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CASE STUDY: Gokstad Ship
Originally discovered by accident in 1879, the Gokstad ship burial, located in a large mound in the Sanderfjord part of Norway, contained the remains of a powerful ruler, within a beautifully designed Viking Age ship. However, it was not until the following year that the site was excavated by Nicolay Nicolaysen, a Norwegian antiquarian and a member of the department of national antiques at the University of Oslo (Museum of Cultural History, 2016, Gokstad). According to Nicolaysen’s own excavation report, the sons of the farm of Gokstad, which owned most of the mound, had commenced digging at the close of 1879, and as such had to be persuaded to halt their curiosity, until the hotter months. Despite this, the sons dig had already opened a vertical passageway that ran through the centre of the mound, unveiling the various sediments and pieces of wood and other vegetation. Although none of this suggested anything significant, Nicolaysen realised that many of the wooden pieces had been shaped by the hands of man, and as such, began to excavate the site himself in the spring of 1880 AD (Nicolaysen, 1882, pp. 1 – 3). 

It is here that we run into our first issue regarding the Gokstad ship’s excavation, as Nicolaysen was classified as an antiquarian, instead of an archaeologist, which suggests something about his motives and intentions, as an antiquarian is someone who undertakes the collection and study of antiquities that, nowadays, are worth substantial amounts of money (Oxford University, Ed. by Stevenson, 2010, Antiquarian/Antique). As is evident here, the fact that Nicolaysen self identifies as an antiquarian suggests that he may be interested more in the monetary value of the discovery rather than its cultural significance. However, in Nicolaysen’s defence, the doctrine of archaeology was still in its infancy as it seems that archaeology became its own discipline at the start of the 19th century (Gamble, 2001, p. 1). As such, it is understandable why Nicolaysen uses the term antiquarian instead of archaeologist to describe himself in his excavation report (Nicolaysen, 1882, pp. 2 – 3).
Continuing from this, Nicolaysen’s report informs us that he undertook creating a 2.5m wide passage through the centre of the hill in order to establish the internal characteristics of the mound (Nicolaysen, 1882, p. 3). Nowadays, we would use ground-penetrating radar (GPR), or other geophysical surveying techniques, to undertake such a task. Although expensive, GPR enables archaeologists to understand how deep an object is, by sending out radar signals into the ground and then retrieving them using a receiver once the signals bounce back to the surface. The differentiations in the time and the strength of these signals, when picked up by the receiver, can enable archaeologists to identify the internal topography of the ground, such as understanding whether a mound is in fact hollow. However, there are two main issues here with using GPR in a situation like Nicolaysen had at Gokstad, one being the fact that GPR is a relatively recent invention, so it did not exist during the time of the original excavation, and the other is that some materials, such as clay, are difficult to penetrate using this geophysical surveying technique (Catling, 2014, pp. 48 – 49). As such, GPR, if it had existed during the 1800’s, would not have been an effective method for Nicolaysen’s excavation of the Gokstad ship, as a large proportion of the mound consisted of clay (Nicolaysen, 1882, p. 3).Figure 1: Photographer Unknown, 1880, Photography of Gokstad Ship Excavation. Accessed at: University of Oslo: Museum of Cultural History (2016) When the Gokstad Ship was Found. Available at: https://www.khm.uio.no/english/visit-us/viking-ship-museum/exhibitions/gokstad/gokstad-ship.html (Accessed: 03/03/2019).


