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Manners make the man.
Challenging a persistent stereotype
in the study of Italian Iron Age graves

by CEcILIE BRoNS

Abstract. The present article aims to investigate how and to what extent we can use archaeological artifacts as indicators
of aspects of the identity of the deceased, in this case biological sex. Are there any reasons to assume that typical male
and female objects exist which are so characteristic that a sex determination of the deceased can be based upon their
presence alone? This question is sought answered through a juxtaposition of grave goods and physical anthropological
examinations of the skeletons. The investigation will show that atypical burials exist, e.g. women who are buried with
“male grave goods” such as weapons or razors, or men who are buried with “female grave goods” such as textile
tools. These atypical burials are of great interest since they illustrate that the traditional binary pattern consisting of
two separate genders do not fit all Italian Iron Age societies. Even though these atypical burials are very few, they
indicate that women could obtain different forms of political, financial or social power in society. It also shows that
both men and women could fill certain roles within society, e.g. the role as guarantor of the continuity of the lineage.
This could also be the case for textile work, since a few male burials contain e.g. spindle whotls. The investigation thus
shows that the integration of archaeological and physical anthropological information provides a far more detailed and

sophisticated interpretation of the material from the graves.

Introduction

A systematic use of anthropological
examinations of skeletal material from
archaeological excavations of cemeteries can
seem imperative. This is, however, far from
the case in the research tradition for the study
of the prehistoric periods. Anthropological
examinations of skeletal material have only
become an increasingly established part of
archaeological investigations in the last 20 to
30 years." The potential of anthropological
examinations as a means to answer several
archaeological questions has thus long been
overlooked. Instead, focus has been on the
artifacts present in the graves. Until recently,
the majority of excavation reports have
exclusively used archaeological artifacts to
determine different aspects of identities such
as the sex of the deceased. In cases in which

the skeletal examinations have provided
results which are inconsistent with the findings
indicated by the grave goods, the former
are almost always disregarded.> H. Duday
writes with good reason: “One often has the
unfortunate impression that the deceased had
been placed as an offering to a ceramic vessel,
rather than the other way around.”

Many researchers within the field of the
Italian Iron Age seem to determine the sex of
the deceased in the graves on the grounds of
traditional assumptions of what is male and
what is female.* Men are identified as wartiors,
while women are identified as spinners and
weavers. Thus, archaeologists have usually
examined the grave goods, through which
they determine the sex of the individual in the
grave, without considering the anthropological
material.®
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Yet, this method is questionable, since
arguments for different male and female
artifacts are not as reliable as many state.’
Furthermore, the method is without a solid
theoretical basis, since cultural variations in
the attribution of cultural gender identity to
biologically determined sexes do occur.

My aim is therefore to present a
comparative analysis of skeletal material and
grave goods from burials from different Italian
Iron Age sites, in which the anthropological
determinations will be given greater emphasis.”
Hopefully, the material will thus generate new
information about Iron Age communities in
Italy. Furthermore, this will show how and to
what extent we can use archaeological artifacts
as indicators of aspects of the identity of the
deceased, in this case biological sex. And not
least if there are any reasons to assume that
typical male and female objects exist which
are so characteristic that a sex determination
of the deceased can be based upon their
presence alone.”

This study will also reveal potential atypical
burials, e.g. women who are buried with “male
grave goods” and vice versa. In this context,
I will discuss different models for explaining
these atypical burials, and how they affect
our understanding of the pattern of sex and
gender roles in early communities in Italy. A
secondary aim of this paper is thus to review
the evidence for the existence of alternative
female identities, and to investigate the social
roles of women in Iron Age Italy.

Identity and mortnary ritual

A short note on the relation between
burials and identity is necessary, since this
relationship is not straightforward. Burials
are often wieved as reflections of the “social
personae” of the dead, a term introduced by
Binford, which covers a composite of the
social identities maintained by the deceased in
life and by the burying group (e.g: the relatives
of the deceased) recognised as appropriate in
death.” The main dimensions of the “social
persona”, which are considered recognisable
in mortuary practices, are age, sex, social

position, social affiliation and conditions
and location of death."” Similarly, Saxe and
Tainter argued that mortuary practice was a
system of of communication through which
information about a deceased person was
signalled to the living."

However, there are certain precautions
that archaeologists must take in drawing
connections between how an individual was
buried, and how he or she actually lived,
since the burials do not reflect this in a
straightforward way."” Hence, already in the
1980s, the theories by Biford, Saxe and Tainter
were criticised for ignoring that funerary
ritual is a form of representation, and thus
not passively mirroring identity.” This is
accentuated by Parker Pearson, according to
whom, the funerary ritual is often concerned
with idealised roles and relations that may
refer more to the imagined past than the
experienced present.' Thus, burials may or
may not coincide with the social roles and
identity of the deceased, and it is possible that
specific aspects of identities and values were
selected, while others could be left out.

According to Thomas, funerary ritual
represents a situation in which the body can be
manipulated within a bounded analytic space,
and death provides an occasion in which a
socially sanctioned version of personhood
is brought into being, Thus, the dead body
may be presented in an idealised manner, as
an image of the ‘correct’ appearance for a
person of a particular age, sex and status.”
With regard to the representation of gender
roles in the mortuary record, we also need to
take into consideration that a burial is a ‘fixed
image’ which does not reflect the temporal
and and dynamic characteristics of gender
arrangements.'’

