Bronze Age relations: genetics, kinship, and gender in Britain

Zusammenfassung

Beziehungen in der Bronzezeit: Genetik, Verwandtschaft
und Geschlecht in Britannien

Das bronzezeitliche Europa wird oft als eine Zeit angesehen, in
der ftihrende Adelsschichten entstanden, die um die Kontrolle
des Handels und die Anhdufung von Reichtum in Form von
Bronzegegenstdnden und anderen Prestigegiitern konkurrier-
ten. Jiingste archdogenetische Studien stiitzen diese Sicht-
weise auf die Bronzezeit, in der expansive Kriegergesellschaf-
ten in patrilinearen Verwandtschaftsgruppen organisiert
waren und der Austausch von Frauen als Briute zwischen mdich-
tigen Mdnnern dazu diente, politische Loyalitdten zu festigen.
Aber gibt es Alternativen zu diesem geschlechtsspezifischen
Narrativ der Vergangenheit? Obwohl archdogenetische Ana-
lysen spannende neue Erkenntnisse erbracht haben, basie-
ren deren aktuelle Interpretationen hdufig auf biogeneti-
schen Formulierungen von Verwandtschaft und Identitdt,
die das Erbe der kolonialen Geschichte reprdsentieren. Im
Gegensatz dazu weist die anthropologische Forschung darauf
hin, dass Vorstellungen von Verwandtschaft nicht immer auf
biologischer Verwandtschaft beruhen miissen und dass die
Zusammenhdnge zwischen Abstammung, Ehe und Geschlecht
komplex und variabel sind. Am Beispiel Britanniens in der Zeit
des Chalkolithikums und der Bronzezeit sowie der Zusammen-
fithrung der genetischen und archdologischen Nachweise wer-
den in diesem Artikel alternative Méglichkeiten zur Einord-
nung der genetischen Daten und zur Erforschung der sozialen
Prozesse untersucht, durch die Identitdten in der Vorgeschichte
konstruiert wurden. Obwohl in dieser Region paternale Bin-
dungen offensichtlich von Bedeutung waren, lassen sich auch
andere Formen der Verwandtschaft erkennen, was darauf hin-
deutet, dass die Stellung der Frauen in Verwandtschaftsgrup-
pen unterschiedlich war; dass soziale Prozesse wie Rituale und
Austausch fir die Etablierung von Beziehungen von zentraler
Bedeutung waren; und dass auch nicht-menschliche »Andere«
als Verwandte betrachtet werden konnten. Diese Betrachtung
vom europdischen Randgebiet legt nahe, dass es gewinnbrin-
gend sein konnte, alternative Wege zur Interpretation der
archdogenetischen Evidenz aus anderen Regionen Europas in
den Untersuchungen zu berticksichtigen.

Introduction

Bronze Age Europe is often viewed as the first globalised
economy, a period in which technological innovation and
long-distance trade facilitated the creation of wealth, increas-
ing inter-personal competition and the emergence of institu-
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Summary

Bronze Age Europe is often seen as a period which saw the
emergence of chiefly aristocracies who competed to control
trade and to accumulate wealth in the form of bronze objects
and other prestige goods. Recent archaeogenetic studies have
supported this vision of the Bronze Age, in which expansionist
warrior societies were organised into patrilineal kin groups
and the exchange of women as brides between powerful men
was used to cement political allegiances. But are there alterna-
tives to this gendered narrative of the past? Although archaeo-
genetic analyses have yielded exciting new insights, current
interpretations of the evidence are often based on biogenetic
formulations of kinship and identity that are the legacy of
colonial history. In contrast, anthropological research indica-
tes that ideas of kinship are not always based on biological
relatedness and that the links between descent, marriage and
gender are complex and variable. Taking Chalcolithic and
Bronze Age Britain as an example, and bringing together the
genetic and archaeological evidence, this paper will consider
alternative ways of interpreting the genetic data and of ex-
ploring the social processes by which identities were construc-
ted in prehistory. In this region, although paternal links were
evidently significant, other forms of kinship can be discerned,
suggesting that the position of women in kin groups varied;
that social processes such as ritual and exchange were central
to the making of relations; and that non-human others could
also be considered as kin. This view from the margins suggests
that it may be fruitful to consider alternative ways of interpret-
ing the archaeogenetic evidence from other regions of Europe.

tionalised forms of social difference. According to this per-
spective, the Bronze Age is a stepping-stone towards the
modern world. Central to developments of the period, it is
argued, were the activities of male warriors, traders and
chiefs. Women, in contrast, are viewed as objects of mascu-
line control, displaying the wealth of their husbands in bronze
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and gold ornaments, and traded as wives to bolster the politi-
cal aspirations of male kin.