In terms of the dig itself, it took Nicolaysen and his team less than two working days to uncover the ship, meaning that they could quickly progress with the excavation, by widening their tunnel and removing the sediment from around the ship, in order to understand the content within and surrounding it (Nicolaysen, 1882, p. 5). During this process, the team removed countless archaeological finds including the body of a potentially royal figure, standing at approximately 182 cm tall, a sleigh, 3 smaller boats, 12 horses, 8 dogs, 64 shields, 2 goshawks, and a few peacocks (Museum of Cultural History, 2016, The Gokstad Grave). 
Furthermore, the mound allowed for the immaculate preservation of the organic material of the ship, as it was buried in blue clay, located five metres under the surface of the mound (Nicolaysen, 1882, p. 5). It was this depth and blue clay, which seems to be a type of soil that is waterlogged, sticky, and oxygen deprived, that seems to be the main reason for this excellent preservation (Oxford University, Ed. by Stevenson, 2010, Glei). This is most likely because anaerobic conditions cause decomposers, who usually consume organic remains, to become less active, leading to the greater preservation of materials, as is evident in this instance (Muckle, 2014, pp. 50 – 100). Most of the ship was incredibly still intact, with only its upper portions being absent this part of the ship was in a mixture of clay and sand, instead of being solely covered by the blue clay as the rest of the ship was. Continuing from this, Nicolaysen and his team also had to keep the ship’s timbers moist due to the dry conditions outside the mound, as otherwise the weather could have damaged the timbers beyond recovery (Nicolaysen, 1882, p. 6). 
Furthermore, according to the excavation report, Nicolaysen had two options regarding what to do with the ship after its excavation. The first was to let the ship rest in situ, purchasing the site and constructing a shelter, while the other, which Nicolaysen decided to undertake, was to remove the ship and its content to the University of Oslo and subsequently build a shed to allow further research to be completed. This option was selected as, according to Nicolaysen, it enabled the general public, both current and future, more of a chance to interact with the finds and learn from these new discoveries, catering to a wider audience than could be achieved if the ship was left in situ (Nicolaysen, 1882, pp. 6 – 7). In this instance, I personally agree with Nicolaysen’s logic, as archaeology, according to Gamble (2001), is “about intellectual curiosity and finding ways to turn that curiosity into knowledge about people in the past”, not just for the few, but for the many (Gamble, 2001, p. 1). As such, the choice to move the ship to a more accessible place for everyone was the correct outcome. 
Deciding to dissect the vessel in two by separating it at the already shattered keel, with the greater part measuring in at about 14 metres long and 5 metres wide, the team used winches, a horse drawn sleigh, and a large ship, to remove the Gokstad vessel from the mound and transfer it to the university, a process that took thirty-six hours in total. After two and the half months since excavations began, and 8,700 crowns later, 400 of which was paid for by private entrepreneurs while the rest was covered by the Norwegian Government, the Gokstad ship was settled in its new home at Kristiania (Nicolaysen, 1882, pp. 6 – 9). Nowadays however, this transportation process can be taken via air as well as land and sea, unlike it was during Nicolaysen’s time, meaning that artefacts transported by plane are quicker than those that are transported by boat, which could potentially take weeks or even months to arrive from the excavation site. Despite this, Nicolaysen’s method still complied with the untold rule of transporting archaeology, in that it is to do so under the watchful eye of an archaeologist at every step of the journey (Pearson, 1987, p. 121). As such, the transportation method that Nicolaysen decided to undertake was, although not the fastest, the most efficient and careful method for the time.

Once settled, analysis of this clinker-built ship could properly begin, detailing that the ship was approximately 24 metres long and just over 5 metres wide, and had 16 strakes of oak timber on either side (Chartrand et al., 2016, pp. 174 – 177). This building style consists of layering the planks over one another so that the lower side of one plank overlaps the top side of the plank below it (Ed. by Dear and Kemp, 2007, Clinker). Furthermore, although not the only example of Viking Age ships, Gokstad remains one of the greatest examples of Viking engineering, demonstrating the traditional ‘meginhúfr’, which is a thicker timber located along the tenth strake, a strong timber keelson that maintained the mast, and a pine decking that was situated between the crossbeams of the ship (Chartrand et al., 2016, pp. 174 – 177). Figure 2: The Gokstad Ship at the Viking Ship Museum Oslo. Accessed from Chartrand et al., 2016, p. 175.

