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	The battle of Visby has captured the imaginations of audiences since its original excavation in the early 20th century. In recent decades this  popularity has been seen across both the media and museum space.[footnoteRef:1] In 2013, documentary series ‘The Medieval Dead’, presented by Tim Sutherland in association with the university of York, filmed an episode titled ‘Last Stand at Visby’.[footnoteRef:2] Television is a fantastic tool for both generating and satisfying public interest in archaeological sites. It does however present certain challenges: complex concepts are often oversimplified, and without the rigorous citations of an academic article, the information can be misleading. This review will assess how successfully this episode presents the battle of Visby, and its surrounding archaeology with specific reference to the academic discussions surrounding the debate.  [1:  Thomas Neijman, The Gotlandic rural militia: A study of the invasion of Gotland 1361 In response to a modern narrative (Masters Thesis, Stockholm University, 2017), p. 9.]  [2:  ‘Season 1, Episode 2: Last Stand at Visby’ (television programme) The Medieval Dead (London: UKTV Yesterday, 23rd of June, 2013).] 


	As the Korsbetningen memorial cross states, the 27th of July 1361 was the date when, outside the city walls of Visby, the rural militia of Gotland ‘fell into the hands of the Danes’.[footnoteRef:3] It was the final battle fought between Valdemar IV of Denmark and the Gutes during Valdemar’s conquest of the island.[footnoteRef:4] Before undertaking this review, it is important to note something of the historiography of this battle and why the site can be challenging to approach. The written sources for the invasion of Gotland are very concise, spread across a number of chronicles, and of varying dates.[footnoteRef:5] Coupled to this, the internationally available literature about the invasion is mostly limited to the 1939 investigation published by Bengt Thordeman, outdated by modern Swedish research.[footnoteRef:6] At its best, a documentary like this should bring modern audiences up to date with the subject. This is something that the video attempts to a varying degree of success, interviewing several key scholars. However, the documentary is primarily focused on the imported academics from the University of York, the renowned Swedish researchers appear mere accessories to the documentaries predetermined narrative.  [3:  Lingström, Maria, & Sutherland, Tim, ‘A new interpretation of the partial inscription on the memorial cross at Grens, Mästerby parish, Gotland’, Fornvännen: Journal of Swedish Antiquarian Research, 116 (2021), 38-53 (p.41).]  [4:  Bengt Thordeman, Armour From the Battle of Wisby 1361, Vol.1 Text, (Almqvist & Wiksells: Upsalla, 1939) p. 22.]  [5:  Maria Lingström, Mästerby, 1361: Battlefield Archaeological Perspectives on the Danish Invasion of Gotland (PhD Thesis, Uppsala University, 2025) p. 122-123.]  [6:  Neijman, The Gotlandic rural militia, p.11.] 


	The video opens with a quote: ‘Houses have been put to the torch, grieving people stricken by the sword; Like a dog he harries with a sword, and Gotland is conquered by the Danes’.[footnoteRef:7] The translation appears to be a version of the 14th-15th century inscription from the chancel arch in Fide Church, Southern Gotland.[footnoteRef:8] The documentary however does not state this, instead implying that the quote is from a plurality of ‘churches and monasteries’ on the island. This is a needlessly false assertion. the quote itself is good, it sets the tone and engages the viewer, there was no need for the misleading line about its provenance.  [7:  ‘Last stand at Visby’, 2013, 2:13.]  [8:  ‘Houses set on fire, suffering people cut down. Raging forth, sword in hand, Look at him, mongrel! and Gotland is conquered by Danes’ trans. Lingström, Mästerby, 1361, p.122.] 


	After an introduction to the site, the documentary follows Tim Sutherland and Helen Goodchild as they record GPR at the site of the mass graves. They reference Thordemans work on the assemblages from graves 1-3, and point out the fourth unexcavated grave, discovered in 1930.[footnoteRef:9] They don’t mention the fifth grave, discovered in 1811 and removed without documentation; however, they do note another ‘new’ pit evident on the GPR.[footnoteRef:10] It is unclear whether this is a new sixth pit or if they were simply unaware of the 1811 grave site. The exercise successfully immerses the public in the archaeological process, and demonstrates the advancement of modern technology with reference to the impactful 1939 study. It concluding that future excavations will benefit from the survey.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  Neijman, The Gotlandic rural militia, p. 53.]  [10:  Ibid.]  [11:  ‘Last stand at Visby’, 2013, 14:41.] 


	The second phase of the documentary uses animated route arrows to document Valdemar’s invasion. This allows the audiences to visualise history; however, it is very poorly executed and, in the end, feels pointless. The arrow simply travels straight from Denmark to Västergarn (itself a disputable landing site) without any marked stops before continuing straight to Visby. Valdemars army did stop before Gotland, taking the island of Öland and besieging its castle Borgholm.[footnoteRef:12] Once on Gotland, the arrow skips the traditionally attested sites of Fröjel Church, Mulde, only briefly alluding to the archaeologically attested battle of Mästerby, without naming it or marking it upon the map, before the arrow forks into three meaningless points at the gates of Visby, setting the scene for the battle. It would have been easy to mark on these sites and their exclusion constitutes a missed opportunity. [12:  Thordeman, Armour From the Battle of Wisby 1361, p.19.] 


