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 1 

Chapter 1 

Gender in Iron Age Britain  
 

[This study] should make it clear how archaeology has substantiated a set of 
culture-specific beliefs about the meaning of masculine and feminine, about the 

capabilities of men and women, about their power relations, and about their 
appropriate roles in society. 
Conkey and Spector 1984:1 

 

1.1. Approaching gender 
Gender in Iron Age Britain (800 BC to AD 43) has, in the past, been examined 

through binary structures, but the recent works by Pope and Ralston (2011) and 

Giles (2012) marks the first efforts to examine gender by drawing on recent feminist 

theory. However, their focus on gender through the mortuary record and material 

culture creates a methodology that only works with specific archaeological material 

and therefore certain areas of Iron Age Britain. Whilst the archaeologies of Wessex 

and East Yorkshire are integral to understanding the Iron Age, models based on 

those areas cannot be used to understand Iron Age Britain as a whole. The 

combination of material culture and mortuary studies in Pope and Ralston (2011) 

and Giles (2012) does demonstrate the need to combine multiple methodologies in 

order to facilitate some understanding of the construction of gender within the 

period.  

 

The analyses within this thesis are mainly historiographic in nature. Not only does 

this allow for a diachronic analysis of the application of gender in Iron Age 

archaeology, but it offers insight into how gender continues to be constructed within 

the lens of archaeology. It is important not only to know how archaeologists have 

conceived of gender for the Iron Age, but the underlying social, political, cultural 

and indeed, historic influences that affect the construction of gender. Chapters 3, 4 

and 5 represent the different analyses and each demonstrates a means to understand 

the construction of gender in Iron Age Britain. 
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Chapter 2 

An Engendered Archaeology 

2.1. Introduction 
This chapter provides the theoretical and contextual basis for the analyses in 

Chapters 3, 4 and 5. Iron Age Britain presents several challenges in studying gender. 

Some areas of the country benefit from having a distinct mortuary practice, such as 

East Yorkshire, where the rich mortuary traditions have benefitted studies like Pope 

and Ralston (2011) and Giles (2012). Other areas might have excellent evidence for 

material culture, such as the hoards of torcs and other adornment in Norfolk, or the 

pits in Wessex. Therefore, analyses using skeletal material or material culture only 

work within areas that fit those criteria. Archaeologists wishing to answer the same 

questions about gender and social structure for the Iron Age in Cumbria or 

Northumberland, for example, would have to rely on more limited material culture, 

settlement evidence and other methodologies. 

 

Iron Age Britain therefore presents itself with several limitations. The first is that 

some methods and materials work for certain areas and not others. The second is 

that some answers simply might not be accessible due to the material and methods 

available. The chances of determining whether or not societies in Iron Age Britain 

had non-binary gender systems are nearly impossible due to the lack of textual 

sources produced by the people themselves. Sexuality (after Voss 2007) is similar to 

gender in that it is a wholly social and cultural construct, but it might not be tied to 

biological sex and therefore would be difficult to determine from skeletal remains. 

The constraints mentioned here demonstrate that questions about gender in the 

period might only be answered up to a certain point. Without diversified evidence, 

some things must remain as conjecture rather than fact.  

 

 Section 2.2 will briefly summarize major trends in approaches to gender in 

archaeology and emphasises the particular aspects and methodologies that serve this 

thesis. Section 2.3 develops current approaches and the constraints in studying 

gender in Iron Age Britain in greater detail. Section 2.4 deals more specifically with 

how gender has been approached within the field of bioarchaeology, outlining recent 
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2008, Rautman 1999, Walde and Willows 1991). It would be exhausting to cover all 

the ways in which gender and feminist theory have successfully been integrated 

within archaeological method, theory and interpretation. Instead, this section will 

explore the ways in which gender and feminist theory is specifically relevant to the 

material in this thesis: the relationship between the body, burial goods and mortuary 

practice and the manifestation of gender in archaeological representations. These 

studies provide the context for gender studies in Iron Age archaeology in Britain, 

demonstrating what has been done, what could have been done better and what 

needs to be done in the future in order to further gender studies not only in British 

Iron Age archaeology, but beyond. 

 

The problematic assignment of gender to human remains via the grave good 

associations has been criticised by gender and feminist theorists within archaeology 

and has even been acknowledged as a result of personal bias on the part of the 

archaeologist (Taylor 1997:68). Whilst it is important to consider material culture in 

contexts outside of human burial, archaeologists often look to human remains and 

material culture to assess relationships between biological sex and culturally 

constructed gender identity (but see Section 2.2.3.a for problems in sex/gender 

dynamics). Gender archaeologists have worked to develop interpretations that look 

beyond typical binary associations such as weapons=male and jewellery=female. In 

doing so, it is also important to remember that a simple flip of the equation often 

serves to continually assert masculinity as primary and femininity as secondary 

(Harrington 2007:336). DNA analysis might alleviate some of these problems in the 

future, but is not a cure-all. Archaeologists must be aware of the incorrect sexing in 

bone reports and be prepared to acknowledge the possible interpretative problems 

that will arise from connecting those skeletal remains with grave goods and trying to 

determine gender (Effros 2000:637). 

 

Meskell (1999:161-162) showed that more female burials were found in the Eastern 

Necropolis than the Western Necropolis of Deir-al-Medina in Egypt (1543-1077 

BC), which had higher incidences of grave goods and male burials. Based on this 

information, it would be easy to assume females were of lower status than males. 

However, burial placement in Deir-al-Medina was based on affluence, followed by 

biological sex and age (Meskell 1999:174). It was therefore the material wealth of 



































 28 

brooch and spike does not only imply the possibility of a female warrior, but an 

individual with power and authority, Iron Age representations often associate the 

head and related material with such qualities (Farley et al. 2014:386). In this 

interpretation, the power and authority associated with the helmets are not inherently 

gendered, but allocated to the particular individual seemingly regardless of their 

biological sex.  

