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Abhandlung

Louise Felding*

One Ring to Rule Them All? Appearance and 
Identity of Early Nordic Bronze Age Women

https://doi.org/10.1515/pz-2020-0029

Zusammenfassung: Durch einen multiskalaren Ansatz 
unter Verwendung archäologischer und statistischer 
Methoden werden Identitäten anhand einer vergleichen-
den Studie von 270 weiblichen Bestattungen aus Jütland, 
Fünen, Bornholm und Norddeutschland untersucht. Das 
allgemeine Verständnis der Gesellschaftsstruktur in der 
Bronzezeit basiert auf einem binären Geschlechtssystem. 
Eine Variation innerhalb dieser etablierten Geschlechts-
kategorien ist daher sehr wichtig für unser Verständnis 
der geschlechtsspezifischen sozialen Rollen in der frühen 
Nordischen Bronzezeit (NBA) und soll in dieser Studie her-
vorgehoben werden. Die hier vorgelegte Studie zeigt, dass 
Frauen, die einer höheren sozialen Schicht angehörten, in 
der frühen NBA (ca. 1600–1100 v. Chr.) ein hohes soziales 
Ansehen besaßen und vielfältige politische, religiöse und 
soziale Rollen innehatten. Netzwerkanalysen der weib-
lichen Gräber enthüllten, dass ein Armring insbesondere 
im Material dominant war und daher als Identitätsmarker 
für Frauen der frühen Nordischen Bronzezeit angesehen 
werden kann. Das Fazit lautet, dass Analysen von Objekt-
typkombinationen es erlauben, auf mögliche doppelte 
Identitäten von einigen dieser Frauen zu schließen.

Schlüsselwörter: Netzwerke, Schein, Geschlecht, soziale 
Rollen, Bronzezeit, Frauen

Abstract: Through a multi-scalar approach using archae-
ological and statistical methods this paper investigates 
identity through a comparative study of 270 female gen-
dered burials from Jutland, Funen, Bornholm and North-
ern Germany. The understanding of the societal structure 
in the Bronze Age is based on a binary gender system and 
the variation within these gender categories is empha-
sised as highly significant for our understanding of gen-
dered social roles in the Early Nordic Bronze Age (NBA). 

This paper demonstrates that elite women in Early NBA 
(c.1600–1100 BCE) held high social standing as well as 
holding multi-facetted social roles, reflecting both status 
and identity but with a change in status observed from 
NBA period II to III (c. 1300 BCE onwards). Network inves-
tigations of the female graves revealed that one armring 
in particular was dominant in the material and is seen a 
key identity marker for Early Nordic Bronze Age women. 
Further, it is concluded that analyses of object-type com-
binations can point towards potential dual identities of 
some of these women.

Keywords: Networks, Appearance, Gender, Social Roles, 
Bronze Age, Women

Introduction and State of the Art
Women’s roles in Bronze Age society tend to be overlooked 
as a niche study area despite the fact that research points 
to a very diverse social structure, with several and differ-
ent female social roles¹.

Present study examines the social role of women in 
the Bronze Age in Southern Scandinavia by analysing 
female graves where gender has been assigned based on 
type and composition of grave goods. The assignment of 
gender is based on the traditional understanding that, 
female gender in graves is marked by certain types of jew-
ellery and male gender by weapons². This binary female 
and male gender division is seen throughout Bronze Age 
society³ with a normative correspondence between social 
gender and biological sex⁴. Gendering of graves based on 
artefacts has previously been tested by statistical methods 
in order to evaluate these criteria⁵ and this study engages 

1 Bergerbrant 206: 2007; Boye 1889; Brück 2004, 2009; Iversen 2014; 
Melheim 2015; Randsborg, 1986; 2011; Sørensen 1992; 1997; 2000; 
2006.
2 Müller 1891, 1–65.
3 Bergerbrant 2007; Gibbs 1987; Kristiansen 1974, 1981, 2011; Rands-
borg 1986; Sørensen 1992, 1997.
4 Bennike 1985; Frei et al. 2019.
5 Holst 2012, 96.
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network analyses to examine these gender categories 
confirming this binary division. It is therefore a premise 
of this study, that the gender division for the majority of 
Bronze Age society is normatively representative but that 
the content of these gender roles is more diverse than hith-
erto formulated. On this background this study examines 
the female category from Southern Scandinavia through 
contextual (archaeological) and relational (statistical) 
methods in order to focus on the diversity (or lack thereof) 
within the female gender category in Nordic Bronze Age 
society. An investigation of cross gender and transgender 
categories is not the aim of this study but artefacts that are 
non-gender specific and related to both gender categories 
are seen as highly important in order to understand the 
fluidity and equality of the two main gender categories in 
Bronze Age society.

The studied graves are primarily from burial mounds 
and thus marking the individuals as belonging to the 
upper echelon of society⁶. Women of such high social 
standing are most likely born or married into this status, 
and marriage alliances were at this time probably part 
of a patrilinear kinship system⁷. As patrilocality is the 
assumed form of kinship alliances in the Bronze Age it is 
highly likely that many women moved and shifted loca-
tion during their lifetime. The cultural praxis and under-
standings they would carry with(in) them should be re-
garded as equally important for cultural transmission as 
the larger-scale raiding and trading missions undertaken 
in Bronze Age society.

Gender Studies

In order to understand our past, we must understand its 
people and how they related to each other, including the 
varied gendered social constructions embedding them. 
Gender archaeology is therefore an important part of the 
study of any society. Traditionally, limited space has been 
used for exploration of past gendered structures resulting 
in a male perspective taking a central part in our concep-
tion of our prehistory with little attention to the female 
side of this story⁸. Male warriors, raiders and traders dom-
inate the powerful positions in past societies while women 
traditionally are left to occupy the domestic spheres of life. 
The terms domestic and household should, however, be 
used carefully as it describes several social domains  – 

6 Holst 2012.
7 Bergerbrant 2005; Jockenhövel 1991; Sørensen 2013; Stone/King 
2018.
8 E.g. Lee/Devore 1968.

not all equal and both women and men should be seen 
as having their place and ruling (different) parts of the 
household⁹. Inter-household roles and relationships for 
women and men are thus very likely.

We are in need of a renewed insight into the term do-
mestic and a recognition that women in prehistory have 
been found to have held high religious, social and politi-
cal standing¹⁰, as well as being highly mobile individuals¹¹
(mobility is here defined as the human capacity for short 
or long-range spatial movements). Despite this knowledge, 
it would seem that only male social roles are regarded as 
key for the transmission of knowledge and ideas in past 
societies.