This vision of the Bronze Age foregrounds certain aspects
of the evidence, such as the appearance of wealthy burials,
the development of specialised weapons like swords and
rapiers, and the accumulation of scrap metal hoards used for
recycling and exchange. It also interprets that evidence from
a very particular perspective. Men buried with bronze or
gold grave goods are chiefs, traders or craftsmen; women
buried with bronze or gold grave goods are bartered brides
(Frieman etal. 2019). Although it is widely accepted that
bronze was not always commodified, even socially signifi-
cant items exchanged as gifts have primarily been viewed as
objects to be manipulated in strategies of social and political
aggrandisement (Briick/Fontijn 2013).

However, a different image of the Bronze Age is presented
when one examines other aspects of the evidence. In Britain,
the focus of this paper, the expansion of developer-funded
archaeology over the past 30 years has reframed our perspec-
tive away from the hoards and burials that dominated narra-
tives of the Bronze Age for much of the 20th century. The
most common finds now recovered during developer-funded
excavations are the residues of everyday life: some 8000 set-
tlements of Middle Bronze Age date have now been recorded,
for example (Caswell 2018). These present an alternative
reading of Bronze Age life in which competition between
warrior elites is far from everyday experience, and in which
both women and men were co-participants in complex social
and cultural worlds. At the same time, recent discussion of
hoards and burials has interpreted such finds in new ways. It
is now recognised that bronze artefacts, for example, were
not commodities to be weighed and measured for the pur-
poses of trade, nor were they simple markers of status; rather,
they were inextricably bound up with the life-histories of the
people through whose hands they passed (Fontijn 2019).

In fact, it can be argued that colonial and dualist thinking
lies at the heart of traditional narratives of the Bronze Age.
The competitive individualism and economic intensification
imagined for the period are predicated on modes of thinking
characteristic of the modern Western world, in which self is
divided from other, subject from object, culture from nature,
and men from women (Olwig 1993; Thomas 2004). In this
way, artefacts, women, animals and land are constituted as
objects to be manipulated and exploited for economic and
political gain. But such dualisms are more than conceptual
categories: they are the product of recent colonial histories.
European colonialism was legitimated by figuring land, nat-
ural resources and indigenous peoples as objectified »others«
without history or agency, beyond the bounds of normal
social and moral relations (e.g., Thomas 1994; Harley 2009);
thus, they could be transformed into commodities to be
bought, sold and controlled.

But how do these general comments on the Bronze Age
relate to recent advances in archaeogenetics? The potential
for ancient DNA to yield extraordinary insights into human
mobility, interaction and social structure has been hailed as a
scientific revolution (Kristiansen 2022). At the beginning of
the Bronze Age, the appearance of populations whose ge-
netic ancestry ultimately derived from the Eurasian steppes
(Allentoft etal. 2015; Haak etal. 2015) has been interpreted

as indicating the large-scale migration of young men — de-
scribed by archaeologists as »war bands« seeking new territo-
ries and intermarrying with local women (Kristiansen etal.
2017). These men are viewed as agents of significant social
and economic change, introducing new technologies such as
metalworking, new modes of transport, and intensive exploi-
tation of secondary products (Wilkin etal. 2021). Beyond the
macro-level of population dynamics, the past few years have
seen increasing fine-grained analyses of prehistoric burials
to understand Bronze Age kinship structures, marriage and
residence rules. To date, most of these studies have argued
that the primary unit of kinship was the monogamous nuclear
family, and that patrilineal descent, patrilocal residence and
female exogamy were the norm (e.g., Mittnik etal. 2019; Sjo-
gren etal. 2020). The results of archaeogenetic research there-
fore appear to support views of male-dominated, hierarchical
Bronze Age societies in which women are figured as passive
objects of exchange, while male mobility is viewed as the re-
sult of activities such as warfare and trade.