 

Recent bioarchaeological studies focusing on Iron Age Britain have found little 

difference between the pathological profiles of males and females. A re-examination 

of skeletal remains from Iron Age Dorset have shown that skeletal trauma was not 

restricted to biological males or adults (Redfern 2007, Redfern 2011, Redfern and 

Chamberlain 2011), but that violence permeated all ages and all sexes of populations 

within that region. This is important for re-evaluating the ways in which 

archaeologists conceive of the nature of violence within the period. Isotopic analysis 

shows there was no differentiation between the diets of those of different status or 

sex in Iron Age East Yorkshire (Jay and Richards 2006). Osteological analyses 

showed that there might have been some social differentiation in activities within 

Iron Age East Yorkshire populations, but males and females were largely similar in 

their pathologies (Peck 2013). These studies show that from an osteological 

viewpoint, there was little differentiation between Iron Age individuals, regardless 

of age, class or gender. 

 

Giles (2012) integrates the osteological material with an object biography as well as 

wider landscape in her study of identities in Iron Age East Yorkshire. The multi-

layered approach to examining the burials allows for more flexibility in the 

interpretations, allowing for conclusions beyond general discussions of the material 

that are prevalent for that region of Iron Age Britain (Dent 1982, Dent 2010, Stead 

1991). There is flexibility within the indicators of status and gender, with various 

combinations showing that there were multiple feminine identities as well as 

masculine ones played out through the depositions associated with the body (Giles 

2012:170-171, Pope and Ralston 2011:396-397). Ultimately, studies of burials 

demonstrate little evidence for gender within Iron Age mortuary practices (Pope and 

Ralston 2011:401) and there is evidence for multiple high-status feminine and 

masculine identities. For a more in-depth discussion of the effectiveness of these 
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case studies in promoting an engendered archaeology in Iron Age Britain, see 

Chapter 4.2. 

 

The shift in approach to the interpretation of funerary remains and mortuary 

practices towards acknowledging gender is promising. However, there are still a 

number of issues that need to be addressed: lack of integration between studies 

relating to issues of sex, gender, health, status, class, age and others; the persistence 

of male/female binaries and fewer discussions of intersex or ambiguous burials; and 

a focus on materials from specific areas of the country. Social organisation is only 

generally a topic of conversation when grave goods are found with the human 

remains. The few discussion on gender in Iron Age Britain are extremely regional 

and whilst most is due to the archaeological record itself, it is important to develop 

more studies within seldom-studied areas in order to bring in new insights and 

interpretations for the time period. 

2.4. Bioarchaeology and Gender 
In the past thirty years, gender has emerged as an area of study within 

bioarchaeology (Geller 2005, Geller 2008, Hollimon 2011, Sofaer 2012, Stone and 

Walrath 2006). Recent studies have shown that the skeleton has much to offer in 

terms of gender identity (Sofaer 2013:227). This section discusses current research 

trends in gender bioarchaeology, paying special attention to case studies and the 

methods that allow for the embodiment of gender in the human skeleton and a move 

away from simplistic sex and gender binaries in regards to the human body (see 

Section 2.2.3.a for more on the differentiation between sex and gender). The studies 

below demonstrate how much information can be derived from the body in mortuary 

contexts in order to study gender beyond associating biological sex with material 

culture. 

2.4.1. Gendered activities and the skeleton 
One of the main issues in gender archaeology concerns the gendered division of 

labour. Several papers have critiqued previous studies for assuming simplistic labour 

divisions, i.e. hunting men and gathering women (e.g. Gero 1991a, Hendon 1997, 

Owen 2005, Willoughby 1991). However, it is important to move beyond such 

simplistic assumptions. Not  every society would have split activities solely because 

of gender differences. Osteological studies of the body and performativity suggest 
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to ideas of activity and human remains, there are plenty of possibilities that can take 

interpretations beyond male/female binaries of labour. 

2.4.2. Health, disease and isotopic analysis 
Diet, health, and disease could have impacted individuals with different gender roles 

in different manners (Hollimon 2011:157). Food might have been consumed in a 

different manner not just between people of different social classes, but people of 

different genders. In osteological analyses, dietary patterns can be detected from 

examinations of the teeth, skeletal growth and development, and isotopic analysis 

(Hollimon 2011:157). Health may have also been differential amongst those of 

different genders due to separation in activities and diet. The activities that could 

have indicated labour practices would have had an impact on health as well. People 

performing different activities may have been exposed to different diseases, and 

different activities may have led to different degenerative diseases. Finally, isotopic 

analysis is useful in determining diet and migratory patterns that may have been 

impacted by social events (Agarwal and Glencross 2011, Katzenberg 2012, 

Montgomery 2010). For ways isotopes and health have been studied in Iron Age 

Britain, see Section 2.3.3. 

 

 

The general literature on health, disease and isotopes is vast, but there are a number 

of studies that focus specifically on the role gender might play. Lukacs (2008) 

studied dental caries, concluding that the rise of agriculture prompted different 

eating habits for women. These eating habits may have been prompted by increased 

reproductive demand due to a more sedentary lifestyle and agricultural activities 

(Lukacs 2008). Redfern and DeWitte (2010) compared the health of a Late British 

Iron Age population in Dorset to a Roman population in Dorset and found that the 

Late Iron Age diet was equal between the sexes, whereas male health declined in the 

Roman period. Other studies around the world have used stable isotopes (Ambrose 

et al. 2003, Bentley et al. 2007, Hastorf 1991) to consider possible gendered 

differences in the past. Section 2.3.3 demonstrated some of those studies for Iron 

Age Britain, though these studies show there are other populations that would 

benefit from such techniques. 
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2.4.3. Trauma, violence and warfare  
Androcentric models of the past have also provided differing explanations for 

skeletal trauma between genders. In men, trauma was always ascribed to warfare, 

whilst in females it was applied to domestic violence and other activities; though 

newer approaches to biological archaeology and violent behaviour look into the 

nature of the trauma and how it might relate to violence (Glencross 2011, Hollimon 

2011, Judd and Redfern 2012, Novak 2006). Recently, approaches to the subject 

have looked at the specific links between identity, age and agency throughout the 

life course through aspects of injury (Agarwal and Glencross 2012:7), showcasing 

the ways in which violence can be used to determine more than the presence of male 

or female warriors in the past. Indeed, manifestations of trauma on the skeleton have 

the potential to inform archaeologists about attitudes towards injury and 

interpersonal violence in the past. 

