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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1. The rationale and scope of the Grave Goods project

Britain is internationally renowned for the high quality and exquisite crafting of
its later prehistoric grave goods (c. 4000 BC-AD 43). Many of prehistoric Britain’s
most impressive artefacts have come from graves - from the polished beaver
incisors at Duggleby Howe, North Yorkshire (Mortimer 1905), to the rich collection
of gold plaques and pins, imported bronze daggers, fossil stone macehead and
carved bone shaft-decorations at Bush Barrow, Wiltshire (Needham et al. 2010), to
the coral-encrusted chariot-gear of Wetwang Village, East Yorkshire (Hill 2002).
Thousands more arguably less impressive grave goods lie unloved and largely
unacknowledged in site reports and archive storerooms. Objects from burials have
long been central to how archaeologists have interpreted society at that time.
This has happened partly as an interpretive necessity since, for large parts of the
Neolithic, Bronze and Iron Ages in Britain settlement evidence can be elusive or
difficult to identify archaeologically, ensuring that mortuary evidence is often the
best, and sometimes only, information we have to work with. Interred with both
inhumations and cremation burials, grave goods provide some of the most durable
and well-preserved insights into personal identity and the prehistoric life-course,
yet they also speak of the care shown to the dead by the living, and of people’s
relationships with ‘things’. Objects matter. This book’s title - Grave Goods - is an
intentional play on words. These are objects in burials; but they are also goods,
material culture, that must be taken seriously. Within it, we outline the results of
the first ever long-term, large-scale investigation into grave goods during these
periods in Britain, which enables a new level of understanding of mortuary practice
and material culture throughout this major period of technological innovation and
social transformation.

This book is the primary outcome of an AHRC-funded project (2016-2020)
entitled Grave Goods: objects and death in later prehistory, a collaboration between
researchers at the Universities of Reading (CG/DG) and Manchester (AC/MG) and
the British Museum (NW). We set out to study what prehistoric people buried



2 Grave Goods

with their dead in Britain, from the beginning of the Neolithic to the end of
the Iron Age. In focusing on objects buried with the dead, we are provided with
a different lens through which to examine relationships between people and
materials, complementing those approaches which have looked, for example, at
the domain of social production and technology (e.g. Webley et al. 2020), ritual
performance and adornment (e.g. Woodward and Hunter 2015) or non-funerary
deposition (Fontijn 2019). By investigating the ‘things’ buried with the prehistoric
dead, we can critically explore how these moments of funereal practice relate to
thresholds of transformation in material technologies and knowledge, as well as
the social trajectories or itineraries of objects (which ended up in graves, which
did not, and why). We can also explore patterns of object-human association, not
only with traditional attributes such as age and sex, but also, through select case
studies where the quality of data allows, life histories including the circumstances
of dying and death.

The book’s analysis is structured at a series of different scales, ranging from
macro-scale patterning across Britain, through regional explorations of continuity
and change, to site-specific histories of practice and micro-scale analysis of specific
graves and the individual objects (and people) within them. At a time when part of
our discipline is embracing symmetrical archaeologies of practice or ‘flat ontologies’
that query or dissolve boundaries between past human bodies and objects, we hope
that many of our arguments respond creatively and sometimes critically to this
paradigm shift, whilst not falling into the trap of what Barrett has called a ‘new
antiquarianism’ (2016, 1685). In the study that follows, we attend to the mortuary
materialities that emerge from historically specific forms of prehistoric ways of being
and lifeways. As we will see, this does at times give us a very different understanding of
material relations than those we glimpse through settlement and other non-mortuary
depositional contexts.

The nature of our project precluded studying the whole of Britain - it simply
would not have been possible to do this in the time available (see discussion in
Section 3.1). We have thus focused on six case study regions, identified for a range
of reasons: the presence of notable grave good traditions, strong histories of
investigation and the accessibility of records and data. Each of the six regions is at
least partly coastal in location: Cornwall/Isles of Scilly, Dorset, Kent, East Yorkshire,
Orkney/Outer Hebrides and Gwynedd/Anglesey. These situations (north, south, east
and west) also allow us, where pertinent, to pick-up on grave goods caught up in
debates over migration, mobility and interaction: not just cross-Channel and near-
Continent, but inter-island. We have been able to explore the particular ‘pulses’
when such relationships gained greater visibility in the things buried with the
dead and consider these carefully, allowing us a different - or at least additional
- perspective on migration during the Early Bronze Age to that recently offered
by ancient DNA, for example (e.g. Olalde et al. 2018). We are also able to counter
the deep-seated focus on ‘exotic’ materials by studying all grave goods, revealing
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more complex skeins of spatial interactions and social connections, embodied in
the things finally given to the dead.

1.2. Grave matters: three preconceptions

This section outlines three preconceptions that we intend to challenge. The first is
that prehistorians ‘know’ the broad pattern of changes in frequencies of prehistoric
grave goods. The general perception is that very little is directly associated with
individuals in the Neolithic, there is a spike in all sorts of ‘personal’ grave goods
in the Early-Middle Bronze Age, followed by a general lull before the Iron Age,
which witnessed the introduction of new and more varied classes of objects in some
areas but also significant blank spots where burial is invisible archaeologically. Our
project has moved our understanding of this broad-brush sequence from one that is
impressionistic to one based on a solid, empirical understanding of the record. Whilst
some patterns hold good, our study has shown that the rise and decline of traditions
in mortuary materials was experienced in rather different ways in these contrastive
areas and it certainly does not map neatly to the overall availability of material culture
in aregion at any one time. The subtleties matter, not least because our ability to draw
upon a large-scale dataset which redresses some of the historical bias in antiquarian
activity and focused scholarly research, as it is tempered by information drawn from
a wider set of discoveries (including development-led excavations).

