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Chapter 3  Life’s path, feet and divination: towards Trees

The bone elements of lower leg and skull parts, including single teeth, were distinguished in 
the previous chapter as forming the deposit continuum binding features together in sameness. 
Not explained is why these bones might have been important and selected for deposit. Below, 
particularly the small, compact objects of lower leg bones, in natural state, are further regarded 
as to why they have been deposited to weave points together, of burials and deeper pits, and as 
deposits within the dwelling. Some associations will also be sketched for the skull parts.

First, the foot bones will be brought into connection with the European, and wider, referenc-
ing as part of studies on the foot as symbol. Then, the European-wide mentality of divination will 
be taken up, as the same bones were also actively used within a mentality of the power of things, 
pre-Christian to folk practice. Within past studies cited below on body part meaning (including 
foot symbolics), texts and practices were followed backwards, and concentrated upon seems to be 
an underlying symbolic meaning of male generative force. However, here it is suggested that the 
underlying referent may be ‘World Tree’, for the late northern tradition. This combines the widely 
known aspect of texts on earthy sacred trees, and human and animal parts can be considered as 
tropes of trees, within cosmology. Provided as well is a point around which meaning could invert, 
from the pagan to the Christian period, where in the latter men give rise to ‘family trees’. 

As a result of these networking combinations of texts and language, many finds are suggested 
to have a common structural base suggested by the archaeological context of being literally 
rooted in pits, within regenerative aspect of being buried in the earth. Returning to the theme 
of divination, with the more encompassing structure, the framework of the seasonal, the context 
of deposit in pits is bound to seasonal regeneration and to various finds in a suggested active use 
in making contracts with the gods/nature, prior to burial which closes the contract.

 .                     :               

The complete lower leg bones consistently deposited in pits of the Schagen sites can be taken 
up within the ‘foot symbolic’ discussion. The theme has been part of formalized discussion for 
more than 300 years, starting apparently with Benedictus Balduinis’ De Calceo Antiquo, published 
in Amsterdam in 1667 (cf Verhoeven 1956). Since that time, there have been various approaches 
in studying feet. The amount of data is enormous, as apparently most of the inhabitants of the 
world are concerned with feet, in addition to and through, the obvious functioning of feet. 
Although Onians’ 1951 grand work has remained in print, the body part discussion, in general, 
is not usually part of archaeological analyses nor are the obtained materials interpreted within 
the broader symbolic framework. 

‘Foot symbolics’ is just one of numerous types of studies done within ontological accept-
ability of symbolics as intrinsic to human life. The social/academic mentality within which 
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Isis and Nebthat
Sarapis

Mars Gradivus
Pyrrhus
Vischnu
Buddha

Auvandhl's toe
Ymir's heels

groom
chapel at Grossbeck

well at Aargau
thief's footprints

associated with leg and foot of dead (respectively) as embodiment of strength of life, life itself
as healer, feet as symbol of healing and renewed power (Hellenic Egypt)
blessing of cultivation under footsteps 
with right foot healed spleen afflictions; big toe remained undamaged when body cremated
footprints honoured as shortest way to heavenly bliss (Rigveda)
5 x 2 foot large footprint where he took off to heaven (Ceylon) 
while on Thor's back, in a basket, Auvandhl's frozen toe became a star (Snorri)
placed together produced a son (Snorri)
placing foot on bride's as sign of dominance (13th c. Germany)
footsteps in stone left by goddess, stepped in by women to become pregnant 
footsteps attributed to Saint Verena 
put in pot with coffin nails (Westfalen); put in pot with glass sherds, lid airtight, cook until pot explodes (Bohemia); put 
coffin nails through footprint (Mecklenburg)
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Pegasus
Baldur's horse

Charlemagne’s horse
St. Bonface’s 

 St. Walpurgis’ 
Frau Holle

to hex
to protect

stamps up well at Hippocrene
stamps up well (Saxo)
wells at Odenberg and Aachen
Abbos stamps up well near Dokkum
(donkey) pawed up well at Heidenheim  
women near-term give oats to dapple greys as the horse of the goddess of midwives
put nail through hoof print (southern Germany)
take first horse print by village boundary, throw backwards over border (Brandenburg)
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Dionysus
Berchtha

Freya
dwarfs
corpse

honoured with bull's foot
Carolingian ‘Stammutter’ has goosefeet
with swan feet
with cattle or horses hoofs: fertility of underground 
head from man, foot and thigh from women, kept in smoke room as sympathetic means for fertility and health of 
livestock  (Posen)
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Ruth 4,7
Perseus' sandal

Tanaquil

old shoes 

into shoes, weddings

axe in stocking

adoption ceremony

shoe of dead

giving sandal as sign of contract closed 
at Chemmis said to appear, three feet long, as a sign of coming prosperity for Egypt 
Etrusken-Roman originally with sandal; sandals+spindle+(weaving)skirt as attributes of Roman Matrone (temple of 
Dius Fidius) 
built into walls, under threshold or floors during construction (Belgium, France, Germany, Spain, Switzerland, 
Scandinavia, Finland, Netherlands, Britain); fastened to suitcase of bride
for luck, health, fertility, bride puts:  money in shoe (or stocking) before entering church (Saxony, Bohemia, Vogtland, 
Baden), or flax (Thüringen) or other crop plants (Brandenburg), salt and bread, or mugwort (Waldenburg)
placed in a woman’s red stocking and set on threshold of byre door so that cattle step over it when returning to fields 
in Spring
made by the elder of the sib, a ‘shoe’ was cut from a three-year-old, bovine’s, lower foreleg and a vat of beer set 
beside it; the elder first placed his foot on the ‘shoe’, then the initiate, followed by the rest who thereby showed they 
agreed with adoption (Scandinavian)
next of kin binds shoe on corpse before barrow grave closed (Old Norse)
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throwing/spinning 

polishing shoes

broom

witches
future bridegroom

wear of shoe

eve/day of  St. Andreas, St. Thomas,  St. Sylvester, Christmas: e.g. girl throws shoe over tree and listens to direction 
of dogs barking as sign of direction beau will come (Oberpfalz); shoe thrown three times at pear or apple tree, and if 
on third throw stays in tree, beau will become spouse (Pfalz); standing with back to the door, girl throws left slipper 
back over her head; if the toe is pointed towards the interior, a bridegroom will present himself that year (East Prussia, 
Mecklenburg, Vogtland, Tirol, Bavaria); girl spins a shoe and if points to door, girl will leave house in the coming year, 
to inside will stay (East Prussia, Sudenten, Vogtland. Saxony); if points to cemetery, person will die in coming year 
(Vogtland), or indicates someone will come from a certain direction (East Prussia); on bridal night, groom throws 
(spins) shoe, if points to wall or door, he will die first; if towards the bed, his wife will die first (Krain)
will die if done during twelve nights of Christmas or will be the next to die if boots polished before walking in burial 
procession (Mecklenburg)
stuck into earth or snow (St. Sylvester or St. Thomas Eve) with shoes around: death predicted if the direction in 
morning is towards cemetery (Austria)
if there is a whirlwind or hail, throw left shoe to make the dancing witch appear (Switzerland) 
put ‘well-weed’ into shoe: girl will meet bridegroom (Waldenburg) 
crookedly from inside, will become rich; from the outside, poor (Bavaria)
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sick animals
unwanted attentions

illness

let sick chickens (Böhmen) or sick calves (Oldenburg) drink salt and water from shoes
put on a pair of new shoes over bare feet, walk a mile take off the right shoe and drink some beer or wine from it 
put the name of the fever on a piece of paper in the shoe and when the paper falls apart, so will the fever (Oldenburg); 
put right sock on first (Oldenburg) 

Figure 22  Examples of various forms of ‘feet’ cited in the study by Aigremont (1909).





such studies have occurred will not be examined here. Certainly, the beginning of the 20th c. 
was noted for cross-pollination in the various sources of data examined within historical disci-
plines. Exclusive specialist research was more or less inoperable given the goals of understand-
ing the rise of western civilization. In the two studies providing most of the examples for this 
section, people are analysed as understandable within an (ill-defined) Indo-European context, 
and beyond. Past studies included archaeological materials to illustrate developments, providing 
examples of much earlier practice, continuous with ethnohistorical traditions in Europe. The 
earlier studies can be taken up in various ways in providing elements useful for extending insight 
into deposits of the foot bones recovered from Schagen pits, and absence of foot bones of burials 
from humans and animals. 

 .  .                               :    .             

Aigremont (1909) uses archaeological materials, iconography, early and later texts, customs 
and oral history to make and support the argument. Symbolics of feet is the theme, not par-
ticular materials. Included for example are rock engravings, classical texts and 19th c. customs. 
The sources are cross-referenced through feet, and while Aigremont concentrates on those of 
humans, examples of other animals are also taken up. That materials were meaningful within 
symbolics was taken as a given within synthesizing and theorizing works influenced by psychol-
ogy. The study has explicit elements of dialectical evolutionism and aspects of phenomenology. 
Figure 22 lists a selection of some of the practices and beliefs cited, whereby noted here are rela-
tively more of the animal rather than the vast majority of human feet examples. A few classical 
and biblical sources are given, written down earlier than the ethnohistorically known examples 
gained mainly through Aigremont’s interest in rural European society.

According to Aigremont, the meanings attached to feet originated within matriarchal, gyneo-
cratic society whereby fertility of the earth was bound to, and equated with the foot, in a meta-
physical and literal sense. Through the later development of male dominated society, the original 
symbolics were partially retained and adapted, to an extent masked, and/or compounded. The 
theory of general societal change leans heavily on Bachofen’s (1861) interpretation of matriar-
chal society developing into patriarchal. The material is arranged chronologically, as far as was 
understood in the early 20th c., to illustrate the theory. 

