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Abstract 

 

 

The field of human-animal relations is a growing area of research, and with regard to the 

Viking Age the majority of this research has concerned the Scandinavian homelands.  

Scotland has been recognised as important in the widespread migration of the Vikings, yet 

subject to little theoretical enquiry. This thesis represents the first in-depth social 

zooarchaeological evaluation of the Scottish material to determine to what extent animals 

played a structuring role in the settlement of Scotland, and the ways in which the Vikings in 

Scotland understood and negotiated their world.   A further aim was to assess the potential of 

a social zooarchaeological study in understanding Viking identity in Scotland, and to 

determine the use of animals as social expression in the context of the wider socio-political 

climate of Scotland.  

 

A review of faunal assemblages from published and unpublished settlement sites across the 

Norse inhabited regions of Scotland was conducted and a comprehensive database of Viking 

burials compiled, to characterise the nature of human-animal relationships in Scotland, 

comparable to the Scandinavian homelands and Late Iron Age Scotland.  Data analysis 

highlighted the complexity of human-animal relationships, illustrating that such relationships 

were transported, acquired and developed, and for which there was regional variation.  

Through applying a theoretical approach, it is concluded that human-animal relations 

functioned in strategic ways.  Thus, this thesis addresses wider questions concerning 

continuity, interaction, disruption and the importation of tradition into Scandinavian Scotland 

whereby animals were a means of negotiating and defining human-human relations. 
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1 Introduction 

 

 

The field of human-animal relations is a growing area of research, and with regard to the 

Viking Age the majority of this research has concerned the Scandinavian homelands.  

Scotland has been recognised as important in the widespread migration of the Vikings from 

their homelands and has been subject to wide ranging archaeological investigation, though 

very little theoretical inquiry.  This thesis represents the first in-depth social 

zooarchaeological evaluation of the Scottish material, applying interpretative approaches to 

the faunal assemblages of Viking and Norse settlement sites and burials from Scotland.    

 

Animals play many important roles in the lives of humans, fulfilling a variety of roles beyond 

that of calories and protein, from pets to objects of wealth, status and symbols to name just a 

few (Russell 2012).  For the Vikings, animals were significant in life, death and mythology. 

They featured heavily in the Norse world-view depicted in the Prose Edda written by Snorri 

Sturluson (Byock 2005), where they play ordering roles in the universe and in the lives of the 

gods.  In daily life, the Vikings were surrounded by animals both on the farm and in the wider 

landscape; exemplified by the faunal assemblages derived from settlement sites.  They appear 

in material culture, not only in the form of worked bone such as gaming pieces and chopping 

blocks, but also in ornamentation, where animal art features prominently (Hedeager 2011; 

Jennbert 2009).  For the Vikings, animals were important in ritual, appearing in a variety of 

contexts including offerings at cult sites and groves, in buildings, and perhaps the most-

studied context, in graves (section 2.3.1).  One key aspect of studies concerning human-

animal relationships is the notion that animals contribute to the way in which people regard 

themselves, that they are a means by which people express their social concepts and 

understanding of the world (Jennbert 2011, 9; Morris 2012, 8).  The ways in which animals 

are used in the construction, and expression, of human identity is a growing field, particularly 

in medieval, Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian contexts (Bintley & Thomas 2015; Hedeager 

2011; Jennbert 2010; 2011; Pluskowski 2007; Poole 2013; 2014; Sykes 2005; 2007) and is 

also an area of study addressed in the Neolithic and other prehistoric periods (e.g. Jones 1998; 

Sharples 2000; Whittle 2003; Serjeantson & Field 2006).   
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Similarities in the human-animal interactions between the homelands and areas of expansion 

across the North Atlantic have been cited as a unifying element between the the settlement 

areas fuelling notions of diaspora (Jesch 2015).  This includes, but not exhaustively, 

husbandry practices and the use of animals in burial ritual.  In terms of the burial record 

horses are a common animal interred in graves in the Scandinavian homelands and is also 

noted with frequency in Iceland.  There are 113 horse burials known from Iceland out of a 

total 316 graves from Eldjárn’s catalogue (Friđriksson 2016, 626) (although this number has 

now increased with the discovery and excavation of several more burials containing horse 

remains since the catalogue was revised).  The focus on animals has until recently, been on 

the economic (Russell 2012, 7; Sykes 2014a), yet the study of animals from a social 

perspective, as illustrated in the Scandinavian homelands (e.g. Jennbert 2011), has the 

potential to add to our understanding of the Vikings in Scotland.  Migrant identities and the 

concept of a Viking diaspora have also been gaining attention (Abrams 2012; Jesch 2015).  

So far, these discussions, in Scotland, have focussed on the grave, in terms of grave goods 

and gendered associations (Halstad-McGuire 2009; 2016).  When animals have been engaged 

in this discourse, the focus has been on modes of husbandry and subsistence activity (Jesch 

2015, 23-24) highlighting the role of the farm.  Following on from the example above, the 

horse as the most visible animal both in mythology and the burial record has received little 

attention in Scotland with only one publication discussing the role of human-horse burial in 

Scotland in detail and as an independent topic (Sikora 2004). 

 

Human-animal relations are specific to time and culture (Jennbert 2011, 11), and like 

religious belief and burial rite there is regional variation, which changes over time and in 

contact with new populations groups (Andrén 2005, 126-7-; Hadley 2000, 215; 2002, 228; 

Price 2002, 55; Redmond 2006; 2007; Richards 2000, 97).  This is particularly relevant in 

terms of migration and what human-animal relations can tell us about the how the Vikings 

inhabited Scotland.   By studying this specific region at a time of social change (the Late Iron 

Age and Viking interface) a number of research questions are proposed (1.1).  The Viking 

Age in Scotland cannot be fully understood without taking into consideration the preceding 

period, which will have influenced the nature of settlement, human-animal interaction and 

expressions of identity.  Considering of a wider time frame has proved to be important and 

instructive in interpretation in other areas of the Viking world.  The Midgard Project 

considers the Viking Age within the later Iron Age, as defined in Scandinavia (Andrén et al 

2006).  Consideration of the Viking Age within a wider time frame was also one of criteria of 

the Entrepôt project (Sindbæk et al 2014).  By also examining Late Iron Age human-animal 
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interactions, similarities or marked differences between the societies may be identified and 

may enhance our understanding of Norse identity and interaction. 

 

 

1.1 Aims of Research 

 

The focus of animals in discourse about Viking Scotland has been on husbandry, and while 

singular instances of other human-animal relationships have been discussed (for example, site 

specific identification of deposition, or site specific modes of husbandry such as dairying or 

mixed economies (e.g. Mainland et al 2014; Harland 2012), the human-animal relationship 

has not been addressed holistically.  This issue has also been picked up with reference to the 

Mesolithic, where Overton and Hamilakis highlighted the pioneering potential of social 

zooarchaeological studies in promoting a framework for studies to consider the human-animal 

relationship beyond meat (Overton and Hamilakis 2013). The primary aim of this research is 

to answer the question ‘How did the Vikings inhabit Scotland?’ socially and ideologically, 

through animals.  This research seeks, through the window of human-animal relations and 

applying a theoretical approach, to understand how the Norse inhabited Scotland, to 

determine to what extent animals played a structuring role in the settlement of Scotland, and 

the ways in which the Vikings in Scotland understood, and negotiated, their world.   A further 

aim is to assess the potential of a social zooarchaeological study in understanding Viking 

identity in Scotland, and to determine the use of animals as social expression in the context of 

the wider socio-political climate of Scotland. As animals were central to Viking life, the study 

of human-animal relations provides a compelling means by which to view and understand the 

nature of settlement in a new, and already inhabited, country, and to give clearer insight into 

Viking social expression in Scotland. 

 

These aims are to be achieved through the following objectives: 

- Identifying the range of human-animal interactions from the faunal assemblages 

through a survey of all burials and compilation of a burial catalogue, and assessment 

of faunal assemblages from Viking and Norse sites in Scotland.  
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- Determine how landscapes were negotiated physically and conceptually though 

human-animal interactions, using supporting evidence to understand how they were 

perceived and what this meant in terms of interaction and identity. 

- Placing these human-animal interactions in their wider socio-political context, do we 

see differences between Scotland and the Scandinavian homelands, are there 

similarities between the natives and Vikings, and to what extent we can see 

cosmological ordering. 

 

 

1.2 Overview of the Structure of the Thesis 

 

This chapter introduces the topic and research questions and sets out the methodology and 

theoretical framework in which the faunal evidence will be considered in later chapters.  

Chapter Two presents the Scandinavian background to research, highlighting past and current 

research where the focus on animals has been on deposition.  The role and appearance of 

animals in Viking archaeology and Norse mythology and cosmology in the homelands, is 

examined.  It is recognised that the main source on Norse cosmology (the Edda) was written 

by an Icelander, however this source is widely adopted as a framework for the cosmos in the 

homelands also and is widely cited in scholarly discourse.  The role of animals in Viking 

period archaeology and in Norse mythology in the homelands sets the context in which to 

consider the Scottish material.  In Chapter Three, Scotland at the time of the Viking arrival is 

discussed, providing a concise overview of the debate concerning the nature of interaction 

between the existing native populations and the incoming Vikings.  The study of depositional 

practice concerning animals during the Iron Age will also be summarised.  Scotland is 

highlighted as the geographical focus where previous research is explored, identifying the key 

areas for further examination.  Chapter Four presents the data analysis from faunal 

assemblages from the settlement sites.  Chapter Five focuses on landscape and the human-

animal interactions therein, focussing on how landscapes were negotiated physically and 

conceptually though human-animal interactions, using supporting evidence such as the 

Icelandic sagas, to understand how they were perceived and what this meant in terms of 

interaction and identity.  Chapter Six presents the burial data analysis derived from the survey 

conducted on Viking burials in Scotland (raw data presented in the Burial Inventory as 

Appendix Five).  Chapter Seven focuses on the depositional activity identified in the data 

analysis chapters Four and Six, specifically human-horse burial and building deposition but 
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also addresses the practice of skinning as indicator of interaction.  Chapter Eight, the 

conclusion, provides an opportunity to explore these ideas to determine to what extent the 

research aims have been met, and validity of a social zooarchaeological approach. 

 

 

1.3 Terms 

 

The ‘Viking Age’ covers the period c.800-1064 AD (Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 2; 

Jesch 2015, 1; Brink 2012a, 4).  The first recorded raids on the British Isles by the Vikings 

were noted in the Annals of Ulster which tells of the ‘Devastation of all the islands of Britain 

by Gentiles’ (Hennessy 1887, 275).  Raiding was then followed by permanent settlement.  In 

archaeological and historical discourse, the Viking Age traditionally ends with the death of 

Earl Thorfinn the Mighty in 1064/65 (B. Crawford 1987, 219; Grieve & Gibbon 2006, 66; 

Jesch 2015, 1).  The Late Norse period is taken to begin c.1050, where there is some 

overlapping between the end of the Viking Age and the Late Norse period (Graham-Campbell 

& Batey 1998, 2).   

 

The term ‘Vikings’, denoting those engaged in raiding and trading, was not in common usage 

at the time and different terms were used in different areas e.g. Danes, pagans, gentiles, 

Northmen and rus (Brink 2012a, 4-5).  The meaning of the word ‘Viking’ is contested in 

scholarly discourse, with etymology, historical usage and current usage all being debated 

(Jesch 2015, 4).  There are two words in Old Norse that are relevant; they are the masculine 

noun, víkingr, and the feminine noun, víking (Brink 2012a, 6; Jesch 2015, 5).  The masculine 

víkingr refers to a person; according to runic inscriptions this seems to have been used for a 

man who has gone away on a journey, such as military or raiding expeditions (Brink 2012a, 

6; Jesch 2015, 5).  The feminine víking has been used to refer to the actual expedition (Brink 

2012, 6).  The etymology of the word Viking has several possibilities.  A popular premise has 

been that the name refers to Viken, the Oslofjord, and thus the word means people originating 

from Viken.  Another explanation is that the term derives from vík meaning bay/inlet referring 

to a person who dwells in bays/inlets.  A third hypothesis is that it derives from wic, the 

Germanisation of a Latin vicus meaning harbour/trading place (Brink 2012a, 6; Jesch 2015, 

5).  Other suggestions relate to the verbs concerning travel and movement (ibid).  
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The terms ‘Viking’ and ‘Norse’ can be complex and can be used interchangeably e.g. Vikings 

who are engaged in raiding, and Norse settlement is a settlement occupied by people of 

Scandinavian origin (Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 3). However, the conventional use of 

the term ‘Viking’ as a chronological and regional label has become well-established (ibid).  

The term ‘Viking’ is used in this thesis to describe a person, or artefact, of Scandinavian 

origin during the Viking Age.  The term Norse will be employed in reference to settlement, 

and also with regards to the cosmology of the Vikings, recorded in text by Snorri Sturluson in 

the early thirteenth century in the form of the Prose Edda (Faulkes 2012, 311-13). 

 

Terminology and chronological usage of the term Norse needs to be further clarified.  In 

chronological discussions of the period from c.1050 AD, the different site publications 

employ both the terms Norse and Late Norse, sometimes interchangeably.  Also, considered 

in this investigation, and outlined in section 1.4.1 below, the Late Iron Age, or Pictish phases 

of sites are also analysed (relevant to multi-period sites), which too has specific chronological 

usage to Scottish sites.  Faunal assemblages are assigned broad chronological ranges.  The 

recording of chronologies needs to be consistent to allow comparison across assemblages.  In 

discussion of site phases, the original site/publication numerical phasing has been retained 

(e.g. ‘Phase XC’ or ‘Phase 8’).  However, to place each site phasing within a clear and 

comprehensive chronological phasing, a site chronology was produced, placing each site 

phase within the broader chronology.  As an exemplary site in excavation, recording and later 

publication, the chronological phasing from Old Scatness, with supporting specific dates, was 

used as the overarching chronology to which other sites phases were placed, as illustrated in 

Figure 1.1.  This site chronology allows for clear reference to phases discussed in Chapter 4, 

and allows for greater comparison. 
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Figure 1.1 Site Chronology. Image © Siobhan Cooke. 
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Figure 1.1 cont. Site Chronology.  Image © Siobhan Cooke. 
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1.4 Method and Theoretical Framework 

 

 

1.4.1 Methodology 

 

This thesis is based on a review of the published data pertaining to the Viking and Norse 

settlement and burial sites in Scotland.  Building on interpretations of zooarchaeologists, and 

the faunal data itself presented in the publications, a social zooarchaeological approach is 

applied to the assemblages.  This research was carried out using published data sets.  Studies 

by Matilda Holmes (2014) and Ellen Hambleton (1998; 1999) have illustrated that is it 

possible to create a synthesis using published data for research pertaining to modes of 

husbandry, and for depositional practices as illustrated by James Morris (2011).  Some 

published sites were not suitable for inclusion in data collection.  Perhaps the most well-

known Viking site in Scotland, Jarlshof (Hamilton 1956) is a prime example of the limitations 

of publications deriving from earlier and antiquarian excavations.  No numerical data was 

provided in relation to the animal bone recovered from the site, making interpretations 

difficult, and only generalisations could be made.  Returning to site archive for such 

investigations would therefore have not aided data collection, further supporting the review 

and synthesis method.  Indeed, archive material has proved to be problematic as noted in 

other studies of a synthetic nature (Hambleton 1998, 23).  Thus, the decision was made to use 

existing published data to compare the faunal assemblages of the settlements sites selected. 

 

To make the data comparable, a number of criteria were set for site selection.  The 

geographical focus was Scotland.  Most published sites derive from Orkney which has seen 

significant investigations of Viking and Norse archaeology and greater preservation, which 

caused a bias towards the Orkney Isles.  The sample size was also a criterion.  As noted, sites 

excavated before the use of modern standards such as Jarlshof, can be limited in their 

presentation of the faunal data.  As such, sites selected for study required more detailed data 

sets.  Hambleton identified data sets containing more than 100 fragments per taxa as the most 

reliable in her study of the three main domesticates at sites in the Iron age (ibid 39).  

However, the number of sites from the Viking-Late Norse period in Scotland is fewer than the 

British Iron Age, and therefore such a threshold would have been limiting in terms of site 

selection as fragment counts did not always exceed this threshold across all phases of sites, 

and in the case of minor domestic species rarely exceeded such numbers.  Phasing was a 

further criterion.  Four main phases were investigated (see section 1.3 above for a discussion 
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of chronologies and Figure 1.1).  Where sites were multi-period, the Late Iron Age/period 

preceding the Norse arrival or interface period was considered.  Other phases investigated 

were Viking, Norse and Late Norse periods.  

 

The published sites selected for data collection were Old Scatness, Shetland.  In Orkney, the 

sites considered were: Pool, Sanday; Quoygrew, Westray; and Buckquoy, Birsay.  On the 

Scottish mainland, Freswick Links.  The Hebridean assemblages considered were Bornais 

Mounds One and Three, South Uist; and the Udal, North Uist.  As Hambleton argued, the 

most suitable source of faunal data for use in synthetic comparative studies such as this, 

comes from the existing published data (Hambleton 1998, 23).  However, in addition to the 

above published reports, it was decided to use two additional fresh and unpublished data sets, 

from Snusgar, Skaill and Earl’s Bu, Orphir, both in Orkney, and Barabhas II in Lewis.  The 

faunal reports of these unpublished sites raised interesting questions concerning the human-

animal relationship with regards to particular species.  Some of these sites were considered as 

supporting evidence, such as Beachview.  In terms of species, all mammal and avian taxa 

were considered.  Fish were not considered in this investigation.  The three main domesticates 

have been the focus of much study, resulting in clear understandings of modes of economy in 

Viking/Norse Scotland, thus in this investigation minor domestic species were the focus, as 

well as cetaceans, and in the avian assemblages, seabirds and corvids.   

 

The main approach was to consider the relative abundance of mammal and avian species on 

settlement sites.  This was done using number of identified fragments (NISP), the most basic 

measure of abundance.  NISP is the measure of abundance most frequently used in reports 

and is employed in this thesis.  Minimum number of individuals is considered a more reliable 

method of abundance (Orton 2008, 55) and has been used in the discussion, where available.  

The faunal data sets were compiled into spreadsheets using Microsoft Excel, compiling tables 

and figures.  This data was then analysed visually to determine patterns among the faunal 

assemblages.  Contextual data concerning faunal assemblages was also considered where 

available, allowing for the identification of what Morris terms ABGs. 

 

The only catalogue of Viking burials in Scotland to so far be published is that of Greig’s 

Viking antiquities in Great Britain and Ireland Part II: Viking Antiquities in Scotland (1940), 

although James Graham-Campbell and Caroline Paterson have had one in preparation, this 
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has now been taken over by Stephen H. Harrison (pers comm. Driscoll 2017).  To identify 

instances of human-animal burial in Scotland, a survey of all known and possible pagan 

Viking burials was carried out compiling information from reports and publications, journal 

articles and reports to Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, newspaper 

entries and Canmore records, producing a comprehensive catalogue of the Viking burial 

record for Scotland (Appendix 1).  The data was compiled using Microsoft Excel, with the 

fields for input selected and illustrated below (Figure 1.2). 

 

FIELDS 

ID 

Site 

Canmore ID 

Parish 

Region 

Date 

Excavated 

Sex 

Orientation 

Form of disposal 

Grave structure 

Artefacts 

Animal remains 

Landscape location 

NGR 

Bibliographic reference 

position of remains 

Notes 

NMR # 
Condition 

 

Figure 1.2 Fields for data input in burial catalogue. 

