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Monday, 16 March, 1908. 

Dr VENN, President, in the Chair. 

The following communications were made: 

STONE COFFINS AND SKELETONS DISCOVERED AT 

THETFORD, NORFOLK'. 

• By G. MONTAGU BENTON. 

[This paper was illustrated by lantern slides.] 

I am indebted to an intimation kindly sent by Dr Pembroke 
Minns, of Thetford, to Mr J. & Foster, the Secretary of this 
Society, for being able to 'place on record an account of the 

• following discovery 
On July 11 of last year, whilst Mr Charles Snelling, the 

Manager of the Gas Works at Thetford, was di*gging in his 
garden, adjoining the works, he discovered, about 16. inches 
below, the surface, a stone coffin, containing a perfect skeleton. 
The whole was left practically undisturbed until July 18, when, 
at Mr Foster's request, I visited the site .of the' discovery. 

The coffin, cut from a very hard stone, is of' the well-known 
taper form in use from the twelfth to the fourteenth centuries, 
and shows a circular' cavity for' the head, with 'bevelled edges, 
set in a countersunk oblong. This feature suggests that the 
interment dates from the thirteenth century, as in the earlier 
period it appears that the cusp-like projections formed by the 
cavity were more sharply defined, whilst in the later they 
disappeared altogether, and the cavity became rectangular in 
shape. Slight indentations occur at the sides of the coffin to 
receive the arms of the corpse, and the bottom bears an oval 
perforation for drainage. The outside measurements are 
length 6 feet 10 inches, width 2 feet 7 inches at the head,' 

1 Thetford lies on the Suffolk border,-and both the sites are actually in that 
county.. 
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. - tapering to .1 foot 5 inches at the foot, depth about 22 inches; 
the sides are 4 inches thick. . 

The lid (fig. 1), 6 inches thick, is slightly coped and has 
chamfered edges; it is quite plain, with the exception of a 
slightly defined bead running along its ridge. This simple 
type of coffin lid is comparatively rare, the majority bearing 
either a cross or some other device. 

The skeleton (fig. 2), measuring about 6 feet in length, was 
well preserved, and laid in a perfectly rigid position, with arms 
straight by the sides, the head being turned slightly to the 
left; the teeth, with the exception of one or two missing, were 
quite sound. From a cursory inspection the Doctor pronounced 
the remains to be those of a male in the prime of life. When 
the skull was taken out, an interesting peculiarity was revealed, 
in the shape of a carefully made perforation about of an inch 
in diameter, situated near the right ear. It would seem that 
this was a case of trephining, and it is to be regretted that I 
was not allowed to bring the skull to Cambridge for expert 
opinion; 

The earth, which had percolated into the coffin to the 
depth of an inch or so, was examined by Dr Minns and myself; 
in the hope of finding some associated relics, but, unfortunately, 
our search proved futile. 

Near the coffin, which laid east and west, foundations of a 
rubble wall from 3 to 4 feet in thickness, and running parallel 
to its north side and slightly to its east,'ere visible; by the aid 
of a series of iron rods, it vas discovered that these foundations 
extended for some distance to the west. It would therefore 
appear that the Ordnance Survey is correct in assigning this 
site to S. Edmund's Church, which was demolished at the 
Reformation. If such be the case, it is not unlikely that the 
coffin-, was originally situated on the north side of the sanctuary, 
the position 'for patrons and benefactors. Now, the natural 
question arises, is it possible from the above data to arrive at 
any conclusion as to who the person buried was? The usual 
absence of an, inscription makes "at the outset any sort of 
identification difficult, but we may be quite certain that the 
deceased was a man of importance in his day. The mere fact 
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Fig. 2. 

Stone Coffin discovered at Thetford, July, 1907. 
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of a stone coffin being used proves this, for the ordinary mode 
of burial in the mediaeval ages was without a coffin, the 
corpse being simply enveloped in linen (a custom which con-
tinued down to the early' part of the seventeenth century). 

If we revert to history for a moment, we find that S. Edmund's 
at one time belonged to the Earls Warren, who eventually gave 
it to the Priory of the Hoi'y Sepulchre, of which house they 
were the founders. Remembering the position of the coffin 
and the rank of the deceased, I do not think it will be outside 
the bounds of probability if we presume that the remains ar e  

either those of a Warren, or of one of their sub-tenants. More 
than this I am afraid it is impossible to say until the site has 
been further explored. - 

It is worth noting that an imperfect skeleton and a frag-
ment of stone were found, whilst a hole was being dug some 
few years ago about 8 jards south-east of the present discovery, 
on finding human remains how ever operations were at once 
relinquished. 

During last month a further discovery of stone coffins and 
lids took place at Thetford, in the grounds of the ruined Bene-
dictine Nunnery of S. George. Not only were they removed 
from their original position, but some were broken in the 
process. Fortunately, my friend Mr H. Tyrrell Green, of Queens' 
College, visited the site soon after the discovery and 'procured 
notes and photographs, which he has kindly placed at my 
disposal. 

Four cdfilns and-four lids were found in all, dating probably 
from the thirteenth century; they laid east and west, in a row, 
about 4 feet beneath an artificial mound, and 6 inches below 
the ground level. It appears from the lids not being in situ 
that they had previously been disturbed. They were composed 
of an oolitic stone (possibly Barnack), and were, with one 
exception, much mutilated. The coffins, similar in form to the 
previous example, showed oval cavities for the head,. and one 
presented an unusual feature in the lower end being cut at an 
obtuse angle, thus forming a rest for the feet. All contained 
liu man remains, which were subsequently buried without 
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medical examination; the most perfect skeleton laid with 
arms folded across its breast. 

Of the ,lids: one (length 6 feet 8 inches) fairly highly 
coped, with concave under-surface, was incised at the upper 
end with a S. Andrew's Cross within a circle; another (length 
5 feet 9 inches), with flat face, bore a bold central bead, forming 
in section a truncated cone. The other two were so defaced 
that it was impossible to be certain of their original design, 
but apparently 'they were similar to the last. Other coffin-lids 
of a more ornate description were found on this 'site in 1737, 
when 'the, buildings were ruined. Engravings of these are 
given in Martin's History of Thetforci'. 

Mr BENTON, in reply to the President, stated that the first-mentioned 
coffin (with the skeleton) was preserved in, a shed especially erected for it, 
in the garden at the Gas Works; the others, he believed, were to be seen 
within the Nunnery ruins. 

In the subsequent discussion, Professor HUGHES expressed agreement 
with Mr Benton's conclusions, that is, so far as he could say without 
having been actually present. He compared the two coffins from Barnwell' 
Priory, now preserved in the grounds of the Sedgwick Museum, and also 
mentioned the coffins discovered under part of Cambridge Castle a èentury 
or so ago, figures and descriptions of which are given in the Arcliaeologia 
(Vols. viii. and xvii.). 

Further observations were contributed by Baron A. VON HiGEL, and 
the Rev. W. G. SEARLE.  

' London, 1779, P. 110. 
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