The second preconception we have to grapple with is the conceptual ‘sorting’
that has gone on in archaeological scholarship, which has ruled some things ‘in” as
grave goods, and others ‘out’. In the earliest excavations, this sometimes determined
what was kept from the grave and we have had to return to the original accounts to
see the wider spectrum of material culture caught up in mortuary practices. Before
mid-19th century obsessions with craniology (see Chapter 2) antiquarians were -
fortunately for us here - far more likely to retain grave goods than human remains.
For example, Thurnam went ‘back in’ to Wilsford G11 to recover the crania re-interred
by its original excavators (Needham et al. 2010, 2). This was because objects formed
the cultural capital and aesthetic centrepiece of cabinet collections and museum
cases, such as Bateman’s Lomberdale House (Bateman 1855), Mortimer’s Museum of
Antiquities and Geological Specimens (Sheppard 1900) and Pitt Rivers’ Farnham Museum
(Dudley-Buxton 1929). Yet other grave goods were ‘divided up’ as curios and keepsakes
amongst the participants, much to the ire of later archaeologists (Fox 1958, 9). The
post-exhumation biography of the Iron Age finds from Arras, East Yorkshire is a good
case in point, split into the hands of the three principal excavators: Stillingfleet,
Hull and Clarkson, and further subdivided upon their death and dispersal at auction
(Stead 1979, 8-11).

Other objects were never retained. Fragile organics, thin sheet bronze, broken glass
and decayed and rusted iron seldom survived the labourer’s pick unless discovered in
a particularly well-preserved burial (as in the Gristhorpe log-coffin; Williamson 1834).
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This also applied to poorly fired, broken and undecorated pottery all of which were
commonly discarded; some vessels even became the unlikely victims of diggers’ ire
(see Section 6.1)! Faunal remains, wood and rare examples of vegetation might have
been speciated but were rarely kept as they fell outside of the notion of a material
‘grave good’ (e.g. Bateman 1848, 81; 1861, appendix). Stones of many kinds might
again be briefly described but were often thrown away, particularly those acting as
capping, covering or plinth stones (see Cooper et al. 2019). Fossils and pebbles were
often classed as geological specimens - curiosities that were noted but rarely kept
(Briick and Jones 2018). Even worked stone had a chequered fate. Bateman kept all
the polished axes and leaf-shaped arrowheads from his excavations and the matching
upper and lower beehive quern-stones found in neighbouring Iron Age interments at
Winster, Derbyshire (1857) were retained long enough to be illustrated in watercolour
by Llewellyn Jewitt for his (ultimately unpublished) Relics of Primeval Life, c. 1850
(Beswick and Wright 1991, fig. 4.3). Yet these more massive and fragmented stones
did not survive the loan and final sale of this collection to Sheffield’s Weston Park
Museum. Someone, at some point, threw them out.

Excavations in the mid-later 20th century did less of this graveside or archival
selection, as finds recording became standardised. They were also able to retain
more of the fragile fragments, preserved organics and mineralised impressions
that reveal ‘ghost’ grave goods representing our ‘missing majority’ of perishable
materials (Hurcombe 2014). Yet archaeologists continue to do their own ‘conceptual
sorting’ in print: drawing analytical boundaries around items found on or close to
the body itself (in inhumations), or those found fused with burned bone and pyre
material (in cremation burials). In trying to understand these issues, we analysed a
handful of contemporary authors, and how they personally categorise grave goods
(see Table 3.02 in Chapter 3). A ‘core’ group of artefacts are regularly ruled ‘in’ as
grave goods: personal ornaments and dress fittings, weapons or accoutrements of
rank and power, which are seen either as personal possessions or part of intimate
funerary rites to prepare, dress and adorn the dead (e.g. Whimster 1981; Nowakowski
1991). In a (mostly) unarticulated reading of graveside performance, objects placed
at a slight distance tend to be categorised more as ‘gifts’ or ‘tokens of esteem’
(Fitzpatrick 2011; Harding 2016). ‘Companions’ (whether animal or human) are
considered particularly problematic (Garwood 2007). Clusters of vessels and faunal
remains interpreted as food are sometimes categorised as grave goods but for others
these are mere residues of the funeral itself (e.g. Stead 1991). Grave ‘furniture’ or
containers (coffins, cist slabs, coverings etc.) and the small objects that facilitate
wrapping or containment (pins and brooches in ‘non-normative’ positions) often
fall into the realm of ‘ambiguous’ grave goods (Cooper et al. 2019). In the Grave Goods
project database (henceforth shortened to the GGDB) we have included all objects
associated with burials (see Chapter 3 for a more detailed discussion) to allow us
to draw the conceptual boundary of ‘grave goods’ as widely as possible, even where
these no longer exist physically as curated artefacts or substances. The project as a
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whole, and thus this book specifically, seeks to evaluate and understand more fully
the character and role of ‘everyday’ grave goods, in addition to the spectacular
objects that so often capture archaeological attention.

The third and final premise that we seek to challenge is how objects from graves are
interpreted. Fundamentally, we have to tackle the concept that they directly represent
the identity, status or wealth of the deceased. This is important as the historical
rhythms of the rise of individual, furnished burials have been used to evidence the
notion of a linear social evolutionary trajectory in prehistoric Britain (see further
discussion in Chapter 2). Taking one iconic Early Bronze Age burial - Bush Barrow,
from the Normanton Down group on Salisbury Plain, Wiltshire (Needham et al. 2010)
- we can see how this approach has given us the rise of the chiefdom, exemplified
through grave goods as the ‘single sepulchres of kings, and great personages’ (Stukeley
1740, 43), morphing into Piggott’s ‘princely’ burials of an Armorican elite ‘ruling class’
(1938, 52). In the later 20th century this discourse may have shifted tone, tempering
the social evolutionary model of chiefly warrior elites with a more subtle image of
Bush Barrow as a local ‘master of ceremonies’: ‘rising’ to ‘pre-eminence through the
control of particular ceremonies and activities’ (Needham et al. 2010, 33); one of Van
der Noort’s ‘argonauts’, daring voyagers of the North Sea (2006, 269); or even one
of Needham’s well-connected sacro-political pilgrims (2008). Whichever image best
captures the identity of the Bush Barrow individual, we note here how changes in the
interpretation of these people have been largely shaped (until the refined application
of isotopes and aDNA programmes) by their grave goods: where these items came
from, what they represented and how they were used to mark, mould or remember
a powerful person.

