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Abstract 

Between the 8th and 11th centuries AD, Scandinavians migrated to places already inhabited 

(e.g., Britain, Ireland and northern France) but also built new societies in previously empty 

landscapes (e.g., Iceland and Faroe Islands). With these movements, new identities were 

formed. This dissertation, explores the development of the ódiasporic identitiesô among the 

Viking Age Scandinavian immigrant communities, using case studies from western 

Norway, the Scottish Isles, and northern and western Iceland. While looking at the 

migration from Norway into Scotland or Iceland shows the ways in which Viking Age 

society changed throughout this period, analyzing the shifts in social and ritual practices in 

these three areas sheds light on the different ways in which identities can form throughout 

the process of migration. Additionally, the study of the links that these diaspora 

communities maintained with their original Norwegian homeland are explored, providing 

a better understanding of Viking Age society in the North Atlantic.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

Globalization has led to a drastic increase in migrations, with people moving within and 

between borders daily. Every day the news presents some debate on migration, whether it 

be between Mexico and the United States or between Africa and Europe. The history of 

the United States is one of immigrants, as is, in fact, the history of the world (Fisher, 2013). 

Tensions surrounding migration issues are very high, with governments determining how 

many people to allow entry into their countries and how best to integrate them. Basic 

questions of national and social identity are at the heart of the debates on how to regulate 

and control population movements. Analyzing migration as a long-term human 

phenomenon can shed light on societal formation and how identity within immigrant 

communities is formed. While migrations bring with them challenges, and sometimes 

tensions, they also provide opportunities for both immigrant and recipient communities.  

 

1.1 Objective  

The Viking Age Scandinavian migrations represent a suitable case study for analyzing the 

construction of identity among immigrant communities. Between the 8th and 11th centuries 

AD, Scandinavians migrated to places already inhabited (e.g., Britain, Ireland and northern 

France) but also built new societies in previously empty landscapes (e.g., Iceland and Faroe 

Islands). Having one of the widest trade networks until recent periods, the Viking Age 

Scandinavians had connections spanning from the Middle East to the east coast of North 

America, where they were the first Europeans to arrive. Given this wide-ranging network, 
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including the maintenance of regular contacts with their original homelands, the Viking 

Age diaspora provides an apt historical comparison to modern day migration scenarios.  

With the move from Norway into Scotland, the Scandinavians interacted with 

previous inhabitants, most notably the Picts in the north and west and Scottish groups in 

the south (for further discussion of these groups see Chapter 4). How did this interaction 

with other cultures affect them and their material culture? On the other hand, with the move 

from Norway into Iceland, they were not interacting with a previously established society, 

but rather creating their own in an empty landscape. How might the lack of any previous 

establishments have influenced the way in which they formed individual and collective 

identities?  

While looking at the migration from Norway into Scotland or Iceland shows the 

ways in which Viking society changed throughout this period, analyzing the shifts in social 

and ritual practices in these three areas sheds light on the different ways in which identities 

can form throughout the process of migration. Finally, the study of the links that these 

diaspora communities maintained with their original homeland is an important element to 

explore. Within Viking studies, the concept of diaspora has become a key theme of 

research, as demonstrated by Jeschôs (2015) book The Viking Diaspora. This dissertation 

adds to this developing body of research by looking at the reciprocal links that developed 

between diasporic communities and the homeland, as well as the way in which the newly 

formed communities interacted with the cultures around them.  

How identity formation differs amongst diasporic communities on the one hand 

mingling with other groups, and on the other residing in relative isolation is explored using 
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archaeological evidence from settlements and burials. DNA and isotopic studies are used 

in order to understand patterns of movement and the association of biological aspects with 

archaeologically evident representations of identity. However, the primary purpose of this 

work is to explore the lives of everyday people not to establish whether or not migration 

took place, therefore my work will not rely heavily on the use of DNA and isotopes, but 

rather on historical accounts and the material remains left behind by the individuals living 

in the areas studied.  

During the Viking Age, approximately two-thirds of Britain was inhabited by 

Scandinavian migrants, and yet those areas speak English today, not a Scandinavian 

dialect. Part of this is due to early modern attempts to eradicate languages, such as Norn in 

Orkney, which were Scandinavian in nature. Many of the Scandinavian settled areas still 

use words from that origin (e.g., dale, firth, kirk). This linguistic evidence is indicative of 

an incoming group that assimilated relatively quickly into an already established society 

but retained certain linguistic elements. On the other hand, in Iceland where there were no 

previous inhabitants, the language is almost the same as that spoken during the original 

settlement, with Old Norse and Icelandic being mutually intelligible. In contrast Norwegian 

is far removed from Old Norse, with very few words being similar and the grammatical 

structure being wholly different. The juxtaposition of this linguistic evidence indicates very 

different processes of cultural and societal identity formation. Archaeology can provide 

material evidence as to why these communities developed the way they did, showing where 

the differences occurred in the material evidence and ritual practice. 
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1.2 Academic Relevance  

Migration studies as an interdisciplinary field has been growing over the last decade, with 

the Journal of Migration Studies being established in 2013. As Bloemraad (2013:1) stated 

ñGeographic movement provides a lens on individualsô and groupsô ability to adapt to new 

contexts, on localsô reactions to newcomers, and on changes in social systems as locals and 

migrants interactò. The adaptation to these new contexts will be analyzed in this 

dissertation. The ways in which the Scandinavian settlers adapted to their new locations, 

both previously inhabited and not, can be used as a comparison for modern migration 

studies. By forming a comparison of a past example to the present, we can see the complex 

nature of these interactions. Thus, facts that have been taken for granted can be decentered, 

as we see that things have not always been as they are now, nor the same for different 

places or people.  

One of the main challenges for migration studies is the lack of organized programs 

that focus on the topic. The study of ethnic relations and migration is often one subject 

within a larger discipline with anthropology, history, sociology, politics, and geography 

being the main disciplinary programs housing this study, which does not give it a 

permanent status as an independent discipline. Thus, studies on migration have floated in 

and out of fashion within academia, with a lack of cohesiveness to the study. Only now is 

this subject becoming a solidified field of study, and so my research articulates well with 

this growing area of research but adds an anthropological perspective which has not been 

extensively pursued until very recently (see Fernández-Götz, et al., 2022).   
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While the study of migration was a dominant theme in archaeological 

interpretations of the early 20th century, often linked to nationalistic claims, the topic 

became unpopular after the Second World War and with the development of processual 

archaeology. However, in the last few decades we are seeing an increasing interest in 

human mobility in archaeology, partly due to the importance of migrations in our 

contemporary world, and also due to new scientific methods of analysis such as aDNA and 

the emergence of the óThird Science Revolutionô (Kristiansen, 2014). This resurgence can 

be seen in the works by Anthony (1990) who discusses the different types and motivations 

behind migration and Prien (2005) who examines the different phases of migrations that 

can occur. Within this uptick of interest in migration, my study will combine recent 

anthropological and sociological theories on migrations with an interdisciplinary analysis 

of archaeological, historical, and linguistic evidence from the Viking Age Scandinavian 

diaspora. It will thus represent an innovative contribution to the study of a key phenomenon 

in the history of the North Atlantic.  

Within archaeology, questions of identity are often addressed, but the formation of 

identity amongst diasporic communities remains a rather understudied field. Discussions 

of colonialism are often at the forefront of discourses pertaining to groups migrating into 

territories already occupied by another group. However, in the case of the Viking Age 

Scandinavians, they were not only setting up homes in already settled lands, but also 

expanding their settlement to Iceland, which has no concrete evidence of ever being 

occupied beforehand. Many have tried to use ñcolonialismò to describe the Viking Age 

migrations, but that term generally denotes exploitation and domination of another group. 
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In Iceland, this does not seem to have been the case, therefore how did identities form in 

this differing social environment? The relative isolation of Iceland and the society that 

formed there is one of the few examples that can be looked at for the formation of identity 

in a previously uninhabited space. This unique situation can contribute to the overall 

understanding of identity formation and help to differentiate between migrations and 

colonialism, something that is of great interest in current academic discussions.  

 

1.3 Previous Research on the Topic  

Research on the Viking Age Diaspora is in no short supply, although many of the works 

have been done on either macro-scale, encompassing most of the Viking World, or micro-

scale, with a comparison of two regions of Scandinavian settlement during the Viking Age. 

On a macro-scale, Brink and Price (2008), Graham-Campbell (1994), Jesch (2015), 

McDonald and Somerville (2010), and Price (2002) have all written/edited books that cover 

a wide range of the spatial and material world of the Viking Age.  

The majority of the large overviews focus on specific aspects of the Viking Age 

world, with most beginning with background information on the period. In addition to a 

background chapter, the majority of these large-scale books also have a section concerning 

the migrations of Scandinavians during the Viking Age. Brink and Price (2008) look at the 

migrations from Scandinavia into other areas of the world including the Mediterranean, 

Middle East, the North Atlantic, and all of Europe. Graham-Campbell (1994), in the section 

pertaining to ñland-seekersò, discusses the wide swathe of lands that the Viking Age 

Scandinavians explored and settled, with specific discussion of major sites. While looking 
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to the major centers of the Viking Age is informative, it allows for the rural groups of 

settlers to be overlooked, and thus excludes the vast majority of the Scandinavian settlers. 

Jesch (2015) discusses the movement of Scandinavians throughout the Viking Age 

covering a wide geographic range, from Russia in the east to Greenland in the west. Unlike 

many other studies, Jesch (2015) focuses not on the movement of the militaristic groups, 

dubbed ñVikingsò, but rather on the migrations of Scandinavian people.  

While many of the archaeological volumes discussed above have mentions of 

literary sources, McDonald and Somerville (2010) is focused on textual sources, not 

archaeological ones. It begins with a discussion of the Scandinavian homelands and 

Scandinavian society as a whole and continues with religion and belief in the Viking Age 

as well as many other activities and societal norms. The use of textual sources has both 

points of weakness and strength, with the biggest weakness being that most of the writings 

are not contemporaneous with the time period they discuss but are rather later accounts. 

One of the primary strengths of using written sources is in the ability to understand certain 

aspects of Viking Age life that otherwise would be indecipherable, such as the religious 

significance of certain items (e.g., hammers).  

On the micro-scale, several articles and masterôs and doctoral theses focus on small 

areas affected by the Viking Age migrations often focusing on the actual migratory 

processes or identities represented by those who migrated. One of the main books that 

analyzes Viking identity uses jewelry as its main source of information, Kershawôs (2013) 

Viking identities: Scandinavian jewellery in England, in which she seeks to understand 

how identity is being represented and displayed in Scandinavian jewelry found in England. 



 

8 

 

One of the primary difficulties she highlights in examining ñVikingò identity in England is 

the lack of diagnostically Scandinavian graves. In looking at the jewelry from England that 

is Scandinavian in design, the majority of the examples are paralleled with those found in 

eastern Sweden. Anglo-Scandinavian examples were also found with Scandinavian 

designs, but with Anglo-Saxon styled pin lugs (the pin and catch mechanisms).  

The brooches that Kershaw (2013) discusses illustrate not only the diversity in 

Scandinavian brooches, but also in the Anglo-Scandinavian ones, indicating a continuous 

Scandinavian cultural influence on the peoples already inhabiting England. Interestingly 

there is a low frequency of oval and equal-armed brooches found in England, which is in 

stark contrast to other areas of Scandinavian settlement, in which these were standard parts 

of dress. Since the oval brooches are indicative Scandinavian-type apron dresses, their 

relative absence shows a lack of traditional Scandinavian dress, leading to a debate on 

whether Scandinavian women came to settle in England. The site Adwick-le-Street is one 

of the few scientifically excavated burials from England that contained a pair of oval 

brooches in situ with the skeletal remains also providing an isotopic signature consistent 

with Norway, or more unlikely northeastern Scotland (Kershaw, 2013; Speed and Walton 

Rogers, 2004). In sum, Kershawôs study of Scandinavian motifs in Early Medieval jewelry 

found in England illustrates the extent to which Scandinavian culture influenced the other 

peoples living in the region at that time. 

Norsteinôs (2014) MA thesis focuses on the construction of identity amongst Norse 

settlers in Northern Scotland. Her main research question is how the funerary rites of 

Scandinavians found in Northern Scotland were both creating and created by their social 
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context. Particular attention is paid to different aspects of social identity, primarily 

ethnicity, gender, and religion and how these aspects of identity are represented in the 

funerary contexts. The author is using the Møre og Romsdal area of Norway as the potential 

homeland for the Norse that settled in Scotland, which thus biases the interpretation of the 

archaeological evidence, as it is not examining other areas as well. Orkney, the Shetlands 

and Caithness are the primary areas of examination in Scotland and in Norway the 

municipalities of Rauma and Tingvoll are used as the area of comparison (Norstein, 2014: 

3).  

In general, the books, articles, and theses written on the topic of the Viking Age 

have been either on a macro- or micro-scale. In order to better understand the period as a 

whole, the meso-scale should also be taken into account. The main limitation of the macro-

scale approach is the lack of detail that can be examined, whereas the micro-scale is unable 

to show a broader picture of processes occurring throughout the diasporic area. A meso-

scale, or medium scale, approach allows for the wider context to be taken into account 

while still examining small details.  

 

1.4 Methodology  

Archaeology has the benefit of chronological depth and provides insights into the daily 

lives of ordinary people. Being able to look at identity formation over a long period of time 

can help to inform current understanding of identity formation among newly migrated 

communities. Using a comparative research design, I perform an in-depth study on the 

archaeological materials from both settlements and burials dated to the Late Iron Age and 
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Viking Age in Norway, Scotland, and Iceland. By encompassing three regions of the 

Viking diasporic regions, this research project focuses on the meso-scale. Two case studies 

from each of the three modern-day countries have been chosen, with one being more 

agglomerated and the other more rural in nature. In looking at the layout and structures of 

settlements, aspects of cultural identities and affiliations as well as social structures can be 

seen.  

In order to answer my research questions, I look at whether the Scandinavians 

settling in northern Scotland and Iceland maintained the same building types, artifacts, and 

funerary rituals as in their homeland, or how these aspects changed as a result of their 

interaction with other populations and the adaptation to a new environment. In particular, 

the chapters of this dissertation focus on objects found within the domestic sphere, burial 

rites and grave goods, and house types and their organization in order to ascertain to what 

degree practices were maintained or adapted in Viking Age diaspora communities. Burials 

provide evidence for the social structure and ritual practices of past societies. The place of 

burial (for instance a communal cemetery versus a lone burial), as well as the context and 

contents, show an individualôs social status within their community as well as their cultural, 

gender, communal, and familial identities.  

The following chapters look primarily at the location of the grave itself and the 

grave goods that furnish it, such as personal ornaments (e.g., brooches, necklaces, and belt 

buckles). These items play an important role in my interpretation as they can provide 

evidence of different forms of identity that the deceased and their mourners wished to 

display. For example, changes in female dress can be seen, with discontinuity in the use of 
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the apron-dress, which required the use of two oval brooches at the shoulders to hold it up. 

This type of brooch is unique to this style dress, which is only seen amongst Scandinavians, 

therefore the presence of them in a grave indicates the individual likely identified as a 

woman and culturally Scandinavian. The discontinuity of this type of brooch indicates a 

shift in cultural identification, especially with the development of hybrid styled brooches, 

for instance with the blending of Scandinavian and Pictish artistic styles. By combining 

these different aspects of burial, a more holistic view of the burial practices of the given 

locations of study is ascertained.  

Similarities or differences in the social and ritual practices adhered to, from Norway 

to Scotland and Iceland, show how these newly composed communities were forming and 

exhibiting their identities. For instance, within a settlement, the size of a house is likely to 

indicate the social and economic ranking of the family that resided there, as will the 

artifacts found within it. Large Scandinavian-style halls/longhouses with several 

outbuildings indicate a family of high status, this can be seen at sites like Stöng in Iceland. 

In this case not only does the size and layout of the house provide evidence of the elevated 

status of the family living there, but historical records that discuss the family that occupied 

Stöng also lead to this conclusion. The many different forms of identity that can be 

examined through archaeology are best examined in an area with a settlement and 

associated burials. This overlap was the primary factor in choosing the case studies.  

While a few studies have been performed comparing settlement and/or burial 

remains between Norway and Scotland or Scotland and Iceland, no research has undertaken 

a comparative analysis of both burial and settlement remains from all three countries. 



 

12 

 

Anthropology, as a whole, provides the tools for analyzing human behavior, which is 

fundamental in understanding why people immigrate, how their identities form, and what 

influences push them to make certain decisions in the formation of a society. Using 

approaches in developed in social anthropology, such as those employed by Fouron and 

Schiller (2001), Safran (2004), and Agnew (2005), I explore the social lives of the 

migrating Scandinavians, as well as identify social links between diaspora communities. 

This work provides a detailed understanding of the migrations of the Viking Age and the 

formation of these societies, thereby also contributing to a better understanding of 

migration and identity formation in the present-day.  

In addition to archaeological data, I make use of Medieval written sources, which 

play a crucial role in interpretation and understanding of the archaeological evidence. In 

the following chapters various historical records are used, such as Landnámabók, 

Íslendingabók, and the Chronicle of Ireland. In integrating these different sources of data, 

this dissertation explores whether the relative isolation of a community leads to a greater 

retention of cultural norms. Contrastingly, in a more culturally mixed society some aspects 

from the homeland might be retained, but with an openness to hybridity.  

Scotland is the ideal location to see the impact that different cultures have on each 

other and to look for evidence of cultural exchange. I use the styles, layouts, and 

architectural features of the houses in each settlement in order to show how the settlement 

might have been influenced by the preexisting inhabitants of the Scottish Isles. For 

instance, the typical Viking longhouse is found throughout the Scottish Isles, although 

other, more local structures are also known. The correlation between technical and stylistic 
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elements of domestic architecture and culture can be seen in Johnsonôs (1993) discussion 

of traditional architecture in England. Applying Johnsonôs method of understanding the 

connection between housing and culture to the Viking Age domestic architecture of 

Scotland allows indicators of cultural change within settlements to become more evident. 

In comparing the processes occurring in Scotland to those in Iceland, the degree to which 

an already established social system affects, or not, the formation of identity in an 

immigrant community will be illuminated.   

 

1.5 Case Study Sites 

For the case studies discussed in this work, from each of the countries concerned, one 

recently well-excavated site, with both a settlement and associated burials (if present), and 

one well studied region with settlement and burial evidence are examined. This multi-scalar 

approach provides a more holistic view of these societies, as it looks at both agglomerated 
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and scattered settlement evidence. This variation in scale helps to account for the differing 

degrees of rurality that existed among Scandinavian settlers.  

The settlers of Scotland and Iceland primarily originated from western Norway, 

therefore I analyze settlement and burial evidence from Avaldsnes and the region of 

Trøndelag as sites for comparison in the homeland. These sites provide a baseline for the 

material culture and ritual practices of people from this area during the 9th and 10th 

centuries. By comparing the settlements and burials from Iceland and Scotland to those in 

Norway, I am able to decipher the differences in these societies and from there, link shifts 

in practices to the formation of identities and the impact that migration into these locations 

had on those migrating.  

While it was thought that the earliest period of settlement in Iceland was also the 

period of primary contact with the rest of Europe, there is more evidence of local 

manufactured tools in the early period than in the later indicating a level of isolation from 

the larger Scandinavian community. This isolation would have caused early Icelanders to 

develop their society and identities in different ways than the settlers in Scotland did. 

Therefore, in order to look at the formation of identity amongst the Scandinavians in 

Iceland, I analyze sites from the earlier periods of settlement with my case studies being 

Hofstaðir í Mývatnssveit and the Southern Quarter, a Commonwealth legislative area, have 

produced ample burial and settlement evidence dating to the early period of settlement. 

The Southern Quarter is discussed in the Landnámabók (The Book of Settlements), which 

gives the added benefit of having historical sources in association with the area of study. 
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While this writing can be helpful in interpreting archaeology of the area, it was written 

several hundred years after the events it describes, and thus is used cautiously.  

As a comparison to the identity formation processes happening in Iceland, I draw a 

comparison between the Icelandic research areas and my Scottish case studies of 

Eynhallow Sound and Birsay Bay in Orkney and the denser settlement of Bornais in South 

Uist (Outer Hebrides). These case studies have produced a vast amount of archaeological 

material associated with the Scandinavian settlers. In addition, evidence has been found in 

both areas of Picts and Scandinavians living near each other, sometimes within the same 

settlement. In comparing these examples to those found in Iceland, any noted variation in 

practices is likely due to the interactions with the native peoples. By comparing the 

information found at all six sites/regions I explore the different ways in which these 

communities developed and how their relative differences show the varying types of 

identity (gender, community, familial, etc.) that they were portraying and in what ways 

they were doing so. 

 

1.6 Structure of Dissertation 

Chapter 2 provides the theoretical frameworks which are applied within this dissertation. 

Primary focus is placed on identity, hybridity, and migration theory. Chapter 3 begins with 

a discussion of the natural landscapes of Norway, Scotland, and Iceland providing an 

overview and comparison of physical features between these three areas. Archaeological 

aspects for the years preceding Scandinavian settlement are then discussed in order to 

establish comparisons with the years following the migrations. In Chapter 4, an overview 
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of the Viking Age is provided, including a general chronology, discussion of terminology, 

and general archaeological background on the homeland.  

The Norwegian case studies are then discussed in Chapter 5 beginning with 

Avaldsnes, a site originally established during the Bronze Age and continuing in use until 

around AD 1400. The region of Trøndelag provides excellent examples of rural settlement 

with additional evidence of contact with the British Isles. The Scottish case studies of 

Orkney and Bornais on South Uist are then discussed in Chapter 6, illustrating cultural 

change to varying degrees. In Chapter 7 I present my Icelandic case studies, beginning with 

Hofstaðir í Mývatnssveit and then examining the Southern Quarter. Chapter 8 compiles the 

information explored in the case study sites and examines the similarities and differences.  

All the information is then synthesized and discussed in relation to the objective of 

understanding shifts in identity throughout the Viking Diaspora. In Chapter 10 everything 

is brought together in order to form the conclusion.  
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Frameworks: Migration, Identity, and 

Hybridity  

2.1 Migration and Mobility  

The history of the world is one of continuous episodes of migration (Fisher, 2013) with 

mobility being ña key constituent element of human life in virtually all periodsò 

(Greenblatt, 2010: i). Given the perceived ubiquity of migrations all through time, it is no 

wonder that they have been studied throughout the history of archaeology. In the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries archaeologists believed that migrations were the prime mover 

for cultural shifts (Trigger, 2006). Montelius (1888) was one of the forerunners of this 

thinking, influencing the interpretations of many archaeologists coming after him. Most 

famously, Childe (1950) took up this notion of migrations causing cultural change quite 

directly, believing that any shift in practices was due to population replacement.  

With the development of Processual Archaeology, the topic of migrations was 

heavily criticized and fell out of favor with many archaeologists. As a prime example, 

Binford (1962) denied any causal link between cultural change and migrations. Likewise, 

Clark (1966: 173) critiqued ñthe invasion neurosisò that had pervaded archaeology. 

However, rather than denying it any importance, Clark still saw migration as essential for 

the spread of agriculture and metallurgy as it was ñdemonstrated, not assumedò (1966: 

189). Renfrew (1969) saw trade as the main method by which outside influence could enact 

cultural changes and was very much against the ñinvasionist modelò that had been put 

forward by people like Childe. 
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In the late-1970s some archaeologists tried to restore the study of migrations in the 

past (Adams, et al., 1978; Ammerman and Cavalli-Sforza, 1979; Duke, et al., 1978), but it 

was not until the 1980s that it was revived (Ammerman and Cavalli-Sforza, 1984; Bettinger 

and Baumhoff, 1982). Even Renfrew (1987) began to reconsider migrations, proposing that 

Indo-European languages spread following the first wave of Neolithic agriculturalists. But 

it was Anthony (1990) who reinvigorated the study of human mobility in archaeology, 

introducing methods for investigating migrations from a variety of other disciplines. Now 

our understandings of past migrations is being completely changed with the beginning of 

the ñthird science revolutionò in archaeology, which has introduced the usage of aDNA 

and isotopes in studying mobility (Kristiansen, 2014).      

Attempts to understand migrations in the past and present must begin by looking at 

the reasons driving the movement. Anthony (2006) discusses the potential ñpushò factors 

that cause migrations; while often they are theorized to be demographic, with 

overpopulation and lack of resources leading to emigrations, they should be seen primarily 

as socially driven by a desire to find better opportunities in other lands. Anthony deems 

these attractive qualities of a new territory to be ñpullò factors, thus enticing people who 

have been provided with the information about them (2006: 49). In the case of diasporas, 

often the primary ñpushò factor is a traumatic event or episode of unrest in the homeland 

(Clifford, 1997; Hayes, 2014). Within diaspora studies, sets of features have been laid out 

that enable a general understanding of what aspects can help determine a movement of 

people as diasporic or not. Thus, Safran (1991) set out six main aspects that make up a 

diaspora: dispersal, collective visions or myths of the homeland, the belief in their 
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separateness, an idealization of the homeland, a desire to return to the homeland, and a 

continuing relationship with the homeland.  

While the causes for migrations should be considered in initial interpretations, the 

social transformations that occur throughout the process can provide equally informative 

social perspectives. In examining modern migrations, Castles (2016) promotes the 

conceptual framing within migration studies around social transformations, as this 

framework aids in building understanding of the variability, complexity, contextuality, 

interconnecting nature, and the multifaceted negotiations of migratory processes. Castles 

(2016) also argues for the necessity of connecting empirical studies with social theory, 

something that should also be applied to studies of past migrations. Archaeological studies 

of migrations have become overly focused on the ñhard dataò (quantitative aspects) of 

aDNA and isotope studies and do not incorporate much theory into their interpretations.  

Many of the recent papers produced by geneticists on archaeological topics have 

used biological data to make broad claims about past societies. As an example, the study 

of the Iberian Peninsula by Olalde and colleagues (2019) stated that by ca.2000 BC there 

was a 40% replacement of the previous population and almost 100% of the male genome 

by people with Steppe ancestry (Olalde, et al., 2019). While this could be entirely possible, 

the data set for this study was only 271 ancient human remains spanning a period of 8000 

years. Many other studies have followed similar paths with uncritical interpretations of the 

data (Lipson, et al., 2018; Olalde, et al., 2018; Skoglund, et al., 2016). Isotopic studies, for 

their part, have utilized more theory in drawing conclusions from their data. One of the 

best examples can be found in the work of Knipper and colleagues (2017) in which the 
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archaeological data, e.g., burial contexts and grave goods, have been interpreted alongside 

the isotopic evidence. Eisenmann and colleagues (2018) called for a similar reconciling of 

archaeological and genetic evidence, calling for more substantial reflection on the meaning 

and interpretations that come from genomic studies.  

As studies on migrations continue it will be important that the isotopic and genomic 

studies are taken into account in conjunction with the archaeological data. Research, such 

as that performed by Amorim and colleagues (2018), shows how archaeological, isotopic, 

and genomic data can be combined and interpreted in a meaningful way. Burmeister (2019) 

sees cooperation with the natural sciences as a way of finding hard evidence of the actual 

process, by integrating it into our research ñdemographic and social processes become 

visibleò, thus enhancing our overall understanding of the societies we study. In the study 

of migrations, usage of all available data is vital in forming an accurate picture of the past.  

 

2.2 Introduction to Identity  

The study of ñcultureò as the primary function of archaeology comes from its earliest 

period of study, with E.B. Tylorôs Primitive Culture from 1871. Culture was something to 

be acquired by people and often seen as a monolithic entity, with each person fitting into a 

certain culture. However, as Spiro so succinctly phrased it, culture ñresides in the 

individual, and there are as many cultures as there are personalitiesò (1951:43). Thus, a 

distinction between the ñcultural heritage of societyò and the ñculture of the individualò 

developed. As the concept of ñcultureò began to be seen as more complicated than it was 

previously conceived, other terminology was formulated to discuss the concepts that 
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culture was supposed to encompass. Culture (as a proper noun) cannot be used on a 

personalized level thus other terms were used to approach this more minute and 

individualized level. 

Propriospect was suggested by Goodenough in 1971 which he developed from the 

linguistic concept of idiolect, which refers to what an individual perceives to be a language 

or dialect (Goodenough, 1971:8). This variation in language, much like with culture, is 

unique to each individual. Schwartz suggested idioverse as a way to discuss individual 

variation, defining the term as ñthe total set of implicit constructs of each individual in a 

cultural systemò (1978:424). Despite the fact that authors like Wolcott (1991) discuss the 

usage of these different terms, none of them caught on within anthropology.  

Instead of these terms or the use of ñcultureò, identity became the preferred term as 

it is inherently on more of an individual level and affords the flexibility needed to deal with 

the amount of variation found amongst people. While the concept of identity in and of itself 

does not contain culturally bound rules. However the doxa of a person, or the way in which 

one inherently perceives the world based on ñthe objective order and the subjective 

principles of organizationò within their community (Bourdieu, 1977: 164), is determined 

based on his/her own cultural context. Thus, a personôs identity is formed within this 

context. Given the various types of identity that scholars discuss, this switch from culture 

was much needed. Although now when discussing identity, one needs to be specific about 

the type of identity being examined as well as whether the identity is from the perspective 

of the individual or group being discussed (avowed/emic) or from an outsiderôs perspective 

(ascribed/etic). In what follows, I will review some of the main types of identity. This is 
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not intended as a comprehensive list, but rather a selection of areas considered particularly 

relevant for this dissertation.  

 

2.3 Types of Identity 

2.3.1 Ethnic/Cultural 

Ethnic identity as defined by Jones (1997: xiii) is ñthat aspect of a personôs self-

conceptualization which results from identification with a broader group in opposition to 

others on the basis of perceived cultural differentiation and/or common descent.ò 

Archaeology, since its beginning, has been concerned with the association of material 

culture with particular groups of past peoples, particularly seen in culture-historical 

research. The differing collections of material culture have been thought of as the means 

to differentiate ethnic or cultural groups. Unfortunately, ethnic interpretations in 

archaeology have inevitably been besmirched by their ties with the archaeology of Nazi 

Germany. The primary person responsible for this was Gustaf Kossinna, who ñdeveloped 

an ethnic paradigm which he called ósettlement archaeologyôò (Jones, 1997: 2).  

Within his work, Kossinna states that ñin all periods, sharply delineated 

archaeological culture areas coincide with clearly recognizable peoples or tribesò 

(Kossinna, 1911: 3). This paradigm was based on the equation of artifact types with 

cultural/ethnic groups, with the extent of the spread of these artifact types being directly 

correlated with the boundaries of a groupôs territory. This was also seen in the work of 

other cultural-historical archaeologists of the time, such as Childe (1928; 1957). As 

processual archaeology developed, the connection between archaeologically defined 
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cultures and ethnic groups was deemed outdated, with ethnicity as a whole being 

considered unimportant for archaeological enquiry (Olsen and Kobylinski, 1991: 10).  

Interest was renewed in ethnicity with the rise of post-processual archaeology. 

Amongst those studying ethnicity there are three main approaches, as laid out by Reher 

and Fernández-Götz (2015): analyzing narratives in order to understand the use of ethnicity 

for political reasons, the contextually detailed analysis of the material record, and the use 

of a multi-scalar approach for understanding ethnic processes. These three approaches steer 

away from equivalency models and allow for the ethnicity to be approached by 

archaeology. Roymansô (2004) approach to understanding the group known as the 

Batavians, who inhabited the Lower Rhine region, illustrates the multi-scalar approach to 

understanding ethnicity within a non-literate society, which diverges from Hallôs (2002) 

belief that ethnicity cannot be explored archaeologically in the absence of literary sources.  

 

Using ethnography in understanding ethnicity and culture 

 While literary sources can be helpful in understanding ethnicity, ethnographic sources 

provide more insight into the way in which groups portray their ethnicity and their emic 

identities (those they perceive of themselves). First and foremost an equivalency between 

ethnic group and archaeological culture should be rejected (Brather, 2011; Fernández-

Götz, 2013) as anthropological research has shown that only certain cultural aspects are 

used as symbols of identity, whether consciously or unconsciously (Barth, 1969; Wiessner, 

1983). While ethnographic research can help inform archaeological interpretations, it must 

also be noted that these studies prove that many of the potential markers of ethnic identity 
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would not preserve in the archaeological record, such as language, music, and body 

modification. With that being said, ethnographies can help define what an ethnic group is, 

how that identity is represented, and in what ways this information could be preserved in 

the archaeological record.  

An ethnic group, as defined by Narroll (1964) and Barth (1969: 10-11) has four key 

features: biological self-perpetuation, a shared set of values, field for communication and 

interaction, and self-definition by members of the group, as well as by others outside of it. 

The group of people that identify themselves as the Pathans (also known as Pashtuns) from 

the Afghanistan/Pakistan border region, as discussed by Barth (1969), saw themselves as 

belonging to the same ethnic group, although they occupied different landscapes and had 

varying forms of behavior (Khan, 1994). Given the ecological diversity experienced by the 

Pathans, their institutionalized behavior exhibited regional diversity reflective of their 

varying environmental circumstances (Barth, 1969:12). However, despite these 

differences, the Pathans provide an example of an emically identified group that from an 

etic perspective might seem to be of different ethnic groups. 

Likewise, the Sámi (their avowed name) are the indigenous people of Fennoscandia 

and Russia. Sámi languages are part of the Finno-Ugric grouping in the Uralic language 

family and due to relative isolation from each other, the languages are not mutually 

intelligible. Thus they are not considered dialects, but rather separate languages. The most 

common Sámi language is Northern Sámi, with others including Southern Sámi, Skolt 

Sámi, and Inari Sámi, to name but a few. Despite the differences in languages, inhabitation 

of varying landscapes, and the differing behaviors that each regional group follows, they 
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consider themselves and are considered by others to be one ethnic group. The Siida 

Museum in Finland has a cultural exhibit that explains ñthe elements that the ethnicity and 

the present identity of the S§mi are made ofò not just for the Sámi occupying that area of 

Finland, but rather for all Sámi (Siida, 2018). These elements are composed of the clothing, 

personal ornamentation, as well as other artifacts that represent the traditional life ways of 

the Sámi people.   

The concept of Romani or Roma (avowed identifiers) and ñGypsyò (pejorative, 

ascribed name) identity, challenges many of the anthropological concepts that define an 

ethnic group. While not sharing a common religion, ritual or political leadership, or an 

overarching political system or organization, the Roma still consider themselves to be one 

people. Three suggestions have been made for the ethnic cohesion that prevails amongst 

the Roma: Historically, the Roma populations have been considered ñan unassimilated 

foreign ethnic groupò (Stewart, 2013: 418) in all the lands to which they have gone. 

Structural explanations put the emphasis on the labor niches that the Roma have filled in 

Europe, with the majority being part of a subservient labor force (Hancock, 1988). 

However, culturalist explanations attribute the social coherence of the Roma to specific 

value systems (Stewart, 2013: 418). One aspect that has yet to be fully addressed by 

scholars, is the means by which the Roma and other ñGypsyò groups are to be 

differentiated. They are typically classified as the same people in mainstream culture, but 

are in actuality quite different, even if they appear to have similar cultural patterns. 

One of the main aspects used in identifying the Roma is their self-declaration as 

different from the Gazhe (also spelled Gadzo, Gadje, and Gadze) (non-Roma). This is 
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reiterated in the interpretation by Williams (2003: 29), in which he states that the Manus 

(French Manouches) purposely distance themselves from the Gadzo, ñwhich precisely 

cause[s] them to become Manus and the Gadzos to become Gadzoò. Thus, it has been 

argued that instead of having a set identity, the Roma define themselves by an abstract 

sense of commonality with each other (Stewart, 2013: 422). While many authors purport 

to provide information on some of the Roma (so as not to make generalizations), the Roma 

themselves have preserved their cultural continuity even though they are dispersed 

throughout and amongst other populations that are often richer and more dominating. This 

has been accomplished by their construction of social values in a way that keeps them from 

being displaced by the dominant society of an area (Stewart, 2013: 425). 

 

2.3.2 Community/Familial 

While many of the subsequently discussed forms of identity emphasize difference, national 

and community identity emphasize social similarities. The formation of community 

identity is similar to that of other forms of social identity, taking shape between psychology 

and lived experience. The psychological aspect of community identity is consciously 

constructed within the context of a given society (MacSweeney, 2011). In order to 

understand the construction and representation of the social realities of communities, 

written and ethnographic sources can be used. Although their use might cause potential 

distortions in how people think they should behave and lead to the active construction of 

identity, rather than a naturally developed identity.  
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In order to access the experiential aspect of cultural identity, material culture can 

be examined, bringing to light the ways in which social relationships are enacted 

(MacSweeney, 2011). Given that communities generally form amongst people who are 

sharing a common space, the social practices and activities that take place in that space 

affect the community as a whole. The sharing of practices and activities thus aids in the 

reinforcement of community identity. Social practices and activities can thus be seen as 

conscious attempts at enacting community and promoting the ideology of group solidarity 

(MacSweeney, 2011). The acts themselves can generally be considered ñpractices of 

affiliationò (Yaeger, 2000) and ñaffiliation dramasò (Strathern and Stewart, 2000). These 

social practices and activities that help to form community identity are often manifested in 

the material culture with stylistic aspects and manufacture techniques being similar within 

a given community and different between communities. The manifestation of community 

identity can be seen in the !Kung of the Kalahari who can differentiate their communityôs 

projectile points from those of other groups based on the style (Wiessner, 1983). This is 

but one example of many in which the stylistic components of an object convey social 

information.  

Sometimes social practices and activities that identify a community, also relate to 

the religious identity of that community. This connection between community and religious 

identity can be seen in Durkheimôs interpretation of religion as a form of social cohesion, 

with religion as the community and the community as religion. This concept is especially 

seen in Durkheimôs example of totemism as the most primitive form of religious practice, 

in which society and religion are integrated into one single system. Rather than dividing 
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their mundane from their sacred the Aboriginal Australians (ascribed name) not only place 

their totemic symbols on their possessions and their bodies, but also employ them in 

religious ceremonies (Durkheim, 1912: 109). 

 

2.3.3 Religious 

The Durkheimian perspective on totemism, a system of belief in which people are said to 

have a relationship or shared kinship with a being (often a plant or animal) which then 

serves as a symbol or emblem for the group, as the most primitive form of religion is due 

primarily to its embedded nature. However, this interpretation is incongruent with other 

explanations of past and present religions. In particular, ancient religions were woven into 

the fabric of their communities, with very little, if any, separation between the secular and 

the sacred (Fowles, 2013: 7). This embeddedness should not be seen as an indicator of 

primitiveness, but rather a more complex formation of identity that blends the community 

with the religious/spiritual.  Even if there was a certain amount of separation between the 

sacred and the secular, it was ña more fluid boundary (if a boundary at all)ò (Boivin, 2009: 

268). Thus, religion likely played a very important role in the formation of individual and 

community identity. 

On an individual level, religious beliefs were most likely very influential as well. 

In understanding past societies and their beliefs, it is likely that all activities were structured 

by religious thoughts and beliefs (Insoll, 2004: 3). The influence of religion can be seen 

within an embedded belief system, in which everything that is being done pertains to that 

belief system (Price 2008a). The daily rituals, e.g., offerings, prayers, wearing of symbols, 
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of an accepted religious system in a society help to legitimize individual status within the 

community. By having common daily practices more cohesive bonds are created between 

practitioners, which in turn forms a community, thus religious identity blends into the 

formation of community identity. 

Durhkheimian interpretations also bring forth the idea that the conceptions of daily 

life which we have, e.g., time, class, and space, are from religion and are thus formed by 

the social sphere (aka the community) (Durkheim, 1912). This interpretation can be seen 

as reinforced by Marx, although he sees it as more of a social structure enforcer, rather a 

structure former: ñReligion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless 

world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the peopleò (Marx, 1977: 131). 

In this interpretation of religion, Marx is essentially stating that the social elites use religion 

as a way to keep the social hierarchy from being questioned, and thus social status becomes 

an innate part of society through the means of religion. 

 

2.3.4 Status 

Status is the position which a person occupies within a society, with evidence of social 

inequality becoming evident through the different ways status is exhibited. Within this 

form of identity one major aspect that must be considered with regards to social status is 

the differentiation between ascribed and achieved status. Ascribed status is typically 

dependent upon oneôs other forms of identity, with kinship being one of the most common 

factors in the ascribing of status. Ethnographic sources point to ascribed status only existing 

within hierarchical societies, where status can be inherited (Binford, 1971; Brown, 1981; 
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Hayden, 1992). Achieved status is earned through some sort of accomplishment and is thus 

unique to each person. Thus status, like many of the other forms of identity, is linked to the 

other forms of identity, with all of them coalescing to create unique formations of identity. 

Ascription of status relates to the social position which one is allocated at birth, 

often determined by familial ties, and which is not altered by an individualôs achievements 

(Scott and Marshall, 2009). Some of the primary examples include positions ascribed on 

the basis of race, ethnicity, or gender. Ascribed status can often be seen in the 

archaeological record when examining burials. Elaborate child burials are generally 

thought to be indicators of the existence of ascribed status within a society. While, 

typically, elaborate burials are considered by archaeologists to be of high-status 

individuals, children who have been buried in such a way are indicative of hereditary status, 

as it would have been difficult for them to have acquired that status on their own (Bowles, 

et al., 2010: 8; Burmeister and Müller-Scheessel, 2005: 120; Fernández-Götz, 2014: 34; 

Woolf, 2006: 270).  

One of the best-known examples comes from Grave Circle A at the site of Mycenae 

where the presence of an infant burial from Grave III is in direct opposition to the normal 

lack of infant burials in Mycenaean society (Kostanti, 2017). An additional example can 

be seen at the Heuneburg, with the discovery a childôs tomb containing two gold pendants 

and two gold-plated brooches, indicating a kin-based status (Fernández-Götz, 2014; 

Krausse, 2010). Larson (1971: 67) interprets the burial of copper plates with children at 

Etowah as evidence of inherited status, although Lillios (1999) questions this interpretation 

as it requires that the copper plates be symbols of authority. Brown (1981: 29) suggests 
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that the presence of wealthy graves is not necessarily indicative of inherited status but could 

rather indicate the unique status of children within a society. 

 

2.3.5 Gender 

The use of the term gender can be problematic within archaeology, as biological sex and 

gender are sometimes related but not necessarily. Within the context of this discussion 

gender is a practice, enacted much like culture, with it continually needing to be maintained 

and negotiated following Butlerôs (1990) insights and Joyceôs (2000) subsequent 

application of this practice to archaeology. Beginning in the 1970s gender has been 

explored through psychological research, with the understanding that an individualôs 

identity is greatly impacted by their gender (Rudman and Glick, 2008). The categorization 

of someone as male or female is often the first step in identifying them, with culturally 

defined gender stereotypes coming into play in the interpretation (Safdar and Kosakowska-

Berezecka, 2015). These cultural constructions have been carried through continuously in 

archaeological interpretations of buried individuals. Although, with a broadening of 

modern understandings of the complexities of gender, the binary interpretations of male or 

female have come into question. 

While it is difficult to gain a complete understanding of each personôs self-

identified gender, it can be accessed to a degree through the examination of grave goods.  

Likewise, the analysis of certain aspects skeletal remains can help with the identification 

of the sex of an individual.  While controversial, the interpretation of grave goods has been 

used in the gender identification of burials from the beginning of archaeology, with 
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weapons often signifying a male identity and jewelry and textile implements a female. The 

re-sexing of skeletal remains further draws into question whether gender and sex were 

congruent in past societies. In Claytonôs (2011) discussion of gender and mortuary ritual 

at Teotihuacan, she stresses the difficulties with which archaeologists interested in studying 

gender are presented. Dividing the biological and the social in order to understand gender 

is necessary, with the way in which biological sex articulates with other aspects of life 

constituting gender (Clayton, 2011: 33). In her study, Clayton (2011) emphasizes the 

necessity to establish biological sex and then, despite the constraints created by the binary 

of sexual categorizations, to identify the mortuary practices associated with both males and 

females as a way into understanding the ideologies and gender roles at Teotihuacan. 

This methodology can be used in other cases, for instance with Iron Age Europe 

and the Viking Age North Atlantic. While the sexual identification of skeletal remains has 

not been definitively established with many of the burials from these time periods, the 

gendering of artifacts has been the primary way the burials have been understood. 

However, unlike in Claytonôs study, the interpretations of the genders has not always been 

nuanced by the other social factors evident in the burials. Many authors have emphasized 

the importance of not taking evidence from burial to be equated with an individualôs daily 

life, as daily practice and ideology may or may not coincide (Parker Pearson, 1999: 32; 

Brumfiel 2006: 38). 

The gendered interpretation of grave goods can be seen quite prominently in the 

study of Iron Age burials. A prime example of the strict gendering of artifacts can be seen 

in the original interpretations of the Vix burial, discovered in 1953 near Mont Lassois. As 
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this was one of the richest Fürstengräber excavated, many archaeologists immediately 

wanted to interpret the grave as that of a male (Arnold, 1991). One of the artifacts used to 

reinforce this interpretation was the neckring found in the grave, with Spindler (1983: 107-

108) claiming that elaborate neckrings of this type had never been found in female grave. 

This interpretation, however, was inaccurate, as one of the most elaborate neckrings found 

dating to Early La Tène period was discovered at Reinheim accompanied by a mirror, an 

object thought to exclusively be placed in female graves (Miron, 1988). Spindler 

(1983:108) continues with his interpretation of the Vix grave as that of a transvestite male 

priest, given the high status of the individual indicated by the grave goods and the lack of 

martial accoutrements. 

Burials containing weapons and female-style ornamentation have been interpreted 

in similar ways to the Vix burial. Weapons are one of the most heavily gender associated 

objects found in graves, with the presence of a spear or sword automatically leading to the 

conclusions that the buried individual was male. However, this has led to the 

misidentification of some burials, most notably the Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt burials, which 

Pauli (1973) explains away with the interpretation of the individuals as transvestite 

warriors. Arnold (1991: 372) discusses the assemblages typically found in Iron Age elite 

graves, with most categories being shared by both males and females, with the exception 

of anklets and hair ornaments. 
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2.3.6 Personhood 

Another area of identity that has been debated is that of individuality. Given that current 

society has become very individualistic, interpretation of the past can be skewed to fit 

modern perception. Fowler examines the relational nature of personhood and questions the 

tension that archaeologists perceive ñbetween individual and dividual aspects of 

personhoodò (2016: 397). In the discussion of personhood, it is important to define what 

one means by the term, with Fowler defining it as ñthe condition or state of being a personò 

(Fowler, 2004: 7) and as progressing throughout the extent of oneôs life (Gilchrist, 2012: 

23).  Personhood itself is complex and multi-dimensional, thus it should be viewed in 

myriad of ways, not as though it were a straightforward and easily understood aspect of 

identity. Fowler (2016) addresses personhood and ontology (the state of being) by looking 

at the way in which these can be responded to across cultural contexts.  

The model that Fowler (2004; 2016) came up with for examining personhood 

creates a more single spectrum approach, which constrains interpretations of personhood 

as either individual or dividual, with many aspects that make up personhood not being 

taken into account. The individual is thought of as an indivisible self or person and refers 

to a defining aspect of a human being, which as a whole defines that self in its distinctive 

nature making the individual an autonomous social actor (Smith, 2012: 53). The dividual, 

in contrast, is a ñheteronomous actor performing a culturally written scriptò and is defined 

by their divisible nature, which is comprised of dimensions that while interrelated are 

essentially independent (Smith, 2012: 53).  
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The distinction between dividuals and individuals was developed throughout the 

second half of the 20th century with Dumontôs (1980) comparison of Indian and Western 

concepts of personhood. Strathernôs (1988) differentiation between Western and 

Melanesian concepts of the person can be seen as the zenith of the development of this 

distinction. While many anthropologists critique this distinction (Shweder and Bourne, 

1984; LiPuma, 1998; Hess, 2006) it is still used to differentiate between cultural 

conceptions of personhood. Sahlins (2011a, 2011b) argues that kinship rather than 

personhood, should be the term used in order to comprehend social relationships. This 

concept lies primarily in the fact that Sahlins believes the definitions of dividual, 

individual, and partible persons to be too similar, therefore making it difficult to appreciate 

the full spectrum of diversity.  