Other perspectives on kinship and marriage

Contemporary Western understanding of kinship, marriage
and gender are, however, profoundly interconnected with
colonialism and its legacies. Indigenous and queer theorists
have demonstrated how the imposition of settler sexuality on
Indigenous communities was a core component of European
colonialism in recent centuries (e.g., Smith 2005; Rifkin 2011).
Colonial ideologies defined patriarchal, heteronormative and
monogamous family structures as a moral imperative, cen-
tral to the civilising mission of European settlers. By con-
trolling women and identifying certain types of intimate rela-
tions as immoral, the ownership and transmission of land and
other forms of wealth could be regulated, class boundaries
maintained, and certain forms of labour — notably, reproduc-
tive labour — obscured and appropriated. Central to the colo-
nial endeavour was a dualistic conceptual framework which
distinguished culture from nature: by positioning women,
Indigenous peoples and natural resources as part of the lat-
ter, the seizure of land could be legitimised, and land, ani-
mals and women could be defined as property (Stoler 2002;
Descola 2013; TallBear 2018).

Indigenous theorists and anthropologists describe how in
other cultural contexts, kinship extends to include non-hu-
man others, including animals and plants, sustained through
relations of care, obligation and interdependency (Kimmerer
2013; TallBear 2018). In many Indigenous communities, it is
not sexual relations that determine rights over resources.
Rather, relations with non-human others are central to the
constitution of kinship: abiding, emotional attachments to
place or links to totemic and ancestral animals define identity
and ensure access to resources (e.g., Sissons 2013). Western
concepts of kinship consider it possible for kin relations to
exist only between humans. This is due to the distinctions
that are drawn between culture and nature, self and other,
and humans and animals. By stripping the non-human world
of agency, Western forms of kinship legitimise extractive,
rather than meaningful, social relations between humans
and non-human others (Haraway 2016). In contrast, Indige-
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nous scholars propose expansive definitions of kinship that
encompass relations beyond those centred on procreation,
ownership and control. These perspectives underscore the
ties of mutual care and interdependency between humans
and non-humans, which must be nurtured to ensure a sus-
tainable world (Kimmerer 2013; TallBear 2018).

Anthropologists have long recognised the extraordinary
cross-cultural variability of kinship. There is always an ele-
ment of cultural selection built into kinship systems: some
relationships are considered more significant than others.
For example, S.Kahn's study (Kahn 2000) of the new repro-
ductive technologies in Israeli Orthodox communities in the
1990s demonstrated that because Jewishness is considered to
be transmitted exclusively through the mother, and non-Jew-
ish paternity is not recognised in religious law, children born
to different women using sperm from the same non-Jewish
donor are considered to be unrelated. In south India, C.Busby
(1997) has shown that the children of a woman and those
of her brother are also considered to be unrelated, as men
pass on male substance to their children in the form of
semen, while women pass on female substance in the form of
blood and breast milk. The children of a brother and sister
therefore do not share the same substance. Genetic related-
ness, in other words, does not translate directly to social relat-
edness. This is because in many societies, although the phys-
ical process of procreation is acknowledged, it may not be
considered socially salient, and the production of babies may
be understood in other ways. E. Evans-Pritchard’s classic study
of the Nuer in the early 20th century illustrated how cattle are
said to beget children (Evans-Pritchard 1951). Nuer father-
hood was not predicated on sexual relations with the mother,
but on the transfer of cattle in bride-wealth transactions. If a
woman'’s husband died, she could take a new partner, but any
children from this second relationship were considered to be
the children of the man on whose behalf her bride-wealth
was originally paid.