 

As with all of these studies, the relationship between gender and trauma must be 

considered within the context of time and space. Several studies have shown that 

warfare related trauma was meted out to everyone, regardless of age or gender, or 

even social class (e.g. Hollimon 2001, Walker 2001, see Section 2.3.3 for Iron Age 

examples). Violence has even been shown to be highly dependent on context within 

sexes (Martin et al. 2010). Ultimately, several case studies on bioarchaeology and 

violence have shown that warfare was indeed divided amongst gender lines, with 

males doing the fighting and the killing (e.g. Robb 1997). Skeletal analysis of 

trauma must account for differing beliefs between societies concerning what was 

appropriate in terms of violence and warfare in order to infer what the attitudes 

towards violence might have been for different genders. 

2.4.4. The sex and gender debate and future research trajectories 
The preceding sections have shown many of the ways in which gendered inferences 

can be derived from the skeletal evidence. Despite the progress made in many areas 

of the social sciences in terms of gender, specific subfields within anthropology and 

archaeology have struggled in reconciling theory with practice. In particular, Geller 

(2008:16) has pointed to biological anthropology and bioarchaeology as distinctly 

lacking in progression involving gender theory. Within the past twenty years, there 

has been a call to pull bioarcheologists away from lines of thinking that assume 

gender correlates directly to sex, focusing on one or the other and perpetuating the 
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and flipping male warriors for female warriors. The breakdown of classical sources in 

Section 3.3.1. revealed that the observations are ethnographic in nature and framed by 

the classical view of society. Iron Age society in Europe, and therefore Britain, would 

have been viewed differently from within. The Irish medieval sources, when used, also 

represent a viewpoint that is largely removed from the British Iron Age, making it 

difficult to use as a parallel. 

 

Works like Cunliffe (2005) and Haselgrove (1984) use models like Frankenstein and 

Rowlands (1978) as a basis for how society might have worked in Iron Age Britain, 

despite that model using ethnographies that are widely removed in space and time for 

the Iron Age and using them to look at Iron Age Central Germany. Though Iron Age 

Britain and Germany share temporal and possible cultural links, their societies could 

have worked differently. The broader systems-based approach espoused by 

Frankenstein and Rowlands (1978) also makes it easier for Iron Age society to be 

described on a larger group level. Though methodologically different from works like 

Hawkes (1959) who used material culture to describe society, the analysis in Section 

3.2.2. displayed the same effectively neutral terminology. This inadvertently presents an 

Iron Age Britain that is populated by groups or tribes and does not say anything about 

the individuals who form the basis for society. Social models that leave out discussions 

of gender, age, status and other aspects of identity are effectively erasing people from 

the picture. 

 

What does this mean for the social models of Iron Age Britain and beyond? Is there a 

way to reconcile the issues that have been presented here? The first step is to develop 

the methodologies to simply include gender in the discussion, from an individual level 

and up to a broader settlement and community scale. Chapter 4 will show that 

excavation reports do contain the evidence necessary to discuss gender, whilst the social 

models in Section 3.2. should have the ability to interpret the data to its fullest extent. It 

is important to do more than simply acknowledge it as an analytical category: it must be 

used within methodological frameworks. The difficulty in its application might result in 
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ambiguities in analysis and subsequent discussion, but the end result is more material to 

discuss and re-analyse for future interpretations of gender.  
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specific mortuary practices in the Late Iron Age, but this did change into the Romano-

British period. 

 

Analyses of sexed individuals within the Dorset sample yielded gender-neutral results 

in regards to artefact deposition. There were no significant associations to be found with 

artefact materials and sex for both the Late Iron Age and Roman periods (Hamlin 

2007:286). The same was true for the types of artefacts (Hamlin 2007:288). The rural 

component of the analysis showed that multiple burials shifted from being largely male 

to largely female from the Late Iron Age and into the Romano-British period (Hamlin 

2007:311-312). Though multiple burials was not the most common form of burial for 

either period, it did appear to have gendered components that did change over time. 

Decapitation burials in the Romano-British period also appeared to be a female rite 

(Hamlin 2007:313). This re-examination of the burial evidence for Dorset showed some 

changes in mortuary practices over time that were associated with not only gender, but 

age. Though subtle, the patterns were present, highlighting the importance of adding 

these types of analyses not only to new evidence, but old evidence where they might 

have been previously overlooked. 

 

Redfern (2011:133) highlighted the need to reassess the existing Iron Age record of 

human remains in order to develop a more fully realised narrative of how interpersonal 

violence is expressed for the period. Instances of interpersonal violence could not only 

be region specific, but site specific and the mortuary record needs to be investigated as 

such. There has been little significant evidence for large-scale interpersonal violence at 

Iron Age cemeteries (Anderson 1997, King 2009, Stead 1991), especially when the 

levels of interpersonal violence are compared with the number of martial objects that 

were found (Giles 2012:107). However, there is more evidence of catastrophic cases of 

violence in hillfort contexts (Barrett et al. 2000, Craig et al. 2005, Western and Hurst 

2013, Wheeler 1943). The need for the contextualisation of interpersonal violence 

within the mortuary record of Iron Age Britain demonstrates how other aspects of social 

interaction need to be considered as well, with gender being chief among them. 
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published material was deemed suitable for this analysis, though the inclusion of grey 

literature for future analyses provides further insight. The sites used for the case study 

were added from published site reports, reports in county journals (Somerset 

Archaeology and Natural History, Proceedings of the Dorset Natural History and 

Archaeological Society, Wiltshire Archaeology and Natural History Magazine, 

Hampshire Field Club and Archaeological Society, Bristol and Gloucestershire 

Archaeological Society and Oxoniensia) and online Historic Environment Records 

(HERs) and the Archaeological Data Service (ADS) as necessary. For Wessex, 160 sites 

(Figure 4.1.) were recorded and 1,367 occurrences of human burials were recorded. For 

the full list of sites see Appendix B. 

