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Chapter Four

Bodies and Encounters

Seeing Invisible Children in Archaeology

Joanna Sofaer

Abstract  The study of children in archaeology has frequently been framed in 
terms of their visibility or rather, in many cases, their invisibility. This chapter 
examines why the in/visibility of children remains such a persistent theme by 
scrutinizing some of the theoretical and methodological underpinnings of exist‑
ing approaches to the study of children in archaeology. In particular, it explores 
the ways that investigating children in the past has become dependent upon the 
presence of child bodies in archaeological contexts. I argue that the archaeological 
need to have a visible body in order to “do” the archaeology of children creates 
significant and unnecessary restrictions to inquiry. As a response, I examine other 
possibilities for accessing children in the past by reconsidering the role of the child 
body and the perceived need for its visibility in archaeological contexts.

The Visibility and Invisibility of Children in Archaeology

The study of children in archaeology has frequently been framed in terms of the 
visibility or rather, in many cases, the invisibility of children in the past. Despite a 

recent surge in scholarship, more than fifteen years since the first publications on children 
in archaeology, it seems to have been difficult for the discipline to move beyond this 
question of in/visibility. Although the contextually dependent natures of “children” and 
“childhood” now form key foci of investigation, and there has been welcome expansion 
of the range of periods and places in which children have been examined, much of 
this work constitutes case studies rather than a radical reappraisal of the ways that past 
children might be encountered. In this chapter, I want to explore why the in/visibility 
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of children remains such a persistent theme by scrutinizing some of the theoretical and 
methodological underpinnings of existing approaches to the study of children in archae‑
ology. My particular focus is the child body, since the absence or presence of child bodies 
frequently forms the basis for archaeological assessments of in/visibility. I want to argue 
that the archaeological need to have a visible body in order to “do” the archaeology of 
children creates significant and unnecessary restrictions to enquiry. In response to the 
limitations of current approaches, I want to examine what other possibilities there might 
be for accessing children in the past by reconsidering what we mean by the child body 
and the perceived need for its visibility in archaeological contexts.

Setting the In/Visibility Agenda

Concern with the in/visibility of children in the archaeological record was first voiced 
in the late 1980s and 1990s when children were identified as a distinct social category 
worthy of study in archaeology (Crawford 1991; Lillehammer 1989; Moore and Scott 
1997; Roveland 1997; Sofaer Derevenski 1994a). This work followed the precedent set 
by early Gender Archaeology, which commented upon women as a hitherto archaeolog‑
ically marginalized social group in order to generate more rounded interpretations of the 
past (e.g., Classen 1992; Gero and Conkey 1991). Since children must have been part 
of ancient societies, it was argued that archaeological interpretations also needed to “put 
them back into the past” in order to create more authentic versions of human history. 
Capturing the mood, publications were given titles such as “Where Are the Children?” 
(Sofaer Derevenski 1994b), “Invisible People and Processes” (Moore and Scott 1997), or 
“Where Have All the Children Gone” (Kamp 2001a).

To fulfill this brief, much of the early research on children concentrated on iden‑
tifying the kinds of archaeological materials in which children could be recognized. This 
also made the point that the omission of children from archaeological interpretation was 
more a question of investigator bias than of the potential of archaeological contexts for 
social interpretations. “Seeing” children sometimes involved the identification of specific 
forms of child‑associated material culture, most readily described as toys or childcare 
paraphernalia (see Egan 1998; Kamp 2001a; Wileman 2005), and miniatures (e.g., Park 
1998), but also including material interventions by children (e.g., Hammond and Ham‑
mond 1981; Kamp 2001b; Wilkie 2000). More frequently, however, researchers turned to 
settings in which children themselves were physically present, such as mortuary contexts 
(e.g., Lucy 2005; Meskell 1994; Rega 1997; Scott 1991) or iconographic representations 
and figurines (e.g., Janssen and Janssen 1990; Joyce 2000); whereas a specific material 
culture of children often proved difficult to definitively identify, the body was perceived 
as offering incontrovertible and ready opportunities to document children in the past.

