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Belonging and Belongings in the Land of the Iceni 

Natasha Harlow 

Abstract 

This paper explores the social and cultural transitions which occurred during the late Iron Age and 

early Roman periods (circa 100 BCE-200 CE) in the modern counties of Norfolk, Suffolk and 

Cambridgeshire. I discuss issues of identity (belonging) and how people may have responded to these 

changes through portable personal objects (belongings). 

Introduction 

I use the term belongings, or portable artefacts, to refer to the numerous small items of personal 

equipment or ornament  the trappings of everyday life  that make up a person’s movable 

possessions. These ‘small finds’ are often compiled into catalogues of single artefact types, such as 

brooches (Mackreth 2011), seal boxes (Andrews 2012) or cosmetic grinders (Jackson 2010).  

Until relatively recently, belongings have been somewhat overlooked in studies of identity, in 

comparison to coins, ceramics or architecture. Through the work of writers such as Carr, Crummy, 

Eckardt, Hill and Swift, small finds have been recognised as a complex, non-verbal means of 

communication, and part of a discourse of resistance and identity: ‘subordinate groups in the province 

resisted the power and ideological projections of the Roman rulers in everyday practices using 

everyday things’ (Hill 2001: 14). 

My doctoral research aims to look more widely at the assemblages of objects which people owned and, 

importantly, displayed. These include items of personal adornment, grooming and other forms of 

display such as horse trappings. I have also included objects linked to ritual practices like hoarding and 

votive deposition. The bulk of my data is drawn from the county-based Historic Environment Records 

(HERs) and the Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS), the national voluntary recording project which 

encourages finders, particularly metal-detectorists, to report their finds1.  

To talk about belonging and identity, first it is necessary to ask ‘Who were the Iceni?’ 

Who were the Iceni? 

‘It is uncertain if the intrusive warriors or the miserable peasantry they mastered bore the tribal name of 

Iceni, which first appears on coinage a few decades before the Claudian conquest. It is perhaps 

justifiable to speak henceforth of the inhabitants of Norfolk and Suffolk as the Iceni with the 

reservation that our only valid evidence for the area occupied by this tribe - its coinage - suggests that 

in the first century A.D. parts of north Cambridgeshire were then within their territory’ (Clarke 1939: 

42). 

As Rainbird Clarke describes, the land of the Iceni (or ‘Icenia’ as he rather charmingly calls it) is 

thought to have covered a somewhat larger geographical area than just the modern county of Norfolk, 

based on the distribution of their coins. There has been a tendency for researchers to concentrate either 

on one particular county or on Britain more generally. However, I feel this restricts the questions we 

can ask about where boundaries may exist and how the people using Icenian material culture interacted 

with their neighbours.  

Clarke’s observation also reminds us of the changing theoretical approaches to later prehistoric and 

Roman archaeology in the past century. Preconceptions of migrations, invasions and tribes have all 

been thoroughly dissected (Moore 2011; Wells 1999, 2001) as has the doctrine of Romanisation 

derived from Haverfield via Millett’s influential work (1990) (Carr 2001; Hill 2001; Hingley 1997; 

Mattingly 2007; Revell 2016). Earlier schools of thought which associated recurring material 

assemblages, such as coin distributions or certain types of ceramics, with named ‘cultures’ (the 

                                                      
1 www.finds.org.uk  

http://www.finds.org.uk/
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‘Beaker’ folk for example), have been heavily critiqued. Nevertheless, some groups of artefacts do 

seem to reflect regional variations and need to be addressed in terms of their relationships to identity. 

Classical sources mention the Iceni ‘tribe’, or as is currently preferred ‘people’, of eastern Britain 

submitting to Rome and becoming a client kingdom after the conquest in 43 CE. These may be the 

same as the ‘Cenimagni’ mentioned by Julius Caesar as a group living north of the Thames (Davies 

1999: 15). They rebelled in 47 CE and then again in 60/61 CE under their queen Boudica, ultimately 

failing to oust the Romans, their territory being forcibly taken under imperial control as a civitas or 

administrative area. The Iceni people then fade from the record and remain invisible in the surviving 

written sources.  

The Later Iron Age 

In this section, we will take a look at some of the preconceptions about the late pre-Roman Iron Age 

and the differences between the Iceni territory and other parts of Britain.  

The Iron Age in Icenia is considered to come to an end, not with the conquest in 43 CE, but after the 

Boudican revolt in 60/61 CE, when the territory’s status changed from that of a client kingdom, 

allowed a certain degree of independence and self-governance, to full Roman control. The Roman era 

is generally dated up until 409 CE when the garrisoned troops in the provinces were officially recalled. 

In eastern Britannia in the 2nd and early 1st centuries BCE, evidence suggests there were sub-regional 

polities or communities within broader groupings. Similarities can be seen between late Iron Age 

material culture from Norfolk, north Suffolk and northeast Cambridgeshire. Changes in social 

organisation, from loosely-bound, non-hierarchical communities towards more stratified, connected 

societies in the late 1st century BCE and early 1st century CE may relate to a federation that the 

Romans subsequently labelled the ‘Iceni’ (Hutcheson 2007: 369).  

The adoption of coinage was one of the chief pre-conquest changes. From about 65 BCE, Icenian coins 

were minted locally and were usually made from silver or gold obtained by reprocessing Roman coins, 

presumably acquired through trade or gift exchange. Gregory proposes an Iron Age mint at Fison Way, 

Thetford based upon clay pellet moulds dating circa 40-50 CE (1991: 196) and Creighton adds 

evidence of coin moulds found at Needham and Saham Toney in Norfolk (1994: 330). Experts remain 

undecided as to whether coins functioned as they do today, as a currency, as bullion, or as symbolic 

tokens (Chadburn 2006, Creighton 1994, Haselgrove 1992). The numismatic evidence also supports 

the idea that ‘the Iceni’ as a unified group did not exist at this time; rather there were several intra-

regional networks and either three mints in the area or three distinct pagi (sub-groups) (Chadburn 

2006: 477-485; Davies 1999; Leins 2012; Talbot 2015: 294-6).  