This does not mean that burial material
is unimportant in deducing information
on social organization and identity in past
societies. On the contrary, according to
Clayton, “it is entirely possible to access
actual social relations as well as ideological
dispositions archaeologically, acknowledging
that distinct areas of the human experience
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may be emphasized or muted in funerary
contexts.”"” Studying mortuary remains are
therefore far from worthless, as long as the
caveats described above are kept in mind. We
cannot provide a complete reconstruction of
a past society from burial evidence alone, but
it can provide us with valuable knowledge,
which would have been impossible to obtain
without the mortuary record.

Biological sex: and cultural gender roles

According to Western medical studies, it is
evident that gender role and orientation as male
or female is independent of chromosomal
sex, but instead in close conformity with
assigned sex and rearing.”® In light of their
evidence, it is not possible to attribute
psychological maleness or femaleness to
chromosomal, gonadal or hormonal origins,
nor to morphological sex differences of either
the internal accessory reproductive organs
or the external genitalia.”” However, in many
European studies, sex and gender are often
fused together into one single category. But
as shown, the two can be considered separate
concepts since sex traditionally is identified as
biological and therefore static and measurable
by scientific standards, while gender is
perceived as cultural as suggested by e.g. Hays-
Gilpin, who considers gender as inscribed on
sexual difference through cultural practices
and visual cues.” Yet, sex and gender are not
completely independent entities, but it is not
clear how and to what extent they relate to
each other. But as stressed by Stig Serensen,
the ability to consider gender without sex is an
important option in archaeology. Furthermore,
gender, despite its association with sex, is
embodied in a different way*' However, the
maintenance of a separation of sex and gender
is generally agreed upon due to the fact that
men and women are biological different and
societies react to those differently.” Therefore,
I employ a distinction between the two. I use
the terms (biological) sex and gender roles, as
introduced by Money, Hampson & Hampson
for thus to clarify that the anthropological
determinations illustrate sex, not gender. I

am aware that the use of a two-sex model
is not without pitfalls since it will leave out
e.g. intersexed individuals® who represent
2 per cent of all live births.** Yet, since the
investigation is based on examinations already
carried out by anthropologists, whom only
employed a binary categorization of male and
female biological sex, the study will be focused
on the two. Furthermore, it is still to be proven
if intersexuality can actually be discerned from
archaeological skeletal remains.

The graves

The studyincludes 518 graves with grave goods
and preserved skeletal material, which have
been examined by physical anthropologists.
According to these examinations, the graves
consist of 176 males, 145 females, 52 of
unknown sex, 108 child graves and 37 graves
containing more than one individual.

The geographical area encompasses Central
and Southern Italy (Fig. 1). The Etruscan
sites included atre Sesto Fioretino® and Veii
Quattro Fontanili.®* In TLatium: Ardea?,
Forum Romanum (Caesar’s forum area B and
the area in front of the temple for Antoninus
Pius and Faustina),® Tivoli¥ and Osteria
dell’Osa.”” In Campania: Pontecagnano
and Sala Consilina.”* In Abruzzo: Alfedena™
and Fossa.** In Calabria: Torre Galli.”® In

Basilicata: Incoronata.*

Anthropological determinations of biological sex

My point of departure for the present
investigation  is  the  anthropological
determinations of the skeletal remains. I am,
however, aware of the limitations of these
methods, and that the physical anthropological
methods ate reliable only to a certain extent.”’
It should also be noted that the accuracy of
the sex determination is highly dependent
on the state of preservation of the skeleton,
and it is, of course, preferable if the entire
skeleton can be examined.” Anthropological
sex determination of skeletons belonging to
young children is very problematic, and they
are therefore not considered here.”
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Fig. 1. Map of Italy with the treated sites indicated. 1) Sesto Fiorentino, 2) Veii, 3) Tivoli, 4) Osteria dell’Osa, 5) Rome,
6) Ardea, 7) Pontecagnano, 8) Sala Consilina, 9) Fossa, 10) Alfedena, 11) Incoronata, 12) Torre Galli.

Sexc determinations of the skeleton

Like other mammals, humans show sexual
dimorphism. This means that the male has a
larger body, and the male skeleton differs in
other ways from that of the female.*” Thus,
as a rule, male and female skeletons are
sufficiently different to make it possible to
determine the sex. Especially skull and pelvis
are good sex indicators, and a determination
can be based on a visual examination of the
bones. The skull is useful, since it has several

traits which contain information about the sex
of the individual."’ According to K. Brown,
the skull can indicate the sex of the deceased
with an accuracy of 85-90%, according
to S. Mays with an accuracy of 92%.* The
pelvis also illustrates a high degree of sexual
dimorphism.” If an intact pelvis is present in
the grave, a sex determination can be made
with a certainty of 95-96%.* Most methods
concerned with sex determination of the
skeleton are therefore based on these two
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elements.”” However, sexual dimorph traits
are not static throughout life. For instance,
loss of teeth at an advanced age gives the
jaw a more gracile or feminine appearance.
Vice versa, female skulls can acquire more
masculine traits at an advanced age.*

Other traits of the skeleton can also be
used for sex determination, for instance, the
robustness or gracility of the long bones (e.g.
the femur), the size of the feet and the marks
of muscle attachments on bones. Although
these methods are not as reliable, the accuracy
is still around 80-90%. According to K.
Brown,” men form more muscular tissue
and bone tissue than women, which means
that a grown man will have a larger muscle
mass than a grown woman. Robust bones
can therefore be an indication of a male.*®
Furthermore, anthropometry or osteometry
is often used for sex determinations, since the
size of the bones is often different for men
and women. The measurements of the skeletal
elements (e.g. pelvis and skull) can therefore
illustrate the differences between male and
female individuals, which is especially useful
regarding fragmented skeletons.”” Thus, sex
determination is not dependent on a complete
skeleton.