However, kinship should not be the only type of relationship considered, as often 

personhood can be conceived of through various types of relationships, including 

community, age, and gender. For example, the votive offerings of body parts at Etrusco-

Latial-Campanian sanctuaries illustrate that within the context of a religious community, a 

person can have partibility and dividuality (Graham, 2017). These aspects of persons are 

shown in the votive offerings that represent specific aspects of the offeror, such as the 

hands, legs, or feet. These votives, much like those offered in the Greek world to the god 

Asclepios represent certain aspects of a person which the offeror is asking the god to act 

on, showing partibility and dividuality of the person. 

The single spectrum model is limited in its ability to interpret how prehistoric 

people differentiated each other from one another through their skills, abilities, and 
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personal histories (Fowler, 2016: 400-1). The intersection of all these aspects led to 

different categories of persons emerging, additionally these categories were likely 

constantly shifting as skills can be innate, learned, bestowed, or inherited and thus shift 

throughout oneôs life span. The emergence of new categorizations over time allows for new 

relationships and practices to form. Thus, the shifting nature of personhood should be 

considered on many more axes, so that these shifts over time can be taken into account. 

In examining the relationships of the !Kung that are formed through the hxaro 

exchange network we see another type of relationship not solely based on kinship. This 

system of exchange is instilled in the !Kung from a very young age and is continued until 

the end of their lives. The hxaro is a way of keeping relationships going, allowing 

individuals to keep their options open with long distance partners in order to have an option 

in case of hardship in their normal area (Wiessner, 1982). The gifts that are created by 

someone are almost like honest advertising in the quality of the work shown in the object. 

The objects contain some sort of memory, linking each person in the chain to each other 

person. The personal connection to each object is what helps to form the actual 

relationships. Although stylistic features can be actively used in social strategies with 

similarities and differences in style being capable of affecting social relationships, for 

instance in the copying of a style differences may be disguised, enabling a more unified 

action by the group, thus showing solidarity (Wiessner, 1984: 194). The long-term practice 

of the hxaro and the development of individuals throughout their practice of the hxaro 

illustrates the need to see personhood on a broader spectrum.     
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Technologies of daily life and the ways in which people interact with each other 

shapes personhood and how relationships are understood. Overall, personhood must be 

considered alongside many different aspects such as biological sex, age, life course, and 

familial ties as well as religion, ontology, cosmology, and subsistence patterns (Fowler, 

2016: 408). Psychological studies have shown the variability that exists between groups 

around the world, both in industrialized and non-industrial settings, (Karwowski, et al., 

2016; Triandis, 2001; Triandis and Gelfand, 1998), illustrating the need for a multi-

dimensional approach to personhood (Fowler, 2016).  

On the other hand, Hernandoôs primary objective is to refute the claims by many 

authors ñthat reason and individuality gradually replaced emotions and preexisting 

communal or relational identities in the Western worldò, when in actuality 

individualization amongst males began to overshadow the importance of relational identity 

(2016: 52). Modern personhood is marked by individuality since persons occupy different 

social positions and thus deem themselves to be autonomous entities. This 

individualization appears to come with the increased utilization of technologies and 

science, which led to a move towards more objectivity and emotional detachment. 

Individualization is thus a process that transforms personal identity. Among the premises 

to be examined in this chapter are the facts that ñthe level of complexity of late prehistoric 

societies was not comparable to that of modern ones, and culture was mostly orally 

transmittedò (Hernando, 2017: 53). 

The level of complexity is primarily referring to the level of specialization present 

within communities. With each new level of specialization differences in the structuring of 
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personal identity is likely to occur. Thus, there is ña structural relationship between the 

level of technology and the material culture of a group and the identity/subjectivity of its 

membersò (Hernando, 2017: 54). Archaeologists study people who had differing 

technological advancements to themselves, and so must not view the identities of past 

peoples in the same way that identity is perceived today, meaning we should investigate 

further before making interpretations about cultural processes. Given that hunter-gatherersô 

lives took very similar courses, the perception of one as an independent entity, rather than 

part of the community as whole, is very rare (Hernando, 2017). This way of defining 

personhood is generally designated by community specific ways of self-identifying, such 

as through the use of adornments. Gansell (2007:452) discusses the way in which Syrian 

brides, one from the village Djubbadin and the other from Bakha, have differing jewelry 

and makeup configurations that likely distinguish them as belonging to specific families or 

villages. This example illustrates the simultaneous representation of these bridesô 

personhood and their relational identity with regards to their community. The way in which 

one defines themselves in relation to those around them is thus considered a relational 

identity. 

As illustrated by the example that Gansell (2007) presents, relational and individual 

identities exist simultaneously (Sedikides and Brewer, 2015) with people within 

communities and societies which have higher levels of complexity possessing both forms 

of identity at the same time. Uniformity of appearance can also be seen within more 

urbanized societies, with members of certain groups wearing specific symbols or clothes 

in order to signify themselves as belonging to a particular group. While these members 
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have an individual identity, they also have relational identity associated with the group of 

which they are a member. 

Socioeconomic complexity also contributes to the way in which communities 

explain and understand natural phenomena, with less complex societies using sacredity and 

more complex utilizing scientific and methodological approaches (Hernando, 2017). The 

shift in understanding from a sacred to a scientific understanding of nature also brings with 

it a disconnection from reality. Within western society the person and the individual are 

used interchangeably (Beattie, 1980: 313-4) although anthropologists, such as Radcliffe-

Brown (1940) and Dumont (1970), recognize a distinction between individual and person. 

Mauss (1938) warned against taking the characteristic ñpersonò of our society and applying 

it to non-Western societies. La Fontaine (1985) further emphasized this point in his 

discussion of three African societies in which individuality was recognized, but 

personhood and its achievability varied greatly.   

Identity within societies that rely on oral traditions is very different from that found 

amongst groups with writing, as writing creates another level of individualization. An 

increase in individuality can be seen from the Neolithic onwards, with the Bronze and Iron 

Ages illustrating further individualization with the use of personalized clothing and 

ornamentation. This can be seen in Iron Age burials such as those found at Hochdorf and 

Vix, both of which contain individuals buried in elaborate manners giving them distinction 

within their communities (Arnold, 2001). However, while they might have been distinctive 

within their communities, they were outfitted with items stylistically belonging to their 

community, thus also expressing a form of relational identity. ñThe higher the visibility 
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and the degree of self-consciousness involved in displays of individuality within the 

community, the greater and more unconscious the denial of relationalityò (Hernando, 2017: 

61). 

 

2.4 Hybridity  

While useful in understanding the effects of cultures in contact, the term hybridity has 

consistently been debated since Bhabha (1994) published The Location of Culture. 

Stockhammer (2012: 2) suggests that one of the problems inherent in examining hybridity 

and the underlying processes that lead to its formation is the heterogeneity, which is rooted 

in the fact that agency and creativity leading to hybridity happen on the individual level. 

As Card (2013) submits, hybridity can be used to address the issue of power dynamics 

between peoples and cultures and suggests that cultures are continually recombining and 

transforming, rather than existing in a pure state.   

Liebmann supports the examination of hybridity in a colonial context, as it forces 

us to question the ñnativeò practices from those that are considered foreign (2015: 337). 

By questioning the boundaries of these categories, a better understanding of the changes 

that occurred is gained. Typically, hybridization is applied not to the colonizers, but to the 

colonized (Silliman, 2015: 283), however, hybridity can be seen amongst colonizers as 

well as, as seen in the formation of syncretic religions in the Roman Empire. On the other 

hand, hybridity has been used extensively to describe the amalgamation of cultural 

practices between groups. When looking at the material culture, hybridity is often the term 

used. Cultural hybridity as Liebmann defines it ñrefers to the combination and modification 
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of elements from two or more different social groups in ways that challenge pre-existing 

power relationsò (2015: 322). Whether these objects were naturally manifested or 

intentional hybrids can be explored, as can the changing ways in which the hybridity of 

these objects have been understood. 

While Liebmann (2015) points out several problems with the examination of 

hybridity in anthropology, he does explicate how it can also be useful, with the main benefit 

coming from the fact that examining hybridity makes us view material culture warily and 

not immediately jump to conclusions about an object. The double objects, meaning objects 

with characteristics that relate them to objects in both cultural spheres, that are formed as 

a result of the meeting of two cultures can also challenge the binary categories that have 

been formed (i.e., Native American/European and modern/traditional). The inequality and 

power dynamics of the past can be seen in the formation of these hybrid objects, in the way 

that the differing cultures influenced each other (Liebmann, 2015). The problematization 

of hybridity is useful in the investigation of the term, as this questioning of the concept 

seeks to understand the nuances and details that are implied with it (Loren, 2015). 

Rather than defining hybridity as a strategy to resist suppression within the context 

of colonialism (Bhabha, 2007), archaeologists tend to see hybridity in the design of objects 

that do not fit within specific taxonomic classifications (Stockhammer, 2013). One of the 

main problems with looking at hybridity is that it can seemingly only exist within a duality. 

In opposition to hybridity ópurityô is used, which is a term often utilized by those attempting 

to suppress others and thus is somewhat controversial. However, within the bounds of 

archaeology, purity can be found through the designation of taxonomic classificatory 
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systems. Since these taxonomies are artificial, hybridity can be seen ñas an artificial bridge 

between artificial categoriesò (Stockhammer, 2013: 14). 

Due to the problematic dichotomy that is brought about with the use of óhybridityô, 

Stockhammer (2013) proposes the use of entanglement instead, as it does not come with a 

problematic connotation. Cultural entanglement, as defined by Alexander (1998: 485) 

takes place with the expansion of a territorial state which results in a shift in social relations, 

exchange, and production patterns and is a gradual process that takes place over a long 

period of time without the process of interaction being guided in any specific way. In 

situations, such as the one just described, it is inevitable that the parties involved should 

become entangled. Within entanglement the subcategories órelational entanglementô and 

ómaterial entanglementô are used (Stockhammer, 2013). Relational entanglement is the 

appropriation of an object into local practices, perspectives, and systems of meaning and 

therefore rather than the object itself changing, the perception of the object has changed 

and been integrated. The concept of material entanglement requires the actual change in 

the object, with a combination of local and foreign influences creating something new. 

Since colonialism has often been at the root of hybridization processes, the concept 

within an archaeological context has been problematic. One of the biggest downfalls of the 

concept of hybridity in archaeology is the inability of most archaeologists to explain the 

temporal context of the hybridity in question, particularly when does this hybridity begin 

or end. One of the biggest problems that Silliman identifies is the lack of definition of what 

can in fact be hybrid: people, objects, practices, etc. (2015). Sillimanôs interest in hybridity 
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stems from his work in colonial contexts in North America. Hybridity in such a context 

allows for the agency of the indigenous peoples and other subaltern groups. 

Hybridity in archaeology should be employed more, as it allows for a more 

inclusive examination of the practices being exhibited in the archaeology. Silliman thinks 

hybridity is important in starting conversations in archaeology about theory and practice, 

but as many problems and contradictions arise in the discussion of hybridity, it should not 

be used to actually complete the conversation (2015). One of the biggest problems with 

hybridity is the variation in definitions of the word and the situations to which it is applied. 

Within archaeology the practice of ñsymmetrical archaeologyò uses Actor Network Theory 

(ANT). The conceptual framework of ANT is based on actants, which are any agents either 

collective or individual that can associate or disassociate with other agents, all of which 

happens in a network (Latour, 2005). The network is composed of activities that are 

performed by the actors, of which the network itself is composed. ANT requires that 

everything be conceived of as hybrid to some degree, as things and people constitute 

agency within a network rather than on an individual basis (Silliman, 2015). Hybridity 

within the postcolonial theoretical framework emphasizes the heterogeneity, with an 

emphasis on the dichotomy of the colonizer and the colonized. However, the use of 

hybridity with regards to the colonized and rarely the colonizers is, to an extent, 

marginalizing rather than freeing. 
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2.5 Personal Ornamentation: a messenger 

Items of personal ornamentation are often used as symbols and signifiers of aspects of an 

individualôs identity. Albright, et al. (2009) discusses the different ways in which brooches 

can send a message to viewers. This modern example can be paralleled with the manner in 

which brooches have been used in the past, often with personal ornamentation signaling 

different things to different people.  

The primary means of interpreting both modern and past brooches is through 

semiotics, the study of signs and their meanings. Since Charles Sanders Peirce began 

writing on semiotics in the 1860s the relationship between sign, object, and interpretant 

has been studied in many different disciplines of the natural and social sciences. Eco (1979: 

7) defined semiotics as concerning ñeverything that can be taken as a signò, believing that 

culture as a whole should be studied based on signification systems, as an informative 

phenomenon (Eco 1979: 22). In line with this thought, Preucel stated that archaeology 

should be considered a ñsemiotic enterpriseò (2008) as all archaeologists are inherently 

drawing meaning from the past and cultural features, although few archaeologists have 

engaged with literature on semiotics recently. Among those that have, many ground their 

interpretations in literary theory primarily using a Saussurean approach, which focuses on 

the internal structures that allow for cognitive thought (de Saussure, 2011; Yakin and Totu, 

2014). When applied to archaeology this has a major flaw, as it centers on the signsô focus 

on rules and codes while ignoring social practice. 

Albright, et al. (2009) discusses the ways in which pins she used to send messages 

during diplomatic events and situations. Rather than solely relying on words, personal 
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ornamentation is used in the signaling of messages. Furthermore, this can be seen in more 

historically based examples with the use of rings as illustrated in the analysis of rings from 

France dating to the 17th century. During the reign of Louis XIV, the persecution of French 

Protestants was occurring, during this time period thus rings that contained images of saints 

are interpreted as having signified an individualôs support for the persecution of the 

Protestants, and thus support for the kingôs position toward them (Mason, 2010). In the 

study on French rings by Joannis (1992), she divided the function of rings into categories 

including: social, religious, symbolic, and romantic. Mason (2010) emphasizes the point 

that these rings could have several meanings, and the true meaning of each ring being worn 

by an individual, while signaling some sort of meaning, may not always be apparent to 

anyone but the wearer.  

Often signals are 

only meant to be 

interpreted by a specific 

group, with the 

relationship of the 

remitter to the receiver 

determining the amount of 

information received 

through stylistic messages 

(Wobst, 1977). This can be illustrated with Wobstôs diagram of the emitter of stylistic 

messages in relation to the target groups for those messages (Figure 2.1). While I think 

 

Figure 2.1 Stylistic messages (after Wobst, 1977: 325) 
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Wobstôs model has many good points, I think there is more that can be discussed than the 

emitter and receiver of messages presented by stylistic elements. In order to interpret 

archaeological remains a socio-semiotic approach is the most appropriate framework in 

which to do this. Cobley and Randviir (2009: 2) define socio-semiotics as ña matter of a 

critical sign study that is aware of the specific and strategic ways in which signs are 

deployed in social formationsò. Within and archaeological context this approach embraces 

the processes of production, circulation, and consumption of meanings in social life (Garcia 

Canclini, 2006). In using this approach, equitable meaning should be given to the processes 

of production, circulation, and consumption of items in order to understand their social 

meaning.  

 

2.6 Moving Forward 

This dissertation utilizes the broad theoretical frameworks (i.e., migration/mobility, 

identity, and hybridity) in order to understand the diasporic identities that were formed by 

Scandinavians moving from Norway into Scotland and Iceland during the Viking Age. In 

approaching the archaeological, historical, literary, and biological data using migration, 

identity, and hybridity theory a holistic understanding of the identity formation processes 

taking place will be ascertained. In considering objects that might elucidate the identity of 

persons or the hybrid nature of objects sociosemiotics is an important tool.  
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Chapter 3:  Changing Landscapes in Norway, Scotland, and Iceland 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In order to fully understand the impact that the Viking Age settlers had in Iceland and 

Scotland, this chapter explores the natural and cultural landscapes of them, allowing for a 

better understanding of those areas prior to the Scandinavian settlements. The natural 

landscape of Norway is discussed in order to aid in identifying any similarities that may 

have existed with Norway (where the majority of Scandinavian settlers originated from 

these areas) and Scotland and Iceland. The Scandinavian Late Iron Age in Norway is also 

briefly discussed in order to illustrate what the cultural landscape that was being emigrated 

from was like. The discussion of the environment and archaeology in these three areas sets 

the scene for the Viking Age settlements in Scotland and Iceland. By understanding what 

was already present, it is easier to understand how the Scandinavian settlements impacted 

the environmental and archaeological landscape and how migrating groups might have 

learned to adapt to new environmental factors. The differences and similarities in the 

landscapes of Norway, Iceland, and Scotland might shed light on the reasons that 

Scandinavian settlements developed in the locations and the manner that they did.  

 

3.2 Natural Landscape 

The natural landscape, as we see in landscape and environmental archaeology, plays an 

integral role in the formation of societies.  Human-environment relations can be seen in 

Butzerôs (1982: xi) works in which he explores the ñdynamic interactions between human 
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groups or societies and their environmentsò. The interest that developed in these 

interactions in the 1970s and 1980s led to interest in the formation processes of the 

landscape. In understanding these processes the environmental constraints on human 

groups and the human impacts on the environment are paramount. The following 

discussion looks at the formations of the natural landscapes of Iceland and Scotland, thus 

lending a better understanding of the environment into which humans were moving and 

settling.   

 

3.2.1 Norway 

The mountainous landscape that characterized the areas of Viking Age settlements 

throughout the North Atlantic derive from the same formation, the Caledonian orogenic 

belt. This was formed around 520 to 400 million years ago from the late Cambrian to the 

early Devonian periods (Ramberg, 2008: 181). The current remnants of the Caledonian 

mountains stretch from Svalbard (Norway) in the northeast to the Appalachian Mountains 

(USA) in the southwest with the areas of Greenland, Ireland, and Scotland in between 

having remains of this formation (Ramberg, 2008; Slagstad, et al., 2011). Similarities in 

terrain would likely have contributed to the choosing of an area for settlement during the 

pioneer phase. Much like the earliest Neolithic colonists of southeast Europe sought out a 

similar landscape to their ancestral habitats in Anatolia (Fiedel and Anthony, 2003), the 

Scandinavians moving throughout the North Atlantic sought out terrain with which they 

were familiar.  
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Periods of glaciation in Norway have also helped to shape the landscape and 

environment with the Last Glacial Maximum covering most of the mountains. Throughout 

the series of glaciations that occurred many deep fjords, lakes, cirques, and long U-shaped 

valleys were formed in deepened bedrock basins (Mangerud, et al., 2011). The deglaciation 

of Norway was not complete until well into the Early Holocene (Mangerud, et al., 2011: 

290) and with the majority of the glaciers gone the land subsequently experienced uplifting, 

moving the coastlines by approximately 5mm per year (Fjeldskaar, et al., 2000), and 

forestation.  

Palaeoecological studies point to the formation of deciduous forests in Norway, 

primarily consisting of birch trees (Betula pubescens), starting around 9,900 cal. BP 

(Jensen, et al., 2002; Vorren, et al., 1996). Pine (Pinus sylvestris) forest stands are thought 

to have dominated between 8,000-7,700 cal. BP with alder (Alnus incana) forests 

expanding from 7,700BP onwards (Jensen, et al., 2002). The Early to Middle Neolithic 

was characterized by predominantly birch (~40%) and alder (~50%) forests with some pine 

and hazel (Corylus) trees present as well (Mehl and Hjelle, 2016). From this period there 

are few indicators of human activity with charcoal and the presence of herbs, such as 

Filipendula, Melampyrum, and Potentilla, being the primary evidence as well as some 

plants known to grow on cultivated land, e.g., Plantago lanceolata (buckhorn) (Behre, 

1981; Mehl and Hjelle, 2016; Prøsch-Danielsen, 1984). During the Late Neolithic to Late 

Bronze Age this shifts with an increase in anthropogenic indicators appearing. Pollen 

profiles show an increased rate of forest clearances beginning in the Late Neolithic, which 

is linked to the gradual intensification of land cultivation (Mehl and Hjelle, 2016).   
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Distinct episodes of forest clearance have been dated to the Bronze Age, with an 

increase in grass and herb pollen indicating the presence of open grasslands (Overland and 

Hjelle, 2009). Stands of trees around lakes seem to have decreased and been replaced by 

bogs and heath (Overland and Hjelle, 2009: 469). An increase of heathland on the coast is 

correlated with the exploitation of heather as winter fodder (Kaland, 1986; Prøsch-

Danielsen and Simonsen, 2000). The gradual increase of cereal and flax pollens from the 

Bronze Age into the Iron Age was 

accompanied by an increase in forest 

clearance and soil erosion continuing 

into the Early Medieval Period (Mehl 

and Hjelle, 2016). By the Viking Age 

arboreal pollen had decreased from 90% 

(in the Early Neolithic) to around 60% in 

Norway illustrating the increased 

deforestation and intensive human 

activity (Mehl and Hjelle, 2015).  

 

3.2.2 Scotland 

Geologically Scotland and Scandinavia are very similar, with the Scandinavian Shield 

extending across the North Sea into the Scottish Highlands (Price, 2013). Scotland has been 

split into five different zones by geologists: The Southern Uplands terrane, Midland Valley 

terrane, Grampian Highland terrane, Northern Highland terrane, and Hebridean terrane (see 

Figure 3.1: Simplified map of the Scottish Terranes 

(Trewin, 2002: 3, Fig. 1.3) 
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Figure 3.1). Each of these areasô geological attributes affected the way in which vegetation 

developed and humans have interacted with them.  

During much of the Paleolithic, Scotland was submerged beneath glacial ice only 

truly emerging during the Late Glacial Interstadial period (ca. 14,670 to 12,890 BP). The 

earliest soil deposits following this period contain very few pollen grains, which is 

consistent with an arctic environment. The recolonization of Scotland by vegetation can be 

identified in the examination of pollen samples. The Isle of Skye presents evidence for 

Oxyria digyna with sediments in Lochan Coir aôGhobhainn containing pollen from the Late 

Glacial levels (Birks, 1973). Oxyria digyna is also known as mountain sorrel and is 

characteristic of arctic environments and mountainous regions. Mountain sorrel is 

considered to be a pioneering species, with pollen grains appearing in the freshly exposed 

soils from retreating glaciers (Walker, 1975: 275). Rumex species have also been identified 

from the Late Glacial period in Scotland at Loch Kinord (Vasari and Vasari, 1968) and 

Loch Etteridge (Walker, 1975). The Rumex genus tends to grow in poor quality soils, thus 

it is also considered to be a colonizing plant.  

Pollen from the Salix genus, a type of willow, was also found in the samples from 

Loch Etteridge. Salix, much like Oxyria digyna, has been recorded in the soil substrates in 

front of retreating glaciers (Faegri, 1933; Palmer and Miller, 1961; Stork, 1963; Walker, 

1975). Other shrub-like, woody plants have left behind high pollen counts in the interstadial 

layers, including Empetrum (crowberry) and Betula (birch).  Present-day dispersal of 

Empetrum species indicates a preference for cool environments with heavy rainfall 

(Brown, 1971). Betula species likewise are proven to prefer cool environments with a 
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relatively high amount of rainfall. Macrofossil analysis of the interstadial sediments in 

Abernethy Forest indicates an influx of pollen from Betula nana, a dwarf birch typically 

found in an arctic tundra (Birks and Mathewes, 1978). With the vegetation colonization of 

these plants the soil was becoming more stable and less subject to erosion. 

Moving from the Late Glacial Interstadial into the Holocene, pollen from Betula 

nana decreased and the macrofossil evidence indicates a dramatic rise in Betula tree-type 

pollens (Birks, 2003). With the arrival of Pinus species, pollen data from Betula species 

drops off, although macrofossil evidence still indicates that Betula were an important 

component of the forestation of Scotland (Birks and Mathewes, 1978). In the far northwest 

of Scotland during the interstadial period, evidence indicates that the dominant vegetation 

was Empetrum and Dryas, both of which are dwarf-shrubs that grow in snowbeds, hollows 

and depressions where snow collects in the winter, of Salix herbacea (adwar-willow or 

snowbed willow) and Polytrichum sexangulare (a type of moss known as northern haircap) 

(Birks, 2003). The Holocene in contrast saw very high Betula pollen and tree-birch fossils 

indicating a dramatic temperature increase (Birks, 2003). Huntley (1994) reported 

macrofossil and pollen evidence from the central Scottish mountains that followed this 

same pattern. 

The increase in temperatures accompanied by the stability of the soil allowed for 

the vast development of woodlands over much of Scotland with birch trees becoming well 

established by ca. 10,000 BP over much of Scotland. Elm (Ulmus) and oak (Quercus) 

began to emerge in southern Scotland shortly after 8,500 BP, although not appearing in 

Aberdeenshire or Skye until around 6,000 BP (Birks, 1989; Birks and Williams, 1983; 
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Tipping, 1995). The introduction of Pinus sylvestris (Scots pine) appears to have come 

from multiple sources, populating Scotland over time (Bennett, 1984). Human intervention 

was thought to have brought about the prominence of Corylus avellana (hazel) in the pollen 

records from around 9,000 BP, however Edwards and Ralston (1985) found evidence for 

high hazel values in areas far from Mesolithic sites of inhabitation. Likewise, Alnus 

glutinosa (alder) is thought to have been spread by humans (Smith, 1984), but not all of 

the pollen profiles for Scotland agree with this assessment (Edwards, 1990; Bunting, 

1994).   

Small reductions in woodlands have been connected to expansions in charcoal 

values, indicating that humans were likely the causes for these decreases (Edwards, et al., 

1991; Tipping, et al., 1993). The increased presence of humans on the landscape led to 

dramatic changes in the environmental landscape of Scotland, for example on South Uist 

the sampling of Mesolithic sediments indicated two phases of woodland removal, primarily 

of birch and hazel, in 8,040 BP (lasting 130 years) and 7,870 BP (lasting 70 years), both of 

which have been associated with the spread of Calluna vulgaris (heather) (Edwards, 1996). 

A similar pattern has been found in the Shetlands with two phases of woodland decrease 

being paralleled by an increase in charcoal remains, indicating human use of the woodlands 

causing a decrease in the forestation of the islands (Edwards, et al., 2009). Possible 

Mesolithic activity has also been found in northern Scotland with drastic reductions in 

hazel and alder as well as the expansion of grasslands and Pteridium (bracken), taking 

place around 6,000 BP (Hirons and Edwards, 1990).  
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This type of human intervention along with other factors led to woodlands 

decreasing in favor of short vegetation. Increases in blanket peat have also been linked to 

these woodland reductions and simultaneous burning periods. Burning has two primary 

effects on the peat formation and heathland soils: nutrient loss in the soil and decreased 

soil porosity, caused by charcoal blocking pores in the soil thus preparing the soil for peat 

formation (Mallik, et al., 1984). Blanket peat, if thick enough can prevent the growth of 

new trees. Therefore, the increase in blanket peat would eventually lead to a decrease in 

reforestation.  

 

3.2.3 Iceland 

Iceland lacked a cultural landscape before the arrival of the Scandinavian settlers in the 9th 

century. However, the geology of Iceland was very dynamic prior to the settlement of the 

island in the 9th century, with tephra records indicating hundreds of volcanic eruptions. In 

order to better understand the formation of Iceland, lacustrine cores were taken from three 

lakes. These cores revealed 135 Holocene tephra layers and given the ice-covered nature 

of the active volcanoes in Iceland the volcanic eruptions that formed these layers were quite 

explosive (Jagan, 2010). Thirty volcanic systems are currently considered to be active in 

Iceland (Thordarson and Larsen, 2007), with just four of those systems producing about 

64% of the historically documented eruptions (Jagan, 2010: 11). In the past 9,000 years 

Thordarson and Larsen (2007) have estimated the deposition of 800 basaltic tephra layers.  
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Although there has been a 

concerted effort to create a 

comprehensive tephra-based chronology, 

the data is far from complete since there 

are gaps in the tephra record. The best 

record of eruptions comes from historical 

times. Until around 10,000 years ago 

Iceland was completely covered in ice, 

thus making it impossible to see distinct 

tephra layers because there was no soil to 

separate them until approximately 8,500 

years ago (Ingolfsson, 1988; 1991; 

Ingolfsson et al., 1995; Norddahl, 1991; 

Óladóttir, 2009; Óladóttir, et al., 2005; 

Sæmundsson, 1991; Sigurgeirsson and 

Leosson, 1993).  The stratigraphy from 

around the time of the settlement has less 

defined layers, due to the amount of human activity taking place. These previously unseen 

disturbances in the stratigraphy help to verify the lack of occupation of Iceland until the 

Scandinavian settlement in AD 877±1.  

In addition to ample volcanic activity, there is strong evidence that Iceland was 

heavily forested before its settlement (Figure 3.3) (Blöndal, 1993). Estimations for the 

Figure 3.2: Estimation of vegetation from the time of 

settlement, AD 874 (dark green indicates forestation, 

light green dense vegetation, and orange indicates 

other vegetation) (Icelandic Institute of Natural 

History) 

Figure 3.3: Vegetation Coverage in the 20th century 

(dark green: forestation, light green: dense 

vegetation, and orange: other vegetation) (Icelandic 

Institute of Natural History) 
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amount of forest cover before AD 877 range from 25 to 30 percent (Steindórsson, 1985). 

The extent of the forestation prevented the loess, a yellowish-grey aeolian sediment, from 

eroding. Thus, vegetation, which includes a broader range of plant material than forestation 

(such as grasses, shrubs, etc.), was able to cover approximately 60 percent of the landscape 

before the time of settlement (Bjarnason, 1942; Blöndal, 1993; Blöndal and Þorsteinsson, 

1986; Thoroddsen, 1911). Within the first few centuries of settlement all of this would 

change, with the deforestation of the island and the erosion that followed (Figure 3.3). 

Until the recent attempts at reforestation only about 1.25 percent of Iceland was covered 

by woodlands, leading to extreme erosion, which left Iceland barren and sparsely vegetated 

(Einarsson, 2005). Currently the effort to reforest Iceland is leading to the development of 

dense areas of vegetation that had been absent since the Viking Age.  

 

3.3 Cultural Landscape 

3.3.1 Norway 

The most pertinent period for this discussion is the Scandinavian Late Iron Age, which is 

generally defined as beginning in the 5th century AD and ending with the start of the Viking 

Age in the 8th century, encompassing both the Migration and Merovingian Periods 

(Hedeager, 2008). This period in Norway has been noted as having a high degree of 

regional variation. However, the most common building type throughout the entire Iron 

Age in Scandinavia was a three-aisled house with internal roof supports that were dug into 

the soil (Gjerpe, 2016). This type of housing structure, generally referred to as a longhouse, 

was in use for approximately 2,500 years beginning in the Early Bronze Age and 
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continuing in use through the Viking Age with some occurrences dated to the Medieval 

Period (Armstrong Oma, 2016; Skre, 1996). The shift from two-aisled to three-aisled 

structures created a more flexible interior space allowing for more divisions to be 

established. It is believed that the adoption of this new structuring was in part due to a 

change in the way animals were kept and thought of, with them being moved to a byre 

within the house itself. Several archaeologists have proposed that during the Bronze Age 

people began to view their domestic animals as part of the household members (Årlin , 

1999; Armstrong Oma, 2007; 2010; 2013; 2016; Lagerås and Regnell, 1999; Rasmussen, 

1999: 281; Tesch, 1992: 290).  

The longhouse was most commonly constructed of either wattle and daub or wood, 

sometimes with an exterior covering of stone, turf, or gravel (as in coating the daub) (Skre, 

1996). The roofs are thought to have been constructed of a base layer of birch bark with 

turf on the top (Komber, 1989). There is a high degree of variation in the size of the three-

aisled longhouse, with excavated examples ranging from 15-52 m. In studying the Early 

Iron Age settlements of Scandinavia, Herschend (2009) divided houses into the broad types 

of mid- and southern Scandinavian based on the placement of the doorway within the 

structure, which Gjerpe (2016) applied to houses from the Late Iron Age as well. The mid-

Scandinavian type has two entrance rooms, one in the living space and the other in the byre 

with the doors placed at opposite ends of the house (Gjerpe, 2016). The southern version 

is defined by the doorways being placed centrally on the long sides of the house with the 

living space and the byre being separated by the entrance room (Gjerpe, 2016).  
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The Migration Period (ca. 400-550 AD) site of Bertnem in Trøndelag provided 

evidence for the construction of three successive longhouses being built. This site 

illustrates the diversity that can be seen in the three-aisled longhouses of the Late Iron Age. 

In the three structures there is variation in the length of the houses, with the longest of the 

buildings being 40m (Farbregd, 1980: 63). The distance between the posts varied greatly 

and the hearth placement was not the same in any of the three houses (Skre, 1996). Vålum 

follows a similar pattern to that of Bertnem with the remains of three houses also being 

excavated roughly dated to the Migration Period. The largest of these structures measured 

48x8m and had posts of pine spaced intermittently down the length of the building with 

the middle pair of posts being furthest apart at 4.5m (Pilø, 1993: 74). The longhouses at 

Bertnem produced evidence for cereal production and processing, in the form of sickles 

and milling stones, as well as cereal grains themselves found in clay vessels (Farbregd, 

1980: 64). Not only was agricultural production evidenced, but there was also ample 

Figure 3.4: Map of main Norwegian sites discussed (map by author) 
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support of metal working, with a large amount of iron slag found in the vicinity of the 

structures (Farbregd, 1980: 64).  

In addition to the three-aisled house with divisions between a living space and byre, 

smaller three-aisled houses have been discovered that appear to be composed of only a 

living area (Skre, 1996). These structures have been found throughout Norway but are 

primarily located in more mountainous regions. In an investigation of the Sogn region, 33 

Iron Age houses were discovered and 24 of them excavated with 2-4 buildings grouped in 

the same area. The interior of the houses measured 3-4 x 6-10 m with a floor covering of 

between 15 and 30 m2 and containing centrally placed hearths (Bjørgo, 2005: 213). A pair 

of posts were used in order to support the roof, but no evidence of interior divisions was 

apparent in any of the examples. The walls of the structures were constructed of soil, turf, 

and stones and measured between 1 and 2m wide, additionally, birch bark was found during 

excavations and interpreted as the 

roofing material (Bjørgo, 2005: 

213). Given this evidence, the 

construction materials of both the 

longhouses and the smaller three-

aisled structures appear to have 

been the same. 

The artifacts found during the aforementioned excavations in Sogn, provide a good 

basis for understanding the materials used during the Late Iron Age in Norway. Textile 

production was evident for this period with 40 soapstone spindle whorls being found in 13 

Figure 3.5: Map of the area around Kaupang (map by author) 
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of the houses and 45 loom weights in 6 houses (Bjørgo, 2005: 218-19). Other crafting 

activities are evidenced throughout the Late Iron Age including woodworking, 

metalworking, and bead making. Knives, whetstones, a file, a celt, an awl, a large fishhook 

used for catching halibut, keys, a bronze belt end fitting, a fragment of gold-setting with 

jet, small fragments of slag, and an unworked lump of amber illustrate the diversity of 

material culture found in domestic contexts throughout this period (Bjørgo, 2005: 219). 

The food remains found at the site show that the inhabitants had a complex diet. While the 

most frequent animals evidenced were sheep/goat and pig (Lie, 1992), the presence of bear, 

ptarmigan, and reindeer bones prove hunting in the mountainous region took place and 

close relations with the area by the fjord are represented in the finds of cod, eel, herring, 

and coalfish bones (Bjørgo, 2005). The interconnection between the mountainous and more 

coastal regions illustrated by the animal resources, reveals the complex networks that 

existed in Norway during the Late Iron Age.   

The development of central places also belongs to the Late Iron Age, with the 

centers of Børre, Kaupang, and Avaldsnes all having evidence of habitation during this 

time. Kaupang (Figure 3.5) is located within the district of Larvik, an area with signs of 

social and political significance during prehistory and the Early Medieval Period. The site 

of Huseby is thought to have been established sometime during the Late Roman-Iron Age 

or Migration Period and continued in use into the Viking Age. In excavations at the site of 

Huseby a platform was uncovered that had been built on top of a flattened barrow dating 

to the 4th or 5th century AD (Skre, 2007a: 223). It is estimated that the platform itself was 

constructed sometime during the latter half of the 8th century, placing it during the transition 
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from the Late Iron Age into the Viking Age (Skre, 2007a: 227). On the platform a large 

bow-shaped hall was constructed with a maximum width in the center of 11.7 m, narrowing 

at the ends to 7.9 m and having a length of 35 m (Skre, 2007a: 233). Only two possible 

internal postholes were found leading the excavators to believe that wall posts were the 

primary roof-bearing structure (Skre, 2007a). Evidence of burnt wattle and daub proves 

not only what the walls in between the posts were constructed of, but also how the building 

came to an end, fire (Skre, 2007a: 234). It is thought that the central place of Kaupang was 

originally a harbor built in the Late Iron Age in order to serve the hall at Huseby (Brink, 

2007:63).   

The burials of the Late Iron Age are quite similar to those found in the Viking Age, 

with a rich variety of tools and personal ornamentation buried with individuals. However, 

given the small number of burials that have actually been found for the Late Iron Age, 

relative to the hypothesized population size, burial with grave goods was limited within 

society (Dommasnes, 1982: 71). Both inhumation and cremation were used throughout the 

Late Iron Age in Norway. Given the scarcity of the burials found, it has been suggested 

that only the most important individual in a generation would have received burial (Hagen, 

1953). Many of the burials that have been found were either placed in cists and/or barrows. 

At the site of Eltdalsfjell a barrow dating to around AD 600 was excavated 

containing the remains of a dog, traces of bear skin, and hunting equipment (Skjølsvold, 

1980: 144). The grave was located in the mountains and was not in direct proximity to any 

settlement, although it might have been associated with one of the summer farms in the 

area. There were two further grave mounds found near Eltdalsgrav at the sites of 
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Munkbettsetra (to the southwest) and Storhøa in Engerdal (to the northeast). Burial grounds 

are known at Lundbrunda and along the road from Tynset to Rendalen. All of these burials 

are thought to be placed on an important road used for hunting during the Late Iron Age 

(Skjølsvold, 1980).  

In terms of rich graves, the site of Skåra, ca. AD 500, located in Vestfold near the 

site of Huseby, provides an excellent example of an inhumation within a barrow. The burial 

contained a full panoply for the time with a silver decorated sword, a large seax, silver 

riveted shield boss, two spears, and a bundle of arrows, in addition to the military 

equipment the body was ornamented with a large cruciform brooch, a gold ring, silver 

clasps, and two copper-alloy belt buckles (Blindheim, 1974: 84). At the site of Tu a later 

example of a barrow was excavated, this one dating to the 7th century. This grave contained 

burnt bones (indicating it was a cremation burial), a double-bearded axe, an arrowhead, a 

shield boss, sickle, a horse-bit, a box clasp, a link with a hook, a hook, and rivets all made 

of iron (Meling, 2014).  

When examining the burial practices of Late Iron Age Norway there is a certain 

degree of similarity, with many of them taking the form of barrows, although in general a 

lack of burial seems to have been more the norm. The Merovingian Period in particular has 

scarce evidence making it more difficult to see status differentiation within society (Skre, 

2007b: 441). In looking at the settlement and burial evidence for Late Iron Age Norway 

there is a general sense of variety, not one of similarity. While topographically based 

regionality was likely to have played a role in this variation, status differences were 

probably also a significant contributor.    
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3.3.2 Scotland 

During the Neolithic, the primary form of vegetation in Scotland was woodland, and 

although blanket peat had begun to spread it was not thick enough to prevent tree growth. 

The blanket peat, however, has been suggested by Armit (2003b) to have decreased the 

available land for agricultural purposes, although some have argued that the impact has 

been overstated (Mills, et al., 2004). Other scientists have argued against blanket peat being 

a constraining factor for early farmers at all (Tipping, et al., 2007). Nevertheless, cereal 

pollen grains began to appear in the palynological record during the Neolithic, thus 

beginning the changes in land usage.  

The extent of Neolithic adoption of agriculture in the British Isles has been debated, 

with pollen evidence contraindicating the wide scale acceptance of agriculture (Tipping, 

1994). In order to understand the transition to agriculture better, specific Neolithic sites 

have been examined to view the land usage patterns around them. One such examination 

was performed at the timber hall at Warren Field, which dates to the early Neolithic. Pit 30 

at Warren Field was chosen for the testing of the pollen samples, which contained 

contemporaneous pollen assemblages from around the timber hall. Evidence for cereal 

crops being grown around the hall came from Hordeum (barley) and Avena-Triticum (oat-

wheat, with wheat being the more likely) (Tipping, et al., 2009). The pollen samples 

indicate that the crops were grown within a hazel woodland, with no pasture development 

for raising livestock being evident (Tipping, et al., 2009).  

In Orkney, it has often been assumed that the woodlands present during the 

Mesolithic, were stripped from the land by early Neolithic farmers (Davidson and Jones, 
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1985; Dickson, 2000; Tipping, 1994). This clearing of woodlands is thought to have led to 

the use of stone in construction on Orkney, leading to the well-preserved monumental and 

settlement constructions for which Neolithic Orkney is known. Paleoecological records 

indicate that Orkney had high percentages of Betula and Corylus avellana pollen, which 

some have dismissed as scrub, rather than woodlands given the smaller forms that these 

genera possess (Davidson, et al., 1976; Moar, 1969). However, in an examination by 

Bunting (1994), the paleoecological record seems to indicate the presence of true 

woodlands with pollen from Quercus and Pinus sylvestris being consistently recorded in 

the pollen records. In earlier studies these pollen samples were thought to have blown to 

Orkney from mainland Scotland (Keatinge and Dickson, 1979; Moar, 1969), however more 

recent studies have indicated that the genera were likely actually present in the Orcadian 

woodlands (Bunting, 1994; de la Vega-Leinert, et al., 2007).   

Two recent excavations have revealed that timber construction was also present on 

Orkney, not solely the stone constructions that are so well known. Wideford, St Ola 

(Richards, 2003; Richards and Jones, 2016) and the Braes of HaôBreck, Wyre (Farrell, et 

al., 2014; Lee and Thomas, 2012) have evidence of timber structures (see discussion on 

Neolithic settlement below). Wideford, St Ola provided the first evidence for timber 

construction on Orkney and thus has changed current views on the Neolithic in Orkney 

both archaeologically and paleoecologically, having provided solid evidence for large trees 

in the archipelago. Both Wideford and Braes of HaôBreck, not only provide evidence of 

timber structures, but also ample evidence for the cultivation of cereal grains on Orkney 

during the early Neolithic. Wideford produced one of the largest samples of charred cereal 
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grains from Orkney, with nearly 6,000 grains (primarily barley) being recovered (Richards 

and Jones, 2016). At Braes of HaôBreck a Neolithic granary was uncovered containing the 

burned remains of tens of thousands of barley grains (Lee and Thomas, 2012). Together 

these two sites provide significant evidence for the large-scale adoption of agriculture in 

Orkney. 

As discussed above, the Hebrides had birch and hazel woodlands during the 

Mesolithic, although initially, experts believed that the Hebrides had been primarily 

treeless for most of the Holocene, like they currently are (Birks and Madsen, 1979; 

McVean and Ratcliffe, 1962). The Outer Hebrides has provided evidence for the presence 

of several tree species lasting into the Bronze Age (Ashmore, et al., 2000; Bennett, et al. 

1990; Fossitt, 1996). By 6000 BP the central and eastern regions of the Western Isles had 

evidence for the presence of Quercus, Ulmus, Pinus sylvestris, Alnus glutinosa, and 

Fraxinus excelsior (ash) in addition to the already present birch and hazel woodlands 

(Fossitt, 1996). The major decline of these varied woodlands came between 5200 and 

4000BP, with their contraction giving way to blanket peat, by 2,500 BP the Western Isles 

were basically treeless (Fossitt, 1996).  

Investigations at the site of Eilean Domhnuill in the Hebrides have provided 

evidence for land usage and subsistence practices in the Neolithic, with a wide range of 

natural and agricultural resources being utilized. Pollen and macrobotanical evidence 

indicate that primarily barley was grown in the area, with some wheat also being present 

(Mills, et al., 2004). Although various fuels were available in the area of the site, it appears 

that rather than burn wood or peat (which was likely scarce in the area at that time), the 
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Neolithic inhabitants of the area exploited dried dung and mineral soil turfs as sources of 

fuel (Mills, et al., 2004). Rather than deforesting the area, it appears that land usage around 

Eilean Domhnuill focused on abundant resources rather than the most fuel-efficient ones. 

Unfortunately, the stripping of turf at the site led to significant land degradation and a 

decrease in soil fertility, with human intervention once again appearing to cause the 

destabilization of the environment in which they lived (Mills, et al., 2004).  

In the Bronze Age many environmental changes took place, with changes occurring 

to the streams and rivers in northern and eastern Scotland, the development of floodplains 

due to the deposition of flood sediments occurred, as well as erosion and the subsequent 

widening of valleys (Macklin, et al., 2005). There appears to have been a climatic 

deterioration, leading to increases in precipitation and likely a decrease in temperature in 

northwestern Europe (Birks, 1991). Given that climatically marginal locations, such as 

northern Scotland, are more vulnerable to climatic deterioration, the Bronze Age climatic 

decline has been blamed for the economic and population collapse in northern Britain, 

especially Scotland (Barber, 1998; Burgess, 1985; 1990; 1995; Cowley, 1998; McCullagh, 

1993). 

Despite this climatic deterioration it appears that the Early Bronze Age was a period 

of large-scale agricultural expansion (Tipping, 1994). While the abandonment of some sites 

in Scotland has been linked to this period of decline, palynological evidence for sites such 

as Achany Glen indicate that land use was continuous throughout this period (Smith, 1998). 

In cases such as this, palynological evidence can be used to define human presence even 

when other environmental factors have erased the archaeological remains of people 
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(Davies and Tipping, 2004; Whittington and Edwards, 1994). During the Bronze Age-Iron 

Age transition there is evidence for a restructuring of agricultural practices rather than a 

collapse. The northern Cheviot Hills and Glen Affric both provided evidence for this 

restructuring, also showing a certain amount of climatic resilience among these farming 

communities (Davies, 2007; Davies, et al., 2004). óMixed farmingô is likely the source of 

resilience amongst these groups, with more than one source of subsistence being utilized 

(Tipping, 2002).  

During the transition from the Late Bronze Age to the Early Iron Age there is 

evidence for increased land clearance, which indicates a growth in population (Tipping, 

1994). After 500 BC data from southern Scotland suggest that there was an intensification 

of agriculture, shown by woodland clearance on a large scale (Tipping, 1994). With the 

coming of the Roman invasion some have argued that extensive woodland clearance was 

caused by the Romans, and thus for military purposes rather than agricultural (Dumayne, 

1992; 1993). Tipping (1994) disagrees with this conclusion, as the radiocarbon dates are 

not specific enough to correlate to such a specific period of time. Tipping (2002) sees this 

phase as a change in how people related themselves to the environment around them, one 

of domination rather than symbiosis.  

