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Dear Siv,

Throughout the years you have inspired us all immensely, with your books, articles, talks in museums
and beyond, and not least the many informal chats. You approach people like you approach the
archaeological material, with curiosity and enthusiasm, seeing and supporting us at the different stages
in our careers. You generously share your vast knowledge and keen insights. Combining a sharp eye
with a kind and inviting attitude, you encourage people around you and make them aware of their
strengths. With this book we hope to give something back to you as a token of our appreciation. Here
is a collection of articles from researchers and museum staff you have encountered at different times
in your career, and a Tabula reflecting your wide international network of colleagues and friends.

When sending out the invitation to a selected group to contribute with a paper to this collection, we
made the order both specific and open, simply asking for ‘something you would like Siv to read!’
The invitation included texts to be peer reviewed, and more popularising, non-reviewed papers. The
result is a mix of texts from scholars in various fields, including craft practitioners and designers. The
outcome shows that the contributors have taken our request to heart, making this a personal book,
with contributions both in English and all the Scandinavian languages on various “Siv-related” topics.

The book testifies to your huge impact, and how your thinking and publications have stimulated
research in various fields. You will notice how the contributors have a secondary agenda, reminding
you of all the research projects — big and small — and all the discussion and dialogue still ahead of you.
We hope you will take these hints as subtle invitations towards further joint efforts and collaborations
in the years to come.

The editors, Anja Mansrud, Ingunn Restad, Unn Pedersen og Kristin Armstrong Oma,
on behalf of all of us
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Giving mixed signals

Fagfellevurdert artikkel

On gendered readings of Late Iron Age figurines

Marie Dave Amundsen

Department of Archaeology, Conservation and History, University of Oslo

Marianne Moen
Museum of Cultural History, University of Oslo

When faced with bodies from the past — both
figurative and literal — archaeologists tend to
assign identity according to certain criteria, out
of which gender is often top of the list. Thus,
when faced with burials (the literal remains of
past bodies), one of the first questions asked, and
which consequently determines how the identity
of the deceased is envisaged by the archaeo-
logist, is whether the body should be understood
as male or female (Arnold and Wicker 2001,
Crass 2001, Arnold 2006). This is no different
when we are faced with pictorial representations
(figurative bodies): here again, we seek to assign
a legible and binary gender through which we
can make sense of what it is we are seeing (as
discussed in e.g. Danielsson 2007, and evident
in Mannering 2013). This ties in with the deeply
engrained and naturalised modern ideals of
sex and gender as interdependent (as discussed
in e.g. Danielsson 2007, Moen 2019), and we
posit here that this interpretative hurdle hinders
exploration of identities across intersectional and
relational lines.

In this brief and explorative paper, we seek to
discover what happens when we detach such
bodies from the expectation of them embodying
gendered realities. We frame our discussion by
using two well-known Viking Age figurines,
both representing human forms but with
somewhat mixed gendered characteristics that

also in previous literature has been held up as
corresponding case studies (e.g. Danielsson
2010, Christensen 2010:147, Arwill-Nordbladh
2014). One is a small, silver pendant from a
grave in Aska, Ostergdtland in Sweden, often
interpreted as a representation of Freyja (Figure
1) (Arwill-Nordbladh 2008, Arwill-Nordbladh
2012). The other is the seated figurine from Lejre
in Denmark, commonly labelled ‘Odin from
Lejre’ (Figure 2) (Rundkvist 2009, Christensen
2010, Danielsson 2010, Arwill-Nordbladh
2014). In juxtaposing these two figurines, we are
drawing inspiration from previous work by both
Elisabeth Arwill-Nordbladh and Ing-Marie Back
Danielsson (as above).

