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Chapter Three  

The place of animals in first millennium AD Britain - evidence 

from archaeozoological and historical sources 

 

The relationship between people and the animals in their environment is complex (see 

Sax 1994, Serjeantson 2000). The influence of these relationships often permeates many 

aspects of society including subsistence, myth, tradition, social organisation, 

cosmology, ontology and eschatology, and will influence their use as pyre goods. This 

chapter will investigate some of these relationships, moving from the secular to the 

sacred. For clarity, the format of this chapter uses the dichotomy of secular/ritual to 

categorise animal utilisation, although this is recognised as an artificial division that 

does not acknowledge the permeation of one into the other (see Brück 1999, Grant 1991 

and Green 1992).  

 

3.1 Sources of evidence for animal utilisation 

The most direct evidence we have for past animal utilisation is the remains of the 

animals themselves, artefacts and structural evidence associated with their husbandry. 

Archaeozoology has developed many methods and models for interpreting 

palaeoeconomy from archaeofaunal assemblages and we are now in a position to 

summarise the ever-expanding archaeofaunal dataset in terms of chronological and 

geographical trends in animal husbandry over the first millennium AD. Several period-

specific overviews of animal husbandry have been produced over the last thirty years: 

Maltby (1996), Campbell and Hamilton (2000) and Hambleton (1999) looked at Iron 
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Age husbandry; Noddle (1984) considered Iron Age and Romano-British husbandry; 

Grant (1989b), Hamshaw-Thomas (2000), Huntley (1999), King (1988, 1991, 1999) and 

Luff (1982) looked at Romano-British husbandry; Clutton-Brock (1976) and Sykes 

(2004, 2006a) looked at the Anglo-Saxon period; and Maltby (1981), reviewed the 

evidence for the Iron Age through to Early Medieval periods. A research project to 

update these overviews through a series of regional reviews has, to date, produced 

relevant overviews of animal utilisation in Iron Age southern England (Hambleton 

forthcoming), and the Iron Age to Early Medieval period central England (Albarella and 

Pirnie in prep.). These reviews, together with evidence from some specific assemblages 

are used in this chapter to examine how animals were utilised in the first millennium. 

The archaeofaunal record from first millennium AD Britain is biased by regional 

differences in preservation and research. This is particularly noted in the Iron Age 

material, which best represents southern England (Maltby 1996: 17), and the early 

Anglo-Saxon material, which is largely limited to a single large assemblage at West 

Stow, Suffolk. 

 

Archaeofaunal assemblages are not the only sources of evidence for animal utilisation; 

historical texts can offer a complimentary source of information, including data that is 

not embodied by the animals’ physical remains. Examples include evidence for 

perceptions of animals, their occurrence in legends and cosmology, and the significance 

of certain characteristics such as colour. Historical sources can sometimes also offer 

detailed interpretation whereas the nature of archaeofaunal assemblages often leads to 

poor resolution, due to the amalgamation of animal remains from multiple events over 

long time periods. This chapter integrates archaeozoological evidence with that from 

historical sources to provide an overview of animal utilisation in first millennium AD 
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Britain. Interpretation of the motivation behind the use of faunal pyre goods should be 

drawn from this paradigm.  

 

3.1.1 Historical texts  

Late Iron Age Britain was a protohistoric society, written about by Roman scholars and 

later historians. Caesar (De Bello Gallico), Dio Cassius (Roman History) and Strabo 

(Geography), all include reference to Iron Age Britain or native traditions. Although 

Romano-British society was at least in part literate, contemporary historical writing 

regarding animal husbandry (for example Columella and Varro’s works on agriculture 

(De Re Rustica)) and animal sacrifice (Cicero’s De Legibus and Pliny’s Naturalis 

Historia) was based on practice in the continental Roman Empire and not the Romano-

British province, and, as discussed in Chapter One (subsection 1.1.2.2), the Roman 

Empire and Roman Britain were regionally varied. Nevertheless, they do provide us 

with information regarding ideas behind some aspects of animal husbandry, which can 

be compared with evidence from the archaeofaunal record. Claudian’s Stilicho, 

Oppian’s Cynegetica and Diocletian’s Price Edict all provide information regarding 

animals and animal products from Roman Britain.  

 

There are no surviving vernacular texts regarding animal husbandry or sacred 

associations of animals from the first centuries of Early Medieval England, but we do 

have Christian texts which refer to earlier Anglo-Saxon practices (Bede’s Ecclesiastical 

History of the English Peoples and Gildas’ De Excidio Britannia). Both authors can be 

assumed to be biased in their descriptions of pagan practices, to which they were 

opposed, and of which they had no direct experience. We do have occasional texts such 

as the tenth century Welsh Laws of Hywl Dda, which relate to slightly later Early 

Medieval practice in Britain.  
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3.1.2 Ethnography, folklore and poetry 

The nature of animals’ sacred roles and divine associations are often very difficult to 

ascertain archaeozoologically. We sometimes record archaeofaunal assemblages whose 

content or provenance appear to be motivated by some factor other than pure economy 

(see subsection 3.3.2 for ‘ritual’ contexts), but we have to rely on the integration of 

other forms of evidence in order to propose interpretations of these depositions. 

Ethnography, folklore and poetry can be used to aid that interpretation. As stated in 

section 2.3 (page 35), ethnographic analogy is not used in this thesis to suggest that 

faunal pyre goods in first millennium AD Britain were utilised in the same way and for 

the same reasons as those of current or historical North American, Indian or African 

traditions. Rather, ethnographic evidence is employed to elucidate the breadth of social 

motivations for faunal pyre goods.  

 

Vernacular literature including folklore and poetry can provide indications of the social 

significance of animals and crematory rites. For example, Homer’s Iliad and Virgil’s 

Aeneid provide poetic accounts of crematory ceremonies written for classical audiences, 

and Beowulf provides a poetic account of a crematory ceremony written from the 

perspective of Germanic tradition. While the accounts do not necessarily portray 

ceremonies which would have been enacted in the everyday experience of their 

audiences, they include information on the utilisation of faunal pyre goods including 

animals which must have had resonance with their audience. Similarly, folklore 

provides information on perceived animal qualities (for example, wisdom or strength) 

and the nature of the associations of animals with deities.  

 

Many Irish and Welsh legends are thought to represent oral traditions which were 

already old when committed to paper in Early Medieval vernacular literature (Ross 
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1967: 3). Although religious ideas no doubt developed over the first millennium AD, in 

much of Wales, Ireland and Scotland they did so without significant integration of 

Roman ideas, and the vernacular literature may therefore contain aspects of both late 

Iron Age and Early Medieval practice. Medieval Germanic and Scandinavian prose 

such, as the Norse Edda and sagas, are also often considered to reflect Anglo-Saxon and 

Viking religious beliefs. This is archaeologically attested by religious symbolism on 

artefacts such as cremation urns. Although the vernacular literature was not written by 

the Late Iron Age and Early Medieval groups who practiced cremation in first 

millennium AD Britain, it can be seen to offer insight into their religious traditions, and 

its relevance is often indicated by shared north-west European religious symbolism.  

 

3.2 Secular roles of animals 

Animals support human societies in many ways. Some, such as the provision of meat, 

milk, hide, wool, hair, bone, antler and traction, can be seen as economic necessities, 

while others such as sport, leisure, pets and ornamentation, may be considered as 

luxuries. The following six sub-sections examine evidence for the secular utilisation of 

animals, bringing together evidence from archaeofaunal assemblages, written records, 

imagery, artefacts and isotopic analysis.  

 

3.2.1 Overview of taxa utilised and their relative contribution to 

archaeofaunal assemblages  

Archaeofaunal assemblages are dominated by the remains of domestic animals 

throughout the first millennium AD. Cattle, sheep, goats, pigs, equids, dogs, domestic 

fowl and cats were husbanded throughout the millennium (Grant 1989b: 143, King 

1991:16), although the distribution of domestic fowl was limited in the Late Iron Age 
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(Albarella and Pirnie in prep.). Where it has been possible to differentiate, generally the 

majority of Iron Age ovicaprid bones were sheep (Maltby 1996: 24), although goat 

bones often form a very small proportion of assemblages (Clutton-Brock 1976: 382-3, 

Maltby 1981: 159, 1994: 9-10). The proportion of goat bones increases slightly in the 

Romano-British and Early Medieval periods, but they continue to be only a minor 

component in archaeofaunal assemblages (Maltby 1981: 160-1). As often suggested (for 

example Albarella and Pirnie in prep.), the general predominance of sheep over goat 

may be because sheep are better suited to Britain’s cool and wet climate.  The following 

sections refer to all equids as horse, however biometric analysis by Johnstone (2004) 

has found that in areas of Roman influence, Iron Age and Roman equid specimens 

occasionally include mule and donkey (see also Maltby 1981: 161). Donkeys have also 

been identified in Early Medieval assemblages (for example Baxter 2002).  

 

The relative importance of the husbanded species and the ways in which they were used 

differed regionally and over time. Sheep/goat are often the most well represented taxon 

during the Iron Age, especially on high ground (excluding the highlands of Wales and 

the north of England) (King 1991: 16, Maltby 1994, Davis 1987: 182). Hambleton’s 

(1999: 44) recent reanalysis suggests that sheep and cattle bones are found in similar 

frequencies during the Iron Age in the south of England. Hambleton’s (1999) study 

examines both chronological and geographical trends in the relative proportions of 

species during the Iron Age. She suggests that, as one might expect given the tribal 

organisation of Britain at the time (see subsection 1.1.2.1), husbandry in the regions of 

significance to this study (central southern England and south east England, see 

subsection 2.4.1) was regionally varied. The central southern assemblages were fairly 

uniformly dominated by sheep, with slightly fewer cattle bones and low proportions of 

pig bones, while the samples from south eastern England showed more variety but with 
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a higher incidence of cattle and a lower incidence of sheep (Hambleton 1999: 46-7). 

Hambleton (1999: 46) notes two samples which were distinctive due to unusually high 

percentages of pig. Both these samples were from the region of Late Iron Age cremation 

burials in Hertfordshire. The high percentages of pig have been attributed to their 

association with high status sites whose material culture and settlement pattern suggest 

trade links with Romanised Gaul, where the utilisation of fresh and preserved pork in 

preference to other ungulates was more common, and is attested in classical sources 

(Strabo Geography IV, 4, 3) (Hambleton 1999: 89, King 1991: 16-17, Maltby 1996: 

20), or alternately, to the local habitat being more suited to pig husbandry (Maltby 

1981: 163, 1996: 20). Maltby (2006) agrees that the high proportions of pork at these 

sites might reflect Roman influence, but argues that it also might reflect the importation 

of salted pork to these urbanised communities from an expanding British salt production 

industry. Salted pork might have been considered a valued commodity in Late Iron Age 

Britain and might be archaeozoologically recognisable by a standardised and restricted 

distribution of pig skeletal elements and particular butchery practices. The elevated 

significance of pork in these communities might therefore reflect an increased 

availability of preserved meats within the consumer economy of the urban centres, 

fuelled by an increased demand due to changing cultural influences. This importance of 

pigs to the Iron Age diet was not necessarily entirely due to Late Iron Age continental 

influence. Jay (pers. comm. n.d) recovered stable isotopic evidence from the north of 

England, which indicated that neonatal pigs may have made a major contribution to the 

diet of an earlier Iron Age Arras cemetery population. In addition Welsh vernacular 

sources refer to keeping large herds of pigs (Green 1992: 17).  

