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Chapter 2: The treatment of the dead in Iron Age Europe 

 

‘Since the last Ice Age approximately one hundred billion people have died. We know 

little now and will never know much about how they died, how their deaths were 

received, where they now lie, where their souls went, or even if, in their own minds, 

they had souls’ 

(Davies 1999: 2) 

 

     Funerary evidence has always formed an important part of archaeological research, 

providing a vital insight into daily life and death in the past. Early researchers often 

focused on the grave goods within furnished burials, which could provide dating 

evidence or indicators of ethnic affiliation or social hierarchy. Over the past few 

decades, however, archaeologists have started to approach mortuary data in more 

complex terms, looking at both osteological evidence and issues such as individual and 

group belief, the projection of social messages, memory and mourning (Parker Pearson 

2005: 28-33). 

     Archaeologists are also increasingly exploring past experiences of and attitudes to 

the human body, with a growing recognition that modern western concepts about 

individual identity and embodiment may not have applied in past societies. 

Archaeologists have to date generally focused on the living body, exploring how 

embodiment would have been experienced (e.g. Hamilakis 2002) and the ways in 

which people physically interacted with material culture (e.g. Malafouris 2004). Less 

emphasis has been placed on how people perceived their own bodily mortality, or the 
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physical remains of the dead: as Nilsson Stutz has stated, ‘the archaeology of the body 

today is not lacking ideas, it is lacking in bodies’ (Nilsson Stutz 2003: 89).  

     The European Iron Age could also fairly be described as ‘lacking in bodies’. Evidence 

for formal burial is extremely limited in all but a few areas of Europe, including most of 

Britain (Harding 2009: 11). A lack of visible funerary evidence is not unique to this 

period; as the opening quote to this chapter states, archaeology has to date uncovered 

only a tiny minority of the worlds past inhabitants. The Iron Age, however, sits on the 

very edge of history. Written evidence from classical authors is available towards the 

end of this period, and though flawed as impartial social commentary does provide 

important information on funerary behaviour. The new religion of Christianity was to 

spread over most of Europe during the first millennium AD, providing a shared 

religious view of death and burial which, though it has changed over the past 2000 

years, is still accessible today. Given this background, the current lack of understanding 

of the funerary customs and beliefs of the immediately preceding communities of Iron 

Age Europe seems particularly unacceptable.  

      Approaching any of the issues mentioned above – individual identity, religious 

belief, memory, and social strategies - in areas where funerary evidence is scarce or 

non-existent is a challenge which archaeologists have struggled to deal with. Mortuary 

archaeology understandably focuses on formal burial, a tradition which involves the 

placement of the dead into the ground in contexts where they can be easily recognised 

and recovered by modern excavators. The limited areas of Iron Age Europe where 

formal burial was practised have therefore received the bulk of discussion to date, and 

this chapter will begin with a summary of this evidence. It is clearly necessary, 

however, to extend the reach of mortuary research to other methods of funerary 
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treatment that may have been utilised in prehistory, even where these leave only an 

insubstantial archaeological trace, if we are to gain an overall understanding of 

funerary behaviour and belief in the past. The evidence for these alternative methods 

of dealing with the dead will be discussed in sections 2.2-2.4. Finally, current 

information on the treatment of the dead in Iron Age Atlantic Scotland will be placed 

within this wider context, and discussed at the end of this chapter. 

 

 

2.1: Formal burial in Iron Age Europe 

 

     From the 7th century BC inhumations and cremations under barrows, a visible 

landscape statement, reappear in the central European Hallstatt zone (Diepeveen-

Jansen 2001: 1). In certain areas highly furnished burial was clearly being used to 

express chiefly or princely status and power, with Mediterranean luxury goods 

demonstrating the economic and social importance of links with the classical world 

(Collis 1997: 99). From the 4th century BC inhumation seems to have become more 

uniform, with flat graves, less evidence of social hierarchy and a greater quantity of 

locally produced goods, although weapon and wagon graves are still found (Wells 

2001: 68). Areas of furnished burial in central Europe changed over this period, and it 

is unclear whether this was due to variations in areas of dense population, wealth or 

trading routes (Collis 1997: 99, 118, 126) or the adaptation of funerary ritual to fit a 

changing social situation (Diepeveen-Jansen 2001: 116, 212). 

      In Britain, the only formal burials comparable to these Early Iron Age continental 

cemeteries are the ‘Arras’ cemeteries of East Yorkshire, which date to between the 4th 
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and 1st centuries BC. These include highly visible barrow inhumations provided with a 

range of grave goods including wheeled vehicles, personal ornaments and animal 

bones, which reveal strong local as well as continental influences (Stead 1991: 184). 

The later ‘Durotrigian’ inhumation cemeteries of 1st century BC to 2nd century AD 

Dorset, which included distinctive local pottery and a range of personal grave goods, 

appear to represent a more insular tradition (Whimster 1981: 37-50).  

     Cremation burial persisted in other areas of northern Europe, particularly Germany 

and Scandinavia, throughout the first millennium BC (Hedeager 1992: 99). In Ireland, 

too, cremation burial seems to have been dominant up until the 1st century AD, 

although these graves are few in number and were generally poorly furnished (O’Brien 

2003: 63-6). More richly furnished cremation cemeteries became widespread in parts 

of north Europe from the 2nd century BC (Collis 1984: 122-6); Caesar was to remark on 

the ‘splendid and costly’ nature of Gallic funerals in the first century BC (Caesar VI.19, 

trans. Handford 1951: 35). The ‘Belgic’ cremation burials that appear in South East 

England in the 1st century AD, characterised by a distinctive range of wheel-made 

pottery and La Tene III metalwork, may be seen as an extension of this continental 

tradition (Cunliffe 1991: 147-163). The Roman rite of furnished cremation in a 

receptacle can later be recognised spreading across Europe with the expansion of the 

Empire; this form of cremation was thus adopted over much of Britain in the early 

centuries AD (Taylor 2001: 87, 109). 