In order to situate our study, a short explanation
on where we are thinking from is needed, as
the ideas used to formulate thinking matter
(Pétursdottir 2020:93 with references). Dealing
with deeply dualistic ways of thinking and being
in the world, and the desire to categorise people,
places and objects according to modern and often
Eurocentric worldviews, the fragmented material
remains from the distant past is — naturally — put
into frameworks that make sense for us today.
Seeking to break away from this, we argue that
the past is a foreign country (Lowenthal 1985),
and that gender, as so many other things, may
have been done differently there. We are all
entangled with the materialities around us;
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materials, things and different entities. When
confronted with archaeological material, we
are faced with something that is also a meeting
place between many different knowledges,
pasts and presents. Laurent Olivier (2011) has
implied that archaeology is closer to memory
than history, as the fragmented state of the
archaeological record has much in common with
the fragmented ways memory works (see also
Pétursdottir 2012:600). Despite the fragmented
state of the archaeological material, things
possess the agency to transfer memory across
the depths of time. For example, in the process
of making ‘our’ two small figurines, there was
a dialogue between the materials, the things, the
people and the societal context they came to be
in, as studies of technology have clearly shown
(see e.g. Amundsen 2021, for a discussion). The
many relations that make the beings of things
are thus one of our main starting points in this
brief exploration. We propose that the gendered
ambiguities of the two figurines, often debated
within an either/or binary gender framework
(Rundkvist 2009, Mannering 2013), can instead
be approached with a view to exploring their
symbolic language in a relational and fluid
context (see also Danielsson 2010). Below, we
instigate a discussion of gendered relevance
as set against what we perceive as a symbolic
language that must be understood as very
different from modern Eurocentric values and
perceptions. We offer this paper not as a manual
for new interpretations of the past, but rather
as an experimental assessment aimed at raising
questions and debate. In short, we offer this brief
exploration in the spirit of Siv Kristoffersen’s
interpretative glance where form and function
in symbolism can be understood in multiple and
coexisting ways, to create stories that can shed
new light on how we view the past.

Background

The past several decades has seen considerable
scholarly focus on gender in Iron Age archaeology
(e.g. Dommasnes 1982, Arwill-Nordbladh 1998,
Kristoffersen 1999, Stalsberg 2001, Pedersen
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2008, Hillerdal 2009, Moen 2019), resulting in
nuanced views of ways of being in relation to
gendered identities in the past. Older and more
conservatively grounded versions of Iron Age
social order place men in visible positions of
power and in active roles of social endeavour,
often with an explicit reference to their social
superiority over women (e.g. Solberg 2003,
Sigurdsson 2010). Conversely, gendered and
feminist scholarship has amply demonstrated
that this is too simple, failing to take into account
the numerous social roles inhabited by both men
and women, and the variable degree of social
agency according to status (Stalsberg 1991,
Arwill-Nordbladh 1998, Kristoffersen 1999,
Pedersen 2008). The result has been a highly
necessary redress of an outdated and overly
simplistic view of the past, yet a dimension that
remains somewhat underexplored is a critical
view of what gender is assumed to mean. How
it is constituted, its relationship with bodies
and embodied experience, and indeed its role in
identity creation and maintenance are becoming
apparent as new and potentially fruitful questions
to pose (Danielsson 2007, Moen 2019, Croix
Forthcoming).

Parcelled into the process of determining gender,
lies a set of established characteristics and
assumed social roles that come with assigned
status, allotted tasks and responsibilities. Thus,
we tend to use dress accessories, dress, insignia
and certain tools to decide whether we believe
bodies — both figurative and literal — should
be seen as male or female (Danielsson 2007,
Moen 2019, Croix Forthcoming). In mortuary
archaeology, this results in interpretative
divides between presumed ‘male’ and ‘female’
graves, often neglecting that these graves have
quite as much in common as they have that set
them apart, in the shape of common tools and
equipment, animal remains and other finds.
A further neglected dimension is that there is
most often a considerable number of graves that
cannot be assigned a gender at all (Moen 2019:
263-5, Amundsen 2021, Croix Forthcoming).
In pictorial representations, it leads to a
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tendency to ascribe gender based on dress and
hairstyle. Women are identified by long hair and
distinctive hairstyles such as the Irish ribbon
knot ponytail (Arwill-Nordbladh 2016), along
with long dresses and distinctive jewellery
(Mannering 2013). Men tend to be identified
through weaponry, facial hair, trousers or visible
legs (Mannering 2013, Ashby 2014). Whilst we
do not seek to quibble with whether or not these
traits can indeed communicate gender, it remains
an interesting dichotomy that a considerable
number of representations seem to combine traits
from both. Thus, we find women bearing arms
in a variety of representations (Gardeta 2017,
Vedeler 2019), whilst men can have long hair, and
facial hair is by no means universal (Ashby 2014,
Arwill-Nordbladh 2016). We wish to consider
this in light of Ing-Marie Dack Danielsson’s
discussion of how gendered markers in pictorial
representations need not remain constant through
time, and are best understood as contextual
(Danielsson 2007:46-8). It may be that when we
seek to determine what sex the body represented
in a figurine is meant to be, we are asking the
wrong question. There is moreover a point to be
made about how much we know about normative
dress and accessories in Viking Age daily life.
It bears considering that reconstructed dress
styles from pictorial representations and grave
finds may communicate an ideal more than a
universal template, communicating fixed roles
rather than the nuanced whole of a person’s
lived identity. Research on gender in Iron Age
archaeology has followed societal trends in how
gender is understood. It is fair to say that we may
be approaching a crossroads in terms of what we
believe gender is, and how this intersects with
bodily realities (Fausto-Sterling 1993, Joel et al.
2015, Lykke 2016). Whilst in the past archaeo-
logical interpretations took gender as naturally
embodied and therefore prescriptive of how to
view past bodies, more recent work seeks instead
to nuance this by asking different questions about
how identities are created. It is in this spirit we
will turn to our two examples below.