In many other societies, too, biological parentage is not
the primary determinant of kinship. Instead, kinship is
viewed as socially and culturally constituted — as the outcome
of social not sexual relations. Kinship is understood to be a
product of social practices including ritual, exchange and
the sharing of food. J.Carsten (1997) describes how, on the
island of Langkawi in Malaysia, kinship is viewed as an
ongoing process that involves the sharing of substance. By
living and eating in the same house, and by having children
together, the blood of the husband and wife becomes increas-
ingly similar over time. Foster children and other affines (peo-
ple related by marriage) who eat food together also come to
share the same blood. Because kin are made, not determined
by birth, kinship can be strategic and situational. In many
parts of highland New Guinea, immigrants are quickly ab-
sorbed into local descent groups, as residence (and not genetic
links) is the most important factor in determining kinship
(e.g., Held 1957). Although most societies in this region are pat-
rilineal in principle, in practice co-resident maternal kin and
affines may be considered members of the descent group. Else-
where, different forms of kinship may be important in dif-
ferent contexts: among the Yako of eastern Nigeria, land is
passed down the paternal line, but cattle, money and cult
membership are inherited from maternal kin (Ford 1950).
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Indeed, although broad »types« of kinship organisation can
be identified (for example patrilineality), their socio-political
implications vary significantly: gender ideologies and the po-
sition of women in patrilineal societies are extremely variable
(Stone 2010), for example, yet the pictures we are presented
with on the basis of the archaeogenetic data remain highly
stereotypical.

These observations have several significant implications
for our interpretation of the archaeogenetic evidence. Firstly,
dominant Euro-American binary and heteronormative mod-
els of gender and kinship have their origins in a particular
historical context and cannot be assumed to be universal.
Secondly, genetic relationships are not the sole determinant
of kinship: rather, social practices of various sorts make kin,
and kinship transcends biological links. The material world
is often central to the creation of kin, and non-human others
can be considered to be kin. This suggests that there may be
other ways of understanding how kin relations were con-
structed in the past that may be archaeologically accessible
beyond the identification of biological links.

Making relations in Bronze Age Britain

In this paper, I will consider how to interpret the evidence
for biological kinship presented in a recent study of archaeo-
genetic change in Chalcolithic and Bronze Age Britain (Olalde
etal. 2018). I will then discuss how archaeologists can move
beyond genetics to explore how social practice made kin in
the past. I. Olalde etal’s primary focus is on genetic change at
the population level and their samples were not selected in
order to consider kinship. Nonetheless, genetic links were inci-
dentally identified between sixteen individuals in their data-
set. Twelve of these were related through the paternal line
(Booth etal. 2021), suggesting that patrilineal descent was a
significant factor in the reckoning of social identity. These
included three sets of paternal relatives from Amesbury
Down in Wiltshire. Here, the inhumation burials of an adult
male and subadult male from adjacent pits were 1st degree
relatives and shared a paternal but not a maternal lineage,
indicating that they were genetic father and son (Booth etal.
2021). The inhumation burials of two adult males found close
together near a Neolithic timber post-setting were 2nd-3rd de-
gree genetic relatives belonging to the same patrilineages but
different matrilineages. Radiocarbon dates from these buri-
als are statistically indistinguishable, suggesting that they
may have been paternal cousins or half-brothers. A third pair
of paternal relatives from Amesbury Down was identified
from the so-called »Boscombe Bowmen« grave, a collective
burial that contained both articulated and disarticulated re-
mains (Fig. 1; Fitzpatrick 2011). Here, the inhumation burial
of an adult male (burial 2504) was probably the paternal
cousin or half-brother of an individual whose disarticulated
skull had been placed at his feet (ON 10) (Booth etal. 2021).
Paternal links are evident not only in the burial of men.
An older adult female buried on a wooden bier or in a wooden
coffin at Yarnton (Hey etal. 2016) was the probable paternal
grandmother of a male infant who had been buried close by
(Booth et al. 2021). This suggests that the position of women
in ancestral genealogies may also have been important. This
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Fig. 1 The Boscombe Bowmen, Wiltshire.

Abb. 1 Die Bogenschiitzen von Boscombe,
Wiltshire.

Redeposited skull
and mandible ON10

Fig. 2 Double burial, Trumpington Meadows,
> Cambridge.