       Perhaps least well understood are the unfurnished burial traditions of Iron Age 

Europe. Cist cemeteries thought to date to the 3rd century BC to 1st century AD have 

been found in Cornwall, and it is possible that these represent part of a widespread 

and long-lived indigenous cist burial tradition (Whimster 1981: 172). A large number of 
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simple cist inhumations have also been found in Scotland, and it is unknown how many 

of these may date to the long Iron Age (e.g. Hedges 1980: 44). At Yarnton in 

Oxfordshire a cemetery of more than thirty crouched inhumations beyond the 

boundary of the settlement has been dated to the 3rd or 4th century BC, and the 

excavators suggest that similar inhumation cemeteries may lie undiscovered outside 

the boundaries of other British Iron Age sites (Hey et al. 1999: 551-561). In general, 

unfurnished inhumation has received much less attention in Iron Age studies; prior to 

the advent of radiocarbon dating it was very difficult to definitely assign any of these 

cemeteries to the Iron Age.  

      It seems unlikely, however, that unfurnished burial will ever be found to be 

widespread enough to fill in the many geographical and chronological gaps that remain 

in the Iron Age burial record. Formal burial seems to be absent from many areas of 

Europe, including southern France and most of Britain, throughout this period. 

Although the richly furnished burial evidence from central Europe during the Iron Age 

is exceptional, archaeologists should not let this blind them to the huge geographical 

expanses of Europe that are devoid of formal burial evidence (Collis 1977: 11). Neither 

should they ignore the evidence in some areas for a mixture of different, but 

contemporary rites, often including both cremation and inhumation burial, producing 

a very diverse Iron Age funerary landscape (Hedeager 1992: 14, 140). Among this 

mixture of funerary treatments may also be recognised several alternatives to formal 

burial, some of which seems to have their roots in violence and violation of the dead, 

and others in veneration, perhaps even worship, of the dead. 
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2.2: Violation of the dead: human sacrifice and headhunting 

 

2.2.1: Human sacrifice  

     It has long been accepted that human sacrifice was practised by ‘Celtic’ groups in 

Iron Age Europe (Wait 1986: 119). The list of authors who ascribed the practice of 

human sacrifice to the Celts is long, and therefore, for many scholars, convincing. One 

of the more colourful accounts is that of Strabo, who describes human sacrifice among 

the Gauls: ‘they used to strike a human being, whom they had devoted to death, in the 

back with a sword, and then divine from his death-struggle…they would shoot victims 

to death with arrows, or impale them in temples’ (Strabo IV.4, trans. Jones 1927: 158). 

Caesar describes how other victims were burnt in a huge wicker man (Caesar V.6, 

trans. Handford 1951: 33). There are, however, problems with accepting these 

accounts at face value. Most obviously, there is possibility of author bias, due to the 

background of the authors and the purpose of their writing (Green 2006: 13). Caesar 

would clearly have gained nothing by describing the people he was waging war on as 

civilised or peaceful, and everything from portraying them as barbaric and sub-human. 

Also, even if we accept that human sacrifice was being practised in Iron Age Gaul at 

the time these authors were writing (roughly from the first century BC to the third 

century AD (Green 2006: 13)), this still leaves vast tracts of Europe and periods of the 

Iron Age for which there is no such evidence.  

     Secure evidence for the practice of human sacrifice must be looked for among 

human remains, and several finds from both Britain and continental Europe have 

immediately struck archaeologists as suggestive of sacrifice. Byci Skala cave in Moravia 

contained the remains of pyres, burnt artifacts, animal parts, mutilated human 
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remains, and an altar on top of which a pair of severed gold-ringed hands and a skull 

had been placed – Randsborg describes the site as ‘remarkable in its almost Aztec 

bloodiness’  (Randsborg 1995: 127). At Libenice in Bohemia a 3rd or 4th century BC 

‘sanctuary’ was discovered, which included a pit containing juvenile human bones, and 

posts with fragments of necklaces remaining on them, which the excavator interpreted 

as having been used for the display of human skulls (Randsborg 1995: 129).  

      Northern France has also produced several examples of sanctuary or cult sites 

where large numbers of human remains were deposited or displayed. At Gournay-sur-

Aronde, excavation revealed a rectangular enclosure surrounded by a ditch which had 

been filled with hundreds of sword fragments and shield furnishings, jewellery, 

pottery, animal and human bones representing twelve or more decapitated individuals 

(Brunaux et al. 1985, Arcelin and Brunaux 2003: 59-60). At the nearby site of 

Ribemont-sur-Ancre large numbers of human limb bones had been built into 

rectangular ’ossuaries’ in the corners of the enclosure (Arcelin and Brunaux 2003: 34), 

and at the site of Acy-Romance the bodies of 19 young men were buried in a seated 

position under the terrace of the temple, while a bound inhumation killed by a blow to 

the head was found nearby (Lambot 1998). 

    For archaeologists to determine whether human remains are the result of sacrifice, 

however, it needs to be shown both that the individual was killed, and that this took 

place in a ritual setting. However, it is often impossible to prove that individuals have 

been killed based on skeletal evidence (Verano 2001: 167). Even if signs of violence can 

be seen on a skeleton, it is far from easy to deduce the cause of injuries, and whether 

they occurred just before, at or immediately after death (Knüsel 2005: 51-6).  

      The most convincing examples of human sacrifice surviving from Iron Age Europe 
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can therefore be recognised among bog bodies, where the fortuitous survival of soft 

tissue has in some cases allowed the cause of death to be definitely established (Fig. 

2.1). Iron Age bog bodies have been recovered from Northern Germany, Scandinavia 

(Glob 1973), England (Stead et al. 1986) and Ireland (Kelly 2006) although so far no 

definitely prehistoric examples have been found in Scotland (Cowie and Wallace 2002).  

     Van der Sanden, in the most thorough discussion of bog bodies to date, has argued 

that post-depositional forces may have in some cases led to ‘misleading traces’ 

suggestive of pathology, and warns that for the majority of bog bodies we have no 

evidence of cause of death. However, he does conclude that the violent ‘overkill’ 

noticeable in many cases is most consistent with human sacrifice, defining ‘a gruesome 

panorama of blood and mayhem’ (Van der Sanden 1996: 165-174). 

 

Fig. 2.1: The strangled bog body of ‘Tollund man’ (Green 2006: plate 17) 
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      Iron Age bog bodies were generally buried naked, with no grave goods, in a liminal 

area usually reserved for votive ritual deposits (Glob 1973: 188-191). Taylor has argued 

that the bog bodies represent ritual killings of social transgressors, designed ‘to vex the 

ghost and prevent the progress of the soul’ (Taylor 2003: 146). This idea fits in with 

Tacitus’ mention of ‘cowards, poor fighters and notorious evil-livers’ being killed in 

bogs in Iron Age Germany, although Tacitus views these events as executions rather 

than sacrifices (Tacitus XII.1, trans. Mattingley 1948: 110).  