Fagfellevurdert artikkel

Material presentation and discussion

Siv Kristoffersen’s capacity for meeting the
archaeological material not only with scientific
precision, but also with a sense of wonder has
formed our inspiration here. In our meetings
with the two figurines, wonder (or perhaps
wondering), has been an essential method for
trying to see beyond their assigned identities
of ‘Freyja’ or ‘Odin’, and instead explore them
detached from earlier, largely gender-deter-
mined interpretations. In the below, we offer
descriptions of the two figurines that form our
material. We add the caveat that our study is
based on visual interpretations of photographs.
Any inaccuracies in our interpretations are fully
our responsibility, and the descriptive passages
below cannot be taken as established truth:
they are instead our interpretations of how we
experience the material.

Ambiguous figures - a pregnant lady with a helmet
and man with skirt and apron?

The figure from Aska is a small silver pendant,
dated to approximately 800 AD, found in a burial
excavated in 1920 (Arwill-Nordbladh 2012:45).
The figure from Lejre is also made of silver, but
this time seated in an elaborate chair and with
two bird figures, one on each of the armrests,
dated to around 900 AD (Arwill-Nordbladh
2014:87). It was found during the excavations
at Lejre in 2009, between two of the hall areas
(Christensen 2010:143), in what can be described
as a high-status context. As will become clear in
the following descriptions of the two figurines
they have many traits in common, as well as
divergent features.

The Aska figure is a pendant. It is open-worked
and has probably been cast in one piece. It consists
of an outer ring, where the lower part of the ring
is broader, with a concave back. A human figure
is placed inside the ring, with the figure’s head
protruding outside the ring. The figure’s head is
covered, with a rounded helmet, possibly with a
nose cover, or other type of headgear. The back of
the head is concave, and there are holes at either
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Figure 1. The Aska figurine, length 3,8 cm (Photo by
Gabriel Hildebrand © The National Historical Museum,
Stockholm, CC BY 2.5 SE)

side of the head for a chain or strap. The features
of the figures face are unclear. The protruding
parts of the figure has clear wear marks, and
the face is also probably worn down. There is a
massive disc-on-bow brooch placed horizontally
just under the figure’s chin. This brooch can be
seen both as part of the figures dress and as a
part of the ring enclosing the figure, acting to
reinforce the self-referencing, circular motif.
The brooch can also be interpreted as an animal’s
head (possibly a serpent), where the ring around
the figure constitutes the animals’ body, and the
animal ‘biting its own tail’. The ring has clear
marked ridges along the left side with deep
grooves (possibly beaded), while the middle,
lower, part has curved incisions. On the right
side of the ring the beading isn’t as clear (maybe
non-existent), and there seems to be inconsistent
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grooves filled with some a darker substance.
There are also what we interpret as signs of
breakage on the figure’s right side, with possible
repair marks on the back. The right side of the
ring might also have been repaired. Together, the
marks along the ring can be interpreted as scales
or similar. It is interesting to note that beaded
wire around the outer edges is often used on e.g.
gold medallions, both from the Viking Age, but
more common on Migration Period (400-550
AD) gold bracteates.

The animal’s head and/or the disc-on-bow
brooch is decorated with five punch marks, in the
form of small concentric rings. Two of the rings
are at the headplate and three on the footplate;
two right under the bow and one on the disc
terminal. These might be imitations of garnet
inlays as often seen on disc-on-bow brooches
(see e.g. Glarstad and Restad 2021). One of the
concentric rings under the bow seems to be filled
with the same kind of substance as seen on the
right side of the outer ring. From the pictures it
is not possible to determine what this might be
or if it is original, and so speculation as to the
potential symbolic meaning of impaired vision
is left open here.

