Danebury, Hampshire

The site of Danebury is situated in Hampshire, and would have been part of the Belgae region of the ‘Celts’. The site was excavated between 1969 and 1988, and is believed to have been active between the 7th century BC until the 1st century AD.[footnoteRef:1] In this essay I will be discussing the funerary evidence associated with the site at Danebury, and identifying the differences within the social statuses of the community, if there were any. At the funerary site, Cunliffe and his team found a minimum of seventy bodies in ninety-eight storage pits.[footnoteRef:2] Of the bodies Cunliffe’s team excavated they found six main deposition categories, including “whole bodies (in single or group burials), incomplete skeletons (in individual depositions), multiple, partially articulated skeletons in charnel pits, skulls or frontal bones, pelvic girdles and individual bones, and bone fragments.’[footnoteRef:3] The evidence I shall be using for this site are all archaeological as there is no primary written evidence for pre-Roman Iron Age sites. Including limited written evidence, there is also limited archaeological evidence, as unlike other ‘Celtic’ funerary sites, the bodies at Danebury are not buried with specific items, such as types of jewellery and clothing found on mainland Europe. [1:  Archaeology Data Service, 2003, York University]  [2:  Cunliffe, 1984, p 442]  [3:  Cunliffe, 1984, p 442] 
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The bodies found at the funerary site were buried in different manners as well as in different amounts. Of the twenty-five bodies excavated from nineteen pits and a gully there were fourteen solitary burials, one double, two triple and two group inhumations. All the bodies were within the age range of zero to forty-five, including five foetal / neo-natal infants. The single inhumations included six males, three females, two children and three neonatal infants. The double deposition were two neonatal infants, who are thought to have been twins. The triple depositions are a group of three adult males and an adult male, a young adult female and a child – they are thought to be a family. The group inhumations are within larger pit, contain the only recorded (at the time) extended body of an adult.[footnoteRef:4] The two main styles of pit that the bodies were buried in were the bath-tub style, and the beehive style. The bath-tub style correlate with the earlier pits, whereas the beehive style are the later pits. There were some anomalies of the burial pits found at the site of Danebury, one was pit 374, which was a large boat-shape and another was pit 383, which was a small oval pit. [4:  Cunliffe, 1984, p 446-447] 


It is thought that the bodies buried in the group inhumations are deviations from the more common solitary burial rites. There has also been a recurrence of three burials grouped together. It has been suggested by Walker[footnoteRef:5] that this could be a symbolic association, as these triple depositions have been made to look distinctive.[footnoteRef:6] The bath-tub and burial pits where the bodies were normally found deposited were also primarily associated with grain storage. This has prompted the excavators to link this to a ‘general tradition’ of depositing human bones with other refuse in clay jars or pots that have a primary economic or agrarian connection or function.[footnoteRef:7] The solitary and group burials were performed in different manners. The solitary burials were deliberately covered once placed in the pits, however, the group burials were left exposed in their pits. The only other burials apart from the group depositions that were left uncovered were the foetal / neonatal infants.[footnoteRef:8] It is believed that leaving the bodies to be exposed rather than burying them broke the cycle of reincarnation that was believed by the ‘Celts’, therefore, possibly, giving the different types of burials religious connotations. [5:  A member of Cunliffe’s team, who is included in his book on ]  [6:  Cunliffe, 1984, p 446]  [7:  Cunliffe, 1984, p 443]  [8:  Cunliffe, 1984, p 448] 


In terms of social status within the community at Danebury, there is not as much given away through the burials as there are in other sites across ‘Celtic’ Europe. However, there is still plenty of speculations within scholarship around the sites. Whilst almost all the bodies were buried without any decoration, there was one body buried with an early La Tene style iron broach. This body could have been a possible visitor from the European mainland, or a trader of sorts. It is unclear, without inscription left why this is the only body buried with an artefact. The rest of the bodies buried were divided into two main groups according to the degree of contraction of their limbs. The first group was of those whose limbs had been very tightly contracted, so much so that it is thought that their bodies were bound before the deposition of them. The second group are those whose bodies are thought to be more lightly flexed, even thought to be causally left.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Cunliffe, 1984, p 448] 


Overall, this site is different to those studied within the rest of Europe, as mentioned above, with the lack of material evidence. However, the positions of the bodies, as well as their type of burial does leave a lot up to be imagined about their social statues. The lack of material artefacts gives the impression that this area may have been poorer in comparison to other sites that have bodies buried with gold, and therefore of a lower social status to other sites around them.
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