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apotropaic potential of designs. Focusing strongly on 
decorated metalwork, the Iron Age world he depicts 
is a rather traditional one of hierarchical chiefdoms, 
populated by warrior elites, wealthy princesses and 
craftsmen. Readers who are new to Iron Age studies 
should be aware there are alternative understandings 
of the structure of Iron Age society and organization 
of craft production reviewed elsewhere. 

In conclusion, there is a sense that this might 
be amongst the last of this kind of study, mainly due 
to its admirable grasp of the wealth of Continental 
and Insular material, which is becoming increasingly 
difficult to synthesize. Harding’s study therefore 
represents an assured and knowledgeable account 
which will provide an invaluable foundation for new 
directions in Celtic art studies. 
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Dressing the Past, edited by Margarita Gleba, Cherine 
Munkholt & Marie-Louise Nosch, 2008. (Ancient 
Textiles Series 3.) Oxford: Oxbow Books; ISBN-13 
978-1-842-17269-8 paperback £25 & US$50; 167 pp.

Susanna Harris

As the title implies, Dressing the Past is about the proc-
ess of understanding costumes in the past. It looks at 
many approaches to research and multiple ways to 
express the research results; as academic publication, 
conservation of original clothing, reconstructions 
of full costumes or impressions of these costumes 
expressed in the media. Originating from a series of 
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lectures given by The Danish National Research Foun-
dation’s Centre for Textile Research to the students at 
the Design School in Kolding, Denmark, this provides 
an original angle on the subject as an interdisciplinary 
approach to how dress (or costume) can be thought 
about in various periods of the past. With contributors 
including skilled crafts people, historians, museum 
curators, media studies researchers, textile design-
ers, conservators and archaeologists, this is a truly 
interdisciplinary approach and shows both how many 
disciplines are researching in this area and the diverse 
audiences interested in costumes from the past. 

The book has eleven chapters by seventeen con-
tributors and is arranged chronologically, spanning 
from Minoan dress in Bronze Age Crete, Renaissance 
and Baroque royal costume to female dress construc-
tion in the last 200 years. It is amply illustrated in 
colour throughout and certainly fulfils the editors’ 
invitation ‘to dive into the colourful world of dress’. 

All of the authors deal with methods for under-
standing and interpreting dress in the past from a wide 
range of sources of evidence, albeit in very contrasting 
ways. The evidence for dress ranges from actual pre-
served garments, fragments of cloth, textile processing 
equipment, representations and written accounts. Most 
of the authors are dealing with a limited range of sources 
and have to make the most of their evidence. The range 
of approaches is therefore a significant aspect of this 
volume. Nosch (Ch. 1) uses levels of technology to show 
how the colour, shape and pattern on female dress in 
Bronze Age frescoes of the Cycladies in Greece match up 
to archaeological evidence of dyes, weaving technology 
and garment fit. In a complementary approach, Anders-
son investigates types of Viking Age cloth from the textile 
production tools alone (Ch. 6). Gleba compares literary, 
archaeological evidence and iconography of Scythian 
dress from Greek, Persian and Scythian sources (Ch. 2). 
From this she is sceptical of the non-Scythian sources, 
which emphasize feature such as the pointy hat, that 
rarely feature in the Scythian sources. Mannering (Ch. 5) 
uses a quantitative analysis of figures on tiny gold sheets 
from the Scandinavian Iron Age to understand garment 
type and combinations worn by men and women. 

If it seems that poor evidence is the sole hindering 
factor in our understanding of dress in the past then 
Mathiassen and Lielund’s chapter is an informative 
comparison (Ch. 9). They present some of the problems 
they faced when asked to provide costumes for the 
characters in a televised living history event. Despite 
ample sources of evidence (museum stores of clothing, 
drawings, painting and plates in fashion magazines), 
they found it challenging to put this information into a 
detailed social context. A request for a complete outfit 
for a shoemaker’s wife in 1840 leads to further ques-
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tions; did she wear individual garments such as apron, 
headscarf and shawl differently inside or outside of the 
house? Which materials could she afford? What was 
her taste in colours? These questions of social context 
are addressed elsewhere, as are the practical problems 
faced with such gaps in research or ‘black holes’ as 
Vestergaard Pedersen calls them (Ch. 7). 

