Mirrors in the British Iron Age: performance, revelation and power (Melanie Giles & Jody Joy)
Introduction
In 1984, archaeologists excavating the Iron Age cemetery at Wetwang Slack, East Yorkshire, came across three remarkable graves, dating between the fourth and first centuries BC.
 Like other burials nearby, they consisted of a single inhumation in a grave pit, surrounded by a square-cut ditch, from which chalk and silt had been used to cover the burial in a low mound. However, these barrows were larger than normal and set apart, lying to the west of the main cemetery. Grave goods within this cemetery included earthernware pots (usually containing a sheep humerus, representing a joint of mutton), or small items of jewellery such as a brooch, bracelet or necklace. However, all three of the new burials contained the dismantled remains of two-wheeled vehicles (chariots or carts), complete with their horsegear. Significantly, whilst the two men were buried with elaborately decorated bronze scabbards and swords, the woman was interred with a decorated bronze canister or box, and an iron mirror. 

Mirrors are one of the prestige objects manufactured by smiths and artisans, during the middle-late Iron Age (c. 400 BC – 43 AD) and are found in both Britain and Ireland, as well as elsewhere on the Continent. They are made of iron or bronze polished plates and finished with bronze fittings, including looped handles and rims. Both complete examples and damaged fragments have been found in a variety of contexts: pools and lakes, as well as graves. However, their frequent association with female burials has often led to them being dismissed as a mere accoutrement, or “attractive vanity” of high status women,
 who are all too often marginalised in representations of Iron Age society.  
In this paper, we seek to challenge this passive and superficial view of both object and individual, by characterising these objects and exploring the context of their deposition. Since these Iron Age communities were pre-literate, we will use anthropological analogy to explore their potential use and meaning, and to prompt us to think differently about the relations between people and things in the prehistoric past. 

Mirrors in the British Iron Age
The earliest mirrors from Britain and Ireland were made of iron, and date between the 4th and 1st centuries BC. Five examples are known from East Yorkshire: two from Arras,
 two from Wetwang Slack
 and one from Garton Slack.
 There are also three mirrors thought to date to the 1st century AD including an iron mirror handle from the Carlingwark Loch hoard, Kirkcudbrightshire
 and a fragment of iron mirror from a layer behind the hillfort ramparts at Maiden Castle.
 An iron mirror found in an inhumation on Lambay Island, Co. Dublin is also likely to be of 1st century AD date.
 Most of these examples consist of a roughly circular iron plate, once polished, varying between 165mm to 198mm diameter. In examples such as the Lady’s Barrow from Arras, cast and decorated bronze fittings are used to join the iron handle to the plate. These handles are straight, measuring up to 154mm long, and are either round or square in section. This distinctive profile led Fox to classify them as part of a “bar-handled” type of mirror,
 most commonly found in the north of Britain. 

In contrast, bronze mirrors are made of a polished bronze plate, which is sometimes rimmed, and a cast bronze handle. Whilst the reflective surface of the front plate may have been improved by a variety of finishes, such as tin sweat, cementation, wiping, dipping or even plating, systematic metallurgical analysis has yet to be undertaken.
 However, many of the bronze mirrors have intricate La Tène style decoration engraved into the back of the main plate, and these highly decorated mirrors are amongst the most recognisable objects of the later British Iron Age. The majority come from burials in the south of England dating between the 1st century BC – 1st century AD. Two distinct regionally and temporally significant groups, from the southeast and southwest of England,
 can be identified from depositional context, form, size and decoration (Fig.1). 

Based on burial evidence, bronze and iron mirrors have been interpreted as the personal property of high status Iron Age women.
 For example, the mirror burial found at Portesham in Dorset contained, in addition to a decorated bronze mirror, the crouched remains of a mature woman, pottery and joints of meat, three brooches, a knife, a bronze pan and a toilet set.
 Burials with mirrors are also sometimes seen as the female equivalent to a small number of male burials containing weapons such as swords, shields and spears.
 Evidence from recent finds suggests that these generalisations maybe overly simplistic. Whilst it is true that the vast majority of mirrors have been identified as coming from female burials, a recent find from the Scilly Isles consisted of an unsexed inhumation burial containing, among other things, a bronze mirror and a sword.
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SOUTHEASTERN MIRRORS

- Small in size

- Round plates

- Found 1n cremation burials dated 80-20BC,
alongside pottery and brooches.