Coin finds have previously been used to delineate the territory (Allen 1970). Hoards containing only 

Icenian coins are found within an approximate boundary running between Great Yarmouth, Diss, Bury 

St Edmunds, Cambridge, March and The Wash (Chadburn 2006: 333). Key centres in the late Iron Age 

include Thetford in Norfolk, Stonea in the Fens and Burgh in Suffolk. As the typical Iron Age 

defended hillforts are lacking in this lowland region, Martin suggests that visual display and status 

were expressed instead through portable items, especially torcs and horse harness (1999: 63).  

Warrior Chiefs? 

The received wisdom has been that more complex societies in the later Iron Age coalesced around 

individual men: whether kings, chieftains or warriors. This is based partly on evidence from sites in 

Wessex which show strongly defended settlements and male burials containing high status grave 

goods, especially weaponry. It is essential to challenge the assumption that warfare was endemic to all 

Iron Age societies. The stereotype of ‘Celtic warrior élites’ has been contested as part of the language 

of colonialism and power (Mattingly 2007: 51; Webster 1996). 

‘Warrior display was one of the ways in which the dominance of the social élite was maintained […] 

display rather than active warfare was the underlying principle of social dominance’ (Millett 1990: 36). 

Therefore, the art of display could have been as powerful as that of war, although this fails to question 

the idea of élites and the possible alternative social structures that may have existed. 
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It is also significant that one of the few named characters we have from British (pre)history, Boudica, 

was a female warrior, again contradicting the given story. We must however, remain sceptical about 

the Classical sources as true depictions of the Iron Age in Britain, many of which were written by 

aristocratic men as part of a propaganda effort to be read back in Rome by equally high status, literate 

males, expecting to hear ‘Tales of the Barbarians’ (Mattingly 2007: 21-43; Woolf 2011). There is, in 

fact, no archaeological evidence that Boudica ever existed! 

In East Anglia, we are lacking the archaeological record for this type of society (Hill 2007: 33-7). 

Settlements are often undefended and dispersed; there are very few burials, and even fewer with 

weaponry, suggesting there was a different form of funerary rite which has left little trace. Highly 

decorated and precious items of metalwork, often jewellery or horse harness along with coinage, are 

instead found in the context of hoards. The people of Icenia seemed to express their identity and status 

differently, then, to other parts of pre-Roman Britain, through personal objects, at the pinnacle of 

which were the golden torcs found at Snettisham (see below). One of the characterising features of the 

late Iron Age was the art of the metalworker. 

‘Celtic’ Art 

The recent ‘Celts: Art and Identity’ exhibitions at the British Museum and the National Museum of 

Scotland displayed many of the finest artefacts that epitomise the modern conceptualisation of ‘Celtic’ 

art: the asymmetrical, swirling curvilinear designs, the stylised human and animal representations, the 

enamelwork and precious metals. However, it also raised contemporary questions about how this 

epithet comes to be applied to not only an artistic style, but also languages, religion and peoples. Many 

of the transition-period small finds from the region can be described as ‘Celtic’ in style, but I prefer to 

think of the people as Britons rather than ‘Celts’. 

Approaches to stylistic analysis and the archaeology of art have changed considerably over the past 25 

years. Millett’s view that the ‘abstract designs of Celtic art may thus be seen as a system of symbols 

associated with the status-defining activities, principally warfare and horsemanship, through which the 

power of the élite was expressed’ (1990: 113) has been amended by the study of the active role of 

material culture in which ‘objects, through their materials, forms, and decorations, helped create 

relations between humans’ (Garrow and Gosden 2012: 152). 

Between circa 20 BCE and 40 CE there was a hiatus in the manufacture and deposition of ‘Celtic’ art. 

Soon after the conquest it returned, but with different types, subjects and decoration, such as highly 

coloured, symmetrical designs on horse gear and plate brooches. This tells us about how personal 

artefacts may play a part in transitions and transactions between groups of people: ‘metal artefacts are 

key negotiators, acting as switch points for the old and new identities as they meet and change’ (ibid.: 

33).  

The Roman Conquest 

When Emperor Claudius invaded Britain in 43 CE, we consider it to mark the changing point from 

prehistory into history: a ‘line in the sand’ (Mattingly 2007: 47-8). Yet this was a gradual transition 

which did not happen overnight. The presence of the Roman army, accompanied by merchants, civil 

servants and other hangers-on, must have caused much consternation and indignation to the indigenous 

peoples.  

For many people, especially in rural areas, life would have continued much as usual. For those who had 

regular contact with the incomers, numerous new and different ways of being and belonging were on 

offer:  ‘Becoming Roman in Britain did not mean a simple and immediate change of one set of types to 

another, but a series of subtle, but fundamental shifts in the nature of bodily ornament, food and pottery 

assemblages, public and domestic architecture and media of exchange, such as coins’ (Gosden 

2005:198).  

The Client Kingdom 

The client kingdom system would have brought two-way traffic of goods and ideas between the local 

communities and the incomers. It wasn’t all peace and harmony though: in 47 CE, the new military 

governor Ostorius Scapula attempted to disarm the friendly groups, leading to an uprising amongst 
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certain factions of the Iceni. According to Tacitus (Annals 12.31-2), they fought a fierce battle but were 

brutally repressed, which sets the scene for the later Boudican revolt. Mattingly interprets this more as 

a skirmish than a full-blown revolt, as their client kingdom status was maintained (2007: 101-2).  