Power is interpreted by Aigremont as becoming the dominant symbolic theme, the male 
principle ‘foot’ dominating the female principle ‘earth’. ‘Foot’ is symbolic of power as prime 
mover and generative force in female fertility through earth contact. The same applies to the 
accoutrements of feet: shoes, sandals, socks and stockings are extensions of the feminine prin-
ciple. For later European history, the foot as phallic and footwear as symbolic of female genitals 
is most obvious in various forms of salacious lyrics and art themes. The principle of gender is 
also found adhering to animal feet: bulls’ and horses’ are ‘priapic’ (phallic); those of cows are 
‘tellurian’ (earthly). 

The imaging of feet whether in texts or as iconography is stacked chronologically and fol-
lowed linearly from the Near East to Egypt, to Greece and further within Europe. The inter-
pretation is the spread of foot symbolics marching along with the spread of civilization, not 
an unusual explanatory framework for the early 20th c. Societal transformations are witnessed 
through transformations in symbolic ascription, through gender transference, but within the 





same broad scheme: generative power. Within early 20th c. social evolutionism, the study was well 
received and is still often cited for the data it includes.

 .  .                    :          

The same type of data is used by Verhoeven (1956), but the range is extended to include many 
other parts of the world whereby the framework of explanation is one of transcendental, Jungian 
universals. Verhoeven poses the question: does the symbol ‘foot’ have of itself a religious meaning 
or has the symbol received meaning from religiosity (Verhoeven 1956, 204)? 

Examples of the phenomena are found spread – rather than chronologically stacked – around 
the world. The answer to the question is determined through the distribution: if it appears 
people within many cultures are incorporating foot symbolism within their religion, ‘feet’ must 
have inherent meaning and the symbol is a mental structure inherent to being human. Examples 
of the structure are then variously illustrated through Native American Cheyenne using deer 
hoofs to divine where to find deer, practices described in the Old Testament or the Vedas, and 
prehistoric rock-engravings of feet. The underlying meaning is interpreted as being within the 
dialectics of fertility and power/order.

Whereas Aigremont’s data was chronologically ordered, with societal changes as explanatory 
mode, Verhoeven’s methodology is necessarily concerned with the nature of symbols. He finds 
that earlier studies lacked power as the natural religiosity of the symbol remained unrecognised. 
By equating foot to ‘penis’, a symbol was thereby degraded to a sign, and nothing was revealed 
of the actual symbolics: interpreting something as ‘phallic’ or ‘magical’ is for Verhoeven thus only 
solving a banal riddle (1956, 94). For example, the Dutch expression ‘having a white foot’ was 
thought to have arisen through a 16th c. Dutch custom whereby horses with four white lower 
legs could pass toll-free, as the colour white was regarded as ‘magical’. Verhoeven considers that 
nothing is explained (1956, 44). He does not suggest a more specified reason, as inherent sym-
bolism is its own explanation.37 

As exemplary of the combined importance of power/order and fertility, Verhoeven cites a 
number of practices associated with northern European weddings:

- the bridegroom gives shoes to the bride for the ceremony
- the bridal shoes are saved whereby a happy married life is insured
- the groom drinks from a bride’s shoe
- guests throw shoes after the departing bride and groom leaving church 
- shoes are attached to the vehicle in which the married couple leaves the scene 38 
Verhoeven (1956, 98) suggests that seeing these actions as simply part of a fertility rite misses 

the power/order symbolics. 

 .  .                                        

We might not know of these practices, but possibly some of the transformations thereof, which 
when combined with the older, could lead to analyses of transformations. As materials and 
practices noted for centuries, different forms of analysis through structurating practices could 
be drawn through to more modern forms including substitution of shoes to dragging tin cans 





behind the bride and groom’s departing vehicle and throwing rice, rather than shoes. Certainly, 
the economics of empty food ‘container’ and seed-fertility/throwing-sowing actions of the more 
modern practices might be an obvious line in analysis. Exactly because of the changes, meaning 
might become more transparent within a ritual context using everyday materials, which are at 
the same time actively being discarded (that is, ‘ritual rubbish’). 

Present-day practices are part of the foot symbol discussion. Why certain explanations may 
seem more satisfying – that is, more logical – than others is effected through actual practice of 
the present day, within aspects of double hermeneutics. Renewed interest in Heidegger’s mun-
dane world in bringing ‘to attention things that have been forgotten or made to seem trivial’ and 
the idea that ‘hermeneutics begins at home’ (cf Gosden 1994, 109) is combined with practices 
of the long term with present practices. Ethnohistory, of growing interest within the Oer-IJ 
Estuary Project since the eighties (Garthoff-Zwaan 1987) and more widely (eg., Knapp (ed) 
1992) is in a direct line to popular culture, but needs to be addressed within the logicality of 
archaeological interpretations, as archaeologists also are part of popular culture. 

In examining the hidden meanings of foot bones in pits, and forming the interpretative 
framework of seasonal ritual, a number of facets could simply be thought up that framed a 
logic – unaware this was a part of the long term, foot-symbol discussion. A reasonable structur-
ing explanation could be found within one’s own head, without the benefit of specialist study, 
through the common metaphors and mental mapping of  ‘life’s path’ and ‘the road not taken’. 
This becomes worrying as the object of analysis becomes an effect of the long term in being part 
of one’s own data-set, as a product of symbol-associations and logic transforming over centuries. 

Within metaphorical logic, the path of pit-finds would be literally represented by the bones 
of feet within the sense of seasonal expectations that bind the years of settlement habitation 
within time, as progressing along that path. And, within that progression, given livestock as 
primary subsistence base, most important were the foot bones of those animals. Casting about 
for materialized ‘feet’ to accompany the metaphorical, but at the same time modern logic and 
materiality, examples are found as modern practices. These include, for example, marking a 
personalized life’s path in making relics by bronzing baby shoes or the seasonal in hanging up a 
Christmas stocking from the mantelpiece to be filled within gift exchange, which is analogous 
to putting a shoe beside the hearth on St. Nicholas’ Day in the Netherlands. Both stocking and 
shoe are supposed to be filled with gifts, and the latter sometimes in exchange for providing 
food for St. Nick’s horse. 

Both Aigremont and Verhoeven withdraw themselves into the objective analytical stance 
(c.q., academic or folk), although some poor referencing by the first author might indicate 
some of the examples were drawn from personal experience and the reader’s of the early 20th c. 
Following Verhoeven’s line, one is apparently taking part in symbolic action too deep to grasp, 
either because of the long ago coming of patriarchal dominance, or because symbols by their 
very nature can never become transparent, at least to the practitioner. In the Christmas example 
of stocking/shoe, logic of exchange used towards children is the aspect of good behaviour over 
the past year which is rewarded with gifts from the non-aging, male, popular-cult(ure) figures. 
Within present adult practice the exchange is possibly consciously symbolic for some, in the 
action of binding and marking relationships; one can possibly read meaning from the gift itself, 
but most actors are probably not reading anything into the containers of shoe or stocking. 

However, the practice of placing a carrot in the shoe set by the hearth for St. Nicolas’ horse, in 
exchange for gifts, is still evidently a viable visual metaphor, meaning still entwined with male/





female generative principles as can be read from 
Figure 23. It is doubtful the graphic designer of the 
figure knew of the century-long discussion of foot 
symbols, and more likely design was through form 
analogy and associations: an iconographic metaphor. 
Another facet of meaning is culturally specific. For 
the season, immediate referencing within Dutch 
tradition is also made to setting a shoe with a carrot 
for St. Nicolas’ horse. Another facet of Figure 23 is 
that the picture (except for the season) has nothing 
to do with the content of the text contained inside: 
it is a bundling of two messages from two articles, 
one about shoe fashion and another about Christ-
mas holiday meals for vegetarians. To get the mean-
ing of the iconography of the cover, one must be 
acquainted with the Dutch tradition of St. Nicolas 
(celebrated December 5th).

The implication of the above: given the use of 
the same materials through time, and that tradition 
could be the meaning in itself, how does one define 
the operative meaning or set of meanings for specific 
times? This is not a new question for archaeology. The 
same bones have been given an additional meaning, 
as Maier’s study shows: very old indeed, they occur as 
deposits far back into the mists of Palaeolithic time. 

 .  .                             :      

Maier (1962) attacked the problem for older materials through charting the distribution of 
mainly modified foot bones and imitations thereof. Chronology is his framework for supply-
ing the explanation. Once the chronological ordering has been established, explanation again 
becomes the distribution itself. Most of the sites are ritual in nature, the criteria being dead 
humans, and the sites primarily megaliths, grave-caves and graves.

Most importantly, as the study covers much of Europe, Maier’s catalogue demonstrates the 
clear selection of particular bone elements for deposit for a great time span over wide areas. 
Many of the illustrated finds are modified bone elements: the ‘idols’ from metapodia, ‘whistles’ of 
phalanges and the ‘amulets’ from teeth, jaws (with and without teeth), are characterized by holes. 
Aside from actual phalanges, there are also imitations of horse and cattle phalanges in stone, clay 
and ivory occurring as grave goods. Based on these and many other types of foot/hand finds, 
including human shoe and feet amulets and engravings, Maier came to the conclusion of there 
being a general form of foot symbolics (hands and teeth are rather ignored) from the Palaeolithic 
onwards, across Europe. 

Maier was mainly concerned with the Neolithic period, and he consciously sidesteps the 
long discussed astragalus elements then thought used as deposits only within the Bronze Age. 

�

Figure 23  A modern, seasonal, example 
of foot and generative principles from the 
cover of the Volkskrant weekend magazine 
(November 11, 2003).





