
Being Mesolithic in life and death

Item Type Article

Authors Cobb, Hannah; Gray Jones, Amy

Citation Cobb, H., & Gray Jones, A. (2018). Being Mesolithic in life and
death. Journal of World Prehistory, 31(3), 367-83.

DOI 10.1007/s10963-018-9123-1

Publisher Springer International Publishing

Journal Journal of World Prehistory

Download date 22/05/2023 09:55:38

Item License http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10034/620625

https://chesterrep.openrepository.com/cdr
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10963-018-9123-1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10034/620625


1 

 

Being Mesolithic in life and death 

Hannah Cobb1 and Amy Gray Jones2 

1. School of Arts, Languages and Cultures, University of Manchester, hannah.cobb@manchester.ac.uk 

2. Department of History & Archaeology, University of Chester, a.grayjones@chester.ac.uk 

 

Abstract 

Fifty years ago approaches to Mesolithic identity were limited to ideas of man the hunter, 

woman the gatherer, and evidence of non-normative practice was ascribed to "shamans" and 

to "ritual", and that was that. As post-processual critiques have touched Mesolithic studies, 

however, this has changed. In the first decade of the 21st century a strong body of work on 

Mesolithic identity in life, as well as death, has enabled us to think beyond modern western 

categories to interpret identity in the Mesolithic. Our paper reviews these changing 

approaches, offering a series of case studies of such approaches, before developing these case 

studies to advocate an assemblage approach to identity in the Mesolithic.  
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Introduction: What is identity?  

In this paper we explore a key question: how did people conceive of their identities in 

Mesolithic Britain and Ireland? That is to say, what was it to be Mesolithic in life, and in 

death? And what approaches can we employ to answer this through the archaeological 

record? The argument that this paper presents demonstrates that, in fact, the question of 

identity is inseparable from the other themes interrogated in this volume; the tools that people 

used, the plants and animals that they engaged with, the structures that they built that 

incorporated these materials, the land, waterways and seas through which they moved, and 

through which their bodies were transformed in life and in death, all constituted Mesolithic 

identities. But before we explore this perspective further, it is important to consider what we 

mean by identity, and how such a conception of identity has arisen in Mesolithic studies. 

 

Identity is a difficult term to define, but we can describe it broadly as the way in which 

people conceive of themselves and their relationship to the world around them, and how 

others, in turn, perceive them. The explicit consideration of identity is, seemingly, a very 

recent concern for British and Irish Mesolithic studies. Indeed, until the late 1990s, the 

prevailing argument was that exploring identity was an interpretive leap too far due to the 

nature of the archaeological record. However, this attitude is problematic, due to the reliance 

on empiricism to explore other aspects of Mesolithic life. Approaches that adhere to modern 

empiricism categorise the material record in such a way that both implicitly and explicitly 

translates into statements about prehistoric hunter-gatherer identity. This can be seen most 

clearly in the way that archaeological material such as lithic scatters or faunal assemblages 

are interpreted in terms of the economic tasks they represent. Whilst focusing on functional 

and economic considerations, such studies frequently assume gendered divisions of labour, 

whereby large game hunting is carried out by men and the collection of plant foods or the 

processing of hides is undertaken by women (e.g. REFS), In doing so they make implicit 

statements regarding the identities of those carrying out such tasks, and the relationships 

between them.  A similar issue can be seen in the study of Mesolithic mortuary practices 

(Clark and Neeley 1987; O’Shea and Zvelebil 1984), which project post-war concerns with 

the ascription of an individual’s status and rank based on their age, sex and the material 

wealth associated with their burial. By making explicit proclamations of prehistoric hunter-

gatherer identity in terms of modern western correlates of status and rank, such discussions 
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ultimately say more about how we in the modern west conceive of ourselves, than provide 

any new understanding of prehistoric hunter-gatherers. 

 

Such accounts, albeit inadvertently, perpetuate very specific, and usually very normative 

values central to modern Western identity. Consequently they are little more than an exercise 

in modern identity politics, which in turn are firmly bound with modern concepts of 

economic value and the objectification and subjugation of nature by culture (Thomas 2004). 

Nowhere is this observation more clear than in interpretations of gender and sexual identities. 

