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Chapter 3: Method 

 

‘The disposal of the dead in any society is likely to take us to the core of that society’s 

social and symbolic structure…as a profoundly instructive light on its vision of itself’ 

(Pearce 2003: 101) 

 

3.1: The Parameters of the Study 

 

    This study focuses on Iron Age Atlantic Scotland, an area which has been the focus of 

archaeological attention for the last two centuries and which has a particularly strong Iron 

Age settlement record. This area also provides a unique set of funerary evidence, found 

on a large and varied number of sites, which has never been examined as a corpus and to 

which modern ideas surrounding death, mortuary behaviour and the perception of human 

remains have not previously been applied. 

     The precise definition of this study area, however, is complicated by the fact that 

‘Atlantic Scotland’ and ‘Iron Age’ are both far from straightforward, objective terms. In 

this study the term ‘Atlantic Scotland’ is taken to encompass the island groups of Orkney, 

Shetland and the Western Isles, as well as the north and west coast of mainland Scotland 

that lies opposite them, north of the Firth of Clyde (Fig. 3.1).  

    This dispersed geographic area cannot, of course, be assumed to have been a single 

cultural entity at any time in its history. However, the archaeological record shows 
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considerable similarities between these areas in settlement form and material culture in 

the period under study, and it seems inevitable that the inhabitants of these communities 

would have relied on the sea-ways and on their maritime neighbours for trade and 

cultural contact. It is, therefore, fair to study these areas together as ‘a geographical and 

cultural unit’ (Mackie 2002a: 277), always bearing in mind the inevitable regional 

differences that must have existed. 

 

 

Fig. 3.1 Map of northern Scotland showing the Atlantic region (Armit and Fojut 1998: 3) 
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      The term ‘Iron Age’ is more difficult to define. In southern Britain it is generally taken 

to mean the period from 700 or 800 BC – a date which relatively closely mirrors the 

appearance of iron artifacts in the archaeological record of the British Isles – to the 

historically attested Claudian invasion of 43 AD, which is assumed to have had a significant 

enough impact on the life of the inhabitants of England to warrant a change to the term 

‘Roman period’ (Cunliffe 1991: 26).  

     Leaving aside the arguments over whether these parameters are suitable for southern 

Britain, the situation in Scotland is more complex. Firstly, the date of 800BC seems even 

more arbitrary when put into a Scottish context, as iron implements from this period are 

so rarely found and so difficult to date (Harding 2004: 4). In terms of material culture, and 

in the apparent emphasis on constructing domestic sites rather than burial monuments, 

the inhabitants of Early Iron Age Scotland show very little divergence from their Late 

Bronze Age predecessors (Henderson 2007: 101-2). In this study the date of 800 BC for the 

start of the Iron Age is therefore cautiously used, and relevant comparative cases from the 

very late Bronze Age are not necessarily excluded for falling slightly behind it. 

      The 43AD watershed for the end of the Iron Age in southern Britain is also not 

appropriate for the whole of Scotland, as the Roman impact on Atlantic areas was 

‘virtually non-existent' (Harding 2004: 3). Although the Antonine wall staked out a claim to 

a large portion of Scotland in the mid 2nd century AD, this soon had to be abandoned 

(Hanson 2003: 195-8). Roman material culture in Atlantic Scotland is relatively rare, and 

with the bizarre exception of a possible Orcadian diplomatic submission to the Romans in 

43AD (Eutropius VII, 13, trans. Bird 1993: 43) it seems that contacts with the southern, 
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Romanized world were always restricted, both by geographical distance and the sporadic 

hostility of many Scottish groups (Fraser 2009: 20-23). 