Regarding cremated bones, analysis is
often a troublesome affair, since cremated
bones found in archaeological contexts are
often very fragmented.”’ The methods for
sex determination are the same for cremated
as for non-cremated bones.”’ The use of
these determination methods is, howevert,
often limited, since the bones are not only
fragmented and have shrunk, but are also
deformed. Yet, some characteristics survive
the cremation process.”” Therefore, sex
determination of cremated human remains is
possible if fragments of the diagnostic bones
are preserved. Sex determination is, however,
more problematic in case of cremated bones,
and it can usually only be determined in a
faitly modest proportion of burials.”

The results: archaeological indicators of biological sex
I have illustrated the degree of uncertainty

of the sex determinations with one to three
question marks, grading the uncertainty as
probable (?), possible (°?) or potential (°2?).

Male spinners and weavers

Tools for spinning and weaving have long
been perceived as one of the safest markers
in graves for determining the sex of the
individual. Most researchers of cemeteries
in Italy have used spindles, spindle whorls,
spools and loom weights as clear indicators of
a female deceased.” None of the investigated
male graves in this study contains loom
weights, which is interesting in view of the
above. This may, however, be explained by
the fact that loom weights by far are more
common at sites in the lonian-Adriatic area,
such as Incoronata.”

Only two of the examined sites have
revealed skeletons identified as men by
anthropological analyses, but still the graves
contain textile tools among the grave goods.”
One of the sites is Osteria dell’Osa, where
grave 317 contains a spindle whotl, and almost
certainly belongs to a young man of about 13
years of age.”’

The other site is Pontecagnano, where
there are eleven such graves. Grave 6125 is
ascribed as probably belonging to a man (?)
and contains a spindle and a spindle whotl.
Graves 671, 897, 164, 166, 2033, 2034 and
2070 all possibly belong to males (??), and
each includes a spindle whotl. Grave 174
also possibly belongs to a male (°?) and
contains two spindle whotls and a spindle.
Graves 6114 and 3892, on the other hand, are
more uncertain since the skeletons are only
potentially male (?2?). These graves have been
disregarded due to their unreliability.

To conclude, nine graves in Pontecagnano,
of which only one probably (?) and eight
possibly (°?) belong to males, contain grave
goods traditionally assigned as female, such as
spindles and spindle whortls. Among the 518
graves treated in this study, there are thus ten
male graves which, according to conventional
studies, differ from the general notion of
male and female objects.
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Female warriors

Among the female graves, a few stand out
because they contain weapons, which are
traditionally perceived as male grave gifts.”® In
Velii, there are two such graves,” in which the
skeletons are identified as women (?). Grave
GG14-15 contains a spear. Grave AA 5-6, on
the other hand, contains bronze rings, a spiral,
two peatls, an iron ferrule and a spindle whotl,
which traditionally all have been perceived
as typical “female” items with the exception
of the ferrule.”” The preserved length of the
ferrule is 8.5 cm, which is much shorter than
other ferrules recovered from the necropolis.
Furthermore, it is in iron, not bronze, like
most other ferrules from the period. It is thus
possible that this specimen served another
purpose than as a ferrule for a lance.

In Pontecagnano, two atypical graves have
been identified. They are both identified as
possibly belonging to females (7). Grave
889 contains a sword, a spearhead and a
razor. Grave 4856 contains a spear and a
knife. Both graves, judging from the grave
goods, appear to belong to men, but may, as
mentioned, be ascribed to women by means of
anthropological analyses. Furthermore, there
are two examples of women being buried
with impasto helmets from Pontecagnano.
One is grave 215, where the impasto helmet is
the only grave gift, while grave 6108 probably
belongs to a woman (?), and contains a razot,
and is deposited in an urn with a fragmented
lid in the form of an impasto helmet.®!

In Fossa, one grave differs from the
traditional pattern. Grave 19 probably belongs
to a woman (?), but contains a sword, a spear,
a ferrule, a knife and a razor.

In Incoronata, there are two female graves,
in which the grave goods differ from the
typical female gifts. Grave 454 contains a
fibula serpeggiante, a sword, a spear, a ferrule,
a razor and two staffs. Grave 219 contains a
spear. Thus, the three latter graves contain
weapons even though they most probably
belong to women.®

The content of these graves shows that the
use of archaeological objects as indicators of

biological sex hence not is as straightforward
as is often believed. With regard to several of
the objects treated, the picture is ambiguous.
Weapons are generally deposited in male
graves. However, there are exceptions for
almost all the types of weapons, which have all
been found in a few female graves. Regarding
the textile tools, the analysis shows that they
generally seem to live up to the traditional
notion of being female grave goods. Yet, a
few exceptions to this pattern exist, since a
few males received spindles, spindle whortls or
spools as grave gifts. But the situation is also
ambiguous when it comes to textile tools. If
the individual objects are studied, mainly the
spindle whorls seem usable as indicators of
biological sex. It is, however, only in Etruria
and in Sala Consilina that the spindle whorls
are found solely with females. Nor is pottery
usable as an indicator, since most vase shapes
occur in both male and female graves.