 

This allowed burials containing animals to be seen in terms of grave goods, sex, and 

importantly, location.   This raw data (Figures 1.3 and 1.4) forms the Burial Inventory 

(Appendix One), which will provide a useful source for further study.  All burials were 

mapped using geographic information software, producing maps from ArcMAP. 
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Figure 1.3 Screen grab of Burial Inventory compilation in progress 
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Figure 1.4 Screen grab of Burial Inventory close up. 

 

This data was compared to the pattern in the Scandinavian homelands and the diaspora in an 

attempt to understand the data in its regional context, taking into account the wider socio-

economic climate of settling in Scotland.    It was necessary to exclude some burials from the 

discussion, due to the issues such as dating (e.g. Ballindalloch).  

 

 

1.4.2 Use of textual sources 

 

The written texts often employed in discussions concerning the Viking Age, such as the 

Icelandic Sagas and the Prose Edda (the main source for the understanding of the Norse 

cosmos) (e.g. Jennbert 2011) were written down  and compiled in the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries (Sigurdsson 2000, 186; Lönroth 2012, 304). These sources do not offer a factual 

account of what occurred and as such are not historical sources, and as such their use has been 

criticised (Cormack 2007, 201), and must be approached with caution (Matinón-Torres 2009, 

31), particularly concerning their emergence under the increasing influence of Christianity 

(Sigurdsson 2000, 186).  Texts have been described as subjects and as a result, they are 

charged with subjectivity (Matinón-Torres 2009, 26), they play a role in the production and 

reproduction of social structures in the past (Moreland 2003, 26) and have been attributed 

agency, as agents of transformation which have aims (Austin 1990).  As is the case with 
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actual historical documents, the sagas and Eddas must be considered in the light of 

fundamental questions regarding written sources, the questions of the who, the what for, and 

the why, must be borne in mind to use such sources (ibid 27). 

 

However, the combination of these sources with archaeology has proved a fruitful area of 

research (e.g. Price 2002; Jennbert 2011).  The use of these sources can offer an insight into 

society and provide good sources concerning mentality, ideology and aspects of daily life 

such as farming (Crawford 1987, 7; Lönroth 2012, 309) when balanced carefully against the 

archaeological evidence (Jennbert 2011).  In this doctoral research, the Eddas and sagas are 

used as supporting evidence to the archaeological record, not understood as historical sources, 

but as sources hinting at mentality and ideology, which through archaeology can perhaps be 

refined.  Recent research in Iceland is an interesting example of multidisciplinary approaches, 

highlighting the potential of combining written sources with archaeology.  This is exemplified 

through the Mosfell Archaeology Project which used documentary sources, ethnographic 

analogies and archaeological investigations in the discussion of aspects such human 

habitation, power relationships and funerary practice to name a few (Byock et al 2005; 

Walker et al 2012; Zori et al 2013, 150; Bycok 2014).  

 

1.4.3 Social Zooarchaeology and Interpretive Archaeologies 

 

One of the main arguments for originality in this thesis lies in the application of theoretical 

approaches to the Viking Age in Scotland.  In Britain, the social zooarchaeological approach 

has been most widely applied in England in relation to Anglo Saxon and Norman periods, 

particularly in relation to deer (cf. Sykes 2007; Pluskowski 2007; Poole 2013).  While this 

approach is widely used in the Viking period in Scandinavia, notably in Sweden by Kristina 

Jennbert (Lund University), and Anne-Sofie Gräslund (Uppsala University), it has until now, 

not been considered in terms of the Viking faunal assemblages of Scotland, where traditional 

lines of zooarchaeological enquiry dominate, and discussion of faunal remains are primarily 

concerned with economy.  While the economic focus of zooarchaeological investigation is a 

significant avenue of research, and it is not intended to suggest otherwise, it is through a 

social zooarchaeological approach and through studying human-animal interactions beyond 

the economic, that we can begin to understand more clearly how the Vikings inhabited 
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Scotland, how they made sense of their world and landscape around them through animals 

and how animals were used in social expression.  Social zooarchaeology concerns social 

archaeology as expressed through faunal assemblages, considering both human-animal 

relations beyond the dietary, and considering human-human relations negotiated through 

animals (Russell 2014, 6761).  Social zooarchaeology, and this doctoral research, draws on 

several established interpretative archaeologies.  Furthermore, social zooarchaeology can 

contribute to classic debates (ibid).  When studying the Vikings in Scotland we must start by 

recognising that they settled in a new land, where there was already an endemic population.  

Thus, how groups identify themselves and understand their place in the landscape both 

physically and conceptually is important.  This is particularly important in terms of new 

landscapes, where creating histories and making claim to land was deemed necessary, as 

noted in the appropriation of existing monuments during this period (Batey 2002). 

 

Several interpretative archaeologies were employed within the suite of social zooarchaeology, 

these are summarised here, and will be elaborated upon in turn.  Questions of identity were 

key in this investigation, particularly in the context of understanding one’s place in the world 

and how this was negotiated through animals and relations with others, thus personhood and 

agency (Fowler 2004; 2010; 2013) are key themes in understanding how the Vikings 

understood themselves, their landscape, and animals.  Within the social zooarchaeological 

approach employed in this thesis, animal deposition was considered, firstly in burial ritual 

which drew on theory regarding mortuary drama, in the wider social context of burial as 

performance (Price 2008; 2010).  Another aspect of animal deposition, in addition to human-

animal burial, was the use of animals in building depositions, drawing on the work of James 

Morris on associated bone groups (Morris 2008; 2010, 2011; Morris & Jervis 2011).  Finally, 

ideas of landscape were significant.  Animals are often left out of discussions of landscape, 

yet they are central the creation of these spaces (1.4.3).  The role of landscape in the socio-

political sphere has been illustrated in Scandinavia at this time (Sindbæk 2011), and Scotland 

can be understood in this context.  Thus, ‘putting animals back into the landscape’ (Sykes 

2014a, 101) was important to address the research questions.   

 

Animals can be representative and communicative of identity, they can testify to the beliefs, 

characteristics and status of an individual and community (Pluskowski et al 2010); this is 

particularly visible in the Viking period in terms of art and personal names for example 

(Jennbert 2011; Hedeager 2011).  Identities are fluid; rather than seeing identity as something 
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people are born with, it is now being considered as an aspect of social relations, something 

that is learnt, that is adaptable and that can change over time depending on the ways and 

contexts in which people interact (S. Jones 1997; 2000; Lucy 2005: 86-87).  It is through 

identity that we and others perceive us as belonging to a specific group, which involves active 

engagement (Diaz Andreu & Lucy 2005: 2).   

 

Studies concerning personhood examine how persons emerge from specific ways of being in 

the world (Fowler 2010, 352).  In the Viking period, this thesis takes the stance that one 

cannot consider the person, and what constitutes their identity, without considering their 

social relationship with animals.  Animals function as a mean of understanding place in the 

world.  In Norse mythology, animals play an ordering role (Byock 1995; section 2.3.2).  In 

archaeological contexts, animals have been shown to classify landscape and define place (A. 

Jones 1998).  For the Vikings, animals could attain personhood, treated in similar ways to that 

as humans e.g. in that they could be accorded burial, and in the cases of horse, dog and bears, 

these animals could receive their own burial, independent from human inclusions (Jennbert 

2011, 105-6).  This is significant, as it is evident from settlement-burial correlations that not 

everyone in society was accorded a grave (Price 2012, 259).  It has been illustrated that 

animals have agential capacities (Armstrong Oma 2013, 165-66; Hill 2011, 2014; Westerdahl 

2005).  Thus, they can enter into social relationships and engage in social practices, co-

creating and co-shaping specific situations and as such, human-animal interactions were 

meaningful in a process of mutual becoming. Furthermore, by studying personhood the 

boundaries between persons and animals can be shown to vary between cultures, as specific 

categories of personhood emerge from specific social and cultural contexts (Fowler 2010, 

253).  To have agency is a means through which animals can actively engage in social 

relationships (Armstrong Oma 2010).   

 

In the Western and modern world, the concept of the individual is important, who is primarily 

concerned with autonomy, power and control (Fowler 2013, 98).   The individual is 

considered indivisible but there are other modes of personhood.  Key to the theoretical 

approach of this research is the notion of the dividual.  The dividual is defined as a state of 

being where the person is understood as ‘composite and multiply-authored’; they are 

composed of the social relations to others (Fowler 2004, 8).  Furthermore, the person is 

constituted from multiple features such as mind, body and soul, which are not fixed but can 

emerge at certain times (ibid).  Interactions affect the person; dividuals are in effect opposite 

from individuals who are considered to be singular entities who existed prior to the 



 17 

relationships they entered into, in contrast to dividuals who are formed by these relationships 

(Fowler 2013, 98).  As highly relational beings, both animals and humans can enter into these 

social relations (Watts 2013; Armstrong Oma 2010).  This is also true of the Viking period - 

the lives of humans and animals were entwined, where humans were ‘dependent on close co-

operation, communication, trust and understanding with the animals in order to perform 

essential activities’ (Lindstrøm 2012, 155).  The concept of animals as relational beings has 

been illustrated with regards to hunting.  The notion that animals offer themselves up to the 

hunter is a theme in hunting discourse, which is linked to the idea of transformation and the 

crossing of the human-animal divide (Russell 2010, 7; Niven 2010).  The Sámi with whom 

the Vikings would have had contact in the homelands (Zachrisson 1994, 173), also exhibited 

relational behaviour and ideology.  This has been noted at Sámi sieidi sites (sacrificial sites), 

where animal offerings and the treatment of the bones though consecration and respect have 

illustrated a special relationship between humans and reindeer, and bears, where special rules 

and customs must be adhered to when hunting; this special treatment functions as a strategy to 

work in favour of the hunt (Äikäs et al 2009, 117-119).  This is also noted in the burials of 

bears in areas of northern Norway and Sweden, where an important part of the funerary rite 

was the placing of all the bones back in the grave in a specific pattern (Jennbert 2003, 142-3).   

 

We can consider human-animal relationships in the Viking world in this theoretical 

framework to determine the nature of personhood in Viking Age Scotland through an 

assessment of the various forms of human-animal interactions.  This is relevant in social 

expression where the human-animal relationship is used, comprising part of the person, to 

express ideas and ways of being in the world, such as mediation of the landscape, being in the 

landscape and the socio-political consequences, or motivations for this, such as social power 

and control. 

 

A number of the human-animal interactions could also be said to be multi-authored, like the 

dividual where, for example, a grave might have multiple authors and personal investment in 

the burial (e.g. artefacts), might have been made by several persons (Fowler 2013, 100).  The 

same can be said of burials in the Viking age, and in any human-animal interactions where 

communal activity and labour investment occurred. The body in burial may ‘belong’ to a 

community rather than an individual, the body not simply reflecting the social identity of the 

deceased but characterises the relationships that made the person who he/she was (Brück 

2004, 311).    Personhood, like other elements of Viking life, was fluid; personhood is 
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emergent and continues to be substantiated through the maintenance and reiteration of social 

relations (A. Jones 2002, 101).  The use of horses in burial, whereby animals were treated in 

similar ways to humans in death and thus in essence attain personhood, where animals are 

categorised as equal to humans (Jennbert 2014, 188), is an example of this.   

 

 

Important to the interpretive archaeologies employed in this research are those pertaining to 

funerary ritual.  It is now a common understanding in funerary archaeology that the dead do 

not bury themselves, and that ritual enacted at the graveside performs important societal 

functions where the dead, and the roles attributed to them by the living are powerful (Parker 

Pearson 1993, 203). Traditionally, in Viking period research in Scandinavia, this has focused 

on material culture within the burial assemblage, cited examples being the warrior elite, 

observations regarding high status, and implements e.g. sickles as indicative of the role of 

farmer (Roesdahl 1982, 26; Jesch 1991, 27; Sikora 2004, 95), they are considered, as with 

animals in graves, as lifestyle metaphors associated with warfare, hunting personas, wealth 

and negotiation and communication (Jennbert 2006, 136; 2011, 158), illustrating a continued 

adherence to the New Archaeology of the 1970s that favoured seeing funerary practice as 

reflecting the persona of the dead with a focus on rank and status (Parker Pearson 2003, 32).  

Although in Scotland there have been more recent studies concerning aspects such as 

gendered identities and the diaspora in terms of funerary archaeology (McGuire 2009; 2016), 

in terms of societal functions, the more nuanced approaches have not often been applied.   

Funerary ritual is strategic in terms of social identification (Parker Pearson 1982) and can 

function for society in a number of ways, however, the re-establishment and legitimisation of 

the social order, has been a key line of enquiry in burial archaeology (Parker Pearson 1993; J. 

C. Barrett 1990; 1994, 50-1).  An important strand in the theoretical approach of this thesis is 

that of the establishment and re-negotiation of alliances, a renegotiation and redefining of the 

social order, and it is through the performance and participation, and the use of power 

symbols in the funerary ritual, that these ends are achieved (Halsall 2007, 271; Oestigaard & 

Goldhahn 2006; Parker Pearson 2006, 86).  To fully understand the meaning of a burial ritual 

at specific locations, we need to move beyond generalisations regarding burial ritual, and thus 

traditional interpretations (see section 2.3. and 2.3.1) for a given population and employ a 

fully contextual archaeology, to make specific interpretations regarding specific burials as 

unique in time and place (Mizoguchi 1993; Parker Pearson 1993, 204).   
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Past and current interpretations concerning animals in Viking mortuary ritual in are discussed 

in section 2.3.1, where animals are argued to testify to the identity and status of the deceased 

(as lifestyle metaphors) or function in fertility or protection magic (Jennbert 2006, 136; 2010, 

40; 2011, 104-05; Luik 2010, 52).  However we can also see a move away from traditional 

interpretions where animals, namely dogs and horses, in Viking mortuary drama have also 

been attributed an active role, not to be seen solely as expressions of status, or as pets, but as 

active e.g. as mediators between life and death (Gräslund 2004, 172-3; 2012, 255; Loumand 

2006, 133).  Differences in the mortuary ritual, concerning horses, have been identified across 

Norway, Britain and Iceland (Sikora 2004), but this material has not been addressed 

interpretatively.  

 

 

Modern ethnographic studies have suggested that burial ritual is one of the first cultural traits 

to be discarded by immigrant groups arriving into new lands (Laungani 1997).  Hadley (2000) 

and Richards (2001) have discussed the way in which new and indigenous burial rites were 

adopted by Viking populations and used as social and political propaganda in the Danelaw.  

Burial ritual does not only display identities, but it can create them (ibid 150).  By 

consciously using specific burial customs in regionally specific ways, powerful messages 

through mortuary drama and use of power symbols, could be conveyed to other social groups 

which may serve social, political and economic ends.  Redmond illustrates how burial ritual 

was an event that was subject to a wide range of factors, and by studying these factors (e.g. 

social, cultural, economic, legal), burial ritual could be discussed with reference to wider 

questions concerning settlement and assimilation (Redmond 2007).  Chris Fern has 

researched the role of the horse in Anglo-Saxon belief and culture and proposes that horse 

culture and funerary ritual cannot be considered as a simply a ‘passive inheritance’ of earlier 

tradition, rather it was a custom purposefully re-enacted as a means for the creation of social 

identity (Fern 2012, 164).  When discussing horse cremation in Anglo Saxon England Fern 

observed an absence of parallels during the fifth and sixth century in the homelands, a time 

when the ritual was popular in Anglo-Saxon England.  He suggests that rather than the 

funerary ritual being a rite directed by tradition, it can be seen as a response by the Anglo 

Saxon population to local pressures proposing that such a rite was harnessed when particular 

conditions became prevalent causing an increase in competition within groups, in this case, in 

terms of ancestral and political dominance (Fern 2012).  
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In order to transmit social expression, the funerary ritual needs to be embedded within the 

memory of those participating and those spectating.   The concept of performance and 

mortuary drama is an aid to memory in Viking societies; it is through performance that a 

preferred identity and a framework for future social relations and interactions can be 

established.  The concept of drama as an element of Norse religion has long been recognised 

(Phillpotts 1920) and was revitalised by Terry Gunnell’s The Origins of Drama in 

Scandinavia (1995).  In this and later works (Gunnell 2006; 2008) Gunnell proposes that 

drama and performance were central elements in Eddic poetry, that these poems were not 

only experienced orally but also visually through a cast of actors received by an audience.  

How such performances were understood depended on the context that shaped it, whether this 

was social, geographical, historical or cultural (Gunnell 2006; 2010).  This stance is 

developed with reference to other media such as festivals, drama and sport.  Gunnell also 

addresses the archaeological evidence for performance, citing evidence for animal disguise 

such as masks and depictions of processions as serving a performative function (Gunnell 

1995: 36-80). The concept of drama in mortuary ritual has been explored in Anglo-Saxon 

burials, particularly at Sutton Hoo, taking place at ‘theatres of death’, a stage for political 

statements and communicating allegiance (Carver 1992; 1998; Price 2008: 156-158).  Fern 

builds on this concept, proposing that burials are active media which are not only statements 

about wealth and status but can be representative of political intent (Fern 2012: 171).   For 

societies in the past performance was politically, socially and culturally significant with the 

power to communicate conventional meaning but also to transform it (DeMarrais 2014). 

The concept of mortuary drama in Viking age burial ritual has been addressed, principally by 

Neil Price, who building on Gunnell’s work argues that burial rituals were complex funerary 

dramas which were acted out at the graveside where stories of memory and constructed 

history were created and cemented (Price 2010; 2014). 

 

One aspect of the archaeological record concerning animals in ritual practices that has been 

widely discussed is special deposits, those specifically associated with buildings.  In Britain, 

discussions concerning deposition have focused on the Iron Age, notably in J. D Hill’s work 

on the assemblages from Danebury (Hill 1995) but also in Scotland (Armit 2006; Barber et al 

1989; Campbell 1991; Parker Pearson et al 1999; Waddington 2014).  In Scandinavia, Iron 

Age deposition has also been a subject of much dialogue, which also enters into Viking 

period discussions (section 2.3.1).  Animal deposition in settlement contexts have been 

recognised in Iceland, and discussed in their wider social context (Brewington 2010; Lucas 

&McGovern 2007; McGovern 2013).  However, this is a topic that has received little 

attention in Viking and Norse Scotland.  
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Special depositional practices are taken to include animals in burials, abandonment deposits, 

animals in architecture e.g. foundation deposits, and installations which may have been 

visible or invisible, and examples of structured deposition.  Distinctions can be made more 

difficult through issues such as the poor recording of sites, misidentification of the deposits 

and poor bone preservation.  These problems, added to the paucity of excavated sites can 

make identification and interpretation problematic – a problem identified in the Anglo-Saxon 

assemblages (Hamerow 2006) and applicable to the majority of excavated Viking period sites.   

 

Animal deposits can be more complex and although the purpose of such deposits may be 

unclear, they are a distinctive feature of the archaeological record.  This is an area of 

archaeological research where theory and terms employed are loaded with meaning and 

preconceptions, and can often be problematic.  The classification of animal deposits is not an 

easy task but it is clear that some animal deposits are more meaningful than refuse (however, 

see section 7.2 for significance of middens), these deposits are often referred to as ‘special 

deposits’ which are deemed to result from ritual rather than ‘economic’ activity (Russell 

2012; Hamerow 2006; Hill 1995).  The term ‘special deposit’ is problematic in discussions of 

animal deposition as it implies ritual and deposits are often identified as ‘special’ due to their 

relative difference to other ‘normal’ deposits – but it can be argued that there is no such 

baseline with which to compare (Morris & Jervis 2011, 74).  Following Hill (1995, 27) 

Morris and Jervis adopt the term ‘Associated Bone Group’ (ABG) when referring to animal 

remains thus removing any bias towards ritual interpretations of the material (Morris & Jervis 

2011; Morris 2008; Morris 2010b).   

