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ANDREW W. LAMB

LA TÈNE ANTHROPOID ART IN BRITAIN:  

CHANGES IN STYLE AND PEOPLE

THE BRITISH DATASET AND ITS CONTRASTING NATURE

British La Tène art is distinct from its continental contemporaries in a variety of ways. One of these is the 
prevalence of anthropoid art for much of the Later pre-Roman Iron Age (c. 500 BC-AD 43). Within the Brit-
ish archaeological record there is a clear difference in terms of the number of known anthropoid objects 
between the early to middle La Tène phases (c. 500-120 BC), and the late La Tène phase (c. 120 BC-AD 43). 
The early and middle phases are characterised by a lack of anthropoid art, with only a small number of 
indigenous examples known, whereas, in the late phase, anthropoid art is much better represented. Within 
Britain there are only seven indigenous anthropoid objects of early to middle La Tène date currently known, 
covering a period of four centuries (tab. 1). Even allowing for the possibility that re-dating may place some 
artefacts in an earlier phase (per Garrow et al. 2009), this represents a very small dataset. For comparison, 
the number of early to middle La Tène continental anthropoid stone sculptures from France and the Rhine-
land (n = 17), is greater than the number of British anthropoid objects of all classes (Ney 2015, 14-15). 
By contrast, late La Tène British anthropoid art is much better represented. The most frequently recovered 
examples are thousands of continental derived gold coins featuring stylised heads of Apollo, distributed 
across a wide area of southern Britain. Furthermore, metal plated wooden buckets from cremation graves 
(c. 110 BC-AD 50) were also occasionally decorated with escutcheons in the form of human faces, with at 
least six examples currently known from southern England (fig. 1; Stead 1967, 57; 1971, 253-254 figs 1-2; 
Megaw / Megaw 2001, 187 fig. 318; Philp 2014, 19). Anthropoid swords, of the same continental tradition 
as those from the earlier phases, are likewise better attested (Clarke / Hawkes 1955, 199; Megaw / Megaw 
2001, 164-165). Additionally, and in contrast to the crude faces seen on earlier examples, later finds are 
adorned with much more complex heads, like from North Grimston (North Yorkshire / GB; Clarke / Hawkes 
1955, 225-227; Stead 1979, 61 fig. 22, 1). As in the earlier phases, shields also continued to be decorated, 
with the faces on them becoming much more clearly anthropoid, for example at Tal-y-Lyln (Gwynedd / GB; 
fig. 2; Savory 1964; Jope 2000, 250).

site county object chronology reference

Tokenhouse Yard London metal vessel pre-2nd century BC Early Celtic Art Database

Wandsworth Lincolnshire shield umbo 400-200 BC Fitzpatrick 2007, 345-346

Kingsneighton Devon wooden totem 426-325 cal BC Coles 1990, 326

Harwell Oxfordshire bone comb 5th-3rd centuries BC Thompson 2018, 174-176

Torrs Dumfries and Galloway »pony cap« 350-200 BC Atkinson / Piggott 1995, 220

Shouldnahm Norfolk anthropoid sword pre-2nd century BC Clarke / Hawkes 1955, 199

Southwark London anthropoid sword pre-2nd century BC Clarke / Hawkes 1955, 199

Tab. 1  Anthropoid objects of likely early or middle La Tène date.
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Fig. 1  Bucket escutcheon from Aylesford (Kent / GB). – (After Stead 1971, 
263 fig. 4, A2).

Other late phase examples include several La Tène style, small copper alloy heads of unknown function, 
recently recorded via the Portable Antiquities Scheme from southern Britain (PAS ID: SOMDOR-DC9D32; 
NCL-1E0A06; DENO-72E607; DENO-BFCAB7). Numerous lithic sculptures are also known from across the 
island. Although some are of Roman date, all display clear La Tène stylistic execution (Ross 1974, 31-33; 
Parfitt / Green 1987; Stead 1988; 2006, 41; Fliegel 1990, 92-93; Giles 2017, 63; British Museum object 
number 1969,0402.1 1). 

HOW TO EXPLAIN THIS CONTRAST?

There appears to be a clear contrast between the early and middle La Tène phases, which are lacking in 
anthropoid art, and the late La Tène phase when such artwork is much better represented in the archaeo-
logical record. Several potential explanations may account for this:
– �Changes in deposition practices in the late La Tène period; the comparative abundance of anthropoid art 

is merely a reflection of more material being deposited. 
– �Early and middle La Tène anthropoid art was not comparatively rare but was produced using organic mate-

rials which have not survived. 
– �After the initial adoption of La Tène styles, British communities lacked exposure to artistic developments 

from the continental La Tène »core« until the late 2nd century BC.
– �Late La Tène anthropoid art in Britain results from the exposure to Mediterranean naturalist artistic tradi-

tions and is, therefore, to be seen as a consequence of Roman expansion in the 1st century BC.
– �The changes in the late La Tène phase result from an insular, psychological shift in perceiving and using 

the human body.
A discussion of these various possibilities is necessary to determine their value as explanations.

Fig. 2  Anthropoid plaque from the Tal-y-Lyln shield 
(Merioneth / GB). – (Drawing A. Lamb; after Savory 1964, 
462 fig. 6).
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DEPOSITION PRACTICES

