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Preface

This publication is the result of a workshop held in late 2012 by 
the Postdoctoral Archaeology Group (PAG) in the Department of 
Archaeology and Classical Studies at Stockholm University. It was 
the fifth in an ongoing series of more or less annual events bringing 
together researchers from inside and outside the department. The 
tradi tion is to discuss topics which make new connections between 
different research traditions within the discipline. To this end papers 
typically do not present finished research projects or programs for 
future work, but instead are essays exploring ideas and possibilities 
for applying viewpoints or theoretical concepts to new material. 
Previous workshops have focused on current approaches in mortuary 
archaeology and gender research, on matters of scale and process, 
and on the archaeology of the senses, all of which also resulted in 
edited volumes in the series Stockholm Studies in Archaeology.

This time it was decided to go further and make an attempt on a 
theme which is not already established and defined as an area of en-
quiry in archaeology, but which was felt to resonate and recur in dif-
ferent ways through the diverse topics researched by the contributing 
group. The outcome was a stimulating, even exhilarating discussion 
day, exploring the numerous and pervasive ways in which concepts 
of ownership are used in archaeological interpretations, sometimes 
explicitly and to express well-defined relations of possession, but 
often implicitly or in more or less metaphorical senses. There then 
followed a more difficult and lengthy process of framing the often 



viii

innovative approaches as written articles grounded in the discourses 
of their own periods, but drawing out and connecting lines of obser-
vation and argument on this new theme. The papers in this resultant 
volume, from a wide variety of angles and using diverse material, 
reveal ownership as a slippery, often obscuring concept, widespread 
but poorly defined in archaeological discourse from prehistory to 
contemporary studies. They aim to show how much more exists to 
be explored beneath an easy reliance on the language of ownership 
to explain so many differing kinds of connections between materials, 
humans, values, geographic areas, traditions, artefacts, individuals, 
groups, and archaeological periods – to name but a few of the owners 
and owned discussed in the following pages. 

We wish to thank the discussant, Chris Gosden, for his insight-
ful and enthusiastic participation in the workshop day and for his 
commentary in this volume. Likewise we thank all the speakers and 
authors, including Gordana Ciric, who was unable to contribute to 
this publication, and Ceri Houlbrook, who was not present at the 
workshop but agreed at a late stage to contribute a paper. Anna Röst 
and Kristin Bornholdt Collins provided valuable and much apprecia-
ted support with design and layout and language editing respectively. 
Last but not least, our gratitude to the Berit Wallenberg Foundation 
and the Stockholm University Department of Archaeology and 
Classical Studies for their generous funding of the production and 
printing of this work.

Alison Klevnäs and Charlotte Hedenstierna-Jonson, 
Stockholm, 2015
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‘Power here rests in the assumption that it is natural for things to 
become identified with persons (and vice versa), each in this sense 
“belonging” to the other, for that in turn feeds into European (Euro-
American) ideology concerning the naturalness of possession itself.’          
       (Strathern 1993:98)

Own and be owned

Possession and ownership are everywhere in archaeological writing. 
Ownership – of portable objects, built structures, territories, the past, 
museum exhibits, even theoretical perspectives – is one of our foun-
dational metaphors for describing how people limit and direct use 
of both the material and immaterial world. The language of posses-
sion, of owning and belonging, is used to link humans with artefacts, 
with land, resources, cultural groups, heritage, knowledge and skill, 
with our own bodies, and with each other. It ties artefacts to cultures, 
chiefs to tribes, researchers to departments. Yet as this volume aims 
to show, the embeddedness of owning in the terms we use to describe 
such a variety of linkages obscures a wealth of forms in both the 
past and present. Labelling such a wide range of relations as ‘owning’ 
permits elision between ways of associating objects with individuals 
and groups which vary fundamentally in how they are established 
and maintained, and in the rights and responsibilities they bestow. 

Introduction: the nature of belongings

Alison Klevnäs
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Consequently, the monopoly which ownership holds as an explana-
tory concept limits our ability to perceive substantive differences 
in these ways of relating and to conceptualize them as objects for 
inter rogation. But further, it glosses over worlds of difference in the 
natures not only of the relationships described, but also of the owners 
and the owner-able things. It keeps our thinking about persons and 
things and their abilities to act tied into a framework of conceptions 
which should be a subject of our investigation, not its end point. 

Despite its key role as a descriptive term for relationships between 
so many forms of persons and things, ownership has largely escaped 
critical scrutiny by archaeologists. Unlike closely related topics such 
as gift exchange, consumption, social complexity, personhood, and 
object biography, ownership is not an established field of inquiry for 
the discipline. However, as the papers gathered here demonstrate, it is 
a crucial background concept running through and linking together 
all these areas. This anthology traces ideas of ownership and posses-
sion through research ranging from Bronze Age rock art to modern 
coin depositions. The focus is on material culture in archaeological 
contexts, but a recurring theme is exploration of how interpretations 
of past practices intersect with our own ideas of property and owning.

This introductory essay contextualizes the directions taken here 
against previous approaches in archaeology, and gives a glimpse into 
the much more substantial discussion of ownership and possession 
in the neighbouring discipline of social anthropology. It does not 
attempt to give a comprehensive history of approaches to ownership, 
possession, appropriation, or property, but rather concentrates on 
mapping out the several fields in which these concepts interact with 
other topics current in archaeological writing. It signposts some of the 
ways in which the papers which follow, although empirically based in 
diverse periods and places, pursue ideas of ownership and possession 
in directions relevant to much wider thinking in archaeology as ‘the 
discipline of things’. The overall aim of this anthology is to open up 
archaeological discussion of the concepts: to show the breadth of 
variety of forms of owning which are sometimes evident and more 
often hidden in our narratives, and the depth of their implications for 
our interpretations. 
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Ownership: from land-holding to object biography

In this aim we are already a long way from the mainstay of pre-
vious approaches to ownership in archaeology. For several decades, 
especially in the later part of the twentieth century, these were domi-
nated by the broadly New Archaeological school of thought on pre-
historic and protohistoric economies (e.g. Rowlands 1980; Renfrew 
& Shennan 1982; Brumfield & Earle 1987; Hodges 1989; Earle 
1991; 1997). Foregrounding links between land, production, and 
social power, this wide literature is underpinned by a specific set of 
conceptions of property and owning, articulated most directly in an 
essay on ownership by Timothy Earle (2000). In that work Earle both 
reviews and typifies the approach of the school, emphasizing an inte-
gral relationship between property rights – their varying conceptions, 
legitimizations, and enforcements – and different scales and types of 
social organisation. His perspective is firmly evolutionist, tying the 
development of new forms of institutional and private ownership to 
stages in the political economies of increasingly stratified societies: 
from bands to tribes, chiefdoms to early states. By the time chief-
doms emerge in the European Bronze Age, for example, land is no 
longer held in common by the kin groups who farm and defend it, 
but is owned institutionally and allocated to individuals or groups for 
their use, often in exchange for labour or other obligations. Forms 
of owning are central to definitions of societal stages: chiefdoms are 
defined as ‘regionally organized polities characterized by emergent 
stratification […] based on differential access to (ownership of) pro-
ductive resources and moveable wealth’ (Earle 2000:46).

Earle’s overall goal, to cement the concepts of property which 
relate to different levels of social organisation and to establish 
pathways for their consistent recognition in the archaeological record, 
is in most ways diametrically opposed to the outlook of this book. As 
will be seen below, the economistic approach has been criticised from 
a number of angles, especially its propagation of modernist ideas of 
what it means to own and exploit resources. However, his review is a 
crucial archaeological introduction to models which link conceptions 
of property rights to broader theories of political economy, as well as 
the mind-set against which more recent studies have reacted.

Even on their own terms, such models can be limited or nebulous in 
their conceptualisations of ownership. The often reductionist nature 
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of the archaeological discourse is seen by contrast with historical 
periods, in which sources make plain the variety and persistence of 
constraints on property-based power (e.g. Davies & Fouracre 1995). 
More recently, however, promising attempts have been made define 
more closely what is meant in human and practical terms by control, 
monopolisation, or ownership at various stages from resources to 
trade (e.g. Earle et al. 2015) and in particular the control of skill, and 
understandings of skill as an own-able quality (e.g. Spielmann 2002; 
Schortman & Urban 2004).

More generally, in recent decades the relative decline of archaeo-
logical interest in areas such as the productive economy, land tenure, 
and institutional forms have seen a commensurate waning of frame-
works which link property and power in these terms. Earle’s (2000) 
essay focuses mainly on property in the forms of land and natural 
resources, plus productive technologies, with moveable objects taking 
less prominence. He mentions the roles of prestige goods exchange 
and of wealth displays, for example in burials, in accumulating and 
expressing social status in increasingly competitive societies, but 
attri butes to them much less explanatory power than has been typi-
cal in recent years (and to the prominence he gives them elsewhere, 
e.g. Earle 1997).

Here there is a marked contrast to current characterizations of 
prehistoric societies, in which valued artefacts have taken centre 
stage, and mainly their exchange, use, and deposition, rather than 
production. The size of the shift away from land-holding and pro-
duction as the basis of wealth and status can be seen in comparison, 
for example, with the critique recently presented by Joanna Brück 
and David Fontjin (2013) of the chiefdom model for Bronze Age 
European societies. They expose a number of highly problematic 
assumptions in the characterization of individualistic and self-inte-
rested warrior chiefs competing for political dominance in Bronze 
Age. However, they do so while focusing near-exclusively on the dis-
play and consumption of possessions, without consideration of how 
owner ship of these valuables ties into broader power structures in-
volving control of land and productive resources.

In this and other recent archaeological discussions foregrounding 
ownership of moveable or wearable artefacts, it is the non-economic 
values associated with owned objects which are stressed. Goods are 
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still described as bearing value, but this is cultural value or prestige, 
and is understood to be endowed by the appearance, symbolism, and 
biographies of the objects, rather than, for example, their materials, 
labour inputs, or fungible worth. Materials, forms, and the decisions 
of makers are the starting points for many object biographies (e.g. 
Fontjin 2002; Joy 2009; see also Burström 2014), but it is mainly 
the subsequent use stages which are stressed as bestowing meaning, 
rather than producers or production contexts. 

Associations with significant owners are often particularly emp-
hasized as endowing possessions with identity and value. This line 
of interpretation, including as pursued by Brück and Fontjin (2013), 
frequently cites the concept of inalienable possession. As will be dis-
cussed below, this Maussian connection between valued objects and 
their owners has become one of the most conspicuous ways in which 
ownership figures in current archaeological writing, despite signifi-
cant problems with its cross-cultural application. 

Both prestige-goods models and object-biography approaches 
highlight transactional moments in artefacts’ lives – moments when 
belongings change hands – rather than the often lengthy periods of 
stable keeping, or the concepts of owning and possessing which lie 
behind possibilities for exchange and giving. In this they are strongly 
influenced by anthropological models, which see transactional mo-
ments as key social moments, when social relations are negotiated and 
made visible: as Nicholas Thomas (1991:7) phrases it, ‘[e]valuations 
of entities, people, groups, and relationships emerge at the moment of 
a transaction’. Other aspects of biography may also feature as signifi-
cant: Roberta Gilchrist (2013), for example, has recently highlighted 
involvement in household and sacred rituals, plus material change 
in the form of the patina of aging, in accruing value to owned ob-
jects. From an ethnographic perspective, Janet Hoskins’ (1998) work 
is well-known as emphasizing ways in which people use owned or 
once-owned objects to tell their own stories and biographies, with 
objects acting as metaphors for the self and others. Nonetheless, the 
main periods during which artefacts are now seen as significantly 
owned, during which ownership is an act which affects their values 
and fates, are now firmly the stages of use, consumption, or deposi-
tion, rather than production.
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Ownership: deconstructing property, destabilising persons

If property currently features in archaeological portrayals of past 
societies chiefly in the form of high-status possessions, a recent antho-
logy edited by Maria Relaki & Despina Catapoti (2013) stands out 
as breaking this trend and putting the focus firmly back onto owner-
ship of land. However, the perspective is a new one, no longer aiming 
to define land-holding forms, but to deconstruct the tenets of thought 
which lead us to suppose that land is holdable. The introduction 
shows how in the history of political economy, ownership and control 
of land are tied into much deeper concepts of rationality, forethought, 
and what it means to be a complete individual operating in society. It 
argues that archaeological narratives of increasing social complexity 
have served as biographies of capitalism, especially in historicizing 
and naturalizing of modern notions of what property is, and what it 
is for. Here the authors point to the deep embeddedness of the ‘selfish 
agenda’ in conceptions of human actors: ‘[t]he historical perspective 
put forward was one in which humans acted first and foremost as 
egocentric and calculative beings who objectified everything around 
them with the ultimate aim of extending control beyond their (body) 
territory’ (Catapoti & Relaki 2013:7). 

Further, conceptions of land as property are argued to be bound 
up with a ‘fundamental ontological division’ between humans and 
nature in western thought, which results in a basic asymmetry in our 
thinking between humans and the world (Catapoti & Relaki 2013:2). 
Excavating archaeological approaches to land ownership thus 
becomes a way into questions about our own understandings of the 
place of humans in the world, and how these are projected onto past 
societies: concerns related both to rising archaeological interest in 
onto logy, and to the emerging field of the environmental humanities.

Papers in the Relaki and Catapoti volume explore a number of 
ways of rejecting the imposition of modernist thought, setting out the 
variety and complexity of ways of envisaging links between people 
and land, using case studies from the Neolithic to present times. 
They demonstrate how ideas about what it is possible to do with 
property are deeply embedded in cosmological understandings of the 
world at large, as well as social relations. One recurring theme is the 
nexus of relationships between group belonging, territoriality, land 
tenure, close dwelling, and joint work, which operates on a whole 
width of scales from households farming together, to village or tribal 
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collectives, to regional identities. Here we start to see some of the 
complexities of the relationship between material engagement and 
group identity, which are explored in several of the papers in this 
book.

For archaeology, this critical focus on what it means to own in 
specific cultural contexts represents a revival of interest in topics 
which have lain on the backburner for some while. However, from 
an anthropological perspective, it is based in a longstanding and on-
going critique of the naturalizing of modernist, western notions of 
the centrality of private property in human societies. This critique 
traces the deeply felt ramifications of notions of property-holding in 
defining western personhood, for example through ideals of econo-
mic rationality or possessive individualism serving particular poli-
tical and economic models, usually characterized as colonial, capi-
talist, or neoliberal (e.g. Rose 1994; Hunt & Gilman 1998; Verdery 
& Humphrey 2004; Browne & Milgram 2009). It is tempting to 
link the re-invigoration of such discussions and their reappearance 
in archaeo logical discourse to the recent global financial crisis and 
subsequent revival in public debate on economic forms.

A key recent anthology on anthropological approaches to 
Ownership and Appropriation edited by Veronica Strang and Mark 
Busse (2011) has a clear future-orientation in both local and geo- 
political concerns over contested resources. Papers explore how 
human groups understand and decide ownership, including in inte-
ractions with regional, national, and international governance. The 
outlook is thus somewhat different from that of the present volume, 
which concentrates almost entirely on past societies, but there are 
several important cross-overs in lines of thought. 

The focus on appropriation centres questions of how ownership 
is brought into being. Anthropological study of ownership has 
shifted from describing the rights which persons or groups have over 
things, to understanding the culturally-varied social relations which 
make owning property a possibility: property is defined as ‘a social 
relation ship between persons with respect to things, which includes, 
for example, rights to exclude others’ (Busse & Strang 2011:2). 
But their anthology goes further and argues for ownership and ow-
nership claims as dynamic, ongoing, and processual. Ownership is 
social action: ‘a set of processes by which people assert and contest 
rights rather than a static bundle or structure of rights’ (Busse & 
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Strang 2011:4). But it is by no means set in place once first claimed: 
ownership involves ongoing assertion through communication and 
negotiation, often including non-verbal and symbolic action.

The act of making something one’s own comes to the fore not only 
in the sense of taking over things from another, but also of creating 
new forms of ‘owner-able’ property. Here several authors point to 
the growing anthropological literature which explores and critiques 
the various new forms of intellectual, biological, and cultural pro-
perty currently under contestation in legal realms and often popu-
lar debate. However, compared to the archaeological literature, the 
papers assembled by Strang and Busse themselves widen considerably 
the range of things explicitly theorized as appropriated and owned. 
These include, for example, people appropriated as figureheads to 
represent and exemplify groups or regions considered to have pro-
duced them. Here Nicholas Long (2011) describes the relationship 
of ‘mutual possession’ between Indonesian ‘model’ schoolchildren 
in inter-regional competitions and the home territories which they 
represent.

Yet Long’s example is an exception and requires a relatively 
stretched definition of owning. More generally, people appear relati-
vely rarely as in any sense possess-able property in either the anthro-
pological or archaeological literature on ownership. Outright slavery, 
the most obvious way in which people can be owned, is perhaps 
more commonly treated within other research frameworks. However, 
it needs reinserting into explorations of ownership, not least in an 
archaeological context. Further, there are many other categories of 
dependent humans – wives, children, employees, the poor – who may 
find themselves in a tense no-man’s-land between owned objects and 
liabilities demanding care. Here there is a close relationship between 
need, indebtedness, and obligation which may only rarely reveal itself 
in outright buying and selling of persons, but which is important and 
relatively unexplored background to the political economies of many 
past (and present) societies.

The role of materiality – or immateriality – in enabling claims 
to be made over new or changing forms of property features mar-
kedly in recent anthropological work, perhaps even more so than 
in the archaeo logical discourse. Strang’s contribution to the 2011 
volume, for instance, is based on an argument that the fluid form of 
water defies the static concepts of enclosure and separation on which 
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western notions of property depend, creating a longstanding ideolo-
gical tension over water ownership in Australia. 

Several other things whose ownership is explored in the same 
antho logy are immaterial, or only recently visualized as having ma-
terial form as part of their incorporation into the social relations of 
property. Regulation and control of the part of the radio spectrum 
suitable for FM broadcasting, for example, is explored by Michael 
Wilmore and Pawan Prakash Upreti (2011): this emerges as an owner 
-able thing only when enough actors are interested in using it that 
there is interference between stations and it becomes rivalrous pro-
perty. There is an interesting and complex relationship here between 
the invisible and intangible materiality of radio-waves, which can be 
perceived only through technology, and the regulation of their use 
relying on visualization of their existence as images of an imagined 
spectrum: what is conceived of as possessing material form is deeply 
contingent on human action.

Other recent work destabilises the analytic clarity not only of 
owner-able things, but also of owning persons. Coombe (2011), for 
example, uses ethnographic examples from Latin America to show 
how the process of making claims over cultural property can ini-
tiate major shifts in self-conception as an owning, acting, and self- 
creating person. This is a major theme in recent thinking – the impact 
of relational and symmetrical perspectives – which is also evident in 
the approaches of most of the authors in this present volume. Central 
insights from relational thinking lie in breaking down the binary of 
active persons and passive things, and recognising the complexities of 
the place of humans in the material world (Latour 1993; 2005; Gell 
1998; 1999; Strathern 1999; Alberti et al. 2013; Fowler 2013). The 
boundedness and stability through time of social persons are thus 
increasingly in question; in some cases social persons become unitary 
only as a result of their actions in making ownership claims (Busse 
& Strang 2011:5). 

An important strand here, especially associated with the seminal 
ethnographic work of Marilyn Strathern (1988; 1999; Gosden 2011) 
in Melanesia, is the idea of consubstantiality: persons and things not 
seen as bounded and separate, but as participating in one another. 
This is closely related to Strathern’s notion of partible persons, in 
which persons are not bounded or stable over time, but are consti-
tuted by the ongoing social relations in which they participate. Their 



10

own and be owned

material relations are a crucial element: objects composed through 
the labour of one or several persons can circulate as part of those 
persons. They may be used in exchange, for example, paying off or 
creating debts and obligations, and collecting associations to all those 
who participate in transactions involving the object. 

Consubstantiality may also be approached from a more material 
angle: several authors in this volume refer to a paper by Catherine 
Allerton (2007) on Manggari sarongs in Indonesia, which was one of 
the readings for the initial workshop. Allerton describes the sarongs 
as ‘super-skins’, artefactual extensions of the wearer’s body which 
absorb the substances, such as tears or milk, which have been part of 
bodily material. She shows that sarongs index the close kinship per-
formed in everyday acts of feeding, comforting and protecting – but 
the indexing comes about through a material closeness of the textile 
contributing to the body as a skin, and receiving contributions from 
the less-than-bounded body.

This example also introduces the important role of emotion in the 
inter face between people and belongings (see also e.g. Miller 2008). 
Similarly, but from within the frame of contemporary archaeology, 
rather than ethnography, a recent article by Sarah May (2013) uses a 
series of personal vignettes to explore material culture associated with 
children in modern Britain. Like Allerton (2007), May emphasizes 
the role of belongings in emotional support, here as ‘transitional 
objects’ for children being parted from carers. This affective aspect 
also comes out in the care, even devotion, given to lost (or rather 
found) children’s objects by unrelated and unknown adults, who 
will often attempt to reunite obviously childish belongings with their 
owners. Although not specifically aimed at the topic of ownership, 
May’s short paper brings out several other pertinent ways in which 
belongings relate to wider current discussions in archaeology. On the 
analytic category of persons, for example, she shows how different 
children’s ideas may be about what is animate and purposeful, and 
how their possessions form an active part of their world, including as 
companion persons. 

Further, her descriptions of children’s collecting and its role in 
their socialisation and self-awareness, and of child-child exchange 
networks and their role in learning social rules about gifting, have 
broader applicability for the ways in which children are socialized 
into conceptions of property, and through them into ideas about their 
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rights and responsibilities in the world. Another paper on children’s 
possessions, this time an ethnographical study by Strathern (2011), 
also ties back into May’s point about care given to objects. Strathern 
points to the limits of ownership rights in a given situation, here a 
liberal British boarding school. She shows how children’s learning 
about the limits of their rights over their possessions, the requirements 
of their possessions for care and maintenance, is also learning about 
limits to their personal choice and possibilities for self-expression. 
This is a direction under-explored in the literature: what do ow-
nership claims not permit? What demands are made in order to legi-
timize continued ownership? In Strathern’s boarding school example, 
destruction (‘wrecking’) of a bedroom was well beyond bounds. In 
other contexts there may be a strong requirement to, for example, 
maintain property in a condition suitable to bequeath to descendants: 
ownership rights are rarely absolute.

Possession: connecting persons and things

So far I have concentrated on ownership at the expense of the other 
concept central to this book: possession. This is mainly because it is 
the concept of possession which receives most attention in the pages 
which follow, to which it is necessary only to give some critical back-
ground. Among several possible definitions of this term is one parti-
cular meaning, seen in many if not all the papers in this volume. This 
is its use to indicate a close mutual identification between owner and 
owned, a connection often seen as enduring physical separation, for 
example when objects are given away, exchanged, or inherited. In this 
sense possession may refer either to a closely owned object, or to the 
nature of its relationship with its owner. 

This conception of possession has a deep and specific history in 
the substantial genre of the anthropology of exchange, particularly in 
the context of Pacific ethnography (e.g. Mauss 2001 [1925]; Wiener 
1992; Weiss 1997; Godelier 1999). It originated in a conceptual con-
trast between gifts and commodities, where commodities are seen 
as highly fungible and readily exchanged, in contrast to inalienably 
owned possessions which are used as gifts and which create networks 
of reciprocal links and obligations. By now it is well-established that 
gifts and commodities are not discrete categories, but that objects can 
move between them, indeed at times represent elements of both (e.g. 
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Hart 1982; Kopytoff 1986; Thomas 1991). However, the under lying 
idea, that some objects are tightly and meaningfully owned in a way 
which creates an indelible connection between owner and owned, 
remains a powerful idea. The notion of inalienable possession has 
gained considerable currency in archaeological writing, as mentio-
ned above in the context of Bronze Age valuables, and in related 
fields including modern material culture and consumption studies 
(e.g. Richins 1994; Miller 1995; Price, Arnould et al. 2000; Folkman 
Curasi, Price et al. 2004; Lastovicka & Fernandez 2005; Bird-David 
& Darr 2009).

However, inalienable possession is a concept whose universality 
should be questioned. As the quotation at the beginning of this intro-
duction is intended to indicate, its widespread cross-cultural appli-
cation needs re-evaluation. In Mauss’ (2001 [1925]) seminal work 
on the subject, reciprocal gift-giving and inalienable possession were 
presented as fundamental principles of human social life, with a quo-
tation from the Old Norse Havamál used to demonstrate their rele-
vance not only to the Pacific societies which made up his main case 
studies, but also to the European past. However, in its fullest exposi-
tion, Maussian possession was deeply embedded in Pacific understan-
dings of the material and spiritual compositions of both persons and 
things, and built on highly specific explanations of the ways in which 
things and people could be mutually composed and bear elements of 
the other. 

By contrast, the widespread archaeological citing of inalienable 
possession derived from Mauss’ work tends to present the idea 
cut loose from its roots in Pacific worldviews, and often in highly 
meta phorical language which obscures a lack of clarity, or more 
problematically a lack of curiosity, about the nature of the connec-
tion between person and thing in other cultural contexts. The concern 
raised by Strathern (1993) – that western ideas of the ‘naturalness’ 
of possession are infiltrating undetected into interpretations of other 
societies’ practices – is the same complex of ideas about property- 
holding, personhood, and dominion over nature which were referred 
to above as concerns in more recent critical writing. 

Modern material culture studies research into the relations 
between modern consumers and our belongings is not usually brought 
into archaeological discourse on past possessions, but has several 
useful contributions to make. First, it illustrates the complexities of 
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connections which may exist between selves and material culture 
(e.g. Miller 1995; 1998; 2001; 2008), and so by contrast the reduc-
tionist tendency in archaeological over-application of the concept of 
close or inalienable possession. But second and more powerfully, it 
draws attention to the active and deliberate creation and manipula-
tion of ideas such as inalienability as ways in which people deploy 
material culture. And thirdly, it reveals the ease with which modern 
ideas about possessions may be historicized in archaeological inter-
pretations. The work of James Carrier (1990) is a useful example: 
he examined the implicit invocation of inalienable possession in 
modern marketing, tracing the ways in which certain possessions are 
marketed as signific antly owner-able, as ready to bear meaningful 
connections with their owners, and as capable of retaining meaning 
over time. The notion of possession is shown to be a cultural tool in 
this modern consumerist setting, actively used, rather than any essen-
tial, universal form of attach ment between people and objects. 

The language used by Carrier is noteworthy: describing how 
certain goods are marketed as bearing potential to connect persons 
across time, he writes that ‘the communion of person and object in 
possession is also a communion of the person who possesses it and 
those who possessed it in the past’ (Carrier 1990:703). Here the use 
of ‘communion’ is highly indicative: the nature of inalienable connec-
tions is rarely defined outside the Pacific context, but rather couched 
in metaphorical language which conveys a sense that they can be 
attributed to an unspecified mystical or spiritual sphere. To give the 
preceding sentence from the text quoted above: ‘[m]etaphors are not 
detached entities, “things” to be innocently used now in this, now in 
that manner’ (Strathern 1993:98). Our conceptions of what it means 
to own and be owned need unpicking from this metaphorical termi-
nology, so that we can recognise when our language is allowing us to 
sidestep an analytical problem.

This volume: key themes

The papers presented in this anthology all aim, from different angles, 
to explore specific conceptions of nature of the possessive link in par-
ticular cultural contexts. This is a clear need which emerges from the 
literature reviewed here: concepts of ownership are far from a matter 
of legal or customary statements about property; they are entwined 
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with all manner of social relations, especially relating to control, 
power, and possibilities for action; and they are deeply embedded in 
our own thought systems, so that their cultural variability is often 
hidden under back-projections of today’s thinking. But this is not 
a matter only of conceptually defining forms of ownership in past 
societies. The discussions in the papers which follow are also about 
methodology: how to empirically substantiate theoretically-informed 
discussions about ownership and possession.

As is appropriate for an archaeological approach, several papers 
emphasize the roles of material forms and qualities in shaping the 
capacity for possess-ability. Burström in particular highlights the 
aesthetics of Viking Age Things of Quality, which are central to their 
beguiling natures. But even more so the material capacities of many of 
these treasured possessions, such as swiftness or strength, which make 
them appear animated or purposeful, and are integral to their ability 
to bear names and to speak with their own voices. Similarly Klevnäs 
emphasizes the element of personhood borne by certain Anglo-Saxon 
valuables, arguing that their apparently ‘inalienable’ connections 
with owners are closer to an ability to create social relation ships in 
the manner of persons. However, their material capacities of both 
longevity, and (in the cases of some women’s brooches in particular) 
the ability to be melted, split, and reunited in new forms, enable them 
to form social relationships outlasting human lifetimes.

Both these papers also recognise the role of material engagement 
in forging possessive links. Burström highlights the practical care that 
objects demand, a neglected line of thought in much of the archaeo-
logical and anthropological literature, which tends to focus on rights 
over objects, rather than the requirements and responsibilities which 
ownership imposes. Klevnäs argues that some possessions cannot 
be separated from the bodies of the Anglo-Saxon dead because they 
are too closely linked to their owners not legally or symbolically, 
but through bodily labour or gradual accumulation as part of a life 
course. Here we begin to see consideration of the materiality not only 
of the owned objects, but also of the owning body.

Several papers aim to move on from asking what possessions 
represent, to asking what effects their possession has. Habetzeder 
highlights the process of linking values across material-person cate-
gories, not in the sense of an inalienable connection stamping the 
personality of an owner onto a possession, but the reverse: the ways 
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that bringing a thing into possession causes aspects of it to be in-
corporated into the identity of the owner. Here she explores specific 
values with which Roman buyers desired to connect themselves in 
buying Greek artworks, and how they incorporated those while avoi-
ding undesirable associations. This is especially interesting in a period 
where written sources give a window onto the anxieties associated 
with the process of selecting and assimilating possessions.

Animals, a key category of owner-able and consumer-able assets 
which are not precisely either things or people, are featured in the 
paper by Fahlander. He suggests that the particular status of horses 
in the Pazyryk culture of southern Siberia may be as a species which 
could be owned by humans, in practical senses of control over their 
activities and movements, but which were not necessarily regarded as 
possessions. Fahlander uses imagery from skin tattooing to explore 
the complexity of relations between humans and non-humans 
in Pazyryk culture, but also explores the nature of tattooing – the 
appro priation of images and substances onto and into the body – to 
go further in questioning the separateness of the material, as well as 
social, categories of owner and owned.

The theme of tattooing, specifically the permanence of tattoos as 
visible skin markers, brings us on to the important issue of temporali-
ty in ownership practices. Temporality has received little attention in 
the previous literature, but recurs several times as a theme in this ant-
hology. A number of papers highlight the role of longevity (or other-
wise) in shaping both the strength and the nature of bonds between 
owners and possessions. The permanence of tattoos, for example, 
gives them a particular force in creating identity and group belong-
ing: they are irrevocably part of the bearer, and may make the bearer 
irrevocably part of something else. And for several other object types 
discussed in this book, the variable length of the possessive connec-
tion is seen to contribute to the nature of the identification between 
owner and owned: whether it is lightly expressed and ephemeral, or 
intended to exclude the possibility for change. Questions of chrono-
logical overlap in object and human biographies are perhaps more 
immediately visible in studies based on archaeological than ethno-
graphical material, but several lines of research presented here de-
monstrate that temporality is an area which deserves wider attention.

Earlier, in the context of the recent focus on prestige goods in 
archaeological discourse, I commented on a general shift towards 
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emphasizing ownership as a meaningful part of the later stages of 
object biographies, rather than the initial production, creation, or 
authorship. This shift is often explicitly intended as a move away 
from earlier social complexity approaches with a narrow economic 
focus. However, it will readily be seen that there are concerns here 
too. Instead of a more nuanced discussion of the role of property 
and control over others in developing social complexity, it would be 
unfortunate to allow a consumer-eye perspective to take over dis-
cussions of owned artefacts, and in particular to historicize the dis-
tance from producer to consumer now taken for granted in our own 
consumption habits. High-value portable possessions feature in the 
papers which follow, but they are by no means the only forms of pro-
perty under discussion, and attempts are made both to question the 
deeper constitution of ‘prestige goods’ in particular contexts, and to 
explore the owner-ability of less prestigious, widely distributed, even 
mass-market artefacts. 

Hedenstierna-Jonson’s paper on warriors’ possessions at Birka ex-
plores how ownership is linked to social differentiation in a period of 
rapidly increasing elite control. But rather than deploying standardi-
zed models of patronage in craft-working, she uses the detailed, close- 
scale evidence available from the site to show how closely related the 
forms and uses of artefacts were to their group and personal owner-
ship in this setting. In her discussion of locks and strongboxes we see 
the role of material engagement in making ownership conceivable 
as well as achievable, but also its consequences for self-perception 
and group formation. Ownership and display of symbolically linked 
artefacts signals group membership, but it also enables that group 
to come into being. Here social structure does not pre-exist material 
engagement: groups and their ownership of places and resources are 
mutually generative, with ownership defining spheres of action and 
interaction. In a period of increasing social differentiation, practical 
questions of where one can be, what resources one can use, and with 
whom one interacts are all intertwined with rapidly developing forms 
of ownership.

Production takes centre stage in the two papers on prehistoric 
Scandinavian rock art, in senses which illuminate by contrast the 
quite different interpretative frameworks in which portable objects 
are currently set. Nilsson’s paper shows how the meanings of images 
are typically treated in current discourse as though owned primarily 
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by their Bronze Age producers, literally set in stone by the contexts 
of their making, so that any later user, contributor, or viewer is 
considered by the archaeological imagination only to forge a secon-
dary and less significant connection with them. Here we see one 
example of how firmly laws of first possession are embedded into our 
thinking about ownership, imposed onto the archaeological record in 
our foregrounding of original dates, first appearances, and geograp-
hical origins. 

Ljunge explores ownership of a quite different form of rock art, 
the stick-like anthropomorphic figures occasionally found painted on 
walls deep in caves in the steep coastal cliffs of Norway. His paper 
asks questions about the exclusivity of ownership and how it is re-
lated to social identity, which relate directly back to questions about 
the control of skill, movement, forms, or tools in later craft produc-
tion. What exactly there is to be owned here? Skill or knowledge to 
access the caves, knowledge of the images’ whereabouts, knowledge 
of activities surrounding their making? How do these combine to 
make the production and ownership of the images into meaningful 
acts?

Here we have entered far into questions of how ownership is 
brought into being, via a route of asking exactly what actions ow-
nership involves, on a practical, human scale. Other papers approach 
the coming into being of ownership, somewhat counterintuitively, 
by observing its end in depositional practices which appear to part 
possessions from their owners. This focus on endings is also closely 
tied to recurring questions about what limits may be placed on ow-
nership, and to what ends it may voluntarily be renounced. Perhaps 
more so than the anthropological literature stressing processes of 
appropriation outlined earlier, which however verbally committed 
to anti-modernist perspective, is still inclined to take for granted a 
desire to objectify and control the world in this way, and to explain 
ownership in terms of gain, or at least extension of agency. 

Houlbrook’s paper in particular goes much further in questioning 
our understanding of ownership as a gainful social strategy put into 
play by desiring, self-augmenting subjects. Here we see ownership 
with its origin in loss, in the intentional giving up of the owned object. 
She shows how in the recent depositional custom of coin-trees, a pos-
sessive connection between coin and owner is established only when 
control of the coin is given up. When the coin is left, its potential for 
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conversion into other possessions is freely offered to any passer-by 
willing to take it. Any practical form of ownership is rescinded, yet 
this is the point at which Houlbrook’s informants start to talk about 
‘my’ or ‘our’ coin. If anything, the strategy employed here may be to 
separate off a tiny part of the self, or rather the ability of the self to 
act materialized in the exchange potential of coins, and to leave it 
embedded in a beloved landscape instead of deploying it for more 
obviously gainful material consumption. Here we are exploring the 
limits of how we use concepts of possession, and finding cases well 
outside the so-called western norm not in the ethnography of the 
faraway, but in contemporary practices in our own cultural contexts. 
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Things of quality:  
possessions and animated objects  

in the Scandinavian Viking Age

Nanouschka M. Burström

Possession! This ambiguous word, capturing at the same time our 
material belongings, our dominion over them, and the inverted power 
they exercise over us. This multifaceted relation is exquisitely captu-
red by J.R.R. Tolkien in The Lord of the Rings in the unforgettable 
figure of the creature Gollum, enslaved by his desire for a beautiful 
and powerful ring with an agenda entirely of its own. Gradually the 
ring and his yearning for it deprive him of his human qualities. The 
process is sustained by the fact that it came wrongfully into his pos-
session after he murdered its previous owner to get it. This he seems 
not to remember or care about, only anxious that it should remain in 
his possession (Tolkien 2005:52–57). “Where iss it, where iss it: my 
Precious, my Precious? It’s ours, it is, and we wants it. The thieves, 
the thieves, the filthy little thieves. Where are they with my Precious?” 
(Tolkien 2005:613).

By taking objects into possession, object meanings become an in-
trinsic part of the owner. Whether they are things of distinct appea-
rance and quality (cf. Jones 2005) or everyday and mundane objects 
(cf. Lemonnier 2012), material possessions will possess their owners 
or caretakers in ways that are more subtle than the straightforward 
dominion executed over them. The practical care and the emotio-
nal engagement oscillate between domination and submission. From 
a practical point of view: maintenance, lubricants, safe-deposits, 
the quest for a parking space, continuous investments. From an 
emotional: sentimental values, vanity, satisfaction, dissatisfaction, 
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identification. Many (most?) objects we own or possess form part of 
our self-understanding whether we select them or they come into our 
life in other, sometimes haphazard, ways. In different ways, choosing, 
being presented with, and possessing objects does make those objects 
part of humans’ lives and of their ongoing recreation of their image 
of the self. Objects, in particular owned and possessed ones, are also 
objects of human self-imagination (cf. Belk et al. 1988), which in a 
sense is part of what enables them to possess their owners.