 

Although at some sites the proportion of sheep/goat relative to cattle and pig increases 

(for example at Danebury) (Grant 1984, Maltby 1996: 20-21), generally the proportion 
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of cattle increases and sheep/goat declines through the Late Iron Age and Romano-

British periods (Maltby 1981: 163, Noddle 1984). The degree of change is dependant on 

the nature of settlement; the more ‘Romanised’ the settlement, the greater the increase 

in the proportion of cattle and pig relative to sheep/goat (King 1988: 53, 1991: 16-17, 

1999: 139, Maltby 1981: 163), with villas tending towards a ‘Romanised’ strategy. In 

line with this, Roman military sites tended to have high proportions of cattle bones 

(King 1988: 53, 1999: 139, Maltby 1981: 163) and auxiliary sites tended to have a 

higher proportion of sheep than legionary sites (King 1999: 139). An Iron Age style 

stock husbandry system continued at some native settlements and early (pre AD 69) 

Romano-British sites (Hamshaw-Thomas 2000: 167, King 1991: 16), although often 

these sites did follow the general trend of increased cattle numbers (King 1988: 56). 

 

The relative proportions of the domestic taxa generally remained constant through the 

late Romano-British period and into the Early Anglo-Saxon phase of the Early 

Medieval period, with cattle followed by sheep dominating assemblages (Sykes 2006a). 

However, the different carcass sizes of sheep and pigs can be used to suggest that pigs 

may still have contributed more meat to the diet than sheep (following Albarella 2006: 

73). Sheep were the most numerous taxon in Early Medieval contexts at West Stow 

(Crabtree 1989), and a few Early Medieval sites have yielded particularly high 

proportions of pig (Maltby 1981: 163), especially high status sites (Sykes 2006a) and 

sites in areas with access to woodland (Albarella 2006: 81).  

 

3.2.2 The use of animals for food 

The following section considers which animals were utilised for food and how dietary 

preferences changed over the millennium. The first two subsections consider the 

consumption of animal flesh and by-products, the third subsection introduces data from 
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isotopic palaeo-dietary studies and the final subsection considers evidence for diet 

reflecting status.  

 

3.2.2.1 Meat 

3.2.2.1.1 Lamb and mutton 

Mortality profiles within archaeozoological assemblages can be used to suggest the type 

of husbandry strategy followed and indicate how important meat production was for the 

husbandry of each taxon. It was thought that sheep/goats and cattle tended to be killed 

when mature during the Iron Age (Grant 1989b: 136), suggesting that meat production 

was not the only motivation for their husbandry (Maltby 1981: 174). However recent 

studies (Hambleton 1999: 70-78 and Albarella and Pirnie in prep.) disagree, suggesting 

that sheep were usually slaughtered as juveniles or subadults. Although there are 

various interpretations of the Iron Age sheep/goat mortality profiles, they were probably 

husbanded for wool, meat and milk. Hambleton (1999) and Albarella and Pirnie’s (in 

prep.) data suggest that meat may have been a more important concern that previously 

thought (for example Grant 1989b, Maltby 1994: 10, 1996: 22). The sheep/goat 

mortality profiles change during the Romano-British period, with a greater proportion 

of animals being kept until sub-adult or adult, indicating an increasing meat and/or wool 

focus (Grant 1989b: 136, King 1991: 17, Maltby 1981: 175). Military sites consumed a 

higher proportion of juvenile sheep/goats than urban sites (Noddle 1984). During the 

Early Medieval period, sheep/goat husbandry continued to focus on the production of 

milk, meat and wool (Clutton-Brock 1976: 380-2). 

 

3.2.2.1.2 Beef and veal 

Although generally cattle bones make up a smaller proportion of Iron Age 

archaeofaunal samples than sheep/goat bones, the relative carcass size of the taxa 
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suggests that beef made a larger contribution to the diet than mutton and lamb in all 

periods (Maltby 1981: 183, 1996: 20, King 1991:16). Beef became increasingly 

important to the Romano-British diet (King 1991), particularly after AD69 (Hamshaw-

Thomas 2000: 167) and especially on military sites, some of which may have imported 

preserved beef shoulder joints (Huntley 1999: 59, Stallibrass 1991, see also subsection 

5.3.4.1.2). The importance of beef continued into the Early Medieval period (Crabtree 

1989, Maltby 1981: 183, Sykes 2006a). 

 

The prime age to kill cattle for a meat based husbandry strategy in the Late Iron 

Age/Romano-British period would probably have been around three to five years old 

(Noddle 1984:111). The archaeofaunal data indicates that generally cattle were not 

killed until much later in life, suggesting that they were first used for milk or traction 

before being killed for meat (Grant 1989b: 138, Maltby 1981: 179, 182).  

 

The proportion of cattle killed while young fell through the Late Iron Age and Romano-

British periods (Noddle 1984: 115), which may suggest an increasing importance of 

beef production, again indicating a ‘Romanisation’ of the diet. The level of calf meat 

(veal) consumption in Roman Britain never reached the high levels of contemporary 

Italy (Reece 1999: 147) where veal, together with pork, were the most common meats 

(Rixson 1996: 17). The military population at Carlisle ate younger cattle than the 

civilians or the auxiliary units at Birdoswald (Huntley 1999: 60), who may have had a 

less ‘Romanised’ diet.   

 

3.2.2.1.3 Pork  

Pork is most likely to have been the focus of pig husbandry throughout the first 

millennium AD as pigs provide few products other than meat. This interpretation is 
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often supported by pig mortality profiles (for example Albarella 2006: 83-4, Albarella 

and Pirnie in prep., Hambleton 1999: 69, Maltby 1994). It has been suggested that pork 

was often the least favoured of the three common meats during the Iron Age, based on 

the frequency of their bones relative to those of cattle and sheep in archaeofaunal 

samples (for example Noddle 1984:111). However, this is not a consistent Iron Age 

theme; at some sites in south east England pig is the most frequently identified species 

(see subsection 3.2.1). In addition, this does not take into account the larger carcass size 

of pigs relative to that of sheep 

 

The proportion of pigs on habitation sites generally increases slightly from the Iron Age 

through to Romano-British period (Grant 1989b: 137, King 1988: 54), but pork does not 

reach the level of popularity found elsewhere in the Roman Empire (Luff 1982: 308, 

White 1970). The increase in pig bones is inconsistent between sites (see subsection 

3.2.1) and the proportion of pig bones rarely exceeds that of cattle (Dobney 2001: 26).  

Again, the increasing proportion of pig bones is seen to represent a ‘Romanisation’ of 

the diet, predominantly occurring after AD69 (Hamshaw-Thomas 2000: 167) and, to a 

varied degree, dependant on site type. Native style husbandry patterns for pigs survive 

in some areas (King 1991: 16) but military sites, urban sites and villas have a higher 

proportion of pig and cattle (King 1991:16, 1999: 139, Maltby 1981: 183).  Within 

military sites, legionary sites had a higher proportion of pig bones than auxiliary sites 

(King 1999: 139).  A Roman regard for pork is suggested by its frequent inclusion in 

recipes and the writings of Artemidorus Daldianus, Juvenal and Pliny, which describe it 

as the most appetising and esteemed of meats and a delicacy (Reece 1999: 147, 

Simoons 1994: 29). The meat from young pigs was particularly favoured (Davis 1987: 

183, Maltby 1981: 163, White 1970: 318-320).  
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Although, as stated in subsection 3.2.1, pigs appear to have been utilised at a similar 

level in the Early Medieval period to that of the Romano-British period (Maltby 1981: 

163), documentary sources suggest that the importance of pigs increased (Clutton-Brock 

1976, Maltby 1981: 164). As Clutton-Brock (1976) and Maltby (1981: 164) suggest, 

this discrepancy might be due to the use of filleted and preserved pork distorting the 

archaeofaunal samples. Sykes (2006a) and Albarella (2006) note that pork was most 

often consumed on high status sites rather than rural or urban sites. Perhaps this too led 

to its overemphasis in documentary sources compared to its occurrence in archaeofaunal 

samples.   

 

3.2.2.1.4 Poultry 

There was an occasional poultry element to Iron Age diets, archaeozoologically attested 

by the bones of domestic fowl and other birds, including ducks and geese (King, 1991: 

16, Wilson et al. 1978: 110). However, direct evidence of the consumption of birds 

though butchery marks on their bones may be archaeozoologically elusive, as the meat 

can be removed without the use of knives, and the carcasses are small enough to be 

cooked without first being butchered. Maltby (1981: 161) suggests that during the Late 

Iron Age, domestic species of bird may have been kept primarily for their eggs and 

feathers, rather than meat. Julius Caesar (De Bello Gallico V, 12, cited and translated in 

Davis 1987c: 182) reported that chicken, goose and hare were not eaten:  

“ leporem et gallinum et anserem gustare fas non putant; haec tamen alunt animi 

voluptatisque causa –They consider it wrong to eat hare, chicken, and goose, but 

keep them for pastime and amusement”. 

 

Domestic fowl are often recovered from Romano-British deposits (Grant 1989b: 143, 

King 1991: 17, Maltby 1981: 161). Occasional goose and duck bones are also found, 

although it is not clear if they are from domestic or wild animals (Maltby 1981: 161). 
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Grant (1989b: 143-4, 146) suggested that meat from domestic birds only made a small 

contribution to Romano-British diets, but was more significant in military and urban 

contexts. Domestic fowl and domestic goose were commonly eaten (Maltby 1981:161) 

and equally valued as meat (Clutton-Brock 1976: 387-9) by the Early Medieval period.  

 

3.2.2.1.5 Game 

A limited dietary contribution from wild animals can be indicated from the occasional 

presence of red deer, roe deer, wild birds and the bones of other taxa in Iron Age, 

Romano-British and Early Medieval archaeofaunal assemblages (Davis 1987: 182; 

Grant 1981, King 1991: 16, Maltby 1994:10, 1996: 24, Sykes 2004: 86, 2006b), 

although not all the material necessarily came from meat refuse. During the Romano-

British period, this is a little surprising given the prevalence of wild species on military 

sites in Europe (King 1999: 146-8), and presumed frequency of these animals in the 

environment. In Britain, these species seem to be found only in higher status military 

deposits (McCarthy 2002: 128-9), villas (King 1991: 18 see also Murphy et al. 2000) 

and occasional later Roman sites (Davis 1987: 183, Grant 1981: 208). King (1991: 18) 

suggests that this may be due to a relaxing of earlier religious taboos which had 

prohibited the eating of wild animals. 

 

Deer bones are consistently rare in all periods (Grant 1981). Ross (1986:70) suggests 

that venison could be substituted for pork as a high status meat, but gives no basis for 

this suggestion. Venison was only occasionally eaten in Roman Britain, as indicated by 

the occasional finds of roe and red deer in higher status and military deposits. In 

addition, tablets from Vindolanda list pork and venison as meats consumed by the 

garrison (Bowman 1994: 68-9). Towards the end of the Roman period, sites with a 

stressed pastoral economy may have supplemented their diets with venison (Grant 1981: 
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208, 1989b: 144). Villas and higher status sites are also occasionally found to have 

higher than normal proportions of deer bones (Grant 1989b: 144, King 1991: 18).  