It is possible that anthropoid art was much commoner than the archaeological record suggests, and that the 
paucity of anthropoid objects prior to the 2nd century BC is more a reflection of how the archaeological 
record was formed. These earlier phases are, generally speaking, comparatively poorer than the same period 
on the continent. For example, the most recent comprehensive study of fibulae identified 716 examples for 
the entirety of the British Iron Age until c. 120 BC (Adams 2013, 1). This contrasts strongly with the conti-
nent, as for example at Bucy-le-Long »La Héronnière« (dép. Oise / F) where approx. 60 fibulae were recov-
ered from a single site lasting from c. 475 to 300 BC (Breton et al. 2009, 300). Early-middle La Tène Iron Age 
Britain is, with the exception of East Yorkshire, lacking in large cemeteries containing sizeable quantities of 
grave goods. Although traditions of formalised burial, including cemeteries, also existed in South West Eng-
land (Whimster 1977; Nowakowski 1991), Hampshire (Cunliffe / Poole 2000), Kent (Parfitt 1995) and South 
East Scotland (Armit et al. 2013, fig. 14; Roy 2015, fig. 1), lavishly equipped graves are rarely encountered. 
It seems that in some parts of the country there was a deliberate attempt to limit the amount of material 
deposited / thrown away (Hill 1995, 2), possibly for purposes of recycling or, judging by the evidence for 
repair on some objects from East Yorkshire, curation (Stead 2006, 184; Giles 2008, 61). In the late La Tène 
period deposition patterns in southern Britain clearly changed, as evidenced by the evolution of new burial 
groups (principally the Durotrigian and Aylesford-Swarling cultures), and a marked increase in the abun-
dance of some object classes, such as fibulae (Haselgrove 1997). Early and middle La Tène Britain is not, 
however, an archaeological desert. Mortuary contexts may be lacking, however, dry and wet hoards are well 
attested (n = c. 64 of likely and possible early and middle La Tène date; D. Wilkinson pers. comm.). Within 
such hoards, a wide range of material, including weaponry, dress fittings, horse fittings, utensils, and tools 
have been recovered (e. g. Fox 1946). Yet these hoards display the same lack of anthropoid art observed 
elsewhere in the archaeological record. 

THE MATERIAL USED TO PRODUCE ANTHROPOID ART

If, as is argued, the lack of earlier anthropoid objects cannot be entirely explained by changes in the quantity 
of material deposited, it could be suggested that earlier anthropoid art has not survived due to the materials 
used to create it. Thus, the observed paucity results from it rarely being created using metalwork and ceram-
ics. The Harwell comb, made of bone, partially supports this (Thompson 2018, 176). However, excavated 
waterlogged sites present a strong counter-argument, as waterlogged deposits preserve perishable materi-
als better. At the waterlogged Glastonbury Lake village (Somerset / GB; Bulleid / Gray 1917), for example, the 
various wooden vessels recovered were decorated with the same motifs as contemporary ceramics from 
other settlements in the region; none, however, bore anthropoid art (Cunliffe 2005, fig. A:22). Furthermore, 
Iron Age combs in Britain are a well-studied object type with a large corpus (Chittock 2014), and the Harwell 
comb represents an exception. The same is true for other bone artefacts surviving in areas where local geol-
ogy is conducive to preservation. On the basis of the available evidence, it does not appear that humanoid 
imagery was used to decorate certain classes of material and not others. 

CONTINENTAL INFLUENCES 

An alternative explanation to the idea that the formation of the archaeological record explains the patterns 
observed, is that Britain lacked influences from anthropoid art producing communities on the continent. 
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This is demonstrably false (Joy 2015, 151). The earli-
est La Tène fibulae to be produced in Britain are 
based on continental prototypes. Indeed, several 
early La Tène fibulae, as well as other examples of 
contemporaneous imported metalwork are known 
(Haselgrove 2002, 286-288; Cunliffe 2005, 467 
fig. 717, 17; Fitzpatrick 2007a, 341). Furthermore, 
early La Tène influences were not restricted to metal-
work, and may also be detected in ceramics, such 
as  those from Highstead and Newington (both 
Kent / GB; Macpherson-Grant 1991). P. Jacobsthal’s 
(1944) »Early« and »Waldalgesheim styles« are now 
well attested among British artefacts (Jope 1961, 
71-83; Harding 1974, 116; Joy 2014, 340). Although 
middle La Tène imports are more difficult to detect, 
they nevertheless occur (Haselgrove 2002, 288-290), 
for example, the Swiss finger rings from Park Brow 

Fig. 3  Bucket escutcheon from Orval (dép. Manche / F). – (After 
Lepaumier / Giazzon / Chanson 2010, 322 fig. 10).

(Sussex / GB; Stead 1984, 62) and Biggleswade (Bedfordshire / GB; Joy 2015, 150 fig. 9, 5). Jacobsthal’s 
middle La Tène styles (»Plastic«, »Sword«) are likewise present in Britain (Fitzpatrick 2007a, 342; Joy 2015, 
149). A recent re-dating of British La Tène artwork also indicates that developments in this material occurred 
in parallel to developments on the continent (Garrow et al. 2009). A lack of anthropoid art in early to middle 
La Tène Britain, therefore, does not stem from a lack of contact between insular and continental com
munities. 
Seen from a different angle, the establishment of Roman power north of the Alps in the 1st century BC could 
be argued to have catalysed the production of anthropoid art. Rome’s artistic schools were of the Hellenistic, 
naturalistic tradition, and depictions of humans were commonplace. Some objects from this period do show 
Roman influence, like the Celtic horseman on a pot from Kelvedon (Essex / GB; Rodwell 1987, pl. VIII) or 
some of the later examples of anthropoid headed swords (Megaw / Megaw 2001, 164-165). The presence 
of Roman power in northern Britain in the later 1st century AD may have catalysed the production of the 
anthropoid stone statues, but these were produced according to La Tène traditions. Indeed, the majority of 
late La Tène faces evidence clear parallels with near continental La Tène heads, such as the bronze statue 
from Saint-Maur-en-Chaussée (dép. Oise / F; Schönfelder 2004, 137-138). Parallels between the British 
bucket escutcheons and near continental examples, like those from Orval »Les Pleines« (dép. Manche / F), 
are even clearer (fig. 3; Lepaumier / Giazzon / Chanson 2010, 322 fig. 10). 
In chronological terms, it is also difficult to argue that Roman influences resulted in the comparative abun-
dance of anthropoid art from the late La Tène phase. The earliest substantial contact between Britons and 
Rome (as far as we know) was the Gallic War. However, even Caesar’s invasions of Britain do not appear to 
have affected the archaeological record in the years immediately following the invasions. The direct effects 
of Roman cultural imperialism were not felt in Britain until c. 20 BC, when Mediterranean dining equipment 
was deposited in cremation graves, and Mediterranean imagery incorporated into coins (Stead 1976; 
Creighton 2000, 81; Fitzpatrick 2007b, 130). Even then the effects were limited to South East England. 
Many communities elsewhere in Britain seem to have been largely unaffected by (or disinterested in) Roman 
influences until the second half of the 1st century AD. Direct Roman influence thus post-dates the start of 
the late La Tène British floruit by a century. Indirect influences could be argued for, but Roman imports 
before c. 20 BC are predominantly restricted to items related to feasting, predominantly amphorae. Artistic 
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influences are lacking. Furthermore, indirect Iberian, Carthaginian and Hellenistic influences, including in 
the form of anthropoid art, had reached Britain in the preceding centuries but appear to have had no 
archaeologically detectable effects (Henig 1988; de Jersey 1999). Why then would British artists have opted 
to produce anthropoid art based on Roman prototypes, having previously rejected earlier influences? A lack 
of earlier contact with continental La Tène communities who produced anthropoid art, therefore cannot 
explain the paucity of British examples before the 1st century BC. Neither can direct Roman influences 
account for the comparative abundance of anthropoid art in the 1st century BC. The explanation must be 
sought for elsewhere.