All of this implies that the Gokstad ship was more than suited for ocean travel, as the 16 strakes create a large freeboard resulting in a more stable vessel during voyages, whether that be transporting the Norsemen on diplomatic trade negotiations, expeditions of discovery, or aggressive raids (Museum of Cultural History, 2016, The Gokstad Ship). Continuing from this, the beforementioned characteristics of this ship also reinforce this idea of seaworthiness, as some, such as Chartrand et al. (2016), suggest that the initial four of the six strakes above the waterline are all reinforced along the crossbeam, strengthening the ships structure. Also, they claim that the removable decking of the ship allowed its sailors to bail out water if necessary, as well as store any of their weapons or supplies for the journey. I personally would go one step further than Chartrand and claim that this area under the decking could also have been used to store products intended for trade. Furthermore, it seems likely that the thirty-two oar holes within the ship (sixteen a side) had shutters made of wood, allowing for the oar ports to be closed off and preventing external water from entering the ship, suggesting that rough seas were no issue for the vessel (Chartrand et al., 2016, pp. 174 – 181). 
As mentioned, there are various interpretations for what sort of role the Gokstad ship had during its lifetime. The ship was potentially used for trading missions, as it is estimated that it could transport 20,000 kg and had space above and below the deck. On the other hand, it has also been suggested that this ship was a vessel that had experienced countless conflicts, as it was discovered with 64 shields, and could transport a crew of about 60 to 70 men (Chartrand et al., 2016, pp. 174 – 183). This idea is further reinforced by the dimensions of the ship, which are at a ratio of 5:1 in terms of length to width, suggesting that it was designed for speed in war rather than its capacity for the transportation of trade goods (Gould, 2011, p. 181). It is incredibly likely though that the Gokstad vessel undertook a combination of all the above mentioned, but due to the size of its crew, I would personally claim that its primary role was as a warship, that dipped into being a trader now and then (Museum of Cultural History, 2016, The Gokstad Ship). 

It was not until 1882 that Nicolaysen published his work ‘The Viking-Ship Discovered at Gokstad in Norway’, which outlined the events of the excavation, as well as providing a detailed account of the archaeological finds. Not only does this publication focus on the Gokstad excavation itself, but Nicolaysen also provides an overview of shipping traditions in and around Norway. This, along with the excellently presented drawings, means that Nicolaysen’s excavation report is extremely accurate and useful (Nicolaysen, 1882, pp. 1 – 78). Reviews are evident right after its release, with F. York Powell writing in the June of the same year. Powell’s review praises Nicolaysen’s work, and only criticises him in the hope that the report will be corrected in future versions (Powell, 1882, p. 428). Continuing from this, Nicolaysen’s report is still very well respected as in 2003, a revised edition was published in order to encompass new developments in the field of archaeology. This edition came with a new preface, composed by Christensen, Planke, and Øya (2003), who state that the ship’s timbers have now been subjected to dendrochronological dating, enabling archaeologists to home in on the dates when the ship was commissioned, and that the original publication was unusually written bilingually, enabling both English and Norwegian speakers the chance to read and understand the excavation report (Christensen, Planke & Øya, 2003, p. Preface). 

Furthermore, in terms of conservation, the ship’s timbers all experienced a process of steam treatment, in order to shape them back into their original form, as they had become waterlogged and compressed. However, those timbers that were too weak to survive this process were spared, and a modern piece of timber was instead used during the reconstruction of the ship for display purposes (Museum of Cultural History, 2016, When the Gokstad Ship was Found). This process of conservation and restoration was undertaken with the aim of stabilising the vessel’s form from corruption, so that it was preserved for the pleasure and study of future generations (Ed. by Williamson & Nickens, 2000, pp. 194 – 215). It does seem that this method of conservation was relatively effective, as the vessel is still preserved to this day, but the timbers were not immersed in water, as Cronyn (1990) suggests wood should be, and were only steamed instead of boiled, meaning that the method of conservation used for the ship could have been more effective (Cronyn, 1990, pp. 250 – 257).

Currently, the Gokstad vessel is available for the wider public to see at the Viking Ship Museum located in Oslo, alongside two other famous Viking Age ships, in the form of the Oseberg and the Tune ships (Museum of Cultural History, 2016, The Viking Ship Museum). All three ships, along with many of their associated artefacts, reside in the relatively open building that is split into various wings, in the shape of a cross, with the Tune ship being situated within the right wing, while the Oseberg ship takes centre stage within the building (see Figure 3). The Gokstad ship on the other hand, is situated within the left wing of the building, which was designed by Arnstein Arneberg, and, like with the other two vessels, its room is very spacious and bright, enabling the public to understand the ships in their full magnificence and scale (DK Travel, 2018 [2003], pp. 88 – 89). Due to all this, the Viking Ship Museum displays the Gokstad ship in an effective and comprehensive manner, allowing those who come and visit the museum to successfully interpret the vessels. Figure 3: Floorplan of the Viking Ship Museum Oslo. Accessed from DK Travel, 2018 [2003], pp. 88 – 89.