     Several authors have pointed out that execution was often heavily ritualised in past 

societies, not a dry legal process that might be easily distinguished from human 

sacrifice. The two practices may even have been conflated in the Iron Age; Tacitus 

describes capital punishment as being within the remit of priests in Germany (Tacitus 

I.7, trans. Mattingley 1948: 106), and Caesar describes the Gauls using criminals as 

sacrifices, although Green feels that this merely demonstrates a form of substitution 

sacrifice – a victim of lesser value – rather than execution (Green 2006: 155). Obviously 

the mind of the killer is not observable in the archaeological record, and the problem 

lies in divining the thin dividing line between the secular and the sacred from the 

osteological remains of Iron Age Europe. 

 

2.2.2: Warfare and the treatment of the dead 

      It is generally accepted that violence was probably part of life throughout much of 

prehistoric Europe (Armit et al. 2006). The linking of artefactual or settlement evidence 

to warfare, however, may not always be straightforward; Bradley points out that the 

weapon graves found in Iron Age Britain are in exactly those areas that do not seem to 

have fortifications (Bradley 2007: 266). Knüsel has therefore argued that ‘physical 
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evidence of wounds, fatal or healed, is the sine qua non of warfare’ – that it is only the 

skeletal evidence that can truly prove the existence of warfare, rather than the fear or 

emulation of it (Knüsel 2005: 49-50).  

    Individuals killed in warfare or raiding may have been disposed of differently to the 

general population (James 2007: 162); classical accounts suggest, for example, that 

warriors may have been left exposed on the battlefield (Brunaux 1988: 87, see 2.4, 

below), although archaeological evidence for this is understandably lacking. In his 

discussion of the disarticulated and partially articulated human bones found on Iron 

Age settlement sites, however, Wilson (1981: 130-133) concluded that these were 

likely to represent the remains of massacre victims, and looking specifically at the 

skeletal remains from Danebury hillfort in Hampshire, Craig et al. found evidence of 

‘mass killing and mass burial, peri-mortem mutilation and dismemberment, and 

display of bodies and body parts that is in keeping with more recent instances of 

revenge warfare’ (Craig et al. 2005: 170-6). It has also been argued that the large 

numbers of dead individuals displayed at some French cult sites may represent war 

dead rather than human sacrifices, as most of them were young men of fighting age 

(Green 2006: 156).  

      As yet, we do not have enough reliable and comparable population wide studies of 

skeletal injury to establish the extent of warfare and violence in Iron Age Europe (King 

2010: 190). It seems very unlikely that these factors could have been prevalent enough 

to explain a widespread lack of formal burial evidence, but they may at least help to 

explain the fragmented, mutilated or decapitated human remains found in non-burial 

contexts on some Iron Age sites.  
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2.2.3: Headhunting 

    Many traditional views of the ‘Celts’ include headhunting as a matter of course (e.g. 

Brunaux 1988: 78), and classical accounts certainly suggest that the practice of taking 

skulls after battles was relatively common in Iron Age Gaul. For example, Strabo stated 

that ‘when they are leaving the battlefield they fasten to the necks of their horses the 

heads of their enemies, and on arriving home they nail up this spectacle at the 

entrances to their houses’ (Strabo IV.4.5, trans. Jones 1927: 161).     

    The possible ritual aspects of Celtic headhunting are completely ignored by classical 

authors, who ascribe a purely secular, violent interpretation to the practice (Armit 

2006a: 1). The anthropological evidence, however, suggests that this perspective may 

need to be reviewed. Van der Kroef described the head hunting practices of southern 

New Guinea, and found that head hunting in this society was set within ‘a complex 

system of ritual, religion and myth’, with ceremony attending every aspect of the hunt 

(Van der Kroef 1952: 221-234). Hoskins, in the most thorough discussion of the 

ethnographic literature to date, also highlights the ritual aspects of head hunting 

(Hoskins 1996: 2).  

     Archaeological evidence from the south of France seems to support the idea that 

headhunting was practised in this area during the Iron Age, but suggests that it did not 

take place within an entirely secular context (Armit 2006a: 8). At the ‘cult’ sites of 

Roquepertuse and Entremont statuary focuses overwhelmingly on the human head, 

depicting piles of heads, and warriors grasping human heads (Fig. 2.2). Both these sites 

have also produced real human crania, in niches at Roquepertuse and with embedded 

iron nails at Entremont (Armit 2006a: 7-8), and the association between these remains 

and the ‘trophy heads’ depicted in the statuary seems hard to escape. 
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Fig. 2.2: Statue from Entremont of a warrior clutching human heads (Armit 2006a: 9) 

 

     The evidence for headhunting in Iron Age Britain and Ireland, in contrast, remains 

negligible (Sharples 1991: 81). Obviously decapitated and preserved heads (e.g. Proulx 

2001: 112-4) are not found on British sites. Crania and cranial fragments do, however, 

make up more than their fair share of the human remains found on British domestic 

sites, as well as in several cases showing signs of post-mortem modification (Cunliffe 

1991: 506-7, Armit 2006a: 7). In Ireland, cranial fragments are the only non-cremated 

human bones found up until the first inhumation burials appear in the 2nd century BC 

(McGarry 2008: 221), and include skulls found in the lake of Loughnashade and at the 

Neolithic tomb at Carrowmore (Raftery 1994: 185), and a curated cranial fragment 

buried on a bed of charcoal under a 'phallic pillar' at Raffin (Newman et al. 2008: 76).     
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      Whether preferential retention of the skull can be taken as evidence of head 

hunting is uncertain: all it can definitely show is an interest in and ritual use of this part 

of the skeleton (Cunliffe 1991: 507-8). The difference between violent head hunting 

and veneration of ancestor heads is understandably hard to detect archaeologically, 

especially given the frequently ritualised nature of violence and violent nature of ritual 

in the past - indeed, Armit points out that both practices may well be present in any 

culture that attaches great significance to the human head (Armit 2006a: 2). A detailed 

analysis of demographic and osteological data could, however, help to clarify whether 

the individuals whose crania were retained in Iron Age Britain had reached a sufficient 

age to be regarded as ancestors, were predominantly males of fighting age or were 

more vulnerable members of society, such as children (Armit and Ginn 2007: 128). 