Possessing and owning are of course two different things, the 
latter term having deeper legal implications and describing a stronger 
bond created through a formal and societally recognized transaction 
(buying, inheriting, gift-giving, etc.). One may own something that is 
temporarily out of one’s possession but will still hold rights over it. 
One may possess something that is just for loan or stolen. One may 
attach strings to something in one’s possession and work hard with 
its daily care, but still never be recognized as its owner. Albeit a some-
what crude distinction to make, one could perhaps say that while 
owning is about rights, possession is about physical realities. 

This distinction, needless to say, is not so clear-cut in reality. Both 
laws/ethical codes and popular morality normally express understan-
ding for manifold unclear instances. Sometimes, a possessor will even 
be considered a rightful owner and ownership will be transferred. 
This is, however, something that has to be satisfactorily agreed upon 
by the parties or established by a third party, not something that 
possessors can decide themselves. What constitutes valid grounds for 
claiming rights over an object will vary between times and cultures. 
Different organizations of society, notions of value, and more, will 
of course affect the understanding of the concept of ownership itself 
and whether it is applicable or not. 

While archaeological scholarship in general is careful to observe 
and consider differences between cultures, societies and categories, 
the concept of ‘ownership’ is often treated as self-explanatory, as in 
the use of a label such as ‘personal belongings’ in relation to grave- 
goods. The last years have seen a recurrent discussion about the 
nature of relations between humans and objects (e.g. Meskell 2004; 
Gosden 2005; Allerton 2007; Witmore 2007; Webmoor & Witmore 
2008; Martindale 2009; Hicks 2010; Olsen 2010; Hodder 2012; 
Olsen et al. 2012) and between buried bodies and buried objects 
(e.g. Barrett 1991; Härke 1997; Parker Pearson 1999; Brück 2004; 
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King 2004). Even so, there remains much to consider when it comes 
to the nature of object ownership and possession, which are similar 
to, but not quite the same as, ‘power exertion’. Owning or possessing 
things is not only different in regards to the ways in which they may 
be used or altered, but also when it comes to discarding, dismembe-
ring and depositing. I suggest that the more precise nature of specific 
human-object ownership will affect how the process of ending the 
human-object relation is designed. Thus those final stages of the re-
lation, as it meets the archaeologist, may provide understandings of 
the nature of ownership, possession and the power of and over things.

Three lines of thought underpin this paper: firstly, that objects 
are used in human self-imagination and to construct identity and 
personas, constituting the individual and her or his societal roles. 
Secondly, the multiple facets of those individuals and artefacts we 
investigate as archaeologists:  identity is not singular and fixed, nor 
‘renegotiated’ in a linear way, but consists at any given time of several, 
parallel, and converging identities which constantly relate to each 
other and negotiate precedence. Thirdly, that certain objects stand 
out and are perceived as a kind of persons themselves, which calls 
for their proper treatment in ‘death’ as well as in ‘life’. Different types 
of objects form part of different human roles, but the nature of the 
possession and ownership of those objects are an important part of 
that construct. Possibly, the nature of possession and ownership also 
plays an important part in the ways objects may be disposed of.

Things of quality and anima

Objects’ agencies and abilities to affect, i.e. their capacity to possess, 
largely depend on their material qualities and life histories, inclu-
ding the social networks they were involved in over time (see e.g. Joy 
2009:540–543; Lund 2009:103–109; Burström 2014:3–4 for sum-
maries of literature on this topic). Objects in different temporal and 
geographical contexts were also perceived of as being animated and 
as subjects, as demonstrated not least by ethnographical and social- 
anthropological studies as well as by early literature. Apparently, 
such conceptions get attached to certain objects, or categories of ob-
jects, partly due to similar reasons as their general agency depend 
on, but largely and more outspokenly relating to their particular and 
distinctive material qualities. This is another piece of understanding 
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that adds to the reasons why seemingly similar objects were used 
and disposed of in different ways. To put it simply: the nature of the 
object is an essential part of how it may be owned and possessed, and 
thus used and parted from (see e.g. Weiner 1992 for a general discus-
sion on this), and the specific material qualities are essential parts of 
the object’s nature.

There are several things to indicate that perceptions like these, 
appreciating life histories and individual qualities, and literally or 
metaphorically perceiving objects as animated, were present also in a 
Viking-Age Scandinavian context, and I will here give a few examples 
to sustain this suggestion. The idea of animated objects may be re-
flected in the ornamentation of the many Viking-Age artefacts which 
are shaped like animals or human masks (Androshchuk 2014:202; 
cf. Pearce 2013). Another example is the type name ‘knarr’ (cf. OE 
cnearr), used for a category of Viking ships, which refers to the sound 
created by the moving ship due to its particular construction (Svenska 
Akademiens Ordbok, entry ‘knorr’). The idea of animated objects also 
results through three types of textual sources: the personal names of 
objects, referred to in the sagas and medieval poetry, the way some of 
these objects are described as behaving, and statements attributed to 
or inscribed on certain artefacts themselves. 

In the Old Norse texts, mythological/sacred and historical/profane, 
personal names are given to certain types of objects in particular, like 
weapons (including armour), jewellery and ships, but also to  se-
emingly more mundane artefacts like cauldrons (Zachrisson 1998:32; 
Lund 2009:95, 103–104). Cloaks may also receive individual names 
(Tsigaridas Glørstad 2010:200), their names referring to their owner 
or to the former owner when used as a gift. Judging from Old Norse 
mythology and poetry, there are specific ideas behind what could, and 
should, be named: natural but culturally apprehended features like 
rivers, lakes and hills; culturally defined spaces like dwelling places 
and regions; domesticated animals, in mythology particularly if they 
have special functions or capacities (like the nutritious pig Sæhrímnir 
and great animal enemies like the wolf Fenrir); and certain types of 
objects. These are objects which are involved in special relations with 
humans and gods, often functioning as personal attributes, in the 
manner of Odin’s spear Gungnir or Freyr’s ship Skíðblaðnir.

Named objects are objects with certain qualities that make them 
appear as animated or purposeful: the swiftness and precision of a 
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spear or a ship, which may seem to move without human interven-
tion or resist human directions; the resistance to blows, heat and 
decay of a well-forged sword and of a precious-metal object, which 
may survive both hardships and humans; and the beautiful glow of 
metals and gems which may be found and refined, but not created, 
by humans. Thus they are closely entangled with but also transcend 
humans. Such objects appear to have not just qualities but capacities, 
which are not only useful and awe-inspiring but utterly desirable: to 
have them on one’s side could make all the difference in a society 
where skill and luck in battle, sea-faring and socio-economic trans-
actions were fundamental to a good reputation and to survival.

Such objects may, due to their qualities and to their connotations 
with mythological counterparts, have been particularly useful in 
gift-giving alliances (Varenius 1992:32–34; Zachrisson 1998:31–32; 
Tsigaridas Glørstad 2010:199–204). They are also important to 
social relations like inheritance and other family bonds. Importantly, 
they are things of quality (cf. Gosden 2004:35-38), in a double sense. 
Their material qualities distinguish them as groups of artefacts, while 
the superb quality of individual specimens within those groups elev-
ates those particular items to uniqueness and individuality by being 
named. There are many examples of the evaluating comments that 
are made about gifts in the medieval texts (e.g. ships being swift, 
magnificent, ‘good’, well-built) which underline the importance of 
quality and technical perfection. The quality of the ship (or any other 
gift) reflects its capacities as well as the technical skill and prestige 
of the artisan, but also the social position and assets of the owner as 
well as the item’s potential within gift-giving (Varenius 1992:33–34). 

The characteristics of a Thing (as opposed to a mere Object) are 
captured by Gosden through a distinction between [things of] ‘qua-
lity’ and ‘quantifiable’ [objects] (Gosden 2004:37; cf. the distinction 
between alienable and inalienable possessions made in Weiner 1992). 
As opposed to objects, things of quality are perceived as embedded 
in social and sacred relations with humans and with the powers of 
the universe. Their formal qualities are important, since their value 
derives from their effect on the senses (Gosden 2004:36–37). Jones 
(2005:199) refers to Gosden’s ‘things of quality’ as being efficacious, 
their impact and value resulting from their formal qualities, the effect 
these have on humans’ senses, and how this is understood. I find the 
concept of Things of Quality useful and to the point in the context 
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of the present paper and will attempt to apply it in the Scandinavian 
Late Iron Age–Viking Age context. I would however like to diverge 
from it on one point. According to Gosden’s distinction ‘Things form 
assemblages and are used as groups, rather than as individualised 
objects’ (2004:37). The kind of high-quality, distinguished and effica-
cious objects dealt with here are arguably not only, or even mainly, 
consumed as a group, but rather they are individualized, and thus 
celebrated and used.

Apart from material and formal qualities, one further aspect may 
be regarded as a superb quality of an object: its history and former 
social relations. To have belonged to someone special, to derive from 
the gods or from an ancient hero, to be inherited or retrieved from 
a grave, adds significantly to an object’s quality and to its capaci-
ties. Sometimes this is just briefly referred to in order to point out 
what kind of power the item holds, like the ‘old’ or ‘ancient’ sword 
Hrunting in the Anglo-Saxon epos Beowulf (Beowulf, 1457), while 
sometimes there are entire adventures spun around the reception or 
retrieval of it (e.g. Saga af Hákoni herðibreið, Ch. 20). Androshchuk 
(2014) quotes several instances of Anglo-Saxon wills from the tenth 
and early eleventh centuries, where swords and other weaponry are 
bequeathed. In one of those (AD c. 1015, by Æthelstan Ætheling, son 
of king Æthelred II) eleven swords are listed, of which five are descri-
bed by physical traits like ‘pitted hilt’ and similar, three are identified 
by such physical traits but also as having belonged to or being made 
by a named person, while one is identified as once belonging to King 
Offa (ruling AD 757–796) and needing no further specification than 
that. King Offa’s 250-year-old sword (whether it was indeed his sword 
is of course not possible to establish, but that is what was believed) 
was granted to Æthelstan’s brother, who was soon to become King 
of England himself, and it may thus be regarded a family heirloom of 
particular importance to royal power (cf. Tollerton 2011:194–195; 
Androshchuk 2014:195–196).

To be a rightful owner of and to treat a thing of quality cor-
rectly is fundamental to success. See, as an example, the Old Norse 
Kormáks Saga (Ch. 8–9), where Kormák ‘borrows’ the distinguished 
sword Skofnung from a reluctant neighbour, but not being its proper 
owner and ignoring how to use it in the proper way, he has no success 
in using it. Taking treasures or things of quality into possession may 
lend great honour, but is risky. The transaction must be correct, like 
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an inheritance or a gift, or problems will certainly arise. Kormák’s 
borrowing of the sword is one example of this, as is the unlawful 
retrieval of a treasure in Beowulf which brings misery and havoc not 
only upon the anonymous retriever but over the whole community, 
and in the end causes the death of the eponymous hero (Beowulf, 
in particular 2222-2311, 2755-2800). The two examples are among 
many medieval ones that testify to the perception that things may 
actually resist humans and demand respect ful treatment, even voicing 
loudly their dissatisfaction like the sword Skofnung (Kormáks Saga 
Ch. 9). 

Although the examples reach us through poetry and literature 
they could only have made sense in their original context if those 
percep tions were recognized by writer/storyteller and audience. It 
should, however, be remembered that the literary texts which men-
tion object names were in most cases written down in the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries, and do not themselves prove the use of such 
names in earlier periods. This applies to the Old Norse literature as 
well as to other well-known examples such as the Nibelungenlied, 
Chanson de Roland and Morte d’Arthur, including an Irish early 
twelfth-century list of named weapons and their owners which is 
part of the heroic poem Scéla Conchoboir maic Nessa (cf. Pearce 
2013:57). As far as I am aware, the slightly earlier Anglo-Saxon wills 
mentioned above do not provide names of objects, just descriptions, 
genealogies and provenances. Thus it is, for the early medieval period, 
of interest to look for the instances of objects actually inscribed 
with names, and what those may add to the understanding of the 
‘animated objects’.

Objects with names

Several artefacts have been found over the years that are inscribed 
with personal names. These inscriptions are mainly limited to arte-
facts in enduring material such as stone and metal, although examp-
les in bone and wood exist, and on portable objects mainly appea-
ring on weaponry and jewellery. We cannot know if other types of 
artefacts, in more perishable materials, were sometimes inscribed as 
well, but it is at least clear that not all artefacts in enduring materi-
als were. While most inscribed names refer to a deceased person or 
their relatives (like on the Viking-Age rune-stones), to gods, or to 
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the rune-carver, artisan or workshop (like the so-called ULFBERTH-
swords are thought to do, the name inscribed on the sword blade; 
cf. e.g. Peirce & Oakeshott 2002:7–9), there are a few inscribed 
objects that seem to refer to themselves by ‘capacity names’, or by 
explaining their human relations. Examples of the former include 
spearheads (raunijaR, ’the tester’ from Øvre Stabu in Norway, second 
century AD; gaois, ‘the screamer’ from Mos on Gotland in Eastern 
Scandinavia; third century AD, cf. Krause & Jankuhn 1966:75–76, 
80–81), and brooches (ek unwodz, ‘me, the one without rage’ (the 
calm), from Gårdlösa, southern Scandinavia, AD c. 300, cf. Imer 
2011:21). Many of these instances precede the Viking Age and the 
Old Norse and Anglo-Saxon literature, which makes it quite pos-
sible that they tell of similar conceptions regarding animated objects, 
but the two cannot be directly connected. There are, however, some 
cases of name inscriptions from the Vendel and Viking periods as 
well, which strengthen the possibilities of a similar idea behind them, 
though these inscriptions differ from the older ones in character as 
will be described below.

Objects referring to themselves include the many instances of 
‘made me’ and ‘owned me’-inscriptions like mk mrla wrtaa, ‘Merila 
made me’ (Etelhem brooch, SHM 1261, fifth century, cf. Krause & 
Jankuhn 1966:39–40); aumutær : geþemik : aslikæramik, ‘Auðmundr 
made me, Ásleikr owns me’ (Korsoygarden sword, Norway, Viking 
Age); or auþi risti runaR auir - - byþnuyaR, ‘Auði cut the runes… 
Bøðny’ (interpreted as ‘on Bøðny’s brooch) (Tyrvalds brooch, SHM 
13208, Viking Age, cf. Snaedal Brink 1986) (fig. 1). Similar, but slight-
ly different, is the inscription on the Anglo-Saxon ‘Alfred Jewel’: 
+AELFRED MEC HEHT GEWYRCAN, ‘Alfred ordered me to be 
made’ (Keynes & Lapidge 1983:203–206) which points more overtly 
at a commissioner than at an artisan. These are statements declaring 
the object’s relation to and dependence on humans. The names stated 
are human personal names rather than object ‘capacity’ names. In 
these inscriptions, ownership and dependence is fundamental, but 
they also seem to express some of the previously existing ideas of 
object-human relations and object genealogy as a quality in itself.

 Judging from Androshchuk’s new corpus of Viking swords 
(2014) no Viking swords found in Sweden carry names on the blade 
(although many decorative details and a few illegible inscriptions are 
to be found there; cf. Androshchuk 2014:177–181, Ch. XI Catalogue), 
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apart from the ULFBERTH and the similar INGELRI-inscriptions 
(e.g. INGELRIIMECIT, Lat. Ingelri me fecit, ‘Ingelri made me’) and a 
few other variations of those (cf. list in Peirce & Oakeshott 2002:8–9). 
Importantly, swords found in other areas, like one from Ballinderry 
in Ireland, may carry one name on the blade and another on the hilt 
(Peirce & Oakeshott 2002:63–65; Androshchuk 2014:179). While 
there is a well-established consensus that inscriptions on the blade 
normally refer to the smith or workshop, the hilt inscriptions could 
possibly refer to the jeweller, the owner or to the sword itself, but 
there is for now no way of settling this matter. It should however be 
underlined that writing in letters is not the only way an object could 
be recognized or named, e.g. ornamental details like shapes, metals 
and colours may be put to active use for such purposes (cf. Freya’s 
Brisingamen, ‘the flaming brooch’, further discussed  below, or the 
iconography of Early Modern ship adornment, see Eriksson 2014). 

Fig. 1. Viking-Age box brooch with runic inscription on the bottom plate, 
interpreted as ‘Öde carved the runes on Bödny’s brooch’ (Snaedal Brink 
1996). The brooch is shown from the back side, revealing its hollow insi-
de, the thin runes, and the metal protuberances remaining from the needle 
and holder. Sweden, Gotland, Klinte parish, Tyrvalds, end of the tenth 
century (Thunmark-Nylén 1986). SHM 13208. (Photograph by Gabriel 
Hildebrand, SHM.) 
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Pearce argues in regard to Early Iron Age swords and spearheads that 
anthropomorphic ornamentation and punch-marks may have been 
used to convey the idea of weapon personhood and identity or of it 
being spirited (Pearce 2013:57–65).

From the present evidence of artefacts and text sources emerges 
the image of an existing concept in the medieval period (and perhaps 
earlier than that) of animated objects. In particular we may catch 
glimpses of unique, supra-human things of certain qualities, which 
may work as agents and who are of great importance in mythology 
(judging from sagas and poetry) as well as being of great consequen-
ce in real life (judging also from wills). In particular, the quality of 
having a genealogy and life history (belonging to someone, being old) 
appears as the most important and earliest documented expression 
of what sustained this agency. Still, it is important not to make any 
direct association between the state of being a Thing of Quality with 
a specific name in the texts, and real artefacts inscribed with names. 
Many deposited objects of the types that possibly had a name are not 
inscribed with any such thing, which underlines that the name and 
the writing of it are two separate issues. Find circumstances and arte-
facts themselves do not confirm a practice of giving things personal 
names, only the practices of depositing certain categories of objects, 
and conceptions of animated objects in general (owns me, made me).

The statements about being ‘owned’ or ‘made’ by someone could 
express continued attention being paid to artefact genealogies and 
provenance, possibly recreating in life some of the mythological un-
derstanding. But inscribed personal names cannot be ascertained to 
refer to the object on which they are found - if that were the case 
many more instances might also be expected. The ‘capacity names’ 
of the older period exemplified above could also be suitable for a 
warrior, god or ritual specialist (someone using, protecting, guiding 
or initiating the weapon) rather than for the artefact. Furthermore, 
the literary evidence for object names belongs in general to texts 
from or postdating the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and thus to 
a more full-blown poetic tradition. This, however, does not mean 
that artefacts from preceding periods could not be perceived of, and 
treated as, Things of Quality, with names or without. There are 
other ways of distinguishing artefacts than names, as exemplified by 
Æthelstan Ætheling’s eleven bequeathed swords. Quality, genealogy 
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and ornamentation are some of those; depositional treatment and 
context may be others.

Brooches as personal signifiers, persons and personas

The Scandinavian female brooch from the Late Iron Age to Viking 
Age is an artefact type to bring to the fore in this discussion. Brooches 
were used by women to fasten different components of the dress. 
One small brooch was worn by the neck to fasten the blouse or shirt 
worn closest to the body. This modest brooch was often made like 
a little cast round disc or ring, and similar types were used all over 
Scandinavia. Two larger brooches were worn on each side of the 
chest to fasten the brace skirt (fig. 2). These ‘side brooches’ come 
in particular and distinct shapes and are often of more advanced 
craftsmanship than the blouse clasp, e.g. cast cores being cover ed 
with orna mental shells of precious metal. The shape of side brooches 
is also interesting from aspects other than their primary func-
tion. They seem to vary in shape not only due to chronology but 
in particular out of regional preferences. For example, the women 
on the island Gotland use ‘animal head’ side brooches (cf. Carlsson 
1983; Thunmark-Nylén 1998, Vol. II, Taf. 1–30) while most other 
Scandinavian or Scandinavized areas would use ‘oval’ (‘tortoise’) side 
brooches (cf. Jansson 1985). Also, the brooches can be used to buckle 
only the variation of dress or skirt used in the respective areas. While 
the individual types changed slightly during their long-lasting use in 
their respective regions, those distinct groups of brooches were main-
tained, so as to suggest some kind of ethnic relevance. 

Instead, the middle brooches, which held together the cloak or 
outer garment (fig. 2), were cross-cultural from an ethnic/geograp-
hic point of view, and appear to have sprung more out of distinct 
social contexts. This seems likely because of the often superior qua-
lity and design of the middle brooches, although there are certainly 
variations of side brooches of distinguished craftsmanship as well. 
The social background of the middle brooches also becomes evident 
through the fact that the middle brooches do not adhere to the same 
geographical boundaries as do the side brooches, e.g. ‘disc-on-bow’ 
middle brooches are a prominent category on Gotland as well as 
in other Scandinavian areas (c.f. Thunmark-Nylén 1998, Vol. II, Taf. 
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Fig. 2. General illustration of female costume and brooch arrangement. 
The trefoil middle brooch (left) is used to clasp the outer cloak while 
the oval side brooches and the small round brooch (right) hold the brace 
skirt and blouse underneath. This example is based on the combination 
of brooches found in grave 968 at Birka, Sweden (SHM 34000 Bj968; cf. 
Arbman 1940, 1943). The reconstruction of the dress is from the same 
grave (cf. Geijer 1938; Hägg 1974). (Drawing by Mats Vänehem.)
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31–52, Vol. III:1, 51–63; Stenberg 2007, 2008) (fig. 3), despite the 
fact that Gotlandic women simultaneously also used another parti-
cular type of middle brooch, ‘box’ brooches  (c.f. Thunmark-Nylén 
1998, Vol. II, Taf. 53–72) (fig. 1). The two types of brooches were thus 
used in the same area but are mutually exclusive in finds (Thunmark-
Nylén 1998, Vol. III:1, 21). 

Box brooches and disc-on-bow brooches belong to the same dis-
tinct craft tradition. They were produced with similar techniques 
and ornamental details like almandine inlays and gilding, sometimes 
even by the same craftsperson, as demonstrated by Thunmark-Nylén 
(Thunmark-Nylén 1983:124–125). This underlines their parallel use 
which in its turn indicates that they were commissioned for different 
users or functions. 

That the middle brooches in general are special social appurtenan-
ces also results from some of their shapes. For example, the ‘trefoil’ 
middle brooches (cf. Maixner 2005) (fig. 2), again used over most of 

Fig. 3. Disc-on-bow brooch found in Othem parish, Gotland, Sweden 
(SHM 4555). The brooch was deposited between some stones during the 
Viking Age; no other artefacts or indications of a grave were found with 
it. (Photograph by Elisabeth Pettersson, SHM.) 
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the Scandinavian cultural area, originated in details from Carolingian 
sword-belts which were adapted for use as brooches in Scandinavia 
and eventually produced in Scandinavia itself as brooches proper. 
These brooches are but one example of the material culture of the 
Continental elite of the pre-Viking and Viking ages that was used, re-
used and reproduced in the Scandinavian area. Of particular interest 
here is the clear connection between the brooch type and a certain 
(warrior elite) stratum of society. Furthermore, the social distinction 
of middle brooches is demonstrated by some of their material quali-
ties like their occasionally being produced in mega-sizes, quite unfit 
for any normal use. This is mainly the case for disc-on-bow and box 
brooches but it highlights how all middle brooches were worn in a 
distinctive position, uncovered by other garments and suitable for 
display, where complex or slightly awkward shapes like pointed ends, 
high profiles or abnormal dimensions did not hinder their use but 
rather enhance it.

Dress components such as the brooches, we may assume, were 
in the past as today a means of conveying a particular image of the 
person and connected with how the individual is situated socially and 
culturally. They thus play parts in creating a public persona (cf. Devlin 
2007:24–25, 36–37; Tsigaridas Glørstad 2010:171–172). The middle 
brooches were meant to be seen, holding a cloak, coat or similar, not 
attached to the brace skirt underneath. As a parallel one may look at 
male cloaks and associated penannular brooches from the same time 
and area. Those are discussed by Tsigaridas Glørstad (2010) to the 
effect that they, apart from the obvious practical uses, also formed 
an important part of the social role of the elite male (Tsigaridas 
Glørstad 2010:181–183, 2012:43–45). Archaeological finds demon-
strate the connection between male cloaks, penannular brooches, and 
an idealized, aristocratic male role or persona (Tsigaridas Glørstad 
2010:157, 205–206). A prestigious cloak of good fabric, in beautiful 
colours or set with gems, was also a valuable gift and created a strong 
and formal bond between the donor and the recipient (Tsigaridas 
Glørstad 2010:190–196, 199–204). 

Finally, there is a difference in how side and middle brooches are 
deposited. The main contexts in which they are found archaeological-
ly are in graves, where they were deposited as parts of the dress worn 
by the deceased person, or in separate depositions without human 
bodies. Such ‘bodiless’ depositions may consist of single brooches 
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or of several combined objects (hoards). The important difference 
between the two categories of brooches is that while both side and 
middle brooches may be included in graves, only middle brooches 
will appear in separate depositions (single or combined). 

The prehistoric and medieval depositions of single or multiple 
objects are in themselves traces of a very particular way of disposing 
of things which has been variously interpreted by scholars as an act 
of renouncing or of hiding, of offering or of saving. The depositions 
demonstrate a great variety when looked upon as one cate gory, but 
on closer inspection some recurrent patterns or themes may be dis-
tinguished through the similar composition of the included material, 
making the depositions appear as ‘fixed sets’ (Hårdh 1996; Spangen 
2005; Lund 2006; Kilger 2008; Myrberg 2009a, b; Tsigaridas Glørstad 
2010:166) and centring on different themes. One Viking-Age theme is 
characterized by the inclusion of a female middle brooch, accompa-
nied by certain selected items from a certain range of artefacts. Other 
themes centre on male penannular brooches, Christian iconography, 
or are played out as amassed and mutilated pieces.

The middle-brooch depositions form one distinct category of ‘set’ 
or ‘treasure’ which has to some extent been observed (Thunmark-
Nylén 1998, Vol. III:2, 456–458; Kilger 2008; Myrberg 2009 a, b) 
and discussed in terms of female treasures and metaphorical graves 
where the different components are used to set a tableau. A general 
(conceptual) connection between women and ‘treasures’ during the 
Viking Age emerges from mythological poems, while these real-life 
thematically constructed depositions indicate a more precise reason 
than a general ‘savings’ for some ‘hoards’ to be buried. I have previo-
usly (Myrberg 2009 a, b) suggested that such depositions may repre-
sent metaphorical graves for humans which for some reason cannot 
be buried with the full range of their belongings. I here wish to con-
tinue that line of thought by suggesting that those ‘graves’ are rather 
meant for the human’s persona or role, connected with a particular 
range of objects: Things of Quality, such as the brooches. The com-
ponents of a deposition of this kind are always picked from a certain 
range of objects, but the precise composition may vary apart from 
the inclusion of a high-quality middle brooch, which thus appears 
as vital for the arrangement. Indeed, the depositional ‘grave’ could 
accordi ngly aim to bury the Thing itself, since it cannot for some 
reason be buried with the human who used it in life.
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Lund (2009:104–105) points out that the same categories of objects 
as are personified and animated in the Old Norse and Anglo-Saxon 
texts are also found archaeologically in ritual depositions. She sug-
gests that the depositions could actually be the proper way of hand-
ling objects with a complex social biography, if their history and their 
previous relations make them inalienable and thus not possible to 
destroy (Lund 2010:50–51, cf. Weiner 1992:210). Taking Things of 
Quality out of circulation by depositing them would thus be a way 
of neutralizing them, or dealing with special situations in which they 
play a role, which is something different than their being offerings. In 
analogy with Lund’s reasoning, we might investigate which particular 
things, not only categories, are found in depositions. Swords, ships, 
brooches, and perhaps also domesticated animals are the most promi-
nent categories named in mythology as pointed out above. Although 
not inscribed with names, they may well have had them, but since 
this cannot be proved it will not lead us far to speculate in what those 
names could have been or implied. Instead we shall look at buried 
items like the middle brooches out from the concept of Things of 
Quality, singled out by their shape, quality, material and ornamenta-
tion, and consider whether this may add to our understanding of the 
roles they played. 

An example to sustain the argument readily presents itself in the 
disc-on-bow brooches, characteristic not only for their high level of 
craftsmanship, but also by their sometimes super-human size and by 
their garnet or almandine decoration (fig. 3). It should be under lined 
that this type of middle brooch does not in general appear in combi-
ned depositions, but as single depositions, often in contexts like small 
cairns or stone rows. This holds true for the oversized ones in particu-
lar. They are put forward here not as being typical for the combined 
‘set’ depositions, but as an opening to understand the functions of 
middle brooches. It should also be underlined again that middle 
brooches do get buried in human graves as well, but the phenome-
non investigated here is the habit of depositing them separately since 
it demands different explanations and may indicate something that 
the graves do not about the function of middle brooches.

Arrhenius discusses the use of almandines in cloissoné technique 
decorations, a typical trait of the Continental jewellery of the 
Merovingian and Carolingian periods (roughly corresponding with 



39

things of quality

the Migration, Vendel and Viking periods in Scandinavia) (Arrhenius 
1962). Specifically, she notes the gem’s red colour and glow, and the 
mythology connected with it, as major factors for its popularity 
(Arrhenius 1962:87–90). Arrhenius suggests, based on Viking-Age 
imagery such as a silver pendant from Aska in Eastern Sweden and 
several gold foil images, that the mythical Brisingamen (brisinga men, 

‘the flaming (glowing) neck-jewel’) mentioned as belonging to the 
goddess Freya in Trymskvida, was a disc-on-bow brooch (Arrhenius 
1962:91–93, 96). The deep red almandines would account for the 
epithet ‘flaming’, ‘glowing’. She also points out that such brooches 
are sometimes oversized and that some of them seem to have been 
used for a very long time, judging from several instances of mending. 
It is suggested that brooches of this type were in general not to be 
worn on a daily basis and that the oversized brooches may have been 
used by priestesses or idols or, rather, may have been worshipped in 
their own right as symbols of the goddess, in analogy with miniatures 
of e.g. Thor’s hammers (Arrhenius 1962:93–97).

The real disc-on-bow brooches are thus found archaeologically 
but also appear in artefact/visual renderings such as miniature gold 
foils and large picture stones. Such imagery has the capacity of cap-
turing the mythological dimensions of the world while at the same 
time rendering and conveying worldly perceptions of the shape of 
the transcendental. As far as I am aware, no other types of female 
middle brooch were rendered visually in the same way as the disc-on-
bow brooches, which underlines that they are slightly different and 
perhaps more ‘divine’ than other types. But allowing for the thought 
that the disc-on-bow brooches may be real-life renderings of a god-
dess’ jewel, or that the images of goddesses are designed to look like 
real-life women of a certain kind (of ancient noble family, a sooth-
sayer, and so on), i.e. of a role more than an individual, we could try 
out the thought that other middle brooches also had similar conno-
tations and functions. 

From the above, we may conclude that the depositional context 
of the middle or cloak brooches single them out as particular items, 
not only because of their high level of craftsmanship or beauty, nor 
because of their inclusion in high-status graves, but because they 
are found independently as central elements of recurrent repertoi-
res in hoards, where they seem to recreate parts of the dress of an 
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individual that was not buried with them. The repetitiveness of the 
combinations, the characteristic shapes, and the high value of the 
objects suggest that we might regard them in terms of insignia for 
‘social roles’. The single depositions of over-sized brooches in parti-
cular further suggest that such items may have been connected with 
statues of gods or worshipped themselves as ritual paraphernalia or 
as personas embodying the divine.

As suggested by Arrhenius, the disc-on-bow brooches may have 
been associated with heat, love, kingship, and inextinguishable light 
emitted from the almandines they were decorated with. It could be 
noted that the shape and ornamentation of the brooch makes it look 
like a dragon, a mythological creature described in poetry as flying 
and spitting fire, and the almandines underline this likeness (fig. 3). 
An essential feature of those brooches would thus be their capaci-
ties, based in their formal and material qualities. The trefoil brooches, 
with their origin in the Continental warrior class, are easy to regard 
from a similar point of view, and similar arguments may be made for 
all different types of middle brooches. Even without discussing de-
tailed ornamentation or iconography we may conclude that already 
their overall shape, size, colour and material build up an agency 
which is based in their qualities and perceived capacities.

To possess, dispossess, and be possessed

Gosden and Marshall (1999) suggest that apart from situations of 
exchange (such as gifts or inheritances), other ceremonial acts and 
performances may also generate object biographies and alter object 
meanings (Gosden and Marshall 1999:174). Aspects of those perfor-
mances may possibly be inferred from the object itself and its de-
positional and societal contexts (Joy 2009:544). The difference in 
depositional practices between side brooches – only in graves – and 
middle brooches – in graves and in depositions – indicate that they 
were not only used differently but also that they were part of diffe-
rent personas. Following Gosden (2005:197), the ‘crucial context for 
an object is other objects of the same style’ and ‘[i]f one is interested 
in how objects shape people and their social relations, then periods 
in which objects change their forms and types markedly and rapid-
ly should be of considerable interest’. The parallel types of middle 
brooches, and the Viking-Age introduction of shapes and ornamental 
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elements transferred from other areas and contexts, are thus part 
of how the brooches should be understood. The different shapes in 
simultaneous use must have fulfilled different purposes. While the 
side brooches belonged intimately to a living, high-status woman, the 
middle brooch forms part of the official, mythological and divine 
aspects of femininity and of womanhood, thus transcending her as an 
individual. Following from this, I suggest that the different strategies 
in handling the different categories of brooches reflect different ways 
the brooches belonged to the woman: while a side brooch could be 
individually owned, the middle brooch formed part of a persona and 
was thus a transient and independent part of her that she might want 
(or be obliged) to pass on or part from under certain circumstances.

This paper has argued that certain objects may be regarded as 
individuals based on three aspects: having a name (e.g. in mytholo-
gy and poetry), being bestowed a voice of their own (e.g. ‘made me’ 
inscriptions), and having agency (e.g. altering events, taking actions 
in mythology, having material qualities that evoke notions of life). In 
particular the paper applies the concept of Things of Quality, inspired 
by Gosden (2004), within the Scandinavian, Late Iron Age/ Viking 
Age context as a means to create an interpretational framework for 
middle brooches and middle-brooch depositions. Here, the concept 
has been applied quite literally, looking at objects of a particular and 
distinctly high-quality character, often with far-reaching connections 
outside the single body or local society. In so doing, it diverges from 
the definitions originally made by Gosden (2004:37), where ‘things 
of quality’ should be embedded in local relations and help to produce 
‘dividuals’ (cf. Fowler 2004, Ch. 2, 3), thus a concept closely relating 
to Weiner’s ‘inalienable objects’. Their opposites are the ‘quantifiable 
objects’ which may ‘be disembedded from immediate sets of social 
relations and can operate in a broad social universe’ and for which 
‘time, effort and amount of raw materials expended in production 
become crucial to value’ (Gosden 2004:37). While using Gosden’s 
definitions mainly situates the middle brooches within the sphere of 
Things of Quality, the Scandinavian Things of Quality here discussed 
generally include these latter aspects of the ‘quantifiable objects’.

The sources indicate that in the Scandinavian LIA-Viking Age 
context value, material and invested effort, even an object’s existence 
within an agreed standard of worth, may not only be compatible 
with its being a Thing, but actually form part of the qualities that 
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qualify it as a Thing and contribute to its agency. Some items, like the 
trefoil brooches, were introduced during the Viking Age and passed 
from a martial and male context to a female high-status dress fea-
ture; others, like the disc-on-bow brooches, have shapes and deco-
rative applications that were already ancient in the Viking Age and 
allude to the past and the divine. Their agency is partly built on the 
beauty of their golden and almandine glow, on their associations 
with Continental kingship and aristocracy, and on the expensive and 
exquisite craftsmanship that can only be commissioned by someone 
with a deep purse. It is not by coincidence that words like ‘treasure’ 
or ‘precious’ are used both in a practical and metaphorical way. This 
said, I agree with Jones (2005) that ‘it is the quality of things and 
their treatment in practice which inform us about how they are used 
to create differing kinds of persons. While both things and objects 
can be exchanged, ‘things of quality’ are distinguished by the fact that 
they are efficacious, and that their value and efficacy is bound up in 
their formal qualities and the effect these have on the senses and how 
this is understood in its local context’ (Jones 2005:199). Thus, the 
material qualities of the brooches, their depositional patterns, and 
their mythological connections form the basis for an understanding 
of them as part of human roles or personas, or as personas in their 
own right.

Things of Quality may be possessed or even owned, but it is 
charac teristic that they at heart belong to a larger context than the 
single individual. They belong to a social play of gender roles, display 
and prestige, bond-binding and transcendental communication. Their 
beauty, value and special moments oblige us to treat them well and to 
pass them on. Things of Quality are admirable and desirable because 
of their capacities: force-resistant, swift, magical, beautiful, valuable. 
Yet they tend to remain just out of our reach or, if we should get hold 
of them, they cannot be trusted to stay and obey. Unrequited desire 
creates the feeling of unquiet and restless want that we call ‘to be 
possessed’ and therefore they ultimately may own us as much as we 
may ever own them. Since only humans have feelings, our feelings 
for Things are not likely to ever be returned and entirely satisfied, no 
more than was Gollum’s yearning for his Precious ring.
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The skin I live in. 
The materiality of body imagery

Fredrik Fahlander

‘..and the things you used to own now they own you’ 

Chuck Palahniuk, Fight Club (1997).

In the X-files episode ‘Never Again’ (s4e13) a man becomes mentally 
controlled by his recently made pin-up girl tattoo named Betty. He 
is convinced that Betty is talking to him and forcing him to murder 
anyone who threatens her position as ‘his’ girl. As the show progres-
ses we learn that there are no supernatural forces at play, but that the 
man’s violent and delusional behaviour was due to a hallucinatory 
substance in the colouring pigment added by the tattooist. 

Although fictional, the theme of the episode shares a number of 
aspects with the real world of tattoos. Such imagery is not simply 
attached to the body to enhance appearance, but can also be consi-
dered integrated with the body and the self. A tattoo is something 
internal as well as external; it is both a materiality (the pigments) 
and an image. It is a part of the perception of the self but is also on 
public display, changing the appearance and affecting relations with 
other people. Thus, tattoos cannot be regarded as possessions in the 
same sense as an earring or some other object that is kept close to the 
body. They may share many aspects of such personal belongings, but 
by being a part of the body and difficult to remove, tattoos are often 
experienced as more personal and integrated.  The materiality of the 
skin, the ‘canvas’, plays an important part here. The skin is not only a 
surface enclosing the body, but acts as a membrane, leaking from the 
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inside and absorbing from the outside. A tattoo can therefore work 
as a portal: a way to reach into the body and affect the psyche and 
organs as well as allowing the inside to transgress the body’s physical 
boundary. 