Under the brooch there is a crescent moon shape,
maybe a part of the dress (or for example a neck
ring). Under this again follows four beaded rows
covering the figure’s chest, often interpreted as
a beaded necklace (Glerstad and Restad 2021).
The belly is protruding, and the figure’s arms
(beaded) and hands placed around the belly. The
reigning interpretation of this is that it indicates
pregnancy (Arwill-Nordbladh 2008, Danielsson
2010, Arwill-Nordbladh 2012, Mannering 2013,
Arwill-Nordbladh 2014). From the outer sides of
both arms there are triangle-shapes towards the
outer ring, which can indicate a cloak and legs.
Under the arms and hands, between the triangle
shapes, there is a flat panel with two lines of
crescent-moon  shaped  punch-impressions
towards the top and bottom of the panel. A row
of nine irregular shaped ‘beads’ lies on top of
another protruding and somewhat rounded panel.
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Under this panel there is another row of eight
somewhat larger beads. Together, these panels
have been interpreted as an ankle length dress/
skirt or a kind of apron (e.g. Arwill-Nordbladh
2014:88-89). There are remains of gilding in
several places, and the whole front of the figure
might originally have been gilded or at least it
has had gilded inlays. There are also traces of
gilding on the back of the figure.

Figure 2. The Lejre figurine, hight 1,75 cm (Photo by Ole
Malling © Lejre Museum/ROMU).

The Lejre figure is also probably cast in one piece
and it is hollow. Christensen (2010) describes
the figure through three elements; the chair, the
birds and the human figure (or ‘person’ in his
words) (also see Sommer and Warmind 2015).
Here we will mainly focus on the human figure,
though some mention of the chair and birds are
necessary. The chair has been recognised as a
carved so-called pillar chair, where two of the
pillars at the back end in carved anial heads
(Christensen 2010, Sommer and Warmind 2015).
The animal heads both have eyes and a gaping
mouth, and around their necks, just below their
heads, there is a (neck) ring. The two birds are
placed on the armrests of the chair, and both sit
with their wings crossed over their backs. Across
their wings there are inlays of niello. Their heads
are pointing upwards toward the head of the
human figure.

Fagfellevurdert artikkel

The human figure sits on the chair, gaze pointing
forwards. It has a rounded head, also with some
sort of covering, possibly a rounded helmet or
other type of head piece with an edge at the
bottom around the front and sides of the head.
The eyes and nose are clearly marked, but the
eyes aren’t exactly alike. The right eye has an
open look to it, whilst the left is more diffuse (see
discussion on this in Arwill-Nordbladh 2012:
48-49, 51-52). Right under the nose there is a
protruding line that goes around the head and
ends by the edge of the headpiece on the side of
the head. This has been interpreted as a possible
moustache (Christensen 2010:149). There is a
small gap underneath, before another protruding
line that goes around the neck of the figure. This
has by for example Christensen (2010:150)
been interpreted as a neck ring. As on the figure
from Aska there are four rows of beads on the
Lejre figure’s chest, a cloak (here closed at the
top and open in front) and long skirt. Along the
front of the skirt is a border emphasised by niello
around circular shapes in the middle, by some
interpreted as an apron (Mannering 2013:83).

Inquisitive wondering and material conclusions

Founded in Haraway’s (1991, 2013 [1988])
situated knowledges, and inspired by Manual
DeLandas (2006) assemblage theory, we
implement a relational perspective in our
interaction with the two figurines. It is in the
relations between objects, interactors, established
symbolism and knowledge structures that
meaning is formed, and thus it remains fluid and
ever-changing at any given time. DeLanda makes
a clear distinction between the properties and the
capacities of things (DeLanda 2006:11). While
the properties of things may be known or possible
to deduct, the capacities of things are dependent
on its properties, but cannot be reduced to them as
they also “... involve reference to the properties
of other interacting entities” (DeLanda 2006:11).
In other words, the capacities of things are partly
present in their form, but their actual becoming
is dependent on its relations. This gives a sense
of unpredictability to their future (Pétursdottir
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2017:184), but also to their pasts when studied
through ‘the abyss of time’ (Olivier 2011, see
Amundsen 2021:29). The most important aspect
of this in the context of this article, and seen in
relation to the archaeological record as memory,
is that it pinpoints and puts into words how we
cannot really know the totality of a things being,
or the relations it is and has been part of. It also
pinpoints how the societal need to categorise
bodies as distinctively gendered today are pushed
towards different pasts in the false recognition of
it. Altogether, this amplifies a sense of humility
and indeed wonder in how we study the past
through its material ‘leftovers’. In relation to the
figurines, this is crucial as we in this exploratory
study of them only highlight certain aspects
of their previous beings within an—at least for
us—fragmented reality. The distinctive otherness
and wonder (see Pétursdottir 2012) encapsulated
in these figurines is also present in recognising
them as material entities in which—in the words
of Olivier (2011:133)—“the memory of a moment
in time is recorded”, and that this memory is
also dependent on absence. DeLanda’s (2006)
concepts of properties and capacities are helpful
here, as they put this absence into words, and
allows for a dialogue across different times and
time gaps through the figurines.