Here, despite the impact of high-profile feminist critiques of this issue within hunter-gatherer 

archaeology generally (Dahlberg 1981), and in specific relation to the Mesolithic of Britain 

and Ireland (Cobb 2005; Finlay 2006), Mesolithic research continued to reproduce 

Westernised concepts of normalised heterosexual identity and nuclear familial relationships 

into the 21st century (e.g. Schulting and Richards 2001; Grøn 2003). 

 

 

By the late 1990s a number of Mesolithic archaeologists had begun to question many of these 

projected assumptions regarding identity. To do so they turned to a series of alternative 

ethnographies about identity. The question of how personal identity, or personhood, has been 

constructed in non-western societies has been of concern in anthropological studies since the 

early twentieth century, and since the 1980s a range of ethnographic works have radically 

reconfigured this concept. The crux of this work has been the deconstruction of the perceived 

universality of western personal identity and the notion of the individual. In contrast, a series 

of ethnographic accounts have demonstrated a range of alternatives to westernised 

perspectives (summarised in Fowler 2004). These show that, in contrast to modern western 

personhood where the individual is bound by and defined by their own skin, for others 

personal identity is conceived of in dividual terms. In these contexts, the body is understood 

as permeable (changed by the flow, in and out, of different substances) or partible (changed 

by the removal or addition of parts of the person – where material culture is also understood 

as part of persons) (see Fowler 2004 for an account of these concepts). In these dividual 

understandings of personhood, identity is not fixed and not defined by the body alone. 

Rather, it is fluid and changing, and identity is a process (Craib 1998). 

 

A more recent development in the explicit and implicit discussions of identity within 

prehistory has been a closer consideration of the concept of the body (e.g. Robb and Harris 

2015). This has grown from an awareness that more traditional approaches to the prehistory, 

and the narratives they produce, project a further set of problematic assumptions surrounding 

the conceptualisation of the body in the past. Specifically, accounts often write out embodied 

engagements with the world entirely in an attempt to remain “objective”, instantly making 

universalising statements and assumptions about the nature of past bodily actions in modern, 

western and particularly alienated terms (Dobres 2000). Bodies are not alienated from the 

rest of the material world. As humans we are forever entwined within a process of 

interpretation of the world around us, and we are forever reacting to our interpretations and 

reformulating these (Heidegger 1962). Thus embodied practices are fundamental to the 

formation of identity.  

 

Such approaches to personhood have provided an extraordinarily important basis for a radical 

rethinking of Mesolithic identity. Crucially those who have explored these approaches have 

not simply supplanted one universalising set of assumptions surrounding identity with 

another. Nor have they simply and uncritically applied models of Melanesian personhood 

onto the past. Instead they have used these alternative understandings to think through a wide 
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variety of evidence in particularly diverse areas, from interpretations of identity through 

analyses of the body and mortuary contexts (e.g. Conneller 2006; Strassburg 2000), 

interpretations of faunal data and human/animal relationships (e.g. Conneller 2004; Overton 

2014), interpretations of sexual and gendered identities (Cobb 2005; Schmidt 2005; 

Strassburg 2000) and interpretations of the formation of identity through everyday material 

culture use and skilled technical practice (Cobb 2014; Conneller 2005; Finlay 2003, 2006, 

2014; Warren 2006). What is important in these approaches is that they also take a radically 

different stance toward materials, bodies and the relationship between the two. Crucially they 

demonstrate that material culture never exists exclusively of the physical bodies that use it, 

and these bodies are never neutral or value free. 

 

In studies of the Mesolithic in the UK and Ireland these approaches have been used to great 

effect. Conneller (2006) has suggested that the lack of clear burials and cemeteries in the 

British Mesolithic may be explained by the conceptualisation of identities in the period as 

dividual to the extent that bodies were simply not interred, but rather were fragmented, and 

circulated through meaningful social contexts. Outside of the mortuary context, at the site of 

Star Carr in north east Yorkshire, the presence of 21 modified antler frontlets has repeatedly 

drawn interpretations of ritualistic practices in which the frontlets acted as masks (Clark 

1954: Conneller 2004, 2011). Such an interpretation involves a modern western 

understanding of the individual as bounded and distinct from, and thus hidden, or masked by 

the frontlets. In contrast, Conneller has drawn upon perspectivist accounts of non-western 

understandings of human/animal relationships to suggest that rather than disguise or hide 

human bodies, such masks actually revealed and transformed them, as part of wider 

performances that produced human and animal identities (Conneller 2004: 50). The 

productivity of this approach is further illustrated through Conneller’s extension of it to all of 

the different types of animal/human interactions that took place at the site. Through the 

working of hide, and the making and using of animal bones as tools, teeth as beads and skin 

as clothes Conneller suggests there existed an “ambiguity about where human bodies end and 

animal bodies start. Parts of humans transform animals, who in turn alter and extend human 

bodies” (Ibid.: 47). 