Archaeologists’ interpretations of ‘rich’ Iron Age grave goods are little different.
In the early 19th century, the iconic chariot burial from Arras, East Yorkshire was
dubbed ‘the King’, relegating a second wheeled vehicle to that of a ‘Charioteer’,
whilst the richly adorned burial was clearly a ‘Queen’: ‘the chief female of the tribe’
(Stillingfleet 1846, 27-28, see Giles et al. 2019). Having exhausted the main titles of
power, this relegated the 1877 Arras chariot and mirror burial to that of a mere ‘Lady’
(Greenwell 1877, 454). The notion that these relate to an ‘elite’ (versus ‘commoner’
burials) is perpetuated in Parker Pearson’s account of the Great Wold Valley (1999a)
and Halkon’s direct reading of the chariot burials as an iron-controlling elite (2013).
By the Late Iron Age, the ‘exalted’ or ‘princely’ burials of Welwyn and Lexden type
(Evans 1911, 15 cited in Smith 1911, 27) with their feasting equipment and sacrificial
accoutrements, were being linked as kin of the ‘kings’ named in contemporary
classical accounts and Late Iron Age coinage (for a more sophisticated reading, see
Creighton 2006).

Such images of hierarchies and elites read directly from grave goods have gained
near immutable status in accounts of prehistoric Britain because we are repeatedly
drawn to suites of shiny and unusual things: caught in the glare of spectacular grave
goods. This is not surprising, since it is these very objects that dominate our museum
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cases as well as our textbooks. Yet it tells us little about how different kinds of materials
were used to negotiate the loss of all sorts of people from these communities and
to confront death itself. Our project thus set out to be conceptually blind to this
hierarchy of people and things: it gathered all, to study the specific role of material
objects and materials across mortuary rituals. This brings us back to our final point
and the double-meaning of our project title mentioned above: these are grave goods.
Their selection and inclusion began with a death, and our project aims to make a
contribution to the ‘long view’” of how people use things to negotiate human loss,
an endeavour which is of both interest and importance not just to the discipline of
archaeology but sociology, anthropology and philosophy.

The act of placing an object in a grave makes an important statement not just about
the person who has died, but about the mourners themselves; the object crystallises
their relationships (Briick 2004). It may be a powerful symbol or metaphor, used to
negotiate the event of death, or an apotropaic device for protecting the dead or the
living. It may aid passage into an afterlife, providing equipment for the dead, or be
a gift to pay a debt or create a new obligation with an ancestor. While extraordinary
objects may be selected for their rarity and craft skill, embodying distant or spiritual
connections, even relatively mundane artefacts (such as pots or brooches or stones)
bring the wider ‘living” world into the realm of the dead, evoking kin relations and
places to which the deceased belonged. An understanding of how peoples’ lives and
the lives of objects were intertwined can help us to investigate the dynamic role of
materials and technologies that shaped both life and death in the past.

1.3. Research questions and methods: between large-scale datasets and
‘object biography’
This volume tackles the following key research questions:

+  What do archaeologists mean by ‘grave goods’? How have they used (and sometimes
abused) this concept, and can we formulate a new, more nuanced and sophisticated
understanding of this key category of material culture?

«  What kinds of object did people put in graves in later prehistoric Britain? What
did ‘grave goods’ mean to people in the prehistoric past? How were these objects
perceived? Why were certain items selected for deposition with the dead? Which
were not?

In order to answer these questions, we have carried out a selective historiography
of concepts of grave goods, spanning the antiquarian period (broadly, the late
17th-late 19th century) up to the current day. We also tack back-and-forth to these
ideas throughout our interpretive chapters. The core of the project, however, was
the construction of a database (the GGDB) of all material culture found in formal
mortuary contexts during the Neolithic, Bronze Age and Iron Age within our six
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case study regions. Our methodology is enabled by the use of digitised Historic
Environment Records (HERs), which have made a new level of archaeological
understanding possible on a nationwide scale. Despite considerable work undertaken
over the history of archaeology to log and collate evidence about prehistoric burials,
HERs offer the only reliably updated source of information about these sites in
Britain. They thus enable patterns to be identified that simply could not be seen
before. Equally, development-led archaeology has led to a substantial rise in the
number of excavations, uncovering new and unexpected burial types and material
culture. Our research methods ensure that these ‘grey literature’ discoveries were
also synthesised in the GGDB. In combining data created as a result of modern
development-led excavations with information created by old (often 19th century)
excavations, we hope to have unlocked the potential of, and thus reinvigorated, ‘old
data’ and ancient archives as well.

Within much recent theoretically informed work, objects are viewed as being
intimately bound up in and contributive to society, and as having the power to affect
human action (see Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion). The primary focus of
the Grave Goods project was material culture, and its power to ‘do’ and ‘say’ things
in burial contexts. Prehistory, of course, lacks documents. The mortuary context is
an arena in which the body (or parts of it) and objects were laid out in a series of
events. On those occasions, people often appear to have gone out of their way to
compose a message to be conveyed to other mourners. These might be said to be the
fundamental ‘documents’ of prehistory, which offer us the opportunity to stand in
the shoes of the mourners and ‘read’ the body. Yet in this book, we argue, we need to
move beyond this textual analogy to embrace the notion that burial with grave goods
was a performance meant to confront mortality. It concerned the dead but it was a
live, unfolding piece of funerary theatre in which fundamental ideas about people’s
role in, and relations with, the world were marked and renegotiated - mourners
and mourned. The use of objects in this ontological endeavour literally mattered.
Grave goods were therefore an important part of what Malafouris has described as
a ‘mnemo-technology’: they created certain possibilities and affordances to people
caught up in the rite (2015). Every arrangement of grave goods with the remains
of a body, whatever its state or form, was ‘social memory in the making’ (ibid.,
304). Objects were there ‘to be talked about’ as Rowlands pointed out some time
ago (1993, 144). Their obdurate materiality asserted their own stories in the grave
but of course, the artful death-worker, kin-member or celebrant-cum-storyteller
could invest them with new meanings too. As Rowlands goes on to note, the very
act of making something a ‘grave good” involved the removal of things from the
world of the living - not just spectacular objects of social renown but intimate and
familiar, mundane things. It created a powerful ‘memory in its absence’ (1993, 146).
Their passing from view, taking them out of the hands of the living, thus created
an absent presence that helped materialise loss.
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1.4. Results and outcomes