       Most authors have therefore argued for a ‘long Iron Age’ in Atlantic Scotland 

extending from around 800 BC to 800 AD (e.g. Harding 2004). The two major phenomena 

that could be seen to mark a real change in society towards the end of the first millennium 

AD are the widespread adoption of Christianity, and the arrival of a large-scale Norse 

presence, which according to historical evidence was under way by the end of the 8th 

century AD (Barrett et al. 2000a: 1-2). The question of how completely the Norse took 

over Atlantic Scotland is still contested, with some arguing that the use of native artifacts 

and the survival of ‘papar’ and ‘petta’ place-names indicates continuity of population, but 

in the Northern Isles in particular almost every aspect of native language and culture 

seems to been wiped out by the 9th century (Smith 2003: 146-149). The date of the 

conversion of Atlantic Scotland to Christianity is also uncertain, and no doubt varied from 

area to area. Documentary sources show that the Columban church was established on 

Iona in 563 AD, but virtually no information is available surrounding any missions to or 

conversions in the Northern and Western Isles (Fraser 2009: 106). Archaeological evidence 

suggests that it took a long time for Christianity to truly percolate through the Western 

and Northern Isles and northern mainland, and the new religion may have only achieved 

widespread acceptance in most areas from the 8th century AD (Foster 2004: 87).  

        In order to take account of these two important social changes, which must have 

affected both lifestyle and burial treatment in Atlantic Scotland, the end of the Iron Age 

will be taken in this study as 800AD. This is considered a relatively late cut off point, 
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hopefully allowing an analysis of whether early 'Christian' burial practice - simple, 

unaccompanied, west-east inhumation in churchyards - can be seen intruding into any 

area of Atlantic Scotland before the Norse arrival in the late 8th century AD.  

      Due to the extremely long time frame covered by the Iron Age in Atlantic Scotland, a 

subdivision of this period into the Early Iron Age (800-300 BC), the Middle Iron Age (300 

BC – AD 300) and the Late Iron Age (AD 300-800, also sometimes described as the ‘Pictish’  

period) will be followed in this study.  

 

 

3.2: Limitations of the archaeological data 

 

3.2.1: Antiquarian excavations 

     A particular problem when approaching this study were the large number of Iron Age 

sites in Atlantic Scotland, particularly broch sites, which were ‘excavated’ by antiquarians 

and amateur archaeologists in the 19th and early 20th centuries. With few exceptions, 

these investigations came nowhere near the modern standard of excavation, usually 

simply involving the emptying out of the contents of the main structure by a team of local 

workmen with no archaeological training, under the often not very watchful eye of the 

interested antiquarian. Archaeology outside the main structure was usually ignored, very 

little recording of the stratigraphic levels revealed by the excavation was carried out, and 

only the more obvious or exotic finds were retained.  

      Many of these antiquarian investigations reportedly revealed human remains, but 
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whether these finds could be incorporated into the present study was an obvious 

problem. As antiquarian excavators had no means of directly dating remains, and as 

stratigraphy and close contextual information were usually unrecorded, the dating of 

human remains dug up by antiquarians even from obviously Iron Age structures is 

uncertain; many of these deposits could have taken place on the site after its 

abandonment, at almost any time up to the last century. These finds could only be 

included in the study if directly dated to the Iron Age, and it was mainly for this reason 

that funding and permission for radiocarbon dating a number of human remains was 

sought (see 3.3.2). 

     A further problem was that few antiquarian reports on the excavation of Iron Age sites 

include more than a very brief description of the parts of the skeleton found, the physical 

state of the remains, or any assessment of age, sex or pathology. Early reports on human 

bones found on archaeological sites, where carried out at all, range from relatively 

informative analyses carried out by medically trained individuals to vague statements 

made by an assortment of craniologists, museum staff and the excavators themselves. A 

re-examination of these osteological remains was clearly vital. However, most antiquarian 

authors do not state whether or where the human remains they found were retained; 

bones often seem to have been forgotten or mislaid, and their whereabouts are in some 

cases now impossible to determine. Unfortunately, the amount of information that could 

be gained from the flawed but potentially rich resource of antiquarian investigations in 

Atlantic Scotland was therefore limited in this study. 
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Fig. 3.2: Map of soil types in Scotland (after Avery 1990: 78) 

 

3.2.2: Preservation of human bone 

     Naturally, variation in soil conditions throughout Atlantic Scotland has an impact on the 

survival of archaeological material. Particularly relevant to this study is the differential 

survival of human bone throughout Atlantic Scotland: while the machair soils of the 

western coast of the Outer Hebrides and the gley soils of Orkney and Caithness (Fig. 3.2) 

can provide surprisingly good preservation of organic material, the acidic soils covering 

much of the western mainland lead to very little bone survival (Branigan and Foster 2002: 

11). This differential survival risks affecting the results of this study by masking or 

distorting true differences in funerary practice. 