Both figurines have in many earlier studies been
interpreted as gendered deities, which arguably
serves the need to create relatable pasts both by
assigning a recognisable bodily reality as well as
a known identity. By assigning divine identities,
the question of the figurines’ ambiguous traits
is easily resolved, as the Norse gods could
be rather famously gender-fluid (Solli 1998).
Centring on elements of dress and mythology,
different interpretations of the figure from Lejre
have ranged from communicating ambiguous
gender, representations of female deities in
positions of power, or even Odin in his role as
shaman, transgressing gendered boundaries
and potentially communicating this via dress
(Rundkvist 2009, Christensen 2010, Danielsson
2010, Mannering 2013, Arwill-Nordbladh 2014,
Sommer and Warmind 2015, Pedersen 2017). At
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the core of many enquiries, we find the question
of what gender this figure can be claimed for.
The same can be said for the Aska figure. As
most recently presented by Glerstad and Restad
(2021), the figure invites comparisons with the
goddess Freyja through a number of references.
The protruding belly, read as pregnancy, can be
linked with Freyja’s role and associations with
fertility. The disc-on-bow brooch links clearly
with the preceding Merovingian period, when
such brooches were worn (and buried with)
high status women, and where they have been
interpreted as representing the goddess’ necklace
Brisingamen (Glorstad and Restad 2021, see e.g.
also Arrhenius 2009:223-225). This visual link
with the past can also be seen in other parts of
the grave goods from Aska, where nine small,
gilded silver pendants links with the past and
the present at the time in which the burial was
completed, ranging from the Roman Iron Age
(AD 150-200) to the Viking Age date of the burial
(Arwill-Nordbladh 2008). The depth of time
represented spans several centuries. Connected
with the potentially pregnant belly symbolising
the future, this may indicate a role as a keeper of
history or collective memory.

However, there are a few additional charac-
teristics of the Aska figure that have attracted
comment. It appears to be seated for one thing,
which in traditional interpretations, like the one
from Lejre, can be tied to positions of rulership.
It also appears to be wearing a helmet, a form
of armour most commonly associated with
male figures in pictorial representations, and
certainly through archaeological interpretation
(Arwill-Nordbladh 2016, Stylegar and Bersheim
2021). This would not necessarily detract from
the established interpretation of the figure as
Freyja, as she was a goddess with strong associ-
ations with war. Indeed, Arwill-Nordladh has
suggested that covering the hair on this figure
was a conscious way of signalling ambiguity
in gender (Arwill-Nordbladh 2014). However,
and not wishing to challenge earlier interpreta-
tions, we offer an alternative way of seeing this
figure, drawing Danielson’s (2010) thoughts on
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the Lejre figurine further. We see the presumed
gendered attributes of both figurines not as
being contradictory, but in fact of secondary
importance: instead we interpret these figurines
as communicating someone inhabiting a space
of power, using established symbols whose
potency transcends gendered lines. In this space,
the pregnant belly signals potency and curation
of the future, the helmet signals protection, and
the seat is a seat of power. Surrounding it all, is
a serpent symbolising the circular nature of time
and the cosmos. Drawing on DeLanda, some
of the figure’s properties are well-known today
(such as the materials and techniques of their
production, place and context of deposition etc.).
Still, their capacities as symbolic actors within
the larger assemblage of the social context in
which they were made and used, their relations
in these contexts are neither one-sided or clear.
These symbols are only ambiguously gendered
in so far as they speak to our reality and our
projection of our gendered bodies on to the
past: if we detach our thinking from this, we
can instead suggest that communicating power
and potency need not come back to (gendered)
bodies at all.