4.2.1.b. East Yorkshire 
East Yorkshire was chosen as a secondary case study area because of its distinctive 

burial tradition and mortuary practices, consisting of crouched or contracted 

inhumations in square barrow cemeteries (Dent 2010). The number of burials and the 

rich material culture make it an ideal contrast with the Wessex dataset.  The dataset 

from East Riding consists of 32 sites (Figure 4.2.) and a total of 1,134 occurrences of 

human burials. The full list of site names can be found in Appendix A. 

 

As with Wessex, the dataset for the East Yorkshire case study was obtained mainly 

through published site reports (e.g. Stead 1991), local archaeological journals like East 

Riding Archaeologist and the Yorkshire Archaeological Journal and the Archaeological 

Data Service (ADS) as necessary. 

4.2.2. Terminology 
This section provides definitions for the specific terminology (Table 4.2.2.) used within 

this analysis (after Cunliffe 2005 and Parker Pearson 2009). 

4.2.3. Database construction 
The data from each case study area was put into three databases (Context, Material 

Culture, Human Osteology) designed within Microsoft Excel. The material was 

analysed on a regional level, though some sites have been analysed on an individual 

basis for case study purposes. 
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(as in Giles 2012, Pope and Haselgrove 2011). The case study focuses more on the 

relationships between the burials and their specific placement on or around the sites and 

whether or not there is a gendered element to their spatial context. Therefore, specific 

osteological information beyond age and biological sex is not necessary for this case 

study, and the author fully acknowledges the biases that might have been present when 

the osteological material was originally assessed for those traits. 

4.2.3.b Context Database 
Sites were labelled as enclosed (surrounded by a ditch and/or rampart) and unenclosed 

(without ditches or ramparts) for the spatial analysis. 

 

Site Boundedness 

Enclosed 

Unenclosed 

Table 4.2.3.b. Enclosed and unenclosed sites 

 
Sites were also divided into several categories: hillforts, non-hillforts, barrows, caves, 

and isolated burials. The distinction between hillfort and non-hillfort sites is not meant 

to allude to any core-periphery model (after Haselgrove 1982), especially when the 

relationship between hillforts and other Iron Age sites is debated (Collis 1996:91). It 

distinguishes between the oftentimes prominent and enclosed hillfort sites and other 

enclosed/unenclosed sites, both of which have shown evidence for habitation. It is true 

such terminology limits the interpretations available in regards to Iron Age landscapes 

(Haselgrove and Moore 2007:2-3), but they allow this discussion to focus on possible 

differences in how gender identity can change due to the specific nature of the site. For 

example, are there differences in how masculine identity is expressed on a hillfort site 

compared to a non-hillfort site? Due to the emphasis on published reports, the results 

will inevitably skew in favour of hillfort-style sites in Wessex and cemetery-sites in 

East Yorkshire, but such details are necessary for preliminary context recording and 

analysis. 
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context is a decision that is not informed by biological sex or age range and other 

motivations must be considered, such as factors of kinship or community. 

4.3.1.c. Wessex results summary 
In sum, the quantitative analysis of data from Wessex demonstrates that biological sex 

was not a factor in the selection of burial contexts, body positioning, body siding, body 

orientation, mortuary treatment or association between human remains. This would 

suggest that within these particular categories, the biological sex of the individuals 

involved was not a determining factor in how their bodies were interred and positioned. 

However, these observations are taken from sites all over Wessex and spanning the 

entire Iron Age. It is possible that individual sites or regions might display their own 

unique patterns over time. But in terms of overall patterns for Iron Age Wessex, there is 

no concrete evidence to suggest that biological sex was a consideration in these aspects 

of mortuary practice.  

 

Age ranges, however, might have played a role in the selection of individuals within the 

0-3 year non-adult range within Boundary contexts and inhumations, as well as the 

selection of 19-29 year adults for inhumations. Other categories showed no clear 

preferences in regards to age. Therefore, Wessex shows some patterning in mortuary 

practices when considering age. 

4.3.2. East Yorkshire 

4.3.2.a. Biological Sex 
32 sites were examined and 1,134 occurrences of human burials were recorded for East 

Yorkshire for analysis. From the 1,134 occurrences, 351 individuals were biologically 

sexed as female and 277 as male, keeping in mind for the purposes of this study, the 

category of probable males and females was grouped with males and females 

respectively. 125 individuals were indeterminate and 381 individuals were of unknown 

biological sex (Figure 4.19.). The number of indeterminate individuals is lower for East 

Yorkshire than it is for Wessex. Part of this might be due to a strong tradition of 

associated biological sex with the material culture in the graves, as seen in Stead (1991).  
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might have disturbed shallower intrusive burials, thus making it difficult to determine 

their biological age. 

4.3.2.b. Osteological Age 
Age ranges showed 93 individuals in the 0-3 year non-adult range, 24 in the 4-11 year 

non-adult range and 38 in the 12-18 year non-adult ranges for East Yorkshire. Totals for 

adults were higher, with 422 in the 19-29 year range, 190 in the 30-49 year range and 3 

in the 50 or more year range (Figure 4.24.). Three hundred and sixty-four individuals 

were of an unknown age. 

