Historical Background
Hundreds of bog bodies have been found. Where only partial remains, or skeletons, have been found, it is difficult to discover the date, or even, cause of death. Many, however, can be dated and seem to be clustered around 2,000 years old: the Iron Age. Information about this period is hard to come by, most coming from the Romans, who conquered the Celtic peoples of Europe at this time. Julius Caesar gives us information about the military activities of the people but Cornelius Tacitus, writing at the end of the first century A.D., has details about the social customs of the Germanic peoples which could throw some light on the background to the bog people.

Historians are undecided about the reasons for the burials but some theories have been put forward to explain the injuries found on the bodies:

1. Condemned criminals: a criminal may have been hanged and dragged by the neck to the bog. Evidence for this may come from Tacitus:
“Penalties are distinguished according to the offence. Traitors and deserters are hanged on trees; the coward, the unwarlike, the man stained with abominable vices, is plunged into the mire of the morass with a hurdle put over him”.

2. Accidental death: a drowning person might have sunk to the neck in the watery bog. A would-be rescuer might then place a belt or neck around the person’s neck. Serious neck injuries might be caused in the process of such an unsuccessful rescue.
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Celtic peoples of the first century practised sacrifices to Mother Earth to propitiate her and to gain a successful growing season. Items found in bogs include grain, antlers, pottery, wheels, weapons and jewellery, but human sacrifices, according to Julius Caesar, were also practised. Tacitus describes a particular ceremony:
There is nothing unusual about these tribes except their worship of Mother Earth, the Goddess of Spring. They believe that each spring she rides through the tribes. In the middle of a lake is an island with a small wood on it and in the wood is a holy chariot covered with cloth. Only one priest may touch it. This priest follows the Goddess as she rides away each spring in her chariot drawn by cows…After this the chariot, the robes, and the Goddess herself are washed clean in a hidden lake. This task is done by slaves who are then drowned in the lake”.
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If most bog bodies were sacrifices, it would make sense that they were killed at a 


certain time of year as part of an annual ritual. Analysis of the stomach contents can 


give clues about this – if enough remains to be examined.


A significant number of the bog bodies seem to have belonged to people who suffered 

from physical abnormalities: some people speculate that they may have been selected 

for sacrifice because they had been “touched by the gods” – if they were sacrificed.
a statue of Mother Earth found in a peat bog