This study has, however, shown that a
clear separation of the grave goods exists
on all investigated sites. Weapons, with the
exception of ferrules, are almost never found
with textile tools. Razors are not found with
textile tools either. Thus, it appears that the
same customs with which grave goods could
be associated in the graves were respected
on the sites in question. This division
between weapons/razors and textile tools has
contributed to the traditional use of these
artifact groups as indicators of biological sex.
Yet, considering the anthropological material,
this view appears to be narrow-minded. The
deposition of grave goods shows a tendency
towards a certain pattern in the graves. This
is not to say that all members of the society
were buried according to this pattern, since
a few graves appear in which the traditional
pattern of male/female gifts is not followed.
It is also important to note that regional
differences exist with regard to the relation
between certain artefacts and biological sex.
Thus, on some sites, certain artifacts can
indeed be used as indicators of sex, but this
must not be mistaken for a general rule. This
may imply that there were major cultural
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differences between communities and regions
in terms of representations of sex and gender
in the graves.”

Traditional explanations for atypical graves
The atypical graves have been explained
in different ways. In cases where the
anthropological determinations do not match
the findings indicated by the grave goods, the
anthropological results have, as mentioned
above, often been considered erroneous.
Others have explained the results as mistakes
made during registration and/or excavation.
The number of graves which do not fit the
traditional pattern of male and female grave
goods is, however, too considerable to be
explained simply as mistakes in registration or
during excavation. The question is therefore
whether these graves constitute a significant
pattern, or whether they are an insignificant
anomaly.® Most scholats appear to believe the
latter and tend to treat the objects occurring
in contexts that do not fit the stereotypes as
irregularities instead of as expressions of the
deceased’s identity and role in society.”®

The abovementioned spindle whorls
found in male graves are, hence, often
interpreted as an offering from a mourning
wife to her deceased husband, while the
idea of a man being buried with textile tools
appears unthinkable.® Interestingly, the
same suggestion has not been put forward
in instances of weapons or razors in female
tombs. Others have tried to deal with these
atypical graves by giving the objects a new
meaning. A spindle whotl in a male grave
becomes an indication of ownership of
a textile production, a sort of personal
adornment or given an unknown function in
the funeral ritual.”” However, these alternative
interpretations are unsubstantiated, since
there are no indications that the objects have a
different significance or use in cases in which
the sex is different from that expected.

Graves with both male and female grave
goods are often interpreted as double
graves or, alternatively, the view is that the
grave was reopened for a later burial.”® The

anthropological results do, however, not seem
to support this explanation. Of course, it is
possible that the graves without preserved
skeletal material could contain more than one
individual.

In conclusion, there seems to be a general
tendency among scholars to follow the
traditional interpretations regarding grave
goods as indicators of sex, and to leave out
graves which do not fit this pattern.

I am of the opinion that these atypical
graves hold a different significance. One
of the main problems with the method of
determining sex through textile tools and
weapons is, as proved above, the undetlying
unconscious prejudices about gender roles,
since they might vary in different societies
and contexts. A good place to begin an
investigation of such variations is therefore
the atypical graves, which contradict or ighore
the “norms” by having unusual grave goods.
Such burials of individuals who contradict
the norm of their sex can be indicators of a
system that includes more than two gender
roles, that is, that the gender ideology of
the society in question is polymorphous,
rather than dimorphous. This is maybe not
an unthinkable scenario, since we know of
such alternative gender arrangements from
other cultures. For example, in the Americas
there is evidence of so-called “two-spirits”,
socially accepted individuals whose gender
did not accord with their sex, and among
the Maya there is evidence of a third gender
category distinguished by social, religious,
occupational or sexual identity.”” This is also
the case among the Aztec who, in regard
to children, distinguished between three
approved genders (potentially reproductive
male, potentially reproductive female and
celibate).” But petrhaps the atypical burials
merely demonstrate the variability of the sex-
gender arrangements.

Gender stereotypes

As shown, the analysis of graves with respect
to the identification of sex by means of grave
goods involves unconscious assumptions
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and prejudices. Many of these unconscious
assumptions influence our interpretations,
such as the association of women with
private, domestic and natural matters, and the
definition of women by their reproductive
characteristics. Men, on the other hand,
are associated with their social role. These
assumptions influence the perception of
certain activities as being more important than
others.”" This is obvious in research involving
both the Iron Age and the later periods in
Italy, where the pattern of sex and gender
roles is understood in a very binary way. A
case in point is the Etruscan town of Roselle.
Here, three loom weights were found, each
with an inscription. Two indicate a female
name while the third carries a male name. The
first two have been interpreted as women who
worked at the loom, while the third has been
interpreted as the owner of the workshop.”

Especially the study of prehistoric Italy is
dominated by gender assumptions, which have
caused rigid perceptions of gender roles. This
is reflected in the perception of the male role
as that of the warrior, while the female role
was to give birth to and raise future warriors.
So, all women were destined for marriage, and
the role as wife was the most important.” For
women the only role beside the one as wife
and mother was the role as textile worker. The
working of wool is seen as a female symbol,
just as weapons are viewed as male symbols.”
Weaving equipment is, therefore, referred to
as the female counterpart to weapons in male
graves.”