This book presents an overview of the major results of our research. Very early on
in the project, we took a conscious decision not to try and write an overarching
diachronic narrative of grave goods in Britain, or to compile a series of regional
syntheses. The book is not structured regionally or chronologically but thematically:
we have conducted a series of studies which investigate grave goods from different
perspectives, considering those matters that we felt were the most interesting or
most pressing, and the most in need of detailed study. It does not have to be read
sequentially but can be dipped into according to reader interests and needs.

We begin with a selective historiography focusing on how grave goods have been
conceptualised over time (Chapter 2); this, we feel, is a worthy exercise in itself
which also allowed us and our readers to understand the interpretive positions
that prehistoric archaeologists have reached, and how our work, as presented here,
relates to it. Following this scene setting and conceptual critique, Chapter 3 presents
the ‘big picture’ gleaned from the macro-scale analysis of the GGDB: patterning of
grave goods across time and in space, analysed and visualised in a variety of different
ways. As discussed above, a key aim of the project was to place impressionistic
understandings of regionality and long-term change on a solid empirical footing;
this chapter does exactly that. It also looks at how grave goods related to female and
male burials, young and old people, cremation and inhumation practices, and other
comparable variables. In Chapter 4, we ask the question ‘what goes in a grave?’. In
order to understand ‘grave goods’ properly, we argue, it is also vital to consider ‘hoard
goods’, ‘settlement goods’, and so on, by contrasting mortuary material culture with
wider patterns of materiality on settlement sites and in hoards (see also Cooper et
al. 2020). Our empirical analysis allows us to question long-held assumptions about
the relationship between material culture found in graves and on settlements, and
to view the complexities of the material record that we, as archaeologists, need to
work with in very different way.

Subsequent interpretive chapters adopt a thematic lens through which to explore
finer-grained outcomes of the project. Chapter 5 celebrates ‘understated’ (and usually
overlooked) grave goods. In so doing, it complements (and in some ways directly
challenges) most previous publications over the past century which have generally
focused on the spectacular and the non-everyday. In Chapter 6, we look in detail at
the most common grave good of all: the pot, and what we have termed its ‘material
plasticity’ in the arena of burial. This focus on a single object type allows us to bring
into especially sharp focus the sometimes-incredible variety of ‘things’ caught up in
mortuary practice, and to explore the effects that grave goods’ materiality might have
had on both people and practice. Chapter 7 explores object mobility - and indeed
immobility - as exemplified in grave goods. Objects whose materials are known to
have travelled a long way prior to their incorporation in a grave (amber, jet, etc.)
have often been drawn into discussions of ‘value’ and ‘wealth’ in the prehistoric past.
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In considering these concepts - and their constitution in relation to both materials
and people in graves - we come to consider the local as well. Local and non-local are
mutually constructed concepts and both potentially led to ‘value’ creation in different
ways. Our penultimate Chapter 8 turns then to explore elements of time within
burial practice. It investigates in detail how the different temporalities of burial sites
(especially those of chambered tombs during the Neolithic) affect what we actually
see of, and thus how we can possibly begin to understand, grave goods in the present.
It also considers the potentially very different temporalities of grave goods caught
up in inhumation and cremation practices and, again, the implications these variable
tempos had, both for people in the past and in terms of our own interpretations in
the present. We also consider how, during the Iron Age, grave goods helped to shape
very different temporalities in the context of death and burial. Finally, in Chapter 9, we
summarise some of the key outcomes, both empirical and conceptual, of our research.

The key objective of this project has been to create a unique empirical foundation
that allows not just us but also future researchers to work with grave goods at a
variety of different scales. In so doing, we have aimed to initiate a subtly different
conversation about prehistoric death and burial, which opens up new ideas around
mortuary material culture: what prehistoric people buried with the dead and what it
might have meant. Our final aim then, is to make a small but substantial contribution
to the understanding of different kinds of past humanity, and how people have faced
and dealt with mortality, in part, through ‘things’. It is to the ideas that have governed
this discourse so far that the next chapter turns.






Chapter 2

From ‘appurtenances of affectionate superstition’
to ‘vibrant assemblages’: an historiography of
grave goods

2.1. Introduction

On 3 June 1851, Mrs Sarah Bateman peered into the sandstone cist of a barrow in
Monsal Dale in the Peak District of Derbyshire. The sister of William Parker (her
husband, antiquarian Thomas Bateman’s ‘close companion’), her marriage had
been an advantageous one given her class, but a necessary one for Thomas, as he
cast aside his long-term mistress to fulfil the terms of his grandfather’s will and
inherit the Middleton estate (Marsden 1974). In the preceding autumn of 1850, it
was feared that Thomas himself might die, plagued by gout and severe migraines
(ibid.). Sarah had yet to provide him with a son and heir but, certainly, her first-
born, a daughter, must have been on her mind as she watched the discovery of
the ‘decayed skeletons of two infants’ in the Monsal barrow. Unfortunately, these
burials were ‘omitted’ from the final barrow plan ‘to prevent confusion’ (Bateman
1861, 79). Just before the trench was backfilled, Thomas ‘casually picked up a
barbed arrow-head of grey flint, and a piece of hard sandstone that had been
used to triturate grain’ (ibid.). We could read much into these twin symbols of
death and life, found close to the infants - the arrow-tip and the quernstone -
but whatever Sarah’s thoughts, she must have been counting her blessings as she
watched her husband enjoy his consuming pastime in the early summer sun. The
stones were kept but the bones were not. As she leaned over the grave, Thomas
tells us that she had ‘the misfortune to drop in, unobserved, a gold ring set with
an onyx cameo, representing a classical subject’ (Bateman 1861, 79). Thomas was
troubled by the notion that its rediscovery someday might ‘lead to the conclusion
that the Romans [were] buried in these ancient grave-hills’ (1861, 79). Was the ring
a real Roman relic, already exhumed once from a grave and given to his wife from
his own collection, or merely a Victorian reproduction? And did Sarah really lose
her ring by accident or was this a small, sentimental offering to accompany the
fragile bones thrown back in with the spoil, in lieu of their original grave goods:
a kind of exchange with the dead? We will never know. What we can note from
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Bateman’s account is the importance given to these encounters with prehistoric
burials and the care taken to record the things that were interred with them. It
is to the origins of this pursuit that this chapter now turns.