 

Of the smaller animals, hare were sometimes consumed in the Iron Age (Green 1992: 

38) and Romano-British period (King 1991: 18). Roman recipes suggest that dormice 

were eaten (Brothwell and Brothwell 1998: 48-9), although they were probably raised in 

captivity and are not native to Britain. European dormice have been found in Northern 

England in Romano-British contexts (Dobney 2001: 37) but may not be the same 

species as those referred to in the recipes (Huntley 1999: 63). Wild birds were not often 

eaten, although Parker (1988) provides a list of species which have been identified on 

Romano-British sites. Exceptions include a high proportion of black grouse bones from 

Vindolanda (Huntley 1999: 61) and woodcock, plover and possible thrush bones found 

in later Romano-British higher status assemblages (Murphy et al. 2000). Meat from 

wild animals, including birds, was much more important to the medieval diet, although 

this increase began in the mid Saxon period (Sykes 2004, 2006a,b). A variety of wild 

birds has been found on Early Medieval sites in England (Clutton-Brock 1976: 389). 

With the exception of crane, they were most commonly from elite sites (Sykes 2004).  

 

Aquatic resources were not often utilised in the Iron Age, for example oysters do not 

become common on sites until the Roman period (King 1991: 17), and seal bones are 

only commonly found at sites in marginal agricultural environments (Grant 1991). Fish 

bones are rare on Iron Age sites and are only occasional finds on Romano-British sites, 

even where sieving is employed for bone recovery (Grant 1989b: 144, Huntley 1999: 

61, Maltby 1994: 10). A liquid made from fermented mackerel is known to have played 

an important part in the Roman diet, but it does not appear to have been produced in 

Britain (Huntley 1999: 61), with the exception of some sites in London, Lincoln and 
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York (Dobney 2001: 38). When fish bones are recovered from Romano-British sites 

they sometimes include imported species (see Dobney 2001: 38, Murphy et al. 2000: 

40-1). Archaeofaunal assemblages suggest that Early Medieval fish utilisation is similar 

to that in the Romano-British period (Dobney 2001: 41), although vernacular literature 

suggests that salmon and eels were particularly significant (Clutton-Brock 1976). 

 

3.2.2.1.6 Horse and dog meat 

Butchered horses and dogs bones are sometimes found in Iron Age archaeofaunal 

assemblages, but not with enough regularity to suggest that they were commonly eaten, 

and not necessarily consumed by humans. However, horse meat may have occasionally 

been eaten during the Iron Age (King 1991: 16), and following Maltby (1981: 184), it 

may have made an important contribution to the diet in some areas. Vernacular and 

archaeofaunal sources suggest that it may have been eaten in Ireland (Simoons 1994: 

185, 188). Where horse bones have been butchered in a manner indicative of meat 

utilisation, they tend to be from older animals, suggesting that horses were only eaten 

after they were no longer useful for other functions such as riding or traction (Maltby 

1981: 184, 1994:10, 1996: 23). In fact, the mortality and sex profiles of horse bones 

recovered from Iron Age contexts have led to the suggestion that they may not have 

been bred in captivity at all, but rather caught as younger animals and then trained 

(Maltby 1981: 184, 1996: 23).   

 

Horse bones are less common in Romano-British and Early Medieval sites than Iron 

Age sites, although they are occasionally found butchered (Maltby 1981: 184 Rixson 

1996: 15). The decrease in horse bones has been interpreted as reflecting a decline in the 

eating of horse flesh (King 1991: 17, Maltby 1981: 148). In Roman Italy horse meat 

was only eaten as a last resort (Simoons 1994: 187). Literary sources have been 
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interpreted as evidence for the practice of eating horsemeat in the Early Medieval 

period. It was forbidden by Pope Gregory III in AD732 (Grant 1991: 113, Rixson 1997: 

4, Simoons 1994: 168, 187) as part of the Christianisation of Europe (Serjeantson 2000: 

184, Simoons 1994: 193), but probably continued, although presumably on a small 

scale, as the Archbishop of York recorded that horse was eaten in the mid eighth 

century (MacGregor 1985: 31), and in 9th century Ireland, eating horse meat was 

punishable with three and a half years penance (Simoons 1994: 187). Horses were 

probably eaten at West Stow in the Early Medieval period but only after they had been 

utilised for traction (Crabtree 1989: 106). Elsewhere, the eating of horse meat in the 

Early Medieval, period may have been restricted to periods of stressed economy 

(Clutton Brock 1976: 383-4).  

 

There is some evidence for the occasional consumption of dog meat in Iron Age Britain 

(Maltby 1981: 192, 1994: 10), but not as frequently as in parts of the continent. It has 

been suggested that in Iron Age France, dogs may have been primarily kept as a source 

of meat (Horard-Herbin 2000) and they were commonly eaten in Iron Age Austria 

(Galik 2000). Dog meat was not commonly eaten in the Roman world (Phillips 2001: 

95), but may have formed part of the diet in localised areas such as the European 

example of Braives, Belgium (Tarcan et al. 2000). Dog meat was also not eaten in the 

Early Medieval period (Clutton Brock 1976: 385). 

 

3.2.2.2 Milk, marrow, eggs and blood  

Evidence of consumption of secondary animal products (milk, eggs, blood and bone 

marrow) can be difficult to identify archaeologically. Mortality profiles of herd 

populations may indicate husbandry for milk as opposed to other produce, a technique 

which has been used to suggest that the Iron Age dairying was a prime concern of cattle 
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husbandry at some sites (see subsection 3.2.2.1.2), but the evidence for this is limited 

(Maltby 1981:179). Classical sources also refer to dairy products in Iron Age Britain, 

Strabo (Geography IV,5,2) reported that Iron Age Britons used milk but did not make 

cheese, and Caesar (De Bello Gallico V,14) reported that the people living around Kent 

in the mid first century BC “live… on milk and meat”.  

 

Cattle milk continued to be consumed in the Romano-British, although generally 

production of milk was of secondary importance to traction in Romano-British cattle 

husbandry (see subsection 3.2.2.1.2). Romano-British use of cattle milk may have 

followed pre-Roman traditions as few Roman sources refer to it (Murphy et al. 2000), 

and Varro (De Re Rustica II, 11) suggested that sheep and goats were more valued than 

cattle as milk producers in Rome.  

 

Isotopic analysis can not distinguish between meat and milk from the same species. The 

use of blood in the diet can similarly not be distinguished through chemical analysis and 

does not alter husbandry strategies, making it archaeozoologically invisible. It is, 

however, known ethnohistorically, famously from hunter-gatherer communities in 

Africa and Tibet (Brothwell and Brothwell 1998: 47-8) but also from farmer 

communities in the British Isles (Fenton 1978: 499-500). Therefore, blood should not be 

excluded from potential animal contributions to the diets of all periods. Indeed pigs’ 

blood is a key ingredient of black pudding which was known at least from the Romano-

British period (Green 1992: 35). 

 

The fragile nature of eggshell leads to rare preservation in archaeological contexts. 

However, we can expect that eggs from wild and, from the Late Iron Age, domestic 

birds, to have contributed to the diet. Eggs certainly featured in Roman cooking 
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(Brothwell and Brothwell 1998: 54-5), but were probably not a prime concern in Roman 

poultry husbandry (White 1970: 323).  

 

The utilisation of bone marrow can be interpreted through analysis of butchery (see 

subsection 5.3.4). Extraction of marrow becomes a systematic industrial activity in the 

Romano-British period (see Dobney 2001: 39-40).  

 

3.2.2.3 Stable isotope palaeo-diet determination  

Published isotopic palaeo-dietary data is only available for two sites from the British 

Iron Age. Analysis of a number of Late Iron Age and Early Roman inhumations at 

Poundbury, Dorset suggested a terrestrial diet based on meat and plants, with no marine 

input. Unfortunately, the analysis could not ascertain which animals predominantly 

contributed the meat (Richards et al. 1998). Preliminary published results from 

Wetwang and Garton Slack in Yorkshire (fourth to second century BC) suggest that this 

population also did not have a regular marine component to their diet, but were 

consuming a significant amount of animal proteins (meat or milk) (Jay 2004). 

 

Isotopic analysis of human bone from late Roman inhumations at Poundbury, Dorset 

suggested that different groups within the cemetery’s population had varied diets. Those 

buried in mausolea or lead coffins ate marine protein (sea birds or fish), while those 

buried in simpler wooden coffins had a more varied range of diets, some with a little 

marine input, most without, and some with very little animal protein in their diet at all 

(Richards et al. 1998: 1250). Richards et al. (1998: 1250) suggest that diet reflected 

status for the people buried at Poundbury, with the higher status diet including a marine 

component in the form of fish, oysters or perhaps fish paste. As with the Iron Age 
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burials at Poundbury, it was not possible to determine the taxa from which the animal 

protein in the diets originated.  

 

Data from the Early Medieval period is similarly limited, being largely restricted to the 

fifth to seventh century AD cemetery at Berinsfield in Oxfordshire. The population of 

Berinsfield ate a diet high in animal protein, also reflecting their status. Those buried 

with higher status grave assemblages ate a higher proportion of domesticates, while 

those in lower status graves had a more significant freshwater component (either fish or 

water birds) (Privat et al. 2002). There was no evidence of a marine component in the 

diet (Privat et al. 2002). While this may not be surprising given Berinsfield’s distance 

from the sea, a marine component was similarly absent from a cemetery located close to 

the coast at Ipswich, Suffolk (Scull and Bayliss 1999). Recent analyses at other sites 

corroborate these results (Müldner pers. comm. 2005).  

 

3.2.2.4 Status and meat eating   

Food, including meat, can be seen as material culture, procured and utilised by humans 

(Milner and Miracle 2002). As such, it is not one homogenous class of animal protein, 

invariably appropriate, or indeed inappropriate, for human consumption, but rather a 

range of food stuffs from different animals and different parts of the body, each of 

which may be suitable for consumption by different members of society or on different 

occasions. The suitability of particular meats for consumption may be partially driven 

by economics, with some more valuable than others through rarity or expense of 

procurement, but may also be dependant on taboos and social restrictions, such as the 

restrictions on eating swans and sturgeon in Medieval England (Serjeantson 2000: 183). 
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The status of meat may be investigated on a taxonomic level. Imported fish, delicacies, 

such as dormouse, goslings, fattened table birds, game and a predominance of pig, may 

have constituted high status foods in the Romano-British period (Dobney 2001: 37-8, 

Murphy et al. 2000, White 1970: 322). Pork may also have been a high status food in 

the Iron Age (Grant 2002 and subsections 3.2.2.1.3 and 3.3.1.3). Harris (1977: 37) 

suggests that in pre-industrial societies “any animal raised primarily for its meat is a 

luxury”, a category which most likely includes pigs (Grant 2002). Stratification of meat 

resources is evidenced on Roman and Romano-British sites through palaeo-isotopic 

evidence (3.3.2.3)  and spatial distinctions in the location of particular taxa interpreted 

as food remains (for example Huntley 1999: 62, King 1988: 53), although depositional 

complications should be considered (Grant 2002). 

 

The skeletal distribution of elements may also indicate status within meat consumption. 