More often than not, to date the identification of children has required investiga‑
tors to identify child bodies. Scholars have investigated specific locations where children’s 
bodies were found through mortuary studies (e.g., Borić and Stefanovic 2004; Mays 
1993; McKerr et al. 2009; Scott 1993; Smith and Kahila 1992), asked how children 
were depicted (e.g., Beaumont 2000; Golden 1990; Janssen and Janssen 1990), described 
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what children’s bodies looked like in terms of their skeletal remains (e.g., Bogin 1999; 
Humphrey 2000; Lewis 2007; Lorentz 2008; Scheuer and Black 2000), or recorded 
imprints of child bodies as footprints, finger impressions, or paintings (Guthrie 2005; 
Kamp et al. 1999; Roveland 2000). This focus on the body has been extended in the 
theoretical development of life course perspectives and discussions of child identity. Here, 
associations between objects and bodies of different ages and sex have been used to 
characterize children in relation to others, rather than taking them to be a predefined 
or self‑evident category (e.g., Gowland 2006; Joyce 2000; Sánchez‑Romero 2008; Sofaer 
Derevenski 2000a).

An often tacit concern with the body has therefore come to dominate the archae‑
ological study of children. Indeed, within the discipline the body has become almost 
a sine qua non for childhood studies. Nonetheless, a methodologically driven focus on 
the body also creates problems for archaeology. In particular, a focus on the body means 
that children become inaccessible in situations where there are no child bodies. This 
means that, for example, there are almost no studies of children in domestic contexts, 
the exceptions being historical settings with documentary evidence (e.g., Baxter 2005; 
Wilkie 2003). Yet these are contexts that one might expect children to have inhabited. 
Archaeological attitudes to the child body thus beg a series of questions: What do we 
stand to gain from a study of children if it is only to show what we already know: that 
children existed in the past? Is it possible to archaeologically access children in contexts 
where there are no child bodies? Furthermore, as it stands, the notion of in/visibility 
implies that children are passive—that they need to be “made visible”—but could it be 
possible to investigate child action? In order to answer these questions it is useful to take 
a step back to more closely examine the role of the child body in archaeology.

The Body in the Archaeology of Children

The body is critical to understanding children as a category since it is body difference 
that makes a child a child as opposed to any other age‑related category. In particular, 
intense and rapid whole body changes that occur during the early years of life are seen as 
characteristic of children (Prout 2000). Changes to the physical body, such as the devel‑
opment of secondary sex characteristics, are frequently understood in terms of a shift in 
social identity away from child to adult as the body is given symbolic and moral value 
(James 1993; Prendergast 2000). Understandings of the child body are therefore both 
material and social (Prout 2000). For archaeologists working with the physical remains of 
children the notion of body change is particularly powerful because of the sheer number 
of changes and their clarity in the human skeleton (Sofaer 2006).

Yet, as many researchers have pointed out it, it is not enough simply to identify 
immature bodies as children since cultural categorizations of children are variable. Who 
is a child in one society, is not in another (Welinder 1998). In taking this approach, 
archaeologists have been heavily influenced by anthropological and sociological insights 
pointing to variability in social perceptions and definitions of children and childhood 
(see Bluebond‑Langer and Korbin 2007; Montgomery 2009). Many archaeological studies 
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have therefore attempted to identify children by locating culturally specific boundar‑
ies of childhood through associations between material culture and age categories (e.g., 
Crawford 1991; Gowland 2001, 2006; Lucy 2005). On their own, however, statements 
regarding the culturally variable nature of the child category and the claim for children 
as illuminating cultural difference tend to be trite if they are not accompanied by a more 
penetrating analysis (Montgomery 2009:12).