THE PSYCHOLOGY AND ARCHAEOLOGY OF THE FACE

Concluding the discussion so far, the lack of anthropoid imagery in early and middle La Tène Britain is 
unlikely to stem from how the archaeological record was formed, nor from a lack of external influences. 
Likewise, the increase in such artwork from the late 2nd century BC onwards was not due entirely to changes 
in deposition practices, or the influence from new external contacts. Instead, it suggests that the increased 
emphasis on anthropoid art is an insular development, possibly driven by a change in mentality. 
The human face is a striking artistic motif. Numerous studies in the field of cognitive psychology have shown 
that faces are the most compelling image in a scene (Wells 2012, 30), and there is increasing evidence to 
suggest that neural and perceptual processes involved in facial recognition are distinct and segregated from 
those involved with perceiving other objects (Viggiano / Marzi 2010, 176). Although different cultures per-
ceive faces differently, it appears that across our species we are drawn to look at faces over other objects, 
as demonstrated by the fact newborn children do so under controlled circumstances (Viggiano / Marzi 2010, 
176. 182). The brains of people living in later Iron Age Britain were likely no different from modern popula-
tions in terms of their ability to recognise faces. The decision to produce objects in the form of human faces 
could, therefore, represent a cultural shift with potentially powerful psychological effects. While historical 
examples of societies who have sought to destroy images of human forms are well-attested, usually in the 
form of iconoclasm (e. g. the Roman Isaurian dynasty, the Reformation, 19th century Polynesia), reasons for 
the creation of anthropoid forms are rarely considered. This, however, is essential since the archaeological 
record is ultimately an extension of the people who created it, not the other way around. 
The presence or absence of certain objects or images can, therefore, albeit with care, be attributed to beliefs 
and ideas which existed within the community responsible for creating them. A shift so marked as the one 
described above might, therefore, be at least partially explained by a change in how the human body was 
culturally perceived and employed. Such studies of human psychology, and especially of what constitutes a 
person in the eyes of peoples past and present, have increasingly been considered within archaeology since 
the end of the last century, in keeping with developments in modern society (e. g. Brück 2005; 2006; Fowler 
2005; Chapman / Gaydarska 2011; Harris et al. 2013). Personhood theory has noted that the modern, West-
ern concept of what it means to be a person is not applicable to all human societies (Fowler 2004, 5) for it 
is a product of Abrahamic religion, Enlightenment philosophy and medical science (Brück 2005, 137; Fowler 
2005, 122). 
Drawing on anthropological studies personhood theorists have noted that the influences which created our 
form of personhood are historically specific. The absence of these influences elsewhere in the world and at 
different times in history has resulted in a variety of different forms of personhood developing. Examples 
include the metaphorical partible form of personhood which M. Strathern (1988) described for Melanesian 
communities. Within such a form of personhood, aspects of a person could be extracted from someone and 
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placed into another recipient, whether they be human or non-human. The recipient would then be viewed 
as having some qualities of the donor. Similar to this is Mosko’s (1992) work in Papua New Guinea, where 
the social persona of the »big man« exists. »Big men« could be composed of so many parts of other 
peoples’ personhoods that they came to represent entire societies (Mosko 1992, 711-712).
Other forms of personhood in which the human body represents a more defined border for personhood 
than in Strathern’s (1988) and Mosko’s (1992) examples, also exist. They include Busby’s (1997) idea of per-
meable personhood in southern India. Within these societies, humans are believed to contain different 
»essences« of differing qualities, such as being hot or cold. These essences can be exchanged between 
people, or increased by certain acts, for example consuming alcohol, which is believed to be a hot essence. 
However, it is not possible to transplant personhood between people, only change the composition of it and 
create similar compositions of essences between different bodies (Busby 1997, 264). A similar idea to Bus-
by’s work in India is Wilkinson’s (2013) study of pre-Colombian elite personhood in the Andes. He argues 
that among the Inca there existed a contagious form of personhood. This form of personhood was found 
within the Incan emperor (the Sapa Inka). D. Wilkinson (2013, 422-427) argues that although the body of 
the Sapa Inka represented the source of his personhood, it could spill over into objects he came into contact 
with. This necessitated the annual destruction of objects which the Sapa Inka had come into contact with, 
for fear that his unique, powerful form of personhood could infect non-elite persons whose bodies were not 
capable of sustaining this form of personhood. Although personhood theory is not without critique (e. g. 
Lucas 2012, 193; Gillison 2013, 118. 121) I believe it provides a potential framework for considering the 
changes observed in British artwork before and after c. 120 BC.

