The perception of Viking women within heritage: a discussion of the Birka woman

An introduction to the Birka woman
The media, the sagas, and historians all present Viking women from their particular perspectives. One of the reasons there is so much variety is that historians and archaeologists are still largely in the dark about many facets of life for women in the Viking Age. Viking women are less researched than their male counterparts, mostly due to a lack of evidence. Despite this, scholars have recently shown a greater interest in Viking women, their lifestyles, and the activities in which they engaged. This modern-day focus on Viking women has allowed scholars to revisit old evidence with a new perspective and take advantage of the availability of modern technology, which has led to many advances including the discovery of the Birka woman’s sex. 
In the past decade, the skeletons of several Viking burials have been reassessed and proven to be those of women rather than men, which was the previous assumption. The most well-known of the graves is the Birka woman, grave Bj 581. The site of the Swedish Viking town Birka was originally excavated in 1878, with over 3000 graves known but only 1100 of the tombs excavated at this site (Hedenstierna-Jonson, 2017). One of these tombs was lavishly decorated and was thought to be the burial of a high-status warrior. In this grave, the warrior was buried sitting on a chair with two full sets of weapons strewn about their feet, a male and a female horse, along with gaming pieces, and they were adorned in clothing made from silk, sewn together with silver thread, along with many other items suggesting wealth and power (Price, 2019). An important point to note is that this grave was partially sighted within the garrison at Birka (Hedenstierna-Jonson, 2017). The sex of the skeleton inside the grave was thought to be male, although this was questioned previously after a skeletal analysis. Still, the outcome of the analysis was not taken seriously for almost 140 years because of the association with the items inside the grave. It was not until 2017 when Charlotte Hedenstierna‐Jonson, with her team working alongside her at Stockholm university, using genomic analysis, analysed the skeleton’s mtDNA and found that the skeleton in grave Bj 581 lacked a Y chromosome, meaning that it was, in fact, a woman (Hedenstierna‐Jonson, 2017).
The findings in Hedenstierna‐Jonson’s 2017 paper proved to be quite controversial among scholars as the paper’s main emphasis is that the Birka woman could be evidence of Viking women warriors, or could indicate that she had a significant amount of military authority (Hedenstierna‐Jonson, 2017). The concept of a Viking warrior woman is considered to be a myth and is on par with the concept of shieldmaidens and Valkyries in the view of many scholars today (Jesch, 1991). Bj 581 was always thought to be the grave of a high-ranking military leader who was a mounted archer and who played a role in commanding other warriors (Price, 2019). This is referenced by the game pieces that are also found in the graves of people thought to be a type of military commander (Price, 2019, Ljungkvist, 2006). It is not rational to change this long-standing opinion because the sex does not match the previously perceived gender. 

The controversies of the Birka woman 
One of the more vocal scholars in the discussion of the Birka woman is Judith Jesch, a professor of Viking studies at Nottingham university (Jesch, 2017). She has previously written a highly influential book about women in the Viking age; before this book was released in 1991, there was no dedicated book on this topic. After Hedenstierna-Jonson and her team released the paper on the sex of the Birka woman, Jesch responded with a blog post, harshly critiquing many of the intentions and key ideas, including going on to question the gender of the Birka woman in one of her later blog posts (Jesch, 2019a). One main point continued throughout Jesch’s blog post is that the original paper as being heavily influenced by 21st-century desires, referencing the concept of a woman warrior. and ends the blog post with the quote:
“…I have blogged, spoken and written about these matters before and have come to realise that the emotional lure of the woman warrior, especially in the Viking Age, is too strong for reasoned argument.” (Jesch, 2017). 
Jesch is reluctant to change her opinions on warrior women despite clear evidence to the contrary. Mindsets that are similar to Jesch's cause stagnation in the progress of archaeological research; an open mentality is important for archaeology. One valid argument Jesch put forward in the post suggests that the remains used in the analysis were not the original remains from the Bj 581 and had been mixed up with other remains from the site. This is because the archaeological excavation of Birka was completed in 1878 when archaeological practices were not as closely controlled as they are today. Still, this point alone does not hold any weight (Jesch, 2017). 
There are references to women warriors in multiple Viking age literary sources, mainly the Icelandic family sagas (Íslendingasögur) (Mennenn, 2014). The sagas are not considered reliable, factual historical sources since they are fiction written decades to centuries after the original event. Despite being written after the "Viking period," the sagas are frequently cited as reliable sources of knowledge on the culture and society of Viking society (Short, 2005). Even if the sagas are not utilised as historical proof, it is challenging to believe that at least some of the material contained within them is based on the truth. Women were frequently portrayed in the sagas as strong-willed, promoting revenge, inciting violence, and having the capacity to easily manipulate men with the prospect of marriage, sex, and wealth (Mennenn, 2014). If women warriors existed in the Viking age, it is to be assumed that they would have been a minority and not the norm. Yet, they should not be discounted from existing entirely especially considering the new evidence.
Scholars associate traditionally male grave artefacts inside women’s graves, something akin to an heirloom or a reference to their role in their families (Gardeła, 2013).  When archaeologists find an item such as an axe inside a male’s grave, they assume it’s a weapon, but when an axe is found in a female’s grave, it is to be assumed a household item, but they never assume it could be used interchangeably for both sexes (Gardeła, 2013). There is no doubt that if the skeleton were a male, there would be no argument about his genre and military status and would immediately be assumed. It is interesting that when the sex was confirmed to be the opposite, that is when people claimed issue with it. In a personal conversation with Anine Ida Thorlacius, an educator at the Viking ship museum in Roskilde, after her talk on Viking women, some theories surrounding the Birka woman were brought up. The main one questioning her burial circumstances was a Danish article in which it was theorised that the woman was buried in place of either her brother or her husband, who died at sea while raiding and did not return (Thorlacius, 2022). A question to ask is that do concepts similar to this perpetuate the misogynistic tendencies that are held within the heritage sector and the study of historical material?