In a later work he associates the use of astragali with both games and oracles, maintaining 
the use derived from the Far East, having originated with sacrificial rituals of nomads (Maier 
1987), reason unspecified. This may be a result of ethnographically known practices, rather than 
archaeological definition.39 Up until the medieval period of Europe, these astragalus elements, 
usually from sheep, remain in ritual association with cremations, usually of males (Knol 1987, 
Krüger 1982, Kühl 1984). The largest deposit noted contained 72 astragali and accompanied a 
late prehistoric burial of a woman (Kühl 1984). 

The material discussed by Maier is mainly from the feet of animals, wild and domesticated. 
He suggested a differentiated use of the lower leg bones for places and period: for northern 
Europe, a greater selection of phalanges, with a more southerly distribution of metapodia, but 
the use faded out in undefined terms towards astragali selection in at least central and western 
Europe from Halstatt times onwards. The ‘diffusion’ of astragali deposits is wider than the con-
temporarily occurring rise of human foot/shoe/sandal symbols that Maier associates with the 
‘Fremdimpulse’ of metallurgy, colonization and ‘cults’ from the eastern Mediterranean and the 
Near East.40 The bone elements taken up within ritual are introduced into areas through migrat-
ing people, and the ‘matter’ becomes diffused:

‘Im dem ungleichen Verhältnis der nordischen Astragale zu den Phalangen spiegelt 
sich das erdrückende Übergewicht des Fremden, gegen das die gewachsene Tradi-
tion kaum mehr aufkommt. Praktisch hat die Phalangen-Sitte dann ja auch mit der 
Bronzezeit ihren Abschluss gefunden’ (Maier 1962, 257).

‘...Doch scheint dabei kein wesentlicher Sinnwandel zu erfolgen -- die vielgestaltigen 
und verschieden gebrauchten Einzelformen sind überhaupt nur in einem grösseren wes-
entlich gleichbleibenden Sinnzusammenhang verständlich. Hier kann die angekündigte 
religionsgeschichtliche Auswertung nähere Einblicke bieten: an dieser Stelle genügt 
die Erkenntnis einer “anthropomorphen Überfremdung” der von “paläolithischem 
Tierdenken” struktuierten Autochthonen Europas und Kleinasiens’ (ibid., 264).

From Palaeolithic animism overlaid by anthropomorphic impulses, these bone elements are 
again interpreted as the bearers of civilization, accompanied by metal. Whatever explanation is 
used for the deposits, there is in any case excellent evidence for people manipulating foot bones, 
expressing feet in various ways from very early times to the present in the West. 

 .                                            
               

In a number of the examples of late foot-symbols (fig. 22), shoes were noted as actively used 
in 19th c. divination where the orientation is important.  Here earlier examples of bones, wood 
and iron will be seen as the materials often shown variously wrapped into classical, Church, 
Germanic-Frankish practice within a common aspect of mentality, a shared belief in divination. 
It was legitimised practice, although who was authorized to manipulate materials and interpret 
the will of the god(s) was contended up through the Middle Ages. What happens to the materi-
als after use is not specified in early texts. While the element of games may certainly be present, 
well recorded for teeth, phalanges and astragali, certainly astragali are also suggested as a material 





used in divination in Europe (e.g., Maier 1962, Krüger 1982, Kühl 1984, Lehmkuhl 1985, Knol 
1987). Through archaeological associations and/or folklorists’ knowledge that ‘old practices live 
on in children’s games. . .’ (E. Evans cited in Walton 1969, 106), distinction of only the astragali 
might well be too narrow. And, there are many texts of later practice including numerous every-
day materials as having been powerful. Here, the theme will be briefly regarded of divination 
as general belief in the effectiveness of materials, of the types recovered from the pit contexts 
in Noord-Holland, in divining a higher order. Attention is given to the associated materials, 
and the setting, rather than conceptual aspects, as the focus is to provide points of departure for 
distinguishing likely meanings, given the combinations of deposits in pits. 

 .  .                

Practices noted by missionaries to northern Europe, at contact, were not dissimilar to practices 
known to Greeks (cf overview Morrison 1981) and Romans. The research done on the subject 
is vast, over vast areas – that is, the world – and overlaps the foot-symbol discussion, in materials 
used. Although the divine to whom the questions were directed were culturally bound (leaving 
aside questions of possible basic Indo-European deities) the general practice was decidedly not. 
Everyday materials were used for practicing the art, although with which materials is at times 
unclear. Whether or not ‘lots’ in texts refer to wooden or bone objects, or other materials is not 
always clear. Whether or not the bone element is meant when classical writers make mention 
of word forms of ‘tali’ or ‘astragali’, in Latin or Greek, then translated to ‘dice’ is also unclear 
as the bone elements have the same designation.41 Archaeological finds from early and later 
Aegean contexts show the importance of the astragalus bone, through caches of many unmodi-
fied examples and funerary contexts with special vases to hold them. They are also recovered as 
imitations in bronze and glass, or with a gilt covering. That at least some of the meaning must be 
sought within divination is generally acknowledged (cf Gilmour 1997, and ref. therein). While 
ritual contexts gain much attention, astragali also occur in domestic situations. Overrepresenta-
tion in charred examples, interpreted as burnt on a house altar, makes it possible to delineate 
ritual use of astragali within households (Prummel 2003, 191, 212-219; and ref. therein). 

Pausanias, in the 2nd c. AD, was explicit about a pile of  ‘astragaloi’ in a cave, and how to go 
about divining:

‘On descending from Bura towards the sea you come to a river called Buraicus, and 
to a small Heracles in a cave. He too is surnamed Buraicus, and here one can divine 
by means of a tablet and dice. He who inquires of the god offers up a prayer in front 
of the image, and after the prayer he takes four dice, a plentiful supply of which are 
placed by Heracles, and throws them upon the table. For every figure made by the dice 
there is an explanation expressly written on the tablet’ (Description of Greece 7.25.10; 
ed/trans. Jones & Ormerod, 1918; my emphasis).

The phrase in italics was apparently troublesome, as the idea of marked cubes of ‘dice’ (as Frazer 
translated it) now form a ‘figure’, but the translator admitted uncertainty.42 The problem would 
seem to be solved if the actual shape of each of the four sides of the astragaloi (as they are named 
in the text), were that which was analysed. 





That most informative source on Roman practices is Cicero’s first century BC dialogue on 
the pros and cons of divination in its numerous forms. One passage is here cited as it well illus-
trates ever-present legitimising attitudes towards materials, gender, country bumpkins and trees, 
and carved lots, as rural belief, as opposed to elite practice. Praeneste was a place marked by a 
temple of Fortuna.

‘And pray what is the need, do you think, to talk about the casting of lots? It is much 
like playing at morra, dice, or knuckle-bones, in which recklessness and luck prevail 
rather than reflection and judgement. The whole scheme of divination by lots was 
fraudulently contrived from mercenary motive, or as a means of encouraging super-
stition and error. But let us follow the method used in the discussion of soothsaying 
and consider the traditional origin of the most famous lots. According to the annals 
of Praeneste Numerius Suffustius, who was a distinguished man of noble birth, was 
admonished by dreams, often repeated, and finally even by threats, to split open a 
flint rock which was lying in a designated place. Frightened by the visions and disre-
garding the jeers of his fellow-townsmen he set about doing as he had been directed. 
And so when he had broken open the stone, the lots sprang forth carved on oak, in 
ancient characters. The site where the stone was found is religiously guarded to this 
day. It is hard by the statue of the infant Jupiter, who is represented as sitting with 
Juno in the lap of Fortune and reaching for her breast, and it is held in the highest 
reverence by mothers.
There is a tradition that, concurrently with the finding of the lots and in the spot 
where the temple of Fortune now stands, honey flowed from an olive-tree. Now the 
soothsayers, who had declared that those lots would enjoy an unrivalled reputation, 
gave orders that a chest should be made from the tree and the lots placed in the 
chest. At the present time the lots are taken from their receptacle if Fortune directs. 
What reliance, pray, can you put in these lots, what at Fortune’s nod are shuffled 
and drawn by the hand of a child? And how did they ever get in that rock? Who 
cut down the oak-tree? and who fashioned and carved the lots?...This sort of divin-
ing, however, has now been discarded by general usage. The beauty and age of the 
temple still preserve the name of the lots of Praeneste – that is, among the common 
people, for no magistrate and no man of any reputation ever consults them; but in 
all other places lots have gone entirely out of use...Then let us dismiss this branch 
of divination’ (Cicero, De Divinatione II.xli; ed/trans. Falconer 1979).

Aside from powers of various materials, this might be typical of female goddess/mother contex-
tualizing in opposition to male magistrates’ practice. Cicero was himself an augur who thought 
‘augury and auspices the best means of controlling the excesses of democracy’ (Falconer 1979, 
216). Commoners are already put down as ‘superstitious’, a method which would remain for 
centuries in denoting those not legitimised authorities in dealings with deities. 

Early Christian teaching carried on the tradition. St. Augustine can be found contemplat-
ing the workings of the divining ‘wonder lamp’ at a temple of Venus (Harmening 1979, 292). 
Importantly, the text is illustrative of Christian ponderings for centuries to follow in deciding 
if particular wonders, signs and omens were worked through the true god or the devil and his 
demons, the pagan gods, not whether they occurred. 

Augustine decided in the case of the wonder-lamp that the workings were through the 
devil and his demons. His decisions on such matters were important and would set precedents 
for deciding the source of miracles for centuries to come.43 Superstitio and all of the practices 
associated with it was seen as a religion in itself by Church fathers, but obviously the wrong 





one. Not real wonders, those worked through the devil were demonic arts, a product of magic 
and wizardry, techniques achieved through the extraordinary intelligence and know-how of 
demons (Harmening 1979, passim). In usurping the old gods, the Church introduced sancti-
fied forms of divination, that method most widely spread being through God’s ordeals, a sub-
ject studied extensively by Herbert Nottarp (1956). Casting lots particularly may have been 
associated with pagan practice as use of lots in god’s ordeals was quite early and specifically 
forbidden by the Church as sacrilegious: by the synods of Orléans (511), Auxerre (578), and 
Corbridge (786). 

