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n Britain in the generation on either side of 400 CE, all urban life, all industrial-scale manufacturing of
I basic goods, the money economy, and the state disappeared; and in its eastern half Latin-speaking,
villa-owning Romano-British elites, literacy, Latinity, and Christianity were vanishing as well.* One of
the consequences of this particular constellation of events is that no contemporary texts from fifth- and
sixth-century lowland Britain survive, which narrate “what happened” in these years. What we do have
are contemporary texts that were written elsewhere in the Late Antique world (and which do not, in my
opinion, shed much light on what was happening in Britain); and we have a series of texts that were
written in what is now England, most of them only in the later seventh, eighth, and ninth centuries.

A detailed, blow-by-blow account of the fifth and sixth centuries, for example, does survive in a
compilation known as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (see Figure 1). The annals in Figure 1 are typical and
describe, as so many entries in the Chronicle do, the activities of marauding kings and their manly
followers. Although historians these days often approach the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle like a dirty bomb
they have been asked to defuse, even the most skeptical of readers have been affected by the content and
tenor of this and other of our retrospective written sources, in particular by the fact that for all intents and
purposes the only historical actors in them are men, and “Anglo-Saxon” men at that. This has
conditioned us, whether we realize it or not, to write narratives focused on weapon-bearing males and to
imagine the “Big Story” of the period as a political one concerned, primarily, with the actions of foreign
men “invading,” “conquering,” and/or “colonizing.” So the master narrative of fifth and early-sixth
century lowland Britain has been gendered male. Even those of us who do not ascribe to this particular
set of arguments often write explicitly or implicitly as if men alone were the earliest in-comers to
England; or that the majority of people moving into lowland Britain were men; or that the only people
who were driving the narrative in this period and doing the important historical/culture-changing work—

that is, the change from Roman to medieval—were men.?
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495. Two chieftains, Cerdic and his son Cynric, came with five ships to Britain at the place, which is
called Cerdicesora, and they fought against the Britons on the same day.

501. In this year Port and his two sons Bieda and Magla came to Britain with two ships at the place,
which is called Portsmouth, and there they killed a British man of very high rank...

514. In this year the West Saxons came into Britain with three ships at the place, which is called
Cerdicesor, and Stuf and Wihtgar [the alleged founders of the dynasty established on the Isle of
Wight] fought against the Britons and put them to flight.

519. In this year Cerdic and Cynric succeeded to the [West Saxon] kingdom. ..

Figure 1: Typical early entries from the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, compiled in the ninth century, which
describes the adventus Saxonum, or, the “coming of the Anglo-Saxons.”

Given the male-centeredness of this period’s sources and histories, it is salutary to remind ourselves
that the majority of our genuinely contemporary evidence—which is material, rather than textual—is
associated not with men but with late-adolescent girls and adult women. Most of it comes from cemetery
excavations, where we find that more women in this early period than men were buried with grave goods
and dress fittings, those buried with objects are found with more of them, and women were buried with a
greater variety of objects than men (see Figure 2).® And in spite of all the men running around both our
early medieval texts and our modern historical narratives, in actual fact the basic material culture
chronologies that we depend on to date things in this period are largely tethered to the metalwork objects

found in the graves of the period’s dead women.*

Figure 2: Some objects found in early medieval women’s graves in Britain.
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So, let us look at women who lived in lowland Britain in the fifth and early-sixth centuries, and
think about them in relation to migration and mobility. I am going to begin, however, by talking about the
graves of women not in England but in present-day Germany, because the case | will be describing very
effectively underscores classic pitfalls that will help us think about similar evidence from Britain.

Archaeologists have excavated the skeletons of a number of fifth- and early sixth-century women in
Germany whose skulls had been elongated through regimes of head-binding during infancy and early
childhood.® This is quite interesting because the epicenter of this practice lay far to the east, among
Hunnic peoples settled in the Carpathian basin (see Figure 3). Not surprisingly, the women with so-called
“Hunnic” skull modifications found this far west have been identified as individuals who had moved long
distances over the course of their lives. One of the most interesting things about the women with modified
skulls found in Germany is that they are often alone among all the people in their cemeteries who have a
modified skull, or they are found with only a handful of other women who share the same body
modification. These same women, however, were usually buried with the kinds of dress accessories and
grave-goods we find with other women in the cemeteries in which they were laid to rest, women without
modified skulls. And because no children buried in these cemeteries show signs of having had their heads
bound, some of the customs associated with childrearing, which must have been part of these women’s
own girlhoods, were not carried on in the communities in which they lived as adults. So, it does not look
as if these women’s own natal traditions and material culture made much of an impact on their new
communities. The evidence that | have just laid out has been used to support the idea that some women
were moving both considerable distances and across stunning cultural divides, probably through

