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Abstract:  

Archaeology is about storytelling. We look at material culture from the past and tell the stories of the 

people who lived before us. When you work with human remains, the details of the stories you tell 

often come from the clues written by, on and even in the bones themselves – they form a crucial part 

of interpreting and understanding life and death in the past.   

Using the case study of two Iron Age burials discovered at Knapton Wold in North Yorkshire in 2017, 

this paper will highlight the wealth of information that can be gained about the post-mortem 

treatment of a corpse after the death of an individual through employing various scientific analyses 

that investigate taphonomic changes to bone at a microscopic level. Assessing diagenetic signatures 

in bone provides insights into whether an individual was buried immediately after death, if there was 

a delay in burial which accommodated special treatments and funerary performances, or if the 

remains of a person have undergone several phases and instances of burial and reburial.  

At Knapton Wold the histological study of the remains was able to tell two unique and distinct stories 

about how these women were cared for after death – stories which traditional osteological and 

archaeological approaches failed to pick up on.  

Finally, this paper will argue for the continued importance of looking at post-mortem histories and 

taphonomic trajectories within funerary archaeology, and incorporating these types of scientific 

microscopic methods into research agendas as the data that can be gained from invasive sampling 

strategies help us tell more detailed and nuanced stories of individuals’ journey in death – and reveal 

new facets to Iron Age mortuary practices and funerary ideologies in later prehistory.  
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