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Choose an object from the La Tène culture that demonstrates Greek influence. Discuss how Weissner’s concept of style might be applied to this object to explore its use in the creation of identity.
In 1953, The burial chamber of an élite Celt was discovered and excavated at Vix near the ancient hillfort of Mont Lassois in the region of the Côte-d’Or. The grave was dated to the end of the sixth century BC, and according to Peter Berresford Ellis, what ‘distinguished it from the majority of kingly graves was that it contained the skeleton of a thirty-six-year-old woman.’[footnoteRef:1] Her élite status was clearly evident from the many grave goods in the chamber which included a torc necklace composed of 480 grams of gold, which although indigenous to Vix, displayed a mixture of cultural images and technology transfer, indicative of the scope of object exchanges during the period. Also found were a funerary chariot, an Etruscan oenochoé, amber beads and bracelets from the Baltic region, and a large bronze krater (a vessel used for mixing wine and water). This essay will examine this outstanding example of Greek design and construction and determine how Weissner’s concept of style can be applied to its connection to the Celtic female, and how it may have contributed to the creation of her identity. [1:  Peter Berresford Ellis, The Ancient World Of The Celts, (London: Constable And Company Ltd., 1998), p. 44.] 

The Vix Musée Du Pays Châtillionais, where the krater is currently housed, describes the krater as the largest surviving vessel of its kind, standing 164 cm high, weighing 208.6 kg, with the capacity to hold 1100 litres of liquid.[footnoteRef:2] Barry Cunliffe states that the krater was ‘so large it had to be transported from the Mediterranean in sections and assembled on site.’[footnoteRef:3] A single sheet of bronze formed the belly, shoulders and neck of the vessel, which the musée states was ‘shaped by hammering, the thickness of which does not exceed one millimetre’.[footnoteRef:4] The website also offers a fairly precise location for its original manufacture, namely a ‘Greek workshop installed in the region of Sybaris in the south of Italy’ and gives the date of manufacture as c. 530 BC.[footnoteRef:5] Cunliffe makes an interesting assertion that the style of the krater was such that it was likely to be a diplomatic gift modified ‘to satisfy barbarian taste.’[footnoteRef:6] He does not elaborate on this theory, so one can only conjecture that he may be making a statement on the lack of ostentatious design compared to other Greek wine vessels such as the highly ornate Derveni krater dating to approximately the fourth century BC. The Vix krater could be said to have a restrained appearance only in as much as most of the design elements are restricted to the neck and lid of the vessel. The frieze which surrounds the neck shows a relief of hoplite warriors and charioteers. Each applique is individually placed, but the overall effect is one of unity and continuity, and the positions of the horses’ heads give the illusion of movement from standstill to gallop. The two removeable scrolled handles rest on the neck and depict the grimacing face of Medusa, the Gorgon of Greek mythology. Behind the Medusas, in the hollows of the handles are small sconces depicting lions. The musée website suggests the frieze and handles were created by lost-wax casting. The belly of the vessel is free from design but stands on an ornate circular foot cast in bronze. Jasper Gaunt notes that more simplified designs were common in the archaic periods on larger vessels, and that this may have reflected ‘the considered choice of Greek metalsmiths and their customers’, so perhaps these are the modification elements Cunliffe was referring to.[footnoteRef:7] Gaunt makes a further and perhaps more relevant point that: [2:  Trésor De Vix Musée Du Pays Châtillionais, Collection Trésor De Vix (No Date) https://www.musee-vix.fr/visite-collection/7 [accessed 09 March 2023]]  [3:  Barry Cunliffe, The Celtic World, (London: The Bodley head, 1979), p. 36.]  [4:  Vix Musée Website, The Vix Crater.]  [5:  Ibid.]  [6:  Barry Cunliffe, The Celtic World, p.36.]  [7:  Jasper Gaunt, ‘Toward The Derveni Krater: On The Rarity Of Large Bronze Vessels Of The Archaic And Classical Periods Bearing Large Figural Registers’, in Artistry In Bronze: The Greeks And Their Legacy, XIXth International Congress On Ancient Bronzes, ed. by Jens M. Daehner, Kenneth Lapatin And Ambra Spinelli, (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum And The Getty Conservation Institute, 2017), pp. 214–223, p. 215.] 

	Archaic and classical bronze vessels circulated in an intellectual climate in which the 	act of conferring a highly polished surface to the metal was probably more prized 	than its elaboration: the very gleam of polished metal rendered it intrinsically god-	like.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ibid, p. 219.] 