 

Another innovative example is Finlay’s (2003) discussion of microliths and multiple 

authorship. Finlay has suggested that, during the Mesolithic, tool production involved a 

complex entanglement of relationships best illustrated through the example of composite 

microlithic tools. Drawing upon Melanesian ethnographies, Finlay suggests that these are 

likely to have been multiply authored, with several people making the microliths required, 

and probably group efforts required to gather and prepare the wood, resin and twine that 

would then enable the microliths to be hafted (Finlay 2003). Thus the production of tools 

would have demanded connections, between persons and between different materials from 

diverse sources, individual bodily practices, and group actions. The production and use of 

composite microlithic tools therefore required practices of fragmentation of persons, 

materials, the essences of places, and the social transformation and renegotiation of all of 

these (Warren 2006), to engender multiply authored identities (Finlay 2003). Finlay’s 

arguments provide a powerful way for reformulating not just studies of microlithic 

technology, but Mesolithic technical engagements in general. This has led Warren (2006) to 

argue that understanding tools as a nexus for social relations in the Mesolithic provides an 

innovative means for examining elements such as the production and negotiation of identity. 

 

The examples cited here take us part of the way in the narrative of these new approaches to 

identity. They are examples that inspired us, the authors of this paper, and subsequently our 
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own studies have taken the examination of identity further in studies of life and death. In the 

rest of this paper we outline these developments. 

 

Death and Identity: Bodies that matter  

One of the most explicit ways for examining the production of identity is the treatment of the 

body in death. However, evidence for mortuary practice in the Mesolithic of Britain and 

Ireland is often regarded as poor. In contrast to other parts of Northern Europe, inhumations 

are scarce, and the record is dominated by disarticulated human remains from a range of 

different contexts, not all of which are recognisably funerary. Of c.28 sites where human 

remains have been recovered, there are only four where inhumation of complete bodies may 

have taken place (Aveline’s Hole, Gough’s Cave, Greylake (all Somerset) and Tilbury 

(Essex)). Of the remainder, two consist of cremated material deposited in pits (Hermitage 

(Co. Limerick) and Langford (Essex)), whilst the rest are represented by single elements or 

groups of disarticulated remains in coastal and inland caves, middens and palaeochannels 

(see summaries by Meiklejohn et al. 2011; Meiklejohn and Woodman 2012).  In the first 

comprehensive review of this material, Conneller (2006) argued that it represented deliberate 

forms of mortuary practice characterised by disarticulation.  This was a significant first step, 

both in addressing the nature of the British and Irish material and in highlighting its potential 

for elucidating our understanding of Mesolithic mortuary behaviour. It led to a series of 

projects exploring the treatment of the body (Gray Jones 2011), deposition within middens 

(Hellewell 2015) and new approaches to identifying fragmented remains (Charlton 2016).  

 

Whilst Conneller identified disarticulation as an intentional practice, her work was not able to 

address the particular forms of activity that took place. The human body can become 

disarticulated via a number of means at different stages after death during its transformation 

from fleshed cadaver to dry skeleton, and by a variety of agents. The specific practices 

involved, we would argue, are a key element in our understanding of the character of these 

interactions with the dead. Comparative studies of disarticulated material from Northern 

Europe (Gray Jones 2011) have provided a broader context within which to understand the 

practices that may have produced the material from Britain and Ireland.  This survey showed 

that there were a variety of ways of treating the body, many of which may produce 

disarticulated remains. These include evidence for secondary burial practices, ‘collective’ 

burial in caves where remains were defleshed, disarticulated and commingled, 

dismemberment of the fleshed body, cremation, and decapitation and skull burial (see review 

in Gray Jones 2011). The practice of manipulating dead bodies has also been recorded in 

some cemeteries, where elements were removed from graves and presumably deposited 

elsewhere (e.g. Nilsson Stutz 2003).  

 

Whilst some of the British and Irish material lacks detailed contextual information, making 

differentiation between deliberate human action and post-depositional processes difficult, 

there are a number of sites where practices comparable to those in Europe can be recognised. 

