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Dissertation Proposal:
Using osteological and archaeological evidence, assess the validity of contemporary British sources that influence the modern stereotype of the Vikings?
Within popular culture, whether it be in media, entertainment, or commercial production, the term ‘Viking’ continues to conjure the image of a ferocious savage, sporting a horned helmet, carving his way across the civilised world.[footnoteRef:1] Although elements of this interpretation are based on fact, the majority of it is either exaggerated or completely false. However, despite attempts in recent years by revisionist historians to change this view, the popularised and commercialized image of these northern adversaries has remained prominent in modern society.[footnoteRef:2] Due to this, there is plenty of literature detailing the more peaceful aspects of the Norsemen’s adventures, extracting information from the written and archaeological record. However, one aspect that seems to be ignored is a comparison of the osteo-archaeological data between the ‘Vikings’ and the inhabitants of the places they visited. This is likely due to a reliance on human remains, which more often than not, do not survive in the archaeological record because of their organic nature.[footnoteRef:3] Although a complete investigation of Viking Age osteology is not possible at this time, partly down to a lack of evidence in areas such as mainland Europe and the Islamic world, a study into ‘Viking’ osteology is feasible in the British Isles, with the assistance of other archaeological finds. As such, I am proposing to write a dissertation analysing the accuracy of contemporary descriptions of the Norsemen that influence their modern stereotype, using a combination of archaeological and osteological evidence.  [1:  J. Carroll, S.H. Harrison and G. Williams, The Vikings in Britain and Ireland, (London: The British Museum Press, 2014) pp. 6 & 133. ]  [2:  Carroll, Harrison and Williams, The Vikings in Britain and Ireland, p. 6.]  [3:  S. Mays, The Archaeology of Human Bones 2nd Edition, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2010) p. 23.] 


Literature Review:
As mentioned, there is a large quantity of scholarship surrounding the Viking Age, much of which will form the base for my osteo-archaeological analysis. The image of the Norsemen depicted in these sources varies however, with some, usually dating from the early 20th Century, displaying a more traditional image, while more recent scholarly texts focus on the peaceful elements of their travels instead of the violence.
These secondary texts act as my first port of call when it comes to finding osteological sites, which can be researched further using a more specialised source. For example, Gestsdóttir’s chapter in Archaeological Human Remains refers to various Icelandic grave sites including a burial at Hringsdalur, which I subsequently found the archaeological report for.[footnoteRef:4] However, parts of this report were in Icelandic, which brings up a valid point and a reason for my focus on the British Isles instead of my original idea of analysing the osteo-archaeology of every European country that the ‘Vikings’ encountered, in that not everything has been written or translated into English.[footnoteRef:5] For example, the accounts of the Arab traveller, Ibn Fadlān, are extremely useful in the instance of this study as they are one of the best contemporary accounts that depict the stature of the ‘Vikings’.[footnoteRef:6] However, the required archaeological reports, which would be used to validate the legitimacy of this, are in Arabic which I am unable to comprehend, and as such, cannot use. This is not to say that Ibn Fadlān’s account will be absent from my dissertation, but it will not have the desired effect of aiding my argument if it cannot first be validated. Continuing from this, with English being the only language I am competent with, it is unsurprising that most of the secondary material I have found is focused on ‘Viking’ activity in Britain. It is for these reasons that the geographical limitation of Britain has been set for this dissertation. [4:  H. Gestsdóttir, ‘Themes in Icelandic Bioarchaeological Research’, in Archaeological Human Remains: Global Perspectives, ed. By B. O’Donnabhain and M. C. Lozada (London: Springer, 2014), pp. 127 – 138 (p. 129).]  [5:  A. Friðriksson, H. Gestsdóttir, A. Daxböck and G.A. Gisladóttir, 'Hringsdalur í Arnarfirði', Archaeological Survey 2006: FS413-06441, Reykjavík: Archaeological Institute of Iceland (2010), <https://www.nabohome.org/cgi-bin/explore.pl?seq=99> [Accessed: 15th October 2019].]  [6:  Ahmed Ibn Fadlān, Ibn Fadlān and the Land of Darkness: Arab Travellers in the Far North, ed. and trans. P. Lund and C. Stone (London, 2012), pp. 34 – 72.] 