exogamous, high-status marriages, and that these marriages may have played a central role in human

mobility during the early medieval period.®

Figure 3: An excavated skull from Hungary, exhibiting “hunnic skull modification.”
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The only problem with the scenario just presented is that it is almost certainly wrong. This is
because when a crucial piece of biochemical evidence is added to an analysis of these women, their
skeletons, and their grave-good, their personal histories begin to look quite different. So, what evidence?
Chemical elements like oxygen and strontium (which are two important molecules in the cautionary tale |
am about to tell) each come in a couple of different forms, or isotopes. All oxygen molecules, for
example, have the same number of protons, but different oxygen isotopes have different numbers of
neutrons. They are both oxygen, but they are different oxygen isotopes. There are a couple of interesting
and useful things to know about these isotopes. As far as oxygen is concerned, there is a general global
trend that the ratio of different oxygen isotopes present in rainwater changes at a relatively even rate as
we move towards the equator, away from coastal zones, and into higher altitudes (see Figure 4). Oxygen
isotopic ratios are also influenced by levels of aridity and rainfall. The particular ratio of oxygen isotopes
found in the rainwater drunk by humans is incorporated into their bodies. What this means is that the
oxygen isotopes found in archaeologically excavated human remains can help us determine how far north
or south, how far from the coast or at what kind of altitude that person lived. The ratio of strontium
isotopes found in skeletal remains, on the other hand, is determined by the hard geology upon which our
food is grown (see Figure 5). Strontium isotopes move through the food chain and ground water from

bedrock, to plants and animals, and into human bodies.”

Near the poles, atmospheric water vapor
is increasingly depleted in *O.

_— Snow in the interior
' of Antarctica has
5 percent less %0

(3 than ocean water.

Heavy, "*O-rich water
condenses over
mid-atitudes.

v

( Waterslighily depletedin ‘EO..s
evaporatesiremwam sub-fropical '.'.'(.ners.‘

Figure 4: The oxygen cycle.
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There is one more vital thing to know about these isotopes: oxygen and strontium not only
accumulate in bone, but also in tooth enamel. The reason this is important is because tooth enamel is laid
down early in life and unlike bones, teeth are not remodeled over time, so the strontium- and oxygen-
isotopic ratios found in people’s teeth are related to the hard geology and drinking water of the
neighborhoods in which they spent their infancies and early childhoods.® This allows us sometimes to
determine if a person whose teeth we have examined was born locally, or if he or she had emigrated from

some other region after early childhood.
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Figure 5: Map illustrating the different strontium 87/86 ratios found
in the underlying hard geology of Britain.

With this information in mind, let us return to our women in Germany with modified skulls.®
Isotopic analysis of the tooth enamel of twenty-one women with skull modifications who were excavated
from these cemeteries suggests that at least nineteen (out of twenty-one) were born locally.'® What we
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need to take away from this is that grave goods and even body modifications are not reliable evidence for
migration.

This is a salutary tale, one we need to internalize and take to heart as we move to a discussion of
material culture in fifth- and early sixth-century lowland Britain, much of which is associated with the
period’s dead women. Let us now turn to the evidence excavated from the cemetery at West Heslerton, in
North Yorkshire. Burial in this cemetery took place between c. 400 and c. 650, and in total archaeologists
uncovered 300 inhumations and a handful of cremations there.** Janet Montgomery, Paul Budd, and
others have done oxygen and strontium stable isotope analysis on a number of skeletons excavated from
the cemetery—we have data for both strontium and oxygen for twenty-seven individuals and for
strontium alone for a further five.*? In what follows, we will examine the bodies, burials, and grave goods
of just seven of the women and children for whom we have isotopic data, and use them to help us think
about women, migration, and material culture in early medieval Britain.