The remains from the Oronsay middens, for example, may indicate exposure of the body 

(Meiklejohn et al. 2005), whilst cut-marks on an ulna from Kent’s Cavern reflect 

dismemberment (Schulting et al. 2015).  What is more, numerous examples of isolated or 

small groups of disarticulated elements have been recorded that may represent sites where 

disarticulated material has been deliberately deposited, whilst in Ireland there is evidence for 

the manufacture of objects from human remains (Woodman 2015). These practices 

demonstrate ways of dealing with the body that are often multi-staged, extending both 

temporally and spatially. Potentially some sites reflect different phases within the same 
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process of treating/fragmenting the body, such as excarnation at one place, removal of 

elements to another, and deposition at yet another location (Gray Jones 2011).  

 

These practices reveal the nature of bodily engagement with the dead and help us to explore 

the materiality of the human body in both life and death. If we accept that identity is 

continually produced and reformulated through the relationships between people, places, 

animals and materials, then these engagements with dead bodies are also important for 

understanding identity. Through their manipulation and disarticulation, bodies and parts of 

them were removed, curated, circulated, used and deposited and became part of the material 

world. As such, the remains of the dead become an active part in/of material expressions of 

relational identities. We will illustrate the ways in which we can explore these identities 

through three case studies. 

 

The first of these focuses on the late Mesolithic shell midden of Cnoc Coig, on the island of 

Oronsay (W. Scotland) (see figure 1). Here a small number of disarticulated remains (49 

fragments), representing at least three adults and a child, were deposited in five diffuse 

groups within the midden (Meiklejohn et al. 2005). Based on the elements present, these 

remains most likely represent exposure of bodies on the midden, where the larger bones were 

taken away and elements from the torso and the more loosely articulated extremities were left 

behind (Pollard 1996, Bradley 1997, Telford 2002, King 2003, and Gray Jones 2011, contra 

Meiklejohn et al. 2005). Whilst Meiklejohn et al. stress the preponderance of hand and foot 

bones, almost all areas of the skeleton are in fact represented in the assemblage; fragments 

deriving from the skull (cranium and teeth), the torso (clavicle, cervical vertebrae, rib, 

pelvis), and the upper and lower limbs (metacarpals, hand phalanges, a possible fragment of 

the patella, tibia, metatarsals and foot phalanges). This would indicate that whole bodies were 

present at the site at some point. Furthermore, those elements that are present at the site are 

consistent with those often left behind after exposure of the body, such as the more loosely 

articulated cranium, the hand and foot bones, as well as superficial elements such as the 

clavicles and sternum, which naturally disarticulate early in the decay sequence (Pinheiro 

2006, 111). In contrast, those elements that are missing, i.e. the bones of the upper limb and 

the leg (particularly the femur), and many elements of the cranium, naturally survive 

relatively well (Bello and Andrews 2006) and their absence suggests that they were 

deliberately selected and removed. Meiklejohn et al. have argued that the grouped nature of 

the remains is inconsistent with exposure of bodies, and that the remains relate to a different, 

not previously reported phenomenon (2005, 98). However the grouped nature of the deposits 

(containing fragments from different areas of the skeleton) can be explained if the remains 

were collected together periodically once bodies had decayed and disarticulated and after 

elements had been removed (Gray Jones 2011, 204).  

 

As a site for exposure then, whole bodies would have been brought here and laid on the 

midden to decompose, either through natural processes or aided by some defleshing or 

dismemberment. Limb bones and skulls were mostly removed and taken away but other parts 

of the body were collected, kept and incorporated into the midden deposits. These acts of 

deposition brought together the remains of people with other non-human persons, materials 

and things from their world. The clearest example of this is the close association of one group 

of human bones, representing parts of at least three different people, with a group of seal 

bones, including part of the rear flipper of an adult grey seal (Nolan 1986, 255). This 

depositional act directly juxtaposes human hand and foot bones and seal flipper bones, 

creating a material dialogue between seals and humans which can be interpreted as 

articulating relational understandings of identity. Whilst we can explore seal identities in 
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terms of their role as one of the main prey species for these groups, we can also suggest that 

these dialogues drew attention to broader aspects of this relationship. These may include 

parallels or similarities drawn between seal and human persons in the context of the 

communities inhabiting the island of Oronsay, such as their similar abilities to perform on 

land and in the water and their fish-based diets (Cobb 2008; Gray Jones and Taylor, in press). 