1 Abb. 2 Doppelbestattung, Trumpington Mea-
dows, Cambridge.

is supported by evidence for the deliberate curation of bones
belonging to both men and women during this period. On
Amesbury Down, a grave containing the inhumation burial
of an adult woman was reopened to facilitate the removal of
some of her bones and the rearrangement of others (Gibson
2013). Similar practices have been well documented elsewhere
and have been interpreted as a means of engaging with, and
retrieving, ancestral remains belonging to known and signifi-
cant individuals for curation and redeposition (Briick/Booth
2020).

Anthropological studies of kinship demonstrate that even
where there is patrilineal descent in principle, relationships
with maternal kin continue to be highly important, facilitat-
ing access to land, goods, titles, and so on (e.g., Held 1957). It
is therefore no surprise that maternal relations were some-
times also foregrounded. For example, the articulated skele-
ton of a 9-11-year-old female from Amesbury Down was
placed in a pit adjacent to another pit containing an adult
female skull and vertebrae (Powell/Barclay 2022). Ancient
DNA and radiocarbon evidence suggests that the child was
probably the genetic maternal aunt of the neighbouring bur-
ial (Booth etal. 2021). Elsewhere, a young man and woman
buried together in the same grave at Trumpington Meadows,
Cambridge (Fig. 2; Evans etal. 2018) were 2nd-3rd degree rela-

tives belonging to the same matrilineage. It is possible that
matrilineal descent was the key principle of kinship organi-
sation in this community, hinting at regional variability in
kinship structures. Radiocarbon dates on the remains of these
two individuals are statistically indistinguishable. They may
have been half-siblings related through their mother (Booth
etal. 2021). In matrilineal societies, a woman’s loyalty is to her
brother not her husband (Schneider 1961). Alternatively, they
may have been the children of two sisters. Parallel cousins (the
children of same-sex siblings) are regarded as siblings in many
societies and marriage between them is prohibited (e.g., Busby
1997).

As previously noted, many scholars have suggested that
women were exchanged as marriage partners by their male
relatives. The argument that Bronze Age societies were patri-
lineal and practiced virilocal marriage (where a woman moves
to join her husband on marriage) is perhaps supported by the
identification of the genetic daughter of one of the cousins
from Amesbury Down (Booth etal. 2021). She had been bur-
ied on Porton Down, some 6.5km to the southeast. However,
the reconstruction of residence patterns is complicated by
evidence for residential mobility during this period: we can-
not assume that relatives who were buried together actually
lived together during life. Isotope analysis indicates that both
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Fig. 3 The Porton Down (Wiltshire) ring-ditch and associated burials.

Abb. 3 Der Ringgraben von Porton Down (Wiltshire) und die dazugehérigen Bestattungen.

men and women moved (Parker Pearson etal. 2019). Of the
seven burials (six male and one female) from Amesbury Down
that have been subjected to both genetic and isotope analysis,
the female and four males were all identified as non-local. It
is clearly problematic to assume that the woman buried on
Porton Down moved for the purpose of marriage when mobil-
ity (for a variety of reasons) might in fact have been a com-
mon life experience regardless of gender. The burial of an
adult woman close to the grave of her paternal uncle or grand-
father at Netheravon Flying School in Wiltshire (Cunnington
1929) also indicates that women did not always move away
from their paternal kin. In this case, isotope analysis sug-
gests that both individuals were non-local (Montgomery etal.
2019) and may have travelled together into this area.
Evidence for the curation and redeposition of ancestral
remains (Booth/Briick 2020) also suggests that those who
were buried together may not have lived together during life.
Certainly, Chalcolithic and Early Bronze Age cemeteries can-
not be assumed to represent all members of a particular res-
idential or kin group, and other priorities may have deter-
mined the place of burial. The woman from Porton Down, for
example, was one of a group of burials of four adult females
and six children in a segmented ring-ditch (Fig. 3; Andrews/
Thompson 2016). She lay approximately 1 m to the north-west
of a large grave at the centre of the monument that contained
the disarticulated remains of another adult female. The cen-
tral grave had been revisited to access and manipulate this
woman’s bones; her skull was missing, suggesting that it may
have been retrieved for deliberate curation or redeposition
elsewhere. This latter individual may have been considered a
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significant ancestor and likely occupied a position of author-
ity during life. The women buried in this monument were
not accorded social positions relative to men, but rather, on
their own terms.