- Decoration constructed using minimal number of
motifs. Areas filled with inconsistent hatching.

‘WESTERN’ MIRRORS

- Plate diameter up to 35cm

- ‘Kidney-shaped’ plates

- Where evidence exists, deposited in ground
AD 40-60. Often in graves

- Complex decoration using many, repeated
motifs. Design constructed using compasses.

Basket-hatching.





Figure 1. Bronze mirror types.

Archaeologists have therefore begun to question the ways in which we interpret such grave goods: they cannot be seen as direct reflections of either the status or gender of the deceased. The dead do not bury themselves: the living do,
 and the motives of mourners may have been very complex. They may have used the funeral to demonstrate their own status, gaining prestige and authority by gifting a celebrated artefact or inherited antique to the deceased. The power and reputation of the object may also have been drawn upon to deal with important or unexpected ‘bad’ deaths, which tore a rift in the social fabric. Such gifts may also have been used to close debts with the deceased (lest they return to look for reparation) or to appeal for intercession on behalf of the living, once the deceased had entered the world of the ancestors. For many prehistoric communities, the dead appear to have been regarded as active in people’s lives, and grave goods may have been used to equip them for these new tasks or roles. 
The manner in which a mirror is deposited will therefore depend upon a large number of factors, including the status and identity of their owner. Recent work in anthropology has shown how social relationships tend to cluster around certain objects.
 Some artefacts can be seen to take-on the characteristics, or personality, of people.
 Objects can act as a medium through which people are able to tell their life story.
 Objects can also be conceived as possessing a life history or biography.
 They are made or ‘born’. They have a ‘life’, during which they accumulate meanings and associations as they are exchanged between people, and ‘act’ in certain contexts.
 These meanings can ‘change’ and are ‘renegotiated’ throughout the object’s life-history.
 Objects age like people; they become damaged and worn as they are used and they eventually ‘die’ when they are broken, or deposited. Mirrors had potential to become biographical objects; they are complicated and durable and are likely to have led complex lives. It is possible to infer something about the potential life-paths of mirrors from their physical form, through evidence for use, wear and repair, production and deposition. In this next section we will use the idea of an object life to examine some of the potential meanings and social relationships which clustered around bronze mirrors during their lifetime.  
Mirror Making

The process of making a complicated artefact like a mirror would have involved the coming together of a number of people and the coordination of many different resources at each stage of manufacture. Iron or bronze to make the mirrors would first have been obtained. Whilst iron is difficult to source metallurgically, we know that the bronze handles and plates were often made of copper alloys from different sources, using different ores.
 Metallurgical analysis also suggests that many bronze mirrors may have been recycled from other artefacts:
 this is not unusual in an Iron Age context and bronze is easily recycled. It is not presently possible to identify the recycling of iron, unless other substances are caught up in the matrix from the parent artefact
 but the recycling of iron is also likely. Mirrors, then, were created in a world in which many things were regenerated when they reached the end of their usefulness. 

Once procured, the metals were worked by specialist smiths. The iron mirror from Wetwang was solely the work of a blacksmith, who would have forged plate and handle together. However, the iron plate from Maiden Castle was bound with a bronze rim, secured by a small bronze clasp,
 and both of the mirror plates from Garton Slack and the ‘Lady’s Barrow’ at Arras are conjoined to their iron handles with bronze fittings.
 These composite objects would have therefore demanded the skills of both iron and bronze smithing, from one or more smiths. First, the plate and handle would have been forged out of blooms which had been partially worked into currency bars or ingots: reheating, drawing out and hammering the metal into the desired shape. Where bronze fittings were used, these would have been moulded in wax, around which a clay mould was pressed. The mould was fired by heating, during which the wax model melted and drained out, to be replaced by molten bronze. Once cool, these rough casts were filed and polished to remove dribbles and seams, and – in the case of one of the Arras mirrors – finished with fine, punched dot decoration.  
Bronze mirrors are almost unique in the context of Iron Age craftwork, as they combine both cast and sheet-metal components and it is possible that a number of different individuals were involved in making such a mirror. The plates and handles required different skills to make as did marking out and inscribing the intricate decoration on the plate. Plates were made from an ingot of cast bronze which was hammered flat and cut to shape, the handle was cast using the lost wax technique described above, and the plate was decorated by inscribing or chasing lines into the surface of the mirror.
 Each mirror is an individual artefact
 and the processes of making individual mirrors would have varied. However, the overall effect of a mirror when the components are brought together suggests a design plan. Elements of the design of the handles and plate decoration are often the same and when the plate, handle and rim are attached the decoration on the plate is not significantly obscured. 