 .  .      ’           

God’s ordeals were a sanctified form of divination up to the 13th c., but still in use to later peri-
ods. Ordinary materials were still recognised as having power. The Christian church was accom-
panied by belief accompanied by practices not unrecognisable to earlier Greeks, Romans, Celts, 
or Germani. Legitimisation and authorization were involved: which form and if overseen by a 
priest became the questions involving the materials, not whether the materials were effective or 
not, nor whether god’s judgment could be so divined.

God’s ordeals are first mentioned associated with the Christian deity at the end of the 5th c. (Lex 
Burgundionum, cf Nottarp 1956, 15). Within simple ‘duels’ retribution was part of the process: 
simply, he lying would be he dying. The basic premise of a god’s all-seeing eye was tied to the 
laws of nature, most importantly the disturbance thereof. By the other forms of ordeals, it would 
become evident who was disturbing order by a less disastrous sign. God was order and his judg-
ment would be known through signs of disorder: disordered nature would, depending on the 
type of ordeal, manifest itself most commonly through feet or hands. 

They were bandaged after the trial, sealed, and then revealed after three days. Here interpreta-
tions differ. For instance, Buma (1949) assumes the simple presence of a wound indicated guilt. 
Nottarp however states the matter was decided after three days by being judged as to how the 
wound was healing: infection would indicate guilt as evil outs itself through the body as a sign 
of disturbed nature. Some latitude in subjective judgment in determining ‘infection’ probably 
had its priestly, political aspect as well. Charlemagne declared in 809 that nobody of the entire 
empire doubted the efficacy of such ordeals (text cited in Nottarp 1956, 224). 

Pits were also used for trials. For example, in the earth trials known from an English text dat-
ing to about 1025, the accused was buried in a pit and if after two days he was still fit was judged 
innocent. The idea was that the ‘earth’ did not have a right to him (Nottarp 1956, 31). Interesting 
in detail of specified material is the reformulated ordinance from Würzburg dating between 1442-
1455. Bishop Schenk of Limpurg decreed a duel would take place to determine who was lying in 
cases where a woman accused a man of rape, who denied it. The man was to fight from a pit dug 
to the depth of his navel, his left hand was to be bound behind his back, and he would have a stick, 
as his weapon. The woman, fighting at ground level was to be armed with a stick specified as hazel 
with a stone attached by a thong. One or the other could be killed, or, when disarmed a third time, 
the lying party was revealed, and could be killed by the other. Alternatively, the loser would be 
handed over to the capital crimes court: for decapitation if the man had lied, or, if the woman had 
been found guilty of false accusation, to be buried alive (text cited in Nottarp 1956, 295-296). 





Scandinavian regions made possibly less use of trials than other Germanic areas, due to ‘north 
Germanic scepticism’ (ibid. 69). However, the duel was in use until the 10th c. where the form 
was superseded by trial by iron introduced by Christian missionaries in the early 11th c. In Den-
mark, the trial by hand-held iron was first used, followed by that involving the test of walking 
over heated ploughshares. 

In England, the trial by boiling water was recorded by Ine of Wessex in the later 7th c.; Aeth-
elstan decreed in the 10th c. that the trials by iron should take place in church, and ordeals are 
mentioned in the Danelaw of the 11th c.; Queen Emma’s ordeal in 1043 was to walk over nine 
heated ploughshares, supported by two bishops, in Winchester Cathedral; as mentioned, the 
synod of Corbridge had forbidden the use of lots in 786 (ibid. 65, 218, 243). In the Netherlands, 
the duel in Friesland was possibly only reserved for rape cases by the 11th c.; Emo, abbot of 
Bloemhof, blamed the flooding of Friesland in his chronicle of 1219 on the wickedness of the 
populace led by false priests in their continued implementation of trails by iron despite church 
decrees (ibid. 55, 180). 

The Lateran Council of 1215 had distanced the church from taking part in the trials, and 
although divine judgment would still be included in secular law, the ordeals could no longer 
officially be overseen by priests or take place in or near a church. Not long afterwards, Pope 
Honorius III in the Livonian Decree of 1222 prohibited even the secular use of ordeals by iron, 
a stance reiterated by Gregory IX in 1232 (ibid. 340, 352). 

The Church reiterating its stance is an excellent sign people were not taking notice, and 
whatever the official church position, even trials by combat were still carried out as shown by 
restrictions of 1231 placed on duels by Frederick II for Sicily and southern Italy (text cited in 
Herlihy 1970, 121-122). A stream of restrictions and reminders of church law show continued 
use further north. Still, in 1508, a trial by iron was demanded in a rape case in Land Wursten 
and in Groningen although trial by iron had been prohibited in 1424 (Notarp 1956, 204-205). 
In parts of Europe, ordeals were in use up to the 19th c. (ibid. 207).

Ordeals were forms of divination of the most earnest kind, after the worst crime: lying. The 
proof was in the pudding as it were, as the party was deemed guilty, or not, depending on signs 
shown through materiality of body part. The material nature mirrored the inner character; the 
hand or foot wound was the message written through healing purely or impurely. The institu-
tion of ordeals should not be confused with penalization; trials were not punishments except in 
trial by combat where the outcome, possible death, was at one and the same time the sign of 
guilt and immediate retribution. 

The institution of gaining judgment should also not be confused with pagan or Christian 
practice; it was general. It is not remarkable that when pagans were evidently using lots to 
determine guilt, those christianised decreed against them and introduced different forms. Who 
decided which materials were to be used for Christian practice is unclear. These ordeals overlap 
with the logic of hand and foot symbolics, in rooting out the liars – rooting out evil – by signs 
on their feet or hands, tested by iron in the form of ploughshares, bars and rings. Inorganic 
objects (the iron) seem mainly to have superseded the use of organic materials of wood and 
bone. Casting lots was early on banished by the Church as mentioned above, a form the pagan 
Cicero had already deemed bucolic within Roman practice. The particular Germanic forms are 
demonstrated by texts from pagan, classical writers through to the later periods.





 .  .                                     

The Germanic use of wooden lots as well as ‘playing’ dice was noted by Tacitus: 

‘For omens and the casting of lots they [Germani] have the highest regard. Their 
procedure in casting lots is always the same. They cut off a branch of a nut-bearing 
tree [or ‘fruit-bearing’ tree: virgam frugiferae arbori] and slice it into strips; these they 
mark with different signs and throw them completely at random onto a white cloth. 
Then the priest of the state, if the consultation is a public one, or the father of the 
family if it is private, offers a prayer to the gods, and looking up at the sky picks up 
three strips, one at a time, and reads their meaning from the signs previously scored 
on them’ (Germania X, Mattingly & Handford, 1970).

The same chapter goes on to mention birds and horses as revealing portents – signs – which 
will be cited below. Tacitus also mentions serious ‘gaming’ habits: 

‘They play at dice – surprisingly enough – when they are sober [or ‘after fasting’: 
Grappin 1965], making a serious business of it; and they are so reckless in their 
anxiety to win, however often they lose, that when everything else is gone they will 
stake their personal liberty on a last decisive throw’ (Germania XXIV, ibid.).

This was a serious business of improving one’s lot in life. Caesar had also mentioned Germanic 
practice for life and death decisions: 

‘…Caesar was told that the German matrons, who used to draw lots and employ 
other methods of divination to decide whether it was advisable to join battle…’ 
(B.G. I.50, Handford 1985)

‘Procillus recounted how, before his very eyes, the Germani had three times cast lots 
to decide whether he should be burnt to death at once or reserved for execution 
later, and how he owed his life to the way the lots had fallen’ (B.G. I.53; ibid).

Later writers noted the continued Germanic practice such as the official rules of how the process was 
carried out for trying to unmask the perpetrator of a murder, recorded in Lex Frisionum (XIV). There 
is unusual detail for the early law codes and generally concluded is the indigenous character of the 
practice (Nottarp 1956, Siems 1980, Eckhardt & Eckhardt 1982; and references cited therein).44

According to the Vita Willibrordi, the saint visited the island of Fositesland (possibly Hel-
goland), at the border between the Frisians and Danes. Named after the god Fosite, the island 
shrine was so revered that all animals and objects were deemed inviolable and silence was to be 
observed when fetching water from the spring. King Redbad punished with death all disturbing 
the peace of the sanctuary. Willibrod however baptized converts in the spring and slaughtered 
animals whereby Redbad ruled lots would be cast three days running to decide Willibrord and 
his followers’ fate. Only one died a martyr’s death (Ström 1942, 75-76).

In the Vita Willehadi it is reported that the saint had crossed the river Loveke (Lauwers) into 
territory adjacent to the Frisian, preaching against heathen beliefs. The missionary urged the 
pagans to give up their superstitions, it being folly to trust in deaf and dumb images of stone. 
Some became enraged and demanded Willehad’s death. Others did not agree and it was decided 
that the casting of lots would decide the matter. Lots decided in Willehad’s favour, and he set off 





for the Saxon region of Thrianta, where some of his disciples demolished temples; attacked by 
the heathens, they made back to Dockum (ibid. 76-77).