Other evidence suggests that concepts of kinship were not
always based on biological relatedness. At several sites, close
spatial relationships between burials that likely reflected inti-
mate inter-personal ties in life are not mirrored in the genetic
data. Four individuals (Sk 2, Sk 4, Sk 7 and Sk 8) from Wind-
mill Fields, Ingleby Barwick, North Yorkshire, were buried
within a few metres of one another (Annis etal. 1997). Sk 2
and Sk 7 comprised articulated single burials of an adult male
and an adult female. Sk4 was a disarticulated adult male cra-
nium excavated from a collective deposit of disarticulated
bones in a wooden cist. Sk 8 comprised a disarticulated adult
female cranium that formed part of a bundle of disarticulated
crania and long bones (Fig. 4) accompanying an articulated
adult female burial (Sk 6; which was not subject to archaeoge-
netic analysis). Their radiocarbon dates suggest they were
broadly contemporary, but they were not close genetic rela-
tives (Booth etal. 2021). It is possible that these burials were
genetic relatives too distant to be recognised by the methods
used by Olalde et al. (2018), although the probability of this is
reduced given that they all belong to different paternal and
maternal lineages. It seems likely that the individuals buried
at Windmill Fields belonged to a single small community and
that they may have viewed each other as kin. Here, co-resi-
dence may have determined kinship, as is common in many
contemporary societies (e.g., Schneider 1984). The careful
deposition of the disarticulated bundle of bones with articu-
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Fig. 4 Windmill Fields, Ingleby Barwick,
Stockton-on-Tees, Durham: inhumation burial
(Sk 6) accompanied by a bundle of disarticulated
bones, including disarticulated cranium (Sk 8).

Abb. 4 Windmill Fields, Ingleby Barwick,
Stockton-on-Tees, Durham: Kérperbestattung
(Sk 6), vergesellschaftet mit einem Biindel
disartikulierter Knochen, einschliefSlich
disartikuliertem Schddel (Sk 8).

Fig. 5 Sequence of inhumation burials at South
Dumpton Down, Kent.

Abb. 5 Abfolge der Kérperbestattungen in South
Dumpton Down, Kent.
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lated burial Sk 6 illustrates how here, social practices involv-
ing the manipulation of the bodies of the dead were central to
the creation of kin relations.

I have already pointed out how the heteronormative char-
acter of kinship in the contemporary Western world serves
particular purposes, supporting a view of gender identity that
is integral to colonial and capitalist modes of political and eco-
nomic power. This means that it is important to be open to
exploring the archaeological evidence for other types of rela-
tionship. At Needingworth Quarry, Cambridgeshire, an adult
female aged 18-25 years was laid at the base of a deep grave
(Olalde etal. 2019, 84; Suppl. Inf. 2). The grave was subse-
quently recut and received the burial of a second adult female
more than 40 years old. Their deaths were not many years
apart, but they were not genetically closely related. Anthro-
pological studies of kinship and gender suggest there are var-
ious different ways in which this grave might be interpreted.
It is possible that they were co-wives in a polygamous mar-
riage. Alternatively, these burials might represent an in-
stance of woman-to-woman marriage. Historically, woman-
to-woman marriage was widespread in Africa (Levine 2008,
378). A woman presumed to be barren could divorce her
husband and remain in her father’s home. She could herself
then marry a woman whose children would count her as
their father and who would be members of her patrilineage.
Woman-to-woman marriage enhanced women’s status and
offered greater social and sexual freedom. It is also possible
that the women from the Needingworth Quarry grave were
in an intimate same-sex relationship: this is something that
is rarely considered in discussions of kinship and marriage in
the Bronze Age.