       Overall, an analysis of soil conditions suggests that the lack of human remains 

recovered from Argyll in particular may be due to differential preservation rather than 
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true differences in mortuary treatment. Accounts of excavations in this area frequently 

describe features that are presumed to be graves, but which contain no surviving bone. If 

entire buried skeletons from this period have been completely destroyed, the same would 

certainly be expected to be true of any less well protected, disarticulated human remains 

that were deposited on Iron Age settlements in this region.  

 

 

3.3: Criteria for Inclusion 

 

     The overall strategy of this study was to examine the evidence for the disposal of 

human remains from every site in Atlantic Scotland that has produced Iron Age human 

remains. The first step in this process was to compile a list of possible sites from all 

published and unpublished excavation reports, references in journal articles, internet 

records, personal communications and previous compilations. Particularly important 

resources in this search were the two main journals covering archaeological work in 

Scotland, the Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland (1851-present) and 

Discovery and Excavation in Scotland (1947-present).  

      From these sources as much information as possible was gathered on the context of 

each find, the nature of the skeletal material and the likely location of this material today. 

At this point the criteria for whether the human remains from each site could be included 

in this study could be applied. As all the remains studied were selected by geographical 

area, this process only involved deciding whether remains were most likely to date to the 
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period between 800 BC and 800 AD. 

      In an era of scientific direct dating it would have been ideal to have dated all the 

relevant material directly, to determine whether or not it fell within this time frame. 

However, given the constraints of time and funding, as well as the difficulties of locating 

skeletal material and the imperfect nature of even modern radiocarbon dating, this was 

not a feasible research strategy, and more complex criteria for inclusion had to be 

developed, depending on the circumstances of the find: 

 

1) Skeletal remains which had previously been radiocarbon dated  

Where remains had previously been radiocarbon dated these results were accepted 

for this study, unless convincing reasons for doubting these results were apparent. 

Calibrated 2-sigma dates were used wherever available. Where only a single bone had 

been directly dated, it was felt acceptable within reason to extend this dating evidence 

to other human material found in the same context.  

A full list of human remains which had been dated to the long Iron Age in Atlantic 

Scotland prior to this study may be found in Appendix 3. Interestingly, the majority of 

these dates were obtained from formal burials. These remains would not generally 

have been included in this study without this direct dating evidence, as no form of 

formal burial is currently regarded as diagnostically Iron Age in Atlantic Scotland. 

 

2) Skeletal remains dated by stratigraphy or associated finds  

In cases of excavation before the advent of modern scientific dating, or where this 



 

 

49 

method was not applied, but where convincing and reliable deduction of depositional 

date based on stratigraphic or artefactual evidence had been used to give an Iron Age 

date to human remains, these conclusions were accepted. The date ranges provided in 

this study for such material are generally wider and should in some cases be treated 

with more caution than those for directly dated remains. The major group of material 

to fall into this category are human remains recovered from well-recorded contexts on 

Iron Age domestic sites.  

 

3) Skeletal remains assigned to the Iron Age on speculative grounds 

Many early excavations, especially those conducted by antiquarians, involved very 

little recording of any kind, and the exact contexts of finds of human remains are often 

unclear from the written records. Even modern excavations have on occasion 

produced remains of uncertain date. In these cases the decision as to whether human 

material could be reasonably assigned to the Iron Age was more difficult.  

