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Chapter 2: Warfare, Ritual and Mortuary 
Behaviour in Iron Age Britain 
 

 

In order to investigate warfare for the Iron Age of Britain, the evidence must be 

situated in an archaeological and theoretical framework.  This chapter will 

develop the background for theoretical approaches to warfare, ritual, and 

mortuary behaviour that influenced this thesis.  It will also present a general 

view of Iron Age burial practices and the current evidence for warfare during 

this period.  In this thesis, warfare is defined using Ferguson (1984: 5):  war is 

“an organized purposeful group action, directed against another group that may 

or may not be organized for a similar action, involving the actual or potential 

application of lethal force.”  Violence is defined as the exercise of physical force 

so as to inflict injury on, or cause damage to persons or property (Oxford 

English Dictionary). 

 

2.1 Warfare in archaeological theory and practice  
 
Warfare has been recognized in anthropology since the beginning of the 

discipline.  However, it was not always seen as a significant part of human 

interactions.  The topic of warfare was investigated as early as the 17th century, 

by Thomas Hobbes in the Leviathan in 1656, where he discussed the natural 

condition of humanity as being a primeval state of war (Keeley 1996: 5-8).  

Jean-Jacques Rousseau argued the opposite in 1762. He believed that the 

natural state was one of compassion and was overwhelmed by institutions of 

“civil” society, which created envy and the need for violence (ibid.).  The subject 
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of warfare was also included in handbooks and notes for ethnographers in the 

late 19th century (Otterbein 1999: 795).  However, the majority of work that has 

influenced current research was done in the 20th century, which is where this 

literature review will focus.   

 

2.1.1 Invisible warfare 
 

During the early part of the 20th century, the study violence and warfare in 

anthropology was uncommon.  The topic seemed almost to be invisible.  It is 

not that warfare did not exist, or was not documented by archaeologists and 

anthropologists during this period, merely that it did not have a significant 

presence in the literature.  The lack of interest in warfare and violence as an 

important topic of research was in part due to the idea that early warfare was 

small scale or non-existent (White 1949: 131) and that simple societies were 

more egalitarian and peaceful than modern state societies (Gimbutas 1991).  

The myth of the peaceful past was compelling enough that cases of violence in 

the archaeological record were regarded as aberrant or rare.   Because 

archaeology is the pursuit of the human past, for history and origins, one does 

not want to find disturbing practices that may reflect badly on current members 

of a given group.  Images of a peaceful past are more palatable and fit 

preconceptions of social decline in the modern world (Villa 1992; Parker 

Pearson 2005) and, for a long time, evidence of large-scale violence was 

disregarded.  

 

Anthropologists in the field were describing in great detail the groups they were 

observing.  Living in close contact with their informants, they could observe 
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daily life, learn the languages and record stories related by the groups.  

Included in these observations were examples of interpersonal violence or more 

organized warfare conducted by the groups. However, anthropologists were 

working with recently pacified groups and the opportunity to see violence was 

rare (Fortune 1939: 27).  Accounts of battles were often handed down and 

romanticized to remove the gory details (Keeley 1996: 8).   

 

Many of the early ethnographers and anthropologists were influenced by 

evolutionary theories, both human and cultural.  Evolution was seen as a 

straight line that leads from simple “primitive” through several phases to modern 

complexity (Otterbein 1999).  It was partly due to this evolutionary view that 

warfare among non-state societies was considered simple, crude and non-

effective.  These evolutionary theories significantly influenced writings on war.  

In the work by Hobhouse, Wheeler and Ginsberg (1915), which included a 

cross cultural survey of warfare, the groups were organized into developmental 

evolutionary phases.  Malinowski (1941: 28) described warfare in sequences 

that started with three non-serious phases, developing into raids for sport and, 

finally, serious warfare being organized for nationalist motives.  This definition 

means warfare would not be present in less complex groups (Otterbein 1999). 

 

This evolutionary paradigm contributed to the idea that the past was a peaceful 

place, or that war when present, was ritualized and non-lethal.  This was 

characterized by Keeley as the “Myth of the Peaceful Savage” (1996).  Though 

there is some debate as to when this myth originated (see Keeley 1996; 

Otterbein 1999; Whitehead 2000), there is no doubt it was influenced by these 
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early ethnologists and theorists, and extremely influential on public perceptions.  

It was promoted by works such as Chapple and Coon (1942), Newcomb (1960), 

White (1949) and Wright (1964).  These works do not suggest that violence was 

absent from the past, but that it was not comparable to modern warfare.  Simple 

or primitive societies lacked the organization and motivating causes of warfare.  

Otterbein argues that the reason the myth was so prevalent was due to the rise 

of cultural relativism, and that in order to make the movement liberalizing and 

humanizing, the groups had to be presented as gentle and benign (Otterbein 

1999: 797).  This is shown, for example, through the work of Margerat Mead 

with the Arapesh and Samoans (Mead 1928;  1935) and that of Ruth Benedict 

with the Zuni (Benedict 1934).  Mead (1935) presents the Arapesh as gentle 

with very little warfare, an interpretation that was at odds with other accounts 

that describe high rates of warfare (Fortune 1939; Roscoe 2003).  Though the 

Zuni and other groups of the American Southwest had a long history and oral 

tradition of raids and violence (Haas & Creamer 1997), they were described by 

Benedict as “Apollonian” (Benedict 1934: 41-93; Haas & Creamer 1997: 239; 

Otterbein 1999: 797). 

 

Even as late as the 1960s and ‘70s developmental typologies and the myth of 

the peaceful savage still held a strong position.  Many ethnographic studies 

from this period described violent interactions among the groups under 

observation, for instance, the Yanamamo (Chagnon 1968), and the !Kung San 

(Lee 1979).  Because of the prevalence of the peaceful savage ideal, violent 

incidences were often interpreted in ways that promoted the peaceful aspects, 

but not the violent aspect (Keeley 1996: 23). 
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2.1.2 Re-arming the past 
 

Despite evidence for violent interactions in prehistory being recognized since 

the beginning of archaeology as a discipline, it is only in the last half of the 20th 

century that the in-depth study of prehistoric warfare has developed.  The last 

two decades of the century, especially, have provided many significant works 

on the subject (Haas 1990; Ferguson & Whitehead 1992; Keeley 1996; Ember 

& Ember 1997; Martin & Frayer 1997; Carman & Harding 1999). This is the 

period in which the study of warfare really flourished.  Books and articles on the 

topic steadily increased from the 1960s, reaching their peak in ‘80s and ‘90s 

(Otterbein 1999).   Though the “myth of the peaceful savage” was still present 

during this period, there was a greater recognition of the value of studying 

warfare and violence and its effect on society.  Toward the end of the century, 

warfare became a popular topic and researchers not only tried to refute the 

image of the peaceful savage (Keeley 1996; Ferguson 1997; Walker 2001), but 

they also studied the causes and consequences of warfare (Hallpike 1973; 

Robarchek 1990; Ember & Ember 1992; Ferguson 2000). Literature on the 

subject has grown with the recognition that warfare and violent interaction is an 

important part of most modern as well as prehistoric groups.  Scholars like 

Otterbein and Ferguson were already analyzing the study of warfare and 

creating histories of the topic (Otterbein 1973; Ferguson & Farragher 1988).   