The piece ‘Archaeology and the Study of Gender’ by 
Conkey and Spector¹² marks the beginning of a serious 
recognition of gender within archaeology. The article was 
of crucial importance as it emphasized the existing andro-
centrism in anthropology and highlighted the false notion 
of objectivity when studying the archaeological record. 
The article was timely in its arrival and notions of a gender 
archaeology were also rising in Scandinavia in the 1970s¹³.

Conkey and Spector’s work from 1984 points out 
that feminist scholars have always regarded gender as a 
socially constructed complex system of meaning which 
means that gender cannot be studied without considering 
gender role, gender identity and gender ideology¹⁴.

Gender theory developed further with the postmodern 
thoughts of 1990s. A contextual approach with emphasis 
on social archaeology and plurality within theoretical 
approaches dominates the latter decade’s approach to 
gender studies¹⁵.

Four methodological developments as listed by Brum-
fiel¹⁶ can be seen as primarily important for an archaeol-
ogy of gender:
1. Recognising the variability in gender
2. The inclusion of gender (women, men, other) in a 

single frame of analysis

9 Vandkilde 2006.
10 Connelly 2007; Kristiansen/Larsson 2005, 298–303; Spencer-Wood 
2011.
11 Frei et al. 2015, 2017; Reiter/Frei 2019.
12 Conkey/Spector 1984.
13 Bertelsen et al. 1987; Dommasnes 1982; Fonnesbeck-Sandberg et 
al. 1972; Gibbs 1987; Næss 1974; Thålin-Bergman 1975; Whitehouse 
2006.
14 Conkey/Spector 1984, 15–16.
15 Arnold 2001; Bergerbrant 2006; Budgeon 2014; Butler 1990; Con-
key/Gero 1991; Meskell 1998; Nelson 2004; Strathern 1988; Sørensen, 
1992; 2000; Treherne, 1995.
16 Brumfiel 2006, 31.



Louise Felding, One Ring to Rule Them All? Appearance and Identity of Early Nordic Bronze Age Women  3

3. Caution using ethnographic sources in the study of 
gender

4. New methods for ascertaining how gender was expe-
rienced in the past (i.e gender as performance).

Through such contextual approaches, the multifaceted 
constitution of gender has been analysed with different 
foci such as: identity, multi-vocality and appearance. Also 
statistical methods have successfully been applied in the 
study of gender¹⁷, clearly demonstrating ‘the norm’ of the 
dataset against which the individual can be studied. As 
this paper is focused on an object-relational approach to 
gender, network analyses are applied. In doing so, this 
study aims to enlighten our traditional understanding 
of gendered roles and reveal new insights to past female 
social roles that hitherto have been ignored or simply 
overlooked. In order to achieve this, 270 gendered female 
burials from the Nordic Bronze Age¹⁸ has been analysed.

Sex and Gender

Is it possible to talk about gender without recognising 
biological sex? The relationship between sex and gender 
is a recurring discussion where the possible dichotomy 
between the two categories is debated. Mostly, sex and 
gender form a coherent statement as part of a person’s 
identity. However, examples do of course occur where sex 
and gender categories clash and do not present a uniform 
picture¹⁹. For this reason, gender representations and 
grave goods should ideally be tested against the skele-
tal material. Sadly, the archaeological human remains 
are not always preserved as it is often the case for the 
Early Nordic Bronze Age. Here very little skeletal mate-
rial remain, and therefore we predominantly rely on the 
investigation of gender based on artefact assemblages in 
order to understand the social roles of Bronze Age individ-
uals. However, the binary gender categories in the Nordic 
Bronze Age have been consistently established, not least 
by the extremely well-preserved oak-log coffins from 
Southern Scandinavia that reveal marked differences in 
clothing and object-type-combinations between the two 
genders²⁰.

As a way to move beyond the possible sex-gender di-
chotomy, it would thus be fruitful to establish how varied 
and multi-vocal these social roles and identities are ex-

17 Holst 2012; Juul 2017; Koch 2017.
18 Appendix 1.
19 E.g. Daróczi 2017; Lindblom/Juul 2019.
20 Bergerbrant 2007; Sørensen 1991; 1992; 1997; 2004b.

pressed within the binary gender categories. As expressed 
by Brumfiel: “By recognising the variations in the rep-
resentation of gender rather than expecting uniform conver-
sations, archaeologists can define the elements of gender 
that were contested and study how these disagreements 
were negotiated”²¹.

A focus on the objects and artefacts themselves will 
help understand and define the society and (in)equality 
of its members, remembering that gender differences can 
signal parallel gender hierarchies rather than gender ine-
quality²².

From the examined material from the Early NBA it 
has been established that Bronze Age graves most often 
conform to one gendered category and there are no signs 
of an obvious ‘third gender’. Instead the socially gendered 
male or females can share (some) social roles and objects 
that are not gender specific but instead transcends the 
overall concept of gender.

This does not mean that categories beyond male and 
female did or do not exist. They are just not dominant in the 
material. Many graves cannot be clearly gendered based 
on grave goods because many objects are shared between 
men and women (i.  e. knives and daggers)  – and this is 
important to remember when studying gendered social 
roles in Bronze Age society. However, a few key artefacts 
(such as belt plates, neck ring/collars, swords and axes) 
seem to separate the genders making them crucial for the 
understanding of the gendered social roles in Bronze Age 
society²³. What is also apparent in the material, are the 
social roles linked to these individuals that can now be 
examined from a gendered point of view.

Gender and the Archaeological Record

In order to study gender roles, we begin with the people. 
Burials provide unique insight into past societies’ social 
organisation and belief systems, and has therefore played 
a significant role in archaeology since the beginning of 
the discipline. Change in the material culture are seen as 
evidence of interaction (movement of people, goods and/
or ideas), and artefacts found in graves with a secure and 
closed context have proved a valuable resource for devel-
oping relative chronological frameworks with the added 
possibilities of examining identity. The work presented in 
this study is based on these early typological chronologies 

21 Brumfiel 2006, 33.
22 Ibid. 39; Gilchrist 1999.
23 Gibbs 1987.
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for the Early Nordic Bronze Age developed by Montelius²⁴, 
Müller²⁵ and Kersten²⁶.