The ‘god-like’ appearance to the krater would certainly have made a bold statement about the power and status of its owner. Other peoples’ aesthetic experience of the shining vessel would likely have reinforced her status to them and created a shared experience of it between those who reacted positively to seeing it, which would then be transmitted to others. Thus, the experience of social comparison between ordinary people and élites becomes relevant, as we shall see shortly. On a more mundane level, the artefact obviously bears testimony to the wine trade and close diplomatic links which connected local élites to the Greek cities in southern Italy:
	Wine drinking equipment and gold ornaments show the wealth and ostentatious 	way of life of an aristocracy which had taken advantage of its privileged relationship 	with Mediterranean societies in order to consolidate its power over the local 	population.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Olivier Büchsenschütz, ‘The Celts In France’, in The Celtic World, ed. by Miranda J. Green, (London: Routledge, 1996), pp. 552–580 (p. 568).] 

Due to its size, the krater was no doubt especially valuable, and as noted above, likely represented a gift exchange between powerful aristocrats. According to Peter S. Wells, it can be understood that objects like the krater were political gifts ‘presented to potentates in Celtic Europe for the purpose of establishing congenial relations for political or economic reasons.’[footnoteRef:10] Wells also suggests that the luxury Mediterranean imports and their circulation were only associated with the aristocratic levels of society.  [10:  Peter S. Wells, ‘ Trade And Exchange’ in The Celtic World, ed. by Miranda J. Green, (London: Routledge, 1996), pp. 230–243, (p. 239).] 

The krater’s appearance in the burial chamber may highlight Celtic sensitivity to the importance of social hierarchy and that wealth, as demonstrated in the funerary assemblage at Vix, was ‘eloquent of power and authority, emphasizing the separateness of the élite.’[footnoteRef:11] The fact that the krater, despite its great value, was included in the grave goods, suggests that the person who owned it was so wealthy that their family could afford to permanently remove it from use. It also speaks to the inalienability of the object; that it was so deeply connected to her identity that she could not be separated from it. The concept of inalienable possessions, a theory proposed by Annette Weiner in 1992, suggests that some objects are intrinsically imbued with the identity and memories of their owner and are therefore not easy to bequeath or give away, and this is the reason why such objects end up in burials.[footnoteRef:12] Inalienability is perhaps the most appropriate theory to attach to the krater for the purposes of this essay. The choice of grave goods included in her burial clearly marked out the areas of her life that were most important to her. What her tribe chose to bury her with must have had some reflection on both how they perceived her and how she self-identified, and how she might wish to be perceived in the afterlife. The grave goods indicate she was fond of drinking and feasting and perhaps, as the jewellery suggests, very concerned with her appearance, all of which can be considered as entirely appropriate behaviours for a powerful woman in the prime of life. Given all this information, the Vix krater is already indicating its function in the creation of the identity of its owner. [11:  Martyn Jope, ‘The Social Implications Of Celtic Art: 600 BC To AD 600’, in The Celtic World, ed. by Miranda J. Green, (London: Routledge, 1996), pp. 376–410, (p. 379).]  [12:  Annette Weiner, Inalienable Possessions: The Paradox Of Keeping While Giving, (Berkeley: California University Press, 1992).] 

	It will be useful at this point to briefly summarise the arguments most useful for this essay in Polly Weissner’s articles investigating style and identity among the Kalahari San.[footnoteRef:13] Weissner identifies three forms of style: emblemic, assertive and isochrestic. Only the first two are relevant here, so isochrestic (random) style will not be included. Weissner defines style as ‘formal variation in material culture that transmits information about personal and social identity’, and for the purposes of this essay, the concept of style will be limited to information that suggests the nature of the identity of the krater’s owner.[footnoteRef:14]Additionally,  Weissner suggests that people strive to create positive self-image as a way of boosting self-esteem and gaining social acceptance. This ties in with concepts of social comparison as noted above, and that in her opinion, in élite societies, comparison was the main element in identity formation.[footnoteRef:15] As noted earlier, onlookers’ reaction to the aesthetic of the krater would likely have created a positive response in them, which could have reinforced her sense of self-esteem and self-satisfaction when she witnessed it. The rarity of the object in Celtic society (given that it was the largest of its kind ever found) indicates that the style might not have appeared frequently enough within the population for it to develop common associations for all members of the tribe. Thus, the lack of a comparative object elsewhere may have increased the prestige of the item and, by association, elevated the status of the one who owned it. The krater is therefore not only suggestive of social comparison between the Greek gift-givers, with the shared practice of wine consumption, and ideas of equality with highly cultured Mediterranean élites, but also, and perhaps more importantly, between the Celtic female and her tribal group. [13:  Polly Weissner, ‘Reconsidering The Behavioural Basis For Style: A Case-Study Among The Kalahari San’, Journal Of Anthropological Archaeology, 3 (1984), 190–234.]  [14:  Polly Weissner, ‘Style And Social Information In Kalahari San Projectile Points’, American Antiquity, 48.2 (1983), 253–276, (p. 256).]  [15:  Weissner, (1984), p. 192.] 