Objects buried with the dead in prehistoric Britain have played a central role
in archaeological narratives since the discipline’s inception. This chapter explores
the way in which they drove excavation in the acquisitive era of antiquarians,
and shaped impressions of both races and ‘states of civilisation” in 19th century
discourse. In the 20th century, it examines their mapping to represent culture
groups, their deployment to address issues of power and rank, their capacity
to reveal underlying structures of society and belief and their mobilisation in
narratives of personhood. Most recently, grave good assemblages have been
caught up in the rethinking of ontology known as ‘new materialism’ whilst new
analytical techniques have enabled us to follow the itineraries of these objects
before (and after) they entered the grave. Yet as this chapter will reveal, they
have always led to other kinds of reflections: connecting people with the lives
of those long dead, prompting thoughts of mortality and offering a strange kind
of solace for the human condition. Whether spectacular or mundane, they have
moved archaeologists to consider the social relationships - the ‘continuing bonds’
to borrow a phrase (Klass 1996) - between the living and the dead. Some of these
accounts are emotionally moving, others are more challenging to read, but from
the 17th to the 21st century, grave goods have rightly confounded the logic of
what Briick and Fontijn dub Homo economicus (2013). The giving up of things to
the dead demands explanation.

Following a chronological structure, this chapter explores the way in which
each different era conceptualised grave goods and categorised artefacts from
burials. We will examine what was commented upon, what was kept, what was
thrown away and why. We will also explore the constructive role of illustration
in these processes, as some objects enchanted the imagination of their finders
whilst others were passed over. Throughout, the key influence of ethnographic
analogy - learning from the burial rites of other co-present societies and what
they gave to their dead - will become clear. We will also see how folklore played
its part in understanding some of the more curious, overlooked objects and the
ways in which they were treated during prehistoric funerary rites. We take care
to contextualise these scholars’ opinions in relation to contemporary attitudes
towards the dead and their own experience of burial, in order to understand
better the approaches they have brought to the topic. It would be possible - and
very interesting - to write a whole book on historical approaches to grave goods
in Britain, but that is not our intention here. The following historiography is
necessarily selective rather than comprehensive, highlighting particular scholars,
concepts and definitions that best embody the major paradigm shifts in approaches
to grave goods over the centuries.
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2.2. Early explorations: ‘lasting reliques’

One of the earliest literary meditations on archaeological grave goods (relating to
Anglo-Saxon cremation burials from Norfolk) is Sir Thomas Browne’s Hydriotaphia, or
‘Urn Buriall’ (1658, reprinted in 2010 with a preface by W.G. Sebald), seen in literary
circles as a reflection on mortality and the vanity of humanity’s attempts to overcome
it. In Browne’s words, ‘to subsist in bones ... is a fallacy in duration’; such remains
are ‘Vain ashes ... Emblems of mortal vanities’. Yet Browne goes on to list the ‘lasting
reliques’ as he dubs them (2010, 64) in fond detail: from the early medieval cremation
burials: ‘peeces of small boxes, or combes handsomely wrought, handles of small
brasse instruments, brazen nippers, and ... some kind of Opale’ [sic] (ibid., 37) and from
Roman urned cremation burials: ‘Lacrymatories, Lamps, Bottles of Liquor” (ibid., 42).

Browne was writing in the 17th century, at the dawn of antiquarianism among figures
such as Leland, Camden, Stukeley, Gough and Aubrey, engaged in the composition
of a history of Britain as part of a wider project of nationalism (Sweet 2001; Trigger
2006). By the 18th century, improvement and enclosure, drainage, quarrying and road
building were biting deeper into these barrows and turfing up finds from upland moor
and downland (Marsden 1974). An Enlightenment education and growing national
sentiment encouraged landowners to explore relics from their own estates (such as
Colt Hoare in Wiltshire), conduct regional surveys (for example, Hutchins’ History and
Antiquities of the County of Dorset 1774, Leigh’s Natural History of the County of Cheshire,
Lancashire and the Peak in Derbyshire etc. 1700) or conduct their own ‘Grand Tours’ through
Britain, exemplified in Richard Gough’s British Topography (1780); collating notebooks,
itineraries and chorographical accounts that spanned heraldry and antiquities, geology,
topography and natural history. In most of these accounts we can still see the primacy
of textual evidence: burial mounds and the objects within them were employed as
supportive evidence to classical and medieval documents but both were used to counter
the bricolage of folklore and myth which enshrined the placenames of sites such as
the ‘Giant’s Grave’, ‘Waylands Smithy’ or ‘Danes Graves’. As grave goods came to light
associated not just with men but women and children, antiquarians such as Stukeley
questioned their link with ancient heroes, battles and the war dead. The aesthetics of
these objects came to be valued as the trappings of wealthy figures, naturalising and
justifying contemporary social hierarchy. As Stukeley noted:

Of the Barrows, or sepulchral tumuli about Stonehenge... they are assuredly the single
sepulchres of kings and great personages...some note of difference in the persons there
interr’d, well known in those ages. (1740, 44)

Yet Browne’s account is rather different. These ‘reliques’ were, he argued, ‘appurtenances
of affectionate superstition’ (2010, 42); ‘sacred unto the Manes, or passionate expressions
of their surviving friends’ (ibid., 51), which might have been ‘cast into the fire by an
affectionate friend’ (ibid., 52). He concludes that grave goods were ‘things wherein they
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excelled, delighted, or which were dear to them, either as farewells unto all pleasure, or
vain apprehensions that they might use them in the other world’ (ibid., 44). We argue
here that Browne’s prescient sensitivity towards mortality, memory and the negotiation
of death through material culture has not been foregrounded strongly enough in
subsequent studies of grave goods. For Browne, these were not mere possessions nor
markers of status but intimate treasures, good-luck charms, gifts to the dead, tokens
of friendship and affection, celebratory ‘last hurrahs’ or things needed in the afterlife.