In mortuary studies, the gravest
methodological problem with regard to these
assumptions is the attribution of biological sex
based on associated grave goods and dress.”
If assumptions and prejudices like the above
are maintained, contemporary stereotypes
are reinforced, which means that potential
alternative gender categories are disregarded.

This distinction between the typical male
and the typical female is also ethnocentric as
it reflects sexual stereotypes which are still
visible in present day Italy.”” The approach
to sex determination in an archaeological

context consequently reflects a bias in our
own society. Weapons and arms become an
indication of a male grave, while jewellery
and textile tools become an indication of a
female grave. These determinations are based
on the assumption that social stereotypes
were just as widespread then as today.”® M.
Markantonatos, on the other hand, holds the
opinion that it is symptomatic of the Iron
Age that gender roles were more flexible than
in later petiods.” It has also been argued that
graves with “mixed” grave goods could mean
that strict gender roles had been subverted or
undermined and redefined.*

The distinctions are, however, ethnocentric
because this divide uses the pattern of gender
roles of ancient Greece to explain differences
in gender roles in a non-Greek culture.” This is
problematic, since we cannot assume that men
and women behaved in a similar manner in all
past societies. Hence, we cannot assume that
differences we often take for granted existed
in the past.” Southern Italy and Greece, in
particular, have long been perceived as deeply
patriarchal societies based on the later Greek
written sources. This was probably generally
the case in several Greek settings. But when
dealing with Iron Age societies in Italy,
which did not leave us written sources, it is
necessary to be more careful. Therefore, it is
not possible to transfer the ancient Greeks’
attitude towards gender roles directly to the
Italian Iron Age® It is also important to
remember that Greek and Roman written
sources cannot be used for a reconstruction
of gender roles at this early date since they
are of a later period and serve other purposes.
As A. Rathje writes: “Probably, the sources
tell more about the observers than about the
phenomena they describe.”*

Division by labour, not by biological sex

According to M. Johnson, we should abandon
the stereotype pattern and question the different
roles for men and women in a given period,
instead of just assuming that certain divisions
existed, for example a rigid binary division of
labour between the sexes.® This is interesting in
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relation to this study. The question is why some
of these graves contain grave goods which do
not match the findings expected for the sex of
the deceased? A possible explanation is that
these grave goods are, in fact, not indicators
of biological sex. Instead, they either reflect
tasks performed by the individual or they
function as status markers.* J. Robb writes that
even seemingly gender-determined patterns
may, in reality, reflect other factors such as
specialisation within a certain activity.*” It is
therefore possible that men were occupied
with textile work. This could be the case for
men who, for different reasons, could not be
warriors or male slaves, but it is, of coutse, also
possible that free fit men could be specialised
in textile work.

We know of some examples of male tex-
tile workers from the Mediterranean world.
In later times, male slaves were involved with
weaving in Roman households,”™ and, in her
study of Roman grave inscriptions, S. Treg-
giani has found examples of male weavers
(textores) and dress-makers.” During the Re-
publican period, 3" century BC, names of
textile professions emerge, e.g. the /anarii. The
exact meaning of /lanarius is unknown, but it
is related to the word /ana (wool). As noted
by Larsson Lovén, none of these professions
document female equivalents, either from
this petiod or later.” The eatliest epigraphic
evidence thus refers to male workers.” In
the Orientalising period (7" century BC), it
has been suggested that slave labour or male
craftsmen gradually replaced the female tex-
tile professionals.”” Furthermore, it has been
proposed that men and women were just as
likely to have produced woven textiles in the
Copper Age.” Male textile workers also ex-
isted outside Italy. In his “Deipnosophists”,
Athenaeus mentions Acesas and Helicon, na-
tives of Cyprus, who were eminent at weav-
ing embroidered clothes,” while, in ancient
Egypt, both men and women spun, as de-
picted in murals. Furthermore, Egyptian men
also weaved, especially prestige fabrics for the
wealthiest classes.”” It therefore seems to be
the case that both men and women of vary-

ing age and social status could perform textile
work depending on the local circumstances.”

Therefore, based on the evidence available,
it cannot be fully proved or disproved that
weaving was reserved for a specific sex.”” Of
course, this should be considered with caution
since, as mentioned above, final conclusions
cannot be drawn based on material from other
periods and cultures, and as long we do not
have iconographic or literary evidence from
the Italian Iron Age, the question must remain
open. However, in several cases, anthropo-
logical research has shown that labour is not
based on biological sex and that women did
not exclusively carry out certain tasks and men
others. Several anthropologists have examined
the gendering of specific tasks and crafts, and
they have concluded that the division of la-
bour is, to a far higher degree, determined by
gender roles rather than just biological sex. It
should therefore be expected that more than
two categories of labourers, men and women,
existed.” According to S.M. Nelson, the divi-
sion of labour is rarely absolute, and several
instances of overlaps of male and female tasks
exist. For this reason, it is erroneous to assume
that men could not carry out “female tasks,”
such as weaving, cooking and childcare. In-
stead, she suggests that work was divided by
skills, abilities, education and needs.” Thus,
task division by sex seems to have been far less
marked than commonly assumed.

It has been proved that considerable dif-
ferences can be observed in the way in which
tasks were affiliated with the respective sexes
across cultures and chronological periods.
Thus, for instance, pottery work is a woman’s
job in some cultures, while, in others, it is a job
for men. That is also the case regarding spin-
ning and weaving."" P. Rice is of the opinion
that sex does not determine which tasks men
and women perform. They are determined by
symbolism and economical structures, which,
in turn, are not based on biological sex.'”!