PERSONHOOD AND ANTHROPOID ART  
IN THE EARLY TO MIDDLE LA TÈNE PERIOD

Potential support for the idea that early to middle La Tène communities in Britain had a different view of 
personhood may be found in the mortuary record. G. Wait (1985, 90) calculated that as little as 5 % of the 
British Iron Age population was represented in the mortuary record. Subsequent discoveries have not sub-
stantially altered this figure, and it remains widely accepted among researchers of this period. In addition to 
this small number, many of the individuals present were deposited in ways which do not appear to represent 
a formalised rite (in other words, the product of a funeral). There are numerous examples of inhumations in 
disused storage pits and enclosing ditches, associated with whole and disjointed animals, broken ceramics, 
and a variety of other materials. As J. D. Hill (1995) has demonstrated, statistically these objects do not rep-
resent grave goods (contra Millett / Russell 1982, 88). Taphonomic studies of these remains have also shown 
that some of these contexts were re-opened, and that decomposition of the corpse was closely monitored 
(Tracey 2012; 2013; Booth / Madgwick 2016). In many parts of Britain, the largest datasets for human 
remains are represented by disarticulated bones, typically crania and long bones (Armit / Ginn 2007, 120-
125; Roth 2016, 58 fig. 5, 23-24; Davis 2017, 6 fig. 2). This prevalence of crania (and sometimes associated 
mandibles) did not, however, result in a desire to depict the human face in art, unlike in parts of Europe like 
Languedoc and Provence, where a relationship between crania and anthropoid artwork has been demon-
strated (Armit 2011, 594-602). Like the inhumations described above, these bones were placed in a variety 
of contexts with different material. Retaining an indivisible corpse as part of the funerary rite was, with the 
exception of the regionalised mortuary cultures noted earlier, not important to many communities in Iron 
Age Britain. Where formalised rights have been discovered, grave goods are usually absent or limited to a 
single ceramic vessel or fibula (Nowakowski 1991, 221 tab. 23; Giles 2012, 82).
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This is not to suggest that Iron Age communities had no concept of what an individual was, rather that this 
individual was not necessarily bound within the confines of a corpse, as it is for modern, westernised people 
(Fowler 2005, 122; Brück 2006, 308; Wilkinson 2013, 418). As D. Wilkinson (2013) has argued was the 
case for the Sapa Inka, it may be that the borders of what constituted a person in early and middle La Tène 
Britain were not synonymous with a body. Instead, the personhood which existed could expand beyond the 
limits of the body. Support for this may be detected in the small number of anthropoid La Tène artefacts 
which occur in this earlier period. Except for the Kingsteignton figure (Devon / GB), the human images in 
these objects do not occupy a commanding position, in isolation from the rest of the decoration. When 
looking at the Witham shield boss (Lincolnshire / GB), the viewer’s eyes are directed to the swirling birds at 
the centre, rather than the abstract face at the top. The human head on the Torrs Pony Cap (Kirkcudbright-
shire / GB) is tiny and dwarfed by the surrounding vegetal artwork (fig. 4). Likewise, the faces on the earlier 
anthropoid swords and Harwell comb (Oxfordshire / GB) are unimposing, with the elongated sword handles 
and decorated body of the comb distracting attention, respectively. 

PERSONHOOD AND ANTHROPOID ART: A LINK IN THE LATE LA TÈNE PERIOD?

The aforementioned developments in anthropoid art occur at a time when the mortuary record displays 
marked changes also, especially in the south of the country. During this period, new, continental style, cre-
mation burials (the Aylesford-Swarling group) developed in South East England. In southern Dorset, a 
regionalised form of inhumation, the Durotrigian group, became established, whilst in the south-west pen-
insula and Isles of Scilly, the pre-existing inhumation culture became more common. Other cemeteries and 
burials, both cremation and inhumation, were also created (e. g. Leivers / Gibson 2011). Several distinctive 
types of burials also either became much commoner (burials with swords), or represent new traditions 
(bronze mirrors). In both of these traditions, the graves with distinctive grave goods tended to be spatially 
distinct from other burials. Disarticulated remains continued to occur in the archaeological record but show 
a marked decline in frequency (Roth 2016, 77 fig. 6, 22). Deposition of broken potsherds and animal parts 
in pits continued but likewise declined (due in part to changes in the settlement pattern). Several of the 
richest cremation graves of this period became new foci for the deposition of broken and ritually damaged 
objects (e. g. Niblett 1992, 922), as did new temples which in some cases, like Hayling Island (Hamp-
shire / GB), may have been founded atop the burial of a warrior (King / Soffe 1998). The dead were, there-
fore, being employed in a different way to how they had been previously. It almost appears that a phase of 
experimentation was required, with mortuary rites becoming increasingly regionalised, occasionally echoing 

Fig. 4  Detail from Torrs Pony Cap 
horn A (Kirkcudbrightshire / GB). – 
(After Atkinson / Piggott 1955, 220 
fig. 4).
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continental customs (e. g. Aylesford-Swarling cremations), but certainly displaying a greater degree of vari-
ation than in the preceding periods.
One of the catalysts for these developments may have been an increase in population. As numbers rose, 
competition for land increased, leading people to utilise the dead as a strategic resource with which to stake 
claims to land. It is perhaps for this reason that many new cemeteries were associated with new, or substan-
tially redeveloped, settlements during this phase (e. g. Collis 1968; Leivers / Gibson 2011). Even the largest 
cemeteries of this period can be interpreted as being used to stake claims to land (Fitzpatrick 1997, 228). 
The exception to this is East Yorkshire, where the earlier, large cemeteries went out of use at this time. How-
ever, here it seems that families re-orientated themselves to emphasise individual farmsteads, rather than 
the communal cemeteries of earlier periods (Giles 2012, 236). Within this social environment, it became 
important to emphasise the link between individual people and plots of land. 
Artistically, this may have been complemented by the increased production of anthropomorphic art. As 
communities of the late La Tène period began to employ the dead to stake claims to territory and elevate a 
select few people in the community, this was reflected in the greater presence of people in art. This hypoth-
esis is strengthened by the type of objects depicting anthropoid art, for some of these anthropoid pieces 
were almost certainly employed in creating new communities and polities, for example, coinage. It is possi-
ble that the generalised and stylised faces which appear on many of these artefacts were intended to rep-
resent legendary ancestors or other important communal figures. 