The study of burials allows for a glimpse of past iden-
tities and societal gendered affiliations but can of course 
never reveal the person’s ‘true sense of self’. The study of 
gender and identity and how these are expressed through 
appearance is however a highly relevant and useful way 
of understanding not only the deceased, but also the com-
munity to which they belonged²⁷. The development of 
gender archaeology with its basis in feminist thought has 
matured to reflections on societies populated by several 
gender categories and multiple identities. Concepts of 
gender and identity are fluid and constantly re-configured 
through, performance and negotiation through life, and 
can thus be viewed as a ‘cultural praxis’²⁸.

Material
As the present article is focused on the social roles of 
women, the data presented consists of 270 female gen-
dered graves (appendix 1) as registered in selected cata-
logues published by Aner and Kersten²⁹.

This assignment of gender is based on the presence of 
‘gender signifiers’ such as jewellery for women: belt plates, 
neck collars, neck rings, armrings, tutuli and hair rings³⁰
and weapon for men: sword, axes, spears and daggers³¹. 
Both genders, however, share several artefacts such as: 
fibulas, pins, armrings, knives and daggers³².

In order to test the validity of these gendered interpre-
tations, statistical analyses were performed on a dataset³³
that in addition to the female graves included a regional 
sample of ‘male’ graves from Vejle Amt. The network anal-
ysis shown in fig. 1 based on this sample dataset support 
the overall binary gender division in the Nordic Bronze Age 
and demonstrate how some artefacts are shared between 
the genders and others are seen in connection with a spe-
cific gender category. Furthermore, it is found that the 
female gender category stands more uniform (closer ‘knit 

24 Montelius 1885; 1917.
25 Müller 1882; 1909.
26 Kersten 1936.
27 Brück 2004; Sofaer 2008.
28 Sørensen 2004a.
29 Aner/Kersten 1977; 1981; 1984; 1986; 1990; 1991; 1995; 2001; 2008; 
2011 and 2014.
30 Kersten 1936, 8; Müller 1891, 47–65.
31 Kersten 1936, 8; Müller 1891, 1–46.
32 Kersten 1936, 8.
33 Appendix 2.

together) despite the larger array of artefact types and the 
male category is seen as more dispersed in smaller group-
ings. Overall, the gender assignments made by Aner and 
Kersten are found reliable and therefore maintained for 
this study.

The female dataset represents a typological date range 
from the Nordic Late Neolithic to the Late Bronze Age but 
with the majority of the material dating to NBA II (c. 1500–
1300 BCE) and NBA III (c.1300–1100 BCE).

The analysed data is collected from the region of 
present-day Denmark (with exception of Zealand and NE 
Jutland) as well as minor selected areas of N. Germany for 
reference (see map fig. 2).

All data for the study has been entered in a rela-
tional database created for the purpose (see appendix 3 
for data collection criteria). With a contextual approach 
as a premise, each object in the database is related to its 
relevant context (ex. grave or deposit) and these contexts 
can then be studied in the light of the ‘bundles’ of objects 
they contain. Every context (in this case graves) are further 
allocated to a site that can contain several contexts (for 
example a burial mound that contains several graves).

Methods and Results
In order to investigate gendered social roles in the Bronze 
Age, contextual and statistical analyses were applied to 
the dataset. A detailed contextual archaeological anal-
ysis of the female graves and female appearance was 
conducted in order to analyse social roles and status of 
women in the Nordic Bronze Age society. These were fol-
lowed by network explorations where objects were studied 
in relation to where and in what combinations they were 
found. Variety in object types and combinations can thus 
provide the possibility of analysing identities expressed in 
the graves at different scales.

This multi-proxy approach, both contextual and rela-
tional, reveals interesting insights with relevance for our 
understanding of the diversity within the ‘female’ gender 
category, and highlights the complex nature of social rank 
and status of women in Bronze Age society.

Archaeological Analyses

A contextual analysis of female social roles based on the 
grave inventory revealed that women were equal to men in 
death and in all aspects of the burial ritual (based on com-
parison with regional sample of male burials from Vejle 
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Fig. 1: Graph. Network demonstrating the binary gender structure in Nordic Bronze Age society. It is clear that some artefacts separate 
between the female (green) and male (orange) gender categories and other artefacts are shared between them, taking a more central part 
of the network. The graph further demonstrates a ‘closer knit’ community within the female category where as the male category is more 
dispersed. The graph is based on artefacts from 272 female gendered contexts (green), 226 male gendered contexts (orange). Data source: 
appendix 2.
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Amt³⁴. The same burial types are recognisable for both 
gender categories and women are frequently (an average 
of 21 %) laid to rest as the primary burial in burial mounds 
(see table 1). This corresponds to the percentage of male 
primary graves from Vejle Amt. Women are equally buried 
with a wealth of personal items and jewellery including 
artefacts of gold, amber and glass. This illustrates gender 
equality in death and social importance in life.

34 Aner/Kersten 1990, appendix 2.

When possible, sex and gender were compared. The 
female burial dataset investigated for this paper did not 
offer many tested validations between biological sex 
and social gender (see table 2) but it revealed potential 
for further studies in this regard. Human remains were 
mentioned as present in 86 female gendered burials but 
only three burials had confirmed osteological sex (context 
id 220, 742 and 773). All three osteologically determined 
female burials were in correspondence with the social gen-
dered female category.

Fig. 2: Map. Female burials. Study area and data. Map by author.
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Tab. 2: Study data. Socially gendered female graves (n270). Table 
demonstrates number of graves that are socially gendered, have 
preserved human remains, and graves that haveosteologically 
determined sex. See full dataset in appendix 1. The study data do 
not include male graves. Table by author.

Female Dataset (n270): Sex and Gender

Social Gender Female 270
No Human Remains 184
Human Remains  86
Biological Sex Female   3
Human Remains (no osteologicaldata)  83

A recent large-scale study focused on mobility³⁵, under-
took osteological analyses on a large number of graves 
from the Bronze Age. However, only one biologically sexed 
female in the study was securely dated to the Bronze Age, 
a grave containing a cruciform fibula³⁶ and thus corre-
sponds with the established perceptions of the female 
gendered category based on grave goods.

Based on data from the same study, a comparison 
between male gender and male biological sex was pos-

35 Frei et al. 2019.
36 Ibid. rise 22.

sible based on 19 osteological male or possible male in-
dividuals dated to the Bronze Age. Only six individuals 
provided positive confirmation between archaeological 
gender and biological sex³⁷. The remaining cases were 
lacking secure osteological determination or archaeolog-
ical/social gender. The study highlights the taphonomic 
difficulties when working with the archaeological record 
that by its nature is fragmented. Rarely are the conditions 
in place where osteological and archaeological analy-
ses are possible within the same context. In many cases 
the bones were found without personal belongings thus 
making the connection with the social gender impossible. 
It is, however, worth noting that the study did not identify 
any individuals with non-corresponding sex and gender.