Differences in the available resources throughout Scotland can be seen in the use 

of certain construction materials in varying areas, with timber roundhouses appearing in 

the south and east, and stone ones in the north and west. While timber would have been 

needed in all areas in order to construct a house, the amount of timber necessary in the 

construction of roundhouses could be used efficiently in areas of shortage (Romankiewicz, 
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2011). As timber resources in lowland Scotland had become scarce in the later Iron Age, 

it was most likely a strictly controlled resource (Armit and Ralston, 2003; Tipping, 1997). 

By the time the Romans had vacated Scotland, the environment had become very similar 

to what it is today, with woodlands being scarce and scrub and shrub vegetation being 

predominant in the landscape. 

 

Paleolithic (for Britain ~800,000-10,500 BC) and Mesolithic (~10,500-4,100BC) 

Unlike Iceland, Scotland is thought to have been inhabited since the Lower Paleolithic, 

more specifically between 700,000 and 500,000 years ago (Pettitt and White, 2012; 

Stringer, 2007). However, the Last Glacial Maximum saw Scotland submerged beneath a 

sheet of ice, thus erasing any earlier signs of people and at the same time making the area 

uninhabitable. During the Late Glacial Interstadial, Scotland is thought to have been re-

inhabited, with the earliest evidence of people in Scotland coming from Howburn Farm, 

where two areas with high concentrations of flint tools dating to around 14,000 BP were 

Figure 3.6: Map of main Paleolithic and Mesolithic sites (map by author) 
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found (Ward and Salville, 2010). Other evidence of Upper Paleolithic inhabitation of 

Scotland comes from Kilmelfort Cave which has been dated to the latter half of the 12th 

millennium BP using the lithic assemblages from the site (Saville and Ballin, 2009). Both 

Howburn Farm and Kilmelfort Cave are thought to have been hunting camps used over a 

long period of time.  

The Mesolithic in Scotland has significantly more archaeological evidence, with 

Canmore (the national record for the historic environment of Scotland) listing 370 sites 

dated to the Mesolithic. The majority of these sites are located on or near the coast with a 

high proportion of the sites being caves and rock shelters. In the investigation of Mesolithic 

sites performed during the Scotlandôs First Settlers Study, a regional study of Mesolithic 

sites around the Inner Sound, which is located between the Isle of Skye and the west coast 

of Scotland, 197 sites were examined. Those 197 sites included 140 rockshelters or caves, 

30 lithic scatters, 11 shovel pitted raised beaches, 9 open air sites or shell middens, and 7 

stone tool find spots (Hardy and Wickham-Jones, 2009: 52). This is, to date, the most in-

depth survey performed on Mesolithic sites in Scotland with other fieldwork being carried 

out at Ulva Cave, Mull (Bonsall, et al., 1989; 1994) and the cave and rockshelter sites of 

Argyll (Tolan-Smith, 2001). While rockshelters, caves, and middens often have evidence 

of reuse at later dates, they do not leave a significant mark on the landscape.  

 

 

 

 



 

70 

 

Neolithic (~4,100-2,500 BC) 

Neolithic Settlement 

Neolithic Scotland has a much higher archaeological presence with Canmore having 1,844 

sites recorded dating to that period. Early Neolithic (~4,100-3,500 BC) timber halls have 

been found in Scotland with major excavations being carried out near the River Dee at 

Crathes Warren Field (Murray, et al., 2009), Balbridie, Aberdeenshire (Fairweather and 

Ralston, 1993; Ralston, 1982), Lockerbie, Dumfries & Galloway (Kirby, 2011), and 

Claish, Stirling (Barclay, et al., 2002). These halls likely housed several families and thus 

are evidence of the community formation that occurred in the Neolithic with the arrival of 

agriculture to Scotland.  

Figure 3.7: Main Neolithic Sites (map by author) 



 

71 

 

Most of Scotland does not have surviving evidence for Middle Neolithic (~3,500-

3,000 BC) settlement, however the primary evidence that has been found for it comes from 

traces of structural elements, artifact spreads, and clusters of pits. Signs of Middle Neolithic 

settlement have been found at Deerôs Den (Alexander, 2000), Balfarg Riding School 

(Barclay, et al., 1993), Netwon Road, Carnoustie (White, et al., 2009), Midmill, Kintore 

(Lochrie, 2010), Dubton Farm, Brechin (Cameron, 2002), Pencraig Wood, East Lothian 

(Lelong and MacGregor, 2007), and Drumoig, Fife (Simpson, 1997). The continuation of 

land usage was seen from the Early Neolithic into the Middle Neolithic, with examples of 

this continuation of use being seen at Balfarg Riding School, Deerôs Den, and Dubton 

Farm.  

In the Late Neolithic (~3,000-2,500 BC) more evidence of settlement has been 

discovered, but in many areas of Scotland it is still scarce. Much of the evidence for this 

period is in the form of Grooved Ware ceramic vessels, of which much has been found in 

eastern and central Scotland (Sheridan, 1998). Grooved Ware has also been found at the 

sites of Eweford East and West in East Lothian (Lelong and MacGregor, 2007), Lambôs 

Nursery, Dalkeith (Cook, et al., 2000), as well as in Orkney. As far as structural evidence 

goes, the sites of Greenbogs, Aberdeenshire (Noble, et al., 2012), Beckton, Dumfries and 

Galloway (Noble, et al., 2012), Raigmore, Highland (Sheridan, 1996; 1999) show evidence 

of timber-built structures.  

While Orkney has long been characterized by the stone constructions found at 

Skara Brae and the Knap of Howar, some timber structures have been recently excavated 

there that change our perception of Neolithic Orcadian life. The site of Wideford Hill, St 
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Ola was first excavated in 2002 as part of an investigation into a flint scattered field. During 

the final week of excavation, a test trench was opened in a mound that had been identified 

with the gradiometer. The trench exposed a Neolithic surface with polished stone axes, 

Unstan wares, and flint tools, a deep pit was also uncovered that was only identified as a 

posthole upon later excavation (Richards and Jones, 2016). During the excavations carried 

out in 2003, three timber structures were excavated alongside a house constructed using 

stone. A pit with a large amount of charred cereal grains was found at the site, which was 

contemporaneous with the timber structures during the mid-4th millennium BC (Richards 

and Jones, 2016).  

Another site with timber structures was found at Braes of HaôBreck, Wyre, which 

was identified as a likely settlement site during a pedestrian survey carried out by ORCA 

(Orkney Research Centre for Archaeology) (Lee and Thomas, 2012). Five dwellings have 

thus far been excavated at this site with Houses 1 and 4 being post-built structures and 

Houses 2, 3, and 5 being built primarily from stone (Farrell, et al., 2014). All 5 houses have 

elements constructed from timber and stone, although to varying degrees. While most stone 

buildings in Orkney have some evidence of timber in the construction, the timber had been 

thought to be driftwood, thus not coming from Orkney itself, however the presence of the 

timber structures at Wideford and Braes of HaôBreck indicate that this was not the case and 

that the woodlands of Orkney were denser than previously believed (see section 3.2.2).    

The settlement of Skara Brae was constructed of drystone with structures being 

linked by paved pathways, with the remains of 10 houses being excavated (Ritchie, 1995). 

Skara Brae is thought to have been inhabited for around 500 years, with the currently 



 

73 

 

visible houses representing the last phase of construction at the site. The Knap of Howar, 

Papa Westray is a further example of a Neolithic settlement on Orkney that was constructed 

from drystone. The two buildings that make up the site, a house and a workshop or barn, 

were built into a pre-existing midden, indicating that the area had been used over a longer 

period of time (Ritchie, 1973; 1975; 1996). Given the construction materials used on 

Orkney, the settlement sites there give more indication of the changes that occurred on the 

islands of Orkney over time. One such change is made clear at the site of Knap of Howar 

with the presence of shells from landsnails indicating that during the Neolithic, the 

farmstead would have been in an open grassland, rather than the sand-filled landscape that 

it currently occupies (Ritchie, 1996).  

Stone constructions dating to the Neolithic have been found in the Outer Hebrides. 

The later Neolithic and Beaker settlement located at Northton, Isle of Harris illustrates the 

connectedness of the construction practices between Orkney and the Hebridean Islands. 

Once again, like at the Knap of Howar, a settlement was found within a Mesolithic midden. 

Three stone structures, identified as houses, were excavated (Murphy, et al., 2001; 

Simpson, 1966; 1976). Unfortunately, given the conditions on the Hebridean Islands the 

site has been almost completely eroded by wind and water since its excavation, despite its 

construction from durable material (Bishop, et al., 2011).  

 

Neolithic burial 

These early farming communities also left behind burial evidence, primarily taking the 

form of earthen structures (Kinnes, 1992a; 1992b). One excavated example of this type of 
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structure is Fordhouse Barrow, Angus. Within the earliest level of this structure was a 

drystone lined passage grave, which has been dated to the Early Neolithic (Proudfoot, 

1998; 2004). In addition, mounds over cremation pyres are seen at several sites. These 

mounds come in either round or long form. Among the examples of the round mounds are 

Midtown of Pitglassie, Aberdeenshire (Shepherd, 1996), East Finnercy, Aberdeenshire 

(Sheridan, 2010), Boghead, Moray (Burl, 1984), and óPow Sodô cairn at Atherb, 

Aberdeenshire (Sheridan, 2010). The long mounds include one of the cairns located at 

Atherb (Sheridan, 2010) and Knapperty Hillock (Kinnes, 1992a). Given that these mounds 

were constructed over the remains of pyres, they were likely not meant to be used for 

subsequent burials. They were, however, constructed in such a way as to create monuments 

on the landscape that would survive for generations after their original construction.  

Other monumental burials dating to the Early Neolithic can be seen with the use of 

the passage tomb tradition, for example at Achnacreebeag (Ritchie, 1970). In Orkney a 

different style of funerary monument was adopted, the chambered cairn, also referred to as 

Orkney-Cromarty-Hebrides style passage tombs. Rousay has some of the best examples of 

these including 

Midhowe, Taversoe 

Tuck, Blackhammer, 

Knowe of Unstan, and 

Knowe of Yarso. 

Unlike many of the 

other forms of 
Figure 3.8: Midhowe Chambered Cairn (by author) 
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funerary monuments used in Scotland during the Neolithic, these cairns were designed for 

communal burial. At the site of Midhowe (Figure 3.8), dating to between 3500 and 2500 

BC, the stone-built cairn contains a short passage that was divided into twelve 

compartments, some of which contained low stone benches on which the bodies are placed 

(HES, 2018a).  

As seen with the example of burial variation, many aspects of the Neolithic in 

Scotland are particular to certain regions. The study of the Middle and Late Neolithic 

continues to illustrate the regionality present in the funerary practices in Scotland, however 

in most places this evidence is sparse. In east and central Scotland, mortuary structures are 

thought to have been constructed out of timber, with one suggested example at Balfarg 

Riding School (Barclay, et al., 1993: 76-88). Direct evidence of human remains in this area 

have only been found at two sites, cremated bones from Holly Road, Leven, Fife (Lanting, 

2004) and the Clyde cairn at Cultoquhey (Henshall, 1972).  

Among the Neolithic burial practices, the passage graves and chambered tombs 

have left the biggest imprint on the landscape of Scotland, with Orkney having some of the 

best surviving examples, many of which have evidence of later interaction with the sites. 

Maes Howe is the best-preserved example of a chambered cairn in Britain. The mound 

over the tomb is approximately 25m in diameter and 7m high, with the main chamber of 

the mound being 4.5m2 and is estimated to have been about 4.5m high when it was first 

constructed (Ritchie, 1996). The Maes Howe-type passage tombs on Orkney differ from 

the Orkney-Cromarty-Hebrides style passage tombs discussed above, primarily as it shows 

a step toward more conspicuous consumption than those of the earlier period, meaning that 
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labor and materials were consumed more thus denoting the special nature of the structure 

and the individual/individuals buried within.  

 

Neolithic to Bronze Age Transition 

Megalithic monuments 

The megalithic monuments dating to the period of the Neolithic and Bronze Age transition 

are perhaps the most prominently displayed archaeological remains from this period. 

Fifteen henge sites (circles of standing stones) are thought to date to this time period, 

twenty-three standing stones, eleven chambered tombs, as well as many other visually 

apparent monuments. Rather than discuss further the megalithic burials, as they are briefly 

discussed above, this section will focus on the other types of megalithic monuments. The 

Stones of Stenness, Orkney is one such monumental construction, currently comprised of 

five standing stones organized in a circle, the original was thought to be composed of 

twelve stones creating a henge approximately 30m in diameter (Ritchie and Ritchie, 1991). 

This henge was dated to the early 3rd millennium BC by radiocarbon dating human, cattle, 

sheep, and dog remains that were found at the bottom of the ditch enclosing the stones 

(Ritchie, 1996).  

Closely related to, archaeologically, and located near the Stones of Stenness is the 

so-called ñtemple complexò at the Ness of Brodgar. The Ring of Brodgar presents another 

example of a henge on Orkney. However, this henge is within a complex of other structures 

that are still being excavated. The current excavations have exposed a series of large 

structures, revealed through geophysical surveys and later through excavation (Card, 
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2002). Evidence of long-distance trade has been found during the excavations with a 

pitchstone (a dull glassy black volcanic rock) from Arran, an axe blank originating from 

Langdale Pike in the Lake District, and the most northerly discovered amber beads dating 

to the Neolithic (Card, 2018).  

The Western Isles of Scotland also contain excellent examples of henges. The 

Standing Stones of Callanish, constructed around 3000 BC, is composed of a central 

monolith with a ring of gneiss slabs surrounding it (Miers, 2008). Temple Wood, Argyll, 

excavated between 1974 and 1980, was originally constructed in the early 4th millennium 

BC out of timber, before being converted to a stone monument in the later 4th millennium 

BC (Scott, 1988). Similarly, excavations at the site of Machrie Moor revealed holes from 

another timber circle that surrounded an inner circle of stones, which excavators believe 

were placed at a later date (Haggarty, 1985; 1986; 1992).  

In the eastern region of Scotland, a stone circle, although relatively small, at 

Balbirnie has provided evidence for stone henge construction in eastern Scotland during 

the Late Neolithic (Gibson, 2010).  Timber circles, however, appear to have been more 

prevalent in this region of Scotland with examples being found at North Mains (Barclay, 

et al., 1983), Balfarg (Mercer, 1981), and Forteviot (Noble and Brophy, 2011). Timber 

circles are more difficult to identify than stone, given the ephemerality of the materials 

used. However, aerial photography has identified several potential timber circles. Rescue 

archaeology has contributed to the discovery of timber circles, such as in the case of 

Haughs of Pittentian, which contained two concentric circles defined by post-holes, 

measuring 22.6m and 13.9m in diameter (Becket, 2011). However, given the lack of in-
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depth investigation, the dating of these monuments to the Neolithic is tentative, with 

continuity into the Bronze Age often being indicated.   

 

Bronze Age (~2,500-800 BC) 

Bronze Age settlement 

As discussed with regards 

to the Neolithic 

settlements, the Outer 

Hebrides tend to have 

better site preservation 

given the construction 

materials used on these 

islands and this continues 

into the Bronze Age. 

Eighteen, well-preserved 

Beaker sites have been recorded throughout the Outer Hebridean Islands. Several have 

been extensively excavated, including Rosinish, Benbecula (Shepherd and Tuckwell, 

1977), Northton, Isle of Harris (previously discussed with regards to the Neolithic 

settlement) (Simpson, et al., 2006) Dalmore, Lewis and Sligenach, South Uist (Sharples, 

2009). The Inner Hebrides also have well-preserved settlement sites including Ardnave 

(Ritchie and Welfare, 1983) and Killelan Farm (Ritchie, 2005).  The complex sequences 

found at these sites indicate that many of these Beaker settlements were used later in the 

Figure 3.9: Main Bronze Age Sites (map by author) 
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Early Bronze Age after Beaker pottery had gone out of use, with this most clearly being 

seen at Dalmore (Sharples, 2009).  

There are not many Early Bronze Age (~2,500-1,550 BC) settlements known in 

Scotland, as the evidence for this period is heavily weighted toward burial remains and 

artifact finds. What indications do exist come from a few sites. Muirkirk, Ayrshire was 

excavated in the early 1900s with the remains of a group of hut circles being found with 

ceramics inside, however this evidence needs to be revisited if further conclusions are to 

be drawn (Fairbairn, 1920). The platform settlement of Lintshie Gutter has contributed to 

the understanding of Bronze Age settlement in Scotland. Since this site was inhabited from 

the Late Neolithic into the Middle Bronze Age (Terry, 1995) it provides information not 

only on the Early Bronze Age, which is lacking throughout most of Scotland, but also on 

the Neolithic to Bronze Age transition. The evidence recovered from this site included a 

large assemblage of pottery, as well as evidence of the cultivation of barley (Terry, 1995). 

Occupation of Kilearnan Hill, Sutherland, Bodsberry Hill, and Blairhall Burn has also been 

dated to the Early Bronze Age, with a continuation of use seen in later periods.  

The Middle Bronze Age (~1,550-1,150 BC), unlike the Early Bronze Age, has 

provided more settlement evidence, with the continuation of use of platform sites, 

including Lintshie Gutter, Lanarkshire and Blairhall Burn, Dumfries and Galloway. 

Platform settlements are characterized by a series of several platforms cut into a hillside 

(Feachem, 1960: 79). Blairhall Burn was not originally a platform site, but in its later 

development (H3) it began to employ a platform (Pope, 2015). New platform sites began 

to appear in the Middle Bronze Age, showing a continuation of practice, if not also a 
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continuation of site use, such as at Kilpatrick on Arran, Green Knowe, Peebleshire, and 

Fruid Reservoir (Pope, 2015).  

Other settlement styles begin to be employed during the Middle Bronze Age with 

the development of ring-bank and ring-ditch house settlements occurring. The ring-bank 

settlements include Deerôs Den, Tormore, and Kilpatrick. After 1600 BC the appearance 

of ring-ditch house settlements began with examples being found in Kintore, the Upper 

Forth Crossing, at Ednie, Hatton Farm, and Oldmedrum. Ednie was identified using aerial 

photography, as the ring-ditch had created a cropmark on the arable land. Further 

investigation of the site revealed a 14m diameter roundhouse with ceramics dating the site 

to the Bronze Age (Strachan and Dunwell, 2003).  

In the Late Bronze Age (~1,150-800 BC), people moved to coastal areas, with a 

gap being found in upland settlements during the 10th century BC. The occupation of 

lowland sites continued from the Middle Bronze Age into this period with Kintore and the 

Upper Forth Crossing still having clear signs of settlement. In Kintore large scale 

enclosures with some defenses, such as earthen ramparts, were constructed for examples 

the Hill of New Leslie. Other Late Bronze Age evidence has been found at fortified sites, 

although it is unknown whether they were first fortified during the Bronze Age or after it.  

At Traprain Law an assemblage of bronze tools was found, indicating Late Bronze 

Age habitation of the site, which is thought to be the main period of settlement at the site, 

rather than the Iron Age (Jobey, 1976). Burnswark, Dumfriesshire has also provided 

radiocarbon dates from the ramparts that indicate it was likely first constructed during the 

Late Bronze Age (Jobey, 1978). Likewise, East Linton (Haselgrove, 2009) has provided 
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evidence of Late Bronze Age enclosure construction. Edinburgh Castle (Driscoll, et al., 

1997) and Eildon Hill North (Owen, 1992) also provide evidence of settlement in high 

places, however excavations of these Bronze Age sites did not provide evidence of 

contemporaneous fortifications. Nevertheless, these hilltop sites were the prelude to the 

hillforts that characterize the archaeological landscape of the Iron Age. Crannogs are 

thought to have been developed during the end of the Late Bronze Age and are seen 

increasingly in the Iron Age.  

In the Outer Hebrides, Late Bronze Age settlements have been found with some of 

the best studied including Machair Mheadhanach, Dun Vulan, Cladh Hallan, and 

Ormacleit. At Cladh Hallan a cluster of three roundhouses was excavated, with a fourth 

house found to the north-east, which was built in the later first millennium BC. Two of the 

houses at the site provide evidence for continuous occupation from 1100 to 200 BC (Parker 

Pearson, et al., 2005). Each of the houses had a foundation deposit. The central house 

containing the crouched burial of a young female, the southern house an infant burial, and 

the northern house two burials, one of a female and the other a composite skeleton 

(discussed below). During the rebuilding of the central and northern houses, which were 

occupied into the Iron Age, other deposits were made before the new floors were 

constructed (Parker Pearson, et al., 2004).  

 

Bronze Age burial 

There are a variety of Bronze Age burial types represented in Scotland, showing temporal 

and regional variation. These variations even occur in the Beaker burials, occurring in cists, 



 

82 

 

shaft graves, and pits. The use of inhumation and cremation appears throughout the Bronze 

Age. While communal burial places seem to be the norm, some individual burials occur as 

well, especially in the instances of Beaker contexts, which appeared at the transition of the 

Neolithic to the Bronze Age.  

Some of the earliest Beaker burials 

known from Britain were found in the 

northeast of Scotland, for example 

Sorisdale on Coll (Ashmore, 1996). While 

they are generally considered to be part of 

the same cultural package, Beaker Burials 

have some variation in the way in which 

they are buried, having been found both in 

cists, the predominant form, and in other types of graves. One cist burial is the Achavanich 

Beaker Burial, which contained the remains of a young adult female with the associated 

grave goods including a beaker, two flint flakes, a flint scraper, and the scapula of a cow 

(Gourlay, 1989). Other single burials have been found throughout Scotland that do not 

belong to the Beaker Culture. Among those excavated is the Early Bronze Age cist burial 

found at Rameldry Farm, Scotland (near Fife) containing a crouched inhumation of a man 

between the ages of 40 and 50 (Baker, et al., 2003). The grave contained a Milston type 

dagger, with a horn hilt and animal skin-lined scabbard, and six V-perforated buttons 

(Figure 3.10), one was made from lizardite (a type of serpentine), and the other five were 

made from jet (Baker, et al., 2003).  

Figure 3.10: The V-perforated buttons from Rameldry 

Farm Illustration by Sylvia Stevenson (Illustration 3 

Baker, et al., 2003: 90) 
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High status graves continue to appear in the Bronze Age, although not as grandiose 

as the passage tombs and chambered cairns discussed from the Neolithic, with the size and 

construction of the cists themselves showing a certain amount of conspicuous 

consumption. One of the other aspects that illustrates the presence of high-status graves is 

in the reuse of monuments, such as stone circles, as places for burial. The Clava Cairns are 

a prime example of the regionality shown in high status burial. These burials occurred in 

eastern Scotland, with the cemetery of Balnuran of Clava providing good evidence for the 

practice. The Balnuran of Clava group consists of at least eight elements, with four ring 

cairns, two passage graves, a kerb-cairn, and a standing stone composing the main elements 

of the cemetery (Bradley and Batey, 2000).  

Bronze Age cemeteries have been found throughout Scotland, with a variety of 

burial practices exhibited within the same site. The Early Bronze Age cemetery found at 

West Water Reservoir is one such site. The site was discovered in 1992 when the water 

levels of the reservoir were low, revealing an island containing stone structures and pottery 

(Hunter, et al., 2000). Since the site was beginning to erode, archaeologists were brought 

in to excavate it. The cemetery contained flat cists, with no cairn or barrow having been 

erected to give the burials a monumental status. The cemetery contained nine cists, two or 

three pits, and two possible pit-graves (Hunter, et al., 2000). With further exploration near 

the site, another possible Early Bronze Age cemetery was found. Within the original 

cemetery, three of the cist burials had palynological evidence for floral tributes in the 

graves, two of which contained the remains of subadults (Hunter, et al., 2000). The 

presence of floral evidence is a new feature seen in Bronze Age burials. 
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At Seafield West (near Inverness), another cemetery was excavated dating to the 

Early to Middle Bronze Age. Two adjacent, crouched inhumations in wooden coffins, one 

of which was boat shaped, were found located inside a ring-ditch (Cressey, et al., 2003). 

Also in the ring ditch, were a stone cist burial, a pit with cremated remains accompanied 

by an animal mandible (of unspecified species) and three arrowheads, and three pits with 

at least one of them being an inhumation burial (Cressey, et al., 2003). Outside the ring-

ditch several more burials were excavated. A Beaker burial in a stone cist and a cluster of 

pit graves with cremation remains and pyre debris were also found (Cressey et al., 2003).  

At Howford, Strichen, Aberdeenshire, the discovery of cremation pits has 

suggested the presence of a Bronze Age cremation cemetery. The first cremation pit was 

discovered in 1970 with a second discovered in 1984, this one contained the cremated 

remains of a female and an infant, with radiocarbon dating placing them between 1600 and 

1400 BC. The same site also produced another cremation pit dating to the 1500s BC, which 

Greig (2016) argues indicates the presence of a larger cemetery at the site. A large cemetery 

would fit well with the other cremation burial sites that have been excavated in 

Aberdeenshire, as for example the unenclosed cremation cemetery dating to the Early 

Bronze Age at Skilmafilly discovered in 2001 during a watching brief for the construction 

of a pipeline. This cemetery contained 41 pits, of which 29 contained cremated human 

remains (Cameron and Johnson, 2012). The cemetery has been comprehensively dated 

using charcoal and bone apatite, producing dates between 2040 and 1500 BC (Cameron 

and Johnson, 2012:1).  
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During the Late Bronze Age, 

the trend toward a decrease in burials 

is seen, this trend continues into the 

Iron Age, thus leaving very little 

evidence for the practices being 

carried out during this time. However, 

what little evidence that does exist 

shows a vast variation in practices. At 

the Late Bronze Age settlement of 

Cladh Hallan, South Uist, the 

foundation deposits of the three main roundhouses show great variation in practice and in 

the importance of mortal remains to the inhabitants of the settlement. The female, from the 

north house was buried in a crouched position with a protective arc (Figure 3.11) of rocks 

surrounding her body. The male (Figure 3.11) from the same house was buried in a similar 

fashion, although the rocks around him seem to have slumped into the grave fill shortly 

after burial (Parker Pearson, et al., 2005). 

The female was missing a left knee (including the proximal end of the tibia, the 

distal femur, and the patella) and her right hand lay over the break of her left tibia and 

femur (Parker Pearson, et al., 2007). The removal of the knee could only have occurred 

before the individual was buried. The male from the northern house consisted of the bones 

from three separate individuals arranged together to form a composite skeleton (Parker 

Pearson, et al., 2007). The infant used as the foundational deposit for the southern house 

Figure 3.11: Male skeletal remains from Cladh Hallan 

(https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/archaeology/research/cladh-

hallan/cladh-hallan03) 
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appears to have been buried long after its death, with all but the pelvis and vertebrae being 

disarticulated at the time of burial (Parker Pearson, et al., 2005). The burial under the 

central house was of a crouched female approximately 10-14 years old and is the only 

foundation deposit at the site that does not seem to have postmortem modification (Parker 

Pearson, et al., 2005).  

One explanation for the dwindling amounts of mortuary remains during the Late 

Bronze Age is the reuse of human remains during this period. Human skeletal materials 

have been found in non-mortuary contexts, with some being shaped and pierced in order 

to be used as ornamentation, and for ritual practices (Brück, 1995). This in addition to the 

burials at Cladh Hallan indicates curation of human remains and their reuse for ritual 

purposes, whatever they may have been this dearth of burial evidence continues into the 

Iron Age, with an overall shortage of evidence for mortuary practices being found.  

 

Iron Age (~800 BC-AD 900) 

Given that the Iron Age is the period immediately preceding the Viking Age, it is a very 

important period to study. While this paper does not go all the way until the end of the Late 

or Pictish Iron Age, this is primarily due to the overlap that is seen between Pictish and 

Viking Age settlement and burial. The Pictish Iron Age in North and West Scotland for the 

purposes of the dissertation will receive a more extensive overview than this chapter 

allows. Therefore, this section covers the Iron Age up until that period, laying the 

groundwork for the later settlement and burial patterns that will be seen.   
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Iron Age settlement 

Iron Age Scottish settlements are characterized by the presence of roundhouses and brochs, 

as well as enclosures, with occupation of hillforts becoming more common throughout this 

period. The use of round structures dominates Scottish Iron Age architecture, with Late 

Bronze Age structures beginning this trend. Orkney has some of the earliest examples of 

roundhouses in Scotland beginning around 700 BC (Armit, 2003a; 2015). These houses 

were quite ill adapted to the environment found on Orkney, with the conspicuous 

consumption of timber required for their construction, as well as their prominence in the 

landscape (Armit, 2015). Despite these issues they were the dominant form of dwelling for 

half a millennium (Romankiewicz, 2011). It appears as though these simple roundhouses, 

constructed in the earlier Iron Age, later were developed into more complex dwellings.  

The simple roundhouses of 

the Early Iron Age have been found 

throughout much of Scotland and are 

seen as part of the progression from 

the Late Bronze Age roundhouse 

structures. The roundhouse at 

Quanterness, Orkney is an example of 

this early date, with the construction 

of the house dated to the Late Bronze 

Age and Early Iron Age (MacKie, 

2002). In the north and west of Scotland stone roundhouses are the most prevalent, while 

Figure 3.12: Main Iron Age sites from mainland Scotland 

(map by author) 
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in south and east Scotland ones made from timber prevail. Cunliffe (2005: 73-75) makes 

the oversimplified observation that the southern and eastern areas of Scotland, with the 

predominance of hillforts, reflects communal activity, while in the Atlantic regions 

settlements are predominantly comprised of well-defended, single family homesteads. 

While this simplified view of the Iron Age divisions in Scotland is accurate to an extent, it 

ignores the diversity expressed both locally and within overall regions (Harding, 2006).  

In the eastern part of Scotland, one of the best preserved and excavated sites is that 

of Kintore in Aberdeenshire. This site shows the long tradition of the roundhouse in 

Scotland with the first evidence of roundhouses at the site dating to the Neolithic with a 

continuation through the Bronze Age and into the Iron Age. Three roundhouses were 

reliably dated to the Early Iron Age (800-200 BC), with one additional possibly dating to 

that period (Cook and Dunbar, 2008). These structures were found in close proximity to 

the Late Bronze Age structures showing a continuity in the settlement pattern for the site, 

with an isolated Early Iron Age house being located in the same exact area of settlement. 

In the Middle Iron Age (200 BC-AD 300/400) a further six roundhouses were constructed 

at the site of Kintore, with the houses of this period being more scattered than previously 

observed at the site (Cook and Dunbar, 2008).  
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Charcoal from a Roman oven was dated to the Middle Iron Age (200 BC-AD 

300/400), which suggests further activity in the eastern corner of Field A. In the Late Iron 

Age (AD 300/400-900) further evidence of Roman activity is prevalent at Kintore with 

none of the remains from the Late Iron Age able to positively associated with native activity 

(Dingwall and Shepherd, 2018). 

Field B produced distinct 

concentrations of Roman remains 

with Field A only having evidence 

of Roman use on the periphery. The 

three main features of the Roman 

occupation are the marching camp 

ditch, the ovens, and rubbish pits. 

The ovens and rubbish pits are 

assumed to belong to the marching 

camp as they only occur within the 

boundaries of it and have yet to produce evidence to the contrary. One hundred sixteen 

ovens have been identified at the site with 20 of those ovens containing Roman artifacts 

which are primarily thought to have been thrown into the ovens as rubbish (Cook and 

Dunbar, 2008).  

These structures tended to use composite construction (defined by the use of two 

thin walls and between a mixed core-infill), thus making for a more economic consumption 

of materials (Romankiewicz, 2009). With attempts to build grander settlement structures 

Figure 3.13: Main Iron Age Sites from Orkney and Shetland 

(map by author) 
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the composite method would need to be abandoned given its unstable nature when put 

under the extreme pressure of the weight of the infill. One such example of this structural 

type comes from Bu on Orkney (Hedges, et al., 1987a; 1987b). The first phase of the 

roundhouse at Bu shows increasing wall thickness, meant to enable a taller structure. With 

the destabilization of the composite construction used, extra casings were added to the 

walls in order to increase strength and prevent collapse (Romankiewicz, 2009).  

Another example of the increasing complexity used in the construction of 

roundhouses can be seen at Howe, which has several phases of Iron Age habitation. The 

earliest Iron Age activities at the site are also the least clearly understood. The phase 

primarily consists of the deliberate filling of a Neolithic ditch with rubble taken from a 

Neolithic passage grave (Carter, et al., 1984). The first Iron Age settlement at the site 

(Phase 4) appears to have been placed on the Neolithic stone passage grave, which was 

disturbed during Phase 3 (Mackie, 2002). Although the majority of the structures from 

Phase 4 were destroyed during the construction of Phase 5, three buildings were 

recognizable during excavations. Phase 5 was a roundhouse, with an internal diameter of 

approximately 7m, that appears to have been surrounded by an outer defense work with 

radiocarbon dating indicating that occupation occurred in the 5th century BC (MacKie, 

2002). The roundhouse was placed directly on top of the Neolithic mound, with the main 

chamber of the grave being destroyed and subsequently covered with 1m of clay (Carter, 

et al., 1984). Phase 6 consisted mainly of modifications to the roundhouse constructed in 

the previous phase.  
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Following these alterations, the early broch tower, Phase 7, was constructed over 

the remains of the previous roundhouse. The broch was constructed of drystone masonry 

with 5.5m thick walls with the central area of the tower measuring 4m in diameter (Carter, 

et al., 1984). During this phase a village of six houses was also constructed in the area 

surrounding the broch, all of which was contained within ramparts. The broch from Phase 

7 collapsed, leaving it unoccupied until the Pictish/Late Iron Age (~AD 300/400-900) and 

the construction of Phase 8. During this phase some of the previous structures were reused 

after the clearing of rubble and, throughout the 9 stages of settlement that characterize this 

phase, other structures were built within the same general area as the earlier settlement 

(Carter, et al., 1984). The site of Howe is a perfect example for the overall development of 

the Atlantic roundhouses, with its beginnings being a simple roundhouse and the final 

results being a broch and construction of another broch-like structure. 

Some other examples of the increasing complexity and size of the roundhouse 

structures of Scotland can be seen in Argyll and Sutherland. In these areas, timber was the 

more readily available building material. In order to increase the size of the structures, 

beams were used to add stability with examples coming from Rahoy, Argyll and Dun 

Langwell, Sutherland. Both of these duns or massive roundhouses (MacKie, 2007) have 

evidence of vitrification and show an increase in the size of structures that were occurring 

at this time. Much like their stone counterparts, these houses show the use of architectural 

stabilization features in order to obtain a structure of greater size.     

More complex roundhouse structures developed, which Romankiewicz (2009) 

deems to include brochs and galleried duns, both of which are settlement types unique to 
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Scotland. A regional determination has been made concerning these buildings, with brochs 

being the term in the north and dun in the west, although many architectural elements are 

similar between the two, so for the purposes of this paper they will be discussed as complex 

roundhouses. One of the primary features that differentiates the simple Atlantic roundhouse 

from the complex Atlantic roundhouse is the presence of an intramural space, additionally 

the use of composite versus well-layered solid base construction adds to these as separate 

categories (Romankiewicz, 2009).While the definition of a broch has been much debated 

(see Armit, 1990; MacKie, 1965a; 1965b; Parker Pearson, et al., 1996; Romankiewicz 

2009; 2016) the use of complex Atlantic roundhouses as a category does not rely so much 

on the preservation of the structure in order to determine its categorization, but rather on 

the method of construction used.  

Brochs were towers constructed using drystone masonry, with the tallest preserved, 

Mousa, standing at 13m. More than 500 examples have been found in Scotland, with some 

of the best examples coming from Shetland, Orkney and Caithness, where well planned 

villages were often found to surround the brochs. Old Scatness is an example of a broch 

thought to date to the fourth century BC (Dockrill, et al., 2006). Old Scatness also has a 

village found in association with it composed of a grouping of single-walled houses, one 

of which had a staircase on the exterior, indicating an upper story thought to be used for 

storage (Dockrill, et al., 2002). Another of the houses was subdivided at some point during 

its use and had a corn drying kiln installed, which has provided ample charred barley 

samples (Dockrill et al., 2002).  
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While Shetland has produced one example of a broch with a surrounding village, 

several were constructed on Orkney. The site of Midhowe provides one such example 

being only one of ten brochs found on Eynahallow Sound, Orkney, its preservation has 

provided information on settlements from the Iron Age. Within the broch a cistern, hearth, 

and room partitions are still visible, which indicate complex internal fittings within brochs 

(HES, 2018b). A village is laid out surrounding the broch, which is thought to be 

contemporaneous. In one of the buildings found in the surrounding area, evidence of iron 

and bronze working has been found (HES, 2018b).  

The Broch of Gurness, which 

is located on the Eynahallow Sound, 

also has an extensive settlement 

surrounding it. The site itself is 

thought to have been originally 

occupied between 500 and 200 BC 

with settlement activity continuing in 

the area until the 9th century AD. The 

tower, although much reduced in height since its original construction, measures 

approximately 19.2m high and has an interior diameter of 10.36m. The structure is 

surrounded by ditches and ramparts that extend out across an area about 45m in diameter 

(Richardson, 1948). The broch contained a central hearth, stone-built cupboards along the 

walls, a water basin/well, and stairs between the walls of the broch (Ritchie, 1996). 

Surrounding the broch were a series of semi-detached houses that are thought to have been 

Figure 3.14: Broch of Gurness entrance (photo by author) 
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inhabited contemporaneously with the broch, likely housing 30-40 families in total 

(Ritchie, 1996).   

Another broch appearing on the landscape of Orkney was that of Round Howe. 

While not containing the usual amount of settlement evidence surrounding it, this broch 

does have a contemporaneous site nearby that is of great interest, Mine Howe. Mine Howe 

was first investigated in 1946 having originally been located based on the wind-blown sand 

mounds that had formed around the structure occurring due to climatic changes in Orkney 

since the time of construction. Following the 2000 excavations of the site, Mine Howe has 

been considered to be ña ritual structure in a complex landscapeò (Card and Downes, 2003: 

13). Round Howe broch has a construction style closely paralleled in Mine Howe, thus 

helping to date Mine Howe to the Iron Age. Mine Howe is primarily an underground 

structure, which was surrounded by a ditch. The ditch itself was monumental with the 

addition of drystone revetting at the ends of the ditch adding to the grandeur of the entrance 

(Card and Downes, 2003: 13). This revetting appears to have been modified with three 

phases being identifiable.  

During the investigation of the site in 1946, the interior of the structure was cleared 

of all its materials, thus making it impossible for later investigations to link the ditch fill 

with the interior of the structure. The primary reason for the ditch and the underground 

structure being considered a singular monument comes from the similarity in the lower fill 

of the ditch and the undisturbed clay matrices from the underground structure. Both contain 

ceramic sherds dating to the Early to Middle Iron Age which appear to be primary deposits 

(MacSween, 2001). Dating of the site has been further proven, given the presence of other 
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well-like structures associated with brochs in Orkney and Caithness, which date to the 

Early Iron Age. The closest parallel to Mine Howe is that of an underground structure 

excavated in 1866 at Knowe of Redland, on the western shore of Loch Stenness (Card and 

Downes, 2003: 16). Many such structures have been found in Orkney with stairs leading 

to underground chambers which have no evident purpose, thus it has been posited that they 

had some ritual purpose (Ritchie, 1995: 113-4).  

Rather than discussing every hillfort in Scotland I will focus on a few examples, 

Eildon Hill North Fort, Hownam Rings Fort, and Traprain Law located in southern 

Scotland. Eildon Hill North Fort in Etterick and Lauderdale was the fortified settlement in 

Scotland covering approximately 16 ha, with substantial ramparts surrounding it (Rideout, 

et al., 1992). Radiocarbon dates from excavations carried out in 1986 indicate that the fort 

was used from the Late Bronze Age into the Middle Iron Age (Owen, 1992). The first 

phases of native settlement are indicated by a single rampart enclosing ca. 3.6 ha. Eildon 

Hill eventually evolved into a fort with three concentric ramparts with an outer 

circumference of 1.6km and containing approximately 300 roundhouse platforms, thought 

to date to the Iron Age (Baldwin, 1985). It appears that by the 80s AD, with the intrusion 

of Romans into the area that Eildon Hill had been abandoned. However, the Romans 

established a signal station on the top of the former hillfort thought to date to the Flavian 

period (Steer and Feachem, 1951). A series of signal stations stretched from 

Northumberland to the Firth of Forth of which Eildon Hill was a part.  

Hownam Rings Fort in the Scottish Borders has produced evidence for four phases 

of settlement. Phase 1 appears to have been a rather simple palisade of wooden posts, with 
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radiocarbon dating suggesting its construction in the 7th or 6th centuries BC (Baldwin, 

1985). Phase 2 consisted of a stone wall between 3 and 3.6 m wide constructed with stone 

blocks on the outer facing and with rubble filling between the blocks (Piggott, 1950). Phase 

3 was marked by the remodeling of the defenses with the construction of four ramparts. 

The innermost of these ramparts was partially composed of materials from the dismantled 

Phase 2 wall. The second rampart used soil and loose rocks thought to have been obtained 

from the digging of an external ditch (Piggott, 1950). The third and fourth ramparts were 

made by scraping up of surface rubble. Phase 4 is represented by a number of roundhouses 

and banks which formed the settlement. Only one of the roundhouses was excavated and 

measured approximately 6.1 m in diameter with stone walls 1.5m thick and inside had 

partially paved flooring (Piggott, 1950). 

Traprain Law located near Edinburgh, has been well documented and provides 

evidence of long-term use, with the site considered to be not only one of the largest hillforts 

in Scotland, but also one of the most important prehistoric sites. Traprain Law was first 

excavated in the early 1900s, which led to problems in the interpretation of the site. Given 

its long usage, the site has a complex stratigraphy that was not originally excavated by 

distinguishable strata, but rather arbitrarily. More recent excavations have helped to clarify 

some of the aspects of the early excavations, for instance the early excavators of the site 

saw the site as representing one or two phases. However now the site is thought to represent 

a gradual evolution over time, given how long it was occupied.  

The earliest determinable phase of occupation at the site dates to the Late Bronze 

Age, although there is some rock art that from the Neolithic. Intensive settlement began in 
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the Late Bronze Age with continuous use of the site being seen until the 5th century AD. 

The excavations by Curle and Cree in the 1930s revealed a great deal of Late Bronze Age 

metalwork, including the presence of bronze socketed axes (Baldwin, 1985). Cereal grains 

from occupation deposits were radiocarbon dated, with most belonging to the 10th and 9th 

centuries BC (Armit, et al., 2005). Early excavations produced very little evidence for the 

Pre-Roman Iron Age, however the 2004 excavations revealed a sub-rectangular structure 

containing a hearth with a series of stone wall footings and metalled surfaces outlining the 

structure (Armit, et al., 2005). Trenches on the western slope of the hill produced many 

artifacts in situ indicating that it was the central area of occupation with artifacts including 

Roman pottery, a small fragment of sheet gold, Iron Age beads and glass bracelets, and 

shale and cannel coal (a type of bituminous coal) (Armit, et al., 2005).   

An Iron Age midden was also found during the excavation of another sub-

rectangular structure that was explored in 2005. The structure was 4.5m wide externally 

and thought to be ca. 12m long (Hunter, 2005). The walls of the structure cut into the Iron 

Age midden on the southern side, this along with the presence of Late Roman pottery found 

roughly in association with the wall has led to the theory that the structure was occupied 

during the Roman period.  However, during the Roman Iron Age it has been suggested that 

the site was used as a ceremonial center rather than as a settlement (Armit and Ralston, 

2003: 180; Breeze, 1996: 113-114; Hill, 1987: 88). Although given Hunterôs (2006) 

suggestion that there were constraints on space during the Late Roman period, as indicated 

by buildings being constructed in areas that had previously remained unoccupied or used 
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for rubbish, it is likely that the settlement of Traprain Law was continuous from the Late 

Bronze Age into the 5th century AD.  

While I have discussed the use of some Iron Age native sites during the Roman 

Iron Age, Roman settlement never really occurred in Scotland. The primary evidence for 

Romans in Scotland is in a military context with the construction of forts and towers being 

the most long lasting of the evidence for their presence in addition to the remains of the 

Antonine Wall. The marching camps, as briefly mentioned in the context of Kintore, left 

ephemeral signs of Roman presence, never a lasting settlement structure.  

Souterrains, which are underground structures of a somewhat ambiguous nature, 

both chronologically and morphologically, have been found throughout Scotland, although 

they have been studied more intensively in Aberdeenshire, Perthshire, Angus, Fife, and 

Kincardineshire. The purpose of the structures is highly debated, with ritual or storage uses 

being the primary theories (Crawford, 2010). Wainwright (1953) was the first to categorize 

these structures as a singular class of building, with their subterranean setting being the 

primary unifying factor (Armit, 1999). Their presence within ósouthern Pictlandô 

(Wainwright, 1963) has been well noted and Barclay (1980) discussed the various 

classifications of these structures. The souterrains of eastern Scotland are narrow, tightly 

curved passageways that gradually widen into a bigger inner chamber (Barclay, 1980). In 

general, the length of souterrains is indeterminable, as they are rarely fully excavated. Of 

those that have been fully explored the lengths range from 12 to 40m (Armit, 1999; 

Barclay, 1980). Many of the excavated souterrains also had side passages attached to the 

main chamber, with the various passages ranging in width from between 1.2 and 3.6m 
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(Armit, 1999; Barclay, 1980). 

While these structures are 

thought to have been used by the 

Picts, primarily due to 

Wainwright (1953; 1963), the 

majority of those located in 

óPictlandô appear to have fallen 

out of use in the 3rd century AD 

(Armit, 1999) with some 

examples possibly showing use 

in the 4th century AD, such as at 

Redcastle where a souterrain was 

found near a Pictish cemetery 

(Alexander, 2005). 

The last type of 

settlement structure that will be 

discussed is the wheelhouse. 

This house type is typical of 

Atlantic Scotland, although examples have only been found in the Outer Hebrides and 

Shetland. The dating for the emergence of wheelhouses is a debated topic, with the majority 

of sites not having reliable absolute dates. One of the earliest of the absolute dated 

wheelhouses comes from the site of Jarlshof in Shetland, being occupied in the later first 

Figure 3.15: Top- Plan of Iron Age Jarlshof (©RCAHMS); 

Bottom-Wheelhouse at Cill Donnain: plan of floor layers 

(after Parker Pearson and Zvelebil, 2014: fig. 6.16) 
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millennium BC (Harding, 2017: 312). One of the latest occupied wheelhouses is known 

from the site of Cill Donnain (South Uist), which was constructed after the 2nd century AD 

and occupation continued into the late 5th or early 6th century (Parker Pearson and Zvelebil, 

2014).  

Structurally wheelhouses, as the name suggests, resemble a wheel. A circular 

central chamber is surrounded by radially projecting stone piers that create a series of cells. 

The central space typically contains a stone-lined hearth, which is most often three-sided 

with an open-ended plan or U-shaped. The peripheral cells sometimes contain box-like 

cavities in the walls, known as aumbries, and frequently have corbelled stone roofs. The 

corbelled roofs of the cells have been evidenced at Cnip (Figure 3.16) in west Lewis and 

Jarlshof, where they were found intact during excavations. However, the roof materials 

used for the central chambers are debated, especially given the overall lack of accessible 

timber in the Western 

Isles and Shetland. 

Harding (2004: 308) 

suggests that the 

wheelhouse might have 

been designed with the 

scarcity of timber in 

mind, creating a reduced 

span and thus shorter 

Figure 3.16: Corbelled roofs of cells at Cnip during excavation (Harding, 

1996: 111) 
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timbers could be used for roof supports. The roofs themselves would have no doubt been 

made from other available organic materials, such as straw, heather, reeds, or turf.  