Martin of Braga and Pirmin both objected to something called ‘watching the foot’, some-
thing which Flint (1991, 211) connects to Burchard’s (Decretum XIX) observation that women 
collected the trodden soil of a footprint to use in manipulating the fate of the person. The 
prophetic powers of women were referred to by Tacitus (Ger.8): ‘...[the Germani] believe that 
there resides in women an element of holiness and a gift of prophecy and so they do not scorn 
to ask their advice, or lightly disregard their replies. In the reign of the emperor Vespasian we 
saw Veleda long honoured by many Germans as a divinity.’ Drawing a textual line from this and 
other Roman comments on Germanic practice to extensive mention of seeresses in later Scan-
dinavian texts, Davidson (1981) notes that the goddess Freyja was particularly connected with 
intuitive augury. In the saga of Erik the Red, the costume of a seeress is described:

‘... it consisted of a blue cloak decorated with stones and with straps or hangings, a 
hood, gloves of catskin lined with white fur, calfskin boots with hairy side outwards, 
glass beads, a skin pouch full of charms, and a staff bound in brass with a knob at 
the end’ (Davidson 1981, 131).

As usual, the sack full of ‘charms’ was not specified as to materials by the early text writers, but 
perhaps the contents included categories of objects recovered from much earlier pouches as 
those recovered from earlier Bronze Age graves, 45 or similar to the range of materials, as deposits, 
in Schagen pits. Livestock management was also an aspect of prophetic powers, and in discus-
sion of landscape, natural features, ritual and the seasonal, Davidson cites the 11th c. Landnámabók  
(Book of Settlements) with information on the first Norse families settling Iceland.

‘Thorstein Rednose, for instance, said to possess great powers of foreknowledge, 
used to be consulted every year as to which sheep should be singled out for killing 
in the autumn. He could make a wise decision, because he knew which animals 
were doomed to die in any case, and so his flocks prospered. Thorstein is not said 
to have worshipped the gods, but he made offerings to a waterfall near his farm, 
throwing gifts of food into it’ (Davidson 1981, 126). 

One’s livestock (at least horses), in addition to natural beasts in the flight of birds, were also com-
municative, and one can draw a textual line again from Tacitus to later texts:

‘Although the familiar method of seeking information from the cries and the flight 
of birds is known to the [Germani], they have also a special method of their own 
– to try to obtain omens and warnings from horses. These horses are kept at the 
public expense in the sacred woods and groves that I have mentioned; they are pure 
white and undefiled by any toil in the service of man. The priest and the king, or 
the chief of the state, yoke them to a sacred chariot and walk beside them, taking 
note of their neighs and snorts. No kind of omen inspires greater trust, not only 
among the common people, but even among the nobles and priests, who think that 
they themselves are but servants of the gods, whereas the horses are privy to the 
gods’counsels’ (Germania X, Mattingly & Handford 1970).

Commoners and elite are here at least still aligned on belief in horses. Later texts report on 
the wider region. In his history of the Danes, Saxo Grammaticus in the 13th c. describes use of 





horses as well, among the Slavs on the island of Rugen, bordering on the Danish realm. A white 
horse was kept, and only the priest could graze or ride him although the god Svantovitus was 
believed to ride him at night waging war against enemies of their religion, shown by the horse 
found mucky with sweat and mud in his stall on certain mornings. Saxo continues with remarks 
concerning horses and other forms of divination:

‘When it was decided to wage war on any district, ministrants would set up three 
arrangements of spears two joined crosswise each arrangement being fixed point 
downwards in the earth at equal distance. When it was time to set out on the expe-
dition, they said a solemn prayer and the horse was led out from the porch in harness 
by the priest; if he crossed these spears with his right foot forward, it was taken as 
a favourable omen for war, and if only one of them, with the left hoof before the 
right, the proposal for attacking that district was dropped. Nor would they decide 
to set sail before they had seen three encouraging paces in succession.
And before setting out on various other sorts of business, they would determine 
the success of what they intended by whatever animal they met first. If the omens 
were good, they would happily go on with their journey; if bad they would go 
back home. They also knew how to draw lots; three bits of wood, white on one 
side, black on the other, were used for this, and when thrown into the lap, the white 
meant good and the dark evil fortune. And their women were skilled in this sort 
of wisdom. They would sit by the hearth and draw random lines in the ashes with-
out counting. If they came out an equal number, they foretold success; if odd, they 
augured ill’ (GD XIV, 39: Christiansen 1981, 496-498).

This passage is filled with concrete detail of categorizing by oppositions: right:left :: white:
dark :: even:odd :: good:bad. Which animals within the specifics of portents were favourable or 
unfavourable were unfortunately left unspecified. Chritiansen cites later belief (ibid. 838, citing 
J. Grimm) in animal portents of the Rani whereby hare and weasel portended bad; but good 
were wolf, fox and bear.

Thietmar of Merseburg describes another instance of horse as diviner when the Livs of Tre-
iden were deciding whether or not to sacrifice their bishop, in a move against Christianity: a 
horse was led up to a line to see if it would put forward ‘the foot of life’ (Chronicon i,10, cited 
in Christiansen 1981, 838).

Accessing god(s) through divination was an aspect of mentality wrapped up in common materi-
als used as imbued with power. Belief in effectiveness is clearly shown by attempts to ban manip-
ulation of the materials. The European-wide practices are again coming into notice, whether 
from lists of practices for (germanised) Silesia (Mostert 1995b) including a few on divination, or 
works such as by Meany (1981), Flint (1991), or Dowden (2000), as mines of textual informa-
tion on belief adhering to materials. Meany is concerned with why small materials would be so 
prevalent within British, Anglo-Saxon grave contexts. The materials are small common objects 
and they received particular attention by early ecclesiastics, recognized both by them and by the 
users as powerful. 

Other common materials are also designated as ‘amulets’ and the distinction may have 
become fuzzy, or used in conjunction. Use of  ‘amulets’ was described by Boniface in the mid-
eighth century as a capital sin, and around 800 Alcuin wrote to Aethelheard of Canterbury:





‘that he had seen many customs among the people, which the archbishop’s zeal 
should prohibit: for amulets [litaturas] were worn as though they were holy. It would 
be better to imitate in the heart the example of the saints than to carry bones around 
in little bags; better to bear in mind the evangelical admonitory writings than to wear 
little inscribed slips of parchment hung about the neck’ (cited in Meany 1981, 14).

Which bones these were in these little bags is unknown. Of the much later texts, which are more 
specific as to materials, the bringing of ‘luck’ is the generalized meaning such as some still attach 
to rabbits’ feet and horseshoes. Although Martin Luther proclaimed in 1518 ‘that the use of the 
[divining] rod violated the First Commandment’, it was only after an academic thesis was writ-
ten at Wittenberg in 1658 that the use was forcefully branded with satanic associations (Vogt & 
Hyman1979, 15), which had little effect. Use of amulets, even for clergy, was not unacceptable. 
The English clergyman and author Robert Burton (Anatomy of Melancholy, 1624, cited in Meany 
1981, 17) was willing to accept somewhat the efficacy of amulets such as ‘a ring made of the hoofe 
of an Asses right forefoot’ or amulets of ‘pretious stones’ as effective against most diseases.46 

Combinations of bones and stones are also part of Schagen pit contents, for example the upper 
layer of feature 106 at Schagen Muggenburg-III (fig. 19): as last materials were placed a rose 
quartz pebble, an astragalus from a bovine, a sheep/goat metatarsal and a single sheep molar, in 
proximity. 

The texts are contiguous, whether Romans are regarding their own traditions or those of 
people they are attempting to colonize, or Christianizers trying to stamp out pagan practice. 
Within a general belief in divination, Thomas Gataker’s 1616 thesis turned science towards 
defining the uselessness of lots and dice for everyday guidance for everyday activities. Lots were 
still being drawn and dice rolled, but Gataker redefined the prime mover as statistics, according 
to mechanistic laws of chance, rather than a message sent by any omnipotent being; and the 
Church could just as well stop worrying about its members’ non-legitimised activity in this res-
pect. The signs received were neither from God nor the Devil (cf discussion in Thomas 1971). 
Gataker’s work is in line with Cicero’s first century BC scepticism in regards to divination, 
who also called out for science, but now of natural laws devoid of deities, Christian or pagan. It 
would seem belief in divination was recognized widely, as well as the attributed power inherent 
in ‘things’. Despite church prohibitions, belief and practices obviously continued.

A 17th c. Scottish practice of augury and second sight is particularly interesting for colours, 
bones, right and left, feet and the detail of short term effectiveness of the material:

‘...they look to the Sole of their left foot, and if they get ane black hair its an ill 
omen; if white good; if mixt indifferent....

They foretell events by looking on the Shoulder-bone of a Sheep. They have a care 
not to toutch it with the Teeth or a Knife. They by it foretell deaths, commotions, 
and tumultuary conventions within the bounds....

They can let others see very strange things in the Bone by setting their Foot on 
the persons Foot, to whom they make the discovery. The bone onely servs for that 
moon’ (Rev. Kirkwood cited in Campbell 1975, 35).





This is the only text yet encountered with a specified time limit on the effectiveness of, or power 
imbued in, any element used within divination. In this specific case, more than one shoulder 
bone could have been used for the same action within one year. Again, people recording these 
types of beliefs unfortunately do not seem to have been interested in noting what happened 
to the materials used. Whether or not the shoulder blade became meaningless, or regarded as 
a relic, would certainly make a difference in what the further treatment of the material object 
would entail. 

The Scottish practice cited above is also a form of augury known more widely, as ‘scapu-
limancy’. Archbishop Hincmar of Rheims had mentioned witches using shoulder blades for 
divination by the 9th c. (Flint 1991, 56-57). Further afield, the practice is best understood for 
the period 1400 to 1100 BC of the Chinese Bronze Age, through actual inscriptions written on 
40,000 examples of these bones (Loewe 1981).47 Why shoulder blades were used is unknown and 
the connection between various areas using the same materials is even less understood.