 

 

2.3: Veneration of the dead: ancestor cults and domestic ritual 

 

2.3.1: Human remains on domestic sites 

     Human remains have been found on Iron Age settlements throughout Europe, and 

in many areas constitute the only funerary evidence available during this period. These 

remains are not generally perceived as formal burials, and many early archaeologists 

viewed human remains found in pits and ditches on Iron Age settlement sites as 

demonstrating an indifference to the fate of the body after death. On closer 

inspection, however, human remains in ‘rubbish’ contexts may show evidence of 

deliberate and ritualised deposition (Hill 1995: 11), and it is now generally argued that 

‘human remains are so significant that casual disposal is highly improbable’ (Chapman 
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2000: 140). 

      Wilson (1981) was the first to provide a detailed discussion of the human remains 

within settlements in the southern British Iron Age. He concluded that worked cranial 

bones were suggestive of the use and display of human skulls, fragmented bones were 

evidence of exposure and secondary burial rites, and disarticulated bones and 

articulated limbs were probably the results of massacres. Complete bodies he 

discusses in more detail, noting that almost all were crouched or flexed, on their left 

side and with the head to the north, and that many were placed in apparently 

significant locations. Interestingly, he sees these deposits as fitting within a native 

tradition of burial rite (Wilson 1981: 127-144). Whimster agrees, arguing that the 

placement of whole bodies in pits was ‘a regular, rather than exceptional practice’. He 

considers the possibility that disused storage pits may simply have provided useful 

ready-made graves, and found frequent evidence of careful deposition in both pit and 

ditch burial (Whimster 1981: 10-21, 28). 

      Wait (1986), in contrast, has argued that individuals deposited on Iron Age 

settlement sites represent social outcasts - those denied normal, ‘decent’ burial. He 

states that since the remains discovered represent, in his estimation, only around 5% 

of the total population, they must represent an aberrant minority who have received 

‘non-normative’ burial, probably due to the fact that their ‘lifestyle or death was in 

some sense ritually unclean’ (Wait 1986: 89-90, 119-121). The clear problem with this 

position is the absence of a contemporary formal burial rite to constitute the ‘norm’ 

that these individuals were excluded from, as well as the overwhelming under-

representation of human remains even in areas where formal burial appears to have 

been practised in prehistory. 
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Fig. 2.3: Pit burials from Hampshire (left, Whimster 1981: 7) and the Aisne-Marne 

(right, Diepeveen-Jansen 2001: 126) 

 

     Burials in grain silos in the Aisne-Marne region bear a striking similarity to the more 

complete examples found on British hill-forts and settlements (Fig. 2.3). The most in-

depth account of continental silo burials is that of Delattre et al. (2000), who highlight 

the long-lived and widespread nature of this practice in Iron Age Europe. Though 

occasional evidence of hands having been tied and skulls being displaced within the 

grave could suggest execution or sacrifice, they interpret the majority of these burials 

as meaningful depositions used to incorporate the world of the dead into that of the 

living; as a symbol of regeneration and permanence, or to mark cycles of building 

foundation and abandonment (Delattre et al. 2000: 299-311). 

      Though whole bodies or burials have received the majority of discussion to date, 

there is also widespread evidence of the disposal of disarticulated and fragmented 

human remains on domestic sites throughout Britain and mainland Europe. The 

southern British material has received recent attention, albeit generally on a site by 
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site basis (e.g. Madgwick 2008; McKinley 2008a; Redfern 2008), but large deposits of 

human bones, suggestive of exhumation and manipulation of human material, have 

also been found at continental sites such as Manching and Bad Nauheim (Wells 2001: 

90). Unlike in Britain, this practice is often clearly contemporary with areas of 

furnished formal burial, and Arnold draws a distinction between well-equipped 

‘normal’ burials and the settlement deposition of ‘non-persons’, who she, like Wait, 

suggests may represent criminals or slaves (Arnold 2001: 214). Continental and British 

settlement deposits bear strong similarities, and it would be helpful to examine this 

phenomenon within a wider context. 

      The relatively high incidence of particular bones such as the cranium amongst the 

disarticulated remains on British settlements suggests that these remains were 

recovered from external, primary funerary sites rather than representing fragments 

left behind when bodies were removed (Redfern 2008: 284). It has therefore been 

suggested that this disarticulated material is most likely to have been recovered from 

excarnation sites. Alternatives must be considered, however; Diepeveen-Jansen 

describes a number of elite graves in central Europe which were reopened and 

plundered during the Iron Age, not for artefacts but apparently for human remains 

(Diepeveen-Jansen 2001: 135). Interestingly, this focus on high status graves suggests 

that it may sometimes have been the bones of high-status individuals, rather than the 

remains of social outcasts, that were most sought after. 

 

2.4.2: Human remains and domestic ritual 

     The presence of ritual focused on the household is increasingly recognised as a 

likely alternative to more traditional explanations of human sacrifice or warfare when 
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looking at unusual deposits of human remains on domestic sites. This field is a growing 

one in archaeology, with the realisation over the last few decades that in looking at 

small-scale societies, such as those covering most of Iron Age Europe, we should not 

be looking for state scale religions (Bradley 2005: 39).  

      Bradley has argued that far too much attention has been paid to separating 

domestic and ritual sites, when the line between the two is likely to have been blurred 

in prehistoric Europe. He has instead proposed the idea of domestic ‘ritualisation’: ‘a 

process by which certain parts of life are selected and provided with an added 

emphasis’ (Bradley 2005: 34). Hill has also argued that many everyday activities in the 

past would have been imbued with meaning by the participants, and has suggested 

that we should consider deposits such as unbutchered animal remains placed in 

domestic ‘rubbish pits’ as likely to represent sacrifices or offerings rather than 

economic waste (Hill 1995: 4, 13-19, 98, 105-6).  