 

As the subject of warfare gained in popularity, a need developed for a more 

refined definition of the term.  Kelly (2000: 3-5) uses the most exclusive 
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definition because he seeks to differentiate warfare from feuding and other 

forms of organized violence.  He defines war as a premeditated collective 

armed conflict, which is carried out using weapons with deadly intention.  The 

killing of an enemy is anticipated in advance and socially sanctioned by the 

community.  The key feature of war is the social substitutability of the victim.  

The killing of any member of the enemy group is considered an injury to the 

whole. The drawback to this exclusivity is that it can lead to a false idea of 

peace.  Kelly argues that in the Paleolithic warfare was rare enough to be 

nearly non-existent (ibid. 159).  However, that does not imply that the Paleolithic 

was peaceful.   

 

According to Keeley (1996: 29), even warless societies had high levels of 

violence  and Walker (1997) identified recognizable historical patterns of inter-

personal violence that are guided by cultural ideologies.  This has important 

implications when it comes to the study of violent interactions in the past.  If 

some aspects of violence are culturally constructed, then why are others not? 

What we see as warfare may not be interpreted as warfare in other societies, 

and acts that we refer to as murder or feuding could constitute warfare in a 

tribal society.  That is why this study uses Ferguson’s definition, which is 

inclusive, allowing for the discussion of many different types of violent 

interactions which may not be distinguishable archaeologically (Ferguson 

1984). The important requirement is that warfare according to Ferguson is 

corporate and socially sanctioned (ibid.).  
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Even when applying a broad definition, the term “warfare” may not be the best 

word to use in understanding the processes taking place.  Sometimes the most 

one can identify are “violent interactions” which covers warfare, capital 

punishment, murder, and other human encounters that result in physical injury 

or death.  In prehistory, unlike the ethnographic and historical past, the 

evidence cannot always tell us whether the violent markers we see are a result 

of what would be considered warfare, or another action like ritualized violent 

contests (Brothwell 1999).  Thus, it is important to closely examine the evidence 

for violence, its physical pattern and its context, to distinguish warfare from 

other forms of violent interactions. 

 

Cross-cultural studies were used to study universal themes in violence and 

warfare.  These were employed to establish patterns, look for causes of warfare 

and to aid in the development of general theory on the subject (Ember & Ember 

1994;  1997).  Some studies show that there are links between different types of 

violence and warfare.  Ember and Ember argue that warfare leads to other 

types of violent behaviour and aggression, possibly in the perceived need for 

warriors, the society encourages violent behaviour (Ember & Ember 1997: 17).    

 

In 1996, Lawrence Keeley attempted to re-address the dominant “nonviolent 

past” paradigm with his book War Before Civilization: The Myth of the Peaceful 

Savage, in which he used three cross-cultural surveys of tribal and state 

societies around the world to identify differences in the patterns of warfare.  The 

surveys consistently showed that warfare by Keeley’s definition was endemic to 

all societies, irrespective of size or complexity. 
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Another important point to be understood from Keeley’s work is that violence is 

not peripheral to social interaction. Ethnographic data from the surveys Keeley 

used indicates that most small-scale and tribal societies engaged in warfare at 

least every one to two years.  According to his analysis, large state-level 

societies actually have lower rates of warfare than most small-scale societies, 

but even the United States has participated in at least four wars and numerous 

military actions in the last fifty years (Keeley 1996: 34).   

 

Of the groups surveyed by Keeley, only 13% were classified as not habitually 

participating in violent conflict (Keeley 1996: 28).  Despite the lack of current, 

organized violent conflict, however, many of these societies were not strangers 

to violence and were active in conducting warfare before becoming isolated or 

governed by outside groups.  Further, the concept of a completely peaceful 

group can be misleading because often those who refrain from warfare do not 

necessarily refrain from violent conflict altogether (Keeley 1996; Parker Pearson 

2005).  The !Kung San of the Kalahari were seen as harmless, peaceful people 

(Thomas 1959; Bonta 1996), yet their murder rate from 1920 – 1955, was four 

times higher than that of the United States (Lee 1979: 398; Keeley 1996: 29).   

 

It is not only the number of violent interactions that makes warfare a significant 

part of social interaction, but the effect of warfare on populations as a whole.  In 

small-scale societies, warfare between groups often includes the entire adult 

male population of the group.  State-level societies do not mobilize every adult 

male, but active soldiers tend to represent at least 25% of the adult males.  
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When injuries and casualties occur, the results can be damaging, especially in 

small groups.  With the male population greatly reduced, the rest of the group 

suffers and, in the case of many tribal societies, results in its absorption into a 

new group for survival (Bishop & Knüsel 2005).  Keeley shows that no matter 

how crude the weapons, casualties and injuries occur with high frequencies.  

Surprisingly, the percentage of individuals killed is higher for small-scale 

societies than for state societies (Keeley 1996).  A modern example of how 

effective crude blunt weapons can be is the massacre in Rwanda where the 

weapon of choice was a masu (a club studded with nails). Sixty percent of the 

victims from one mass grave showed blunt force trauma (Rogers 2004: 14). 

 

It is clear from Keeley’s synthesis that warfare or some form of violent conflict is 

nearly universal in modern human populations.  This has some interesting 

implications for bioarchaeological considerations of violence.  If violent conflict 

is present in nearly every society, tribal or state, then it may be that violent 

conflict was present in the same wide-ranging fashion in prehistory.  Ofnet in 

Bavaria is a Mesolithic site that contains two pits of skulls that show evidence of 

decapitation and bludgeoning (Frayer 1997; Orscheidt 2005). It is not clear why 

the skulls where placed in pits, but it is clear that the individuals suffered violent 

trauma.  The skulls were all placed at the same time and were possibly the 

result of a massacre (Frayer 1997).  Ofnet is not alone in prehistory. Talheim in 

Germany is a Neolithic multiple burial in which the individuals were thrown in to 

a pit in a haphazard manner.  Again, the individuals show multiple incidences of 

trauma with half of the skulls exhibiting fatal injuries (Vencl 1999: 60).   
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Studying societies that predate historical records and ethnographic accounts 

can add to the growing body of work on warfare in new and meaningful ways 

(Haas 1999: 13).  Prehistoric evidence can illustrate the longevity of violent 

conflict, such as the cut marks on the Bodo cranium from Ethiopia (White 1986).  

The prehistoric material can also be used to identify changes to conflict patterns 

through time.  In order to gain insight from the prehistoric record, however, 

studies must take a more encompassing approach. 