Today, butchery patterns, particularly of the larger animals, are divided in line with the 

homogeneity of the meat and into cuts of higher and lower economic value (see 

subsection 5.3.1.4). This is likely to also have been largely true in the past. For example, 

McCormick (2002) discusses social distribution of different portions of carcass in 

eighth century and post-medieval Ireland. Different regions of the carcass may be 

deemed appropriate for different social groups. However, Magennis (1999: 40) remarks 

that literary evidence of Early Medieval feasting in England pays little attention to the 

food itself, suggesting that it was seen as a “staple of life rather than belonging to a 

symbolic value system”. In terms of potential meat offerings in cremation burials, those 

which are boned (containing no skeletal elements) are inaccessible to archaeozoological 

analysis. When considering the data presented by McCormick (2002), these boned cuts 

are precisely the portions distributed to the highest social ranks. Therefore, if meat 

offerings in cremation burials are an indicator of social status, the range of social 
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stratification available to study in any one population might exclude those of this 

highest rank.   

 

3.2.3 By-products - antler, bone, feathers, grease, hair, hide, horn, 

ivory, manure and wool 

The first millennium AD agricultural economies utilised their animals not only for food, 

but also for other resources.  Some of these, such as manure, wool and antler, could be 

obtained from the living animals, whereas others take advantage of body parts not used 

in food production.  

 

3.2.3.1 Wool 

During the Iron Age and Romano-British periods, wool production was probably a 

significant concern of sheep husbandry, and its significance probably increased through 

time (King 1991: 16-17, Todd 1999: 27). By the late Romano-British period, wool may 

have been the principal product from sheep (Todd 1999: 27), and Britain was regarded 

as an exporter of wool (King 1988: 59), woollen cloaks and blankets (birrus Britannicus 

and tapete Britannicum), the latter products being included in Diocletian’s Price Edict. 

Wool continued to be important to the Early Medieval economy, with documentary 

evidence for the export of woollen cloth and garments from Anglo-Saxon England from 

the eighth century onwards (Crabtree 1996:103). Certain areas, such as the Cotswolds, 

may have been centres for wool production throughout the millennium (Noddle 1984: 

115).  

 

3.2.3.2 Manure 

Manure is a useful by-product of animal husbandry which can be utilised as a fuel or to 

fertilise soil (Green 1992: 26-7). It is one of only a few resources (in addition to meat) 
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that can be obtained from pig husbandry. Pig manure is known to have been used in the 

Roman period from written sources (White 1970), but was considered secondary to bird 

droppings for Italian agriculture (White 1970: 36, 275, 321).  

 

3.2.3.3 Antler 

Although antler can be retrieved during the butchering process, the majority of antler 

found in Iron Age to Early Medieval sites in Britain is shed red deer antler, suggesting 

that it was gathered, rather than harvested (Grant 1981: 211, 1989b: 144, Huntley 1999: 

61). As a raw material, antler has a variety of uses, the most renowned being comb 

production, known from the Iron Age onwards (see MacGregor 1985). MacGregor 

(1985: 32) suggests that from the Late Roman period, antler was probably utilised as a 

raw material more frequently than bone. Antler items interpreted as amulets (subsection 

3.3.4) are known from at least the Romano-British and Early Medieval periods 

(MacGregor 1985). During the Romano-British period (Grant 1989b: 144), but probably 

throughout the millennium, antler seems to have been the prime resource utilised from 

deer, as their meat made only a minor contribution to the diet (see subsection 3.2.2.1.5). 

 

3.2.3.4 Skins, hides and soft tissues 

The use of skins can be indicated by characteristic butchery evidence, element 

representation in assemblages, documentary sources and occasional mineralised or 

waterlogged finds or impressions from throughout the millennium. Lindow Man II 

(probably mid Iron Age) was found with a fox fur arm band (Priston in Budworth et al 

1986: 40) and examples more relevant to this research include the possible stoat skin 

recovered from the Late Iron Age cremation grave at Welwyn Garden City (Stead 1967: 

34) and Early Medieval beaver and otter skin artefacts from Sutton Hoo (Clutton–Brock 

1976: 391). Caesar (De Bello Gallico V,14) recorded that the people living around Kent 
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in the Late Iron Age clothed themselves in skins, although he may have intended to 

propagate the notion of the ‘barbarian’ nature of the Britons (Webster 1999). Diodorus 

Siculus (Bibliotheca historia V,32,7) suggested that Iron Age Gauls slept on ‘skins of 

wild animals’ and sat on dog or wolf skins when eating. The Irish Táin similarly refers 

to skin bedding (Green 1992: 25, 42) and deer skin was reputably used for charioteers’ 

tunics in Iron Age Ireland (Green 1992: 41). Archaeofaunal evidence suggests that 

during the Iron Age, beaver, fox, badger, polecat, otter and weasel/stoat may have been 

caught for their skin (Fairnell 2003, Maltby 1994: 10).  

 

Animal skins continued to be used in the Romano-British period. Fox, otter and badger 

may have been utilised for their skin in Romano-British Exeter (Maltby 1979: 65). 

Squirrel and pine marten have been found elsewhere (Fairnell 2003). Dog foot bones 

from a late Romano-British inhumation at Asthall also suggest the inclusion of a skin in 

the grave (Booth et al.1996).  

 

Archaeofaunal evidence of skinning in the Early Medieval period includes the bones of 

seals, beavers, pine martens and otters (Fairnell 2003). Cats may have been skinned at 

the Anglo-Saxon settlement at West Stow (Crabtree 1989: 104-5) and in Medieval 

towns (O’Connor 1992: 107). Tenth century Welsh laws suggest that cats were utilised 

for their fur (Hatting 1990) and that skins of wild animals were a valued commodity 

(Clutton-Brock 1976: 391).  

 

Leather and soft tissues would have been used as a raw material for the production of 

artefacts throughout the millennium.  Cattle and goats were certainly utilised for their 

hides in the first millennium AD.  Strabo reported that cattle hides were exported from 

Iron Age Britain (Geography IV,5,2). Although pig skin is edible, it may also have been 
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used for leather; Irish sources suggest that charioteer’s jackets may have been pigskin 

(Green 1992: 41). The Roman military used leather for tents. Huntley (1999: 62) 

suggests that tent leather may have been imported goat skin (as it is lighter than cattle 

skin), as found at Vindolanda, Northumberland, although as noted by Maltby 

(1981:160) in connection with the Early Medieval period, goats were kept in small 

numbers in Britain throughout the millennium (see 3.2.1). 

 

3.2.3.5 Hair 

Hair can be utilised as a raw material for the production of cloth and rope, but these 

materials only survive in a minority of archaeological contexts in Britain. Maltby (1981: 

160) suggests that the birrus Britannicus (subsection 3.2.3.1) known from Roman 

Britain was made of goat hair rather than wool. Examples of Roman use of hair includes 

goat hair used for the manufacture of sacking (White 1970: 315) and horse hair used in 

the manufacture of rope and helmet decorations (Toynbee 1973: 185).  

 

3.2.3.6 Feathers 

Feathers can be used for padding, insulation and decoration. Feathers were used to 

adorn both people and racehorses in Rome (Toynbee 1973: 15-21), where geese may 

have been husbanded primarily for their feathers and down (White 1970: 327). There 

are also suggestions that bird wings, specifically eagle and goose wings, were 

sometimes used as brooms (Parker 1988: 209).   

 

3.2.3.7 Ivory 

Ivory was obtained from local and imported sources during the first millennium AD in 

Britain. Local sources included ivory from pigs, wild boar, beaver and, very 

occasionally, walrus, while imports included walrus and elephant ivories.  Imported 
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elephant ivory is known from Roman Britain and then again from the eighth to early 

ninth centuries (MacGregor 1985: 38-9). Ivory was also used as a raw material for 

amulets (both worked and in natural tooth form, see subsection 3.3.4) and decorative 

pieces in the Romano-British and Anglo-Saxon periods. In the Romano-British period it 

was used occasionally for buckles and bracelets and in the Early Medieval period for 

bag rings and gaming pieces (MacGregor 1985). Early Medieval gaming pieces include 

horse teeth ground down to a counter shape, such as those found in inhumations at 

Didcot (Boyle et al. 1995: 213). Ivory bag rings recovered from fifth and sixth century 

burials (including cremation burials) might be imported elephant ivory or locally 

recovered mammoth ivory (MacGregor 1985: 40). 

 

3.2.3.8 Horn 

Throughout the millennium, bovid horn was utilised for the production of items such as 

spoons and drinking horns (Green 1992: 42-3, MacGregor 1985), as evidenced from 

occasional preservation of the horn itself, and butchery marks on horn cores. 

 

3.2.3.9 Bone 

Bone is used as the raw material for countless products, including those for which the 

bone is highly reshaped and those which still retain much of the bone’s original 

morphology (Green 1992: 42-3, MacGregor 1985). The game of ‘knucklebones’ was 

played in the classical world with sets of small ungulate astragali, or copies of astragali 

made of stone, glass or metal (for examples see Barry 1980:78-9). Sets of astragali are 

also found in Early Medieval cremation burials. 
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3.2.4 Working animals  

3.2.4.1 Equids 

Horses were primarily kept for transport and light traction (Maltby 1981: 184, referring 

to the Iron Age and Early Medieval periods, 1994: 10, Davis 1987: 182 referring to the 

Iron Age, Hyland 1990: 46, 71 referring to Roman practice and Clutton-Brock 1976 

referring to Anglo-Saxon practice), although White (1970: 288) comments that horses 

were not used for road haulage in Roman Italy and in Britain they were probably not 

used for heavy traction until the development of padded collars in the middle ages 

(Bartosiewicz et al. 1997:10, Davis 1987: 182).  

 

In Roman Italy, horses and donkeys were bred to produce mules (White 1970: 288, 293, 

300) which were stronger and more resilient than horses. Mules were used as pack 

animals to carry loads and to pull vehicles (Maltby 1981: 161, Toynbee 1973, White 

1970: 288, 300). Donkeys were also used to power mills, provide traction for light 

ploughing and act as pack animals (Toynbee 1973, White 1970: 300). In Roman Britain, 

native ponies may have been utilised as pack animals (Hyland 1990: 71), although 

donkeys and mules were also present (see subsection 3.2.1). 

 

Ponies were used in warfare during the Iron Age (Todd 1999: 27). This continued in the 

Romano-British period, with the Roman cavalry using mainly horse stallions (Hyland 

1990: 46), though mules, packhorses and ponies were also used by the army (Hyland 

1990: 71, Toynbee 1973).  Horses were not used in the Roman army until they were 

four to seven years old (Hyland 1990: 82-3).  The horses in Caesar’s cavalry were 

brought from across the Roman Empire with Spanish, Italian and German horses bought 

specifically for the army (Hyland 1990: 21).  
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3.2.4.2 Cattle 

Cattle were valued as traction animals throughout the millennium (see Campbell and 

Hamilton 2000: 118 and Davis 1987: 180 for the Iron Age, Huntley 1999: 62 and 

Maltby 1981: 183 for the Romano-British period and Clutton-Brock 1976 for the Early 

Medieval period), particularly for heavy work such as ploughing. This is evidenced 

from written sources, artistic depictions and suggested by mortality profiles and 

pathological lesions on archaeofaunal material (see subsection 5.3.3). Castrated bulls 

could be used to pull heavier loads than cows (White 1970: 273).  