     The many apparently ritualised aspects of Iron Age architecture and domestic space 

have been explored by several authors. Henderson argues that the very adoption of 

the roundhouse form was an attempt to transfer the significance of earlier ritual 

monuments such as henges to the domestic setting, making the house the new focus 

of ritual life (Henderson 2007: 126). Parker Pearson has suggested that movement 

around roundhouses was guided in a ‘sunwise’ direction from the entrance; that the 

light, southern half of the house may have been associated with life and the dark 

northern area with death, leading to its occasional use for the disposal of human 

remains (Parker Pearson et al. 2005: 534) (Fig. 2.4). Most roundhouses are orientated 

east, a practice perhaps linked to the passage of the sun across the sky, although Pope 

has argued that this orientation simply represents the most practical response to 
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prevailing wind and sun conditions in the British Isles (Pope 2007: 213). Practical 

concerns must have always been important in the construction and occupation of 

settlements, but are clearly not inconsistent with religious life being focused on the 

home in Iron Age Europe. Building rites, often designed to address the very practical 

concerns of the stability and fortune of the household, may be closely associated with 

ancestor cults, with the spirits of past generations being thought to be present, 

protecting and blessing the current inhabitants (Carlie 2007: 206-9). The use and 

deposition of human remains within this context should perhaps not be unexpected. 

 

Fig. 2.4: Different models of roundhouse orientation and use of space: Parker Pearson 

et al. 2005: 534 (left) and Pope 2007: 214 (right) 
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     From an examination of the skeletal evidence from Britain in the later Bronze Age, 

Brück argues that human remains were displayed, made into amulets and used during 

ritual or political occasions, before deposition in ‘liminal’ locations such as entrances 

and boundary ditches, as a symbol of regeneration (Brück 1995: 247, 253-5). Chapman 

suggests that human remains in prehistory were being circulated to create enchained 

links of social relations, and deposited to add value and sanctity to living spaces 

(Chapman 2000: 180, 224). Bradley views the human remains found on Iron Age 

domestic sites as purposeful deposits used to mark ritual occasions – the foundation, 

alteration, or abandonment of buildings or, in the case of the burials in grain storage 

pits, as symbols of fertility and regeneration (Bradley 2007: 52, 168-170). The human 

bone fragments spread over the settlement at Phantassie in southern Scotland have, 

similarly, been interpreted as being deliberately brought in and spread over the 

settlement to ensure fertility and the continued integration of the dead into society 

(Lelong 2008: 149, 196-7).   

      The apparent wish of Iron Age communities to keep parts of the bodies of the dead 

among the living is not unique in prehistory or history. Indeed, this phenomenon can 

be compared to the later phenomenon of early Christian martyriology. Both traditions 

are examples of ‘body-based ritual’, which involve a belief that human remains can 

retain immense spiritual and even magical power (Pearce 2003: 98). It is not yet known 

whether, as in martyriology, it was the significant life and death of the individual from 

which this power was drawn in Iron Age Atlantic Scotland, or a more general, collective 

ancestral force, but in either case the physical presence of the dead among the living 

was clearly considered to be a valuable resource. 
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2.4: The ‘invisible’ disposal of the dead 

 

    Although a significant quantity of human remains have now been found in a variety 

of contexts, no physical trace remains of the vast majority of the thousands of 

individuals who once inhabited Iron Age Europe. The phrase ‘invisible funerary rites’ 

has therefore become increasingly common in discussions of Iron Age society. 

Whether the ‘invisible’ dead of Iron Age Europe are all missing due to the same 

mortuary process is unknown, though perhaps unlikely given the diversity of funerary 

treatment already observed, and debate over the absence of burial evidence will 

always be speculative to some degree. A few authors, however, have attempted to 

brave this vacuum, and to develop theories to explain the missing skeletal remains of 

Iron Age Europe. 

      Several authors have argued that the lack of recognisable burials in the Iron Age 

may be explained by cremation followed by scattering of the ashes (e.g. Harding 2009: 

10-12). This argument may be strengthened by the dominance of the cremation rite in 

the preceding Late Bronze Age (Brück 1995: 252), as well as the survival of cremation 

burial in several areas of Iron Age Europe. The lack of available firewood may, 

however, have made cremation increasingly difficult in areas such as Atlantic Scotland 

in the first millennium BC; interestingly, in deforested areas in Tibet exposure was 

practised as an alternative to cremation, as both involved the requisite destruction of 

the body (Malville 2005: 191). Firm evidence of cremation as a widespread funerary 

practice lies with the recognition of pyre sites, and few of these have yet been found. 

        Another possibility is that the dead were deposited in watery contexts; lakes, 

rivers, or the sea. The special activities that seem to have taken place in bogs have 
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already been mentioned, and lakes and rivers also seem to have been the focus of 

votive deposition in Bronze Age and Iron Age Europe. In a discussion of human skulls 

found in the Thames, several of which have now been radiocarbon dated to the Iron 

Age, Bradley and Gordon argue that the study of these finds should complement that 

of metalwork deposited in the same contexts; that the two might have been deposited 

together as a form of furnished funerary ritual (Bradley and Gordon 1988: 504). 

Unfortunately, contextual information is poor for material recovered from rivers, and 

the extent of this tradition remains hard to assess. In coastal areas it is also possible 

that bodies were sent out to sea: Henderson has discussed the deep symbolic 

significance of the sea to Iron Age Atlantic communities, which may have made it a 

suitable resting place for the dead (Henderson 2007: 299). 

       Most discussion to date, however, has focused on the possibility of excarnation. 

Carr and Knüsel have suggested that the human remains found in pits and ditches on 

Iron Age settlements may shed light on the fate of the rest of the burial population 

(Carr and Knüsel 1997: 167). Gnaw marks and cut marks suggestive of post-mortem 

dismemberment have been recognised on some human bones from the Iron Age sites 

of Gussage All Saints and Maiden Castle (Redfern 2008: 296), although Madgwick 

argues that, overall, the scarcity of weathering and gnaw marks on human remains 

from Iron Age sites suggests that any period of excarnation must have taken place in a 

protected environment (Madgwick 2008: 107-8).  

       Excarnation could certainly explain the disappearance of the majority of the Iron 

Age dead; the location of exposure of corpses was probably away from the settlement, 

and modern studies have shown that after 15-20 years of exposure virtually no trace 

of the skeleton survives (Carr and Knüsel 1997: 168-170). There is historical evidence 
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of Gauls leaving their battle dead exposed on the battlefield for the birds rather than 

removing them for burial (Brunaux 1988: 87), a process also depicted in Numantian 

pottery of the later Iron Age (Almagro-Gorbea and Lorrio 2004 : 82)(Fig. 2.5). Luff has 

argued that carrion birds are prominent in Celtic religion, pointing to the raven 

skeletons found in pits at Danebury as evidence that these birds were part of an 

excarnation rite (Luff 1996: 7-8).  

