topic and general question I am currently posing for this project took shape: what is the social status of the buried individuals, royal and otherwise, in Sutton Hoo? 

	So far, research has been focused on the medium of reading, with an emphasis on sources that were written by Carver and Bruce-Midford, although there has also been much expansion into additional material, especially to look for answers to questions that had barely been looked into in most resources, which will be addressed later on. 
	I have consulted visual material as well, specifically documentaries on the site, from a short documentary made by the British Museum on the helmet and its cultural background, addressing the possibility of it belonging to a king (Art Documentaries, 2014), to one on the treasures of the Anglo-Saxons, including Sutton Hoo, presented by historian Janina Ramirez (Art Documentaries, 2010). A statement was in fact made on how the traditional pronged crown was first worn in the 10th century, approximately three hundred years after the Anglo-Saxon era (Art Documentaries, 2014). Such a statement seems to further argue for the helmet being part of a royal treasure and a symbol of its wearer’s social rank. 
	The one thing that should be, and has been, noted in this study is the perspectives of each author depending on the stage of progression that has taken place in the site. In other words, some viewpoints and supposedly confirmed statements have been counter-argued by others. The strongest example for this case is the subject of the Mound 1 grave, which lacked a body at the time of its discovery. The likes of Meaney (1964: 235) say, based on chemical tests, that the grave was a cenotaph, whereas others such as Carver (1998: 31-32; 2005: 58), Bruce-Mitford (1968: 34-35; 1975: 488-573) and Williamson (2008: 6), whilst acknowledging this initial theory (Carver, 1998: 18), claim that a body was in fact present, based on chemical traces in the form of acidic soil; such a conclusion has indeed been established through experimentation. In short, a consideration of more updated sources has been acknowledged, based on the progress of research that has been undertaken throughout the record of academic sources that have been written on the subject.
	It is clear that when it comes to the study of a specific site like Sutton Hoo, academic reading focusing exclusively on such a topic is most useful because it explores the subject in great detail – at least compared to sources that discuss Anglo-Saxon archaeology and culture as a whole - analysing every object that has been excavated and sampled; in this case, there is detailed data on not only the more famous treasures such as the helmet and the sceptre, but also the bowls, the spoons and the coins. Such examples include Maryon (1946: 21-30; 1947: 137-44), Ward (1952: 9-13) and Bruce-Mitford (1978). Carver and Bruce-Mitford seem to have provided the most prominent sources regarding the topic, though it is clear they address different aspects of it: Bruce-Mitford, having resumed the excavation project after its cancellation in 1939, discusses the archaeological data whereas Carver focuses more on the context of the site, as well as debating the identity of the body.
	Concerning the Beowulf poem and the translation I have chosen, I decided to use the translation written by Tolkien (2014), for its attention to detail that results in a clear vision of the setting. The historical setting and context is evident in this edition and Tolkien’s attention to detail is helpful as far as addressing the funerary scenes is concerned.
	 
	To go beyond the region of academic reading and to delve into the area of personal experience which I hope will add some depth to this project, I embarked on a trip to Sutton Hoo on the 5th of November 2017, mainly for photographic purposes and to gain an idea and first-hand experience of the site’s geographical and topographical structure, essentially a phenomenological recording of its landscape context. This experience became of use for that exact reason, as well as the fact that there was an exhibition area which presented replications of the material culture, and of the burial chamber itself. An experience such as this provided a personal idea of the story behind the site. Unfortunately, I arrived just after an exhibition on Beowulf and its relation to Sutton Hoo (this is due to not having known of this beforehand, otherwise I would have arrived earlier). This is not a large issue, seeing as I have obtained useful information from the main exhibition anyway, as well as photography of the mounds themselves.

[image: C:\Users\Student\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\DSCN0141.jpg]
Full-scale replica of the Mound 1 burial chamber in the Sutton Hoo exhibition hall (Photograph taken 5th November 2017)

[image: C:\Users\Student\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\thumbnail2.jpg]Sutton Hoo burial ground, with Mound 2 in the distance, with the Edith Pretty house on the left, and Mounds 4, 8 and 9 in the foreground (Photograph taken 5th November 2017)





The material culture was transferred to the British Museum in London, therefore a trip there is being considered, although it may not be necessary due to the focus on authenticity in the replicas of the material in Sutton Hoo. My previous excursion there involved taking photographs for an assignment concerning Sutton Hoo in my first year. The photography, however, is mostly of poor quality, necessitating new attempts, and insufficient time prevented proper analysis of the objects, an analysis albeit separated by a glass case. Perhaps it is possible to examine the artefacts first-hand? I have requested permission from the British Museum to see the findings; I intend to arrange my trip there from that point, although I could still go there if response is negative, and simply attempt to improve on the photography. On the other hand, because of my ability to draw, I may attempt to sketch the objects along with the distribution maps of both the burials and the cemetery itself, time permitting of course.
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Artistic reconstruction of the “dancing warriors” scene depicted on the Sutton Hoo helmet (Drawing made 6th December 2017)



[image: C:\Users\Student\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\DSCN2615.jpg]Reconstruction of the Sutton Hoo helmet, with fragments found in Mound 1, Sutton Hoo. Found in British Museum, London (Photograph taken 5th November 2017)






[image: C:\Users\Student\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\DSCN2604.jpg]Bowls recovered from the burial, displayed in the British Museum, London (Photograph taken 5th November 2017)



	

I contacted the British Library, with the intention of seeing the original Beowulf manuscript. Unfortunately, as I anticipated, that request was understandably declined. It is a delicate object, and the most famous. As I understand it, permission for examination is granted only to higher academics. Regardless, I could easily visit the library nonetheless on the same day as my visit to the British Museum, in search of any academic sources that I have been unable to find in both the Lampeter campus library and Cardiff Arts and Social Studies Library. In any case, a replication of the manuscript was found in the Sutton Hoo exhibition.

[image: C:\Users\Student\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\DSCN0199.jpg]Replica of the Beowulf manuscript, with Old English text and Modern English translation, as seen in the Sutton Hoo exhibition hall (Photograph taken 5th November 2017)


	

I have also contacted Professor Martin Carver of the University of York, who was one of the pioneering researchers of Sutton Hoo, whose numerous academic works are in the campus library. We exchanged emails, during which he gave a short reading list based on my already having read his other works, such as The Age of Sutton Hoo (Carver, 1999) and Sutton Hoo: A Burial Ground of Kings? (Carver, 1998). This reading list is composed of the British Museum report Sutton Hoo: a seventh-century princely burial ground and its context (Carver, 2005), which is available in the campus library and which I am currently loaning, and his most recent work published this year The Sutton Hoo Story (Carver, 2017), which I have purchased, if only to acquire an up-to-date reference of an historical case study which has lasted seventy-eight years at this point, since its discovery by Edith Pretty in 1939.
	
	In conclusion, I appear to have narrowed down the subject matter to a reasonable structure: I will simply be covering the burials and the material culture, and attempting to conclude whether the site is indeed royal in nature, or if it was part of a community. The structure of the dissertation itself is a work in progress. In retrospect, I feel like I have covered every element towards providing more depth to this dissertation. The only way I could improve, perhaps, is to read further and to consult more visual media.
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