 

3.2.4.3 Dogs and cats 

It is likely that dogs were used to herd and guard livestock throughout the millennium 

(Phillips 2001 discusses the Roman evidence for this, see also Clutton-Brock 1976: 

387). Dogs may also have been used to guard property, as suggested by the famous 

‘cave canem’ mosaic in Pompeii (see Green 1992: 24-25 for comment on Iron Age 

guard dogs,  and Barloy 1974: 15, Phillips 2001: 90 and Toynbee 1973: 107-8 for 

Roman guard dogs). Dogs (and goats) may have occasionally been used to pull light 

vehicles such as children’s carts in the Romano-British period (Toynbee 1973: 108, 

166). Both domestic dogs and cats may have been used to catch vermin (Barloy 1974, 

Green 1992:26); indeed the tenth century Welsh ‘Laws of Hywel Dda’ suggest that the 

prime value of cats was in catching mice (see Clutton Brock 1976: 384-5). 

 

3.2.5 Social and political activities; hunting, sport and leisure  

Social activities involving animals are perhaps best documented from the Romano-

British period, with Roman amphitheatres and streets playing host to games (originally 

part of funeral rites, Bodson 1983: 318) and performances, exhibitions of animals, fights 

and chariot racing (see Barloy 1974, Toynbee 1973).  British animals, including 
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Scottish bears (Toynbee 1973: 93-100, Yalden 1999: 111) and English stags (Toynbee 

1973: 144), were exported to Italy for such spectacles. Cock fighting was practiced in 

the Romano-British periods and later (Simoons 1994: 154, Stephenson 1987), with 

some breeds of birds noted for their fighting abilities (Stephenson 1987, White 1970: 

322). Animals also may have been utilised in social demonstration to indicate wealth or 

status, as has been suggested for Iron Age horses (Maltby 1996: 23) and the use of dogs 

and horses in Romano-British/Early Medieval hunting.  

 

During the Romano-British period, horses were predominantly kept as riding animals 

(Grant 1989b: 145) for leisure, hunting, and war (Hyland 1990). In Rome, the best 

animals were kept for the circus (racing) or games (White 1970: 288-9). Young horses 

began training for riding at two years old, for the games at three years old, and were 

able to race at five years old (Hyland 1990: 46, White 1970: 193). Hyland (1990: 11) 

suggests that certain classes of Roman society, such as the military or racing fraternity, 

were required to have horses.  

 

Hunting is included as a social activity as it has been established that game made little 

contribution to the diet (see subsection 3.2.2.1.5). In late Roman Italy and Medieval 

England, hunting of specific species was a high status activity (Serjeantson 1994a: 29, 

Simoons 1994: 29); this is also suggested by the greater frequency of hunted species in 

higher status archaeofaunal assemblages. Hawking was practiced in Early Medieval 

England, and perhaps occasionally in the Romano-British period (Cherryson 2002, 

Clutton-Brock 1976: 387-9, Murphy et al.. 2000: 40).  Throughout the millennium, 

hunting primarily involved horses and dogs (see Green 1992 for discussion of Iron Age 

hunting, Toynbee 1973 for Romano-British hunting and Clutton-Brock 1976 for Early 

Medieval hunting). Hunting scenes are sometimes depicted in Roman art, such as 
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scenes on vessels deposited in cremation burials from Brougham, Cumbria (Cool 2004) 

and Saint Pancras, West Sussex (Down and Rule 1971), which depicted dogs chasing 

hares. 

 

Strabo (Geography IV,5,2) referred to specific British and Irish dog breeds which were 

renowned for their hunting abilities and exported during the Iron Age. Indeed, hunting 

and herding were probably the primary motivations for keeping dogs in the Iron Age 

(Phillips 2001: 85). Archaeofaunal evidence suggests that Iron Age dogs in Britain were 

generally all of similar size (Philips 2001: 85), but during the Late Iron Age and 

Romano-British period the size of dogs became more varied, ranging from small terrier-

sized animals to much larger animals around 20 to 70cms high at the shoulder (Maltby 

1981: 192, Phillips 2001: 85). This indicates that animals were probably imported as 

well as exported during the Romano-British period (Maltby 1996: 23-4) and that they 

may have had a more diverse utilisation (Phillips 2001: 85).  As noted by O’Connor 

(1992: 109-10), during the Romano-British period, British hunting dogs were variously 

described as small and ferocious (Oppian’s Cynegetica, I, 468-80, and strong enough to 

break bulls necks (Claudian’s Stilicho III, 301) suggesting considerable size.  Toynbee 

(1973: 104) suggests that the classical authors were describing both British dogs and 

Irish wolfhounds, but the archaeofaunal evidence can be used to suggest that this is not 

necessarily the case. Other classical sources describe British dogs as ‘magnificent but 

ugly’ and ‘swift’ (Philips 2001: 103), descriptions which invite comparison with the 

greyhounds and buckshounds recorded as hunting dogs in the Early Medieval period 

(Clutton-Brock 1976). 

 

The husbandry of animals as pets appears to have begun in the Romano-British period 

(Grant 1989b: 145). Pet animals in the Romano-British and Early Medieval periods 
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included dogs (lap dogs and larger) and cats (O’Connor 1992: 109, Phillips 2001: 93-4), 

although cats were much more common in the Early Medieval than the Romano-British 

period (Clutton-Brock 1976, O’Connor 1992: 110). Various taxa were kept as pets in 

Rome itself, including cats, dogs, birds, monkeys, gazelle, reptiles, bears, deer and fish 

(Toynbee 1973). 

 

3.3 Sacred roles of animals  

Sacred associations and roles of animals are less easy to identify archaeozoologically 

than economic roles, with exceptions being unusual or structured depositions of faunal 

remains (such as those identified in Iron Age and Romano-British wells and pits) and 

those from contexts of a ritual nature, such as burials and deposits at religious or 

ceremonial sites. Folklore, legends and religious stories may indicate sacred roles of 

animals in belief systems, as might artistic representations. Animals’ sacred roles might 

lead to their incorporation into crematory rituals, particularly if that role relates to a 

chthonic deity or documented funerary sacrifice. The following subsections examine 

evidence for sacred roles of animals in first millennium Britain. 

 

3.3.1 Associations with deities - symbolism, metamorphosis 

and sacrifice 

Animals were intimately associated with religious belief throughout the millennium. 

Bronze Age and Iron Age iconography suggests that the natural world inspired 

cosmological and ontological beliefs (Green 1986). Animal attributes such as ferocity, 

speed, fecundity, flight, aquatic association, metamorphosis and regeneration of body 

parts, not achievable by humans, may have inspired supernatural divine associations in 

prehistoric belief systems (Sax 1994). Taxa were associated with particular deities, 
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often representing significant attributes of that deity. Some deities metamorphosed from 

anthropomorphic to animal form as an integral part of their ‘personality’ or legend 

(Green 1986, Williams 2000). Some animals were seen as independently otherworldly.  

 

Animal cults have been suggested for the Iron Age using iconograpic evidence and 

occasional historic accounts. In Wales and Ireland, areas which were less affected by 

Roman influence, these cults continued until the coming of Christianity and were 

recorded in vernacular sources. Indeed, animals have continued to be symbolic of 

particular aspects of Christianity and other world religions into the present day (Sax 

1994).   

 

Within the Roman provinces of Britain, the ‘native’ beliefs and animal cults were 

absorbed into Romano-British religion, with native gods and goddesses, and possibly 

their animal associates, becoming integrated with Roman deities (Mattingly 2006: 214-

7). The associations of taxa with particular Roman deities are presented in Table 3.1.  

Deity   Cattle  Sheep 
/goats 

 Pigs 
/boars  Horses  Dogs  Birds  Red 

deer 
 Fish 

Apollo - - - A - A - - 
Aesculapius   - - - - A AS - - 
Bacchus - - - - - A - - 
Betatucadrus - - - - - A - - 
Ceres - S S - - - - - 
Cocidius  - - - - - - A - 
Diana  - - - - A - - - 
Epona - - - A A A - - 
Faunus  - S - - S - - - 
Genita Mana  - - - - S - - - 
Hercules  S - - - - - - - 
Janus - S - - - - - - 
Juno  S S S - - A - - 
Jupiter S S - A - A - - 
Mars  S S S AS A A - - 
Mercury  - AS - - - AS A - 
Minerva  S S - - - A - - 
Nehalennia  - - - - A - - - 
Nodens - - - - A - - A 
Pluto and Cerberus  - - - - A - - - 
Robigus -- S - - S - - - 
Saturn - - S - - - - - 
Terminus - S - - - - - - 
Venus - - - A - A - - 
Victoria  S - - - - - - - 

Table 3.1 Taxa sacrificed to, or associated with, Roman and Romano-British deities.  S= Sacrificed to 
deity,  A= Associated with deity. 
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Sometimes, it was appropriate to perform animal sacrifice to connect with the divine 

world, either in request, thanks, apology or divination. The Roman calendar was 

punctuated with official festivals, feasts and sacrifice (until the bans on sacrifice in 341 

and 356, which still may not have been observed across Britain (Watts 1998: 15)) and 

private occasions. Roman festivals celebrated deities and deified rulers through 

sacrifices of domestic species (Bodson 1983: 315, Henig 1984) (see Table 3.2). 

Similarly, the majority of ‘Celtic’ sacrifices were also of domestic species (Green 1992: 

96). Literary sources, and some archaeofaunal evidence, suggest that during the 

Romano-British period, sacrifice was followed by consumption of the victim, either at 

the place of sacrifice or through normal eating practices (Grant 1989b: 146, Simoons 

1994). Indeed, it has been suggested that meat consumed by the Roman Army was often 

from sacrifices (Huntley 1999: 60-1, White 1970: 276-7).   

 
Festival Cattle Sheep/goats Pigs/boars Horses  Dogs 

Agonalia - � - - - 
Ambarvalia  � � � - - 
Equis Octobris - - - � - 
Fordicidia  � - � - - 
Lupercalia  - � - - � 
Quinquatrus - � - - - 
Robigalia - � - - � 
Saturnalia - - � - - 
Suovitaurilia � � � - - 
Taurobolia  � - - - - 
Sacrifice for the eternity of Rome � - - - - 

Table 3.2 Taxa sacrificed at Roman festivals. 
 

The most solemn Roman sacrifice was Suovitaurilia (Toynbee 1973: 134). This 

comprised the sacrifice of an even number of cattle, pigs and sheep (sometimes also 

goats) at a single event (Wilkens 2004). Suovitaurilia could be a public or private event, 

held for a variety of functions including purification of fields and commemoration of 

the dead (Wilkens 2004). Very young animals were used if the Suovitaurilia was related 

to agricultural harvests; if it was a public event the animals were adults and “perfect” 

(Wilkens 2004: 74).  A particular Suovitaurilia using adult male animals was conducted 
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for Mars (Simoons 1994: 29).  Ambarvalia was a specific Suovitaurilia involving the 

sacrifice of a ‘healthy’ bull, pig and sheep (Huntley 1999: 61, Henig 1984: 31).   

 

Animal sacrifice was also practiced in the Early Medieval period, as evidenced by a and 

a report in Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica (I, 30) and ban by the Christian church in the 

late seventh century AD (Taylor 2001: 141). It is also inferred from Scandinavian texts. 