From an archaeological point of view it is virtually impossible 
to identify who really owned or possessed an artefact in prehistory. 
Even in burial contexts with grave goods it is never certain what actu-
ally belonged to the deceased. The grave goods may be offerings or 
gifts placed in the graves by others and even the most intimate bijout-
erie may have been specially chosen for death and burial with little or 
no relation to the life of the individual (Fahlander 2003:72-86; 2009). 
Aside from the bones of the dead, body imagery is something that 
can be tied to a specific individual. Although tattoos are a rarity in 
the archaeological record, they are an interesting point of departure 
for discussing ownership and possessions of the body and its ‘second 
skin’: the materialities with which we surround ourselves. 

In this text I will explore the possibilities for studying body ima-
gery from a relational approach, which emphasizes the magical and 
agential aspects of body imagery and the materiality of the skin. This 
perspective will be explored drawing upon examples from the tat-
tooed Iron Age bodies of the Pazyryk culture in southern Siberia.

Relational possessions

Possessions and ownership are by no means easily defined terms. 
There is an almost infinite range of ways to claim ownership (e.g. 
Earle 2000; Strang & Busse 2011; Relaki & Catapoti 2013). It does 
not have to be based on personal manufacture, kinship, or birthright. 
Ownership can also be claimed from dreams or visions, or submis-
sion to nonphysical entities such as the dead, spirits, or gods (Glaskin 
2011). Some things are not considered possible or necessary to control 
or possess. Air and airspace, for example, became attractive to own 
only when flying machines became increasingly employed during the 
early twentieth century (Simonsen 2009). Another example concerns 
ownership over water and fish. Such questions became urgent only 
recently due to globalization processes and the need to regulate who 
and how much a nation or a group is allowed to harvest from the 
oceans. Because fish do not respect borders and sea water cannot be 
contained or controlled such questions have posed great difficulties 
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(Minnegal & Dwyer 2011). Modern global perspectives often collide 
with traditions of small scale societies that work with other types 
of ownership which can be based on knowledge, identity, aesthetics, 
and emotional attachments to place - as well as with imaginative and 
physical engagements with the environment (Strang 2011). To put 
the problem briefly: to possess, own, and control are not aspects that 
can be easily discussed in absolute terms of ‘to have and have not’.

One way to avoid the problems in archaeological context is per-
haps to approach the question from a relational perspective rather 
than from a binary point of view. Marilyn Strathern (1991), Bruno 
Latour (2005), Tim Ingold (2006), and many others have pointed 
out how the human and the material tend to form nested relation-
ships which blur questions of agency, power, and who owns whom. 
Things are not simply tools and means in social practice but have 
varying potential as mediators to initiate or alter a course of events 
(Fahlander 2008; 2012a; Carlile et al 2013; Alberti et al. 2013). 
From a relational perspective we may thus investigate how relations 
between people, land, and materialities are constituted and maintai-
ned instead of focusing on who owns what. One interesting example 
is Allerton’s discussion of the Indian sarong (2007). The sarong, she 
argues, constitutes a grey zone between the self and the material 
world and is something more than simply a piece of clothing. With its 
capabilities to wrap, protect, and hide, it accentuates the properties 
of the skin and becomes integrated with the body and the self, almost 
like a ‘super skin’ in a cyborg-like manner (cf. Grosz 1990; Haraway 
2008). There is obviously a tension here between the personal and the 
material on the one hand, and between the personal and the social on 
the other. From a general point of view, the body can be viewed as a 
nexus in this field of tension in which the skin, intimate clothing, and 
body imagery occupy special roles. Tattoos are interesting in these 
questions since they take part in a number of relationships – between 
body and self, between individual and group, between the material 
and immaterial, and between individual and ideology.

Branding the body: tattooing and body modification in the past

Contrary to popular belief, the Western tradition of tattooing is not 
only a result of encounters during the colonial period, but is a con-
tinuously employed practice throughout history (Caplan 2000:173; 
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Kuwahara 2005:51). Some indications of tattooing and branding in 
the past are indirect, for example in the form of adorned ceramic 
figurines from Palaeolithic Germany (40,000 BC), of the Jomon cul-
ture (10,000 BC-300 BC) in Japan, in the Artic (c. 1500 BC), and 
from the Jama Coaque culture in Ecuador (500 BC – 500 AD), to 
mention a few (Schildkrout 2004:326; Kuwahara 2005:24). There 
are also surprisingly large numbers of mummified bodies with pre-
served tattoos from the past. One of the best known is probably the 
Bronze Age man Ötzi found in the Italian Alps, but tattooed bodies 
are also known from Ancient Egypt and Nubia, in Iron Age Asia 
and China, and from eleventh-century Peru (e.g. Gilbert 2000:11-17; 
Tassie 2009; Krutak 2013; Samadelli et al 2015). Written sources 
also inform us about the practice of tattooing among for example the 
ancient Chinese, the Greeks and Romans, and possibly also the Picts 
and Vikings (e.g. Gustafsson 2000; Jones 2000). 

In modern Western practice, tattoos are associated with expres-
sing personal identity or group membership (Steward 1990). In 
archaeo logy, tattooing has also mainly been discussed in terms of 
social and emblematic identity (e.g. Rudenko 1970:112-3; Polosmak 
1999; Tassie 2009), but also to mark ownership and subjugation of 
slaves, criminals, and prisoners of war (Caplan 2000; Reed 2000:364; 
cf. Russel 2012:6; Beasley 2012). There is an interesting tension 
here between what is voluntary and forced on the one hand, and 
between ownership and submission on the other. For instance, even 
when tattooing is not used as a mark of ownership it may still be a 
sign of submission. It was probably not a coincidence that the early 
Christian pilgrims going to the Holy Land employed a practice used 
on prisoners and slaves when they chose to tattoo themselves to ex-
press their devotion to God (Jones 2000:29-31). Also certain Roman 
soldiers tattooed themselves to accentuate their allegiance to their 
commander or legion. The branding of the body can thus involve a 
degree of masochism, self-discipline, and subordination. Alfred Gell 
(1993:9) argues that tattooing works as a technology for the creation 
of political subjects and a material reproduction of social structures. 
In that sense tattooing is a typical exercise in ‘microphysics of power’ 
and shows how the body is directly involved in the field of ideologies 
(Foucault 1979:25; cf. Gell 1993:3). 

From a social perspective tattoos can also carry more intri-
cate esoteric aspects. In some traditions tattoos are believed to be 
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therapeutic. One example is the suggestion that Ötzi’s tattoos marked 
spots for acupuncture therapy analogous to later Chinese traditions 
(Renaut 2004; Mallory & Mair 2000; Krutak 2013). Tattooed ima-
gery can also be articulations of sympathetic and apotropaic magic 
(Tannenbaum 1987:693; Krutak 2000:180). In Thailand, Inuit and 
Burmese societies certain motifs are tattooed for protection against 
both real and supernatural dangers or as a means to enhance the 
body by ‘borrowing’ powers from elsewhere. In some Polynesian and 
Buddhist traditions it is argued that certain motifs protect against dis-
ease, attacks by animals, stroke, and cuts - even against bullets. This 
type of tattoo is perceived as a form of body armour (Tannenbaum 
1987; Cummings 2012).

Similar ideas of esoteric magic are also found in the tattoo culture 
of modern sailors. A tattooed swallow, polar star, or compass rose 
is believed to help the person find their way at sea. The popular text 
'Homeward bound' - often in combination with an illustration of a 
ship - is supposed to secure a safe homecoming (Clerk 2011:39-40). 
A classic apotropaic motif among sailors is to tattoo a pig and a roos-
ter on each foot or on the calves, which was supposed to protect from 
drowning (Steward 1990:78). What is particularly interesting here is 
that the choice of animals has nothing to do with their natural pro-
perties or symbolism. They were chosen because in premodern times 
they were kept on board in wooden cages, which floated in the water 
and thus often survived a shipwreck. By tattooing these two animals 
on the body and alluding to this fact, the motif was considered to 
increase the chances of surviving if an accident should occur. The 
example is especially interesting because of the link between body 
imagery and the actual material circumstances in which they occur. It 
also exposes the limits of the iconological method towards imagery 
based on representation and symbolism.

The materiality of imagery: non-representational aspects 

As both archaeologists and anthropologists have emphasized, we 
need to understand how things work in a particular social setting 
to be able to understand the roles they play (e.g. Henare et al. 2006; 
Watts 2013). It does not matter if the magic actually works or not, 
the main point is if it is believed to work. However, as the pig-rooster 
example underlines, a strictly iconographic approach is not always 
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suited to understanding the practice of tattooing and the materiality 
of the imagery. The actual pictures of a pig and a rooster do not 
help us to understand the meaning of the tattoo. We also need to 
discuss how imagery works on non-representational levels, and what 
the practice of inscribing the body can say about a particular society. 

Traditionally, imagery of the past is often interpreted in terms 
of symbols and representations of something else. Recently, however, 
iconological and iconographical approaches have been criticized from 
non-representational standpoints for reducing imagery to merely a re-
flection of something ‘real’. Non-representational theories do not con-
stitute a homogeneous project but focus on slightly different aspects 
of human practice (Anderson & Harrison 2010). In human geography, 
for instance, the point is to capture a wider range of all the embodied 
activity that goes on by humans and non-humans that cannot be fully 
captured by linguistic representation (Thrift 2007; cf. Lorimer 2005). 
In actor-network theory, non-representationalism is about preven-
ting actual events from being translated into genera lized socio logical 
concepts and metaphors, such as ‘social forces’, ‘culture’, ‘structure’, 
‘family’, ‘nation-states’, etc. (Latour 2005:4, 45, 174). In art history, 
a non-representational perspective means that imagery is not only 
viewed as a representation of a ‘real’ object, but is considered a ma-
teriality itself that does not necessarily borrow symbolism or proper-
ties from something ‘original’ (Mitchell 1996; Jones 2006; Fahlander 
2012a). Even though the focus of non-representational theories dif-
fers, they all aspire to involve a greater sensibility for the non-verbal, 
embodied, and seemingly innocent materialities in the social process. 
Such a perspective fits the case of tattooing well because of the special 
circumstances behind body imagery discussed above. 

To employ a non-representational stance towards tattoos means 
not primarily to view them as images of something, but as material 
articulations in their own respect. This involves taking the materi-
al aspects of the tattoos (the pigments and tools) and the ‘canvas’ 
(the skin), as well as the practice (puncturing), and spatial-temporal 
dimensions (place and sequence) into account. Even the sensuous 
aspects of pain can be of importance in order to understand the 
meaning of a certain motif (Gell 1993:33). Strictly materially, tat-
toos consist of pigments integrated in the skin. The pigments may, as 
described in the X-files episode above, involve ingredients that have 
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direct consequences. For instance, it has been suggested that some 
tattoos are actually the result of placing therapeutic substances in 
the wound to cure pain (van Dinter 2005:26; Krutak 2013). An ex-
ample of an unintended effect of inking is the outbreaks of syphilis 
and other diseases occasionally instigated by contaminated ink and 
needles during the early days of tattooing. Somewhat ironically, there 
was also a widespread belief that tattoos actually protected against 
syphilis since red pigments often contained spirocheticide (mercuric 
sulphide), which is an old remedy against syphilis (Steward 1990:82). 
In reality the pigments gave no protection whatsoever against the dis-
ease, but the fact that it was believed to work, certainly affected the 
bearer in a way that is similar to magical logic (cf. Cummings 2012; 
Krutak 2013:32).

From a non-representational perspective, imagery is conside-
red directly involved in social structuration and may, like any other 
materia lity, comprise a potential to affect the course of events 
(Fahlander 2008; 2012b). This socialness of imagery can be viewed 
from different angles. Most well known is perhaps Gell’s (1998) dis-
cussion on secondary agency, that is, how the power of the artist 
can be prolonged through works of art. In Gell’s perspective secon-
dary agency is about magic. It is believed, he argues, that a particu-
larly well adorned canoe prow somehow ‘stores’ and prolongs the 
range of the artist’s powers. The same is true for the images on the 
body (Tannenbaum 1987:703; Gell 1993). Some motifs and styles 
are belie ved to carry ‘power’ and consequently affect the status and 
importance of the bearer (cf. Benson 2000; Cummings 2013). 

Besides this ‘stored’ power of the artists, certain imagery can 
also be considered powerful in itself. Recently anthropologists and 
archaeo logists have emphasized how things and imagery in other 
onto logies may not necessarily be seen as belonging to a sphere sepa-
rated from the human domain (Henare et al. 2006; Alberti & Bray 
2009; Alberti et al. 2011; cf. Ramos 2012). Hoolbrad (2006), for 
example, discusses the problem of understanding a certain powder, 
aché, which among Cuban diviners does not simply represent or sym-
bolize ‘power’, but actually is considered to be power. In order to 
understand how materialities may work in such animist ontologies, 
he argues, we need ‘… to stop thinking of concepts and things as 
self-identical entities, and start imagining them as self-differential 
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motions’ (2006:219). Similar qualities can also be attributed to ima-
gery. For instance, Gell argues that the tattooing of the godling Etua 
among the Marquesans was not a representation of a deity, but rather 
a ritual performance to bring the spirit into being – it was not an 
image of Etua, it was Etua (Gell 1998:191). A tattooed body is thus 
not necessarily only a decorated, branded, or subjected individual, 
but rather a body that is merged with, or accompanied by, subsi-
diary beings or spirit selves (Tannenbaum 1987; Gell 1993:8; Reed 
2000:371; Schildkrout 2004:321). 

To depict (create) something can also comprise a way of con-
trolling something. Gengenbach’s (2003) study of tattooing in the 
Magude District of southern Mozambique, is an interesting example 
of this. The women’s tattoos, she argues, expressed an engagement 
with the colonial economy by incorporating images of modem objects 
such as scissors and flowerpots in the traditional motifs. These ob-
jects of modernity, he argues, were felt to be possessed through their 
representations on the skin (Gengenbach 2003:115). 

Aside from actual representations of tangible objects, a similar 
line of reasoning can also be applied to the magical tattoos where 
entities and spirits are ‘trapped’ in the skin and tied to the body. This 

‘materiality’ of imagery is thus not separable from the materiality of 
the canvas, the skin. Indeed, when it comes to tattoos, the medium is 
obviously a vital part of the message. 

The materiality of the skin

The skin is a complex materiality (Benthien 2002). It is a wrapping 
that serves to protect the internal organs, but it also hides or conceals 
the real constitution of the body. As pointed out by Slavoj Žižek, most 
of us prefer not to think about the bone, blood, muscles, fluids, organs 
of varying viscosity under the skin (2007). The psychoanalyst Dieter 
Anzieu (1989) has worked along similar lines with the double-sided 
nature of the skin as interface between psyche and body and self 
and others. To Anzieu the skin is not really a seal; it contains several 
cavities (eyes, mouth, ears, anus etc.). The porous nature of the skin 
makes it less of a boundary, but is perhaps better seen as a membrane 
that leaks and absorbs fluids. From a material perspective the skin 
can thus be seen as a medium in which the inner self and the world 
outside communicate (cf. Benthien 2002:62). 
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Gell argues, partially based on Anzieu, that tattooing, which punctu-
res the skin, can be viewed as a way of creating additional entrances 
into the body (1993:9). These material aspects of the skin are impor-
tant to the practice of tattooing and how body imagery can be un-
derstood. It should be evident now that tattoos are not simply some-
thing exterior, something added to the body surface like a piece of 
clothing. Since tattoos consist of puncturing or cutting the skin, they 
can be considered facilitators or portals through which the inner can 
be reached and affected from the outside (cf. Anzieu 1989; Benson 
2000:249). As Gell puts it: ‘The basic schema of tattooing is thus de-
finable as the exteriorization of the interior which is simultaneously 
the interiorization of the exterior’ (1993:39).  The ‘therapeutic’ tat-
toos found on Ötzi may have worked in this way rather than as 
simply marking important spots for acupuncture. 

According to ethnographic accounts, the location of the tattoo 
may also prove informative about its primary purpose (cf. Gell 
1993:35; Iwe 2013:92). Terence Turner has written about the body 
modifications of an indigenous group in the Amazon. In this particu-
lar case extremities such as hands and feet that come in contact with 
the ‘outer world’ are contrasted to other parts of the body (trunk, 
major muscles, etc.) that are more closely associated with the interior 
of the body and its organs. Consequently these different body parts 
are painted in different colours (Turner 1980:123). In Polynesia, Gell 
has recorded ideas of appropriate places for different tattoos. The 
neck, for instance, is a special place between the head and the body 
and tattoos placed here can work as to ward off evil spirits entering 
the head (1993:225). Gell also noted that sensitive areas of the body 
are not necessarily avoided, but rather the contrary; the intensity of 
the pain is an important aspect relative to the power of the tattoo 
(1993:33). Although it is not possible to make any general statements 
of the placement of tattoos from a few anthropological accounts, it 
nonetheless follows the logic put forward by Anzieu and others and 
may be interesting to pursue further. The location of the tattoo may 
perhaps offer a hint of their main purpose as, for example, portals 
between inside and outside or as enhancers of certain organs and 
limbs. I will illustrate some of these aspects here by briefly discussing 
the meaning and materiality of the Siberian Iron Age Pazyryk visual 
culture.
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Ownership and relations in Pazyryk visual culture  

Much of our knowledge of body modification is for obvious rea-
sons based on historical texts and contemporary studies. The rele-
vance and feasibility of investigating the more esoteric aspects in 
an archaeo logical context are less explored (but see Parker Pearson 
1999:64-5; Joyce 2005:145; Knappett 2006). In the remainder of the 
text I wish to discuss some of the ideas mentioned above concerning 
relational aspects and ownership, drawing on the tattoo practices 
of the Pazyryk of the Altai Mountains area of southern Siberia. The 
Pazyryk are a loosely defined collective that was a part of a larger 
group of mountain pastoralists from the sixth to third centuries BC 
(see e.g. Parzinger 2008 and Davis-Kimball 2000 for a general back-
ground). The name Pazyryk does not sustain critical scrutiny as an 
ethnic label, but will suffice here for convenience of the discussion.  

The Pazyryk culture became known worldwide after excavations 
by Sergei Rudenko (1970) during the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury. Five large barrows, or kurgans, were uncovered. These kurgans 
consisted of buried log-built chambers covered by stone cairns. The 
majority have been disturbed and looted, but despite that they have 
produced impressive finds. Due to the permafrost much of the orga-
nic material was preserved, including textiles, leather, and wooden 
objects, and even a number of bodies with visible tattoos. One of 
the best preserved burials excavated by Rudenko is kurgan 2, which 
contained a tattooed man accompanied by ten horses and a wealth 
of objects. The burial is dated to between c. 350 - 250 BC (Rudenko 
1970:83). Subsequent excavations have increased the numbers of 
preserved bodies, of which the so-called ‘Ice Maiden’ of Ukok is 
the best known (e.g. Polosmak 1999; 2001; Francfort et al. 2006; 
Dashkovskiy & Usova 2011). 

From the preserved bodies it appears that both men and women 
were tattooed, primarily on arms and legs – with a few exceptions 
of motifs that stretch out over the chest and the back. The most 
common tattoo motifs were fantasy creatures or composite ‘monsters’ 
combining the bodies of felines and birds (fig. 1).  The man in grave 2 
is tattooed on both arms and one leg (the other leg is in a poor state 
of preservation). His right leg shows what appear to be a fish and a 
row of four running goat-like animals (Rudenko 1970:112-3). The 
tattoos on his arms consist solely of griffins and fantasy creatures. 
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Fig. 1. The tattoos of the man from kurgan 2 (a), the so-called ‘Ice Maiden’, 
Ak-Alakha 3-1 (b), and a man from Verh-Kaldzhin 2-1 (c).  
(Source: Polosmak 2001: 229.) 



60

own and be owned

This individual also has markings on his back that are similar to 
those found on Ötzi, which may have functioned as portals for thera-
peutic means (Rudenko 1970:112; Krutak 2000:184). Women were 
tattooed in a similar manner, as shown in the case of the ‘Ice Maiden’ 
from Ukok (fig. 1). Unfortunately neither of her legs are preserved 
and her right arm is in a poor state, but on her left arm similar fan-
tasy creatures are found, most notably a deer-like animal with a 
griffin’s beak tattooed on her shoulder (Polosmak 1999:153). From 
the preserved textiles in the burials it is evident that both men and 
women wore clothes that covered most of the skin except for hands 
and face. The fact that the woman also has a tattoo on her thumb is 
interesting since it is the only currently known example of a tattoo 
which remained visible when the person was fully clothed. 

The Pazyryk visual culture has generally been approached from a 
culture historical perspective in terms of origins and influences. The 
meaning and symbolism of the imagery has been discussed largely 
from an art historical perspective drawing inferences from other 
better known cultural contexts (e.g. Cheremisin 2009:92). The tat-
toos have thus mainly been seen as representative, displaying mytho-
logical thought or functioning as social and emblematic markers. For 
example, Kondarov suggested in the 1920s that reindeer and bulls 
were totemic, lions and griffins military insignia, and that birds repre-
sented the souls of dead people (Cheremisin 2009:87). More recently, 
Gala Argent has suggested that some motifs, especially those depic-
ting struggles between animals, are direct representations of actual 
events (Argent 2010:168-9). She also re-interpreted some of the tat-
tooed fantasy creatures as ‘masked horses’ (2013).

Such a representational and symbolic perspective may, however, 
mask some interesting aspects of Pazyryk visual culture. Pazyryk 
imagery found on rock panels, textiles, leather, and wooden objects 
is in general naturalistic, consisting predominantly of animals (inter-
preted as deer, lions, goats, roosters, fish, and so forth). The majority 
of the tattoos, however, although stylistically similar, mainly depict 
fantasy creatures and monsters such as griffins, of which some are 
exclusively seen on the skin (cf. Trishina 2005:40). This distinction, 
taken together with the probability that clothes normally covered 
the tattoos, suggests that the tattoos probably were not primarily 
meant to be seen by others. Even if there were instances when the tat-
toos were exposed, it is nonetheless reasonable to assume that their 



61

the skin i live in

main function was not as ethnic markers or military insignia (but 
see Iwe 2013). Instead, these special non-realistic motifs of hybrid 
creatures indicate that the tattoos may have more to do with eso-
teric magic. The griffins, for example, may have been charged with 
apotropaic and/or animist powers in order to protect, help, and assist 
the tattooed individual while fighting or hunting (cf. Parker Pearson 
1999:65; van Dinter 2005:28). In Gell’s Polynesian examples, tattoos 
were often placed where it was considered most beneficial. The siting 
of the tattoos mainly on arms and legs may thus support a magic- 
related interpretation. It is also interesting that the type of tattoos 
differs depending on its placement on the back, arms, or legs. The 
arms are covered with fantasy creatures while the legs also include 
naturalistic motifs. One interpretation of the ‘naturalistic tattoos’ on 
the legs of the Pazyryk bodies can be viewed as an attempt to ‘borrow’ 
properties of the animal being portrayed. For instance, the large fish 
and the series of running goats on the right leg of the man in burial 
2 may have been intended to borrow powers while swimming and 
climbing/running. The location of the Pazyryk tattoos on arms and 
legs seems to exclude a function as portals and ways to communicate 
with interior organs as discussed by Anzieu and Turner (with the ex-
ception of the possible therapeutic lines tattooed on the back of the 
man in kurgan 2).  Pain is always a part of tattooing, but in this case 
there is no evidence that especially sensitive areas have been chosen.

Among horses and men: Hybrids and cross-species 
transformations?

There are some interesting associations between the tattoos and the 
decoration of the horse equipment with which the some Pazyryk in-
dividuals were buried. In addition to the naturalistic motifs on the 
cloth and saddle-bags (one shows a type of fish that is very similar 
to the one on the man’s leg in kurgan 2), some of the horse harnesses 
are covered with the same type of fantastic beasts and eagle- and lion- 
griffins motifs as on the tattooed bodies (Rudenko 1970:233, 256-7; 
Cheremisin 2009:89, fig. 2). Since the griffin motif is mainly found in 
these two contexts, it suggests some sort of intimate relation between 
the two species. In this case the shared imagery of humans and horses 
may shed a little light on how we can interpret the burial interments 
as gifts or possessions, or something that expresses relations.
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The horse in Pazyryk culture is not just any animal. Argent (2010; 
2013) has recently discussed the special status of the horse in Pazyryk 
culture. Based on general experiences of riding and training of horses, 
Argent emphasizes the intersubjectivity in the human-horse relations 
and how riding and breeding inevitably leads to personalization 
and individualization of horses (2010:161). Horses are products of 
their experiences and tend to develop different personalities over 
time, which the rider needs to acknowledge in order to control the 
animal. These reciprocal relationships and shared experiences made 
the horse more of a participant in the co-creation of the Pazyryk 
culture and identity. Consequently, she argues that the many horses 
in the Pazyryk kurgans should not simply be seen as burial gifts from 
other chiefs or allies as suggested by e.g. Francfort et al. (2006:122-
3), but as individuals partially analogous to humans. Her argument 
is supported by the way each horse has been buried with individual 
gear and adornments. In the Kurgan 1 burial, where ten horses were 

Fig. 2. Griffin details from horse harnesses found in kurgan burials of the 
Altai region. (Source: Cheremisin 2009: 89.)
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Fig. 3. A horse with antlers from kurgan 1 (modified after Argent 
2010:168) and a wall-hanging from kurgan 5 showing a human with horns 
and wings. (Source: Windfuhr 2006:62.)

interred, no two had the same equipment. Argent makes a strong 
point here in suggesting that this could have been viewed as a mutual 
relation in which the one species supported the other. Apparently, 
these horses were cared for and perhaps regarded as co-participants 
in the Pazyryk community. 

The griffin motif shared between horses and humans thus adds yet 
another dimension to the human-horse relation of the Pazyryk. One 
possibility is that the horse may have been perceived as a hybrid crea-
ture in a manner similar to the way the tattooed creatures added spi-
ritual powers or entities to the body. In fact, there are indications of 
such cross-species transformational ontology in the Pazyryk material 
and visual culture. Apparently both the human and the horse could 
transform into a third horned entity (cf. Francfort et al. 2006:123). In 
a wall-hanging from one of the graves, a human is depicted with ant-
lers and one of the horses in the burial was equipped with fake horns 
(fig. 3). Although we should not take these illustrations as directly 
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representational, they nonetheless hint at less of a binary onto logy 
between a human and an animal sphere or distinctly separate spe-
cies.  The griffins and the horned attributes suggest that the idea of 
transformation across species was by no means foreign or strange in 
Pazyryk culture (cf. Losey et al. 2011; cf. Carrithers et al. 2011). This 
particular shared ability of shapeshifting thus strengthens Argent’s 
hypothesis that the horses cannot easily be dismissed as burial goods 

– owned by the buried man or given to him by other ‘chiefs’. However, 
no matter what status the horses had in Pazyryk culture, they were 
nonetheless killed by a blow on their head and put in the graves of 
humans. The relation between people and horses may have been inti-
mate, but there can be little doubt that horses were a subordinate 
species, even if they possessed individual personalities. Nonetheless 
the special type of imagery and transgressional powers they seem to 
share complicates the nature of the human-horse relations in Pazyryk 
culture. In short: horses could be owned, but were not necessarily 
regarded as possessions.

The Pazyryk example thus illustrates many of the points discussed 
above about the esoteric and magical dimensions of body imagery 
as well as the difficulties concerning ownership and submission. The 
shared visual culture of horses and humans may not be simply sym-
bolic markers emphasizing their intimate relation; perhaps the tattoos 
and horse gear actually made such hybrids possible on an ontological 
level. Why should the griffins otherwise need to be tattooed (integra-
ted) onto the skin and not simply added to the clothes? Kondarov 
may thus have been correct in principle when suggesting multiple 
functions for the imagery – although not only on a symbolical level. 
It is nonetheless important to add that the non-representational per-
spective promoted here does not entirely replace iconographical and 
symbolic approaches. After all, it is quite impossible not to interpret 
imagery at some level. There is, however, a difference in perceiving a 
figure as e.g. a zoomorph on the one hand, and to specifically inter-
pret it as a deer or a horse on the other. It is interesting that Argent 
has reached similar conclusion about the hybrid relations between 
Pazyryk horses and humans from an iconographical standpoint. A 
difference is that her interpretation hinges on the credibility of the 
representational re-interpretation of some motifs as ‘masked horses’, 
while the argument in this paper is based on a less anthropocentric 
perspective that involves both material and figurative relations. 
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Viewing the body imagery from a non-representational and material 
perspective makes it possible to discuss the meanings of the practice 
and the choice of motifs on more intricate levels and to trace different 
types of relations between the human and the non-human. 

Summary

This paper has explored the boundaries between the body and the 
outside world from the concepts of possession and ownership focus-
sing on body imagery. Tattoos may at first seem like a clear-cut ex-
ample of appropriation and ownership on the one hand, or expres-
sing identity and ethnic affiliation on the other. However, upon closer 
inspection, the relation between the body, the self, and the imagery 
becomes complicated. The dual function of the skin as both a wrap-
ping of the internal body and a social canvas involves it in a range 
of different relations between the body, the psyche, and the outside 
world. The tattooed skin can be seen as a superskin in a manner simi-
lar to how Allerton views the sarong: an intimate, yet social, surface 
of the body. However, as Anzieu, Gell, Schildkrout, and many others 
have noted, tattoos can also work inwards to the body interior and 
the psyche. In addition, tattoos are both material (pigments and scar 
tissue) and have a pictorial content, which makes them a quite special 
materiality in contrast to clothes or any other personal items. The 
intimate-social double-sidedness of tattooed skin makes it difficult to 
discuss body imagery in simple terms of ownership and possessions. 
They are always a bit of both: the social canvas can be imposed on 
the bearer either by brute force (branding) or seemingly voluntarily 
by ideology and tradition (emblematic). Even in cases of personal 
choice, the lifelong durability of the tattooed imagery makes the 
bearer inevitably subjected to the imagery. Even though the imagery 
may be covered and hidden, the knowledge of its presence makes it 
difficult to ignore. Body modification in terms of tattooing empha-
sizes the conundrum of whether you really own your body or not, 
emphasizing how ownership is fundamentally relational, emerging 
from relations not only between individuals but also with non-hu-
man entities. 

It is also argued that nothing about tattoos is ‘just for decoration’: 
body imagery is always in some way or another related to something 
else. By approaching body imagery from a non-representational 
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perspective, the relation between pictorial and material content is 
further complicated. From an ontology where the human and the 
non-human are not considered a dichotomy, imagery may, along 
with things, be considered ‘powerful’ or animated. Such an aspect 
of body imagery is exemplified here by the visual culture of the 
Iron Age Pazyryk nomads. The Pazyryk tattoos are argued to have 
multiple functions and effects. They may have worked as to signify 
ethnicity (emblematic) or emphasize social distinctions, but also as 
esoteric devices offering apotropaic properties, as well as providing 
a bridge between different species. The tattooed imagery on (in) the 
bodies was thus not only made to illustrate or represent relationships, 
but may actually have been portals for enabling relations in order 
to create a hybrid and fluid relations between different bodies and 
species. 
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The town-like settlement Birka is of great importance when trying to 
understand the societal structures - as well as the network of com-
munication, trade, and warfare - that contributed to the foundation 
of Viking Age Scandinavia. When Birka was established in the mid-
eighth century it was without precedent, at least in the region of the 
eastern Viking World. The archaeological material reflects a society 
formed by trade, crafts, and long-distance interactions (e.g. Arbman 
1940; 1943; Holmquist Olausson 2002; Gustin 2004; Ambrosiani 
2012; 2013). There is also a strong martial presence (Hedenstierna-
Jonson 2006; 2009a; 2009b). During the Viking Age, Scandinavia 
went through a transformation from a system of local power with 
petty chieftains to a regional power structure with a king and 
greater power political ambitions. Birka was an intrinsic part of this 
development. 

In the tenth century a group of professional warriors was stationed 
at Birka. These individuals became intimately linked to the activities 
in the town. Their garrison, situated in close proximity to the fort, 
and slightly above the town and harbour, comprised both working 
place and battle scene. The complex structures display many aspects 
of the warriors’ work and worldview. From this particular setting 
I aim to present examples of three different levels of ownership or 
possession. 

To own and be owned:
the warriors of Birka’s garrisson 

Charlotte Hedenstierna-Jonson
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The garrison in Birka is an archaeologically unique place without 
contemporary parallels. The complex included extensive earthworks 
forming terraces and ramparts. The steep slope on which the garrison 
was established had clear limitations in terms of natural space. This 
was compensated for by the strategic position the space offered as it 
blocked the direct path from the waterfront to the hillfort. The rock 
cliffs surrounding the area on two sides provided natural protection 
that was supplemented by additional wooden palisades. Within the 
garrison the space was cramped but well planned. Five terraces held 
houses and wooden constructions. The most extensive terrace mea-
sured over 200 m2 and was the foundation of a great building inter-
preted as a hall (Holmquist Olausson 2002; Holmquist Olausson & 
Kitzler Åhfeldt 2002; Nordberg 2003). It was built in a traditional 
rather than contemporary fashion, possibly emphasizing the link to 
and the right to power. The structure or architecture of the building is 
that of the great Vendel period hall with slightly curved, ship-shaped 
walls, a roof supported by pairs of posts forming an open inner space. 
The building was a place for gatherings and festivities with a high 

Fig. 1. Plan of the great building in Birka’s garrison. The two post-holes 
where depositions were made are marked. (Drawing by M. Olausson.)
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seat and two great hearths. Along the walls the space was limited in 
height making it best for storage. Other buildings include a smithy 
displaying intense activity with parallel furnaces in use during the 
latter part of the tenth century. Ultimately the garrison was a battle 
scene, left with the imprint of a battle fought in the late tenth century. 
The area was attacked and the great building burnt down. Weaponry 
and parts of armour lay scattered in the debris of the house, and the 
objects were left behind when the garrison was abandoned.

In the garrison the material remains are extensive in terms of in-
dividual objects, but are quite limited in type and category. The arte-
facts derive from three main contexts: the construction phase with 
depositions and earthworks; the phase when the building was in use 
reflecting every-day life and activities; and the last phase including 
the battle and final destruction of the complex. Together they com-
municate insights into a particular group of people and their activi-
ties. This group of professional warriors was set apart from everyday 
life in the urban settlement which they served.

Deposited personifications?

The first example of possession is taken from the construction phase 
of the garrison and the great building. During the foundation, depo-
sitions were made beside the central pair of roof-bearing posts in the 
building (see figs. 1 & 2). The interpretation of one of the depositions 
is problematic as it was excavated by Hjalmar Stolpe in the late nine-
teenth century and again by Holger Arbman in the 1930s. Neither of 
those excavators recognized the nature of the archaeological rema-
ins. Only when the complete building was excavated and interpreted 
could this deposition be understood based on its context. The depo-
sition remained in place by the other post in the pair, and was exca-
vated in 1998 by a team of archaeologists from the Archaeological 
Research Laboratory at Stockholm University (Hedenstierna-Jonson, 
Kitzler & Stjerna 1998; Holmquist Olausson & Kitzler Åhfeldt 2002). 
The over all impression of the deposition is provided by a number 
of potent religious symbols. The pagan gods of Thor and Odin are 
present in the form of a small antler hammer- pendant and spear-
heads, while Christianity is represented by a bronze sword-chape 
with an image of the bound Christ. This chape has been interpreted 
as a symbol of the emerging Danish realm and the rule of Harald 
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Fig. 2. The deposition in which the comb-cases were found. 
(Drawing by Niklas Stjerna; photograph by Lena Holmquist.)

Bluetooth, as the motif resonates with that of the rune monument of 
Jelling. This particular type of sword-chape occurs as a solitary find 
in a number of Viking-Age sites of economic or political importance. 
The distribution could be seen as a reflection of the diplomatic and 
political relations maintained by the Danish court (Hedenstierna-
Jonson 2002). The deposition also contained two Islamic silver coins. 
The latest of these was struck between 922/3 – 931/2, providing a 
general dating for the earliest date for the erection of the building 
(Jonsson 2001:32). 
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In the context of this paper, however, it is the numerous finds of 
fragmented antler comb-cases that is of primary interest. The cases 
have been deliberately ruined before deposition. Even more enig-
matic is the fact that there are no actual combs present. The antler 
combs complete with decorated antler cases were connected to the 
tenth-century custom of wearing an elaborate belt adorned with 
bronze fittings (Hedenstierna-Jonson & Holmquist Olausson 2006). 
Belts of this type have mainly been found in male-burials which also 
display weaponry, and the cased comb has been interpreted as part 
of the warrior’s equipment (Thunmark-Nylén 1991; Stjerna 1997; 
1998). 

As personal belongings, the comb-cases represent a link to the 
individuals in the garrison. The number of cases indicates a standing 
troop of approximately 40 men (Olausson 2001:22f; Hedenstierna-
Jonson 2006:64f). Without obvious religious implications, the cases 
stand out in the otherwise rather religiously-marked assemblage. The 
choice of personal objects to be deposited may seem strange. But in 
reference to the common notion that physical strength was in some 
way accumulated and preserved in the hair, the comb-case may be re-
garded as an extension of the individual warrior, his strength and in-
volvement in the garrison space and activities. The comb-case could 
even be regarded as personifying the individual warrior, and as such 
it embodies ideas of material agency. Often agency of this kind relates 
to objects that in some way or another do something to people (cf. 
Gosden 2005:196; Hicks & Beaudry 2010:18; Pels 2010). In this 
case the objects of the deposition were carefully chosen to protect 
and secure the space in which the people act.