Furthermore, the way that the child body is methodologically placed in such analy‑
ses means that archaeologists have found it difficult to move toward an understanding of 
archaeological children that links the materiality of the body and the social in a satisfying 
way (Sofaer 2006). In other words, standard archaeological method makes associations 
between bodies of designated chronological ages and forms of material culture, where 
age is determined through a combination of osteological and dental estimates. This kind 
of approach treats the child body as universal, inasmuch as stereotypes of the physio‑
logically “normal” child are used as templates for how children are expected to look at 
certain ages (Steedman 1995). Thus, while the method of artifact association allows for 
the investigation of the range of expression in what past people may have made of the 
body, there is little room for understanding variability and cultural contingency of the 
body itself, since the body is taken for granted (Sofaer 2006). Children thus continue 
to be interpreted within a naturalistic frame. In such analyses, material culture acts as 
symbolic capital that confers identity upon the user or owner (Budden and Sofaer 2009). 
This places children as passive recipients of identity overlaid on the body, which acts as 
a kind of substrate. This in turn means that the kinds of questions that can be asked of 
child bodies are somewhat reduced.

Although an understanding of categories is important, since people operate in the 
world by recognizing these (Sørensen 2000), the method of artifact association, as it is 
frequently deployed, clearly has drawbacks in relation to the study of children. In order 
to move beyond these, it may be useful to rethink the relationship between the child 
body and material culture and to consider what kinds of new questions or insights this 
might provoke.

Material Culture, the Body, and an Archaeology of Ontogeny

The first step in such a reconsideration is to address the preconception that in order 
to “see” children in the archaeological record it is necessary to identify a child‑specific 
material culture either by direct association with child bodies or independently of these. 
Children, as other social categories, live in a world of objects. From the moment they 
are born, they are surrounded by the material culture of their society. In order to exam‑
ine the relationship between children and material culture it is not therefore necessary 
to a priori posit or determine a suite of distinctive child objects (Wood 2009), even 
though these may exist in some settings in the form of toys, child care paraphernalia, 
or other kinds of objects. Having accepted this point, the issue then becomes how to 
understand and analyze the relationship between children and material culture if objects 
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are not exclusive to a particular social category, while acknowledging that objects may 
simultaneously have different meanings to different people (cf. Baxter 2005).

One way forward is to consider the effects of material culture on the people who 
live with it. It has long been understood that environmental conditions impact on human 
growth and nutrition (see Bogin 2001; Coleman 1995). Similarly, a range of studies have 
argued that the emotional and psychological development of children is affected in various 
ways by the social, emotional, and cultural contexts of their care (see Bretherton 1997; 
Butterworth and Harris 1994; Valsiner and Rosa 2007). Given that material culture also 
forms part of the environment in its broadest sense, it may be useful to think about 
material culture in relation to human development.

Material culture has a profound impact on human development through the process 
of ontogeny (Sofaer 2011; Toren 1999). Following Toren (1999, 2001, 2007) human 
ontogeny can be understood as a process of self‑creation or autopoesis of the “whole 
person.” It is an embodied and ongoing process grounded in active engagement with 
one’s surroundings in which cognitive development is a material phenomenon; learning 
how to behave in an appropriate manner involves changes to both mind and body as 
physical and inseparable entities (Ingold 2001; Sofaer 2006; Toren 1999). In this phe‑
nomenologically inspired perspective there is no need to posit a dialectical relationship 
between mind and body, biology and culture, or individual and society (Toren 2003). 
People are historical accumulations of experience whose contingency is linked to their 
relations to other people and to objects. In other words, people literally make themselves 
through learning in a social setting. They literally embody their histories and the histories 
of their relations with others and the material world (Toren 1999:2). Bodies will therefore 
develop differently under different material conditions.

This emphasis on the body differentiates the notion of ontogeny from the more 
frequently used concept of socialization (Sofaer 2011). It also foregrounds the ways that 
people are active in their own development through learning that they need to “belong” 
in a given social context, rather than implying a top‑down view of culture imposed on 
passive individuals (Toren 2007). In terms of ontogeny, intersubjectivity is vital to human 
development since a person’s moment‑to‑moment encounters with the material world 
are always and inevitably mediated by relations with others. It is the differences and 
similarities in encounters with others and the material world that result both in unique 
experiential histories for each person, as well as shared experiences at a given historical 
moment (Toren 2003).