Present study is dealing with the difficulty of the lack 
of bone preservation and arguing for the validity of social 
gender. Therefore, any evidence of preserved skeletal ma-
terial (however limited) is a valuable source relevant for 
the discussion of sex and gender in the Bronze Age.

Because of the limited bone preservation, the present 
study is focused on the gender expressions of Bronze 
Age women and argue that this is something that can be 
studied independently from biological sex. However, it is 

37 Frei et al. 2019, rise 20; 21; 169; 276; 326 and 433.

Tab. 1: Study data. Female gendered graves (n270). Source: appendix 1. Table by author.

Female gendered graves (n270)

All Data Total Late Neolithic NBA I NBA II NBA III Early Bronze Age Late Bronze Age

Sites 251
Contexts 270 1 0 109 103 56 1
Objects 960 1 0 512 362 81 4

Burial Type Total Late Neolithic NBA I NBA II NBA III Early Bronze Age Late Bronze Age

*cremation  46 1 0   1  37  6 1
*inhumation 142 0 0  82  40 20 0
*inumation and 
cremation

  2 0 0   2   0  0 0

*unspecified  80 0 0  24  26 30 0

Total 270 1 0 109 103 56 1

*primary  57 0 0  37  17  3 0
*secondary  58 0 0  24  25  9 0
Other/unknown 155 1 0  48  61 44 1

Total 270 1 0 109 103 56 1

*double graves   6 0 0   5   0  1 0
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also the understanding that the majority of the material in 
the archaeological assemblage based on the existing ev-
idence conform to a binary sex and gender model where 
exceptions – are of course present.

Appearance

The theoretical concept of ‘appearance’ as formulated 
by Sørensen³⁸ was applied as a way to investigate female 
identities and how they were expressed in the Nordic 
Bronze Age. The concept operates with a focus on bodily 
appearance including costumes and artefacts; how they 
were worn and presented, and how they thus form an 
important part of the way in with which we meet the social 
world and negotiate our place within it.

For the study of appearance, closed female graves 
within a selected data range were investigated (NBA II and 
NBA III respectively).

Female Appearance NBA II 
(c. 1500–1300 BCE)

A total of 89 graves (grave with secure and closed con-
texts) were selected for this study and revealed a wealth 
of objects situated on and around the body (see fig. 3). 
The placement of objects was not unexpected. Most pins 
and fibulas were found on the upper body. Most armrings 
near the wrist and waist region on both right and left side. 
Daggers equally placed on both sides of the body, near the 
waist. Hair-rings were found near and around the head 
region. Vessels were placed by the lower or upper body.

Female Appearance NBA III 
(c. 1300–1100 BCE)

A total of 80 graves (graves with secure and closed context) 
were suited for the study and in comparison, with the 
earlier period NBA II, show a tendency towards slightly 
fewer objects, but equally varied appearance (see fig. 4). 
The same overall tendencies that could be observed in 
NBA II are apparent in NBA III. However, with a typologi-
cal slightly different object type composition correspond-
ing to the later date range.

38 Sørensen 1991; 1997; 2000; 2013.

It is clear that the female appearance is dominated by jew-
ellery. However, as previously mentioned it is also clear 
that many women were buried with weapons (daggers) 
and carried practical and ritual equipment such as knives, 
awls and amulets.

In order to investigate the difference in object com-
positions between the periods NBA II and III, a focus on 
object relations as expressed in networks were chosen as 
an analytical tool.

Network Analyses

Network analyses are useful in order to detect communi-
ties or groupings within complex datasets and are pro-
posed as an empirical application, capable of engaging 
with the conceptual fluidity of gendered theoretical frame-
works – as called for by Ghisleni et al.³⁹.

Archaeological applications of network analysis have 
been strongly influenced by social network analysis and 
socio-physics⁴⁰. Several social network strategies are rel-
evant for the analysis of identity in the Bronze Age and 
thinking in networks can aid our understanding of iden-
tity and shared social values as product of complex social 
communication processes⁴¹. Depending on the definitions 
of the nodes and ties, network analyses can represent dif-
ferent scale of analyses ranging from the macro to the 
micro – adapted for the research questions asked.

Network analyses can help detect groupings within 
a dataset, such as i.  e. the composition of artefacts with 
potential for understanding expressions of identity. This 
enables the ability to unlock hidden codes in the expres-
sion of gendered identities. For this purpose, the dataset 
of 270 female graves has been investigated through a 
series of network analyses with different foci and scaled 
approaches.

Network of Closed Female Graves

Data and Method

Closed female graves dated to NBA II and III respectively 
were chosen for the network analysis using the hierarchical 
clustering method. The method demonstrates groupings 
in the female graves based on similarities in their artefact 
assemblages. The aim for this investigation was to detect 

39 Ghisleni et al. 2016, 766.
40 Knox/Savage/Harvey 2006; Östborn/Gerding 2014.
41 Felder 2015.
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similarities in the object-type-combinations between the 
graves with a diachronic approach. This network approach 
was used as a follow-up analyses of the ‘appearance 
studies’ presented above and shown in figures 3 and 4.

Results

The groupings found through the hierarchical cluster 
analyses shown in fig. 5 and 6, demonstrate artefact com-
binations that express affiliation and belonging within 

social groupings. These groups represent social meaning 
and show that identities of the deceased are tied with the 
objects they were buried with. The groups do not seem to 
represent local geographic areas, as the clusters appear 
mixed across the regions. Instead the found groupings 
express affiliations through ‘sameness’ in artefact assem-
blages which likely is an indication of likeness in social 
status between individuals in the groupings.

Especially in NBA II, an expression of overall uniform-
ity is observed in the analysed material (fig. 5). A slight 
shift towards higher variety in object combinations (seen 

Fig. 3: Illustration. Female appearance NBA II (c. 1500–1300 BCE) based on 89 closed gendered female graves. Known placement of objects 
and  artefacts shown in figure. Illustration by author.
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as a rise in numbers of clusters and outliers) is observed in 
the graph representing NBA III (fig 6).

Network Analysis of all Female Graves with 
all Objects

Data and Method

In order to investigate ‘the preferred’ objects types within 
the overall uniform expression of female graves from 

the Early Nordic Bronze Age, a network of all the 270 
female gendered graves with grave goods (appendix 1) 
was produced in the network software Visone⁴² using the 
concept of centrality. The investigation of centrality is a 
key aspect of network science⁴³. It evaluates which nodes 
are well-connected in the network and thus stand out as 
central focal points.