 

There are a few examples of cross-cultural or broad approaches (Keeley 1996; 

Lambert 1997; Ostendorf Smith 1997), but the body of violence studies was still 

dominated by the particularistic approach.  This focus on individual incidents of 

inter-personal violence has left a theoretical vacuum.   Despite much use of the 

word “warfare”, the tendency to focus on isolated events actually makes the 

identification of warfare, which must be built from the available evidence of 

violence, very difficult. Physicians played a dominant role in the early years of 

paleopathology; in the past archaeologists have followed their lead and tended 

to focus on case-by-case interpretations of prehistoric violence, doing little to 

study population-wide occurrences (contra Walker 1997;  2001).  This leads to 

an over-reporting of violent incidents and an under-reporting of actual violence 

rates.  When there is no synthesis of the information, the advantages of time 

depth and distance are muted and the context for diachronic trends is lost.  Not 

only is there a need for a population perspective, but also a social perspective 

of violent interactions.  Violence, although nearly universal, is still a cultural 

construct and has to be addressed in those terms.   
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2.1.3 Post-processual approaches to the study of warfare 
 

As the interest in warfare and violence increased, the questions being asked of 

the material became more complex.  Though some topics such as causes and 

evolution of warfare continue (Jiménez & Romero 2005; Layton 2005; Nystrom 

2005), there is also a growing concern with other aspects of warfare and 

violence.  Influenced by the Post-processual theoretical movement, concepts of, 

feminism, gender, ideology, cultural identity and personal identity connected 

with warfare and violence are increasingly being considered (Martin 1997; Robb 

1997; Wilkinson 1997; Shepherd 1999; Bevan 2005; Freire 2005; Nash 2005; 

Taylor 2005).   

 

Feminist theory has been applied to warfare studies and in many cases has 

successfully illustrated the importance of individual experience in warfare.  

Authors used feminist theoretical approaches to combat the overall focus on 

males and the assumption that warfare was a wholly male domain (Shepherd 

1999).  Working against assumptions, researchers took into account gender 

when looking at patterns of warfare.  Though males were more likely to show 

signs of violence (Robb 1997), it was no longer assumed without critical 

analysis.  There was also the recognition that warfare and violence can have a 

significant effect on women in the groups conducting it.  Though early 

anthropologists mentioned the possibility of marriage by capture, it was not a 

topic of much research.  However, both Martin (1997) and Wilkinson (1997) 

have looked at the fate of women involved in this type of warfare.  Especially in 

the La Plata, New Mexico case, there is evidence for the continual abuse of 

women in the community, possibly related to the lack of protection for a woman 
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acquired in that way (Martin 1997).   These approaches focused not on large 

overarching theories of warfare, but on the individual experience.  They also 

illustrated the lasting effects that warfare had on non-combatant members of 

the group (i.e. captured slaves).  Raids are often conducted in order to capture 

brides or slaves.  The experience, health and ultimate fate of these slaves is an 

important, but often overlooked part of the prehistoric human experience 

(Aldhouse-Green 2005; Taylor 2005).     

 

Feminist theory has also given rise to issues of warrior identity and the 

possibility of women warriors.  Though demographic research on individuals 

involved in violent encounters shows a dominance of males, there is still the 

possibility of women acting as combatants (Guliaev 2003).  Redfern’s (2008a) 

work shows that injury recidivism can lead to the identification of female 

combatants in Iron Age Dorset. She was able to assess the temporal changes 

over a very dynamic period for that region, showing that the Iron Age in Dorset 

had much higher rates of interpersonal violence, whereas the trauma dating 

from the Romano-British period was more likely of accidental origin (Redfern 

2006).  Beyond temporal change, she was also able to use a gendered 

perspective to argue for direct female involvement in interpersonal violence 

during the Iron Age, with females being victims of attacks and showing injury 

recidivism, which has been associated clinically with individuals engaging in 

violent interactions (Judd 2002; Redfern 2008a). 

 

As feminist theory became more encompassing, it developed into gender 

theory.  This development allowed for the examination of masculinity, warrior 
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representation and identity surrounding warfare and its participants (Bevan 

2005; Resic 2006; Vandkilde 2006).  Particular attention is paid to how society 

views warfare and those involved with it.  Kelly made the point that war is a 

socially sanctioned activity (Kelly 2000: 4), so it is important to consider why 

societies sanction it.  This can be studied through mortuary behaviour, art 

representations of warriors and scenes of conflict, and the production and 

distribution of weaponry.  “Warrior” is another of those words that is difficult to 

define, but often the meaning is taken for granted.  However, Vandkilde (2006) 

has shown that “warrior” is a complex term that means different things to 

different groups, and for the individual may represent a transitory state of being.   

 

All of these theories contribute to a more encompassing understanding of 

warfare and the way in which it was experienced by those involved.  The key is 

to situate warfare and violence in its social and cultural context.  This thesis is 

primarily concerned with skeletal evidence for violence from Iron Age Britain.  

The contextual information that will give meaning to skeletal markers of violence 

is derived from the analysis of mortuary behaviour.  Mortuary behaviours are 

performances of certain ritual processes oriented on the treatment of the dead.  

Mortuary behaviour can have a significant effect on patterns of trauma in the 

archaeological record and can influence the way in which interpretations are 

constructed.  It can also act to bias data in complex ways.  In order to make 

sense of the varied nature of mortuary practices, it is important to understand 

ritual performance and its place in the community.   
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2.2 Ritual 
 

Before beginning this section on mortuary behaviour, it is important to define 

the term ritual and the way it is used in this thesis.  Ritual and the definition of 

ritual have been discussed many times in archaeological texts (Rappaport 

1971; Langness 1974; Wait 1985; Bradley 1991; Metcalf & Huntington 1991; 

Morris 1992; Hill 1995; Anderson & Boyle 1996; Hill 1996; Luff 1996; Wilson 

1996; Insoll 2004; Bradley 2005).  Some have suggested it is too often used as 

a catch-all term for those remains archaeologists cannot understand as a facet 

of everyday practice (Insoll 2004: 11).  This may be due to the lack of a 

universal definition of the term (Hill 1996; Insoll 2004: 11); ritual is one of those 

ideas that everybody recognizes, yet no one can satisfactorily define.   

 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines ritual as “a prescribed order of 

performing rites, a procedure regularly followed.”  Richard Bradley (2005: 33) 

defines it as “a practice – a performance which is defined by its own 

conventions.”  He argues that ritual is not just a method of communicating 

religious beliefs and it should therefore not be separated from daily life.  Insoll 

(2004: 10) describes ritual as both action and mental activity combined, but 

argues that it is tied up with religious beliefs and cannot be divorced from them.  

Insoll’s definition heavily emphasizes the religious aspect of ritual, whereas 

Bradley’s allows for a broader use.  Bradley (ibid.: 29) suggests that the ritual 

and religious realms would have permeated prehistoric life and that the 

separation of religious and the secular is a more modern construct.   Instead of 

ritual as a thing, it is discussed as an action or ritualization “a process by which 
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certain actions gain an added emphasis through particular kinds of performance 

(ibid.: 34).”   

 

Laneri (2007), synthesizing recent work on ritual, describes it as “an association 

between action and symbolic meaning (ibid. 2).”  He also describes it as a way 

of connecting the present to an “archetypal past (ibid.).”  The individuals 

conducting the rituals are creating and communicating a symbolic language.  