In this view people are not biological containers to be simply filled up with culture 
(Ingold 1998) but actively engage with the world in and through their bodies. Body 
actions and expressions therefore become key to understanding and investigating the 
contextually specific material circumstances of human development. For example, in her 
ethnographic study of child cognition and the learning of hierarchy in Fiji, Toren (1999) 
describes how the deportment and spatial disposition of the child body manifests the 
phenomenology of learning in Fijian longhouses. The embodiment of behavior is key 
to the process by which behaviors are understood over time and to the reproduction of 

SP_COS_Ch04_073-090.indd   77 3/18/15   4:40 PM

© S
tat

e U
niv

ers
ity

 of
 N

ew
 Y

ork



78	 Joanna Sofaer

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44

ritual and ritualized behavior (Toren 1999). This does not mean, however, that children 
necessarily act like mini‑adults. Indeed, in Toren’s example children have to accommodate 
adult concerns by sitting, crawling, walking, clapping, or taking food in the prescribed 
manner. Here the body is critical to simultaneously learning and expressing behavior 
appropriate to one’s particular age and position in the social hierarchy.

Embodied engagement with the material world thus involves learning gestures, or 
“techniques of the body” (Mauss 1935), appropriate to one’s society and place within it. 
These techniques are learned body actions, which are not just expressive of social values 
imposed on the body but are acquired skills that develop in specific settings in partic‑
ular ways depending on the surrounding environment in its broadest sense, including 
caregivers, objects, and the physical landscape (Ingold 1998). Techniques of the body are 
thus fundamental to the social and cultural context of daily life and it is not possible 
to separate learning to do things from learning to do things in the approved manner of 
one’s society (Ingold 1998:26). Importantly for archaeology, techniques may be closely 
related to the form of material culture enabling a working back from object forms to the 
body actions, or rather range of potential body actions or postures, involved in their use. 
Thus, Leroi‑Gourhan (1971 [1943]) famously presented different ways that individual 
objects belonging to a single class of artifact were used in culturally specific ways linked 
to their form. For example, contrasting basket forms could be carried with a tumpline, 
on the head, on the back, or in the hand. Likewise, objects with blades were classified 
into those involving different kinds of gestures including those that require the blade to 
be pushed, lanced with the point down, or pushed with a striker (Leroi‑Gourhan 1971 
[1943]). This, then, is not just about what something is used for—the much vaunted 
relationship between form and function that underpins a great deal of archaeological 
interpretation—but is also about how it is used. It therefore offers insights into the nature 
of gestures that need to be learned.

Ethnoarchaeological studies in the French tradition have employed this approach to 
analyze in detail the gestures and skills required to learn crafts such as bead making or 
pottery manufacture (Roux 2000; Roux and Corbetta 1990). Ergonomic analyses have 
also been deployed to investigate the complexity of muscle actions involved in apparently 
simple tasks such as sitting or brushing teeth (Arcadio et al.1973). More recently, some 
Scandinavian archaeologists have begun to document studies of movement in relation to 
the use of material culture. Using filming techniques to record and visualize the break‑
down of body movements into individual actions, and inspired by notations used in dance 
choreography to write down this movement choreography, they have moved from exper‑
imental work to the actions involved in making past objects (Bender Jørgensen 2006). 
Høgseth (2007), for example, has used this approach to study the actions involved in 
Medieval carpentry. He recorded axe and saw marks on timbers in buildings and through 
experimental work identified body actions that would be required to make those marks. 
Within Anglo‑American archaeology however, despite some exceptions, investigations of 
body gestures have received relatively little attention (Ingold 2001; Sofaer 2006).