CONCLUSION

There is a stark difference in terms of the prevalence of anthropoid art in Britain in the early-middle and late 
La Tène periods. The dataset produced prior to the mid-2nd century BC is largely devoid of anthropoid exam-
ples, whilst there is a comparative abundance in the 1st centuries BC and AD. This difference cannot be 
accounted for by deposition practices, or the materials which were used to depict anthropoid forms. A lack 
of influence from continental La Tène art, particularly central European influences where anthropoid images 
are recurring motifs, cannot account for the British dataset since British La Tène art developed in tandem 
with the continent. Likewise, although Roman influences played a role in some later examples, neither direct 
nor indirect influences appear to explain the changes which occurred in the earlier half of the 1st century BC. 
Strikingly, the comparative abundance of anthropoid objects during the British late La Tène occurs at a time 
of marked social change when, along with localised settlement disruption, new materials and new types of 
artefacts, as well as an increase in deposition, greater numbers of people were provided with formalised 
burial rites.
These burial rites do not represent a complete break with those of the preceding centuries, however, they 
do suggest that, in the communities who practiced them, there was a fundamental shift to associating per-
sonhood with individual bodies. This shift appears to have occurred as groups re-orientated themselves 
around particular persons, those with spiritual and / or political power. Whereas in previous phases of the 
Iron Age, communities had sought to diminish the significance of individuals, in the final phase of the 
pre-Roman Iron Age, individuals became lauded. To complement this process, a greater emphasis was 
placed on depicting human forms in the artwork. These human forms do not appear to represent identifia-
ble persons (in the way contemporary Hellenistic and Roman statues do), but instead to be anonymous 
individuals. In the same way that some communities sought to elevate some of their members to the posi-
tion of ancestors in order to claim territory, these anonymous anthropoid objects would have served a sim-
ilar function; mnemonic political devices.
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This change between the early-middle and late La Tène social acceptance of anthropoid art could not have 
been achieved without a shift in psychology. As has been argued, personhood theory provides a theoretical 
approach which may explain this shift. The form of personhood which existed in Later pre-Roman Iron Age 
Britain does not need to have existed in a way comparable to the ethnographic analogies described above. 
Rather, these examples are provided to demonstrate the variety of personhoods which can exist. Neverthe-
less, considering that the human face is a symbol innately familiar to our species, the decision to move from 
a situation where such images are rare, to one where they are comparatively common, suggests that there 
was a fundamental shift in how the human condition was perceived. Like other aspects of the archaeolog-
ical record, art was both an adaptive strategy and one which reflected perceptions which protohistoric 
people held of themselves.

Note

1)	 See www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=815820&partId=1&searchText=1969,
0402.1&page=1 (15. 4. 2019).

References

Adams 2013: S. A. Adams, The First Brooches in Britain: from 
Manufacture to Deposition in the Early and Middle Iron Age 
[unpubl. diss. Univ. Leicester 2013]. https://lra.le.ac.uk/bit-
stream/2381/​28593/1/2013AdamsSAPhD.pdf (10. 4. 2019).

Armit 2011: I. Armit, Headhunting and social power in Iron Age 
Europe. In: T. Moore / X. L. Armada (eds), Atlantic Europe in the 
First Millennium BC: Crossing the Divide (Oxford 2011) 590-607.

Armit / Ginn 2007: I. Armit / V. Ginn, Beyond the Grave: Human 
Remains from Domestic Contexts in Iron Age Atlantic Scotland. 
Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society 73, 2007, 113-134.

Armit et al. 2013: I. Armit / N. Neale / F. Shapland / H. Bosworth / 
D. Hamilton / J. McKenzie, The Ins and Outs of Death in the Iron 
Age: Complex Funerary Treatments at Broxmouth Hillfort, East 
Lothian. Oxford Journal of Archaeology 32/1, 2013, 73-100.

Atkinson / Piggott 1955: R. J. C. Atkinson / S. Piggott, The Torrs 
Chamfrein. Archaeologia 96, 1955, 197-235.

Booth / Madgwick 2016: Th. J. Booth / R. Madgwick, New Evidence 
for Diverse Secondary Burial Practices in Iron Age Britain: A His-
tological Case Study. Journal of Archaeological Science 67, 2016, 
14-24.

Breton et al. 2009: C. Breton / A. Durand / S. Lourdaud / B. Robert / 
G. Auxiette / S. Desenne / C. Pommepuy / J.-P. Demoule, La 
parure. In: Bucy-Le-Long (Aisne, France). Une nécropole de La 
Tène ancienne (Ve-IVe siècle avant notre ère). I: Présentations et 
études: une approche de la population, des sépultures et du 
mobilier. Revue archéologique de Picardie: Numéro spécial 
26/2009 (Senlis 2009) 271-334.

Brück 2005: J. Brück, Homing Instincts: Grounded Identities and 
Dividual Selves in the British Bronze Age. In: E. C. Casella / 
C. Fowler (eds), The Archaeology of Plural and Changing Identi-
ties: Beyond Identification (London 2005) 109-129.

	 2006: J. Brück, Fragmentation, Personhood and the Social Con
struction of Technology in Middle and Late Bronze Age Britain. 
Cambridge Archaeological Journal 16/3, 2006, 297-315. 

Bulleid / Gray 1917: A. Bulleid / H. S. G. Gray, The Glastonbury Lake 
Village: a Full Description of the Excavations and the Relics Dis
covered, 1892-1907, vol. 2 (Glastonbury 1917).

