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ESSAY TITLE: Wonder or None: Glass Beads as Grave Goods in Iron Age Britain 
INTRODUCTION:
BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT: 
· The essay focuses on glass bead finds in burials from Iron Age Britain. In particular, the role that glass beads may have played in Iron Age societies.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Elizabeth Foulds, ‘Glass Beads from a Late Iron Age Mirror Burial’, E & F Foulds Artefact Specialists, 2015 <https://fouldsartefactspecialist.com/2015/07/17/glass-beads-from-a-late-iron-age-mirror-burial/> [accessed 17 June 2024].] 

· This essay will utilise two case studies to explore the importance of ‘strings’ of beads to Iron Age peoples – the Chesil Mirror Burial, Dorset,[footnoteRef:2] and the Queen’s Barrow in Arras, Yorkshire.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Miles Russell and others, ‘The Girl with the Chariot Medallion: A Well-Furnished, Late Iron Age Durotrigian Burial from Langton Herring, Dorset’, Archaeological Journal, 176.2 (2019), pp. 196–230, doi:10.1080/00665983.2019.1573551.]  [3:  Melanie Giles, Victoria Green, and Pedro Peixoto, ‘Wide Connections: Women, Mobility and Power in Iron Age East Yorkshire’, in The Arras Culture of Eastern Yorkshire – Celebrating the Iron Age, ed. by Peter Halkon, Proceedings of “Arras 200 – Celebrating the Iron Age." Royal Archaeological Institute Annual Conference. (Oxbow Books, 2020), pp. 47–66, doi:10.2307/j.ctv138wskk.9.] 

· This essay will analyse secondary scholarship on these cases, and on beads in Iron Age Britain generally, with the aim of understanding the role the beads played in burials. 
ISSUES AND CONTENSIONS: 
· Glass beads are not uncommon finds from Iron Age Britain, but ‘strings’ of beads, as in a necklace, are almost unheard of outside of burials, with Elizabeth Foulds stating: ‘In settlement contexts it is normal to find individual beads within features. ‘Strings’ of beads, often interpreted as necklaces, are usually only found as grave goods in burials’.[footnoteRef:4] These ‘strings’ of glass beads may be status objects or may have another purpose.  [4:  Elizabeth Foulds, ‘A Short Guide to Iron Age Glass Beads from Britain’, 2017.] 

· It is important to consider more ‘mundane’ grave goods, such as beads, in context of the full assemblage.[footnoteRef:5] One of the burials also contained a mirror, which has been interpreted as a ritual tool.[footnoteRef:6] Could the strings of beads also have a ritual purpose?  [5:  Anwen Cooper and others, ‘Small Things, Strong Gestures: Understated Objects in Prehistoric Graves’, in Grave Goods, Objects and Death in Later Prehistoric Britain (Oxbow Books, 2022), pp. 111–44, doi:10.2307/j.ctv2npq9hx.10.]  [6:  Giles, Green, and Peixoto.] 

· The limitations of this exploration lie in the discrepancy in date and region of the two burials, lack of historical evidence, as well as the date of excavation of the Queen’s Barrow. 
· There is difficulty in ascribing meaning to grave goods from prehistoric cultures.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Fredrik Ekengren, ‘Contextualizing Grave Goods: Theoretical Perspectives and Methodological Implications’, in The Oxford Handbook of the Archaeology of Death and Burial, ed. by Liv Nilsson Stutz and Sarah Tarlow (Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 0, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199569069.013.0010.] 

THESIS: 
· Evidence from the burials points to a possible ritual purpose for the beads, rather than the usual status value of beads, due to the presence of a mirror in each burial, and the absence of beads in other known high-status burials.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Elizabeth Foulds, ‘Decoration and Colour of Iron Age Glass Beads from Britain’, E & F Foulds Artefact Specialists, 2015 <https://fouldsartefactspecialist.com/2015/09/12/decoration-and-colour-of-iron-age-glass-beads-from-britain/> [accessed 25 June 2024].] 


MAIN BODY:
GLASS BEAD EVIDENCE IN IRON AGE BRITAIN: 
· Description of the finds (from the burials used as case studies, including size/comp/colour/dating). 
· Complementary evidence from other burials (including size/comp/colour/dating). 
ANALYSIS OF THE GRAVE ASSEMBLAGES: 
· How are ‘strings’ of beads distributed in burials? How common/rare? Was it a regional/gendered practice? Was it a consistent practice or was it associated with certain cultures/periods? 
· The purpose of grave goods is debated, but common theories include provision for the afterlife or the journey to it, and the inalienable object theory popularised by Annette Weiner.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Annette B. Weiner, ‘Inalienable Wealth’, American Ethnologist, 12.2 (1985), pp. 210–27.] 

ARGUMENTS REGARDING THE BEADS AS STATUS OBJECTS: 
· For: both burials could belong to wealthy women (grave goods, diet and health, burial location).
· Against: strings of beads are not common/mostly absent in other high-status graves.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Foulds, ‘Glass Beads from a Late Iron Age Mirror Burial’.] 

ARGUMENTS REGARDING THE BEADS AS RITUAL OBJECTS: 
· For: both burials also contained a mirror, something often interpreted as a ritual object. Beads are still used widely to this day as ritual objects in many cultures.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Younes Saramifar, ‘Objects, Object-Ness, and Shadows of Meanings: Carving Prayer Beads and Exploring Their Materiality alongside a Khaksari Sufi Murshid’, Material Religion, 14.3 (2018), pp. 368–88, doi:10.1080/17432200.2018.1487765.] 

· Against: very difficult to corroborate as no written records to investigate. Mirrors have practical uses too, and beads could also be decorative or a provision for the afterlife. 
CONCLUSION:
· Evidence suggests that the beads could have a ritual purpose associated with the person they were buried with. What this ‘ritual purpose’ could have entailed, however, will never be known for certain. 
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