The teenage girl buried in Grave 117 was not put in the ground with any metalwork dress-fittings.
She had neither the brooches with close parallels to ones found in Scandinavia (where we think many
people were emigrating from) nor wrist-clasps, little hooks and eyes attached to the cuffs of women’s
sleeved undergowns, a Norwegian dress fashion adopted by women in the north and east of Britain
beginning in the late-fifth century;™ this in spite of the fact that many women in the cemetery had both.**
She was, however, buried with a fairly extensive collection of beads, some of which are quite rare, and
hark back to those worn by women in Britain in both the pre-Roman Iron Age and during the Roman
period itself.® She was placed in the ground in a crouched position, a burial posture that had a very long
history in northeastern Britain stretching from the Neolithic all the way through the early Middle Ages.'®
Two other women—the ones found in Graves 133 and 159—1Iay supine in the ground and were buried
with no metalwork dress accessories or grave goods, although the woman in Grave 159 had been buried
in a coffin. Both this stripped-down, no-grave-goods, supine form of burial, along with coffin burial, had
been practiced by large numbers of people during Roman Britain’s last century.'” Given the large number
of women in the West Heslerton cemetery with Germanic-style brooches and wrist-clasps, it is tempting
to identify these three as native British women—Ilower-status members of the West Heslerton burial
community (dominated by “Anglo-Saxon” immigrants from the Continent) without access to, or perhaps
without a taste for, the newfangled dress fasteners that immigrant women sported, but with hints—their
beads, their burial positions, their lack of grave-goods—which suggest that some indigenous traditions
persisted in the neighborhood in the face of large-scale migration from across the North Sea. But, the
signatures of the oxygen isotopes in their teeth tell a different story. These three women, along with the
toddler in Grave 169 (out of twenty-seven sets of early medieval remains for which we have data on

oxygen isotopes), had drunk water as children with an isotopic signature found nowhere in Great Britain
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(see Figure 6).'® Although this information enables us to label, with some confidence, these women and
the child as immigrants, it is more difficult to pinpoint where they had come from. But the general best
practice in stable isotope studies (as in much else in life) is to keep Occam’s razor firmly in mind,
knowing that the simplest explanation is likely the best one. Given the ratios of oxygen isotopes in these
four individuals’ tooth enamel, the closest place where they might have spent their childhoods is
Scandinavia or somewhere in the eastern Baltic.'®

What about the women and girls at West Heslerton who were buried with metalwork that we think
of as “Anglo-Saxon” or even Scandinavian? The woman lying in Grave 84 was probably in her early
twenties when she died.®® She was buried with a mismatched pair of brooches—a cruciform brooch (one
of the earliest forms found in the cemetery) and a small long brooch, along with a set of beads strung
between the two in typical “Anglo-Saxon” fashion. 2 The woman in Grave 102 shared her final resting
place with the body of a child.?> She was buried with a string of beads suspended between a pair of
annular brooches, and mourners placed a lathe-turned, maple bowl beside her corpse. The way her
brooches and beads were worn and the use of a wooden bowl as a grave offering are both things we think
of as typically “Anglo-Saxon.” Another woman, the one in Grave 89, was wearing wrist-clasps, a fashion,
as we have seen that originated in western Norway.? These three women, in short, were buried with
dress-fittings and objects that have close parallels to the material culture of “Germanic” peoples on the
Continent. But because of the evidence laid out earlier in this paper, the reader may think that I am going
to argue that these women and girls were born locally. But | am not, and apparently they were not. Both
the strontium and oxygen isotopic signatures of their teeth argue that neither they nor the three men
buried in Graves 109, and 145, and 75 (the latter with weapons) spent their early childhoods in and
around West Heslerton; nor did they come from Scandinavia or the Baltic—their combination of oxygen
and strontium values do not match those found in Denmark, Sweden, or Norway (see Figure 6). > Instead,
the closest region that would produce both their oxygen and strontium isotopic signatures is Britain west
of the Pennines.?® That region lay in the British-culture zone in the fifth and early sixth centuries—a
region, so far as we know, without any Continental migration. In short, these women may have been born
in ethnically British communities (indigenous, not “Germanic”) and had migrated eastward, rather than

westward.
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Figure 6: West Heslerton oxygen and strontium isotope plot. Those individuals falling within the dark
purple box of the plot have both strontium and oxygen isotopic ratios consistent with the area around
West Heslerton. Those falling in the light and dark purple box represent people who have oxygen isotopic
ratios consistent with the region around West Heslerton. The red dots represent women and children with
“non-UK” oxygen isotope signatures (UK O isotope range is 16.8-18.81).%° The yellow dots represent
women with “non-local” strontium isotope signatures and UK “high rainfall” oxygen isotope signatures.
(UK O range is16.8-18.61. The higher rainfall range is 18.0-19.3. Those with Sr over .7092 at West
Heslerton are considered non-local.)?” The purple dots are all other individuals at West Heslerton for
whom we have data.