As useful as it is to analyse archaeological finds, nothing can compare to creating a replica in order to really understand how something works. Due to this, ship replicas, many of which are subjected to sea trails, are not uncommon within the field of nautical archaeology as they aid in the understanding of how a vessel handles (Ed. by Hocker & Ward, 2004, p. 45). This happened with the Gokstad ship, whereby a replica of the vessel was constructed by Norway in the latter part of 1892, with the intention of sailing the ship to the Americas for the celebration of the 400-year anniversary of Columbus’ arrival. According to Parker (2014), Norway attempted this as the country was furious at the commonly accepted idea that Columbus was the first European to discover the Americas, when in reality, a group of Vikings discovered the continent in c. 1000 AD. As such, an exact replica of the Gokstad vessel was created, and set sail from Bergen on the 29th April 1893, manned by eleven individuals (Parker, 2014, pp. i – xxi & 200 – 300). Captained by Magnus Andersen, the crew sailed the replica Gokstad ship, which was known as ‘Viking’ (see Figure 4), almost 5,000 km across the harsh weather conditions of the Atlantic, before arriving unscathed in Chicago 27 days later. As is evident here, the replica of the Gokstad ship was very successful with its voyage and enabled archaeologists to understand how the ship likely worked in the past (Chartrand et al., 2016, pp. 183 – 185).Figure 4: Norsk Sjofartsmuseum, Oslo, 1893, Image of Gokstad ship replica ‘Viking’. Accessed from McGrail, 1983, p. 11.


In conclusion, the excavation process of the Gokstad ship, undertaken by Nicolaysen back in the 1800’s, was successful from an archaeological standpoint. Although in modern times we would complete many of these tasks differently, due to advancements in technology, Nicolaysen did not have the luxuries of GPR and air travel that we have today. As such, Nicolaysen’s professionality and dedication during this project causes the Gokstad ship excavations to be masterfully completed, especially with the publication of the site.
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Matthew Cowley (1700561)   Assessment 1   Nautical Archaeology (HPAR5007)   1     Cowley_1700561@Student.uwtsd.ac.uk _HPAR5007_1     CASE STUDY:  Gokstad Ship   Originally discovered   by accident   in 1879, the Gokstad ship burial,   located in a large   mound in the  Sanderfjord   part of Norway, contained the remains of  a powerful ruler, within a beautifully designed  Viking Age ship .   However,   it   was not until the following year that the site was excavated by Nicolay  Nicolaysen, a Norwegian antiquarian and  a member   of the departmen t of national antiques at the  University of Oslo   (Museum of Cultural History, 2016 ,  Gokstad ) .  According to Nicolaysen’s own  excavation report , the sons   of the farm of  Gokstad ,  which owned  most of   the mound ,   had  commenced   d igging   at the close of 1879 ,   a nd as such  had to be persuaded to halt their curiosity ,  until the hotter months .   Despite this, the sons dig had already  opened   a vertical passageway  that ran  through the centre of the mound, unveiling the various sediments  and   pieces of wood and other  vegetation. Although none of this suggest ed   anything significant, Nicolaysen realis ed   that many of  the wooden pieces had been shaped by the hands of man , and as such, began to excavate the site   himself   in the s pring of 1880 AD (Nicolaysen, 1882, pp. 1  –   3) .      It is here that we run into our first issue regarding the Gokstad ship’s excavation, as Nicolaysen was  classified   as an antiquarian , instead of an archaeologist ,   which  suggest s   something about his motives  and intentions , as   an  antiquarian  is someone who undertakes the collection and study of  antiquities   that ,  nowadays , are   w orth substantial amounts of money   (Oxford University, Ed. by Stevenson,  2010, Antiquarian/Antique) .   As is evident here,  the fact that Nicolaysen  sel f identifies as an   antiquarian  suggests that he  may be   interested   more   in  the  monetary value of the discovery rather  than its cultural  significance . However,  in Nicolaysen’s defence, the doctrine of archaeology was still  in its infancy   as it seems that   archaeology became its own discipline at the start of the  19 th   c entury  (Gamble, 2001, p. 1).   As such, it is understandable  why   Nicolaysen uses the term antiquarian instead  of archaeologist to describe himself   in his excavation report   (Nicolaysen, 1882,  pp. 2  –   3).  