Within the martial context of a garrison there was a strong need 
to emphasize the group over the individual. The success of the war-
riors was directly linked to their ability to function together. This ad-
vanced form of team-work was based on trust, organization, and skill. 
Rules were of the utmost importance because warfare in the structu-
red fashion of the professional warrior was based on battle- order, 
formations, and a system of officers and command. That religion was 
fundamental is clearly shown by the overt religious expression of the 
garrison site with numerous depositions and the constant occurren-
ce of religious objects. The objects deposited comprised a combina-
tion of official and public objects together with personal items, and 
while the spears show the presence of Odin the comb-cases show the 
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presence of his warriors (cf. Kitzler 2000). 
Through the ritual deposition in the great building, the warri-

ors animated their space by transferring part of their strength and 
efficiency into their surroundings. The comb-cases changed in func-
tion and meaning when deposited, from personal property to objects 
of ritual significance, linking the tangible material world with the 
abstrac tions of the non-material world. The comb-cases represent 
‘radical forms of materiality that require thinking through in concert 
with the deep stratigraphies of social and cultural understandings’ 
(Meskell 2004:250).

The depositions of comb-cases were part of the inauguration of 
the garrison underlining the bond that was established between the 
individuals and their commitment as warriors. They were in a sense 
bound to the garrison and its related activities. 

Keeping a locked case – indications of ownership   

The second example of possession derives from the period when the 
great building was in use. During this phase weaponry and perso-
nal belongings were kept within locked cases along the walls of the 
building. Though the actual wood does not remain the distribution 
of fittings and padlocks indicates the presence of these locked cases. 
Within the same area weaponry has been found bundled together 
and with cloth-marks imprinted in the corrosion-layers (Holmquist 
Olausson & Kitzler Åhfeldt 2002). 

The archaeological remains of the garrison reflect a group of 
well-trained warriors and the advanced military organization to 
which they belonged. They have been characterized as professionals, 
balancing on the border between warrior and soldier. The warrior 
fought for personal recognition and acted as an individual, whereas 
the soldier was part of a defined military strategy where the individu-
al was subordinated. While the warrior supplied his own weaponry, 
the soldier acquired his from his lord or chieftain (Hedenstierna-
Jonson 2006:11). The standardized character of the weaponry in 
the garrison suggests that these warriors were provided with most 
of their weapons. This indicates that weaponry was not personal 
but communal, composed to complement each other in a weapon 
system that in battle would function in accordance with a strategic 
plan (Hedenstierna-Jonson 2006:53f). The weapons in the garrison 
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were not owned by the warrior but lent by the chieftain on a personal 
basis. The individual warrior guarded their keep and could possibly 
have been held responsible if the weaponry was damaged or lost. 

To lock something in is to state that certain measures will be 
taken to deal with whoever breaks the lock. It is also a signal that 
there is a particular responsibility taken for whatever is locked in. By 
placing the weaponry behind a padlock, usage becomes restricted to 
those entitled to handle the weapons. The lock in itself thus becomes 
a boundary and a mark of ownership. 

Over 40 padlocks have been found in the garrison context, most 
of them inside or in the immediate vicinity of the great building (fig. 3). 
One lock has even been found within the deposition mentioned above 
(Westerholm 2001:10). It is a spectacular number compared with the 
11 locks that have been found in graves and the approximately 30 
found in the settlement contexts of the so-called Svarta jorden or 
Black Earth (Tomtlund 1970; Gustafsson 2003; 2005; SHM data-
base). Marking ownership has thus been of particular importance in 

Fig. 3. Distribution of keys and locks within the great building in Birka’s 
garrison. (Map by K. Persson from Westerholm 2001:19.)
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the context of the warriors and their garrison. This is further empha-
sized by the remnants of production of locks in the smithy situated 
next to the warriors’ building. 

In his paper on the padlocks from Birka’s garrison, Ny Björn 
Gustafsson compared the locks to ‘mobile seals’, stressing the judicial 
aspects of locked-in property (2005:22). When force is needed to 
access a certain object the aspect of breaking and entering is unde-
niable and a broken lock turns into evidence of the unjust action. If 
regarded as a kind of symbolic seal, even a single lock, not attached 
to a chest or door, could signal that something was off limits or taken 
out of use. This could be the correct interpretation of a padlock that 
was placed on top of the intentionally destroyed cistern that supplied 
the garrison with water. The cistern, placed by the garrison smithy, 
was otherwise without any particular finds (cf. Bergström 2013).

Interpreting locks as seals helps us to understand the small, almost 
miniature, locks that have also been found in the garrison. Though 
small in size and weak in protective function, these locks are as tech-
nically elaborate as the larger ones. Some of the small-sized locks 
have been bronzed and even decorated with concentric circles. This 
form of decoration bears a strong resemblance to iron weights that 
have been coated in bronze as a means to establish the true value 
and to prevent tampering (Söderberg & Holmquist Olausson 1997; 
Gustafsson 2005). The common treatment of weights and a parti-
cular group of padlocks underlines the significance and value with 
which these locks were imbued. 

There is yet another aspect of the locks in the garrison area: they 
have as a rule been deliberately broken. This could be seen as an 
active part of the destruction of the site after the battle. Burning 
down the opponent’s hall building is the ultimate demonstration of 
power (cf. Nordberg 2003). Breaking the locks could be interpreted 
in the same way. By this action ‘the conquerors showed that they 
were the new masters’ (Gustafsson 2005:23).

Where there are locks there must also be keys, and the garrison 
contains plenty. Keys in the archaeological record have often been 
linked to women and their position as housewives. In this capacity 
they enjoyed a certain degree of power over the Viking-Age house-
hold (cf. Aannestad 2004 and references therein). Keys in female 
graves have also been interpreted as representations of the woman’s 
independence and integrity (Arwill-Nordbladh 1990). Among the 
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warriors the keys are set in quite a different context. 
Marita Westerholm has suggested that the keys from the gar-

rison could in some cases be interpreted as symbols of rank and 
status (2001). He who had access to a key controlled whatever was 
behind the lock and could therefore be associated with responsibi-
lity, protection, and a certain level of social status (cf. Westerholm 
2001:33). According to one of the Swedish medieval Provincial Laws 
(Västgötalagen) the key-keeper could even be punished if the proper-
ty being contained was stolen (cf. Carlsson 1942:84ff).

The keys are distributed much like the padlocks, with the highest 
representation along the inner walls of the great building. One in-
teresting key-find was made during the re-excavation of the second 
central post-hole in the great building. As the context is difficult to 
determine, the interpretation is uncertain but there could be a sym-
bolic correspondence between this key and the padlock in the other 
post-hole (cf. Westerholm 2001:10). The garrison keys are of diffe-
rent types and not all of them correspond to the padlocks. Those that 
do are in most cases iron keys with a bronzed handle. Again there 
has been an extra effort made in their production that indicates their 
special value.

There is yet another dimension to these particular keys. In their 
bronze coating there is a pattern forming a row of diving falcons. The 
diving falcon-motif has been interpreted as a symbol of the warri-
ors based in Birka and forms the third example of possession in this 
paper (Hedenstierna-Jonson 2009b).

Symbols of affiliation and obligation

The motif of the diving falcon appears on a number of different ob-
jects at Birka, including chapes for sword sheaths, brooches, and the 
previously mentioned bronzed keys (fig. 4). The artefacts not only 
derive from the garrison but from the Birka settlement as a whole. 
Despite deriving from different contexts, the objects reflect the warri-
ors based in the garrison.

Why was it of importance to produce locks and key of particular 
types that were marked with symbols determining their usage within 
the limits of the garrison? To mark an object or even to produce an 
object that in its design is uniquely linked to a patron or organization 
of power is to declare ownership and belonging. The user or owner 



82

own and be owned

of the marked object is part of a framework that is clearly defined. 
The ownership of a marked object can also be associated with rights 
and responsibilities, duties and obligations (cf. Earle 2000:53). That 
the weaponry in the garrison was kept behind lock and key points to 
restrictions and rules connected to the handling of weapons. 

The objects decorated with the diving falcon were specifically cre-
ated to be active bearers of identity signalling affiliation to a group 
and/or to a leader. They functioned as symbols of rank and office and 
as such differed from other status-giving objects in that they repre-
sented a function or duty that was considered high status rather than 
being luxury items in themselves. The use of symbols of this kind 
required a certain level of organization and social control preventing 
misuse. 

As previously stated, these warriors show a higher level of organi-
zation and professionalism than their contemporaries. The contrast 
between the standardized, rather plain, equipment of the garrison 
warrior, and the few but homogenously decorated items, points to 
the use of martial-related symbols. A shared symbol is something that 
signifies the group and enhances the image of professional warriors. 

Fig. 4. The motif with the diving falcon on a key, a chape, and a brooch 
from three different contexts in Birka. (Photograph by author.)
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Martial culture is by tradition rich in symbols. Organization, affilia-
tion, and hierarchical stratification all benefit from the use of particu-
lar but accessible symbols. Professionalism implies service.

Service is a form of ownership where the individual is bound by 
an oath of loyalty or duty, giving up his right to decide over cer-
tain aspects of his life. The terms of this ownership could possibly 
differ but the threat of being shunned as deceitful, without honour or 
loyalty, and seen as a coward, could lead to being outlawed or unbe-
arable shame and probably constituted the strongest form of induce-
ment. The military following – the hird – created bonds of loyalty 
that stretched beyond the family and other relatives. It instituted the 
fabric of early medieval martial society (e.g. Reuter 1997; Olausson 
2001; Hedenstierna-Jonson 2009a).

The garrison warriors were part of a well-established martial 
society with defined roles and functions. There were different types 
of warriors enjoying varying levels of independence and obligations. 
The distinction between ‘youths’ and ‘proved men’ was a fundamen-
tal one in early medieval martial society (Abels 2008:146; cf. Duby 
1985). The youths lived in the extended household of their lord as 
part of his hird or retinue. They were bound by an oath of service and 
paid in provisions and moveable wealth, and were promised a share 
of the spoils if successful in battle. The youths were yet to demon-
strate their worth. But when proven in achievement and loyalty the 
warrior could leave the hird and start a military household of his 
own. Still loyal to his lord, the following would accompany him when 
summoned to war by the lord. The martial society of early medieval 
Scandinavia also contained the armed free men that were possible to 
muster for a limited campaign or in case of a military threat. These 
men were not professionals, but as part of a martial society were 
still well prepared for - and expecting - battle (Hedenstierna-Jonson 
2009a:45f).

The men in the garrison do not fall into any of these groups with 
ease. Their link to the town-like settlement and its activities set them 
apart from the structures of the surrounding region. As professional 
warriors they were not mustered men. The standardized character of 
their weaponry and the use of a common symbol indicate that they 
belonged to a defined group serving a mutual master. Their connec-
tion to a known lord or chieftain is not obvious. They were stationed 
at Birka, serving the people and activities of this town-like settlement. 



84

own and be owned

It is through the possessions of the Birka warriors that we can follow 
their movements. The symbol of the falcon, especially when used on 
sword chapes, has a particular pattern of distribution that reaches 
from Bretagne to the Ukraine. Even though the number of chapes 
has more than doubled since the first compilation was made by 
Paulsen in 1953, the pattern of distribution has essentially stayed 
the same. It reflects regions along the rivers in Ancient Rus’ that we 
know were important to the trade and warfare campaigns underta-
ken by Scandinavians from the Lake Mälar region (cf. Paulsen 1953; 
Hedenstierna-Jonson 2009b:15ff). This distribution may also shed 
some light on the question of the warriors’ organization and who 
they served. 

A vital element in the discussion on service as an expression of 
a particular kind of ownership is the relationship between chieftain 
or king and the men in his military following. In his research on 
military organization in Anglo-Saxon England, Richard Abels has 
characterized the royal retainers, or housekarls, as corporate in iden-
tity with a contractual relationship with the king, something that 
may be an inheritance from their Scandinavian antecedents (Abels 
1988:170). As such, they served their lord in wartime as well as the 
periods in between.

Even if the Birka warriors were part of the king’s military follow ing, 
his hird, they were stationed at Birka and linked to the activities there. 
Not all hirdmen resided with their lord. For example, ‘proved men’ 
would reside with their families and followings. The men in the garri-
son were part of a well-established military structure, but they stand 
out in comparison to their contemporaries. The level of professiona-
lism and character of their weaponry has been touched upon earlier. 
But even more significant is the garrison with its great hall-like buil-
ding. The garrison is a unique place lacking contemporary parallels in 
Scandinavia. The style of the great building with slightly boat-shaped 
walls and pairs of roof-bearing posts, double hearths and entrances 
is a downsized version of the great halls that functioned as the centre 
of political power and diplomacy (e.g. Herschend 1997). If the war-
riors really were a part of the king’s hird there would be no need for 
a separate building displaying the power-political functions of a hall. 
The presence of a royal manor at the nearby island of Adelsö ampli-
fies the divergent quality of the warriors’ hall. Two manifestations 
of political power within sight of each other could be an impressive 
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demonstration of power from one mutual ruler. It could also be inter-
preted as an expression of one power challenging another. 

It may be more fruitful to direct the question of loyalties and 
service of the garrison men in another direction. The distribution of 
the chapes and other objects displaying the Birka falcon show the 
region in which these warriors were active. It was a much larger geo-
graphical area than a contemporary king would be likely to control. 
It is more probable that the pattern of distribution reflects the activi-
ties of trade-networks and the flow of merchandise and people along 
the route of the Eastern Rivers. This implies that the warriors were 
in the service of trading-associations with the wealth and power to 
engage professionals of this calibre.

We can assume that the group of warriors were bound together 
by loyalties both with and within the group – and to the trading cam-
paigns which they served. The diving falcon became a unifying symbol 
that possibly even set these men apart from other power-structures. 

Ownership and property from a martial perspective

A common definition of property is something possessed; it suggests 
an exclusive right to hold and use that something - ownership (cf. 
Earle 2000:40). Property is also a form of engagement, for example 
in the form of a gift. When the transfer of ownership takes place 
the action creates a relation between giver and receiver that produ-
ces expectations and obligations, and ultimately changes the quali-
ties of the gift (cf. Renfrew 2004:28). The concept of ownership and 
property are intimately connected with materiality. 

Archaeologists deal with the material past, a world of earlier 
people expressed by what they left behind in terms of things and 
structures. The relationship between these earlier people and the 
things of their world forms the core of the discussion of materiality 
and material agency. To what extent do non-living objects influence 
the people who use them and the society in which they are used? 
There is reciprocity between object and person but the object is often 
regarded as passive. People are seen as actors expressing themselves 
through the things that they make and use (e.g. Meskell & Preucel 
2004). Sometimes the objects are given more agency, having a direct 
influence on the actors (e.g. Webmoor & Witmore 2008). When 
assemblages of objects act together they can form other and more 
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complex characteristics than just the sum of the individual compo-
nents (Clarke 1978:150f; cf. Gosden 2005:194). People, objects, and 
their reciprocal relationship is still just part of the puzzle as this in-
teraction by necessity took place at a particular time in a particular 
setting – the context.

As an archaeologist, the importance of context is obvious. It is only 
in their setting that the things and structures can be filled with mea-
ning and understood as remains of human interaction. Individuals 
create and transform their social realities through their activities (cf. 
Meskell 2004:12).

What then can the material remains of the warriors in the context 
of Birka’s garrison tell us about ownership and possession in a Late 
Iron Age setting? To own, be owned, and create prerequisites for 
others to own or possess, in many ways signified the lives of these 
warriors. I have in this paper presented three different levels of ow-
nership connected to the warriors and their garrison. The first ex-
ample was that of a personal item that personified the individual and 
through ritual deposition created a bond and obligation between the 
person and the site. 

The second example was made through locks and keys used to 
secure weapons that were administered, but not properly owned by, 
the warriors. The symbolically-charged gift of weaponry from lord to 
warrior took on a constitutive nature which sealed the oath of service 
and loyalty. In Anglo-Saxon England the structure of provided wea-
pons was defined as heriot. The weapons, horse, etc. were ultimately 
the property of the chieftain or leader, and something that had to be 
returned after the death of the warrior (Brooks 1978; Abels 2008). 
This was possibly the case in the garrison. While some weapons were 
intimately associated with the warrior and ultimately followed him 
into the grave, others clearly had a more communal character and 
were kept in locked cases within the designated space of the great 
building. To mark the keys used for these cases with the mutual 
symbol of a diving falcon was to further emphasize the non-personal 
qualities of the weapons.

The final example of ownership and possession is that of the role 
of the warriors themselves. In the militarized society that characte-
rized the Late Iron Age the concept of war and coercion permeated 
every day life and included everybody. All free men had the right to 
carry weapons, and it was expected of men from certain levels of 
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society to participate in the military followings of lords and chief-
tains. The warriors in these followings were bound by personal ties, 
oaths, and duty to follow their lord into battle. They were required to 
hand over booty taken in war and, if necessary, to avenge the death of 
their lord and restore honour for the group. To break this oath would 
result in ridicule and scorn, and possibly even in outlawhood that left 
the warrior without protection, thus becoming easy prey. To a point, 
the relationship between lord and warrior was reciprocal, as the lord 
in turn was obligated to protect his followers and be generous with 
his riches. Entering into the military following was voluntary, but as a 
member the individual warrior reduced his right to control all aspects 
of life (Abels 1988:11; Hedenstierna-Jonson 2006:24ff). The right to 
decide over actions and activities was transferred to the group and 
its leader. 

The garrison-construct was in itself a demonstration of control 
and a manifestation of power. This becomes particularly clear in the 
light of the royal hall on the adjacent island of Adelsö. The hall in the 
garrison was an expression of both political ambitions and religious 
positioning. The warriors were tools used in the practice of power 
and governance. Their affiliation and obligation consolidated and re-
produced through material culture. In the end it is a question of the 
individual warrior’s obligation and bond to the lord or organization 
which he serves. To be in service is also to give up part of your free-
dom even though warriors were generally considered free men. The 
organized group of professional warriors, the military, with its ability 
to seize and defend property and transfer ownership, usually had a 
vital role in state formation. Both property and military were then 
resources in the exercise of power and the formation of political and 
societal institutions. The warriors of Birka’s garrison could thus be 
regarded as a part of a greater picture. In the end they may well be a 
key in the understanding of the power political situation in the region 
during a period of fundamental change that eventually resulted in a 
new political structure and a new religion
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The propriety of decorative luxury possessions.
Reflections on the occurrence of kalathiskos dancers  

and pyrrhic dancers in Roman visual culture

Julia Habetzeder

In a well-known passage of his De architectura (written during the 
last decades BC) Vitruvius describes the Roman domus (house) as a 
self-evident part of the public image of its owner. To Vitruvius, the 
house is not a private sphere, at least not in the sense we like to think 
of our homes today. Instead, Vitruvius emphasizes that the domus 
serves as the backdrop for at least a part of its owner’s public life, 
and as such its layout and appearance has a bearing on the owner’s 
public persona (Vitr. De arch. 6.5.1-3; Granger 1934:36–39). But it 
was not just the appearance of the house itself that was important in 
this regard: there was a similar relationship between the home-owner 
and the possessions that he chose to put on display in his house. 

During the Late Republican era (133–31 BC), many members of 
the Roman elite set out to acquire art collections to be displayed in 
their homes. This paper shows that the decorative luxury possessions 
acquired had a power and a capacity of their own. The owner’s taste 
and personality were established through the acquisition and display 
of these collections. 

To illustrate this point, two motifs are discussed: kalathiskos dan-
cers and pyrrhic dancers (fig. 1). Within the Roman cultural context, 
these motifs are primarily represented on decorative luxury items. 
The paper aims to explore the occurrence of the motifs and to explain 
why pyrrhic dancers were depicted less often than kalthiskos dancers 
(fig. 2), and to relate this circumstance to the agency of decorative 
luxury possessions within the Roman cultural context.
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Initially, the historical context within which these two motifs were in-
troduced into Roman visual culture is presented. Next we turn to the 
media on which the two motifs are represented, i.e. marble, terracotta, 
bronze, etc., before considering the written sources, which show that 
a Roman art collector had to be concerned with the propriety of 
the motifs that were depicted in the artworks he (and perhaps at 
times she) put on display. Here we discover the Achilles’ heel of the 
pyrrhic dancers as a motif. In ancient Rome, dance was considered 
an effeminate practice, a practice to be avoided by every respectable 
man. With this in mind, it will be argued that displaying works of 
art representing dancing men was deemed inappropriate within the 
Roman cultural context.

Fig. 1. A kalathiskos dancer and a pyrrhic dancer. The female in the 
drawing is based on a photograph of a marble candelabrum in the Museo 
Archeologico, Venice (inv. 122). The male figure is one of six pyrrhic 
dancers depicted on a marble krater found in the Villa Oplontis in Torre 
Annunziata. (Illustration by author [after Cain 1985: Pl. 31, Fig. 1; pho-
tograph: Fredrik Tobin].)
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Introducing the dancers
As mentioned above, this article deals with the occurrence of kala-
thiskos dancers and pyrrhic dancers within the Roman cultural 
sphere. In the following, depictions of these motifs are classified as 
Roman if they were made during the last century BC or later, when 
Rome was a major power in the Mediterranean world. In the cases 
where the depictions made during these centuries have a known pro-
venance, they were found on the Italian peninsula.

As far as we can tell, Romans seem to have been very fond of 
kalathiskos dancers as a motif. From c. 100 BC–AD 200 these female 
dancers were depicted on a wide variety of objects, from opulent 
marble candelabra to mass-produced pottery (Habetzeder 2012: 
App. 1, Tables 1 and 2). The dancers wear short chitons, which flutter 
out around the figures, signalling their movement (figs. 1 & 5). They 
usually stand on their toes and hold their arms in various distincti-
ve positions. Above all, they may be identified by their distinctive 
basket-shaped headdresses. The epithet ‘kalathiskos’ derives from 
the Greek word καλαθἰσκος, meaning ‘small basket’. Dances perfor-
med by females wearing the characteristic basket-shaped headdresses 
seem to have been tied to the cults of several divinities, for instance 

Fig. 2. The occurrence of kalathiskos dancers and pyrrhic dancers in 
Roman visual culture (The graph is based on information compiled in 
Habetzeder 2012: Apps. 1 and 2).
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Athena, Dionysus, Apollo, and Demeter (Metzger 1942:233–245; 
Schauenburg 1960:99–102; Burr Thompson 1963: 100; Froning 
1971:22–23).

A male equivalent to the motif of kalathiskos dancers is the motif 
of pyrrhic dancers, known within the Roman cultural sphere through 
depictions made c. 100 BC–AD 100. These male dancers are depicted 
naked, save for shields, swords, and helmets (Figs. 1, 3, & 4). Like 
the kalathiskos dancers, the pyrrhic dancers are generally depicted 
in movement, standing on their toes. Both the kalathiskos dance 
and the pyrrhica are known to have been performed during anti-
quity, but the pyrrhica is much better attested than the kalathiskos 
dance (Ceccarelli 1998).  It is somewhat surprising, then, that pyrrhic 
dancers are comparatively rare in Roman visual culture: there are 
only seven items depicting such dancers (Habetzeder 2012: App. 2, 
Table 5). 

The captive victors

Let us turn to the historical context within which the kalathiskos 
dancers and pyrrhic dancers were introduced into Roman visual cul-
ture. From the late third century BC and on, the higher social strata 
within Roman society became increasingly influenced by Greek and 
Hellenistic culture. The period saw the birth of Roman literature, 
modelled on its Greek equivalent. At the same time, works of art 
came to be considered systematically as war booty by the Romans 
(Galsterer 1994:858–859). Following successful military exploits in 
the East, great quantities of Greek works of art were brought back to 
Rome. Initially, these mainly ended up on public display. Gradually, 
however, more and more of the imported artworks ended up in pri-
vate collections. By the last century BC, the Roman elites had set out 
to lavishly decorate their domestic spaces with spectacular Classical 
(i.e. made in Greece c. 480–330 BC) and classicizing (i.e. imitating 
Classical Greek) works of art. By then, the visual culture of Classical 
Greece had become a token of refined taste (Galsterer 1994:860–861; 
Hölscher1994:881 and 884). The Roman poet Horace (65–8 BC) 
sums up the Roman infatuation with Greek culture in the following, 
often quoted, sentence: ‘Greece, the captive, made her savage victor 
captive, and brought the arts into rustic Latium’ (Hor. Epist. 2.1.156; 
Rushton Fairclough 1929:409).
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Fig. 3. Two pyrrhic dancers flank a dancing satyr on a fragment of a 
Roman marble krater. The fragment is kept in the Galleria dei Candelabri 
of the Musei Vaticani (inv. V33, 2749). (Illustration by author [after 
Weege 1926: Fig. 65].)

Fig. 4. To illustrate the close relationship between one of the two Roman 
marble plaques depicting pyrrhic dancers and the Attic Late Classical 
base of Xenokles, the fragments of the latter (in grey) have been super-
imposed on the former (in white), maintaining the correct proportions 
between the two. The Roman marble plaque is kept in the Sala delle Muse 
of the Museo Pio Clementino in the Vatican (inv. 321). The two fragments 
of the Attic base belong to the Acropolis Museum in Athens (inv. 6465 
and 6465a). (Illustration by author [after Walter 1923: cat. no. 402; Lip-
pold 1936: cat. no. 489, pl. 28; Kosmopoulou 2002: cat. no. 33, fig. 52].)
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It is within this context that kalathiskos dancers and pyrrhic dancers 
were introduced as motifs in Roman visual culture. And both of these 
motifs can be related to Greek art of the Classical era.

The Roman author Pliny the Elder (AD 23/24–79) mentions a 
sculpture representing Laconian women dancing (saltantes Lacaenae), 
a masterpiece made by the Greek sculptor Kallimachos, during the 
fifth-century BC (Plin. HN. 34.19.92). Modern scholarship has in-
terpreted this Classical masterpiece – renowned enough in Rome 
to be mentioned by Pliny – as depicting kalathiskos dancers. It is 
impossible to reconstruct Kallimachos’ masterpiece with any degree 
of certainty (Cain 1985:135). Nevertheless, we do know that there 
was a tradition of depicting kalathiskos dancers within the Greek 
cultural sphere during the Classical and Hellenistic periods, as some 
of these depictions are preserved. The most renowned example is the 
so-called ‘Column of Dancers’, a large votive column set up in Delphi, 
probably during the third century BC. A large sculpture representing 
three kalathiskos dancers, now in the local museum, once crowned 

Fig. 5. A fragmentary terracotta plaque (a so-called Campana-plaque) 
depicting a pair of kalathiskos dancers flanking a palladium (a statue of 
Athena/Minerva). The plaque belongs to the collections of the Staatliche 
Museen in Berlin (inv. 8217 68). (Illustration by author [after Rohden 
1911: Pl. 18].)
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this impressive monument (Amandry & Chamoux 1991:84–90; 
Habetzeder 2012:9–11).

Turning to the pyrrhic dancers, it should again be noted that the 
pyrrhica is a well-attested form of ancient dance (Ceccarelli 1998). 
In Classical Athens, competitions in pyrrhic dance were held, and in 
this city three Late Classical (403–323 BC) bases have been found 
commemorating victories in this form of dancing. These three bases 
depict troupes of pyrrhic dancers (Agelidis 2009:55–64 and cat. nos. 
102, 103, and 105). The iconography of these dancers is closely rela-
ted to the depictions of pyrrhic dancers created in Roman times. In 
fact, one of the later Roman depictions of pyrrhic dancers is believed 
to be a 1:1 copy of one of these Late Classical Attic votive bases, the 
so-called Base of Xenokles (Habetzeder 2012:23–27. fig. 4).

The point here is that both kalathiskos dancers and pyrrhic dan-
cers were classicizing motifs, and as such, they were likely to appeal 
to the Roman elites who set out to acquire extravagant pieces of 
decorative art during the last century BC. As we have seen, Classical 
Greek art had by now been established as a token of refined taste 
among the Roman elites. Aside from the use of classicizing motifs, 
these Roman elites also showed a great interest in a certain material, 
out of which these motifs could be carved: marble.

Material matters

On the Italian peninsula, there was no indigenous tradition of pro-
ducing decorative items made of marble before the Late Republican 
era. By contrast, Greece and the Hellenistic East had seen a long tra-
dition of sculpting in marble. The last centuries BC saw an influx of 
decorative marble items to Rome and its environs. The items inclu-
ded plaques, candelabra, kraters (wide-mouthed vessels), and oscilla 
(ornamental marble discs displayed hanging from chains), all deco-
rated with classicizing motifs – among them kalathiskos dancers and 
pyrrhic dancers (figs. 1, 3, & 4). These items were dispersed among 
the large country estates of wealthy Romans (Cain 1985:9–12). 

As the Roman social elite acquired its taste for this kind of decora-
tive marble items, the demand for such works of art were satisfied in 
different ways. Some workshops in Athens appear to have produced 
decorative marble items intended primarily for export to Rome 
(Fittschen 2008:327–329). At the same time, both stonemasons and 



100

own and be owned

marble were brought to Rome, and thus a local production of deco-
rative marble items was gradually established (Cain 1985:9–12 and 
148; Grassinger 1991:140–144). 

With the decorative marble items that were brought to Rome 
during the last centuries BC came a repertoire of classicizing motifs. 
Thus, the two motifs discussed in this article were introduced within 
Roman visual culture on decorative items made of marble in the 
Greek cultural sphere and imported to Rome. 

Both kalathiskos dancers and pyrrhic dancers are represented on 
items made of marble (fig. 2). Kalathiskos dancers are depicted on 
fifteen such items: six plaques, five candelabra (fig. 1), two oscilla, as 
well as on the breastplates of two marble cuirass statues (Habetzeder 
2012: App. 1, Table 1). As mentioned above, Pyrrhic dancers can be 
found on seven items, and these are all made of marble: four kraters 
(figs. 1 and 3), two plaques (fig. 4), and one oscillum (Habetzeder 
2012: App. 2, Table 5). 

While pyrrhic dancers do not seem to have been depicted in other 
materials at all, kalathiskos dancers were soon depicted on a wide 
array of materials. Where terracotta is concerned, the kalathiskos 
dancers can be found on 19 plaques (fig. 5) and one amphora. These 
20 terracotta items are counted in fig. 2 (Habetzeder 2012: App. 1, 
Table 1). But it should be noted that this table does not include the 
many pieces of terra sigillata pottery that depict kalathiskos dancers. 
Counting each individual shard of pottery that depicts a kalathiskos 
dancer would have been too great a task. Here it will have to suffice 
to say that no less than 14 different workshops are known to have 
produced terra sigillata vessels decorated with kalathiskos dancers 
(Habetzeder 2012: App. 1, Table 2). These female dancers are also 
depicted on ten engraved gemstones and six glass pastes (imitations 
of gemstones made of glass), as well as on two plaster reliefs. In one 
instance such dancing females are rendered in relief on the back of 
the cuirass of a cuirass statue made of bronze (Habetzeder 2012: App. 
1, Table 1).

The kalathiskos dancers soon began to appear on a wide array of 
media, and some of these already had a long tradition of indigenous 
production on the Italian peninsula (fig. 2). For instance, the terracotta 
plaques (fig. 5) – so-called Campana plaques – can be traced back 
to the Etruscans (Borbein 1968:20–28). As it would seem, although 
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the motif was introduced on decorative items made of marble by 
foreign craftsmen, it did not take long before it had been adopted by 
indigenous craftsmen producing decorative items in other materials. 
One might go so far as to say the motif had a universal appeal and 
achieved a certain ubiquity in this period.

This was, however, not the case for the pyrrhic dancers. As noted 
above, the pyrrhic dancers are only known to have been depicted on 
items made of marble (fig. 2). This seems to indicate that this parti-
cular motif was never taken on board by local craftsmen working 
with other materials. How can this reluctance towards this particular 
motif be explained? Could it be that there was no demand for items 
depicting this particular motif? And if so, why not?

Acquiring appropriate works of art

The famous orator Marcus Tullius Cicero (106–43 BC) was a wealthy 
patron of the arts, and through his letters we can get a rare glimpse 
of how a Roman art patron reasoned regarding his purchases. From 
Cicero’s correspondence with Titus Pomponius Atticus we learn that 
Cicero was eager to acquire sculptures for his house in Tusculum 
(Cic. Att. 1.1.5, 1.3.2, 1.4.3, 1.5.7, 1.6.2, 1.7.1, 1.8.2, 1.9.2, 1.10.3, 
1.11.3). His friend Atticus lived in Athens and was asked to purchase 
sculptures on Cicero’s behalf (Marvin 1989:29–30). Thus, Cicero can 
be counted among the Romans who imported sculptures from Greece. 

Cicero neither specifies which motifs he wants the sculptures to 
represent, nor asks for artworks produced by any particular artist or 
workshop. In fact, Cicero gives Atticus a rather free hand. But what 
he does emphasize, time and again, is that the sculptures acquired 
must be suitable for the location in which they are to be displayed 
(Cic. Att. 1.4.3, 1.5.7, 1.6.2, 1.8.2, 1.9.2, 1.10.3; Marvin 1989; 
Zimmer 1994:871–872).

Cicero was at this point acquiring sculptures for the two gym-
nasia (Latin: palaestra) in his villa in Tusculum, one referred to as 
the Lyceum, the other as the Academy. Originally, gymnasia were 
places where athletes trained, but by Cicero’s day the gymnasia had 
also become known as places where young men went to study philo-
sophy. The Lyceum and the Academy were two gymnasia in Athens, 
renowned at this time because Aristotle (384–322 BC) had taught 
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in the first mentioned facility and Plato (427–347 BC) in the second. 
As Cicero had, in his youth, studied philosophy in Athens he knew 
both the Lyceum and the Academy. Following Hellenistic precedents, 
wealthy Romans often named parts of their gardens after Greek buil-
ding types, and among these the gymnasia were particularly popular, 
due to their aristocratic and philosophical associations. It is there-
fore not surprising that Cicero refers to parts of his own gardens as 
a Lyceum and an Academy. Furthermore, Atticus, living in Athens, 
would have known which the models were for Cicero’s gardens 
(Marvin 1989:30–31).

In the letters between the two friends, we learn that Cicero has 
received a herm statue depicting the goddess Athena (the Roman 
Minerva), purchased and sent to Italy by Atticus. Cicero is very pleased 
with this sculpture, it is just what he had in mind for his garden (Cic. 
Att. 1.1.5, 1.4.3). Although he does not mention it speci fically, one 
of the reasons why this sculpture was considered so suitable is most 
likely that, as both he and Atticus were well aware, there was a san-
ctuary dedicated to this goddess in the Academy in Athens, as she was 
one of the tutelary deities of that institution (Marvin 1989:31).

The items acquired had to bear motifs considered appropriate to 
the area in which they were to be displayed. This becomes even cle-
arer in a letter written by Cicero to another friend of his, Marcus 
Fabius Gallus. Much like Atticus, Gallus had provided sculptures for 
Cicero’s palaestra, but in this case Cicero was not satisfied with the 
works of art he received: 

‘For I often buy the sort of figures that would adorn a place in 
my palaestra, and make it look like the gymnasia. But a statue 
of Mars! What do I, the advocate of peace, want with that?’  
(Cic. Fam. 7.23.2; Glynn Williams 1928:68–69). 

Not only did Cicero find Mars, the god of war, an inappropriate motif 
for his palaestra, the motif was also rejected because it did not reflect 
Cicero’s personality. From the passage quoted above we can deduce 
that the artworks purchased should render motifs that were both 
suitable to the environment in which they were to be displayed and 
representative of their owner’s preferences and beliefs. As it would 
seem, a Roman collector could not be indifferent to which motifs he 
put on display. Knowing what was suitable in different contexts was 
clearly important. This can be illustrated by an anecdote, mentioned 



103

the propriety of decorative luxury possessions

by Vitruvius, regarding the people of Alabanda:

[T]he inhabitants were shrewd enough in politics, but they had 
the reputation of being stupid because of one not very great 
fault, inconsistency. In the gymnasium, the statues were all of 
politicians; in the public assembly, they were of quoit-throwers 
or runners or javelin-throwers. Thus the unsuitable disposition 
of the statues added a blemish to the city in public estimation. 
(Vitr. De arch. 7.5.6; Granger 1934:106–107)

Cicero’s letters and Vitruvius’ remark suggest that decorative luxury 
possessions had to display appropriate motifs that were a testimony 
of their owner’s good taste and sense of propriety, and that this was 
not something to be taken lightly. As pointed out in recent scholar-
ship, the notion of propriety was of great significance within the 
Roman cultural context. Ellen Perry has argued that the concept of 
decorum set the ground rules for what could be depicted in Roman 
visual culture. She describes decorum as a principle that applied to 
most realms of public life. Decorum denoted that which was appro-
priate, as established by tradition. What was appropriate was deter-
mined by social consensus. Within Roman visual culture, a decorative 
depiction should always be appropriate, it should follow decorum 
(Perry 2005:28–49).

Appropriate and inappropriate dancers

Let us return to the motifs introduced initially. While depictions of 
kalathiskos dancers became rather common in Roman visual cul-
ture, the pyrrhic dancers were scarcely depicted. This is, I argue, a 
conse quence of the concern described above regarding the proprie-
ty of motifs put on display. For reasons outlined below, kalathiskos 
dancers were considered an appropriate motif while pyrrhic dancers 
were not.

For Romans, dance was seen as an effeminate practice, unsuitable 
for men. This notion is expressed in the written sources. Here we 
can return to Cicero, who is perhaps the most insistent Roman critic 
of male dancing (Wille 1967:192–195). A well-known passage from 
Cicero’s Pro L. Murena oratio illustrates his attitude towards male 
dancing:



104

own and be owned

Cato calls Murena a dancer. Strong language from a forceful 
prose cution, if there is any truth in it; slanderous abuse, if it is 
false. A man of your stature, then, Marcus Cato, should not pick 
a piece of dirt from the street corner or from parasites’ invective 
or lightly abuse a consul of the Roman people in this way. You 
should look around for the other vices with which a man must 
be tainted before you can sustain this charge. Hardly anyone 
dances except in his cups, either by himself or at any respecta-
ble party, unless of course he is out of his mind. Dancing comes 
at the end of a seasonable meal, in attractive surroundings and 
after a wealth of sensuous enjoyment. You are seizing upon this 
climax of debauchery but leave out those attendant vices without 
which it cannot exist. You do not produce any disgraceful party, 
any love-making, riotous behaviour, loose and extravagant living, 
and since there is no sign of behaviour that goes by the name 
of pleasure but is really vice, do you think that you can find 
the shadow of debauchery where you cannot find the substance? 
(Cic. Mur. 13; MacDonald 1976:200–201)

This is, of course, just one example of many, testifying to the uneasy 
attitude that prevailed toward male dancing in Rome. A recent and 
extensive article by Edith Hall discusses the manner in which male 
dancing is described in the ancient sources (Hall 2010). She demon-
strates that, in these texts, dance is generally associated with unmanli-
ness, decadent pleasure-seeking and the arousal of sexual desire (Hall 
2010:168). The picture painted in Cicero’s speech, quoted above, can 
be said to reflect the general attitude towards male dancing in Roman 
times.