 

Iron Age burial  

Burials dating to the Iron Age in Scotland, and the whole of Britain for that matter, are 

scarce, with very few known burials having been excavated. Inhumations are the most 

commonly found form of funerary deposition in Scotland during the Iron Age. Although 

many places have disarticulated remains, especially in Orkney and the Outer Hebrides, 

they are not considered burials due to the limited skeletal fragments found at each site. The 

majority of these inhumations are in cists or cairns. At Lochend, Dunbar a large cist was 

excavated, which contained the skeletal remains of 21 individuals (Whimster, 1981). The 

cist appears to have been originally for the burial of a female in her 40s, whose partial 

skeleton was found at the bottom of the cist in a crouched position (Longworth, 1966). 

Another cist was discovered at Dunbar Golf Course in East Lothian containing the remains 

of an Iron Age child. Radiocarbon dating of the skeletal remains as well as a copper 

penannular brooch found in the grave indicate that it belonged to the Roman Iron Age 

(Baker, et al., 2002). 

Forty cairns were recorded in 1908 at Gullane, Dirleton, only one of which was 

recorded as excavated. This cairn contained the skeletal materials from five individuals. A 

bronze finger-ring was found in association with skeleton 3 and an iron knife and a 

sandstone spindle whorl were found in association with skeleton 5 (Whimster, 1981). An 

excavation at Crosskirk Broch in Caithness uncovered a stone-lined cist dating between 
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390 BC and 80 AD. The cist was located inside a house and protruded from the floor 

surface in order to accommodate the head and torso of the seated skeleton (Fairhurst and 

Breeze, 1984). The Island of Borerary north of North Uist in the Outer Hebrides has also 

produced some cist burials dating to the Iron Age. In 1997 two burials on this island were 

excavated, one of a long cist and the other a short cist. Both contained the remains of adult 

males with their heads oriented to the west (Badcock, et al., 2000). These remains are 

thought to be part of a larger burial ground, but no other graves were excavated. 

The use of caves near the coasts of Britain for burials appears in Scotland and 

England. At Seacliff Cave in North Berwick, Scotland the remains of two infants were 

found (Whimster, 1981). In MacArthur Cave in Oban, Scotland, the remains of two females 

and two males were found. These remains were radiocarbon dated to the Iron Age (Saville 

and Hallén, 1994). Sculptorôs Cave near Covesea in northeast Scotland has also produced 

human remains, with the radiocarbon dates indicating two phases of use. The earliest group 

belongs to the Late Bronze Age and is also the phase of most intensively occupied, with 

the other group belonging to the Iron Age. The group from the Roman Iron Age produced 

evidence for decapitations, which has been contemplated as either part of a ritual practice, 

which has also been seen in northern England, or the execution or sacrifice of individuals 

for some purpose (Armit, 2011; Armit and Büster, 2020).  

A chariot burial from Newbridge, Scotland was excavated with the chariot having 

been buried intact. While it appears to be related to the Iron Age chariot burials of 

Yorkshire Carter and Hunter (2003) believe that the chariot shows a closer parallel to the 

chariot burials on the Continent since it is intact and the ones in Yorkshire were dismantled. 
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Since the skeletal remains from the Newbridge burial were in poor condition, isotopic 

analysis was not done (Jay, et al., 2013), however it would be interesting to have seen if 

this burial were closer in form to its European counterparts for a reason, like migration. 

The date range on the Newbridge chariot, 520-370 BC (Carter and Hunter, 2003), is older 

than the chariots found in East Yorkshire with the Wetwang Slack chariots dating to 

between 390 and 100 BC, Kirkburn chariot dates from 360-190 BC, and the Garton Station 

chariot dates from 360-120 BC (Jay, et al., 2012). 

During the 2nd-3rd centuries AD fully articulated inhumations emerged as a common 

burial practice, developing into inhumation cemeteries between AD 400 and 650 

(Maldonado, 2011). While some have suggested that the conversion to Christianity during 

the Late Iron Age was the prime mover for this shift in practice, its emergence during the 

Middle Iron Age negates this hypothesis. Maldonado (2013: 4) proposes that Scotland 

should be looked at as having a ñgradual and complex trajectoryò for its mortuary record 

with outside influences playing little role in the development of seemingly new practices. 

While the use of cists, barrows, and cairns had a long record of usage in Scotland, there is 

a notable spike in the number of these grave types during the Late Iron Age, with the 

barrows and cairns often placed atop cists, thus combining the structure types.  

Long-cists are by far the most common type of burial structure during this period. 

The cemetery at Parkburn Sand-Pit, Mid-Lothian illustrates the intensified usage of cists 

in burial, with Henshall (1956; 1967) recording 111 cists, 110 of which were long-cists, at 

the site all of which were aligned ENE-WSW. The majority of the cists were single burials, 

although a few appear to have been reused with the initial burials being moved to the sides 
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in order to make room for the new body (Henshall, 1956). Henshall (1956: 271) estimates, 

based on the quern stones and other social factors, that the usage of the cemetery at 

Parkburn dates to the early 6th to 8th century. Although southeastern Scotland has the 

highest density of long-cist cemeteries, with Tayside and Fife estimated to contain around 

90 (Mitchell and Noble, 2017), they are seen throughout much of Scotland and are not 

restricted to any specific ñculturallyò identified region. As the majority of the burials found 

in these cemeteries are unfurnished, both before and after the supposed adoption of 

Christianity, they are unique from the graves of the Scandinavian groups that enter the area 

in the late 8th century not only in their general structuring, but also in their contents.  

 

3.3.3 Iceland 

Textual evidence, primarily from Íslendingabók, Landnámabók, and Historia Norwegie, 

states that a group of Irish monks, known as the papar, had previously occupied Iceland. 

However very little physical evidence points to the existence of these prior inhabitants. The 

presence of bronze pins (thought to be styli), small bells, and man-made caves dating to 

the early 9th century are all the evidence for the possible existence of these monks in Iceland 

(Friðriksson, 1994: 27-9). Ahronson (2015) discusses the caves of Seljaland in Vestur-

Eyjafjallahreppur as evidence for the papar, but the dating of the evidence is suspect. Most 

scholars do not accept the suggestion of the habitation of Iceland prior to the Scandinavian 

settlers since there is no definitive proof that these finds stem from the papar and not from 

later Irish settlers (Höfig, 2018: 126). Thus, for the purposes of this discussions Iceland 

was an uninhabited space prior to the 9th century. With the lack of previous inhabitants, the 
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Scandinavian arrivals were able to set up their new settlements in the ways that they 

deemed most appropriate, transforming the landscape as they did so.  

 

3.4 Conclusion 

This overview of the natural landscape of Norway, Iceland, and Scotland, as well as the 

cultural landscape of the latter two illustrates the environmental situation from which the 

Scandinavians were migrating as well as providing the landscapes they were entering. The 

variations between the physical and cultural landscapes in Scotland and Iceland likely 

impacted the way that their settlements developed. While both Scotland and Iceland had 

somewhat similar landscapes, the lack of human intervention in Iceland meant that forests 

predominated the landscape, while in Scotland humans had impacted the landscape for 

millennia leaving fewer trees and many structures. While Iceland had no archaeological 

remains prior to the arrival of the Scandinavian settlers, the dynamic natural landscape into 

which they arrived allowed for the rapid development of settlements. However, given the 

volcanic nature Iceland the burial record is very poor, likely due to the acidic nature of 

volcanic soil. By understanding the environment of Iceland, the later archaeology can be 

better understood.  

In Scotland both the cultural and natural landscapes were dynamic prior to 

Scandinavian settlement. Having discussed the changing environment of Scotland from the 

Paleolithic to the Iron Age, the impact of the environment on humans and vice versa can 

be better understood. Human intervention in the landscape played an integral role in 

shaping Scotland into the land that it was at the beginning of the Viking Age. The cultural 
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remains found throughout Scotland, in the form of settlements and burials also show the 

way in which societies developed in this landscape and how the land was used prior to the 

arrival of the Scandinavian settlers. By examining the varying practices used in building 

settlements and disposing of the dead on the long-term, shifts in these practices will be 

more easily identifiable with the coming of the Viking Age. 

The archaeological remains throughout northern Scotland impacted the 

Scandinavian settlers, with various sites showing direct evidence of Viking Age visitation 

and usage by the Scandinavians. For example, the chambered cairn at Maeshowe has one 

of the largest collections of Old Norse runic inscriptions found in the British Isles from its 

use as a shelter by Scandinavian settlers during a storm (Barnes, 1992; 1994). Other 

examples of reuse of older prehistoric monuments by the Viking Age settlers are known 

and show that the archaeology of the area impacted the Scandinavian settlers, although to 

what extent this shaped their practices will be discussed in later chapters.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

107 

 

Chapter 4: The Viking Age 

 

4.1 Chronology of the Viking Age  

The period immediately preceding the Viking Age in Scandinavia is referred to as the Iron 

Age, which spans from around the 400s BC to the late 700s AD. Throughout this broad 

period there are three major subdivisions: the pre-Roman Iron Age, Roman Iron Age and 

the Germanic Iron Age.  

The Viking Age is generally dated as having begun in the 790s with the first raids on 

western Europe.  

Year 793. Here were dreadful forewarnings come over the 

land of Northumbria, and woefully terrified the people: these 

were amazing sheets of lightning and whirlwinds, and fiery 

dragons were seen flying in the sky. A great famine soon 

followed these signs, and shortly after in the same year, on 

the sixth day before the ides of January, the woeful inroads 

of heathen men destroyed godôs church in Lindisfarne island 

by fierce robbery and slaughter. And Sicga died on the 

eighth day before the calends of March. -Anglo-Saxon 

Chronicle (British Library, 2019). 

The above description was recorded in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and describes 

the event that began the Viking Age, the attack on the monastery on Lindisfarne. From this 

first raid on Lindisfarne until the Battle of Stamford Bridge and the Norman Invasion of 
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the British Isles in 1066 the Viking Age continues. While the Viking Age is defined by 

raiding activity, the migrations of Scandinavians throughout this period should be the more 

notable aspect, given their expansive nature. In the 8th century AD Scandinavians began to 

migrate into Scotland with Brøgger (1930: 282) stating that colonization in the Scottish 

Islands began prior to AD 800. Shetelig (1933; 1954) also came to the conclusion that 

Scandinavian settlers began moving into Scotland around AD 750. While the very first 

contact between Scotland and Scandinavia is still debated, most archaeologists agree on 

this 8th century AD dating. In the case of Iceland, the dating is clearer with the first settlers 

arriving around AD 877, as indicated through tephra dating. Although new discoveries may 

prove this to have happened at an earlier date. Migrations from Scandinavia continued into 

the 12th and 13th centuries, but the majority of the emigrations took place in the 9th and 10th 

centuries. 

 

4.2 What caused the Viking Age? 

While the Viking Age as a chronological period has been defined as beginning with the 

first Viking raid on Britain and ending with the Battle of Stamford Bridge (also in Britain), 

the causes of the movements of Scandinavians outside of their homeland has long been 

debated. The primary hypotheses focus on the following:  

¶ technological development in shipbuilding (Crumlin-Pedersen, 1995; Owen and 

Dalland, 1999),  

¶ climatic shifts allowing for settlement in previously inhospitable areas (Dansgaard, 

et al., 1975; Dugmore, et al., 2007: 14),  
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¶ population pressures causing the need for societal fission,  

¶ a lack of females due to a combination of the practice of female infanticide and a 

population boom (Wicker, 1998), 

¶  a desire for economic expansion and gains not available in Scandinavia (Duczko, 

2004: 62; Randsborg, 1980: 152-162; Woolf, 2007: 54),  

¶ political ñpushò (increased centralization of power in Scandinavia) (J·nsson, 1911: 

53-54; Myhre, 2003: 60-61) and ñpullò (weak neighbors easy to attack) factors, and 

¶ ideological reasons, with Norse mythology and religion emphasizing the need to 

have honor and the belief that everyoneôs fate has been predetermined (Kuhn, 1977: 

162-163; Price, 2002: 53; Roesdahl, 1991: 190). 

Although ship technology was paramount to the success of the Viking raids and 

Scandinavian mobility, more generally, the features that are thought to have increased 

success had been invented a few centuries before the Viking Age began (Barrett, 2008: 

673; Crumlin-Pederson, 2010: 69-70; Haywood, 2006). Thus, this hypothesis can be 

largely discounted as a prime mover, as can climatic shifts, which would have had 

geographically varied affect and is temporally insecure (Ashby, 2015; Bradley, et al., 

2003). In fact, the Medieval Warming Period that is thought to have allowed for the settling 

of normally colder climes, such as Iceland, did not begin until the mid-10th century AD, 

with severe winters being recorded throughout Europe between AD 750 and 950 (Brooke, 

2014; McCormick, et al., 2007). Thus climatically, the majority of the Viking Age spanned 

an inopportunely cold time.  
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Population figures from the 6th to the end of the 9th century AD in Europe and Asia 

show a marked decline and period of stagnation, with plagues, famine, and temperature 

decreases playing a significant role (Biraben, 2005; Brooke, 2014). The lack of females 

available for marriage in Scandinavia is a more difficult hypothesis to prove. Infant 

exposure was used throughout prehistoric and historic times (Grubbs, 2013; Langer, 1974; 

Wicker, 1998). Archaeologically this would not be apparent, except perhaps in the ratio of 

male to female burials, which does have a marked difference in Scandinavia. However, it 

should be taken into account that infanticide continued into the Viking Age, with it being 

outlawed with the adoption of Christianity (Wicker 1998). If there were indeed a lack of 

females, why would such a practice have continued, especially given the suggestion by 

Barrett (2008; 2010) that some Viking raids were used to acquire bridewealth, which would 

mean women were esteemed. While there is a scarcity of female burials in Norway during 

the Late Iron Age and Viking Age (Dommasnes, 1982; Norstein, 2014), Sweden has 

evidence of large cremation cemeteries composed primarily of female burials (Wicker, 

2012).  

The remaining hypotheses when combined, likely represent the primary causes of 

the Viking Age and the migrations that took place therein. Economic, political, and social 

push and pull factors were doubtlessly at the center of the Viking Age migrations and raids. 

The increased centralization taking place in the century preceding the Viking Age, as seen 

with the foundations and expansions of central places, such as Gamla Uppsala and 

Kaupang (Skre, 2010), undoubtedly led to tensions caused by the hampering of political, 

social, and economic autonomy. Sindbæk (2011) suggests that the new political pressures 
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caused by this move to centralization led the lower elites to go in search of economic gains, 

especially silver, elsewhere. Ashby (2015), on the other hand, proposes that the increased 

mobility that characterizes the Viking Age was not driven by purely economic reasons, but 

also as a means of gaining social capital. The belief system of the Scandinavians also likely 

played a role in the beginnings of the Viking Age, with physical and ritualized aggression 

playing a significant role, thus becoming a Viking can be considered a religious act (Price, 

2019: 325).  

Borake (2019) suggests that the Viking Age mobility and migrations were an 

anarchistic practice, a counteraction to the centralization of authority. The desire for 

political autonomy can thus also be seen as at the heart of the migrations, with the political 

organization of Iceland illustrating the desire for a return to a less centralized way of life. 

The economic, social, and political spheres in Scandinavia, both before and during the 

Viking Age, show clear shifts in the power structures, thus creating a push factor leading 

to the raids that began the Viking Age and the migrations that followed. For the migrations, 

the primary pull factor was the ability to escape the new social, political, and economic 

constraints put on the lower strata of society during the process of centralization. The 

creations of their new societies can illustrate the desire to go back to a more socially, 

politically, and economically autonomous structure.   
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4.3 Terminology 

4.3.1 Viking vs. Norse vs. Scandinavian: a terminological debate 

In understanding the term ñVikingò we must first look at its etymology as well as its usage 

in the past and present. While often conceived of as a cultural group in the present day, 

etymologically, ñvikingò is thought to derive from the Old Norse word vik, meaning bay, 

thus referring to lurking in a bay. Other suggestions have been made that it came from the 

Old English wic, meaning a dwelling place, thought to connote a person who makes 

temporary camps or dwellings. However, Fell (1987) examined the usage of wicing in 

Anglo-Saxon texts and determined that this was unlikely to refer specifically to 

Scandinavian Vikings, but rather was equated to any pirate. Within this debate the 

ambiguity will likely never be solved, as it is impossible to find the exact origins of a term 

(cf. Brink, 2008: 5-7; Jesch, 2015:4-6). Thus, for the sake of this discussion we can suffice 

it to say that the term ñVikingò, derived from the Old Norse masculine noun víkingr, was 

used to describe a profession. In its uses in written records, going ñon a vikingò (Old Norse 

feminine noun víking) referred to a sea expedition or a journey in which raiding would 

likely take place, with gold, silver, and slaves being the main sources of loot, and trade also 

being a large part of this voyage.  

Norse has also been used rather commonly in both popular culture and scholarly 

works. While it can be used to discuss the linguistically based Old Norse speakers, Norse 

is often used to reference people from the modern country of Norway (Abrams, 2012: 18). 

Thus, this term will generally be avoided as will Rus, Varangians, and Danes (with the first 
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two originally referring to Swedes) as all of these terms have geographical undertones, 

except for occasions in which they are specifically referred to as such in written sources. 

While Scandinavian is an ambiguous term, as it could be used to refer to the ñhomelands 

of Denmark, Norway, and Sweden, excluding the overseas settlementsò (Abrams, 2012: 

18), it is the most inclusive of the terms available. Given how ambiguous these descriptive 

terms are, I will use Scandinavian in my discussion as it is the more encompassing of the 

terms. In my use of the term Scandinavian, I will include not only the people inhabiting 

Denmark, Norway, and Sweden, but also the people occupying overseas settlements that 

were created by the people of these areas, such as Iceland and Orkney, and those who 

migrated to other areas of Europe, but still portray themselves as Scandinavian in their 

stylistic elements, settlement patterns, ritual practices, and manner of dress. 

 

4.3.2 Mobility, Migration, Diaspora, and Colonization 

While this topic is explored in more depth within Chapter 2, a brief overview and 

explanation as to the specific usages of mobility, migration, diaspora, and colonization as 

they pertain to this work, is needed. The former three terms are somewhat nested within 

each other with mobility being on the exterior, migration situated within as a type of 

mobility, and diaspora as a form both of mobility and migration. Mobility refers to the 

movement of people, whereas migrations are a more specific type of movement, within 

this work they are understood as movements of a population from their place of origin to 

settle in another destination. Diaspora is used ñreferring to ethno-national groups whose 
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members reside out of their home country (moved from there either forcibly or voluntarily) 

and who retain a sense of membership in their group of origin and a collective 

representation and concern for the wellbeing of their homeland which plays a significant 

role in their lives in both a symbolic and normative senseò (Morawska, 2011: 1030).  

The concept of ñdiasporaò as applied to the Viking Age was first developed in 2006 

as part of the AHRC-funded Viking Identities Network. In 2007, during the seminar ñMyth 

and Cultural Memory in the Viking Diasporaò there was a call for researchers to focus on 

ñremembering and figuring the pagan past, or on any other aspect of memory (cultural, 

collective, social, personal) in the Viking Diasporaò (Jesch, 2008: 222). Jesch (2015) sees 

this process of diaspora as a way of creating continuity across time and space by 

emphasizing and selecting certain aspects of a culture. Throughout the period of migration 

there was still an underlying sense of Scandinavian community showing a continuation of 

culture even as many other aspects of identity were in transition. This sense of 

ñScandinaviannessò can be seen historically with the law codes of the Norse-speaking 

groups and archaeologically through the persistent use of ships/boats in iconography, 

burial, and ritual deposits, as well as in the use of personal ornamentation. From the Bronze 

Age rock art found at Alta and Tanum to the boat and ship burials found throughout 

Scandinavia and abroad, in places like the Ardnamurchan Peninsula of Scotland, the use 

of ships can be seen throughout much of Scandinavian prehistory as forming an integral 

part of Scandinavian identity. 

Throughout the Viking Age diaspora new colonies (a new settlement founded in a 

foreign territory) were formed, although differing degrees of colonization and colonialism 
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can be seen. In this discussion I use Dietlerôs (2005: 54) definitions in which the term 

ócolonizationô is used to ñindicate the act of imposing political domination over foreign 

territory and peopleò, while colonialism denotes the practices and procedures employed in 

interactions between societies with asymmetrical power dynamics and the cultural and 

social transformations that result from those practices. Both the Danelaw and Normandy 

can be considered examples of colonization, with the inhabitants of the areas being 

subjected to rule by the Scandinavians. Although, archaeologically, the Scandinavian 

presence in Normandy can scarcely be recognized (Abrams, 2013; Rosedahl, 2003). Dublin 

and other Scandinavian settlements in Ireland operated at differing levels on the colonial 

spectrum, with Dublin and its hinterlands probably having a higher degree of power 

asymmetry than in and around the smaller Scandinavian colonies that were formed. 

The uninhabited landscapes that were settled by the Scandinavians, such as the 

Faroe Islands and Iceland, can certainly be said to be colonies, but colonization with its 

implications for differential power dynamics between indigenous and settler cannot be said 

to have happened. The degree to which colonization occurred in Scotland appears to have 

differed greatly with Orkney and Shetland reflecting the power asymmetries of colonialism 

and colonization, while the Western Isles show a higher degree of cultural mixing. This is 

a topic that will be further discussed within the context of the Scottish case studies (Chapter 

6).  
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4.3.3 Thing Sites 

The legal system of Scandinavia was based around the óthingô sites, which were used for 

political assemblies. The establishment of legal assemblies in Norway began in the 3rd 

century AD with the foundation of courtyard sites, such as those at Bjarkøy (northern 

Norway), Stiklestad (central Norway), and Oddernes (southern Norway).  

 

4.4 Occupants of Scotland 

Immediately preceding the arrival of the Vikings, the territory of modern-day Scotland was 

divided into four kingdoms: 

Pictland/Pictavia, the Dál 

Riata, Strathclyde/the 

kingdom of the Britons, and 

Bernicia (and later 

Northumbria) (Figure 4.1), 

inhabited by the Picts, 

Scoti/Gaels, Britons, and 

Angles, respectively. By the 

10th century the Picts and 

Gaels had come together and 

formed the kingdom of Alba, which was the immediate neighbor to the Scandinavian 

territories in the north of Britain. Given the degree of contact that must have taken place 

between the Scandinavians, Gaels, and Picts, these three groups will be the most 

Figure 4.1: Kingdoms of Northern Britain and Ireland ca. 750 

(Woolf, 2007: 4) 
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extensively discussed in this chapter, with only brief overviews of the Britons and Angles 

and the kingdoms in which they resided being provided. 

 

4.4.1 Picts 

The first recorded usage of the term Pict comes from the Romans in AD 297 who referred 

to them as the Picti, the painted ones. óPictô is thus considered to be an exonym first used 

to designate the populations of Caledonia. The name continued in use into the Late Iron 

Age (AD 300-900) and described the indigenous group inhabiting Scotland. Sources for 

this period are scarce and were primarily written by people outside of Scotland, principally 

coming from England and Ireland. In using these sources in conjunction with 

archaeological evidence it appears that the Pictish kingdom encompassed the Northern 

Isles and the Hebrides as well as the north and eastern regions of Scotland (Figure 4.1) 

(Woolf, 2007).  The complexities inherent in defining the Picts can be seen in the political 

landscape of Caledonia discussed by written sources from the 8th century, with various 

peoples, nations, kingdoms, and districts existing (Fraser, 2009). It is unknown when the 

inhabitants of Caledonia began to think of themselves as Picts, but the writings of Bede 

and Stephen of Ripon make it clear that by the 7th and 8th centuries it had been adopted.  

The Christianization of Scotland and the Picts in particular appears to have been a 

rather long process with influences coming from the Gaelic and English churches. The 

strategically placed monastery on Iona, founded by St. Columba in the mid-6th century, 

played a crucial role in the conversion of the Picts. Likewise, Stephen of Riponôs account 
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of the life of Wilfrid and Bedeôs Ecclesiastical History of the British People illustrate the 

missionary work that was carried out in Pictland by the English Church. In any case, by 

the arrival of the Vikings in Scotland the Picts had converted to Christianity. 

Archaeologically, the Picts are best known for the carved stones that they left 

behind with over 200 having been discovered in eastern and northern Scotland (RCAHMS, 

2008). Although they are difficult to date, the chronological sequence for the Pictish 

symbol stones places the Class I stones in the 5th to 7th centuries AD and the Class II in the 

7th to 9th centuries (Clarke, 2007: 20). While Class I stones are comprised of undressed 

slabs or boulders with pecked or incised symbols on them, Class II stones are characterized 

by the use of dressed slabs with Pictish symbols and Christian motifs (Allen and Anderson, 

1903). Given their collection by antiquarians and/or reuse in structures, the archaeological 

contexts for these carved stone monuments are often shrouded in mystery. The stones are 

believed to have been of a commemorative nature (Ashmore, 1980) and while the symbols 

themselves have not yet been deciphered they are thought to represent names or identities 

(Forsyth, 1997; Lee, et al., 2010; Noble, et al., 2013; Samson, 1992).  

 

Promontory Forts 

The sites of Burghead in Moray and Dunnicaer in Aberdeenshire are two examples of 

promontory forts that were discovered in part due to the presence of Pictish symbol stones. 

Burghead is particularly well known for its six Class I Pictish symbol stones depicting bulls 

(Oram, 2007) and for its size, as with an area of 5.5ha it is the largest known Pictish site 
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(Noble and OôDriscoll, 2017). The earliest construction at the site took place at some time 

during the late 3rd/early 4th century AD and the latest evidence from this settlement 

sequence comes from the 9th/10th century AD (Edwards and Ralston, 1978). In some areas 

of the site timber-lacing appears to have been used in the construction of walls, whereas 

elsewhere the presence of iron spikes indicates the use of horizontally placed timbers on 

the internal wall faces, while the external face of the rampart wall seems to have been 

unfaced (Alcock, 2003; Ralston, 2017). The system of three ramparts around the fort was 

constructed using a large number of oak timbers, which were brought in from other areas 

around the Moray Firth (Edwards and Ralston, 1978). The well from Burghead is one of 

the most significant structural finds at the site. Located in the lower enclosure, a flight of 

stairs hewn into the rock leads down into a square chamber which contains a smaller tank 

within it, which is permanently filled with water (Alcock, 2003: 196). This structure has 

been interpreted in a variety of ways including as a Christian baptistery, a water-cistern, 

the center for a water cult, a Roman bath, or a place for executing kings without bloodshed 

(Alcock, 2003: 197). Given the multiple episodes of disturbance, with the construction of 

the modern town at Burghead, settlement structures at the site have been indiscernible.  

The site of Dunnicaer, which was first identified as a Pictish site by the five symbol 

stones found at it during the 19th century, contrasts with the lack of structural evidence at 

Burghead. Dunnicaer has produced some of the few structures identified in eastern 

Scotland dating to the Roman Iron Age as well as a variety of Roman imports. Overall, it 

is believed that Dunnicaer was inhabited for between 140 to 325 years with radiocarbon 

dates indicating the earliest occupation took place between AD 105-225 and AD 350-450 
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(Noble, et al., 2020: 50). Structures at Dunnicaer varied in their construction techniques 

and the site shows significant rebuilding and reworking throughout its occupation.  

On the lower terrace two successive hearths were identified with nearby compacted 

floor deposits evident, but no postholes were identified, which excavators believe indicates 

the use of turf for the wall construction (Noble et al., 2020). On the upper terrace of the 

fort, floor deposits surrounding a series of hearths have been identified with nearby cut pits 

and postholes. The majority of these buildings, although the shapes are indeterminable, 

appear to have had earthfast components with the exteriors of the walls being made of turf, 

some with stone foundations (Carver, et al., 2016: 86). The latest of the buildings identified 

was a post-built, sub-rectangular structure, which represents one of the earliest examples 

of rectangular forms in eastern Scotland (Noble, et al., 2020).  

 

Rhynie 

The village of Rhynie, Aberdeenshire, had a rather large density of stones with eight Class 

I stones being found over the past two centuries. These finds led archaeologists to 

investigate the area for remains of a Pictish settlement. Extensive excavations and 

landscape surveys have revealed a palisaded enclosure containing an elite settlement 

(Noble, et al., 2019a). These findings in conjunction with the Pictish roots of the placename 

(Celtic rǭg meaning king) have led researchers to dub Rhynie a royal Pictish central place 

(Grigg, 2015: 85-6; Noble, et al., 2019b). Settlement at Rhynie began in AD 330-390 and 
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ended around AD 480-570 (Noble, et al., 2018). While structural remains from the Pictish 

Iron Age are rare, two buildings were investigated at this site. 

The Craw 

Stane Complex, 

located in the 

Barflat area near 

Rhynie village, 

was encompassed 

in its earliest 

phases by an inner 

and outer ditch, 

which fell out of use in the latest phases of the settlement when the site was encircled by a 

palisade with a 60m diameter (Noble, et al., 2019a). Several internal structures were 

identified within the Craw Stane Complex (Figure 4.2), which are thought to have been 

partially constructed of timber, with other ephemeral materials also having been used (such 

as turf), but none of the structures were fully excavated. Two buildings in the Craw Stane 

Complex were found, the first (S1) of which was a post-built structure approximately 9x5m 

(Noble, et al., 2019a). The second building (S3) excavated consisted of a complex 

arrangement of postholes and beam slots and included the burnt remains of oak and alder 

planks. The structure was approximately 6x9m and resembled the óbag-shapedô building 

dating to the 8th century at Portmahomack (Noble, et al., 2019a).    

 

Figure 4.2: The Craw Stane Complex at Rhynie (Noble, et al., 2018: Fig. 7) 
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Portmahomack 

The monastery of Portmahomack, located on the 

Tarbat Peninsula, has also produced numerous 

structural remains dating to the Pictish Iron Age as 

well as symbol stones. While no Class I stones 

have been found at the site, several Class II were 

discovered in the 19th and 20th centuries as well as 

reused in structures and subsequently uncovered 

during the fieldwork carried out in the 1990s and 

early 2000s. During excavations, one of the first 

Pictish finds at the site was that of the óBoar Stoneô 

which was discovered in the foundations of a 12th 

century church (Carver, 1996). In the third season of excavation (1996) the Dragon Stone 

(Figure 4.3) was revealed in the vault of a 17th century crypt (Carver, 2008). 

The excavations at the site covered a large span of time beginning with stray finds 

from the Neolithic and Bronze Age, and ending with the St. Colman Church, still in use 

today. Periods 1 (5th to later 7th century AD), 2 (8th century), and 3 (9th to 11th century) 

provide evidence for the Pictish Iron Age and Viking Age. A group of burials belonging to 

Period 1 were found on the hilltop in Sector 4 (16 in total: 12 in cists, 4 not), while Sector 

2 contained a further three burials (2 in cists, 1 not). These represent the typical style of 

burial for the Pictish period, supine extended inhumations often within long cists (Carver, 

et al., 2016). Men, women, and children were buried in the cemeteries during Period 1. 

Figure 4.3: The Dragon Stone (Carver, 

2008: Plate 2a) 
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Three of the burials had carbon and nitrogen isotopic analysis performed on them in order 

to understand their diet, which 

showed they were consuming 

high protein, terrestrial based 

foods (Carver, et al., 2016: 

84). Four of the burials were 

tested for their oxygen and 

strontium levels, which 

indicated that one of the 

burials was local while the 

other three were from 

elsewhere in Britain (Carver, et al., 2016: 84).  

The settlement evidence for Period 1 primarily derives from Structure 11 (S11), 

consisting of a curvilinear ditch that encircled a slag pit and hearth. Structure 11 had a 

diameter of around 7m and is thought to have been constructed entirely of turf since no 

posts or stakes were recorded (Carver, et al., 2016: 86). A contemporaneous complex for 

freshwater collection was excavated nearby which included a wicker-lined well, a stone-

lined cistern, two gulleys, and a downslope ditch (Carver, et al., 2016: 86). The hearth and 

slag-pit are indicative of industrial activity (ironworking) at the site. Evidence for the 

working surface from the early occupation of S11 was found nearby and contained slag 

fragments and small iron objects including a whetstone fragment, possible knife blade, and 

a nail/pin (Carver, et al., 2016: 87). A few status objects were also found in association 

Figure 4.4: The Excavations at Portmahomack (Carver, et al., 2016: 

illus. 2.8) 



 

124 

 

with S11 including four iron dress pins (2 with disc heads, 2 with elliptical heads), and one 

copper alloy dress pin with an elliptical head and octagonal shank (Carver, et al., 

2016:  D70; Figure 4.5). The only other diagnostic artifact from Period 1 was a Style II 

insular ornament harness mount made of mercury-gilded, leaded bronze. In addition to 

metalworking, the Period 1 settlement had a cereal-based economy, primarily wheat and 

barley (Carver, et al., 2016: 103). 

In Period 2 there is a significant shift in life and death at Portmahomack. While the 

site was established in Period 1 

prior to the conversion of the Picts 

to Christianity, Period 2 saw the 

construction of a monastery. The 

economy is no longer based on 

cereal crops, but rather on cattle 

(as indicated by the animal 

remains at the site) during Period 

2. The familially based cemeteries 

of cists were replaced by burials oriented W-E either with head-supports (small slabs of 

stones beside the head or over the face) or head-boxes (stone slabs placed on both sides of 

the head with a covering slab enclosing the head) or of a plain nature for a predominantly 

male community, although the cemetery continued in the same area of the site (Carver, et 

al., 2016: 113). Rather than seeing a cultural shift, Carver and colleagues (2016: 104) view 

Period 2 as a shift in the mentality of the inhabitants of Portmahomack.  

Figure 4.5: The four iron dress pins and the copper alloy dress 

pin from Portmahomack (after Carver, et al., 2016: illus. 

D6.1.3) 
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A total of 58 burials dating to between the 8th and 12th centuries are known from 

the site. Of those burials, the head-support burial rite featured in 21, the head-box in 12, 

and 13 were shrouded, while a further 8 were probably shrouded (Carver, et al., 2016: 113). 

The majority of the burials were of adult males, however two females and one child were 

also identified in the cemetery. Among those analyzed for their oxygen and strontium 

isotope signatures (11 in total) three were found to be local, two from Scandinavia, and the 

remaining six from elsewhere in Britain (Carver, et al., 2016: 120). The two individuals 

from Scandinavia, believed to have been full members of the monastic community, were 

buried one on top of the other with the later of the two burials radiocarbon dated to AD 

650-780 (Carver, et al., 2016: 120).  

Over 200 pieces of sculpture were found at Portmahomack thought to belong to a 

monumental cross slab, 40 large fragments discovered during excavations in and around 

the current church and 160 smaller pieces dumped outside the churchyard (Carver, 2008: 

97). There have also been several stone grave markers located bearing the image of a cross. 

It is believed that a church was located in the vicinity of the cemetery making this area the 

ritual center of the monastic community, however, remains were not found during 

excavation. Outside of this ritual center there was an extensive infrastructure built during 

Period 2. Two enclosure ditches encircled the monastic settlement and seem to have served 

a drainage purpose. The north end of Sector 2 saw the most intensive infrastructure 

construction. A kerbed road with ditches on either side was built as were two boundary 

walls, a dam with a culvert on top of it, and a bridge (Carver, et al, 2016: 187).  
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There were two industrial areas of the site, the ónorthern and southern workshopsô, 

which might have been part of the original design of the monastic complex. The northern 

workshops were concerned with the production of vellum, while the southern workshops 

were used for more general craft-working (Carver, et al., 2016). Structure 1 was the main 

site of production with evidence for bone, glass, and metalworking in this building. This 

structure was bag-shaped and measured 14.44m at its furthest length and 9.85m at its 

widest encompassing an entire area of around 110m2 (Carver, et al., 2016: 240). The 

composition of the building is unknown but is thought to have been constructed out of posts 

and turf.  

The destruction of the monastic settlement at Portmahomack was swift and can be 

seen clearly in the stratigraphy. The burning of the site and the smashing of sculptures led 

the archaeologists to conclude that the site was destroyed by a Viking raid (Carver, et al., 

2016: 256). The exact date of the raid is unknown, but absolute and relative dating 

techniques were utilized in order to produce the probable date range of AD 780 to 810 

(Carver, et al., 2016: 259). While the site did not fall completely into disuse the monastery 

was never rebuilt. The subsequent periods of settlement for the site of Portmahomack show 

a decrease in importance and use throughout the Viking Age and Medieval Period.  

 

Pitcarmick 

The site of Pitcarmick has also provided important information about different structural 

types used during the Pictish periods. Survey work was carried out in Perthshire by the 

Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS) in 
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1988, which revealed settlement sequences dating from the Bronze Age and into the 18th 

century AD (RCAHMS, 1990). The surveys brought to light the occurrence of a type of 

long building with rounded ends, frequently found in association with circular buildings 

(Carver, et al., 2013; RCAHMS, 1990). These byre-houses or longhouses became known 

as óPitcarmick-typeô houses (Foster, 2014: 73; RCAHMS, 1990: 12-13).  

Pitcarmick North was chosen for excavation, carried out between 1993 and 1995, 

based on its positioning on high ground and the density of presumed prehistoric structures. 

The site consisted of longhouses, a number of roundhouses, and rectangular houses, which 

were surrounded by clearance cairns and the remains of field boundaries (RCAHMS, 1990: 

75-78). Pitcarmick 

occupies two ridges 

that run parallel E-

W, thus the site was 

divided into north 

and south sections. 

The excavations 

carried out at the site 

were divided into 

five areas (A-E; see 

Figure 4.6) Remains from Area B included a roundhouse dated to the Late Bronze Age, 

whereas Areas A, C, and E contained later Pictish and Medieval settlement evidence. Area 

Figure 4.6: Site map of Pitcarmick North (Carver, et al., 2012: Illus. 3) 
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D was comprised of (probable) Post-Medieval remains in the form of a clearance cairn and 

lynchet (an earth terrace) (Barrett and Downes, 1993; 1994; Carver, et al., 2012).  

Area A had evidence dating to the Late Iron Age in the form of two circular hearth 

features, radiocarbon dated to the 3rd to 6th century AD (Carver, et al., 2012: 155), however 

these were not found in association with a structure. Area C contained the remains of a 

small Pitcarmick-type house (C1). This structure is thought to have been constructed 

without a stone foundation and using turf for the walls, additionally it contained a large, 

square hearth, approximately 1.7m wide (Carver, et al., 2012: 159). There are possible 

post-pits throughout the structure, which would likely have been used as roof supports. The 

entrance to the building was on the south side and had a single layer of flat stones paving 

a 70cm wide pathway that was flanked by two small, deep post-holes (Carver, et al., 2012: 

160). To the east of the hearth there was evidence of disturbed paving and a depression in 

the floor likely used as a sump or drain, this has been suggested as the area of the house 

where animals would have lived (a byre) (Figure 4.7; Carver et al., 2012; Hooper 2002a).  

To the west of the hearth the floor was composed of a grey and gritty material 

containing burnt bone and charcoal. Radiocarbon dating indicated that the building 

underwent two phases of occupation. Burnt bone from the hearth produced two dates of 

AD 680-880, while AD 880-1020 was obtained from a mixed bag of charcoal from the 

hearth and AD 1020-1180 from the final floor surface (Barrett and Downes, 1996; Carver, 

et al., 2012: 160). Not much is known about the structuring of C1, as it was likely damaged 

by plowing, but it is thought to have originally measured 22m in length, but with only 18m 

in internal length (given the wall thickness) (Carver, et al., 2012: 163).   
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Area E contained the remains of a Pitcarmick-type houses (E1), although originally 

thought to be one house E1 was actually overlain by a sub-square building of the Early 

Medieval Period (E2). The building E1 represented the earliest occupation in Area E, 

having been radiocarbon dated to between the 7th and 9th centuries AD (Carver, et al., 2012: 

168). The western end of E1 was building E2, which dated to the 11th and 12th centuries 

(Carver, et al., 2012: 168). On the east end of E1, plowing caused deep disturbances, while 

the western end of the structure was obscured by E2. These factors have limited the amount 

of information able to be gathered about E1, but the dimensions of the structure were 

definable with the approximate external length of the building being 25.4m (internal 23m), 

Figure 4.7: Composite plan of structure C1, byre section marked in blue (after Carver, et al., 2012: Illus. 

13; modified by author) 
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an external width of 6.3m (internal 4.5m), and a door (south-facing) width of 1.2m (Carver, 

et al., 2012: 171; Hooper, 2002b: 28).  

The walls of E1 appear to have been constructed of stone and turf with vertical 

posts or crucks used to support the roof (Carver, et al., 2012: 168). The eastern side of E1 

had paving used to cap a shallow gully in the floor, approximately 1.1-1.3m wide, that was 

traced the length of the walkway until it ended at a stone-lined sump at the eastern end of 

the building (Carver, et al., 2012: 171). This area denotes the byre portion of the house, 

whereas the western portion would have been used as a living space for people. Structure 

E2 was considerably smaller than E1 having internal dimensions of 7.5x3.5m and walls 

approximately 1.2m wide built of flat stone slabs, thought to have been reused from E1ôs 

walls, bonded with turf or earth (Carver, et al., 2012: 171).  The entrance as with both C1 

and E1 was on the south face of the building. The hearth from E1 was incorporated into 

the later structure (E2) and remained the source of heating throughout its usage.  

 

Buckquoy 

While Rhynie, Portmahomack, and Pitcarmick were based in what is considered the Pictish 

óheartlandô, the other regions of Northern Scotland cannot be ignored. Orkney has ample 

evidence of Pictish occupation and Birsay in particular was an important area during the 

Pictish period (Graham-Campbell and Batey, 1998; Ritchie, 1983: 47). Buckquoy, in 

particular, provides an example of a Pictish site that was later used by Scandinavian settlers 

during the Viking Age. The earliest phase, ca. 7th century AD, at the site was represented 
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by House 6, which was composed of a central chamber with sub-rectangular cells opening 

off it. The walls on the interior were constructed using upright slabs at the base of the wall 

and horizontal drystone masonry from the ground level up and the exterior is believed to 

have been composed of turf (Harding 2004; Ritchie, 1977). The internal length of the 

structure was approximately 8m and contained a rectilinear, stone-kerbed hearth, 

measuring approximately 

85cm wide, in the central 

chamber (Ritchie, 1977: 

178). A second hearth was 

also found in one of the 

cells. Overlaying the 

southern side of the central 

chamber of House 6, House 

5 was constructed. 

House 5 was a 

shamrock-shaped structure 

familiar at other sites in 

Scotland, such as Gurness 

(Orkney) and Beirgh 

(Lewis) (Figure 4.8). This 

house measured 2.75x3.6m, 

with the three cells, which were divided from the central chamber by low stone kerbs 

Figure 4.8: Cellular shamrock shaped houses 1- Gurness; 2- Beirgh 

(after Harding, 2004: fig. 10.7) 
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projecting from the floor, were relatively symmetrical and had an average floor area of 

1.3x1.6m (Ritchie, 1977). The hearth occupied the majority of the central chamber 

measuring approximately 40x70cm and had paving leading to the entrance of the structure, 

which extended 1.3m outside (Ritchie, 1977: 178). Both Houses 6 and 5 (Figure 4.9) were 

classed as belonging to Phase 1 of the site and given the immediate overlay of House 5 on 

House 6, the artifact assemblages from both structures were put together, except for a 

perforated bone pin, which was found in House 6 under the floor level of House 5. Among 

the most distinctive of the finds were a bone comb with suspension holes on both ends, two 

bone skewer pins, a bone mount fragment, and a bone spoon (Ritchie, 1977: 179). The 

artifact assemblage and dating of similarly constructed buildings suggest a date of the 7th 

century AD.  

The shamrock-shaped House 5 

was followed by a figure-of-eight style 

house (House 4; Figure 4.9), a pattern 

also seen at Beirgh on the Isle of Lewis. 

House 5 was almost completely 

deconstructed with the building of House 

4, likely for building materials as well as 

leveling the site. House 4 was composed 

of four interconnecting rooms with two 

entrances. The SE entrance led into a 

small, unpaved vestibule, approximately 

Figure 4.9: Phases 1-2 containing houses 4-6 at 

Buckquoy, Orkney (after Ritchie, 1977: fig. 2) 
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1.65x1.25m, while the SW entrance was paved and led into the main hall, which contained 

the hearth and evidence of benches along the walls (Ritchie, 1977: 179-180). The artifact 

assemblage from House 4 was more robust than the previous two houses. Around the hearth 

a stone spindle-whorl which had been affected by the fire was found, as was a fragment of 

an iron knife blade (Ritchie, 1977: 180).  

In addition to these two items a painted pebble, pottery sherds, bone pins, iron knife 

blades, bone points a bone mount, spindle whorls, and a whalebone mount (Ritchie, 1977). 

The presence of an unfinished bone pin indicates the likely manufacture of pins at this site. 

Also from House 4 was an animal-headed pin, which appears to represent a cat, a notion 

supported by the use of a cat bone in making the pin (Ritchie, 1977: 181). The spindle 

whorls from this house were made from local chalk deposits and are similar to others found 

in Orkney. Of these spindle whorls one was inscribed with ogham, and appears to have 

been written in Old Irish, rather than Pictish (Forsyth, 1995). This artifact and its use of 

ogham was used to date House 4 to the 8th century and given the brief interval that appears 

to have preceded Scandinavian occupation of the area, it is assumed that Buckquoy was 

abandoned in the mid-8th century (Forsyth, 1995; Ritchie, 1985: 194).   

 

The Picts: Conclusion 

The houses at Buckquoy illustrate the pattern of development for cellular Pictish structures 

that is seen elsewhere in northern Scotland and the Western Isles. Combining the structures 

from this site as well as the previous ones provides a general understanding of the basic 
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structures that were in use during the Pictish period. Artifacts in these sites were somewhat 

sparse, but there is evidence for metalworking, textile production, and the production of 

bone implements at the sites discussed above. While burials were only discussed in regards 

to Portmahomack, the burial record for the Pictish period is well understood. Both pre- and 

post-conversion, extended inhumations without grave goods, commonly in cairns or cists, 

were the norm for Pictish burials (Graham-Campbell and Batey, 1998: 11; Maldonado, 

2013).  

 

4.4.2 Scots/Gaels 

The Gaels or Scots inhabited the kingdom known as the Dál Riata, supposedly founded by 

Fergus Mór mac Eirc (Herbert, 1999). According to historical sources the Gaels came to 

western Scotland in the 5th century from their homeland in Dalriada, located in present-day 

County Antrim, Northern Ireland (Graham-Campbell and Batey, 1998). Archaeologically, 

this group has left very little behind. While several forts are known to have belonged to 

them, such as Dunollie and Dunadd, the forts themselves look similar to those of their 

Pictish neighbors. The most important site linked to the Gaels was the monastery of Iona, 

located off the Isle of Mull. The Iona monastery was founded in AD 563 by St. Columba 

and served as the center of the Gaelic Church in Scotland and its close proximity to Pictland 

allowed for easier access during the attempts to Christianize the Picts.  

In the early 7th century AD, a chronicle was written on Iona, providing the Dal Riata 

with one of the most thorough written accounts in Early Medieval Northern Europe (Broun, 
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2001). The overkingdom of the Dal Riata spanned from modern County Antrim in Ireland 

across the sea into Argyll and the Inner Hebrides in Scotland. The Scottish kingdom, 

according to historic records, was further divided into four kingdoms within Argyll and the 

islands of Islay, Kintyre, Coll, Mull, and Tiree (Alcock, 2003; Broun, 2001). The Dalriadic 

settlements in western Scotland vary widely in size and form with, on one end of the 

spectrum, small, enclosed settlements and crannogs and, on the other end, a number of 

large nuclear forts, likely used by the elites of the society (Alcock, 1987; Armit, 2008; 

Campbell, 2001).  