For the Noord-Holland region, sites and features are actually stacked through the layering of 
continuous time, from the prehistoric to the 19th c. There are parallels throughout the time 
sequence, binding the prehistoric to later practices in use of materials, through undoubtedly 
transforming meaning. Above texts of Europe through time have been mentioned to show gen-
erality of practice and long tradition. Coming back to a text – Indiculus superstitionem – closest 
to the sites discussed and not far away in time is that list of chapter headings of pagan practices, 
originating most probably at the mission of Utrecht, during the mid-8th century (Mostert 1999, 
26-27). There are general practices listed, many of which were contained in the texts men-
tioned above or such as those having to do with blasphemy (by graves)48, pagan temples, forests 
as holy places, holy places of Mercurii and Jovis (considered to refer to Wodan and Donar), and 
their feast-days, sacrificing/making offerings, making offerings at watery places, places that are 
honoured as holy, the eclipse of the moon, and ‘sordid practices’ in February. Ditches or furrows 
around the settlement were also somehow indicative of paganism. 

The same text makes mention connecting paganism with various materials, but how manipu-
lated and to what use, is unclear. Clearly named are practices involving amulets, brains of animals, 

Figure 24  Position of lower legs and the suggested visual analogy of the articulating astragalus and calca-
neus (r) as a visual metaphor of male body parts and acorn/glans related to trees and seeding in pits.





stones, horns and cups/bowls, idols made from dough and material (textile, leather?), and an idol 
they carried over the fields. Divination is also clearly mentioned, and the practitioners thereof, 
and some of the means: ‘with birds or horses or cow dung or sneezing’ or ‘what the pagans see 
in the fire at the start of an enterprise’. As well, the use of wooden feet or hands in a pagan rite 
is denounced.

Everyday things, in the few examples given above had inherent power, and were integrated 
within divining and influencing everyday things. The attribution of meaning in an active sense 
through inanimate objects was apparently widely shared, and of the long term. 

 .                  :        ,                               
        

The archaeological context is here focused upon, to combine various facets mentioned in the 
previous sections. Studies on foot symbolics, common materials of bones and wood, and the 
deposits of the tree parts within the same context of pits will become linked by using inver-
sion for trying to understand an underlying depository meaning. An encompassing structuring 
interpretation would bring the use of wood, as lots, mentioned in texts, as well as bones into the 
scheme through extending the body part discussion towards that of the ‘World Tree/Tree of Life’ 
theme. As well, the use of inverted meaning could provide the transformation key in understand-
ing pagan to Christian belief. Texts do not interpret pre-Christian traditions; they only sum-
marily describe some of them. The progression here is from a visual metaphor suggested by the 
Schagen analyses, to body parts as tree parts, while the last section comes back to the divination 
theme and contracting the gods, as part of seeding deposits in pits, and the future.

 .  .           :             +           ,                

One of the facets that does not seem to have been given attention within the centuries-long 
discussion on foot symbols is a visual analogy, which can be termed a visual metaphor. Doing 
analyses as to what was deposited as selected objects necessarily leads to definition of what was 
not. One of the bones articulating with the astragalus is the calcaneus. Calcanei were absent at 
Schagen Muggenburg-I, except for five un-fused examples from cattle in three pits (three were 
in one pit).49 Combining what there was – astragali – with what there was not – fused calcanei 
– the articulating elements look phallic, certainly in profile. Categorizing through presence, 
absence, and visual analogy produces a picture not regarded by the authors cited above (3.1) 
within the foot-symbolic discussion. Figure 24 shows the positioning of the articulating ele-
ments, and the articulating astragalus and calcaneus bone combination. 

Within foot-symbolics, male power as visual statement could be summarily used for contex-
tualizing divination with these bones. And the time-depth question could be resolved. As Maier 
demonstrated, the manipulation of foot-bones dates back to the Palaeolithic. Verhoeven’s supposed 
universal symbol could then be a matter of dissemination through the carrying of ideas to the New 
World. And, anyone in the world knowledgeable on forms of bones, as perceived visual statements 
within analogy, could conceivably at any time make an analogy between astragalus + calcaneus and 
male genitals, and do something with it within structuring action through generative principles. 





The bones as combination could be signing, as an illustration, that which is the base of the 
foot symbol discussion.50 As regular deposits in the earth, within pits (or various other earthly 
contexts such as the graves and caves mentioned by Maier) the broader message of integrated 
concerns is reiterated through symbolic action. As these are the actual bones, the imaging is 
always present, and conscious analogy could be assumed. That is, the actors would have been 
aware of the direct referencing. They were not using an arbitrarily chosen material as symbol. 
The forgotten link as an actual sign through time and transformation would ultimately lead to 
an absence of signing, such as in use of a Christmas stocking. 

In Schagen, the astragali as objects were deposited in the earth, and carrying through the 
visual analogy, a conglomerate of meanings could include that of seed, as then planted in holes. 
The generative facet is then maintained from the aspect found by the researchers discussed 
above, of the phallic/male foot – in this case, the bones – and tellurian/female earth, as foot 
bone into earth.51 

What happened to calcanei of older animals is unknown for the prehistory of the region. 
The importance of the phallic-looking calcanei finds is (as yet) only defined through absence 
at the 4th c. Schagen sites.52 The absence of foot bones, removed before burial, of both livestock 
and humans at SM-I (Chapter 2) draws attention again to the importance of the lower legs. The 
calcaneus could be, within the sub-set of those lower leg bones, of even more importance within 
visual analogy. It is also at the physical junction between, and the border of, lower leg bones and 
the meat carrying bones, above.

Of those calcanei which were deposited, a border is also marked within time. Again it is 
absence of the proximal end of calcanei which draws attention and makes them interesting. As 
cartilage, which does not remain preserved, of young animals to bone in older, the proximal end 
of the calcaneus fuses in horses at about three years, and for cattle between 3-3.5 years (Silver 
1969). Horses and cattle can mate the summer of their third year (Van Wijngaarden-Bakker 
1988). Thus, those animals of which calcanei were deposited were probably slaughtered before 
or around mating age. Another archaeological context – that as yet undiscovered – was evidently 
reserved for the calcanei elements of animals that had been slaughtered after they had mated. 
The absence of the bone from the settlement record could very well indicate past recognition 
of the visual metaphor, and the facet of regeneration therein implied. 

Biological age, as a facet of time, and numbering in threes could consciously have been part of 
depositionary meaning, as has been noted for rites as suggested by groups of three pits, within 
tri-partition of the year, as seasonal and marked rites. Seasonal cycles – animal fertility – age at 
mating – presence/absence of bones – and shape analogy can be thus combined as indications 
for linked meaning. Here then is an interpretation which could combined to the foot symbol 
discussion, and even contextualize the bone elements within divining practices, within genera-
tive spheres of family welfare. However, this may be too narrow of scope, and does not address 
the remainder of the seed analogies.

 .  .                    :               

The networking of various categories of finds and analogy of bone elements with body parts 
could launch the foot symbol discussion towards trees and tree symbolism when regarding body 





parts as referring both to animal and tree parts. Extending the structuring analogy can then 
perhaps facilitate better understanding of the ‘World Tree’ of northern myth, and provide a trans-
forming point and clear difference between pagan and introduced Christian understandings. 
Interpretation is through the visual trope, the analogy of astragalus + calcaneus, to male genitals, 
to linguistic tropes as other body parts, but more importantly to body parts of trees.

Crown, trunk, limbs and roots refer both to animal body part and elements of trees, as 
nomenclature. They are tropes. The head/skull, body, arms and legs are also rooted to the ground 
through the ankle-bones, and the joint bones of the forelegs in animals, which are designated 
as ‘root-bones’ (wortelbeentjes) in at least Dutch and German.53 Structural categorizations can be 
suggested through the deposits within the same archaeological contexts as there are numerous 
parts of trees, as well, deposited with bones. In the case of the Schagen pits, archaeological pat-
terning in presence/absence becomes the text of associations within a seasonal and economic 
framework, interpreted through other categories of deposited material.

 
A trope is a figure of speech that consists in the use of a word or phrase in a sense other than that 
which is proper to it (OED). ‘Which is proper to it’ requires knowing the historical connection 
of what was first named. Wondering about the same words used for not obviously connected 
things has been a practice of scholars since classical times, and later by Vico, Rousseau, Freud 
and Lévi-Strauss (Hersey 1988, 2-10). The etymology of words cannot define categorization 
as cognition, as language is also verbal art, within the artfulness of lifting materials in linking 
spheres and combining specific meanings into general concepts. Anthropologically, tropes are 
analysed within contemporary societies (cf discussion of analytical history: Fernandez 1991), but 
are approached as if without history, which is more than problematical (cf Fabian 1983). The 
vernacular, rather than etymology is important here: 

‘Folk taxonomies are cultural phenomena. Their structural variation within and 
between cultures must be explained by the cultural uses to which a taxonomy is 
put, and not by appeal to differences in the cognitive powers of individual minds’ 
(Frake 1964, 199).

and

‘... the meaning of a linguistic form is a function of the total situation, linguistic and 
non-linguistic, in which the form is used. Essentially it is a matter of determining 
with what a term contrasts in a particular situation’ (Frake 1964, 198).

Within a larger, human oriented body-part discussion, Onians (1991 [1951]), while also discuss-
ing feet, demonstrates as well the interconnectedness of body parts as tradition through texts as 
practice and etymology. Texts as linguistics and materials from Greek and Roman, Germanic, 
and Celtic areas are included, and by following the mind-boggling array, the pit finds of bone 
could be explained within the generative aspects attributed by men to their body parts within 
Onians’ framework. However, there are facets left unexplored, and important here is his discus-
sion on the shared concepts of the head as the site of genius/soul and the interconnection of 
brains as seed as the life-giving force which could inter-connect with another broad understand-
ing, of sacred trees, and even the World Tree/Tree of Life concept.