Although the book is not solely about reconstruc-
tions, this is one of the major themes. The majority 
of authors show illustrations of costumes made in 
the style of their period, describe their experience of 
making such costumes or discuss their role in display. 
These issues are approached differently according to 
the authors’ remit and skills. For example, as a profes-
sional weaver who has worked on a number of museum 
reconstructions Nøgaard (Ch. 4) describes how she 
reconstructed an Iron Age costume from Huldremose, 
Denmark using information from fibre, weave structure 
and dye analysis of the original excavated fragments. 
By contrast from a conservator’s perspective, Aneer (Ch. 
8) describes the treatments used to transform the rag-
ged remains of a seventeenth-century Swedish king’s 
battle costume into an impression of the splendid outfit 
it would once have been. Both work with the interpre-
tation between ancient original and modern display 
object with skill, but approach it quite differently. In 
several of the chapters, the authors express a tension 
between the interpretation of the sources and their 
ability to provide enough information to make a full 
costume. For some, this problem is felt more intensely 
because of the contrast between the huge popularizing 
effect of reconstructions and the problematic nature of 
the source materials (Mannering Ch. 5). 

Despite the issues that incomplete or biased 
sources may provide, there is a genuine demand 
to understand complete costumes for living history 
events, museum reconstructions and television dra-
mas. Here there is a real sliding scale from those made 
using authentic techniques and materials to produce 
near copies, to the use of visual codes to indicate a 
period and place without any attempt at material 
authenticity. An interesting example is provided by the 
costumes reconstructed for the Hungarian National 
Museum, where they use archaeological artefacts 
(buckles and fibula) as part of costumes (Hendzsel et 
al. Ch. 3). This is a novel way of displaying original 
artefacts that could be applied elsewhere. 

Where attention to detail is the key in some 
contexts, Borrell’s account of dressing the past for 
costume dramas (Ch. 11) is in complete contrast. Not 
about objective truth, films convey something quite 
different. The costume designer creates an impression 
of the period where visual clichés are sufficient and the 
glamour of leading female characters is paramount. It 

was enough for Elizabeth Taylor in the film ‘Cleopatra’ 
to wear Egyptian style headdress and make up, but the 
dress remains distinctly 1960s. While such an approach 
may cause contention with academics, the chapter is 
valuable in pointing out why this approach sells films 
and is therefore enough to satisfy the producers. 

The book is intended to be a handbook by special-
ists for non-specialists. By non-specialists, they include 
costume designers, hobby enthusiasts, museum cura-
tors and historians (presumably specialist in areas other 
than textiles or costume). This is an interesting audience 
and I am sure they will find many useful ideas in this 
book. My only concern is that while the book provides 
an open forum for this discussion, it lacks some of the 
historical background to this subject and hence the 
context to which the book belongs. This is relevant as 
some of the debates have been quite fierce. For example, 
museum, or worse re-enactment, costume reconstruc-
tions have often been viewed with little respect by 
textile researchers, considered unscientific and relevant 
only for their popularizing effect (for a summary of this 
debate see Bender Jørgensen 1994, 109). There is also a 
call for clarity in the decision-making process behind 
textile reconstructions or replicas (for example Gilbert 
2005, fig. 17). Similar debates exist in experimental 
archaeology, where there is conflict between the use 
of practical experiments, such as reconstructions, for 
research purposes and for recreational re-enactment 
or demonstration (Outram 2008, 3). 

From my own perspective as an archaeologist 
researching textiles and leather, I think this volume 
should be commended for taking a brave step forward 
in dealing with the tricky relationship between the 
evidence for, and the interpretation of, the perishable 
remains of dress. In this way, some of the papers may 
also be relevant to researchers working with other 
organic materials. Overall, I think this volume is an 
excellent resource and would recommend it as an 
enjoyable and useful starting point to understanding 
dress in the past with sufficient scope to open up the 
subject in a broad and thoughtful manner. Equally 
because of the diversity of approaches, geographical 
areas, contributing disciplines and periods, I am sure 
specialist textile researchers will also find new ideas 
among those that are more familiar to them. 
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The Archaeology of Ritual, edited by Evangelos 
Kyriakidis, 2007. Los Angeles (CA): Cotsen Institute 
of Archaeology; ISBN-13 978-1-931745-47-5 paper-

back £30 & US$40; ISBN-13 978-1-931745-48-2 £55 & 
US$70, xii+319 pp., 55 figs.