Body gestures need to be learned, but this process—through material encounters 
and intersubjectivity—is not confined to children. It takes place throughout the life course 
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as people move through categories of age as well as of gender and status, and accumulate 
material and intersubjective experiences. There is, therefore, no fundamental ontological 
difference per se between children and other age categories (Sofaer Derevenski 2000b; 
Sofaer 2011). Instead, the difference between children and other social categories is one 
of degree; younger individuals are particularly plastic and, having less of a reservoir of 
experience, are exposed to a greater number of new experiences and therefore subject to 
more rapid development. Furthermore, while body difference defines children, this is also 
the case for other age categories such as the elderly (Appleby 2010); bodies are defined 
not only in their own terms but in relation to others.

The implications of the ontological similarity between children and other catego‑
ries for archaeological method are profound since it means that the study of human 
ontogeny does not require us to predefine what a child is before we can explore human 
development. Nor does it deny the existence of culturally contingent social categories. 
Instead, it creates a new set of challenges about the nature of human experience in terms 
of the ways that meanings and interactions may alter as people’s understandings change 
and accumulate with age. This perspective invites us to think about material culture in 
relation to the processes that underpin the creation of social categories, rather than the 
description of those categories alone. It offers analytical possibilities for exploring com‑
mon developmental experiences in particular times and places in terms of what people 
needed to learn in order to “belong” to a particular society, as well as more detailed 
investigations of the ontogeny of people belonging to particular social groups/categories 
(Sofaer 2011). In other words, the former is about what the often used term cultural 
difference means in practice; the things that we all learn in our society that allow us to 
“fit in,” but that also provide for culture shock when we go somewhere very different.

Tracing Ontogeny in the Archaeological Record

Given my arguments above, exploring human ontogeny in the archaeological record 
requires tracing learned embodied interaction with material culture. Of course, not all 
interactions with material culture will be archaeologically accessible, but it is possible to 
suggest two general levels on which such interactions may be explored archaeologically. 
These can be briefly summarized as learning to make objects and learning to use objects. 
The distinction between making and using is to some extent artificial but provides clar‑
ity in the provision of examples and involves different pathways in order to investigate 
them. The first involves following the process of learning to make objects by identifying 
patterns of error (inappropriate body actions) fossilized in archaeological material. The 
second examines the ways that “finished” material culture creates body gestures (appro‑
priate body actions), which have to be learned in order to use finished objects.

Ontogeny 1: Learning to Make Things

In recent years there has been increasing focus on identifying apprenticeship in the mate‑
rial record in ethnographic contexts and in the past (e.g., Crown 1999; Ferguson 2008; 
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Wendrich 2012). While apprentices need not necessarily be children (Ferguson 2008), 
since the learning of craft skills may require considerable training and practice, many 
ethnographic studies suggest that the learning of traditional craft skills (whether formally 
or informally) can begin early in life (Greenfield 2000; Grimm 2000). Furthermore, the 
development of craft skills is a very physical process that requires the craftsperson to 
engage bodily with his or her material and tools (Budden and Sofaer 2009). The pro‑
duction of different kinds of objects requires different suites of body actions from the 
maker, who has to engage with varying technical requirements and tools. It therefore 
constitutes the development of embodied knowledge (Sofaer and Budden 2012).

Research has examined apprenticeship in a range of materials including flint knap‑
ping (Grimm 2000; Pigeot 1990), pottery manufacture (Budden 2008; Crown 1999; 
Sofaer and Budden 2012), bead making (Roux 2000), and weaving (Greenfield 2000). 
Much of this work has typically focused on identifying the presence of novices by iden‑
tifying technical errors in working toward an “ideal” object type at different stages of the 
manufacturing process or châine opératoire. For example, at the French Upper Palaeolithic 
site of Solvieux, a novice knapper was identified through his/her relative lack of control 
over basic technical principals (Grimm 2000). These technical errors in core reduction 
reflect body gestures that were inappropriate to the task.