The association of taxa with Germanic deities is presented in Table 3.3. 

 

 
Associated deity  Cattle Sheep/goats  Pigs/boars  Horses  Dogs Cats  Birds  Bears 
Freyja - - AS - - A - - 
Freyr S - AS AS - - - - 
Holda - - - - - A - - 
Odin/Woden - - - AS AS - A A 
Thor - A - - - - - - 
Tiw - - - A - - - - 
Table 3.3 Taxa sacrificed to, or associated with, Early Medieval deities.  S=  Sacrificed to deity, A= 
Associated with deity. 
 

 
Characteristics of individual animals could mark them as divine. For example, 

supernatural or divine animals were often red in Celtic folklore (Ross 1967) and divine 

swans wore gold or silver chains in Irish vernacular sources (Green 1992: 174). 

Similarly, certain biological parameters were required in sacrificial victims. For a 

Romano-British sacrifice, the sex of the animal often matched that of the deity (Wilkens 

2004: 74), their age was restricted (Wilkens 2004: 73) and their colour was important: 

white animals were preferable to celestial deities, black animals were sacrificed to 

chthonic deities (Adam and Major 1835: 277-9, Wilkens 2004: 74) and red animals to 

Vulcan, the god of fire (Wilkens 2004: 74). In order for the sacrifice to be acceptable to 

the gods, the victim had to be willing (docile animals were therefore needed (Toynbee 

1973: 152)), and its inspected organs blemish free (Adam and Major 1835: 277-9). 

Some authors suggest that the sacrificed animals had to be “good looking” (Toynbee 

(1973: 152) and “without spot or blemish” (Adams and Major 1835: 276). However, 
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there is contradictory evidence as to whether the animals had to be healthy. Lauwerier 

(2004: 68) used literary sources to suggest that there was no quality assessment, and the 

sacrificed animals found at the Temple at Chelmsford included diseased animals (Luff 

1982: 191).  

 

The following subsections consider those taxa implicated in first millennium AD belief 

systems to investigate potential religious motivation behind the use of animals in 

cremation burials. Although late Iron Age cremation burials considered in this thesis 

suggest a strong Roman influence (subsection 2.4.1), the integration of Iron Age 

traditions into Romano-British religion warrants consideration of the Iron Age 

traditions. In addition, pre-Roman traditions influenced Germanic beliefs (Ross 1967: 

278).  

 

3.3.1.1 Cattle 

Both bulls and cows are represented in vernacular sources. Irish legends include 

supernatural bulls that can metamorphose into anthropomorphic forms (Green 1986: 

176-9, Ross 1967: 302-8) and several goddesses owned magic cows (Ross 1967: 302-

8). Otherworld cattle were usually white with red ears (Ross 1967: 306). A bull god 

may have been associated with the sky (Barloy 1974: 55) and the name of the Gaulish 

goddess Damona can be interpreted as ‘the divine cow’ (Golan 2003: 129).  

 

Cattle, particularly bulls, were the most prestigious sacrificial animal in Rome (Simoons 

1994: 29, 127), although Barloy (1974: 151) states that pigs were the “main victim of 

official and religious ceremonial”. White (1970: 276) suggested that in addition to the 

production of working animals, cattle were bred by the Romans to have a “desirable 
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appearance for sacrifice”.  Pliny (Naturalis Historia, VIII, 77) advises that calves could 

be sacrificed once they were 13 days old or had a specific tail length.  

 

Classical sources provide details of cattle sacrifices to several deities. Cows were 

sacrificed to Hercules, Juno and Minerva (Henig 1984: 28, Toynbee 1973: 152), white 

oxen were sacrificed to Juno and Jupiter (Barloy 1974: 151, Henig 1984: 28) and bulls 

were sacrificed to Pluto (Golan 2003: 128) and Mars (Henig 1984: 27). Military 

sacrifice for the eternity of Rome involved the killing of six cattle (two bulls, thee cows 

and two oxen) to Jupiter, Juno, Minerva, Victoria and Mars (Henig 1984: 28). In 

addition, the Roman army sacrificed cattle at key locations such as river crossings 

(Simoons 1994: 182-3), and the beef was probably distributed amongst the soldiers 

(Toynbee 1973: 151). A pregnant cow was sacrificed and her unborn calf burnt at 

Fordicidia (Henig 1984: 29). Taurobolia was an initiation sacrifice where the initiate to 

the cult of Cybele was drenched in the blood of a sacrificial bull (Barloy 1974: 55, 

Henig 1984: 113). In addition, cattle were linked to the eastern cult of Mithras which 

was popular in small areas of Britain around London and Hadrian’s Wall from the mid 

second to early fourth century (Barloy 1974: 55, Birley 1966: 143, Henig 1984: 97-109, 

Simoons 1994: 127).  In Mithraic legend, Mithras was ordered by a raven (as a 

messenger of the sun) to kill a wild bull, from whose bodily fluids vegetation and 

animal life developed. A serpent, dog and scorpion tried to poison the remains of the 

bull but were stopped by Mithras and his companions (Birley 1966: 141-2, Henig 1984: 

97-109).  

 

Cattle held ritual significance in the Early Medieval period. Evidence for this can be 

found in a letter sent to Abbot Mellitus from Pope Gregory in AD 60, reported in 

Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica (I, 30): “they [the Anglo-Saxons] have a custom of 
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sacrificing many oxen to demons”. This passage has often been used to explain the 

deposition of cattle bones, predominantly skulls, in the presumed temple at Yeavering 

(Hope-Taylor 1997). In addition, Piggott (1962:118) reports tales of cattle hide being 

used for divination in Early Medieval Irish, Welsh and German folklore and mythology. 

Piggott (1962: 118) suggests that the use of cattle hides for divination continued into the 

18th century in the Scottish Islands. Bulls were associated with Germanic deities, Freyr 

received a sacrifice of bulls (Golan 2003: 489) and Thor was depicted with bull’s horns 

(Barloy 1974: 55). Thor was also depicted eating an entire ox and eight salmon during a 

gluttonous feast in the Icelandic Prose Edda (Branston 1980: 102)  

 

3.3.1.2 Sheep and goats 

The ram probably had divine significance in pre-Roman Britain and may have had a 

chthonic (see Golan 2003: 162) and fertility attribute (Barloy 1974: 69, Green 1986: 

169, Ross 1967: 342-4). Sheep do not often occur in vernacular sources from the British 

Isles, except in the context of a ‘ram headed serpent’, a cult animal which was 

associated with local versions of the Roman deities Mercury and Mars (Ross 1967: 342-

8) and the god Cernunnos (see subsection 3.4.1.9). In Ireland the Goborchind (goat 

heads) were repulsive inferior beings (Barloy 1974: 67). 

 

As second in the hierarchy of Roman sacrificial animals (Simoons 1994: 29), sheep 

were involved in many ceremonies and sacrificed to many deities including Faunus, 

Juno, Mars, Mercury and Terminus (Toynbee 1973:164). Pliny (Naturalis Historia, 

VIII, 77) suggests that lambs were suitable for sacrifice at seven days old (Wilkens 

2004: 73). There is evidence for the sacrifice of sheep of specific ages or sex. These 

include the sacrifice of a pregnant ewe to Ceres (Barloy 1974: 151), a ram to Janus 

during Agonalia (Adam and Major 1835: 287),  a whether to Jupiter (Adams and Major 
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1835: 287) and a lamb to Minerva at Quinquatrus (Adam and Major 1835: 288). In 

addition, sheep were sacrificed at Suovitaurilia (subsection 3.3.1) and Robigalia (a 

sheep and puppy sacrificed to Robigus to protect wheat from disease (Henig 1984: 29, 

Simoons 1994: 238)). In Rome, sheep sacrifice was used to consecrate the burials of 

people who had been struck by lightening (Adams and Major 1835: 417). The sacrifice 

of lambs is also known archaeologically from Romano-British temple sites (see Legge 

1985, Legge et al. 2000). 

 

Goats were also involved in Romano-British religion. Both goats and sheep were 

sacrificed to Mercury at a temple site at Uley, Gloucestershire (Ellison 1980). Mercury 

was associated with rams, goats and domestic fowl (Elison 1980: 312, Green 1986:169, 

Henig 1984: 57). Male goats and dogs were sacrificed at the feast of Lupercalia, 

associated with ‘the goat god’ Faunus (Barloy 1974: 151, Henig 1984: 28).  

 

Goats were a significant cult animal in the Early Medieval mythology.  Thor rode male 

goats (Williams 2000:77) which he could eat and then regenerate from their skins, as 

described in the Prose Edda (Chapter 14).  Much has been made of a “goat’s skull found 

in a special grave at Yeavering [Northumbria]” (Davidson 1988: 56), however, the 

original site report (Hope-Taylor 1977: 67-69) described only fragments of sheep or 

goat tooth and horn core in a posthole interpreted as associated with the sites largest hall 

and an inhumation burial, and poorly preserved sheep or goat teeth and the silhouette of 

a horn core at the foot of the grave.  However, place-name evidence suggests that the 

site’s name can be translated as ‘The Hill of the Goats’ (Hope-Taylor 1977: 15).  
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3.3.1.3 Pigs (including wild boar) 

Pigs, especially wild boar, played a significant role in non-Christian religious beliefs 

throughout the millennium. In the pre-Roman Iron Age they were the most significant 

cult animal in western Europe (Ross 1967: 308-21), although Green (1986: 179-81) 

notes that there is no evidence for a boar-god. Boars are depicted on coins, figurines 

(Simoons 1994: 38-9) and altars (Golan 2003: 465), and were associated with deities. 

Pigs may have been associated with fertility (burying pork in fields was thought to 

improve crop fertility (Simoons 1994: 36, 39)), potentially due to their fecundity, and 

war (boar are depicted on helmets (Ross 1967: 308-21, Simoons 1994: 36, 38-9)). Boars 

were also thought to lead men to the otherworld (Green 1986: 179-81).  

 

Based on vernacular literature (see subsection 3.2.1), pork was an important meat in 

Iron Age and Early Medieval mythology and tradition. Feasting on pork was an 

important component in many Irish legends, including otherworld feasts for dead 

warriors and deities (Alcock 1980: 63, Green 1986: 121, 1992: 18, Ross 1967: 312-3, 

Simoons 1994: 39, Todd 1999: 27).  

 

The literary sources often describe boar hunting, supernatural and otherworld pigs and 

divine swineherds (Green 1986: 179-81, Barloy 1966: 136, Ross 1967: 308-21, 

Simoons 19994: 38-9), a theme continuing into the Early Christian period in Ireland, 

with many saints also being swineherds (Simoons 1994: 39).  

 

Pigs were often sacrificed in Rome. In addition to sacrifice during Suovitaurilia and 

Ambarvalia (subsection 3.3.1), and the sacrifice of a pregnant sow at Fordicidia (Adam 

and Major 1835: 289), pigs were sacrificed to Ceres (Adam and Major 1835: 414, 

Toynbee 1973: 131, 134) and Saturn (at Saturnalia) (Golan 2003: 135) and sows were 
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sacrificed to Juno (Toynbee 1973: 131, 134). Boars were sacrificed to Mars (Simoons 

1994: 30). Most significantly for this thesis, it was thought that “burials are not really 

burials until the proper rites are performed and a pig is slain” (Simoons 1994: 29, see 

also Alcock 1980: 63 and Henig 1984: 193). Varro advised that piglets were suitable for 

sacrifice after ten days old (Wilkens 2004:73), but Pliny (Naturalis Historia, VIII, 77) 

suggested that they were suitable after only five days (Wilkens 2004: 73).  