Rather than leaving out any remains that had not been well dated, which would have 

severely reduced the number of sites that could be included in this study, it was 

decided to allow the inclusion of remains that on the balance of probability dated to 

within the period 800 BC to 800 AD, based on the context and nature of the find. If no 

information was available on the context of the human remains, which was regrettably 

the case with several antiquarian finds, the site was excluded.  
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3.3.1: AMS radiocarbon dating  

      Funding was applied for, and awarded by Historic Scotland to obtain new AMS 

radiocarbon dates for human remains from a number of key sites in this study, in order to 

allow a greater number of deposits of human remains to be included with confidence in 

the final analysis and discussion, and to help to construct a more exact chronological 

framework of funerary practices. This dating program covered 25 deposits from 16 sites, 

focusing on settlements, as direct dating information was previously available from very 

few of these sites compared to formal burial sites. The samples submitted primarily 

included antiquarian finds for which only limited contextual information was available; 

secondly, finds from more recent sites whose closer dating could potentially reveal a great 

deal about their depositional history; and thirdly, the re-dating of two skeletons whose 

previous direct dates were felt to be unreliable or to have produced an unacceptably wide 

date range. The complete list of samples dated in this program, and the results obtained, 

may be found in Appendix 3.  

 

 

3.4: Osteological Analysis 

 

       One of the main aims of this study was to conduct a thorough modern osteological 

analysis of all human remains from Iron Age Atlantic Scotland. This was felt to be 

particularly important in the case of remains recovered by antiquarians and never 

previously examined, as osteological analysis could provide vital details as to the age, sex, 
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lifestyle, pathology and funerary treatment of the individuals deposited on Iron Age sites. 

Even where remains from more recent excavations had been examined to a good 

standard, re-analysis using a standard set of procedures was considered to be vital to 

produce an overall comparable data-set for discussion - one of the problems in studying 

osteological reports is the very different methods used by each specialist, which makes 

inter-site comparison difficult.  All traceable human remains were therefore examined, 

and condition, percentage present, sex, age, stature, dental health, pathology and 

evidence for funerary treatment recorded according to the methods set out below.  

 

3.4.1: Condition and Percentage Present 

        For this study, bone condition were recorded by level of surface bone degradation, 

based on the I.F.A. 1-5 scale (Brickley and McKinley 2004: 17). The extent of bone 

weathering is of importance in ascertaining the length of time that a bone may have lain 

exposed to the elements, although surface condition is also heavily affected by soil 

conditions after burial (Lyman and Fox 1989: 293). 

        Percentage present was calculated using the zonation method developed by Knüsel 

and Outram (2004) for fragmented human remains. This method was felt to be 

particularly suitable for this project as it gives greater accuracy in recording fragmented 

assemblages and provides a statistical measure of establishing percentage present (Knüsel 

and Outram 2004: 85-6). It is also hoped that the zonation method will allow easier 

comparison with faunal remains, which would be particularly useful in periods such as the 

Iron Age where human remains are frequently found in similar contexts to faunal remains. 
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For this study a stylised diagram of the post-cranial human skeleton divided into the zones 

of the zonation method was developed by the author (Fig. 3.3), to allow swift recording of 

zones present and to provide an immediate visual overview of skeletal completeness. 

 

Fig. 3.3: Zonation system skeletal recording diagram (author) 
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3.4.2: Estimation of Age at Death 

         Archaeological methods of estimating age at death rely on steady changes in the 

skeleton and dentition, based on the biological processes of growth and deterioration. 

Neither of these processes advances at a universal rate, but growth appears to be much 

more reliable an indicator of age than deterioration, and the estimation of age for 

juveniles is therefore considered to be more accurate than that for adults (Bass 1995: 12).  