Yet at Solvieux, the apprentice knapper was not alone. S/he appears to have been 
guided by a master (Grimm 2000). While research on apprenticeship in the archaeolog‑
ical record has typically been expressed in terms of identifying novices at work through 
the identification of technical error it can also be understood in ontogenetic terms. The 
development of craft skills is a product of the relationship between the learner and 
others in society whether by observation and imitation, informal instruction or formal 
guidance (Baxter 2005; Crown 2001, 2002; David 1990; Michelaki 2008; Sofaer and 
Budden 2012). Learning to make things is an intersubjective process in which learners 
join a community of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991). It implies a learning process in 
which less experienced makers of objects learn how to craft things from more experi‑
enced makers. In other words, the errors visible in archaeological material do not just 
represent the development of technical skill but represent the process of ontogeny itself; 
the “becoming” of a knapper, a potter, a weaver, or a smith.

Within communities of practice, learning takes place through different kinds of 
“participation frameworks” in which apprentices learn through participating in the prac‑
tices of experts (Lave and Wenger 1991). Such frameworks offer a range of different 
social and pedagogical models for the nature of the master‑apprentice relationship. It can 
involve scaffolded (highly structured) or unscaffolded (relatively independent trial and 
error) learning (Gosselain 1992, 1998; Greenfield 2000; Greenfield, Maynard, and Childs 
2000; Wallaert‑Pêtre 2001). In scaffolded learning, learners are guided by teachers who 
provide practical help and verbal direction in accordance with the developmental level of 
the learner (Greenfield 2000). Advice is freely available and learners observe and follow 
models presented by more skilled practitioners. In strongly scaffolded situations, teachers 
intervene before learners have the opportunity to make errors and learners have little 
chance to make mistakes, innovate, or experiment. Thus, the transmission of traditional 
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ways of doing things is ensured (Greenfield 2000). By contrast, in unscaffolded learning, 
learners are offered very little guidance. This leads to a much higher rate of errors but 
also encourages innovation and experimentation (Greenfield 2000; Greenfield, Maynard, 
and Childs 2000). By examining the patterns of error in objects it is possible to explore 
the nature of relationships at play between individual learners and more experienced 
craftspeople, and thus further explore the process of ontogeny.

In a recent study of ceramics from the Middle Bronze Age site of Százhalombatta 
in Hungary, Budden (2008) found a relatively high frequency of technical errors in 
simple vessel types such as cups, while complex fine wares with finer clays showed very 
few such errors. She argued that this showed the presence of apprentice potters prac‑
ticing and making mistakes on simpler forms, while more proficient potters produced 
more complicated vessels using better quality resources where there may have been a 
lower tolerance for error (Budden 2008; Budden and Sofaer 2009). She also identified 
a number of “mixed message” pots that can be interpreted as the product of more than 
one hand with people of different skills and experience collaborating together (Budden 
2007; Sofaer and Budden 2012), a feature also noted in other rather different ceramic 
assemblages (cf. Crown 2007). These vessels indicate that more experienced help was 
available to guide learner potters, either by being assisted through the input of more 
experienced helpers, or where learners were encouraged to add to their skills by working 
on pots made by more experienced potters.

The evidence from Százhalombatta therefore points to a range of competencies—a 
situation that might be expected when beginners or apprentice potters who have not 
yet acquired a full range of skills work alongside more experienced ones—although the 
existence of errors in less technically complex vessel forms suggests that potters were 
allowed to make their own mistakes (Sofaer and Budden 2012). Furthermore, synchron‑
ic and diachronic variation in vessel form suggest that innovation was possible, albeit 
within strict rules surrounding the “correct” culturally acceptable way to make a pot 
(Budden and Sofaer 2009). Learning at Százhalombatta may therefore have been lightly 
or moderately scaffolded; novice potters frequently worked on their own but acted within 
a wider environment where they were able to draw on the help and support of others 
(Sofaer and Budden 2012).