However, even with the scope decided on, much of this literature is focused on the written record rather than archaeological, let alone osteological, evidence. For example, Magnus Magnusson’s The Vikings is an intriguing overview of the period including mentions of their activities in Britain, but unfortunately his text lacks significant references to important archaeological finds, choosing to use textual evidence rather than physical.[footnoteRef:7] This is not to say that all scholars who write about ‘Viking’ Britain ignore archaeology, as Eaton, Richards, and Carroll all individually focus on the archaeological record of this period. However, of these, only Carroll’s book specifically focuses on archaeology in the Viking Age,[footnoteRef:8] as the other two texts provide only snippets into the period,[footnoteRef:9]  due to focusing on British archaeology as a whole.[footnoteRef:10]  As previously mentioned though, these works are still extremely useful to my study as they highlight potential sites that could hold valuable information for this dissertation. As is evident here, most of the secondary material either fails to acknowledge the importance of the archaeological record at all, or, more commonly, does not consider osteological evidence alongside its archaeological and written counterparts. [7:  M. Magnusson, The Vikings 5th Edition, (Stroud: The History Press, 2016) pp. 118 – 308.]  [8:   Carroll, Harrison and Williams, The Vikings in Britain and Ireland, pp. 6 & 134.]  [9:  J. Eaton, An Archaeological History of Britain: Continuity and Change from Prehistory to the Present, (Barnsley: Pen and Sword Archaeology, 2014) pp. 116 – 122.]  [10:  J.D. Richards, ‘The Scandinavian Presence’, in The Archaeology of Britain: An Introduction from the Upper Palaeolithic to the Industrial Revolution, ed. By J. Hunter and I. Ralston (London: Routledge, 1999), pp. 194 – 209, (pp. 194 – 209).] 

Despite this, there are some texts that do recognise Viking Age osteology, and actually focus on it. The best example of this I have uncovered so far is Caroline Arcini’s The Viking Age: A Time of Many Faces, which provides a detailed account of the social history of Viking Age Scandinavia by using an osteological analysis to focus on the lives of the individual.[footnoteRef:11] Due to this, Arcini’s text will be imperative to my proposed analysis of ‘Viking’ osteology in order to assess the validity of contemporary sources. However, there is one slight issue with this source, in that it is focused on Scandinavia and not Britain, which is where my focus will be. To bypass this issue, I plan on using Arcini’s book in conjunction with Thomas Williams’ Viking Britain, another exceptionally useful source which is specifically focused on my geographical area, in order to truly assess the validity of contemporary British sources that influence the modern stereotype of the ‘Vikings’.[footnoteRef:12] Ultimately, it is the lack of focus in much of this secondary scholarship on osteo-archaeology that is my main incentive for proposing this study, as if revisionist histories are to succeed in usurping the traditional image of these Northmen, then the validity of contemporary accounts needs to be analysed in a different way than it has before. [11:  C.A. Arcini, The Viking Age: A Time of Many Faces, (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2018) pp. v – 15.]  [12:  T. Williams, Viking Britain: A History, (London: William Collins, 2017) pp. xvi – xx.] 


Methodology: 
Due to this gap in the field, my focus will be on a material approach, in the forms of osteological and archaeological evidence, to the history of the ‘Vikings’ in Britain, instead of a written one usually favoured by revisionist historians. As such, I will need to consider the ethical implications of undertaking an osteological analysis, as due to the very nature of bones, legal dilemmas arise as to what should occur to said remains post-excavation, whether research or re-burial.[footnoteRef:13] These issues apply less to me however as I will not be physically analysing these bones, but the moral implications of working with ancient human remains will still apply and as such, needs to be outlined in the methodology of my dissertation. [13:  Mays, The Archaeology of Human Bones, pp. 331 – 349.] 