Emblemic style can be defined as that which transmits a clear message to a specific group and indicates affiliation or identification with that group, such as the flag of a country. It carries information about groups and boundaries rather than the amount of interaction either across or within those boundaries. Assertive style can be described as that which carries information pertaining to individual identity and is personal, and unlike emblemic, ‘supports but does not directly symbolize individual identity’ and indicates a ‘measure of contact within and over boundaries.’[footnoteRef:16] Given these criteria, the Vix krater could be said to carry both forms, as it is emblemic to Greece as purely Greek in design and manufacture, but also assertive to the Celtic female who owned it as it proves contact with cultures outside her own, and is a high-value object making a statement about her status. It, along with her other grave goods, suggests that the woman had international awareness and that she was familiar with certain Greek customs. That the krater was traditionally used for symposiums in Greece, for example, may hint that such practices were adopted and re-purposed by Celtic élites, especially given that the grave contained the oenochoé, a jug specifically intended for use with kraters to decant the liquid.[footnoteRef:17] Its sheer size may also have been a reflection of her generosity and hospitality, as the krater would service a large number of people at any given time. [16:  Ibid, p. 258.]  [17:  Vix Musée Website, The Bronze Oinochoe.] 

	It is apparent that the krater was primarily appropriated as a symbol of wealth. As previously noted, it was so large it had to be transported in sections, indicative of complex mathematical knowledge, and its reconstruction in Gaul would no doubt have been quite a spectacle – onlookers would have been left in no doubt that it was a special and very expensive object. However, symbolizing wealth is unlikely to have been its only purpose. The way the krater was decorated may also tell us something about the identity of its owner, with the inclusion of symbols of femininity and power, both militaristic and mythological. Hoplite warriors and charioteers, at first glance, are suggestive of militaristic interests, and the lions in the handles - symbols of ferocity - might lead one to conclude that the woman had been a warrior, however, the lack of weaponry included in the grave assemblage suggests otherwise. Instead, it is possible that the warriors symbolised her power – that she could command armies to do her bidding. This concept may be supported by the imagery and evidence on the lid of the krater. In the centre of the lid is the figure of a young woman and the position of her hands indicates that she had been depicted holding something which no longer survives. The musée website also notes that a procession of statuettes had originally surrounded her that were likely to be similar in design to the frieze, but that these had been removed before it was placed in the tomb to make space for the jug and other items.[footnoteRef:18] So, if the figure of the woman was surrounded by warriors one might conjecture that she was commanding them, or at least being protected by them. It may also have been suggestive of political and military alliances, a reminder that she could rely on Greek military support if necessary. Either way, it is symbolic of a woman of prestige and extreme importance. The presence of the Gorgons denotes knowledge of Greek mythology as previously stated, but it may also be a representation of her feminine power. The Gorgon could, after all, turn a man to stone simply by looking at him. [18:  Vix Website, Crater Accessories.] 

	In conclusion, it becomes clear that the Vix krater occupied a place of primary importance in creating its owner’s identity, achieving this in numerous ways, with the most obvious elements being the rarity of the object and its sheer size. The lack of any comparable artefact appearing in similar grave sites in the region testifies to the wealth and prestige of its owner. Despite Cunliffe’s opinions to the contrary, the krater’s ornate appearance, with its symbols of militaristic and mythological power, also suggest a woman in a powerful position, or at the very least one with powerful connections. The presence of hoplite warriors could be further suggestive of political and military connections, perhaps indicating that she could rely on allied support if required.
In terms of Weissner’s concept of style, the provenance of the krater suggests an assertive style attachment, indicating that its owner had awareness of other élite cultures, mythology, and customs, and that she may well have had strong social, political, or economic relationships with the Greek colony that constructed it. The dating of the krater also suggests it may have been created for her or her family. The wealth and status of the woman is further attested to by the fact that the krater was included in the grave assemblage at all. That something so rare and expensive could be removed from circulation and use, indicates that her family could afford to lose the object, and therefore afford to replace it. Perhaps more interestingly, its inclusion in the grave goods may prove the inalienability of the object, that she was so connected to it, and people related it to her so much that it was inappropriate to separate her from it. The material culture found in Celtic graves generally include objects that were important to the owner and defined them and their role in society. The krater is certainly suggesting that the woman was at the upper levels of social hierarchy and wished to be regarded as such, and its inclusion in her tomb may indicate that she, or her family, hoped she would carry her identity and status into the afterlife.
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