Ontogeny 2: Learning to Use Things

Just as learning to make things is an ontogenetic process, so too is learning to use objects 
in a culturally appropriate manner. The body is a prerequisite for the interaction between 
people and objects and it is through this interaction that bodies themselves develop. For 
example, learning to write involves not only a knowledge of letters and numbers but a 
learned bodily understanding of how to grip a pencil, press down on the page with just 
the right amount of weight, and how to move it in the correct way to draw the desired 
figure. Learning to write is therefore a collaboration between the body and the object 
that takes place in a social setting, through which the body develops as it becomes more 
practiced. Malafouris (2008:115) broadens this argument by suggesting that material 
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culture has the ability to change and shape bodies by transforming and extending the 
boundaries of “body schema”; the neuronal map associated with body positions that he 
places at the center of his understanding of embodied cognition.

Since the material world is critical to human development, an understanding of 
the ways that bodies and objects work together can be used to explore human ontog‑
eny. This may be particularly useful in exploring ontogenetic changes over time, since 
the acquisition of particular socially appropriate body movements in relation to new or 
different objects will result in contrasts in learning experiences. I have recently argued 
that changes in pottery forms and their distribution within houses at the Bronze Age tell 
at Százhalombatta had an impact on human ontogeny through altering social dynamics 
and body gestures in relation to changes in movement through domestic space (Sofaer 
2011). So‑called typological changes thus, in fact, represent ontogenetic changes. To 
further illustrate what I mean, it is useful to give an additional example.

Bronze weaponry is a well‑documented feature of the European Bronze Age. It is 
found in hoards, as single finds, and in graves. The sequence of development of European 
Bronze Age weaponry is well documented. In general, there is a move from small dag‑
gers to dirks and rapiers by the Middle Bronze Age, and to swords in the later Middle 
Bronze Age. This reflects changes in styles of combat. While daggers may have been “last 
chance” close‑quarters weapons or used as pocket knives, rapiers are long thin thrusting 
weapons, which required greater precision than daggers and which would have required 
a degree of training in their use (Osgood et al. 2000). The swords take a range of forms 
with the general development of a leaf‑shaped blade suited to a slashing or cut‑and‑thrust 
type of action (Harding 1999; Osgood 2000 et al.). Although not all swords were used 
in combat (some being symbolic objects), many display evidence of blade damage as a 
result of combat and subsequent resharpening (Bridgford 1997; Kristiansen 1984, 2002).

Each of these different types of weapons requires different skills, fighting techniques, 
and learned body movements. In particular, the development of the sword changed body 
action substantially. As Malafouris (2008:118) puts it in his discussion of Mycenaean 
swords as body parts, the sword “draws out of the  .  .  .  body a novel predisposition for 
action not previously available.” The development of defensive equipment, including 
shields, helmets, corselets, and greaves, which are known particularly from the Late 
Bronze Age, also speaks to distinct fighting styles in which the body moved in particular 
ways. To be a warrior it was not enough simply to hold a weapon. To be involved in 
combat—even if ritual or symbolic—meant that the warrior knew how to use a weapon 
and this must have been a learned skill. Training for combat involves learning how to 
hold, swing, and sheath a weapon, simultaneously developing endurance, musculature, 
and neuronal and motor pathways. For these skills to be effectively developed, and 
in order to capitalize on the plasticity and strength of youth, training may begin at a 
young age. Spartan boys famously began their military training at the age of seven years 
(Cartledge 2003). Similarly, the path to becoming a Medieval knight also began at about 
age seven or eight, when boys left the care of women to become pages or to be placed 
into the care of male tutors, with training as squires starting between ages 10 and 14 
(Orme 1984). Ethnographic examples from the Americas and Papua New Guinea reveal 
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boys “playing” war from an early age (Vandkilde 2007). Becoming a warrior is therefore 
about developing the body knowledge that underpins being part of that category; it is 
gaining identity through doing. As such, the development of knowledge and age are 
inextricably linked together.