 

Morris defines an ABG, following Hill (1995) as:  

- Remains that were attached with some portion of the flesh or connective tissue still 

attached causing them to remain in articulation 

- Remains that have become disarticulated post-deposition via taphonomic processes 

and were consequently recognised as constituting a single animal by the 

zooarchaeologist 

-  Disarticulated remains deposited in association, and subsequently identified as being 

from the same animal by the zooarchaeologist (Morris 2010b, 13).   
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The Viking period deposits identified from the faunal assemblages in site publications (Table 

4.24) follow these criteria. 

 

As highlighted by Morris, one of the problems is that ‘ritual’ is a term that is not fully 

understood and that it is used as an explanation in its own right. However, ritual as an 

independent act did not exist – ritual and daily life were entwined (Hill 1995, Morris 2012; 

Bradley 2003; 2005) and this inextricable link between ritual and daily life is also present in 

the medieval period where the physical and conceptual were strongly connected (Pluskowski 

2002; Fabech 2006, 26).   One of the problems of the term ‘ritual’ is that categories of ritual 

can be generalised, what Morris (2012) refers to as ‘meta-level ritual’, encompassing all ritual 

activities, despite the wide ranging human actions that may have led to the creation of the 

deposit (e.g. feasting and offering deposits), leading to a failure to recognise that there exist 

sub-categories or various types of ritual/separate acts which can be secular, religious, class or 

gender-related (Morris & Jervis 2011, 70).  Morris argues, convincingly, that meta-level 

interpretations of ritual are unhelpful when employed as both interpretation and explanation 

(Morris 2012).  Both Morris (2012) and Hill (1995) aim to move away from meta-level 

interpretations, seeking to identify different remains e.g. those from feasting, those from 

offerings, breaking the sacred/profane dichotomy.  Morris argues however, the majority of 

archaeologists have not been successful in doing this and have, and continue to, promote 

meta-level categories of ritual/functional (Morris 2012, 13). 

 

Morris and Jervis (2011) point out clearly that this does not mean that the explanation of 

ritual is wrong, rather that it is unhelpful; by recognising that the values and beliefs held by a 

community would have guided depositional practice we see that any deposit could acquire 

special meaning in a specific context. Therefore ‘special deposits’ represent specific activities 

which may have had both functional and ritual elements, however, if we are to understand 

these deposits we must start by looking at explanations concerning to their creation - we need 

to move beyond seeing only the final moment of deposition and instead think about the 

object’s (or animal’s) existence before deposition.  Morris & Jervis propose we must also be 

aware that a society did not set out to create an ABG, rather they carried out a series of 

actions which resulted in the creation of a deposit and it was these actions which gave it 

agency and meaning (Morris & Jervis 2011, 76).  We should see the deposit as part of a larger 

scale activity, one in which the actions creating the deposit would have created and renewed 
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social relations (ibid 76).  Animals gained meaning through the process of deposition; they 

become modes of memory representing the process.   

 

It is through the biographical approach (Morris & Jervis 2011; Morris 2008; 2010a; 2010b; 

2011; 2012) that we can shed light on the numerous and varied human actions and means 

behind the creation of an ABG (Morris & Jervis 2011, 66).  A similar approach has been 

advocated by Magnell, who discussed the ‘taphonomic history’ of an animal deposit (Magnell 

2012, 196-98).  The context and composition of ABGs varies, and although we may label 

particular deposits as ‘special’ or ABGs, different human actions and motives formed them 

(ibid 69).  To understand the reasons behind the creation of deposits, it is essential to 

understand the nature of depositional practices within a given society.  Furthermore, we need 

to be aware that the meaning behind similar depositional contexts can be diverse, the thinking 

behind these deposits can also be varied with different choices being made depending on 

circumstances (Morris & Jervis 2011, 72).  All depositional activity, whether animal or 

otherwise, should be seen as ‘multi-thematic’ where ritual and domestic life are integrated and 

where belief systems and superstitions are active in the constitution of a society thus avoiding 

the ritual/functional dichotomy (ibid).    

 

Though a biographical approach, considering the life history of an object or animal, 

demonstrates the wide range of human actions, thoughts and meanings that resulted in its 

creation (Morris & Jervis 2011, 77), we need also to understand the motivations behind the 

creation of these deposits by considering the cultural framework in which they were created.  

The presence of an ABG in the archaeological record is only the final action in what may 

have been a long series of events; we need to think beyond the ABG as a ‘below-ground’ 

deposit, considering taphonomy and the events ‘above-ground’ that led to its creation and the 

life-history of the animal as opposed to the final event (Morris 2012, 14).  Such events can be 

related to the social climate of the period, at the time of deposition, which may have 

influenced the series of actions which culminated in the deposit.  Drawing on Thomas (1996), 

Morris argues that artefacts (and animals) can become ‘networks of significance’ which have 

secondary agency, so while artefacts do not have the power to bring about events, they are 

objective manifestations of the power that society or individuals have accorded them, and thus 

they can embody different meanings and their secondary agency will cause different reactions 

in humans (Morris 2012, 14).  When we see ABGs, we are not seeing an animal, rather we are 

seeing the results of a transformation process enacted upon the animal; deposits are variable 
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and may have undergone a series of human actions in their creations, and it is possible that 

these different actions could have had different meanings (Morris 2010b, 21).  We must bear 

in mind that the biography of an animal is not limited to the birth, life and death of an animal 

but that also, ‘it is comprised of the sum of the relationships it constitutes’, thus the human-

animal relationship is significant in the biography of the animal (ibid 15).  We can explore the 

various human-animal relationships present in Viking Scotland, and consider the wider 

context, through a biographical approach, to build up a life history of the ABGs present and 

thus interpret the events that led to, and motivated, their deposit.  It is through this approach 

that cats, dogs, horse and ravens are considered in chapter seven.  The biography of an object 

or ABG is unique, but also by considering multiple biographies, we can observe social 

patterns (Morris 2012, 18).  We must think about ABGs at the individual level rather than in 

one overarching category – not what do ABGs mean, but what does this ABG mean (ibid).  

This is a useful approach for both burial deposits and building deposits. 

 

Studying ABGs is particularly useful in Viking Age Scotland a period of social and political 

upheaval and conflict, and rather than relying on historical documents for example, to 

understand the socio-political landscape, animal remains can lend us new insight.  Human-

animal interactions are a medium through which humans can express their social concepts 

(Morris 2012, 8).  Studying animal remains in the Hebridean Iron Age, Jacqui Mulville 

proposes that by considering where and how animal remains were deposited, our 

understanding of how animals were perceived and treated in particular communities can be 

enhanced, particularly in the light of social and cultural change e.g. the focus of social display 

moving from the community to the individual (Mulville 2003, 28).  In this way, animal 

sacrifice and deposition could be a means to establish and secure the social order (Nielsen 

2006, 246).   

 

 

1.4.4 Ideas of Landscape 

 

The study of landscapes and human interaction and experience of place is not new, and has 

been an area of research addressed by those working in the prehistoric periods, with avenues 

of study varying from natural and landscapes unaltered by human agency (Bradley 2000), to 

wider interpretive approaches as to how humans perceive their surroundings (Jones et al 
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2011) which touches upon the impact of animals upon experience (Ingold 2000).  Landscapes 

are shown to be complex, and have been the topic of theoretical discussion concerning the 

creation and perception of place (e.g. Chadwick volume 2004).  The subject of animal 

landscapes is not one often addressed in social zooarchaeology, where focus is on other forms 

of the human-animal relationship, such as animal symbols, taboos and pet keeping.  The 

significance of landscape has been illustrated in research avenues, where landscapes are 

‘dynamic participants’, particularly in terms of funerary ritual (Maher 2013; 2014).  However, 

animals, and human-animal interactions, play an important part in the perception of 

landscapes; animals are often removed from archaeological landscapes, which are seen as 

shaped by human agency (Sykes 2014a, 99).  It has been noted by Chadwick, that humans, 

animals and landscapes are linked, animals are connected to the movement between 

landscapes, and seasons, linking humans, animals and landscapes which are significant for 

human identity (Chadwick 2004, 116).   Animals are central to the creation, use and 

perception of the landscape, and the interactions which occur in the these landscapes are the 

‘architects’ of the landscape – both physically and cognitively (Sykes 2014a, 99).  Agreeing 

with Moore, who argues, from an Iron Age perspective, that objects give space meaning 

(Moore 2007, 80), Sykes argues that the same can be said for animals and furthermore, the 

meaning of space and landscape is often defined by the human-animal interactions performed 

within it, and through these interactions in the landscape, landscape and world views are 

understood, affecting behaviour in particular landscapes (Sykes 2014a, 99).  Human-animal-

landscape interactions are affective, potentially altering the way in which people perceived 

their environments (Sykes 2014b, 3599).  Research from such a stance has shown that 

animals, landscapes, and social structure/ideology are heavily entwined (Fleming 2010; 

Pluskowski 2005; Poole 2015; Sykes 2007; 2010).  This is also illustrated through the 

experience of animal sounds in the landscape (Poole 2014).  Through putting the animals 

recovered in faunal assemblages ‘back into the landscape’, and thinking more in depth about 

the human-animal-landscape relations they represent, we can gain new insights in the world-

view of the cultures we study and can help us examine the ways in which people engaged 

with, and comprehended, their surroundings (Sykes 2014a, 100-101), particularly when 

integrated with other sources of evidence, such as written source and place names for example 

(ibid).   

 

The Prose Edda presents a horizontal and a vertical view of the cosmos (2.4).  This along with 

saga evidence has been used to present an Icelandic medieval world-view, where the 

homestead is a safe, controlled zone, and the landscape outside is deemed wild, dangerous 
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and unsocial (Hastrup 1985; 1991).  There is a notion that dangerous and wild landscapes can 

be controlled, particular with the advent of Christianity (Artelius & Kristensson 2005) but this 

is also noted in discussions concerning the introduction of exotic species in other cultures 

(e.g. Allen & Sykes 2011).  Hastrup’s structualist view has been challenged in discussions 

concerning the concepts of utmark and innmark, where utmark is considered a place that can 

be ‘cultivated’ (Svensson 2003, 386).  This closed division of wild and social is also 

complicated by narratives, eddic poetry, and archaeological evidence suggestive of shape 

shifting and transformations, where the human animal boundary can be crossed (section 

2.3.3).  The crossing of the human-animal divide has been shown to be mediated through 

animals (McNiven 2010), indeed certain animals have been singled out as mediators in the 

Viking period (Gräslund 2006; Loumand 2006).  Human-animal-landscape interactions may 

also illuminate this discussion, and further our understanding of the human-human 

relationships of the period. 
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 Chapter 2 – Scandinavian Context 

 

This chapter sets the context to which the evidence concerning the human-animal relationship 

in Scotland will be compared.  A review of social zooarchaeology in a Scandinavian context 

is followed by a discussion of archaeological evidence concerning animals.  The focus in 

terms of the archaeological record is on Scandinavia in the Late Iron Age and Viking periods, 

and the main ways in which the human-animal relationship is demonstrated and how identity 

has been explored in relation to this material, particularly human-animal burial.  Key themes 

emerge from the Scandinavian context, where the boundary between human and animal is 

fluid. The written sources, such as the Prose Edda will be discussed, having been employed 

by many Viking scholars as a means to understand world-view (1.4.1).  The roles animals 

play in the cosmos will be explored, and boundaries critiqued.   

 

 

2.1 Social Zooarchaeology in Prehistoric and Viking Scandinavia  

 

Social zooarchaeological approaches are utilised in the study of societies across the world, 

proving to be illuminative regarding past practices (e.g. Russell & McGowan 2003; 

Pluskowski 2005; Russell 2011; Boulden & Musselwhite 2013).  Through studying distinct 

societies, the importance of animals for social identity and expression has been shown (e.g. 

Morris 2005; Sykes 2007).  As indicated in the previous chapter, the consideration of animals 

beyond protein, is an important area for research into the Viking Age in Scandinavia, where 

particularly in Sweden, this avenue of research has been both prolific and fruitful, particularly 

in the expression of identity through animals (e.g. Jennbert 2006; 2010; 2011; 2014) and in 

the roles of animals in the afterlife (e.g. Jennbert 2003; Gräslund 2004; 2006; Loumand 

2006).  This scholarly interest has also been applied to the prehistoric periods in this region 

(e.g. Armstrong Oma 2013a; 2013b; 2015). Such research has shown that animals played a 

significant role in the lives of the Norse, and that animals were central in the shaping and 

understanding of their world.  Animals featured in what Jennbert termed the ‘Midgard 

mentality’, the Norse mind-set which ‘combines all the knowledge about animals that was 

necessary in everyday life, and that led to the ritualization of animals in various respects’, it 

was in this mind-set that animals had functional, symbolic and cognitive meaning (Jennbert 

2011, 78 and 140).  Animals were a central part of everyday life, involved in ‘communicative 
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strategies’ (e.g. social expression and as a tool for understanding the self, and understanding 

the creation, structure and order of the world), both in their own life and in the conceptual 

world (ibid 12).  An important question raised by Jennbert was whether it was possible that 

animals were also used to manipulate, change, and exert influence (ibid); both in the way 

animals are used, over other social groups and in social expression.  Through examining the 

use of animals, and human-animal relations in Scotland, we can examine whether these 

aspects manifest in Scotland and whether animals are used strategically.    

 

The importance of the role of animals in the Viking and Norse world was illustrated by the 

project, Roads to Midgard – Norse Paganism in Long-term Perspectives, a multi-disciplinary 

project investigating pre-Christian Norse religion, resulting in a conference and several 

publications in a series entitled Vägar til Midgård (Andrén et al 2006).  As expected, with 

such a remit the project covered a wide range of topics, including funerary ritual and Eddic 

poetry, but the importance of animals was noted, being the topic of many of the papers, in 

archaeology, ornamentation and written sources (cf. Andersson 2006; Gräslund 2006; 

Jennbert 2006; Loumand 2006; Nielsen 2006; Pluskowski 2006).  Kristina Jennbert’s 

influential volume Animals and Humans: Recurrent Symbiosis in Archaeology and Old Norse 

Religion (2011) stems from this project as one of the Vägar til Midgård publications.  Interest 

is seen in other scholarly fields, in what has been called the ‘Animal Turn’ (Andersson 

Cederholm et al 2014).  The ‘Animal Turn’ is a term which denotes the new and emerging 

connections of interdisciplinary interest in human-animal relationships, which has resulted in 

conferences (e.g. the Animals as Material Culture in the Middle Ages conferences, of which 

the Third meeting addressed animals in the creation of human identity (Pluskowski et al 

2010), publications and special journal volumes (Andersson Cederholm et al 2014, 5). The 

Animal Turn group at Lund is an example (ibid), but other research groups have also formed 

including the University of York research group, Animal Matters.  The understanding that the 

lives of humans and animals are entwined, and that they have a role in cultural metaphors, 

myths and identity making is also demonstrated in special journal volumes about human-

animal relations, such as the Society and Animals journal volume Archaeology and Human-

Animal Studies, edited by Kirstin Armstrong Oma and Lynda Birke (21 (2) 2013).  The 

inclusion of an archaeological approach to human-animal studies in a multidisciplinary 

journal highlighted the nature of this research area. 
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Other than the work of Kristina Jennbert and Kirstin Armstrong Oma, who consider the wider 

suite of human-animal relationships in Scandinavia, there remains a strong focus on burial 

and special deposits such as sacrificial deposits at sacred groves or wetlands, and in buildings, 

where animals are of interest (see section 2.3.1 below).  These depositional acts are widely 

recognised as a feature of Late Iron Age and Viking Age Scandinavia, indeed, animal burial 

has a long history in this region, yet they feature little in discourse on Viking Age Scotland, 

where almost every other aspect of the Viking Age is addressed.  Although instances of 

animal deposition are identified in site and specialist reports (section 3.5), a study of the 

phenomenon during the Viking Age has not been undertaken until now, unlike the Scottish 

Iron Age (e.g. Mulville et al 2003; Morris 2005). 

 

 

2.2 Expansion, Diaspora and Identity 

 

Wider discussions concerning identity have developed over the past decade, with the concept 

of Viking diaspora.  The term diaspora entered Viking discourse in 2006 (Jesch 2008).  Jesch, 

one of the leading scholars utilising the concept of a Viking diaspora (2008; 2015) uses 

Steven Vertoc’s definition of diaspora, as ‘the consciousness of being connected to the people 

and traditions of a homeland and to migrants of the same origin in their countries’ (Jesch 

2015, 3).  It has become a more frequently engaged term in Viking studies, although not 

always critically assessed (Barrett et al 2000; Abrams 2012, 7; Norstein 2014).  In a Viking 

context, diaspora considers the settlement from the Scandinavian homelands to other areas of 

the North Atlantic, where these settlers seek to ‘maintain a collective identity that refers to the 

homeland, although it may become idealised over time’ (McGuire 2009, 16).  Not only this, it 

concerns the processes and results of migration, and particularly how migrants ‘think and feel 

about their situation’ (Jesch 2015, 81).  The Scandinavian homelands comprise Norway, 

Sweden and Denmark.  Expansion was widespread, not only to Britain and across the North 

Atlantic to the Faroe Islands (Arge et al 2005) Iceland and Greenland (Arneborg 2012) and 

North America (Wallace 2001; 2012), but also to Continental Europe (Price 2012b), the 

Baltic (Valk 2012), Russia and to Byzantium (Shepard 2012).  For Scotland, the Viking 

expansion is cited as originating mainly from Western Norway (Graham-Campbell & Batey 

1998, 27; Bond & Dockrill 2010, 77; Jesch 2015, 21; 24) although it has been noted that there 

are similarities in grave goods between Pierowall in Orkney and Birka in Sweden (Ashby 
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2014a, 130).  The factors influencing expansion have been extensively argued, with a range of 

motivations proposed (for summary see J.H. Barrett et al 2000).   

 

The maintenance of identity and links, a continuity, can take several forms, for example the 

use of material culture in the funerary ritual (McGuire 2009, 16; Norstein 2014). Networks 

and identities are themes which a diasporic framework can reveal (Jesch 2015, 81).  This is 

evident in discussions of burial evidence, particularly those concerning gender (McGuire 

2009; 2015), an aspect also discussed by Judith Jesch, not only concerning archaeological 

evidence such as the oval brooches and swords, but in poetry and other written sources (Jesch 

2015).   

 

In terms of animals, a Viking diaspora concerns the similarities in the human animal 

relationship, and as noted in section 2.2, this often focuses on animals in the ritual sphere, 

specifically burial, where interpretations most often adhere to those originating in the 

homelands.  Animal husbandry and subsistence practices are not often brought into 

discussions of diaspora, but the concept of the Norse subsistence package (e.g. Byock & Zori 

2014, 163) is used as an indicator of the continuity that is essential to the concept of a Viking 

diaspora (Jesch 2015, 54).  However, animals in contexts other than the overtly ritual, are not 

often engaged in discussions concerning one of the key themes – that of networks.  Identities 

in this way are often concerned with identities and networks in relation to the homelands, but 

do human-animal interactions have the potential to tell us about networks in the diaspora, 

specifically Scotland, not only with other Viking populations, but also with the native 

populations and the landscape itself?  Jennbert raised the question of whether animals in the 

Viking Age functioned in creolization, diaspora or hybridity (Jennbert 2011, 37-8).  Viking 

Scotland provides a suitable case study in which to address this question. 