This brings us to another key point: it is important not to separate such accounts
from the times in which they were written; prevailing mortality patterns, ideologies
of death and burial, funerary fashions, as well as personal experiences of mortality all
shaped people’s encounters with burial objects. Cremation was not just ideologically
repugnant to those who believed in a corporeal resurrection but illegal until 1884,
yet here were countless individuals reduced to ash and bone, in Neolithic, Bronze
Age, Roman and Anglo-Saxon interments. These burials forced antiquarians to
rethink their own attitude towards the body and its dissolution. Browne’s passion for
antiquarianism was also steeped in his professional life as a doctor, living through the
heightened mortality rates of the English Civil War and its aftermath. His justification
for both his archaeological and poetic endeavours still read as a poignant testimony
to the discipline, and its close alliance with medicine:

Beside, to preserve the living, and make the dead to live, to keep men out of their Urnes,
and discourse of human fragments in them, is not impertinent to our profession: whose
study is life and death. (Browne 2010, 25)

For Browne, despite his resignation to the ravages of disease and mortality, antiquarian
study brought the possibility of a different kind of resurrection. The 2010 reprint of
Browne’s work includes the academic and novelist W.G. Sebald’s engagement with this
1658 essay as a preface, drawn from his part-novel, part-walking tour The Rings of Saturn
(1998). In Sebald’s semi-fictionalised pilgrimage around the Suffolk countryside, he
meditates on themes of time, memory and mortality, already torn by the psychological
‘fissure that has since riven my life’ (cited in the Preface for Hydriotaphia 2010, 10). Sebald
is spurred by the irony of an idle line in Urne Buriall where Browne ponders the 17th
century excavation and study of past human lives, lifted from the soil: ‘who knows the
fate of his bones’ Browne asked, ‘or how often he is to be buried’? (2010, 23). Sebald
finds the quote uncanny since Browne’s own skull was exhumed to become a novel kind
of funerary object in the collection of archaeologist, ethnographer and evolutionary
theorist, John Lubbock. Although Sebald discovers the cranium was finally afforded
reburial he finds in Browne’s fascination with funerary artefacts a kind of timeless solace:

things of this kind, unspoiled by the passage of time, are symbols of the indestructibility
of the human soul ... he scrutinises that which escaped annihilation for any sign of the
mysterious capacity for transmigration he has so often observed in caterpillars and moths.
(Sebald in Browne 2010, 19)
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In fact, this theme of an ephemeral and fragile object’s ability to defy time had already
influenced other antiquarians such as Thomas Bateman, whose second great work on
the prehistoric burials of the Peak District was published two weeks before his own
untimely death. Ten Years Digging (1861) opens with a line from Hydrotaphia which
must have been peculiarly satisfying to this collector and excavator of cinerary or
funerary urns:

in a yard underground... thin walls of clay [have] out-worn all the strong and spacious
buildings above it, and quietly rested under the drums and tramplings of three conquests...
Time which antiquates antiquities, and hath an art to make dust of all things, hath yet
spared these minor monuments. (Browne 2010, 79)

In its first iteration then, ‘lasting reliques’ came to embody the enduring trace of
fleeting humanity. Even as a 17th century doctor, Browne had no real hope of ‘reading’
the ashes or the bones themselves, and the names of the dead were long lost. Yet,
through his essay (and its revisiting by both Bateman and Sebald) we sense a man
always close to the reality of disease, the process of ageing and the suddenness of
death, enchanted and moved by things that could long outlast the human frame itself.

2.3. Antiquarian excavations: ‘All the treasures I could obtain’

As antiquarianism gathered pace over the 18th century, collections of antiquities
joined the other domains of curious finds - botanical, geological, folkloric and
ethnographic - filling the cabinets of the wealthy (Macgregor and Impey 1997).
Alongside privately sponsored monographs, dedicated learned societies (such as the
the Society of Antiquaries of London, see Pearce 2007) disseminated these finds through
influential early publications (notably, The Gentleman’s Magazine and The Reliquary). The
overt concerns of antiquarianism with ‘property and genealogy’ (Sweet 2001, 189)
made it an eminently suitable endeavour for the appropriately educated gentleman.
The ‘taste’ exhibited in collecting, the knowledge embodied in arrangement and
the finance required to amass these objects (whether through purchase from third
parties or the funding of novel excavations) became ways in which status and renown
might be assured or inflated (Belk 1994; 1995). In contrast to the ideals of Gough, for
example, who valued the evidence base of knowledge that these discoveries provided
as an antidote to historical speculation (Sweet 2001, 189-90), grave goods were
increasingly sought after by many collectors for their intrinsic ‘aesthetic qualities’
more than their ‘historic value’ (Ekengren 2013, 173). Antiquarian collections were
also embodiments of social connection (Byrne et al. 2011): alongside their monetary
value they now conjured cultural capital (Giles 2006). Flurries of letters between
renowned scholarly correspondents such as Samuel Pegge and educated clergymen
and doctors, began to fuel middle-class aspirations and acquisitiveness. We can see
this surge in the early to mid-19th century reflected in our timeline of ‘grave goods’
organised by date of discovery (Fig. 2.01).
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Figure 2.01 Grave good discovery patterns over time (GGDB data).