     The true strength of the exposure hypothesis for the disposal of the dead in Iron 

Age Britain is that unlike cremation or sending bodies out to sea it would have 

provided the opportunity for human remains to be recovered, and to eventually find 

their way into domestic contexts. Brück has argued that excarnation may have been 

used to make public the transition between life and death, adding power to human 

bones that could later be used as a link to the ancestors or symbol of group identity, to 

legitimate a claim to land or to control the cycle of life and fertility (Brück 1995: 261-2), 

and Armit and Ginn have argued that the distribution of human remains on Atlantic 

Scottish sites is most easily explained by off-site exposure and post-mortem use of 

parts of the dead as ‘ritually-charged artifacts’ (Armit and Ginn 2007: 17). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2.5: Numantian vase depicting exposure (Almagro-Gorbea and Lorrio 2004: 82) 
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      Archaeologists have also started to examine the possible social and ritual meaning 

of communal and destructive funerary rites, and these ideas may be particularly useful 

when looking at Iron Age society. Chapman argues that the use of these rites indicates 

very different ideas about individual identity in prehistory, with the ‘fractal’ self, as 

part of a collective group, perhaps being the predominant understanding of 

personhood (Chapman 2000: 27-9). Croucher, more cautiously, suggests that 

destructive or communal funerary rites may not have been compatible with a view of 

personhood or individual identity that transcended death (Croucher 2006: 28). The use 

of ‘invisible’ funerary rites, even if the exact method is not known, may, therefore, 

hold important social implications. 

  

     

2.5: Iron Age Atlantic Scotland 

 

2.5.1: Atlantic Scotland: Archaeology and Text 

      The particular area under consideration in this study includes the northern island 

groups of Shetland and Orkney, the Western Isles, the north coast represented by the 

modern counties of Caithness and Sutherland, and the Inner Hebrides and western 

mainland coast of modern Scotland. Antiquarians and archaeologists have been drawn 

to Atlantic Scotland by the still visible remains of its Iron Age settlement architecture  

for centuries, and have left a legacy of extensive, if problematic, information on this 

period. Archaeology in Atlantic Scotland has, however, witnessed a shift in perception 

over the last 20 years, from the traditional view of this area as cut off by the mountain 

chain from the rest of Britain and therefore a social and cultural backwater to a 
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recognition that the regions of Atlantic Scotland may have been well connected to 

each other and to the Atlantic seaboard, Ireland, and the continent during prehistory 

(e.g. Bradley 2007: 22-4, Henderson 2007: 307).  

      This study also covers a substantial time frame, the so-called long Iron Age of 

Atlantic Scotland. Rome never seems to have directly controlled any part of Atlantic 

Scotland, although a single author describes the Orkney islands being ‘added to the 

Roman Empire’ in the first century AD (Eutropius VII.13, trans. Bird 1993: 43), and the 

small numbers of high-quality Roman artefacts on Atlantic Scottish sites support the 

idea of limited diplomatic contact (Fitzpatrick 1989, Hunter 2007). Roman influence 

does not, however, seem to have resulted in any real break in settlement or 

artefactual tradition during the first few centuries AD (Harding 2004: 3), and it would 

be surprising if funerary behaviour was an exception to this rule.  

       Of greater impact on Atlantic Scotland was the centralization of power under 

‘Pictish’ rulers in mainland Scotland towards the end of the long Iron Age (Ralston and 

Armit 2003: 218-9). The term ‘Picti’ first appears in a historical document in 297 AD, 

but seems at this time simply to have represented a ‘generic term for peoples living 

north of the Forth-Clyde isthmus’ (Foster 2004: 7). The archaeological definition of the 

Picts relies on the spread of certain artifacts, most famously the Pictish symbol stones, 

over large parts of Scotland from around the 5th or 6th centuries AD (Ritchie 1984: 2-3). 

The Pictish ‘state’ was by this point probably a political reality, although it was 

composed of several semi-independent entities into the 7th century (Fraser 2009: 225).  

      The extent to which Atlantic Scotland came under the sway of the Picts is 

debatable, although several attacks on Orkney, Skye and the Hebrides appear to have 

taken place (Fraser 2009: 123-4, 204-5, 272), and one source places an Orcadian 
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‘regulus’ at the 6th century court of the Pictish king Bridei (Adomnan II.42, trans. 

Sharpe 1995: 196). Argyll, the only area of Atlantic Scotland for which significant 

written evidence is available, is traditionally assumed to have been dominated by 

separate ‘Scottish’ groups from the mid first millennium AD; archaeological evidence 

now suggests that these ‘Dal Riata’ may have represented an indigenous group with 

strong links to Ireland (Campbell 2001: 287-291). The presence of Pictish symbol 

stones and other artefacts throughout Atlantic Scotland does, however, suggest strong 

links with the new, more centralised powers that dominated southern and eastern 

Scotland during the later first millennium AD (Armit 1996: 160-2).  

     Classical references to Atlantic Scotland are extremely brief, and the more extensive 

early medieval texts generally focus on one of two spheres: the fortunes of the 

Christian church or the deeds of secular rulers. On the subject of the everyday lives of 

the general inhabitants of Scotland during the first millennium AD written evidence is 

virtually silent, and funerary practice is surprisingly rarely mentioned even by monastic 

sources. For the vast majority of the long Iron Age, therefore, archaeological evidence 

provides our only source of information on the lives and deaths of communities in 

Atlantic Scotland. 

 

2.5.2: Settlement evidence 

     The monumental remains of the great Atlantic roundhouses dominate academic 

discussion of Iron Age Atlantic Scotland (Fig. 2.6). Unsurprisingly, due to the focus of 

excavation on these structures over the last two centuries, most of the human remains 

recovered from this period have been found in association with the settlement 

evidence. This seems to fit within the wider European phenomenon of the ritualisation 
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of domestic space during the Iron Age (see 2.4.2), and can potentially add greatly to 

these debates. It is not intended here to attempt a thorough discussion of the 

domestic structures of Iron Age Atlantic Scotland, as several extensive accounts 

already exist (e.g. Armit 2003, Harding 2004), but to provide a brief overview of this 

settlement evidence, and the ways in which these structures were connected to the 

treatment of the dead in this period.   