Onians demonstrates the widespread conception that the 
conduit of seed, generated in the skull, was regarded as 
being through the spine. At the site of the head, horns 
and antlers mark growth at the site of this seed, and are 
similar to jaws as the materialization – the concentrated 
stuff – of procreative force. Through the spine, seed flows, 
not only through to the male genitals, but is also clearly 
linked to other body parts, within conceptions of a physical 
flowing from skull, via the spine, also to thighbone, knee 
and feet. Thus, from skull to feet, there is a body part and 
‘seed’ connection to procreative force. The breadth of the 
texts cited by Onians, and linguistics, such as the cognate 
within all Indo-European languages of ‘knee’ as having 
to do with generation (ibid. 175-6) for example, might 
make it likely even Schagen inhabitants were categorizing 
along these terms.54 It would also seem to contexualize the 
single, human bone elements recovered from the sites of 
the region.55 

The structural referencing could be read directionally, 
from plant life, rather than as circularly to males. Particularly 
the spine on down to the feet, as conduit of procreative force, 
can be seen as analogous to tree trunks and the flow of sap. 
This would also go towards interpreting why thighbones, 
knees and feet were referenced as sites of this fluid, life force 
in animals and humans. 

Astragalus, as mentioned, is a trope denoting both the foot 
bone and neck vertebrae.56 The linked meaning of the two bone designations could then be 
sought through the linkages of past belief in the conduits of seed, as the generative force, through 
neck – spine – to root of the foot. 

If these linkages apply, the physicality of animals (including humans) could also become more 
understandable through texts on uses of trees, within ritual. But rather than concentrating on 
practices of sacrifices, hung on trees, of which a few text examples will be mentioned below, 
more important is a relationship suggested through tropes as body parts of both trees and ani-
mals, the later in likeness to the fruit of trees.

There are associations and attribution of sacred trees with the gods from early Greek times (cf 
Dowden 2000, 67-69). As well, trunks of trees are the first wooden columns of temples. In stone, 
temples retain the nomenclature of body parts, within Greek architecture. These are tropes, as 
Hersey (1988) has set out in re-examining the historical context, starting with Vitruvius who 
was already pondering the linguistic connections in his 1st c. AD work on classical architecture. 
The terms were known but not understood as to why they were so used. Hersey has recovered 
an essence of trees as ‘column’ in relation to human and animal body part. Body parts, as named 
masonry elements, are seen interconnected through sacrifice of animals, and animal parts, as well 
as trophies, hung on early temples, which were made from columns of wood. These later become 
integrated with stone columns, and ‘body part’ offerings, such as thighbones (triglyphs) and teeth 

Figure 25  ‘Astragal moulding’, 
an example of the bones within 
classical, architectural elements, 
form and nomenclature (from 
Hersey 1988, 37).





(dentils), remain as nomenclature of the temple elements. ‘Astragali’ are also represented by name 
as a type of moulding looking somewhat like the foot bone element (fig. 25). 

The connection of trees and gods was also shared by the Romans. Pliny the Elder, for exam-
ple, specified clearly the divine and Tree connection: 

‘Once upon a time trees were the temples of the deities, and in conformity with 
primitive ritual simple country places even now dedicate a tree of exceptional height 
to a god; nor do we pay greater worship to images shining with gold and ivory than 
to the forests and to the very silences that they contain. The different kinds of trees 
are kept perpetually dedicated to their own divinities, for instance, the chestnut-oak 
to Jove, the bay to Apollo, the olive to Minerva, the myrtle to Venus, the poplar to 
Hercules; nay more, we also believe that the Silvani and Fauns and various kinds of 
goddesses are as it were assigned to the forests from heaven and as their own special 
divinities’ (Natural History XII.2; ed/trans. Rackham 1968).

The ‘poplar’ as the tree of Hercules will come to the fore in another form in Chapters 4 & 6.
For northern areas, Tacitus mentioned Germanic sacred forests (Germania IX). Davidson 

(1988, 21-23) summarizes archaeological traces and texts on trees and pillars of wood from Ger-
manic indications, including the well known ‘Irminsul’, reported on by Rudolph of Fulda, c. 865 
(text in Dowden 2000, 118), and possibly similar to Jupiter pillars. The pre-Christian indigenous 
practices are well known through reports of hanging animals and humans in trees, carried out 
every nine years with nine days of feasting, as described in the 11th c. text by Adam of Bremen 
on Old Uppsala: ‘The sacrifice is like this: from every animal that is masculine, nine head are 
offered and it is the custom for the gods to be placated with their blood. The bodies are hung 
up in the grove next to the temple. Indeed, this grove is so sacred to the pagans that individual 
trees in it are believed divine as a result of the death or gore of the sacrificed’ (Dowden 2000, 
75). Thietmar of Merseburg describes similar rites at Lejre, and specifies criminals as the male 
human victims, and that the time was in January, after Epiphany. These, and later texts are gain-
ing increasing attention, and many can be found in Dowden (2000), including the examples 
where missionaries chopped down single trees revered by pagans. But, what cannot be found 
is the exact relevance for those integrating trees within practice, as the texts are particles of 
information on ritual, and show an abhorrence of sacrifices, written down in the main by those 
interested in superimposing a Christian ideology. 

Generally agreed is an earthly referencing to a more encompassing understanding of a 
heavenly World Tree/Tree of Life (De Vries 1956/57, s582-589; Davidson, ibid., and references 
therein), and noted in the Eddas (Larrington 1999, Faulkes 1987). The primary sources of the 
Eddas are not explicit at all as to content of a World Tree (Yggdrasill) belief. Certainly in the 
north, the point of change could have been induced even before the introduction of Christian-
ity. Cosmologies including a World Tree have a wide distribution, but for Europe, have not been 
taken up to any extent within the archaeology of recovering trees or within interpretation of a 
belief system.57 It should be obvious that recorded rites on earthly, sacred trees are symbolic of a 
‘World Tree’. In Chapters 6 and 7, the single tree in the landscape of belief will be tied directly 
into the heavenly, rather than the earthly, which may also serve to bracket later facets of folk 
practice within the long term, as an amalgam of belief, and transformations. 

If the directionality of nomenclature (trunk, crown, limbs, roots) interwoven with animal and 
tree parts was from a World Tree understanding to animals, there would be a directionality of 





people as metaphors of trees, rather than the reverse. Some indications for this are given by the 
well-known myth passages of the Eddas where two logs – Ask and Embla – washed up to shore 
and were given life by the gods, as told by Snorri in the 13th c., and by name referred to in the 
earlier Poetic Edda.58 Even later, part of folk belief is that children come from trees, widespread 
in the Netherlands at least, as noted by Schuyf (1995, 89-90). The importance of ‘Tree’ sym-
bolism, as a part of cosmology, is evident through sanctions early on in attempts to stamp out 
traditions. It was deemed evil to put branches on one’s roof, to use trees within celebration of 
the first of May, and to plant a tree on one’s house plot to bring health and happiness, a literal 

Figure 26  The inverted relationship between trees and people between the pre-Christian and Christian 
period, as coming from (and returning to) trees: (a) a late Neolithic man (Velserbroek, Noord-Holland) 
surrounded by three oaken planks (Therkorn & Van Londen 1990), (b) Bronze Age hollowed out tree-
trunk as a woman’s resting place, Wardböhmen, Celle (Coles & Harding 1979) and (c) anthropomorphic 
figure as wood (Coles 1990). The suggested inverted relationship of the later period is shown (d), of male 
generative principles and a (family) tree, stemming from the glans [acorn] (Ashburn manuscript, Bibliotec 
Medicea Laurenziana, Florence. 14th c.). 





‘family tree’ (cf Gelling & Davidson 1969, 159; Mostert 1995b, 250, 260). Many practices could 
not be eradicated, and erecting Maypoles and the use of branches/trees seasonally is still quite 
widely practiced. Another specifically seasonal practice, combined with livestock biology of late 
Spring/early Summer is the tradition, recorded into the 20th c., of hanging the afterbirth of 
foals high in a tree, noted at least for the Dutch areas of the Veluwe (Gewin 1925) and Drenthe 
(Kuipers 1976).59 

Rather than focusing on animals and humans as sacrificial victims, here the focus is on the 
trees, as they provide the binding element between various long-term uses. If the past con-
nection of hanging animals and humans in trees (or even draped on columns of early Greek 
temples) was through a structural association with trees, in death, as sacrifices, the analogue 
could be to the fruits of trees. The seed of plant life – in the ‘seeds’ and site of seeds – found 
consistently by Onians as body parts, but circularly related to male humans, could be a result of 
later transformation, and could also apply to the male foot and domination scheme of the foot 
symbolic studies cited in the first section.60 Perceiving male ‘seed’ as the generative force within 
a naturalness of traditional logic may be a historical result of transformations, occurring at dif-
ferent times within different cultures. 

Of materials gained archeologically, most obvious perhaps are the anthropomorphic figures, one 
shown in Figure 26, which are being studied as to correlations of tree species, and northern 
texts  (Coles 1990, 1998). In combination, or even more telling, is the use of trees into which 
some people were returned. Figure 26 shows prehistoric examples of people inserted in trees, 
at death, which could be part of a Tree of Life/World Tree understanding. Using hollowed out 
tree trunks within burial ritual is cultural, but the later-day usage of coffins in the West might be 
rarely contemplated, as though there is a naturalness that people should be buried surrounded by 
wood. Rather than just a handy container for burying some people in prehistory, the meaning 
would seem integral to an early belief system.   

Also shown in Figure 26 is a male giving rise to a tree, at the site of the acorn/glans as male 
body part. As a concept, he demonstrates the suggested inverted relationship of the ‘family trees’, 
mentioned above. Within non-eradicated folk practice, the family tree was an actual tree, planted 
by the house and bringing luck and happiness to the family, and more in line with a World Tree 
concept, as known from myth, referenced on earth. The male in Figure 26 is bringing forth a 
tree (perhaps a ‘family tree’) rooted in himself.  When this type of rooted-ness arose could be 
researched, of course for particular settings, although it probably cannot be determined when 
the tropes of body parts as tree parts (limbs, trunk, acorns, sap etc.) arose. However, directionality 
of the relationship could also, without compromising the association, have revolved as well with 
introduction of a new religion. 