One of the biggest obstacles in the archaeological exploration of this group has been 

the focus on historical accounts and the desire to prove those accounts and thus the 

historical establishment of the Dal Riata. In trying to make this connection archaeologists 

have sought to see a correlation between settlement patterns and types in Northern Ireland 

and western Scotland, specifically looking for new settlements beginning after AD 500, 

the supposed date of migration (Armit, 2008). Campbell (2001) discusses this account of 

the migration as mythological, rather than historical, while Alcock (2003: 43) sees this as 

the date of a possible dynastic takeover with a long period of movement of settlers taking 

place in the following centuries. The latter is a belief supported archaeologically as there 

is little evidence for a mass migration from Ireland into Scotland in the 6th century AD. If 

indeed there was an invasion, as such, the settlement structures of the Dal Riata would have 

essentially been adapted versions of what the natives were using (Alcock, 2003: 44) with 

smaller settlements continuing in shape and composition and the construction of duns and 

nuclear forts resembling those found elsewhere in Scotland.   
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Dunadd 

While Dunadd has evidence of Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age activity it is best 

known as one of the major óroyalô sites of the Dal Riata. The site has a long trajectory of 

occupation although the height of its occupation is signaled by the construction of a nuclear 

fort, the typical fortification structure of the Dal Riata. Stevenson (1949) described this 

type of fortification as a fort with a central enclosure surrounded by a series of outworks 

descending from the summit. Dunadd is located on an isolated craggy hill at the southern 

end of the Kilmartin Glen in Argyll and is surrounded by flat land that at one time was 

boggy in nature. The name of the site denotes the location of the dun (fortified settlement) 

near the River Add, with variations of the name óDunaddô found in both in the Annals of 

Ulster and the Annals of Tigernach (Cox and Lathe, 2017). Its first appearance in the 

Annals of Ulster was in AD 683 when a siege of the site was recorded. In AD 736, records 

state that Dunadd was seized by the Picts in a campaign that devastated the Dal Riata. 

These two records illustrate the military importance of the site and the likely association 

with Dalriadic royalty, as do the archaeological remains at the site.    

Although Dunadd was excavated three times (1904/5, 1929, and 1980-1), few 

internal structures have been uncovered within the fort. The 1980-1 excavations have 

provided the majority of our information on the site, with 4 small trenches being excavated 

in order to date the different defensive lines of the fort. The first significant level of activity 

at the site began in the 4th/3rd century BC when a small fort was constructed on the hilltop, 

with occupation of the site continuing through the 4th/5th century AD (Lane and Campbell, 

2000). The 4th/5th century AD saw the construction of further fortifications with the creation 
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of a dun on the summit of the hill (Lane and Campbell, 2000). In the 6th/7th century AD 

further walls were constructed creating a nuclear fort at the site that continued to be 

developed until the height of its occupation in the 8th/9th century AD. During this peak of 

activity, the summit construction was enlarged and another lower enclosure was added 

(Lane and Campbell, 2000).     

Throughout the centuries Dunadd was inhabited there is evidence for extensive 

trade and a variety of high-status activities that took place at the site. The large amount and 

diverse types of imported pottery and glass from Continental Europe found at the site 

illustrate the trade connections that the people of Dunadd had with mainland Europe (Lane 

and Campbell, 2000). In addition to having long distance trade networks, Dunadd was 

home to an impressive metalworking workshop in the 7th century AD, with an extensive 

collection of molds, crucibles, bronzes, weapons, and ironwork found during excavations. 

The site also produced evidence for the casting of silver, gold, and various copper alloys 

as well as the working of leather, wood, and stone and the application of decorative insets 

from materials such as lead, millefiori, and glass (Campbell and Lane, 1993: 54). The site 

has thus been said to be one of the most significant metalworking workshops in Europe 

during this period, being compared with the royal Irish crannog site of Lagore. The molds 

of penannular brooches and large paneled brooches indicate their production in the Dal 

Riata at an earlier date than previously thought. Campbell and Lane (1993) suggest that the 

adaptation of Anglo-Saxon motifs in the brooches at Dunadd can be seen as part of the 

development of the Insular Art Style later found in illuminated manuscripts (e.g., The Book 

of Kells). 



 

138 

 

Iona 

Although few prehistoric sites have been excavated, the island of Iona has evidence of 

habitation starting in the Mesolithic (Barber, 1981; RCAHMS, 1982). However, Iona is 

best known for its role as an artistic and intellectual center between the 7th and 9th centuries 

AD. The monastic settlement at Iona was founded by St. Columba and held influence 

throughout Scotland, Ireland, and Northern England. While serving as the epicenter for the 

Christianization of Northern Britain a corpus of sculptures, illuminated manuscripts, and 

religious writings was created at the site (Campbell and Maldanado, 2020). Iona is thought 

to have played a major role in the development of the Insular Art Style, with the Book of 

Kells believed to have been written at the Abbey on Iona (Henderson, 1987; Meehan, 

2012), and contributed intellectually to northwestern Europe more broadly, e.g., the works 

of Adomnan.   

Given its status as an intellectual and religious center in the Early Medieval Period, 

the site has been extensively researched both historically and archaeologically. In AD 563, 

according to the Annals of Ulster, St. Columba travelled to the island of Iona when he was 

42 years old. After establishing Iona Abbey, the site was used as a base for spreading 

Christianity to the Picts and the other groups of northern Britain. The Vikings attacked Iona 

for the first time in AD 794, with subsequent Viking activity in the area leading to the 

abandonment of Iona Abbey in AD 849, when the Annals of Ulster recorded the óhalidomsô 

(holy relics) of Columba being brought to Ireland by the Abbot of Iona. In the 13th century 

a Benedictine monastery was built, which makes up the primary visible remains at the site 

today.       
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Evidence for an immediately pre-Columban settlement on Iona in the same vicinity 

as the later abbey has been suggested by radiocarbon dates obtained from the site 

(McCormick, 1993: 102) and the presence of late 1st/early 2nd century AD Roman pottery 

(Dore, 1992: 212). The 1988 excavation at Iona Abbey produced a Late Iron Age date 

under a western section of the enclosing bank (McCormick, 1993: 102). A section of 

cobbled surface from excavations that took place between 1964 and 1974 produced dates 

of AD 400-605, indicating a high probability that they were of an Iron Age date, thus not 

belonging to the Columban period of occupation (Reece, 1981). On the western side of the 

island of Iona the site of Dun Cul Bhuirg has also provided Iron Age dates (3rd century BC-

1st/2nd century AD), which further attests to pre-Columban settlement on the island (Ritchie 

and Lane, 1980). 

The Columban monastery on Iona is represented archaeologically by remains of the 

bank and ditch of the vallum, which surrounds a collection of finely carved stones and the 

remains of the Benedictine Abbey (Owen, 2007). While the true extent of the early 

monastic settlement is unknown, with approximately 10,900m2 within the Property in Care 

boundaries, which includes the majority of the areas already excavated, it is unknown how 

far the Early Christian settlement extended. Among the structures that have been excavated 

the small sub-rectangular structure constructed using wattle located on Tor an Aba, a hill 

within the enclosure, has been of notable interest. Fowler and Fowler (1988: 199) suggest 

that this is the writing house of Columba, written about by Adomnan in his The Life of 

Saint Columba. In a recent study by Campbell and Maldonado (2020: 18) samples of burnt 

wattle from the structure were radiocarbon dated with the central range of dates belonging 
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to the lifetime of St. Columba. Reece (1981) and Barber (1981) revealed a complex 

arrangement of pits, postholes, and other features, which occurred primarily in the area 

between the Reilig Odhrain (a burial ground used over several centuries) and Torr an Aba 

as well as within the cloister and the areas to its north and west. 

A large post-built roundhouse, with an interior area of between 128.68m2 and 

162.86m2, was excavated by Barber (1981: 300). The structure was built using two 

concentric arcs of posts in order to create the structure, but no information could be 

ascertained about the actual wall construction materials. In addition to this round structure, 

evidence for rectangular post-built buildings were also found, one such structure was found 

in the field between the abbey and the Reilig Odhrain. The structures at Iona have parallels 

with other Insular monastic sites dated to the Early Medieval Period, something seen not 

only in the actual buildings, but in the infrastructure of the site as well. 

A roadway running from the landing at Martyrsô Bay to the Abbey has been well 

documented and has been dubbed the óStreet of the Deadô (traditional accounts have used 

this name for a different road on Iona as well) (Campbell and Maldonado, 2020). In some 

areas this roadway is paved with boulders with smaller paving stones also being found 

along the route as well as a lack of pavement altogether. The paved portions of the road 

originally led to an interpretation of the road as Post-Medieval however recent radiocarbon 

samples taken from around the road suggest an Early Medieval date, placing its 

construction within the time of the Columban monastery (Campbell and Maldonado, 2020: 

22). This is also supported by the presence of two cross bases that have been found along 

the Street of the Dead, which are paralleled by three Early Medieval crosses (the crosses 
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of St. John, St. Martin, and St. Matthew) found in situ at the entrance to the abbey. 

Campbell and Maldonado (2020: 25) suggest that this road was used as a model for other 

Insular monasteries, with similar roads being found at Portmahomack, Govan, and 

Whithorn. 

Early Medieval window glass was also found during a reanalysis of the materials 

from the excavations carried out between 1956 and 1963, something not frequently found 

in Britain or Ireland at this time. The assemblage has similar manufacturing features to 

those found at Jarrow and other monastic sites in England. The glass was a soda-lime-

silicate composition and was cylinder-blown with grozed sides and fire-rounded straight 

edges (Campbell and Maldonado, 2020: 38). The only other Early Medieval site in 

Scotland with evidence of window glass is that of Whithorn, a site which provides evidence 

for the use of glass windows in clay and timber constructed buildings (Hill, 1997: 167).  

While the presence of glass at Iona illustrates its importance as an artistic center 

during the Early Medieval Period, evidence of extensive craft working areas, like those 

found at Portmahomack, have yet to be found. However, the finds of crucibles, tuyeres, 

glass rods, and molds for non-ferrous metal-working south of the Benedictine Abbey 

(Campbell and Maldonado, 2020: 39) and crucibles and three molds for glass studs found 

to the north of Columbaôs shrine chapel (Reece, 1981: 24) are indicative of craft production 

at the site. Glass studs of the type found here are known to have been manufactured at 

Portmahomack and the royal Irish site of Lagore (Campbell, et al., 2019: 325). Other glass 

objects have been found as well including a small blue object with white spirals and blue 
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and white reticella which was likely part of an ornamental cylinder or tubular item, perhaps 

a bangle or tubular bead (Campbell, et al., 2019).  

There is also extensive evidence for decorative metalworking at Iona, like that 

which took place at Dunadd. Barber (1981: 349) excavated a pit from the roundhouse 

discussed above in which a lion figurine, half of a decorated copper alloy rod, several 

corroded iron objects, slag, a possible copper-alloy cross arm, and a blue-green glass rod 

with an applied yellow glass spiral were found. Both the decorated rod and the lion figurine 

are composed of a leaded-tin bronze, a common Early Medieval composition (Campbell, 

et al., 2019: 303). The lion is a rare example of a three-dimensional Insular style 

zoomorphic figurine, although figures rendered in partial three-dimensional format are 

found on objects such as brooches and hanging bowls. The artistic style of the lion figurine 

is paralleled most closely in manuscripts, especially those found within the Book of Kells 

(Campbell, et al., 2019).  

The decorated copper alloy rod was recovered in two halves, each found during 

different campaigns within the same area (Barber, 1981: 349). During Barberôs excavations 

a mold was found into which the rod fits, indicating that the decorated rod was made on 

Iona and not imported from elsewhere (Campbell, et al., 2019: 308-310). Campbell and 

colleagues (2019: 301) suggest that the rod would have been used as a type of book binding, 

however they were unable to find any direct parallels to the object. This rod along with the 

other decorative elements, both of glass and metal, provide evidence for an artistic 

workshop at the Early Medieval monastery on Iona. The three surviving stone crosses from 
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the site (mentioned above) also demonstrate sculpting at the site, showing the true breadth 

of this artistic center.  

In its role as a religious center throughout the Early Medieval Period the burial 

grounds surrounding the settlement were used extensively and have been used up until the 

present day. Little can be said about the burials since they have not been excavated, with 

the exception of burials that have accidentally been found when investigating other areas 

of the site. However, Reilig Odhrain is known to be the resting place of several of 

Scotlandôs kings including Kenneth MacAlpin (Cinaed mac Ailipin) in the 9th century and 

his descendants. Royalty from other countries is thought to have been buried in this 

cemetery throughout the Early Medieval Period and beyond as well as modern British 

political leaders, including in 1994 the former leader of the Labour Party, John Smith (HES, 

2018c). 

 

Loch Glashan 

While more Dalriadic royal and religious sites have been excavated in Scotland than any 

other types of sites from this group of people, smaller sites, such as crannogs, have also 

been found. The crannog from Loch Glashan represents an example of an excavation at a 

smaller Dalriadic site. The crannog itself was inhabited between the 2nd/4th century AD and 

the 8th/9th century AD and was constructed from bushwood using the packwerk method, in 

which a material is dumped on the bed of the loch until a mound forms above the water 

and is then contained and secured by piles encircling it (Crone, 2000: 105; 2007: 225). 

While little is known about the structures that would have sat on top of the crannog, the 
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artifact assemblage contained an impressive array of items, including several instances of 

waterlogged wood and leather objects.     

Within this 

assemblage, 90 pieces 

of leather were 

recorded, only 74 of 

which survive, with 

the most notable 

amongst them being a 

leather satchel, which 

was originally 

interpreted as a leather jerkin. The satchel was composed of 21 fragments of leather, which 

would have made up four larger pieces originally, these four pieces would have been held 

together by thonging woven through the slits cut into the edges of the pieces (Thomas, 

2005). The multiplicity of functions a satchel can have make the use of this particular 

example elusive. However, Thomas (2005) proposes its possible use in the carrying of 

books, this would account for the tapering of the side panels of the bag (Figure 4.10). Other 

significant leather finds include a sheath, 137mm long, used for a slender knife, several 

shoe fragments, and a probable belt. 

The wooden artifact assemblage comprised an impressive array of objects, with 128 

being recorded from the excavations, 106 of which were examined in close detail. Seven 

wooden containers were recovered from Loch Glashan crannog, six of which were carved 

Figure 4.10: Components of the satchel from Loch Glashan (Crone and 

Campbell, 2005: fig. 44) 
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from a single piece of wood and one instance of a turned bowl (Crone, 2005: 29). There 

was also evidence for the use of stave-built vessels, in the form of cords made from withies 

(potentially made of hazelwood) (Crone, 2005: 34). Several wooden tools were also found, 

including spoon-shaped spatulas, two leaf shaped spatulas, and spatula knives. A possible 

scutch or beater, for use in the preparation of flax, was also found, similar to implements 

found at Lagore, York, and Dublin (Earwood, 1990). Two tool handles were found along 

with several possible handle roughouts (Crone, 2005: 38).   

Several wooden fastening implements, such as trenails, pins, and pegs were 

discovered, with the finds of loom pegs and pins/spindles indicating textile production took 

place on this crannog. The presence of possible agricultural and boat equipment provides 

information on other tasks that were being undertaken at the site. In addition to the 

utilitarian wooden objects two gaming counters were found, both of which were made from 

burrs of wood that were highly polished to give them a more decorative look (Crone, 2005: 

42). Gaming counters such as these are closely paralleled during the Viking Age, when 

hnefatafl boards and pieces were sometimes buried with individuals, such as those found 

in the Scar boat burial, although typically made of different materials, such as glass, ivory, 

or metals.   
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Metal artifacts and objects 

associated with metal production were 

also found at Loch Glashan crannog. Only 

one iron object was recovered from Loch 

Glashan, a socketed bearded axehead 

(Figure 4.11). However, there are several 

pieces of iron slag, indicating iron 

working at the site. Two fragments of a 

lidded crucible were found, indicating non-ferrous metalworking was likely taking place 

at Loch Glashan. The crucible was sub-triangular and the lid had a vertical lug. Similar 

crucibles have been found at sites throughout the British Isles, including Dinas Powys in 

Wales, Lagore in Ireland, and Dunadd in Scotland. The closest parallel to the crucible are 

the Type C crucibles found at Dunadd (Lane and Campbell, 2000). Campbell (2005b) 

suggests the clay for the crucibles from both sites might have come from the same source, 

given their similar matrix. 

A small copper alloy, penannular brooch (Figure 4.12) was the most elaborate of 

the metal finds. The circular brooch hoop measured 34mm in diameter, the D-shaped 

section had a width of 4-5mm and a thickness of 1-2mm (Campbell, 2005c: 65). The center 

of the D-shaped section is decorated with a sunken panel and has a cross-hatched design 

as well as a setting with an amber cabochon. The decoration of the brooch continues with 

the terminals having central settings of amber surrounded by four-lobed rosette designs 

(Campbell, 2005c: 65). The pin for the brooch measures 57x3mm, the head of the pin is 

Figure 4.11: Socketed bearded axehead from Loch 

Glashan (Crone and Campbell, 2005: fig. 37) 
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6mm wide and loosely bent over the hoop (Campbell, 2005c: 65). The shank of the pin is 

decorated with hatched designs, similar to those found elsewhere on the brooch. The design 

of the brooch seems to be closely 

related to the St. Ninianôs Isle series 

of brooches (Wilson, 1973: 89), while 

also having decorative aspects that 

harken to the Aldclune brooch 

(Youngs, 1989: 113) and the brooch 

from Ervey crannog (Youngs, 1989: 

88). This brooch reflects the fluidity 

of the interactions between art styles 

in Early Medieval Insular art 

discussed by Campbell and Lane 

(1993) in their discussion of 

metalworking at Dunadd.   

Further similarities with Dunadd can be seen with the presence of five examples of 

Continental pottery, namely E ware from coastal western France. Vessels 1-4 were 

reconstructed from several fragments, while Vessel 5 was found intact on top of the 

crannog (Campbell, 2005a). From the research done on the E ware ceramics from 

Whithorn, the pottery can be dated to the late 6th and 7th centuries AD (Campbell, 1997). 

These dates have been further corroborated by radiocarbon dating from charred residues 

found on the E ware from Loch Glashan (Crone and Campbell, 2005: 112-114). Vessel 3 

Figure 4.12: Copper alloy penannular brooch from Loch 

Glashan (after Crone and Campbell, 2005: Pl. 19; modified 

by author) 
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from Loch Glashan was found to have madder-type dye residue, which, in conjunction with 

the other evidence of textile production, could indicate the dyeing of the textiles being 

produced.   

Stone finds at the site further contribute to the understanding of the activities taking 

place on the crannog. Three spindle whorls were found during the excavations, however 

one is now missing. The two that remain are both disc whorls made from schist with one 

having a central perforation and the other having a slightly offset one (Batey, 2005: 107). 

Sixteen quern stones were also discovered, consisting of four lower stones and 12 upper 

stones (Clarke, 2005: 93). A further three stones have been classed as possible grinding 

stones, but are not of a quern stone type. It appears, given the diameters and perforation 

types and locations, that the querns at Loch Glashan are later in date than those found at 

Dunadd, meaning some of those from the crannog are Early Medieval in date (rather than 

the Late Iron Age of the Dunadd stones) (Clarke, 2005). Three pounder/hammerstones 

were also found at Loch Glashan as were three possible baking stones or lids (Batey, 2005). 

Lastly, among the significant stone objects are the three hones that were found, all of which 

were made from local materials (Batey, 2005: 106).  

While Loch Glashan crannog lacks any definite structural evidence, the vast array 

of artifacts found tell of the activities and people that lived there and their likely connection 

to other sites in the Dal Riata and further afield. The waterlogged nature of the site has 

meant the preservation of objects that would otherwise have remained unknown, shedding 

further light on the Early Medieval Period in Scotland and the objects used at that time. 

Several different types of production are evidenced at the site including textile, agricultural, 
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metal, and most likely wood, the majority of which would not be seen without the level of 

preservation found at Loch Glashan crannog.  

 

Scots/Gaels: Conclusion 

By combining evidence from these three Dalriadic sites (Dunadd, Iona, and Loch Glashan) 

the materials and practices that took place in the Late Iron Age and Early Medieval Period 

are more comprehensively understood. Several connections between the three sites have 

been made illustrating a degree of interconnectedness at this time. While the evidence does 

not fully support a mass migration in AD 500, it does show a shift in the way sites were 

used, potentially supporting Alcockôs (2003: 43) suggestion of that date marking a dynastic 

takeover. Such a takeover would explain the development of Dunadd into a nuclear fort 

and the intensification of occupation at Loch Glashan.  

 

4.4.3 Britons 

The Britons were descended from the Iron Age peoples of southern Scotland, who still 

spoke a Brittonic language, as opposed to the Goidelic language spoken by the Gaels 

(Driscoll, 2013). The kingdom of the Britons centered on Strathclyde, however only one 

major site associated with the Britons has been excavated, Dumbarton. Given the proto-

historic nature of the Britons, they are only referred to from scant outside sources, much 

like their northern neighbors, the Picts. The historical accounts that do exist refer to specific 
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events, typically involving people from the groups that are writing, such as the Anglo-

Saxons and the Irish.  

The site of Dumbarton was referred to in historical records as Alt Clut (or other 

derivations: Clyde Rock, Petra Cloithe, Alo Chluaithe, etc.), with the most notable sources 

being Bedeôs Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum and the Annals of Ulster. The 

excavations at Dumbarton led by Leslie and Elizabeth Alcock in the 1970s revealed that 

habitation evidence for the site began in the 6th century AD and ended in the early 8th 

century (Alcock and Alcock, 1990). However, the Annals of Ulster cite the burning of Alt 

Cluiathe on January 1, AD 780 and later in AD 870 records the siege of Dumbarton by 

Norsemen led by Amlaíb and Ímar (Olaf and Ivar) who plundered and destroyed the citadel 

over the course of four months. Following the siege and destruction of Dumbarton little is 

known about the kingdom of the Britons, with historical sources not mentioning it any 

further.  

 

4.4.4 The Angles 

With the departure of the Romans in the 5th century AD and the arrival of the Angles, the 

northern frontier of the former Roman province of Britannia developed into the kingdom 

of Bernicia. In the 6th century AD, the kingdom of Bernicia extended from the River Forth 

in the north to the Tees in the south (Breeze, 2009). While the name is thought to be of 

Brittonic/Celtic origins (Wood, 2011: 35), according to written records an Anglian dynastic 

hierarchy controlled the territory. The linguistic transition from a predominately Brittonic 
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language to a Germanic one was likely a gradual process, culminating in the creation of 

the kingdom of Northumbria. By studying placenames alongside material evidence Wood 

(2007; 2011: 61) has determined that there was a high degree of hybridization in East 

Lothian, the Bowmont and South Tyne Valleys, and the mid-Tweed basin, as shown by the 

mixture of pre-English and Anglian placenames as well as archaeological evidence from 

both Brittonic and early Anglian contexts.  

In AD 604 Bernicia began to forcibly incorporate the neighboring kingdom of Deira 

with itself, forming the kingdom of Northumbria (Wood, 2011). This new kingdom 

stretched from the Forth in the north to the Humber in the south and from the North Sea in 

the east to the Irish Sea in the west (Petts and Turner, 2011: 1). Northumbria encompassed 

a vast stretch of territory and included the modern-day cities of Edinburgh, Newcastle, 

York, and Carlisle, as well as the important religious sites of Lindisfarne, Whithorn, and 

Jarrow. Historical sources for the kingdom of Bernicia are somewhat scarce, with Bede 

only referring to pre-7th century Bernicia, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle twice, and the 

Historia Brittonum providing the most information with approximately five paragraphs 

from the text referring to Bernicia. On the other hand, Northumbria and its history have 

been well recorded with Bedeôs Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum and the Anglo-

Saxon Chronicles being the primary sources of information. Northumbria was the first 

kingdom to be attacked by the Vikings raiders in AD 793 with the attack on Lindisfarne. 

Following this Northumbria went on to lose a portion of its southern territory, which 

became incorporated into the Danelaw.  
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4.4.5 The Interconnectedness of Northern Scotland 

The interconnected nature of this period in Scotland is illustrated by the links that the 

Dalriadic and Pictish sites have with each other. Historic sources indicate that there were 

also connections between the two kingdoms of a more martial manner. In AD 736 Oengus, 

king of the Picts, is said to have laid waste to the territory of the Dal Riata, seizing the 

stronghold of Dunadd and imprisoning two sons of the Dal Riatan king (AU, 735). 

Following this, in 789, a battle between the Picts is recorded (AU, 789) in which Conall 

mac Taidg, king of the Picts at the time, was defeated by Constantin mac Fergusa, who 

then became king of the Picts until his death in 820 (AI, 820). Shortly after this, in the 9th 

century AD the kingdoms of the Picts and the Dal Riata were merged into a singular 

Kingdom of Alba. These records show a degree of constant military action taking place 

before the Viking raid on Iona in 794 and afterwards until the formation of the Kingdom 

of Alba. This could have contributed to the ability of the Scandinavians to take over certain 

areas of Scotland, as battles between both the Dal Riata and the Picts would have likely 

lessened the populations of both kingdoms shortly before the Viking raids began.  

 

4.5 Identity in the Viking Age  

Each individual represents their identity in different ways and during periods of societal 

transition, such as a period of migration, the formation and representation of identity can 

be seen. The Viking Age, the term used to refer to the period between the 8th and the late 

11th centuries, was just such a period of transition, with evidence for large scale migration 

out of Scandinavia and into other areas throughout the northern hemisphere. The North 
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Atlantic received the densest population of Scandinavian immigrants, with the vast spread 

of these people, various new communities formed, bringing with them new ways of 

identifying themselves. 

When attempting to discuss these people occupying new spaces, the terminology is 

often difficult to decide on, as is pointed out by Abrams (2012) in a discussion on the 

terminology used to define the peoples occupying Fennoscandia, Iceland, the Faroe 

Islands, along with the other ñVikingò territories. Given the ambiguity of the terminology 

modern scholars use in the discussion of these groups of people, a discussion of their 

identity, both emic and etic, can be approached via many different avenues. 

Archaeologically, the different ways of interpreting identity have been discussed to a high 

degree, with many differing opinions on how it can be accessed. Through a review of the 

literature discussing identity and the variety of levels of identity as well as their 

interconnectedness, which is examined below, the ways in which the Scandinavians of the 

Viking Age expressed their identities through material culture can be explored.    

     

4.5.1 Religion/Belief Systems 

Religions and belief systems represent one of the key ways of understanding past societies 

and the ancient mind (Price, 2008a) and thus understanding the way in which an individual 

thought of themselves within the world. In attempting to reconstruct the belief systems of 

Viking Age Scandinavians, archaeology plays a vital role. Other than artwork and some 

inscriptions on rune stones, the beliefs of Scandinavians can be hinted at by the remains of 
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rituals that were practiced. Burials, for instance, provide a unique insight into the identity 

of the individual buried as well as their religious beliefs.  

The unique character of each Viking Age Scandinavian funerary ritual illustrates 

the lack of an orthodox practice (Price, 2008b).  While Callmer (1991; 1992) has shown 

that variations in the particular practices are seen even at the level of individual villages 

and farmsteads, there are some broad patterns seen in Scandinavian burials. The presence 

of grave goods is the most common way of identifying pre-Christian Scandinavian burials. 

While the actual items may vary, weapons, jewelry, tools for farming, textile equipment, 

horse equipment, and combs are among the most common items found. In addition, burials 

with sacrificed animals are prevalent, with horses and dogs being the dominant species 

found (Andrén, 1993: 45; Eldjarn, 2016: 626; Sikora, 2004).  

Ship (over 12 m) and boat (under 12 m) burials were also a common motif 

throughout Viking Age Scandinavia. Well over 500 ship and boat graves are known from 

Northern Europe (Andrén, 1993; Müller-Wille, 1970).  Of these, only one ship has, thus 

far, been found south of Denmark in Continental Europe, at the site of Île de Groix (Price, 

2008b). Most of the ship and boat burials have been dated to the 9th and 10th centuries, 

using dendrochronology. The best known and studied ship burials are the ones from 

Gokstad, Tune, Oseberg, Ladby, Børre, and Hedeby. In addition to the famous ship burials, 

many boat burials are known, with the most recent finds coming from Dysnes (northern 

Iceland), Ardnamurchan (western Scotland; Harris, et al., 2017), and Gamla Uppsala 

(eastern Sweden).  



 

155 

 

In addition to the burial of actual vessels, there are several locations in which the 

representation of a ship or boat has been used. The site of Lindholm Høje is one of the best 

preserved and extensive graveyards with stone ship-settings in Denmark. Sweden has a 

plethora of examples of stone ship-settings in graveyards, and while they are not all as 

extensive as Lindholm Høje, their use covers a broad area. Several monumental ship-

settings have also been found in Scandinavia at the sites of Vejerslev, Jelling, Bække, 

Glavendrup, Lejre, Tryggevælde, Södre Ugglarp, Kåseberga, Torup, Färlöv, and 

Ljungarum (Vestergaard, 2007).  

The importance of both animals and watercrafts can be seen in the Viking Age 

funerary record, not only illustrating the importance of these items in daily life, but also in 

the afterlife. The burial of items with people, points to a general significance of certain 

goods in the ancient Scandinavian belief system. Animals and watercraft are also 

mentioned throughout the Norse mythological sources and are often depicted on picture 

and rune stones, further signaling their importance. In understanding the belief systems of 

the Viking Age, the Old Norse sagas and poetry as well as the early Scandinavian law 

codes play vital roles in informing our understanding. 

Much of the information known about Old Norse mythology comes to us from the 

Poetic Edda and Snorri Sturlusonôs Gylfaginning. The first poem of the Edda, the Vѕlusp§, 

tells of the creation of the world and its impending demise. In this poem the prediction of 

the end of the world, Ragnarѕk, during which everything and everyone will be destroyed. 

While the influence of Christianity on the poem and more broadly on Norse mythology has 

been debated for centuries (cf. Samplonius, 2013), there are many aspects that are believed 
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to have come from oral tradition and have predated Christianity in Northern Europe 

(McKinnell, 2013).  

 

4.5.2 Gender 

The presumption of association of weapons with male burial has also been used in the 

interpretation of Viking Age graves throughout the North Atlantic. The beginning of 

Viking Age archaeology basically began with the excavation of graves. Worsaae (1843) 

was one of the first to discuss Viking Age burials, and keeping with the times, he assumed 

that all of the Viking graves were male. Anderson (1874) also believed all Viking graves 

to be male, until the 1879 excavation of Ballinaby (Islay), which contained two burials one 

male and one female, based on the grave goods. With this excavation, the recognition of 

female Viking grave goods consisting of oval brooches, textile equipment, and jewelry 

began to develop.  

The gendering of Viking Age grave goods has followed this vein ever since, until 

recently when the standardization of gender roles has come into question. A well-furnished 

burial at Birka (Bj 581) has long been considered to be male based on the weapons found 

in the grave. However, a recent genomic study has brought to light that the individual was 

actually female (Hedenstierna-Jonson, et al., 2017). Scientific studies, such as this one, can 

bring further understanding to the roles that both sexes played in Viking Age society. 

However, this particular study has been fraught with controversy given that there is a 

debate as to whether there was more than one individual buried there, or even if the bones 
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were actually recovered from that grave due to a cataloguing error. In cases such as this, 

we must ask ourselves whether the desire for a more modern set of gender roles in the past 

is not affecting our judgement of past societies. 

 

4.5.3 Hybridity 

Movements from the Scandinavian homelands during the Viking Diaspora, inherently led 

to shifts in community and national identities with different cultures coming into contact 

forming hybridized identities. However, throughout this period of migration there was still 

an underlying sense of Scandinavian community showing a continuation of culture even as 

many other aspects of identity were in transition. This sense of ñScandinaviannessò can be 

seen historically with the law codes of the Norse-speaking groups and archaeologically 

through the persistent use of ships/boats in iconography, burial, and ritual deposits, as well 

as in the use of personal ornamentation. From the Bronze Age rock art found at Alta and 

Tanum to the boat and ship burials found throughout Scandinavia and abroad, in places 

like the Ardnamurchan Peninsula of Scotland, the use of ships can be seen throughout much 

of Scandinavian prehistory forming an integral part of Scandinavian identity. 

Although ship burials were performed by other peoples, they are not very common 

outside of the Scandinavian tradition. The prevalence of association with ships and the 

dead indicates that ships and boats during the Viking Age were very important in 

Scandinavian culture, not just as a means of transport, but also as a cultural symbol. 

However, often the boat burials found in Scotland were found near contemporaneous 
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hybridized settlements, such as at Westness on Rousay in Orkney. This settlement shows 

Pictish and Scandinavian elements, while the burials show distinct differences between 

these two groups, even though they are buried within the same cemetery. 

Personal ornamentation was also a very important aspect for the portrayal of 

identity and hybridity. While the securest contexts are those of excavated burials, many 

articles of personal ornamentation have been found in the British Isles through the use of 

metal detectors. Brooches are particularly useful in looking at identity and hybridity as the 

stylistic elements as well as the technical means of manufacture indicate the wearerôs 

affiliation with a cultural group. Given that the Scandinavians who settled in Scotland and 

England were in contact with the peoples already living there, outside influences entered 

into Scandinavian material culture. These influences can especially be seen in the Anglo-

Scandinavian brooches that developed in England (Kershaw, 2013). 

A particularly interesting use of brooches as an indication of potential hybrid or 

mixed identities can be seen in the burial of individuals with both Scandinavian and Insular 

style brooches. The first example of this mixture can be seen in the grave of a female from 

Westness in Orkney who appears to have died in childbirth. The most famous artifact from 

this grave is the Westness brooch, thought to have been made around 100 years before it 

was buried (Stevenson, 1989: 265). In conjunction with this, a pair of oval brooches were 

worn by the woman accompanied by 40 glass beads, likely indicating a necklace was 

attached to the brooches. In addition, there was a fourth brooch found in the burial that was 

created from an insular book mount. Generally, the wearing of oval brooches is thought to 

indicate a Scandinavian cultural affinity. However, when the four brooches are read 
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together, they could be interpreted as a signal of cultural identification with both Irish and 

Scandinavian.  

Halstad-McGuire (2016) proposes that the brooches can be seen as a statement 

regarding the relationship between the Scandinavian settlers and the various peoples of the 

British Isles. Given the varied origins and methods of production the brooches are emitting 

power and prestige among various communities. The Westness brooch was circulated for 

100 years before it came to be buried which denotes it as a powerful object deserving of 

curation. With the reuse of an insular book mount the same could be said. The final use of 

all of these brooches together is a sign of multiple cultural identities and a signaling of 

power within all of them.  

From Cnip on the Isle of Lewis another female grave provides an example of the 

mixed usage of brooches. She was also buried with a range of grave goods including a pair 

of oval brooches, 44 glass beads, a bronze Hiberno-Norse ringed pin brooch, tools, and a 

decorated bronze belt buckle and strap end (Welander, et al., 1987). The oval brooches are 

not the same in design, however both are identical in construction and have been dated to 

the late 9th/early 10th century. On the other hand, the ringed pin dates to the late 10th or 

early 11th century. Her isotopic signatures indicate that she was from the area in which she 

was buried, making the meaning behind her brooches more ambiguous.  

Hayeur Smith (2003) suggested that she was of mixed Scandinavian and Insular 

descent. No matter what her actual descent may be, the brooches she was buried with show 

two cultural affiliations. The curation of oval brooches from around 100 years before she 

was buried likely shows them as an heirloom, much the same as I would argue for the 
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Westness brooch. The Hiberno-Norse ringed pin, on the other hand, links her to Ireland. 

The combination of the three brooches can be seen as signifying her status within the 

community and her family, as hers is the richest burial in the cemetery. But it may also 

show her power and status within the overall Insular and Scandinavian communities, with 

her brooches indicating her position within both of those cultural groups. 

In Scandinavia there are also examples of mixed usage of brooches, with 22 burials 

in Norway showing use of insular brooches in burial (Glørstad, 2010). One example is 

from the Snåsa in Trøndelag, this is yet again the burial of a woman, both with a pair of 

oval brooches and an insular brooch. Given the placement of the brooches at the time of 

excavation, it is thought that she had one oval brooch at each shoulder for holding up a 

strap dress and the insular ring brooch in the middle of her chest fastening a cape or cloak 

(Heen-Pettersen, 2014). Given the similarities of the Westness brooch to the one from 

Snåsa it is likely that the woman from Westness would have been dressed in a similar way. 

Graham-Campbell (2001: 36) has suggested that the incorporation of Pictish and Irish 

brooch-types as cloak-fasteners in Norse dress might be viewed as 'glittering prizes' ï the 

use of the exotic to make statements concerning status. Heen-Pettersen (2014) sees ñThe 

prestige of owning, and being buried with, such items as an indication that the wearers of 

such brooches, or at least their families, had a particularly important role within these 

overseas networksò. I think they are better read in a similar way to those found in the 

frontiers of Viking Age society, as symbols of power and belonging in both insular and 

Scandinavian society, whether this is through descent or some other connection. 
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4.5.4 Viking Age Identity: Conclusion 

There are various ways of interpreting identity in the past and for the Viking Age the 

primary identities that have been explored are those of religion/belief systems, gender, and 

hybrid identities. In exploring these three aspects of identity, as well as those discussed in 

Chapter 2 this dissertation will examine how Viking Age identity formed and morphed 

throughout the period of migration. This section (4.5) has presented broad information on 

aspects of Viking Age life (and death) in order to elucidate the overall approach that will 

be hereafter carried out.  
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Chapter 5: Norwegian Case Studies: Avaldsnes and Region of 

Trøndelag 

 

The homeland plays a key role when studying diasporic identities and their development. 

Most definitions of the ódiasporaô cite the notion of membership to an origin group and a 

concern for and connection to their homeland (Cohen, 1997: 23-26; Morawska, 2011: 

1030; Safran, 1991: 83-84). For the Viking Diaspora, Scandinavia is the primary place of 

origin, including the modern-day countries of Norway, Sweden, and Denmark. For 

northern and western Scotland and Iceland it is thought that Norway was the place of origin 

for many of the people involved in the migrations into these areas. This has primarily been 

derived from later written sources, including Orkneyinga Saga and Íslendingabók, but is 

also being somewhat evidenced by DNA and isotopic analyses (Ebenesersdóttir, et al., 

2018; Margaryan, et al., 2020).  

This chapter will focus on the Norwegian case studies of Avaldsnes, located on the 

southwestern coast of Norway, and a collection of archaeological sites from the modern 

region of Trßndelag. This chapterôs aim is to encompass archaeological evidence from the 

areas where migrating groups of the Viking Diaspora would have most likely departed. 

While the sites individually are not representative of the diversity of the entirety of Norway, 

as a whole they are, covering sites of elites and commoners, ritual and mundane, average 

and of special significance. The case studies are examined with the intention of gathering 

information on identity in the homeland and any subsequent shifts that might have occurred 
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during the Viking Age. In evaluating evidence from the sites of Avaldsnes, a central place 

during the Viking Age, and those in the modern region of Trøndelag, a base line of identity 

representation can be ascertained through the analysis of settlements, burials, and the 

material culture found within them. In choosing both a central place and a more rural region 

as case studies, I aim to analyze identity markers in varying contexts. These sites will then 

be compared to similarly structured settlements in Scotland (Chapter 6) and Iceland 

(Chapter 7).  

 

5.1 Avaldsnes 

Avaldsnes is located on the west coast of Norway on the island of Karmøy, which sits on 

the Karmsund Strait. The site has seven periods of occupation, which were identified 

during the Avaldsnes Royal Manor Project, 

beginning in the Late Neolithic and ending 

with the early 20th century (Østmo and Bauer, 

2017a: 83).  The artifact assemblage, on the 

other hand, indicates that there was activity 

near the later manor site beginning in the 

Mesolithic (Gjerland, 1989; Østmo, 2017c: 

526). The Site Periods span the following 

time periods: SP I ca. 2000-350 BC, SP II ca. 

350 BC-AD 200, SP III ca. AD 200- 600, SP 

IV ca. AD 600-900, SP V ca. AD 900-1250, 
Figure 5.1: Sailing route through southern 

Norway (after Østmo, 2019: fig. 1.4) 
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SP VI ca. AD 1250-1368, and SP VII 1368-1900 (Østmo, 2017c). Site periods IV and V 

are the most relevant periods to the topic at hand and the settlement and burial features as 

well as the material culture associated with these periods will be explored below.  

Throughout the long duration of its occupation, the strategic placement of 

Avaldsnes allowed the inhabitants to control shipping along the Karmsund Strait, which 

was a major avenue for trade as it was part of the Norðvegr, óthe Northern wayô (Figure 

5.1 for part of the Norðvegr). This sailing route offered a sheltered passage to ships 

travelling along the western coast of modern-day Norway and provides the origins for the 

name of the country (Skre, 2014: 35-37). Typically, the western coast of Norway and the 

nearby islands are rocky and difficult to raise livestock on or farm. However, Avaldsnes is 

one of five known early Viking Age royal manors located along the Norðvegr, all of which 

occupy rare areas of arable land with suitable pastures (Skre, 2014: 38). 

 

5.1.1 Written Records 

Avaldsnes was undoubtedly the most important of the manors along the Norðvegr, as it is 

mentioned several times throughout the sagas and, according to Snorri Sturluson, was the 

residence of the first king of Norway, Harald Fairhair and several kings afterwards 

(Sturluson, 2011: 83). Throughout the Heimskringla, Avaldsnes (ỵgvaldsnes) appears 

several more times generally in relation to a battle or the king sentencing people to death. 

The site is described in Heimskringla as follows: ñA large farmstead stands there up on the 

island of KỶrmt, which is known as ỵgvaldsnes. This was a royal residence, a splendid 
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farmsteadò (Sturluson, 2014: 128). Avaldsnes is also cited in one of the oldest complete 

poems to survive to the modern day, Guðrúnarkviða hin forna (The Old Lay of Gudrún), 

which is believed to have been created prior to AD 1000 (Bellows, 1936). Within this poem 

Avaldsnes is referred to as ñHalfôs high hallò (Terry, 1990: 193), King Half (Halfr) being 

a direct descendent of King Augvald/Ogvald who gave his name to the site (Andrews, 

1909).  

While the above sources and other sagas as well as skaldic poems mention the site, 

very few describe the architecture or landscape of Avaldsnes. Those texts that do describe 

aspects of the site discuss burial mounds, buildings, and standing stones, although not 

describing the locations of these features. Buildings of the 13th and 14th centuries are better 

known as some are recorded in contemporary sources. For instance, in Hákonar saga 

Hákonarsonar (Saga of Haakon Haakonsson) written by the Icelandic historian Sturla 

Þórðarson in the 1260s shortly after the death of King Haakon, it is stated that Haakon had 

constructed a stone church at Avaldsnes, which was the fourth largest one in Norway 

(Þórðarson, 2013). 

In addition to the name Avaldsnes (ON єgvaldsnes) appearing in literary sources, 

Karmøy (ON Kѕrmt) also appears in several texts. KỶrmt appears to have been used both 

as the name of a river and an island in Old Norse literature, as denoted in The Prose Edda, 

where KỶrmt is the name of a river that the god Thor must cross (Sturluson, 2006: 73). 

Within this context, the river has been interpreted as the Karmsund Strait, as the root word 

is the same (Storesund, 2012: 64). In Heimskringla, KỶrmt is cited as the location of 

Avaldsnes, which is denoted as one of the primary royal residences (Sturluson, 2011: 83, 
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194; Sturluson, 2014: 128). The two names, ỵgvaldsnes and KỶrmt, are linked throughout 

the sagas and skaldic poetry with Avaldsnes occupying ña large island, long and for most 

of its length not broad, lying by the main sea route on its outside. There is a large settlement 

there, and many parts of the island are uninhabited, where it lies open to the seaò (Sturluson, 

2014: 131). 

 

5.1.2 Settlement Evidence 

The earliest settlement structure to be excavated at Avaldsnes, Building A11, dates to ca. 

1600-600 BC, with the remains consisting of a U-shaped ditch for the walls (Østmo and 

Bauer, 2017b: 104). This Bronze Age structure had an approximate internal area of 38m2 

with the sides measuring between 6.3 (SW side) and 6.7 m (NW side) on the long sides 

and 4.6 m (NE side) on its shorter side (Østmo and Bauer, 2017b: 104-105).  The building 

lacks stratigraphically linked postholes or other signs of a roof support system as well as a 

hearth. Without evidence of these two things the function of the structure remains 

unknown, but it is unlikely that it was used as a residence. Several other U-shaped buildings 

have been found in western Norway, of those that also lack evidence of roof supports, 

Stavnheim in Hå in Rogaland has been dated to the pre-Roman Iron Age (Børsheim, 2001: 

fig. 136) and a structure from Værnes in Nord-Trøndelag was of a similar size to the one 

discovered at Avaldsnes (Gundersen, 2001: 22). Although there have been several other 

structures of similar construction dating from the Bronze Age to the Later Iron Age, there 

has been no indication of the function(s) they may have served and thus have been 



 

167 

 

classified as outbuildings related to farming/economic activities (Østmo and Bauer, 2017b: 

108).  

 

SP (Site Period) III ca. AD 200- 600 

Buildings A10 and 

A13, located in Areas 

1 and 5 respectively, 

clearly indicate the 

establishment in SP III 

of a farmyard 

composed of a hall, 

longhouse and 

production area.  The 

production area, 

located southeast of 

building A13 in Area 

6, shows evidence for 

activities such as iron 

smithing and meat 

smoking or curing. In 

addition to the 

production area, there were signs of long-term cultivation from SP II onwards in Area 2 of 

Figure 5.2: Archaeological remains from SP III (after Østmo and Bauer, 

2017a: fig. 6.3) 
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the site (Østmo and Bauer, 2017b: 131). The almost exclusive use of oak in the hearths of 

the two buildings (A10 and A13) as well as the largest cooking pits located nearest to the 

farmyard indicate high status of the site (Østmo and Bauer, 2017a: 92). 

Building A10, which dates to early SP III, and a later structure, Building A14, 

which dates to early SP V, were found within Area 1, with A14 overlaying A10. Both are 

believed to have been halls and featured a series of postholes, a wall ditch, and two hearths, 

the larger of which produced three radiocarbon dates to SP III and one to SP V (Østmo and 

Bauer 2017b: 109). Building A10 measured 18-20m long and 6m wide and comprised a 

wall ditch, two hearths, and a possible cluster of postholes in the northern section of the 

building (Østmo and Bauer, 2017b: 110, fig. 7.4). Of the two hearths, the larger hearth was 

semi-rectangular in shape and was associated with a possible flue. There were two distinct 

charcoal lenses within the hearth, which indicates reuse of the hearth, with the majority of 

the charcoal dating to SP III, while charcoal from the north-eastern area provided a date 

range of AD 1041-1154 (SP V) (Østmo and Bauer, 2017b: 112). The second hearth, located 

approximately one meter north of the larger one, was smaller and circular in shape. The fill 

of this hearth was charcoal-rich with a higher concentration of charcoal at the bottom of 

the feature, almost all of which was birch (Ballantyne, et al., 2017: 480). The charcoal from 

the larger hearth was primarily composed of oak, the growth rings of which suggest that 

large logs were used as the firewood (Ballantyne, et al., 2017: 481, 507-508). In the area 

surrounding Avaldsnes, oak trees are thought to have been scarce, so Ballantyne, et al. 

(2017: 507-508) suggest that the oak used was comprised of construction scraps, something 
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further suggested by the presence of four iron nails within the hearth (Østmo and Bauer, 

2017b: 114).  

