This essay will focus on funerary evidence associated with a burial site discovered in Pocklington in East Yorkshire and will assess how this evidence can be used to recognise the social status of the people within this community when it lived and thrived. This site has been dated back to the Iron Age in Britain, which began about 800 BC which can be demonstrated in the discoveries made at this particular burial site. In 2014 in the Yorkshire town of Pocklington, a fossil site was discovered by a housing developer which is now considered to be of national significance due to archaeologists findings.

Well preserved remains were found of what archaeologists describe to be a “youthful warrior”[footnoteRef:1] (likely between the ages of 17-23) buried with a broken sword dating back to 800 BC, during the British Iron Age, that archaeologists believe had been ritually speared in order to release his spirit. The sword had been killed, relating to “the deliberate bending, breaking or otherwise deforming of weapons and other artefacts before depositing them in burials or as votive offerings at religious sanctuaries”[footnoteRef:2]  which scholars suggest was quite common and an important ritual pattern. Another ‘warrior’ was uniquely discovered alongside a shield which “is the first time that we have ever discovered a shield burial in Britain … it has never happened before.”[footnoteRef:3] which might imply that this warrior was of a higher standing than the other two discovered warriors. [1:  (Parveen, 2016)]  [2:  (Balkan Celts, 2013)]  [3:  (Parveen, 2016)] 


The funeral site at Pocklington demonstrates the Celtic burial tradition of inhumation as is proved by the number of skeletons that were discovered on site. This is supportive of the dating of the site back to 800 BC as cremation became more popular from 500 BC – 100 BC. Although archaeologists were not expecting to find many graves, they did in fact discover 75 holding 160 skeletons from the Celtic community.

Excavation of the site showed the emergence of a pattern in which the “small, round barrows”[footnoteRef:4] held members of society who were seemingly more important, of higher social status; these people were warriors which is told by the fact that they were buried with their weapons. From Pocklington, the differences in social status can be seen by the way in which the different skeletons were buried. A few different burial methods were discovered; some skeletons were discovered to have been buried in organic beds whereas others were simply in wicker baskets. However, archaeologists discovered that the most ornate burials at the tumuli were for warriors, three of them to be exact. These warriors has instead been buried in small and round graves rather than the square graves that the other skeletons were treated to, this shows that those who were more revered were given more elaborate and significant burial rights, this suggests that "The specific treatment accorded an individual in death will be consistent with that individual's social position in life"[footnoteRef:5] . This gives us an insight into the community’s beliefs and burial traditions. [4:  (Parveen, 2016)]  [5:  (Laits.utexas.edu, n.d.)] 


As evidenced by this particular burial site, the shape of the grave may mean a significant difference in social status. As was discovered, the ‘warriors’ were found in small, round graves as opposed to the other bodies who were discovered in square graves. The skeletons found in the square graves seem to have been shown less attention  during the excavation and possess much less in grave goods which implies that, within this community, people of lower social status were given the same type of burial as each other, whereas those who were perhaps more revered and respected were given more extravagant burials to show their status.

A chariot was also discovered at Pocklington with a man around the age of 40 found inside in a foetal position; buried with 2 horses, 6 piglets, a shield and a brooch which demonstrate that he must have been of importance during his time. The chariot was buried upright, “as though the vehicle was ready to roll on into any future life.”[footnoteRef:6] The Celts often buried members of the community with things that would be useful to them in the afterlife and this is demonstrative of that which implies that when alive, this person would likely have been of a high social status to have access to not only a chariot, but a chariot and the horses. This is also the first time in 200 years that the deceased was found buried alongside the chariot. [6:  (Wood, 2018)] 


“Chariot burials are rare finds”[footnoteRef:7] and demonstrate the elite social standing of the person at hand during the Iron Age; the discovery of chariot burials, archaeologists believe, indicates migration of people from the Arras culture from northern France where chariot burials were also found. Tombs are a mirror of the living and we are therefore able to discover not only the social status of the dead, but the traditions surrounding social status and burial of a specific culture. As Arnold says, “Burial was a vehicle for expressing a wide range of social messages: rank, status, age, gender, occupation or social role”[footnoteRef:8] which we can see here, at Pocklington. [7:  (Krakowka, 2017)]  [8:  (Arnold, 2001)] 


The man in the chariot was allegedly a “highly regarded member of the community” [footnoteRef:9] due to the objects buried alongside him. The quality of items that are found within a grave alongside a person’s skeleton reproduces an idea of exactly what type of lifestyle and goods would have been available to the deceased whilst they were still alive. By studying graves with significant amounts of goods and or goods of great quality in comparison with a grave which contains nothing, we are able to create a distinction between the lives of different people with different social statuses; being able to see what was available to them when alive. A “highly decorative brooch”[footnoteRef:10] was also found alongside this man which further suggests he was of high standing due to its extravagance. [9:  (Wood, 2018)]  [10:  (Wood, 2018)] 


However, it is also worth looking at the quantity of goods found within graves- the quantity of grave goods does not necessarily reflect the person’s status as we might assume it does at first glance. The excavation revealed that “more than 360 amber and glass beads, brooches and pots”[footnoteRef:11] were discovered in the graves. It should be considered that family members of lower status people may have placed objects in the grave that were not of great value when grieving and therefore we must be critical of artefacts that are found in Celtic graves; the amount may not necessarily correlate with social status.  [11:  Parveen, N. (2016)] 


In addition to this, Minard and Koch claim that “Many male burials contained weapons,”[footnoteRef:12] and suggest that helmets were buried with high status warriors which could imply that the ‘warriors’ found at Pocklington could have, in fact, been ordinary men. Arguably, if they had been warriors, they would have been buried alongside their helmets.  [12:  (Koch and Minard, 2012)] 


Overall, funerary evidence can be used to display differences in social status in a number of ways. The main way in which this is displayed is through the burial itself- what burial rights each person was given, or the quality of what they were buried alongside, if anything can pave the way to an understanding of a Celtic community. Excavations of the Pocklington burial site show us how people of different social statuses were treated upon their burial as we are largely able to distinguish the higher from the lower. Of course we have to be critical of this, but it appears regardless that those of higher status were treated better upon death.
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