It is possible that before this, the Iceni had never regarded themselves as ‘a people’ – rather like the 

First Nations of North and Central America who defined themselves in opposition to European 

colonists. Some numismatists suggest it may have been at this point that Prasutagus became the ruler of 

a unified alliance under the umbrella of ‘the Iceni’ (Allen 1970: 16; Davies 1996: 85, 1999: 41). The 

debate continues as to whether the Iceni preserved the right to mint their own coins during this period 

(Creighton 1992, 1994). Other small finds can reflect not just changes in dress and fashion, but the 

wider changes occurring in society.  

The Boudican ‘War of Independence’ 

It is unnecessary to recap the details of the Boudican uprising too closely for the readership of this 

publication. From written texts, we gain the Roman perspective, replete with hyperbole and dramatic 

licence. Cassius Dio tells of ‘a terrible disaster…brought upon the Romans by a woman, a fact which 

in itself caused them the greatest shame’, claiming that two cities were sacked and 80,000 Romans and 

their allies were killed. He reports that Boudica ‘fell sick and died. The Britons mourned her deeply 

and gave her a costly burial; but feeling that now at last they were really defeated, they scattered to 

their homes’ (Roman History 62:1-12). Tacitus adds the details of Prasutagus’ inheritance, the outrages 

committed on the Iceni royal family and claims that Boudica ‘ended her days by poison’ (Annals 

14:29-34). 

There is limited, but tangible, direct archaeological evidence for the revolt – there are distinct levels of 

destruction and burning at Camolodunum (Colchester), Verulamium (St Albans) and Londinium 

(London). Many hoards of coins and metalwork were deposited in Norfolk, North Suffolk and North 

Cambridgeshire (Todd 1999: 70-3), never to be recovered. There is a danger of this becoming a 

somewhat circular argument, as mid-1st century hoards are often ascribed to Boudican events, and 

contexts are dated as ‘Boudican’ based on the presence of hoarded metalwork or fire damage. What 

happened in the aftermath of the rebellion remains one of the big questions in archaeology yet to be 

answered.  

The Civitas Icenorum 

When the dust had settled, Icenia was a different place; but who were its citizens? There was no full-

scale colonisation of Britannia under the Roman regime; therefore the majority were of much the same 

stock as their Iron Age predecessors. There is some debate over the extent of the population decrease 

after the revolt, as according to Tacitus, there was a famine due to the populace having deserted their 

fields and livestock to join the rebellion, and the indigenous peoples who rebelled were ‘harried with 

fire and sword’ (Annals 14.38). Roman troops doubtless also seized or destroyed standing and stored 

crops. It is also likely that people sympathetic to the Romans were given lands and powers previously 

belonging to the vanquished. Archaeological evidence for this is slim, given the numerous settlements 

that remained in existence during the late Iron Age to Roman transition. Nonetheless, some evidence 

for abandonment at around this time exists, for example at West Stow, Suffolk, Sedgeford, Norfolk and 

possibly at Stonea and Maxey in Cambridgeshire (Malim 2005: 51-2; SHARP 2014: 31-2; Taylor 

1997: 203; West 1989: 109).  

These events have contributed to the narrative that East Anglia was a ‘backwater’ and slow to adopt 

new customs (Atkinson 1932; Fairclough 2010; Haverfield 1975 [1901]). This may instead be evidence 

for deliberate, yet covert, opposition: ‘cultural retardation and refusals to accept new ideas or materials 

may reflect positive acts of resistance to changes imposed from outside’ (Hingley 1997: 93, 96). A 

fertile area for future research could be the post-revolt material poverty, or otherwise, of the region. 

Once the territory came under Roman administration, new ideas and belongings followed and new 

identities were necessarily constructed. 
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Belonging: A Question of Identity 

‘One of the biggest advantages of studying identity through material culture is that it allows us to 

understand social groups and cultures that were not able or empowered to write their own histories’ 

(Pitts 2007: 700). This insightful comment rings particularly true when dealing with the archaeological 

evidence for the Iceni, whom we otherwise really know only from scant Classical sources. Other than a 

few legends on their coinage (see Nash Briggs 2011) the Iceni left us no written accounts in their own 

language, making them quite literally pre-historic. We cannot even be certain how to pronounce the 

name that the Roman conquerors gave to them. We may indeed question whether there ever really was 

an ‘Iceni’ as a social or ethnic identity group, except in the minds of the authors and readers of those 

ancient texts. 

There are different forms of identity – based (for example) upon gender, age, ethnicity, interest groups, 

religious affiliation or social status. Many of them can be held by one person, both simultaneously and 

consecutively. Some are socially conditioned and externally imposed, whereas others are personal 

choices or group allegiances (Jones 1997; Revell 2016). Identity is not innate; it is constructed, flexible 

and may be created or reinforced by habitual social practices (such as grooming) and material culture 

(Grahame 1998: 3). 

Ethnic boundaries are hard to pin down archaeologically (Barth 1969). Ethnic self-definition and the 

use of differentiated material culture may intensify during turbulent times (Jones 1997: 110). At 

moments of pressure or social change ‘a single aspect of identity may come to the fore, and be 

dominant in the experience of the individual. As an established discourse of identity comes under 

threat, it becomes more important […] and its demonstration may take precedence over other aspects, 

with the policing of the boundaries between “us” and “them” becoming subject to greater vigilance’ 

(Revell 2016: 148). Therefore, for the first generation post-conquest or post-revolt, Icenian ethnicity or 

group identity may have been foremost. Divisions between conquered and conquerors may have 

become less apparent or important as time went on, allowing other identities to become ascendant. 