The integration of dead seals and dead persons may speak of a relational ontology, at this 

particular place and time, where the divide between humans and seals was blurred and fluid 

(ibid.).   

 

Whilst perhaps the most obvious in this context, these material dialogues were not necessarily 

restricted to seals however. The collection and incorporation of human remains into the 

midden also brings them into association with other things from this maritime world, other 

non-human persons, shellfish and materials of the shore and sea. The deposition of perforated 

cowrie shells, worn as body/hair ornaments or on clothing, for example, also point to 

entanglements between local materials and living human bodies. As monuments to 

consumption, perhaps middens were an appropriate place to express these relationships 

brought into being through the routines of daily life. However, not all of the human remains 

on Oronsay were integrated into the midden. Some body parts were removed and taken away. 

These elements may have been curated and used in the wider community and involved in 

other relationships and material acts. There is no complementary site on Oronsay, or in 

Scotland, where the missing elements have been found, but we can see ways in which this 

material may have been circulated and used in Ireland. Here we can consider that, rather than 

representing a person or the dead in a general sense, these remains may have continued to 

possess agency and be animate after death, such that personal identity, or aspects of it, 

continued to be manifest and engaged with, not lost, after death. 

 

Woodman (2015, 160) has recently noted a bone point made on a human ulna from Loughan 

Island on the lower River Bann (Ireland), one of over 125 bone points recovered during 

dredging in the 1930s (see figure 1). These simple points are interpreted as projectile points 

for fish spears or as the teeth in eel leisters or rakes, and were found near natural fords where 

seasonal migrations of eel and salmon may have been intercepted (ibid.).  We can suggest 

that the choice to make this point from the remains of a human person was deliberate and 

may have been intimately connected to that person’s identity.  

 

To begin with, the decision to use human bone for this artefact is unlikely to have been 

accidental. Whilst morphologically similar elements are found in other mammals, it is 

unlikely that Mesolithic people would not have been able to distinguish between these, given 

their familiarity with animal bone gained through butchery and the utilisation of animal 

materials for the manufacture of various material culture. What is more, the decision to use 

specific materials for particular tasks has been recorded in a number of other Mesolithic 

contexts. As Conneller notes, red deer antler was used exclusively for the production of 

barbed points at Star Carr (2011, 58), to which could be added the exclusive use of elk 

metapodia for bodkins and auroch metapodia for scrapers (see Clark 1954). Similarly, Price 

(2009, 685) has argued that certain plants were used for the manufacture of specific types of 

artefacts in the Scandinavian Mesolithic.  

 

In the same way that Conneller (2011, 62) suggests that the manufacture of barbed points at 

Star Carr harnessed deer affects, here at Loughan Island we can explore the possibility that 

this bone point also harnessed specific qualities of the person it derived from. This may stem 

from the material’s origin as part of a specific person, imbued with their particular 
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combination of age, gender, social relations, skills and abilities. Nelson notes, for example, 

that amongst the Koyukon of the Alaskan interior, luck is a nearly tangible essence that can 

be held, temporarily or permanently, passed on to others, and can infuse possessions (1983, 

26-27). It can be specific to certain activities and we can envisage in this instance that the 

material remains of a person who held a history of luck or repeated success in fishing might 

make a lucky or more successful projectile point. The choice of this particular bone, the ulna, 

may also be significant. As part of the muscled forearm of a skilled fisher/hunter it may have 

harnessed that person’s strength or technical skill or precision in this particular spearing 

activity (akin to the aggressive and resistant affects of deer antler (Conneller 2011, 62)). 

His/her history of success may have been with a specific species or even at this specific point 

on the river, such that the material from this person’s bone also ‘dragged’ these past 

encounters along with it and presented opportunities for future success (Conneller 2011, 54). 

The use of human remains in negotiating hunting success is found amongst northern Eurasian 

and north American hunters and it is clear that in some societies the dead have agency in 

terms of enhancing hunting success (McNiven 2013, 104).  

 

The variety of mortuary practices that we see in Britain and Europe, many of which involve 

engaging with the body in various states of decay, suggest that this facilitated access to 

bodies and parts of them.  Remains may have been curated for later use and we can 

seedeposits of human bone at sites like Ferriter’s Cove (Ireland) as examples of this (see 

figure 1). Small quantities of disarticulated and fragmented human remains were recovered in 

at least two concentrations within the occupation deposits (Woodman et al. 1999) which 

could be interpreted as caches of bone, similar to the caches of axes found at the site. 