Timothy Insoll

This volume is the third in a series of publications 
resulting from the Cotsen Advanced Seminars held 
at the Cotsen Institute of Archaeology at the Uni-
versity of California, Los Angeles. The Archaeology of 
Ritual enters an increasingly crowded market with 
various publications focusing upon the archaeology 
of ritual and religion having appeared in recent years 
(e.g. Insoll 2004a,b; Barrowclough & Malone 2007; 
Hays-Gilpin & Whitley 2008). The volume is under-
pinned by a useful premise in seeking to explore ‘the 
discourse on the archaeology of ritual today’ (p. 1) 
which means that it is not structured by a dominant 
theoretical perspective. The book is well produced and 
only a couple of minor typographical errors were seen 
whilst the figures are generally of good quality, with 
the only exceptions being figures 3.1 and 11.1 which 
are rather murky. 

Turning to the papers themselves, these will be 
considered individually, but in general terms rather 
than always being a new offering, some seek to distil 
the authors’ existing research and thinking in a new 
format and perhaps with a push in a new direction. 
Hence there is definitely value in the enterprise. 
Thirteen papers by a range of contributors are con-
tained in the volume. These are by both well-known 
names in the field of ritual studies such as Catherine 
Bell, and Caroline Humphrey and James Laidlaw, 
through to lesser-known archaeologists such as 
Marianna Nikolaidou. The material covered is also 
eclectic, geographically, temporally and in terms of 

disciplinary focus, with the latter including archaeo-
logy, history, anthropology, sociology and psychology. 
Thus, in total, a rich selection is offered the reader 
(and reviewer) interested in the archaeology of ritual 
(and religion).

The first paper is a brief introduction by Evange-
los Kyriakidis. This, as was recurrently seen with the 
contributions (three in total) authored by Kyriakidis, 
needs greater bibliographic support given the points 
made which seem under-referenced and supported 
only by a limited range of case studies. However, 
as noted, this is merely a brief introduction so not 
much can be expected. In contrast, Kyriakidis’s sec-
ond lengthier contribution, attempts to consider ‘the 
challenges peculiar to the archaeology of ritual’ (p. 
4). The criticism just offered again applies, and when 
we are led onto a consideration of rituals in archaeo-
logical contexts various questions can be asked. For 
instance, why will it not be possible for archaeologists 
‘to differentiate among specific rituals uncovered’? 
This assertion seems unduly negative when, for 
example, using ethnographic analogy we can begin 
to differentiate between a ritual perhaps linked with 
negotiating personal destiny, or sacrifice, as opposed 
to the founding of a village, house, or shrine (Insoll 
2008). It is true that the ‘archaeological record repre-
sents a ritual pattern’ (p. 15), or rather, can do, but in 
contrast to Kyriakidis’s position this reviewer would 
suggest that it is the ‘potential dark alleys’ and ‘red 
herrings’ (p. 20) which might lead to new insights in 
the archaeology of ritual being made.

Lars Fogelin in Chapter three considers the 
archaeology of religion and ritual in South Asia with 
primary reference to a Buddhist mortuary landscape 
in Andhra Pradesh in India. Of immediate interest is 
that Fogelin uses the term ‘religion’ as well as ‘ritual’. 
This is of obvious significance for, as it should be, 
ritual is considered within the frame of reference 
in which it often exists, i.e. religion. Fogelin is here 
assisted by working with known religious ‘forms’ or 
at least partially so in archaeological contexts, Bud-
dhism, but even if we do not have this more privileged 
viewpoint it is probably as well for the archaeologist 
to recognize that the type of rituals with which this 
book is concerned sit within ‘religious’ frameworks. 
Interesting points are made about the limitations in 
the use of ethnographies of South Asian villages for 
interpreting ancient India. And whilst true that these 
should not be used with a perception based on ‘the 
fallacy of evolutionary survivals’ (p. 24), it is equally 
true that they can be of great use for archaeological 
interpretation. An interesting critical discussion is 
provided reflecting the seemingly healthy ‘state’ of rel-
evant, primarily Buddhist, South Asian archaeology. 
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