 

Identity has been a growing theme in studies concerning the Iron Age in Scandinavia 

(encompassing the period we term the Viking Age), but also the wider medieval period (Poole 

2013, 61).  Interest in identity is also seen in research in the field of human-animal relations, 

where animals are interpreted in the same way as material culture, which is seen to represent 

status and ownership (O’Connor 2007, 4; Jennbert 2011, 41).  In terms of depicting and 

investigating identity, for the Viking period, research has focused heavily on the burial record 

and their assemblages.  Traditionally, this has focused on material culture within the burial 
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assemblage, cited examples being the warrior elite, observations regarding high status, and 

implements e.g. sickles as indicative as role of farmer (Roesdahl 1982, 26; Jesch 1991, 27; 

Sikora 2004, 95).  Where animals are found in graves, traditional interpretations again centre 

on prestige and warrior elite, where the deceased requires his horse for a fitting arrival into 

Valhalla (Anderson 1880, 79; Rosedahl 1982, 169; Sikora 2004, 88; Gräslund 1981, 54), or 

associations with fertility cult or other cults of gods (Sikora 2004, 87-88), and as a means of 

voyage into the afterlife (ibid 96) – these are interpretations not only common to the Viking 

world, but also the Anglo-Saxon world (Prummel 1992, 151; Cross 2011; 2012, 10).  Jennbert 

has highlighted the use of both animals and artefacts in graves as functioning as ‘lifestyle 

metaphors’ (Jennbert 2006, 136), a concept of the burial rite as a grave language (Jennbert 

2011, 157).  Jennbert rehearses some of the well-discussed functions noted above e.g. ships, 

weapons and shields representing warfare and violence, working experience represented by 

equipment used in textile production and metalwork and wealth in the form of heavily 

expressed materiality and monumental graves (Jennbert 2006, 136; 2011, 158).  Also, 

included in these lifestyle metaphors are animals, where horses are considered within the 

warfare and violence category; birds of prey and dogs as hunting persona; domestic animals 

as wealth and negotiation and communication (ibid).  Animals, in terms of identity, are 

understood as ‘mouthpieces’ for social expression and as metaphors for personal 

characteristics (e.g. in personal names) (Jennbert 2006, 138; 2011, 183-4).  Similarly, in 

animal imagery and ornament, animals could function in social order displaying social 

relationships, group membership and ethnic identity (Hedeager 2003, 127; 134; 2011, 62). 

Hedeager highlights an important function of animals in ornament, their function in social 

order, this is an avenue that complements theory surrounding burial ritual (1.4.2).  While this 

is tentatively dealt with in terms of warrior identities, it could be further theorised and 

contextualised.  A focus on identity in general terms such as rank and status as noted in 

Viking studies is a limited approach.   This is especially noted in comparison to the study of 

prehistory, where there has been a wealth of studies concerning personhood and relational 

behaviour (e.g. Fowler 2013; Watts 2013). This is not only a critique of interpretations of 

animals in graves, but also in wider sphere of human-animal relationships.  It is not argued 

that traditional interpretations are wrong, rather they are limited by narrow views and 

applications of identity. 
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2.3 Humans and Animals  

 

This section aims to characterise human animal relations as exhibited in the archaeological 

record, and suggested in the Eddic sources.  Section 2.3.1 will provide an overview of animals 

in the archaeological record in Scandinavia exploring previous research, with reference to the 

diaspora.  Section 2.3.2 will provide an overview of the animals as featured in the written 

sources, focusing primarily on the Prose Edda.   

 

 

2.3.1 Animals in the archaeological record  

 

Traditionally much zooarchaeological research has focused on faunal remains in terms of 

environmental change and the impact of humans on the landscape as seen through animals, 

with a particular focus on nutrition, resource use and economics (Reitz & Wing 2001, 1).  In 

discourse on the Viking Age, animals feature most frequently in discussions concerning 

faunal assemblages in terms of husbandry, and thus animals as protein, where domestic 

animals such as cattle, sheep and pig are the most numerous species to be found, both in 

Scandinavian settlements and across the diaspora (Wigh 2001, 35; Barrett et al 2007, 295; 

Bond 2007, 2010; Jennbert 2011, 59; Stummann Hansen 2013, 175; Byock & Zori 2014, 163; 

Wallace 2016, 215).  These discussions focus on modes of husbandry e.g. in meat based 

economies as at Buckquoy (Noddle 1977, 191) or dairying economies as at Pool (Bond 2007, 

224).  Discussions have also addressed feasting based economies, such as the preference for 

cattle raising at Hrísbrú, Iceland, which demonstrates the potential of the fauna to sustain a 

chiefly political economy (Byock & Zori 2014, 176); a similar argument is proposed at 

Snusgar, Orkney (Griffiths 2015, 227).  As dictated by the discipline, research also concerns 

body part representation and pathologies.  My research builds on this to consider landscape 

and the human-animal interaction and the use of animals in social expression, symbolism and 

metaphor. 

 

Aside from husbandry, the most visible aspect in archaeological discourse is the appearance 

of animals in human graves.  Human-horse burial features as an interesting human-animal 

relationship in Scotland, which will be introduced in data analysis (Chapter Six) and 
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discussed in depth in Chapter Seven.  Firstly, it is necessary to provide the context in which 

the research was developed.   

 

The key feature of Viking Age burial practice is the individual character of the graves; there is 

no standard orthodoxy, with local and regional variation present, but which are practiced 

within a broader, consistent framework (Stylegar 2007, 66; Price 2012a, 257-59).  One of the 

recurrent themes in Viking burial rituals is the use of animals, often deposited in graves 

(Jennbert 20122, 101).  The horse is the most prominent animal associated with Norse 

cosmology and mythology (see 2.3.2) and is pronounced in funerary ritual and other 

depositional activity (below).  There are numerous examples of human-horse burial across the 

Viking world, from the homelands and across the diaspora.  The inclusion of dogs in human 

burial is common place in the Viking homelands, for example, at the cemetery in Spånga near 

Stockholm in Sweden, dogs feature in two-thirds of the graves, and horses are found in a third 

of the graves at the same site (Jennbert 2011, 101).  Horses and dogs are significant animals, 

they are also two of the three animals in the Viking Scandinavian peninsula (and to some 

extent the diaspora in countries such as Iceland (Lucas & McGovern 2007, 17) that receive 

their own burial independent from human burial (Jennbert 2003; 2011, 103).  A variety of 

other animals feature in the graves of the Viking Age (though not as to the same extent as 

horse and dog) and will also be discussed below.  It will be examined in the course of this 

thesis, whether the same can be said of Scotland, and whether traditional interpretations 

ascribed to animals in burials in the homelands are valid for other areas of the diaspora. 

 

In terms of funerary rite, both cremation and inhumation were practiced in Norway and 

Sweden, with cremation being the most common form of burial, either unmarked or under 

mounds (Price 2012, 259).  Variation in the funerary ritual of the Vikings in the diaspora is 

noted, where cremation appears much less frequent.  Only one alleged cremation is known 

from Iceland, at Huldaholl in Mosfellsbær where fragments of cremated human and animal 

bone were discovered (Maher 2013, 16).  Heath Wood, England, a cremation cemetery of the 

Viking Age contained 59 mounds (J. D. Richards 2004, 26), some of which also contained the 

cremated remains of animals (see below).  Heath Wood is the only cremation cemetery 

known in the British Isles and Ireland (Redmond 2007, 95), originally excavated in 1941-9, 

the University of York carried out excavations from 1998-2000 (J. D. Richards 2004, 26).  

Evidence from Heath Wood suggests a range of animals was used in the cremation ritual (ibid 

79).  From the earlier excavations, Mound One four fragments of burnt bone were recovered 
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from sheep and dog; unburnt bone was also present in the form of seven teeth and the skull 

fragment of a cow (ibid 30).   In Mound Five eleven fragments of burnt bone were retrieved 

from cow and horse and Mound Six contained further examples of burnt bone including 

fragments of a cow or sheep tooth, a possible pig astralagus, a possible cow skull and unburnt 

metacarpal and toe-bones from a cow (ibid 33-34).  Mound 50 was excavated during the 

1998-2000 investigations; the mound contained a cremation hearth where a cow jaw was 

discovered offset to one side of the hearth (ibid 54).  In addition to the cow jaw, 544 

fragments of bone were retrieved comprising fragments from horse, dog, pig, sheep/goat and 

cattle.  The deposit may also have comprised human bone (ibid 77).  Mound 50 yielded the 

greatest amount of animal bone, and contained a whole horse and large hunting dog, with 

food offerings of sheep, cow and pig (ibid 92).  In Mounds 1 and 50 unburnt cow skulls were 

placed above the hearth and buried in the mounds.  These could represent offerings but could 

also be the remains of feasting (ibid). 

 

The most common objects included in Viking graves (across the Viking world) were items of 

personal dress and ornament such as weaponry, jewellery, implements for textile production, 

household utensils, horse equipment, food, drink and furniture (Price 2012a, 260).  Animals 

were also sometimes included in the cremation rite (ibid), noted above at Heath Wood.  In 

Sweden, the cemeteries at Birka (totalling seven) consisted of 566 cremation burials and 544 

inhumation burials (Gräslund 1980, 50) totally 1100 excavated graves (ibid 1).  A variety of 

cremation practices were apparent, including deposits with and without urns, and possibly 

cremation in boats (ibid 53-5).  Animal bones were recovered from the cremation deposits at 

Birka, both burnt and unburnt (ibid 60).  As noted above, inhumation was also practiced at 

Birka, displaying a variety of types including graves with and without coffins of differing 

structure and shape, boat graves, and chamber graves (ibid 12, 15 and 27).  The inhumations 

from Birka are interesting in terms of animal inclusion, only occurring in the chamber graves, 

where horses are the only animal to be included (ibid 60).  It has been suggested that chamber 

graves were the graves of merchants (Müller-Wille & Gräslund 1992, 187).  Other animal 

remains were recorded from the cremations graves at Birka, such as cattle, recognised as a leg 

of beef and interpreted as a food offering (Gräslund 1980, 60).  Phalanges from bear claws 

were also recovered, thought to have derived from fur which was laid beneath the body, or 

which the body had been wrapped in (ibid).  In terms of the cremation remains, full 

osteological analysis was not carried out on the burnt animal remains, but where discussed, it 

is as food offerings (ibid) 
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Few cemeteries show this mixture of burial rites like Birka.  The only other cemeteries to 

display this variation are Hedeby and Kaupang (Stylegar 2007, 64).  These three sites are all 

distinctive yet similar, functioning as early trading towns (Ambrosiani 2012, 94; Hilberg 

2012, 101). The large cemeteries at Kaupang of which there are 407 documented graves, and 

circa 700 estimated ones across the cemeteries (Stylegar 2007, 77).  The cemeteries feature 

boat graves, a possible chamber grave, burial in a storage chest, toboggan and log coffins 

(ibid 65-66).  The destruction of the site began as early at the 17th century, and the first 

artefacts appeared in a museum in 1842, it was not until 1867 that the first professional 

excavation at Kaupang began (ibid 68).  The survival of animal bone at the settlement was 

particularly poor (Barrett et al 2007, 283), this may also have been the case for the cemeteries.  

Among the animal bone listed from the antiquarian excavations, the most frequent is horse, 

where several horse skeletons are recorded, as well as instances of teeth.  Dog bone is also 

recorded as a rib and a whole skeleton.  The skeleton of a bear is also noted from burial Ka 

305, where cattle bone and horse teeth were also found (Stylegar 2007, 115-25). 

 

The most well-known burials from the Viking Age are the most dramatic examples of rich 

ship burial, which include Oseberg, Gokstad, Tune and Ladby, which represent displays of 

wealth that only royal or magnate families or high priests could afford (Crumlin-Pedersen 

2010, 149; Price 2012a, 264). These grand ship burials of Norway illustrate the frequency of 

horse and dogs employed in the burial ritual, as well as the use of other animal species.  At 

Oseberg, there were two oxen and four dogs, and there were at least 15 horses, all of which 

had been decapitated (Ingstad 1995, 145).  Gokstad contained at least twelve horses, six dogs 

and a peacock (Sørensen 2001, 106-07).  The ship burial at Ladby was the only ship burial of 

this type to not have animals outside the ship, and in this grave the only animals interred were 

horse (at least eleven) and dog (between three and four) (ibid 105-07). These graves were 

well-equipped containing a wealth of grave goods including textiles, knives, ornaments with 

gold and silver thread, weaponry and shields, riding equipment, dog harnesses, table wear, 

buckets, and other objects such as chests and gaming items (Sjøvold 1963, 34-54; Sørensen 

2001, 68-104).  In addition to these rich graves, ‘ordinary’ graves also exist, where the rite 

takes a more modest form (Crumlin-Pedersen 2010, 150).  The accounts of the animal graves 

do not specify whether these animals were found whole or part, only noting the decapitation 

in the Oseberg burial.  This raises questions regarding the treatment of animals, particularly 

with regards to the treatment described in Ibn Fadlan’s account below. 
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In addition to Birka, other Swedish graves illustrate the range of animals as inclusions in 

human graves, particularly at Valsgärde.  The remains of fowl, birds of prey, in addition to up 

to five horses, up to four dogs, and one or more cattle, sheep or pig are recorded (Jennbert 

2006, 135). In cremation grave number 66 from Valsgärde, the burial of an elite male, bones 

from horse, pig, goat/sheep, at least two dogs and birds, were found (Ljundkvist 2008, 25 and 

42).  Goshawk is one of the species cited from the Valsgärde cemetery (Sorensen 2001, 107).  

A cremation from Vibyhögen in Uppland contained wider species selection of animal 

remains; on the pyre with the deceased male were six dogs, six horses, one ox, two sheep, one 

pig, one cat, one hen, one goose, one goshawk, one eagle owl, one cod, one bear, and one 

lynx (Jennbert 2011, 102-03).  Great numbers of domestic fowl and geese are also present 

(Jennbert 2011, 135; Ljungkvist 2008, 43; 47; Sikora 2004; Sørensen 2001, 107; Stylegar 

2007, 94).  Other birds, including wildfowl species are also recorded in the Swedish 

‘falconry’ graves, although in smaller numbers and interpreted as food items, these include 

Teal, Goldeneye, Red-breasted Merganser, Golden Plover, Snipe (each found in one grave) 

and indeterminate ducks which were found in five graves (Tyrberg 2002, 228); these species 

have also been interpreted as the quarry of the birds of prey (Jennbert 2011, 88).  At Lille 

Guldkronen, Vestfold, the remains of horse, cow and sheep/goat were found outside a boat 

burial (Sikora 2004, 98).   

 

Ibn Fadlan’s account a Rus funeral also indicates the wide range of species sacrificed in the 

funerary ritual of the Vikings.  The account probably recounts the funeral ceremony of a 

Viking chieftain (Price 2008, 153).  Fadlan provides details regarding the days of ceremony 

and preparation leading up to the final cremation; part of his report concerns the sacrifice of 

animals as part of the mortuary ritual: 

 

‘[They brought…] a dog, which they cut in two and which they threw onto the 

ship…They brought two mounts, made them gallop until they began to sweat, cut 

them up into pieces and threw the flesh onto the ship.  They next fetched two cows, 

which they also cut up into pieces and threw on board, and a cock and a hen, which 

they slaughtered and cast onto it’ (Montgomery 2000, 16). 

 

Two graves from the Isle of Man provide a parallel for the Heath Wood cemetery, and the 

practice of gathering up of animal remains from the pyre and placing them on the mound – 
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however, at the Isle of Man examples, these burial mounds were inhumation rather than 

cremation (see below).   It is possible that other cremations in Northern England may have 

contained horses, the cremated remains of which could have been disregarded or missed 

(Redmond 2007, 101).  Further examples of animal remains recovered from graves comes 

from Repton, where a burial in the churchyard contains animal remains but these may be 

amulets of some form, possibly kept in a pouch; they were the humerus of a jackdaw, and a 

tusk of a wild boar (Biddle & Kjølbye-Biddle 1992, 65).   

 

No cremations have been found in the Isle of Man, although burnt animal bone formed part of 

the burial ritual on several sites (Wilson 2008, 26).  Mound burials are noted in the region; a 

boat burial was also discovered and it is thought it too may have been originally covered with 

a mound which has since eroded away (ibid 27 and 38).  The burial at Ballateare contained a 

man interred in a coffin or cist, with weaponry including sword and shield (Bersu & Wilson 

1966, 50).  Immediately below the turf of the Ballateare burial mound was a layer of cremated 

animal bone, the species identified being ox, horse, sheep and dog (Bersu & Wilson 1966, 

51).  It is thought unlikely that these cremated remains represent the remains of a feast due to 

the inclusion of dog (Wilson 2008, 28).  Below this layer of cremated animal bone was the 

poorly preserved skeleton of a female, whose injuries indicate human sacrifice (Bersu & 

Wilson 1966, 47; Wilson 2008, 27-8).  Although Wilson states that this rite is familiar, but 

rare, in the Viking world, it is also otherwise unknown in the British Isles (ibid 28).  

However, there is the indication that a similar event may have occurred at Westness, Orkney 

(Chapter 4).  Another boat burial, at Balladoole was located in a Christian cemetery.  The 

inhumation burial was capped by a cairn of small stones which was likely covered by a 

mound of earth (ibid 38). After the capping of the burial by stones, the burial was covered 

with a layer of cremated animal bones, which contained horse, ox, pig, sheep/goat, dog and 

cat (Bersu & Wilson 1966, 10).  The appearance of cat is particularly interesting, and rare in 

deposits of this nature (section 5.2.1).  The mound at Cronk Mhor also revealed fragments of 

burnt bone from within the body of the mound, of which the tooth of an ox was identified 

(Bersu & Wilson 1966, 63), remains which may parallel the other mound burials mentioned 

(Wilson 2008, 36).  Unburnt animal remains have also been recorded from the Isle of Man.  

Another burial mound at Knock y Doonee, the grave goods were suggestive of a male, 

interred with weaponry and other items including a horse harness, and the remains of a horse 

(ibid 37; Kermode 1930, 128).     
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In Ireland, it seems the deposition of animals in burial was rare (Harrison & Ó Floinn 2014, 

277).  Three examples are of human-horse burial have been suggested from Ireland: at 

Athlumney, a site of unknown location between Milltown and Newbridge, and a further 

possible example from the cemetery at Islandbridge (Harrison 2001, 72-73).  It is assumed a 

whole horse was buried at Athlumney (Harrison & Ó Floinn 2014, 277) however, it may be 

that it was just the head that was deposited along with the equipment, as at Gausel in Norway 

(ibid 278; Sikora 2004, 100). The Milltown example is so tenuous the burial was not included 

in Harrison and Ó Floinn’s 2014 catalogue (ibid 278).  The single horse tooth from Inchicore 

is considered unlikely to represent a burial, especially as a single cattle tooth was also 

recovered from the same grave (ibid 278), although Sikora includes this grave in her list 

(Sikora 2004, 103).  Other animal remains recorded include a cattle jaw, placed close to the 

human skull in another grave at Inchicore (ibid 279).  Food offerings around or in the grave 

are suggested at the burial site at South Great George’s Street where 151 fragments of unburnt 

cattle, horse, dog, sheep/goat and pig bones found scattered between and around the area of 

the lower limbs, though there may also be similarities to the Isle of Man material (Harrison & 

Ó Floinn 2014, 278).  