The interview with Sofia Hoas of the Gotland Museum is a great segment summarising the economic conditions of the island and town as well as the rift between them; theorising as to why the battle took place outside the city walls. The second half of the documentary takes place at the National Museum in Stockholm. First, it covers the unique assemblage of armour with Karen Watts and Thomas Neijman, and the secondly the bones with Malin Holst and Petter Åkeson. In both segments the Swedish researchers familiar with the assemblage are unfortunately explored far less than the British academics. That said, they are presented in a format accessible to the public and without too many generalisations. 

Before dealing with the bones, there is a long segment devoted to describing osteoarchaeology, this break allows for a more respectful and considered tone. Emphasis is placed not just on the battle injuries but on the traces of lifestyle left upon the bones. Unfortunately, henceforth only the battle injuries are considered. This is a shame: Åkeson’s revaluation of the age and health of the combatants has greatly altered the narrative of the unarmed peasant levy popularised by Thordeman and Ingelmark, however this less emotive research is not presented in the documentary.[footnoteRef:13] Instead what is focused on is the tactic of the Danes to attack the unarmoured legs of the Gotlanders – in some cases severing bones – before dispatching them with penetrative blows to the head shown in multiple of the skeletons.[footnoteRef:14] This tactic is acted out through an unnecessarily graphic and poor reenactment segment which unfortunately ruins the respectful tone cultivated by the previous scene.[footnoteRef:15]  [13:  Petter Åkeson,  ‘The Buried at Korsbetningen: An Analysis of Skeletons from 1361’, Current research presented at symposium, arranged in collaboration between Uppsala University & Gotland Museum, Uppsalla University, Gotland Museum, 29th September – 1st October 2017. Available at: https://www.bitforbit.nu/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/The-Buried-at-Korsbetningen-1361-Analysis-of-skeletons-_author-Petter-Akeson-1.pdf [accessed: 19th February 2026]; Bo E. Ingelmark, The Skeletons, in. Bengt Thordeman, Armour From the Battle of Wisby 1361, Vol.1 Text, (Almqvist & Wiksells: Upsalla, 1939) pp. 149-209.]  [14:  Åkeson, ‘The Buried at Korsbetningen’, p. 279-280.]  [15:  ‘Last stand at Visby’, 2013, 42:40.] 


The documentary ends with a note about the lasting impact of the battle. Gotland was ‘now ruled by an external country’. Seemingly forgetting that Gotland was already ruled by Sweden. Overall, the documentary is an engaging piece of ‘pop-archaeology’, and it brings the casual viewer closer to the archaeological process. Being presented by archaeologists, it avoids some of the major myths about Visby while delivering a good base of information. However, it is still overly sensationalised for entertainment purposes. It is interspersed with inaccurate and poorly acted graphic ‘reenactment’ scenes featuring actors covered in red paint, and it is deliberately paced for excitement and suspense. It makes several needless simplifications that even verge upon being misleading, and its fast-paced style means it misses some of the great research its interviewees have to offer. ‘Last stand at Visby’ appears limited by its genre.

























Bibliography

Secondary Sources

Åkeson, Petter, ‘The Buried at Korsbetningen: An Analysis of Skeletons from 1361’, Current research presented at symposium, arranged in collaboration between Uppsala University & Gotland Museum, Uppsalla University, Gotland Museum, 29th September – 1st October 2017. Available at: https://www.bitforbit.nu/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/The-Buried-at-Korsbetningen-1361-Analysis-of-skeletons-_author-Petter-Akeson-1.pdf [accessed: 19th February 2026].

Lingström, Maria, Mästerby, 1361: Battlefield Archaeological Perspectives on the Danish Invasion of Gotland (PhD Thesis, Uppsala University, 2025).

Lingström, Maria, & Sutherland, Tim, ‘A new interpretation of the partial inscription on the memorial cross at Grens, Mästerby parish, Gotland’, Fornvännen: Journal of Swedish Antiquarian Research, 116 (2021), 38-53.

Neijman, Thomas, The Gotlandic rural militia: A study of the invasion of Gotland 1361 In response to a modern narrative (Masters Thesis, Stockholm University, 2017).

	Thordeman, Bengt, Armour From the Battle of Wisby 1361, Vol.1, (Almqvist & Wiksells: Upsalla, 1939).

Internet Sources

‘Season 1, Episode 2: Last Stand at Visby’ (television programme) The Medieval Dead (London: UKTV Yesterday, 23rd of June, 2013). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iKoeb22qsyg [accessed, 21st February 2026]

Caradoc Ewing (2305893)