 .  .                          

With the plant/tree association put foremost, many aspects can be collated of fertility and 
renewal. The interconnectedness of materials is for the interpretation primarily through the 
common archaeological context of pits. Common is that the materials were buried, and regen-
erative themes are not necessarily confined to humans (as burials) for pre-Christian sites. ‘Tree’ 
as that binding element, is bound to earth through holes and rooted-ness, in the earth. 





The most substantiating pit finds on the point are the deposits of cut, but further natural, tree 
roots, trunks and tree branches. At the Schagen sites, although SM-I certainly has more of these 
deposits than SM-III, all of the non-worked wood was from deciduous trees. Evergreens in the 
form of worked wood were found at SM-I as a tenon of yew (f156) and a partial object, possibly 
a spade, of imported silver spar (f118). The specific distribution of evergreen finds for earlier sites, 
in the form of juniper, will be noted in Chapters 4 and 6. The Tree of Life theme of farming 
community inhabitants and what this implies for myth interpretation will be further worked out 
through Chapters 4, 6 and 7, as the ‘Horse as the Tree’ in association with later myth of Yggdrasill. 
There is the earthly referencing as patterns, but the interpretation is to a sky context.

Using the tree/root analogy, a much greater number of pit finds can be considered as carrying 
through the recycling, generative theme of seasons from plant-life to livestock/human life. The 

    
    

    
    

    
    

     
     

     
      

      
       

         
             

                                                                                                                                                  

Figure 27  Scheme of pit materials as deposits and within tropes as literality of wood and bone. The 
directionality for the pre-Christian period is interpreted as being from trees, within World Tree belief, to 
animals.





selection hereby is specifically dimensioned through apparently trivial categories of nomencla-
ture in common denominator referencing, across and through archaeological find-categories. 
The structuring scheme through analogy of body-parts of both trees and animals is summarized 
in Figure 27. Shown are the main tropes of trees, to animals, and there are also other connec-
tions with other deposits. 

Teeth and skull elements became important as well in delineating criteria, as marking depos-
its, within the seasonal framework. The single teeth/molars, also complete, extracted with their 
roots from the natural context of jaws, were also deposited. They as objects are also then planted 
in pits. ‘Roots’ as part of teeth can be likened as categorized through the roots to teeth growing 
from jaws. These elements of animals are bound by their teeth to grazing, as vegetative-growth, 
welfare, and sustenance relationships. 

With teeth, the relationships can again be turned to wood. Finds broaden the body-part 
analyses to the finds of loose ‘teeth’ of wooden rakes. The complete rake (f221) has thus a ‘tooth 
row’ comparable to complete mandibles – for gathering grass, as livestock jaws gather grass 
within reoccurring seasonal activities. Taken up as well are the partial tooth row of the partial 
rake (f118), and the ‘loose teeth’ finds of single rake teeth deposits (f118, f120). One stage of 
regeneration is well represented by finds of deciduous teeth and molars – that is the ‘milk-teeth’ 
of younger animals, evidently saved, gathered, for deposit. Antlers as branches, which season-
ally shed, to regenerate, are represented occasionally at other sites (Chapter 4). The transitory, 
but multi-dimensioning through various types of materials is networked through association of 
common words, as they are associated within pit contexts. The regenerative, within facets of the 
after-life, are taken up again in Chapter 6.

 ‘Tree’ could therefore also include: the various body parts of animals, and particularly the lower leg 
bones, loose teeth, the rake and rake teeth, the nuts, the pit with kilos of grain, and certainly the un-
worked finds of trees, with which some of the pits were filled, and the finds of cut and deposited 
tree roots, with which one round pit was packed. Preservation conditions of the Schagen pits do 
make a difference in suggesting the interconnectedness of organic materials and burial. 

Some of the finds could well have been manipulated within divination, within a common 
mentality of historically known divination practices within Europe. Feasting with the god, 
through sacrificing, and looking forward to the future for prosperity, was primarily, according 
to Davidson (1993, 93), to renew the contract with the gods, ‘so that the luck and prosperity of 
the land might continue’.

 .  .                 ⁄             :                

Within the interpretation of pit deposits as features and seasons through the years (Chapter 2), 
that is, life’s short-term path, divination through everyday materials would encompass what was 
directly to come. The place in the scheme of associations is shown in Figure 27, and Figure 28 
shows types of materials which could have been used within divination.

Mauss (1990 [1950]) took up facets of Germanic practice exemplifying his thesis of the 
pledge and the gift, and the power inherent to ‘things’ when a contract is made between men 
for the Germanic wadiatio known from customary law. The word is both wager and pledge. Use 
of sticks is known for northern regions ‘of the kind used between friends, in the Danish fashion, 





as the equivalent of a seal...’ and from inscribed pieces of wood (Saxo Grammaticus, Christian-
sen 1981, 571; 879). Or, for the more southerly context, the bargain struck between debtor and 
creditor is also materialized through ‘tally’, a notched piece of wood recording the contract, split 
between the two parties. 

‘The thing itself, given and committed in the pledge, is a bond by virtue of its own 
power. First, the pledge is compulsory. In Germanic law any contract, whether 
for sale or purchase, for loan or deposit, includes the constitution of a pledge. An 
object, generally of little value, is given to the other contracting party; a glove, a 
coin (Treugeld), a knife – or (as in France today) pins that will be returned when 
payment for the thing handed over has been made’ (Mauss 1990, 62).

As mentioned above, early ecclesiastics knew the power of small, common objects – to be trans-
lated as amulets/charms, talisman, and so forth within minimization of someone else’s belief 
system – and power towards the Devil and demons (the other gods) via these common materi-
als. The legitimising text was the first commandment: ‘You shall have no other gods before me’ 
(Exodus 20.3). That objects – mainly common materials – were so forcefully condemned is 
good reason to consider them as having been recognized as agents, within a broader conceptu-
alisation of religion (cf Lawson & McCauley 1990). 

Figure 28  Types of materials from pits suggested to have been used within divination including dice from 
root wood and one cut from a lower leg bone, as well as non-worked lower leg bones.





In addition to the facet of meaning, for some of the same deposits as those already sug-
gested within the seed/roots/tree referencing of the generative sphere, many bones become 
rooted in the earth, through planting in pit features. The vegetative as generative is given by 
the earthly container of pits. The broader base of symbolic action can then include many 
more of the finds, with a more inclusive base of generative categorization than the animistic 
and anthropomorphic, human-oriented, analyses of foot-symbolics of previous centuries. The 
other roots – those of the root-bones – even perhaps from the astragalus downward, were 
those distinguished as selected deposits at the Schagen sites. They occur together at one site, 
which is contrary to Maier’s chronology for deposits of first phalanges and metapodia, suc-
ceeded by astragali deposition. At the Schagen sites, the bone elements of animals are packaged 
together. The literal border is given by the place of the calcaneus, which was not selected, 
except for a few bones from younger animals. The distinction leads to defining a border, and 
makes the selection in the remainder of the foot bones downwards to the hoof all the more 
apparent. 

Foot bones are directly connected to a four-sided die, found in a pit, at the Schagen Mug-
genburg-I site. Various bones, showing the production stages of metapodia towards finished dice 
were recovered as surface finds (Appendix 1). There are numerous complete metapodia in pits, 
thus these may be included, and the combination of materials, such as in f223 or f156, with 
astragali and phalanges, as possibly manipulated within divination. The tail vertebra with incised 
crosses from Schagen Muggenburg-III could also be included as a material, which was used for 
predicting and contracting the future. Within interpretation of ritual and pit content association, 
the recorded traditions of divination suggest general mentality most certainly associated with 
manipulating the bones, and then those most certainly astragali, dice and other lower leg bones, 
such as the metatarsals from which dice were made. Wooden lots cannot be identified, and from 
Tacitus’ description they would be just strips of wood. There is the finely made pair of dice, of 
root-wood, from SM-III. The deposits of at least these finds within the seasonal cycle could be 
signs of the contract itself for the coming period, season or year.

If the gods were being addressed and favourable signs received as a number (on the dice) 
or side of the bones, or within a type of lot throwing/drawing with the longer bone elements 
(metapodia), or even casting single teeth, 61 the material receives the sign and could become 
itself the contract. Such use could even apply to finds spun/dropped in a method for receiving 
directional signs – orientations – the way from which that being contracted would appear, to be 
gone into in Chapter 6. The materiality of the sign would become imbedded in and imbued as 
the material itself: in literal deposit – going on deposit, in the pit – pit closed, contract closed. 
The embodiment of an agreement, the material, becomes embedded at the site of expected, 
contracted, outcome: within settlement place and site of activities. 

It was argued that the ‘Tree’ of daily life is that more broadly referenced than in the historical 
discussion of foot-symbolics, in regeneration through, as materials seeded in pits, combining 
seasonal expectations and commensurately family welfare, within economics of livestock and 
crops. Tree of Life/World Tree would be the overarching (underlying) belief system within 
which details of daily sustenance, and particularly livestock welfare and regeneration would be 
effected. The burial as primary facet of practice – interconnecting humans, animals and materials 
– within an archaeological context cannot be ignored within the longer term, and the powers 
attributed to materials as tradition far into the historical period. 





Schagen inhabitants seem to have been specific as to images bringing seasonal gifts, looking 
over their activities. This could be defined through the relative horizontal distancing of their pits, 
in combination again to specific finds in them, the subject of the next chapter. Wood, including 
branches in heads, and roots in hooves, as well as an understanding such as Yggdrasill, will also 
return, within suggestions of concerns.