Deposition of remains in accessible caves may also have ensured access to them at later 

times. In addition, whilst we can only trace the use of human bone, it is possible that other 

substances were also utilised from bodies placed in caves or exposed on middens. The Aleuts 

(indigenous people of the Aleutian Islands, Alaska) for example, kept the bodies of whale 

hunters and shamans in secret caves. As part of ritual preparations for whale hunting they 

would go to touch them and even apply “fat or other tissues of corpses” to their bodies, 

kayaks and hunting weapons to gain special spiritual power (Black 1981, 129-30 cited in 

McNiven 2013, 104). Body substances deriving from specific persons may have been 

important and potent materials for Mesolithic hunter-gatherers.  

 

Rather than the dead becoming part of a homogenous ‘ancestor’ after death, the variability in 

how the body was treated and the different ways in which human remains were deposited 

suggest that identity was an important factor in these engagements, albeit one that was not 

reliant on the maintenance of an individual body. The agency of the remains of the dead was 

a product of their identity in life, their skills, qualities, and relationships, and this was 

retained by their remains and bodily substances even once transformed by death. Whilst the 

body becomes physically partible after death, through its decay, decomposition and ultimate 

dissolution, this is not a simple reduction to its relational components and their redistribution 

back into the world, but instead a reconfiguration and continuation of these relationships and 

identities. Recent scholarship (e.g. Sofaer 2006) emphasises a life-course perspective and the 

plastic, pliable nature of the body - as we grow, age, learn or suffer from illness and injury - 

and the consequent non-static, fluid nature of identity throughout life. Why should this stop at 

death? Through engagements with the living, and dialogues with places, landscapes, animals 

and materials, the identity of the dead continued to be formulated after death. 

 

People, things, places and assemblages  
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To resituate the dead as affective in the identities of the living, however, requires considering 

in more detail how personhood was created in life. The idea of multiply authored personhood 

engendered through the materiality of Mesolithic life, as reviewed above, provides an 

important starting point for considering the specifics of Mesolithic identity. In addition, Cobb 

(2008, 2013) has drawn upon phenomenological landscape archaeology (e.g. Tilley 1994; 

Cummings and Whittle 2003) to examine how sites incorporated and drew upon wider 

landscape features to garner their importance. This is certainly the case for some of the 

exceptional sites of Mesolithic Britain and Ireland, such as the Oronsay middens. However, 

we argue, the principles of this approach are just as applicable, and perhaps most effective in 

the Mesolithic, when considering identity at the level of the daily round. If we begin with the 

argument that Mesolithic personhood was likely constructed through multiple authorship, 

considering landscapes and parts of place as part of this provides a further dimension that 

would have constituted Mesolithic identity. 

 

Take, for example, a single site such as the spread of Mesolithic material around Gallow Hill 

(Donnelly and Macgregor 2005) and the nearby Littlehill Bridge (Macgregor and Donnelly 

2001) on the Ayrshire coast, South West Scotland (see figure 1). Here, on the edge of a hill, 

on the raised beach, to the north of the once lagoonal and estuarine area at the mouth of the 

Water of Girvan (Donnelly and Macgregor 2005), both fieldwalking and excavation have 

revealed surface scatters of Mesolithic material extending over approximately a square half 

kilometre, a series of mixed, unstratified Mesolithic deposits, in situ scattered lithic material 

and open site activity including pits, hearths, areas of burning, stake holes and several sub-

oval, shallow-sided scoops (MacGregor and Donnelly 2001, 5). Radiocarbon dates and the 

accumulated material suggest that it was potentially revisited over a period of at least 1500 

years in the late Mesolithic and the excavators have pointed to a focus on specialised blade 

and microlith production and the repair of microlithic tools at the site (Donnelley and 

MacGregor 2005, 56, 58). 