Busby 1997: C. Busby, Permeable and Partible Persons: A Com
parative Analysis of Gender and Body in South India and Melane-
sia. Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 3, 1997, 261-
278.

Chapman / Gaydarska 2011: J. Chapman / B. Gaydarska, Can We 
Reconcile Individualisation with Relational Personhood? A Case 
Study from the Early Neolithic. Documenta Praehistorica 38, 
2011, 21-43.

Chittock 2014: H. Chittock, Arts and Crafts in Iron Age Britain: 
Reconsidering the Aesthetic Effects of Weaving Combs. Oxford 
Journal of Archaeology 33/3, 2014, 313-326.

Clarke / Hawkes 1955: R. R. Clarke / C. F. C. Hawkes, An Iron 
Anthropoid Sword from Shouldham, Norfolk with Related Con-
tinental and British Weapons. Proceedings of the Prehistoric Soci-
ety 21, 1955, 198-227.

Collis 1968: J. R. Collis, Excavations at Owslebury, Hants: An Interim 
Report. Antiquaries Journal 48, 1968, 18-31.

Coles 1990: B. Coles, Anthropomorphic Wooden Figures from Brit-
ain and Ireland. Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society 56, 1990, 
315-333. 

Creighton 2000: J. Creighton, Coins and Power in Late Iron Age 
Britain (Cambridge 2000).

Cunliffe 2005: B. W. Cunliffe, Iron Age Communities in Britain: an 
Account of England, Scotland and Wales from the Seventh Cen-
tury BC until the Roman Conquest (London 42005).



92 A. W. Lamb  ·  La Tène Anthropoid Art in Britain: Changes in Style and People

Cunliffe / Poole 2000: B. W. Cunliffe / C. Poole, The Danebury En
virons Programme: the Prehistory of a Wessex Landscape. 2, 3: 
Suddern Farm, Middle Wallop, Hants, 1991 and 1996. Oxford 
University Committee for Archaeology: Monograph 49 (Oxford 
2000).

Davis 2017: O. Davis, Iron Age Burial in Wales: Patterns, Practices 
and Problems. Oxford Journal of Archaeology 31/1, 2017, 1-49.

Fitzpatrick 1997: A. P. Fitzpatrick, Archaeological Excavations on 
the Route of the A27 Westhampnett Bypass, West Sussex, 1992. 
2: The Late Iron Age, Romano-British, and Anglo-Saxon Ceme-
teries. Wessex Archaeology Report 21 (Salisbury 1997).

	 2007a: A. P. Fitzpatrick, Dancing with Dragons: Fantastic Ani-
mals in the Earlier Celtic Art of Iron Age Britain. In: C. Hasel-
grove / T. Moore (eds), The Later Iron Age in Britain and Beyond 
(Oxford 2007) 339-357.

	 2007b: A. P. Fitzpatrick, The Fire, the Feast and the Funeral: Late 
Iron Age Mortuary Practices in South-eastern England. In: 
V. Kruta / G. Leman-Delerive (eds), Feux des morts, foyers des 
vivants. Les rites et symboles du feu dans les tombes de l’Âge du 
Fer et de l’époque romaine; actes du XXVIIe colloque inter
national de HALMA-IPEL UMR CNRS 8164. Revue du Nord 11 
(Villeneuve-d’Ascq 2007) 123-142. 

Fliegel 1990: S. Fliegel, A Little-known Celtic Stone Head. Bulletin 
of the Cleveland Museum of Art 77/3, 1990, 82-103.

Fowler 2004: C. Fowler, The Archaeology of Personhood: an 
Anthropological Perspective (Abingdon 2004).

	 2005: C. Fowler, Identity Politics: Personhood, Kinship, Gender 
and Power in Neolithic and Early Bronze Age Britain. In: E. C. 
Casella / C. Fowler (eds), The Archaeology of Plural and Chang-
ing Identities: Beyond Identification (London 2005) 109-129.

Fox 1946: C. F. Fox, A find of the early iron age from Llyn Cerrig 
Bach, Anglesey (Cardiff 1946).

Garrow et al. 2009: D. Garrow / Ch. Gosden / J. D. Hill / C. Bronk 
Ramsey, Dating Celtic Art: a Major Radiocarbon Dating Pro-
gramme of Iron Age and Early Roman Metalwork in Britain. 
Archaeological Journal 166/1, 2009, 79-123.

Giles 2008: M. Giles, Seeing Red: The Aesthetics of Martial Objects 
in the British and Irish Iron Age. In: D. Garrow / C. Gosden / J. D. 
Hill (eds), Rethinking Celtic Art (Oxford 2008) 59-77.

	 2012: M. Giles, A Forged Glamour: Landscape, Identity and 
Material Culture in the Iron Age (Bollington 2012).

	 2017: M. Giles, The Beauty of the Chalk Warrior – A Reflection 
on Treherne’s Contribution to Prehistoric Martial Culture. Journal 
of European Archaeology 20/1, 2017, 59-64.

Gillison 2013: G. Gillison, The »Dividual Androgyne« and Me: 
a Personal Affair. Oceania 83/2, 2013, 118-129.

Harding 1974: D. W. Harding, The Iron Age in Lowland Britain (Lon-
don 1974). 

Harris et al. 2013: O. J. T. Harris / K. Rebay-Salisbury / J. Robb / M. L. 
Sørensen, The Body in its Social Context. In: J. Robb / O. J. T. 
Harris (eds), The Body in History: Europe from the Palaeolithic to 
the Future (Cambridge 2013) 64-97.

Haselgrove 1997: C. Haselgrove, Iron Age Brooch Deposition and 
Chronology. In: A. Gwilt / C. Haselgrove (eds), Reconstructing 
Iron Age Societies: New Approaches to the British Iron Age. 
Oxbow Monograph 71 (Oxford 1997) 51-73.