        Considerable debate has surrounded the classification of the dry-stone buildings 

of Iron Age Atlantic Scotland, although Armit’s suggestion that they can all be fitted 

into a basic continuum of ‘Atlantic roundhouses’ (Armit 2003: 5-7) has received wide 

acceptance, and will be followed here. The earliest Atlantic roundhouses seem to have 

been simple, thick-walled structures, more permanent stone counterparts of the 

timber roundhouses that characterised much of the rest of Iron Age Britain (Armit 

2003: 33-5). Very early examples such as Bu and Quanterness have been dated to 

around 800 or 700 BC (Hedges et al. 1987a: 93).  

 

Fig. 2.6: The impressive broch tower at Dun Carloway, Lewis (photo: author) 
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     The monumentality of these Atlantic roundhouses marks a complete change from 

earlier domestic architecture, which may have been due to a new need to display 

status, or to an increased sense of competition between communities (Armit 1990: 

195-7). More complex elaborations to this simple roundhouse form, with additional 

features such as guard cells, galleries and intra-mural staircases, seem to have 

appeared in the Western Isles, on the mainland and in the Northern Isles from as early 

as the 4th century BC (Armit 1996: 116).  

     It is, however, the particularly impressive, hollow-walled, tower-like roundhouses 

known as brochs or broch towers (Armit 2005: 8) that have received the bulk of 

attention in Iron Age Atlantic Scottish studies. The date of construction of the earliest 

broch towers may now be placed around the 4th or 3rd centuries BC in the Northern 

Isles (Dockrill et al. 2005: 57). Early authors viewed the brochs as the ‘castles’ of an 

invading elite; ‘still more potently is the broch the castle of a chief who from his tower, 

like a Norman baron from his keep, dominates the old native population’ (Childe 1944: 

94-5). More recent interpretations, however, have generally found consensus on the 

idea of an indigenous origin for these buildings (e.g. Harding 2004: 123).  

     The defensive capabilities of the brochs have increasingly been questioned 

(Sharples and Parker Pearson 1997: 263-4; Armit 2003: 113), and it is now generally 

believed that the aim of the broch builders must have been the display of their power 

and status, ‘a statement of the permanence and stability of the household’ (Hingley 

1995: 187-8). It has often been assumed that the brochs represent the homes of an 

elite, evidence of ‘hierarchical and exploitative’ relationships (Sharples and Parker 

Pearson 1997: 257). However, several authors have pointed out how numerous and 

closely clustered these structures are on the Western Isles (Armit 1997b: 266-8) in 
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parts of Orkney (Dockrill 2007) and Caithness (Heald and Jackson 2001: 133-8).      

     Extensive settlements around broch towers, known as ‘broch villages’, appear 

almost exclusively in Orkney. It seems likely that these settlements were inhabited by 

the dependants of the main broch family, and thus display a social hierarchy perhaps 

less in evidence in the rest of Iron Age Atlantic Scotland (Armit 1997b: 266). In 

contrast, another dry-stone roundhouse variant, wheelhouses, which characteristically 

exhibit a series of concentric stone piers radiating from a central area, have been 

found predominantly in the Western Isles and Shetland (Armit 2006b: 8). Though these 

buildings combined traditional fragmented living space with practical low, thick walls 

and minimal use of long timbers, they also retained some of the inward 

monumentality of the broch towers, and may indicate a different social role or 

strategy, in which outward display was not required (Armit 1997a: 250). 

     Throughout the Iron Age the earlier Bronze Age tradition of modestly built, cellular 

buildings survived in the floor plans of more monumental structures (Armit 1996: 171), 

and in the Late Iron Age this settlement form once more became dominant. While 

Ballin Smith argues that the post-broch cellular architecture at Howe represents ‘a 

population in decline’ (Ballin Smith 2005: 126), this may be an unnecessarily negative 

view. Armit views these buildings as practical, well-built buildings that required far 

fewer resources than their predecessors (Armit 1996: 171). It may simply be that 

claims to land had already been effectively staked, making the need to invest in 

monumental buildings redundant (Armit 2003: 134-7).  

     The association between the disposal of the dead and religious buildings is a 

common feature of many cultures, and the absence of obviously religious buildings 

among the Iron Age stone structures of Atlantic Scotland is therefore particularly 
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relevant to this study. Stone was clearly available to the inhabitants of this area, and 

they possessed the skill to use this material to build homes. A lack of religious buildings 

must therefore suggest one of three things. Firstly, perhaps stone was not seen as a 

suitable medium for the building of religious structures, and the remains of wooden 

‘shrines’ simply have not survived. Alternatively, the particular beliefs of the 

inhabitants of this area may have required no buildings at all, as may be argued by 

extension from the supposed ‘Celtic’ practice of worshipping on natural, open sites 

(Harding 2004: 297). Thirdly, it remains a possibility that buildings being used for 

domestic or storage purposes were also used for religious worship. Archaeological 

evidence for the first two of these scenarios is inevitably limited, and it is to the third 

that many archaeologists have therefore turned.   

      Ritchie (2003: 6-7) has suggested that cells in late Iron Age buildings which seem to 

have hearths in locations that would have blocked access may represent religious 

rooms or ‘oracle shrines’. More convincing, perhaps, is the argument for the ritual use 

of many of the ‘wells’ or ‘cisterns’ found in broch settlements. At Gurness, access to 

the enormous dry-stone ‘well’ involved a ‘precipitous descent’ down a flight of 18 

steps, and this structure has been interpreted as having a ritual rather than practical 

purpose (Armit 2003: 108-110). At Mine Howe a similar underground cistern (Fig. 2.7) 

reached by a flight of steep steps has also been interpreted as a cult site (Card and 

Downes 2003: 13,17). It is tempting to see these possible shrines as part of the ‘Celtic’ 

tradition of worship of wells and shafts (Harding 2004: 127), although the notion of 

pre-Roman ritual wells in Britain has been criticised (Webster 1997: 134-139). 



 

 

35 

 

Fig. 2.7: The underground cistern at Mine Howe (Downes and Ritchie 2003: 12) 

 

     The identification of religious practice from archaeological material is always beset 

by difficulties – Harding (2004: 297) pessimistically states that ritual falls ‘on the very 

limit of archaeological inference’. Nevertheless, the presence of unusual deposits of 

artefacts, animal and human bone in Iron Age Atlantic buildings is often difficult to 

explain in any other way (Mulville et al. 2003: 28). For example, at Howe in Orkney a 

whole sheep burial was placed under a floor, and cat bones were found within the 

broch walls (Ballin Smith 1994: 280-1). The Sollas wheelhouse in the Western Isles 

overlay a huge number of pits containing ‘articulated, dismembered or cremated 

animal burials, attesting to ritual practices’ (Campbell 1991: 1).  
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      It is becoming clear that the people of Iron Age Atlantic Scotland did not always 

view their buildings in an entirely practical, functional light. Armit has pointed out that 

the repeated re-flooring of several roundhouses and wheelhouses reduced living 

space, and may have been a symbolic act that ‘renewed’ the living area (1996: 242). 