As we have seen, a Roman art collector had to be concerned about 
the propriety of the motifs displayed on the fine, decorative items 
he chose to put on display. Considering the notion of dancing as 
an effeminate practice, unsuitable for honourable men (such as, for 
instance, the Roman consul Lucius Murena), it seems quite natural 
that a Roman collector would be hesitant to purchase and display 
decor ative items depicting male dancers. Merely to possess such 
items could be seen as an indication that their owner indulged in 
male dancing for pleasure. 

While depictions of pyrrhic dancers were rare, one has to acknow-
ledge the abundance of depictions showing dancing satyrs within 
Roman visual culture (fig. 3). Obviously, a Roman patron of the arts 
was free to display items depicting dancing satyrs. Bacchic motifs 
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in general were immensely popular during the Roman era, and the 
notion of dance and revelling was intimately tied to the Bacchic en-
tourage (Dräger 1994:102–107). But satyrs were mythological crea-
tures, and they were closely linked to aspects such as pleasure-seeking 
and the arousal of sexual desire – traits also seen to be connected to 
male dancing in general. Aspects such as these marked satyrs out as 
reflections of ‘the other’, of traits that should not be found in a decent 
Roman man (Schneider 2000). Furthermore, with their pointed ears 
and tails, satyrs were clearly mythological beings. They could not 
be mistaken for representations of actual human males dancing for 
pleasure. This explains why a Roman patron of the arts was free to 
possess and display items depicting dancing satyrs.

I would argue that the situation was different for depictions of 
pyrrhic dancers because these referred to a weapon dance performed 
in reality. As noted above, the pyrrhica was a well-known form of 
ancient dance, and within the Greek cultural context competitions in 
pyrrhic dancing were held (Ceccarelli 1998). This probably made the 
motif of pyrrhic dancers problematic, because anyone who chose to 
purchase and display a decorative item depicting this motif could be 
said to appreciate and promote male dancing for pleasure.

While the notion of dance as an effeminate practice made the depic-
tion of actual (as opposed to mythological) dancing males problema-
tic to the Romans, no such stigma applied to depictions of female 
dancers. Just like the depictions of pyrrhic dancers, the depictions 
of kalathiskos dancers referred to dances actually performed during 
antiquity (Metzger 1942:233–245; Schauenburg 1960:99–102; Burr 
Thompson 1963:100; Froning 1971:22–23). Nevertheless, this did 
not prevent the motif from becoming widely used within Roman 
visual culture. Purchasing and displaying depictions of female dan-
cers did not pose a threat to the masculinity of the (generally male) 
Roman collector. This is, as I have demonstrated, the reason why 
kala thiskos dancers could become a popular motif within Roman 
visual culture, while the pyrrhic dancers could not.

These decorative luxury possessions had a power and capacity 
of their own: they were inextricably intertwined with the plays of 
recognition and knowing that unfolded among the Roman elites. The 
collections were often meant to be seen by all who visited their ow-
ner’s residence, and therefore these possessions played an active part 
in the shaping of their owner’s public persona.
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Hijacked by the Bronze Age discourse? 
A discussion of rock art and ownership

Per Nilsson

Introduction

South Scandinavian rock art figures have been discussed within the 
Nordic Bronze Age discourse ever since they were first safely dated 
to this period in the late nineteenth century. In this paper I discuss 
some of the consequences this dating has had for our understanding 
of the rock art figures. The point I will stress is that the classification 
of rock art as primarily a Bronze Age phenomenon has limited dis-
cussion of these fascinating figures. In a sense the rock art figures can 
be regarded as appropriated - or even hijacked - by the Bronze Age 
discourse. This dating of the rock art figures is based on an idea of 
their time of creation and not on the basic ontological quality of the 
figures – their ability to endure. Excavations at rock art sites have 
revealed a number of finds and features from later prehistoric periods, 
indicating that they were still being used after the tradition of making 
new figures had come to an end. But these later interactions with the 
rock art figures are not regarded as part of the rock art tradition itself. 
In this article I will discuss how the rock art figures were first incor-
porated into the ownership of the Nordic Bronze Age discourse and 
use analogies from archaeological excavations to explain why rock 
art chronologies have served to maintain this claim of possession.

When discussing themes like ownership and possessions within 
rock art studies it is relevant to start by raising the question ‘what is 
there to be owned in the first place?’. The rock outcrops or the figu-
res, the privilege of making certain motifs, or perhaps the exclusive 
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right to make figures at all? These and similar questions have all been 
touched upon within South Scandinavian rock art research, although 
the specific word ‘ownership’ has rarely been used. More common 
are terms like restricted or concealed areas, taboos, and motifs re-
served for certain (elite) groups (Bengtsson 2004b; Kristiansen & 
Larsson 2005:337; Goldhahn 2006:92f; Bahn 2010:35). But even if 
the interpretations can differ all of these terms have one thing in 
common: they are related to the act of making, or controlling the act 
of making rock art. This act defines the figures’ age and place in a 
chronological sequence as well as their proper belonging to a certain 
chronologically defined discourse – the Nordic Bronze Age discourse. 
Within this discourse there is today a common understanding that the 
tradition of making figurative rock art in southern Scandinavia can 
been dated to the Bronze Age, with continuity during the first part 
of the Early Iron Age in a few areas (Kaul 2004; Mandt 2005; Ling 
2008; 2013; Skoglund 2013). However, the use of the rock art sites 
is by no means limited to this period. Archaeological excavations at 
rock art sites have revealed a number of finds and features from later 
periods as well, and I have previously suggested that this can be inter-
preted as a continuous use of the rock art sites (Nilsson 2010; 2012). 
In this text I will take this argument one step further and discuss why 
I think these later uses have only been briefly discussed within South 
Scandinavian rock art research. Using examples from Sweden I will 
first describe how the rock art figures became the territory, or pos-
session, of the Nordic Bronze Age discourse. I will also discuss how 
the recent focus on creating more accurate rock art chronologies in 
this region has served to maintain this claim of possession. Perhaps 
provocatively, but well in line with the theme of this book, the rock 
art figures can be described as having been appropriated – or even 
hijacked – by the Bronze Age discourse. 

Filthy Stone Agers or noble Vikings? 

To be able to understand how the rock art figures became the pos-
session of the Bronze Age discourse we must return to the second 
half of the nineteenth century. During this formative era of South 
Scandinavian rock art research the rock art figures had not yet 
become an inevitable part of the Bronze Age narrative. Suggestions 
were made that they could be dated to the Stone Age, the Iron Age, or 
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even historic times (Montelius 1879; Hauptman Wahlgren 2000:69f; 
Goldhahn 2013:107f). 

In Sweden, two early but very different standpoints in the dating 
debate were presented by Axel Emanuel Holmberg in 1848 and 
Carl Georg Brunius in 1868. Axel Emanuel Holmberg held a posi-
tion as priest in the northern part of the county of Bohuslän on the 
Swedish west coast, not far from the densest rock art concentrations 
in southern Scandinavia. He was very interested in the county’s local 
history and published an often quoted description of the history 
of Bohuslän in the 1840s (Holmberg 1842-45). He took a special 
interest in rock art figures, and in 1848 published a thesis called 
Skandinaviens Hällristningar (The rock art figures of Scandinavia), 
with the goal of listing and describing all of the then-known rock 
art figures in Scandinavia. In this publication Holmberg claimed that 
the figures had been made with metal tools (1848:17, in line with a 
suggestion previously proposed by Lennart Åberg in 1839). Since the 
figures did not show any traces of typical Bronze Age ornamentation 
(for example spiral motifs), he suggested that they ought to be dated 
to a more recent phase of paganism, probably the Viking Age. But he 
was willing to make an exception for carved slabs in graves, such as 
the ones from the huge Kivik cairn in Scania, where the motifs were 
of a clear Bronze Age type. Holmberg also suggested that some of the 
figures were depictions of various kinds of exotic animals like turtles, 
camels, and rhinoceroses (Holmberg 1848:18). His explanation for 
this was that travellers during the Viking Age had seen these strange 
animals on their far-flung journeys and had tried to make depictions 
of them when they returned home.

Carl Georg Brunius held a chair as professor in Greek at Lund 
University, but he was also a philologist, a vicar, and an art historian 
and he is most renowned for his many medieval-styled renovations of 
Scanian churches. He also took an interest in prehistoric remains, and 
published a series of books called Nordiska fornlemningar (Ancient 
Nordic remains, my translation) (Brunius & Liljegren 1823). He was 
born in Tanum in Bohuslän and was interested in rock art figures 
even as a youth. He wrote an unpublished text about rock art as 
early as 1818, but it was not until 1868, one year before his death, 
that he published a book on the subject called Försök till förklaringar 
öfver hällristningar (A suggestion for explanation of rock art figures, 
my translation). In opposition to Holmberg he argued that it was 
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quite possible to use stone tools to make the figures, and this together 
with their primitive iconography meant that they should be dated to 
the Stone Age, including the earliest part of the Bronze Age (Brunius 
1868:157). According to Brunius, sexually explicit motifs showing 
men with erect phalluses or intercourse scenes were another indica-
tion that the rock art figures should be dated to the Stone Age rather 
than to the culturally more developed Viking Age:

Such a people cannot possibly be associated with such laboured 
and unskilled picture-making, as the rock carvings which reveal 
an unformed stance, a blatant rudeness and in many motifs an 
abominable debauchery. (Brunius 1868:84, my translation) 

An important step towards a Bronze Age dating of the rock art figures 
took place in 1867 when the then Director General of the Swedish 
Central Board of National Antiquities, Bror Emil Hildebrand, made 
a visit to a mansion called Ekenberg, outside the city of Norrköping 
in southeastern Sweden. Here, the factory director O. V. von 
Schmalensee had discovered what he regarded as rock art figures on 
an outcrop located just a few hundred metres away from the mansion 
itself. On his visit Hildebrand could easily verify von Schmalensee’s 
interpretation. Several decorated ships and human figures could be 
found and, especially important, also a number of full-sized and 
naturally depicted sword figures. Two years after his visit to Ekenberg, 
Hildebrand published an article entitled, ‘Till hvilken tid och hvilket 
folk böra de Svenska Hällristningarne hänföras?’ (Hildebrand 1869) 

‘To which time and to what people ought the Swedish rock carvings 
be attributed?’ (my translation). It was written as a comment on the 
dating suggestions that had previously been presented by Holmberg 
and Brunius. In the article Hildebrand made a comparison between 
the sword figures from Ekenberg and real swords dated to the Early 
Bronze Age. Based on this comparison Hildebrand suggested that the 
great similarity between the rock art figures and typical Early Bronze 
Age swords made it very likely that the sword figures were copies of 
real Bronze Age swords (fig. 1). 

For those familiar with the history of South Scandinavian rock 
art research, this is a well-known story. Hildebrand’s 1869 article 
has been quoted on many occasions and it has often been referenced 
as what finally settled the question of the dating of the rock art fi-
gures. One of the reasons for this was that the article quickly found 
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Fig. 1. Comparisons between sword figures from the Ekenberg-site in 
Norrköping, southeastern Sweden and bronze swords dated to the Bronze 
Age. (Source: Hildebrand 1869:425-426)
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support by the founding father of the six-period system of the Nordic 
Bronze Age, Oscar Montelius. Montelius used Hildebrand’s dating 
of the sword figures to show that the rock art figures could be dated 
to the Bronze Age in his presentations at the Archaeology Congress 
in Stockholm in 1874 and also at the Antiquarian Society meeting 
in Gothenburg in 1875 (Nordén 1925:11; Baudou 2012:173-174 
cf. discussion in Goldhahn 2006:72). But even if Hildebrand argued 
that the sword figures at the Ekenberg-site were depictions of bronze 
swords, he was less certain that they were made by a people who 
were using bronze objects themselves. One of the possibilities he dis-
cusses was that the depicted weapons could have been a kind of war 
offering from a battle in which a local Stone Age tribe successfully de-
fended themselves against an advancing horde of Bronze Age people 
(1869:430). In a sense, following this suggestion, the figures were 
made during the Stone Age but depicted objects from the Bronze Age 

– indeed an interesting temporal twist! 

Rock art chronologies – progress and problems

By the end of the nineteenth century most researchers agreed that 
the majority of the rock art figures in southern Scandinavia could be 
dated to the Bronze Age. Once the dating enigma was settled only 
a few researchers questioned the relevance of this dating, although 
it has been suggested that some of the figures, such as daggers and 
axes, could perhaps be dated to the Middle Neolithic (Burenhult 
1980:133). A possible Neolithic dating has also been suggested for 
some of the deeply cut cupmarks and grooves (Bengtsson 2004a), as 
well as a Late Neolithic dating for some of the ship figures and axes 
on the Swedish west coast and in Scania (Ling 2008:101; Skoglund 
2013:692). There is also a common understanding that motifs such 
as horse riders with rectangular shields and ship figures with more 
or less parallel keel extensions (resembling the later Hjortspring-
ship, c. 350 BC) were probably made during the first part of the Pre-
Roman Iron Age (Kaul 1998:104ff; Ling 2008). 
 
Progress…
The main problem with rock art dating in this region is that the 
figures are primarily of an open-air type, and some of the panels 
were used repeatedly for hundreds of years. This makes the dating 
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of single figures even more problematic since motifs such as circles, 
wheel/sun crosses and cup marks were probably made throughout 
this period. Only a small number of figures have been discovered 
in closed contexts, mainly in graves, such as the carved slabs in the 
Sagaholm-mound in Jönköping, Småland and the Kivik-cairn in 
Scania (Goldhahn 1999; 2013). Because of these limitations a com-
parative methodology has been the main tool for dating the rock art 
figures. However, only a few types of motifs have possible parallels 
in real objects, represented in the material culture that has survived 
from the Bronze Age. These objects mainly consist of weapons and 
tools such as swords, daggers, axes and shields. But for the most 
common figurative motif, the ship figure, no contemporary parallels 
have yet been found. Instead, the stylistic differences between the 
many ship figures have been regarded as chronologically significant 
and a number of rock art chronologies based on these differences 
have been proposed throughout the years (Ling 2008:59ff). 

A recently published overview of the history of the making of rock 
art chronologies in this region identifies two main trends within the 
comparative chronological approach (Goldhahn & Ling 2013:274-
275): The first trend consists of a comparison with ship figures on 
well-dated bronze items which is used to date the rock art figures (e.g. 
Glob 1969; Kaul 1998). The second trend draws on typologies based 
on differences in style and technique, which are regarded as chrono-
logically relevant, such as double- or single-lined ships, whether the 
hulls were partially pecked or entirely pecked, etc. (e.g. Malmer 
1981). Also discussed by Goldhahn and Ling is the progress that has 
been made during the last decade and a half to establish more adequ-
ate chronologies of South Scandinavian rock art. Two major works 
on these issues are ‘Ships on Bronzes’ by Flemming Kaul (1998) and 
‘Elevated rock art’ by Johan Ling (2008, cf. Ling 2013). Kaul uses 
ship figures on well-dated bronze items, especially razors, to pro-
pose a typological and chronological development for the depicted 
ships. Kaul further suggests that the development of ship figures on 
bronzes was more or less similar to the stylistic development of the 
ships depicted on rock art panels. With some minor exceptions, this 
chronology has been confirmed by Ling’s extensive altitude measure-
ments of ship figures on the west coast of Sweden. Ling uses an up-
dated model for shore displacement to test Kaul’s chronology, and 
suggests that many of the ship figures were made in close connection 
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to the sea level during the Bronze Age. Both these works have been 
important contributions to the Scandinavian rock art discourse, not 
just for their discussions of the chronology and dating of rock art, 
but because they have shown how refined chronologies can open up 
a number of possibilities for further discussions regarding the act 
of rock art making as a social phenomenon (Cornell & Ling 2013; 
Skoglund 2013). 

While I welcome and acknowledge the progress in rock art dating 
that has been enabled by these studies, I would like to stress that a 
focus on more and more precise dating of rock art figures can also 
have a limiting effect on the rock art discourse itself. The problem I 
would like to address has little to do with all of the methodological 
problems that are connected to the making of rock art chronologies. 
It has more to do with the question of the ontological and material 
qualities of the rock art figures, and how these can become down-
played by the use of rock art chronologies.

Hijacked by the Bronze Age discourse?
Rock art chronologies do not differ fundamentally from other types 
of archaeological chronologies, in that they are based on the basic 
concept that similarity in style indicates a similarity in time (Malmer 
1968:87), an idea that has gained a lot of support through the pro-
gress in rock art dating in recent years. But what is important to keep 
in mind is that the rock art figures’ proper placing in a chronology is 
primarily defined by their time of creation and not by the period of 
time when the figures could have been in some kind of use. The main 
reason that rock art research has been focused on finding an earliest 
possible date when certain figures or motifs could have been made is 
that the open-air rock art in this region usually lacks any stratigraphy 
which makes a latest possible date for the making or use of the rock 
art figures hard to determine. This focus on finding out when the 
figures were made has reinforced the discursive focus on finding out 
why the figures were made. This is of course a most legitimate task 
and it would in fact be no problem if the original intention of the 
rock carver was not, explicitly or implicitly, also understood as the 
most accurate meaning of the rock art figures (cf. Olsen 1990:197f; 
Schaafsma 2013:17-18). 

The standard way of presenting rock art chronologies is as a linear 
development where a number of motifs from different periods are 



117

hijacked by the bronze age discourse?

followed by one another in a typological sequence (figs. 2–3). These 
ideal, or more correctly, most typical motifs are chosen as represen-
tatives for a huge number of more or less similar ones. But they are 
not just representatives of other motifs, they are also chosen as repre-
sentatives for a period of time when similar motifs were made. After 
a while these motifs went out of fashion for some reason, and new or 
slightly changed ones were instead cut into the rocks. Even if these 
motifs were a bit different from the old ones we still identify them as 
belonging to the same rock art tradition. It is thus the repeated act 
of making similar, different or slightly changed motifs that defines a 
rock art tradition (and perhaps also the recutting of the old ones, cf. 
Hauptman Wahlgren 2002:182ff, Goldhahn 2011:49). In this inter-
pretation, it does not matter whether or not the carvers returned to 
the same rocks or panels. What is important is that the repetitive act 
of making rock art figures took place during a certain archaeologi-
cally defined period of time. All rock art figures dated to the Bronze 
Age (and early Pre-Roman Iron Age in a few areas) are thus regarded 
as belonging to the same entity – the South Scandinavian rock art 
tradition. 

Fig. 2. An early example of 
rock art chronologies/
typologies, based on stylistic 
changes of ship figures. 
(Source: Ekholm 1916 [copy 
from Schnittger 1922:85].)
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Fig. 3. A late example of rock art chronologies/typologies from northern 
Bohuslän on the west coast of Sweden, based on stylistic changes of ship 
figures combined with an updated model for shore displacement.  
(Source: Ling 2008:105.)
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It might seem very logical that a rock art figure made during 
the Bronze Age can also be dated to this period. And as long as we 
are discussing rock art from a Bronze Age perspective, this dating 
remains unproblematic. But the moment we leave the safe Bronze 
Age harbour and start asking questions about the possible uses and 
interpretations of rock art during later periods, problems with this 
definition start appearing. The rock art tradition, as it is defined today, 
could only exist as long as new figures were continuously made. Since 
the tradition of making new figures over and over again was most 
intense during the Bronze Age, it is inevitable that the rock art figures 
as an entity are also being discussed primarily as a Bronze Age phe-
nomenon. As stated in the beginning, they can even be regarded as 
having been hijacked by the Bronze Age discourse. 

Excavations at rock art sites
Again, it is important to note that the rock art tradition is defined 
as an act where new figures were repeatedly made during a certain 
period of time. When figures were no longer added the tradition is 
considered finished. But the problem with this definition is that there 
are many other acts, beyond making new figures, which can be regar-
ded as integral to the rock art tradition. Some of these acts have been 
revealed by excavations at rock art sites, where a number of finds 
and features interpreted as having a possible connection to the rock 
art figures have been found. Excavations at rock art sites were in fact 
used as a methodological tool by Holmberg as early as the 1840s. 
Holmberg was explicitly looking for flint, which he regarded as the 
only possible material that could have been used to make the rock art 
figures apart from iron tools (1848:9f). And since he couldn’t find the 
large amounts of flint he thought were necessary to make the figures, 
he instead favoured an Iron Age dating of the rock art figures. Other, 
more scientifically based, excavations were undertaken early in the 
1910s/20s in the Himmelstalund-region in southeastern Sweden by 
the well-known rock art researcher, Arthur Nordén. Nordén exca-
vated several heaps of fire-cracked stones in connection with, or even 
on top of, rock art sites. At first he thought of these heaps as possible 
graves but later changed his mind and regarded them as traces from 
fires lit at fertility cults and feasts that had taken place at the rock art 
sites (Nordén 1925:147f). 
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Interest in performing excavations at rock art sites grew once again 
in the late 1970s and 1980s, fueled by results from the successful 
excavations undertaken at Post Hornnes in Østfold in southeastern 
Norway. At this rock art site an altar-like stone construction was 
found in connection with some large ship figures, as well as smashed 
pots, flint, quartz and fire-cracked stones (Johansen 1979). With in-
spiration from these finds a number of excavations were also conduc-
ted in other parts of Scandinavia, although with more limited results 
(Bengtsson 2004a:109). 

Since the late 1990s there has once again been a renewed interest 
in excavating at rock art sites. Most of these excavations have taken 
place on the west coast of Sweden, within or as extensions of the 
so-called ‘Tanum-project’ (Aulin & Gustafsson 2002; Bengtsson 
2004a:109f; Bengtsson, Gustafsson & Strid 2005; Ling & Ragnesten 
2008; Kegel et al. 2013). But excavations have also been under taken 
in other parts of southern Scandinavia, notably in the counties of 
Östergötland and Småland in southeastern Sweden (Lindeblad & 
Nielsen 1994; Nilsson 2008; Goldhahn 2010, 2011), near the lake 
Vänern in the county of Värmland (Olsson 2005), on the Danish 
island of Bornholm (Kaul 2006; Sørensen 2006) and in Østfold in 
southeastern Norway (Bårdseth 2008; Vikshålland 2009). 

First of all it should be noted that it is not uncommon for no 
finds and features, or only a few, to be recorded at these excava-
tions. But when there are results they tend to be of a similar nature 
for the entire region. The most common features have been traces of 
fire-related activities: hearths, heaps or layers of fire-cracked stones, 
cooking pits and fire damage on the rock surfaces. Concentrations 
and constructions of stones are quite common and in a few cases 
postholes forming possible fences or houses have also been found 
(Bengtsson 2004a; Kaul 2006; Ling & Ragnesten 2008:16; Nilsson 
2010; 2012). The find material most often consists of worked or 
unworked pieces of flint and quartz as well as burnt clay and pot-
sherds. Other, less common, finds are hammer and grinding stones, 
burnt bones, traces of bronze casting and a few single finds of beads 
and amber (ibid.). A common interpretation of all these finds and 
features has been that they might be connected to some kind of ritual 
(Johansen 1979; Bengtsson 2004a; Kaul 2004:134).

Many of these features have been dated to different parts of the 
Bronze Age. What I find especially interesting, though, is that it is 
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quite common for the finds and features to be dated to later pre-
historic periods, when the tradition of making new rock art figures 
had come to an end. In many cases these remains are of the same 
type as the ones dated to the Bronze Age, and they consist mainly of 
hearths, heaps and layers of fire-cracked stones, concentrations of 
stones, postholes and potsherds (Nilsson 2012). First of all it should 
be stated that it can be hard to determine whether these later finds 
and features were intentionally located at the rock art sites or not. 
But since in many cases they are of the same types and materials 
as the ones dated to the Bronze Age, it is reasonable to suggest that 
such a connection existed (ibid.). I will not go into detail regarding 
the possible explanations and statistics connected to these later uses 
here as they will be thoroughly discussed in my forthcoming thesis. 
But, for my argument here, it is interesting to note that remains found 
at rock art sites are commonly regarded as connected to the rock 
art tradition as long as their dating stays safely within the chrono-
logical parameters of this tradition (1700/1600-200 BC, as defined 
by e.g. Ling 2008; Skoglund 2013). Reading the reports from the 
excavations it is obvious that material remains from later periods are 
treated with much more circumspection. And in those cases where 
later remains actually have been regarded as somehow related to the 
rock art figures, they have often been described as traces of a reuse 
(Bertilsson 1987; Bengtsson & Ling 2008:49; cf. Nordenborg Myhre 
2004:216). I have earlier used the term reuse myself (Nilsson 2010), 
but lately I have found it more and more problematic. To be able 
to be reused, something must first have come to an end. And the 
moment we decide that this something has come to an end all later 
uses immediately become secondary to what is regarded as an origi-
nal and true meaning. A more fruitful and ontologically correct way 
of discussing later uses of rock art sites would be by starting to regard 
these acts not a priori as a reuse of something old, but as a use of 
something contemporary (figs. 4, 5). Regarding the rock art figures as 
features of contemporary landscapes instead of remains from a long 
gone past also does justice to one of their main ontological qualities 

– their ability to endure. 
The possibility that people could also have used and related to 

rock art sites during later periods was in fact mentioned earlier by 
Arthur Nordén, who in his 1925 thesis identified a possible con-
nection between rock art sites and later remains such as graves and 
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Uses or reuses? Fig. 4 (above). At Lofta, in Småland, on the southeastern 
coast of Sweden, a hearth dated to the Migration Period (1585+50 BP) 
was found beside a boulder with 483 cupmarks as well as a few ship 
figures from the Bronze Age. The fire had (intentionally?) destroyed some 
of the ship figures. (Goldhahn 2010, photograph by Joakim Goldhahn.)
Fig. 5 (below). Two houses from the Iron Age with their possible  
entrances located just by a rock art site from the Bronze Age (Lille 
Strandbygård, Bornholm). (Source: Sørenssen 2006:72.)
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heaps of fire cracked stones. Later he returned to the subject and 
tried to demonstrate a cultural link between rock art figures from the 
Bronze Age and picture stones and runic inscriptions from the Late 
Iron Age (a possibility that has recently been taken up for discus-
sion once again by Andrén 2014:133-139). Other examples are given 
by Bertilsson who identified a close chorological relation between 
rock art sites and graves from the Roman Iron Age (1987:149) as 
well as Bengtsson and Ling who connects a possible Iron Age use of 
rock art sites to an expanding herding population (2008:48-49). But 
even if these connections have been discussed it has typically been 
as a side line to a major Bronze Age theme (cf. Hauptman Wahlgren 
2002:152f; Kaul 2004:391f; Bengtsson & Ling 2008:49). Although 
the subject of ‘the past in the past’ (Bradley 2002; Yoffee 2007) as well 
as the life-histories and re-uses of monuments has been thoroughly 
discussed over the last two decades (summarized by e.g. Thäte 2007; 
Hållans Stenholm 2012:37-60), it still remains to be integrated in 
South Scandinavian rock art research.

….and problems 
So, what then is the main problem with rock art chronologies, and 
why do they affect the rock art discourse? In the final part of this text 
I will use a few common experiences from archaeological excavations 
to explain why a focus on rock art chronologies can downplay the 
significance of the later uses of rock art sites. First of all it is impor-
tant to note that chronologies are not just the outcomes of hypothe-
ses: they can be regarded as hypotheses themselves, as suggestions or 
explanations than can be verified or falsified against a selected and 
relevant material. When new source material and/or more advanced 
dating methods are developed, chronologies can be tested to become 
more accurate and useful (cf. discussion in Ling 2008:15ff). It goes 
without saying that these idealized and most often linear models of 
change can be more or less true representations of an actual develop-
ment in the past. But during an excavation you are often confronted 
with objects and fragments that cannot be classified properly accor-
ding to the diagnostic objects that make up the building blocks of 
chronologies. If that happens you are faced with two options: first 

– you can go through the painstaking task of creating new and more 
appropriate chronologies, or second – you can adjust the description 
of your object or fragment so it better fits within the chronological 



124

own and be owned

sequence. This, in turn, leads to a description where the object or 
figure in question is not described as an entity in itself, but rather in 
terms of how atypical it is to an ideal object. My point is that this line 
of thought is in fact quite similar to the way later period’s uses and 
interpretations of rock art has hitherto been described, as something 
atypical and less than ideal – the ideal in this case being the making 
and uses of rock art during the Bronze Age. 

Another analogy taken from the daily life of an excavation is 
that you are often faced by bits and pieces of objects that cannot 
be classified as being archaeological entities in their own right. One 
example is fragments of potsherds that are too small to be identi-
fied as being anything more than just fragments. These fragments 
are identifiable as belonging to a certain entity – a prehistoric pot or 
vessel – but they are not regarded as useable for telling us something 
more significant about the type of pot itself. To these fragments we 
can also add all of those features in the ground that at best can be de-
fined as belonging to different phases of a settlement, but that cannot 
surely be connected to houses or other kinds of structures. They are 
identifiable as belonging to one entity – the settlement – but they are 
not useable since they cannot be defined as parts of chronologically 
defined house-types. 

These identifiable but non-useable fragments are, if not imme-
diately thrown into the excavation spoil heap or recycling bins of 
the computer desktop, often discarded during the next phase of the 
archaeo logical classification act. In this phase the things and frag-
ments go through the delicate selection process where they are consi-
dered worthy or not worthy of becoming museum objects or repre-
sentative enough to make it to the digital archive. What is essen tial 
here is that these discarded bits and pieces of the past are not consi-
dered as unimportant by archaeologists. But they are classified as 
unusable since they neither on their own or glued together with other 
fragments or features can be used to confirm the predefined archaeo-
logical entities. The way we treat these unclassifiable fragments is 
actually very similar to how we treat the use and interpretation of 
rock art in later periods – i.e. as having a detectable, but unusable, 
connection to the rock art figures. And the reason why it is not regar-
ded as useful is because it is not possible to define these acts as a part 
of the rock art tradition, since this tradition has been defined as the 
repeated act of making new figures.
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Discussion

Today it is easy to deride some of the interpretations that were made 
in the early days of rock art research. This is especially true for those 
made by Holmberg, who suggested that some of the figures were depic-
tions of various kinds of exotic animals made by the Vikings during 
the Late Iron Age (1848:18), an interpretation that was later slightly 
ridiculed by both Brunius (1868:4) and Hildebrand (1869:422). 
However, even if we today know that Holmberg was wrong about 
the origin of the rock art figures, it is important to note that from an 
ontological point of view he was quite right. The rock art figures can 
be dated to the Iron Age as well as the Bronze Age, since they were a 
part of a contemporary landscape during that period too. In just the 
same way they have been parts of contemporary landscapes up until 
today (cf. Olivier 2011:53f). As discussed above, excavations conduc-
ted at rock art sites have revealed a number of finds and features not 
just from the Bronze Age but from later periods as well. Additionally 
there are a few examples where runic inscriptions have been added 
to rock art panels, such as those from Himmelstalund in southeastern 
Sweden and Kårstad in Norway (Nordén 1925; 1932; Mandt 2005). 
Even if these inscriptions are quite rare they are nonetheless a clear 
indication that open air rock art sites were in fact possible to identify 
and interpret during later periods as well (Nilsson 2012:82f).

Understanding rock art as an important aspect of Bronze Age cul-
ture has been a major trope of the Nordic Bronze Age discourse ever 
since the late nineteenth century, when the figures were first securely 
dated to this period. I have tried to show that this once very revealing 
scientific breakthrough is also accompanied by a number of limiting 
factors. These limitations primarily have to do with the endurance of 
rock art, which has made it possible for later generations to interact 
with the figures in different ways. I have proposed that the role of 
the rock art figures within the Nordic Bronze Age discourse can be 
discussed in terms of an ownership – and in a metaphorical sense 
they can even be described as having been hijacked by this discourse. 
One example of this claim of possession is that finds and features 
found at excavations of rock art sites are regarded as integrated parts 
of the rock art tradition as long as they are dated to the Bronze Age 
(and early Pre-Roman Iron Age in a few areas). But if these traces are 
dated to periods when the rock art tradition is considered to have 
ceased it is not uncommon that they are neglected, downplayed or 
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Fig. 6. Hijacked by the Bronze Age Discourse? Red circle, arrow and 
question mark added by the author on top of an original rock art  
chronology. (Source: Ling 2008:105.)
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discussed in terms of reuse. Quite simply, later interactions and uses 
of the rock art sites are not regarded as an important part of what we 
define as the rock art tradition per se. 

One of the reasons that these later uses of rock art sites are still 
being regarded as secondary, or even irrelevant, for the understan-
ding of rock art lies in a built-in limitation of rock art chronologies. 
Since these chronologies are primarily built up by an oldest possible 
dating of a number of different rock art motifs, attention is inevitably 
drawn to the occasion when the rock art figures were made (fig. 6). 
The intention of the maker has become equated with the meaning of 
the figures and South Scandinavian rock art research has been domi-
nated by a continuous search for this original meaning. Nearly one 
and half centuries have now passed since the rock art figures were 
first hijacked by the Bronze Age discourse. Maybe it is about time we 
release the hostages?
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Capturing images: 
knowledge, ownership 

and the materiality of cave art

Magnus Ljunge

Engraved or painted rock art occurs in coastal regions of present 
day Scandinavia, from the south in Scania to the steep shorelines of 
northern most Norway. The imagery consists of a handful of recog-
nizable motifs, mainly located on exposed rock surfaces, with the 
exception of some rare finds in caves in northern Norway. The study 
of this rock art traditionally takes its starting point in the assumed 
cultural context of the production of the images, which has crea-
ted a division between an older, northern tradition associated with 
a society with a hunter-gatherer economy and a shamanistic world 
view, and a southern Bronze Age rock art tradition. 

One of the contemporary and perhaps more unexpected aspects 
of Scandinavian rock art is its ability to evoke feelings of anxiousness 
in researchers who try to interpret its meaning. The reason for this 
is a painful and equally powerful realization that the quite simplistic 
imagery that is being studied could mean almost anything. This is 
a temporal condition, a moment’s despair caused by the possibility 
that everything we dare to say about prehistoric rock art is a fantasy 
created by us in our fascination for the ancient marks and images on 
the panels of rock before us.  

Scandinavian rock art is an archaeological source material that 
over the years has been interpreted in very innovative and, it must be 
said, spectacular ways. The narratives associated with this stylized 
imagery, consisting of only a small handful of recognizable motifs, are 
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full of gods, warriors, shamans, sun horses, and cult ships. They tell 
tales of cosmologies (Goldhahn 1999; Bradley 2006; Mulk & Bayliss-
Smith 2006; Gjerde 2010), how the sun was worshiped (Larsson 
1999), how religion worked (Almgren 1927; Kaul 2004), how the 
sea mattered (Helskog 1999; Ling 2008; Nimura 2012), how boys 
became men and how men became shamans (Tilley 1991; Goldhahn 
2002), and how society was organized (Hauptman Wahlgren 2002; 
Sjöstrand 2011). So, from a sceptical perspective, the anxiety of the 
rock art researcher seems to be justified. According to the plurality 
of the interpretations, the prehistoric images of both northern and 
southern Scandinavia could mean just about anything.

But one could just as well turn things around with the statement 
that rock art seems to capture its audience in a distinct and power-
ful manner (cf. Bradley 2009). There are few other archaeological 
remains that so obviously trigger well-defined thoughts of symbolic 
representation. The images  prompt the archaeologist to formulate 
meanings in very specific ways (cf. Karlenby 2011:9-12). Rock art 
imagery is used to reconstruct detailed narratives about prehistoric 
religion, cosmology, and society. It is as if these images are mirroring 
the true thoughts and notions of men and (more rarely) women in 
prehistoric times in a manner that other forms of archaeological ma-
terial do not. 

There are other aspects of the captivating effect of rock art. The 
archaeological practice of recording and documenting images in the 
landscape is perhaps the most obvious example: the act of moving 
around between outcrops and panels seems to structure one’s percep-
tion in a visceral way. Your eyes are searching for the right kind of 
stone, your hands start to feel the rock for traces, you squint when 
trying to distinguish markings that eventually turn into images. It is 
as if the images create an expectation, a notion that every rock out-
crop may be covered by images (Ljunge 2013). 

The ability of rock art to capture its beholder is a quality that 
deserves more attention and fits well into the theme of this volume. 
The questions in focus here are: how do images affect us and in 
what ways do we control their meaning? How could concepts like 
ownership and control be regarded as of importance when we are 
discussing the meaning of prehistoric imagery, and especially images 
in the confined spaces of caves? In respect to this, cave art differs 
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from outdoor rock art, which was continuously re-discovered and 
elaborated upon in the context of long-term practices in which new 
images were added. In a sense, outdoor rock art is beyond control, its 
sheer numbers offer the possibility of universal accessibility, while a 
cave has a material setting that is restricting and concealing, making 
it possible to control and to own. This will be at the centre of what 
follows. But first, I will set out the empirical starting point for this 
paper, which is the cave art in north-western Scandinavia (fig. 1), and 
the archaeological and theoretical contexts of its interpretation. 