 

In Iceland, during the Viking Age, the animals interred are horse and dog.  It is difficult to 

determine whether these animal appear in whole or part; some accounts only reporting several 

fragments or ‘some horse bones’, although there are accounts with whole skeletons 

(Friđriksson 2016, 587).  Many graves in Iceland are modest in structure, in mounds or graves 

(ibid 622).  Boat burial is a rare phenomenon in Iceland, with only five known (ibid 623) until 

the discovery of a further three boat burials in June 2017 near Dysnes 

(http://www.ruv.is/frett/mogulega-thrju-batskuml-a-dysnesi).  A complete catalogue was 

reproduced in 1999, where the number of horses totalled 113 (Edjárn 2016; Friđriksson 2016, 

580 and 628).  However, since the revised catalogue, further burials have been excavated, for 

example at Litlu Nupár where human-horse and human-horse-dog burials were excavated 

(Hreiđardóttir & Roberts 2013; Friđriksson 2016, 645-53), increasing this number. Dogs are 

recorded from twenty burials, but as above, this number has since increased (Friđriksson 

2016, 628, 646).  

 

The other categories of animal deposits most commonly discussed in Late Iron Age, Viking 

and Norse contexts in Scandinavia, are foundation and closing deposits (e.g. Falk 2003; 

Carlie 2004; 2006;) and sacrificial acts at ‘cult places’ at a variety of locations including 



 39 

natural sites such as hills and mountains, groves, islands, lakes and rivers (Hultsgård 2012, 

217).  Sacrificial acts also took place at farmhouses and chieftains halls and in some places, 

special cult buildings were erected (Hultsgård 2012, 217), such as at Borg, Östergötland in 

Sweden (Nielsen 1997, 389).  Building deposits in Sweden are understood as transitional rites 

carried out as the building changes, much like social events in the lives of people, such as 

birth, marriage and death (Carlie 2006, 206).  The meanings of offerings may differ, but they 

often contain elements of religious of magical beliefs, in which the offerings, or feasting, play 

an important role, becoming significant when placed in social, economic or political contexts 

(ibid).  This has been illustrated at the site of Hofstađir, where sacrificial acts such as the 

decapitation of bulls is seen in the context of the wider social landscape as a means of 

diffusing social tension (Lucas 2009, 400).  Interpreting deposits within the wider social, 

economic and political context is a key aim of this research and in addition to a biographical 

approach will be used to address deposits of this nature in Scotland (7.2).  Several motives 

have been offered for building offerings, for example, to ensure the pervading social, 

economic or ideological order within groups during times of change e.g. changes in economy 

and fertility (Carlie 2006, 209).  In times of social and political change there would have been 

struggles for power, and deposition can perhaps be understood in this context, whereby 

constructing a demarcated space for ritual practice, those the leading families could 

monopolize ritual practice to strengthen power (Falk 2003, 72).  Other motives include 

serving to decorate or as a protective measure against external forces, particularly in the 

medieval period (Falk 2006, 204; Russell 2012, 79 and 84) and in the cult of the ancestors 

(which has been suggested to be particularly relevant to deposits in the corners of houses and 

by the hearth) (Carlie 2006, 209).  Building offerings are considered as the ritual practice of 

the family domain which are not related to the gods, unlike the public cults as detailed below, 

at sacred groves and as described in the written sources, rather they represent private family 

activity and ritual (Falk 2006, 74).  Offerings are noted in postholes, walls and pits (Jennbert 

2006b, 283), and most often occur in longhouses (Falk 2003, 66).  A feature of building 

deposition in Denmark, in regions such as Zealand, is the spatial connection with corners of 

buildings, where north-western and south-western corners appear to have had special meaning 

(Carlie 2006, 208). 

 

Often, these can be objects attributed with magical power, such as animal skulls and jawbones 

(Carlie 2006, 209).  The symbolic significance of animal skulls has been noted in wetland 

deposits in Scandinavia such those at Eketorp (Olofsson & Josefson 2007), at Hofstađir in 

Iceland (McGovern & Lucas 2007), but also cross-culturally and temporally (Davis & Payne 
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1993; Wilson 1999).  In terms of species representation, sheep was the most commonly used 

animal in building offerings, but cattle, pig, dog and horse also occurred, and in rare cases 

cats and wild birds were used (Jennbert 2006b, 283; 2011, 92-3).  A deposit of a sheep 

slaughtered by pole axing, is recorded from Hofstađir and interpreted as a closing deposit 

(Lucas 2009, 399; McGovern 2009, 245).  Thus, there is a focus on domestic animals.  

However, in Iceland, wild animals feature in this way, for example, at Vatnsfjörđur whale 

bone was found under a wall in Structure Four which was interpreted as a foundation deposit 

(Milek 2008, 16).  At Ađalstæti, also in Iceland, bones and tusks from walrus were found to 

be preserved at the base of the turf wall and in one of the corners of the eastern door entrance, 

interpreted as having a possible ritual significance (McGovern 2011, 7-8). 

 

A variety of cult places have been identified in the homelands, including open air sites such as 

sacred groves, cult houses and places of wetland deposit.  The most well-cited example of a 

cult house is Borg, Östergötland in Sweden.  Of interest was the huge amount of animal bone 

recovered from a yard outside a building used for cult activities, dated to the tenth century 

(Nielsen 1997, 387).  The animal bone comprised mainly cattle and horse, but bone from pig, 

sheep/goat, dog and cat (both of which are usually found in graves) also appeared (Jennbert 

2011, 99).  Some of the dog skulls displayed marks indicating that they were subjected to 

violent blows (Nielsen 1997, 384).  Wild animals were also present in the deposit, including 

red deer, fox, beaver, badger, salmon, hen and goose (Jennbert 2011, 99).  The spatial 

patterning of pig bones indicated there had been segregation of the bones by sex (Nielsen 

1997, 385).   

 

Sacred groves include Lunda and Frösö, Sweden.  Groves are mentioned as places of sacrifice 

connected to Viking ritual activity where the concept of the holy tree is important (Price 2014, 

70).  Adam of Bremen’s account highlights the importance of groves of trees connected with 

such activity - at Gamla Uppsala the bodies of male animals and humans were strung up on 

trees (Joseph 1959, 208). Excavations at Frösö Church in 1984 revealed bones scattered 

around the remains of a tree (Magnell & Iregren 2010, 223).  There was an abundance of 

bones from wild animals, with brown bear most frequent both in NISP and MNI; other 

species included pig, elk, red deer, red squirrel, capercaillie, cattle, sheep/goat, horse, dog and 

domestic fowl (ibid 228).  Radiocarbon dates indicate these sacrifices took place during the 

Viking Age (ibid 231).  The frequency of brown bear is striking, and may indicate a Saami 

influence of creolization, with a mixing of Sami and Old Norse ritual practices (ibid 243).  
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The cosmological importance of this site has also been highlighted, particularly with regards 

to the tree at Frösö Church, which is thought to represent Yggdrasil from the Old Norse 

cosmology (ibid 226).  Excavations at Lunda revealed what was interpreted as another sacred 

grove, dating to the Late Iron Age and Viking period (Andersson 2006, 195).  Excavations 

revealed areas for ‘burnt offerings’ and from the animal remains sheep/goat and pig were 

identified (ibid 197).  Vé sanctuaries are another form of cult site, the vé element Old Norse 

denoting a cult site (Hultsgård 2012, 217).  The site at Götavi, Närke revealed, through 

chemical analysis, that a great deal of blood had been spilt within the enclosure, supporting 

the notion of human and animal sacrifice (Price 2014, 168).  A cult site was also discovered 

beneath a church at Mære Church, Norway.  Beneath the lowest floor layers of the cult house 

were animal bones from horse, seal, ptarmigan, greater black-backed gull, swans, greylag 

goose, cod and coal fish (Lidén 1969, 14).   

 

Wetland sacrifices and deposition are also noteworthy.  Lake Tissø (Tir or Tyr’s Lake; Tyr a 

Norse god of war) in Denmark has received attention due to the large quantities of weaponry 

deposited (Jørgensen 2003, 183; Byock 2005, 35-6). The Tidens Vatten project focussed on 

deposits of human and animal bone in Sweden at watery locations from the Late Bronze 

through to the Viking period (Bergerbrandt et al 2013, 199).  Human and animal bone formed 

a large part of the depositional material from the Migration, Vendel and Viking periods, from 

sites including Närtuna, Knivsta and Bokaren (Fredengren 2015, 167-68).  During the 

Scandinavian Iron Age, many species of animal were sacrificed, but horses appear most 

frequently (Monniker 2006, 146).  The presence of horse remains in freshwater locations 

appears significant, for example about 100 horses were found in Skedemosse Bog, considered 

a central sacrificial place during the Scandinavian Iron Age (Olofsson & Josefson 2007, 29).  

The recent reconstruction of Viking Age horse sacrifice at Eketorp Fort in Sweden, suggests 

that the horse remains, primarily the skull and hooves, attached to the hide, were placed on a 

pole and arranged as if standing (ibid 29-31).  A similar reconstruction was created at the 

sacrificial bog at Lejre, from the Iron Age (Figure 2.1). The deposition at Ullstorp Creek was 

situated in a place that was a boundary and focal point in the parish, where the deposition of 

horses was made at this liminal zone (Stensköld 2006, 212).  One particular horse skull find 

also had a dagger inserted in it.  This act has been interpreted as an exhibition of the 

continuity of space, an act referring to a ritual or mythological event of the past (Falk 2006, 

213), an interpretation which may be useful in investigating the nature of structured 

deposition in Scotland.   Emphasis and reference to the past may have been important, 

especially in times of political and religious turbulence when new relationships were formed 
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between people and land, where additions (of deposits) to the place performs a mnemonic 

function, binding to place through objects from the past in the present (ibid).  Deposition of 

humans and animals at watery places such as freshwater stream and lochs/lakes also 

performed a political role, with depositional activity and watery landscapes argued to have 

played a role in the geopolitics and water politics around central places such as Old Uppsala, 

playing a part in tensions, development and maintenance of power (Fredengren 2015, 176).   

 

 

Figure 2.1 Horse scaffold, reconstruction of the sacrificial bog at Lejre. Photo reproduced 

with kind permission of Lejre Land of Legends/Sagnlandet Lejre. 

 

Fredengren and Lofqvist (2015) took a different approach to traditional studies of animal 

deposition in watery locations, taking a human-animal relations approach, attempting to 

determine what relationships and networks can be inferred from human and animal bones in 

the landscape, particularly in terms of networks of care, neglect and violence and what effect 

human and animal deposition may have had in power formations in societies (Fredengren & 

Lofqvist 2015, 123-24).  The site they considered was Torresta, Uppland, Sweden, and while 

their research focuses on human remains, the role of animals, and human-animal relations is 

significant.  The animals deposited included horse, cattle and sheep/goat (ibid 135).  As 

domestic animals, they shared their lives with humans (also see Armstrong Oma 2010), there 
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was co-existence through caring practices such as herding.  The movement of domestic 

animals through the landscape is not always easy, with certain landscape features making 

access and movement difficult, and as such, this would have shaped the animal’s contribution 

to how humans interacted with the landscape (Fredengren & Lofqvist 2015, 141).   An 

interesting aspect of this research is territoriality, and how animal bodies act as transcorpreal 

landscape extensions (ibid 142).  The domestic animals deposited at Torresta would have 

shaped human interaction with landscape; human-animal co-existence through herding 

implies a relationship with the landscape, a watery landscape has implications for this 

interaction and movement through the landscape, whereby watery places are more difficult to 

transgress (ibid 145).   

 

External written accounts also describe animal sacrifice as carried out by the Vikings in these 

locations.  The German cleric, Thietmar of Merseberg, wrote in his chronicle c. 1016, 

assigning the events to 934 AD, that at Lejre, human and animal sacrifices took place every 

nine years (Christensen 1991, 164).  One of the most-quoted accounts is that of Adam of 

Bremen, who wrote of a temple at Uppsala where the Vikings worshipped the Norse gods 

Odin, Frey and Thor (Joseph 1959, 207).  He wrote of the sacrifice: 

 

‘of every living thing that is male, they offer nine heads, with the blood of which is 

customary to placate the gods.  The bodies then hang in the sacred grove that adjoins 

the temple…even dogs and horses hang there with men’ (ibid 208).   

 

A further account relating to animal sacrifice and also display of remains, is that of the 

Spanish Arab, al-Tartuschi, who visited Hedeby c. 970 AD (Mikkelsen 2012, 543), who 

witnessed the inhabitants placing animal heads on poles to honour their gods during a 

celebration (Olofsson & Josefson 2007, 29).  The Icelandic written sources also refer to ritual 

sites, hörgr (Price 2014, 168).  Another sacrificial act described in the written sources is blót, 

Old Norse sacrifice of blood, and feasting (Du Bois 1999, 51; Magnell & Iregren 2010, 233), 

a narrative of which appears in chapter eight of Ynglinga Saga (Finlay & Faulkes 2011a, 11).  

Horses appear frequently in the assemblages of cult sites, and in one of the King’s sagas, the 

Saga of Hákon the Good where blót, is being described, we are told “…and all the blood from 

them [horses] was called hlaut [sacrificial blood]” (Finlay & Faulkes 2011b, 98).   
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2.3.2 Cosmology and Mythology 

 

The main source for the understanding of the role of animals in the cosmology and mythology 

of the Norse, used in Viking studies, derives from the Eddic sources, the Prose Edda and the 

Poetic Edda.  An overview of this material, and the way in which animals are understood and 

thus drawn upon in Viking studies, is presented here.  Comparison will be made between the 

depiction of animals and their role in these sources, and the archaeological evidence from 

Scotland in later discussion.  The Prose Edda is a compilation of poetry of skaldic meter, 

compiled in the thirteenth century by Snorri Sturluson (Sigurdsson 2000, 186). The Prose 

Edda recounts the creation epic and details the lives of the gods, the animals who inhabit the 

cosmos, as well as the struggles of the gods, dwarves and giants, and the battle of Ragnarok 

where the world ends. The Prose Edda is the best known and most extensive source available 

on Norse mythology, comprising of two parts, Gylfaginning and Skáldskaparmál (Byock 

2005, ix).  The Poetic Edda is another collection of eddic poems preserved in the manuscript 

the Codex Regius as a compilation of mythical and heroic poetry (Larrington 1996, xi; 

Sigurdsson 2000, 186).  The Poetic Edda was written around 1270, by an anonymous author, 

and begins with poems focussing on mythology, the creation story and cosmos (Sigurdsson 

2000, 187) and contains poems such as Völuspá (The Seeresss’s Prophecy) and The Lay of 

Grimnir.  The Poetic Edda formed the main source for Sturluson’s Edda, with many passages 

appearing in Gylfaginning.   The earlier poetry contained within the Eddas, as a source can be 

considered these more reliable than other texts such as the Icelandic sagas.  This is due to the 

way in which such texts were written, in a strict and ancient meter, which is considered by 

saga scholars more likely to have been preserved and unchanged from the Viking period until 

it was written down in later centuries (Lönnroth 2012, 306).  

 

Many animals feature in the Eddas, both domestic and wild.  As in the archaeological record 

in ritual contexts, horses appear most frequently, highlighting the importance of this species 

to the Vikings, where 41 horses are named in the Prose Edda, as well as un-named horses 

(Byock 2005); naming is particularly telling of the importance of horse (Jennbert 2011, 50).  

Horses are often associated with the gods and Valkyries, highlighting the association of 

horses with leading groups and the divine (Jennbert 2011, 122).  The horse appearing most 

frequently is Sleipnir, Odin’s eight-legged horse, which is described as the best of horses 

(Byock 2005, 25).  In the same passage ten other horses are named in connection with the 

Æsir (gods/goddesses).  The verse also tells us of the god Baldr’s cremation, where his horse 
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was also placed on the pyre (ibid).  In Skáldskaparmál we are told that Sleipnir has the ability 

to travel (Sleipnir translates as Fast Traveller or Slider) through sky and over sea (Byock 

2005, 87).  The goddess Gna’s horse, Hofvarpnir, also has similar properties, able to ride 

through the air and sea (ibid 43).   

 

Other horses have important roles in the ordering of the cosmos, they are important for the 

world and maintain order (Jennbert 2011, 50 and 122) as the horses Arvak and Alsvinn, and 

Hrimfaxi and Skinfaxi illustrate. Night, the daughter of a giant, and her son Day, were placed 

in the sky by Odin.  He gave them two horses and two chariots and they were to ride around 

the earth every twenty-four hours: 

 

‘Night rides first with the horse Hrimfaxi, and every morning foam from the horse’s bit 

sprinkles the earth.  Day’s horse is called Skinfaxi, and with its mane it lights up all the sky 

and the earth.’ (Sturluson trans. Byock 2005, 19). 

 

This ordering role played by horses is also noted with reference to the Sun and Moon: 

 

‘Then Gangleri said, ‘How does he steer the course of the sun and the moon?’ 

High said: ‘There was a man names Mundilfari  who had two children.  There were so fair 

and beautiful that he called one Moon [Mani] and the other, a daughter, he called Sun 

[Sol]…But the gods were angered by his arrogance, and the took the brother and sister and 

placed them up in the heavens.  There they made Sun drive the horses that drew the chariot of 

the sun, which the gods, in order to illuminate the worlds, had created from burning embers 

flying from Muspellsheim.  The horses are called Arvak and Alsvinn…’ (ibid). 

 

 

There is a disparity between the domestic animals in the archaeological record and the Eddas.  

This is demonstrated by sheep, one of the main domesticates in the archaeological record in 

husbandry, but also the most common in ritual contexts (Jennbert 2011, 92), and although 

sheep play a prominent role in the sagas, with herding as a central theme, they are rarely 

specifically mentioned in the Eddic text, with one instance of sheep only serving for a 

metaphor for hearing (Byock 2005, 37).  Cattle feature much more frequently, with seventeen 

named (Faulkes 1995; Byock 2005).  The most prominent of all cattle is the primeval cow, 

Audhumla, a central character of Norse mythology.  From her udders ran four rivers of milk 

which nourished Ymir, the primeval giant, from whose body the world is created (Byock 
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2005, 15).  A herd of cattle is also mentioned in verse 48 of Gylfaginning, where the largest 

ox, Himinhrjot has his head ripped off and used as bait by Thor when fishing for the Midgard 

Serpent (ibid 64).  Goats too appear in the Eddas, two of the most important to feature as 

Tanngnoist and Tanngrisnir, the male goats who pull Thor’s chariot (ibid 32).  These same 

goats also appear in a later passage in which Thor slaughters his goats on his, and Loki’s, 

journey to Giant Land.  The goats are cooked and Thor and his companions (including a 

farmer and his wife and children) sit down to eat.  Thor spreads out a goat skin away from the 

fire and instructed the household to throw the bones on the skin.  One of the farmer’s sons, 

took a knife to a bone, breaking it to reach the marrow.  In the morning, Thor reached for his 

hammer, Mjollnir, and consecrated the goat skins.  The goats stood up but one of the was 

lame in its hind leg.  Thor suspects that the farmer or one of his household mistreated the 

goat’s bones, making Thor very angry (ibid 54).  Pigs and boars also feature occasionally in 

Snorri’s Edda, yet can play an important role, such as the boar Sæhrimnir, who is cooked 

everyday but is whole again every evening.  His meat feeds the Einherjar (Odin’s warriors in 

Valhalla) and in The Lay of Grimnir we are told he is ‘the best of pork’ (ibid 47; Larrington 

2008, 54). 

 

 

Cats receive few mentions in the Prose Edda.  Two cats draw the chariot of the goddess 

Freyja (Byock 2005, 35).  The associations of cats and Freyja have also been suggested in 

relation to the cart from the Oseberg burial, which depicts cats which appear to be crying, on 

the back panel (Ingstad 1995, 144).  Dogs, although prominent in burial ritual, do not appear 

regularly with only one dog named in the Prose Edda, called Garm, who is Hel’s hound and 

guards the underworld (Byock 2005, 73; Jennbert 2011, 49).  At Ragnarok (the end of the 

world) Garm and the god Tyr fight, and they are the death of each other (Byock 2005, 73). 