According to Hill (1996), it is impossible to find a universal set of criteria for 

ritual.  It is imbedded in time, place and culture and trying to discover an 

overarching definition, useable for all places and times, creates irreconcilable 

problems.  He then proposes that researchers should be explicit about what 

they are describing as ritual, but not to be concerned with the universality of 

their definitions.   

 

Hill (1996) suggests that ritual is a repetitive practice, but it can be separated 

from other repetitive practices by the increased reflection on the event.  

Everyday activities can appear as rituals because they often follow specific 

patterns.   However, that there is little to no reflection in these everyday 

practices.  Ritual stands out because the practice is very reflexive, with the 

underlying meanings, symbols, and history of the practice being at the forefront 

of conscious decisions of the individual or individuals acting out the event.     

 

For this thesis the term, “ritual” as applied to the Iron Age of Britain combines 

Bradley’s (1991; 2005) and Hill’s (1996) definitions.  It involves performance 

that emphasizes certain practices that have underlying meaning and is more 
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reflexive than daily activities, but as Bradley suggests, it cannot be divorced 

from daily life.  The dichotomy between religious or ritual life and everyday 

secular practices is a concept of modern western culture (Patton 1991: 65; 

Bradley 2005: 20).  There is overlap between the two in the not so distant past, 

as well as in many modern non-western groups.  Even in western culture, so 

many of our secular actions are imbued with ritual performance, as in the 

ceremonies of university graduations, military ceremonies for awarding medals 

and even the swearing-in of government leaders (Abélès 1988; Manning 2000; 

Gavriely-Nuri 2009).  During the Iron Age, there may not have been even a 

superficial distinction between the religious and the secular.   

 

Despite the differences in definitions, some themes are repeated throughout the 

varied uses of the term “ritual.”  The definitions imply that ritual is an active 

process and that there is some degree of practice and repetition.  In addition to 

these, there are two key themes that appear repeatedly in discussions of ritual.  

The first of these themes, which is often alluded to in the language used to 

describe ritual, is that of performance.  Ritual is meant to be acted by and acted 

for a community.  The other key theme that often emerges in ritual discussions 

is transition, the use of rituals to smooth or make possible a transition from one 

state to another.     

 

Performance 

Those writing about ritual often evoke words such as “performance”, “act”, or 

“performing rites”.  Ritual is seen as performing or acting out certain repeated 

processes that have symbolic meaning.  Ritual and ritual practices, therefore, 
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can be considered through the analysis of performance.  Performance theory 

often covers topics of ritual and ritual display.  In many cases, the performance 

is integral to the ritual.  Schechner, one of the leaders in performance theory, 

describes ritual as collective memories encoded into actions (Schechner 2006: 

52).  Ritual exists in both the sacred and secular realms and often incorporates 

the two.  Again, the idea of practice and repetition re-occurs in ritual 

performance, so that it is not new and spontaneous, but enacting known 

behaviours.  The performances in ritual often include functional or daily 

activities, but acted out in an extreme way.  These performances also serve to 

create mass consciousness or social memory (ibid.).   

 

Transition 

Transition, as mentioned above, is a recurring theme in ritual studies.  There 

are many transitions an individual can undergo during a lifetime.  These 

transitions include birth, adulthood, marriage, aging, and death, to name a few 

of the more obvious examples (Van Gennep [1960] 2004).  There can also be 

temporary transitions, such as preparing for battle, or preparing changes in 

agricultural cycles.  All of these may or may not be enacted through ritual 

practices.  Rituals help to make a transition clear, and for those that involve 

individual identity, the rituals help to make the changes fit within the community 

ideals.  Traditionally, these processes include a beginning in which the 

individual is stripped of their previous identity, a liminal period in which the 

individual is not what they were, but not yet what they will be, then a conclusion 

in which the individual is welcomed back into the group with their new identity 

(Turner 1987; Van Gennep [1960] 2004).   
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The idea of transition can also be applied to burial ritual.  Death is another 

transition and the community performing the burial ritual separates the 

individual from the world of the living and helps them to enter the world of the 

dead (Laneri 2007: 5).  The ritual itself may consist of varying lengths of liminal 

periods.  Practices such as exposure, postmortem processing, and cremation 

change the individual’s body from a state in which they appear as their living 

self and transform it into another state.   This may release the identity of that 

person or enable their essence to move on from the community.   

 

2.2.1 Mortuary Patterns of the Iron Age 

 
The British Iron Age does not constitute a unified entity.  It is characterized by 

many different types of material culture, settlement type and, especially, burial 

type.  This regionality is an important theme in the literature and has been 

discussed in great detail by many authors (Cunliffe 1993; McOmish 2001; 

Cunliffe 2004).  Often these differences in the archaeological record are thought 

to be associated with tribal groupings, subsistence and economic differences, 

or with trade connections.  The difficulty in these interpretations is that a lack of 

excavation and archaeological evidence from many areas of Britain obscure 

interpretations.  The differences may therefore be more perceived than real and 

reflect only diversity in deposition (McOmish 2001: 79). 

 

The landscape of Iron Age Britain is distinctive in its organization.   Today, 

organization focuses on a North-South divide, but during the Iron Age, the 
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regional groupings are arranged on an east-west divide.  This is because of the 

unique position of Britain between the Atlantic Ocean and the continent 

(Cunliffe 2004: 28).  The west is subjected to Atlantic weather patterns with 

wetter conditions. The east on the other hand has drier conditions.  The North-

South differences have influence as well, with the colder climate of the north 

restricting agricultural developments and changing subsistence patterns.  The 

topography of the landscape varies as well, with the West having more upland 

areas and the East having more lowland areas with rich fertile soil (McOmish 

2001; Cunliffe 2004: 29). 

 

There are always debates regarding the beginning and ending of an 

archaeological time period.  This is in part because of the arbitrary nature of 

these periods.  Though there may be differences in the technology and material 

culture, these changes may not be seen as a distinct and immediate change for 

the people living during those periods.  Change is gradual and part of a 

continuum.  The beginning of the Iron Age is particularly true in this context.  In 

many areas the traditions of the Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age overlap 

(Cunliffe 2004: 32).  The technologies used to distinguish these two periods are 

often based on stylistic differences and not directly dated, though there have 

been more recent work on dating techniques for this period.  For this thesis, the 

Iron Age started circa 750 BC and ended with the arrival of the Romans in 43 

AD (Haselgrove 2001; Cunliffe 2004: 32; Brown 2009: 4).  The end of the Iron 

Age is more precise than the beginning, because the Romans arrived and 

drastically changed the social systems in England.   
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The diversity of burial types during the Iron Age indicates that there is no single 

“normative” burial rite in use across the whole of Britain (Harding 1974: 113; 

Whimster 1981; Wilson 1981; Carr & Knüsel 1997).  The cemeteries found in 

East Yorkshire sites all follow very similar patterns and seem to be in use for 

several centuries, making them the most likely example of a “normative” rite 

during this period.  In the rest of Britain, however, human remains occur in so 

many different contexts that large-scale interpretation is very elusive.  The 

interment of human remains varies from inhumations to cremations to small 

isolated fragments.   The contexts in which these human remains are found 

also vary.  They are placed in ditches, pits, round houses, hillforts, and 

cemeteries (Whimster 1981; Wilson 1981).  In addition to these, many 

occurrences of human remains are associated with structured animal deposits.  