Creolisation and Cultural Change  

Cultural change can come about through shifting tastes – fashion is one of the fastest things to change 

today and this was probably similar in the past. Enamelled metalwork and the swirling curvilinear 

patterns of the late Iron Age return to popularity in the second half of the 2nd century CE. Wells (1999: 

196-8) sees in this a re-creation of local traditions as a form of indigenous resistance, which would 

have worked alongside more intangible forms of heritage such as songs, stories and ritual. He proposes 

that this was due to the lessening of the political and economic advantages of Roman fashions, 

although I would question how we can assess a genuine change in cultural capital as opposed to 

perhaps a cyclical or generational reinvention of the past. 

The dualistic view of ‘Britons versus Romans’ has been replaced with models of hybridisation, 

creolisation and discrepant identities, which allow for more heterogeneity in the past. ‘Creolisation’ is 

used in post-colonial studies to describe the fundamentally unequal power relationship between 

coloniser and colonised, in which a linguistic fusion develops. Creole forms can be used as a means of 

resistance and this has been applied to the study of material culture. By contrast, the idea of hybridity 

gives a more equal view than creolisation, in which hybrid objects translate both old and new cultural 

forms into syncretic innovations. However, hybridity is not an inevitable outcome of colonisation; 

resistance, adaptation and acceptance can occur simultaneously (Carr 2003; Mattingly 2007; Webster 

2001). 

Can we see examples of hybridity and creolisation in the archaeological record? In some cases, the 

material culture may remain constant, but the practices associated with it change, such as the wearing 

and ornamentation of brooches. Alternatively, the same practices may make use of different material 

culture, as we will see below with personal grooming. Firstly, I will discuss some distinctive 

‘belongings’ from the region (see map below) in relation to concepts of identity and practice. 
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Key sites and finds mentioned in the text (Map data courtesy of Edina Digimap and OS Open Data). 

 

Hoards and Votives 

The tradition of hoarding seems to be a culturally distinct phenomenon among the Iceni which is not 

found to the same degree amongst their neighbours, such as the Trinovantes of South Suffolk and 

Essex (Chadburn 2006: 174). Between the 1940s and 1990s, as many as 80 complete or fragmentary 

torcs were found in hoards at Snettisham in North-West Norfolk. Made from gold, silver, electrum (an 

alloy of gold and silver) and bronze, these neck-rings were carefully placed in ‘structured deposits’ in 

pits, with other metalwork including bracelets and ingots of precious metals, in the first half of the 1st 

century BCE (Clarke 1955; Stead 1991). 

The assemblage of religious objects from Great 

Walsingham, Norfolk suggests an important cult 

site or temple complex dating from the 2nd-4th 

centuries CE. Romano-British religion was a 

polytheistic and syncretic one. Figurines and 

symbols found here relate to many deities 

including Mercury, Jupiter, Minerva and Bacchus 

(Bagnall Smith 1999). Although many are clearly 

post-conquest imports, some figurines and busts 

show decidedly ‘British’ stylistic traits and may 

point to local manufacture and possible fusion 

with pre-existing British deities. Walsingham may 

have come to replace the Iron Age focus at 

Snettisham in the Roman period, the local people 

adopting Roman deities into their indigenous 

belief systems and merging their spiritual practices 

(Marsden 2012, 2014).  

 

Figure 1. Miniature votive axe from Freckenham, 

Suffolk (PAS ref: SF-77FA41; Suffolk 

County Council under Attribution-

ShareAlike licence). 
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Votive offerings (Fig. 1) were common in this period, as they had been for centuries stretching back 

into prehistory. Votives are ritual deposits, often occurring individually or in groups at sites such as 

shrines or natural places like sacred groves and rivers (Mattingly 2007: 62). It is likely that watery 

places were venerated, perhaps reflecting a boundary or connection between the material world and the 

spiritual realm. Metal objects cast into the waters may have been offerings to propitiate water deities, 

rather as we throw coins into wishing wells for luck. This practice continued long into the Roman 

period in Britain – exemplified by the many hundreds of offerings of jewellery, coins and religious 

objects thrown into the river Tees from the Roman bridge at Piercebridge, North Yorkshire (Fitzpatrick 

and Scott 1999: 117). The Iceni also deposited items of decorated horse harness. 

Horse and Chariot Fittings 

Davies calls Icenia ‘The Kingdom of the Horse’. He sees a special relationship between the Iceni and 

horses: they are a recurring motif on late Iron Age coins from the region. Many examples of fittings 

from harnesses and chariots have been found by metal-detectorists across the region (2009: 109-110). 

The people of Icenia may well have been experienced horse-breeders and many probably worked with 

horses to train them for pulling carts and chariots, for both daily usage and in warfare.  

Over 30 fragments of clay moulds for making Westhall-style enamelled terrets were found in 

Waldringfield, Suffolk in 1985, dating to the mid-1st century CE (Martin et al 1986; Rigby 2013). 

Hutcheson’s catalogue (2004) of horse harness includes 88 examples of terret rings from Norfolk 

alone. These copper alloy rings were used to guide the reins. Some are plain or have decorative 

mouldings; others have beautiful polychrome enamelling (Fig. 2). There are also many miniature 

terrets which some interpret as having a votive or ritual function, but could equally have been used for 

very fine straps.  

 

 

Figure 2. Enamelled terret ring from Sporle, 

Norfolk (PAS ref: NMS-6599B4; Norfolk 

County Council under Attribution-

ShareAlike licence). 

Linch pins were used to secure the wheels to the 

cart or chariot axles, and like terrets, are often 

highly decorated with bronze terminals and 

enamelwork. The shape of the foot of the linch pin 

resembles a horse’s lower leg and hoof (Fig. 3). 

Also commonly found are ornamented fobs or 

danglers, mounts and strap slides. Fobs may have 

been the late Iron Age equivalent of horse brasses. 

They could also have had a practical function to 

keep flies off the horses or perhaps a protective or 

amuletic purpose. Ceramic ‘melon’ beads may 

also have been strung along the straps for 

decoration (Swift 2011: 197). 