The evidence I will be using to evaluate my hypothesis will be split into two main categories. The first of these is the written accounts that influence the traditional stereotype of the ‘Vikings’, the majority of which were written by monastic scholars, such as Alcuin, an English monk residing in Frankia, John of Worcester, and the authors of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.[footnoteRef:14] Furthermore, the Anglo-Norman scholar Henry of Huntingdon details the later Viking Age, with references to King Cnut’s conquest of England and the Battle of Stamford Bridge.[footnoteRef:15] However, the main issue with these accounts is that they were not written by the ‘Vikings’ themselves, but instead by Christians who would be expressing their anger at the sackings of such holy sites.[footnoteRef:16] Despite this, these written sources are still extremely useful as they provide insight into the general view of these raiders from the perspective of the Christians they came into contact with. [14:  Williams, Viking Britain, 3 – 33.]  [15:  Henry of Huntingdon, The History of the English People 1000 – 1154, 2nd edition, ed. and trans. D. Greenway (Oxford, 2002), pp. i – 30.]  [16:  Williams, Viking Britain, pp. 13 – 30.] 

The other category is osteo-archaeological evidence which will subsequently be divided down further into osteological evidence and archaeological evidence. Before discussing the Scandinavian relation to their contemporaries, a base point must be established in order to understand the osteology of the Norsemen themselves. As such, I have decided to focus on major sites across Scandinavia in order to gather a greater range of data. Although it can be claimed that only focusing on a limited number of sites could be at detriment to the overall assessment of the ‘Viking’ stereotype, it would be almost impossible to complete an entire study of every Viking Age grave site in Scandinavia and Britain in the amount of time and words proposed for this project. 
These main Scandinavian sites will be Hringsdalur in Iceland, various sites from Norway, Sigtuna in Sweden, and the Salme I ship burial in Estonia. It is noticeable however that I have included Estonia in this list of Scandinavia but have left out Denmark. The reasoning for this is that Salme I only contains the graves of seven individuals, a quantity that is unlikely to affect the overall statistic, as well as providing a solid geographical scope with Iceland in the west and Estonia in the east.[footnoteRef:17] Continuing from this, Jutland, in modern Denmark, was the original homeland to the Jute population who migrated over to Britain along with the Angles and the Saxons, and as such, Danish examples would likely yield results indistinguishable from the Anglo-Saxon peoples of England.[footnoteRef:18]  [17:  R. Allmäe, L. Maldre and T. Tomek, ‘The Salme I Ship Burial: An Osteological View of a Unique Burial in Northern Europe’, Interdisciplinaria Archaeologica Natural Sciences in Archaeology, 2(2) (2011), pp. 109 – 124 (pp. 109 – 112).]  [18:  C. Waldman and C. Mason, Encyclopaedia of European Peoples, (New York: Facts On File Inc., 2006) p. 468.] 

