Making use of funerary evidence associated with one individual pre-Roman Iron Age site of your choice, discuss how the evidence can be used to identify changes in social status display during the 5th-1st century BC.

The British archaeological site of Wetwang Slack is known to be one of great significance in the study of Iron age funerary traditions. The site was first uncovered and the Yorkshire Wolds, and was the subject of a large- scale excavation and had been widely discussed in recent years. This paper will be focussing on a small amount of the funerary evidence derived from this site and analysing whether any social status changes can be identified from the different phases of the site’s chronology from the 5th to the 1st century BC.
What has to be considered first is the layout of cemetery and burials themselves and how this shows different stages of the site’s development. The excavation identified 3 areas of high frequency of burials and they are set out at the centre and to the west and east of the cemetery.[footnoteRef:1] This indicates that the main periods of population growth in this area happened during the times that is represented in these areas. The stages of development in which there was increased activity seem to be the second and third phases, where the cemetery was populated at the centre and it is here that over half of the burials occur which then continues relatively steadily towards the west to east. Whereas there is not as many burials taking place in the first phase of the site and the last stage appears to be the gradual end of the community’s settlement there.[footnoteRef:2]  It can be said that this shows some changes in social status because it is possible to conclude that there is an ‘increase’ in the status of the community because of the higher population. Seeing as there would be more opportunity for the development of specialism and trade, as well as the hierarchy within the community itself. Although, it has been argued more recently through means like isotopic analysis and radio carbon dating that the main period of burials took place during only the third and second centuries BC[footnoteRef:3]which could, if it is true, mean that a lot of the artefacts and other evidence found could have been produced at a later date than originally thought. Which would mean that the community that lived there had a shorter period of development and that there was possibly a bigger population which could show that they were quite powerful, as a bigger community would indicate. In addition to this, practically all the bodies appear to be placed in the graves in the same pose; that being “in a crouched or contracted position, sometimes in a coffin, and buried in a north-south alignment”[footnoteRef:4]. This appears to be showing an ongoing tradition throughout the course of cemetery’s development, which can be said that it shows that the culture in the community of Wetwang Slack was relatively unchanged up until the Cemeteries abandonment. As well as this, there is evidence in other sites in the east Yorkshire region of similar burials which could indicate shared culture between the separate settlements, which could then again be linked to social status because it is a stereotype that the larger the community, the more powerful that they could potentially be. There are, of course, several arguments against this. [1:  Dent, 1984]  [2:  Dent, 1984]  [3:  Jay et al. 2013]  [4:  Peck, 2013 and Dent, 1984 mentions this.] 

When it comes to analysing the grave goods, it has to be remembered that “only 96 burials were accompanied by grave goods”[footnoteRef:5], which means that the volume of artefacts compared to the burials are low which has to be taken into consideration when exploring the possible things, they may present.  One of the objects that appears to be most significant when it comes to social status is the brooch. The earliest examples are “3 straight bow types, clearly derived from the low arched formed”[footnoteRef:6], it is thought that they could have been manufactured before 250 BC which is towards the end of the La Tene B to the beginning of La Tene C period.[footnoteRef:7]  This estimated time shows that the brooches were produced around the mid-point in which the cemetery was being used. In turn this indicates the possibility that the overall social status of the people buried in the cemetery increased from the beginning years. Although what with the earliest graves being significantly shallower compared to the later graves[footnoteRef:8], so there is the possibility that any evidence could have been destroyed hundreds of years before the excavation of the site took place. leading on from this, the latest brooch was designed to a more La Tene D design which would place it to have been manufactured around the first century BC because of the “catch plate being hammered out flat”[footnoteRef:9] although other parts of the design appear to be earlier than that. This means that the brooch could have been an anomaly and could have potentially dated around the first century BC or earlier. As well as this, other jewellery pieces that are found at the site are bracelets and necklaces and the objects are found together in multiple instances.[footnoteRef:10] This could be an indication that grave goods such as this could have been some kind of status symbol for the wealthy members of the community, seeing as there were only a few graves that had such combinations of objects. Although in contrast to this, there is also “four cases an incomplete pottery vessel accompanied the bones and two other burials contained broken pots”[footnoteRef:11] which could either show that having an incomplete vessel was also a ritualistic sign of high status during this time or it could also be possible that the evidence of both disappeared over time, which is quite unlikely because the Yorkshire Wolds is a salty terrain, which are known to be very good for archaeological preservation.[footnoteRef:12]  Along with this, it has been shown in chemical analysis of the teeth of the skeletons showed little difference in the dietary habits in all of the members of the society so the concept that there was a clear elite can be debated.[footnoteRef:13] [5:  Dent, 1984]  [6:  Jay et al. 2012]  [7:  Jay et al. 2012]  [8:  Dent, 1984]  [9:  Jay et al. 2012]  [10:  Dent, 1984]  [11:  Dent, 1984]  [12:  Jordan, 2016