This complexity in the archaeological record has led to the tendency for 

scholars to overlook important information that can be gleaned from human 

remains, even when found in isolated contexts (see Haselgrove 2001 for 

research potential).  Attempts to provide a synthesis of burial practices often 

only highlighted the diversity of burial contexts (Whimster 1981; Wilson 1981).    

 

Cemeteries occur throughout Britain during this period, but are relatively few in 

number.  They generally date to the middle and late Iron Age.  East Yorkshire 

has a high concentration of cemeteries.  In the south and southwest, 

cemeteries include those at Mount Batten (Devon), Harlyn Bay (Cornwall), 

Trelan Bahow (Cornwall), Trevone and Trethellan Farm (Cornwall), Yarnton 

(Oxon), Kemble (Gloucester), the “war cemetery” at Maiden Castle (Dorset) and 

Suddern Farm in Hampshire (Cunliffe 1988; Hey et al. 1999; Cunliffe 2004: 551-
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552).  The most dominant form of burial at these sites consists of inhumations 

that are placed in a flexed position.  Burial goods are present in some cases, 

but are not common. 

 

Outside cemetery contexts, the other frequently occurring deposition of human 

remains during this period is placement in pits.  Wilson (1981) refers to the pits 

as a burial tradition, but the pits vary in form from one settlement to another, so 

the evidence for a wide-scale tradition is not clear.  These depositions include 

complete inhumations, partial inhumations, and often the inclusion of 

fragmentary remains.  The pits also generally include a suite of artefacts that 

are sometimes described as “rubbish.”   Made up of animal bones, broken 

pottery, quern stones, and the remnants of feasting, these deposits have been 

considered domestic refuse, the result of ritual feasting and burial offerings 

(Wilson 1981; Cunliffe 1992; Hill 1995).  After the work of Hill (1995) they are 

now recognised as structured deposits that have certain organizational rules 

that appear to be the result of ritual performances.   

 

Pits are nearly ubiquitous in central southern Britain.  They are found in 

settlements, enclosures and occur in large numbers at hillforts (Whittle 1984; 

Cunliffe 1992; Hill 1995).  It is not certain what the primary function of these pits 

was.  They do not always contain human remains and, in many cases, they 

contain animal burials that mirror the placement and organization of the human 

burials.  Perhaps, then, they were not intended to act as a burial; instead the 

human remains were included as part of a sacrifice or other ritual (Hill 1995).   
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Inhumations are also found in contexts outside of cemeteries.  These may 

include multiple inhumations in a single burial, or as single inhumations in 

isolated contexts.  Several cases of these multiple inhumations are present at 

hillforts, for example Danebury and Sutton Walls (Kenyon 1954; Cunliffe 1984).  

These may represent single depositional episodes and perhaps be indicators of 

violent events and possibly mass graves (Craig et al. 2005).   

 

Isolated burials also occur in small numbers during this period.  There are 

individuals placed within habitation sites and settlements, as well as rare burials 

that are found in outlying areas like fields, trackways and caves (Whimster 

1981). Isolated burials also occur in domestic contexts, perhaps as a result of 

deliberate placement for the ritual benefit of the structure (i.e. foundation 

deposits).  At Hornish Point in Scotland, the skeleton of a boy was discovered in 

a pit under the piers of a wheelhouse (Tucker 2010: 204).  Broxmouth Hillfort in 

Scotland had the flexed burial of a woman just outside one of the round houses 

(Neale 2009).  

 

Cremations were the predominant burial rite of the Bronze Age and show some 

continued use during the Iron Age.  Occasionally, they occur as isolated 

cremations, but during the late Iron Age and Early Roman period there is a 

resurgence of cremation cemeteries, particularly in Kent at Aylesford and 

Swarling.  The cemeteries usually contain discrete cremation burials in urns 

with accompanying grave goods such as fibulae, pots, bronze jugs and other 

containers.  At Aylesford there are recognized differences in quantity and 

quality of grave goods in some of the cremation burials (Cunliffe 2004: 153). 
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Fragmentary human remains also appear with high frequency in Iron Age sites.  

This is not restricted to one region, but is seen from as far north as the Northern 

Isles to the sites in southern Britain (Cunliffe 1984; Hill 1995; Craig 1999; Craig 

et al. 2005; Armit & Ginn 2007; Redfern 2008b; Neale 2009; Tucker 2010).  

Many of the pits mentioned above contain fragments of human remains.  These 

may occur in isolation, or they may be placed in the upper levels of a pit 

containing a complete inhumation as in the case of Oram’s Arbour (Hampshire) 

where a child’s skeleton was interred in the lower levels of the pit and additional 

cranial fragments occurred in the final layers of the pit (Qualmann et al. 2004).  

Fragments often appear in ditches and settlement structures as well.  In some 

circumstances there appears to be deliberate placement of the fragments, like 

the frontal bone found in a wheelhouse floor at Cnip (Armit 2005: 125; Armit & 

Ginn 2007; Tucker 2010: 203).  In other contexts, they appear to be mixed with 

domestic debris, as in the case of Bury Hill where fragments were found with 

domestic “rubbish” in the rampart deposits (Cunliffe & Poole 2000a).  The Late 

Bronze Age and Early Iron Age Wiltshire sites of East Chisenbury, Potterne and 

All Cannings Cross had fragments of human remains appearing in the midden 

deposits (Wilson 1981; McOmish 1996).   

 

Some of the fragmentary human remains show evidence for postmortem 

processing, exposure and modification.  Excarnation has been suggested as a 

possible burial rite for this period (Cunliffe 1992; Carr & Knüsel 1997; Redfern 

2008b).  It would, in many ways, account for the frequent occurrence of 

fragmentary remains, as well as the relatively low number of burials.  In order to 
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identify excarnation, several indicators must be present.  These include 

evidence for exposure such as weathering and rodent and carnivore gnawing.  

Postmortem or “dry” fractures may also occur in excarnation. It is sometimes 

due to carnivore activity, but it may be caused by attempts to disarticulate joints 

that are still held together by soft tissue.  The tendons and ligaments holding 

the major joints together are some of the last soft tissue to break down 

(Roksandic 2002; Redfern 2008b).  Evidence for postmortem processing which 

may be the result of excarnation has been identified at Danebury, Hampshire 

(Craig et al. 2005), Gussage All Saints and Maiden Castle in Dorset (Redfern 

2008b), Whitgate broch, Caithness and MacArthur Cave in Oban (Tucker 

2010).  Perimortem trauma often seems to be associated with fragments 

showing postmortem processing.  At Danebuy, there was a large pit containing 

the disarticulated remains of several individuals.  The remains showed evidence 

for exposure, defleshing and several of them also had perimortem fracturing 

and sharp force trauma (Craig 1999; Craig et al. 2005).  