As shown in my study, textile tools and
weapons are only very rarely found together
in the graves. Instead of being an indication
of two separate biological sexes, it could be an
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indication of two incompatible tasks, which
are not always consistent with differences
in biological sex. In contradiction to the
traditional approach in studies regarding
Iron Age Italy, it has been demonstrated
that the grave goods do not necessarily
reflect biological sex, but could equally well
be perceived as indicators of work or status.
Grave goods which have been more or less
strictly related to biological sex, are thus shown
possibly to relate to other aspects of the
identity of the deceased. However, this does
not mean that the grave goods in question do
not relate to sex at all, merely that the picture
is not one-sided. Furthermore, it is possible
that the grave goods hold different meanings,
depending on their context. In some cases,
they might indicate biological sex, in others
work or status. Sex determinations through
grave goods should therefore be carried out
with caution, since they will disguise potential
burials which depart from the usual practice,
such as male textile workers or females
deposited with weapons.

Age and gender roles

That age can have an effect on gender roles has
long been acknowledged within anthropology,
for example, already in 1975 Friedl designates
“age as a modifier of sex roles”.'"? In this way,
the age of an individual can have an influence
on when that individual assumes a specific
gender role, and whether it changes with
advanced age. This is of course important to
consider in the study of the representation of
gender roles in the mortuary record.

Regarding the ca. ten male burials with
textile tools, four are identified as ‘adults’,'*”
three as ‘young adults’,'™
adult’,'™ while one is aged 35-39 years.!
Finally, the male buried at Osteria dell’Osa is
aged 13 years."”

The age of the male from Osteria dell’Osa
is especially interesting in this respect, since
it places him in the borderline between child
and adult. On several of the sites surveyed
here, there are examples of children who
are buried with textile tools, but only rare

one as ‘mature
06

instances of children with weapons. This
can be an indication of children being
perceived as belonging to a more feminine
gender role, even though they are biologically
boys. This is in line with several scholarly
studies, which emphasise that children are
often defined as ‘non-males’, since they (as
well as elderly individuals) are in need of
care and therefore weak.'” Other scholars
have proposed that children are only weakly
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gendered.'” Alternatively there was only one
gender role for children, which was neither
male nor female, but simply related to the
type of work they were able to perform. This
can explain how a spindle whotl ended up in
male burial at a site where such tools appear
to be restricted to the female biological sex.
Conversely, age does not appear to have any
influence on the male burials with textile tools
at Pontecagnano.

With regard to the females buried with
weapons or other ‘male’ offerings, the majority
are either classified as ‘adults’, or within the
age span 25 to 40 years. However, there
are two individuals, which appear to differ
slightly. The female in grave GG 14-15 at Veii
is estimated to be ca. 15 years of age, while
the female in grave 6108 at Pontecagnano is
estimated to be more than 65 years of age.
With the exception of the last grave, all these
buried individuals were of childbearing age,
which might have an influence on the choice
of burial offerings, perhaps due to their
ability to secure the continuity of the lineage.
This of course also implies a certain status,
which again explains why not all women of
childbearing age have these grave offerings,
but only a few selected women.

The iconographical evidence

Several scholars have used iconography as
evidence of the existence of two separate
roles for men and women, and that women
carried out textile production, while men were
identified with the role of the warrior.

Representations  exist  of

performing textile work, but these are very
rare. One example is the famous late 7" century

women
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Fig. 2a. Tintinnabulum from Tomba 5 dell’Arsenale at
Bologna, 7th Century BC. Scene of spinning.
© Bologna, Musco Civico Archeologico

BC tintinnabulum from Tomba 5 dell’Arsenale
at Bologna. On one side is depicted a scene
of spinning; the only scene of this activity
from the Orientalising period in Italy (Fig
2a). The other side depicts a weaving scene
with a two-storied vertical loom operated by
a seated woman (Fig. 2b). Another example
is the wooden throne from Tomba 89 in the
Lippi necropolis at Verucchio, dated from
the end of the 8" to the beginning of the 7™
century BC. On the inner side of the back
rest are depicted two large vertical weaves
attended by figures, which appear to have long
hair (Fig. 3a - 3b). The figures are consistently
interpreted as female, primarily because of
their placement at a weave and because of
their long hair, even though they clearly do not
wear long garments.'"” The figures depicted in
the houses next to the weaves do not all have
long hair, but are still interpreted as female
since they are thought to carry out dyeing of
wool — another textile task considered to be
female.!"" A Daunian stelaec from Masseria
Jaconeta (Manfredonia), dated from the 7™ to
the 6™ century BC, carries scenes with large

Fig. 2b. Tintinnabulum from Tomba 5 dell’Arsenale at
Bologna, 7th Century BC. Weaving scene.
© Bologna, Musco Civico Archeologico

vertical weaves on both the front and back.
The weaves are of the same vertical type as
mentioned above, and they are also operated
by seated figures (Fig. 4). Finally, a biconical
impasto vase from tomb 27 in the Sopron-
Varhely necropolis in Hungary, belonging to
the Hallstatt C period, also carries interesting
scenes of textile production. To the left is a
figure in a triangular garment spinning, while
to the right a similar dressed figure operates a
large two-storied weave (Fig. 5). The figures in
these textile scenes are all crudely presented
and are usually regarded as women because
of either long hair and/or long garments.
However, M. Ehrenberg has questioned
if it is possible to determine the sex of the
figures with certainty. She finds it possible
that, for example, the triangular garments
on the Sopron-Varhely vase are capes,
not dresses.'”” Long attire is therefore not
sufficient to identify a person as female, since
such an interpretation is based on a traditional
Western differentiation between the sexes,
which, as suggested in the previous chapter,
may not necessatily be applicable in the study
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Fig. 3a. Wooden throne from Tomba 89 in the Lippi necropolis at Verucchio, end of the 8th to the beginning of the
7th Century BC © Museo Civico Archeologico Verucchio.