There is evidence from some of the mirrors that implies a sequence of events in their making. The handle was probably made before, or at the same time, as the plate was decorated because often elements of the decoration on the handle are incorporated into the designs inscribed onto the plate. The plate and handle would have been joined by wedging the plate into a pre-cast slot in the handle. This joint was sometimes secured with rivets or pins and the addition of a copper-alloy rim, or binding around the edge of the plate. We know the plates were decorated and polished before they were attached to the handle because the decoration on a number of the mirror plates lies underneath the handle or the rim. When a mirror found at Birdlip in Gloucestershire was restored by the British Museum, they discovered an area underneath the handle which had been used to practice some of the techniques used to inscribe the decoration onto the visible areas of the plate.
 The practice area conformed so well to the shape of the top of the handle that the person decorating the plate must have known the shape of the handle and how it was going to be attached.

Mirror makers must have been, or had contact with, the metalworkers who made and decorated the component parts. Mirrors could have been made for and by, an individual, a group of people, or a social group. In the later Iron Age there was an emerging group of people identifying themselves as socially different. These people expressed their identities in new ways in which they presented themselves to others, through dress, appearance and adornment, and the conspicuous consumption of food and drink.
 The production of mirrors in the late 1st century BC/early 1st century AD echoes this apparent heightened concern for personal appearance, and may have been used to inspect the decoration of the body, hair and clothing, or to monitor appearance, gesture and posture. The sociologist Foucault saw such self-surveillance as a way in which particular ideals about the body were effectively inculcated and reproduced.
 For Mauss, objects and tools like the mirror developed what he described as specific ‘techniques of body care’, which were intimately tied up in people’s sense of identity and how it was performed to others.
 The possession and use of the mirror may therefore have been an important way in which status was reproduced. In addition, by orchestrating the making of a mirror a person could demonstrate the social relationships and resources they could co-ordinate. The mirror therefore helped reproduce certain ideals about personhood and appearance, as well as becoming a symbol of identity, and the relationships and resources people had access to, throughout its life-time.  
Mirror Form

The forms of the different components of a mirror are similar to, and could be seen to refer to, a number of other items of Iron Age material culture. For example, like the iron mirrors with bronze fittings, middle-late Iron Age horse-gear from East Yorkshire also used a combination of iron bars and bronze rings or links, and iron swords were frequently sheathed in decorated bronze scabbards.
 These similarities evoked relations between families of objects, and suites of craft skill. Meanwhile, the sheet metal of the bronze mirror plates could refer to sheet metal objects like bronze shields and cauldrons. Similar decoration to the mirror plates is found on other objects such as some sword-scabbards and horse-harness fittings. The shape of the rim binding is like a torc, it is also similar to bronze binding around wooden-shields and other unidentified wooden objects. Finally, the handles of many of the mirrors are similar in form to horse-bits when they are laid out flat. People encountering mirrors could have made these associations and linkages between the mirror and other objects. The mirrors combine these referents to other items of material culture into one artefact and could stand for an idealised sense of continuity with the past, present and future. As inherited heirlooms or gifts, they also embodied a lineage of associations and events in which they had played a part. Mirrors may not therefore necessarily reflect the status of the individual in a grave; they may be representative of the whole community and its history. 
Deposition

There are many parallels between the treatment of people and mirrors in funerary contexts. Iron Age burials often contain brooches, found near to the neck or shoulder, or even in front of the face or at the knees, indicating that the bodies were interred with some kind of clothing or shroud, secured and decorated by brooches.
 Brooches are also found in association with mirrors, sometimes still attached to the bottom, or terminal loop, of the mirror handle. For example, in 2000 two metal detectorists found a highly decorated mirror near Shillington in Bedfordshire, with a silver brooch attached to the loop of the handle and the fragmented remains of an urn and some other pottery vessels. These remains probably came from a disturbed cremation burial dating to 80-20 BC.
 A brass brooch was also found attached to the loop of the Portesham mirror handle.
 

