Wonder or None: Glass Beads as Grave Goods in Iron Age Britain 
Glass beads are not uncommon finds from the British Iron Age, but ‘strings’ of beads, as if part of a necklace, are almost unheard of outside of burials, and rare even within them.[footnoteRef:1] These ‘strings’ of glass beads may be status objects, used as indicators of economic or social wealth, or could have another purpose. This essay focuses on the potential role that glass beads played in British Iron Age societies. Two Iron Age burials – the Chesil Mirror Burial in Dorset[footnoteRef:2] and the Arras Queen’s Barrow in Yorkshire[footnoteRef:3] revealed groups of beads that may have had ritual significance. The grave assemblages are explored in this essay with the aim of better understanding the purpose of glass beads as a part of burial, and therefore, a part of life in Iron Age Britain.  [1:  Elizabeth Foulds, ‘A Short Guide to Iron Age Glass Beads from Britain’, 2017.]  [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. (p. 196) ]  [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. (p. 47) ] 

Glass beads may be seen as mundane, especially when compared to more ‘exciting’ or high-value pieces; however, these ‘simple’ objects may have a more significant meaning when considered in context of the full grave assemblage.[footnoteRef:4] Other artefacts may offer clues about a more specific and perhaps ritual purpose to the beads. Sadly, it will most likely always be difficult to ascribe meaning to grave goods from prehistoric cultures in the absence of any written record from the period, and with the limited material that archaeologists must work with.[footnoteRef:5] Given the  relative absence of beads in other known high-status burials, and the intriguing additional contexts for the burials explored in this essay, there is a case to be made for an interpretation of the strings of beads as ritual objects, and not only an indicator of wealth. Beads have been used ritualistically in many cultures over time – rosaries, for example, carry a ritual purpose and significance.[footnoteRef:6] Potentially, beads could also have been used as talismans or charms, to assist or protect the wearer.  [4:  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. (pp. 111-118) ]  [5:  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. 172-192, doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199569069.013.0010. (p. 174) ]  [6:  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. (p. 370) ] 

While the beads may look like simple trinkets to the untrained eye, considerable experience and skill would have been required to create each one. Glass-working techniques are considered to have been highly specialised.[footnoteRef:7] Glass beads were likely produced at a relatively low temperature, using glass canes shaped around a metal or clay mandrel. Designs and imprints then were draped and impressed into the still-hot, malleable bead.[footnoteRef:8] Fragments of glass rods and canes found at Culduthul, in an area beyond Roman influence, suggest that glass may have been imported from continental Europe, further enhancing its value.[footnoteRef:9] The intricacies involved in coming to own, and possibly wear these beads, implies that the beads were precious objects regardless of their intended purpose; they were special simply because they were brought into creation. The relative rarity of some of the patterns and colours discovered in both burials covered here may suggest a significance beyond merely decorative. The beads could have been important symbols of the wearer’s identity or experiences.[footnoteRef:10] This deeper symbolism further supports the argument that the beads could be ritual objects of some kind.  [7:  Martina Bertini, Rajmund Mokso, and Eva M. Krupp, ‘Unwinding the Spiral: Discovering the Manufacturing Method of Iron Age Scottish Glass Beads’, Journal of Archaeological Science, 43 (2014), pp. 256–66, doi:10.1016/j.jas.2014.01.001.]  [8:  Giles, Green, and Peixoto. (p. 49) ]  [9:  Bertini, Mokso, and Krupp.]  [10:  Giles, Green, and Peixoto. (pp. 50-51) ] 

The Chesil Mirror Burial was discovered by Carl Walmsley in 2010.[footnoteRef:11] It contained the remains of a female, aged 19-24.[footnoteRef:12] This woman suffered from both acute and chronic illnesses in her short life, evidenced by osteological examination.[footnoteRef:13] The burial has been dated to c.AD 25 – AD 53, using a combination of radiocarbon dating and examination of the grave goods.[footnoteRef:14] She was buried with tweezers, broaches, a perforated silver coin, possibly used as an amulet, and a string of eight beads; five of glass, three of stone.[footnoteRef:15] The beads are unusual in that the colouring of some of the glass beads was almost unheard of in Britain, with potentially continental origins.[footnoteRef:16] Foulds noted that the beads are large and heavy, and would perhaps be cumbersome to wear as a regular necklace, but may have been worn as amulets.[footnoteRef:17] [11:  Russell and others. (p. 196) ]  [12:  Russell and others. (pp. 199-200)]  [13:  Russell and others. (pp. 201-204) ]  [14:  Russell and others. (pp. 215-216) ]  [15:  Russell and others. (pp. 206-218) ]  [16:  Russell and others. (pp. 212-215) ]  [17:  Russell and others. (p. 218) ] 