Fig. 3b Wooden throne from Tomba 89 in the Lippi necropolis at Verucchio, end of the 8th to the beginning of the
7th Century BC © Museo Civico Archeologico Verucchio.
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Fig. 4. Daunian stele from Masseria Jaconeta (Manfredonia), 7th to 6th Century BC.
© Museo Nazionale Archeologico Manfredonia.

Fig. 5. Biconical impasto vase from the Sopron-Varhely necropolis in Hungary.
© Natural History Museum, Vienna.
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of prehistoric periods."” We cannot take for
granted that present-day sex and gender icons
existed in the Iron Age; a perception, which J.
Robb determines as “The trousers and skirt
phenomenon.”'* The use of these depictions
thus involves a high degree of both conscious
and subconscious interpretation, and we
cannot necessarily conclude that a person is
a woman just because the figure wears a long
garment or has long hair. This does not only
apply to the length of garments or hair. It
should also be questioned if the depiction of
textile tasks is sufficient to identify a figure
as female: Is it possible to conclude that a
figure is female simply because it is placed at
a weave or holding a spindle? This illustrates
that we are again in danger of being trapped
in circular arguments of what e.g. makes a
garment or a task male or female.

Furthermore, none of the examples
mentioned belong to the early Iron Age, and
the examples are very few. It is, therefore,
tempting to conclude that the iconographical
examples can only be used as evidence of
women carrying out textile work, but not to
exclude that this task could also be carried
out by men. My intention is not to refute that
women performed textile work, but just to
emphasise the possibility that this task could
also be performed by men.

Women and power in Iron Age Italy

As shown, there are a few examples of women
who are given weapons and other traditionally
male items as grave goods. These graves are
often interpreted as an expression of the status
and role of the deceased woman’s husband or
father. But maybe these graves should instead
be perceived as an indication of women being
able to obtain a high status, which allowed
them to be buried in a special manner with
gifts which were usually given to men. There
seems to be agreement among most scholars
that political control was restricted to men.'”
But, in fact, we cannot exclude that Iron Age
women may have had control over financial
resources, owned land, or have taken part in
leadership in the public sphere.''® According

to A. Rathje, Etruscan women were involved
in religious affairs and held religious power.'"’
This may very well also have been the case for
Iron Age women, as they in some instances
were buried with knives, often interpreted as
religious paraphernalia.''® Power is, moreover,
not always inter-linked with physical strength.
The results of the study on which this article
is based shows that a few women could hold
other forms of power, perhaps financial
or political, illustrated by the examples of
female graves with weapons, e.g. in Fossa and
Incoronata. Weapons are often associated
with a certain power; for example, the sword
is often interpreted as a symbol of political
and military leadership.!” The weapons in
the female graves should not be perceived as
unambiguous indications that the deceased
were warriors. Instead, the weapons symbolise
a certain status, which could also be held by
females. The weapons may therefore have
been a symbol of an individual’s given political
role, so that weapons accompanied rulership
or power on a de jure rather than a de facto basis.
It is thus possible that these women were
likened to male warriors in order to imitate
their power, and buried with male attributes
in order to accommodate status or occupancy
of roles that were traditionally masculine.'
It has been suggested that weapons such
as spears and swords not only indicate elite
status but are restricted to elitist power
brokers, so-called “big men,” or, in this case,
“big women.” For this reason, weapons and
ritual paraphernalia are symbols of power —
and not just of status — both in the social and
ritual spheres."” That women could receive
such objects could be an indication of these
women gaining power and holding leading
positions in society, which suggests that
control and leadership were not necessarily
reserved for men. Furthermore, the possibility
exists that women could change their identity
to “males” or be “masculinised” by taking, or
being granted, the attributes of men, especially
weapons, which are symbols of power. Some
elite. women may then have exercised the
power associated with these symbols.'” We
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do not know of such women from the Iron
Age in Italy. But if the Iron Age in Northern
Europe is taken into consideration, we come
across a few women who are known to
have been commanders and tribal chiefs.'”
In other cultures women rulers are not that
uncommon. For example, Hewitt has noted
three women rulers among the Maya during
the classic period (AD 300-800), whose
hieroglyphic inscriptions lack the female
prefix that typically precede women’s emblem
glyphs and thus “masculinised”.'* In addition,
several exceptionally prominent Maya women
were given the title of #a bate - woman warrior,
which indicates that the power of elite women
was exhibited through the adoption of male
characteristics.!® Furthermore, a revision of
historical and other sources indicates that
political power was not held solely by men
and written sources indicate the existence of
women rulers and women of very high status
in past societies.'”® Another example includes
the female pharaoh Hatschepsut (1508 —
1458 BC), who was represented in full male
regalia including a false beard. This example
shows that in some cases, where 2 woman
attains a position of power in a partriarchal
society, she is required to take on certain male
attributes, in this case a false beard. According
to Arnold, such cases are principally found
in cultures where such female rulers are the
singular exception, and these examples can
therefore not be used to infer anything about
the relative status of women in general.'’
The two female graves in Pontecagnano
with impasto helmets are interesting in this
connection. C. laia interprets the impasto
helmet as a symbol of the deceased’s role as
head of the family and that he had the unique
right to carry weapons.”” However, there are
several graves with impasto helmets without
weapons, for which reason the latter role is
not necessarily related to this object.'” C.
JTaia also believes that there is not necessarily
a connection between warriors and social
groups of a high rank."” This could signify
that weapons deposited in the grave were
not an indication of rank, but, instead, an