 

A similar pattern was identified by Rebecca Redfern (2008b) at Maiden Castle 

in Dorset.  She examined the fragmentary human remains from pit and ditch 

contexts for evidence of excarnation and found that many of the fragments 

showed evidence of carnivore gnawing.  She also identified the presence of cut 

marks at locations necessary for defleshing, such as at the femoral neck.  Many 

of the long bones had dry fractures at the distal ends.  According to Redfern 

(2008b), these fractures were caused by attempts to separate joints for 

disarticulation after the bone was exposed for some time.  The ligaments and 

other soft tissue of the joints decompose more slowly than other parts of the 
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body and require additional effort to separate.   All of these factors suggest that 

excarnation was practiced at Maiden Castle; however, it was not prevalent 

enough to be the dominant burial rite for the group.  Instead, it seems to be a 

restricted right reserved for certain individuals.  Several of the remains had 

perimortem injuries, both sharp force and blunt force.  While it is difficult to tell 

whether this was part of the postmortem processing or the mechanism of death, 

the relationship of violence to a restricted mortuary behaviour suggests a link. 

 

On the continent, there seems to be an active focus on the head during this 

period; Armit has examined the possibility of a cult of the head (Armit 2006).  In 

some cases, the heads may represent ancestor veneration, but in other cases 

as in the stone carvings at Entremont, Provence, the heads seems to represent 

trophies from enemy warriors.   What both ancestor worship and trophy-taking 

reveal is that there is a special importance placed on the head during this 

period.  If it has a significant power, the appearance of so many cranial 

fragments at Iron Age sites may show the results of attempts to harness that 

power. 

 

Modified human remains are found in several sites, from Scotland to the south 

of England.  The role of these objects is difficult to assess because they are not 

generally found in a complete form.  In contexts from Scotland, human remains 

have been fashioned into tools, such as femoral heads shaped into what 

appear to be spindle whorls, or a long bone from Wag of Forse, Caithness, that 

had been shaped into an awl (Tucker 2010: 203).  There are also several 

occurrences of perforated cranial fragments found in Scotland, such as the one 
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found at Hillhead in a roundhouse entrance passage (ibid.).  Another example 

has been found at Maiden Castle, Dorset (Redfern 2008b: 291).   

 

This diversity of burial has hindered a synthesis and higher-level analyses.  The 

data that emerges, however, is that there is just as much diversity within one 

site as there is between regions.  Suddern Farm has a cemetery outside the 

enclosure, fragmentary human remains in layers in the ramparts and complete 

inhumations as well as fragments in pits (Cunliffe & Poole 2000b).  The 

contexts are all broadly contemporary suggesting that rather than disparate 

burial traditions, there are parallel processes occurring simultaneously.  Further, 

the diversity apparent in the Iron Age cannot be attributed simply to regional 

differences.  Though there are some distinct regional traditions, like the square 

barrows of East Yorkshire, most of the burial types appear in regions across 

Britain.  Fragmentary remains, modified human bone, and excarnated remains 

are found from Scotland to Hampshire.  It is difficult to reconcile these 

differences as separate burial traditions, because of their wide spread use and 

simultaneous appearance at individual sites.  It may be more profitable to 

consider that the burial types represent three different but interlinked acts, 

normative burial, non-normative burial, and use of human remains as objects.   

 

The first of these interlinked acts is a normative burial rite.  It is difficult to 

identify a normative burial rite for the Iron Age and there may never have been 

a single overarching practice for Britain.   Additionally, what constitutes a 

normative burial for a community may change over time.  However, towards the 

Middle to Late Iron Age, there seem to be cemeteries in use in many sites 
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across Britain.  Based on demographic data, individuals buried in cemeteries 

represent a cross-section of the population.   For the communities that used 

them, cemeteries were most likely the normative rite and used for those 

members of the group whose life and death followed the cultural norms. 

 

The non-normative burials are those that represent individuals who may have 

lived or died outside of the acceptable norm, or those individuals whose death, 

even if in an acceptable way, had a significant impact on the community (Robb 

2007).  The individuals buried in non-normative ways could include charismatic 

leaders whose death left a vacuum in power as was suggested for the chariot 

burials in East Yorkshire (Parker Pearson 1999), infant and child deaths that 

reflect lost potential, ritual practitioners such as shamans whose supernatural 

influence may be seen as a polluting death, individuals who died suddenly in 

violent conflicts, deviants who broke the rules of society, slaves, or captives 

(Ucko 1969: 271; Robb 2007).  All of these examples represent individuals who 

lived outside the norm, died outside the norm or whose death left tension in the 

community.   

 

The mortuary context for burials is a remnant of a ritual act.  The rituals are 

performed in order to facilitate the transition from life to death.  If the death is 

abnormal or the loss of the individual created significant tension in the 

community, the burial may require a different performance than the normative 

burial rites can accommodate.  The chariot burials from East Yorkshire may be 

an example of this.  It is a burial rite that is restricted to a select few, but 

includes both men and women.  The individuals are interred with a dismantled 
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chariot placed around the body and more grave goods than are normally found 

in Iron Age burials.  These grave goods include weaponry (swords, shields and 

spears) for the males and elaborately decorated mirrors for the females 

(Brewster 1971; Selkirk 1984; Dent 1985b; Denison 2001; Hill 2001;  2002; 

Carter & Hunter 2003).  Parker-Pearson (1999) suggests that rather than simply 

high status burials, these individuals may have left a significant void in their 

communities.  Their deaths may have been polluting either because of their 

supernatural associations or the tension their death left behind.  More complex 

funerary objects were needed to appease their spirits and the carts that carried 

them may have been irrevocably tainted by the performance, and thus were 

interred with them.  

 

In addition to the normative and the non-normative burials, there are human 

remains that occur in contexts that may not be burials at all.  Instead of deposits 

that are focused on the individual and reflecting the community’s feelings about 

the individual, the human remains are treated as objects in a suite of material 

that has another purpose.  The fragmentary human remains, cranial fragments, 

modified bone and some complete inhumations in pits may fall into this 

category.  It is more obvious in the fragmentary remains and modified bone 

because these are already separated from a complete individual.  Cranial 

fragments, as mentioned above, have been found with perforated holes.  

Femoral heads in Scotland have been shaped into spindle whorls (Tucker pers 

comm.).  These examples have all been modified in some way for use as 

objects prior to their deposition and suggest that the Iron Age attitude towards 

death and the body do not prohibit modification and use of human bone.  
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Though it is not as clear, this may also explain the numerous fragments found 

in settlements and pits.   

 

The use of human remains as objects may also extend to complete bodies that 

are placed in special contexts.  In particular, the so-called pit “burials” may not 

be burials in the same way that the cemetery burials are.  Though there are 

similarities in body position (flexed), the nature of the pit depositions is very 

different.  It has been demonstrated by Hill (1995) that the pits have a distinct 

organizational structure and rules governing the placement of objects within 

them.  Human and animal burials tend to appear in similar levels, usually the 

bottom or lower layers of the pits (Cunliffe & Poole 2000b).  There are often 

human and animal associations within a single pit as well. 