42 Baur et al 2001.
43 Opsahl et al 2010.

Fig. 4: Illustration. Female appearance NBA III (c. 1300–1100 BCE) based on 80 closed gendered female graves. Known placement of objects 
and  artefacts shown in figure. Illustration by author.
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Fig. 5: Graph. Network based on hierarchi-
cal clustering. Data: closed female graves 
typologically dated to NBA II c. 1500–1300 
BCE (n=89).Groups (clusters) of graves are 
created based on similarities in the grave 
goods assemblages. Graph by Louise Feld-
ing&Christian Hoggard. Software: R.

Fig. 6: Graph. Network based on hierarchi-
cal clustering. Data: closed female graves 
typologically dated to NBA III c. 1300–1100 
BCE (n=80).Groups (clusters) of graves are 
created based on similarities in the grave 
goods assemblages. Graph by Louise 
Felding& Christian Hoggard. Software R.
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The data was structured as a two-mode network where 
graves (context id) were set as source nodes and objects 
(artefact classification) were set as target nodes in the 
network (see fig. 7).

Results

The network graph shown in fig. 7, confirms the overall 
uniform expression (based on object type assemblages) 
of Nordic Bronze Age women with localised groupings 
that reflect both identity and chronology. The graph 
further demonstrates that one key object type (armring 

Fig. 7: Graph. Network demonstrating the importance of armrings of type A as identity marker for Nordic Bronze Age women.Graph based 
on degree and centrality. Data: 270 female graves from appendix 1. The circular network graph shows nodes (graves and objects) that are 
arranged on concentric circles where higher values are placed closer to the centre and lower values towards the periphery (i.  e. the more 
graves that contain a certain type of object the more central this object type will appear in the network graph). The individual graves mark 
the periphery of the circle. Graph by author. Software: Visone.
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Fig. 8: Graph. Network demonstrating armring and armband combinations in NBA female graves. The graph is comprised by 178 female 
burials with armrings and/or armbands. Several groupings based on armband armring combinations in the graves are apparent. Typological 
date marked by colour: GREEN = NBA II (c. 1500–1300 BCE); YELLOW = NBA III (c. 1300–1100 BCE); PURPLE = Nordic EBA, no date to period. 
Data selected from appendix 1. Graph by author. Software: Visone.
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type A⁴⁴) is seen as the overall most common artefact 
type in Nordic female graves and demonstrably ties the 
network together. Amrings of type A are therefore found as 
highly significant for the expression of the ‘Nordic Female 
Identity’. Earlier research has marked the bronze belt plate 
and neck collar as the most frequently occurring female 
artefacts in burials and hoards⁴⁵ but the present analysis 
demonstrates a nuance in this interpretation showing that 
the armring of type A is central for the expression of the 
Nordic female identity (in combination with other objects). 
The result of the present analysis should, however, be 
understood in its relational context. It is only possible 
to demonstrate the importance of the armring when it is 
seen in combination with the other artefacts found in the 
graves – of which many are neck collars and belt plates.

Further investigation of the importance the armrings, 
were conducted through targeted network analysis of the 
different types of armrings found in the female graves.

Network Analysis of Targeted Objects: 
Armrings and Armbands

Data and Method

In order to investigate potential subgroups in the network 
presented in fig. 7, a targeted dataset was analysed with 
focus on female graves with armrings and armbands. The 
focus of the analyses was to better understand the impor-
tance of armring A and identify potential regional or sym-
bolic meaning in the combination of armrings and arm-
bands in the Nordic female Bronze Age graves.

The network graph (fig. 8) is based on 178 female 
burials with armrings and/or armbands⁴⁶. These graves are 
drawn from the original dataset with 270 female burials⁴⁷. 
The data is presented as a two-mode network graph and 
was produced in the software ‘Visone’⁴⁸. The data shown 
in network graph fig. 8 is analysed by in-degree with stress 
minimization as the chosen layout. The general concept is 
to provide the best representation of graph-theoretic dis-
tances between nodes and can equally be performed on 
one and two-mode networks.

44 See Kersten 1936, 45–48.
45 Gibbs 1987, 84 fig 8.3 and 8.4; Montelius 1885.
46 See appendix 5.
47 Appendix 1.
48 Baur et al 2001.

Data Classification
The different armring and armband types (A–D) use the 
typology developed by Kersten⁴⁹ with the addition of a 
group (created for this analysis) called armband F (arm-
bands with spiral ends).

For the interpretation of present analysis armrings of 
type A, D and armbands of type B, C, F are of particular 
interest:

Armring type A⁵⁰
Simple armrings of bronze, round or oval in shape and 
commonly found in the Nordic area with references to 
other regions depending on subtype. Armrings of type A 
are divided into six subtypes⁵¹:
A1: Type linked to Aunjetitzkultur. Date: per. I. Distribu-

tion: Northern Germany/Schleswig Holsten, DK.
A2: Distribution: common in the Nordic Bronze Age 

culture, also border of zone III. Strong presence in 
Southern Germany.

A3: Nordic arming. Especially found in zone II.
A4: Nordic armring. Typically found in female graves. Dis-

tribution: zone II. Date: typical per. III.
A5: Nordic arming. Distribution: mostly zone II and N. 

Germany (Schleswig Holstein, Mecklenburg, Nord-
hannover).

A6: Nordic armring. Typically found in female graves. 
Date and region: Per. III. Zone II and III.

Armring type D⁵²
Spiral armrings, divided into two subtypes:
D1: Nordic armring. Thin round gold thread. Common NBA 

type and distribution. Often found in male contexts.
D2: Nordic armring. Narrow bronze band. Common NBA 

type and distribution. Also common in Northern and 
Sourthern Germany. Female type.

Armband type B⁵³
Horizontally ribbed armbands with narrow (eingezogene) 
ends. The early armbands of this type are also known as 
‘Stollen’ armbands originating from Southern Germany. 
The armbands of type B are often found in female contexts 

49 Kersten 1936.
50 Ibid. 45–48.
51 Illustrations in Kersten 1936, 46.
52 Kersten 1936, 52–53.
53 Ibid. 48–50.
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and are divided into four subtypes⁵⁴; where B1 is regarded 
as imported, and B2–B4 are of Nordic manufacture:
B1: Stollenarmband. zone III. Per. II. Female. Import. 

Southern Germany.
B2: Nordic made. Nordic zone I and II. Per. III.
B3: Nordic made. Zn I and II only. Per. III.
B4: Nordic made. Zn I and II. Per. III.