Although mentions of dogs are rare in the Prose Edda, wolves appear in the literature with 

seven named in Gylfaginning.  Some wolves play deadly and destructive roles in the demise 

of the cosmos such as Skoll who chases the sun, and at Ragnarok he eventually catches her 

(Byock 2005, 70).  The most notable wolf is Fenrir or Fenriswolf, the son of the trickster god 

Loki (ibid 39).  The Fenriswolf appears in a number of narratives in which he is destined to 

cause the gods harm, most notably in the events at Ragnarok.  The wolf is raised in Aasgard, 

but only the god Tyr had the courage to approach and feed the wolf, who grew every day, and 

was prophesised to harm the gods.  The gods devise a plan to bind the Fenriswolf, making a 

number of fetters, which in the process of placing the fetter on, Tyr loses his hand (Byock 

2005, 40).  However, at Ragnarok the Fenriswolf breaks free and during these events, the 

wolf swallows Odin, but eventually dies a grisly death when the god Vidar places his foot on 



 47 

the wolf lower jaw and takes hold of the upper jaw with his hand, ripping apart its mouth (ibid 

72-3).  Other wolves play more harmless roles, acting as faithful companions, such as Odin’s 

wolves Geri and Freki, who, in The Lay of Grimnir and in Gylfaginning, we are told, he feeds 

from his table (ibid 47; Larrington 2008, 55). 

 

 

Odin has several animals in his service, and in addition to his horse and wolves, he has two 

ravens named Hugin (thought) and Munin (mind/memory).  These two ravens sit on Odin’s 

shoulders and into his ear they tell of all the news they see and hear.  At sunrise Odin sends 

them off to fly throughout the world, and they return to him in time for his first meal.  It is 

through his ravens that Odin acquires knowledge of the many things that happen in the world 

(Byock 2005, 47).  Other birds appear in Snorri’s Edda including a giant in the shape of an 

eagle, Hraesvelg who, when he beats his wings to take flight, the winds blow from under 

them (ibid 29).  Hawks and swans also receive mentions in the literature (ibid 28, 29 and 50).   

Other named animals appear in the Edda’s, including stags, four of which inhabit the branches 

of the world tree (Byock 2005, 27) and the stag Eikthyrnir who stands on top of Valhalla, 

chewing on the branches of the tree, the moisture drips down his horns and finds its way to 

Hvergelmir which then flows into may rivers (ibid 24).   Other animals include the squirrel 

Ratatosk (Byock 2005, 27), the cockerel Gullinkambi and the bears Iorek and Biarki (Jennbert 

2011, 50).  Serpents also pay a central role in Snorri’s Edda, particularly the Midgard Serpent, 

fathered by Loki and the ogress giant Angrboda.  In verse 34 of the Gylfaginning, the gods 

are sent to seize Loki’s children: 

 

‘When they appeared before hum, he threw the serpent into the deep sea that 

surrounds all lands.  Nut the serpent grew so large that now, out in the middle of the 

ocean, it lies coiled around all lands, biting its tail.’ (Byock 2005, 39). 

 

The Midgard Serpent also features in the tale of the events of Ragnarok: 

 

‘The sea will surge on to the land as the Midgard Serpent writhes around in giant fury and 

advances up on the land… The Midgard Serpent spews out so much venom that it spatters 

throughout the air and into the sea’ (Byock 2005, 72).  The Midgard Serpent is a destructive, 

malevolent force, on the side of the Fenriswolf.  In the tale of the events of Ragnarok, it is 

told that Thor will kill the Midgard Serpent, followed quickly by his own demise (ibid 73).   
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The depiction of animals in the Eddas are most often discussed in relation to the gods with 

whom they are associated, e.g. horses in human graves and the fertility cult of Frey (Sikora 

2004, 87) where animals are deemed special due to their association with a god or goddess. In 

line with archaeological evidence, there is a focus on the value of cattle and pig, important 

feasting animals.   Boundaries appear to be important in the Eddic sources, where we see 

representations of wild and domestic in the form of animals e.g. wolf and dog.  We see what 

Jennbert calls the ‘Midgard mentality’ (Jennbert 2011), yet some of the most visible animals 

in the archaeological record, such as the dog appear infrequently, or like the sheep, not at all.  

The horse is singled out as mediator between worlds, and plays an ordering role in it.  This 

conceptual view of animals can perhaps be extended more widely, where other animal species 

not noted in these sources, can function in understanding of place and they ways it can be 

negotiated. 

 

 

2.3.3 Categorisation and the Human-Animal Boundary 

 

There is both archaeological evidence and written evidence for the fluid nature of the human-

animal boundary in the Viking Age, in the way in which it can become blurred.  The ways in 

which the human-animal divide can be crossed, existing as a permeable boundary, has been 

addressed in wider discussions of social zooarchaeology through acts such as hunting, hunting 

and shamanic ritual, animal ancestors, and animal persons (McNiven 2012; Russell 2010; Hill 

2011).  However, the categorisation of animals is also significant, and often overlooked.   The 

way in which an animal is classified may also affect its place in the settlement and in the 

wider landscape, with implications for human identity and personhood, which has not 

received attention in studies of Viking Scotland. 

 

The blurring of this boundary is seen in several elements of the archaeological record for the 

Viking period, including material culture of seiđr and in the burial of animals and other 

deposits such as those in wetlands.  It is in some of these examples in which transformation is 

apparent, an interesting example being of a human body part being replaced with animal body 

part e.g. a Viking age grave from Birka in which a pig jaw can be interpreted as a replacement 

for a human head (Jennbert 2011, 190).   
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The practice of seiðr (no suitable alternative for this word exists in the English language, but 

sorcery or magic comes close (Price 2012c, 244)).  Seiđr has many elements and acts, some of 

which have overt associations with animals and animal symbolism.  Such elements include 

the use of masks, the idea of shape-shifting, staffs and charms.  There are a number of 

examples of masks representing animals which would have been worn by those practicing 

witchcraft. Examples include masks found at Hedeby, where one was suggested to have 

depicted a bull or cow (Gunnell 1995, 76; Price 2002, 171).  The Oseberg tapestry depicts 

female figures in animal disguise and priest figures wearing horns (Gunnell 1995; 60).  Such 

depictions have also been found on helmet plates such at the Torslunda example which 

features a ‘weapon dancer’ and an armed man in a wolf skin on a helmet plate die (Price 

2002, 372). Masking, also known as mumming or guising, was a form of communication and 

drama (Gunnell 2007a, 27 and 30).  In addition to appearing on the Oseberg tapestry, the use 

of masks is also depicted on helmet plates from Öland, Sweden (ibid 29).  There still exists as 

tradition of masking in the North Atlantic, in Shetland, Orkney, the Faroe Islands and Iceland, 

interpreted as a deep-rooted Scandinavian influence as a process of development from 

Scandinavian customs (Gunnell 2007b, 275 and 280).  An example from Shetland includes 

‘guising’ as a wedding tradition (ibid 292).  Animal disguise relates to shape-shifting and 

such acts are recorded into the late historical period, such an example is the ‘Laare Vare’ or 

‘White Mare’ on the Isle of Man which was recorded up until the late nineteenth century but 

is considered to be of ancient origin (Price 2002, 375-6).  This was an act of divination and 

ritual with animal symbolism. 

 

Artefacts used in the practice of seiðr also have animal representations on them, an example 

being staffs.  A specimen from Klinta, Sweden, depicts animals; there are four rods that curve 

out from the shaft and at each point where they re-join, both above and below, the rods are 

gripped in the jaws of a small bronze animal head, perhaps resembling a wolf, of which there 

are eight in total (Price 2002, 183). Objects that are termed ‘charms’ are also thought to be 

associated with the material culture and practice of witchcraft, suggested charms include the 

jawbone of a pig found in the Fyrkat grave, of which there are also several other known 

examples from the Birka graves (Price 2002, 206).  A unique example from Fyrkat is owl 

pellets, which are classed as charms as considerable effort had been made to preserve them 

(Price 2002, 206).   Seiðr was also thought to be employed in relation to hunting, to affect the 

weather and movements of game (Price 2002, 230).   
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In Norse mythology the boundary between nature, humans, gods, giants, animals and other 

beings was very fluid (Jennbert 2011, 134).  Shape-shifting is a practice that appears in the 

written texts such as the Eddas; examples include the deceiving of Thor (Sturluson 2005, 62) 

and Loki’s abilities to take on another form such as seal, salmon and mare (Byock 2005, 65 

and 69).  In the Eddic poem Lay of Regin, Otr appears as an Otter and Andvari as a pike 

(Larrington 2008, 151).  Tales of shape-shifting and witchcraft also appear in the Sagas, for 

example the Eyrbyggja Saga when Katla transforms Odd into a goat to hide him from Arnkel 

and his men (Pálsson & Edwards 1989, 61).  In the Ynglinga Saga, Odin is described as the 

foremost shape-shifter; in this narrative Snorri tells how Odin would lie as if asleep or dead 

while his hugr (mind) in the guise of a bird, animal, fish or serpent would carry out various 

deeds for the benefit of himself or others (Finlay & Faulkes 2011a, 10).  Odin has many 

names, amongst them Grímnir which is literally translated as ‘man’ in the mask (Gunnell 

1995, 83).    

 

The written sources indicate the Norse population believed in what we would term a ‘soul’.  

The outer form was the hamr (meaning shape or shell) which contained the hugr which was 

their essence or mind, representing their ‘true character’ (Price 2014, 171).  Those that had a 

strong hugr were thought to have the ability to act independently of the body over long 

distances without actually moving their bodies, they could do this in the form of an animal or 

object while their physical bodies lay still (Raudvere 2012, 241).  The hamr was literally the 

‘skin’ that was the temporary guise of the hugr that it was able to adopt for its movements 

(ibid).  This ability to change shape was either inborn or learnt (ibid).  The haminga was a 

spirit of sorts which was contained within the body but could act independently, Price 

describes the haminga as literally the personification of one’s luck which was a very 

important concept in Norse society (Price 2014, 173).  People also had a fylgjur which were 

also spirits but with a protective function; fylgjur were always female (ibid) and are often 

linked to animals.   

 

The battlefield is a place noted for animal disguise in the form of the beserker who appear in 

saga accounts and in Eddic poems (Price 2002, 366).  The image of a beserker is the warrior 

who works himself into an animal-like frenzy on the battlefield, which also relates to the 

Eddic idea of shape shifting.  The term beserker was originally thought to refer to the wearing 

of a bear skin, the term is now usually interpreted as meaning ‘bare shirted’; whichever 

interpretation is used there are clear bear-like associations intended in the name (Price 2002, 
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366).  There are parallels for bear imagery in a warrior setting with obvious links to shamanic 

belief (Price 2002, 366).  One eddic poem describes the Battle of Hafrsfjǫrðr where warriors 

are described as drinking blood (Price 2002, 367).    

 

This evidence highlights the fluid nature of the human-animal divide whereby transformation 

is possible through animals.  This has implications of how we understand humans and animals 

as persons and to what extent humans are individuals or dividuals.  This can be further 

explored by examining specific human-animal interactions, drawing on other archaeological 

theory to further explore these ideas, in the context of Viking Scotland.  In this way, the 

notion of animals as mediators can also be explored and traditional interpretations regarding 

animals, e.g. in burials, be explored.  To understand mediation, we also need to understand 

landscape from a cosmological perspective. 

 

 

2.4 Landscapes of the Viking Age  

  

In Norse mythology, the ‘World Tree’ known as Yggdrasil (Byock 2005, 24), was a giant ash 

tree.  The Prose Edda tells us of the different worlds which form this cosmos, and the 

functions of the animals and creatures within it.  Yggdrasil which is described as the largest 

and best of trees (ibid) forms the central place where the gods reside.  The tree has three roots 

each of which extends into a different world (of the gods, the giants and the dead) and is 

nourished by a well.  Above the branches of Yggdrasil are the heavens where the sun and 

moon are driven by horses and chariots and pursued by wolves (ibid 19-20).  

 

The home of the gods, Aasgard, lies beneath the branches of the tree.  The root that nourishes 

Aasgard is the Well of Urd, beside this well the Æsir hold their daily court.  The Norns who 

decide men’s fate also live beside the well (ibid 26).  Bifrost, the rainbow bridge, leads from 

Aasgard to Midgard, the home of men where humans reside (ibid 21).  Midgard can be 

understood as a large landmass surrounded by a wall, separating it from the outer region/on 

the periphery, Utgard, the land of the giants.  Beyond the land of the giants lies the outer sea 

in which the Midgard Serpent lies, coiled and biting its tail.  Midgard itself is not nourished 
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by a well, but the outer region has a well, Mimir’s Well from which wisdom and intelligence 

can be gained (ibid 24). 

 

Below this landmass, we find the underworld where monsters, serpents, the dog Garm, rivers 

and the world of the dead lie.  The third root of Yggdrasil is planted in the underworld and is 

known as Hvergelmir (ibid 24), a boiling body of water which fuel a rush of underworld 

rivers.  The giant serpent, Nidhogg, lives in the underworld and is surrounded by numerous 

smaller biting serpents, so many that they cannot be counted (ibid 27).  The world of the dead 

is also found in the underworld, Hel.  Hel, also the name of the goddess who oversees this 

world, is where those who have died a natural or undistinguished death enter their afterlife by 

passing through the Gates of Hel and crossing the Gjoll Bridge. 

 

In the branches of the tree sits an eagle who is knowledgeable in many things (ibid 26), this 

eagle is the giant Hvraesvelg, who in the shape of an eagle beats his wings, blowing the winds 

(ibid 29).  Between his eyes sits the Hawk Vedrfolnir (ibid26).  A squirrel runs up and down 

the pillar of the giant ash tree, telling ‘slanderous gossip’ provoking both the eagle and the 

serpent Nidhogg (ibid 27).  The branches of the ash are also home to four named stags who 

move about the branches eating its foliage (ibid27).   

 

Spatial divisions are suggested to frame the ordering of landscape, in saga literature and in the 

cosmological models, however, research into human animal relationships can perhaps bring 

more clarity to such binary discussions.  In her discussion of Medieval landscapes, Kirsten 

Hastrup utilises structualist theory to propose that there exists a cultural opposition between 

what is the social and what is wild and proposes a world view akin to the wild/domestic 

dichotomy, where oppositions exist in the form of ‘the social’ and ‘the wild’ (Hastrup 1985, 

136; 1990).  The ‘social’ is defined as a controlled space of social relations, and outside this 

space lies ‘the wild’ which constitutes an uncontrolled, unknown environment (Hastrup 1985, 

136).  Two different models of the cosmos, in addition to society, are used to enforce these 

conceptual structures (ibid 25).  The vertical model of the cosmos is represented by the world 

tree, Yggdrasil, forming a tripartite conceptualisation of the cosmos, a double opposition of 

above and below, heaven and earth, earth and the underworld – above lived the gods, on earth 

human beings, and in the underworld the dead (Hastrup 1985, 149; 1990 26). In the horizontal 

model of the cosmos, the two cosmological domains of Midgard and Utgard were separated 
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by a sea (Hastrup 1990, 27).  The gods of the inner space were often at battle and engaged in 

fighting the evil forces (such as trolls and giants) of the outer space where the gods 

represented order; a situation in opposition to the chaos and danger on in the outer space (ibid 

28).  This model is also reflected in daily life as a reality, such as the organisation of the farms 

through fencing (innangarđs and útangarđs) (ibid 28). 

 

However, it will be argued in this thesis, that the boundary between the social arena and the 

wild can be mediated, the boundaries are fluid, as has been noted in other aspects of Norse 

belief as discussed above.  Human-animal interactions in the ‘wild’, such as hunting, are at 

odds with structualist notions of opposition between wild and domestic (Hamiliakis 2003, 

240).  And the archaeological record indicates wide spread use of the landscape beyond the 

farm (Øye 2005, 12).  Human-animal interactions in the landscape can be used to further 

investigate this, through a Scotland perspective, and what implications this has for 

understanding place in the world and in society. 

 

 

2.5  Summary 

 

Animals played a significant role in the lives of the Vikings, both physically but also 

conceptually. Animals are widely incorporated into human burial in the Viking homelands, 

and in other areas of the diaspora such as Iceland, a subject which has received little explicit 

attention with regards to the Scottish assemblage, being the subject of only one non-

interpretive paper (Sikora 2004).  Whilst identity is a key theme in burial archaeology, when 

animals are employed in this discussion they are most often done so in line with traditional 

interpretations regarding status, religious belief or as close companions.  There interpretations 

have their merits, yet it evident that the use of animals, as is the case with other forms of 

material culture, that it is not a one size fits all, there are regional variations and animals may 

have a role to play in wider discussion of mortuary theory, particularly in the renegotiation of 

social order. This is particularly important if we consider the widely-cited role of animals in 

the Viking Age and medieval Europe that animals held a ‘communicative’ function, thus used 

in expressing a particular message, as at Hofstađir (Lucas & McGovern 2007).  This is 

significant in terms of the nature of interaction between Vikings and native populations, and 

in discussions of diaspora.   
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The deposition of animals is widely addressed in Late Iron Age Scandinavia, identified in 

several contexts from building offerings to wetland deposits.  Depositional activity in the 

Viking Age for Scotland is discussed in terms of hoards, and while instances of deposition are 

noted in singular site publications, this phenomenon has not received a holistic approach, 

within a theoretical framework.  This research presents an opportunity to discuss depositional 

activity in the social, economic and political context. 

 

How the Vikings understood their place in the world, and interacted with their landscape is 

also impact upon by human-animal relations, both in terms of depositional activity, but also in 

wider human-animal-landscape interactions. The Eddas and other written sources illustrate 

the cosmology of the Norse world-view and animals play an ordering role within the cosmos.  

It has been suggested that animals could function as mediators in life and in death.  The focus 

of archaeological investigations in Scotland focusses, as dictated by the faunal assemblages, 

on domestic activity, but as investigations in Scandinavia have highlighted, the world beyond 

the settlement – utmark – was also a significant arena for human-animal interactions.  When 

we focus on animals as resources, we lose the potential to enhance our understanding of how 

the Vikings interacted with their newly settled landscape, how they understood and ordered 

their world through animals. Thus, a gap in knowledge is identified, whereby studying the 

human-animal relationship in Scotland will be used ascertain how the Vikings inhabited 

Scotland and the ways in which animals were employed in social expressions to determine 

region specific identities and impact of such relations in power politics, symbolism and 

metaphor.   
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Chapter 3 –Scottish Context 

 

In the previous chapter, human-animal interactions from the Scandinavian evidence were 

discussed, with reference to practice in other areas of the diaspora.  The role of animals, and 

the depiction of landscape, as depicted in the Eddas was also introduced.  This chapter sets the 

Scottish context.  As with the previous chapter, the role of animals in special deposits will be 

discussed from an Iron Age perspective, setting the scene for Viking arrival, where the debate 

on the nature of interaction between the natives and Vikings will be synthesised.  These topics 

provide a reference point for investigating Viking Age human-animal interactions in Scotland, 

and its wider socio-political context. 

 

 

3.1 Human-Animal Relations in Iron Age Scotland 

 

The study of special deposits such as foundation or closing deposits and sacrificial acts at cult 

places in Late Iron Age and Viking Scandinavia was discussed in section 2.3.1.  Depositional 

activity of this nature is well-recorded from Iron Age Scotland, often including both human 

and animal remains, e.g. at Hornish Point, a wheelhouse structure where four burial pits were 

found to contain the remains of one individual, spread across the four pits, three of which also 

included animals remains from cattle and more than one sheep (Barber et al, 1989, 774-75).  