	 2002: C. Haselgrove, Contacts between Britain and the Conti-
nent during the Iron Age. In: A. Lang (ed.), Fernkontakte in der 
Eisenzeit. Konferenz Liblice 2000 (Praha 2002) 282-297.

Henig 1988: M. Henig, Cast Figurines. In: B. W. Cunliffe, Mount 
Batten, Plymouth: A Prehistoric and Roman Port. Oxford Univer-
sity Committee for Archaeology: Monograph 26 (Oxford 1988) 
88-91.

Hill 1995: J. D. Hill, Ritual and Rubbish in Iron Age Wessex. BAR 
British Series 242 (Oxford 1995). 

Jacobsthal 1944: P. Jacobsthal, Early Celtic Art (Oxford 1944).

de Jersey 1999: P. de Jersey, Exotic Celtic Coinage in Britain. Oxford 
Journal of Archaeology 18/2, 1999, 189-216.

Jope 1961: E. M. Jope, The Beginnings of La Tène Ornamental Style 
in the British Isles. In: S. S. Frere (ed.), Problems of the Iron Age 
in Southern Britain. University of London Institute of Archaeol-
ogy: Occasional Paper 11 (London 1961) 69-83.

	 2000: E. M. Jope, Early Celtic Art in the British Isles (Oxford 
2000).

Joy 2014: J. P. Joy, Fire Burn and Cauldron Bubble: Iron Age and 
Early Roman Cauldrons of Britain and Ireland. Proceedings of the 
Prehistoric Society 80, 2014, 327-362.

	 2015: J. P. Joy, Connections and Separation? Narratives of Iron 
Age Art in Britain and its Relationship with the Continent. In: 
H.  Anderson-Whymark (ed.), Continental Connections: Explor-
ing Cross-Channel Relationships from the Mesolithic to the Iron 
Age (Oxford 2015) 145-165.

King / Soffe 1998: A. King / G. Soffe, Internal Organisation and 
Deposition at the Iron Age Temple on Hayling Island. Hampshire 
Studies 53, 1998, 35-48.

Lepaumier / Giazzon / Chanson 2010: H. Lepaumier / D. Giazzon / 
K. Chanson, Orval »Les Pleines« (Manche). Habitats enclose et 
tombe à char en Cotentin. In: P. Barral / B. Dedet / P. G. Delrieu / 
P. Le Goff / S. Marion / A. Villard-Le Tiec (eds), L’âge du Fer en 
Basse-Normandie. Gestes funéraires en Gaule au Second Âge du 
fer; actes du XXXIIIe colloque international de l’AFEAF; Caen, 20 
au 24 Mai 2009. Annales littéraires 883 = Environnement, 
sociétés et archéologie 14 (Besançon 2010) 315-333.

Leivers / Gibson 2011: M. Leivers / C. Gibson, A Later Bronze Age 
Settlement and Iron Age Cemetery. Excavations at Adanac Park, 
Nursling, Hampshire 2008. Proceedings of the Hampshire Field 
Club and Archaeological Society (Hampshire Studies) 66, 2011, 
1-30.

Lucas 2012: G. Lucas, Understanding the Archaeological Record 
(Cambridge 2012).

Macpherson-Grant 1991: N. Macpherson-Grant, A Reappraisal of 
Prehistoric Pottery from Canterbury, Canterbury’s Archaeology 
1990-1. Canterbury Archaeological Trust 15th Annual Report 
1991, 38-48.

Megaw / Megaw 2001: J. V. S. Megaw / R. Megaw, Celtic Art: from 
its Beginnings to the Book of Kells (London 22001).

Millett / Russell 1982: M. Millett / D. Russell, An Iron Age burial from 
Viables Farm, Basingstoke. Arch. Journal 139, 1982, 69-90.

Mosko 1992: M. Mosko, Motherless Sons: »Divine Kings« and 
»Partible Persons« in Melanesia and Polynesia. Man 27, 1992, 
697-717. 

Ney 2015: W. Ney, Quelques réflexions sur la typochronologie de la 
sculpture anthropomorphe de l’âge du Fer à partir des têtes de 



93Archäologisches Korrespondenzblatt 49  ·  2019

Arzheim et Freinsheim (Allemagne / Rhénanie-Palatinat). Bulletin 
de l’AFEAF 33, 2015, 13-16. 

Niblett 1992: R. Niblett, A Catuvellauni Chieftain’s Burial from 
St. Albans. Antiquity 66, 1992, 917-929.

Nowakowski 1991: J. A. Nowakowski, Trethellan Farm, Newquay: 
the Excavation of a Lowland Bronze Age Settlement and Iron 
Age Cemetery. Cornish Archaeology 30, 1991, 5-242.

Parfitt 1995: K. Parfitt, Iron Age Burials from Mill Hill, Deal (London 
1995).

Parfitt / Green 1987: K. Parfitt / M. Green, A Chalk Figurine from 
Upper Deal, Kent. Britannia 18, 1987, 295-298.

Philp 2014: B. J. Philp, Discoveries and Excavations across Kent, 
1970-2014: Digging up the Past! Research Report in the Kent 
Monograph Series 11 (Dover 2014).

Rodwell 1987: K. Rodwell, Prehistoric and Roman Settlement at Kel-
vedon, Essex. Chelmsford Archaeological Trust: Report 6 (London 
1987).

Ross 1974: A. Ross, A Pagan Celtic Tricepholos from Netherton, 
Lanarkshire. Scottish Archaeological Journal 3/3, 1974, 26-33.

Roth 2016: N. Roth, Regional Patterns and the Cultural Implications 
of Late Bronze Age and Iron Age Burial Practices in Britain. BAR 
British Series 627 (Oxford 2016).

Roy 2015: M. Roy, An Iron Age Burial with Weapons, on a Site with 
Evidence of Medieval and Post-Medieval Occupation from Dun-
bar, East Lothian. Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of 
Scotland 145, 2015, 177-212.