Manufacture and hoarding of horse furnishings 

continues into the Romano-British period, and on 

the strength of finds of enamelled platform terrets 

at post-conquest sites, Hutcheson counters the 

belief that ‘the Iceni were annihilated during the 

rebellion’ (2004:97, 2007: 369). Webster proposes 

that there were indigenous workshops near 

military sites feeding the Roman army’s appetite 

for attractive horse harness (1993: 104). 

Decoration on these artefacts also reflects the 

broader shift in style towards geometric and 

symmetrical pattern during the post-conquest 

period.  

‘Indeed, rather than a cultural backwater, it has been suggested that the concentration of horse 

equipment here reflects an ability to acquire wealth at the end of the Iron Age’ (Hutcheson 2004: 98). 

Many of these types of harness fittings endure throughout the Roman period in East Anglia, which 
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suggests that the equine economy remained important and people continued to display this aspect of 

their identity.  

 

Figure 3. Linchpin from Fressingfield, Suffolk, showing hoof-shaped terminal 

(PAS ref: SF-1007C4; Suffolk County Council under Attribution licence). 

‘Woad-stained Britons?’ Tattooing and Body Art  

Classical writers propagated the belief that the ancient Britons practiced body decoration. Caesar writes 

that the Britons ‘dye their bodies with woad, which produces a blue colour’ (Gallic War, 5.14). For 

Ovid, they are ‘the green-painted Britons’ (Amores, 2.16.39; woad dye can produce a green colour). 

Martial also speaks of painted or ‘woad-stained Britons’ (Epigrams, 16.99; 11.53.1). Pliny remarks that 

the wives and daughters-in-law of the Britons ‘stain all the body’ (Natural History, 22.2). Propertius 

warns his mistress not to imitate the British by painting her own face blue (Elegies, 2.18b.23). Whether 

this was using woad has been challenged, depending on the translation. This may have simply been a 

way for the writers to emphasise the Britons’ otherness and seemingly barbarian practices, legitimising 

the path for their assimilation into the Empire.  

Recent work has shown that it is possible to colour the skin by submerging the body in a preparation of 

woad in a dye vat. Woad, as an indigo dye, is activated by contact with the air, meaning there would 
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have been a ‘magical’ transformation when someone stepped from the dye bath and gradually changed 

colour. However, the evidence for this is very limited and mostly in the realms of speculation (Carr 

2006: 85-100).  

It is also a possibility that the British people painted or tattooed designs on their skins, rather like other 

cultures around the world both past and present. This may have been purely for decoration, or part of a 

religious or healing ritual. People may have used body decoration and modification as a way of 

marking their identity, both temporarily, by staining the surface of the skin, and permanently, by 

tattooing or scarification. They would have recognised each other by this symbolism, perhaps 

reinforcing their common identity through tattooing as part of an initiation ritual. Despite this 

conjecture, we do have some small finds that may shed light on body art in the period. 

     

Figure 4. (Left) Cosmetic mortar from Litcham, Norfolk with bovid head terminals (PAS ref: NMS-

82D933; Norfolk County Council under Attribution-ShareAlike licence). (Right) Centre-loop cosmetic 

pestle from Dereham, Norfolk (PAS ref: LVPL-2174A2; National Museum Liverpool under Attribution-

ShareAlike licence). 

Our next category of ‘belongings’ is the cosmetic set (Fig. 4) or what were previously referred to as 

‘woad-grinders’ or ‘grooved pendants’. These sets consist of two parts – the grooved mortar, into 

which small quantities of a substance would be placed, and the pestle used to grind or mix the 

ingredients. Mortars often have zoomorphic terminals in the form of bulls’ or birds’ heads. Both pestles 

and mortars can have their suspension loops either centrally placed or at one end. It would seem that 

they were worn in pairs hanging from a thong or belt loop. Wear patterns on the pestles show how they 

have become worn down from repeated grinding against the mortar. The pointed tips may also have 

been used as applicators (Jackson 2010: Ch 5). No-one has ever successfully found and analysed the 

contents of a cosmetic mortar. Propositions have included: body or face paint, cosmetics, medicinal 

herbs, drugs, aphrodisiacs or other stimulants. Woad is perhaps the least likely due to the quantities 

necessary and the small capacity of the mortars. 

Cosmetic grinders are a distinctively British artefact, very rarely found on the continent, where flat 

palettes (usually of marble) were used, it is assumed, for the same purpose (Carr 2006: 86). These 

palettes do become commonplace in Britain post-conquest, suggesting a shift in material culture – but 

was there a shift in practice as well? (ibid.: 98). Jackson states: ‘it seems probable that the British kits 

were an insular version of the cosmetic implements used elsewhere in the Roman world…both modes 

of preparation continued alongside each other, for there was no rapid decline in the use of cosmetic 

grinders after the introduction of the Roman range of cosmetic paraphernalia’ (2010: 12). 
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Recent research has shown regional and typological differences in distributions of cosmetic sets across 

Roman Britain, with few in the South-West or North Wales (ibid.: 56, map 1a) and a long date range 

from the late Iron Age into the 3rd century CE. Much like tankard handles and nail cleaners, cosmetic 

grinders are resistant to categorisation, one of the characteristic features being their ‘infinite variety’ 

(ibid.: 9). 

Cosmetic sets can be interpreted to demonstrate both regional distinctiveness and resistance. Centre-

looped mortars with knobbed terminals are concentrated in the East, with zoomorphic terminals 

particularly found in Norfolk and Suffolk. Jackson links this distribution to ‘an acceptable, non-

confrontational way of expressing a different identity’ (ibid.: 52) which ‘might be seen to hint at 

special meaning attached to cosmetic sets by the Iceni […] perhaps a choice to continue – and to be 

seen to be continuing – a pre-conquest British mode of body care and self-presentation, even if in time 

some were adapted to Romanised taste by the incorporation of particular features or decorative motifs’ 

(ibid.: 61). 