The evidence just presented is suggestive, and argues that women’s individual stories of migration
are not reflected in their grave goods: some women who may have come from the Baltic or Scandinavia
were buried in ways we might expect native British women to have been buried, and some women whose
origins may have lain on the far side of the Pennines or elsewhere in Britain were dressed in ways that
might lead us to identify them as Scandinavian immigrants.

This disjunction between our (mis)interpretation of grave finds and the quite different reality that
sometimes stood behind them, fits in with the finding of a number of recent studies. The isotope work on
the fourth-century cemetery at Lankhills, in Winchester, for example, has revealed that there was little
correlation in the late-Roman period between ostensibly foreign burial rights and grave goods on the one
hand, and isotopic evidence for migration on the other.?® What | have just described for West Heslerton,

S0 it turns out, also fits in with increasing numbers of studies, ranging from the Neolithic period through
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the Roman, which show just how mobile women were.? The findings at West Heslerton also echo results
from isotopic studies undertaken for other British sites that are beginning to point towards sustained and
perhaps significant migration within the British Isles and Ireland themselves from the Roman period
through the early Middle Ages. The phenomenon is well attested in urban Romano-British cemeteries.*
But impressive numbers of individuals, including women, buried in the early Middle Ages in England,
Wales, and on the Isle of Man are turning up who have isotopic signatures that argue that they had moved
from within the British Isles or Ireland between childhood and death, underscoring internal migration
during this period, especially movement from the west to the east.** Indeed, in spite of the fact that none
of our flawed, retrospective texts mention such movements, it is likely that more people migrating from
within Britain and Ireland may have been turned up in isotopic investigations of early medieval
cemeteries than immigrants from the Continent.

Thus, what we have at West Heslerton is evidence that lots of women and girls were on the move in
this period. Indeed, women were as likely to have migrated as men. They seem to have been travelling
across the sea and they were likely moving overland within Britain. The evidence from West Heslerton
also underscores the fact that migration was not a single event, because it has produced evidence that
immigrant women were present c. 450, and that they were still coming c. 650.% All in all, a large minority
of the people who died at West Heslerton in the two and a half centuries people buried their dead in the
cemetery were likely born someplace else.®* In short, the people of West Heslerton were not living in an
hermetically-sealed, homogeneous, diasporic settlement, but they were residing in a mixed community
made up of individuals and families who had arrived at different times and from different places and with
quite different cultural baggage. Since so many late-Roman settlements were abandoned by the first
decades of the fifth century, it is not unreasonable to think that people indigenous to the British Isles were
on the move, busy making new settlements and new lives as newcomers from beyond the North Sea, and
alongside whom many were now living. *

At West Heslerton we can also see a variety of women from a variety of home-cultures
experimenting with and pioneering new forms of dress and personal adornment. We should not assume
that these women were paper dolls, passively dressed by the men in their lives, or that they were required
to wear “ethnic” costumes by some all-powerful early medieval Anglo-Saxon Migration Association.®

So, who were these women and girls at West Heslerton? Our answers to these questions over the last
couple of decades have focused on identity: how people were making, remaking, or broadcasting their
identities. This work has been extremely fruitful, but it is better suited to the period after c. 525, when we
can begin to see the formation of larger regional, cultural, and even ethnic identities in lowland Britain.
Before this time, it is perhaps more useful to ask a different set of questions of these women, their dress

fittings, and their graves—questions like “How did people in the century after the fall negotiate the
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extraordinary changes of the period stemming from the collapse of the production of so many basic
goods?” or “How did people moving into new areas both from within Britain and outside it, who found
themselves living alongside people who had come of age someplace else, respond materially?” | think
these are better questions because it seems to me that what fifth- and early sixth-century women’s burials
do illuminate is the very real possibility that many people in this particular time and place were not all
that interested in signaling their origins or their natal affinities; but they were very interested in
experimenting with new forms of material culture—out of necessity, to be sure, because this was a period
of profound material and population dislocations—but also, perhaps, because they were living in a brave
new world where old ways of being were not only unsustainable, but irrelevant. These people—whoever
they were and wherever they came from—were occupied, above all else, with building a brand new
material reality, and they were doing it with their bare hands.