   

In an area so regularly reused over such a long period we can consider how its use in daily 

life, the activities of tool-making and mending, the repeated use of the place in general and 

the repeated re-use of specific areas for different types of occupation were all key to the 

construction of different identities. Further, landscape setting may have played an important 

role in this (Cobb 2008; 2013). For example, a wide range of raw materials from a wide range 

of sources, such as Pitchstone from the Isle of Arran, were being brought to and worked at 

the site (Donnelley and MacGregor 2005, 50). These materials in themselves would have 

acted as visceral reminders of journeys, disclosing an understanding of places and people 

across, entwined with and connected by the sea, or through the valleys through which they 

had been brought. In addition the location of the site and the visual connections it affords 

would have worked to connect these activities to activities and identities constructed 

elsewhere. For instance there are superb views from the site both inland over the Midland 

Valley, and out to the Firth of Clyde, the northern Irish Sea, the islands of Arran and Ailsa 

Craig (which can clearly be seen from the Antrim Coast) and much of Argyll and Bute, as 

well as the edges of the Southern Uplands. We could regard this site as a hub then, where a 

series of material and visual connections across the land and the sea and across time too, were 

entwined into the rhythms of daily life, and thus the making, doing and being through which 

people’s identities were performed and negotiated. Whilst we point to this site specific 

example here, it is important to emphasise that this kind of approach is equally applicable on 

a broader scale too (e.g. see Cobb 2008). 
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In the past Cobb has characterised these relationships in phenomenological terms (Cobb 

2008, 2010, 2014), but in recent years (Cobb 2015) she has moved toward a non-

anthropocentric way to explore these relationships, through the ideas of Deleuze and Guattari 

(1987) and particularly DeLanda’s (2006) development of the notion of assemblage theory. 

This perspective argues that people, things and places come together to comprise 

assemblages which are more than the sum of their parts. Assemblages can be amorphous, 

loose collections of things and bodies (e.g. the assemblage of the hunt; the trees, the animal, 

the wind, the hunters, the microliths, the wood in which they are hafted), lasting only fleeting 

moments, or they can be longer lasting (e.g. the assemblage of the shell midden), and they 

can exist at any scale, from intimate social settings, to the broader assemblage of the 

European Mesolithic. The constituents of an assemblage can, at any one time, be constituents 

of other assemblages, and indeed can leave an assemblage at any time, which may not 

necessarily change the assemblage itself. This means that assemblages are always in process, 

always becoming, and thus lend themselves well toward considering how identities are 

always in formation. Further, each assemblage does not exist in a vacuum, but rather 

assemblages garner their vibrancy in their relationship to other assemblages, past present and 

future (for a more thorough explanation of this approach see Harris 2014, 2016). If we take 

this approach we can consider how plants, animals, stones, places, seas, boats, the living and 

the dead all entwine to form assemblages, vibrant in their being, and affective in the 

constitution of Mesolithic identity. Let us return to the Oronsay middens to consider this 

further.  

 

As we have already shown, Cnoc Coig was a place for the transformation of bodies in death; 

both human and seal. But we can go further in considering the transformational properties of 

this midden by interrogating other materials. For instance the distribution of faunal remains 

has led to the suggestion that land animals, such as deer and boar, were brought to the 

Oronsay middens in an already semi-butchered state, before becoming highly fragmented 

within the middens (Grigson and Mellars 1987). This suggests that the middens enabled a 

similar kind of transformation of these other land based bodies too. Meanwhile fish and 

animals associated with the sea (e.g. cetaceans and otter) were more regularly found in 

articulated states, with much more of their skeletal parts present. Moreover fish and sea 

animals were associated predominantly with contexts of burning, whilst land animals were 

not (Ibid.). Approaching these observations through assemblage theory allows us to 

understand how the “assemblage of animals and humans, the materials they produce together, 

and the materials brought in from elsewhere produced the midden at Cnoc Coig” (Harris 

2014: 336). But we argue that we can go further, because, for these two very different types 

of transformation to occur indicates that multiple assemblages are enmeshed here. There are 

assemblages of land, assemblages of sea, the assemblage of the midden itself, assemblages of 

journeys out to sea, across the sea, and in other lands (the Priory Midden on Oronsay is, for 

example, aligned with the Paps of Jura (Cobb 2008)). Each points to how different identities 

may have been in process, how they were at once transformed and contributed to the 

transformation of other identities by being brought to the midden context (which in turn 

contributed to the transformative nature of the midden assemblage), and how they were likely 

extended back into other assemblages. The lack of larger human bones, for instance, suggests 

that through their removal from the midden the transformation of human bodies continued 

elsewhere, potentially with the bones themselves acting as media to transform the identities 

of persons and animals beyond the middens (Cobb 2008, 281). 