 

Boars continued to be portrayed on helmets in the Early Medieval period, occasional 

archaeological examples have been found in England, and were described in the Early 

Medieval prose Beowulf (Clutton-Brock 1976: 390, Frank 1999: 320, Newton 1993: 39-

43, Simoons 1994: 37). As in the Iron Age, boars were associated with the deities of 

war and fertility. The prominent Scandinavian war god Freyr rode a supernatural battle 

boar and had a chariot drawn by boar (Golan 2003: 465, 489, Simoons 1994: 29). The 

goddess Freyja was referred to as a sow and associated with love, sensuality, birth, 

death and war (Golan 2003: 465, 489, Simoons 1994: 37). Both Freyr and Freyja had 

pigs sacrificed to them (Golan 2003: 465, 489).  

 

3.3.1.4. Horses 

It has been suggested that horses were connected with sun and sky gods in prehistoric 

religions (Golan 2003: 113, Green 1986, Ross 1967: 321-333). Across Europe and Asia 

the horse seems to have had a chthonic attribute, as evidenced from their inclusion in 

the funerary rites of Asian and Germanic tribes (Barloy 1974: 78, Golan 2003: 112). In 

Iron Age and Roman Britain, the horse seems to have been primarily associated with the 

goddess Epona, and her Welsh and Irish counterparts, Rhiannon, Macha and Édain 

Echraidhe (Barloy 1974: 79, Green 1986: 171-5, Ross 1967: 322-4, Simoons 1994: 185-

6, Toynbee 1973: 197-9). The horse may have been thought to bear the deceased to the 
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otherworld (Simoons 1994: 185-6). In addition to their association with Epona, horses 

were sometimes depicted with the sun and healing god Apollo (Golan 2003: 115, Green 

1986: 172), whose chariot was drawn by white horses. The horse continued to have a 

chthonic association, being depicted transporting the deceased on grave monuments. 

Golan (2003: 112) suggests that the depicted horses were supernatural, associated with a 

chthonic deity rather than owned by the deceased in life. 

  

Horses were not generally sacrificed in Rome, except to Mars (god of war and fertility) 

at the festival of Equis Octobris (Adam and Major 1985: 291, Henig 1984: 27, Simoons 

1994: 181), when a winning race horse was killed by a javeline, symbolising victory 

and power. The festival may also have related to crop fertility (Barloy 1974: 79, Henig 

1984: 27, Ross 1967: 281, Simoons 1994: 183, 187). While not sacrificed to them, 

white horses were associated with Jupiter (Simoons 1994: 182) and Venus (Barloy 

1974: 80). The colour of horses affected was significant, chthonic horses were never 

white (Barloy 1974: 80). Horses were associated with funerals in Classical literature. 

For example, Achilles sacrificed mares in honour of Patroclus in Homer’s Iliad (XXIII, 

1, 12). Archaeological evidence for the symbolic importance of horses in Roman Britain 

includes depictions of Mars seated on a horse from the south east of England (Green 

1986: 173, Henig 1984: 51), while images of equestrian warriors are rarely found in 

northern Britain (Green 1986: 116).  

 

Horses placed important roles in Early Medieval symbolism. A ritual initiation of the 

King of Ulster, recorded by Catholic priest Cambrensis in the late 12th century, 

comprised the sacrifice and subsequent consumption of a white mare (Barloy 1974: 79, 

Ross 1967: 325-6, Simoons 1994: 185). This ritual has been interpreted as relating to 

fertility and nourishment (Simoons 1994: 187). Williams (2000: 76) suggests that 
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horses were particularly associated with death, and were thought to carry the dead to the 

after-world. Funerary horse races were included in the Anglo-Saxon epic poem Beowulf 

(Golan 2003: 112). Horses were associated with the god of war and leader of souls 

Odin/Woden (particularly white horses), who rode an eight-legged horse (Branston 

1980:116, 243) and Freyr, who had a supernatural horse that could ride through flames 

(Branston 1980: 251-2). Horses were sacrificed and eaten in honour of both deities 

(Simoons 1994: 183-5, Wilson 1992: 169). Horses were also associated with the war 

god Tiw in Anglo-Saxon England (Pestell 2001: 258, Wilson 1992: 151). A funerary 

association of horses in Early Medieval England is archaeologically attested by their 

inclusion in inhumation burials (Pestell 2001). 

 

3.3.1.5 Canids 

Dogs and wolves appear in Irish mythology and wolves also appear in Welsh 

mythology (Ross 1967: 341). The Irish sources associate eating dog flesh with divining 

(Simoons 1994: 239, Ross 1967 339-41), and dogs were associated with hunting, 

healing and death (Green 1986: 175). Dogs were associated with pre-Roman goddesses 

who continued to be worshipped into the Roman period, including Epona, Nehalennia 

and Nodens (Ross 1967: 339-41, Toynbee 1973: 123).  

 

The Romans saw dogs as an unimpressive sacrifice when compared to other taxa. 

Nevertheless dogs and puppies were sacrificed to Genita Mana (goddess of childbirth 

and death) at Robigalia and to Faunus at the purification feast of Lupercalia (Golan 

2003: 459, Henig 1984: 28, Simoons 1994: 238). Columella (De Re Rustica II, 21, 4) 

reported that it was necessarily to sacrifice puppies prior to conducting many 

agricultural activities on feast days. Simoons (1994:237) suggests that the Romans 

regarded dogs as unlucky and devilish (they had a negative role in the legend of 
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Mithras; see page 35) but, as in the Irish sources, that they could be used in divination. 

The dog or wolf was associated with Mars, the god of war (Henig: 1984: 51, Toynbee 

1973: 101) and dogs were associated with Diana (goddess of hunting) (Simoons 1994: 

237). They were seen as the enemies of Hercules and were avoided by Jupiter (Simoons 

1994: 237). 

 

Dogs had chthonic significance in Roman religion, being symbolic of Cerberus the 

many-headed guard dog of the underworld (Barloy 1974: 23, Simoons 1994: 233, 

Toynbee 1973: 122-3). Dog figurines and sacrifices have sometimes been found in 

provincial Roman graves (Simoons 1994: 232, Toynbee 1973: 123). Cicero (De Legibus 

II, 22) suggested that dogs, especially black ones, were appropriate sacrifices to the 

‘divine shades’ at funerals (cited in Henig 1984: 193). Dogs also had symbolic healing 

attributes, being the companion of the healing deity Aesculapius (Toynbee 1973: 122-3) 

and associated with a fourth century AD cult centre of Nodens in Lydney, 

Gloucestershire (Ross 1967: 339, 342, Toynbee 1973: 123-4).  

 

Dogs continued to be associated with illness, death and healing during the Early 

Medieval period (Simoons 1994: 238). In Norse mythology the wolf, together with the 

raven, were seen as martial animals and associated with Odin/Woden (Magennis 1999: 

71). Dogs were sacrificed to Odin in Scandinavia (Wilson 1992: 169). Wolves were 

symbols of ferocity (Magennis 1999:60) and Volsunga’s Saga included two princes who 

regularly shed their wolf skins (Williams 2000: 77).  

 

3.3.1.6 Cats 

Cats have no significant role in Celtic mythology but are known from Romano-Gaulish 

funeral contexts (Ross 1967: 301). During the Early Medieval period, cats were seen as 
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companions to the goddesses Freyja and Holda (Barloy 1974: 24) and black cats were 

significant to their cult. In European folklore the cat symbolised immortality (Barloy 

1974: 39). 

 

3.3.1.7 Birds (domestic and wild) 

Domestic fowl 

Golan (2003: 470) suggests that the “[Gaulish] Celts linked the cock with the god 

Sucellus who was regarded as the forefather of the Celtic race”, however there is no 

evidence for symbolism or divine associations of domestic fowl in Iron Age Britain. 

This is not surprising, given that they were only introduced into Britain during this 

period (see subsection 3.2.1).  

 

During the Roman period, domestic fowl were thought to have chthonic and healing 

attributes. The cock was associated with Mercury (the herdsman of the dead, to whom 

birds were sacrificed at the Romano-British temple at Uley, Gloucestershire (Brothwell 

1997, Ellison 1980)) (Green 1986: 169, Henig 1984: 58, Simoons 1994: 155), and 

sacrificed to underworld deities including Aesculapius, who healed the souls of the dead 

(Golan 2003: 470, Simoons 1994: 155). Cocks were also sometimes represented on 

tombstones (for example see Figure 9.2). Simoons (1994: 155) suggests that the cock 

may have symbolised hope for the afterlife. Eggs were similarly given funerary and 

fertility symbolism (Green 1992: 34, Simoons 1994: 156). In addition to its chthonic 

and healing associations, cocks were associated with the warrior deity Minerva and the 

god of wine Bacchus (Simoons 1994: 154), and they were sacrificed to the Lares (spirit 

guardians of homes and communities) (Toynbee 1973: 257). The cock was associated 

with the sun and heralded the dawn. It was also used in divination and weather 

forecasting (Barloy 1974: 103, Simoons 1994: 154). Many of these qualities continued 
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to be associated with cocks in the Early Medieval Period. A cock guarded the entrance 

to the otherworld in Germanic tradition (Golan 2003: 470) and a red cock was thought 

to announce the coming of the sun in the Norse otherworld (Barloy 1974: 103).  Smyser 

(1965: 110) presented a Danish legend from the twelfth or thirteenth century AD Saxo 

Grammaticus, in which a strangled cock was tossed over a wall into the otherworld, but 

came back to life, thus illustrating life after death.  

 

Geese and Swans 

Geese and swans were regarded as messengers of the otherworld in Celtic tradition 

(Golan 2003: 471). Deities took swan form in Irish traditions (Ross 1967: 234-42). In 

Roman belief, swans pulled Venus’ chariot (Toynbee 1973: 260-1), were dedicated to 

Apollo (a healing god), and symbolised a happy death (Toynbee 1973:259-60). Swan-

maidens were also known in Germanic traditions (Williams 2000: 77). Geese were 

sacred to Romano-British warrior gods Juno and Mars, and fertility gods Betatucadrus 

and Jupiter (Green 1986: 111, Ross 1967: 270-3, Toynbee 1973: 263).  

 

Corvids 

Corvids held significance throughout the millennium. In Irish tradition, sinister war 

goddesses could take raven form (Ross 1967: 244-9). In Gallo-Roman, and possibly 

Romano-British iconography, ravens are associated with war and fertility and had 

prognostic powers (Ross 1967: 243). The raven was involved in the legend of Mithras 

(Henig 1984: 97-109, Toynbee 1973: 274, and see page 35). It was sacred to Apollo 

(Toynbee 1973: 274) and occasionally depicted with Epona (Ross 1967: 247). The crow 

was sacred to Minerva. In Norse mythology, ravens were sacred to Odin (Magennis 

1999: 71, Williams 2000: 78), who represented wisdom and knowledge (Ross 1967: 

252).  
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Other wild bird species 

Of other wild birds, vultures and woodpeckers were sacred to Mars, eagles to Jupiter, 

owls to Minerva and doves to Venus (Henig 1984: 34, Ross 1967: 273-9, Toynbee 

1973: 251, 259-260-1). Those deities were also thought to be capable of taking the form 

of their avian associates (Henig 1984: 34). Peacocks were sacred to Juno and a totem for 

imperial women (Toynbee 1973: 252). The peacock’s tail represented the heavens and 

immortality (Toynbee 1973: 252).  