Roman Imports 

The idea that Icenia was different from the rest of Iron Age Britain goes back to Clarke (1939), defined 

in opposition to the Wessex-style classic paradigm. This ‘Do Different’ spirit seems to be an ongoing 

idiosyncrasy in this part of the world, and was of course adopted as the motto of the University of East 

Anglia (Clarke 1939: 85, Davies 2011).  

Davies notes the relative absence of the distinctive imported wine amphorae which are common 

elsewhere in South-Eastern England in this period. He suggests that the Iceni were perhaps accustomed 

to beer-drinking (tankard handles have been found) and even that they were deliberately resisting 

Roman influence by maintaining this tradition (2011: 103-4). Work on the amphorae from Heybridge, 

Essex bears this out: ‘The concentration of Dressel 1 in Essex throws into sharp relief their rarity in 

Suffolk, Norfolk and Cambridgeshire. This gap in their distribution marks out the territory of the Iceni, 

and the distribution of Dressel 1 allows us to fix the position of a boundary between them and their 

southern neighbours, the Trinovantes’ (Sealey 2015).  Like cosmetic grinders, Horn (2015) notes that 

the tankard handles found across Britain are immensely varied in design, although there seems to be a 

cluster of Group 6 in Norfolk. 

There were undoubtedly effects on people’s behaviour at this time, including different modes of dress, 

new forms of ritual, new gods and religious practices. Along with taxation and tribute came official 

forms of numeracy and literacy – the written word, the Latin language – the language of conquest and 

of administration. New objects such as Hod Hill brooches – associated with the military – are found in 

the archaeological record. Assimilation into the Roman Empire also brought changes in architecture, 

with forts and then planned towns being established, with public buildings, temples and roads. As we 

saw with the differing traditions surrounding funerary rites and hoarding, there were regional variations 

across pre-Roman Britain and different social groups adopted and adapted Roman material culture 

when it arrived to suit their own purposes. 

Grooming 

Daily embodied practices are often what set diverse groups apart. Etiquette surrounding eating and 

feasting would have been very different, with new table manners and artefacts like spoons and samian 

ware pottery. There were also changes in the ways in which people styled their own bodies.  

Shaving razors were in use in Britain in the Bronze Age, and shears for trimming hair have been found 

at Iron Age settlements (British Archaeology, 2004). Classical authors were often keen to point out the 

differences between themselves and the ancient Britons, as Caesar writes: ‘They wear long hair, and 

shave every part of the body save the head and the upper lip’ (Gallic War 5:14). These repeated 

habitual actions make up part of the cultural construction of personhood and identity (Fowler 2004). 

Hill observes that toilet implements were extremely rare in pre-Roman Britain - high status possessions 

which only the few could obtain. In the late 1st century BCE and 1st century CE, they became 

increasingly commonplace (1997: 98). This may indicate that people had greater access to objects used 

for grooming, that they were becoming more concerned with appearances and bodily hygiene, or that 
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the surviving small finds represent a change in the way that these procedures were carried out. 

Widespread ownership and use may have expressed regional, gender and class identities. The jury 

remains out on any gendering of toilet implements in Britain, with very few from sexed grave contexts 

(Carr 2006). 

Nail cleaners (Fig. 5) with suspension loops were 

designed to be worn and, most likely, displayed. 

Like other small grooming implements, they are 

highly varied in style and decoration, although 

three main types have been defined. Nail cleaners 

may be an indigenous British phenomenon, 

predominantly found in settlement contexts, rarely 

funerary, suggesting their role was part of an 

everyday practice of body-presentation (Crummy 

and Eckardt 2003; Eckardt 2005, 2008; Eckardt 

and Crummy 2008). This leads Carr to propose 

that their widespread usage in the late 1st and 

early 2nd centuries CE may have reinforced and 

reproduced the identity of the ancestors. She sees 

deliberate ambiguity as part of an alternative 

narrative in which unusual or homemade nail 

cleaners are better represented in small 

settlements, villas and religious sites than large 

towns. Conventional types were used by those 

wanting to express Roman belonging and 

idiosyncratic variations by those wishing to signal 

non-Roman counter-cultural identities (2006: 81-

3).  

 

 

 

Figure 5. Unusual decorated nail cleaner from 

Caistor St Edmund, Norfolk (SF6657, 

courtesy David Leese/Caistor Roman 

Project). 

 

Other cosmetic and grooming implements include tweezers (often very simple folded pieces of sheet 

bronze with incurved ends), ear scoops and toothpicks. These objects are hard to date, being found 

throughout the Roman period. They are sometimes found together in groups or sets, either linked by a 

suspension ring, or hanging from the bar of a ‘chatelaine’ brooch. Chatelaine brooches displaying sets 

of toilet implements emphasise that they were not solely for private usage. Were there social norms for 

grooming behaviour? Was it public or private? Were these tools on display and did owning cosmetic 

implements (and perhaps using them in the public baths once these were established) mark a person out 

as keeping up with the times or even siding with the conquerors?  

                   

Figure 6. (Left) Elaborate female hairstyles, Museum of Ostia, Italy (photo: author’s own). (Right) 

Copper alloy hairpin from Caistor St Edmund, Norfolk (Accession number 1929.152.B227, 

courtesy Norfolk Museums Service) 

From the conquest onwards Roman hairpins appear in Britain (Fig. 6). This suggests the Britons 

previously wore their hair loose or braided (Allason-Jones 1989b: 137), perhaps spiked up with lime 

like the neighbouring Gauls (Diodorus Siculus The Library of History 5.28). Female hairstyles in the 

Roman heartland became increasingly complex from the later 1st century CE and such ‘Flavian’ 
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hairstyles are represented on British artefacts including hairpins, statues and coins. The rapid uptake in 

hairpins at this time gives us an indication that people were changing their look. Hairpins have been 

found in male graves, which begs the question, did they use them in their own hair or were they 

deposited there by grieving female members of their community? 