 

In many cases, the animal burials in pit contexts are complete and do not show 

evidence of having been butchered as they would have done for feasting (Hill 

1995). Their role more closely resembles a ritual object or perhaps a sacrifice.  

This may indicate that the complete human burials in pit contexts might also be 

the result of ritual sacrifice.  Sacrifice has been suggested for some Iron Age 

finds, such as the bog bodies of Lindow Man and Worsley Man (Taylor 2002: 

145).  Certainly, many of the bog bodies of the continental European Iron Age, 

show signs of traumatic injuries (Taylor 2002: 144-169).   

 

There are many reasons that groups develop different treatments of the dead.  

They have been interpreted as ways of dealing with the crisis of the death, the 

pacification of the dead individual, to prevent their return as a ghost, and as 
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ways to deal with grief (Benedict 1934: 79; Taylor 2002: 27).  The idea of 

parallel burial practices has also been explored by Robb (2007) to explain the 

non-normative nature of the Neolithic burials in Italy.  There may be normative 

burials present, but the diverse nature of the record is due to the loss of 

individuals at an unexpected moment in the life course.  Those buried in a 

normative manner are those who met all of the expectations of an individual life, 

born, became and adult, and died.  Those that were taken early, perhaps 

through violence, sudden illness, childbirth, or taken outside the groups’ values, 

as in criminal punishment, had to be buried in a special way to accommodate 

the non-normative nature of their death (Robb 2002: 166;  2007). 

 

2.3 Violence and warfare in the Iron Age of Britain 

The topic of warfare in the Iron Age of Britain had an opposite historical 

trajectory to most other anthropological studies of violence.  Instead of being 

described as a peaceful egalitarian prehistoric period, it was seen as a time of 

endemic violence.  It was taken for granted that enclosed settlements were 

fortified and that the elaborate weaponry was used as tools of war.  Just as with 

the “myth of the peaceful savage,” the automatic assumption of warfare hinders 

meaningful examination of violence in the past.  As post-processual theories 

developed, sites and weapons were reinterpreted as ritual symbols, effectively 

pacifying the Iron Age of Britain.  It is likely that violence during this period was 

situated somewhere between these two ends of the spectrum.   

 

Is there warfare during the British Iron Age?  This question seems simplistic, but 

the answer is not.  Evidence that would distinguish warfare from other types of 
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violence is unclear and open to alternative interpretations.  It is necessary to 

answer this question, however, in order to move the discussion forward and 

address more complex subjects, such as the nature of violence during this 

period and how it was experienced by the individuals involved.  No single line of 

evidence can unequivocally establish the presence of warfare, but when the 

different lines of evidence are combined, the argument for endemic warfare 

during this period is compelling.   

 

Documentary evidence 

First to consider is the documentary evidence.  Classical authors such as 

Caesar (ca. 100-44 B.C.) and Poseidonius (ca. 135-50 B.C.) illustrated the 

warlike attitude of the Iron Age peoples of Western Europe (Tierney 1960).  In 

his The Gallic Wars, Caesar describes the people of Gaul as being erratic and 

emotional people who loved to fight.  He states, ‘All Gauls are eager for political 

change and, because of their fickleness, are soon roused to war.‘ (Caesar, The 

Gallic Wars, 3.10) When Caesar takes his army to Britain to try to conquer the 

tribes, he was instantly attacked by their forces.   Caesar landed at the beach 

and he was greeted at the shore by armed warriors on chariots (ibid. 4.24).  As 

with many of the encounters described by Caesar, the Briton’s chaotic fighting 

style briefly overwhelmed his men.  He wrote that the Britons used their horses 

and chariots to dart back and forth throwing missiles.  They would also ride their 

chariot into the battle and leap off to fight by hand, and then jump back on the 

chariot to fight elsewhere (ibid.).  What Caesar is clear about in his descriptions 

of the Britons is that they are well trained (if chaotic) warriors and that their 

tribes are in a constant state of war with each other (ibid. 5.11).   This readiness 
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to gather and attack suggests that armed group aggression was frequent 

enough to warrant an instant response.  These writings present us with a view 

of people who were capricious, warring, feuding, violence-happy barbarians, but 

Caesar was a biased observer and the way he describes the Britons may not 

necessarily reflect reality (Dunham 1995).  The narrative was a form of 

propaganda.  He was writing to promote a fuller view of his campaign in Gaul to 

increase favour with the Roman senate as well as popularity with the masses 

(Dunham 1995: 111) 

 

The Classical sources must be measured against the artefact and skeletal 

evidence.  Caesar’s accounts cannot be taken without critical review or applied 

broadly to diverse areas (Dunham 1995).  Caesar was encountering these 

people at a very specific moment in time and they might already have been 

altered by the pressure of a steadily encroaching Rome.  That is not to say that 

his accounts should be ignored, but they need to be read with a critical eye and 

examined against the archaeological record (ibid.).   

 

Settlement evidence 

 
It is impossible to address warfare and violence in the Iron Age without 

discussing the possible role of hillforts as defensive structures.  There is a false 

dichotomy in discussions regarding hillforts, contrasting their use in warfare vs 

ritual function.  Hillforts were initially assumed to be defensive (Wheeler 1943; 

Cunliffe 1993: 167-176). These traditional identifications have been questioned.  

Hillforts are argued, by some, to be ritual centres (Sharples 1991; Hamilton and 

Manley 2001; Finney 2006).  Many of the hillforts are built on sites that 
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previously were used as ritual spaces.  In addition, the ramparts and ditches 

may be more impressive visually than defensive.  However, not all researchers 

are satisfied with this conclusion (Armit 2007; James 2007). One possible 

explanation for the role confusion is that the term “hillfort” may be too broadly 

applied.  The sites may be hilltop enclosures, settlements, ritual spaces, or 

defensive structures.  The function of the sites might have changed significantly 

over time as well.  They may have served different purposes depending on the 

needs of the community.   

 

It is also misleading to assume that because a site is not a martial structure, it 

would never have served as one.  This has been demonstrated as incorrect in 

many cases historically, where need defined the function of a place.  An 

historical example from the United States is the Alamo.  This was a mission 

originally called Mission San Antonio de Valero that was built by Catholic 

missionaries in order to convert the Native Americans. It was commandeered as 

a military base by Spanish soldiers in the early 1800’s and renamed the Alamo, 

then taken over by the Texas revolutionary soldiers (Levy 2003: 11).  It is now 

associated most commonly with its military role in the Texas revolution, despite 

its religious origins.  The complex background of the Alamo is preserved in 

historical documents and the structure still stands with evidence of canon holes 

and bullet holes to give testimony to its violent past.  If, however, the building 

were lost so that only the foundations were left, the martial history of the site 

would not be immediately apparent.  The only hint to its violent past may have 

been debris from the cannons and muskets.  Yet when hillforts yield large 

caches of sling stones, they are still interpreted as primarily ritual centres  
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(Barrett et al. 2000).  Sites such as Danebury (Hampshire) and Maiden Castle 

(Dorset) have evidence of sling stone caches and human remains exhibiting 

skeletal trauma, which would argue for a defensive function (Greep 1987; 

Finney 2006).  Multiple inhumations are present at some hillforts, such as at 

Danebury and Sutton Walls (Cunliffe 1984; Kenyon 1954).  These may 

represent individual episodes and perhaps be indicators of violent events (Craig 

et al. 2005).   Hillforts were most likely not one or the other, but both a site of 

ritual and violence (Armit 2007). 