         For juveniles (in this study taken as individuals under the age of 16, although it is 

noted that growth is usually not complete by this age) age was estimated using the criteria 

of dental development, based on the chart of Ubelaker (Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994) and 

epiphyseal fusion (based on the information of Scheuer and Black 2000). Dental 

development is generally believed to be the more universal of these processes, less 

affected by dietary and other disturbances (Chamberlain 2006: 103) and so was given 

preference where the two indicators conflicted. For individuals up to the age of 16, these 

criteria were used to give an age within a two year band e.g. 8-9 years. The process of 

epiphyseal fusion is often not complete until the mid-twenties or even later (Brothwell 

1981: 68) and any unfused or fusing epi- and apophyses noted in young adult remains 

were therefore also taken into consideration in estimating age at death.  

        After the completion of growth and the consequent reliance on the progress of 

degeneration, methods of estimating age at death in adults are much less reliable and 

represent simply ‘an estimate of the physiological status of the individual’ (Kemkes-

Grottenthaler 2002: 49). Some of the more successful methods developed so far are the 

measurement of tooth wear, which although affected by food components and other 
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cultural factors seems to provide a relatively constant method of assessing age (Brothwell 

1981: 71) and the stage of degeneration of the pubic symphysis and auricular surface, 

which undergo 'a regular metamorphosis from puberty onward' (Bass 1995: 200).  

        For adults in this study, age was estimated using an observation of both of these 

areas of the skeleton wherever possible. Tooth wear was assessed using both Brothwells’ 

system of molar wear (1981: 72) and Miles' system of functional wear (Miles 1962) - it 

should be noted that both of these methods use only the molars, the teeth in humans that 

seem to wear at the most predictable and easily observable rate, and that where no 

molars were present these methods could not be used. The condition of the pubic 

symphysis was scored and calculated according to the Suchey-Brooks method (in Bass 

1995: 206-7), and the auricular surface using the method developed by Lovejoy et al. 

(Lovejoy et al. 1985). The latter method was not used to estimate age in isolation, but only 

as an additional method of confirming an age range, as it has been found to be inaccurate 

at the original 5 year age band level of precision (Falys et al. 2006: 511). Using these 

methods, adult age at death was where possible estimated within ten year age bands, e.g. 

30-40 years.  

     One of the most frequently noted problems in osteoarchaeology is the apparent under-

estimation of old age in archaeological samples, due to the lack of reliable methods for 

assessing age after 50 years (Kemkes-Grottenthaler 2002: 63). Most skeletal methods do 

not even offer the possibility of estimating older ages, although functional tooth wear 

(Miles 1962) and the composite auricular surface stages suggested by Falys et al. (2006) 

can indicate an age of above 60 years. Although it is not generally believed that Iron Age 
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communities commonly lived to an advanced age it must be appreciated that this is an 

assumption based on current views of this period of prehistory, and the restricted data 

gained from osteological analyses. Despite greater likelihood of death in childhood some 

individuals may actually have lived to a great age; documentary sources certainly describe 

a few individuals reaching their eighties in first millennium AD Scotland (e.g. Fraser 2009: 

291). Unfortunately, this problem could not be resolved in this study, especially given the 

fragmentary nature of much of the skeletal material involved. Individuals whose age of 

death appeared to be over 50 years were therefore recorded simply as 50+. 

 

3.4.3: Sex Assessment  

         Previous studies have shown pelvic morphology to be the most effective method of 

determining the sex of a skeleton, followed by the morphology of the skull, and finally the 

dimensions of the other post-cranial bones and joint surfaces. Sex was assessed in this 

study for all individuals determined to be over the age of twelve, before which sexual 

dimorphism is negligible (Bass 1995: 25), and where at least one of the following bones 

was present: the pelvis (ossa coxae), the skull, the clavicle, the femur or the humerus. 

Where the pelvis was present, sex was determined using the methods set out by Bass - 

observing the presence or absence of sub-pubic concavity, a ventral arc and a pre-

auricular sulcus, and the shape of the pubis and sciatic notch (Phenice 1969). If the skull 

was present, the shape and size of the mastoid processes, occipital process, supra-orbital 

ridges and mandible were used to give an estimation of sex based on robusticity, following 

Brothwell (1981: 59-61). If neither the pelvis nor skull was present, the length of the 
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clavicle, the diameter of the femoral or humeral head (using the dividing points set out by 

Bass for a white population (1995: 136, 156, 231)) were used to provide a tentative sex 

assessment. If none of these bones were present, sex was noted as indeterminate. 