The brooches could have been used to close, or secure organic bags or cloth. A number of the mirrors, like those from Chilham Castle or Holcome, have been found in an area of organic staining, suggesting that they were indeed contained in a bag, or wrapped in cloth. Patches of mineralised cloth on the Wetwang Slack mirror
 can be compared with impressions of wood on the mirror from Garton Slack,
 suggesting these two iron examples were contained respectively in a bag and wooden box. Such coverings would have acted to protect the mirror plate from corrosion and damage in life,
 as well as jealous eyes.
 As part of the funerary rite, it could also be seen as analogous to the preparation of the body, and its wrapping in a shroud secured with a brooch, or placed in a coffin. By gradually concealing both corpse and/or mirror from public view, both were withdrawn from the world of the living. 
Decoration

Bronze mirrors are often decorated using a small number of compass-drawn motifs of repeated and distinctive forms which are arranged into complex, intricate and free-flowing designs. This has been termed the “mirror-style”.
 The La Tène artwork on mirrors has been described by the art historian Martin Jope as deliberately ambiguous, combining abstract forms with a restless allusion to natural phenomena, such as bird beaks and the faces of owls or acts.
 Mirror decoration animates the object by disorientating the viewer, acting to deceive the eye.
 Beyond possible references to nature, mirror decoration also posses its own internal logic which references the reflective properties of the plate. The overall design is often arranged so that it has vertical symmetry; each half of the decoration is a mirror image of the other. The designs also show equal concern for the areas on the mirror surface which are not decorated.
 The individual motifs, filled with basket-weave hatching, are arranged in such a way to frame and create blank areas of distinctive and repeated forms. The inscribed areas can be seen to evoke the reflective properties of the mirror by framing and creating distorted images of themselves. The decoration on mirrors therefore acts to deceive the eye, as well as reinforcing the reflective qualities of the mirror plate.
The anthropologist Alfred Gell envisaged two ways in which art can be utilised.
 First, it is used in ritual where it is displayed to express political power and legitimise associations with the supernatural. Secondly, art objects are produced for exchange. We can see mirrors, concealed by their coverings or bags, being revealed with great ceremony, releasing their power and conferring it on participants of the performance. These physically impressive and powerful objects would also have made very prestigious gifts. Through their physical resemblance to other items of Iron Age material culture the different component parts of a mirror act as referents to these objects. Throughout their lives mirrors would have accumulated a history through the people and events they were associated with. It is this life-story that would have been one of the factors which determined whether a mirror was going to be recycled, placed in a grave or disposed of in some other way. The skills of the person(s) that made a mirror, the visual impact of the object, and the social and physical history they accumulated throughout their lifetimes would have given some mirrors powerful “auras”.
 
There are therefore all sorts of reasons why a particular individual may have been buried with a mirror. One reason could be that the mirror was the possession of that individual in life but as we have already noted, mirrors may not directly reflect the status of the individual in a grave. Mirrors may be gifts to or from important individuals. Mirror burials may also be representative of and perform a function for, the whole of the community. A mirror could also have been placed in a grave to help the occupant perform a certain task in another place. A useful analogy is provided by Etruscan mirrors, which were placed in tombs to aid in the release of the soul in its journey to the after world.
 The history and power a particular mirror had accumulated during its life may therefore have determined whether it was selected to perform such a role. 