Armband type C⁵⁵
Horizontally ribbed armbands with straight ends. Arm-
bands of type C are divided into four subtypes C1–C4⁵⁶:
C1: Import. Origin; Southern Germany und Bohemia. Dis-

tribution: zone I.
C2: Nordic. Distribution: zone I and II. For zone II typical 

type for per. III.
C3: Nordic. Rare.
C4: Manschettenarmband. Nordic. Distribution: Zone  I 

and Lüneburg. Date: Per. III.

Armband type F
Armbands with spiral ends. No subtypes.

Results

The graph in fig. 8 shows distinct groupings in the mate-
rial based on presence of armring and armband types in 
the graves. Central in the graph is armring A as the most 
frequent occurring (confirming what we already learned 
from the centrality analysis presented in fig. 7). The con-
nected ‘satellite nodes’ shown in the graph are graves 
found with this type.

The graph demonstrates that most graves are only 
found with one type of armring but interestingly 16 graves 
appear with a combination of different armring and/or 
armband types (see map fig. 9). These graves are seen in 
the network graph fig. 8 as the nodes bridging the gaps 
between the different armring/armband groups. Equally 
interesting, it is found that armbands of type C are a 
uniquely ‘solitary’ group and not found in combination 
with other types. It is clear that armband C is a later type 
(NBA III) and its ‘isolation’ should therefore also be seen in 
relation to chronology. However, it is interesting to notice 
that most armbands from NBA III does not appear in 
combination with other types (with the exception of four 

54 Illustrations in Kersten 1936, 48.
55 Ibid. 50–52.
56 Illustrations ibid. 51.

graves. Contexts id: 646, 681, 782 and 805). The expres-
sion of identity in relation to wearing different armring/
armband types can therefore be regarded as primarily an 
NBA II identity marker.

The network analysis has demonstrated that it is 
possible to ‘unlock’ information by targeting objects of 
importance that was initially detected by the larger cen-
trality network including all objects (fig. 7). The present 
analysis shows distinct network groupings with potential 
for understanding the complex compositions that were in 
negotiation when expressing female identity in the Nordic 
Bronze Age.

The detected groupings reflect the several types and 
combinations of armrings and or bands. These groupings 
are here interpreted as highly significant for the expres-
sion of identity and could perhaps even point to signs of 
dual identity held by the buried women?

Spatial Analysis of Armrings and Armbands

The geographical distribution of armring/armbands in 
terms of regionality is not entirely clear and most types 
occur in most regions of the study area (see fig. 10 and 11). 
It would therefore seem that the appearance in relation to 
armrings and armbands has more to do with identity than 
regionality. However, some interesting observations were 
possible. Armrings and armbands of all registered types 
were found in Jutland and Funen. Armrings of type A are 
distributed evenly in Jutland almost marking the ‘main 
routes’ along and across the peninsula. This could indi-
cate that this artefact was probably frequently distributed 
and commonly accessible along the main travel systems – 
today recognisable by the rows and lines marked by burial 
mounds in the landscape⁵⁷.

Interestingly, in Bornholm, only armrings of type D 
and armbands of type B were found with no registered 
armrings of the otherwise common type A. This could in-
dicate that the armrings of type A were a characteristic of 
central and western parts of present-day Denmark with 
Bornholm showing its regional trait by not including this 
type. Instead in Bornholm, spiral armbands (armband 
type D) were the preferred armbands during NBA II fol-
lowed by armbands of type B that were dominant in the 
following period of NBA III.

However, as this study does not include data from 
Zealand these results remain preliminary.

57 Johansen et al. 2004.
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Discussion

Gendered Identities in the Bronze Age

Gender is relational and inclusive it is therefore important 
to note that one cannot reach meaningful conclusions 
about one gender without studying the other equally rel-
evant gender structures present in Bronze Age society. 

The focus of this study is the social roles of women in the 
Bronze Age. However, in order to investigate and under-
stand female social roles in the Bronze Age we need to 
grasp the concept of gender roles in general, in order to 
know what the defines the female gender and equally 
important – what women are not⁵⁸.

58 Brumfiel 2006, 34.

Fig. 9: Map. Distribution map of female graves (n16) with a combination of different armring and armband types as demonstrated in network 
graph fig. 8.Data source: appendix 5.Map by author.
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A male perspective on Bronze Age gender roles as 
proposed by Treherne⁵⁹ and Vandkilde⁶⁰ highlight how 
appearance was an important part of male warrior iden-
tities and thus pushing our understanding of male social 
gender roles in the Bronze Age. Another recent study of 

59 Treherne 1995.
60 Vandkilde 2018.

male identities⁶¹ demonstrates the clear division of social 
roles of the higher echelon of male burials from SE Jutland. 
The warrior roles, defined by weaponry found in graves 
and depositions, clearly showed that the marked social 
roles were involved in the warrior hierarchy and was led 
by sword carrying males that also had the privilege to 

61 Felding et al. 2020.

Fig. 10: Map. Distribution map of armring types found in female NBA graves.Data source: appendix 5. Map by author.
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carry other weapons such as spear or axe. Interestingly 
all weapon types were never found together in the same 
context, indicating a functional and social divide between 
the different weapon types. The sword clearly demon-
strates leadership and status and remains the central 
object type for the expression male identity. The study 
showed that the sword, axe and spear were separated into 
different domains reflecting different roles in warfare and 
most likely social rank. The study thereby suggests that 

weapons in graves were most likely to reflect a functional 
meaning and that expressions of masculinity in most 
cases were more than just a representation of ‘symbolic 
meaning’ as otherwise suggested⁶². The importance of 
personal items such as toiletries but equally practical and 

62 Arnold 2006, 151; Härke 1990, 33; Stoodley 1999, 77–78; Strömberg 
1993, 108.

Fig. 11: Map. Distribution map of armband types found in female NBA graves. Data source: appendix 5. Map by author.
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craft tools are demonstrated as being an important part of 
the male identity and are also demonstrated at the site of 
the Tollense battlefield⁶³.

Women and Weapons

A dividing factor between the gender categories is the fre-
quency and types of weapons found in the graves. Male 
graves are predominantly found with weapons – particu-
larly the sword as the marker of male identity, closely fol-
lowed by the spear and the axe. All weapon types that, 
with few exceptions, are not recognised in female graves.