 

3.4.4: Estimation of Stature 

      The estimation of stature is useful in terms of the information it can provide on the 

two factors that influence growth, genetics and living environment, of which the latter is 

now generally considered to be the more important (Bogin 2007). Methods for 

determining living stature are based on long bone length, with the femur, as the single 

bone that makes up the greatest proportion of standing height, generally found to be the 

most reliable bone to use. In this study the length of the femur, where present, was used 

to estimate stature according to the formulae of Trotter and Gleser for a white European 

population (Trotter and Gleser 1958), ideally using both the left and right femora and 

taking an average. If the femur was absent or unusable, stature was estimated from tibial 

length, again using both bones if present and taking an average. Tibial measurements 

were taken excluding the malleolus, as recommended by Jantz et al. (1995), who found 

this to be the only method by which Trotter and Gleser’s stature formulae can be applied. 

If no femora or tibiae were present, stature was not estimated.  

 

3.4.5: Skeletal and dental pathology 

    Skeletal pathology, which includes osteological reactions to trauma, infectious disease, 

metabolic disturbances, congenital defects or conditions and age-related skeletal 
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deterioration was recorded wherever observed. This information could potentially provide 

valuable clues as to which members of the community – healthy, poor, sick or old - were 

being selected for different funerary rites. Any pathology that the skeleton had reacted to 

during life, usually by evidence of healing, was noted as ante-mortem.  

     Peri-mortem trauma was examined particularly closely, as this may provide evidence of 

interpersonal violence preceding funerary treatment, allowing an assessment of the 

possible existence of practices such as human sacrifice, execution, aggressive warfare or 

headhunting. With most peri-mortem trauma, however, it is difficult to differentiate 

between that which occurred immediately ante-mortem (perhaps contributing to the 

cause of death) and that which occurred very soon after death, as in the case of ritually 

violent funerary practices. The criteria provided by Knüsel (2005: 52-3), including fracture 

surface colour, texture and outline, were used to attempt to differentiate between 

immediately ante-mortem and immediately post-mortem trauma in this study. 

        All individuals with teeth present were also examined for signs of dental ill-health; 

tooth loss, dental caries, alveolar and periodontal disease, calculus and hypoplasia. 

Number of teeth present (out of an adult maximum of 32) was recorded, along with an 

estimate of how many absent teeth had been lost ante-mortem (shown by healing over of 

the tooth socket) or post-mortem.  

     The presence or absence of dental caries was noted for each tooth present, according 

to the scheme of Hillson (2001). Dental caries is a disease in which the enamel, dentine, 

and cement of a tooth become demineralised, and is caused by the acids produced by the 

processing of carbohydrates by dental plaque bacteria. It is therefore related to the 
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amount of sugar in the diet (Hillson 1996: 269-279). Periodontitis is caused by an over-

enthusiastic response of the periodontal tissues to the presence of dental plaque bacteria, 

and may result in alveolar resorption and eventual tooth loss (Hillson 1996: 260-263). 

Periodontal disease was recorded in this study where clear evidence of alveolar 

deformation or inflammation was visible (Ogden 2008: 293). Alveolar disease, a term in 

this study used to encompass pathology of the maxillae and mandible including cysts, 

granulomata and abscesses, was also noted wherever present. 

       The build up of calculus was measured according to Brothwells scale (1981: 155). 

Dental plaque can mineralise to form dental calculus, and the extent of calculus can 

therefore give a clue as to the level of plaque in the living individual (Hillson 1996: 254-

60). Finally, the presence or absence of dental hypoplasia was noted. Hypoplasia, a defect 

in the tooth enamel, is caused by a break in enamel mineralisation during tooth 

development, usually caused by a period of severe stress, illness or malnutrition. It 

therefore provides a permanent and recognisable indication of these events in childhood 

(Hillson 1996: 165-167). 