As we alluded to above, designating these
figures respectively as Freyja and Odin may be
less than helpful when it comes to discussing
their symbolic meaning. By so naming them,
we connect them not only with characters from
written sources, thereby cementing the way in
which they are viewed in terms of their symbolic
meaning and agency. We furthermore set certain
gendered expectations. With those expectations,
comes pronouns and presumptions of bodies
underneath the clothes and how they ought to
act, look and be beheld. But more than that,
by naming them as Freyja or Odin, we connect
them to modern understandings of Viking Age
ways of being, which we (and others before us)
argue may be too narrowly defined to accurately
encapsulate the symbolic language embodied by
these figures.

Fagfellevurdert artikkel

The naturalised associations between body and
dressenforcedinrecenthistorical times has deeply
coloured the ways in which we encounter the
past. We encounter fragments of past memories
in objects, what we can recognise as distinctive
properties, but to view them as memories akin to
modern cultural frameworks may be to neglect
their situatedness in past relational networks
and to deny their (to us) hidden capacities. The
symbolic references inherent in them may, we
propose, hinge on different ways of viewing
representations of power and potency than ours.
In our view, a potentially fascinating approach
may be to suggest we see them less as specific
deities or individuals, and more as collections of
symbols that together create a meaningful entity.
In this sense, their gender ambiguity may not
matter at all, but may rather speak to functions
and powers less tied to specific bodies and more
to dressed status. We would further suggest that
this way of understanding past material expres-
sions can also be applied to grave goods: the
division of burials into male/female categories
often neglects a wider meshwork of shared
object categories that may be argued to indicate
a less binary way of being than recent historical
European models (see e.g. Moen forthcoming).
In this way, detaching gendered readings of
the past from recent historical understandings
of gender as naturally embodied can open for
different ways of understanding ways of being.

We study the past in the present, with all that this
entails of viewing the past through Eurocentric
ontologies and concepts. However, we suggest
that by situating our knowledge claims within our
specific cultural frameworks, and by drawing on
relational ways of viewing the material at hand,
we can suggest here an experimental approach
infused with a sense of exploration and relatio-
nality. All knowledge is naturally situated within
a given cultural framework, but openness and
exploration of what these frameworks mean can
help break prescribed boundaries of perception.
Similarly, it is in the relations between objects
and their interactors, materials and cultural
setting that we ought to seek to find meaning.
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By accepting that we have only fragmentary
access to past totalities, we hope to encourage
openness and playfulness in how we might view
‘ambiguously gendered’ figurines from the past
as perhaps less ambiguous and instead more
foreign to modern ways of seeing.

Concluding remarks

Representations of humans from the past have
the power to make us ask questions about who
they were, including how they were. However,
we view the past from our particular situated
knowledge platforms, wherein identity is
encoded in explicit, visual ways. Eurocentric
views expect expressed gender to relate to a
physical body as a matter of fact. A pregnant belly
must belong to a woman, and a seat of power
to a man. When that woman wears a helmet,
or the man a dress, our sense of naturalised
gendered identities encounters an interpretative
problem, often solved by finding interpretations
of gender ambiguity. These are valid, useful
and viable interpretations. We however, have
here asked the question of what happens if we
detach our interpretations from assumptions of
bodily realities underneath the clothes. Instead,
we propose that the symbolic language we seek
to grasp may be as much about dressed identity
as about bodies, and that by applying this to the
figurines in question, we can suggest that they
symbolise dressed power, and that they need not
signal ambiguity by this at all. Their mixing of
assumed ‘gendered’ traits may be no more than
the natural conflation of symbols of power that
together created potent messages. Asking what
gender they really are therefore, may miss a
different reading where gender is not in fact the
salient point.

Abstract

It may be a truism that we seek relatable stories when
confronted with the past, yet it remains pertinent, not least
in the ways in which we create past identities in our own
image. In modern, Eurocentric thought, gender is one of
the primary aspects through which a person is understood.
This is reflected in archaeological practice, seen in the
way in which burials are categorised according to gender,
in how labour is often assumed divided, in how the past is
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recreated in reconstruction drawings and museum displays.
The idea of binary gender as embedded in bodies however,
is culturally specific and recent in date. Here we approach
one particular area where the pre-assumed binary nature
of gender may impact interpretations, namely Late Iron
Age human figurines. It is largely assumed that such figures
communicated gender through characteristics of hair or
dress, and indeed many seem to conform to expected male
or female forms. However, there are several that also quite
distinctly display a mixture of assumed male and female
signs. These are habitually read as one gender wearing the
insignia of the other, with an interpretative emphasis placed
on finding out what gender they ‘really’ are. We wish to query
whether or not they may be usefully seen as communicating
roles rather than fixed identities, and that instead of seeing
mixed gendered signals, we can here see relational symbolism
in action.
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