Fig. 1. Map of the distribution of cave art sites in north-western 
Scandinavia. 
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Impossible stick figures

In the north-western parts of Norway we encounter the most unusual 
examples of rock art in Scandinavia. To date, there are about a 
dozen examples of caves with painted figures, located on the steep 
coastal cliffs of the rugged and beautiful north Scandinavian land-
scape (Norsted 2006; Sognnes 2009). The imagery of this rock art 
consists almost entirely of stick-like anthropomorphic figures (fig. 2) 
which are generally clustered on walls in the dark parts of the caves 
or in transition zones between light and darkness (Bjerck 1995). The 
caves are very sparsely excavated; with the exception of the total 
excavation of the Solsem cave carried out in the early twentieth cen-
tury, there have been no attempts to investigate the archaeological 
contexts of this rock art. Hence little is known of the remains left 
by the prehistoric practices surrounding the creation and experience 
of the images. Perhaps for this reason the central discussion in rela-
tion to the cave art has been its chronology. At present, most authors 
seem satisfied with dating the images to the later parts of the north 
Scandinavian rock art tradition. It is regarded as contemporary with 
the south Scandinavian Bronze Age rock art created between 1500 
and 500 BC (Lødøen & Mandt 2010:87).

In the discussion following my presentation of these painted 
caves at the PAG workshop, someone politely pointed out that there 
must be limits to the knowledge archaeologists could extract from 
this simple imagery. To be frank, perhaps archaeological methods are 
ill-suited to reach a deeper meaning of what the stick men painted 
on the walls of caves represented in ancient times? This pessimistic 
comment is representative of a common questioning of the interpre-
tations of prehistoric rock art in general: how on earth could we ever 
know anything about what such a minimalistic imagery represents? 
From that point of view, the symbolic meanings of the figures on the 
cave walls in northern Norway seem impossible to understand in any 
academic epistemology.

The critical comment at the PAG-workshop, as well as the rock art 
researcher’s moments of despair described in the introduction of this 
paper, are in fact rooted in a very specific expectation of the manner 
in which images are considered meaningful: here images are seen as 
meaningful as representations of some sort of reality. This conception 
of how prehistoric imagery is meaningful is closely connected to the 
notion of mimesis, which stresses a caution between an image and 
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what that image is a depiction of (see Rosengren 2012). In this app-
roach, our ability to recognize images as pictures of something and to 
categorize them as ships, reindeers, human figures, and so forth, is the 
basis for our interpretations of what rock art means. 

As a result, rock art that is not perceived as depictions of anything 
becomes hard to interpret, even ‘meaningless’. So-called abstract 
images or non-figurative rock art such as cup marks, lines, zigzag pat-
terns, square and circle figures which are not easily associated with 
any real objects or beings, are seldom given the symbolic meaning 
attributed to figurative images. The implicit mimetic starting point in 
rock art research has recently been criticized as limiting pre historic 
images to passive representations of a pre-existing world. This 
critique sees the methodological classification of prehistoric images 

Fig. 2. Typical example of the Norwegian cave art, stick-like  
antropomorphs painted in red color on the cave wall in Fingalshula. 
(Photograph by Arve Kjersheim.) 
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as dictating the way they are regarded as meaningful (see Herva 2004; 
Rosengren 2008; Fahlander 2012, 2013; Sjöstrand 2012; Cochrane 
2013; Ljunge 2013). One could of course turn the argument around 
and ask why it would be relevant to neglect the fact that we do recog-
nize rock art as depictions of things and beings. Why shouldn’t we 
treat the choice of motifs as depictions of ancient worlds, be they real 
or idealized?

To answer that question we must briefly try to define which level 
of meaning we are interested in when it comes to image-making prac-
tices in prehistory. Thematically, rock art research in general has not 
made any extensive efforts to separate the practice of making rock art 
from its representational meaning. Put differently, the intentions of 
the painter or carver to express something in relation to the cultural 
and social context that constitutes her or his life world is seen as the 
primary meaning of rock art. This is a quest for an anthropological 
meaning of rock art, perhaps the narrative you would expect when 
interviewing the artists about the production of images or when ob-
serving the practices surrounding the creation of rock art. Connecting 
the identification of motifs to the intentions behind the production 
of rock art has been the dominant methodological starting point for 
interpreting Scandinavian rock art. 

One problem with this approach to rock art is that it cannot 
accommo date the ways in which the meaning of images change over 
time or in relation to practices that do not primarily relate to the pro-
duction of new images. Neither does this representational perspective 
take into account other intentional reasons for making rock art, other 
than to express collective notions of the world or social reality. This 
is not to say that rock art lacked a specific symbolic or representatio-
nal meaning connected to what it depicts, but judging from just about 
any other image-making tradition, either historical or contemporary, 
it is unsustainable to see such a specific representational quality as 
the only primary meaning of the phenomena, especially if we consi-
der any temporal dimension (for art historical examples see James 
2004; Belting 2011; Holmes 2011). 

How does all this relate to the Norwegian cave art? Interestingly, 
the cave paintings do not really fit into the categorization of rock 
art as either figurative or abstract. They are identifiable as anthro-
pomorphic depictions of some kind, but are at the same time so sty-
lized and repetitive that it would be risky to engage in a discussion 
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about the narrative or compositional aspect of their representation 
(fig. 3). Thus, interpretations of Norwegian cave art have tended to 
focus on the meaningful practice of placing images in caves, which 
of course must be regarded as a vital aspect of the meaning of this 
particular rock art. 

During the last decade several efforts have been made to explain 
the meaning of the painted caves. The most common interpretation 
is that the images relate to ritual practices in caves, such as rites of 
passage or communication with spiritual powers dwelling inside the 
mountain (Bjerck 1995; Norstedt 2008:16-20). In this ritual context, 
the images become either actual representations of spiritual beings 
(Lødøen & Mandt 2010:93-4) or a more abstract result of the 
experience of being present in the caves (Bjerck 2012). The former 

Fig. 3. A repetitive stylization? Antropomorph of some kind in 
Fingalshula. (Photograph by Arve Kjersheim.) 
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of these interpretations is connected to the notion of mimesis, where 
the identification of the images as depictions of humanlike figures 
forms the basis for understanding them as representing spirits, while 
the latter interpretation is more related to studies of abstract rock 
art, where figures and markings are seen as primarily representing a 
practice or presence rather than an abstract notion. 

Intriguingly, many writers dealing with Norwegian cave art seem 
to abandon the images when the time comes for their concluding 
remarks. Their reasoning becomes more concerned with the meaning 
of caves in prehistory, what kind of places they were perceived as and 
the kinds of activities that maintained their social significance. It is 
often stated that caves were liminal places, characterized by ambiva-
lence, by the specific feature of embodied experience, and thus inspi-
red people to regard them as channels for communication with other 
worlds (see Lødøen & Mandt 2010:95; Bjerck 2012). 

It is of course reasonable to believe that caves, in a general sense, 
could have functioned in such ways in periods of prehistory. But 
when it comes to understanding cave art, it is troublesome that the 
presence of the art is interpreted simply as expressing religious or 
ritual perceptions of caves which would be as valid for caves without 
images as the painted ones. Again, the pictures on the walls seem to 
represent an existing world, rather than to effect or transform that 
world in ways which images of other times and places seem to do in 
a variety of ways (cf. Mitchell 2005). 

The search for what I previously labeled as an anthropological 
understanding of rock art tends to produce interpretations of that 
kind. Interpretations where the meaning of rock art is deeply connec-
ted to practices associated with its creation, where images are regar-
ded as containers of meaning and speak with the voices of their crea-
tors, giving us unaltered messages about past beliefs and experiences. 
But in truth, and to paraphrase W.T. Mitchell, rock art is actually 
mute (Mitchell 2005:28-48). It does not speak, and it cannot be read 
as letters, but it could certainly affect the way we think about it. The 
images can capture us and make us see places differently, making us 
reflect on how the restrictiveness of this art is related to prehistoric 
activities, like choosing which caves to visit and make paintings in, 
who could visit them, and how to control or initiate the meaning of 
these places in relation to a wider social context. 
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How can we describe that kind of approach to the meaning 
of rock art? Perhaps in terms of rock art as a social function (cf. 
Sjöstrand 2012), approached from what could be characterized as a 
sociological perspective on the meaning of images which enables us 
to discuss how rock art worked in a specific culture, society, or social 
situation (cf. Burri 2012). An example of the difference between the 
anthropological or ‘informed’ meaning of rock art and rock art as 
a relational or social function might easily be retrieved from almost 
any archaeological studies of rock art with some kind of indige-
nous connection. A statement by Robert Layton (extracted from a 
discussion on south-west American Zuni rock art) could be regar-
ded as a common view of the meaning of rock art in these cultural 
contexts: ‘…the full significance of a figure will be known only to the 
person who painted it, even though the context of production will 
be appa rent to other members of the community who use the same 
sites’ (Layton 2012:444). This perspective suggests the existence of 
an essential meaning of rock art, a meaning existentially connected 
to the aims and intentions of the person who made it. I would on 
the contrary propose that viewers of rock art equally construct a 
unique understanding of rock art and that the full significance of 
figures is related to the specific experience of them. The meaning of 
images which Layton describes is relevant only to a specific person 
or a specific social situation where the image has the function of ar-
ticulating certain notions of the world. It is not per se the meaning 
of that image.  

When it comes to the stick-like figures in the caves situated along 
the north-west coast of Norway, the specific meaning of rock art des-
cribed by Layton would probably be the hardest one to reach, yet 
it is implicitly regarded as the most coveted one. And as touched 
upon earlier, this has led researchers to focus on the circumstances 
in which the paintings were created and hence to see the cave art as 
part of a practice rather than to dwell on how rock art as a particular 
materiality in itself carries and creates meaning. I would argue that 
the confined character of cave art gives us an opportunity to reflect 
upon the ways in which this imagery was meaningful and how the 
relation between images, the places they were made, and the people 
who made and experienced them, is of great importance if we want 
to deepen our understanding of the different layers of its meaning. 
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Such an inquiry would be in line with much of the work which is cur-
rently being conducted in other fields of the humanities, dealing with 
the relation between images, their materiality, and the experience of 
this materiality in specific social situations (see Belting 2011; Holmes 
2011; Russel 2012; Tassi 2012). In doing so, it becomes apparent 
that we also must try to challenge the contextual starting point when 
interpreting this particular cave art. 

The limits of the contextual analysis

A key issue in the history of Scandinavian rock art research is the 
question of date and how to categorize rock art in relation to spe-
cific archaeological time periods. Outdoor rock art in the whole of 
Scandinavia seems to have been actively produced for many centuries 
and therefore one of its main features is its time depth. The methodo-
logies used when constructing both absolute and relative dating 
sequences for Scandinavian rock art seldom stand alone. Different 
methods, such as analysing stylistic variations, relating images to 
shore line displacements, and indirect dating via depicted artefacts 
or the occurrence of rock art inside graves have to be combined in 
order to present a valid chronology of rock art. When one is using 
the phrase ‘the chronology of rock art’, one is always referring to the 
actual production of rock art, which excludes any other use of the 
imagery in later periods of time (for an extensive discussion of this 
issue see Nilsson in this volume and 2010, 2012). 

Once again Norwegian cave art represents an anomaly. Hardly 
any of the methods used for dating outdoor rock art are applicable 
for the cave paintings. The caves are located too high for a measu-
rement of shoreline displacement to be relevant. There are no clearly 
distinguishable stylistic phases or any artefacts depicted, nor are 
there any other comparable features in the set of images which are 
suitable for dating. The only comparable aspect of the cave art with 
the incised outdoor hunter-gatherer rock art is the occurrence of a 
stylistically very similar anthropomorphic composition, consisting 
of a cluster of figures in the same manner as on the cave walls on a 
panel at Skjerve in the region Hordaland in south-western Norway 
(Sognnes 2009:88). Dating the images thus becomes a question of 
contextual comparison by defining other forms of archaeological ma-
terials which could be related to the practice of painting in the cave. 
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Naturally, this has resulted in a rather blunt chronological categori-
zation of the cave art on the basis of artefacts found inside the caves 
and in the surrounding landscape. This either makes the active pro-
duction of the cave art contemporary with the south Scandinavian 
Bronze Age rock art or alternatively associated with the late-Neolithic 
Norwegian ‘schist-culture’ (Petersen 1914; Sognnes 1983:113-114; 
Hesjedal 1994:5-6; Norsted 2008:14-15). 

The aim of reaching an absolute dating of the cave art is closely re-
lated to the conviction that in order to interpret the representational 
meaning of images we must define their cultural context. Images are, 
as stated before, seen as symbols and signs of already existing notions. 
Consequently, no matter how weak the dating of the cave paintings 
may be, researchers seem to think that it is all they have. Thus the 
images are frequently connected to the shamanistic world view of the 
hunter-gather societies which populated these landscapes during the 
time span 3500-500 BC (cf. Bjerck 2012). 

I would argue that this contextual analysis of rock art is 
problem atic in general, but even more so specifically in relation to 
the Norwegian cave art. This concern is based on two reasons. First, 
very little is known about the practices which were carried out in 
the painted caves during prehistory. As mentioned earlier, only the 
Solsem cave has been the focus of any substantial excavation, while 
efforts directed towards the other dozens of painted caves are limi-
ted to the registration of a few stray finds consisting of an appa-
rent palette stone (Marstrander 1965), animal bones with cut marks 
possibly deposited in close relation to paintings in the cave Helvete 
(Bjerck 1995), and a find of human remains dated to the Early Iron 
Age, sometime between AD 200-600, in the cave Bølehula, where 
an anthropomorphic figure was found at the same time (Sognnes 
2009:91). 

My second reason for concern is related to the theoretical 
assump tion about the representational meaning of images, as dis-
cussed above. Defining the meaning of images only on the basis of 
things other than the images themselves denies rock art the ability to 
affect the people who interact with it. So, instead of using contextual 
methodology when interpreting the Norwegian cave paintings, I will 
try to turn things around by making the material qualities of the 
images the point of departure. 

We will now direct our attention to how the cave art constituted 
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meaning in prehistory. The following sections discuss how people 
were affected by its presence as well as actively transforming and 
negotiating the meaning of images when interacting with them and 
making them. 

The power of painted caves

The Fingalshula is located in the north-western parts of the county 
Nord-Trøndelag, Norway. Together with Solsemshula and the pre-
viously mentioned Bølehula, it forms the southern end of the distri-
bution of cave art along the Norwegian coastline (fig. 1). Fingalshula 
was the second re-discovered cave with paintings, the first one 
being Solsemshula, and it was initially documented in the 1960s 
(Marstrander 1965). Marstrander discovered three clusters of images 
in the cave and in addition documented a painting on an erased stone 
close to the cave opening (fig. 4). The first two groups of images were 
placed about 65 m into the cave, just as the large entrance hall nar-
rows into a 4-2 m wide corridor (Norsted 2008:14-15). This passage 
continues for about 50 m and is at times only 1.5 m wide before 
ending in a small chamber in which the third group of paintings 
is located (Marstrander 1965:158-159). Recent inventory efforts 
have revealed a number of paintings located in the entrance to the 
small end chamber, in addition to the figures initially documented by 
Marstrander.

In total, 48 figures have been discovered and documented in 
Fingalshula (Norsted 2008:21). The images are mostly categorized 
as anthropomorphic depictions, numbering 40, in the characteristic 
stick-like style shared by all Norwegian cave paintings. There are 
also three figures interpreted as animal representations and a small 
number of figures which cannot be categorized as clear depictions of 
anything (see Norsted 2008:28-91 for a detailed description of this). 
The paintings were made in a red colour that is a mixture of iron 
oxide and water with a high content of chalk, probably taken from 
the walls of the cave (Marstrander 1965:165; Norsted 2008:23-24). 

Apart from the paintings, few other archaeological features have 
been recorded in the cave. The colour or palette stone found when 
the cave was documented in the 1960s is quite unique and appears 
clearly in the colour photographs taken by Marstrander, but the find 
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Fig. 4. The erected stone in the entrance of the cave, where a painting was 
discovered by Marstrander in the 1960s. (Photograph by Arve Kjersheim.)  
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is not traceable today (Norsted 2008:23). Other traces of activities 
in the cave are stains of soot on the walls of the small inner chamber, 
but according to Norsted (2008:54) the stains are probably a result 
of later activities and should not be associated with the paintings, a 
statement based on the observation that the stains seem to be supe-
rimposed over several images. 

Due to the lack of finds, Marstrander concluded that Fingalshula 
was not used as a dwelling site during the time the paintings were 
made; the cave should instead be seen as a ritual arena of some sort 
(Marstrander 1965:163). This interpretation still dominates views of 
Norwegian cave art. The view that the cave art is an outcome of 
ritual practices is a theme that has been elaborated upon by almost 
every author who has recently addressed this rock art (e.g. Bjerck 
1995, 2012; Mandt & Lødøen 2010:94-5; Norsted 2006, 2008:20-3; 
Sognnes 2009). In this ritual perspective, caves are potential ritual 
arenas whether paintings occur in them or not. Discovering images 
becomes a confirmation that rituals have taken place in those parti-
cular caves. The cave art simply reasserts a pre-existing idea of the 
meaning of caves in prehistory. 

What if we instead start to contemplate the meaning of the images 
themselves by treating their settings as part of the material qualities 
of the paintings, not as an addition to the materiality of the cave. 
How could we consider these places to be meaningful then? Anders 
Hesjedal makes a quite obvious but commensurately important point 
in reference to the cave paintings: their location in caves makes the 
images ‘…more exclusive than other rock art. By hiding the figures 
in dark caves it is easier to control the admission to these figures 
than to rock carving sites that cover an extensive area. […] it is thus 
reasonable to assume that the knowledge connected with the figures 
was an exclusive knowledge’ (Hesjedal 1994:13). 

The quote borrowed from Hesjedal points towards two distinctive 
features of cave art which define the double nature of its meaning. 
The first is the way that possessing knowledge about the location of 
the images becomes very important if we believe that they continued 
to be meaningful after the occasion when they were created. Second, 
this material quality of the cave art makes it difficult to experience. 
The materiality of the images is characterized by confinement and 
darkness, qualities that contrast with other Scandinavian examples 
of rock art. The fact that they are painted, not carved or incised, is a 
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material quality which also affects our ability to perceive them. There 
is no way of tactile interaction with the images themselves, as often 
is the case with open air petroglyphs. But, and as most writers on the 
subject have pointed out, the location of the images inside the cave 
is often related to changes in direction or spatial form, for instance 
just beside side passages or when the cave gets narrower, or at the 
very end of it.  

This materiality makes a tactile experience possible, since when-
ever images are present the cave changes its form, becomes narrow, 
takes a turn, or ends with a wall (cf. Fast 2012). Such geological 
variations are of course common in all caves, but when these spatial 
features are a part of the materiality of images, the cave art enhances 
cave space. The changing form of the cave could be used for finding 
images and the other way around, the images could be used as points 
of orientation when moving around in the cave.  

The materiality of the paintings inside Fingalshula follows the 
patterns described above. All paintings are located where the cave 
changes form in some way, and all, except the single figure on the 
erased stone, are situated in the dark parts of the cave. The images 
are therefore not easy to find if you do not know their location or are 
not familiar with the pattern of their placing. Their visual appearance 
today has of course deteriorated over time and the paintings are 
not as sharp as they might have been when freshly made (Norsted 
2008:61, 75), but when one knows where to look and brings some 
kind of artificial light source they are for the most part clearly visible. 
The hidden character of the images is illustrated by Marstrander’s 
comment that the cave has been used in many ways in modern times, 
as a playground for children as well as a place for manufacturing 
cement, without the images ever being discovered (Marstrander 
1965). The material qualities of cave art make it resistant to being 
experienced by human senses. Only when someone is curious enough, 
daring to cross the border into the darkness, might the images reveal 
themselves. 

I would argue that this physical setting of the cave art in 
Fingalshula, and indeed most other examples of Norwegian cave art, 
is directly related to the social function of this art. As Hesjedal notes, 
the confined character of these images makes their meanings possible 
to control. To own the knowledge of the whereabouts of the images, 
what they represent, and in what social situations they should be 
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made or experienced, are in many ways essential for any active use of 
these images to occur. Hypothetically, this could of course be taken 
as a starting point when arguing for the cave art being related to 
the activities of ritual specialists, such as shamans (e.g. Mandt & 
Lødøen 2010:94). But I would like to make another point here: the 
exclusive character of the Norwegian cave art, i.e. that it is not only 
placed in dark parts of caves but also in caves which are difficult 
to physically access, make the images very much in control of the 
meaning of these places. In other words, there is little point discus-
sing interpretations of the symbolic or metaphoric meaning of caves 
in general; such mean ings are not passively represented by cave art. 
Instead, images in caves draw people to specific caves in the land-
scape. Whether you know about these places yourself or you are led 
there by someone who knows, the presence of images is what makes 
these caves meaning ful. They are fixed points in the social landscape, 
in themselves meaningful materializations directing the paths taken 
by the people who lived there. 

When it comes to Fingalshula, Terje Norsted (2008:16-9) describes 
the cave as a ritual arena, where the spatial structure might function 
as a symbol for transitions of some kind. Norsted defines three dif-
ferent steps or zones in the cave, starting with the large and wide 
entrance hall with the erected stone, the second one being the narrow 
passage, and the third the end chamber. Every transition to another 
zone is marked by clusters of paintings. But this spatial organization 
would be meaningless without the presence of paintings; it is created 
by them and the spatiality of the cave is a part of their materiality. I 
would argue that it is essential to direct the meaning of these caves to 
the presence of images in order to understand how they functioned in 
prehistory. The images dictated which of the caves should be visited, 
they guaranteed that the activities performed there were successful, 
hence the cave art should be regarded as a powerful materialization 
and presence in the world.  

Owning, forgetting, disappearing, and concluding

Finally, one might consider whether the act of making images had a 
different meaning than the act of experiencing them. In the context 
of outdoor rock art, there is a tendency to regard the making of rock 
art as the basis for its meaning. As discussed earlier, the practices 
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and intentions behind the production of rock art are the main lines 
of enquiry that archaeology has been pursuing. A significant diffe-
rence between the open air rock art and the cave art in focus here 
is of course their visual qualities. There are countless examples of 
outdoor rock art that are clearly visible and detectable after several 
thousand years. The materiality of this rock art invites the act of 
re-discovery (see Ljunge 2013), while the exact opposite applies for 
images in caves. Hence, we cannot automatically assume that the 
Norwegian cave art stayed meaningful over any extended period 
of time (cf. Sognnes 2009). In fact the dearth of archaeological re-
mains indicates that the painted caves have not been used in any 
extensive way during prehistory. The excavation of the Solsem cave 
in the beginning of the twentieth century revealed that the section of 
the cave where the images are located did not consist of any deeper 
cultural layers (Petersen 1914:34-36). The only traces of human acti-
vity, except the paintings, consist of hearths in close spatial relation 
to the images and what Petersen perceived as two arranged rows of 
stones. 

The limitations of the archaeological record are not necessarily a 
limitation for our discussion of the meaning of the images. I argued 
earlier that a contextual analysis runs the risk of diminishing rock art 
to passive representations of something beyond itself. However, what 
limits our understanding of cave art is the lack of archaeological 
efforts directed towards the caves. The archaeology conducted on 
these sites in modern times is restricted to the mere documentation of 
the images. Therefore, we have no way of knowing if the situation in 
Solsem cave, which does not seem to have been in use for any exten-
ded period of time, is valid for the other caves. Nevertheless, there is 
very little which points to an extensive use of the other caves either. 
Despite repeated visits by archaeologists to most of the caves, such 
as Kollhellaren and Helvete (Bjerck 1995, 2012), traces in the form 
of artefacts or bone material seem rare. Then there is the uniformity 
of the images. One should be cautious about judging the time depth 
of rock art simply on stylistic factors, since the Paleolithic rock art 
in France and Spain was probably produced during a time span of at 
least 10,000 years and shows a striking stylistic coherence. However, 
the Norwegian cave art is far less common, which makes its unifor-
mity more likely to be the outcome of a limitation of the practice 
related to its production. 
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This gives us a picture of a rock art tradition which was probably 
marginal in many ways (cf. Sognnes 2009). There is no sign of any 
great time depth to the production of new images and generally there 
seems to have been limited use of the inner part of the caves where 
the paintings are mostly located. This makes the question of the ow-
nership of the knowledge related to the cave art a relevant one to 
address. To possess knowledge of the whereabouts of these paintings, 
or indeed the knowledge of choosing caves for the initial production 
of paintings, becomes crucial for the social function of this particu-
lar rock art (fig. 5). Any active use of the painted caves depends on 
the fact that someone knows about them, and knowing about them 
would have been very closely related to knowing their meaning and 
how they should be used. 

Fig. 5. Knowing where to look? The red arrows marks the entrance to 
Fingalshula. The cave opening is not easily detected, finding it requires 
knowledge of its whereabouts. (Photograph by Arve Kjersheim.) 
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As noted earlier, this creates an exclusiveness which most probably 
affected the ways in which these places were used. But the owner ship 
of knowledge also implies a paradox: in order to create the exclusive 
character one has to subject oneself to very specific patterns of move-
ment in the landscape. You have to walk to the coastline, climb over 
hills and mountains, and crawl into the darkness of caves. We should 
also bear in mind the fact the all of these caves are located close to the 
Arctic Circle, and roughly half of them are situated north of it, which 
means the sun never rises during parts of the winter (Fast 2012). All 
of these aspects are part of the materiality of the images, a materia-
lity essential for establishing their meaning. The paradox lies in the 
fact that the materiality of the Norwegian cave art allows it to be 
easily forgotten. The possibility of owning the knowledge of the art 
is bound to the fact that it eventually will disappear into the darkness 
of its surroundings. To keep them from disappearing there has to be 
some kind of social practice or narrative around the images, whether 
this activity or narrative consists of the knowledge of a ritual speci-
alist or an archaeologist who mediates her/his knowledge through a 
paper. 

The social function or format within which the Norwegian cave 
paintings are meaningful is dependent on its materiality. These mate-
rial qualities allow the paintings to be controlled by the individuals 
that possess knowledge about them. And the other way around: the 
materiality of images also enables them to disappear, to free them-
selves of control and ownership, and become invisible and unknown 
to the world. That is, until the next time someone curiously wanders 
into the darkness and discovers that the cave walls are inscribed. At 
that point a new narrative is created, a narrative which fundamen-
tally changes the meaning of the cave. 
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The starting point for this paper is the widespread early medieval 
practice of reopening recent graves and taking artefacts from them. 
During the seventh century, Merovingian Europe saw an epidemic 
of grave disturbance: in almost all known cemeteries of the period 
a propor tion of burials were ransacked and selected artefacts taken 
from them. Trying to understand this reopening leads directly to ques-
tions of ownership: the practice has long been labelled as grave rob-
bery, but in what sense was it theft? To whom did the objects belong? 
To the dead, or kin, or a wider community? Did this owner ship come 
into being during life, or was it conferred at death? When the eviden-
ce is considered in detail, there are several ways in which it defies a 
straightforward pattern of robbing for material gain. Notably, only 
certain forms of artefacts were taken, with reopeners consistently 
leaving behind many apparently desirable types of possession. What 
lay behind their selectivity? Why were only some kinds of grave good 
taken from the dead?

This paper will argue that concepts of ownership are key to 
under standing early medieval grave disturbance, but that what 
owning means in the early medieval context, and in archaeological 
interpretations more generally, is significantly under-interrogated. 
Explanations in terms of ownership are embedded in most of the 
ways we interpret grave finds, but unintentionally serve to conceal a 
wide and complex variety of associations between artefacts, bodies, 
individuals and collec tives. This paper proposes that even for the 

Give and take:  
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relatively small range of possessions which were buried in early 
medieval graves, there were a number of distinct ways of owning, 
which came into being through separate practices and led to different 
forms and degrees of attachment to owners. These differing forms 
of ownership underlie the removal of only certain types of artefacts 
from disturbed graves: the taken objects are those for which transfer-
ability between owners was possible, but whose key quality was an 
ability to carry with them values and memories from each possessor, 
stretching beyond and linking human lifetimes. Further, I suggest that 
there were a number of other categories of possession which were less 
readily separable from the physical body of their owner. Exploration 
of the variety of ways of belonging is proposed as a promising route 
into fuller understandings of early medieval personhood, identities, 
and power relations.

Back from the grave

Grave finds are traditionally a key source for the archaeology of early 
medieval Europe. Excavations of the extensive burial grounds have 
dominated research into this period since the earliest days of anti-
quarianism. The main burial rite of the period, across Merovingian 
Germany and Gaul and reaching parts of Anglo-Saxon England, was 
furnished inhumation in field cemeteries with single, double, and oc-
casionally multiple burials. There is regional and local variation in 
artefact types, grave forms, cemetery layouts, grave markers – and 
presumably also in the rituals which shaped the burials. From the 
archaeo logist’s perspective, however, the (undisturbed) dead are 
found in the remains of neatly arranged burial tableaux: usually 
supine, often coffined, most with at least some artefacts in the forms 
of dress accessories, knives, jewellery, weapons, vessels, or food items 
(see e.g. Samson 1987; Stork 1997; Lucy 2000; Effros 2002; 2003).

During the nineteenth and much of the twentieth centuries, 
archaeo logical uses of early medieval grave finds centred on questions 
of ethnic identity and social rank. Burials were seen as a snapshot of 
the population, without much consideration of the specifically mor-
tuary context. By contrast, recent decades in this as in other periods 
have seen a definitive critique of the idea that cemeteries mirror social 
realities (e.g. Samson 1987; Härke 1990; Halsall 2003; Mittermeier 
2003) – even if in practice interpretations often still elide from grave 
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wealth to in-life wealth and status. This was a period of high mate-
rial investment in burials, which are now seen as playing a key role 
in social competition. In particular, recent approaches emphasizing 
death rituals as shaping social order have highlighted the spectacle of 
the funerary rites and the memories and associations created by the 
display of the body and grave goods (e.g. Carver 2000; Halsall 2003; 
Williams 2005). 

Meanwhile there has been a resurgence of interest in the speci-
fic roles of particular grave good types and how their presence in 
the ritual was understood by the audience (e.g. Crawford 2003; 
2004; Eckhardt & Williams 2003; Williams 2003; 2004; King 2004; 
Osborne 2004; Lee 2007; Devlin 2007; Martin 2012; Mortimer & 
Pollington 2013; Felder 2015). Weapon burials have received parti-
cular attention (e.g. Härke 1990; 1992; 1997; 2000; Shepherd 1999; 
Theuws & Alkemade 2000). This paper draws on a range of research 
into grave finds, mainly from Anglo-Saxon England, and particular-
ly analyses of artefact distributions and associations with different 
ages and sexes (especially Härke 1992; Halsall 1996; Stoodley 1999; 
2000; Richardson 2005).

Studies of early medieval grave goods, both older and more recent 
approaches, have tended to focus on the context of their final depo-
sition, or the circumstances leading up to it. This paper starts even 
later, after burial, at an unscheduled point when some types of arte-
facts were removed from what had been intended as their last res-
ting place. However, it argues that the taking of artefacts from early 
medieval burials is the end of a long chain of events and associations, 
all the way back through their deposition to their use and circula-
tion, their production, and in some cases even to their raw materials. 
Inspiration is drawn from the anthropology of gift economies (espe-
cially Mauss 1925[2001]; Weiner 1992; Weiss 1997; Godelier 1999), 
from object biography approaches (e.g. Gosden & Marshall 1999; 
Fontijn 2002; Ekengren 2009; Joy 2009; Gilchrist 2013), and from 
recent work emphasizing personhood as a dynamic concept emerging 
from intertwined social and material relations (e.g. Gillespie 2001; 
Brück 2004; Fowler 2004; Empson 2011; Gosden 2011; Ludowici 
2013). These approaches have had less impact on studies of the early 
middle ages than on prehistoric archaeology, perhaps because of the 
range of written sources which appear to give a direct window onto 
an early medieval worldview. Concepts of ownership in particular 
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recur throughout early medieval writings, often with a powerful im-
pression of familiarity, such as in wills and law codes. However, there 
is plentiful evidence that ways of associating people and objects in the 
early middle ages were quite as complex and in need of questioning 
and exploration as in the preceding millennia.

Taking from the dead

One of the most intriguing chapters in early medieval mortuary 
archaeo logy is the outbreak of grave reopening which stretched from 
eastern Austria to southern England, peaking in the seventh century 
AD. Most known contemporary burial grounds were affected, with 
several thousand disturbed graves recorded at hundreds of sites. 
Some cemeteries were disturbed in their entirety, while others had 
only a small number of graves reopened. Traditionally labelled grave 
robbery, this early reopening has been recognised since the nineteenth 
century, but until recently little synthetic work had been carried out 
to compare evidence between sites and regions, and there was almost 
no systematic research into its causes. This has now changed, and 
research into early medieval grave disturbance is ongoing in England, 
southern Germany, France, the Low Countries, and Austria (Aspöck 
2003; van Haperen 2010; 2013; Noterman 2011; Zintl 2012; 
Klevnäs 2013). 

This paper draws mainly on the author’s research into grave distur-
bance in Anglo-Saxon England, which showed that grave reopening 
was much more prevalent than previously recognised, especially in 
the south-eastern kingdom of Kent (fig. 1). The patterns and interpre-
tations emerging in other areas of Merovingian-period Europe share 
some similarities but also key differences, which are beyond the scope 
of this paper but will be explored in future publications. The aim here 
is to draw out some possible lines of interpretation and to experiment 
with new directions which may have potential in understandings of 
grave finds. To this end the discussion is necessarily condensed; for a 
fuller and more cautious picture see Klevnäs 2013.

A great variety of explanations for early medieval grave distur-
bance has been put forward over the years. Reopening has been inter-
preted, for example, as part of extended burial rites, destruction of 
grave monuments in dynastic power battles, raiding by rival tribes, 
Christianisation ritual, combating of revenant spirits, theft of objects 
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Fig. 1. Disturbed cemeteries in Anglo-Saxon Kent.

for exchange, recovery of valued possessions, and collection of raw 
materials, either iron or precious metals. However, none of these 
inter pretations finds full support in the archaeological evidence. 

Early medieval grave disturbance has always been referred to 
as Grabraub or grave robbery by the excavators of affected sites. 
In many ways this term is undesirable, as it imposes an interpreta-
tion on the evidence as soon as it is described, and because it carries 
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connotations of illegality and immorality which go beyond what can 
be inferred from the material record. However, to a large extent the 
initial impression at excavation stands up to further analysis: early 
medieval grave reopening appears to have been a transgressive act 
carried out with the aim of taking grave goods.

In other periods reopening can be seen as a benign or accepted 
custom, for example when it is anticipated from the outset as part 
of lengthy death rituals, or undertaken as part of a process of sancti-
fication, as in the translation of Christian saints. However, in the spe-
cific context of the widespread disturbance of the early medieval field 
cemeteries, there are several indications that this was a malevolent 
practice. In particular – and this is the aspect which excavation re-
ports tend to emphasize – it stands in such marked contrast to the 
orderly displays of bodies and artefacts created in the burial rituals. 
Reopened graves are typically in considerable disorder, with human 
remains and artefact fragments strewn across the grave floor and 
throughout the fill. There are indications that some disturbed graves 
were not refilled immediately, but stood open long enough for rainfall 
to bring silt into the intrusive cut. 

At the same time, the damage caused by the reopeners did not go 
beyond that which is necessary to reach the grave goods. They cut 
through but did not go out of their way to dismantle or destroy the 
various kinds of mounds and other aboveground monuments over the 
reopened graves. Skeletons in disturbed graves are often incomplete, 
but in England at least there is no indication of systematic removal of 
any particular body part, such as skulls or long bones. There is little 
evidence for deliberate manipulation of human remains, although a 
probably separate practice of reopening graves to incapacitate reve-
nants may have existed in some areas. Rather, disturbed or missing 
portions of skeletons indicate areas from which artefacts have been 
removed. 

Retrieving buried artefacts was a central motive for the grave re-
opening. In general, graves which were targeted for disturbance were 
relatively well-furnished, containing higher than average numbers of 
artefacts. However, certain object types are consistently missing from 
reopened graves. Two types in particular are conspicuous by their 
absence: brooches and swords, which have near-exclusive associa-
tions with female and male burials respectively (Stoodley 1999; Lucy 
2011). Brooches, often copper alloy or silver and usually worn by 
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women on their chests, are always missing, occasionally leaving metal 
staining to show their original presence (fig. 2). Likewise swords are 
consistently absent from opened burials. Kent has the highest pro-
portion of graves with swords of any Anglo-Saxon region, with up to 
20% of weapon graves containing them (Richardson 2005:138, 140-
141)(fig. 3). Yet there is only one complete sword left in a disturbed 
grave, and there the reopeners had made a limited cut and missed the 
weapon. 

At first glance it is not difficult to explain why swords and 
brooches are missing from rifled graves: these were prestigious dis-
play objects representing valuable materials and considerable work-
manship. Harder to understand is why the reopeners left behind large 
numbers of other artefacts, including many which were apparently 
at least as re-useable or exchangeable. Raw materials were not the 
target: artefacts containing large quantities of metal, including shield 
bosses and spearheads, were left behind. Iron knives, which were 
the most common grave good type for both women and men, are 
actually found in a higher proportion of disturbed than undisturbed 
burials. Similarly the collections of metal girdle items which some 
women wore hanging at their waists seem always to have been left, 
even when made of copper alloy rather than the more common iron. 

Strung between their brooches, women often wore necklaces of 
glass, amber, and amethyst beads, sometimes including ornamented 

Fig. 2. Reproduction Anglo-Saxon disc brooch. 
(Photograph by Paul Mortimer.)
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pendants of silver and other materials (fig. 4). These would have been 
among the artefacts which fared best in grave conditions. Yet neck-
lace collections were rarely taken from burials either in whole or in 
part. In one Kentish grave which was disturbed soon after burial, the 
reopeners handled and moved a whole necklace with 78 beads and 6 
pendants of silver, silver-gilt, glass and garnet – but still left it behind. 
The reopeners had already broken into the grave, moved the partially 
fleshed and decomposing corpse, and unfastened the brooches from 
the decaying clothing. Why not lift out the necklace as well? Even if 
not the original target, why were the beads not useful exchange items 
or gifts? There were reasons not to take certain items: reasons as 
compelling as the motivations for extracting the removed artefacts.