Given the poor preservation of building A10, the function it served remains 

uncertain. The primary suggestion by Østmo and Bauer (2017b) is that it was a hall 

building. Generally, the key physical features of an Iron Age hall are its length, which 

Carstens (2015:15) states should be between 30 and 50m, have a wide internal space, there 

are typically multiple hearths that have not been used for cooking and craftwork, but rather 

for providing warmth and light (Carstens 2015:15, Hem Eriksen, 2010: 3; Herschend, 

1998: 16, 37). Halls thus do not serve many of the domestic features of other houses on 

farms, but rather illustrate the elite nature of the inhabitants by showing their resources 

allow them to separate the living space from other domestic functions. Carstens (2015: 15) 

also expands on these criteria adding aspects about the location, such as location in an 

elevated position, near large graves, part of a settlement complex, and overlooking land 

and sea routes. Building A10 meets several of the criteria outlined by both Herschend 

(1998) and Carstens (2015), including its location near large graves, as it lies on a plateau 

between the grave mounds Kjellerhaug and Flaghaug. The structure would also have been 

visible from the Karmsund Strait, given its elevated position. While its size may not match 

what was expected in later hall constructions, its form differs little from contemporaneous 

examples of early halls at other sites in Scandinavia, for instance Vallhagar (Gotland) and 

Uppåkra (Østmo and Bauer, 2017b: 115).  

Finds from building A10 were scarce, with half of a pair of tongs, four nails, and a 

few sherds of pottery being found, as well as a few animal bones, including a lower front 
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leg bone from a male red deer (Ballantyne, et al., 2017: 481). The artifacts found give little 

indication of the possible activities taking place in A10, but the presence of wild animal 

bones has been linked to high status settlements in Iron Age Scandinavia as hunting was 

associated with land ownership (Andrén, 1997: 470), something also seen in Roman and 

Medieval Britain (Allen, 2015: 178; Sykes, 2010). The presence of two hearths within the 

structure can also be taken as a status symbol, as one of the hearths would have likely been 

used solely for heat and light (Carstens, 2015: 17), rather than for more functional purposes 

seen in standard longhouses of the time where cooking and craft activities were associated 

with the central hearth in the home.  

In Area 5 of the site, also dating to SP III a longhouse (building A13) was found 

and is thought to have been in use continuously throughout most of the period. The 

structure had a trestle frame and was divided into three aisles, measuring approximately 

28x8m, although disturbances to the north and south make the original length 

indeterminable, the remains of A13 comprised 37 postholes, three segments of two wall 

ditches, and two hearths (Østmo and Bauer, 2017b: 117). The distribution of the postholes 

seems to indicate that A13 the building followed the common Iron Age farmhouse type 

(Nærøy and Børsheim, 2005:186-8): a trestle-framed construction with three aisles and a 

roof support system consisting of a series of post pairs and tie beams (Østmo and Bauer, 

2017b: 118). While the diameter of the posts, with them ranging between 30 and 74cm, 

indicate that the building was probably quite tall, but the actual height is indeterminable 

(Østmo and Bauer, 2017b: 118-120). The largest posts were located around the hearth in 
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the northern part of the building, A46300, likely indicating that the roof was higher in this 

section, perhaps signaling that this was the middle section of the house.  

There appear to have been at least two phases of construction, as suggested by the 

proximity of some of the postholes to each other, likely indicating a replacement of some 

posts while the building was still standing. The multiphase nature of the structure is further 

evidenced by the placement of postholes in the entrances, of which the excavators believe 

there were two, one in the western wall and the other in the center of eastern wall (Østmo 

and Bauer, 2017b: 121). A series of small postholes were found leading to the western 

entrance. Østmo and Bauer (2017b: 121) suggest that this could have been a passageway, 

perhaps as a fenced aisle or walkway, which might have been used for leading animals into 

the building, suggesting that at least part of A13 served as a byre, as seen at Gausel in 

houses 8 and 4/10 (Børsheim, 2001:104-107, 119). However, given the changing functions 

and internal architecture of the building it is difficult to determine the type of room into 

which the path led. There are seemingly contemporaneous cooking pits within the room, 

make it more likely that the passage was for humans rather than cattle (Østmo and Bauer, 

2017b: 121).  

 Several artifacts were recovered from the interior of A13 including various pieces 

of burnt and sintered clay, burnt bones, three teeth, pottery sherds, slag, glass, flint, a 

spindle whorl, and several iron fragments. Of the 18 sherds found all were dated to the 

Early Iron Age, with a bucket-shaped sherd having a further narrowing of date to the 

Migration Period (Kristoffersen and Hauken, 2017: 527, 530). An Iron Age soapstone 

spindle whorl was excavated from a posthole, which provides evidence for textile working 
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in the structure. One of the teeth is from a polecat/ferret and the other two are possibly also 

from the same animal (Østmo and Bauer, 2017b: 126). Small mustelids, including ferrets, 

martens, mink, and polecats, were (and still are) used in the production of high-status fur 

clothing (Ballantyne, et al., 2017: 499; Vedeler, et al., 2018) and so these teeth might be 

evidence for the manufacture of fur clothing. Other animal remains were found in the 

postholes, including two fish bones and bones from pig and sheep/goat (Ballantyne, et al., 

2017: 482). Barley grains were also found during excavation, indicating their consumption 

at the site.  

The barley grains recovered were radiocarbon dated to the Migration Period 

(Ballantyne, et al., 2017: 482), however the overall dates from the house vary greatly. For 

the structure as a whole, the various features that were dated produced an even wider range 

of 1952 BC to AD 543-600 (Østmo and Bauer, 2017b: 118). Two hearths were identified 

within the longhouse with the northernmost (A46300) being the larger of the two, which 

produced a date range of between 1895 BC and AD 235 (Skre, 2017: 868, 870). The smaller 

hearth (A48640) lay in the southern end of the building was dated to AD 543-600 and given 

its proximity to the row of posts on the eastern side of the building is believed to have been 

from a different phase than the second trestle from the south (Østmo and Bauer, 2017b: 

122). The very early dates seem to have originated from alder charcoal that was likely 

redeposited within younger features. In the northern hearth, A46300, these alder samples 

were found amongst the otherwise predominately oak remains that belong to SP II and III 

(Østmo and Bauer, 2017b: 122). 
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In addition to these domestic structures, two Iron Age boathouses (A40 and A41) 

were also excavated at Avaldsnes dating to SP III. These boathouses would have been used 

to house vessels, particularly from the damaging environment of the coastline and 

preventing harm from the sun, wind, water, and cold (Stylegar and Grimm, 2005: 256). In 

Norway, boathouses are evidenced to have been used from the Early Iron Age until the 

present and during the Viking Age the use was also spread to other Norse inhabited areas, 

including Iceland and Orkney (Wickler and Nilsen, 2012: 106). Throughout Old Norse 

literature boathouses are typically referred to as either naust or hróf, with the former being 

used for a large house for nautical vessels and the latter for sheds in which boats and ships 

were kept and/or built. Both A40 and A41 would have been considered naust based on the 

size and materials used in their constructions. 

 Boathouse A40 was the larger of the two buildings and was located to the east of 

the settlement plateau in Area 8. The building belongs to SP III and was originally 

constructed in the between AD 258 and 381, with subsequent remodeling/rebuilding dated 

to AD 436-552 (Bauer, 2017: 191). Two phases of wall banks were discovered during the 

excavations and there was a trench or conduit for the keel dating to the earliest phase of 

construction (Bauer, 2017: 188). The boathouse was 7.9m wide in the first phase and 

decreased in width during the second phase to slightly less than 7m, with the later 

construction appearing to have been done by adding soil to the already existing banks 

(Bauer, 2017: 188-189). The approximate length of the boathouse was taken to be 20m, 

however the gabled end was not found, thus the building could be significantly longer.  
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The walls of the structure appear to have been straight and angled, narrowing 

towards the entrance. This contrasts with the northern practice of having a wider entrance 

with the walls narrowing towards the back of the structure (Myhre, 1985; 1997; Nilsen, 

1998; Wickler and Nilsen, 2005). However, walls in the south of Norway were commonly 

curved, as seen in A41. Thus, A40 does not fit neatly into either category. Two postholes 

used as roof-supports were found, the smaller belonging to the earlier phase and the larger 

(37cm diameter) to the later one. Given their proximity to each other it is believed that the 

boathouse was laid out in a similar manner in both phases (Bauer, 2017: 191).  

Boathouse A41 lay to the south of A40 in Area 9 on the western side of a narrow 

bay between Avaldsnes and the Gloppe Peninsula. A41 was in use later than A40 with the 

structure dating to AD 582-637 (Bauer, 2017: 201). The boathouse measured 

approximately 11m long 3.8m wide internally with the wall banks curving towards each 

other in the northwest portion of the building, but a gable wall was not found (Bauer, 2017: 

201). The wall banks were constructed using turf and large boulders and were significantly 

thicker than those used in building A40. Inside the boathouse a stone shod posthole was 

located adjacent to the wall banks and was likely one of several posts that would have lined 

the inner wall in order to support the roof construction.  

 

SP IV ca. AD 600-900 

The transition between SP III and SP IV was characterized by new types of production and 

a restructuring of space. Activities in the production area focused on food processing, 

preservation and storage, with high concentrations of grains being found in postholes and 
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ditches as well as the remains of a corn-drying kiln (Østmo, 2017a: 159). There is also 

evidence for the preservation of other foodstuffs, such as meats and cheeses. Seaweed ash 

or fragments of charred seaweed were found in Area 6 and correspond with the noted North 

Atlantic practice of creating óblack saltô in order to cure meats (Ballantyne, et al., 2017: 

500).  

There appears to 

be a lack of domestic 

buildings belonging to 

SP IV, which has 

suggested the possibility 

of a hiatus in the 

habitation of Avaldsnes 

(Østmo and Bauer, 

2017b: 134). There are 

however some signs of 

activity at the site dating 

to this period. For 

instance, there are two 

features in building A13 

that date to this period, 

including a late date 

from the smaller hearth and a late date for a sample of barley corn dated to AD 502-604 

Figure 5.3: Archaeological remains from SP IV (after Østmo and Bauer, 

2017a: fig. 6.4) 
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(Skre, 2017: 882, 884). Part of the date range for boathouse A41 fits within the timeframe 

of SP IV. In Area 5, there are a few features that date to this time period as well including 

postholes, pits, and ditches, as well as a large group of small postholes found in Area 6 

(Østmo and Bauer, 2017b: 134). This latter group of postholes likely relate to small 

structures used for storage or food processing although the precise activities have not been 

definitively identified.  

 In contrast to the general lack of habitation structures excavated at Avaldsnes dating 

to SP IV, there is evidence for the construction of a palisade or fortification (A20) during 

this period in Area 6. A20 was a stone construction found above the slope facing onto the 

Karmsund Strait. While A20 is believed to be the stone foundation for a palisade, the 

original height and length of this structure are unknown. A20 comprises two rows running 

parallel to each other paced 2.2-3.7m apart, with this gap between filled by soil and a 

mixture of stones (Østmo, 2017b: 210). These rows of stone run along the edge of the 

settlement plateau, beginning near the Kjellerhaug grave mound and continuing almost 

continuously for approximately 30m. The construction of a fortification at Avaldsnes 

during this period likely negates the notion that the site was uninhabited during SP IV.  

 

SP V ca. AD 900-1250 

Dating to SP V, A14 represents the possible remains of a building. These elements were 

found in the same location as Building A10, discussed above. The remains from A14 

consisted of nine postholes, the majority of which were placed in the eastern wall ditch 

from Building A10. The extremely poor preservation of the building makes interpretation 
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of the type of 

construction difficult, 

with Østmo and Bauer 

(2017b: 128) suggesting 

that it could be part of a 

building or some other 

type of construction, 

e.g., a fence. Vague 

depressions in the soil to 

the west of the postholes 

might represent further 

postholes for A14, 

which would give the 

building a width 

approximately the same 

as that of A10 (Østmo 

and Bauer, 2017b: 128). The length of the building, on the other hand, was not able to be 

ascertained. While the function and purpose of these structural elements remains a mystery, 

the intensity of activity in the area appears to have been quite high, as indicated by the high 

phosphate levels in the area supposed to have been occupied by the building (Macphail and 

Linderholm, 2017: 392-396).  

 

Figure 5.4: Archaeological remains from SP V (after Østmo and Bauer, 

2017a: fig. 6.5) 
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5.1.3 Burial Evidence 

There are at least 36 known graves from Avaldsnes and the surrounding island and islets, 

including two monumental mound constructions, 15 smaller mounds or cairns, one raised 

stone monument and four stone packings (Østmo and Bauer, 2017c: 227). Most of these 

36 graves have not been subject to archaeological investigation, although some were 

excavated by antiquarians. Nine of the graves have been professionally investigated, 

although primarily in the 20th century, while the two monumental grave mounds, known as 

Flaghaug and Kjellerhaug, were also subject to limited investigation during the excavations 

in 2011 and 2012. In addition to the monuments in close vicinity to Avaldsnes there are 

further monuments on the island of Karmøy, including two ship burials.  

 The Flaghaug grave mound is located on the northeastern tip of the settlement 

plateau and would have been clearly visible from Karmsund Strait. The remains of the 

mound suggest that it was originally about 34m in diameter and while the height is 

unknown, early accounts say that it was likely around 5m high (Slomann, 1964: 12). 

Between 1832 and 1848 a full excavation of the burial mound was carried out and has 

unfortunately destroyed much of the information that would have been attainable using 

modern methods. However, the documentation of the 19th century excavations does 

provide evidence for the nature of the burials that were contained within. Stylegar and 

Reierson (2017: 553) suggest that the primary burial for the mound consisted of a central 

timber chamber which was covered by stones and is thought to date to the Early Bronze 

Age, although no artifacts were recovered.  
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 There are four secondary burials from Flaghaug thought to date primarily to SP III. 

Flaghaug grave 2 was a large stone chamber dating to the 3rd century AD, that contained 

an inhumation (or two). Inside a Hemmoor bucket, two gold finger rings, a gold neckring, 

a gold foil, a sword with silver and gold fittings, a silver shield boss, some weapon 

fragments, and at least 32 glass gaming pieces were found (Stylegar and Reierson, 2017: 

566). While the gaming pieces were found in the northern end of the chamber the other 

grave goods were located in the southern end. While this grave is thought to have belonged 

to a male individual, two of the objects are generally associated with females, namely a 

gold pin (which is now missing) and the gold foil that Stylegar and Reierson (2017: 566) 

believe belonged to the head of a disc brooch. Whether it was a female buried with male 

associated grave goods, such as seen at Birka (Bj 581) (Hedenstierna-Jonson, et al., 2017; 

Price, et al., 2019) or a male and a female buried together is indeterminable as the skeletal 

remains were not recovered.   

 Grave 3 consisted of a Westland cauldron containing cremated remains, fragments 

of textiles, and at least four bone gaming pieces (Stylegar and Reierson, 2017: 566). The 

cremation burial was found in the northern end of the stone chamber that contained Grave 

2, likely representing a secondary burial and dates to the 4th century AD (Østmo and Bauer, 

2017c: 229). Grave 4 was a small stone cist closer to the center of the mound and a few 

meters to the west of Graves 2 and 3. Inside this grave a Hemmoor bucket was found 

containing cremated remains and five spiral gold rings (Stylegar and Reierson, 2017: 566-

568). Grave 4, like Grave 2, dates to the 3rd century AD and it is unclear which of the two 

graves came first (Østmo and Bauer, 2017c: 229; Stylegar and Reierson, 2017: 568). Grave 
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5 is another small cist burial located just west of the primary, central burial chamber. Given 

that no artifacts were found inside the grave it is difficult to date, but Stylegar and Reierson 

(2017: 568) broadly date it to sometime between the Late Bronze Age and the Migration 

Period.  

 Kjellarhaug is a multiphase grave mound, much like Flaghaug that is thought to 

have been originally constructed during the Late Bronze Age (Østmo and Bauer, 2017c: 

229). Much of the mound has been destroyed by the construction of two cellars within it 

during the 19th century and the more modern disturbance caused by an electricity cable 

being laid through it (Østmo and Bauer, 2017c: 235). While no graves were identified 

within it, Stylegar et al. (2011: 11-13) believe that it was the find location for two copper 

alloy masks and a gilded bronze ring with glass inlays, which were documented as having 

come from the area at approximately the same time as the cellars were constructed. Eight 

layers of mound fill were identified during the 2011-12 excavations, while some of the 

various layers are likely to be contemporaneous, it is clear that others were deposited at a 

later date, showing secondary activities taking place at the mound. The overall construction 

of the mound took place between 1733 and 568 BC (Østmo and Bauer, 2017c: 239). The 

secondary phases of at Kjellerhaug likely contained burials, providing a context for the 

Copper alloy masks, which would likely have dated to the Pre-Roman Iron Age (see 

discussion below).   

In addition to these grave mounds, the elevated ridge Kongshaug, which is situated 

west of the settlement plateau, contains several grave monuments. While in the mid-19th 

century written sources indicate the presence of a mound with a raised stone in the center 
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(Rygh, 1863: 10), other recorded monuments are found clustered in the north and south of 

the ridge, with only one of these having been excavated. The stone packing graves found 

on the southern end of the ridge are believed to date to the 1st-4th centuries AD, based on 

the dating of similar monuments from Rogaland (Hafsaas, 2005: 14; 2006). While the 

primary burial for the stone packing burials has not been identified, multiple burial events 

took place within the monument. One of the excavated deposits included a cremation 

burial, found in the southern part of the monument, which covered an area 2x6m and 

contained burnt bones and waste from the pyre (Østmo and Bauer, 2017c: 244). In the 

western section of the stone packing a further burial was identified, this time an 

inhumation. The inhumation burial appears to have been plundered and Hafsaas (2005: 16-

17) suggests that an iron sword recovered in the area in 1841 originally came from this 

grave, suggesting that it could have possibly been a weaving sword. In addition to the 

possible sword from this inhumation, ten glass beads, a Mesolithic pecked greenstone axe, 

and three ceramic sherds were found in association with the burial, which is tentatively 

dated to AD 200-1050 (Østmo and Bauer, 2017c: 244). Mesolithic and Neolithic stone axes 

have been found in a number of Viking Age burials and were believed to have been 

ñthunderstonesò. Thunderstones were thought to fall from the sky in thunderstorms and 

were believed to have been a protection from evil beings (Blinkenberg, 1911: 1-2; 

Johanson, 2009). 

In the northern cluster of monuments found on Kongshaug a small circular cairn, 

10m in diameter, and two graves without markers were identified. These three graves were 

only cursorily recorded after the removal of topsoil, with no further excavation taking 
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place. The burial cairn, which had a 10m diameter, was dated roughly to the Iron Age, 

based on the monument type. One of the unmarked graves was a boat grave, as indicated 

by the presence of nails which left the impression of a boat (Hafsaas, 2005: 10-11). The 

boat burial cannot be precisely dated given a lack of further remains, but likely dates to the 

first millennium AD, with a Viking Age date being probable, based on the practice of boat 

burials beginning in the Merovingian Period and growing to their most popular during the 

Viking Age (Solberg, 2000). The other unmarked, flat grave was located immediately to 

the south of the boat burial and is thought to have been an inhumation, based on the lack 

of cremation remains. The grave itself was semi-rectangular or rectangular in shape, 

although the excavation trench did not extend far enough to uncover the ends of the burial 

and is believed to be from between AD 600 and 900 (Østmo and Bauer, 2017c: 244).  

Just east of Area 6 on the Avaldsnes headland, three circular stone packings were 

found with diameters ranging from 0.9-1.8m (Østmo and Bauer, 2017c: 245). Within the 

pits covered by these stone packings were found stones, charcoal, and the cremated remains 

of both animals and humans. Some of the charcoal samples were radiocarbon dated and 

produced dates of AD 136-236, AD 244-385, and AD 415-540, respectively (Østmo and 

Bauer, 2017c: 245). Eight grave mounds from across the Avaldsnes headland and five 

grave cairns were also recorded, although none were excavated. In addition, the monument 

known as Jomfru Marias synål (Virgin Maryôs Sewing Needle), is thought to have been 

part of a triangular raised stone burial monument, but any details about the possible grave 

are unknown (Østmo and Bauer, 2017c: 243).  
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In addition to the grave monuments recorded from the Avaldsnes headland and the 

surrounding islets several other nearby burials have been noted, most prominently the 

burial mounds Storhaug, Grønhaug, and the Bronze Age Reheia barrow cemetery. The 

Reheia cemetery has the largest concentration of Early Bronze earthen barrows in Norway 

with 42 structures in total having been recorded in 1876 by B.E.R. Bendixen (Austvoll, 

2019: 24). Of the 42 monuments, seven were large barrows, 28 small barrows, and seven 

stone settings. Presently, only six barrows remain visible in the landscape, running parallel 

to the Karmsund Strait.  

Lying to the north of Reheia are both Storhaug and Grønhaug, which are of great 

importance when trying to understand the burial practices of the Early Viking Age. The 

burial mounds both housed ship burials, and, to date, are the oldest examples of this practice 

discovered in Scandinavia (Bonde and Stylegar, 2016). As with the majority of the ship 

burials discovered in Norway, these two graves were excavated in the late 19th and early 

20th centuries, with Storhaug being excavated in 1887 (Lorange, 1887) and Grønhaug in 

1902 (Shetelig, 1902). Storhaug was at least 40m in diameter originally and between 5 and 

6m high (Lorange, 1887). Within the barrow were the remains of a large oak ship with a 

keel length of 22m, which had been placed in a shallow depression with large boulders 

supporting it (Bonde and Stylegar, 2016: 3). The ship was classified as a rowing ship due 

to the lack of evidence for a mast. In addition to the ship several finds were found in the 

burial including an oak boat and various ship equipment as well as a wooden chamber 

where the body of the deceased would most likely would have been placed. The chamber 

was elaborately furnished and held two spears, two swords, two dozen arrows inside of a 
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round quiver, a complete set of blacksmithôs tools, a large iron pot, a hand-quern made of 

coarse granite, a small box containing a large birdôs feather and a bronze ring, a wax disk, 

a gold arm ring, glass beads, a glass mosaic, fire flint and steel, and two sets of gaming 

pieces, one of amber and the other of glass, and a soapstone fishing weight/sinker (Opedal, 

1998).  

Grønhaug was located approximately 1.5km to the south of Storhaug and 1km north 

of St. Olavôs church.  The large barrow of Grønhaug, measuring approximately 30m in 

diameter and 4m high was excavated in 1902 by H. Shetelig, who later excavated the 

Oseberg ship burial. The barrow consisted of earth overlaying a central cairn with kerbing 

stones (Cannell, 2021: 5). Within the barrow a 15m long and 2.8m wide oak ship was 

found, held in a depression and covered by a kernel heap of stones (Shetelig, 1902). The 

contained the remains of a male individual along with a wide variety of grave goods 

including the copious feather bed remains, textiles (which included brightly colored silks), 

a glass beaker, pieces of wax, wooden vessels, and various pieces of grave furniture similar 

to those found in other ship burials from the Viking Age (Bonde and Stylegar, 2016: 3). 

The Grønhaug ship is also thought to have been propelled by rowing.  

In 2009 the wood from the ships were studied with 24 samples being taken from 

Storhaug and 7 samples from Grønhaug. All of the samples were taken as a cross section 

by sawing through the pieces of wood and were then dendrochronologically dated (Bonde 

and Stylegar, 2009: 158). While the majority of the wood from the ships were oak, four 

samples from Storhaug were of buckthorn, two from the ship itself and two from loose 

finds inside the barrow. With all of the dating of the samples combined, the date for the 
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Storhaug burial is said to be in May or June of AD 779, while the Grønhaug burial dates to 

between AD 790 and 795 (Bonde and Stylegar, 2009: 161-162).  

 

5.1.4 Artifact Assemblage 

Artifactual remains from Avaldsnes have been found in a variety of ways and over a very 

long period of time. Written sources from the 19th century onwards have recorded the 

discovery of various artifacts in and around the Avaldsnes headland, with some of these 

items having been mentioned 

previously. While the 

majority of the artifacts that 

will be discussed here are 

those found during modern 

investigations, some older 

finds with tentative 

information about their 

provenance will also be 

discussed. The first artifacts to discuss are those of two copper masks and a gilded bronze 

ring with glass inlays (Figure 5.5) that were potentially taken from the Flaghaug barrow 

in the late 18th or early 19th century, with the first recorded drawing of the artifacts being 

produced in 1803. While these items are now missing, they were very well recorded in 

1803 by L. Sagen. Of the two masks, the larger measured 15-16cm high and the smaller 

Figure 5.5: Copper alloy facemasks found at Avaldsnes ca. 1800. 

Drawing by Lyder Sagen in 1812. (Photo: Bergen Museum) 
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13-14cm (Stylegar, et al., 2011: 13). Sagen (Ms. 385.5 quoted in Stylegar, et al., 2011: 14) 

recorded that the masks were made of cast copper ore and given the size difference they 

did not fit together and were not part of a two-faced artifact, such as a Janus head. Bakka 

(1971: 10) suggests that the masks might have been derived from Anglo-Irish art and have 

been part of the support rings for a hanging bowl. The ring had an outer diameter of 

between 17 and 18cm with a thickness of 1.5-2cm (Stylegar, et al., 2011: 13). While the 

ring could potentially have been used to attach the masks to something, there are no known 

parallels for the ring dating to the Norwegian Iron Age (Stylegar, et al., 2011: 17). A gold 

pendant shaped like a basket or thimble was located on Kongshaug. The find was not found 

in context, but is thought to have come from a high-status, 3rd century female burial (Østmo 

and Bauer, 2017c: 245).  

The excavations and surveys on the Avaldsnes headland carried out between 2011 

and 2012 produced a myriad of finds. Fifteen items of personal adornment were found, as 

well as one item of personal equipment in the form of a bone comb (Østmo, 2017c: 516-

517). The main items classified as personal adornment are beads, with 14 of the 15 total 

items fitting into this category. The beads are primarily either barrel- or ring-shaped and 

were made from jet, amber, and glass with different color glass being used, including blue, 

green, yellow, white, and brownish-red (Østmo, 2017c: 520). The majority of the beads 

were clustered in Area 6 and almost all date to SPIII. In addition to beads, a copper-alloy 

finger ring was found during a metal detecting survey in Area 2. This stray find did not 

have any diagnostic features that allow for it to be typed or dated, so it has not been 
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assigned to a specific Site Period. The bone comb that was found in Medieval ruins (A12) 

has been dated to between the 12th and 16th centuries (Østmo, 2017c: 522). 

Various equipment and tools dating to SP III and IV were found across Avaldsnes 

headland during excavations. The presence of spindle whorls found in A13 and a clay loom 

weight fragment from under the palisade base (A20) attest to textile production at the site 

during these periods (Østmo, 2017c: 522-523). The other tools and equipment were 

typically found in the farmyard area and likely relate to everyday activities. Among those 

found were five whetstones, three of slate found in Area 6, one of quartzite found in Area 

2, and one of sandstone found in Area 5. A partial sickle was found in Area 1, thought to 

predate the construction of building A10. Within the hearth of A10, a tong was identified 

and the wall ditch of the same building produced an iron hook, both of which are thought 

to date to the Late Iron Age (Østmo, 2017c: 523). An Iron Age, soapstone spindle whorl 

was found in one of the postholes for building A10. 

Area 6, the production area at Avaldsnes, generated several finds of tools and 

equipment, which were likely everyday objects in the Iron Age farmstead that operated in 

this area from SP III to SP IV. This included an awl used in craft production (e.g., 

leatherworking, woodcarving, or metalworking), which is thought to date to the Late Iron 

Age based on its typology (Østmo, 2017c: 523). Seven sinkers were found, all of uncertain 

date, which likely relate to fishing activities at the site. These sinkers were made from 

soapstone, lead, and unspecified rock.  

Another significant class of finds are vessels for food and drink.  The majority of 

these are ceramic and dating to SP III, which contain a high proportion of either asbestos 
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or steatite (soapstone) as temper. This is especially common in bucket-shaped vessels 

produced in Norway during the Migration Period, for which the excavations at Avaldsnes 

have produced numerous examples. Building A10 in particular had several ceramic 

fragments (19 sherds from 16 vessels). The majority of these sherds could not be dated to 

a more specific time period than the Early Iron Age. However, a Migration Period 

exception to this was found in the backfill of a posthole (A52540). This sherd was 

soapstone-tempered and probably belonged to an undecorated bucket-shaped pot.  

 

5.2 Trøndelag   

The region of Trøndelag, which centers around the Trondheimsfjorden, was of great 

importance throughout the Viking Age. One of the most significant features of this region 

is the existence of waterways and rivers that allowed for long-distance travel. Not only 

does Trondheimsfjorden connect Trßndelag to the óNorthern Wayô, but some of the inland 

waterways led all the way to Northern and Central Sweden, areas which would otherwise 

have taken significantly more time to reach (Maxiner, 2020: 290). This area was further 

connected to the rest of Scandinavia by one of the oldest transit roads which stretched 

across the Scandinavian peninsula going through Medelpad, Jämtland, and Trøndelag 

(Slomann, 1950: 61). Much of the land is suitable for farming and that which is not contains 

other resources, including whetstone, soapstone and iron, as well as dense cervid 

populations, used for their skin and antlers (Baug, et al., 2019; Maxiner, 2020: 290).  
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 The main site in 

this region during the 

Viking Age was Hlaðir 

(Lade) located in 

modern-day Trondheim 

(earlier name Nidaros). 

The town of 

Trondheim/Nidaros was 

not established until the 

late 10th century, 

however recent studies 

have been analyzing the 

prehistoric remains in 

the area. Remains of a Late Bronze Age/Early Iron Age settlement have been identified on 

the banks of the Nidelva (which gave the name to the early town óNidarosô), with further 

settlement activity taking place until the Viking Age and the foundation of the marketplace, 

from which the city formed (Cadamarteri, et al., 2020). The main location for political 

assembly in Trøndelag was the site of Tinghaugen where the Frostating (ON: Frostaþing) 

was held. This is thought to have been one of the oldest law courts, having predated the 

Viking Age. In Figure 5.6, the region governed by the Frostating is shown along with its 

subdivisions into fylkir and the location of Tinghaugen marked.  

 

Figure 5.6: Map of the Frostating and the various fylkir; Tinghaugen 

marked in red (after Larson, 1935: 212) 
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5.2.1 Written Records 

The region of Trøndelag was of great importance throughout the Viking Age, with a 

multitude of entries in the Old Norse literature recording events and people from this area. 

The name derives from the people name óĩrîndrô, and means óthe law of the ĩrîndrô, 

referring to the territory in which their law code held sway. The main site in Trøndelag is 

that of Þrándheimr (Trondheim), which means the home (heim) of the ĩrîndr. Snorri 

Sturlusonôs Heimskringla records several happenings in this region of Norway. For 

example, during the travels of King Håkon and Jarl Sigurðr to Mærin, to celebrate Yule. 

In preparation for his passing through ĩrîndalỶg, eight of the local rulers met and 

discussed how to thwart H¬konôs Christianization attempts in the area. The four leaders 

from the coastal side of Trondheim (K§rr of GrĨtingr, ĆsbjỶrn of MeĦalh¼s, ĩorbergr of 

Varnes, and Ormr of Ljoxa) would root out Christianity, sailing two ships along the coast 

to Mîrr and killing three priests and burning three churches before returning to their 

homes. The four inland leaders (Bl·t·lfr of ỵlvishaugr, Narfi of Stafr in Veradalr, ĩr§ndr 

haka (Hook) of Egg, and Þórir skegg (Beard) of Húsaboer in Eyin iðri) had agreed that they 

would force the king to offer sacrifices to the Norse gods, which they partially succeeded 

in doing. After the feast, in which King Håkon was made to eat horse liver, as well as 

forsake giving the sign of the cross while drinking to toasts, he and Jarl Sigurðr rode to 

Hlaðir (Sturluson, 2016:  101-102). In this same section, Trøndelag is stated as having the 

greatest military strength in Norway, thus showing the importance of this area from a 

population and military standpoint in the Viking Age.  
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  There are several specific sites of importance that are recorded in written sources, 

including Egge (discussed below), Hlaðir, Tinghaugen (the primary assembly site), and 

Austrått (located 4.5km from Vik on Ørland). Throughout Heimskringla the people from 

the modern region of Trøndelag are frequently noted as being enemies of the kings, 

showing the areaôs resistance to the development of central authority in Norway and the 

various kingsô attempts to Christianize the population.  

 

5.2.2 Steinkjer 

Steinkjer has the earliest evidence for agriculture in Central Norway starting in the Middle 

Neolithic A and has been continually farmed ever since (Asprem, 2013). In addition to its 

early importance for the spread of agriculture in Central Norway, evidence suggests that 

Steinkjer has played a central role in the Trøndelag for millennia. The Old Norse sagas 

record this area as a central location for trade, ritual, and social happenings during the 

Viking Age. While many burials have been excavated in the area, few settlements have 

been although there are ample indications of their existence.  

Egge Farm, in the municipality of Steinkjer in Trøndelag County, lies at the end of 

the northernmost arm of Trondheimsfjord. Egge's location at the end of the fjord would 

have enabled contact to the east along mountain passes and waterways, as well as to the 

coast of Norway in the west through the Trondheimsfjord. The sagas record that Egge was 

a chieftain seat, with several famous figures residing there, including one of the main 

opponents of King Håkon the Good and his Christianization of Norway, Þrándr Haka from 
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Egge. Written accounts of this site mark it as an important, in fact one of the most important 

farms in Central Norway, having played a significant role in the unification process of 

Norway (Sturluson, 2006; 2014; 2016). The archaeological evidence from the site has 

corroborated that the site was occupied by people of relatively elite status.  

Mære was recorded in several of the sagas as a ritual center, primarily referring to 

the Christian Church that was constructed in the 900s, although there are also indications 

in the literature of the site being used for pagan rituals prior to the Christianization efforts. 

Written records also indicate that there was a marketplace in the Steinkjer area, which is 

now thought to have been found at Lø (Ellingsen and Grønnesby, 2012). The small region 

of Steinkjer appears to have been of great importance and is thus crucial in understanding 

Viking Age Norway and, more specifically, the important region of Trøndelag. 

  

Settlement Evidence 

Egge 

The clearest traces of settlement in the area are the graves (discussed below), as they 

generally attest to the presence of a settlement (Baudou, 2005: 115; Sognnes, 1998: 321). 

However, while archaeological investigation of settlement remains at the site are scarce, 

C14 samples taken from the bottom of the farm mound showed that the settlement dates 

back to the 600s AD (Østerås, 2005: 63). Through archaeological excavations, Egge has 

been revealed as one of the leading large farms in Inntrøndelag starting in Roman times, 

along with the sites of Geite in Levanger, Dalem in Sparbu, Valsted, Myr in Verdal, and 

Hallem (Marstrander, 1983; Sørheim, 1997; Stene, 1989). Given the saga sources it likely 
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stayed a seat of power into the Viking Age. In the Middle Ages a private farm church was 

erected, which later became a parish church, illustrating the continuation of the dominance 

of the site within Steinkjer (Røskaft, 2003: 139).  

 The bottom of the mound was radiocarbon dated to AD 403-715. In addition to the 

C14 dates on the bottom of the mound, excavations have revealed some domestic activities 

in the area of the present-day farmstead. Farbregd (1985), while conducting test trenches 

at Egge, found cultural layers over a meter deep, showing intense occupation of the site. 

Within the layers a large number of fire-cracked stones were found that have been 

suggested to have been brewing stones (Grønnesby, 2017). The thousand or so years of 

history represented by the site show that its importance in the sagas was probably reflected 

in reality. 

 

Lø  

The site of Lø has extensive evidence of activity starting in the Roman Iron Age through 

to the Viking Age. The early Roman evidence consists primarily of cooking pits, which are 

thought to have been in use even before the Roman period burials at the site (Ellingsen and 

Grønnesby, 2012).  A stone ring was built at some point during the transition between the 

Roman and Migration Period. The naust from this site is dated to the same period. The boat 

graves and the boathouse at Lø are part of the rich prehistoric environment at Lø-gårdene. 

Presumably it a large contiguous burial ground was located here, which today is minimized 

as a result of housing construction on the farm's land.  
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Burial Evidence 

Egge 

The first ómodernô recordings 

of the site of Egge are from 

the writings of Gerhard 

Schøning (1910) who 

recorded the ancient 

monuments present at the site 

when he visited in the late 18th 

century. Schßningôs accounts 

of the stone ring and grave 

monuments at Egge provide a unique account of features that are no longer visible. The 

site was further recorded in the 19th century by Ziegler (1872) who was conducting 

excavations in the Steinkjer area. The burial ground was registered and mapped in 1971 by 

A.S. Alsvik (1971a; 1971b) showing the monuments to extend over an area of 

approximately 670m across a ridge.  

There is an extensive burial ground belonging to the farm of Egge, with numerous 

tombs from the Iron Age. There are currently only 33 grave monuments that can be easily 

seen in the landscape, however there may have been up to 50 grave monuments originally 

with the oldest having been built during the Roman Iron Age (Smedstad, 1992). Today 

Figure 5.7: Burial ridge at Egge (photo by author) 
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there are eight preserved mounds 

dating to the Viking Age, with the 

largest two measuring 18 and 20m in 

diameter and 3m high (Martinussen, 

2010). The clearest traces of 

settlement in the area are the graves, 

as they generally attest to the 

presence of a settlement (Baudou, 

2005: 115; Sognnes, 1998: 321).  

 Several of the burials were 

excavated in the 19th century with 

few of the artifacts themselves 

surviving. Through looting and use 

of the mounds as a defensive 

position during World War II few of 

the grave monuments survived for modern excavation. However, a Viking Age female 

grave excavated in 1873 revealed several grave goods that were recorded. Among these 

items were a bronze bowl, whalebone plaque, 2 beads, a frying pan, iron hook, iron mount, 

and nails (Heen-Pettersen, 2014). The bronze bowl was of insular origins and fits with the 

other insular goods from the Steinkjer region (discussed in the next section). A few more 

recently excavated burials have shed light on the Late Iron Age and Viking Age at Egge. 

A mound with a diameter of 14m and height of ca. 2m was excavated by Møllenhaus 

Figure 5.8: Map of Egge (after Smedstad, 1992: 34, fig. 8) 
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(1964). Within this mound there were scattered coal remains, but no traces of any grave 

goods. Nearby, a low mound of 6m in diameter was also investigated by Møllenhaus. In 

the southeastern section of this mound a fire pit was identified, among the few remains 

found in the mound were a three-sided bone needle and a bone comb, both thought to date 

to the Migration Period (Møllenhaus, 1964).  

While in general there seems to be a lack of burials from the Merovingian period, 

the Viking Age graves are located in the middle of the burial ground, northeast of the 

present-day church. Four mounds were excavated near this church, registered as mounds 

11, 16, 17, 18, and 19, all of which suffered unfortunate treatment. For example, mound 16 

had several trees on top of it, which were removed, severely damaging the mound exterior. 

Several test pits were dug in order to understand the extent of the and shape of the mound. 

Only one nail and a bone were found during these excavations, providing very little 

information about the contents and date of the burial (Sørheim, 1997).  

Mound 11 was approximately 9m in diameter, however the county road covered 

part of the south side of the mound. The mound was also damaged when a lamppost was 

placed atop it, with a ditch for the electricity cable being dug across the northwestern side 

of the mound (Alsvik, 1971a; 1971b). In 1977, this trench was re-excavated under the 

supervision of Farbregd (1977). Unfortunately, after he had left the site the electricity 

company continued to dig across the southwest side of the mound. After the snow melted 

in April the next year, a Viking Age rattle was discovered in the displaced gravel left behind 

from the further excavation of the trench (Sørheim, 1997: 7). This burial was revealed to 

be a rather rich boat grave (Figure 5.9). The deceased appears to have been placed in the 
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boat and then burned (Smedstad, 1992: 

39). He was buried with a full set of 

weapons, including a Mammen-style, 

silver decorated sword, two ornate 

silver spearheads, a shield (only the 

boss remained), 9 arrowheads, an ax, 

and long knife. The burial also 

contained decorated horse-riding 

paraphernalia, cooking equipment, 

gaming pieces, a pair of dice, a type of 

fire steel previously not known from 

Norway, a whetstone, and bronze 

weights as well as several other items 

such as nails, and other iron items (Smedstad, 1992; Sørheim, 1997). The burial is roughly 

dated to the late 10th century, based on the dating of the sword. This burial is one of the 

richest that has been found in Trøndelag.  

 

 

Figure 5.9: Plan of the grave in mound 11 at Egge (after 

Sørheim, 1997: 24, fig. 8)  
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Lø 

Three boat graves 

have been found at the 

site of Lø, each in a 

burial mound. Mound 

1 (Figure 5.10) 

contained several 

burials in addition to 

the unburned boat 

grave. The primary 

grave is that of an inhumation dating to the Roman Iron Age. Above this grave was a burned 

layer containing the cremated remains of a female human along with some animal bones.  

Another three skeletons dating to the Roman Iron Age were then placed in or near the 

mound, laying side by side. On top of the mound a small mound was created to cover a 

small stone chamber, in which an urn was held. The urn contained the remains of an adult 

individual and the burnt bones were dated to between AD 340 and 415 (Ellingsen and 

Grønnesby, 2012). A Merovingian find, that was possibly a burial, was placed in the mound 

and sits directly under the boat. In the Viking Age this mound was used as the location for 

a boat grave (boat grave 1). The boat was placed on the top of the mound and the deceased 

individual and their grave goods, including a full set of weapons, were placed inside. 

 Mound 2 was located to the north of Mound 1 and measured approximately 8m in 

diameter and 1.8m high and was composed primarily of stone and gravel and had a ditch 

Figure 5.10: Diagram of Mound 1 at Lø (after Ellingsen and Grønnesby, 2012: 

fig. 5) 
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going around the base of it (Ellingsen and Grønnesby, 2012). This grave is that of a 

cremation, with both the deceased and the boat being burned elsewhere and the remains 

being placed and the mound built over them. In the burned remains 91 rivets, 2 possible 

nails, 5 burnt bone fragments, and 36 iron fragments (Ellingsen and Grønnesby, 2012). The 

burial was dated to AD 870-1005. 

 Mound 3 contains a third boat grave and is located to the southwest of mound 1. 

Unfortunately, the burial had a looting pit in it, so much of the burial contents have been 

disturbed. The mound was composed of stones and measured approximately 2m in 

diameter. The boat was placed into the ground with the rivets being found in situ during 

excavation. The boat measured 6m x 1.6m and two burned fragments, as well as three 

unburned leg fragments were found. The majority of the grave contents were located in the 

middle of the boat, including a silver button with silver threads attached, a possible knife, 

40 small bronze nails, which were probably used in leatherwork, and burnt bone fragments. 

The burial has been radiocarbon dated to between AD 920-960 (Ellingsen and Grønnesby, 

2012).  

The grave field has been used for a long time, and the graves relate to each other in 

several ways. Visually mounds 1 and 2 were probably the most important, as they have 

elements that relate them to other nearby graves. Mound 1 incorporated older graves, as 

well as containing something that could have been parts of the burial layer from Mound 2. 

Mound 1 thus appears to have acted as a link between several of the burials located near 

the sea at Lø, while at the same time connected with the naust that was found at the site. 
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Artifact Assemblage 

Egge 

While many of the grave mounds have been 

excavated at Egge, few have the artifacts 

fully recorded, primarily due to the early 

period when many of them were excavated. 

The best recorded of the mounds is also the 

richest, Mound 19. Within this mound a 

magnificent sword with silver Mammen-

style decoration on the pommel and guard 

has been found (Figure 5.11). This sword 

measures 93.5 cm in length and was found 

alongside a full complement of military 

equipment. Two silver-decorated spear 

points were found in this assemblage, one 

of which had two arrowheads stuck to it when the burial was excavated. A further seven 

arrowheads were also uncovered, along with an ax head measuring 15.6cm in length and a 

knife, 14 cm long (Smedstad, 1992). Other practical elements needed by a warrior were 

found including a whetstone and a fire steel of a type unique within Norway. A full set of 

horse trappings were also found, including a bit and several rings for the bridle. Of a more 

unique nature was the discovery of a set of bronze scales indicating that not only was the 

Figure 5.11: Grave goods from Mound 19 at Egge 

(photo by author) 
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buried individual of high status, but he was also most likely a merchant or trader. The grave 

also contained a pair of dice and 13 gaming pieces (Figure 5.11).  

  

Lø 

Boat grave 1 was accompanied by several 

grave goods (Figure 5.12) as well as the 

boat itself, which was 9.5m long and 2.2m 

wide (Ellingsen and Grønnesby, 2012). The 

weapon equipment consisted of two 

shields, an axe, a sword, a quiver 

containing 7 arrows, a whetstone, a fire 

steel, and a knife. In addition to these finds, 

the deceased was also buried with a set of 

bronze bowl scales, which was thought to 

have been contained within a wooden box 

that had disintegrated, leaving behind its iron fittings. A ringed pin, three glass beads, and 

several fragments of blue glass were also present in the grave. Boat grave 2 only contained 

metal fittings from the boat, whereas boat grave 3, in addition to the boat fittings, contained 

a silver button with silver threads and bronze nails that were likely used on some form of 

leatherwork, whether this was from something worn on the person or from an object that 

was placed within the burial.  

Figure 5.12: Grave goods from boat grave 1 at Lø 

(photo by Åge Hojem, NTNU Vitenskapsmuseet) 
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Archaeological evidence from the burials at Lø, suggest that this farm might have 

played a central role in trade and exchange during, perhaps on behalf of a leading chieftain 

(Herstad, 2012). The Insular materials from Lø includes the set of scales discussed above 

as well as the ringed pin found in the same burial (boat grave 1). The scales from Lø, 

together with another set of scales from the nearby farm of Egge represent the only 

weighing equipment found in 10th century graves from within the Trondheimsfjord region. 

Thus indicating the importance of Steinkjer to trade in Viking Age Trøndelag, and Norway 

more widely.   

 

5.2.3 Ørland 

Ørland is a low-lying, flat peninsula located on the coast of Norway at the mouth of the 

Trondheim fjord. Thus, the site of Vik, which is situated on Ørland, was in a very 

important position, an area connecting the NorĦvegr to one of Norwayôs primary 

agricultural regions located on the eastern shores of Trondheimsfjorden. Much like at the 

site of Avaldsnes, also located on the Norðvegr, the Ørland peninsula was unique in its 

suitability for agriculture due to the presence of fertile marine sediments (Ystgaard, 

2019a: 9). While today the site of Vik (meaning óbayô) lies on a dry ridge 11m above sea 

level, in earlier times it was in fact situated on a large shallow bay and in the Iron Age sat 

in a central and strategic position in Ørland (Ystgaard, 2019a: 10).  
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 An airfield was 

established on Ørland 

during World War II and the 

decision to extend this base 

in 2012 led to extensive 

archaeological survey and 

excavation. In the initial 

survey, extensive Iron Age settlement indications were found, which subsequently led to 

excavation of the site by NTNU (Norwegian University of Science and Technology) 

(Ystgaard, 2019a: 12). In addition to the Iron Age remains, excavations revealed settlement 

remains from the Late Bronze Age, with occupation of the area continuing into the Early 

Medieval Period. Given the extensive and continuous nature of settlement at Vik, the 

excavators divided the phasing of the site into ten stages (numbered 0-9; see Figure 5.13). 

The discussion of the site that will follow covers archaeological data from phases 4, 5, and 

6.  

 

Settlement Evidence 

Vik 

The excavation area was divided into five fields: A, E, B, C, and D (listed north-south). In 

between fields A & E and B-D was the rocky hillock, known as Mølnhaugen, which was 

removed during World War II, but created a natural barrier between the fields prior to the 

1940s (Figure 5.14).  

