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A woman from Barvas, Isle of Lewis, Hebrides
Several apotropaic measures used at once
This is a reconstruction of an unusual burial from Barvas, Scotland, discovered in 2001.

(the above image is from the BBC’s Iron Age Burial news release)
The grave dates from 3rd-4th c. CE. The body was of a young woman, well muscled, and tall for her time at 5 ft and 6
inches. Dr. Macleod Rivett, the archeologist working on the find described the burial:
As well as the beautiful bracelet which was buried with her, and the well-crafted grave itself, the burial was
covered in a cairn of pretty, pale-coloured beach pebbles, each no bigger than could be carried in one hand, and
each brought from up to a kilometre away, at the shore. …As well as being laid face down in the stone-lined
grave, the bracelet placed next to her head was made of iron with bronze embellishments, the only such find in
Scotland.
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Here we have several apotropaic measures at once. In addition to the prone burial, we have filling of the grave with stones,
although presence of multiple smaller light colored stones may indicate magical apotropaics, in addition to being a physical
impediment. This is especially likely, as the stones were not local, and had to be brought from the shore.
The unusual iron bracelet could be a piece of jewelry or can be an amulet.
Her legs are crossed, which is not mentioned in the article, but often indicates tying of the extremities, to prevent the dead
from walking. This custom persisted into modern times, and in some regions of Eastern Europe, they still tie together the
legs of the corpse to prevent its return.
The archaeologist posits that the woman had high social standing or was somehow important in the community, based on
the care with which her grave was constructed. This does not contradict use of apotropaic measures, as the lady is described
as somewhat unusual for her time, and non-normative life of any kind was a risk factor for revenancy.
We do know with certainty that women of high social standing or renown were buried with apotropaic measures, such as
the early Anglo-Saxon burial of a “cunning woman” from Lachlade cemetery, who also had rich grave goods, including
jewelry and amulets, whose grave was also filled with stones.
There is an 18th c, account of two female bards
buried prone, due to their non-normative social
standing. Any other unusual trait, such as
appearance behavior, or disease could also
result in an apotropaic burial.
To the left is an image of a late 15th or early 16th
century Italian burial of a teenage female, who
was determined to have suffered from scurvy.
In addition to being buried prone, her grave was
located in an isolated area in the cemetery. (As
scurvy was rare in this part of Italy at that time,
the archaeologists suppose she may have
suffered from a vitamin C malabsorption, and,
in then current political/religious climate was
probably regarded as a witch.)

(this image is from Seeker.com Medieval Witch Girl article)
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