This deposit was interpreted as ritual (ibid 777), though as will become apparent in this 

overview, the interpretive approach to these deposits from an Iron Age perspective has 

developed greatly, and provides a point of reference in which to compare later depositional 

activity in Scotland.  

 

The Sollas wheelhouse, excavated in 1957, is considered a site of considerable importance in 

Iron Age Scotland, partly due to the series of animal burials it revealed (Campbell 1991, 118-

19).  A large collection of pits was revealed, containing deposits including articulated and 

disarticulated remains and cremated remains, mixed with pottery (ibid 132).  Animals 

included sheep, lamb, cattle and pig, of which sheep were the most common in the unburnt 

deposits and cattle most common in cremated deposits (ibid 132 and 143-44).  The 

wheelhouse at A’Cheardach Bheag, South Uist also revealed an interesting deposit, dated to 
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the Middle Iron Age (Mulville et al 2003, 29).  In the central area of this wheelhouse at least 

17 bones (each of which were half a deer mandible) were running in an arc from the hearth in 

a kerb-like setting (Fairhurst 1971, 80).  Parallels are also noted in a hearth setting at Bornais 

and at Dun Bharvat (Mulville et al 2003, 28).  At A’Cheardach Mhor, located a short distance 

from A’Cheardach Bheag, a cache of 32 ox teeth were found in one of the wheelhouse bays; 

further deposition included the long bones and jaws of sheep which had been inserted 

vertically into the ground (Young and Richardson 2003, 141). 

 

The re-evaluation of the deposits at Sollas marked the beginning of an in-depth attempt to 

interpret these depositional events from a Scottish perspective, in which the pit burials were 

connected with the intended function of each area within the wheelhouse (Campbell 1991, 

147).  The use of animal deposition in the organisation of space within the wheelhouse is 

discussed in depth in the work of Mike Parker Pearson, Niall Sharples and Jacqui Mulville.  J. 

D. Hill has been influential in such thinking, arguing through his study of Iron Age Wessex, 

that depositional activities articulated cosmological beliefs (Hill 1995).  Parker Pearson and 

Sharples cite cosmological principles as central to the way in which Iron Age society 

understood and structured their lives.  In their work at Dun Vulan, they identified several 

structuring principles: 

- importance of the movement of the sun in determining orientation, leading to a 

predominance of east-facing entrances 

- importance of the suns path in structuring daily activities e.g. day-time and night-time 

activities 

- importance of the hearth as real and symbolic centre of the house, which other 

activities are organised around concentrically 

- importance of structured deposition in reflecting cosmological principles through 

composition and location of deposits 

(Parker Pearson & Sharples 1999a, 16-21) 

 

The totemic and ritual significance of certain animal species is also highlighted in marking 

social, temporal and spatial distinctions (ibid 16).  At Bornais, the arc of deer metapodials 

was a carefully constructed feature which divided forelimbs to the north, and the hindlimbs to 

the south which is suggested to represent a conscious attempt to divide structure and space 

around the hearth into a front and back area (Mulville et al 2003, 30).  The ways in which 

cosmological principles can be reflected in domestic architecture has also been addressed in 
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other studies, where the classification of animals and the classification of space are bound 

together (cf. Parker Pearson 1996; Oswald 1997).  Zoning of activities is proposed at Iron 

Age sites, visible in the evidence for mammal bone working from Cnip where plentiful 

evidence for antler and whalebone working was found within Wheelhouse One, whereas other 

mammal bone was worked within the settlement but not in the houses, suggesting that 

distinctions between wild and domestic may exist as well as which areas were deemed 

appropriate to work this material (Armit 2006, 244).   

 

Although work on Iron Age cosmologies has been critiqued, this relates primarily to the focus 

on the movement of the sun, arguing conversely that the organisation of space focuses on 

centre/periphery and front/back distinctions (Pope 2007, 204).  The cosmological ordering of 

the house through animal deposition is an argument with much weight. Structured deposition 

has also been argued to serve another function, related to cosmologies, linked to the lifecycle 

of the house, marking transitional events or structural changes, as suggested at both Howe in 

Orkney and Cnip in Lewis (Waddington 2014; Armit 2006, 242).  The use of specific animal 

species in these events appears to be important, for example red deer, which was among the 

large animal deposition in the creation of new floor surfaces, thought to be linked to 

regeneration, fertility and social reproduction (Waddington 2014, 79-83).  Foundation and 

closing deposits are also interpreted in terms of the life-cycle of the house (e.g. Armit 2006, 

244).    

 

A variety of species are used in Iron Age animal deposition.  The above examples indicate a 

focus on domestic species such as sheep and cattle, however wild species also feature.  The 

settlement of Howe is thought to be one of the best understood complex roundhouse 

settlements (Armit 2003, 49), a multi-period site fully excavated between 1978-1982 (Ballin 

Smith 1994, 1).  The animal burials from Howe, Stromness illustrate the variation in species 

employed in depositional activity, where cattle, sheep, pig, horse, dog and cat all appeared 

(Smith 1994, 151-52).  Deer as a depositional animal also appears, deposited in a souterrain 

(Waddington 2014, 83).  In Phase 7, radiocarbon dated from first to fourth centuries AD, 

centres on the Middle Iron Age which covered the continued use of some of the structures 

from earlier phases, their replacement with new buildings, and the collapse of the broch tower 

(Ballin Smith 1994, 40).  This phase revealed several animal depositions.  From the early 

Phase 7, a whale bone and a fox bone came from a paved floor (Smith 1994, 141).  In later 

Phase 7, from the rubble in the broch tower came the remains of a single fox and an almost 
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complete pig skeleton (ibid 142).  Phase 8 at Howe covers the Late Iron Age farmstead, a 

phase which could have come to an end during the seventh century but there is the possibility 

it could have ended as late as the ninth century AD (Ballin Smith 1994, 91).  The later Phase 

8 is subdivided into eight stages, numbered five to eleven which represent the final phases of 

occupation on the site before it was finally abandoned (ibid 100).  From these later phases, 

further examples of animal deposition were noted.  A fox skull was found in a wall, as well as 

several cat bones which were frequent within the walls during these phases (Smith 1994, 

143).  Such deposition has implications for our understanding of Late Iron Age depositional 

practices considering the possible later date of abandonment. 

 

The use of cat in a possible foundation deposit was also recently discovered at the Cairns, 

South Ronaldsay in Orkney, in the paving of a passageway which gave access to one of the 

post-broch structures (Carruthers pers. comm.).  The Cairns has also revealed interesting 

animal depositions associated with the life of the site (Kennedy 2016, 56).  At Cnip, behind a 

wall in Wheelhouse 2 amongst the animal bone deposits there was the skull of a Great auk 

(Armit 2006, 238). 

 

From the review of human-animal relations in a Viking context, it is clear than animals were 

central to mentality and practice in the Viking Age.  While a range of animals appear in both 

the written sources and the archaeological record, there is some disparity to be noted, and in 

some instances, certain animals feature more than others.  From the Eddas, it is understood 

that animals played a central role, both in the lives of the gods but also in the ordering of the 

world.  They also play a transformative role, with animal disguise and shape-shifting apparent 

in the written sources which is also illustrated in the archaeological record. As a common 

feature of the burial record in Scandinavia, where a variety of animals were employed in the 

funerary ritual, they are often assigned meanings associated with lifestyle metaphors.  In 

addition to burials, animals feature in further depositional activity, including in sacrificial 

contexts at cult places where again a variety of species appear.  Activity at such sites was 

dramatic and public with examples of the display of the sacrificial animal remains.  This 

subject area has been subject to less interpretation than other depositional acts, but in some 

cases, it has been argued to have been associated with continuity and power, in addition to 

traditional arguments as an act of sacrifice to the gods. A further category of deposition is the 

use of animals in building offerings.  In Scandinavia, such deposits interpreted as transitional 
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rites as the building changes. Such activities can be socially, economically, ideologically and 

politically motivated. 

 

We see similar expressions in a review of attitudes to animals in the Scottish Iron Age.   The 

use of animals in depositional activity, particularly building deposits, is well known from 

Scotland during this period.  In these discussions, we see animals as creating social, spatial 

and temporal distinctions within the building, akin to the ordering role that animals play in the 

Viking Age.  The deposition of animal remains in Iron Age Scotland not only reflect 

cosmological principles, but are also linked with the lifecycle of the house, marking 

transitional events in the house and in society.  There is a focus on domestic species in such 

activity, although wild species also feature, there appears to be some regional use of animals, 

such as cats in Orkney.   

 

This symbolic use of animals continues from the Iron Age, into the Later Iron Age of 

Scotland, in areas of Pictish influence, the period immediately prior to Viking settlement.  

Following on from a discussion of human-animal relations in Iron Age Scotland, this section 

goes on to consider some of the evidence for attitudes to animals during the Pictish period.   

 

The Picts were descendants of the Iron Age tribes living in Scotland (Foster 2014, 4).  As in 

the preceding Iron Age, there are several examples of animal deposition in a Pictish context.  

At Beirgh on the Isle of Lewis, in the intermediate phase of the later Pictish period of 

occupation an interesting example of deposition occurs.  At the bottom of a posthole in the 

roundhouse building of this phase were a cache of 29 seal’s teeth which the excavators 

interpreted as a deliberate and ritual deposit (Harding & Gilmour 2000, 23).  A further 

example of the possible importance of sea mammals in the Pictish period is noted from an 

animal inclusion in the St Ninian’s Isle hoard, Shetland.  The hoard, discovered in 1958 

during excavations aiming to locate the medieval chapel, contained 28 pieces of Pictish 

silverware and is dated to around c.750-825 AD (O’Dell et al 1959, 242-43; Barrowman 

2011, vi).   A porpoise jawbone (Figure 3.1) was deliberately placed with the hoard 

(Barrowman 2011, 203).  However, there has been debate over the nature of this hoard (see 

Barrowman 2011, 202-03 for discussion).  If this hoard does indeed represent deposit by the 

Picts rather than the loot of a Viking raider, the deliberate deposition of the porpoise jaw 

indicates this animal had a special meaning.   



 60 

 

Figure 3.1 Porpoise jawbone from the St Ninian’s Isle hoard. Image SCRAN. 

 

A significant body of evidence concerning Pictish attitudes to animals comes from the Pictish 

symbol stones and animal ornament on artefacts.  As with the Viking period, animal ornament 

features on many artefacts, such as bone pins, examples of which were found at Buckquoy 

(Ritchie 1977, 194-95), items to adorn the wearer which could be seen, functioning as a 

means of communication as noted in Viking Age animal ornament (Hedeager 2011).  

Animals are often depicted on symbol stones, species include: eagle (as at Birsay, and 

Tillytarmont); fish (e.g. Percylieu, Hillhead of Clatt and at Rhynie); serpents (as at Glamis 

Manse, which also has a fish); horse; deer/stag (e.g. Grantown); and boar (e.g. at Dunadd) 

amongst others (Fraser 2008).  What was the purpose of symbol stones?  It is accepted that 

symbol stones portrayed messages, and these messages, possibly instantly recognisable at the 

time, may have been territorial, dynastic or of a memorial nature (Fraser 2008, 2).  In terms of 

symbol stones depicting animals, it has been suggested that single animals (such as bulls, 

stags, boars, wolf) were symbols in their own right, which may transmit a different type of 

message compared to stones with groupings of symbols (Hicks 1993, 198).  The meaning of 

symbols has been debated, interpreted as possibly relating to concepts of strength and 

guardianship (as notes on Iron Age military gear) and it has been proposed that symbol stones 

could have been erected with these concepts in mind, having social implications for the sites 

in terms of authority, allegiances, rights over resources as well as having apotropaic and 

propitiatory functions (Henderson & Henderson 2004, 172).   

 

Morris (2005) has argued that although the numbers of red deer across sites in the Scottish 

Isles decreases from the Iron Age, they must still have been considered an important animal in 



 61 

the Pictish period due to their appearance on the iconography of the period (Morris 2005, 13).   

Often appearing on symbols stones in close association with representations of dogs, it is 

suggested that the hunting of red deer was a culturally important activity (ibid).  After the 

conversion to Christianity, deer continue to appear on symbol stones, which present and 

reinforce Pictish identity arguably connected with ecclesiastical and aristocratic territorial 

rights (ibid).  Thus, animals function in terms of communication and legitimisation of control. 

 

Further evidence for animals as a means of over-lordship can also be detected from symbol 

stones depicting bulls.  Several examples of symbol stones depicting bulls have been 

recovered from important Pictish estates and seats of royal power.  At Portmahomack, a high 

status site from the mid sixth to late seventh century which was then followed by the 

establishment of a monastic settlement, was one such site in Pictland (Carver et al 2016).  

From period two at the site, the monastic settlement, over 250 carved stones were recovered 

representing one of the most important assemblages from Pictish Scotland (ibid 122).  Again, 

the social, political and ideological means of these stones is reiterated.  At this site too, animal 

ornament in the depictions are noted, such as the ‘Calf Stone’.  The importance of cattle at 

this site is also documented in the faunal assemblage, where cattle dominate (ibid 222).  The 

importance of cattle as a feature of the economy of monastic and lordly estates in the seventh 

and eight centuries has been recognised (ibid 227).  Monasteries played an important role in 

the economy and politics of 8th century Europe, and in some locations, were the dominant 

force (ibid 340).  Carver et al argue that cult sites in the north and east from Scotland, such as 

those in Scandinavia, seem to transform easily into trader-led establishments (ibid). This sets 

some context for the later Norse influence at this site, and possible at others, such as 

Whithorn. 

 

Burghead in Moray was a Pictish royal fortress (Armit 2003, 101), one of the earliest, and 

largest, power centres in Pictland (Foster 2014, 46).  From this site about 30 symbol stones 

depicting bulls were found (see Figure 3.2), of which only six survive today (ibid 51).   
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Figure 3.2.  Burghead bull symbol stone.  Image SCRAN. 

 

These animals are understood as potent symbols of fertility associated with power (Cessford 

1995, 18; Foster 2014, 51).  The use of the bull symbol at Burghead has led to interpretations 

of the site as a cult centre, the location of a military bull cult (Cessford 1995).  Cessford 

suggests some meanings for the animals appearing at power bases, e.g. bulls equating victory, 

oxen representing defeat, and boars as expressing alliance (ibid).  The boar at Dunadd is an 

interesting example, in the past the incised boar has been interpreted as a sign of Pictish 

domination following the capture of Dunadd by the Picts in 736 AD (Alcock 1988, 17). 

However, there is some debate over whether this depiction is a Pictish symbol at all 

(Campbell 2003, 48).  There is also an example of a boar carving at the site of Old Scatness in 

Shetland, placed in a significant position, on a hearthstone within a small multicellular Pictish 

building (Bond 2002, 181; Bond & Brown 2010, 307-09). 

 

There are other examples of such animal depictions across Pictland, indicating a similar belief 

existed across the Pictish regions, where a ritual or cult focus appears on or near high-status 

sites (Foster 2014, 51).  Connected to such discussions is the recent work carried out by 

Gordon Noble and his team as part of the Northern Picts project.  Investigations at the site of 

Rhynie have produced interesting and important ideas concerning human attitudes towards 

animals in the Pictish period.  The importance and status of the site of Rhynie is indicated in 

the place name, from ríg meaning king (Noble 2015). It is interpreted as a royal cult centre, 
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dating from the fifth to sixth centuries AD (Noble et al 2013).  Recent excavations at the site 

revealed an enclosure with highly demarcated boundaries (Gondek & Noble 2010, 299).  

Moving through this boundary, passing stones such as the Craw Stane, passage was made 

from one space to another (ibid).  Noble and this team suggest that this complex was not an 

everyday settlement enclosure but was instead a site where specialised and perhaps ritual 

activities took place, activities which were possibly a combination of ritual, ideological and 

political (ibid 301).   The interpretation of this site in terms of the human-animal relationship 

concerns the use of animal sacrifice in terms of leadership and kingly power (Noble 2015).  

The connection between royal power and sacrifice noted by Gordon Noble in Pictland is also 

documented in written accounts about other ‘Celtic’ tribes.  Gerald of Wales writes in chapter 

XXV of The Topography of Ireland of a rite connected with in inauguration of a king 

(Forester 2000, 77). This rite involves a horse being walked into the crowd assembled for the 

inauguration, the horse is immediately killed, cut into pieces and boiled to create a broth.  The 

king-to-be sits in the broth and eats the flesh, the crowd also partake in the consumption of 

the horse meat.  Gerald’s account states that this rite ratifies royal authority and domination 

(ibid). 

 

There is also at Rhynie, a correlation between these cult places and watery locations (Gondek 

& Noble 2010, 290).  Aspects such as transformation and human-animal hybrids are also 

highlighted in their interpretation (Noble 2015).  Both these aspects are noted in the 

Scandinavian record also.   The human-animal relations, and the evidence for them, outlined 

above are interesting when considering the changes in Pictish society, in which power, 

political ties and wider contacts and networks of influence were perhaps becoming more 

important than local ones (Bond 2003, 184). 

 

 

3.2 Norse-Native Relations 

 

The subject of the Viking impact upon, and nature of interactions with, native populations in 

Scotland has been debated for a considerable time.  It is important to recognise that there were 

many different late Iron Age populations throughout what we now term ‘Scotland’ during the 

Late Iron Age and Viking transition period and there is a question over whether the Western 

Isles were in fact inhabited by the Picts (Gammelltoft 2007, 479).  There were three distinct 
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groups of peoples inhabiting Scotland during the late Iron Age period:  the Picts, the Scots 

and the British and there may have been many differing tribes within these populations 

(Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 5; Barrett 2008, 678). Thus, the term ‘natives’ will be used 

to describe all the differing Late Iron Age populations throughout Scotland except in 

instances where other authors have referred to the populations as Picts or in areas (such as 

Orkney) where there is no dispute that the pre-Viking population was Pictish. 

 

There are traditionally two schools of thought regarding interactions between native 

populations and the Vikings; one of ‘peace’ (peaceful assimilation) and one of ‘war’ (violent 

interaction, extermination of the native population).  These schools of thought extend back to 

1860 when Peter Andreas Munch argued that the natives were absorbed into Viking society 

rather than exterminated (Munch 1860, XVIII).  Other arguments supported the ‘empty 

island’ theory in which island groups such as Shetland were thought to be uninhabited and 

thus the Vikings had no native populations to contend with, although we now know through 

the archaeological record that this is untrue.  This argument forms part of the Zimmer-

Brøgger theory (I. Crawford 1981, 260) which supports the argument for settlement in 

Scotland in a pacific manner.  One often-cited argument opposing this theory is that of 

Frederick Wainwright who championed the argument for violent intrusion in which the 

Vikings seized land and settlements, wiping out the native population (ibid 259). 

 

This debate continued amongst archaeologists into the latter half of the twentieth century; the 

two schools of this argument being represented by Iain Crawford who argued for ‘war’, a 

violent intrusion and destruction of the native population (I. Crawford 1981, 259-269) and by 

Anna Ritchie who argued, based on her excavation of the site of Buckquoy in Orkney, for 

peaceful settlement in which the Picts were to some extent integrated into Viking society (A. 

Ritchie 1974, 23-36).  In his paper presented to the Eighth Viking Congress, Crawford 

criticised Ritchie’s argument and evidence for assimilation and integration of the Pictish 

people into Viking society, to which Ritchie stated her argument for peaceful integration 

again (A. Ritchie 1983, 63). 