Hairpins with a distinguishing swollen waist or shaft are considered an East Anglian type, dating to the 

later Roman period (Cool 1990). As with nail cleaners, alternative local identities may have been 

expressed through selection of material culture. Carr found concentrations of hairpins in urban centres, 

dwindling towards smaller settlements, suggesting there was an appropriate, albeit perhaps practical, 

social context for different hairstyles. Certain types of hairpins are absent on some sites – were the 

inhabitants ‘unconforming’ by boycotting particular forms? Were people signing that they either did or 

didn’t belong to the new regime? Are countryfolk more conservative by nature, or is this a false 

perception? It is conceivable that non-mainstream use of hairpins represented small acts of deliberate, 

but non-violent, resistance away from the ‘watched’ centres of forts and towns. Hairpins may be 

creolised artefacts, using ‘Roman’ style objects to create indigenous or hybrid hairstyles (2006: 52-71). 

Literacy 

Inkwells are relatively rare finds in Roman Britain, with a peak in the late 1st and early 2nd centuries 

CE. Samian inkwells are biased towards military sites and major urban centres suggesting an 

unsurprising predisposition of literacy towards places with a need for day-to-day record keeping. They 

were clearly valuable possessions, perhaps expressing status through literacy, and in some cases were 

interred with the dead (Eckardt 2014: 193-204). 

Styli are too similar throughout the ages to date tightly. Some objects barely change and continue to 

function over many centuries without innovation, which can also give us insights into long-standing 

practices and traditions. However, seal boxes and signet rings are associated with written 

communication and can be dated, usually to the 2nd and 3rd centuries CE.  

      

Figure 7. (Left) Enamelled teardrop-shaped seal box lid with crescent and phallus motif from Caistor 

St Edmund (SF4483, courtesy David Leese/Caistor Roman Project). (Right) Lozengiform seal box lid 

with geometric cells for enamel from Scole (PAS ref: NMS-5ADF94; Norfolk County Council under 

Attribution-ShareAlike licence). 

Seal boxes (Fig. 7) are small decorative copper alloy containers, thought by some to have been used to 

seal writing tablets. Andrews (2012) has observed significant differences in the types of seal box found 

in each area. In Norfolk they are particularly abundant, with clusters in the western and southern parts 

of the county, enamelled lozengiform examples being most common. A group of 27 were found at 

Walsingham, suggesting a ritual significance – perhaps used to seal ‘letters to the gods’ left at shrines. 

Andrews has demonstrated that seal boxes could have been stitched to cloth or leather bags containing 

money or other valuables rather than wooden tablets. Apotropaic motifs on seal box lids may have 

been intended to avert the ‘evil eye’ – as in the covetous or envious gaze – perhaps well-suited to ward 

off potential thieves. 
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Signet rings (Fig. 8) are both objects of personal adornment and indicative of literacy, perhaps even 

adoption or appropriation of Roman culture. Exposure to Roman administration may have demanded 

an increasing need  for individual identification and  a  desire  to  demonstrate  the  ability to  read  and  

 

Figure 8. Silver signet ring with carnelian intaglio 

depicting a goat under a tree from 

Caistor St Edmund, Norfolk (SF7739, 

courtesy Caistor Roman Project, PAS 

ref: NMS-FAC7E2). 

write. Alternatively, these ornaments could have 

been chosen for their aesthetic value; certainly 

they have often been studied as art objects. Dating 

ranges throughout the Roman period, but 

particularly the first three centuries CE, with a 

peak in the 3rd century CE. Henig (1974) regards 

them as primarily functioning as a means of 

placing a ‘personal signature’ upon valuable or 

important objects or documents to validate their 

provenance. They were worn by members of both 

sexes and children and frequently feature 

mythological and zoomorphic characters and 

symbols of good fortune. Intaglio rings often 

display religious symbolism or names of deities 

and are found as votive deposits in rivers and 

Romano-British shrines, as are brooches and other 

items of personal adornment. 

Personal Adornment 

Before and after the conquest, the Britons used distinctive 

brooches to fasten their clothing. From the 1st century CE, the 

archaeological evidence shows a disappearance of traditional 

jewellery such as iron penannular brooches and torcs, in favour 

of continental brooches, necklaces, bracelets, earrings and rings 

(Pudney 2010). 

Brooch-wearing has been interpreted as part of a code, ‘a sphere 

of discourse’, expressing ‘gender, ethnicity, age, and group 

membership depending upon where, how, and what type of 

brooch is worn’ (Jundi and Hill 1998: 125). Regional variations 

in brooches may have functioned by ‘creating people as 

members of groups, a membership that they wore on their chests’ 

(Gosden 2005: 204). On the other hand, the distribution of 

brooches could simply reflect local workshops and access to 

consumer goods. 

Brooches may also have been used as votive offerings – for 

example the concentrations of enamelled horse-and-rider 

brooches from shrines, with a regional focus on Lincolnshire 

(Eckardt 2014: 132). 

 

Figure 9. Hybrid Aesica brooch with rearhook and ‘Celtic’ decoration on fantail from Flixton, Norfolk 

(PAS ref: NMS-19BEF4; Norfolk County Council under Attribution-ShareAlike licence). 