If you, like me, believe that people do not just make things, but that things make people, and that
material culture plays a profound role in making the world seem to its inhabitants “like the way things
ought to be,” then these material transformations are crucial for gauging and understanding the period’s
Big Story. We can begin to appreciate some of the difficulties of understanding this new material reality
when grappling with the mixed origins and mixed signals embodied by the women of West Heslerton,
who seem to have been pioneering new forms of personal adornment uncoupled from issues revolving
around origins. One way to read the dress accessories we find in women’s graves at West Heslerton is as
“intrusive.” But another way to think about them is how these things were being repurposed and/or used
differently. So, for example, was it native British women living in West Heslerton, who, when
encountering wrist-clasps, decided to adopt them, but did not think them appropriate for men (who had
sometimes worn them on their trousers in Scandinavia)? Was it local women who thought it best to sew
wrist clasps onto garments, rather than rivet them onto clothing, the way it had been done in Norway?*’
To portray the women of West Heslerton as “Anglo-Saxons” dressing like “Anglo-Saxons” makes them
non-actors and does not allow us to see the ways in which they were participating in one of the Biggest
Stories of the period—which was the creation of a startlingly different material Britain. Indeed, | would
argue that to label people and things “Anglo-Saxon” in this period is not simply anachronistic and
misleading, but that it impoverishes our attempts at re-imagining the past. Our terminology forecloses the
possibility of thinking about these people and their things in the first hundred years after Rome’s fall as
something other than “Anglo-Saxon,” and the new forms of material culture as something other than
“intrusive.”

So, let us think for a moment about the changes in material culture and the collapse of Roman
systems of material production in Britain, as well as population mobility. Groups of people, including

people living in Britain in the fifth and early sixth centuries, share constellations of cultural practices,
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sensibilities, values, and expectations that individuals acquire and internalize through the activities and
experiences of everyday life, something we call habitus, which can be summed up as being the way
societies think “the way things should be.” Material culture sits at the heart of habitus, because of its
central role in social formation and social reproduction.®

People who had come of age in the couple of generations that witnessed the collapse of the money
economy, the state, and manufacturing practices in Britain grew up with one habitus, a habitus that
became completely unsuitable and unsustainable (given the material dislocations of the period). At the
same time, people on the move—Dboth those picking up stakes within Britain and those crossing the North
Sea—qgrew up in profoundly different material worlds than the ones in which they found themselves.
And, if the mixed community at West Heslerton, with its constant influx of newcomers from a variety of
homelands, is anything to go by, many were living alongside people who had come from places where
ideas about “the way things should be” were quite different than their own.*

Each material dislocation and each accommodation with new neighbors required some new material
go-round, and led to new ways of being in the world. The end of mass-produced pottery, for example,
must have caused radical dislocations in foodways and death rituals, and must have reshaped patterns of
domestic labor in very profound ways. The dramatic change in basic housing styles so evident in this
period, both for newcomers and indigenes, must have required profound changes in sociability and the
texture of daily life. The transformations in material culture that we see hints of in the archaeological
record serve as proxies for tectonic shifts in the ways people lived their lives and in their perceptions of
“how the world should be.”

The new material world, the new material reality, and the new habitus of the fifth and early-sixth
centuries, far from being imported wholesale and then imposed by war bands, was invented, displayed,
repurposed, and experimented with—or so it seems to me—by immigrant women and their children, as
well as their husbands and fathers, and by a large indigenous British population (many of whom may
have also been newcomers to the neighborhoods in which they were living), whose supplies of Roman
manufactured goods had disappeared, and who had had to abandon their grandparents’ habitus and invent
a new one. The real work of people living in Britain in the first few generations after Rome’s fall, the real
“Big Story,” rather than being about one migrating war band duking it out with another the way the
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle would have us believe, was the creation of an entirely and startlingly new
material reality. Much of the hard work of building a new world, and much of the interesting material
culture developing in this period, was by or for women. And we can see it, because it was being displayed
on both their living and their dead bodies. In short, the transformations we see in material culture and life

ways took place in the hall rather than the war-band. Its invention was domestic rather than martial, and
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it was created by all sorts of women—indigenous and foreign, local and newcomer, now living, in many

places, in the same regions, settlements, and households.
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