The Arras Queen’s Barrow was excavated in 1816.[footnoteRef:18] Excavation revealed the remains of someone presumed to be female – unfortunately the remains of the ‘Queen’ were not preserved and so no osteological examination has occurred. She was buried in a cemetery consisting of four graves, several of which included chariots and ponies.[footnoteRef:19] This burial placement, and the woman’s grave goods, make it likely she was highly regarded in her community. The woman, dubbed a ‘British lady’, was entombed with broaches, rings, arm-rings and a toilet-set.[footnoteRef:20] Part of the grave assemblage was a string blue and green glass beads, decorated with white ‘eyes’, indentations and scrolling designs.[footnoteRef:21] Each bead is unique, and the necklace was originally comprised of over 100 beads.[footnoteRef:22] There is evidence to suggest some of the beads were passed from person to person in the Arras community, implying the beads could have played a part in meaningful rituals.[footnoteRef:23]  [18:  British Museum, Bead <https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/H_1873-1219-177> [accessed 13 August 2024].]  [19:  Giles, Green, and Peixoto. (p. 47) ]  [20:  Giles, Green, and Peixoto. (pp. 48-52) ]  [21:  Giles, Green, and Peixoto. (pp. 49-51) ]  [22:  Giles, Green, and Peixoto. (pp. 49-50) ]  [23:  Giles, Green, and Peixoto. (pp. 51-53) ] 

These two women, though from different cultures and time periods, share some commonalities. Firstly, they are both female. Both women were buried with personal care items, jewellery and glass beads, possibly in necklace form. Glass bead necklaces appear to be more commonly found in graves belonging to women, which begs the question – were beaded necklaces ‘womenswear’? It is difficult to answer this question, owing to both the rarity of glass bead necklaces, and the unreliability of sexing skeletal remains and their grave goods. In antiquity, mirrors were assumed to be female grave goods, for their connection to appearance and vanity.[footnoteRef:24] Beaded necklaces were perhaps more important to women in some Iron Age cultures, but it is dangerous to assume that ‘jewellery’ equals ‘female’ in this context.  [24:  Russell and others. (pp. 218-220) ] 

Secondly, the two women discussed here appeared to have been wealthy. The Chesil woman showed little to no evidence of manual labour in life and enjoyed a luxurious diet heavy in animal protein.[footnoteRef:25] Though the grave goods she was buried with may not seem particularly lavish by modern standards, a mirror was an unusual and precious object in antiquity, something that likely had both practical and ritual uses.[footnoteRef:26] The Arras woman, though unable to undergo osteological examination, could have been a highly regarded individual in her community. Her grave goods are good indicators of wealth, with many of them likely being of significant age at the time of her burial. It is intriguing to see that these objects were buried, as it has been hypothesised that age made objects more valuable, and objects were often repaired again and again over many years.[footnoteRef:27] Perhaps then, the beaded necklace was inalienable; deeply connected to the identity of the Arras woman, the beads would become personally linked with her and would therefore not be eligible for passing to another owner upon her death.[footnoteRef:28]  [25:  Cooper and others. (pp. 140-141) ]  [26:  Russell and others. (p. 216)]  [27:  Cooper and others. (p. 115) ]  [28:  Cooper and others. (p. 142)] 

While we may never know with certainty why Iron Age people buried some of their dead with glass beads, there is compelling evidence to suggest potential for beads as ritual objects. It is short-sighted to state that the beads are simply a show of status or wealth, as many other high-status burials lack beads. The beads themselves are unique and carefully created by skilled craftspeople, which could mean they were not simple trinkets, and the intricate patterning may have had a symbolic or religious meaning. Beads were, and are, used worldwide as religious and spiritual objects, and the inclusion of the beads as grave goods infers significance, either to the deceased or to their loved ones. The beads could even have become inalienable upon the death of their wearer; they would have had both tangible and sentimental value, so to be buried instead of passed down implies a strong connection to the deceased. The fact that the beads were on strings also lends itself to the theory that they served a specific purpose, as strings of beads seem absent outside of burials. Wonder or none, they were clearly important pieces for the women they were buried with. 
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