 

3.3.1.8 Bears 

Bears were significant in Iron Age religion (Golan 2003: 237). They were associated 

with the Gaulish goddess Artio, who was believed to have a tame bear (Toynbee 1973: 

99). The goddess Artioni from Bern, also known as Artemis in Attica, was symbolised 

by a bear; and was incorporated into the Romano-Celtic pantheon as Apollo’s sister and 

an equivalent to Diana (Henig 1984: 63, Ross 1967: 349). Evidence for the bear’s 

significance in Britain comes from a bear god called Matunus, who is known from a 

shrine at Risingham Roman Fort, Northumberland (Ross 1967: 349).  

 

Bears continued to be significant in the Early Medieval period. The gods Thor and Odin 

were represented by, and could become bears (Ström 1980). In Norse myth, Odin’s 

warriors (male or female) were known as Berserks (bear-skins) and transformed into 

bears to fight (Ström 1980, Williams 2000: 77), and in Hrolfs Saga Bothvar became a 

bear through a shamanic trance (Williams 2000: 78).  

 

3.3.1.9 Red deer  

The Iron Age god Cernunnos, known from throughout western Europe, was associated 

with stags and was himself horned (Green 1986: 170, 182-4, Ross 1967: 333). He is 
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suggested to had a chthonic association presiding over the dead (Black 1986: 225). The 

stag was seen as supernatural during the Iron Age and was involved in transformation 

Irish traditions (Green 1986: 170, Ross 1967: 333-8). The stag’s significance may 

originate from its strength, but it may also represent immortality through the annual 

regeneration of antler (Meaney 1981). During the Romano-British period, the stag was 

associated with the hunter god Cocidius and also with Mercury at York (Ross 1967: 

333-4). The stag continued to be significant in the Early Medieval period, stag figurines 

having been found in the ship burial at Sutton Hoo (Clutton-Brock 1976).  

 

3.3.1.10 Foxes, beavers and badgers 

Badgers, beavers and foxes are not known in first millennium religious traditions in 

Britain, but are implicated in folklore through amulets (see subsection 3.3.4). The fox is 

implicated in religious thought elsewhere where it is envisaged as a female counterpart 

to the wolf or dog (Golan 2003: 423).  

 

3.3.1.11 Fish 

Salmonids occur in Iron Age mythology, and salmon were presented as wise creatures 

in Irish traditions and medieval Welsh folklore, including the story of Culhwch and 

Olwen in which a salmon in the River Severn is consulted for advice (Ross 1967: 350-

1). They were also significant in the Romano-British period in this area; salmon were 

depicted at the Romano-British cult centre at Lydney, Gloucestershire (Ross 1967: 350-

1). Toynbee (1973: 212-3) suggested that fish might have symbolised the living dead 

and represented immortality in Roman traditions.  
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3.3.1.12 Hares  

Hares may have held religious significance in pre-Roman Britain. Caesar suggested that 

they were not eaten (see subsection 3.3.1.1.4); indeed, there is currently only scant 

evidence for their consumption in the Late Iron Age archaeofaunal record. Dio Cassius’ 

Roman History (LXII, 6) reported that Boudicca used a hare as a prophetic sign before 

her campaign against the Romans (Ross 1967: 349-50) and they are known from Irish 

vernacular transformation legends (Ross 1967: 349-50). Hares were often depicted as 

the quarry of hunter gods during the Romano-British period (Ross 1967: 349-50). They 

also had a chthonic significance, being depicted on grave monuments (Golan 2003: 468, 

Toynbee 1973: 200-2).  

 

3.3.2 Ritual contexts 

In addition to the ritual context of cremation burials, first millennium AD contexts such 

as ‘special depositions’ on settlement and religious sites have been found to contain 

animal bone. The ritual pits of the Iron Age are possibly the most widely recognised of 

these (see Fitzpatrick 1997a, Grant 1984, 1989b:145, 1991, Green 1986: 132-5, 1992: 

100-105, Hill 1996 and Maltby 1994: 9 for description and discussion of their ritual 

nature), but similar pits are also known from the Romano-British period (for example at 

Newstead (Clarke 1996) and in Roman London (Sidell and Reilly 1998)).  A thorough 

consideration of these alternative ‘ritual’ contexts is beyond the scope of this thesis. 

Similarly, the use of animals in inhumation burials represents the expression of a 

funerary role of animals in past societies. Unfortunately, the occurrence of animals in 

inhumation burials in Britain has not been synthesised from an archaeozoological 

perspective. Again, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to attempt to review this 

information here.   
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3.3.3 Totems  

The term ’totem’ is used in this thesis in its emblematic sense, indicating a symbol of 

identity that represents affiliation to a cultural group or occupation. It is not used to 

suggest that the inhabitants of first millennium AD Britain practised totemism (as 

originally defined for Native American groups) and identified themselves with totemic 

animal ancestors. Totems may be objects or clothing (including those made from animal 

products) or they may be symbols or iconographic representation, such as animals 

associated with deities (see subsection 3.3.1). Harris (1977: 34) suggests that if totems 

are of faunal origin “contrary to much writing on the subject of totemism, totems are 

usually [but not always] not animals valued as a food resource”. Following this, we 

may expect that totems in the first millennium AD are more likely to be wild animals 

and horses or dogs than cattle, sheep/goats and pigs. We might also expect that the 

animals utilised as totems were perceived to embody particular qualities such as 

ferocity, power or wisdom. 

 

Many authors (for example Henig 1984: 18 and Hope-Taylor 1977: 260) have drawn 

inference from the names of tribes as presented on Ptolemy’s second century maps to 

suggest that Iron Age cultural groups identified themselves by reference to animals; the 

names of the Caereni, Orci, Epidii, Lugi and Catti have been translated as the sheep, 

boar, horse, raven and cat people. If animal totems were represented amongst grave 

goods (such as faunal pyre goods in burials), we might expect to find their distribution 

geographically or demographically limited: societal level (tribal identity) totems might 

be found with all demographic groups but show a regional, inter-site distribution 

associated with tribal boundaries; familial level totems might be found with all 

demographic groups and show a restricted intra-site distribution related to the layout of 

the cemeteries, and individual level totems (associated with social status or occupation) 



Chapter Three  

 110

might be restricted to individuals of a particular demographic group or in a particular 

type of burial.  

 

3.3.4 Amulets  

Amulets or talismans are curated items imbued with magical properties to bring good 

luck, or ward off ill luck, evil and illness, (MacGregor 1985, Meaney 1981). Both 

Meaney (1981: 106-147) and MacGregor (1985: 105-110) discuss faunal amulets found 

in British contexts. Faunal amulets may focus on a particular desired quality of the 

animal such as ferocity, strength or speed. Meaney (1981: 106) has discussed the range 

of amulets found in Anglo-Saxon inhumation burials, and notes that most faunal 

amulets are forms which can be traced back into prehistory.  Faunal amulets may be 

worked or unworked bone or antler. They can be roughly grouped into antler (disks, 

loops and pendants), teeth (sometimes perforated or mounted), claws (again which may 

be perforated or mounted) and miscellaneous bones (sometimes suspended).  

 

Those made of antler, are the second largest class of amulets found in Romano-British 

contexts (MacGregor 1985: 107) and are also well known from Anglo-Saxon contexts 

(Meaney 1981: 139-42).  Meaney (1981: 139-42) suggests that the amuletic significance 

of antler may be connected to its regeneration.   

 

Tooth amulets are known from Roman and Anglo-Saxon contexts (MacGregor 1985, 

Philpot 1991: 162) and include human, horse, dog, cattle, pig/boar, beaver and canid 

teeth, some perforated or mounted and others unmodified (MacGregor 1985: 109-10, 

Meaney 1981: 131-9). Meaney (1981: 138) suggests that isolated horse, cattle and pig 

teeth found in inhumation burials may represent the sacrifice of the animal and be 

connected with the journey to the afterlife rather than contain intrinsic amuletic value, 
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whereas canid, beaver and some boar teeth found in inhumation burials may be 

connected to qualities of ferocity and strength attributed to those animals. From a 

different perspective, Golan (2003: 128) suggests that rather than calling on qualities of 

the specific taxa of animal, teeth may emulate animal horns and thus relate to deities 

associated with bulls. This seems unlikely given that no amulets made of horn are 

known from Anglo-Saxon England (Meaney 1981: 139).  

 

Archaeological examples of miscellaneous bones interpreted as amulets include claws, 

astragali (which a nineteenth century ethnographic account suggests provided resistance 

to evil represented by the strength of the bone against destruction), fish bones, cattle 

pisiforms and sheep pelves (MacGregor 1985, Meaney 1981).   

 

Figurines of animals have also been interpreted as amulets. In particular, bears may 

have had amuletic associations in the Romano-British period, interpreted from the 

occurrence of bear figurines and cameos, some of which were pierced for suspension 

(Ross 1967: 349, Toynbee 1973: 99-100).  

 

Literary sources can sometimes suggest the motivation behind specific amulets. During 

the Roman period, seal skins were thought to protect from thunderstorms (Toynbee 

1973: 206), canid teeth were thought to help teething children (Meaney 1981: 135, 

Philpot 1991: 162), wolf teeth were thought to give horses speed and power (Meaney 

1981: 135, Philpot 1991: 162), fish bones were thought to cure tooth ache (Meaney 

1981: 147) and eagle feet were thought to stop pain (Meaney 1981: 144). In ancient 

Greek and Slavic traditions, newborn babies were laid on bearskins so that they would 

become strong (Golan 2003: 237). The purpose of many amulets is discussed in Meaney 

(1981), including: badgers’ skins to prevent disease in quadrupeds and foot ailments in 
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humans, canids’ heads to aid sleep, hares’ feet and vultures’ claws to cure foot ulcers, 

badgers’ feet for martial victory and hares’ heels (calcanea?) or black dogs’ feet to 

prevent illness.  

 

3.4 Summary; functions of animals in first millennium AD 

Britain 

This chapter has demonstrated that animals fulfilled many roles for first millennium AD 

cultures in Britain. They provided food (meat, marrow, milk, eggs, blood), raw 

materials (bone, antler, hair, sinew, hide), protection for their homes and herds, and 

labour. Wild species were hunted for ‘sport’ and to provide additional food. Animals 

were also deeply entwined with belief systems, legends and superstitions. Deities were 

often associated with specific animals and could metamorphose between animal and 

human form, or take advantage of specific characteristics of supernatural creatures. 

Animals were sacrificed to deities, often with a specific taxon, age, sex and even colour 

of animal required. The sacrificed animals were eaten or disposed of in specific places. 

Animal parts were also kept as amulets, toys and gaming pieces. The complex 

relationship between the people of first millennium AD Britain and their animals 

provides a wealth of potential motivations for the use of faunal pyre goods 

 