indication of tasks carried out by the deceased
when alive. However, in graves from the
Orientalising period, weapons are often
interpreted as status markers. That could also
be the case for Iron Age burials, and some
scholars consider military activity as a sign
of authority.” Thus, we cannot necessarily
conclude that the deceased was of high rank,
based on the presence of weapons in the tomb.
Yet, the deceased (and the burying group)
must have been relatively wealthy, and thus of
a certain status, since they were able to afford
these gifts, at least in case of metal weapons.
P. Gastaldi writes that the helmet
represented the most powerful sign of
group hierarchy. The impasto helmet and
the biconical urn both express the role of
the warrior and that the individual had been
a guarantor of the continuity of the lineage
while he was alive.”> In addition, Gastaldi
perceives the helmets and their decoration as
an expression of the consolidation of clan
groups in the social unit.'” Is it possible that
a woman could also perform roles such as the
guarantor of the continuity of the lineage?
According to A.M. Bietti Sestieri, the
“social persona” was represented in the grave
by means of grave goods, which were owned
and used by the deceased when he or she was
alive.” Following this theory, some women
in the Iron Age were entitled to own, and
perhaps also carry, weapons. The same scholar
thinks that the lives of men and women in
the period in question were quite alike. This is
based on the fact that the distribution of food
containers and cups etc. in the graves was
approximately the same for both sexes.'”® As
shown in my study, there is no clear distinction
between which vase types were placed with
men or women. If the lives of men and
women were alike, it is also possible that
the two sexes could obtain the same roles in
society. In connection with the interpretation
of pottery in the graves, it has been suggested
that the banquet equipment (also in pottery)
is a sign of rank and of women’s participation
in these banquet ceremonies, for which
the tableware was made.”® It has even been
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proposed that women were managers of the
food resources. This is substantiated by the
existence of graves from other Italian sites,
e.g. Verucchio, in which women have received
more vases for both food and drink than men.
Furthermore, usually the male graves from
this site primarily included containers for
fluids and fewer containers for solid foods."’

Women participated in the preparation and
cooking of meat and attended banquets. Both
these acts belonged to the religious sphere,
which had a considerable ideological meaning,
1.8 Women also had a

share in the financial power in the household,

also at a political leve

for example through the production of
textiles.!®

The ability to read and write should be
mentioned as a final example, since the written
language is perhaps among the most powerful
forms of power display in early societies.
During the Italian prehistory, it seems that
womenwereliterate, since inscriptionse.g. have
been found on textile tools in female graves.
Furthermore, an impasto vase with a Greek
inscription was found in an anthropologically
identified female grave from the Latial IIB
period in Osteria dell’Osa. In a female grave
from the Caprara necropolis near Bologna,
another Greek inscription was found on an
urn. Furthermore, there are several examples
of inscriptions on items which are both
presents to and from women.'* According to
G. Bagnasco Gianni, the earliest inscriptions
in Etruria are on female artifacts."*! Therefore,
literacy was not necessarily a prerogative of
men of high status, but also women could
read and write.!” However, as shown, a
“female” artifact such as a textile tool, is not
necessarily an indication of a female burial,
for which reason the above argument can be
shown to be circular.

Conclusion

In our culture, power and authority are related
to the male sex, and leaders are therefore often
assumed, without argumentation, to be men.'*?
But as I have shown from a variety of sources,
such as anthropological, archaeological,

iconographical and ethnographic studies,
women could obtain different forms of
power in society, and certain roles within
society could possibly be filled by both
men and women. This is reflected in the
grave goods when they are juxtaposed with
the anthropological remains. This further
indicates indicates that gender roles were not
polar but rather inclusive and reciprocal, and
certain artifacts could be associated with both
sexes to make them suitable for specific roles.

I am not trying to argue for existing
matriarchies in the Iron Age as J.J. Bachofen
suggested many years ago.'* This seems very
unlikely in view of both anthropological
and historical studies. And, as stated by G.
Bartoloni, the idea of the matriarchy is an
intellectual construction and not a historical

5 However, we cannot rule out that

reality.
the female role was of greater importance in
the Iron Age than in later periods."* If we
take into consideration the possibility of a
more diverse role for women in the Iron Age
than earlier assumed, we will be faced with far
more versatile female roles; roles which can
be documented in the archaeological material
through juxtaposition with the skeletal
material. Thus, through a comparison of the
results obtained by sex determination on the
basis of skeletal material and grave goods, the
present study has provided an illuminating
insight into the complexities surrounding the
gendering of burials.
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