Furthermore, there is a wide variety of sites all over the British Isles that demonstrate osteo-archaeological remains, whether they be evidence of a raiding party, Scandinavian settlement, or the Great Heathen Army.[footnoteRef:19] For example, in England, excavated sites that I will examine include Repton, where the before mentioned army overwintered in 873 – 874,[footnoteRef:20] Heath Wood, which is the only known Scandinavian cremation site in the country,[footnoteRef:21] and Ridgeway Hill, where a contingent of Scandinavian raiders were buried.[footnoteRef:22] Continuing from this, there is also evidence at Llanbedrgoch on Anglesey, Donnybrook in Ireland,[footnoteRef:23] and at Scar and Balladoole on Orkney and the Isle of Man respectively.[footnoteRef:24] All of these sites, as well as various others that have yet to be analysed, will be extremely useful in my overall analysis as they provide essential data on the stature and taphonomy of Scandinavians from all over the British Isles. However, there is one major limitation to all these sites, in that it is difficult to distinguish between natives and foreigners, as is clearly evident at Repton, where the army displaced the already established Anglo-Saxon burials.[footnoteRef:25] As is evident here, there is not always a clear distinction between those of Scandinavian blood and those who are not. [19:  Williams, Viking Britain, p. 95.]  [20:  M. Biddle and B. Kjølbye-Biddle, ‘Repton and the ‘Great Heathen Army’, in Vikings and the Danelaw: Select Papers from the Proceedings of the Thirteenth Viking Congress, ed. By J. Graham-Campbell, et al. (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2001), pp. 45 – 96, (p. 45). ]  [21:  J. D. Richards, et al. ‘Excavations at the Viking Burrow Cemetery at Heath Wood, Ingleby, Derbyshire’, The Antiquities Journal, 84 (2004), pp. 23 – 116 (p. 23).]  [22:  J. Jesch, The Viking Diaspora, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015) p. 77.]  [23:  Carroll, Harrison and Williams, The Vikings in Britain and Ireland, pp. 23 – 25.]  [24:  Richards, pp. 198 – 200.]  [25:  Biddle and Kjølbye-Biddle, pp. 49 – 54.] 


Structure:
In terms of my proposed structure, I am planning on composing three main chapters, each focusing on a different research area based on the various aspects of the modern stereotype that have been influenced by contemporary written sources. 
As such, my proposed chapters will be as follows:
· Introduction
· I plan to briefly discuss the origins of the term ‘Viking’ and clarify that it will be used interchangeably with other similar terms in this project.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Carroll, Harrison and Williams, The Vikings in Britain and Ireland, pp. 7 – 8.] 

· Aims and Methodology
· I aim to:
· Establish the legitimacy of contemporary accounts of Scandinavian activity using a combination of osteological and archaeological evidence.
· Challenge modern stereotypes of the ‘Vikings’ that have traditionally been supported by 20th Century historiography.
· Were the ‘Vikings’ larger than their contemporaries in stature?
· In this chapter, I plan to examine the height of these northern warriors, both at home and abroad, and then compare them to the height of their British contemporaries. In doing so, I aim to establish whether there was a difference in stature between those of Scandinavian origin and those across the North Sea, as well as to identify whether only a select build went ‘a vikingr’ (the activity of piracy) or was it available to all.[footnoteRef:27] As such, this chapter will clarify whether the ‘Vikings’ really were taller than their contemporaries as modern stereotype suggests. [27:  R. Chartrand, et al. The Vikings, (Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2016) p. 14.] 

· Were the ‘Vikings’ more brutal and violent compared to their contemporaries?
· This next section will focus on the commonly accepted violent nature of these warriors, as suggested by most contemporary accounts that outline their activities, and subsequently compare them to the activities of Anglo-Saxons. Also, I aim to continue analysing skeletal samples in order to further evaluate these written accounts, establishing evidence of trauma or violent death.
· Were the Norsemen a backwards and barbaric people compared to their contemporaries?
· Based off of my current research, my final segment will analyse the Northmen’s way of life, focusing on whether they were an uncivilised people from, as various classical scholars viewed it, a ‘barbaric north’.[footnoteRef:28] Following this, I plan to compare their way of life with that of their contemporaries from Britain to establish whether the ‘Vikings’ were an uncivilised, barbaric group as traditional views suggest. [28:  Chartrand, The Vikings, p. 12.] 

· Conclusion
· I will briefly re-examine my before mentioned chapters and how they answer my hypothesis.
· Based on my current reading, and the assumptions that have developed from it, I am expecting the outcomes of this project to demonstrate that the modern stereotype, that is so commonly distributed in the media and society, needs to thoroughly be addressed, as although these Norsemen may have been of greater build than their contemporaries, they were not a more brutal or barbaric people than their British counterparts.
Words: 2,148.
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