Similarly, secondary structures with independent walls were often built within the 

walls of old brochs, which entailed an unnecessary reduction of living space (Harding 

2004: 264), but may have represented an attempt to create a break from, or link with, 

the past inhabitants (Henderson 2007: 301).  

     It seems likely that ‘ritual and religion were incorporated within the domestic 

sphere and absorbed within the activities of daily life’ (Armit 2003: 93) in Iron Age 

Atlantic Scotland. It is even possible that this could be one of the primary reasons why 

such elaborate and monumental roundhouses were built in the Middle Iron Age; to 

provide ‘great houses’ which could form the centre of community identity and worship 

(Harding 2009: 286). The placement of human remains within these buildings may 

have formed an important part of their construction, use and final abandonment. 

 

2.5.3: Artefactual evidence 

      The dominance of Iron Age structural evidence in Atlantic Scotland has often 

resulted in the material assemblages recovered from this region being overshadowed 

(Smith 2002: 808). Due to the lack of a furnished burial rite, artefacts have generally 

only been recovered from settlement contexts, but domestic sites from Atlantic 

Scotland have produced a wide variety of artefacts, including some of the finest early 

Iron Age decorated pottery in the British Isles (Harding 2004: 8). Pottery is found in 

huge quantities at sites in the Western Isles (Armit 2006b: 243), and even the more 
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modest amount of pottery found in the Northern Isles is startling compared to the 

almost aceramic record for this period farther south. Towards the end of the Iron Age, 

however, this pottery tradition seems to have declined, with the material found being 

of decidedly lower quality and almost entirely undecorated (Armit 1996: 127, 178-9).  

     It appears that Atlantic Scotland saw a distinct shift from a relatively limited set of 

utilitarian artifacts in the Early Iron Age to the appearance of a much wider range of 

items in the Late Iron Age, including personal items such as jewellery and gaming 

pieces, combs and tweezers (Armit 1996: 180). This change could partly be the result 

of a change in depositional practice, with settlements becoming a ‘more accepted 

arena’ for the deposition of personal artefacts in the later Iron Age (Webley 2008: 

132). However, Armit argues that the rise in the quantity, quality and diversity of 

artifacts, and in particular personal ornaments, from the 3rd and 4th centuries AD 

suggests a growing focus on the individual, rather than communal status and display.  

     This change in emphasis is also obvious in the settlement record, as less effort was 

put into building impressive household structures (Armit 1990: 208-9). Sharples adds 

that the disappearance of large decorated vessels shows the declining importance of 

communal eating – a phenomenon that could also explain the absence of large central 

hearths in later Iron Age buildings (Sharples 2003: 159). This apparent change from 

focus on the community to focus on individual identity may have important 

implications for the treatment of the dead.              

 

2.5.4: The treatment of human remains in Iron Age Atlantic Scotland 

     The lack of abundant burial evidence in Iron Age Atlantic Scotland, a clear contrast 

with the earlier monumentalism of Bronze Age barrows and Neolithic chambered 
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tombs, has led many authors either to avoid this topic altogether or to simply state 

that the inhabitants of this area must have practised an archaeologically invisible 

funerary rite (e.g. Harding 2004: 7). Though understandable, this view seems to enjoy 

such currency in modern explanations that the existing evidence for the deposition of 

human remains on Atlantic Scottish sites is often ignored.  

     The surprisingly large number of deposits of human remains recovered from Iron 

Age domestic contexts in Atlantic Scotland are not well known, and remain 

unsynthesised. Many antiquarian finds have been lost or forgotten, and more widely 

publicised reports of recent finds of human remains have involved little discussion of 

comparable examples from Atlantic Scotland - the Hornish Point skeleton, for example, 

was primarily compared with the disarticulated remains from Danebury in Hampshire 

(Barber et al. 1989: 777).  

      The few texts that discuss funerary treatment tend to focus on a sub-area or 

period, and make little attempt to examine changing burial practice throughout the 

long Iron Age in Atlantic Scotland. Close-Brooks, for example, mentions several Late 

Iron Age sites where formal burials have been excavated, and argues for a ‘Pictish’ rite 

of cairn burial from the 4th to 8th centuries AD (Close-Brooks 1984: 105). Armit has 

highlighted the few known examples of furnished burial in the Western Isles and the 

small late Iron Age cemetery found at Galson on Lewis (Armit 1996: 153-6, 182). 

Others have discussed the deposition of human remains at settlements in the Western 

Isles (Mulville et al. 2003: 23-6), or the inhumation burials from Orkney that have been 

radiocarbon dated to the first millennium AD (Ashmore 2003: 35-50). On a broader 

scale, Ginn examined published accounts of finds of Iron Age human remains on 

Atlantic Scottish sites for a masters dissertation (Ginn 2005). 
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     The only published discussion of the treatment of human remains in Iron Age 

Atlantic Scotland, however, is the article by Armit and Ginn (2007). This study still does 

not encompass the full range of evidence for the disposal of human remains, focusing 

only on those found on domestic sites, but nonetheless is the most thorough study to 

date. Armit and Ginn consider both articulated burials and disarticulated bone found 

on a variety of settlement sites. From the latter group they find a preponderance of 

skull fragments, some modified, which they suggest shows a special interest in this 

part of the human skeleton, although they are unable to specify whether this might 

have taken the form of head-hunting or ancestor veneration. Overall, they conclude 

that the presence of fragmented human remains on domestic sites is most consistent 

with the practice of exposure, and post-mortem retrieval and use of parts of the 

skeleton (Armit and Ginn 2007: 123-130). 

     The research carried out on burial evidence from Iron Age Atlantic Scotland to date 

is thus relatively slight, and a complete discussion of all the evidence from this area, 

incorporating both domestic and non-domestic deposits of human remains, is 

noticeably lacking. It is hoped that the present study will rectify this situation. 