]  [13:  Peck, 2013 and Linderholm, 2008] 

As well as this, there is also an example of a warrior burial at Wetwang Slack, this burial also had the “motif of unmaking” which was “performed before the funeral audience”[footnoteRef:14]. Such as a section of the chariot was placed in front of the body[footnoteRef:15], this shows that deliberate thought was put into the placing of artefacts. Because of this it is possible to conclude that there was some kind of ritualistic routine for the burial of warriors, who are stereotypically known to have been high status individuals by Ancient authors like accounts of Caesar and Polybus as well as modern ones. Other objects found in this chariot burial is parts of weaponry, a common trait in others around Britain, and it has been argued in the past that this kind of burials was specifically for males. Because “swords are markers for elite males”[footnoteRef:16]. Of course, following this train of thought, it can be said that jewellery like the brooches, necklaces and bracelets must be an overall feminine concept. It is stated by both Dent and Jordan that at least eleven necklaces and multiple mirrors are found in iron age burials.[footnoteRef:17] This presents the idea that items that are seen as somewhat ‘shallow’ and less practical were only associated with more elite women whereas elite men are primarily linked to weaponry and combat. This is obviously not proven, seeing as there have been female chariot burials discovered and that patriarchal views of ancient writers cannot not be trusted in terms of accuracy. Also, there is an example of a female chariot burial at Wetwang Slack[footnoteRef:18] which disproves to an extent that gender had anything to do with status. [14:  Giles, 2013]  [15:  Giles, 2013]  [16:  Jordan, 2016]  [17:  Dent, 1984 writing about Wetwang Slack and Jordan, 2016 using another site as an example]  [18:  Moore, 2013] 

Another debate is whether the burials showed any indication of trade with other places, it is shown from the burials that it is likely that importing did take place in the beginning and latter stages of the culture. By which there is an indication that “foreign exchange was strong” during the beginning of the La Tene period and that it is lost in the middle period until it is re-established “as the cemetery was passing out of use”[footnoteRef:19].  This could be argued in multiple ways, one being that the importing of goods was not needed in the middle stages of the community’s development because they were becoming self sufficient in their production and were possibly exporting goods more often than importing which would show that their influence and therefore status would have been higher. However, on the other hand it is also a possible conclusion that the lack of import evidence and therefore trade, may show that the relations with other places were poor which could show that they did not have the influence they did at the beginning and that they had to rely on their own production. This is shown in artefacts such as the beads, because the ones that have been recovered are predominantly blue glass and that they were distributed in the area that is thought to be in the middle of the site’s development period.[footnoteRef:20] This does show that there was not a lot of differences in the goods during the time that it was thought that foreign relations were bad. Because it can be thought that societies of higher status would have had a wide range of grave goods in order to show the wealth. Although the beads as an entity could be a symbol of status in itself.  [19:  Dent, 1984]  [20:  Dent, 1984] 

Overall, the layout of the bodies within the cemetery and the burial itself does seem to show the development of the community at Wetwang Slack. The funerary evidence can be said to show social status change in that there were valuable objects such as brooches and other jewellery that is found in a small number of graves from the middle phase of the development which could indicate a rise in social status. However, the evidence of brooches and other jewellery may have been used as burial goods sooner, but the earlier graves may have been damage over the years. As well as this, although there is no obvious evidence of it, there is a slight possibility that any grave goods could have been stolen in the years since the development. It also has to be said that the evidence of jewellery that there is, is in a small amount in general as well as in relation to the cemetery, the lack of evidence can be seen as evidence. Because the fewer the number of ‘rich’ burials such as the number of chariot burials and those with status symbols like brooches, can be an indication that there was high status burials and they mainly took place mid- development of the site. But it can also be argued that it could show that the overall status of the community is possibly pretty low, considering the valuable goods are not wide-spread. Isotopic and other chemical analyses also show that the main area of the cemetery may have been developed over a shorter period of time and that they diet of majority of the bodies are relatively similar, which could show that there was not a clear elite, which is seen to be an important part of the structure of a complex society. 
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