Figure 5.13: Site phasing for Vik, Ørland 
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Phase 4  

Phase 4 saw a decrease in activity at Vik, 

with settlement activity in Field D, an area 

that had seemingly thrived during the 

preceding Roman Iron Age, ceasing. 

However, the already established houses in 

Fields A and C continued through this 

period, although without any new 

construction. In Field E House 25 was 

constructed, establishing the first 

settlement activity in this area.  

House 25, from the Late Roman 

Iron Age or the Migration Period, was a 

three-aisled longhouse, built east-west, 

with an estimated width of between 5 and 

6m. While the exterior walls were not 

preserved, they are thought to have been 

convex given the shape of the ditches on the 

north and south sides of the house (Fransson and Mokkelbost, 2018: 266-274). The 

preserved part of the house contained two hearths, this, in addition to the palaeobotanical 

evidence in the areas, indicates that it was used for residential purposes (Moltsen, 2017: 

16-17). The house is thought to have been around 10m in length, however the eastern 

Figure 5.14: Excavated areas at Vik (after Ystgaard, 

et al., 2019: 26, fig. 3) 
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section of the house bordered a highly disturbed area, meaning that the structure could have 

extended another 5-10m in length (Frannson, 2019: 338). This eastern area also contained 

high levels of phosphate, which Frannson (2019: 339) suggests could indicate the location 

of a barn or byre.   

 

Phase 5 

Phase 5 saw an even further decrease in settlement activity with a seeming dearth of 

evidence, with activity in Fields A, C, and E ceasing during this period. Field A had been 

in use beginning in the Bronze Age, while Field C had seen a start to its activity in the Pre-

Roman Iron Age. This decrease in activity was both at a local and regional level with pollen 

cores from both Eidsvatnet and Ryggamyra showing an increase in re-forestation at the 

transition between phases 4 and 5 (Overland and Hjelle, 2019: 87). This correlates with the 

Late Antique Little Ice Age (ca. AD 536-660), which led to societal changes on a global 

scale (Büntgen, et al. 2016). While the excavated area at Vik did not reveal any settlement 

activity during this period, botanical data as well as regional archaeological finds show that 

the area was not completely deserted (Fransson, 2019; Overland and Hjelle, 2019). 

 

Phase 6 

 During phase 6, settlement in Field E returned with a farmstead composed of six structures 

all being constructed during this phase, which covers the wide time span of ca. AD 700-

1400. While it is thought that not all of the components of this farmstead were preserved, 

the main components included a two-aisled longhouse (House 20), a pit house with a raised 
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fireplace (House 38), three wells, and a waste pit. Three further buildings (Houses 5, 14, 

& 27) might have also constituted outbuildings, however the dating of these structures is 

unsure (Ystgaard, 2019b: 390).    

 The dated 

samples from the 

southern section of 

Field E (Figure 

5.15) indicate 

extensive use of the 

area during the 

Merovingian Period 

and Early Viking 

Age, although 

settlement likely dated to the Late Viking Age, with House 20 likely occupied at some 

point between AD 1000 and 1200 (Fransson and Mokkelbost, 2018: 287-288). The style 

of the house, as two-aisled, is consistent with this dating as most two-aisled longhouses in 

Norway date to the Viking Age or Early Medieval Period (Göthberg, 2000: 79-81). To the 

north of House 20 is a waste pit, with a base layer dating to AD 970-1043 and immediately 

to the south of the house is a cooking pit, which produced a date range of AD 880-975 

(Frannson, 2019).  

House 27 was located beneath a well that was radiocarbon dated to between AD 

1050 and 1200, meaning that the house was most likely occupied in the Viking Age. This 

Figure 5.15: Map of Field E at Vik (after Frannson, 2019: fig. 15) 



 

207 

 

house was either a one- or two-aisled longhouse, based on the identifiable postholes, and 

measured between 8 and 10.6m long. Found at the bottom of the well that was constructed 

over House 27 were considerable traces of wood craftsmanship. One of the wood pieces 

was a notched log typical of the corner joint system utilized in the construction of log 

houses, which might indicate that House 27 was a log building (Fransson, 2019: 334; 

Fransson and Mokkelbost, 2018: 321-322) The pit house (House 38) from this group of 

buildings has been dated to AD 989-1029 based on remains found within a posthole. Thus, 

from the evidence gathered the excavators believe that this farmstead was occupied at the 

very end of the Viking Age/beginning of the Early Medieval Period.  

 

Viklem 

 Viklem is located 

approximately 1km to 

the south of Vik. 

Evidence for activity 

in this area during the 

Roman Iron Age was 

found in Field 2, with 

43 cooking pits being 

found, however there 

is no evidence of 

settlement structures in this area at that time. Of the five houses found at Viklem, four were 

Figure 5.16: Viklem Field 1 with houses and other excavated structures 

(after Mokkelbost and Sauvage, 2015: fig. 7; modified by author) 
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longhouses. House 1 was the smallest and dated to the Late Viking Age/Early Medieval 

Period. House 1 was a one-aisled longhouse measuring 12.5m long and 6m wide with wall 

pillars forming the primary supports for the structure (Mokkelbost and Sauvage, 2015). 

Thirty-three postholes were found in connection with the excavation of the structure, with 

the majority of these being within the wall structures themselves and four included within 

an inner wall structure that had a 1.9m doorway, showing a clear internal division of space. 

The eastern long wall had two doorways measuring 1.48m (N) and 1.32m (S), as well as a 

further exterior door on the western long wall, which measured 2.24m (Mokkelbost and 

Sauvage, 2015: 23). These doorways were indicted by larger gaps in between the postholes 

(Figure 5.16). As previously stated, house 1 was divided into two rooms by an internal 

wall. While the rooms were of a similar size the south room was slightly larger with an 

area of 32m2 and the north room 27m2. The usage of these rooms is unknown as of yet, 

with no fireplaces being discernible during excavations. There were no artifacts found in 

association with the house.   

 House 2 was a pit house was dated to the Viking Age and had undergone three 

phases. The three phases consist of the establishment phase, the use phase, and the 

demolition phase. As a whole the exterior of the structure measured 6.51m x 6.59m and 

the interior 4.41m x 5.08m (Mokkelbost and Sauvage, 2015: 27). There were a total of 52 

construction features associated with house 2, 26 of which were postholes. A wall ditch 

was located in the middle of the structure, indicating that the internal space was divided. 

In the southwest corner of the structure a bricked fireplace was discovered with a stone 
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packing over it (Figure 5.17). The corners 

of the structure had postholes used to 

support the structure, additionally two 

roof-bearing posts were placed 

immediately to the east of the fireplace.  

 The fireplace/chamber oven was 

dug approximately 60cm into the floor of 

the house and was composed of stones, 

brick, and blue clay. The chamber of the oven measured 147cm x 135cm and was 

composed of large stones placed in a circle around a large stone slab. The chamber itself 

also had large stones at the base creating a sturdy edging. The base slab had a crack 

bisecting it, likely caused by exposure to heat.  

In the center of House 2 a ditch containing eight postholes and another two 

postholes adjacent to the ditch mark where the internal wall would have been. There were 

two floor layers identified during excavations, with a possible third present. None of these 

layers overlapped and they were distinguished based on color and fill materials. Above 

these floor layers was a larger layer that consisted of dark gravelly sand with charcoal. 

Within this layer there were also several pieces of unburned wood and several iron objects. 

The charcoal from this layer was used to date the use of the building to the Viking Age.  

 The main house for Viklem went through two phases, classified as Houses 3 and 4 

representing the oldest and youngest phases, respectively. Dates from House 3 indicate that 

it was in use starting at the very end of the Merovingian Period and throughout the Viking 

Figure 5.17: Overhead photo of the pit house 

(House 2) at Viklem (after Mokkelbost and 

Sauvage, 2015: fig. 12) 
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Age. Using the wall ditches, the external width of House 3 was estimated to be 7.7m with 

an internal width of 5.8m (Mokkelbost and Sauvage, 2015). In total 26 postholes were 

identified in House 3. The roof was supported by posts in the wall ditches, these ditches 

were slightly curved. On the northern long wall a number of sloping posts placed outside 

the ditch were used as supports, most likely due to the considerable height of the building 

(Mokkelbost and Sauvage, 2015). In addition to the posts used in and along the walls, a 

posthole was also found in middle of the building and was likely used as a central roof 

support.  

House 4 followed the occupation of house 3 closely and was occupied throughout 

the Medieval Period. The two previous structures (houses 1 and 2) are thought to have been 

outbuildings, with both being in use during the occupation of House 3, but only house 1 

being in use during House 4. House 4 measured approximately 27m long and 8.8m wide 

(exterior)/6.9m (interior), making it the bigger of the longhouse at Viklem. The structuring 

of the house was very similar to that of House 3, showing a continuation of the architectural 

style.  

House 5 was of indeterminate date, but was certainly older than House 4, thus likely 

dating it to the Viking Age or perhaps the Early Medieval Period. It might very well have 

been older than House 3 as well, but the stratigraphy is not as certain with that. However, 

given that there is overlap between Houses 3 and 4 and House 5 they could not have been 

in use at the same time, which points to a dating within the early to mid-Viking Age, given 

the dating of the other two houses. It was a single nave longhouse, very similar in structure 

to House 1. House 5 was located in between House 2 and Houses 3/4. The remnants of the 
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house were incomplete, but what did remain measured 14.48m long and 5.9m wide 

(Mokkelbost and Sauvage, 2015).  

 

Hårberg 

House 1 (Figure 5.18) at Hårberg (ca. 1.3km south of Vik), was built in an east- west 

direction.  This three-aisled longhouse is similar in shape to House 25 at Vik (discussed 

above), with bowed long walls. The northern side of the building was well-preserved and 

allows for the total length of the structure to be measured at 20m, the width of the middle 

of the house was more difficult to measure given the poor preservation of the south wall, 

but is estimated to 

be 8.5m. Despite 

the convex shape 

of the outer walls, 

the central roof-

supports were in 

straight parallel 

lines, with a hearth 

located slightly 

east of center.  

The radiocarbon dating performed on remains from the central hearth and two 

postholes provide a time span of AD 655-785 (Birgisdottir and Rullestad, 2010: 10-12). 

These dates indicate that the house was constructed during the Merovingian Period, and 

Figure 5.18: House 1 from Hårberg (after Frannson, 2019: fig.14) 
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there is a high probability that it was occupied during the Late Merovingian Period. The 

narrowing of the center aisle during the Early Iron Age led to an underbalanced roof, 

however postholes along the exterior walls was rare until the Merovingian Period when 

deep postholes were aligned in long rows to provide extra support for the roof. During the 

Viking Age one-aisled structures started to be constructed, requiring further exterior 

supports and large timbers in the center to act as supports. The number of postholes used 

to support the exterior walls, as well as the narrow central aisle leading to an underbalanced 

roof, indicates that House 1 is a transitional form of architecture (Frannson, 2019: 341). 

This is not to say that longhouses were developing solely along a path that would lead to 

the single-aisled house of the Medieval Period, but rather to emphasize the increasing 

diversity in longhouse architecture in the Late Iron Age, when one-, two-, and three aisled 

houses were all in use contemporaneously (Beck, 2014).  

Ørland has some of the best-preserved longhouses from the Trøndelag region, 

which makes this an excellent area for studying the settlement structures of the region 

during the Iron Age. In general, there is a shortage of excavated Late Iron Age settlement 

structures from the countryside in Norway (Gjerpe, 2017; Skre, 1996), therefore Ørland is 

the best area to study for settlement remains. While the most relevant structures for this 

dissertation are those dating to the Merovingian and Viking Ages, the Migration Period 

structures also help to develop an understanding of the changes that spatial organization 

underwent during the Late Iron Age in Central Norway. Thus, a pattern of ñNorwegian-

styleò houses and their development over time can be established.  
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Burial Evidence 

The number of Iron Age burials and large burial mounds still preserved on the Ørland 

Peninsula along with the evidence of large-scale settlement and Medieval churches marks 

this region as one of the areas of Central Norway with the highest density of Iron Age and 

Medieval remains (cf. Forseth and Foosnæs, 2017). The majority of the Iron Age burials 

on the peninsula have tended to be located near the old shoreline, showing a focus on 

waterways (Aspvik and Grønnesby, 2021: 35).  

 

Vik 

Several of the burials along the ridge of Vik have been excavated as have the Medieval 

church remains situated near Vik (Brendalsmo, 2001:293). At Øveraunet Østre a womanôs 

grave was found in 1969 and excavated in 1975 by O. Farbregd. The personal ornaments 

Figure 5.19: Burial evidence on the Ørland Peninsula (after Ystgaard, 2019a: fig. 2) 
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from within the grave, a pair of oval brooches and a green glass bead, indicate that the 

burial was from the Viking Age. Other finds included several bone plate fragments, a bone 

defleshing knife, and iron fittings. A flat grave was uncovered during the digging of a ditch 

on a farm in Vik. Finds from this burial included skeletal remains, a 13cm long iron knife, 

and a fire steel. Based on the finds the burial was dated to the Merovingian Period (ca. AD 

550-750).  

 In 2019 a metal detectorist found what appears to have been a burial in a cultivated 

field near Vik. As the finds were in the plow level it is likely that the grave had been 

destroyed. Finds included gilded bronze coffin fittings that had traces of iron rivets on one 

side and a lead plate bearing a runic inscription. The finds were broadly dated to between 

AD 750 and 840 based on typology.  

A recent excavation at the site of Nygården in Vik revealed a Migration Period 

burial. The grave pit was shaped around the body of the deceased, who had been placed on 

their right side in a flexed position and measured 78cm wide by 165cm long. Grave goods 

were found in the burial along with the skeletal remains. The artifacts included a bronze 

cruciform brooch, bone bead, bone spindle whorl, iron seax, iron ring-headed pin, iron 

stick pin, two keys, a complete iron nail, and six corroded iron nail shanks.  

 

Viklem 

Just to the north of the present-day church in Viklem is the burial mound known as 

Viklemhaugen, which measures 50m in diameter and 6m in height, making it the most 

prominent cultural feature in the landscape around Viklem (Ellingsen and Sauvage, 2019). 
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This is the largest burial mound in Sør-Trøndelag, measuring larger than either the Oseberg 

or Gokstad burial mounds, illustrating the importance of the area during the Iron Age. A 

burnt layer was identified at the base of the mound and the charcoal was dated to 800-555 

BC (Berglund and Solem, 2017: 224). When this sample was taken three stones were seen, 

possibly indicating the presence of a stone circle, the presence of which might point to this 

mound having been built in the Early Iron Age, or possibly the Roman or Migration Period 

(Ellingsen and Sauvage, 2019). Much like Mound 1 at Lø, this mound likely was first built 

in the Roman Iron Age and then built onto by subsequent burials, with the Late Iron Age 

additions forming a huge mound.  

 

Artifact Assemblage 

Vik 

The majority of finds from this site were 

surface finds, thus secure dating is 

impossible. However, from House 38 a 

large fragment from a steatite (soapstone) 

baking stone was recovered from next to 

the hearth. From Field A four beads were 

recovered, two made from amber and two dark blue glass (Figure 5.20), which were dated 

to the Migration Period. Stone objects were found in the waste layer of Field A, also 

thought to date to the Migration Period, included a belt stone  

(an oval quartz stone used for starting fires and worn on a belt), whetstone for sharpening 

Figure 5.20: Beads from Field A, Vik (photo by Åge 

Hojem, NTNU Vitenskapsmuseet, CC-BY-SA) 



 

216 

 

needles, a flat whetstone, flints, pumice stones, slate stones, sinker stones, and smoothing 

stones. Numerous ceramic sherds and corroded iron nails and rivets were found in Field A, 

all thought to belong to either the Roman Iron Age or the Migration Period. Waste 

fragments included slag and oven fragments were also found throughout Field A. A flat 

bone spoon, a dark blue glass bead, iron knives, horse equipment, whetstones of various 

materials, iron fishing hooks, an iron key, bone and iron pin fragments, and rings (one 

silver, one copper, one bronze, two iron) were among the finds from Field C. Field C also 

contained slag, ceramic sherds and iron nails and fittings. Field E, which was the primary 

location for Viking Age and Early Medieval activity, had a myriad of finds as well. Organic 

preservation was particularly good in this area, which allowed for leather and wood 

fragments to survive quite well. Among the leather fragments were shoe uppers and soles. 

Wooden dowels and small wooden vessel were also preserved.   

In the burial from Øveraunet Østre personal ornaments included two bronze oval 

brooches and a blue glass bead (Figure 5.21). The bead was similar in form to one known 

from Birka and had a diameter of 1.8cm and was 0.87cm thick. Other artifacts included a 

bone tool described as a ñkjßttknivò (a defleshing or tanning knife) (Figure 5.21), eight 

small bone plates from a composite object (considered too rough to be comb pieces), and 

corroded iron were also found in the grave. One object was a sub-rectangular iron fitting 
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with two holes in the middle and the 

remains of two rivets that was placed 

longitudinally on a wooden structure. 

Another was a band-shaped fitting broken 

into two fragments that had a flat underside 

and a convex upper side and tapers toward 

one end. At the widest end of this fitting 

were the remains of a rivet that would have 

held it on to a wooden object. Six small iron 

nails with round heads and a rounded cross 

section were found and would likely have 

been used on the same object as the two 

previously discussed iron fittings.  

The burial at Nygården contained 

several finds of significance. The bronze 

cruciform brooch, which was found in the region of the neck, was likely coated in tin (based 

on XRF), making it app  ear silvery. The brooch is 9.7cm long and 3.7cm wide (from side 

knob to side knob on the head). The foot of the brooch is reminicisent of a dragon (or other 

animalôs) head and has two pairs of protrusions which repres  ent the eyes and nostrils. The 

bone bead from the burial was also found at the neck and may have been part of a pendant 

or attached to some part of the womanôs clothing. The bead is slightly oval and measures 

2.2x2.4cm with the central hole  having a 0.6cm diameter (Aspvik and Grønnesby, 2021: 

Figure 5.21: Grave goods from Øveraunet Østre 

(top: defleshing knife; middle: oval brooches; 

bottom: blue glass bead) (images from UniMus) 
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27). A bone spindle whorl was found 

near the legs of the deceased (Figure 

5.22). The spindle whorl had been 

broken either before deposition or due 

to weathering after it was placed in the 

grave, leaving two pieces, one conical 

which sat on the disc-shaped bottom 

piece. The top piece was decorated with 

a ring and dot motif and incised wavy 

lines. At the time of excavation 4cm of 

spindle was preserved in the whorl, 

however it disintegrated when the 

artifacts were extracted (Aspvik and 

Grønnesby, 2021: 29).  

A seax, or possibly a fragment of iron scissors, was found near the right arm of the 

skeleton. Two iron keys were discovered next to each other in the grave, both 

approximately 5cm long, although one weighing 3.1g and the other 5.1g. An iron ringed 

pin, broken into two pieces, was found near the elbow of the woman. The ringed head was 

missing except for a small portion which was still attached to the flat triangular head 

(Aspvik and Grønnesby, 2021).  A fragment of an iron stick pin was recovered from the 

burial, measuring 5.7cm long. Lastly, a collection of nails were found near the feet of the 

Figure 5.22: Select finds from Nygården burial (after 

Aspvik and Grønnesby, 2021) 
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deceased and likely belonged to the same object. All of the nails were heavily corroded 

and one of the nails still had wood intact around its shank. 

 

Viklem 

House 2 (the pithouse) contained 

several finds which provide some 

indication as to its function. Burned 

animal remains were found 

throughout the layers excavated from 

the house, likely indicating cooking 

took place within house 2. There was 

also significant evidence of textile 

working in the form of a loom weight, spindle whorls, and needles. There is some evidence 

for metal working, with several pieces of slag found, coming from both the postholes and 

the floor layers. Within the stone-packing over the oven a whetstone, pin, and knife as well 

as burned animal remains were recovered. A bronze ringed pin (Figure 5.23) was also 

found in the top layer, as were a bronze finger ring, whetstone fragments, a spindle whorl, 

slag, and several nails.  

 Houses 3 and 4 had sixteen finds originating from them, with the majority of them 

coming from House 4. Given the focus of this dissertation is on the Late Iron Age, the finds 

from House 4 will primarily be ignored given their Early Medieval date. In the postholes 

from House 3 a nail and three fragments of animal remains were found, two of which were 

Figure 5.23: Ringed pin from Viklem House 2 

(Mokkelbost and Sauvage, 2015: fig. 60) 



 

220 

 

burnt. Loose finds of spindle whorls were found, although whether they belong to House 

3 or 4 is unknown. The only find from House 5 was a piece of iron slag that was found at 

the top of a posthole.  

Hårberg 

Two artifacts were found during the excavations 

at Hårberg, a glass bead and a hammer head. The 

glass flux bead (Figure 5.24) was found in a 

ditch near House 1 and is a reddish brown color. 

It is barrel shaped with a wide profile and 

measures 9mm in diameter. This is a typical 

Nordic bead from the 6th century and is common 

in jewelry during that period (Birgisdottir and 

Rullestad, 2010). The hammerhead was found in two fragments inside of a posthole in 

House 1. It weighed 43g and was 6.3cm long. The hammer was to light for use in 

processing iron, but might have been used in riveting or cold hammering edges of metal 

objects, such as knives or axes. This type of hammer was also likely used for tasks other 

than blacksmithing, such as in woodworking (Rullestad, 2007). 

                            

5.3 Discussion 

A theme within the burial tradition of Norway is reopening and reuse of burial mounds. 

While the best-known example of grave reopening come from the famous ship burials, 

such as the Oseberg, it was a more widespread phenomenon (Klevnäs, 2016). The sagas 

Figure 5.24: Glass flux bead (after 

Birgisdottir and Rullestad, 2010: fig. 12) 
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relate reference this practice (e.g., Grettis Saga and Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks), 

illustrating that this was a well-known practice in the Early Medieval Period. In many of 

the written accounts the artifacts taken are those of a personal or identifying nature, such 

as Hervorôs claiming of the sword Tyrfing from the grave of Angantyr in Hervarar saga 

ok Heiðreks. Not only was the sword a symbol of power, but it also was also an heirloom 

and its retrieval from the burial mound bestowed power and legitimacy on Hervor. The 

reuse of earlier grave monuments likely had a similar meaning, imbuing power and 

meaning. This practice has been seen in both case study regions, with grave mound 1 at Lø 

and Grønhaug at Avaldsnes. Older burial sites seem to have played an important role in 

Viking Age burial rituals with the location of older tombs affecting the design of the Viking 

Age ritual landscape (Artelius 2000: 198). This is especially true when the older tombs are 

located in visually dominant places (Gansum 2004: 184).  

 Throughout the Iron Age in Norway grave goods are typical of burials, with the 

most common elements being personal ornaments, tools, and weapons. The items found in 

each burial denotes the individual nature of burials, with no two graves having the exact 

same characteristics. Aspects of identity are thus signified by each item placed in the burial, 

whether this is a set of keys, denoting a personôs role as keeper of the house, or a sword, 

indicating their role as a warrior. However, while many aspects of the burials may vary, 

there are some common themes, such as the inclusion of grave goods and their purposeful 

placement within the landscape, often in visually prominent areas, near waterways, or near 

or in older monuments. Adaptations of burial rites in new lands will thus reveal the 

elements of the deceasedsô identities that they wished to be preserved in the afterlife. 
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Iron Age boathouses in the southwest of Norway tend to date to the 2nd to the 6th 

centuries AD, whereas the majority of those found in northern and central Norway date to 

the Viking Age (Stylegar and Grimm, 2005). In general, nausts can be found throughout 

Norway and are not found elsewhere in Scandinavia until the Middle Ages and are thus 

considered to be an aspect of ethnic identity. Other types of identity can be seen through 

boathouses through their size, structuring, and materials (Nilsen and Wickler, 2011). In 

combination with the varying styles of house structures, the identities being portrayed and 

lived can be more easily ascertained. In the following case study chapters these settlement 

structures, along with burial evidence and artifacts will be used in order to better understand 

the shifting or more entrenched aspects of identity among the Scandinavian settlers in 

Scotland and Iceland.  
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Chapter 6: Case Studies in Scotland: Bornais and Orkney 

 

Scotland was one of the 

main areas of settlement for 

Scandinavians during the 

Viking Diaspora, with the 

Northern and Western Isles 

receiving a significant 

influx. This Scandinavian 

occupation and influence 

continued into the 13th 

century with the Norwegian 

Kingdom of the Isles. This 

kingdom was split into two 

areas the Norðreyjar (Northern Isles), which included Orkney and Shetland, and the 

Suðreyjar (Southern Isles), which included the Isle of Man, Hebrides, and the islands of 

the Firth of Clyde (Figure 6.1).  

 Despite the intensive settlement of Scotland by Scandinavians, the excavations 

carried out on such sites show a patchy understanding of the actual settlement record in 

Atlantic Scotland (Sharples, 2020a: 13). The excavations of Jarlshof on Shetland 

(Hamilton, 1956), Birsay on Orkney (Curle, 1982), and Freswick in Caithness (Curle, 

1939) were the first forays into the study of Scandinavian Scotland. While interpretations 

Figure 6.1: Kingdom of The Isles in the 11th century (Source: Sémhur 

/ Wikimedia Commons; modified by author)  
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of these sites have shifted over the years, they set the stage for future investigations. 

Shetland and Orkney have probably seen the most intensive exploration, with the Outer 

Hebrides following closely. However, other areas where Scandinavian settlement is 

evidenced through placenames and singular finds, such as the Inner Hebrides and the 

coastal portions of Caithness and Sutherland, have remained unexplored.  

 This chapter will discuss the well-excavated and published site of Bornais (Bornish) 

on South Uist and two areas of Orkney, Birsay Bay and Eynhallow Sound. In Orkney, these 

areas were chosen to reflect the importance of waterways to the Scandinavian settlers. The 

settlers of Orkney archipelago would have been able to maintain contact with each other 

through the use of their boats (less than 12m) and ships (more than 12m), which in general 

played a very important role in Scandinavian society, both here and elsewhere. The 

intervisibility achievable, on a relatively clear day, across both Birsay Bay and Eynhallow 

Sound illustrates a further level of connectivity. The site of Bornais, located on the Outer 

Hebridean island, South Uist, was chosen because of the extensive nature of the 

excavations carried out at the site and the detailed publications that have been produced.  

 Written accounts about Scotland during the period of Scandinavian settlement 

come from contemporaneous accounts in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, Annals of Ulster, and 

Annals of Tigernach, as well as the later recorded Norse Sagas. For the most part, the 

contemporaneous accounts only record brief mentions of Viking raids or other such 

activities, rather than providing information about the settlement activities taking place or 

the interactions between Scandinavians and the ónativeô populations. On the other hand, 

the sagas provide detailed accounts of individuals who took up residence in Scotland and 
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some of the deeds that were done by them, but given that they were recorded centuries later 

must be taken with a grain of salt. Nevertheless, the accounts provided, for instance, by the 

Orkneyinga Saga allow for a better understanding of some of the processes taking place 

and how identity was being formed and represented by the Scandinavian settlers of 

Scotland.  

 

6.1 Bornais, South Uist  

South Uist contains the remains of 23 Scandinavian settlements, the largest of which is 

Bornais. The settlement at 

Bornais (Figure 6.2) is 

located on a machair (a 

low-lying fertile plain of 

shell sand, found along the 

Atlantic coast of Ireland 

and the Outer Hebrides) 

and is composed of four 

occupation mounds, with 

the Scandinavian 

settlement layers 

overlying the Middle and 

Late Iron Age occupation 

remains. This site 

Figure 6.2: A plan of the mounds at Bornais showing the excavated 

areas and the location of the site in the Outer Hebrides (after Sharples, 

2020a: 2, fig. 1) 
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represents one of the largest rural Scandinavian settlements in the British Isles, this plus 

the extensive excavations and publication of data from the site make it an ideal case study. 

The chronological titles used by the excavators do not all adhere to typical periodizations 

used within Scotland. The Late Iron Age within this context denotes the period between 

ca. AD 300/400-800. The Early Norse Period correlates with the period of ca. AD 800-

1050, the Middle Norse to ca. 1050-1200, and the Late Norse ca. 1200-1475. With these 

dates in mind, the primary focus throughout this study will be on the Late Iron Age as well 

as the Early and Middle Norse Periods.  

 

6.1.1 Written Records  

There are no known written accounts specifically about the site of Bornais, however the 

Hebrides as a whole are represented, albeit briefly. The first record comes with the attacks 

on the monastic center of Iona which suffered from raids in 795, 802, and 806 (AU). The 

Hebrides (Figure 6.3) more generally were said to have suffered from Viking raids and 

plundering from 798 to the 830s (Graham-Campbell and Batey, 1998: 24). In the Icelandic 

Sagas, Ketil Flatnose, a chief in Norway, is most often associated with the settlement of 

the Hebrides. In Eyrbyggja Saga, Ketil is said to have been sent west by King Harald 

Fairhair in order to defeat those using the Hebrides, Orkney, and Shetland as a base to raid 

Norway. After crossing the North Sea, Ketil fought many battles and was victorious in 

them all and in the end became lord of the Southern Isles.  
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 While some scholars have tried to connect Ketil Flatnose with Caittil the Fair 

(Jennings and Kruse, 2009; Smyth, 

1977; 1984), who was recorded in 

the Annals of Ulster (AU 857), 

ñŌmar and Amlaib inflicted a rout 

on Caittil the Fair and his Gall-

Gh¨idheil in the lands of Munsterò. 

If this association is correct, then 

we have a historically verifiable 

figure conquering and ruling the 

Hebrides. However, while there are 

several who support Ketil as 

Caittil, there are also those who 

oppose the idea (Downham, 2008: 

18; Ó Corráin, 1978: 301; Woolf, 

2007: 296).  

Primarily the disagreement derives from the differing nicknames ascribed to the 

names in the records (Flatnose/Fair), however this does not mean the association should be 

discarded as individuals in the Viking Age could bear more than one nickname, for instance 

Haraldr h§rfagri/l¼fa ñfair hairò/ñshock headò (Peterson, 2015: 49-51). If indeed we take 

the story presented in Eyrbyggja Saga as fact, or a close facsimile, then the Hebrides likely 

Figure 6.3: The Inner and Outer Hebrides (source: 

Wikimedia Commons) 
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served as the seat of the lord of the Southern Isles, placing the Western Isles in the middle 

of events taking place throughout the Scandinavian diasporic areas.  

 

6.1.2 Settlement Evidence 

In this section the settlement evidence for the Late Iron Age and the Early and Middle 

Norse periods at Bornais will be examined. Excavations at the site have revealed complex 

site structure with Iron Age remains directly overlain by Norse activity levels. The shift 

from the Late Iron Age to the Norse settlement allows for direct comparisons of 

architectural and material remains for the period directly preceding the Scandinavian 

settlement of the area, as well as the Early evidence for Scandinavian presence. The 

settlement at Bornais is composed of four main mounds (1, 2, 2A, & 3), with the primary 

remains for Early Norse settlement deriving from Mound 2, but also found to a lesser 

degree on the other mounds. The Late Iron Age remains, on top of which the Norse 

settlement layers were situated, will also be examined in order to give a sense of the 

architecture and materials at the site prior to Scandinavian occupation.  
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Mound 1 

Mound 1 contained seven 

stratigraphic contexts: 

early structures, Late Iron 

Age house, destruction 

and infilling, Norse 

activity area, Norse 

middens, and Late Iron 

Age midden (Sharples, 

2012a). The remains 

from the Late Iron Age were located in the southwest section of the excavation trench.  

 

Early Structures Phase  

This phase is thought to have been associated with the construction and/or occupation of 

the Late Iron Age wheelhouse. This phase was identified on the last day of excavation and 

thus was not explored thoroughly. However, it appears to have contained a circular 

structure, approximately 4m in diameter, whose walls had been robbed, likely for the 

purpose of constructing the Late Iron Age house in the succeeding phase. Another structure 

was noted which featured an arc of small orthostats and a line of smaller stones one meter 

in front of the arc. The structure did not have a discernible floor and was not examined in 

great detail. The finds from the early structures phase were minimal with 39 potsherds, a 

Figure 6.4: Plan of the excavated area of Mound 1 with Iron Age (black) 

and Norse remains (red) marked (Sharples, 2012a: 39, fig. 18). 
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bone point, a spatulate rib point and two bone artifacts having been found (Smith, et al., 

2012).  

 

Late Iron Age House (early 5th-6th century AD)  

The Late Iron Age house appears to 

have gone through two phases: the 

initial house (House 1), which 

ended in a burning event, and then 

a subsequent rebuilding (House 2). 

The construction of House 1 was 

dated to cal AD 320-490, with a 

higher likelihood that it was built in 

the first half of the 5th century AD 

(Marshall, et al., 2012: 219). House 1 (Figure 6.5) was interpreted by the excavators to 

have been a wheelhouse with a maximum internal diameter of 6.4m (Sharples, 2012c).  

Within the central chamber of 

House 1 there is a three-sided trapezoidal 

hearth (Figure 6.6) defined on the north, 

east, and south sides by stone slabs set on 

their edges. The NE end of the hearth 

measured 0.9m in width and the SW 

0.75m and the overall length of the 

Figure 6.5: Interpretative plan of House 1 (after Sharples, 

2012c: 49, fig. 33) 

Figure 6.6: View of the central hearth from House 1, 

Mound 1, Bornais (after Sharples, 2012c: 43, fig. 

24) 
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hearth was approximately 1.1m. Around the central chamber the excavator has interpreted 

the presence of six cells, only two of which (D and E in Figure 6.5) are significantly 

defined by the presence of stone piers. The peripheral cells would likely have had corbelled 

stone roofs, as seen at Cnip and Jarlshof (see Section 3.3.2 and Figure 3.15), whereas there 

are the remains of burned timbers, likely for the roof, within the central chamber in the 

carbonized layer created during the destruction of House 1. The carbonized layer that 

indicates the end of House 1 was dated to AD 475-525 (Marshall, et al., 2012: 219). 

Following its destruction, the building was robbed of the majority of its structural elements, 

with only short sections of wall bases surviving. Thus, the interpretation made about the 

shape of the structure was based on the occupation deposits, possible stone holes, and the 

scant structural remains (Sharples, 2012c).  

 House 2 was constructed over the remains of House 1 sometime between AD 470 

and 555 (Marshall, et al., 2012: 219), with the south and east arc of wall, as well as piers 3 

and 4 being retained in the new structure. The threshold of this structure was constructed 

on the southwest section of the building with the new hearth located about 1m to the north. 

This hearth is laid out in the same way as that from House 1, with three sides (north, south, 

and east) being defined by edge-set stone slabs and one end (west) left open. At the NE 

and SE corners of the hearth there were two round pebbles with an arc of 14 cattle 
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metapodials between them, the distal 

ends protruding above the floor, and 

further metapodials were found parallel 

to the long sides of the hearth (see Figure 

6.7; Sharples, 2012c). The overall shape 

of the house was impossible to discern 

due to the erosion the site had suffered, 

the robbing of building materials, and the 

more general damage the structure had 

suffered.  

  In total, 903 sherds were recovered from the two Late Iron Age houses (Lane, 

2012a). The vessels fit within the normal typologies known from this period and area. 

These types include some double cordoned vessels with long flaring rims and plain wares. 

There were also two sherds with incised decorations and a few burnished sherds which are 

indicative of Middle Iron Age activity and thus might point to some earlier occupation of 

the site (Lane, 2012a). Around 135 other artifacts were found within the houses including 

70 stone tools, 35.75 bone/antler artifacts, six pieces of iron, four fragments of pumice, 

four shell objects, four ceramic discs, two copper alloy pieces, and two bone and iron 

composite objects (Clarke, et al., 2012a). The Late Iron Age houses fell out of use in the 

6th century AD, when mound 1 was abandoned. Mound 2 then became the primary area of 

settlement in the 7th and 8th centuries (discussed below).  

Figure 6.7: View of the hearth from House 2 (after 

Sharples, 2012c: 51, fig. 37) 
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 The destruction and subsequent infilling of the Late Iron Age site seems quite 

deliberate. Rather than windblown sands filling in an abandoned building, House 2 was 

dismantled, the hearth covered and then the entire house filled with three burnt bone- and 

charcoal-rich sand layers (Sharples, 2012d). These layers were likely formed at some time 

in the 6th century, although bioturbation (rabbits) led to contamination of the Late Iron Age 

remains by Norse materials in southern quadrant of the house area. In addition, some 

ceramic sherds from the Middle Iron Age also seem to have become mixed into the Late 

Iron Age layers by the rabbits. In total 1,426 sherds were found in the destruction and 

infilling layers, most of which date to the Late Iron Age, with excellent examples of double 

cordoned wares and flaring rim vessels (Figure 6.8). Additionally, 122 artifacts were 

recovered during excavation, 52 

of bone/antler, 40 worked stone 

objects, ten flints, seven 

fragments of pumice, five iron 

objects, three pieces of copper 

alloy sheet, two steatite vessel 

fragments, and two ceramic and 

one shell gaming disc (Clarke, et 

al., 2012b). The three charcoal-

rich infilling layers were the 

primary sources for the artifacts, 

with the middle layer holding the most (42).  

Figure 6.8: Selected pottery sherds from the destruction and 

infilling layers, Mound 1, Bornais (after Lane, 2012b: 109, fig. 

69; modified by author) 
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The Norse Phases (9th century-13th century) 

Scandinavian occupation of Mound 1 appears to have begun in the 9th century, with early 

Scandinavian settlement at the site being indicated by the presence of steatite vessels 

(Sharples, 2012j). Activity at the site is seen in a variety of features, including two scoops, 

two small pits, two hearths, a large pit, a suspected pit, as well as middens and a rectangular 

building called óthe Norse structureô by the excavators. The most distinctive features were 

the hearths, which were a similar shape as those typically found in Scandinavian houses, 

however evidence for structures in the surrounding area was lacking (Sharples, 2012f). 

Evidence, in the form of non-metallurgical slag, suggests that the hearths were used at very 

high temperatures, something not seen in the Norse period housesô hearths at Bornais. This 

could indicate that they were part of a temporary camp at the site, rather than a more 

permanent settlement (Sharples, 2012f).  

 The Norse structure was the principal feature of the Scandinavian occupation on 

Mound 1. This rectangular building was constructed by digging a pit into the sand that 

surrounded the Late Iron Age occupation. This pit was approximately 0.8m deep and faced 

with a stone wall (Sharples, 2012g). Only a portion of the structure was excavated, so the 

dimensions of the building are not known. However, on the north side of the house ca. 

5.8m of the wall was exposed and the structure had an approximate internal width of 4.5m 

(Sharples, 2012g). While parts of the walls were robbed of their materials, large blocks 

with small slabs in between were used for the construction of the stone portion. On the 

other side of the baulk that transected the structure and is thought to have covered the 

eastern wall of the building, a passage was found, defined by three walls and is thought to 
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have led to an entrance in the eastern wall. At a later phase the building was divided by an 

east and west facing wall, which was of noticeably inferior quality to the original structure 

of the house, with the western 

face being constructed of a 

jumble of large cobbles (see 

Figure 6.9; Sharples, 2012g). 

While a small assemblage of 

animal bones was recovered 

during the excavations of the 

structure, artifacts were rare, 

with only a stone smoother 

and a gneiss pebble (perhaps a 

counter) being found.  

 The last area on Mound 1 that belongs to the Scandinavian occupation is that of the 

óNorse middensô. The middens were deposits used to infill the Scandinavian house and 

where artifacts and ceramics were lacking in the floor levels of the house, the middens 

provide ample evidence of Scandinavian activity on Mound 1 (Sharples, 2012i). Sixty-six 

artifacts were found in the midden layers, 24 iron objects, 19 worked born/antler items, 15 

flints, three copper alloy pieces, three stone tools, a lead spindle whorl, and a slab of 

porphyry (Clarke, et al., 2012d). While the majority of the finds in the middens are 

Scandinavian, there are also Late Iron Age remains that eroded into the house from the 

exterior sand. Three radiocarbon dates were taken, two returning dates in the 12th and 13th 

Figure 6.9: Excavation trenches for the Norse Structure, Mound 1, 

Bornais (after Sharples, 2012g: 152, fig. 92; modified by author) 
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centuries, and the other, from a red deer bone, was dated to AD 560-660 (Marshall, et al., 

2012).  

  

Mound 2 

Mound 2, which is located in the middle of the site at Bornais has remains from eight 

chronological units (as determined by the excavators). Mound 2 has evidence derived from 

the Late Iron Age through to the end of the Late Norse phase followed by wind-blown sand 

and topsoil, and the enclosure wall. Of these phases the most important to this study are 

the first three, which will be discussed in detail below.  

 

The Late Iron Age Phase 

This phase of activity likely began before the earliest radiocarbon dates, as the mound was 

not fully excavated. The earliest activity observed began between AD 590 and 770 and 

ended between 700 and 870 (Marshall, et al., 2020).  The majority of the Late Iron Age 

remains were disturbed by the later Scandinavian activity on the site that directly succeeded 

this phase. Towards the western side of the excavation unit, Iron Age deposits were found 

under the floor of House 1 (which dates to the Early Norse phase discussed below) and 

excavated. The majority of these Late Iron Age remains lay above a sterile wind-blown 

sand accumulation. Above this sand layer lay floor layers from the Late Iron Age 

occupation. Nothing is known about the structure that likely stood in this location due to 

the construction of House 1, which was semi-subterranean. In addition to the finds from 
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the western area of the trench, two layers of poorly stratified remains were also found in 

the eastern section and produced deposits of Late Iron Age materials (see below). 

 With the abandonment of Mound 1 in the 6th century AD, Mound 2 appears to have 

become the primary location of occupation at Bornais. Although the data for Late Iron Age 

remains on Mound 2 is somewhat limited, the radiocarbon dates and characteristic artifacts 

and pottery provide evidence for this shift.    

 

The Early Norse Phase (late 9th/early 10th- mid-11th century) 

The initial phase of Scandinavian occupation began with the construction of House 1, dated 

to AD 815-975, between 15 and 230 years after the óPictishô activity at the site. The Early 

Norse phase signifies a period of abrupt change, as illustrated in the structural economic, 

and artifactual evidence from Mound 2. House 1 was interpreted to be a bow-walled 

longhouse measuring approximately 23.1m in length (Sharples and Davis, 2020a). The 

house was semi-subterranean with a large foundation pit being dug in order to establish the 

floor level, which disturbed the underlying Late Iron Age remains. The house was inhabited 

for 60-250 years beginning at some point in the 10th century and being abandoned around 

AD 1020-1095 (Marshall, et al., 2020).  
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The foundation pit for House 1 was cut approximately 60cm deep, although on the 

western side of the house it is unclear whether the mound already sloped down during the 

phase of construction or if later erosion led to the sharp sloping at this end (Sharples and 

Davis, 2020a). A series of scoops and pits were identified below the floor level of House 

1, indicating construction period activity. Within this series of features, only one of the pits 

produced a significant number of finds. The purpose of these pits and scoops is unknown 

and given the lack of remains from them they were not likely to be for ritual deposits.  

As part of the structure of House 1 a series of stake and post holes was found, 

indicating that the structure featured a significant number of timber elements (Figure 6.10; 

Sharples and Davis, 2020a). Two sets of three post holes were located running parallel to 

the two (N and S) long sides of the longhouse. Two sets of three smaller postholes ran east 

to west in between the large postholes. Four large stones located on the south side of the 

Figure 6.10: Plan House 1 (after Sharples and Davis, 2020a: 66, fig. 55, modified by author) 
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southern set of postholes suggest that there may have been an internal revetment wall as 

seen in House 2 (see section 6.3 for further discussion). Centered between the large sets of 

postholes and to the east of the smaller sets, lay the hearth. A line of stake holes was 

identified around the north and northwest edge of the hearth with one also identified on the 

south. Other stake holes were found scattered throughout the western portion of the house 

and likely indicate internal divisions within the living area (Sharples and Davis, 2020a).  

In the excavated section on the eastern end of House 1 two possible post holes along 

the north wall were identified, although one of these might actually have been a post pad 

since there was a large stone in the fill (Sharples and Davis, 2020a). The eastern end of the 

house was defined by an area with large paving stones, which averaged 30x30cm. The 

paved area is lined on two sides by large stones likely indicating the walls of the structure, 

although most stones for the walls were likely robbed during the construction of House 2. 

The entrance to the building is on the eastern end of House 1, indicated by the path in 

between the wall stones (Figure 6.10). This entrance is located under the entrance to House 

2 (see below) and follows a similar path. The overlapping elements of House 2 made it 

difficult to differentiate the time period for some of the features within the houses.  

The occupation of House 1 was represented by the floor layers, which included a 

thick layer of peat ash through the center of the building, dark brown sand in the south and 

west sides, mottled orange-brown sand with peat ash mixed in on the north side, and paving 

stones on the east side (Sharples and Davis, 2020a: 68). The center of the house appears to 

have been a floor made from the hearth debris being raked out and compacted to create a 

floor surface, while the paved area on the eastern side had no occupation deposits, 
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indicating it was swept clean during the occupation of the house. In total, the structural 

features of the house contained 49 pottery sherds and 19 other artifacts, while the floor 

layers produced significantly more finds, with 126 sherds and 79 other artifacts. Following 

the occupation of House 1, the structure appears to have been dismantled and purposefully 

filled in with sand. This infilling layer produced the most remains from House 1.  

 

The Middle Norse Phase (mid-11th-12th century) 

The Middle Norse Phase at Bornais primarily comprised the remains of House 2 and its 

occupation. House 2 was very similar to that of House 1, in that it too was a semi-

subterranean bow-walled longhouse. The building was oriented east to west and measured 

around 20m long and its width ranged from 3.8 (west end) to 5.8m (center) (Sharples and 

Davis, 2020b: 145). House 2 was essentially a rebuild of the Early Norse Phase house, with 

the orientation only shifting slightly and presumably many of the materials used in the 

construction of House 1 were reused in House 2. The walls built using quarried stone 

remained intact and standing to over a meter in height (Sharples and Davis, 2020b: 137). 

House 2 was likely occupied for several generations, with construction and subsequent 

occupation beginning sometime between 1035 and 1130. The house then fell out of use 

around 1080-1150, with a gap in habitation on the mound taking place for between 20 and 

155 years, according to radiocarbon dating (Marshall, et al., 2020).   

During the excavation of the floor of House 2, a number of cut features, labelled as 

foundation pits, were exposed. Given the overlap of Houses 1 and 2, some of these features 

were difficult to assign to one phase or the other. Eighteen of these cut features ran down 
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the center of House 2, some of which appear to have been postholes likely used during the 

construction phase for scaffolding (Sharples and Davis, 2020b: 137). The pits along the 

central access were more substantial features. One of these pits (937) was particularly large 

and would have easily fit an extended inhumation, however no human remains were found, 

and although there was a relatively substantial collection of artifacts, they did not indicate 

any specific function for the pit. The other pits that could be securely associated with House 

2, likewise had no ascertainable function.  

The structural features of House 2 were still quite visible on most sides during 

excavation. One of the most notable features of House 2, as compared to structures on 

mounds 2A and 3, was the use of large building stones. These stones must have been 

brought in to the machair, either for the construction of an Iron Age structure or specifically 

for the Norse house. If indeed the former was the case, reuse of stones from Iron Age 

structures might have been a way for the Scandinavian settlers to legitimize themselves 

within their new setting (Sharples and Davis, 2020b: 148). The south wall was the best 

preserved with 8 courses of stone surviving up to 1.3m. The western half of the house still 

had the majority of the wall preserved with a large portion having six courses preserved 

and around 1m high. The north wall had up to five courses of stone preserved in most 

sections, which reached a height of about 1m. The eastern wall was the least intact, with 

only the base stones remaining, as it lay under the wall of the Late Norse Phase House 3 

(Sharples and Davis, 2020b: 146). Access to House 2 was via a 1m wide and 2m long 

passage that was constructed on top of the paving stones from House 1. The east wall of 
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this passage used the remains of the eastern gable from House 1, while the western wall 

was newly constructed (Sharples and Davis, 2020b: 145).  