 

Burial contexts heavily favoured grave and inhumation contexts.  As with biological 

sex, osteological age did not appear to be a factor in the burial context or the way the 

body was treated. The only variance was that one adult in the 19-29 year range was 

found in a pit context and two unknown individuals were found in a boundary context. 

There is similar consistency amongst body positioning, body layout and body 

orientation in osteological age (Figures 4.25.-4.27.). The 4-11 year age group appeared 

to show some variation in different categories, such as a southward body orientation and 

body layout to the right, but this is due to the low sample size within the group. 

 

In the human association analysis, adults appeared to be associated with other human 

remains than non-adults (Figure 4.28.). However, this group is very much in the 

minority compared to the greater East Yorkshire sample, so it difficult to say whether 

these patterns might coincide with any ideological mortuary display. 

4.3.2.c. East Yorkshire results summary 
In sum, the quantitative analysis for East Yorkshire showed distinct mortuary practices, 

but they were mortuary practices that were not selected with biological sex or 

osteological age in mind. Any examples of possible gender and age identity were not 

displayed through the treatment or deposition of the body itself, but through the 

presence of particular types of material culture (Giles 2012). The reasoning behind the 

selection of most manners of deposition and body positioning in East Yorkshire are not 

readily apparent and may have more to do with other aspects of identity or group and 

kinship relations. 



http://www.tagcrowd.com/
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It can be argued that an excavation report serves only one purpose: to present the hard 

data that comes out of excavation. More theoretical discussions regarding society and 

identity are probably meant for other mediums, such as journal articles. However, it is 

important not to divorce the artefacts and the site itself from the people who created it. 

Indeed, all of the raw evidence useful in discerning how Iron Age society worked is 

apparent within those pages. Archaeologists would be cautioned not to speculate on 

how life was on those sites whilst presenting the data.  

4.5. Discussion 
The results in Section 4.3 emphasised several points. The first simply reiterates previous 

research: that biological sex is not a determining factor in how bodies were treated in 

the mortuary practices of Iron Age Wessex and East Yorkshire. The second is that in 

some cases, age might have been a consideration in regards to how some individuals 

were treated in burial. The third is the difficulty in applying body theory to certain data 

sets, and how easy it is to fall into binary and categorical pitfalls despite attempts to 

avoid them. In this analysis, the indeterminate category was a means to avoid simply 

using male and female categories when considering biological sex. Finally, it is 

important to consider the question of patterns and how meaningful they are in the 

interpretation of the archaeological record. The following sections will discuss each 

point in detail, highlighting the continuing problem of reconciling second and third 

wave feminist theory with certain datasets and even types of analysis in order to draw 

meaningful conclusions. 

4.4.1. Age and Iron Age mortuary practices 
The results in Section 4.3.1.a demonstrated that gendered patterning is not obvious in 

Iron Age British mortuary practices without factoring in material culture. This is 

especially true in Romano-British Dorset (Hamlin 2007:305) and Iron Age East 

Yorkshire (Giles 2012:132,150). However, there were a few indications that age might 

have been a consideration within certain funerary rites. Interpreting these patterns might 

reveal some insight into how age was deemed significant in Iron Age Wessex and East 

Yorkshire. Hamlin (2007:313) found more evidence for age-related mortuary practice 

during the Romano-British period in Dorset, rather than the Late Iron Age. Figure 4.6. 

showed that individuals within the 0-3 age year range appeared in boundary contexts 
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Though this analysis did not focus on associating material culture with either age or sex, 

the data was obtained. Given that Hamlin (2007) found some associations with age 

groups and artefact materials, a quick analysis was made to see if there were any overall 

patterns associated between age and artefact types throughout Iron Age Wessex and 

East Yorkshire. Unknown burials were excluded from the analysis, and osteological 

ages were divided into neonates, nonadults and adults. Table 4.4.1. and Figure 4.35. 

show that neonates were less likely to be buried with objects made of ceramics, metal, 

bone and glass, but more likely with stone objects. By totals alone it appeared that 

adults were most often buried with ceramic and metal material, but the percentages 

show that adults were buried with metal objects more often. The biggest trends were the 

stone objects with neonates and possible metal objects with adults. Interestingly, the 

association of adults with metal objects parallels what Hamlin (2007:299) found in 

Dorset. This presents a promising case for further study in order to see what objects 

might have been specifically buried with these age groups. 

 

Neonates were left out of the East Yorkshire analysis because there were only two 

samples and they were not found with any artefacts. Table 4.4.2. would make it seem 

that adults in East Yorkshire were buried with artefacts of all types over the nonadults, 

but Figure 4.36. describes a more complex story. Ceramics were equally likely to be 

buried with nonadults and adults, but metal was found more often with adults. Bone 

objects were found with nonadults more, but not to a significant degree. Stone objects, 

on the other hand, were more often deposited with adults and no glass objects were 

buried with nonadults. This correlates with Giles (2012:132) because adults were buried 

with objects more often than nonadults and certain material types of artefacts were also 

more prevalent in adult graves. This is also specific to the glass objects, which most 

often took the form of beads and were found with elderly females (Giles 2012:150).  

 

Age has shown itself to be a factor in how burials in Iron Age Wessex and East 

Yorkshire were arranged. The placement of the majority of the 0-3 year age group in 

boundary contexts is interesting because it situates those individuals within a spatial 
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The lack of strong conclusions regarding gendered practices does not mean that Iron 

Age mortuary practices cannot be used to study gender identity. It means that other 

techniques and categories of analysis are necessary for further research.  Previous 

studies (Giles 2012, Pope and Ralston 2011) have shown more correlations between 

age, gender and status through analyses of associated material culture for East 

Yorkshire, and other osteological (Peck 2014) and isotopic analyses (Jay 2008, Jay and 

Richards 2006, Jay et al. 2008) have demonstrated plenty of avenues of research with 

the potential for furthering identity studies from the human remains of Iron Age Britain. 