One of the most significant but neglected aspects of the evidence 
is the markedly poor condition of many removed artefacts. This 
has been noted in cemeteries in Germany (e.g. Codreanu-Windauer 
1997), but rarely integrated into interpretations. It is evident in the 
Anglo-Saxon cemeteries as well: residual flecks in the disturbed graves 
indicate that iron objects in particular were often highly friable by 
the time of reopening. Yet poor condition did not count against the 

Fig. 3. Reproduction Anglo-Saxon sword. 
(Photograph by Paul Mortimer.)
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artefacts in the reopeners’ eyes: several graves contain fragments of 
sword scabbard, hilt, or even blade, showing that swords were remo-
ved even when heavily disintegrated. 

At this point the obvious motivations for taking prestigious grave 
goods start to fall away. It is very unlikely that artefacts in this frag-
mentary condition were taken for return to their previous uses as 
weapons or for wearing or exchange. Perhaps their uses altered with 
their time in the grave environment: Martine van Haperen (2013) 
has suggested that the removed artefacts were probably readily 
recog nisable as having been taken from graves, and may well have 
been displayed as such. I am going to argue that although we can 
only speculate about the fate of the removed objects, there are good 
reasons for thinking that the act of removal itself was highly signi-
ficant. Considerable effort was made to extract the selected objects, 
even when they were in a very poor state. Other artefacts, including 
ones in much better condition, were deliberately left behind in the 
disturbed graves. The purpose of reopening, I suggest, was less to 
obtain artefacts for the use of the living, and more to remove certain 
types of grave good from particular graves, and from the possession 
of those associated with the graves.

Fig. 4. Reproduction 
Anglo-Saxon necklace. 
(Photograph by Paul 
Mortimer.)
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Grave robbery and blood feud

In England as in the Merovingian kingdoms, there is huge variation 
in disturbance levels between cemeteries, even within an immediate 
area. In Kent, the most heavily disturbed burial grounds saw nearly 
half the graves reopened, while in other cemeteries only a few kilo-
metres away just one or two burials were affected. However, even 
in the most intensively disturbed Anglo-Saxon cemeteries, this was 
not a question of mass plunder.  Rather, reopening was carried out 
as a series of small events over many decades. In England reopening 
started in the sixth century and was concentrated in the first three 
quarters of the seventh century, so occurred over perhaps a century. 
Within affected cemeteries it can be shown that graves were reopened 
at different times, sometimes with decades in between. The variety of 
methods used to get into burials and extract artefacts suggests that 
reopening was carried out by many different people over the period. 
There are just one or two examples of neighbouring graves which 
appear to have been tackled in similar ways, and where the dating is 
compatible with the interpretation that two burials were reopened at 
the same time.

The reopeners did not work their way across cemeteries digging 
up all the burials they came across; rather they made a specific selec-
tion of which graves to reopen (fig. 5). There was a strong preference 
for burials from within a generation or so. This was despite earlier 
intact graves still being clearly visible in the cemeteries, and even 
though the older burials contained far higher numbers of artefacts, 
including gold and other precious metals.

Although the reopened burials were relatively recent, there is no 
evidence that the reopeners must have had detailed knowledge of the 
grave contents. They tended to select larger graves, those with more 
artefacts, and at some cemeteries they may have had a preference 
for male burials. However, it is likely that all this information could 
be deduced from the aboveground appearance of graves. Actually, 
we can see that the reopeners were sometimes misled by the signs at 
the surface. They almost always avoided child burials, whether for 
reasons of taboo or because they are typically poorly furnished. The 

Fig. 5 (right). Finglesham cemetery showing the disturbed burials. 
(After Hawkes & Grainger 2006.)
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very few reopened sub-adult burials are children buried in full-size 
adult graves, suggesting that the reopeners had taken their cue from 
the surface appearance alone. 

Early medieval grave opening was thus a small-scale, repea-
ted practice, probably perpetrated by actors outside the immediate 
burying community. It was carried out sporadically during a period 
of decades, suggesting a tit-for-tat practice. It was transgressive and 
mal-intentioned, but performed within bounds and according to 
social rules, especially governing who could be targeted and which 
objects could be removed. I suggest that an analogy can be made 
here to the blood feud tradition. Grave opening is similarly indica-
tive of simmering inter-personal conflict played out through a series 
of reciprocal aggressive acts prescribed by custom. The varied levels 
of disturbance in neighbouring cemeteries suggest that it arose out 
of very local, probably kin-based disputes. Elsewhere I have argued 
that these disputes should be seen as part of a bigger picture of the 
seventh-century consolidation of elite and royal power by a limited 
number of descent groups (Klevnäs 2013; see also Sayer 2009).

Grave robbery and gift giving

One of the earliest interpretations of early medieval grave reopening, 
which has reappeared in several quite different forms, is the notion 
that kin or descendants might be recovering family valuables or heir-
looms from burials (e.g. Redlich 1948; Grünewald 1988; Perkins 
1991; Stork 1997; Kars 2013; van Haperen 2013). Differing forms 
of ownership, in particular the idea that some objects in graves were 
owned not by the individual deceased but by a larger collective, are 
clearly embedded in these explanations. The specific interpretation 
of recovery for use by kin is difficult to sustain, being undermined 
first by the poor condition of many removed artefacts, second by the 
observation that the grave reopening was unlikely to be a benign or 
respectful act, and third by a lack of evidence that the reopeners had 
specific knowledge of grave contents. Nonetheless, this paper partial-
ly follows the previous line of reasoning: it develops the idea that the 
removed grave items had adherences to wider collectives, rather than 
being closely associated with the individual dead. However, the inter-
pretation which will be explored here is not that valuables were reco-
vered by owners, but rather that they were taken by external actors 
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who aimed at causing a loss to the group linked by the possession.
Here the artefacts need to come back into focus. What do we 

know about the two main object categories – brooches and swords 
– which were regularly removed from graves? Although these ob-
jects are often bundled by archaeologists into broader categories of 
weapons and jewellery, the evidence from grave disturbance is that 
they were conceptualized quite differently from other types within 
these categories. These were some of the only possessions which 
could be separated from the dead whose graves they shared, and that 
separation was highly meaningful – it was carried out even when the 
objects were fragmentary. In the following sections it will be argued 
that it is through their forms of ownership, the ways in which they 
adhered to and were transferred between owners, that these pos-
sessions stand out from other grave finds. A range of material and 
textual evidence will be presented to show that these were key items 
used in early medieval gift exchange and inheritance practices, and 
that the qualities which fitted them for those uses also motivated their 
taking from graves. 

Gift giving has been recognized as a central social practice in 
early medieval societies since at least the mid-twentieth century, 
under the influence of Marcel Mauss and the subsequent develop-
ments of his ideas in anthropology (see historiography in Bazelmans 
1999; Moreland 2000a). Mauss’ (2001 [1925]) classic essay on the 
gift, although grounded mainly in Pacific ethnography, begins with an 
extract from the first millennium AD Scandinavian poem Hávamál, 
describing the reciprocal exchange of “weapons and raiment”. The 
exchange of valuable gifts and obligations, especially between lords 
and their retinues, has come to be seen as a defining characteristic of 
the social relations and power structures of post-Roman Europe (e.g. 
Grierson 1959; Arrhenius 1985; Geary 1987; 1990; Hodges 1989; 
Steuer 1989; Hedeager 1994; Woolf & Eldridge 1994; Härke 2000; 
Webster 2000; Androshchuk 2014:194-202; Nicolay 2014). 

A close analogy between the reciprocal logic and coercive nature 
of bloodfeud and gift exchange has been suggested several times. 
Gift giving, despite its benign cloak, is tightly connected to conflict 
(e.g. Sahlins 1974:182-183; Samson 1991:91-93). I have proposed 
above that early medieval grave opening should be seen within the 
same frame of reciprocal acts which demand equivalent, competitive 
responses. But the nature of the possessions involved also suggests 
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specific connections between grave robbery and gift giving.
My argument is that the capacity of these possessions for re-

moval from the buried dead, and the meaningfulness of the act of 
removing them, find their origins in the ways in which they served 
as material ties between social actors, as well as stores of memory 
and prestige for those who succeeded in obtaining and retaining 
them. In particular, I follow previous early medievalists in sugges-
ting that these two possession types share resemblances with the in-
alienable valuables charac terised by Mauss (2001 [1925]), Annette 
Weiner (1992), and the subsequent anthropological discussions of 
gift exchange (e.g. Thomas 1991; Weiss 1997;  Godelier 1999). These 
belongings are ‘imbued with the intrinsic and ineffable identities of 
their owners’ (Weiner 1992:6) and continue to reference previous 
possessors even as they pass on to new hands. They bear with them 
prestige and values asso ciated with each owner; in several kinds of 
written sources we see these chains of ownership carefully recorded 
and memories of their associations actively maintained. 

Weiner emphasizes that inalienable possessions are ‘hard to give’ 
and ideally are retained within an owning (often kinship) group. 
Keeping these possessions requires the successful payment of social 
debts in other ways and thus signals the superfluity of resources 
wielded by the group. However in the context of early medieval grave 
opening, a crucial quality of these belongings to emphasize is that 
– although bonds to previous owners are maintained – transferral 
to new recipients is possible. In the textual sources we see early 
medieval inalienable valuables being passed on as gifts, as bequests, 
battle trophies, stolen goods, and on the evidence presented here, 
through extraction from graves. From this angle, passage between 
owners appears as a central activity for these objects. Especially when 
they feature in the written sources as heirlooms, rather than as gifts 
between the living, it is the role of these possessions as connecting 
networks of owners which comes to the fore.

Keeping-while-burying

The burial of grave goods is conventionally, and with good reason, 
discussed by archaeologists in terms of the conspicuous consumption 
of wealth as part of strategies to acquire and maintain social status 
(e.g. Halsall 1996:13-14). However, the recognition of some of the 
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most prominent early medieval grave goods as inalienable valuables 
suggests a further line of interpretation. As mentioned above, Weiner 
foregrounds the role of keeping, rather than giving, in the constitu-
tion of these valuables. There are powerful compulsions to engage in 
reci procal exchange of inalienable treasures, but the greatest prestige 
is in being able to keep while at the same time giving enough to both 
fulfil and create obligations. As she writes, ‘[i]deally, these inalienable 
possessions are kept by their owners from one generation to the next 
within the closed context of family, descent group, or dynasty. The 
loss of such an inalienable possession diminishes the self and by ex-
tension, the group to which the person belongs’ (Weiner 1992:6). 

I suggest that the particular power of using certain multi- ownered 
possessions as grave goods lies in this combination of consumption 
and keeping. Burial of early medieval inalienable valuables is a special 
kind of keeping-while-giving, which combines the prestige of dispo-
sing of transferrable wealth with the prestige of forever retaining the 
buried valuables in an ancestral grave. The possessions are consumed, 
but at the same time retained within the network of owners. The cost 
is that the treasures can no longer be displayed, but only remembered 
from the funerary spectacle. Grave disturbance, then, is a strategy 
to undermine the prestige of ‘keeping-while-burying’ by taking these 
inalienable valuables from their owners, and undermining the memo-
ries of their bestowal.

Valuing possessions

Recently there has been significant criticism of the picture of early 
medieval societies drawn by studies emphasizing gift exchange. It has 
been argued first that this picture tends to present elite exchange in 
isolation from the wider productive economy (e.g. Moreland 2000a) 
and second that it downplays the extent and significance of the com-
moditized and monetized economy (e.g. Naismith 2014). Third, 
such studies are criticised as to a large extent taking for granted the 
material, exchange, cosmological and other forms of value borne 
by the exchanged gifts, rather than inquiring into their constitution 
(e.g. Moreland 2000b; 2004; Theuws 2004; Gilchrist 2013). Further, 
I would add that the image of elite gift exchange has mainly been 
developed from the written sources, and is rarely integrated with 
the archaeology of the rural cemeteries which constitute most of the 
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material record (but see Scull 2011; Kars 2013). 
Several new directions are indicated by the evidence from grave 

disturbance. For one thing, it highlights the need to ask critical 
questions about what we mean by wealth in this period, since the 
‘value’ even of disintegrated objects is evidently great enough to be 
worth opening graves to reach them. There is a line of questioning to 
be pursued here about exactly what sort of control over resources we 
understand early medieval valuables in the field cemeteries to repre-
sent, how this is related to the ‘high’ or ‘elite’ status usually ascribed 
to graves containing them, and how these grave goods fit into the 
increasingly nuanced picture of the early medieval economy being 
built up from a variety of sources. 

Relatedly, the remaining sections of this paper will raise questions 
about different forms of value ascribed to early medieval possessions, 
and how these emerge not only from moments of exchange, but also 
from periods of keeping, from interactions with different forms of 
person, with life events, and from aspects of their own materiality. In 
particular, I emphasize temporality, especially in relation to human 
lifetimes, as a key and neglected quality of artefacts in this context. 
For the inalienable items introduced here and discussed in more 
detail below it is their durability, and the recyclability of some of 
their materials, which facilitate the particular form of intergeneratio-
nal, palimpsest ownership, referencing a network of social connec-
tions, which I have suggested is central to their removal from early 
medieval graves.

Inalienable possessions

Swords and persons
Swords take a prominent place in the early literature of northern 
Europe, with their status as high value possessions seen also in the 
fine materials and manufacturing skill of the archaeological examples 
(e.g. Ellis Davidson 1962; Menghin 1983; Geary 1987; Härke 2000; 
Theuws & Alkemade 2000; Peirce 2007; Androshchuk 2010; 2014). 
They present readily recognizable characteristics of inalienable pos-
sessions and have been discussed as such, in particular by Härke 
(2000:395), Bazelmans (1999), and Theuws (2004). They were often 
ancestral heirlooms, kept and circulated for several generations, as 
both the literary sources and many grave finds of aged swords testify 
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(Ellis Davidson 1962:118-121; Geary 1994:71; Theuws & Alkemade 
2000; Kars 2013). They created irrevocable links between donors 
and recipients, with the addition and removal of sword-rings some-
times used as a physical manifestation of these connections (Härke 
2000:389; Scull 2011:856). Yet when they appear in the textual sour-
ces it is often at the moments of transfer between owners: when they 
are given as gifts, inherited, stolen, buried or burnt with the dead, 
and not infrequently taken back from the willing or unwilling dead 
(for example in the saga episode of Olav Geirstadalv and King Olav 
the Holy (Røthe 1997) or the Waking of Angantyr (Terry 1990:253). 
These, then, are objects which could be transferred between the 
living, and also from the dead to the living.

In a key article, Heinrich Härke (2000:380) showed that although 
high status gift giving and weapons both feature heavily in heroic 
poetry such as the Beowulf epic, only three weapon types ever appear 
as gifts: swords, mail coats, and helmets. The latter two are virtually 
absent from early Anglo-Saxon rural cemeteries, appearing only in a 
few exceptional burials such as the Sutton Hoo boat grave (Härke 
1990:25-26). Swords, on the other hand, are not an uncommon 
grave find, especially in Kent, which is also the region where seventh- 
century grave disturbance was most intense. They are generally found 
in burials with other weapon types, especially spears and shields, 
which were rarely if ever taken by grave reopeners. 

Swords also stand out from other weapons in the wills of the 
Late Anglo-Saxon elite, as Linda Tollerton (2011:194-196) shows in 
her recent study of the earliest written bequests. Wills often state the 
lineage of bequeathed swords, underlining their heirloom status and 
their strong connection with previous owners – and in some cases, 
to the craftsmen who made them. The will of Æthelstan is a key 
example: he leaves to his brother a sword attributed to King Offa, 
along with another with a previous owner named Withar, and a third 
made by a Wulfric. 

Yet early medieval swords are a qualified form of inalienable 
posses sion: the element of personhood ascribed to them is a parti-
cularly salient feature of these prestige artefacts. Throughout a range 
of literature, swords are given names, described as living beings, 
ascribed with personal characteristics, and praised for their deeds 
(e.g. Theuws & Alkemade 2000:419-424; Burström, this volume). I 
suggest that this personhood contributes to their transferability: as 
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part-persons, they can pass between bearers, forming social relations 
and compiling their own stories as they go. In this sense they operate 
quite differently from forms of inalienable valuable discussed in other 
periods and places (e.g. Strathern 1988; Brück 2004: 313; Gosden 
2011:1005-1010). They are not incorporated within the owner’s self-
hood to become part of that social person. They are not circulating 
elements of partible human persons – rather they are a form of person 
themselves participating in early medieval society.

Brooches and inalienable materials
Following his discussion of the circulation of early medieval swords, 
Härke (2000:395) asks ‘[w]hat, if anything, was circulating in the 
female sphere?’. The evidence from grave disturbance suggests an 
answer: brooches in particular seem to have formed a category of female 
-gendered possession which shared the transferability of swords. 
Women’s brooches are absent from the heroic literature, and the ways 
they were produced and circulated were quite different from those 
of swords, along with their symbolism and citing of cosmological 
and ancestral origins. However, a range of evidence indicates that, 
like swords, they were not irrevocably attached to single bearers, 
but instead referenced a genealogy of ownership, including melting, 
remaking, and inheritance, and all the social relations forged and 
reforged through their journeys.

Recent archaeological research has emphasized the role of 
brooches as related to women’s life stages, as connectors to their birth 
and marriage families, and to their ethnic groups, rather than as items 
for the possession and use of an individual (Stoodley 1999; Devlin 
2007:41-42; Martin 2012). Once wills began to be written down, 
brooches appear as significant female-line heirlooms. The previous 
owners are cited, for example in the tenth- or eleventh-century will 
of Wulfric Spott, who bequeathed to his goddaughter a bule that had 
been her grandmother’s. As Tollerton (2011:204) comments, since the 
‘ancestry is specifically mentioned, the link across generations was 
clearly significant to both donor and beneficiary’.  

There is considerable evidence for melting and recasting of 
brooches: these were objects which could be reformed for new gene-
rations, or perhaps new life stages (Hirst 1985:95; Mortimer 1999). 
In particular, a recent study of saucer brooches (Caple 2010) has 
shown that matching pairs were made from metal from deliberately 
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selected ancestral objects, divided up into equal parts. Other artefacts 
were made from copper alloy chosen for convenience or material 
properties, but for these brooches the key was reuse from ancestral 
objects.

I suggest that the last known point in the life histories of these 
brooches – their separation from the remains of the dead – has its 
origin in the moment of their production, in the materials chosen for 
their making. From their ancestral metals onwards, these brooches 
were conceived as possessions intended to be passed between 
owners. Here we can see a glimpse of the link back to production 
context argued for by both Moreland (2000a:18-22; 2000b) and 
Weiner (1992:4) in understanding the constitution of these objects 
as valuables, and as tied to much larger questions of the reproduction 
of kinship and authority. 

Inseparable possessions

Inalienable valuables are conventionally contrasted with commodities, 
which are easy to exchange and part with, leaving no metonymic 
adherence to previous owners. Although inalienability from previous 
owners is a strong feature of the early medieval valuables discussed 
above, for the purposes of this paper the most prominent aspect is 
their transferability. These are objects which could change hands, 
even if they carried aspects of previous owners with them. 

The dichotomy presented here is not between inalienable posses-
sions and alienable commodities, but between transferrable posses-
sions and other items so closely associated with their owners that they 
had to be buried with them and could not be taken from them, even 
after bodily decay. Early medieval swords were inalienable valuables: 
they were not easy to give away, yet giving, stealing, inheriting, and 
grave robbing were all possible. There were undoubtedly much more 
readily alienable gifts and commodities circulating in the economy of 
the time. But as far as grave goods are concerned, the contrast is with 
items for which these forms of transfer were not possibilities at all.

As we have seen, women’s brooches and men’s swords were 
consistently taken from reopened early medieval graves. Other types 
of possession, many of them apparently valuable or certainly in better 
condition, were rarely or never removed. They were seen and even 
handled by the reopeners, but not taken from the dead. These are 
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objects which were wholly inalienable, or perhaps inseparable: so 
closely associated with their owners that they could not be taken 
from them, either as they were prepared for burial or as they lay in 
their graves. From this I infer that these possessions may also have 
had only very limited exchange potential in life, or could only be 
transferred between owners in quite particular ways. For some pos-
session types, particularly knives, I will argue that this close form of 
association with an owner is also the reason they appear in such a 
high proportion of burials. 

The idea that certain objects must be disposed of with their de-
ceased owners because they are polluting to the living is reported in 
a variety of archaeological and ethnographic contexts (e.g. Goody 
1962; Gregory 1982; Parker Pearson 1993:207). It is explored by 
Howard Williams (2003) in his detailed discussion of the roles of dif-
ferent grave good types in Anglo-Saxon cremation graves. However, 
my argument is not about pollution as much as about ownership or 
adherence: some types of early medieval artefact were too closely 
associated with the dead to be taken or used by anyone else. These 
artefacts may be especially associated with the physical body and 
labour of the dead, as I will argue in the case of knives. Or they may 
be linked to the roles performed by individuals within their house-
holds, as I suggest for the various kinds of belt items worn by women, 
and perhaps certain weapon types buried with men, especially shields 
and spears. Others may be personal compositions, reflecting the life 
stories of the dead, as I propose for the bead and pendant necklaces 
strung across women’s chests. 

Knives
Knives, whether simple iron forms or more embellished varieties, are 
the most common artefacts found in early Anglo-Saxon graves, ap-
pearing in up to 50% of burials across England in Härke’s (1989) 
sample, and a rather higher proportion in Kent. As noted above, they 
appear never or rarely to have been taken from reopened graves in 
England. Despite their ubiquity – or rather on the basis of an assump-
tion that commonness makes them relatively insignificant possessions 
– knives are among the least studied of grave finds. The term knife 
is used to cover a wide range of sizes of blade, from less than 5cm 
to nearly 20cm, and quite different shapes of blade and handle, for 
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which there is still no fully worked typology (Härke 1989; Riddler 
et al 2006). Most knives were iron, but there are also examples of 
copper alloy knives left in disturbed graves.

Härke (1989:2) and Stoodley (2000:459) show that the size of 
knives found in graves is closely correlated with the age and sex of 
the body they accompany. Knives were almost never placed with 
children under three years. Knife size increased with age, while fe-
males tended to have smaller knives than males. The largest knife 
type is exclusively associated with grown men. It is therefore likely 
that knife sizes and types were adapted to the bodies and strengths of 
their users, and probably also to the kinds of tasks considered app-
ropriate for different ages and sexes. Knives were usually buried as 
part of the deceased’s costume, worn at the waist, and there is every 
reason to think that this is also the convenient position in which the 
owner wore them in life. Despite this evidence, discussions of knives 
persistently focus on their symbolism, rather than their function – or 
rather on their symbolism as free-floating from their physical form 
and functions. 

We need to ask how knives interacted with bodies in life, in order 
to understand how they were connected in death. Here it is again 
possible to draw inspiration from ethnography, but from much more 
recent approaches, such as that of Catherine Allerton (2007) in her 
study of the making, wearing, giving, and burying of Indonesian 
sarongs. These textiles have mainly been written about in terms of 
their symbolic and religious aspects; Allerton instead focuses on their 
sensual, intimate life as artefactual extensions of their wearer’s body. 
She writes that as ‘burial objects, sarongs index the close kinship 
performed in everyday acts of feeding, comforting and protecting’ 
(Allerton 2007:1). 

It is along similar lines that I suggest we can go further in under-
standing how objects came to be associated with bodies in early 
medieval graves – how ownership came into being. For the commonest 
find, the humble knife, I suggest that it was the physical connection to 
the body and its labour, along with the shaping and wear of the blade 
and handle as the knife was used, which created a connection, a form 
of ownership, too intimate to be broken by death. And so there was 
a strong preference for burying knives with their owners, and even 
grave reopeners did not try to break this connection.
Necklace collections
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Necklaces – the beads and pendants of various forms and materials 
worn by women – are the second and final category of artefact 
delibera tely left in reopened graves which will be discussed here. 
Women’s necklaces vary hugely in the quantities, combinations, 
and arrangements of beads and pendants, while beads and other 
elements could also be buried separately, in non-necklace forms 
(Brugmann 2004). Although necklaces often hung between the broo-
ches which were the reopeners’ main targets in female graves, they 
were consistently left behind, even when graves were reopened so 
soon after deposition that the necklace cord still held together. As 
possessions, then, brooches and necklaces have quite different life his-
tories and meanings. 

Bead numbers in graves increase with age (Stoodley 2000:462-
463). Even the youngest infants might be buried with a few beads, 
while adult females wore collections numbering in the tens and 
occasionally over a hundred. Stoodley’s interpretation is that num-
bers of beads ‘played an important role in signalling age difference’. 
This seems rather a redundant signal. Instead, taking ownership as 
a starting point, I suggest that the increasing numbers of beads and 
pendants worn by women as they age reflect gradual acquisition 
during their lifetimes. How these necklace elements were acquired 
must remain an open question: as gifts or purchases on particular 
occasions? Weddings, festivals, markets? As reciprocal links between 
female social connections? To mark meetings or farewells? As pay-
ment, thanks, or requests? 

I propose, then, that women’s necklaces collections should be 
seen as meaningful assemblages made during their lives, and strongly 
asso ciated with their collectors, so that there are compelling reasons 
first to send them to the grave, and then to allow them to remain 
after reopening. In old age women seem to have ceased to accumulate 
necklace elements, although necklaces remain one of the few female- 
gendered artefacts retained by the eldest women in Merovingian 
ceme teries (Halsall 1996:11). The slight fall in bead numbers among 
women who lived longest may reflect a stage of life when older 
women became chiefly givers, rather than receivers of beads.

One route for further research into these collections is sugge-
sted by studies of use-wear patterns carried out on some Bronze 
Age grave assemblages from Wessex (Woodward et al 2006). Here 
the authors found that within bead groups recorded as necklaces, 



179

give and take

there is significant variation in use-wear. They interpret this finding 
to mean that the groups are not necklaces, but instead should be seen 
as special collections of amuletic objects, gathered, curated, re-wor-
ked and exchanged over several generations. Yet this is precisely the 
kind of mixed use-wear pattern we would expect to see in the early 
medieval period, if the strings of beads found in graves are mixed 
collections with different biographies, gradually acquired during 
women’s lifetimes. The two concepts of necklace and collection are 
not in oppo sition; rather necklaces are the means by which women 
kept and displayed their collections, curating the connections which 
each item represented.

Several lines of interpretation for the ownership of a number of 
types of early medieval grave find have been put forward here. Other 
find types remain unexplored, and there is significant potential for 
comparisons between regions. Vessels, in particular, require further 
research: in the Merovingian kingdoms they are reported as left 
in disturbed graves, yet Anglo-Saxon reopeners took nearly all the 
examples they came across. Vessels are found in up to a fifth of un-
disturbed graves in Kent and, unusual among grave goods, could be 
buried with individuals of any age. Why the cross-channel difference? 
Why could these be taken from the dead, but only in one region? 
The intention of this paper has been to open up possibilities for dis-
cussion: much remains to investigate, probe, and set against other 
sources.

Conclusions

No items in early medieval graves were only negligibly owned by 
their bearers. For grave finds, the distinction is not between alien-
able and inalienable wealth, or commodities and gifts. Rather it is 
in the form of the connection with the owners: how the ownership 
came into being. There were items which were transferrable between 
owners, creating networks of debt and obligation across and between 
communities. These were the items which were taken by grave 
reopeners: men’s swords and women’s brooches. Swords in particular 
owe their ability to move between bearers to the aspects of personhood 
which they themselves possess. The taking of these items from graves 
was a malign act, intended to undermine the prestige of ‘keeping- 
while-burying’ achieved by the funerary depositions. 
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Then there were items which were not transferrable, or transfer-
rable only in limited circumstances, which did not include grave re-
opening. I have argued that in the case of necklace collections, these 
were personal compositions representing the life course and connec-
tions of the bearer. Or, as for the common but overlooked knife, they 
may be objects which through physical labour and bodily contact 
formed a close association with the dead, whom they accompanied 
to the grave. Knives were not put into graves because they were low 
status, unimportant, low value, or readily discardable. Rather, they 
were too tightly owned by their bearer to be separated from the body 
either at death or reopening.

Explanations for early medieval grave disturbance have tended 
to rest on suppositions, rather than analysis of the material evidence. 
Yet once the archaeology is considered in detail, it reveals a number 
of unexpected elements: the reopening is much less readily explicable 
than superficial assessments recognise. This paper has worked back-
wards from the reopening of graves to suggest that early medieval 
concepts of ownership may likewise be much more complex, and 
more interesting, than the limited picture of high status exchange 
described in written sources. Further, there are indications that we 
should be prepared for early medieval production, and even concep-
tions of materials, to take equally unexpected forms.
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Possession through deposition: 
the 'ownership' of coins  

in contemporary British coin-trees

Ceri Houlbrook

Introduction

‘At half-past four Beatrice, the Duchess of Roxburghe, and I started on 
a four-oared rig, steered by Hormsby the landlord, a very nice, quiet, 
youngish man, and rowed to the Isle of Maree’ (Duff 1968:332); thus 
begins Queen Victoria’s diary-entry about her trip to Isle Maree. 

In 1877 Queen Victoria took a tour of Scotland, and while in the 
Northwest Highlands she resided in a hotel on the shores of Loch 
Maree. On the 17th September she and her companions were rowed 
out to Isle Maree, a small island in the loch, and she described her 
trip there in her diary:

The boat was pushed onshore, and we scrambled out and walked 
through the tangled underwood and thicket of oak, holly, beech, 
etc., which covers the islet, to the well, now nearly dry which 
is said to be celebrated for the cure of insanity. An old tree 
stands close to it, and into the bark of this it is the custom, from 
time immemorial, for everyone who goes there to insert with a 
hammer a copper coin, as a sort of offering to the saint who lived 
there in the eighth century, called Saint Maolruabh or Mulroy…
We hammered some pennies into the tree, to the branches of 
which there are also rags and ribbons tied (Duff 1968:332–333).
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Isle Maree was well-known for its holy well, said to have been consecra-
ted by Saint Maolruabh (also known as Saint Maree) and widely pur-
ported to cure insanity (Pennant 1775:330; Reeves 1857-60:288–289; 
Mitchell 1863:251–262; Dixon 1886:151; Godden 1893:500–501; 
Muddock 1898:437–438; Barnett 1930:113; Hamilton 1981:101; 
Donoho 2014). Beside this well was an oak tree, studded with coins 
(fig. 1), and Queen Victoria added to this accumulation by depositing 
a coin of her own. 

As Scottish travel writer and folklorist Brenda Macrow observed, 
having visited Isle Maree nearly 80 years later, the coin which Queen 
Victoria contributed to the tree ‘is now without doubt as tarnished 
and bent as the rest – it may even be one of those which have fallen 
on to the ground beneath. So Time, the great leveller, treats alike the 
gifts of princes and paupers’ (Macrow 1953:89). Queen Victoria’s 
coin is indistinguishable from the rest; conducting fieldwork at the 
site, for example, no method could be employed to ascertain which of 
the coins she inserted. Coins are, after all, intended to be impersonal, 
alienable objects, only negligibly owned by their possessors.

Coins are intended to pass casually in and out of people’s posses-
sion. A coin and its owner are expected to share only a brief and nuga-
tory relationship, retaining no personal links, before the coin shifts 
into another’s ownership. Modern economic systems are depen dent 
upon this perpetuity of movement; on people being willing to surren-
der coins in exchange for commodities or services (Kopytoff 1986). 
The coin’s alienability, along with its ubiquity, makes it easily surren-
derable. People generally do not think twice about parting with coins 
because they share no emotional ties with them, and are confident 
that just as swiftly as one coin leaves their possession, another near -
identical one will enter it.  

The coin’s economic purpose, therefore, necessitates alienability. 
The physical properties of a coin, designed to make it indistinguish-
able from the millions of other coins of its denomination, also serve 
to make it easily divorceable from its owners (and thus easily surren-
derable), in that coins bear no inherent markers linking them with 
their possessors. Although the example of Queen Victoria on Isle 
Maree is anomalous in that the coin she deposited probably bore an 
image of herself, that particular coin was no more inherently hers 
than any other coin passing in and out of her possession. Yes, the 
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Fig. 1. Coin-trees on Isle Maree, the Northwest Highlands of Scotland. 
(Photograph by author.)
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coin was owned by her, but only insofar as the coins in your purse or 
pocket are ‘owned’ by you; they are transient, temporary possessions, 
which probably have been and will be ‘owned’ by many others in the 
course of their existence. 

However, coins are not only used in secular exchange. Historically, 
they have been employed in a wide range of rituals and folkloric cust-
oms throughout the British Isles, most notably coin deposition. The 
coin is, after all, one of history’s most popular votive offerings, com-
monly deposited in Britain since the Roman period (Lewis 1966:47; 
Woodward 1992:66; Dowden 2000:176). Caches have been discove-
red containing hundreds, sometimes thousands, of votive coins, such 
as at Lydney, Gloucestershire, Hallaton, southeast Leicestershire; and 
the sacred spring at Bath (Priest et al. 2003; Williams 2003; Score 
2006, 2011; Leins 2007). The coin was also an object regularly depo-
sited in springs and lakes, as offerings to deities (Dowden 2000:51) 
or as propitiatory ‘sacrifices’ to malignant water spirits (Tuleja 
1991:409), and in Christianity it is equalled in popularity as a votive 
object only by the candle (Merrifield 1987:90). 

By the post-medieval period, coins were most commonly deposited 
in holy wells as offerings or ‘payments’ to the presiding saint (Brand 
1777:85–86; Hardwick 1872:277; Walker 1883:158; Hartland 
1893:463; Rhys & Morris 1893:58–59; Hull 1928:111–112; Jones 
1954:92; Lucas 1963:40; Bord & Bord 1985:90–91). This practice 
of dropping a coin into a well in exchange for good luck or a wish 
was similar to scenes we witness today. The British Isles are teeming 
with wishing-wells and fountains, widely distributed at historic sites, 
tourist attractions, and shopping centres; indeed, the prevalence of 
this custom stretches worldwide. 

Evidently a coin’s use can extend beyond its initial intended pur-
pose: that of secular exchange. As Kemmers and Myrberg note, coins 
can ‘end up outside their primary context of production and use, thus 
becoming a motor of change’ (Kemmers & Myrberg 2011:99). Their 
use beyond their primary contexts can – and does – lead to shifts in 
how coins are perceived. Does a coin which has transitioned from the 
secular realm into the ritual sphere retain the same alienability, ano-
nymity, and divorceability? Or can a change in use result in a change 
in ‘ownerability’? In order to consider these questions, this paper will 
focus on one specific example of coin deposition: the British coin-tree. 
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The coin-tree: an introduction

For readers new to the phenomenon, a coin-tree is exactly what its 
name would suggest: a tree (occasionally a living specimen, but most 
often a log or a stump) which has coins inserted edgeways into its 
bark (figs. 2, 3). For the research behind this paper, I have been cata-
loguing these sites and have so far identified 34 examples, distributed 
widely across the British Isles, which contain at least one coin-tree 
but often more. These sites are in rural areas accessible to the public 
and are usually located alongside popular woodland or riverside 
footpaths. Of the 34 sites, 31 are considered active: people today are 
participating in the custom of inserting their coins into the trees.

The earliest known coin-tree is the uprooted oak (Quercus) on 
Isle Maree referred to by Queen Victoria. The first reference to a 
tree’s ritual employment at this site comes from Thomas Pennant’s 
1775 A tour in Scotland and voyage to the Hebrides, in which he des-
cribes the island’s holy well, purported to cure insanity, beside which 
was a tree utilized as an ‘altar’; pilgrims who sought a cure from the 
holy well would deposit their tokens of thanks to Saint Maree on this 
particular tree (Pennant 1775:330). 

Originally the deposited tokens seem to have been rags. Rags and 
items of clothing have long been employed as votive deposits in the 
British Isles, most often affixed to the branches of trees and bushes 
within close proximity to a holy well, producing what is commonly 
known as a ‘rag-tree’. There are numerous examples of rag-trees and 
their respective holy wells across the British Isles; Jones lists 1179 
holy wells in Wales (Jones 1954; Dowden 2000:42), whilst Lucas 
estimates more than 3000 in Ireland (Lucas 1963:40). These wells 
were often employed for their curative properties, originally as part 
of pagan hydrolatry but later adopted by Christianity, the wells trans-
ferring to the custodianship of Christian saints, such as Saint Maree 
(Daly 1961; Rattue 1995).

Hartland writes that rags were affixed to branches of nearby trees 
because they were believed to ‘contain the disease of which one de-
sires to be rid’ (Hartland 1893:460), and according to the notion of 

‘contagious transfer’, the disease was thus expected to transfer to the 
tree, leaving the depositor cured. Contagious transfer is a subcategory 
of Frazer’s ‘sympathetic magic’, whereupon a ‘person is supposed to 
influence vegetation sympathetically. He infects trees or plants with 
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Fig. 3. The primary Bolton Abbey coin-tree, Yorkshire.  
(Photograph by author.)

Fig. 2. The 
primary Ingleton 
coin-tree, 
Yorkshire. 
(Photograph by 
author.)
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qualities or accidents, good or bad, resembling and derived from his 
own’ (Frazer 1900:39). According to this notion, therefore, a person 
can be cured of an ailment by attaching a rag – the ‘vehicle of the 
disease’, as Hartland terms it (1893:460) – to a tree, subsequently 
transferring the disease from themselves to the tree. 

The tree on Isle Maree was similarly employed as a rag-tree for the 
curing of ailments. However, during the 19th century pilgrims began 
depositing other objects, such as pins and nails (Campbell 1860:134; 
Mitchell 1863:253). These metal objects had initially been employed 
to hold the rags in place on the branches and trunk of the tree, but 
had gradually become offerings themselves (Dixon 1886:152). As we 
read above, by the time Queen Victoria visited the island in 1877, 
coins had become the predominant offering at this tree. 