 

Taking an assemblage approach shifts how we might view identity at Cnoc Coig, from a 

relational collection of permeable or partible parts of persons, to a series of vibrant and 
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enmeshed components, existing on a range of temporal and spatial scales and ontologically 

equal in the affects that they elicit. Further, an assemblage approach allows us to move 

beyond the idea of middens as a series of palimpsests, as moments of visitation punctuated by 

periods of absence of activity to be disregarded. Instead if we characterise this as a place 

where multiple assemblages were continually territorialised and actualised, we can reconsider 

this as a constant process. This suggests how Cnoc Coig (and the assemblage of Oronsay 

itself) may have been a powerful place in Mesolithic cosmologies, even when people were 

not present, further helping us to understand its power as a place for the transformation of 

identities.  

 

Conclusions: Future approaches to Mesolithic identity  

In Finlay’s (2006) review of identity in the Mesolithic, the concept of personhood and of 

relational identities was in its infancy in its application to the Mesolithic. A decade later, and 

it is clear that this approach opened a new way forward for thinking through the evidence for 

identity in the period. We argue that an assemblage approach takes the next step. There is 

extensive evidence to suggest that Mesolithic ontologies were fundamentally relational, but 

ultimately personhood approaches are still inherently anthropocentric. An assemblage 

approach allows us to consider the people of whom we are so interested, but to regard them 

as partners with, and products of, the multiple materials and places that constituted the 

Mesolithic world. In turn this enables a non-normative approach to identity which is a 

productive way of working through the archaeological material to understand how Mesolithic 

personal identities were created in life and in death.  

 

Furthermore, an assemblage approach undercuts the dichotomy between science and theory 

as it places them “on a single ontological footing, and does not regard them as two separate 

parts of an enterprise” (Harris 2014, 333, and also see Sofaer 2006). This provides an 

important scope for the future of identity studies in the Mesolithic, allowing archaeologists to 

reconcile socially situated narratives with new advances in biological and biomolecular 

archaeology. The study of stable isotopes for reconstructing patterns in diet, for example, has 

long been a core element of Mesolithic (and Neolithic) studies, particularly focused on 

changes in subsistence around the Mesolithic-Neolithic transition. An assemblage approach 

to stable isotopic data enables us to consider the affective properties of animals and plants, 

and where such work proposes interpretations related to group/community identities through 

the identification of regional patterns of subsistence (e.g. Schulting 2009), assemblage theory 

can help us to reconsider the non-anthropocentric components of such communities in 

ontologically equal terms. The same is true of work in other biomolecular techniques such as 

ZooMS and aDNA analysis. Thus, there is still much potential here for critical appreciations 

of this data that move beyond modern, western, conceptions of individual identity and group 

dynamics, and rather than broad temporal and spatial scales, investigate past diet and genetic 

patterning at scales that relate to individual past lives (Milner 2006, 68). Equally, traditional 

macroscopic analyses have also proved productive for new understandings of relational 

personhood in the British and Irish Mesolithic, with researchers taking new, social, 

approaches to traditional data, such as faunal remains (e.g. Overton 2014) and 

palaeoenvironmental data (e.g. Taylor 2012), to explore the role of human-animal and 

human-environment relationships in Mesolithic identities.  

 

In this paper we have stressed the importance of moving beyond normative western 

conceptions of identity if we want to reconsider this subject in new and radical ways, and we 

have worked through a selection of evidence to illuminate how this is possible. To conclude, 

however, we argue that to think radically about past Mesolithic identities we also need to 

http://of.personhood/
http://of.relational/
http://of.relational/
http://to.suggest/
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think radically in our contemporary practice. Until recently Mesolithic studies in Britain and 

Ireland (and beyond) have remained extraordinarily hierarchical, and often patriarchal and 

parochial. Under these conditions it is no surprise that narratives based on normative western 

values have been perpetuated in our interpretations of Mesolithic identity. To propose radical 

new approaches to identity in the past, however, requires us to push boundaries of our 

identities as Mesolithic scholars in the present. This requires us to move beyond our 

patriarchal past, and to create a (Feminist) culture of supportive scholarly multivocality, 

allowing science and theory to be enmeshed and therefore encouraging one another to 

experiment with new and non-normative approaches. Ultimately, it is only with a culture of 

such scholarly support in our contemporary practice that we can truly realise the potential of 

non-normative interpretations of identity for the Mesolithic. 
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