Interpreting mirrors

Although the final depositional context of mirrors is clearly important, during their life they may have had a range of roles and meanings. Wear patterns suggest many were suspended from the handle when not in use, perhaps from a belt on the body or pegs on the walls of roundhouses. Although they would have been impressive at a distance, catching and reflecting light, they were meant to work most powerfully upon the viewer close-up. We have already touched on the use of the mirror to inspect appearance and reproduce certain bodily ideals, but they may also have been used to reveal aspects of the self which were not normally visible, or reflect on transformations which emerged after rites of passage, such as initiation. Some of them would have been too heavy to hold single-handedly, and were designed to be held either by an attendant
 or in some settings, by figures of authority, for others to gaze into.

The burnished metal of these planar discs would never have provided a clear surface in which the face could be seen as an accurate reflection. As such, they are unlikely to be merely tools of personal vanity. Instead, they would have reflected a shadowy world, a play of light and darkness, exaggerated by the La Tène art which drew the viewer into a maze of decoration. This pleasing entanglement of design could be playful, witty and mischievous, as elements of vegetation and animals’ features were glimpsed before becoming lost in abstraction.
 The sheer dexterity embodied in the crafting of this object, and its complex engraving and embellishment, can be seen as part of a “technology of enchantment”,
 exuding a “halo-effect” of power which captivated or ensnared the viewer.
 However, Jope noted that the overall effect of this compass-drawn mirror art was of arrested movement, pent-up flow: the coiled spring of forces under tension. The skilled use of asymmetry also led to more disorientating effects in some mirrors: slewed, swaying rhythms, crazed and leering faces which would have overwhelmed and confused the viewer.
  In his work on Oceanic art, Thomas has considered such complex, decorated objects as being capable of committing a kind of psychological warfare on the recipient, with powerful visceral as well as visual effects.
 Supernatural power or cosmological energy is often attributed to objects with luminous or brilliant qualities,
 like the mirrors. Perhaps this explains why they were so carefully wrapped or contained; concealing these objects from uninitiated or vulnerable eyes, because of their potential danger, whilst enhancing the drama and effect of their revelation. In later prehistory, such encounters may well have been enhanced by psychotropic drugs or alcohol, episodes of fasting or even heightened emotional states like grief.  

It is therefore possible that both the polished fronts and decorated back-plates were used to gain insights into aspects of the Iron Age world. Mirrors not only transpose left and right, but permit viewers to see both ahead of and behind themselves at the same time.
 It is possible that this physical quality is the source of the metaphor which links mirrors with the power to see both back into the past and forward into the future. For example, Tibetan Oracle priests use mirrors to assist their prediction of future events:
 this use of mirrors for augery is known as catoptromancy. In contrast, the Bakongo people of the Congo River investigate past misfortunes using mirrors which reveal the use of witchcraft and other invisible sources of harm.
 In other societies, their power is drawn upon to heal or curse people, spy upon others, bind oaths and cast spells.
 Interestingly, South American Ayahuasca shamens believe it is the mirror-world of reflections which can be manipulated, and that the physical world alters accordingly.
 Mirrors can therefore act as powerful metaphors for understanding the world, whilst as objects, they can be both sites of human agency and be perceived to possess agency themselves. 

In particular, mirrors seem to have a special role in relation to the dead or the spirit world. The Fang people of Gabon take hallucinogens before using mirrors to access visions or contact the ancestors:
 under the influence of such drugs, perhaps it is not surprising people glimpse the ‘family face’ reflected in their own features. Meanwhile, the Bakongo people also used their mirrors to transmit power across dimensions and invoke ancestral intercession.
 It is therefore possible that the inclusion of mirrors in Iron Age graves was similarly used to aid communication and contact with the deceased. Mirrors are frequently seen as objects which are able to work at the boundaries of states of being: thresholds between worlds which are both liminal and dangerous. As with several other groups, the Bakongo are explicit in their analogy between mirrors and the reflective surface of lakes, pools or streams: both are viewed as a film separating the world of the dead from the world of the living.
 