 

Artefact evidence 

The presence of swords, spears, shields, sling stones, and slave chains 

suggest that tools of warfare were constructed during the Iron Age.  They are 

specialized tools that have no other functional use and are unequivocally 

associated with violence, whether in action or symbolic.  Some of the weapons 

found with graves and in votive deposits appear to be highly stylized and, 

especially with regard to the shields, not functionally sufficient for combat 

(Fitzpatrick 2007).  This suggests that they may have had a purely symbolic 

use.  However, it is striking that the symbolic system focuses on tools and 

imagery of war.  It reinforces the importance of warfare and violence for the 

communities creating these artefacts.  The presence of weapons as symbolic 

devices seems to indicate that violence was present in real life. 

 

Some of the swords that are found in the Iron Age are highly stylized decorative 

objects.   They are engraved with La Tène style images of stylized swirls, 

knotwork and abstract imagery like the scabbard example from Kirkburn (Stead 
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2006: 184; Giles 2008).  They often include anthropmorphized figures and 

stylized images of animals and birds.  There is even the inclusion of glasswork 

in vivid colours to draw the eye to the elaborate hilts.  Much of the decoration is 

present on the scabbards that were made from the melding of several metals to 

embellish colour such as the Mortonhall scabbard in Edinburgh that uses two 

different copper alloys (Stead 2006: 194), or perhaps even alternating woods to 

create designs out of multiple elements (Giles 2008). 

 

The extreme elaboration of these artefacts may reflect their role as symbolic 

devices and not actual weapons of war.  Two examples, the Battersea and the 

Whitlam shields, included in votive deposits were constructed of wafer thin 

bronze that would not have withstood combat (Fitzpatrick 2007).  These were 

interpreted as symbolic representations of functional tools made as gifts to the 

gods.  Giles (2008), however, has a different interpretation and suggests they 

were used in supernatural battles such as ritual performances.  Used in this 

way, they were functional, but their construction was not made to withstand a 

human adversary, instead they were made to battle a supernatural adversary 

(ibid. 68).   

 

The stylization of imagery and use of colour in these artefacts may also have 

had another use besides communicating symbols.  The complexity of the La 

Tène art has been interpreted as being deliberately confusing in order to trap 

the uninitiated viewer or to impress one’s enemies.  The designs have been 

described as devices to trap evil.  Demons become entranced and then 

ensnared in the complex designs (Giles 2008: 66).  Perhaps they were also 
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used to intimidate enemies either by disorienting them during combat, or by 

intimidating them prior to actual violence and thus preventing actual violent 

combat.  Like the practice of naming a sword to increase its reputation, the 

elaborate designs may discourage enemies (ibid.).  The highly elaborate 

swords may also be reserved for the most highly skilled warriors and 

communicate their status and ability prior to combat.   

 

Colour may be just as important in the weapon construction as design.  The 

Kirkburn sword had melted red glass work on the handle and tip (Stead 2006: 

184; Giles 2008).  Giles (2008) suggests this use of colour recalls the sword’s 

use in battle.  The colour red is often associated with battle, violence and blood.  

Red would also have been a significant colour for both violence and sacrifice.  

Many of the sacrificed bog bodies from this period include injuries that would 

have involved blood loss (i.e. slit throats). 

 

The symbols and artwork depicted on the weapons may also have endowed the 

objects with the spirit and energy of the animals or beings represented.  The 

imagery may have been used to evoke the power of the creatures to protect the 

object and their user.  The highly decorated hilt may have acted as a conduit, 

the individual drawing power through the images into their hands (Giles 2008).    

 

The highly stylized decorations on the weapons may have helped to deter 

violence, but additionally they may have acted to draw ritual performance into 

the acts of violence.  The images on the blades may have imbued the blade 

with power and perhaps had special significance when used to cut through 
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flesh.  It may have added to the awe experienced by the person defending 

against the sword.  There is no conclusive way to understand fully what these 

decorations meant to the people who created them, but it does not help to 

divorce the art from the function.  In the case of Iron Age weaponry, that 

function is violence whether actual or symbolic. 

 

Swords appear on small chalk figurines found in East Yorkshire.  In the 

figurines, the swords are worn on the back (Stead 2006: 62).  This may have 

been the way they were worn by Iron Age warriors as well (Giles 2008: 62).  It 

places the sword in a position that does not hinder movement of the lower 

limbs, and forces a straighter posture of the back.  This posture would not only 

act to make the individual appear taller, but perhaps enlarge their form by 

puffing out the chest and shoulders as with modern military “attention” stance.  

It makes the individual appear larger and more impressive.  The figurines also 

show one hand forward and one hand (usually the right) touching the hilt of the 

sword or touching the scabbard.  This may indicate a constant readiness of the 

individuals who wear these swords.  One hand is always ready for battle or 

defence (ibid.). 

 

Even the chariots themselves may have had martial significance.  Though they 

are two wheeled conveyances, the chariots in the burials have more in common 

with carts (Dent 1985a).  They would not have travelled very quickly or agilely.   

They were probably used as part of a performance, rather than in actual battle, 

but that performance may have included a martial element, or mimic a battle.  

The male individuals who are placed in these types of burial have an elaborate 
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weapon kit, including spears, swords and shields.  These weapons may have 

been used in a mock battle, possibly in the performance of ritual violence.  This 

could have served as a deterrent.  However, this display and performance 

would not act as a deterrent unless they were occasionally tested (Giles 2008).  

This could be in the form of organized battles between warrior individuals, or 

raids, or combat competitions.   

 

Skeletal evidence 

Interpretations of warfare and violence based on material culture are vulnerable 

to multiple explanations.  Human bones, however, show the clearest markers of 

interpersonal violence.  A cut mark or stab wound is unequivocal evidence for 

the use of weapons against an individual.  However, marks left on the bone do 

not indicate intentionality.  Battle wounds, sacrifice, murder and capital 

punishment can all lead to traumatic injuries of the skeleton.  That is why a 

careful study of human bone and the patterns of traumatic injuries that affect 

them is an important part of the study of warfare.  The remainder of this thesis 

will introduce an osteological approach to the study of violence and then 

analyze skeletal populations from sites in Hampshire and East Yorkshire.   By 

comparing two distinct regions and situating the evidence for violence in its 

mortuary context, this thesis will answer questions about the nature of warfare 

during the Iron Age and how it was constructed by the communities involved. 

 