It is clear from the analysed material that hardly any 
(socially gendered) women are buried with swords and 
overall female graves continue to be defined by jewellery. 
This must mean that, socially, women had different roles 
in society from men. However, it is important to emphasize 
that women were buried with weapons and more women 
are buried with daggers than previously emphasized. This 
is considered extremely important for the interpretation 
female power and social status in Nordic Bronze Age soci-
eties. In the examined material for this article almost 1 out 
of 5 socially gendered women were buried with a dagger. 
This does without doubt symbolize power and status of 
these individuals. The dagger expresses something dif-
ferent than the symbolic meaning behind the sword but 
the dagger should not be ignored when discussing female 
status and power in the Bronze Age.

Only one woman in the analysed dataset was found 
with a sword (context 705; Ke 4629⁶⁴) a primary burial, 
Vorgod, from Ringkøbing Amt who was buried with a 
flange hilted sword (NMB3566) along with her other grave 
goods consisting of armring of type A and a neckring typo-

63 Uhlig et al. 2019.
64 Aner/Kersten 1995.

logically dated to the later Early Bronze Age (NBA III). It is 
the combination of grave goods with armring and neckring 
that makes it more likely that the individual was female 
rather than male. The sword was fragmented but with the 
hilt preserved. The author is not aware of any use-wear 
analyses been carried out to establish if this was a sword 
that had been used for combat or if the fragmentation was 
post-depositional. If this grave was interpreted on equal 
analytical terms as a male burial, we would likely surmise 
that the sword was part of the individual’s warrior identity. 
It has to be said that this is a very unusual grave and as 
there are no mention of preserved human remains, it is 
therefore unlikely that the grave has been osteologically 
examined.

In reference to the analysed material in this paper, 
the author is only aware of one other example of a sword 
found in a female burial; namely the Ølby burial, a rich 
female burial with rich grave goods and a fragmented 
sword (Ke 299⁶⁵). The sword was placed by the belt plate 
as you would place a dagger and therefore the sym-
bolic meaning of the sword would have been altered by 
this placement (and likely the fragmentation also holds 
meaning). Without a doubt the Ølby woman held high 
social standing and political power in her time⁶⁶ but the 
sword does not correspond to that of a male grave and she 
is thus not interpreted as a warrior.

Warrior women are however a phenomenon in Bronze 
and Iron Age Europe allowing for the study of an engen-
dered warriorhood⁶⁷. In this light, it is interesting that 
many women in the Nordic Bronze Age were buried with a 
weapon – namely the dagger. A total of 53 female burials in 
the dataset were found with a dagger (see table 3). This cor-
responds to 19 % percent of the examined female graves, 

65 Aner/Kersten 1973.
66 Reiter et al. 2019.
67 Daróczi 2017; Fialko 2017; Kilunovskaya et al. 2020.

Tab. 3: Female gendered graves with daggers. Data source: appendix 1. Table by author.

Daggers in Female Gendered Graves 

All Periods NBA II NBA III EBA (no date to period)

Type A (‘vollgriff’) 12 9 3 0
Type B (‘griff platte’) 0 0 0 0
Type C (‘griffangel’) 2 0 2 0
Type D (‘griffzunge’) 0 0 0 0
Type E (‘rahmengriff’) 0 0 0 0
Type unknown 39 32 5 2
Total daggers / femaleburials 53/270 41/109 10/103 2/56

Percent female graves with daggers 19 38 10 0,04
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a number indicating that the dagger was a normal marker 
of high social rank and status for women. Most likely 
marking a political social role of these women. A survey of 
the dataset further revealed that in NBA II, 38 % of women 
were buried with a dagger and in the same period 33 % of 
female graves were primary graves. In NBA III however, 
only 10 % of women were buried with a dagger and 16 % 
of the female graves were registered as primary graves. It 
is clear that we are witnessing a change of female social 
status from NBA II to III from an earlier perhaps more 
individual political powerful status in NBA II towards 
maybe a more ritually powerful status serving the col-
lective memory in the later periods? This begins with the 
transitional period of NBA III where the rich and powerful 
women became less visible in the grave assemblage but 
instead gained visibility in depositions and depicted ritual 
activities, as observed by Gibbs⁶⁸.

The dagger in the Bronze Age without doubt sym-
bolises power and status. It was a different symbolic 
meaning than expressed by the sword and could perhaps 
be understood as the marker of a political, powerful and 
‘free woman’. The dagger is thereby not likely symbolising 
warrior women, but still holds a very important distinction 
from a knife, which is regarded a working tool rather than 
a weapon. The same distinction and interpretation would 
be relevant for daggers and knives found in gendered male 
burials.

Crafts

Craft and skills are represented in both gender catego-
ries but interestingly any relation to textile production 
is lacking from Early Nordic Bronze Age graves⁶⁹. There 
is thus no obvious link between graves and textile pro-
duction in the Nordic Bronze Age. This is seen as a stark 
contrast to the later following periods⁷⁰. This missing link 
provides us with the knowledge that the textile produc-
tion is something that is not regarded important for the 
expression of identity in the Early Nordic Bronze Age. The 
ability to produce garments is not emphasised to demon-
strate rank and status in the Early NBA. Rather, it seems, 
that the acquisition of woollen garments and the ability to 
wear and display them alongside with personal objects is 
the desired expression of wealth and status.

68 Gibbs 1987.
69 Matthes et al. in prep.
70 Bergerbrant 2019.

Craft related to skin or wood working, however, were 
more recognisable in the grave inventory, as seen in the 
presence of awls found in both male and female graves. 
Other crafts expressed by sickles, axes, saws were however 
predominantly found in male graves⁷¹. This conforms with 
previous studies from N.E Zealand on gender and agri-
culture in the Bronze Age where sickles were not found 
in female burials⁷². However, Gibb’s study from 1987 with 
its diachronic approach, interestingly found that the sym-
bolic link between females, fertility and agriculture was 
strengthened in the Late Bronze Age where as the link 
between males, agriculture and wood work decreased⁷³.

Ritual Specialists

The role of ritual specialists could be held by both men and 
women as seen in the inventory from the gendered female 
and male graves Maglehøj⁷⁴ and Hvidegård⁷⁵. A ritual spe-
cialist could be a gendered male or female but when prac-
tising their skills their gender affiliation would most likely 
become obsolete and they would on equal terms commu-
nicate through spiritual worlds and perhaps by animistic 
rituals even leave their human gendered body behind⁷⁶.