Performing kinship

Archaeogenetics clearly provides extraordinary new oppor-
tunities to understand kinship in the past. However, because
of the valorisation of science in contemporary academia, there
is a danger of prioritising scientific data over other archaeolo-
gical evidence for the making of kin in the past. Making kin
involves material technologies: in the contemporary world,
direct-to-consumer genetic testing kits do not so much reveal
kin as make them (Wolf-Meyer 2020), just as the material
economies of love create and sustain ideologies of kinship in
the present. M. Di Leonardo (1987), for example, shows how
the task of making and maintaining kin relations is prima-
rily assigned to women in contemporary North America, and
how the material world is central to that process, for example
by sending greeting cards and organising holiday gather-
ings. Archaeologists are particularly well placed to investi-
gate technologies of kinship in the past for these are directly
reflected in material practice.

In Bronze Age Britain, as we have already described, kin-
ship is created in the spatial articulation and manipulation of
the bodies of the dead. At South Dumpton Down in Kent, for
example, a deep pit at the centre of a ring-ditch contained
seven crouched inhumations deposited in sequence (Fig. 5;
Perkins 1995). All but one of these burials were placed so that
they lay perpendicular to the body of the previous interment,
and in most cases the skull had been removed when the sub-
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Fig. 6 Antiquarian drawing of the barrow at Towthorpe, East Yorkshire.

Abb. 6 Antiquarische Zeichnung des Hiigelgrabes in Towthorpe, East York-
shire.

sequent burial was deposited. Here, not only were spatial and
bodily relations employed to foreground particular relation-
ships, but the bones of the dead were also retrieved for cura-
tion, display or deposition elsewhere. Nearby, the inhuma-
tion burial of an adult was accompanied by the mandible of
another individual, and we can surmise that this might have
been recovered from the multiple deposit. A recent programme
of radiocarbon dating indicates that such »relic« fragments of
human bone were curated for around two generations before
final deposition, suggesting that they derived from known in-
dividuals, possibly significant ancestors (Briick/Booth 2022).
Here, the remains of the dead were manipulated to foreground,
sustain and transform kinship links: engaging with the bones
of dead individuals figured as ancestors acted as a means of
performing kinship.

Kinship was not located solely in the human body, how-
ever. The archaeological record also provides rich evidence
for different technologies of kinship, illuminating how kin-
ship was conjured and enacted in material practices. For
example, at Towthorpe, East Yorkshire (Fig. 6), a barrow cov-
ering the inhumation burial of an adult male was built of
materials from three distinct sources: soil from the immedi-
ate vicinity of the barrow; clay from the area around Burdale,
a mile to the west; and clay from the vicinity of Duggleby, a
mile and a half to the north (Mortimer 1905, 6). The mound
was composed of layers of these clays, alternating with layers
of soil from the immediate vicinity of the barrow, and each
kind of clay predominated at the side of the mound nearest
the place from which it had been brought. Here, kin were
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made not through the bodies of the dead themselves, but

through other forms of social practice, in this case, when peo-
ple brought baskets of different materials from significant
places in the landscape. In doing so, they marked the contri-
bution of different kin groups (perhaps maternal and pater-
nal kin, for example) to the substance of the deceased.
Beyond the mortuary context, material practices in the
world of the living also made kin. I have described elsewhere
how the assemblage of shale armlets from the midden at Pot-
terne in Wiltshire were standardised in size (Briick/Davies
2018). Their internal diameters lay in the region of 5-7cm —a
size that will fit over the hand of a modern 8- to 10-year-old
child of slim build, but will not fit someone older. The stand-
ardised diameter of these artefacts suggests that they may
have been given to mark particular life-cycle rites, perhaps in
mid-late childhood. Some of these items have been snapped
in half or broken into quarters. Potterne has been interpreted
as a ceremonial site at which large groups of people came
together for feasting and other ritual activities (Lawson 2000;
Madgwick/Mulville 2015). As such, these broken shale brace-
lets can perhaps be interpreted as the residues of age-grade
ceremonies or initiation rites in which fragments of socially-

Fig. 7 Inhumation burial of a subadult female
from Cliffs End Farm, Kent. Her head resting on
a cattle skull.

Abb. 7 Korperbestattung einer subadulten Frau
von der Cliffs End Farm, Kent. Ihr Kopf ruht auf
einem Rinderschddel.

significant artefacts were gifted to important kin: here, kin-
ship was the outcome of social practice.