The occupation of House 2 was represented by 60cm of floor deposits. The 

compacted nature of the central floor area, measuring approximately 1.5x16.5m, indicates 

that this was the main avenue through the house, while the peripheral areas received less 

trampling (Sharples and Davis, 2020b: 152). This likely indicates a three-aisle internal 

division of the house, following a typical pattern for Scandinavian-style longhouses. 

Several pits and scoops contemporary with the occupation of the house were discovered, 

the majority of which clustered in the western end of the building. Given the concentration 

of pits in one location, the western end of the house may have served as a storage area, 

with barrels and/or other storage vessels placed in pits. This is further suggested by the 

presence of organic materials at the base of some of the pits. Based on ecofacts and 

artifacts, the house was divided into four areas. The west end was used for storage and 

meat processing. The west-central area was used for cooking and food consumption, 

although there is also some evidence for the southern section of this area being used for 

metalworking. The east central area was the primary sleeping area, with benches located 

closest to the hearth which burned peat. Lastly, the east end of the house was used for both 

secondary food processing and wool dying and held a hearth where wood was the primary 

fuel source (George, 2022).  

House 2 was abandoned at some point around AD 1090-1130 and the mound 

underwent a period of transition before the construction of House 3 (ca. AD 1250-1270) in 

the Late Norse Phase of the site. During this transition period Mound 2 decreased in 
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importance although there is evidence for the construction of a smaller building within the 

footprint of House 2 dating to this phase. The majority of the architectural remains from 

Mound 2 after the abandonment of House 2, while containing a considerable number of 

finds, appear to have been ephemeral (temporary) buildings.  

 

Mound 2A 

The Early Norse Phase (late 9th/early 10th- mid-11th century) 

Mound 2A has evidence for activity contemporary with that of House 1 on Mound 2, with 

this being indicated by a thick cultivation soil layer, two hearths, and capped by a thick 

layer of gray sand (Sharples and Waddington, 2020a). The cultivation fields were 

represented by a thick brown, ash-rich soil containing large quantities of animal bone, shell, 

and other organic materials suggesting that domestic debris and hearth ash was spread over 

the fields. The cultivation marks, ard-furrows, were clearly visible during excavation. A 

few post-/stake holes and two hearths were also recorded. The hearth located in the 

northern section, measuring 2.5x0.5m, was dated to AD 890-1030 and was dug into the 

cultivation soil layer. It was made up of thick and clearly separate ash layers in the center 

and topped with a compact and slag-rich mottled ash that covered the hearth itself and 

extended out over the surrounding area (Sharples and Waddington, 2020a: 104).  

Another hearth, defined by two upright stones and dating to 900-1040, was located 

in the southern section of Mound 2A and contained glass slag included in its dark brown-

black, ashy sand (Sharples and Waddington, 2020a: 107). Overlying the cultivation soils 

and the hearths was an accumulation of gray sand. A rough wall, oriented north-south, was 
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discovered on the center of Mound 2A. This wall does not seem to have had a clear function 

during the Early Norse phase but was later reused in the construction of the two Middle 

Norse kilns. Both the cultivation soils and the gray sand accumulation contained a 

significant number of finds, with 76 ceramic sherds and 409 other artifacts in the cultivation 

layers and 127 sherds and 122 other artifacts in the gray sand.  

 

The Middle Norse Phase (mid-11th-12th century) 

This phase of occupation represents a major shift in the activities occurring on Mound 2A. 

A series of structures was built on the mound and intensive occupation of the site is 

indicated by thick deposits, especially on the periphery of the mound. The structures built 

during this time were in use from the mid-11th to mid-12th century AD. The features dating 

to this phase include a central U-shaped building, two kilns (one facing north, one facing 

south), and a series of features and occupation rich layers associated with the kilns. The 

central structure appears to have been substantial, however only the western side survived. 

The west wall was of composite construction, featuring an irregularly faced outer wall, a 

sand core, and a well-built inner wall (Sharples and Waddington, 2020b). The building 

appears to have been oval in shape, however there were no traces of the eastern side of the 

building found during excavation.  

The south kiln was defined by two walls, which were 1.7m and 1.73m in length, 

with the overall structure measuring 1.85m long and 0.9m wide (Sharples and Waddington, 

2020b). The walls were constructed using irregular rounded boulders, with two to three 

courses surviving. The north kiln was defined by two walls with four courses of medium-
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sized, rounded boulders, 1.63m and 1.47m long and constructed in a narrow U-shape. The 

overall length of the building was 1.2m and 0.5m wide (Sharples and Waddington, 2020b). 

Both kilns were filled with several layers of slag and ash rich sand, clearly indicating their 

use numerous times. Several features were associated with the kilns, including several pits 

with dump layers and a series of stake holes located inside the central structure. 

 

Mound 3 

The earliest activity on Mound 3 has been radiocarbon dated to between AD 1010 and 

1160, retrieved from two samples (a sheep and a cattle bone) (Marshall, 2012: 391). The 

majority of the archaeological remains have been dated to the Late Norse Period, and thus 

will not be covered here. The Middle Norse occupation of Mound 3 correlates with the 

occupation of óthe early houseô and the layer immediately succeeding it, with the 

radiocarbon dated bones deriving from the sand layer above the house floor. The remains 

of the early house were represented by two walls, one running N-S and the other E-W. The 

walls appear to have been constructed with stone revetments on the exterior surfaces and a 

turf core. The associated floor layer in this structure contained four animal bones (one cattle 

and three sheep) and two undiagnostic ceramic body sherds (Sharples, 2005a).  

 The layer of pale-yellow sand (215), immediately overlaying the floor of the house 

produced the cattle bone, which was dated to 1010-1160. While the sheep bone, dated to 

1020-1160, was excavated from the stratum of dark gray sand above that (214) (Sharples, 

2005b). Given the dating these two layers and the finds that were located in them are also 

of interest. In layer 214, 26 sherds were recovered, all of which belong to thick-walled 
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bowl forms. This layer also contained a large number of animal bones, including those 

from cattle, caprids, and pigs, as well as a fetal metapodial from a horse and a red deer 

bone. There were relatively few shells in layer 214 when compared with upper strata of the 

sand accumulation, although limpets dominated the assemblage present (Sharples, 2005c). 

 

6.1.3 Burial Evidence 

No Scandinavian burials are known from South Uist and so the burial evidence in and 

around Bornais differs greatly from that of other high-status sites within the areas occupied 

by Scandinavians during the Viking Diaspora. In the Outer Hebrides more generally, 

burials are rare with Lewis having a handful and Barra having one, while none have been 

identified on Benbecula, Harris and the Uists. A possible grave was reported on Eriksay (a 

small island to the south of South Uist), where a Petersen type O sword, an iron spearhead, 

and a whetstone were found, but there is no further information about the finds (Graham-

Campbell and Batey, 1998: 82). Interestingly, settlement evidence is most prevalent from 

the Uists, while only two sites are known from Lewis and none from Barra. The absence 

of burials thus far is by no means definitive proof of an absence of the practice by 

Scandinavian inhabitants, but the lack of them near large settlements does indicate a change 

in practice from elsewhere in the broader Scandinavian-occupied world.   
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6.1.4 Artifact Assemblage 

Mound 1  

Late Iron Age house  

The majority of the artifactual remains from the Late Iron Age houses came from the floor 

layer of House 2 and the underlying charcoal layer, these layers are difficult to discern in 

some areas and so there is no hard line able to be drawn between the two. Some of the 

pottery appears to have been deposited within the House 1 layers after the destruction of 

said house and so are thought to have been a ritual deposition (Lane, 2012a). A stone 

spindle-whorl was the only other artifact found within the floor layer for House 1. Tools 

made up the majority of the artifacts including four points made from bone or antler, part 

of a point made from whale bone, a bone/antler handle, and a bone and iron comb. Stone 

tools also contributed to the assemblage with four strike-a-lights, 15 faceted cobbles, five 

Figure 6.11: Selection of bone, antler, iron, ceramic, and stone artifacts from the Late Iron Age 

houses, Mound 1, Bornais (after Clarke, et al., 2012a:82, fig. 56; modified by author) 
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hammerstones, five stone polishers, 12 pounders/grinders, and ten smoothers (Clarke, et 

al., 2012a). Evidence for working debris from bone, antler, copper alloy, and stone show 

that the inhabitants were participating in several crafts.  

Several personal objects were identified during excavation of the charcoal layer and 

House 2 including decorated bone, five bone pins, beads made from bone/antler, shell, and 

stone, and an antler ring (Clarke, et al., 2012a). Gaming equipment was also found 

including several shell and ceramic discs and a bone die. The rest of the artifacts found at 

the site were classified as miscellaneous and include a copper alloy rivet, an iron rod, iron 

fragments, a whale bone adze, a pierced metapodial, three iron plates, and 11 cobbles 

thought to have been tools.   

The destruction and infilling layers for the Late Iron Age houses hold several 

significant artifacts, most notably textile equipment, which included nine stone smoothers, 

three weaving tablets, three full and two partial combs, and a large bone needle. There are 

also several other types of tools including two antler picks, two bone points, three whale 

bone points, a bone scraper, three antler handles, two conjoining fragments of a whale bone 

spoon, a stone strike-a-light, a whetstone, 11 faceted cobbles, four stone polishers, five 

pounder/grinders, and a perforated metapodial (Clarke et al., 2012b). Personal objects 

consisted of a bone bead, a whale bone toggle, decorated whale bone fragments, and two 

iron and four bone pins. Gaming equipment made up a small portion of the finds, with a 

stone cone, two ceramic discs, and one shell disc being found. A few Norse artifacts were 

also found in these layers including two steatite vessel rim fragments and a stone anvil, 
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similar in form to one found in the succeeding Norse reoccupation layers (see below; 

Clarke et al., 2012b).  

Overall, the Iron Age assemblages on Mound 1 show a significant use of stone 

tools, although bone and antler were also used frequently. Iron on the other hand, appears 

to have rarely been in use during the Late Iron Age occupation. Whale bone was used for 

a relatively significant number of items, indicating that whales were being exploited 

regularly during the Iron Age in the Hebrides. While gaming equipment was found in most 

Late Iron Age contexts, textile production equipment was more uncommon, with the 

exception of the destruction and infilling layers. Ceramic sherds were found in all contexts, 

with double-cordoned wares and flared rim style vessels being relatively common, 

although plain wares appear to have become increasingly common.  

 

Norse phases 

The scoops, pits, and hearths on Mound 1 provide the earliest Scandinavian artifacts, the 

steatite vessels. The use of steatite vessels is indicative of the earliest phase of Scandinavian 

colonization in Scotland (Forster, 2004). Other Scandinavian style materials however 

provide less definitive dating, for instance the pins and combs found. From the 

Scandinavian features (scoops, pits, and hearths) 586 ceramic sherds were found during 

excavations (Lane, 2012c). While found in the layers belonging to the Norse period, the 

ceramic sherds were a mixture of Late Iron Age and Scandinavian materials. The 

Scandinavian ceramics included several platter sherds, like those known from other sites 

in Scotland (Lane, 2007). Other Viking Age ceramics from the Hebrides follow a similar 
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pattern to that seen in the platters, with the development of new styles of vessels, but with 

the use of locally sourced clays (Lane, 2010).  

 A total of 51 artifacts were found within the features including 24 items made from 

worked bone/antler, ten iron objects, seven worked stone objects, four flints, two fragments 

from steatite vessels, two copper alloy objects, and two ceramic objects. The increasing 

use of iron objects indicates quite clearly the switch from the Iron Age population, which 

had heavily used stone tools, to the Scandinavians, who preferred metal (Clarke, et al. 

2012c). As with the Late Iron Age occupation on Mound 1, tools make up the majority of 

the artifactual finds. These include three bone points, two bone textile combs, a bone 

needle, a grooved bone, a whale bone paddle (possible flax scutcher- used to separate the 

straw and woody stem from flax fibers), a bone shovel, an antler haft, a stone strike-a-light, 

a ceramic spindle whorl, a stone smoother, a stone pounder/grinder, a stone anvil, and two 

faceted cobbles. Personal objects included two antler combs, five bone/antler pins, and a 

decorated animal phalanx. One ceramic gaming disc was also found within this area, as 

well as two steatite vessel fragments and a fragment of copper alloy sheet.  

 The Norse Period house on Mound 1 only produced two artifacts, a stone smoother 

and a rounded gneiss pebble, which is thought to have been a counter (Clarke, et al., 

2012c). The middens, on the other hand, produced several noteworthy artifacts and a large 

collection of pottery sherds (2,031), from both the Late Iron Age and Norse Period. In the 

west end of the middens a cobble tool, two unused cobbles, and fragments of cordoned and 

incised decorated pottery were found, indicating where some Iron Age materials had 

eroded from the surrounding sand into the Norse period remains (Clarke, et al., 2012d). 
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The primary midden layers produced sherds from Scandinavian bowls, cups, and platters, 

as well as sherds with grassmarked decoration (Lane, 2012d). Among the personal items 

recovered were three comb side plates, a tooth plate fragment, four pin fragments, a D-

shaped iron buckle, and a buckle tongue (Figure 6.12). The latter two objects while not 

found together, were in the same layer and thus might be associated. Tools also comprised 

a large portion of the assemblage from the middens. These included two perforated 

metapodials, two spindle whorls (1 lead, 1 bone), two bone points, and an iron knife. Iron 

objects were also common finds in the midden layers, primarily consisting of iron structural 

fittings, including ten nails or nail stems, seven roves, and a holdfast (Figure 6.12). A 

Figure 6.12: A selection of artifacts from the Norse middens, Mound 1, Bornais (after Clarke, et al., 

2012d: 164, fig. 102; modified by author) 
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copper alloy object that appears to be a tubular lace-tag was also recovered, which would 

have been fitted to the end of laces in order to prevent fraying and in order to aid in 

threading the laces on garments or accessories (Clarke, et al., 2012e). The most important 

find from the Norse middens was a slab of green porphyry, which was most likely part of 

a tile and probably sourced in Laconia (Greece) (for further discussion of green porphyry 

see section 6.3).  

 

Mound 2 

Late Iron Age Phase 

In total 1,827 sherds were recovered from the Late Iron Age phase of Mound 2 (Harding 

and Sharples, 2020). Within the well stratified (western) sections, the pottery all belonged 

to the Late Iron Age, whereas in the poorly stratified (eastern) areas of the site some 

Scandinavian-style ceramic sherds were also found, such as platters. Additionally, 66 

artifacts were recovered from the Late Iron Age contexts. These included 33 items of 

worked bone or antler, 14 pieces of flint, 11 iron objects, five stone items, one mold 

fragment, one piece from a steatite vessel, and a copper alloy object (Pannett, et al., 2020a). 

Working debris comprised a clay mold fragment, three antler segments, an antler comb 

plate blank, three pieces of cut horn, five whale bone shavings, and 14 flints. Tools found 

included a stone spindle whorl, three bone points, two bone needles, and four stone cobble 

tools. There were also four iron nails, an iron rove, and an iron holdfast making up the 

structural finds from the Iron Age layers. Several miscellaneous items were also found, 

including four iron fragments, a strip of iron, a cut whale vertebra, and an antler object.  
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The most interesting 

of the Iron Age objects from 

Mound 2 belong to the 

category of personal objects. 

An almost complete short 

double-sided comb with iron 

fastenings was found in the 

Late Iron Age floor layers 

(Figure 6.13). In the same 

layer as the comb was found, 

a ball-headed hipped pin 

made from bone was also 

recovered (Figure 6.13). Five relatively plain bone or antler gaming pieces were found in 

the fill from a possible posthole. Given their position just below the floor of House 1 these 

gaming pieces may belong to the Late Iron Age or the Early Norse period and could not be 

typologically dated (Pannett, et al., 2020a). The remaining personal objects came from 

poorly stratified contexts and thus cannot be securely dated to the Late Iron age occupation 

of Mound 2. These items included six bone pins, a copper alloy pin, and a bone whistle 

(Pannett, et al., 2020a). Among the bone pins were two further ball-headed hipped pins 

and a hipped pin with a dog head (Figure 6.13).  

 

Figure 6.13: Left: Short double-sided comb; Right: Ball-headed pin 

from sand accumulation and a dog headed pin from the eastern 

section of Mound 2, Bornais, South Uist (Pannett, et al., 2020a: 52-

3, figs. 45-6) 
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The Early Norse Phase  

The foundation pits from below the floor level of House 1 produced 17 artifacts in total, 

the majority of which derived from one pit. This large cylindrical pit (1591) contained a 

cut bone, a steatite bead, a steatite spindle whorl, a whale bone chopping board, the head 

of an iron ring-headed pin, and pieces of a comb side plate with ring and dot decoration. 

The latter of these appears to be Late Iron Age in date and so could be residual from the 

previous occupation. Within the other features a lead spindle whorl, a bone plaque, an iron 

holdfast, six flints, and one iron and one bone miscellaneous item were found. Pottery was 

found in a much greater number within the foundation pits, with 281 sherds being 

recovered. The majority of these sherds were small and some likely came from the 

disturbed Late Iron Age occupation levels from digging the pits and scoops. However, a 

few sherds belonging to a fine and hard fired vessel dating to the Scandinavian period of 

occupation were also found.  

 The structural features of House 1 produced 19 finds, with the majority of these 

being of little significance, including holdfasts, iron and flint flakes, and an iron nail. 

However, one item of interest was recovered, a complete bone pin was found in one of the 

stake holes. The floor layers had an artifact assemblage dominated by miscellaneous pieces 

of steatite and iron, 23 flints, and 11 steatite vessel fragments. Other than the flints, working 

debris was rare in the floor layers, with only an antler tine/segment and cut horn being 

recovered. A bone needle, three bone points, one stone hone, and a cobble tool made up 

the assemblage of tools from House 1ôs floor layers. Among the personal objects a lead 

cruciform pendant, two antler combs, and a pin were recovered.    
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 The infilling of House 1 produced the most artifactual remains of any of the other 

Early Norse phase strata, with a total of 145 objects. The majority of these artifacts were 

classified as miscellaneous (20 iron and four steatite fragments), structural fittings (21 iron 

nails, three iron roves, seven iron holdfasts, and one unidentifiable fitting), or flints (36). 

Working debris included bone fragments (three), antler segments/tines (four), and cut horn 

(two). Several tools were found in the infill including a bone needle, four spindle whorls 

(two bone, one steatite, one schist), three bone points, an iron awl or file, a ferrule, an iron 

knife, one steatite weight, two cobble tools, and a candle stick. An iron horse bit was also 

recovered from the infill along with several personal objects, including eight comb 

fragments, three beads (two glass, one steatite), and 11 pins, six of which were intact (five 

bone, one iron). 

 

The Middle Norse Phase  

In the pits created prior to the occupation of House 2, 165 artifacts in total were recovered. 

In the largest of the foundation pits, several artifactual remains were recovered including 

an item of bone working debris, an antler tine, 18 flints, a lead spindle whorl, one cobble 

tool, an iron nail, an iron rove, one iron ring, and four strips of iron (Sharples, et al., 2020: 

192). The remaining pits included several waste products, including two antler offcuts, two 

fragments of bone working debris, two pieces of lead waste, and 61 flint flakes. Tools from 

the pits included a bone spindle whorl, three bone points, and a perforated disc made from 

whale bone. One iron crossbow bolt was found in a pit and was the only weapon from the 

foundation pits of House 2. Eight antler combs, two bone pins, and one stone bead 
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comprised the assemblage of personal objects recovered from these contexts. Among the 

structural fittings eight nails, two iron roves, two iron holdfasts, and an iron staple were 

recovered. The miscellaneous items found in the pits included one example of an iron sheet, 

one copper alloy and one lead fragment, and 33 strips and fragments of iron (28 of which 

derive from one pit).  

The construction layers of House 2 contained 65 artifacts, the most numerous of 

which are iron fragments and flint. Within this assemblage, waste objects included 5 antler 

tines/segments, two antler offcuts, two items of bone working debris, two items of lead 

waste, and 13 flint flakes. The assemblage only contained three tools: a bone point, an iron 

needle, and a bone needle case. Among the personal objects, five pieces of antler combs, 

two bone pins, and a decorated antler tine were recovered. Four steatite vessel sherds were 

also identified in the construction layers for House 2. Structural fittings were primarily 

made from iron and included seven iron nails, a rove, a holdfast, a fitting, and an antler 

peg. Thirteen miscellaneous iron items were also recovered, as were two fragments of 

whale bone.    

The occupation layers had the most finds from the site, with 664 pieces of flint and 

689 other artifacts (Sharples, et al., 2020: 193). Artifact distribution within House 2 was 

much denser in the center and western section of the building, although flint artifacts were 

relatively evenly distributed throughout the structure, with only the north-central section 

being low in flint finds. Working debris including 12 lead nodules, 17 items of bone/whale 

bone, 17 antler tines/segments/burrs, one antler comb plate blank, six antler offcuts, and 
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one piece of worked horn were recovered from House 2. The antler debris indicates that 

everyday antler objects were likely being produced in the House.  

Several tools for textile production were found during the excavations including 

seven bone, one whale bone, five lead, one stone, and two ceramic spindle whorls, seven 

bone and four copper alloy needles, one bone needle case. Two heavy, thick bone needles 

were likely used for fishing nets, while a further two are delicate and would have been used 

for clothing. Oddly, despite the plethora of objects used for spinning fibers and sewing, no 

loom weights for the production of cloth were found in House 2, although the item labelled 

as a whale bone weight might have served as a loom weight. Several of the artifacts 

classified as spindle whorls by the excavators appear to actually be beads or, potentially, 

weights given their size. The weights of these óspindle whorlsô are not recorded and thus it 

is difficult to determine what their function might have been. However, a few of the items 

classified as spindle whorls do not have holes in the center, but are slightly offset, which 

means they would be very inefficient in the spinning process and so are likely to have 

served another purpose (Andersson, et al., 2006: 9; Crewe, 1998: 12). 

Other tools found in the occupation layers included 11 bone/antler points, a whale 

bone weight, three stone weights, a perforated whale bone disc, nine iron knives, one 

possible sickle blade, ten whetstones, one quern stone, an antler pick, an iron wedge, and 

eight cobble tools (four smoothers, two polishers, one hammerstone, and one 

pounder/grinder). The stone weights likely served as fishing weights. Two iron arrowheads 

were recovered and made up the assemblage of weapons found, although one could argue 

whether some of the knives and/or blades might also have served this purpose as well. One 
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antler gaming piece and two silver coins were found in the occupation layers as well.  One 

of the coins was a cut farthing of Æthelræd II who reigned 978-1016 and the second coin 

was a fragment of a coin of Olaf Kyrre who reigned in Norway 1067-1093.  An iron side 

piece for a bridle bit was the only evidence for horse gear identified in House 2.  

A substantial amount of iron 

fragments and strips/sheets were also 

found, a total of 200 sizeable pieces. 

Amongst these remains are several large 

sheet fragments, which likely indicate 

the dismantling of a large vessel made 

from sheet iron. Two iron cauldron 

handles were also found, which could 

have belonged to the large, dismantled 

vessel. The floor layers also contained a 

myriad of structural fittings primarily 

made of iron, including 74 nails, 36 

roves, 19 holdfasts, one staple, one ring, six fittings, and five whale bone/bone plaques. In 

addition, three bone casket mounts, an amber piece (possibly a cross inlay), and a folded 

strip of gold belonging to a larger composite object were also classified as structural 

elements. The strip of gold is identical to a longer strip of gold found at the site of Cille 

Pheadair, located a little over 10km to the south of Bornais and from a contemporaneous 

Figure 6.14: Top: Gold strip from 11th century midden 

at Cille Pheadair (Paterson, 2018: 334, fig.13.24); 

Bottom: Gold strip from House 2, Mound 2, Bornais 

(Sharples, et al., 2020: 198, fig. 145) 
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phase (Figure 6.14). A polished slab of green porphyry, similar to that found on Mound 1, 

was also excavated from the Middle Norse context on Mound 2.  

The personal objects recovered from the occupation contexts provide unique insight 

into the inhabitants of the structure and include items of various materials. In general, there 

were 66 antler combs/comb fragments, 40 bone/antler pins, eight copper alloy pins, one 

copper alloy buckle tongue, six decorated antler tines, a lead cruciform object, a cylinder 

of antler, a bone toggle, an iron ring, a stone ring, a copper alloy ring, one bone bead, eight 

glass beads, and a pearl recovered from the occupation of House 2. As stated by Sharples 

and colleagues (2020: 203) Bornais produced one of the largest assemblages of pins and 

combs in Britain, thus illustrating the uniqueness of this site. The majority of the comb 

fragments that were large enough for classification belong to the Ashby type 8b, which 

commonly occurred in the 10th and 12th century settlements in the Hebrides and Ireland 

(Ashby 2010; 2011; Paterson, 2018: 296). There were also several combs that appear to 

have belonged to an earlier period, including an Ashby type 6 (Ashby, 2011; also 

Ambrosiani type BïAmbrosiani, 1981), which is characteristic of the 10th century, and an 

Ashby type 5 comb, typical of the 8th to mid-10th centuries. The Ashby type 6 comb is one 

of the oldest from the assemblage at Bornais and is also one of the most complete, perhaps 

indicating that it was kept as an heirloom rather than being in use by the occupants of House 

2.   

The copper alloy pins recovered from House 2 are all stick pins and the assemblage 

consists of three club-headed, two round-headed, and one square spatulate-headed type 

pins (typology in OôRahilly, 1998).  The bone pin assemblage is comprised of a wide 
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variety of types and some actually seem to be made from antler rather than bone. Common 

types, such as expanded-head, headless, and nail-headed pins were also accompanied by 

relatively rare rectangular-headed, beehive-headed, and mace-headed type pins. A 

substantial portion (56%) of these would have still been usable and thus unlikely to have 

been dumped as rubbish. The lead cruciform object that was found most closely resembles 

an axe and likely served as a pendant. The antler cylinder found is decorated with a 

Ringerike-style animal and has been interpreted as the mouth of a drinking flask (Sharples, 

2004). The decorated antler tines from House 2 are also suggested to have been associated 

with drinking paraphernalia, with two of the six being highly decorated and possibly 

serving as decorative attachments for drinking horns. Other functions have been proposed 

as well, including their use as handles or as amulets.   

       

Mound 2A   

The Early Norse Phase 

The Early Norse remains on Mound 2A were artifact rich and produced both high quality 

objects and a substantial number of finds. The ceramic remains from the cultivation layers 

are all small sherds, while the gray sand accumulation produced medium-sized sherds, but 

neither had any large sherds, making potential vessel shapes/types difficult to identify. In 

contrast the artifact assemblages recovered from these contexts, as well as the few finds 

from the two hearths, provide a unique understanding of these contexts. The cultivation 

soil produced 409 objects, while 122 artifacts were recovered from the gray sand 

accumulation.  
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 Within the 

cultivation soils, the 

center and western 

parts of Mound 2A 

had the highest 

concentrations of 

finds. A large 

portion of the 

assemblage was 

comprised of 

working debris, with 

81 items of flint, 50 

pieces of antler waste, 24 pieces of bone debris from the manufacturing of pins, and six 

pieces of bone working waste from other pursuits. Among the tools found in the cultivation 

layers, several types of textile production equipment were recovered including two spindle 

whorls (one bone, one steatite), two whale bone weaving tablets, a whale bone pin beater, 

one iron needle and two bone needle cases. One of the needle cases was made from a goose 

ulna and has incised decoration forming a diamond-shaped grid pattern in two panels (top 

and bottom) with a blank band around the center (Figure 6.15).  Other tools included four 

bone points, an antler handle, an iron knife, two iron awls, an iron fishhook, four 

whetstones, and two stone cobble tools. Among the four whetstones was one made from 

Eidsborg schist, quarried in the Telemark region of Norway, while another two were made 

Figure 6.15: Selection of artifacts from the cultivation soil layers of Mound 

2A, Bornais (after Pannett, et al., 2020b: 120, figs. 97 & 98); modified by 

author 
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from purple phyllite, also thought to have been quarried in Norway. One of the phyllite 

whetstones was particularly finely made and had a perforation so that the object could be 

suspended (Figure 6.15).  

Structural fittings and miscellaneous iron objects made up the most significant 

portion of the finds including 41 iron bar/strip fragments, 40 nails, 15 roves, six holdfasts, 

five iron fragments, four pieces of iron sheet, and three rivets/rings. Other miscellaneous 

items included a lead weight, copper alloy and lead fragments, worked bone and antler, 

unworked horn cores and whale bone, five pieces of cut whale bone, a fragment of steatite, 

and a bone object. Among the bone and antler pieces, two perforated objects were found 

with their meaning and use unknown. Seven steatite vessel sherds were also found in the 

cultivation layers.  

The most interesting category from the assemblage is that of personal objects. 

Within this grouping a pair of copper alloy tweezers were found, as were 18 antler comb 

fragments, 52 bone pins (whole and fragmented), an iron and a copper alloy pinhead, a 

shell disc, a glass counter, and two glass beads. While the combs were highly fragmented, 

the bone pin assemblage contained several well-preserved examples. Three bone ring 

headed pins were found, which are relatively unique finds, with only a handful being 

known from the British Isles and the only other in Scotland being from the Pictish layers 

at the Broch of Gurness in Orkney (see section 6.2.2; Boyle, 2009: 123-126; Hedges et al., 

1987b). The ones found at Bornais were located in the earlier layers of the cultivation soils 

and so might date to the Pictish (Late Iron Age) to Viking Age transition. Similarly, a fine 

pin head was also found that resembles the two hipped pins found on Mound 2, which date 
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to the Late Iron Age. Other pin types also found in the cultivation soils included an 

excellently preserved nail-headed pin and a heavily weathered rectangular-headed pin, as 

well as headless, expanded-, and nail-headed pins. As mentioned above a copper alloy ring, 

from a ringed pin was also found, which was decorated with diagonal lines around the 

sides. 

 The gray sand accumulation had the highest concentration of artifacts in the 

northwestern part of the mound.  Out of the 122 total artifacts recovered from this context, 

32 were flint debris, five antler tines, two antler offcuts, three items of bone working debris, 

and a whale bone comb blank. This relatively limited assemblage of working debris 

indicates the continued use of flint tools, as well as the limited working of antler and bone. 

While the whale bone comb blank is indicative of possible comb making at the site, it 

would not have been on a large scale, given the overall minimal evidence at Bornais for 

this activity. Tools in the gray sand included a whetstone, one cobble tool, eight bone 

points, and one bone and one stone spindle whorl. Structural fittings included 15 nails, 

seven roves, and two holdfasts. Miscellaneous rods, strips, fragments, and sheets of iron 

were also found in this layer, as were a lead sheet and a strip of copper alloy. Worked bone, 

unworked whale bone, two fragments of steatite, a sherd from a steatite vessel, and three 

pieces of cut whale bone make up the rest of the non-personal object assemblage.  

 The personal objects from the gray sand accumulation include six bone pins, a bead 

each of bone, stone, and glass, eight comb fragments, and part of an iron horse bit. Amongst 

the bone pins two were well preserved. First, a nail-headed pin with three dots on the top 

of the head and a series of lines decorating the shaft. The second pin was a thistle-headed 
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pin, which resembles a pin found during the excavations of Buckquoy, Orkney (see 

discussion below 6.2.3), found in the Middle Norse phase (Phase IV). Of the comb 

fragments found, the most notable finds were a complete pair of side plates. These finds 

were not found in association with any tooth plates, with the comb as a whole seemingly 

having been disassembled before deposition. A close parallel to the decoration and shape 

of the side plates was found in the Coppergate excavations in York. These combs are 

classed by Ashby as type 7, which can be dated to between AD 900 and 1100, although the 

Coppergate example, was dated stratigraphically to the 10th century AD (Ashby, 2011; 

MacGregor, et al., 1999: fig. 884).   

 

The Middle Norse Phase 

A variety of ceramic sherds were found belonging to the Middle Norse phase on mound 

2A of which 82 belonged to platters and 36 fine wares. All but three of the sherds recovered 

are typologically dated to the Norse period. The artifact assemblage (excluding the 

ceramics) was comprised of 107 objects. The most numerous category was flint working 

debris, with 34 objects being identified. There was further working debris related to bone 

pin manufacture (four bone flakes), antler comb making (three plate blanks, including for 

a tooth plate), and ivory working for the production of dice (a blank die). Other working 

debris showed ample evidence for the working of antler. Given the evidence for pin and 

comb making, the few personal objects present in this phase are not surprising, with ten 

combs and two bone pins being recovered.  
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 Tools were relatively few, with a bone point, a bone needle case, a bone needle, 

two iron knives, and a hammerstone being the only ones found during excavation. Three 

fragments from steatite vessels were found, as well as miscellaneous items of worked 

antler, bone, and shale. Two pieces of whale bone were also identified, one unworked, the 

other cut. The remainder of the assemblage was comprised of structural fittings (iron nails, 

roves, rivets, and holdfasts), sheets of iron, copper alloy, and lead, and bars/rods/fragments 

of iron. Other than the few items indicating craftwork taking place in the area, there is little 

to indicate what the central structure on 2A was used for, especially as the majority of the 

finds were not located in that area, but rather in middens along the edges of the mound and 

in the pits associated with the use of the kilns.  

 

6.2 Birsay Bay and Eynhallow Sound  

The Orkney Islands, in contrast to 

the Outer Hebrides, have a plethora 

of sites that have burial and 

settlement evidence, as well as 

often being found in the written 

sources. The degree of 

Scandinavian settlement in the 

islands is evident in the 

archaeological, place name, and 

linguistic evidence. As part of the Figure 6.16: Orkney Case Study Areas (map by author) 
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kingdom of the Northern Isles, which also included Shetland (see Figure 6.1, Orkney had 

an even closer relationship with the Scandinavian homeland, and was owned by Norway 

until 1469, when the Northern Isles were gifted to Scotland.  

Linguistically, the Northern Isles were unique in that they spoke Norn, a language 

derived from Old Norse, until the mid-1800s (Barnes, 2010). This evidence in conjunction 

with the place names on the islands of the archipelago, as well as the island names 

themselves indicate strong and lasting Scandinavian influence. Primarily this can be seen 

with the island names ending in -ey or -ay, which derive from the Old Norse word for 

island ñeyò. For instance, Eynhallow derives directly from Old Norse, with the definite 

form of the word meaning ñislandò (eyin) combined with the adjective for ñholyò (helga) 

(Gammeltoft, 2010). The name óOrkneyô itself is linguistically Norse, however it uses a 

pre-Scandinavian element, óOrk-ô, with ancient sources recording the name of the islands 

as Orcades (Tac. Ag. 10; Plin. Nat. 4.30). This latter example show that the Scandinavian 

settlers were, at least to some extent, interacting with the indigenous population of the 

islands.  

The type of interactions occurring at the time of Scandinavian settlement in Orkney 

has been highly debated, with some interpretations leaning towards forced land-taking 

(Crawford, 1981; Smith, 2001; Wainwright, 1962) and others proposing a more peaceful 

co-existence between the native Orcadians and the Scandinavian settlers (Bäcklund, 2000; 

2001; Morris, 1985). However, the archaeological evidence that will be discussed below 

can be used to elucidate the relationship between the Orcadians and Scandinavians 

occupying Orkney. The Scandinavian settlements in Orkney also illustrate the ways in 



 

267 

 

which the new settlers attempted to integrate themselves into their new social and natural 

environments.  

 

6.2.1 Written Records 

While Orkney and its inhabitants are referenced in several written records, Orkneyinga 

Saga is the account most focused on this group of islands. Orkneyinga Saga, (also referred 

to as Jarlsô Saga and History of the Earls of Orkney) begins with the conquest of Orkney 

by Harald Fairhair and then subsequently follows the history of the Earldom of Orkney, 

covering a period of around 350 years.  

 Eynhallow Sound is given a different name within Orkneyinga Saga, Efjusund 

(Evie Sound), which takes its name from an area on Mainland that overlooks the sound 

rather than the island in the middle of it (Eynhallow) from which it currently takes its name. 

This waterway is only referenced once and within the context of crossing from Mainland 

to Rousay. The site of Westness is referenced on several occasions in the saga as a noble 

man related to the Earls of Orkney, Sigurd, resided there and so some events at the site 

were recorded. Sigurd and his sons were considered great chiefs and entertained the Earl 

of Orkney on several occasions. Thus, it has been assumed from the written accounts that 

the site would have a chieftainôs hall. Birsay is likewise mentioned in the Orkneyinga Saga 

as the home of Earl Thorfinn, as well as the place where he built Christôs Church and 

established the first episcopal seat for the Bishop of Orkney. It is impossible to know where 

around Birsay Bay this part of the text refers to as both the Brough of Birsay and Birsay 



 

268 

 

village have churches dating to the mid-11th century when this is supposed to have taken 

place (HES, 2018d).  

 

6.2.2 Eynhallow Sound 

Eynhallow Sound is the name of the seaway between Mainland Orkney and Rousay. The 

Sound is named for the island of Eynhallow located in the middle of this waterway. Along 

the coastlines facing the sound, both on Rousay and Mainland, hundreds of archaeological 

sites have been uncovered, 

spanning from the Neolithic until 

the modern era. This section 

focuses on several sites that have 

Late Iron Age and Viking Age 

evidence. On a clear day, the sites 

discussed are intervisible and thus 

can be seen as belonging to the 

same island landscape. Not only 

does the line of sight connect 

these areas, but also the past 

political boundaries that were 

established. Using the place name 

Huseby, as well as derivations on 

Figure 6.17: Husebys, and their postulated boundaries in 

Orkney, according to Steinnesô (1959) theory, in Thomson 

(1987:44) 



 

269 

 

it (Houseby, Husaby, etc.), which in Scandinavia was used to denote royal administrative 

farms (Christensen, et al., 2015), Viking Age/Norse political boundaries have been 

reconstructed in Orkney by Thomson (1987:44). As seen in Figure 6.17, not only is there 

intervisibility across the Sound, but the land along the Sound likely formed a single 

political territory.     

 

Settlement Evidence 

Swandro 

The Knowe of Swandro, like Westness and Skaill (discussed below), is located on the 

southwest coast of the island of Rousay, on the Eynhallow Sound. Swandro is a multi-

period site comprised of a Neolithic chambered cairn, and settlement from throughout the 

Iron Age, including the 

Pictish Period, which is 

partially overlain by the 

Viking Age house at 

Westness. The focus of 

this section will be the 

Late Iron Age/Pictish 

remains at Swandro 

with the section on 

Westness below Figure 6.18: Iron Age Structures at the Knowe of Swandro (Bond and 

Dockrill, 2019: 9, fig.6) 
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covering the Viking Age remains.  

 Structures 3, 4, and 5 on the map (Figure 6.18) belong to the Late Iron Age/Pictish 

Period and thus are of primary interest in this discussion. Structure 3 was a round, cellular 

building dating to the Pictish Period. The southern side of the structure had been disturbed 

in antiquity, but the rest of the building remained relatively intact. The building was semi-

subterranean with shallow steps leading into a passage flanked by the wall of the structure 

on one side and an orthostat on the other (Bond and Dockrill, 2019). The interior of 

structure 3 consisted of a central chamber with a hearth. This central hearth showed two 

phases of use, with remains of a lower and upper hearth being found as the chamber was 

excavated. An aumbry, or cupboard, was constructed within the wall of the building. The 

excavators believe that this building was constructed as a purpose-built smithy, as the 

hearth furnishings and the structure itself seem to have been built in the same phase. The 

building contained a significant amount of metalworking debris for both iron and copper, 

including slag and hammerscale (Bond and Dockrill 2019). Two anvil stones, fragments 

from a tuyere, and crucible fragments were found during excavation.  

 Structure 4 was determined to be a Pictish building based on the stratigraphic and 

site sequences as well as the construction style. The building was constructed using single 

faced walling of small flat stones overlaying orthostats (Bond and Dockrill, 2016). Within 

Structure 4 the bottom of a hearth was abutted by a series of orthostats running parallel to 

each other with signs of intense heat and burning (Bond and Dockrill, 2016). This is 

thought to indicate the presence of a corn dryer flue. The remainder of the structure is noted 

for having large flags creating the floor and sealed by a midden, Bond and Dockrill (2016) 
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suggest that this flagged surface may have been used in the processing of crops. In sum, 

Structure 4 functioned as an agricultural processing building during the Pictish occupation 

of the site.  

 Structure 5 (Figure 6.19) was likely domestic in nature and reused the Neolithic 

passage tomb and the Iron Age roundhouse (Structure 6) which had been built in it. 

Structure 5 was constructed within the roundhouse and using part of its walls and was built 

using the typical Pictish construction method of orthostats with flat stone walling above. 

This building included a 

large inner cell which had 

a doorway leading into it. 

Given the debris from 

several collapses that took 

place after the house was 

abandoned, Structure 5 

appears to have had a 

corbelled roof.  

 

Westness 

The settlement at Westness consisted of two stone-built longhouses, a naust located east of 

the settlement (facing onto the Bay of Moaness) and had an associated cemetery (see 

Figure 6.20). The two longhouses ran parallel to each other. House 1 was used as the 

primary dwelling, while the second longhouse, located to the east of House 1, was divided 

Figure 6.19: Structure 5 with midden and rubble infill still in situ (Bond 

and Dockrill, 2019: 20, fig. 19) 



 

272 

 

into two separate houses (Houses 2 and 3). They were oriented NW-SE and at the time of 

excavation were located on the sloping sandy beach. The area between these buildings was 

paved with stone slabs.  

 House 1 was divided into two halls with a smaller room located between and in 

total measured ca. 35m long and 6.5-7m wide (Kaland, 1995). The widest part of the house 

was the southern hall, where the walls were straight, while in the northern hall the walls 

arched inwards towards the northwest end. House 1 was constructed using drystone 

technique with Orkney flagstone and with peat used as an insulation material. The walls of 

the north hall of House 1 were lined with earth-filled benches with the middle aisle of the 

hall being paved with stones and in the center of the hall lay an oval, stone-lined hearth. 

No postholes were evident in the central portion of the hall, but Kaland (1973) theorized 

that they likely stood on stones, thus leaving no marks in the soil. 

Figure 6.20: Map of Westness (after Kaland, 1973; modified by author) 
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The eastern and western walls of the southern hall were lined with benches, which 

had been filled with stones, earth, and pottery sherds. Within the eastern bench a bone 

needle inscribed with three runes was found. While there is evidence for a fireplace, in the 

form of stamped ash and red-yellow and black soil, unlike the one in the northern hall it 

was not stone-lined. The small room located between the two halls was 2.5 m long with 

narrow passages of ca. 0.5 m wide on each side into the halls. The southern transverse wall 

had traces of three construction phases. Half the floor in this small room was hard-stamped 

ash in colors ranging from yellow to red and black, and stones exposed to fire were found 

in and beneath the ash layer. Kaland (1973) determined that this must also have been a 

fireplace.  

A myriad of everyday items were found inside the house, including pottery sherds, 

comb fragments, bone pins, knife fragments, spindle whorls, and soapstone sherds. Various 

animal bones and carbonized seed remains were also found. The animal remains found 

show domestic cattle and sheep, as well as various wild sources of exploitation, including 

seabirds, whales, seals, otters, deer, shellfish, and fish (primarily cod and ling) (Kaland, 

1995: 311). Evidence for the cultivation of barley, rye, and oats were also found in the form 

of pollen samples and carbonized grains.  

 The second longhouse was comprised of two separate houses (House 2 and 3), 

which were built with an adjoining wall. House 2, in the northern section of the building, 

was 11m long and 4.5m at its widest and decreasing to 3.7m towards the northern wall. 

The entrance to House 2 was located in the northwest corner of the building, off the paved 

area between the houses, and had a 0.5m long sunken, paved pathway leading to it. A 
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narrow walkway (0.7m) occupied the center of the house, while earth-filled benches lined 

the long walls. A small hearth was located near the eastern bench, where a knife and comb 

fragment were also found.  

House 3 measured only ca. 5mx5m, and so is the smallest of the structures at the 

farmstead. The floor of House 3 was fully paved and sloped with ditches lining the eastern 

and western walls. At the ends of these ditches boxes formed that were filled with shells 

and animal bones. Kaland (1973; 1995) believed that this house was used as a byre for 

sheep and that the drains were used for reducing excrement buildup. This theory is based 

on a similar structure that Kaland had seen in a barn on Mainland Orkney on Deerness 

(1973: 90).  

 The naust, or boat house, from Westness measured 8m long and 4.5m wide, 

although coastal erosion had shortened the building by the time of excavation, so the full 

length is unknown (Kaland, 1995: 311). The naust was dug into the sand and had an inner 

wall comprised of large stones along the base and stone slabs placed on top of those (see 

Figure 6.21). The 

walls are thought to 

have been kept low in 

order to protect the 

boats from strong 

winds whilst on land, 

which would make it 

similar to some Figure 6.21: Naust at Westness after Excavation (© RCAHMS) 
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examples known from Iceland (Eldjarn, 1967: 253-254). The location of the naust on the 

eastern side of Moaness would have kept it relatively sheltered from strong winds and the 

strong tidal currents typical of the Eynhallow Sound. The building would have likely been 

able to house either a ship or two boats. However, few finds were discovered during the 

excavation of the naust, with only a few small pieces of iron and a nail being found.  

 

Skaill 

The excavation of Skaill is still 

ongoing, and thus has not been 

published, however the site is of 

significance given its close 

proximity to the site of 

Westness and the size of the 

Viking Age hall (Figure 6.22) 

found. During investigations 

into a Post-Medieval farm, Skaill Farm, on Rousay steatite fragments were found 

indicating the possibility of Viking Age settlement at the site.  In 2016, several test pits 

were opened around the 18th century farmstead at Skaill. These pits revealed the base of a 

wall dating to the Viking Age, as well as several finds including worked flint, ceramic 

sherds, steatite fragments, copper alloy fragments, a whetstone, and fish bones from large 

cod. After several years of survey work, excavations in 2019 revealed several substantial 

(1m wide) stone walls forming a Scandinavian-style hall, dated to sometime in the 10th to 

Figure 6.22: Aerial Photo of the Norse hall underlying the 18th 

century farm (Bobby Friel @Takethehighview) 
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12th century. While the full extent of the hall is not known yet, it is more than 13m long 

and 5.5m wide. The walls and floors were built with medium-large flat stones and stone 

benches appear to have lined the long walls of the hall. As excavations continue this site is 

likely to provide even further insight into the Scandinavian presence around the Eynhallow 

Sound and interactions between them and other areas of the North Atlantic. 

  

Burial Evidence 

Westness Cemetery 

The Westness Cemetery 

(Figure 6.23), located 

near the settlement of the 

same name, was used 

continuously from the 7th 

to the 11th century, thus 

spanning from the Pictish 

Period to the Viking Age 

(Sellevold, 1999: table 1). 

In total, 32 graves were 

uncovered during excavation, with the majority seemingly Picts, while seven were 

identified as Scandinavian burials. The determination of Pict vs. Scandinavian was based 

on the presence or lack of grave goods, as Picts were Christianized, while the Scandinavian 

settlers were not (at least during the early stages of the Viking Age). The cemetery 

Figure 6.23: Plan of Westness Cemetery (after Sellevold, 1999: 6, fig. 

2) 








































































































































































































































































































































































