 

3.4.6: Evidence of funerary treatment 

    The recording of evidence for funerary processes such as defleshing, burning and 

exposure of the dead was central to this study. This osteological information is rarely as 

fully recorded and published as data on age, sex and pathology, but can provide vital 

evidence of past funerary practices, especially when combined with close contextual 

analysis of finds of human remains.  Osteological evidence of partial burning, rather than 
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complete cremation, may indicate the use of fire in funerary practices. Surface weathering 

should not be automatically taken as evidence of skeletal exposure, but overall patterns in 

weathering across bone assemblages may be suggestive of differing depositional histories 

(e.g. Madgwick 2008: 102-7). Peri-mortem cut marks, which can be differentiated from 

more recent, post-mortem cut marks on the basis of the colour and profile of the cut edge 

(Kimmerle and Baraybar 2008: 57-8), may indicate active defleshing or disarticulation, 

particularly if located at joint surfaces or major muscle attachment areas (Redfern 2008: 

284, 294). Finally, gnaw marks indicate that bodies were accessed while still sufficiently 

fleshed to attract scavengers, and provide clear evidence for an interim funerary period 

during which such access was possible, if not desired (Smith 2006: 672-7). Evidence for all 

of these funerary processes was looked for, and recorded, in this study. 

 

 

3.5: Analysis of the contextual data 

     

      The contextual data available for the large number of sites involved in this study was 

extremely variable. In the case of many of the antiquarian excavations only the briefest 

description of finds was included; the human bones at Skitten in Caithness, for example, 

were described as being recovered ‘throughout the debris’ of the roundhouse (Calder 

1947: 28). The lack of any accompanying illustrations or photographs usually means that 

nothing more than the rough location of these remains within a settlement can be 

ascertained, although this is of at least some value in looking at general patterns of 
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deposition of human remains and possible implications for domestic ritual. 

      At the other end of the scale, more recent and better recorded recent excavations 

usually provide detailed information about the exact context of a find, its place within the 

settlement sequence, the disposition of the human remains and, often most helpfully of 

all, illustrations or photographs of the remains in situ. Although the most sophisticated 

technique for recording human remains in situ, the Anthropologie de Terrain (Duday et al. 

1990), is yet to be widely applied in British archaeology, much information on the 

sequence of decomposition and impact of post-mortem disturbances and other factors 

can be reconstructed from a good photograph or illustration of human remains in the 

exact position and condition in which they were found. This technique was applied in this 

study wherever possible. 

     Detailed contextual information, ideally including the location of remains within a site 

and the site sequence, any associated artefacts or other archaeological material, the 

manner of deposition of the remains, and the range of factors that appear to have 

affected them up until the point of excavation, was recorded for each find of human 

remains in this study. Only in the cases where all of this information was available to be 

analysed alongside the osteological information was a truly ‘osteotaphonomic’ (Tiesler 

2007: 36-7) interpretation possible, and it is from these sites that the most firm 

conclusions could be drawn. The same range of contextual information was sought for all 

sets of remains, ranging from disarticulated human bones on settlements to full formal 

inhumations, so that similar questions could be asked of all of these depositional events, 

and to avoid drawing an artificial line between funerary practices that may in reality have 
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been closely related. 

     The fact that human remains found on settlement sites, once automatically taken to 

represent violence, sacrifice or a callous disrespect for the dead are now discussed as 

possible evidence of domestic ritual or ancestor worship is positive evidence of  

archaeology’s abandonment of many of its earlier assumptions. However, no possible 

interpretation of archaeological evidence should be ruled out simply out of a desire to 

avoid one mindset or set of cultural values in favour of another which may not be any 

more applicable to the society in question. In this study an effort was made to consider all 

possibilities for the evidence found, and to weigh up the likelihood of each pattern of 

behaviour based solely on the archaeological evidence available.  