Archaeologists are also well-placed to consider the impli-
cations of Indigenous scholars’ call to move beyond models
of kinship rooted in the heteronormative, patriarchal, and
anthropocentric structures of settler sexuality (Kimmerer
2013; TallBear 2018). More expansive and inclusive defini-
tions of kinship that are not predicated on sexual reproduc-
tion but instead foreground ongoing acts of mutual care
can make space for other-than-humans as kin. In Bronze Age
Britain, R.Johnston (2021) has explored how kin relations
were rooted in places invested with animate and ancestral
powers. These relations can be traced in material interven-
tions in the landscape, such as the deposition of bronzes
and other objects at striking landmarks. For example, on
Dartmoor in Devon, a complete pot was found placed in a
crevice, part-way up the face of an imposing granite out-
crop (Pettit 1974, 92). This can be interpreted as an offering
to ancestral spirits whose powers were vested in this place
— a gesture of care towards ancestral lands and a manifesta-
tion of kin relations with both human and non-human per-
sons. Relations with animals may also speak of kinship links.

TAGUNGEN DES LANDESMUSEUMS FUR VORGESCHICHTE HALLE « BAND 28 « 2023



Sometimes, those were the intimate interconnections of
everyday life: at Cliffs End Farm in Kent (Fig. 7; McKinley
etal. 2014), for example, a subadult female lay flexed on her
right-hand side, her head resting on a cattle skull. It is possible
that this animal had been gifted as part of the bride-wealth of
this young woman; anthropologists have frequently described
how cattle transferred as part of marriage transactions are
considered a crucial component of the self, with close personal
links existing between particular people and animals (e.g.,
Evans-Pritchard 1951). Other relations may be more totemic
in character. For example, the cremation burial of a child at
Skilmafilly, Aberdeenshire, included a pair of burnt golden-
eagle talons and a perforated bone or antler object (Johnson/
Cameron 2012, 30); these items may have been worn together
as part of a necklace. Totemic animals are usually understood
as kin, the original progenitors of their human descendants,
their frequent slippage between human and non-human form
reminding us that the boundary between human and animal
is not always viewed as categorically elsewhere as it is in our
own cultural context (Descola 2013).

Conclusion

In this paper, I hope to have demonstrated that bringing to-
gether theories of social practice with critical perspectives on
the social salience of the biological links revealed by ancient
DNA has much to tell us about kinship. Ancient DNA analy-
sis has come to be viewed as the most accurate means of
revealing prehistoric kinship structures, yet it is crucial that
we avoid reading the genetic evidence in ways that unthink-
ingly impose modern conceptions of kinship and gender rela-
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tions onto the past. A century of anthropological analysis of
kinship and marriage demonstrates the extraordinary diver-
sity of ways in which humans organise and understand their
relationships with one another. We need to remain open to
that diversity and consider alternative ways of interpreting
the archaeogenetic evidence that go beyond our own lived
experience. Moreover, kinship cannot be viewed as a direct
reflection of genetic links. Kinship is not a given, or »natural
fact«, but is a process: the outcome of culturally prescribed
social practices that require careful nurture, work and com-
mitment. Archaeological evidence provides many insights
into how relations were created and maintained through var-
ied technologies of kinship, both focused on the body and
beyond it. This is a different but complementary perspective
to that offered by archaeogenetics, which identifies genetic
links but does not immediately reveal their social salience. It
allows us to move beyond biogenetic determinism to con-
sider the ways in which social practice generated enduring
affective bonds and the sharing of substance with both hu-
man and non-human others. These points have implications
for our understanding of the Bronze Age more generally.
They require us to question established anthropocentric and
androcentric notions of agency and to consider alternative
concepts of gender, personhood and kinship. Set within this
context, it becomes easier to understand evidence that ap-
pears to challenge accepted models of Bronze Age society,
such as the discovery of wealthy female burials (e.g., <https://
www.wessexarch.co.uk/news/beaker-burial> [23.04.2023)); the
decentralised production of »high-status« weaponry like
swords (Webley et al. 2020); or the evident regional and con-
textual variability in how social identity was constructed
(Haughton 2018).
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