Women ritual specialists would not have been uncom-
mon in Nordic Bronze Age society, as we know of figurines 
and rock carvings showing women and female acrobats 
taking part in ritual activities⁷⁷. Some of these ritual dis-
plays show similarities with the bull-leaping scenes found 
on frescos in Knossos, Crete (c. 1400 BCE) which represent 
both genders⁷⁸. The two persons on either side of the bull 
are painted white, which, in the contemporaneous Egyp-
tian tradition refers to women. They are however, wearing 
loin-cloths that are traditionally regarded as a male 
garment. The central bull-leaper is painted brown and 
wearing a loin cloth and therefore regarded as being male. 
The interesting similarities demonstrated from Greece to 
Scandinavia and even further afield, as bull leaping is also 
recognised in Tell el-Dab’a in the Nile Delta⁷⁹ are testimony 
to the vast networks that existed across Europe and the 
Near East in the Bronze Age⁸⁰ and how Minoan motives 

71 Felding et al. 2020.
72 Gibbs 1987, 85.
73 Ibid.
74 Aner/Kersten 1973, Ke 183.
75 Ibid. Ke 399.
76 Ahlqvist/Vandkilde 2018, 183.
77 Goldhahn/Fuglesvedt 2012, 248; Iversen 2014; Melheim 2015.
78 Younger/Rehak 2008, 1567–1157.
79 Palivou et al. 2007.
80 Iversen 2014.
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can be found in other areas in ‘translated forms’. It is thus 
clear, that some gender fluidity was in place in the Bronze 
Age and that local and regional variations of rituals took 
place within a greater framework of recognisable ‘world 
understandings’.

Appearance as Expression of Identity

Several investigations of the appearance of the Nordic 
female graves indicate a very strong similarity of expres-
sions as seen in the network graphs fig. 5 and 6. There 
was a uniform style to which most women conformed. 
The similarities are seen as stronger in NBA II where the 
differences are likely to be sign of hierarchy rather than 
regionality. In NBA III, more diversity appears and this is 
interpreted as the beginning of stronger regional traits as 
consequence of the breakdown of the larger communica-
tion and trade networks that collapsed and were rebuilt 
during the Late Bronze Age, as also observed by Asingh 
and Rasmussen⁸¹.

Graves with Armring and Armband 
Combinations – Signs of Dual Identities?

Female markers of identity were examined by network 
analyses of the armrings and armbands found in the 
graves, which showed interesting perspectives. As pre-
viously stated, a total of 16 female graves with combina-
tion of different types of armrings and or armbands were 
found in the dataset (see network graph fig. 8 and map fig 
9). These are regarded as graves of particular interest as 
they might indicate women with potential dual identities 
expressed by wearing different arming and armband types.

As visible in the network graph (fig. 8) the most fre-
quent combination is armring A combined with armband 
B. Taking a closer of the subtypes of these armrings and 
armbands we see that the early types of armring A are (not 
surprisingly) found with the early types of arming B. The 
early types of armring B, the so-called ‘Stollenarmband’
are, however, interesting as they are regarded as import 
goods with connections to Southern Germany. The an-
alysed graves in this study thus appear with a variation 
of these Stollenarmband. Does this indicate that these 
women were from somewhere in the southern German 
region? Perhaps relocated to present day Denmark where 
they received a Nordic armring from their new community 

81 Asingh/Rasmussen 1984; 1989; 1990.

yet keeping a piece of personal jewellery for their new 
lives in the North? Or, should we interpret these findings 
as imported jewellery belonging to someone ‘local’ of high 
social status. Someone who, by wearing these exact types 
of armrings and armbands, were signalling close connec-
tions to areas of importance and thereby linking and re-
newing the connections between the south and the north? 
The armbands can thus be seen a social status marker in-
dicating someone of wealth and someone with close con-
nections to the extremely important alliance networks that 
were in place in the Early Nordic Bronze Age.

An interdisciplinary effort could perhaps shed new 
light on the power and alliance structures of women in 
the Bronze Age. If these individuals with different types of 
armrings and armbands were analysed for their isotopic 
compositions it could reveal details of their diet, upbring-
ing and perhaps even origin. This seems like a fruitful way 
forward in order to get one step closer to these women’s 
identities.

However, as an almost neo-positivist turn in archae-
ology is gaining ground as part of the ‘third science rev-
olution’⁸², this paper wishes to point to the difficult nav-
igation in the space between culture and science⁸³. Here, 
gender is emphasised as a meaningful engagement with 
past societies in order to contextualise the high resolu-
tion, but often culturally detached, results coming from 
the natural sciences.

Concluding Thoughts
In conclusion, this paper has highlighted the need for a 
more relational approach to the study of identity in the 
past.

With gender as a proxy, it was found that men and 
women in the upper echelon of Bronze Age society were 
treated as equals in death receiving the same types of 
burial rites. Women were often found as the primary 
burials in the prestigious burial mounds. Burial traditions 
are thus seen as related to status and not gender.

It has further been revealed that elite women held 
several and diverse social roles in their contemporary 
society being socially and politically empowered, and with 
examples of female craft and ritual specialists. Several 
powerful women are found in the archaeological dataset 
identified by their grave goods such as daggers, gold, glass, 
awls and amulets. It is clear that the female appearance 

82 Kristiansen 2014.
83 Flohr Sørensen 2017.
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was dominated by jewellery, however, more women than 
hitherto emphasised were buried with weapons (daggers) 
and carried practical and ritual and working equipment 
such as knives, awls and amulets. It was found that nearly 
20 % of elite women were buried with a dagger in Early 
Bronze Age and the study therefore calls for a change of 
the current gendered narrative that dominates the Bronze 
Age and encourages a larger more inclusive perspective 
where women are not automatically set in the household 
domain but are regarded with equal potential for holding 
political, social and ritual power.

Through network explorations the binary gender di-
vision in the Bronze Age were found reliable for assigning 
social gender based on grave goods. A strong similarity 
of female expressions was seen in the network graphs 
demonstrating a uniform style to which most NBA women 
conformed. The network investigations of the female 
gender category in the Bronze Age revealed that one 
armring in particular (armrings of type A) was dominant 
in the material and is thus seen a key identity marker for 
Early Nordic Bronze Age Women. Further, the expression 
of identity in relation to wearing different armring and/
or armband types was found primarily in the Montelian 
period II of the Nordic Bronze Age. The network analyses 
point to the possibility of exploring dual identities based 
on these object type combinations found in the graves and 
these individuals could ideally be further investigated by 
isotopic means that could perhaps point the origins and 
mobility of these women.

The network approach has demonstrated its value by 
‘unlocking’ information in complex datasets by targeting 
objects and their relations and investigating them at dif-
ferent scales with appropriate research questions. In this 
case, shedding new light on the empowered women of the 
Nordic Bronze Age.
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