The seed-merchant John Mortimer (partly responsible for the major spike seen
from 1851 to 1900 in East Yorkshire) thus explained how he was driven by the desire
that ‘there might be brought together in one collection all the treasures I could obtain’
(1905, x). This ranged from scouring fellow-collectors’ probate sales to purchasing
plough-delved finds from the Yorkshire Wolds horselads, on one memorable occasion
spotting a particularly fine Beaker masquerading as a flower-pot on a farm-wife’s
windowsill (see Giles 2006)! This inevitably drove up the prices of such relics during
the course of the 19th century (Mortimer 1900, 88), and stimulated the illicit and
destructive pillaging of grave goods. In Hudson’s A Shepherd’s Life, Caleb Bawcombe
recalls youthful diggings in Wiltshire barrows with farm labourer Dan’l Burdon: an
elderly man of ‘profound gravity’, who was ‘always thinking of hidden treasure’ in
an endless search for (in his own words) ‘something he could not find’ (1910, 137). In
East Yorkshire, the Driffield Times and General Advertiser for 1862 noted with distaste
the ‘unfortunate sepulchral discovery’ of human remains left strewn upon the sod
of a barrow, disturbed by a labourer ‘actuated by desire of profit’ (Anon 1862, 4). The
disdain shown for blind acquisition is captured in Sir Walter Scott’s stock caricature
of The Antiquary, a ‘wild ... eccentric and laughable figure, whose obsession with
collecting the detritus of the past has warped his vision and clouded his judgment’
(Sweet 2001, 182). It is also echoed in the satirical cartoon entitled Revenge depicting
a northern barrow labourer, pocketing the ‘buryin’ (an urn and several arrow-heads)
to spite the gentlemen who have failed to share their ‘denners’ (Fig. 2.02).

As grave goods were either monetised or hoarded for their innate aesthetic value, it
is not surprising that only certain objects were deemed worthy of perpetual curation.
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REVENGE!

North Country Labourer (who has been engaged to dig). “*THEY THAT EAT
ALANE MAY HOWK ALANE!' THESE ARCHI'LOGICAL CHAPS NEVER SO MUCH AS
ASKED ME IF AH'D TAK' ANYTHING, AND WHILE THEY’RE HAVIN' THEIR DENNERS
AH'VE FOUND THE *‘BURYIN''"—(Pockets Urn and several Flint Arrow-heads)—

“ AND THEY MAY WHUSTLE FOR'T!!”

Figure 2.02 Revenge! A satire on the acquisition and ownership of ‘grave goods’ (originally published
in Punch, 21 September 1878 (vol. 75, 129) (© CartoonStock image no. VC122529).
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Bateman’s accounts, for instance, record quite faithfully a variety of non-local stones
of exquisite colour or interest; a piece of ‘spherical iron pyrites, now for the first
time noticed as being occasionally found with other relics in the British tumuli’ from
Elton Moor (1848, 53) and quartzite pebbles (one clutched in the hand of an Anglo-
Saxon burial at Alsop-in-the-Dale, 1848, 67) but seldom were these ‘mundane’ or
‘natural’ artefacts accessioned (see also Chapter 5). On-site sorting and classification
perpetuated certain categories of accepted grave goods: containers, arms/weapons,
ornaments, utensils and implements of ‘domestic life’, as Browne had outlined in
Hydriotaphia. lllustration played a constitutive part in the ruling in or out of such
finds. William Bowman’s fine engraving of the Green Lowe, Derbyshire assemblage,
for example, includes the ceramic urn, flint dagger and arrowheads as well as bone
pin and spatulate osseous objects from this burial but excludes another piece of
‘spherical iron ore’, even though Bateman argues it was ‘an occasional ornament of
the Britons’ (1848, 59). The ochre pebbles from Liff’s Low, Derbyshire which ‘even now,
on being wetted imparts a bright-red colour to the skin, which is by no means easy
to discharge’ (1848, 43) were also excluded from Bowman'’s engraved illustration but
they were kept, forming a colourful, glossy centrepiece to the funerary assemblage
(Fig. 2.03). We can only imagine the ‘ruddy’ faces which returned from that particular
barrow opening! Llewellyn Jewitt’s Grave Mounds and their Contents (1870) eschewed
any ‘historic’ or ‘ethnological’ content in favour of a ‘general’, ‘popular’ résumé and
illustration of ‘varied relics’, yet of course he was only able to depict that which was
kept from the many excavations covered in his volume.

It is not surprising that fragile shreds of textile, fragments of decayed metal, wood
and charcoal, and fused or splintered detritus would not make it out of the spoil,
along with the numerous intrusive bones of ‘vermin’ and ‘amphibians’ which seem
to have made barrow cists their home. We are familiar with the selective collection
of skulls (as can be seen ‘under the hand’ of Bateman in the 1860 oil painting by
Thomas Joseph Banks) and the discard of both post-cranial remains and faunal
material (unless anthropogenically modified). Yet other discards surprise us. Stone
‘lids’, plinths or cappings are commonly recorded as part of funerary ‘architecture’
but seldom made it into the collection (see Cooper et al. 2019). Some fossils were
kept but these often found their way into the geological sections of antiquarian
museums, divorcing them from the assemblage of mortuary objects which had been
painstakingly curated for the ancient dead (Briick and Jones 2018). This ‘sorting out’
(see Bowker and Star 2000) inevitably tacked back-and-forth to their own world of
things, not only the new boundaries between the nascent disciplines of ‘archaeology’
and ‘geology’ but also the official proscription on grave goods in their own times,
patrolled by the Christian church and particularly, non-Conformist ideology. Of
course, all humans understand the world through categorisation (Lakoff 1987, 8-9)
but we argue here that we need to return to some of these primary antiquarian
reports to appreciate the conceptual classification systems of the Georgian, Victorian
and Edwardian worlds.
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Figure 2.03 Bowman'’s illustration (left) of the grave goods from Liff’s Lowe, Derbyshire, taken from
Thomas Bateman'’s Vestiges (1848, 43); and photo (right) of worked boar tusks and ochre pebbles
from the same funerary context (© Sheffield Museums Trust).