Most importantly, there is a great need to reassess the remaining Iron Age osteological 

collections with modern sexing techniques, allowing new interpretation to be made on 

skeletal material that might have been sexed using out-dated techniques or solely 

through the association of material culture. 

 

Reassessing the skeletal evidence and performing isotopic studies have already added 

information to the results offered here. Jay and Richards (2006), Jay and Richards 

(2007) and Jay et al. (2008) have looked at Wetwang Slack and Garton Slack in East 

Yorkshire, determining how diet might have differentiated the people buried at those 

sites. At Wetwang Slack, results showed that the diet was rich in terrestrial animal 

protein and was the same amongst individuals regardless of sex, age or status (Jay and 

Richards 2006:?). The breastfeeding evidence showed that infants might have been 

weaned early and subsequently introduced to other foods (Jay et al. 2008:336). A 

separate osteological re-examination of the Rudston and Burton Fleming cemeteries in 

East Yorkshire corroborated the evidence of high and low status individuals having the 

same diet (Peck 2013:91). However, examples of degenerative joint disease and labour-

induced trauma to the skeleton suggest that lower-status individuals might have lived 

more labour-intensive lifestyles than those of a higher status (Peck 2013:92).  

 

In Wessex, Jay and Richards (2007) also looked at the sites of Winnall Down and 

Micheldever Wood in Hampshire, where the isotopic evidence did not give any 

information relating to age, sex or status: the individuals from those sites were highly 
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archaeologists are in danger of presenting these sites without the very people who 

created them, lived in them and died in them.  
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aspects addressed by ideas derived from media semiotics, the body and society, and 

gesture politics. Despite the broad range of theoretical underpinnings used in the image 

analysis, this study is mindful of the feminist and structuralist theories discussed in 

Chapters 1 and 2. The following sections will explain the theoretical issues in greater 

detail and the way in which they informed the construction of the image database, the 

selection of elements chosen for analysis, and the interpretation of those elements. 

5.2.3.a. Image analysis: breaking down an image 
The image database was created to gather quantitative data from the images, which will 

permit the question of gender bias within representations of the Iron Age to be analysed 

on more than just a superficial level.  

 

Images can be divided into quantifiable categories that permit analysis. Principles of 

semiotics related to signs, icons, codes, and myths provided the basic underlying 

structure for breaking down images into elements (see Section 5.2.2.b), supported by 

aspects derived from gesture politics and studies of the body and society (see Section 

5.2.2.c). In order to understand potential gender biases within the images, it was 

necessary to consider a number of quantifiable questions: who is in the images? How 

many of them are there? What are they doing? Where are they in terms of actual 

location and their placement within the image itself? What objects are they associated 

with? What clothing are they wearing? Within the database, each image was quantified 

into categories that correspond with the questions: activities, number of people in the 

image (divided into adult males, adult females, elderly males, elderly females, children 

and infants), perspective (where were the individuals within the space of the image), 

dress (detailing what depicted individuals were wearing), objects (associated artefacts) 

and gesture. Additional information about each image was recorded, including: the year 

of publication, the author, the illustrator, the type of media as well as the degree of how 

popular or academic a source might be. 

5.2.3.b. Semiotics: the significance of signifiers and tropes in analysis and 
interpretation 
The breakdown of images described in Section 5.2.2.a is best explained through 

semiotics. Semiotics can also explain how those parts are combined to create the 
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time and place from which it came. In this case, the historical context adds dimension to 

the viewing and subsequent analysis of an image rather than taking away from it. 

 

If a picture is indeed worth a thousand words, it is because of the stylistic, historical, 

emotional and other factors that go into its making. This study focuses on 

archaeological representation; as such, any influence derived from archaeology 

(contemporary excavations, dialogue with archaeologists, etc.) is the most important 

aspect. Archaeological input may not assure any degree of accuracy to the work, but in 

terms of influence it is important to document reciprocal relationships between imagery 

and archaeological interpretation. Historical, social and artistic movements may dictate 

style (i.e. gesture) and how individuals are portrayed, highlighting certain ideals of the 

period. These are considered in further detail in Section 5.5. 

5.2.4. Categorising Individuals  
Taking into account the theoretical concepts in Section 5.2.3., Table 5.2.1. describes 

how individuals within the images were sorted and categorised within dataset. This 

specifically refers to the categories of adult males, adult females, elderly males, elderly 

females, children and infants. The characteristics used to denote the various categories 

were defined by the author and are therefore subjective. However, it must also be said 

that these subjectivities were also based on the conventions used within the images 

used. The categories were defined using physical characteristics rather than on clothing 

and adornment. 

 

 Physical Characteristics 

Adult Males Facial hair, hair cut above the shoulders 

Adult Females Hair below the shoulders, hairstyles (buns, 

braids) 

Elderly Males White/grey hair, facial hair 

Elderly Females White/grey hair 

Children Hair, bigger stature than infants 

Infants Generally hairless, small in stature 

Table 5.2.1. Categorising individuals through physical characteristics. 







 134 

  

Number of 
reconstructions 

Year Number of 
reconstructions 

Year 

1 1800 10 1910 

12 1810 10 1920 

0 1820 2 1930 

1 1830 3 1940 

1 1840 2 1950 

2 1850 11 1960 

1 1860 13 1970 

2 1870 26 1980 

1 1880 107 1990 

1 1890 84 2000 

0 1900 22 2010 

Table 5.3.1. Number of artistic reconstructions of Iron Age Britain published per decade from 
1800-2010 (as of 2014). 

 

adult males are almost always (except for the 1820s) the default portrayal (Figures 5.6.-

5.7.). Combining the elderly males and females with their adult counterparts only 

widens the gap, emphasizing the ubiquity of the portrayal of males over all other sexes 

throughout the time scale of this study. Adult females, even when combined with 

elderly females, are usually portrayed alongside males but in smaller numbers. 