Savory 1964: H. N. Savory, A New Hoard of La Tène Metalwork 
from Merionethshire. Bulletin of the Board of Celtic Studies 20, 
1964, 449-475.

Schönfelder 2004: RGA2 26 (2004) 137-138 s. v. Saint-Maur-en-
Chaussée (M. Schönfelder). 

Stead 1967: I. M. Stead, A La Tène III Burial at Welwyn Garden City 
(London 1967).

	 1971: I. M. Stead, The Reconstruction of Iron Age Buckets from 
Aylesford and Baldock. The British Museum Quarterly 35 (1/4), 
1971, 250-282.

	 1976: I. M. Stead, The Earliest Burials of the Aylesford Culture. 
In: G. de Sieveking / I. H. Longworth / K. E. Wilson (eds), Prob-

lems in Economic and Social Archaeology (London 1976) 401-
416.

	 1979: I. M. Stead, The Arras Culture (York 1979).

	 1984: I. M. Stead, Some Notes on Imported Metalwork in Iron 
Age Britain. In: S. Macready / F. H. Thompson (eds), Cross-Chan-
nel Trade between Gaul and Britain in the pre-Roman Iron Age. 
Society of Antiquaries: Occasional Paper N. S. 4 (London 1984) 
43-67.

	 1988: I. M. Stead, Chalk Figurines of the Parisi. Antiquaries Jour-
nal 68, 1988, 9-29.

	 2006: I. M. Stead, British Iron Age Swords and Scabbards (Lon-
don 2006).

Strathern 1988: M. Strathern, The Gender of the Gift: Problems 
with Women and Problems with Society in Melanesia. Studies in 
Melanesian Anthropology 6 (Berkeley 1988).

Thompson 2018: S. Thompson, Early to Middle Iron-Age and Later 
Settlement at Grove Road, Harwell. Oxoniensia 83, 2018, 139-
196.

Tracey 2012: J. Tracey, New Evidence for Iron Age Burial and Propi-
tiation Practices in Southern Britain. Oxford Journal of Archaeol-
ogy 31/4, 2012, 367-379.

	 2013: J. Tracey, Cultural Behaviour or Ritual Processes? A Review 
of Southern Britain Iron Age Skeletal Remains. BAR British Series 
576 (Oxford 2013).

Viggiano / Marzi 2010: M. P. Viggiano / T. Marzi, Context and Social 
Effects on Face Recognition. In: E. Balcetis / G. D. Lassiter (eds), 
Social Psychology of Visual Perception (New York 2010) 171-
200.

Wait 1985: G. Wait, Ritual and Religion in Iron Age Britain. BAR 
British Series 149 (Oxford 1985). 

Wells 2012: P. Wells, How Ancient Europeans Saw the World. 
Vision, Patterns, and the Shaping of the Mind in Prehistoric 
Times (Oxford 2012).

Whimster 1977: R. Whimster, Harlyn Bay Reconsidered: the Excava-
tions of 1900-1905 in the Light of Recent Work. Cornish Archae-
ology 16, 1977, 61-88.

Wilkinson 2013: D. Wilkinson, The Emperor’s New Body: Person-
hood, Ontology and the Inka Sovereign. Cambridge Archaeolog-
ical Journal 23/3, 2013, 417-432.

Zusammenfassung / Summary / Résumé

Anthropomorphe Kunst in Britannien: Veränderungen im Stil und in der Bevölkerung
Dieser Beitrag untersucht Beispiele anthropomorpher Kunst der Latènezeit in der vorrömischen Eisenzeit Britanniens. 
Innerhalb des verfügbaren Materials zeigt sich ein deutlicher Kontrast zwischen nur einer Handvoll Stücken aus der Zeit 
vor dem fortgeschrittenen 2. Jahrhundert v. Chr. und der relativen Fülle aus den letzten beiden Jahrhunderten vor der 
römischen Eroberung. Obwohl verschiedene Faktoren zu diesem Ungleichgewicht beigetragen haben können, ist es 
wahrscheinlich, dass hier eine veränderte Selbstwahrnehmung der eisenzeitlichen Stämme Britanniens zum Aus
druck kommt. Derartige Veränderungen sind von anderen Orten aus der ethnographischen Literatur bekannt, und diese 
Berichte dienen möglicherweise als Interpretationshilfe für sich ändernde Strukturen in der anthropomorphen 
Latènekunst Britanniens.� Übersetzung: M. Struck
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La Tène Anthropoid Art in Britain: Changes in Style and People
This paper examines the evidence for La Tène anthropomorphic artwork in the pre-Roman British Iron Age. The available 
dataset for such objects displays a marked contrast, with only a handful of examples known for the period preceding 
the later 2nd century BC, and a comparative abundance for the final two centuries before the Roman conquest. Although 
various influences may have contributed to this pattern, it is likely that this pattern is the result of changing self-percep-
tions among Iron Age populations in Britain. Such changes are known from elsewhere in the ethnographic literature, 
and such accounts may serve as a guide to interpreting the changing pattern for La Tène anthropomorphic art in Britain.

L’art anthropoïde de La Tène en Grande-Bretagne: changements de style et de personnes
Cet article examine les attestations de l’art anthropomorphique de La Tène à l’époque pré-romaine de l’âge du Fer 
britannique. L’ensemble des données disponibles pour de tels objets présente un contraste marqué, avec seulement une 
poignée d’exemples connus pour la période précédant la fin du 2e siècle av. J.-C., et une abondance realtive pour les 
deux derniers siècles avant la conquête romaine. Bien que diverses influences aient pu contribuer à cette tendance, il 
est probable que cette tendance soit le résultat d’un changement dans la perception de soi des populations britan-
niques à l’âge du Fer. De tels changements sont connus ailleurs dans la littérature ethnographique, et de tels récits 
peuvent servir de référent pour interpréter le modèle changeant de l’art anthropomorphe de La Tène en Grande-
Bretagne.� Traduction: L. Bernard
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