There are a number of other coin-trees which boast similarly 
lengthy biographies throughout the British Isles: a coin-tree in Argyll, 
Scotland (Mabey 1996:214; Rodger et al. 2003:87), another near 
Clonenagh, Co. Laois, the Republic of Ireland (Roe 1939:27; Morton 
2004:195; Harbison 1991:231; Simon 2000:28), and another in 
Ardboe, Co. Tyrone, Northern Ireland, which has been removed 
since its fall in 1997 (Grimes 1999). These coin-trees have been in 
existence since the late 19th to early 20th centuries, and have thus 
undergone many years of ritual appropriation. However, of the 34 
coin-tree sites catalogued thus far across the British Isles, the majority 
are relatively recent in origin, having been created during the 1990s, 
2000s, and 2010s. The late 20th and early 21st centuries have there-
fore witnessed a contemporary renaissance of the coin-tree custom.

The custom of inserting coins into the bark of trees may have 
altered little physically since the 19th century, but the stated reasons 
behind participation have changed considerably. The Isle Maree coin-
tree was originally embedded with coins purportedly as part of a 
heal ing ritual, and the earlier coin-trees of the Republic of Ireland and 
Northern Ireland were employed for similar folk-medicinal reas ons. 
However, none of the 200+ modern-day participants I have spoken 
with claimed to have been seeking a folk-remedy. This is hardly sur-
prising. Illness and premature death were a much greater concern in 
the past than they are today (Vyse 1997:12ff), and scientific develop-
ments have meant that most individuals concerned for their health in 
the British Isles are more likely to visit a medical centre than partici-
pate in a folkloric custom (Hamilton 1981:102). 
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Today, instead of participating in this custom for folk-remedial 
purposes, many modern-day practitioners draw on analogies with 
wishing -wells, claiming that the purpose of a coin-tree is luck or 
wish-fulfilment. Coins are surrendered to coin-trees in exchange for 
good luck, future fortune, or the fulfilment of the depositor’s wish. 

Methodology

This contemporary resurgence in the custom of coin-trees was first 
brought to the Folklore Society’s attention in 2004, when Mavis 
Curtis reported coin-trees at Bolton Abbey and Hardcastle Crags, 
Yorkshire, in FLS News 42 (Curtis 2004:14). Following this, it has 
been the subject of online articles, such as John Billingsley’s ‘Coin 
Trees: A new tradition, or a new artefact?’, published on the Northern 
Earth magazine website in 2005, and further queries and specula-
tions have been included in later editions of FLS News (Patten & 
Patten 2009; Billingsley 2010; Gould 2010; Shuel 2010). However, 
prior to 2013 (Houlbrook 2014; 2015a; 2015b; 2015c) this practice 
had been the central focus of few – if any – previous academic studies. 

In order to rectify this sizeable gap in the scholarship on British 
folkloric customs and contemporary archaeology, my initial task was 
to identify and catalogue coin-tree sites (in a compendium which will 
undoubtedly continue growing as more coin-trees are either discove-
red or created), and then to undertake fieldwork at each site, condu-
cted throughout 2012-2013. Empirical data was gathered, proffered 
by the physical structures of the coin-trees themselves: the conditions, 
sizes, and species of trees; their locations in relation to footpaths, land-
marks, and any historic sites and monuments; and – most relevant to 
this paper – the quantity, denominations, and patterning of coins. 

Overall, 244 individual coin-trees were catalogued, the majority 
of which were logs (40%) or stumps (32%). They were all located 
in rural areas, most alongside popular footpaths in natural heritage 
areas, and distributed across Scotland, England, Wales, Northern 
Ireland, and the Republic of Ireland, with distinct clusters in South-
West and North-West England (Houlbrook 2014). They were embed-
ded with quantities of coins ranging from one to over 40,000. In total, 
165,360 coins were counted (a quantity which will have obviously 
changed since fieldwork was undertaken), of which 158,059 were 
British decimal. 
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British coinage was decimalised in 1971; from this year onwards, 
the pound sterling has been subdivided into 100 pence. The lowest 
denomi nation coins, 1 penny and 2 pence, are copper-coloured, 
copper-plated steel; 5 pence, 10 pence, 20 pence, and 50 pence coins 
are silver-coloured, nickel-plated steel or cupro-nickel; the 1 pound 
coin is gold-coloured, nickel-brass; and the 2 pound coin consists of 
a gold-coloured, nickel-brass outer ring and a silver-coloured, cupro -
nickel centre. The remaining coins were foreign currency, pre-decimal 
(i.e. pre-1971), or unidentifiable.

Additionally, in September 2013 a small-scale excavation was 
under taken at Ardmaddy, Scotland. This site was selected for exca-
vation due to the coin-tree’s purported antiquity; local residents 
claim that it dates to the early 1900s but no contemporaneous lite-
rary sources have been identified supporting this. Six test-pits were 
selected within close proximity to the coin-tree and 691 coins were 
recovered, ranging in date from 1914 to 2011.

As well as the gathering of empirical data, an ethnographic app-
roach was also employed, consisting of observation and interviewing. 
For each site, members of the public were observed as they engaged 
with the coin-trees, and those who inserted coins were approached 
and asked a series of questions regarding their participation; their 
words were recorded and are drawn upon as evidence in this paper, 
occasionally quoted verbatim. 

In total, 219 interviews were conducted. In the majority of cases, 
the participants were tourists (mostly from Britain), who had never 
seen or heard of coin-trees before that day. However, despite their un-
familiarity with the structures, this did not prevent them from partici-
pating in the custom; with many of them utilising nearby rocks as 
tools of percussion, they hammered their coins into the coin-trees, 
adding to the thousands of similar deposits.

Collective anonymity?

At Ingleton, Yorkshire, the main coin-tree contains at least 48,000 
coins (fig. 2). While other coin-trees cannot match this figure, many 
of them have been embedded with large quantities: at Aira Force, 
Cumbria, one coin-tree contains at least 26,000, whilst at Bolton 
Abbey, Yorkshire (fig. 3), another holds 12,000, and many more 
boast numbers in the thousands. Therefore, when a participant 
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deposits their own coin in a coin-tree, they are often adding to an 
already well- established accumulation; their contribution is merely 
one of many.   

To some, the vast quantities of coins and their general homogeneity 
contribute to a sense of collective anonymity. As Macrow described 
Queen Victoria’s contribution to the coin-tree on Isle Maree: ‘It is 
now without doubt as tarnished and bent as the rest…’ (1953:89). 
Queen Victoria’s coin is indistinguishable from the accumulation; 
thus the coins, in their collective anonymity, have come to represent 
equality. Indeed, economist David Wolman asserts that ‘many people 
see cash’s anonymity as an almost sacred virtue’ (2012:7). 

A coin inserted into a coin-tree is simply one metallic disc amid 
hundreds, or even thousands, of other metallic discs, none of which 
bear any inherent physical markers linking them with their past pos-
sessors. It is the nature of coins that they cannot be traced to their 
previous owners; they are alienable, indistinguishable, easily divorce-
able, constituting the archetypal anonymous deposit. 

However, as anthropologist Nicholas Thomas asserts, a thing ‘is 
not immutable’ (1991:28); an object must be analysed for what it has 
become – how it has been appropriated and recontextualised – not 
simply for what it was made to be. Just as a person’s biography can 
take an unpredicted turn, so too can that of an object. And in this 
case, it is the coin’s biography which suddenly veers down an un-
familiar path. 

When a person, standing before a coin-tree, takes a coin from 
their pocket or purse, that coin is an alienable object, in that it can be 
easily divorced from its possessor, as opposed to an inalienable object, 
which is metonymically linked with its producer/possessor (Weiner 
1992; Fowler 2004:58). However, the divide between alienability and 
inalienability can be crossed in certain circumstances: ‘all things are 
potentially inalienable to some degree’ (Fowler 2004:59, emphasis in 
original). The coin is no exception.

Deposition as contribution

Although a common reason expressed for inserting a coin into a 
coin-tree is luck or wish-fulfilment, the specific trees themselves are 
not viewed as efficacious or ‘magical’. I have engaged with over 200 
modern-day participants of the coin-tree custom and none of them 
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have indicated that the actual trees are extraordinary; they are not 
perceived as historically, preternaturally, or arboriculturally signifi-
cant. Indeed, few participants could identify the trees’ species, and 
the general opinion implied that the tree itself is incidental. It was 
the coins which were central to the custom; the coins and a sense 
of collective effort. A person who stumbles upon a coin-tree can do 
more than look at the accumulation; they can add to it. Indeed, this 
appears to be the primary motivating factor; a desire to contribute 
to a well-established accumulation. It is the quantities of coins, there-
fore, which attract participants, deposits begetting more deposits, 
depo sitors encouraging other depositors, people wanting to partici-
pate in a collective effort. 

However, this notion of collective effort need not translate as 
collective anonymity, especially when we consider the most impor-
tant perspective on this custom: that of the depositors themselves. 
Speaking with modern-day participants, it appears that depositors do 
not actually view their coins as anonymous deposits but as personal 
contributions. The participants are attracted to the idea that they are 
contributing something of their own – their coins – to a communal 
piece.  

At Aira Force, Cumbria, for instance, one woman stated that 
inserting a coin is ‘leaving something of yourself for others to see’, 
whilst three others claimed that they had participated because they 
had wanted to ‘add to’ this ‘pretty’ and ‘interesting’ monument. 
Another woman likened the custom to graffiti, while at Portmeirion, 
Gwynedd, Wales, one man claimed that inserting a coin into a coin-
tree is ‘a nice way of saying “I’ve been here”. Like graffiti, carving 
your name into a tree’. These customs, he maintained, ‘are about lea-
ving your mark’, an expression also used by participants at Ingleton, 
Tarr Steps, and St. Nectan’s Glen, where one woman declared that 
‘you can’t come to a place like this and not leave your mark’.

The graffiti analogy drawn on by participants is particularly 
illu minating for a consideration of anonymity versus individuation. 
Contrary to the obscurity so often characterising graffiti, it is usu-
ally not intended to be anonymous; when a person spray-paints or 
scratches their ‘tag’ – their signature, pseudonym, or monogram – 
onto public property, this is what Waldenburg dubs a ‘form of basic 
self-expression’ (1990:12) and what Abel and Buckley describe 
as ‘announcements of one’s identity, a kind of testimonial to one’s 
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existence in a world of anonymity’ (1977:16). Their tag represents 
their identity. Susan Stewart thus terms graffiti ‘a matter of individu-
ation’ (1988:165); such contributions to public accumulations, there-
fore, are not designed to uphold anonymity, but to defy it.

This desire to leave one’s mark, to publically express one’s iden-
tity, is equally evident in the coin-tree custom, and it appears to be a 
key motivational factor in participation. However, Snodgrass (2006) 
comments on the difficulties facing a dedicant who is offering an 
object identical to the items deposited by many others. Certain dedi-
cations, he writes, are:

too numerous and too cheap to be seen as motivated by com-
petitive ostentation. To dedicate one’s own bronze dress-pin can 
hardly be classed as conspicuous consumption, especially when 
one is adding it to a collection of which the archaeological resi-
due, over two and a half millennia later, itself may run to thou-
sands (Snodgrass 2006:265–266) 

Likewise, if the depositor of a coin in a coin-tree wishes to distinguish 
their coin from others’, as a testimony to their individual personality 
rather than to anonymity, then they must find ways to differentiate it. 
They must employ methods to mark their coin out as theirs – and, as 
we can see, many contributors go to some lengths to do so.

Selecting the coins

When faced with a handful of anonymous, near-identical coins, how 
would a depositor, wishing to demarcate their deposit as theirs, 
choose which coin to insert? In some cases, certain coins are selec-
ted for insertion because of distinguishing physical properties they 
already possess. For example, particular denominations may be 
chosen because they are underrepresented within the coin-tree. Of 
the 158,059 British decimal coins catalogued at all coin-tree sites, 
146,173 were 1 penny and 2 pence coins. The vast majority (92%), 
therefore, are copper-coloured coins, and so it would be difficult to 
distinguish one penny from another. By the same logic, however, a 
non-copper-coloured coin would stand out from the crowd, which is 
the reason given by the several participants I have witnessed deposi-
ting 10 and 20 pence pieces. 
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Choosing to insert silver or particularly lustrous copper coins is 
a defiance of the anonymity Macrow discussed with regard to the 
Isle Maree coin-tree (1953:89). These contributors intend for their 
deposits to be distinguished from the majority – as one woman on 
Snowdon admitted, she had inserted a 5 pence piece because she 
had wanted to be ‘different’ – and as Jones and MacGregor observe: 
‘Colour is powerful in the construction of difference’ (2002:12). 

Kemmers and Myrberg, looking broadly at the archaeology of 
coins, note the importance of colour in people’s perceptions and uses 
of coins (2011:95–96). The royal colours of purple and red offer 
another example of colour having been widely used to distinguish 
one from many, and may have been the reason behind the deposi-
tion of a 2 pence piece at Fairy Glen which had been painted red – a 
colour with various metaphorical associations (Myrberg 2010:98) – 
and so was clearly distinguishable from the surrounding coins. 

The choice to insert higher denominations, such as 1 and 2 pound 
coins (twenty-five 1 pound coins have been recorded and one 2 
pound coin) may simply have been the result of the depositor having 
no other options. However, it is also possible that the participants 
wished to differentiate their deposits – and thereby themselves – from 
the masses. As one participant at Aira Force, Cumbria, exclaimed 
upon noticing a 1 pound coin inserted into the tree: ‘someone’s rich!’ 
Such examples of conspicuous consumption are certainly not without 
precedent in ritual contexts. Richard Bradley, for example, considers 
the role of prestige ritual deposits of the Late Bronze Age, when 
lavish offerings presented to deities were intended to lend themselves 
to ‘the quest for personal prestige’ (1990:188).

Deliberate placement

In some cases, it is not the selection of coins which evinces the desire 
for differentiation, but the choice of where and how the coin is de-
posited. In some rare cases, people have chosen to nail their coins to 
trees instead of embedding them into the bark (fig. 4). This method 
may have been employed to ensure their security (see below), but 
they may also be a statement of ‘otherness’; such depositors clearly 
came to the coin-tree deliberately, equipped with nails (and possibly 
coins with holes already drilled through them), as opposed to other 
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depositors who come across coin-trees by chance and must make do 
with the objects they happen to be carrying or can source on-site.

The defiance of patterning is another method of differentiation. 
In most cases, the majority of coins in a coin-tree follow a parti-
cular pattern: longitudinal, latitudinal, diagonal, annular, radial, etc. 
This may be dictated by the form of the tree itself, with the flow of 
coins following the curves of the bole, or it may simply be the pro-
duct of imitation; people copying others in order to maintain the 
pattern. However, in some cases, coins appear to have been inserted 
in a direction counter to the predominant arrangement. At Lydford 
Gorge, Devon, for example, the coins in the primary coin-tree run 
longitudinally along the length of the log. One participant, however, 
ruefully claimed that he was tempted to insert his latitudinally 
‘just to be different’, and this desire may have motivated other instan-
ces whereby single coins clearly defy the dominant pattern.

The insertion of coins into hard-to-reach places is another method. 
Certain coins are placed so high that their deposition must have in-
volved climbing; a family who clambered up a steep, muddy bank 
to the root-end of a coin-tree at Tarn Hows, Cumbria, for example, 

Fig. 4. Three coins nailed to the Ingleton coin-tree, Yorkshire. 
(Photograph by author.)
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specifically wanted their coin to be inserted in a less ‘heavily popula-
ted’ area of the tree. Other instances involved children sitting on the 
shoulders of parents in order to deposit their coins away from the 
majority. This may indicate the depositor’s desire to distance themsel-
ves from the accumulation, or it may have been intended as a state-
ment of the level of effort involved in the deposition: a declaration 
that they worked harder than other depositors. 

Alternatively, depositors may opt to insert their coin into a dif-
ferent tree altogether. 31 coin-trees catalogued were embedded with 
only one coin each, the depositors having consciously decided not to 
add their coin to the large accumulations of coin-trees nearby but to 
instigate new coin-trees. Depositors may also eschew the traditional 
choice of utilising trees for this custom, and choose to insert their 
coins into nearby wooden posts or sculptures instead (of which there 
have been 22 catalogued): a clear declaration of difference.

Altering physicality

Other methods of individuation entail deliberate physical alterations 
in order to differentiate one coin from the masses. The addition of 
initials is a particularly notable example (fig. 5); for example, a pre-
occupation with personalising a deposit probably explains why a 2 
pence piece inserted into a coin-tree at Dovedale, Derbyshire, has the 
letter ‘R’ written on it in silver pen; was the coin’s depositor (whose 
first-name initial was presumably ‘R’) wanting to clearly demarcate 
their coin? Likewise, on the coin-tree in Brock Bottom, Lancashire, 
arrows (one of which is labelled ‘E’) have been scratched into the tree, 
pointing towards certain coins; at Snowdon, Gwynedd, ‘MB’ may 
have been scratched onto the post for a similar reason. An identical 
method is evident at High Force, County Durham, while at Ingleton, 
Yorkshire, the initials ‘R & L’ have been imprinted onto a 2 pence 
piece, and 36 coins have been distributed in a pattern to form the 
initials ‘A.B’ (or ‘B.B’), encased within a rectangle of coins.

This method of personalising coins through the use of initials 
is not unique to coin-trees, nor to modern-day Britain. The prac-
tice is evident in 12th-century Corinth, where a hoard of 30 gold 
nomismata of Manuel I (1143-1180) was uncovered in the 1938 ex-
cavations of Old Corinth, buried in the fill of a road. Fourteen of 
these coins had graffiti scratched onto their surfaces, including letters 



204

own and be owned

Fig. 5. Coins accompanied by initials in coin-trees: an ‘R’ written on a 
coin inserted into a coin-tree at Dovedale, Derbyshire; a coin labelled 
‘E’ at Brock Bottom, Lancashire; ‘MB’ scratched onto a coin-tree on 
Snowdon, Gwynedd; a coin labelled ‘E’ at High Force, County Durham; 
a coin imprinted with ‘R & L’ and 36 coins distributed to form ‘A. B. or 
‘B. B’ at Ingleton, Yorkshire. (Photographs by author.)
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such as ‘K’, ‘T’ and ‘H’, and Josephine Harris, who published the find, 
suggests that this graffiti may have been used as ‘identification marks’ 
(Harris 1939:273). By physically associating the coin with the person, 
the coin becomes that person’s ‘tag’, their expression of identity and 
individuation.

Intangible individuation

The above examples of individuation have all been tangible and 
visible: the colour, lustre, or denomination of a coin; its placement 
within a coin-tree; and physical alterations designed to distinguish it. 
However, not all methods of differentiation are intended to overtly 
distinguish one deposit from many; some coins are more discreetly or 
intangibly personalised, in ways known only to the depositors. 

For example, one woman who had inserted a coin into a coin-tree 
at Lydford Gorge, Devon, stated that she would have preferred to 
insert a coin with ‘personal meaning’. The specific example she gave 
was the 50 pence piece minted in 2003, designed to commemorate 
the 100th anniversary of the formation of the Women’s Social and 
Political Union, a militant organisation in the United Kingdom which 
campaigned for women’s suffrage. Perhaps a similar reason moti-
vated the insertion of the 1998 50 pence piece, designed to comme-
morate the 50th anniversary of the National Health Service, into a 
Bolton Abbey coin-tree, Yorkshire.

For similar reasons a family at Tarr Steps, Somerset, wished to 
deposit coins minted in their years of birth; only the father was able 
to find such a coin, a 2 pence piece minted in 1980, which he inserted. 
This coin may not have been tangibly altered, but it has been perso-
nalised, the date stamped into its surface no longer simply represen-
ting its year of mint but also its association with its depositor: a man 
who was born the same year the coin was crafted, thus creating a 
metaphorical connection between the two. 

This is not overt personalisation; nobody bar those who were 
present at the moment of deposition (the depositor, his family, and 
the author) would be aware that this particular 2 pence piece was 
selected because of the significance of its date. Perhaps other coins 
have been chosen for similar reasons, their commemorative designs 
or years of mint having been of personal significance to the parti-
cipants, establishing a link between deposit and depositor that is 
imper ceptible to the rest of us. 
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The coin as memento

So far, this paper has demonstrated a variety of methods (both tan-
gible and intangible) of selection and insertion employed by depos-
itors in order to transform their coins from alienable to inalienable 
objects; the choices made and actions undertaken during deposition 
in order to make their deposits theirs. What follows, however, is a 
consideration of how these coins are perceived after deposition, and 
how this demonstrates their newly-endowed inalienability. The most 
notable aspect of this is the creation of a sense of permanence.

As explored above, in most cases a coin is a temporary resident 
in a person’s pocket or purse. It will move swiftly and casually in 
and out of their possession. An individual can surrender a coin in 
exchange for a commodity or service – a loaf of bread, a pair of shoes, 
a bus ticket – and it is very likely that they will never see that coin 
again. Even if through chance that specific coin does come into their 
possession again, they will not recognise it – and soon enough, it will 
be out of their possession once more, instantly forgotten.

In the case of coin-trees, however, the surrendered coin is inten-
ded as a permanent fixture. In many cases, participants deposit their 
coins in the belief that they will remain within the coin-tree indefini-
tely (until, at least, the tree decays). Several participants, for example, 
have made efforts to secure their coins firmly within the bark of the 
trees, ensuring that they would not easily fall or be pulled out, with 
one woman stating that she had not ‘wanted somebody else to come 
along and take it.’ A man at Malham, Yorkshire, not convinced that 
his coin was secure, used his pen-knife to create a deeper slit and then 
hammered his coin in once more. When another man asked me if I 
would remove the coins during my fieldwork in order to check their 
years of mint, his wife seemed appalled by the idea, exclaiming ‘surely 
you wouldn’t do that’ – I assured her I would not. And at Ingleton, 
seven coins have been nailed to the tree, demonstrating a desire to 
prevent their removal (fig. 4).

This desire for the permanence of the deposited coins is manife-
sted in the taboo surrounding their removal. For example, at most 
coin-tree sites I have observed parents chiding their children for 
trying to remove coins. A father at Tarr Steps admonished his son for 
removing coins by telling him that he was ‘stealing people’s wishes’, 
and four different groups have been observed respectfully returning 
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other people’s coins, which had fallen to the floor, to their original 
slots. 

Many of the participants also appear highly concerned with 
remembering which coin is theirs for the future. At Portmeirion, a 
couple from London hoped that they could return in ten years and 
still be able to identify their coins, whilst at Tarr Steps, a father told 
his young daughter to ‘remember which ones are yours for next time’. 
At Dovedale, Derbyshire, a couple from Birmingham who had inser-
ted coins in the previous year hoped, without much confidence or 
success, that they would identify their coins – despite the man having 
deliberately bent his penny over in order to distinguish it from the 
surrounding coins. 

Other participants at Dovedale tried similar tactics. Two young 
boys bent their coins during insertion in order to recognise them on 
their return journey along the path (in this case, they were successful). 
Another group also approached the coin-trees on their return journey, 
hoping to identify their coins. A young girl inserted a 10 pence piece 
specifically so that it would be distinguishable from the many copper 
coins; another chose to insert a shiny 20 pence piece for the same 
reason. At Malham, a woman was able to identify the coin she had 
inserted on her visit in 2011: a 20 pence piece.

The participants’ desire to return to the coin-tree site at a later 
date in order to see their coin is a nostalgic sentiment, endowing the 
coin with the status of a memento, a term defined by the Oxford 
English Dictionary as an object serving as a reminder (2014). In a 
sense, the coin also fits Susan Stewart’s term: the ‘souvenir’ (Stewart 
1993). Physically, the coin is the antithesis to the souvenir or the keep-
sake; it is not taken or kept, but is deliberately left. However, it is 
still an object which – through the action of deposition – elicits the 
memory of a place and an experience. Stewart (1993) describes the 
metonymical link between object and event/experience, a link which 
certainly applies to the coin in a coin-tree, which acts as a snapshot 
of the depositor’s engagement with that coin-tree, as an object which 
is intended to evoke a future memory of a past event.

In this sense, the coin as memento fits one of Alfred Gell’s most 
basic binary relations between the artist (the depositor) and the 
index (the deposit): the index responding as patient to the artist’s 
agency (Gell 1998:33). ‘The index is,’ Gell writes, ‘in these instances, 
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a congealed ‘trace’ of the artist’s creative performance’ (1998:33). An 
object absorbs part of its creator, becoming a snapshot of their cre-
ative experience; a ‘congealed residue of performance and agency in 
object-form’ (Gell 1998:68). Likewise, the coin becomes a physical 
trace of the participant’s experience at the coin-tree site.

It could also be argued that the coin becomes a physical trace of 
the actual participant. Since antiquity, ritual deposits have not always 
been intended to simply represent the depositor; they are designed 
to be the depositor. As Christopher Tilley writes, exploring the pro-
cess of the merging of objects with people, the ‘thing is the person 
and the person is the thing’ (2006:63). Gell terms this merge the 
‘objecti fication of personhood’ (1998:74), which leads to ‘distributed 
person hood’, whereby the deposit becomes a detached part – a ‘spin-
off’ – of the depositor (1998:104). According to this concept, there-
fore, when a person inserts a coin into a coin-tree they are not simply 
leaving a personal tag or a memento of their experience behind: they 
are leaving a part of themselves. To re-quote one coin-tree partici-
pant at Aira Force, Cumbria: inserting a coin is ‘leaving something of 
yourself for others to see’.

Concluding remarks

The Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘possession’ as the ‘action or 
fact of holding something (material or immaterial) as one’s own or in 
one’s control’ (2014). In the basic sense of the term, therefore, coins 
are in the possession of people. You possess whatever coins are in 
your pocket or purse, insofar as they are yours and they are in your 
control. However, this possession is casual, temporary, trivial. Most, 
if not all, of your coins are impersonal possessions: you did not craft 
them; you share no emotional ties with them; there are no inherent 
physical markers linking them to you. If I were to ask you to swap 
me one coin for another of the exact same value, you probably would 
not hesitate (except, perhaps, to wonder why I would make such a 
request). Therefore, while a person can certainly be in possession of a 
coin, that ownership is wholly alienable.

However, this paper has demonstrated that by altering context 
and use, an object can transition from alienable to inalienable. This 
certainly has archaeological implications, not only in supporting 
Thomas’ assertion that a thing ‘is not immutable’ (1991:28), but 
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also in illustrating the complexities of ownership and establishing 
that possession is a concept which goes much deeper than physical 
custody and control.

A coin deposited in a coin-tree has physically left the depositor’s 
possession. Although the depositor may return to the coin-tree in 
the future in order to see ‘their coin’, it is no longer tangibly owned 
by them, in that it is no longer on their person or stored in their 
belongings. However, through the coin’s transformation from secu-
lar object to ritual deposit, from impersonal, semi-disposable item 
to personal ‘souvenir’, from alienable to inalienable, the parameters 
for what ‘owner ship’ consists of have been altered. Prior to the en-
counter with the coin-tree, the depositor’s possession of the coin was 
temporary and purely physical. After the encounter, however, the tie 
between person and object has become permanent and metonymical; 
paradoxically, it is through relinquishing the coin that they gain signi-
ficant possession of it.
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Possession, property or ownership?

Chris Gosden

Of these three terms, ownership is probably the most straightforward, 
being subject to the fewest metaphorical extensions of meaning, de-
noting the state or act of owning something. Ownership is potentially 
susceptible of legal definition, even if in in individual cases it may be 
unclear or ambiguous. Ownership most often and obviously indicates 
a relationship of power or control on the part of a person over objects, 
products or people. There is considerable overlap between ownership 
and possession, but the latter is a wider term whose meanings are 
more greatly elaborated. People possess objects, but can also be pos-
sessed by spirits or ghosts. Many a horror film features objects which 
are possessed, most often those taking some sort of human form, such 
as dolls. We can be in possession of facts, our faculties or elements 
of character. Property is a similarly broad and slippery term, provi-
ding possibilities of punning on the properties (i.e. characteristics) of 
objects, as well as the object as property. Given the developed stage 
of capitalism in which we live, it is no surprise that terms designating 
ownership, property and possession are elaborated and used widely. 
Our present state of possessive individualism makes it hard for us to 
understand earlier cultural forms in which the relationships between 
people and the material world took other forms.

Since at least the eighteenth century, these three terms and, maybe 
especially property, have been at the heart of historical schemes. Such 
schemes often saw human history as moving from holding things 
in common (primitive communism in Marx and Engels’ terms) to 
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increasingly developed forms of private ownership, with land, the 
means of production and the goods produced all controlled or owned 
by various groups and through differing legal means in the ancient, 
feudal and capitalist worlds. Here history and politics meet, as they do 
in discussions in the present around what should be held in common, 
as against the mass of private property. The rights of the individual as 
proposed by neoliberalism are almost all about the right to alienate 
and dispose of the world in a free and unfettered manner. It is no 
wonder that archaeology has generally echoed these concerns and the 
evolutionary scheme of band, tribe, chieftain and state is partly about 
property in land and mobile goods, as well as the balance between 
the group and the individual in that regard. Gradually we are moving 
away from such evolutionary schemes, where the egalitarianism and 
sharing of the hunter-gatherer band is juxtaposed to state-sponsored 
modes of private property. Along the way comes that ultimate form 
of ownership – the ownership of people through slavery, which is still 
shockingly prevalent.

Possession, property and ownership are such key aspects of our 
lives in the present that it is hard not to be presentist and Eurocentric 
in their use. But they are being problematised, as this volume and 
other work shows. Let us look briefly at some of the loosening of 
approaches to property, ownership and possession. In a recent article, 
Wengrow and Graeber (2015) use ethnography from Mauss and 
Lévi-Strauss to indicate that many recent hunter-gatherer groups 
have markedly different social organizations in varying seasons, 
moving often between egalitarian and more hierarchical forms in the 
course of the year. Mauss and Beuchat (English trans. 1979) noted the 
‘double morphology’ of the circum-polar north, where groups had 
quite different social structures in summer and winter, with varying 
rules of conduct and degrees of hierarchy. As Wengrow and Graeber 
note, ‘winter aggregations brought together an extended society of 
both the living and the recent and remote dead, who were inaccessible 
to the living for much of the year. The winter houses gave expression 
– in wood, whale-rib, and stone – to time-transcendent principles of 
Inuit social life that endured even through those summer months, 
when groups dispersed under the authority of a single male elder in 
pursuit of freshwater fish, caribou, and reindeer. But many aspects 
of winter life also reversed the values of summer. In the summer, 
for instance, property rights were clearly asserted and sometimes 
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physically inscribed onto personal objects, especially hunting wea-
pons. But in the communalistic atmosphere of the winter house, 
generosity trumped accumulation as a route to personal prestige.’ 
(Wengrow and Graeber 2015:10). Social and political relations can 
vary in one group over time and with them the attendant implications 
of such relations in the form of property rights.

Elsewhere in archaeology, some have made an opposite point. 
Earle’s article on property starts with the following sentence ‘Property 
determines exclusive rights to things’ (Earle 2000:39). Many would 
now not agree. Keane (1997 & 1998) would rather see possession 
as being relational and as worked out through bundles of rights in-
vested in networks of people and things developed through practice. 
Ownership is a process and not a static state of control or power. 
Power can also derive from things and their characteristics, as well as 
people and their desires or positions of power.

These are important, if complicating points. We cannot assume 
that individual human groups always have stable and invariant poli-
tical and cultural relations. Such a view came partly out of an evolu-
tionary notion of human history, where egalitarian hunter-gatherers 
were superceded by increasingly more hierarchical tribes, chiefdoms 
and states. As such hierarchy increased, it was further argued, so 
would relations of ownership and possession. The development of 
class society came about in states when the agricultural poor did not 
own their basic means of production, land. The urban proletariat also 
were not the owners of factories and their products. Both the urban 
and rural poor became dependant on the aristocracy and middle 
classes for wages or food doles in turn for their labour. Such political 
histories may be too simple and invariant. More complications are 
found in political relations that vary over time and space. But also 
in any one situation ownership was rarely absolute, but worked out 
through complex and changing relations between people and things. 

Ownership and possession are not states we can posit in advance 
of an enquiry, but are mobile moments worked through empirically. 
Neither the land itself nor more mobile forms of material culture 
were passive elements of such processes, but exerted force and influ-
ence on the outcomes. Possession and ownership take us to the heart 
of schemes of human history that many of us now doubt and are 
excellent starting points for rethinking the biggest issues facing the 
social sciences, not least that of inequality.
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The contributions in this volume take an empirical approach, 
informed by theory. Burström considers the relationship between 
things and identity, especially Things of Quality. Particularly marked 
swords or brooches were never really owned by individuals, but 
belong to the larger context of group histories and relations. Such 
things need special treatment in death, both of the person to whom a 
thing was attached and the thing itself. This raises questions about the 
cycles of life and death of things and people. She also introduces an 
important historical dimension in that, while things of quality were 
named in the earlier medieval period, it seems that in the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries naming became a common part of a broader po-
etical tradition. Burström emphasizes the power of words and names 
in the relations between people and things, a very useful point for us 
moderns who tend to think of ownership as legal title and words on 
a page. Such legal instruments might be seen as part of a broader and 
longer practice of naming, which itself has interesting histories yet to 
be explored. 

Putting things in containers and applying locks seem to us obvious 
indications of both property rights and attempts to protect them. 
Hedenstierna-Jonson considers the case of Birka and the complex 
relations of ownership within the garrison there. The ownership of 
people is a key question here – the weapons of the garrison were 
owned by the lord, not by the people who wielded them and through 
the ownership of weapons and the fealty of the warriors, the warriors 
themselves were owned by the lord. We have here an excellent relatio-
nal case in which the ownership of things allows control over people, 
which might also be seen in terms of ownership. Decorated antler 
comb-cases were worn on a belt in the tenth century, as part of a 
series fittings that all warriors wore. These were individual items that 
all men wore, so marking them out as both dividuated and part of 
the group. The deliberate damage to the comb-cases as they were de-
posited shows rituals emphasizing the group, as Hedenstierna-Jonson 
argues. We have here an excellent archaeological example of the com-
plexity of relations between things and people, both individual and 
parts of groups.

Fahlander considers relations rather than possession, in the pro-
cess both echoing and disagreeing with Keane’s notions of bundles of 
rights surrounding possession. In examining the Pazyryk burials with 
their tattooed bodies, saddles bags, cloth, wooden decorations for 
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horses and much more he considers the relations between people and 
animals (eagles, lion/griffins and horses) in terms of the powers of 
each, which might be conferred on others within the assemblage. In the 
present we would think of horses, a key element of the assemblage, as 
being owned, but this might not be helpful in looking at the mid-first 
millennium BC burials on the Okok Plateau, when horses may have 
been more autonomous and conferring certain powers on humans, 
rather than being under their power.

Ljunge and Nilsson both think about art, the influence of images 
from caves and from Bronze Age contexts respectively. They both 
make similar points that art has a long history and after-life, so in 
thinking about dates the point of production of the art may be less 
important than its long history of use and later appreciation. The 
issue of timescale indeed recurs – if things (in this case art) last so 
much longer than human lives in many cases, can we really talk about 
ownership when so many people who have interacted with the ob-
jects are dead? This is  question that also attached to museum objects 
– they are generally considered forms of property, but it is not quite 
clear (often in a western legal sense) what ownership of them means. 
Maybe in many such cases the balance between rights and responsi-
bilities tips in favour of the latter. For group property and for things 
that derive from previous generations it is responsibilities we hold 
towards them, which include duties of care, safe transmission and 
appropriate actions. In such cases, which could be many, rather than 
thinking that we own objects, it is more appropriate to think that 
they own us?

Habetzeder makes a similar point. In looking at the Roman house 
and its furnishings we can see them as part of the public persona of 
the owner. Without the house the personhood of the owners would 
be different and the pottery and paintings inside the house refract 
and create the relations of gender and status within the house and 
between the owner of the house and its visitors. Notions of manli-
ness or its opposite can be conveyed in scenes of dancing, which are 
part of a series of broader effects created by the house assemblage.  
Maybe the house does not own us in the way that we think we own 
it, but it does create us as cultural beings, indicating a more profound 
relation ship than ownership.

Houlbrook explores an interesting paradox in the relation 
between giving and retaining. Famously, Mauss said that gifts 
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maintain an ongoing connection to those who gave them away, set-
ting up skeins of connections between all those who have given and 
received gifts. Houlbrook looks at modern coins which are imperso-
nal and alienable. They are designed so that coins of one denomina-
tion are all the same and to pass through our hands in such a way 
that we don’t notice or distinguish one coin from another. Once inser-
ted into a coin-tree, of which Houlbrook reports 34 instances across 
the British Isles, they become attached to the person or persons who 
hammered them into the tree. Coins are inserted into trees to bring 
the person who did so luck or allow them to fulfill their wishes. Coin 
trees are striking objects, appearing to be armoured, when the metal 
covers the wood. Those placing coins into trees on occasion carve 
their initials into the coin and leave other indications of individuality. 
As Houlbrook notes, by relinquishing possession of a coin in this 
way, people create a continuing link to it and it to them. 

Such complexities of relationship parallel the discussion by 
Klevnäs of material taken from graves. We are familiar with ques-
tions as to whether the dead had owned in life the objects placed in 
the grave with them. It is clear that in many cases grave goods were 
contributions by family or community, representing important links 
to the dead or sending signals to the living. We also need to question 
whether the objects, once placed in a grave, then belonged to that 
grave in some way and its assemblage of relationships. Clearly there 
is no one-way street here and things that had been associated with a 
person or the events around their death could be re-appropriated. In 
some cases, Klevnäs shows, re-opening of the grave was anticipated 
and in others resisted, or at least not foreseen. In the former case, 
the period in the grave might have been part of the accepted bio-
graphy of the objects and in other cases a diversion from the norm 
that might have been shocking or disrespectful. There were important 
gender asso ciations of the swords and brooches that were common-
ly removed from graves and the keeping-while-burying aspects that 
Klevnäs brings out were severed by removal from the grave. 

In sum, this volume brings out important questions and sets of 
material that are very good to think through issues of property, pos-
session and ownership. The instances range from the Bronze Age 
to the present and artefacts, bodies and modes of art. All the cases 
produced here point to wider questions in the relationships between 
people and things and not least the questions of time involved in 
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these. Such questions of time range between broader evolutionary 
schemes and shorter timescale instances of the biographies of objects, 
people and assemblages. The former set of temporalities can be used 
to help deconstruct and reconstruct our broader histories. There is a 
spur to us all here to carry out that broader rethinking. 
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