Interestingly enough, elderly individuals, despite having a few appearances within 

earlier years, are only consistently portrayed within images from the 1960s onwards. 

 

The location of an individual within an image was also a consideration. Each image 

recorded where its people were placed, whether it was the foreground, midground or 

background of the image. This was done to determine whether or not certain categories 

of individuals were emphasised over others in terms of their placement. In other words, 

are adult males considered more important than adult females if they kept appearing in 

the foreground and adult females in the background? This was one aspect of the 

analysis where the interpretation was extremely subjective. For a study like this, it 
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Interestingly, there was a dip in the location of adult males in the immediate decades 

following World War II,(Figure 5.10.). During this period the adult females also slip in 

position from the 1940s to the 1950s before disappearing from the foreground 

altogether in the 1960s. In the 1960s they appear again in the foreground before 

gradually rising in the current decade (Figure 5.11.). Adult males in the foreground 

continue to rise before peaking in the 1990s before declining. Again, this could be 

attributed to awareness of critical and archaeological knowledge of possible gender 

roles in the period, but with such a small sample it is difficult to tell. The only time 

females have the distinct advantage over males in the foreground is a few isolated 

images from the mid-1800s when Boudicca is the sole person portrayed in the 

foreground. Therefore, adult males still seemed to an advantage as the default portrayal 

and taking slight precedent in the foreground of images. 

 

The elderly were most often in the foreground in the 1960s and can be found in the 

foreground quite often thereafter, dipping in the 1970s and growing incrementally ever 

since (Figure 5.12.). However, this applies much more to elderly males than elderly 

females, because elderly males are most often portrayed as Druids and chiefs and 

therefore granted prestige of position. Despite the climb in most recent decades, the 

elderly are still not portrayed in the foreground, but the midground. Children too 

seemed to stay in the midground for the most part, with their portrayals slipping sharply 

in the 1970s before steadily climbing back in the current decade (Figure 5.13.). 

 

Locational biases are still tricky because of issues of perception, but overall it appears 

that theory may have some impact on the visibility of females, the elderly, and children 

in recent years, though it is clear through numbers and percentages that adult males are 

still the majority. 

5.3.2. Gender and activities 
In the images database, the types of activities portrayed and which individuals were 

depicted performing them were recorded. Many specific activities were collated into a 

single category for easy coding, such as tool production/maintenance for activities such 
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The initial expectation was that adult males would dominate in the categories of combat 

and tool production or maintenance than any other category, whilst adult females would 

dominate in carrying and cooking (see Solometo and Moss 2013:131-132). While these 

predictions were true and specific categories did dominate, there is evidence of diversity 

and many people were shown sharing in these activities (Solometo and Moss 

2013:133). Adult males did indeed dominate representation within the combat category. 

The numbers become more interesting when Boudicca was removed from the count of 

females portrayed in combat situations. In doing so, the numbers shift towards 

something one would expect to see, which means combat is still seen as a male activity 

within depictions of individuals in Iron Age Britain. 

 

Still, activities such as tool production and maintenance, carrying and food processing 

showed a relatively balanced distribution between adult males and adult females than 

previously predicted. This is a promising development, one that can be seen within 

illustrations made within the last twenty or thirty years, though it is not entirely clear if 

it is in accordance with theoretical developments within Iron Age archaeology in 

Britain. These results, as with all of the others, will be discussed in more detail in 

Section 5.5. There was less androcentric bias in the distribution of activities than 

initially anticipated. Even though the numbers support adult male dominance in the 

majority of the activities portrayed, there is still a degree of representation in activities 

between the two, resulting in less disparity between gender roles and gender 

representation. 

 

This spread only applies to adult males and females. The degree of representation 

decreases drastically when it is applied to elderly individuals and children. Compared to 

the 24 discrete categories of activities documented within the images analysed, elderly 

individuals only present in 10 and children in 15, compared to 22 for adult males and 20 

for adult females. Much of this can be attributed to fewer depictions of elderly 

individuals and children performing activities. Children were portrayed carrying items, 

assisting in agricultural activities helping with tool maintenance/production, but were 
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5.3.5.b. Occupational Gestures 
Gestures related to work activities (called occupational gestures from here on) were the 

most common gestures found in the illustrations. Occupational gestures did vary 

between the different categories of adults, elderly and children, but that was especially 

expected in activities that were very specific to a category. For example, gestures 

related to weaving and spinning, such as standing at a loom or using spindle whorls to 

make thread were specifically female if only because females are the only ones depicted 

doing it. This applied to categories such as sport and drinking for adult and elderly 

males. Again, this was to be expected but as mentioned in Section 5.3.2, there were 

fewer activity categories that were so exclusive to a specific subset of people. 

 

Solometo and Moss (2013:131) commented on the division of activities between males 

and females in regards to specific tasks such as agriculture. This divide can be seen in 

the Iron Age images as well (as discussed in Section 5.3.2), but the division is more 

interesting in regards to gestures within a specific activity and how they might be 

partitioned. Typical occupational gestures for agricultural activities range from leading 

oxen, pushing a plough, bending or kneeling in a field to either sow seeds or thresh 

grain, walking and herding various types of livestock with a stick, and so on. It was 

often the males leading oxen in ploughing or pushing the plough as well as herding 

(Figure 5.26.). Adult females, on the other hand, were often the ones sowing seeds or 

gathering (Figure 5.27.). This is significant, because the difference in gesture (or rather, 

posture) is that adult males were posed upright and adult females were posed bent over. 

One position appeared more confident and primary, the other more flaccid and 

secondary. It created a divide between individuals who are otherwise performing tasks 

that are equal in terms of importance.  