This is interesting, since several of the bronze mirrors and one iron example were deposited in watery contexts such as lakes or bogs. Along with springs, such natural sources of water may well have had sacred importance to many Iron Age communities.
 Interestingly, the art historian Jope believed that some of the Celtic art on mirror-backs was designed to symbolise or mimic flows of water, pools and islands.
 These twin themes – the power of mirrors in dealing with the dead, and their analogy with water as boundaries between worlds – come together in the latest mirror burial to be found in East Yorkshire.
Death, mirrors and water
In the spring of 2001, a new chariot burial was discovered on the opposite side of the valley from the earlier inhumations.
 The burial proved to be that of a mature woman, who was interred with horse-gear decorated with red enamel and coral, and another iron mirror, laid against her drawn-up legs. Interestingly, the barrow was situated close to the village pond, which (like others in the region) was probably a small, clay-lined mere in later prehistory. These features would have held standing bodies of water, whose surfaces may have been very similar to the murky, shadowy face of the iron mirror. 

The proximity of this burial to a water source fits a larger pattern identified by Bevan who noted that many of the square barrow cemeteries dating to this period were deliberately placed near or even in, the watercourses known locally as ‘Gypsey Races’.
 The word ‘gypsey’ is derived from the Scandinavian word to ‘gape’, describing the way in which the porous chalk land yawns open to release powerful springs, through which the races begin to flow in later winter or early spring.
 These streams are strongly seasonal and sometimes disappear dramatically into the ground through sinkholes. Bevan suggests that these bodies of water were perceived as the medium which flowed between the overworld of the living and the underworld of the dead.
 Their association with burials may have been used to both speed the departure of the deceased and enable their transformation and return as members of the ancestry.
 Regenerative properties may have been attributed to these streams because of their rich mineral content, which brought fertility to the land and new life to its inhabitants. However, the waters were also dangerous; their unpredictability and violence meant that in the Medieval period, property and livestock were frequently damaged in the ensuing floods.
 As with all significant forces, the power of the water was double-edged: destructive and violent as well as fertile. If the surfaces of mirrors were seen as analogous to these bodies of water, this dangerous and ambiguous quality would also have been conferred upon the object. 

Returning to Wetwang Slack, the association between the reflective surface of water and the mirror was reiterated in its wrapping in a bag or covering made of otter fur:
 an animal which symbolised the ability to move between the realms of land and water, this world and the next. The bag also appears to have been decorated or tied with a tassel of tiny blue-glass beads. In the cemetery across the valley, larger blue glass bead necklaces were only found with mature women,
 so the beads may be used to evoke both the female gender and advanced age of both the Wetwang woman and her mirror. The osteoarchaeological analysis revealed that she was probably in her senior years,
 having survived childbirth, making her a rare and valued repository of knowledge and lore. At 5 foot 7 inches in height, she would have been a striking figure, and this was compounded by a dislocated shoulder which was never re-set, but fused out of place - an impressive feat of recovery and strength. The preliminary analysis suggested that this woman may also have been distinguished from birth by a facial haemangioma: a misgrowth of the blood-vessels which would have left one half of her face blood-red, lumpy and swollen in texture.
 Red enamel and coral decorates much of the bronzework during this period, from swords and scabbards, to shields, boxes and brooches.
 Rather than interpreting this as a disfigurement, her community may have regarded it as a sign of other-worldly favour, as if she had been ‘enamelled’ by the gods and empowered by this potent or sacred colour. This may explain why - as an important, powerful elder - she was entrusted with the mirror, as someone who was attuned to, and able to intervene with, these other worlds. 

Conclusion

To conclude, Iron Age mirrors, whether made of iron or bronze, were beautiful, powerful, and potentially terrifying or dangerous objects. They were used in the preparation and presentation of the body and prestigious displays, but may also have been associated with powers of augery and insight into the past, or access to ancestral or spiritual worlds. Their decoration and wrapping appear to have been integral to their powerful effect upon people in a variety of social settings and performances, as they were revealed or concealed from view. As complex objects, they also evoked similarities with other objects and embodied a series of important relationships which had come together in their making. Evidence for wear and repair also brought to mind the chain of hands through which they had passed before they were deposited. Mirrors may have had identities, names or lineages of their own: some were accorded ‘burial’ rites which appear analogous to those of humans, whilst others were paired with specific individuals in death. This paper has therefore challenged the view that these objects were associated with idle vanity and passive femininity… such individuals were active and instrumental agents whose identity and power in life and death, were forged, in part, through their relationship with mirrors. 
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