Despite the avarice evoked above, it would be wrong to dismiss such collections as
mere contemporary status symbols or portable forms of wealth. During the mid-19th
century, objects from burials began to acquire a special relevance in new models of
technological and social change. Jewitt might believe that grave goods had the capacity
to ‘tell their wondrous tale, in their own language... of ages and races ... long since
passed away’ but his interest lay in amassing visual foundations from which others
could compose their ‘theories ... and historical structures’ (1870, 1-2) and Bateman'’s
similar aesthetic delight in his collection was clear but so was his wider project: ‘to
collect and accumulate, with particular industry, every relic brought to light ... in
order to elucidate the history and ethnology of the race of people’ (cited in Grinsell
1953, 222). By the mid-19th century, as we explore below, grave goods had utility by
virtue of the insights they gave into racial or ethnic groups.

2.4. Typologies of things and people: social evolutionary approaches

Colt Hoare (working closely with Cunnington) seems to have been one of the first
to create a specific category of ‘funerary equipment’, mobilising the mortuary
associations of objects found with the dead and distinguishing them from other
kinds of ‘relics’ in non-funerary contexts (1812, 6). However, the formal concept of
‘grave-goods’ was first coined in print within Britain (as far as we know) by Joseph
Anderson, during his Rhind Lectures for 1882, entitled Scotland in Pagan Times: The
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Bronze and Stone Ages. Sometimes hyphenated, sometimes not, Anderson initially uses
the term to explain how the presence of ‘a thin, knife-like blade of bronze among
the grave goods of these interments’ (Early Bronze Age burials containing ‘bracers’
or wristguards) helped place the interments in an intermediate position between the
Ages of Stone and Iron (1886, 18). Here we see funerary objects playing their part in
the dissemination of the Three Age System developed in Denmark by Thomsen and
promoted through the translation of Worsaae’s The Primeval Antiquities of Denmark
into English in 1849. Ekengren argues that Worsaae was ‘the first to conceptualise
grave goods as a diagnostic feature of the archaeological record” postulating that
since the grave was a closed context (unlike a peat bog), ‘Here we may therefore, in
general, expect to find those objects together which were originally used at the same
period’ (1849, 76). This ‘closed context’ concept would be later queried by Olivier who
pointed out the ‘multi-temporalities’ of funerary assemblages which might include
ancient ‘found’ curios, heirlooms as well as ‘futural’ objects from secondary rites or
later insertions (1999), a theme we address directly in Chapter 8. Yet in the mid-19th
century, suites of burial objects now took centre-stage in the development of material
and form-based typologies, such as those of Montelius, mobilised not just by Wilson
but Tylor, Lubbock, Evans and later on, Pitt Rivers.

The notion that the typological system rapidly took hold in British archaeological
circles, collections and museum cases has, however, been criticised by Morse (1999). It
was an obsession with race, and the role of crania as the defining attribute of different
‘peoples’, which relegated many grave goods to the role of decorative footnotes in
volumes such as Crania Britannica (Davis and Thurnam 1865) or ‘pretty and attractive’
arrangements in museums, as craniologist Thomas Wright derisively put it (1859, 474).
Peak District antiquarian Thomas Bateman handed over his impressive collection of
crania to form the crux of Davis and Thurnam’s case study material, shortly before
his untimely death, lured by the hope that this novel ‘science’ could reveal the racial
history of Britain from human remains alone. Craniology ran hand-in-hand with
the broader ‘ethnological method’, promoted by Wright as the ‘proper, and the only
correct arrangement of a museum of antiquities’ (1859, 473). Although ethnographic
study had helped elucidate the function and role of many prehistoric grave goods,
epitomised in Lubbock’s key work Pre-historic Times, as Illustrated by Ancient Remains, and
the Manners and Customs of Modern Savages (1865), Wright rejected both the typological
and comparative ethnographic arrangements favoured by archaeologists such as Pitt
Rivers in his Farnham museum: ‘Relics of antiquity should be classed according to
the peoples and tribes to whom they are known or believed to have belonged, and
the localities in which they are found’ (1859, 473). In such arrangements, Wright and
others believed, burial customs should be neatly mapped against unique artefact
classes and human remains, to identify and chart the arrival of different ‘races’.

This polygenesist model (which espoused the notion of the distinct physiognomic
character and social potential of each race, and thus their unique origin and
development) was countered by the monogenesist model (favouring a single racial
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origin but distinct historical pathways for the emergence of different peoples). For the
latter group, modern ‘primitives’, still wielding the kinds of stone implements found
in Neolithic and Early Bronze Age burials in Britain, were merely ‘stuck’ in time: stilted
in their development but capable of change. For the former group, the ethnographic
analogy drawn between ancient and modern savage consigned both to a primitive
state of social evolution, from which neither group could hope to evolve (see Fabian
1983). Both models relied on the social evolutionary schema developed by Morgan
(in Ancient Society 1877), which charted the progress of humanity in an inevitable and
unilinear trajectory, from ‘savagery’ to ‘civilisation’, to which Tylor added a middle
stage of ‘barbarism’ (1871). Whatever model of social change archaeologists opted for
(gradual evolution through internal dynamism or change wrought by invasion and
supplantation), the overall direction of progress was not in doubt (see Bowler 1994).
For Bateman this held out the promise of forming ‘a correct opinion as to the real state
of the civilisation of the inhabitants of this island’ (1848, 5) while Anderson believed
they also gave archaeologists a finer grasp on status: ‘corresponding to their station
or condition in life’ (Anderson 1886, 331). Whilst the expert craniologists employed
to write specialist appendices fought over the meaning of their measurements (see
Giles 2006, 299), this canny elision of race, mortuary practice and material culture
change led archaeologists such as Mortimer to conclude from his Iron Age East
Yorkshire burials that:

[the] presence of the chariot with its artistic accomplishments ... seems to point to a
somewhat sudden introduction of a higher state of civilisation, as we do not find in any of
these barrows, indications of a gradual progression in the arts. (1905, Ixxv)

Greenwell was not convinced, however, favouring an admixture of people, resulting
from the inte