Some styles are associated with different locations and professions, such as knee and crossbow 

brooches which are often found on military sites. Brooches performed a mix of utilitarian and aesthetic 

functions and were designed to be seen – they are often large and elaborately decorated. During the 

Roman period, the form and decoration of these items changed, with some hybrid regional varieties 

developing which combined both Roman and British elements (Fig. 9). This may have been a political 

statement of continuing British identity under Roman occupation or simply a matter of fashion and 

aesthetics. 
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Fashions in brooches certainly changed over time. Enamelling first appears on British Colchester 

derivatives and Dragonesque brooches in the mid-1st century CE, often in swirling ‘Celtic’ patterns. 

Early imported brooches e.g. Langton Down, Aucissa and Hod Hill were unenamelled. By the 2nd 

century CE, enamel, generally in geometric designs, was commonly used in most brooches especially 

Headstud and plate brooches. The technique then fell out of favour again (Hattatt 1982: 30). By the end 

of the 2nd century CE, the use of brooches in Roman Britain ‘almost came to a sudden halt’ possibly 

due to changes in clothing styles amongst the population, such as use of other fasteners or sewn 

garments. Some imported brooches were still in use, but manufacturing seems to cease. This shift did 

not occur at the same time on the continent (ibid.: 35).  

Brooch moulds are also of interest here as they are vanishingly rare and can give us clues as to the 

manufacturing process and distribution of indigenous brooches. There are only four known British 

examples of metal brooch moulds, all from Norfolk. A mid-1st century CE Colchester derivative 

Rearhook brooch mould was found in 1999 at Felmingham (Fig. 10). There is also evidence for a metal 

workshop at the civitas capital (Venta Icenorum) at Caistor St Edmund, where crucibles and clay 

moulds for casting brooches and other items using the lost-wax process were discovered in 1938 

(Tylecote 1969: 46-7). Metal-detecting on the vicus or civilian settlement outside the Roman fort at 

Brancaster produced a 1st century brooch mould and military fittings. At Old Buckenham, an 

unprecedented collection of bi-valve metal mould fragments were found, some still containing 

unfinished brooches (Bayley, Mackreth and Wallis 2001: 93-118). 

Mackreth (2009) has established that the 

Rearhook brooch (with a rear-facing hook to 

secure the spring) was a distinctive Icenian type, 

with 259 examples from Norfolk, 25 from Suffolk 

and 38 from Cambridgeshire. He dates them 

closely, beginning at the conquest in 43 CE, and 

draws a marked endpoint for manufacture in 60/61 

CE which he assigns to the ‘savage repression of 

the Iceni after the defeat of Boudicca’ (ibid.: 144). 

After this point, the Rearhook ceases to be made 

or distributed and is replaced by brooches with 

hinged pins and often fantails. Does this 

transformation reflect some inherent 

manufacturing flaw? The Rearhook is a 

particularly ineffective method of fixing the 

spring, which may partly explain why it soon went 

out of use. It is also a possibility that a group of 

Icenian metalworkers fled from the war zone as 

refugees or were forcibly dispersed from the area 

after the revolt, as a distinct sub-group of 

Rearhooks has been found around Cirencester, far 

outside their usual distribution (ibid.: 146-7).  

 

Figure 10. Rearhook brooch mould from 

Felmingham, Norfolk (Accession number 

2013.144; courtesy Norfolk Museums Service). 

Earrings for pierced ears seem to be a Roman import into Britain, predominantly (but not exclusively) 

a female item of jewellery. Some male troops recruited from across the Empire may have continued to 

wear their indigenous styles of dress and jewellery while serving in Roman Britain (Allason-Jones 

1989a: 18). To the Romans, wearing earrings was a sign of wealth, and women are often depicted in 

portraiture and sculpture wearing drop earrings with jewels attached. Simple wire loops with twisted 

ends are also found across the region. Golden earrings have been recorded at Keswick (Fig. 11) and 

Crownthorpe temple, Wicklewood. By wearing earrings, were people showing their affinity with the 

incomers? Are these the belongings of those who came to Britain from elsewhere?  
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Figure 11. Gold earring with protective symbols from 

Keswick, Norfolk (PAS ref: NMS-B9A004; 

Norfolk County Council under Attribution-

ShareAlike licence). 

Women wore several bracelets, usually one 

on each forearm, and there are occasional 

examples of anklets found with inhumations 

(Allason-Jones 1989b). Snake’s head rings 

and bracelets were thought to ward off evil 

spirits and were a symbol of rebirth, as a 

snake regenerates by shedding its skin. Found 

in August 1985, the Snettisham jeweller’s 

hoard contained over 350 objects, including 

silver snake bracelets, snake’s head and 

intaglio finger rings, engraved carnelian 

gemstones, coins, silver ingots and scrap 

gold, buried in a small ceramic vessel. Dating 

to the mid-2nd century CE based on the coin 

evidence, it seems that the hoard had been 

collected together by a metalworker as 

material to be melted down and recycled into 

jewellery (Johns 1997).  

By looking at the material culture of the region in the Roman period, we observe that the Iceni carried 

on manufacturing and hoarding precious metalwork and making votive deposits, but to different or 

perhaps syncretic gods. They continued to take pride in their appearance, using new or hybrid 

grooming implements and ornaments. It may even be possible that the traditions of metalworking 

evident in the jeweller’s hoard were handed down over several generations through the same local 

family or families from the makers of the Snettisham Great Torc (ibid.). 

Conclusions 

The 1st and 2nd centuries CE were a time of great change in the territory, a period of transition which 

affected some groups of people more than others. People’s responses varied according to their status, 

gender and group affiliation. Material culture can reveal some of the indigenous people’s adoption and 

adaptation of new styles. Their belongings were important for making public and private statements 

about identity and could embody resistance to new power structures. Hybrid and creole artefacts 

demonstrate how this process took time as new forms and practices emerged displaying both British 

and Roman elements. My research aims to increase our understanding of how these small, everyday 

belongings played their part in the transition from Iron Age to Roman identities in the land of the Iceni. 
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