 

This divide within activities can be seen elsewhere. Scenes involving ritual, especially 

in regards to funerary practices and grieving were particularly divisive. Most of the time 

it was the adult or elderly males who was presiding over the burial itself or lowering the 

items into the ground (Figures 5.28.-5.29.). In the same images, the adult or elderly 

females were in the background expressing their grief or contributing to the burial in 
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antiquarianism and the development of archaeological method and theory (as discussed 

in Section 5.5.1.a.). New interpretations of the excavated material and indeed, more 

excavations in general may have contributed to depictions of a varied range of 

activities. Before the 1940s, people were portrayed in a limited variety of activities that 

were largely passive in nature, if not passive in and of themselves (see Section 5.3.2.). 

This occurs for females, the elderly and children rather than males, even though male 

activities outside of combat were not very active in this period. The lack of variety in 

activity pre-1940 cannot be fully explained by antiquarian method and theory versus 

archaeological method and theory. 

 

Lingering sentiments of the period being savage and barbarous may contribute to the 

small number of activities that were shown in the pre-1940s images. That is, however, a 

very simplistic point of view considering the scholarly work that was being produced 

before the 1940s as well as the large body of earlier prehistoric illustrations that did 

contain active figures (see Berman 1999, Gifford-Gonzalez 1993, Moser 1998). One 

possible explanation is the ambiguity of later prehistory: the Iron Age was defined by 

many names and chronologies and was not rigorously defined, as it were, until the late 

nineteenth century (Collis 2003:71-80), even though it continues to be defined and 

divided (see Haselgrove and Pope 2007, Haselgrove and Moore 2007). A combination 

of these factors might have led to a sharper definition of the period and thus, its sites 

and its material culture, which allowed them to be studied as more of a cohesive whole. 

It was only then that more information from the period could reflect within the 

illustrations. 

 

Returning to activities, there does appear to be some correlation between the rigorous 

methods adopted in the mid-twentieth century and onwards, the information produced 

and subsequently how they are portrayed within illustrations. Section 5.3.2. showed that 

there is a larger general trend of more diversity. For example, from 1800 to 1940, adult 

males are portrayed in an average of 1.167 activities, whereas post-1940 the average 

jumps to 3.58 activities. Much of this could be attributed to sampling, as the number of 

images jumps drastically from the 1960s onwards, but it is a trend worth considering. 
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are very rarely shown cooking the food items. This may be a reflection of the creation 

of strict gender roles in the 1950s following the flexibility  of the war years (Solometo 

and Moss 2013:139, also Meyers 1999). In any case, the act of cooking is a signifier for 

femininity simply because of the lack of adult males performing the activity. 

 

Serving, as stated before, is another difficult  pattern to consider because there are so 

few examples to analyse. Still, the pattern that emerges from this analysis is that 

females are portrayed in activities relating to the processing, cooking and serving of 

food rather than the act of eating it. It does not afford them the status that eating and 

drinking do, despite archaeological evidence to the contrary (Giles 2012, Pope and 

Ralston 2011). According to Hill  (2002), eating habits changed in some parts of 

southeast Britain towards the Late Iron Age. The diversity of artefacts, especially in 

regards to ceramics related to eating and drinking, pointed towards the importance of a 

status-based ritual such as feasting. The individuals associated with these burials were 

male, which may account for the limited evidence for depictions of females in regards 

to the act of feasting, and eating and drinking in general. Other archaeological evidence 

includes isotopic analysis from Inca sites that suggested that males drank more of the 

fermented corn-based drink called chicha than females (Hastorf 1991). Ethnographic 

evidence suggested that females brewed the beverage whilst the males drank it, creating 

clear gender distinctions not only through activities, but also through the consumption 

of food items. 

 

There does not appear to be as much of a difference in the consumption of food items 

for the Iron Age, simply because there have been very few isotopic analyses carried out 

for burials from Iron Age Britain (but see Jay and Richards 2006, Jay et al. 2008). 

However, the Inca example provides an intriguing theory, at least in regards to the types 

of portrayals that come with the activities of cooking, serving, eating and drinking. 

Women are never depicted with wine or its accoutrements, such as amphorae or 

drinking vessels unless it is in the context of serving the wine. This does not necessarily 

create a trope of the Eater or Feaster for the males, simply because there are not enough 

images to corroborate this. 
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Chapter 6 

Perceptions of Gender in Iron Age Britain 

6.1. Introduction 
The aims of this thesis were 1) to critically review the construction of gender in Iron 

Age Britain through literature and artistic reconstructions and 2) to examine British Iron 

Age mortuary practices as a means of constructing gender. The first aim required 

historiographic analyses, which included a review of relevant gender theory as well as 

investigations of how social models, classical Greek and Roman texts, Irish medieval 

texts, British site reports and artistic reconstructions of Iron Age Britain presented 

gender. The presence and even the absence of gender within these sources is critical for 

understanding how society has been constructed for the period, both theoretically and 

methodologically. It is also crucial for understanding how to approach gender in future 

studies and how archaeologists as a whole continue to present Iron Age people in 

Britain. 

 

The second aim required an analysis that reassessed burial data from Iron Age East 

Yorkshire and Wessex, with reference to Hamlin (2007), Giles (2012) and Pope and 

Ralston (2011). The analysis examined possible correlations between burial context, 

from burial location to body placement, and osteological sex. The analysis did not 

associate material culture with osteological sex in an attempt to shed light on 

possibilities that might have been previously overlooked, especially when gender is 

often determined through the association of artefacts with skeletal material in Iron Age 

Britain. The following sections present the outcomes of these studies and what it means 

for continuing studies of gender in Iron Age Britain, but first the expected hypotheses 

from Chapter 1 must be reiterated: 

1. There will  be extensive gender bias in most discussions of Iron Age gender 

where only males and females are the subjects. 

2. For the British Iron Age, this gender bias will  manifest in stereotypical 

depictions of male warriors and females within the domestic sphere. 

















https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hg3umXU_qWc
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