The Åsnes woman
There was no damage to the remains found inside Bj 581, suggesting that she did not die in battle or a fight, and how she died is still unknown to archaeologists. Her lack of battle scars is another reason why scholars disregard the Birka woman as a warrior. If experts believe that a woman's military rank may be determined by her battle wounds, then fortunately for them, in 2019 the skeleton remains of a Viking woman from Åsnes, Norway, were re-examined and found to have a significant indentation on her forehead and was thought to be caused by a sword or an axe (Georgiou, 2019). Due to the lack of a name for this woman for this part of the discussion, she shall be referred to as the Åsnes woman. The Åsnes woman was also buried with grave goods that would traditionally be thought of as masculine (Jesch, 2019a). Information on the Åsnes woman is extremely limited, with the only accessible information being from 2 British news articles and another blog post by Judith Jesch. Jesch references a documentary throughout the post which is presented by Ella El-Shamahi, a human remains expert, and produced by National Geographic (Georgiou, 2019). Jesch maintains her disbelief of the osteology reports on the sex of both the Åsnes and Birka Woman throughout the entire post; the level of her defiance towards the topic is quite impressive.

Scandinavian museums and their perception of warrior women
A brand-new display called "Buried at Birka" has just been added to the Birka Viking Museum near Stockholm, the capital of Sweden (Birka Vikingastaden, n.d). This exhibit examines the lives of four individuals who were buried in Birka and who lived very diverse lives in different eras of the Viking age. This display aims to inform visitors about what life would have been like in Viking Sweden when these individuals lived (Birka Vikingastaden, n.d). Through images of models dressed in attire that was either discovered inside the tombs or what they would have been expected to wear, the museum can depict the lives of these individuals. Replicas of the goods they were discovered with are also on show in the exhibition, with the images of the afflicted subjects, are either in their hands or around them in the photographs. The Birka woman is one of the people portrayed in the exhibition in a series of pictures; she can be seen using and handling the weapons and game pieces that she is buried with, as well as standing next to the two horses that were buried at her feet. 
A similar technique is also used in the National Museum in Copenhagen in an exhibition called ‘Meet the Vikings’ (Sindbæk, 2019). The exhibition was set up by Jim Lyngvild, a Danish designer, reality tv star, and photographer (Pentz, et al, 2019). The ‘Meet the Vikings’ exhibition consisted of a large collection of photographs similar to the ‘Buried at Birka’ exhibition. There were many depictions of women in the exhibition, including Queen Tove of Denmark, a housewife, a völva (a Norse woman who practised magic) and a shieldmaiden (National Museum of Denamrk, n.d). The creation of this exhibition coincidentally opened around the same time when the fith season of the HBO series “Vikings” was realised; HBO was officially invited to the opening event for the exhibition (Medieval histories, 2018). This brings into question the authenticity of the display and may lead some people to believe that this exhibition was made to pander to the long-lasting commodification of Viking heritage.
It is to note that in both of the exhibitions mentioned, women are not depicted as ethereal shieldmaidens or Valkyries, ‘amazons’, or in any way that is out of the realm of real-life possibility. In the case of the Birka Vikingstaden, they are shown as they died, and in the case of the National Museum of Denmark, as they lived. 
The use of what could be considered tangible and, in some cases, digital heritage in both of these cases allows the public to interact with the exhibits on more than a physical level. They get to see the faces of their ancestors and their culture, which is long lost to time. Some of the artefacts have indeed been remade, such as the replica shield and weapons for the Birka woman in ‘Buried at Birka’ and the wax heads made by Lyngvild, as well as all of the photographs of the Vikings in both of the exhibitions, but it does not make it any less ‘real’ to the visitor. The artefacts, real or fake, being placed next to the photographs where they are being displayed with their owner gives them a new perspective. Often when people visit museums, they see artefacts for what they are within no context, the visitor is told what they were used for, but without a visual context of their use, it can be hard to imagine. When placed into context with other people holding them or wearing them, it transcends the cabinet they are held in.
Conclusion
The evidence of Viking warrior women is extremely limited, but there is evidence, and it is up to professionals to choose how to interpret the evidence given to them. The commodification of Viking heritage sometimes puts into question the authenticity of evidence brought forward. Jesch was right about one thing, and that is the lure for a Warrior woman is powerful, especially in the 21st century, but not built on baseless facts. The discipline of archaeology continuously strives to revise its interpretations of both old and new material. Archaeology will continue to develop, and heritage and historical specialists will be left in the past if they are unable or unwilling to adapt to the times and when factual evidence is presented to them. In general, the view of Viking women is a contentious issue; people will have different opinions, some will be more ‘traditional’, and others will be ‘progressive’; some will be based on facts, but, most will likely be based in bias interpretation. 
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