In mortuary contexts, Bronze Age weaponry is almost exclusively associated with 
males (Vandkilde 2007; Wilson 2007). This association between people and objects has 
led to widespread interpretations of an elite male warrior aristocracy (Kristinansen 1999; 
Treherne 1995; Vandkilde 2003, 2007). Discussions have also considered different institu‑
tional forms of warriorhood and the social structuring of martial identities, with particular 
focus on contextual differences in the ages of people buried with weapons (Vandkilde 
2007; Wilson 2007). Irrespective of the age of person with whom weapons were depos‑
ited, what is important for an understanding of ontogeny is that being a warrior is an 
intersubjective experience on at least two levels. First, as Vandkilde (2007:80) points 
out, being a warrior is, like any other social identity, “individually felt and collectively 
shared.” Second, combat and learning to fight necessarily involves at least one, if not 
many, other people to fight against (cf. Vandkilde 2007).

Shifts in weapon types and combat techniques that we see in the archaeological 
record thus reveal diachronic shifts in human experience that are the consequence of mate‑
rial changes. Different ways of fighting will, in turn, lead to different ontogenies, resulting 
in physically different kinds of human bodies. Yet the relationship between objects and 
human ontogeny is not one way. Just as ontogeny is the product of intersubjectivity and 
experiences of the material world, so it is that experiences can also lead to changes in 
material culture (Sofaer 2011). Intriguingly, some Bronze Age rapiers appear to have been 
used in an unsuitable (and perhaps more natural) slashing movement shown by tears 
found on the rivet holes of the handles of such weapons and some iconographic depictions 
(Harding 1999; Osgood et al. 2000). The experience and consequences of using rapiers 
in this way may have led to the typological changes seen in the archaeological record and 
the development of the sword. New and different weapon types may therefore have been 
the product of previous accumulated understandings. As Toren (2007) puts it, “Children 
are born into a world in the making that was already rendered meaningful in all its 
material aspects, and with time they [make] these meanings anew.” This reconfiguration 
happens through interactions with others and the constant negotiation and assimilation 
of understandings. Such a process provides for a relationship between changes in social 
organization and material change where one need not precede the other. It may be this 
never‑ending body‑centered learning—rather than abstract processes of “typological devel‑
opment,” “evolution,” or “innovation”—that underpins material change (Sofaer 2011).

Conclusion

Rather than helping archaeologists to “do” an archaeology of children, a frequent focus on 
the in/visibility of children in the archaeological record has inadvertently created meth‑
odological barriers to understanding children in the past. The frequent requirement for 
a child body in order to evidence children in the past has not only made it impossible 
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to “see” them in contexts where bodies are not physically present, but has also detracted 
from understanding why the study of children is a worthwhile endeavor.

In this chapter, I have argued that rethinking the methodological issues posed by 
child bodies offers the possibility to access children in contexts where physical bodies 
are not present. I have suggested that this may be done by widening archaeological 
understandings of the relationship between bodies and objects. In addition to the ways 
that material culture acts as a signifier of identity, it is useful to understand how bodies 
interact with the material world in order to ask questions about human development. 
Since different forms of material culture have the potential to produce qualitatively dif‑
ferent kinds of bodies (Sofaer 2006, 2011; see also Malafouris 2008), understanding the 
ways that people learn to make and use the material world allows us to ask one of the 
fundamental questions of human life: “How do people become who they are?” (Toren 
1999). Seen through this lens, a focus on children is important because it highlights 
human ontogeny. For although ontogeny is a lifelong process, the plasticity and rapid‑
ity of human development in the early years are particularly critical. Ontogeny is the 
counterpart to the construction of social categories (Sofaer 2011).

An archaeology of ontogeny is challenging. It asks us to consider the body in ways 
that focus on the implications of bodily difference in relation to the material world, 
rather than the presence or absence of objects linked to the physical body per se. It 
provokes ambitious questions about the material and social conditions under which 
human development takes place. Furthermore, the reflexive and intersubjective nature of 
human development also hints at a means by which active human experience can lead to 
alteration of the material world. Yet, these same challenges also mean that encountering 
the “invisible” body is also full of archaeological possibilities.
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