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Abstract:  

The Iron Age is a fascinating time in British prehistory, especially when it comes to the myriad of 

ways people interacted with and treated the dead.  

At the iconic Wessex site of Danebury Hillfort, we witness a diverse and intriguing burial assemblage 

ranging from whole bodies deposited in storage pits to groups of disarticulated skulls, and discrete 

scatters of individual skeletal elements and burnt bone fragments. From the smaller Wessex 

settlement of Winnall Down we have found equally interesting burial deposits of fairly complete 

human remains in quarry pits and some bodies in the post holes of old buildings. In contrast, the 

sites of Wetwang and Garton Slack in East Yorkshire – two of only a handful of formal cemeteries 

found during this time in Britain – offer a very different mortuary record where burial in square 

barrows with grave goods is typical. 

A common occurrence, however, within all these sites, are instances of unusual and non-normative 

burials; where the body of the dead strongly implies that active anthropogenic manipulation has 

taken place prior to interment. Traditional archaeological and osteological methods do not always 

shine the best light on the complexities and nuances of past mortuary processes and practices, and 

the majority of these peculiarly arranged remains have been poorly contextualised in previous 

reports. 

This paper will present the results of the first cross-regional study of these puzzling remains and 

grave contexts. It will demonstrate the merits of histo-taphonomic and diagenetic data in piecing 

together the post-mortem treatment of the dead and in exploring instances of curation in later 

prehistory more generally. These findings will build on new and fascinating research into elusive 

burial rites in Iron Age Britain (e.g. Booth 2015, 2017; Booth and Madgwick 2016; Tollefsen 2016). 

This paper will propose a contrastive range of practices through which differential curation can be 

contextualise and how we might attempt to understand the motivations behind such instances of 

curation in the first millennium BC.  