 

The subject of the nature of relations between the Picts and the Vikings has again become one 

of interest in the last decade with historian Brian Smith arguing not only for a violent 

intrusion in the settlement phase, but for extermination of the native Pictish population (Smith 

2001, 8). Andrew Jennings and Arne Kruse also propose the situation was one of war in 

which the Outer Hebrides were ‘repeatedly attacked and raided by the Norse, which made life 
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untenable for the native population who were either killed, taken away or fled’ (Jennings & 

Kruse 2005, 293).  Others who promote the argument for peaceful assimilation include 

Jessica Bäcklund (2001), Per Sveaas Andersen (1991) and Mike Parker Pearson and Niall 

Sharples (1999b, 2004). A variety of evidence has been employed in these arguments, 

including archaeology, genetic research, land administration, ecclesiastical evidence, 

linguistics and documentary sources.  

 

 

LINGUISTIC EVIDENCE 

 

Linguistic evidence, focusing on language and place-names, is one of the most often cited 

bodies of evidence in the argument for expulsion or extinction of the native population.  There 

is an almost total absence of pre-Norse place-names in the Northern and Western Isles (I. 

Crawford 1981, 263; Jennings & Kruse 2005, 284).  Iain Crawford argued that this absence is 

a rare phenomenon and that it represented the ‘total expulsion, extinction, or complete 

cultural de-characterisation of a most improbable kind’ (I. Crawford 1981, 264).  He used 

Fellow-Jensen’s argument that immigrating populations universally tend to adopt indigenous 

place-names; this did not happen in Scotland and this is taken as indication that something 

drastically different took place in the Scottish islands before the lands were colonised (ibid).  

In terms of comparable models, he uses the example of the Tasmanian aboriginal population 

who have left no linguistic trace and who were in effect, exterminated (ibid 164).  Andrew 

Jennings and Arne Kruse also see the absence of identifiable pre-Norse place-names in the 

Western Isles as important, arguing that if there had been any continuity and survival of the 

native population one would have expected pre-Norse names to survive and as such, this 

resulted from the violent and disruptive meeting between the immigrants and natives 

(Jennings & Kruse 2005, 285).  

 

 

Brian Smith also considers the linguistic evidence in his argument for the genocide of the 

Pictish population.  Smith contradicts Michael Barnes’ view that there is nothing in the 

linguistic evidence to conflict with the view that the incoming Viking population reached 

some kind of accommodation with the natives (Barnes 1998, 7; Smith 2001, 13).  The 

Bressay stone, in Shetland (dated to the late ninth or early tenth century) bears an inscription 

that appears to identify the stone slab as the cross of a woman with a Norse name, a man with 

a Celtic name is also mentioned though it is not known whether he is the person 

commemorated or the craftsman (Forsyth 2006, 49).   It is argued that the stone ‘show[s] that 
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Pictish craftsmen survived into the period of Norse settlement’ (Fellows-Jensen 1994, 27).  

Conversely, Smith argues that as the only linguistic evidence, the Bressay stone cannot be 

used to support an argument for cultural contact between the Vikings and natives (Smith 

20013, 13), an interpretation also proposed by Arne Kruse in his review of Michael Barnes 

work (1998, 97).  

 

 

Although pre-Norse place names in Orkney are non-existent, we do have the name of the 

archipelago itself to show that the pre-Norse population were Celtic-speakers (Forsyth 1997, 

25).  The language spoken by the Picts was a member of the Celtic family and two alphabets 

were in use by the Picts (Forsyth 2006, 10 and 44).  Of these the Ogam inscription are most 

numerous and more heterogeneous with 29 examples scattered throughout Scotland from the 

Late Iron Age period including the Western Isles and Northern Isles (ibid 48).  It may have 

been that there existed a period of bilingualism during the interface period (Forsyth 1997, 15), 

perhaps this could be an explanation for the Bressay stone, that the two languages co-existed 

before the dominant language took over.  Ritchie considers place-names in her ‘peace’ and 

integration argument arguing that the prevalence of Norse place-names simply underlines the 

strength of the later Norse earldom which was established long after social integration was 

complete (A. Ritchie 1975, 34).  There are those who argue against the interpretation that the 

lack of native place-names in relation to the many Scandinavian place-names in Orkney 

means that the Vikings must have completely and quickly wiped out the native language.  

Jessica Bäcklund suggests that that the place names were not necessarily coined by the 

Vikings, and that the native population may have adopted many Scandinavian words and 

naming habits themselves (Bäcklund 2001, 37).  In addition, settlements are not usually 

named by those who inhabit it, but by those who refer to it such as neighbours or those who 

tax the land, thus settlements with Scandinavian place-names may not have been inhabited by 

the Vikings and vice versa (ibid).  It is further suggested the extensive place-names may 

represent the re-naming and breaking up of existing settlements and estates as individual 

ownership became more common (ibid).  An important point made is that the influence of one 

language over another depends on their relative status; even if the natives continued to use 

their own place-names instead of those of the Vikings, the names and language of the 

dominant class would be the ones that would survive (ibid 38; Fellows-Jensen 1984, 152).  

Although Bäcklund attributes the lack of Pictish place-names to the Viking settlement, she 

does not argue for violent takeover, but for other reasons such as vast numbers of migrants 

and their status, it may have become ‘fashionable’ to speak Norse or the natives may have 

adopted Norse naming habits in order to give an impression of links with the elite (Bäcklund 
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2011, 42).  Another reason proposed was that the wide spread use of Norse place-names was 

due to taxation (ibid). 

 

 

One aspect of linguistic evidence of naming-systems which is problematic, particularly in the 

Western Isles, is the dating of Gaelic place-names in determining what is pre-and post-Norse 

(Gammeltoft 2007, 493). It has been suggested that the Gaelic names in the Western Isles 

probably post-date the Viking and Norse settlement and reflect what happened after the Norse 

period when in 1266 the Western Isles were transferred to the Scottish Crown (Parker Pearson 

& Sharples 2004, 127).  

 

 

 

ARCHAEOLOGY 

 

There is little contemporary written evidence to shed light on Pictish and Viking relations. 

The Historia Norwegie was possibly written in Orkney circa 1200AD by an anonymous 

author (Ekrem & Mortensen 2003, 9).  It details the series and deeds of Norwegian rulers and 

royal lineage and states that the Orkney Islands were originally inhabited by the ‘Pents’ 

(Picts) who were ‘little taller than pygmies’ (ibid 65).  The text leads us to believe the native 

Pictish population of Orkney was totally destroyed:  

 

‘In the days of Harald Fairhair, King of Norway, certain Vikings, descended from the 

stock of the sturdiest of men, Ragnvald jarl, crossing the Solund Sea with a large fleet, 

totally destroyed these peoples after stripping them of their long-established dwellings 

and made the islands subject to themselves’  

(Ekrem & Mortensen 200, 67).   

 

This text is employed by Smith as evidence for the violent destruction of the native 

population (Smith 2003, 147).  However, it is important to assess this source critically and 

objectively (see 1.4.1). The fact that this source details the acts of rulers, depicting them as 

Christian heroes against villains is glorifying rulers in a Christian age which must be 

considered dubious.  The establishment of a royal lineage could be seen as a form of 

legitimising claim to land or country.  It is also important to consider the political situation in 

Orkney at the time this source is said to have been written down.  In 1231 the last Norse earl, 

Jon Haraldsson, was murdered and with this event the Norse line of earls came to an end with 
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the earldom being passed to the Angus family who were Scottish noblemen (Thomson 2008, 

134).  If the manuscript was indeed written c1200 AD it is possible that these events would 

have affected the nature of, and what was, written down; it could perhaps be interpreted as a 

claim to the land.  The statement that the existing population was wiped out would further 

legitimise this claim as there would be no grounds for descendants of the Picts to lay claim to 

the land.  This does not translate as solid evidence that the Picts were all killed and wiped out. 

 

The evidence obtained from the archaeological record is an important feature of the ‘war or 

peace’ debate in which it is argued that ‘archaeology provides the only hope of reaching any 

understanding of the race relations between Pict and Norseman’ (A. Ritchie 1975, 23).  The 

site of Buckquoy yielded considerable evidence for integration between the natives and the 

incoming Vikings during the initial period of settlement (A. Ritchie 1977, 192).  The primary 

reason for this conclusion is that finds assemblage from the Norse levels were dominated by 

artefacts of the native Pictish type such as small bone pins with zoomorphic design and 

composite bone combs (A. Ritchie 1975, 29). There appears to be a break in continuity at the 

site between the final Pictish phase and the earliest Viking activity, but due to erosion and the 

loss of some of the site to the sea, the interface period between the two phases will remain 

uncertain, however, it is pointed out by the excavator that there were no signs of destruction 

to suggest that the abandonment of the last surviving Pictish house had been anything other 

than peaceful (ibid).  

 

 

Faunal evidence also supports arguments for continuity in the economy and farming lifestyle 

at Buckquoy whereby the proportions of sheep, cattle and pig remained the same throughout 

the life of the site (A. Ritchie 1977, 191).   This conclusion regarding Buckquoy is widely 

acknowledged in the field of archaeology (Batey & Sheehan 2000, 137).  However, Crawford 

was opposed to the evidence derived from Buckquoy, arguing that the site did not show 

evidence of clear physical continuity from immediately pre-Norse deposits to Norse deposits 

(I. Crawford 1981, 265).  He suggested that Ritchie ‘invalidates’ her own argument with her 

statement that as part of the site has been lost to the sea, this interface ‘must remain 

uncertain’, thus concluding Buckquoy had ‘nothing to contribute to the immediate question of 

peace or war’ (ibid).   

 

 

When considering the issue of whether the Vikings arrival was a violent or peaceful affair 

many recent arguments have continued to focus on the evidence from Udal.  Smith, and Kruse 
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and Jennings focus on excavations carried out in the 1970s with only very brief reference to 

more recent excavations such as Pool.  However, there is a much larger corpus of evidence 

available from these excavations.  Excavations at such as Pool on Sanday (Hunter et al 2007), 

Old Scatness (Dockrill et al 2010) and St Ninian’s Isle in Shetland (Barrowman 2003; 2011) 

have produced evidence that can contribute to this on-going debate. Recent work in the 

Western Isles is also providing archaeological evidence (e.g. SEARCH project; Sharples 

2005; Sharples 2012).  From this research, it is deduced that the relationship between the 

earlier Pictish settlements and the later Viking and Norse settlements is a close one; 

Scandinavian sites are mostly immediately adjacent to these earlier sites (Parker Pearson & 

Sharples 2004, 130).  The pattern of Scandinavian settlements indicates a strong degree of 

continuity from the Pictish period (ibid).  Another interesting point indicating continuity is 

pottery; steatite was strongly favoured by the Vikings but at sites such as Cille Pheadair and 

Bornais potting continued into the Viking period with these sites yielding about 20,000 sherds 

of Viking pottery (ibid 131).  The fact that this practice continued shows a degree of 

continuity with older traditions pre-dating the Viking arrival (ibid).   This evidence is also of 

interest when thinking about Kruse and Jennings’ argument, using evidence yielded from the 

pottery assemblage at the Udal as evidence for discontinuity in the sequence and to argue for 

the demise or flight of the native population.  The evidence gained from the machair survey of 

South Uist by Parker Pearson and Sharples is at odds with Iain Crawford’s argument for the 

obliteration of the local population and culture; as the mounds that have Norse material are 

intimately associated with those producing evidence for late Iron Age occupation (evidence of 

settlement continuity), they find it difficult to believe that the native population fled or were 

wiped out (Parker Pearson & Sharples 1999b, 57).  It is suggested that the discontinuity of the 

settlement pattern did not occur when the Vikings arrived on the islands but after the islands 

has been incorporated into the Scottish Kingdom (ibid 48).   

 

 

Burial evidence, in addition to the evidence from settlement sites produces evidence for 

peaceful contact.  The cemetery at Westness suggests continuity from the Pictish period and 

re-use in the Viking period; the Pictish graves were marked with headstones and it appears 

that these graves had been respected by the Viking and Norse settlers (Bäcklund 2001, 39; 

Kaland 1993, 312; Barratt et al 2000, 12).  Another observation is the grave content; the 

graves found in Orkney differ somewhat from other areas of Viking settlement, such as the 

Isle of Man where the earliest graves are of men suggesting land taking of a military nature 

whereas the earliest graves in Orkney include women and children suggesting settlement 

characterised by family groups (Bäcklund 2001, 40).   
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Despite this body of archaeological evidence, Brian Smith argues that there is no 

archaeological proof to suggest close contact or continuity between the Picts and the Vikings 

(Smith 2003, 146). Jennings and Kruse also review archaeological evidence; they briefly 

consider settlement, the environmental evidence, graves and pottery.  With regards to 

buildings they consider some settlement sites in the Western Isles.  They argue that at the site 

of Bostadh there is continuity of the site but there appears to be temporal discontinuity 

between one house and the next in the pre-Norse house and Norse structure (Jennings & 

Kruse 2005, 286).  They also oppose Parker Pearson and Sharples’ argument for continuity in 

South Uist stating that a similarity in settlement pattern is not a particularly strong argument 

for continuity as this is an area that does not offer a wide choice of location for settlement and 

the machair strip is the likely place for any community to settle (Jennings & Kruse 2005, 

286).  The presence of buildings of Norse type and not the adoption of local building styles is 

also commented upon; in areas where the Norse settled uninhabited lands they took with them 

and used their native building traditions, but in areas such as Dublin in Ireland they adopted 

the local building traditions; in the Western Isles the situation is much the same as in the 

uninhabited lands such as Greenland and the Faroe Islands (Jennings & Kruse 2005, 287).   

 

 

Jennings and Kruse also cite the pottery styles as evidence of discontinuity.  They state that 

during the Viking period the plain style of pottery is replaced by an entirely new pottery style 

with no obvious link to the previous Hebridean style; new construction techniques are 

employed (Jennings & Kruse 2005, 288).  This transition does not seem to have been a 

gradual process.  Their main argument is taken from Alan Lane’s doctoral thesis in which he 

considers the pottery assemblage from a number of Western Isles sites, primarily the Udal 

(Lane 1983).  Jennings and Kruse quote him saying that the change and difference in form 

and construction in pottery styles from native to Viking was overwhelming (Lane 1983, 379).  

Kruse and Jennings go on to use this as evidence that the pottery must have been made by 

new potters, not following the native form and also not using steatite (Kruse & Jennings 2005, 

289).  However, despite the major change in ceramics at Udal, Lane argues for some 

continuity stating that there were substantial quantities of Dark Age pottery in the Viking age 

levels (Lane 1983, 383) and also that most of the artefacts found at Udal are not distinctively 

Norse (ibid 391).   

 

 

In 2000 two groups of Christian burials were excavated on the site of St Ninian’s Isle; one of 

these groups comprised of six infants (Barrowman 2011, 199).  The infants were of different 
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ages at death ranging from new born to 16-32 months and radiocarbon dating showed them to 

have been interred at some point in the 10th century (ibid 199).  Isotope analysis indicated a 

largely terrestrial based diet for the inhabitants on St Ninian’s Isle, this was the trend prior to 

the eighth century, but also continued into later periods despite the change in fishing 

strategies and deep water fishing characteristic of the Viking period transition in the Northern 

Isles (ibid 200).  Skeletal analysis of infant bones was carried out and there were indications 

of rickets within the bone assemblage which suggests a lack of Vitamin D which during 

infancy would be normally be obtained from the breast milk of the mother which in effect has 

implications for the health of the mother (ibid).  This has interesting implications when 

considering the fate of the native population; a coastal environment provides marine resources 

which are a source of food high in Vitamin D thus it is odd that there should be signs of 

malnutrition in the population. It has been suggested that this evidence may indicate a period 

of decline and poverty in the native Christian population (ibid 201).  Although we could 

suggest that this was due to the nature of the Viking settlement process and the treatment of 

the natives it could also be due to environmental factors.  A thick layer of wind-blown sand 

was discovered in the burial site dated to the end of the 10th century which suggests 

increasingly stormy conditions which may in turn have had an effect on crop production and 

the natural environment which would have contributed to the decline and poverty of the 

native population (ibid).  The site also yielded evidence for continuation of the population 

through the continued use of quartz pebbles and shells in the later burials and the positioning 

of the cists which respect the wall base and burials interred in the 7th and 8th centuries (ibid 

193).  It is perhaps possible that the native population continued to worship and bury their 

dead at St Ninian’s Isle during the Viking period (ibid 200). 

 

 

Changes in economic trends have been detected in the study of fish bone from the north of 

Scotland.  The interface period between the late Iron Age and Viking period from sites in 

north-east mainland of Scotland, Orkney and Shetland was marked by a change in fishing 

practices by increased exploitation of large cod family fishes and it is argued that this change 

could imply a substantial migration of a Viking population and their further dominance over 

the native population (Barrett et al 1999, 353).  The evidence shows a marked increase of 

gadids which comprises over 85% of the identified specimens from the beginning of the 

Viking age (Barrett et al 1999, 355).  Other fish species are present in the assemblage 

indicating both shore and deep water fishing (Barrett et al 1999, 364).  Although the natives 

had boats capable for deep seas, the fish bone assemblage shows that they did not use this 

technology for deep-water fishing; this pattern changed during the Viking age, when a new 
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pattern of fishing behaviour was introduced and possibly new ship technology (Barrett et al 

1999, 369).  This evidence suggests discontinuity in the interface period in terms of socio-

economic practices in the region.  Barrett et al have suggested two models; either natives 

adapted their practices to meet the incomers expectations (either through coercion or 

perception of inferior status on the part of the natives) or there was a major population 

movement of Viking incomers who displaced or gained control over the natives; they tend to 

sway towards the latter model which implies elite dominance and significant Norse 

population movement (Barrett et al 1999, 370).  This may simply represent economic 

efficiency. 

 

 

Pool also provides further evidence on the nature of the Pict-Viking interface period.  The 

settlement at Pool was continuous and this coincided with a pronounced change in the 

artefactual record (for example the appearance of steatite), in the presence and development 

of iron and ironworking, new types of bone implements and socio-economic changes detected 

in the environmental data (Hunter 2007, 121).  The changes mark the arrival of the Vikings at 

Pool and provide some of the earliest evidence for Vikings in Orkney (ibid).  Pool provides 

evidence relating to a number of different factors that can add understanding to the Native-

Viking debate.  Phase 7 at Pool is the interface period between the native Pictish settlement of 

the site and the arrival and settlement of the Scandinavian population.  This phase is sub-

divided where phase 7.1 defines continued occupation in a large part of the site together with 

a new structure in the north of the site and phase 7.2 shows the encroachment of the 

Scandinavian buildings in the south part of the site; the site is interpreted as one of continuous 

evolution (ibid 123).  A cultural change which occurs in phase 7.1 is the appearance of steatite 

which also coincides with the appearance of other artefacts of non-native form and a shift in 

the ecofactual record (ibid).  Although steatite, heavily associated with Viking settlement, 

occurs at this time it does not mean that pottery ceased to be used and produced; steatite did 

not replace pottery and there is evidence of continuous evolution in typology and fabric (ibid).  

At this period, there is also a change in structural style and character with the construction of 

a new building, Structure 25 (ibid).  Phase 7.2 at Pool is considered to be a consolidation 

phase of the Viking settlement but yet one in which elements of both native and Viking 

cultures were still mixed and elements of the native culture persisted (items such as worked 

bone and pottery and a kidney-shaped copper alloy mount with parallels dated to the 7th 

century) at a time when the structural character of the site had become almost wholly 

Scandinavian (ibid 131).  It is at this phase when the marked change in agriculture becomes 

apparent in the appearance of flax and increased cereal production (ibid).  Phase 7 at Pool is 



 73 

the period when changes in the environmental, structural and artefactual record are noted 

coinciding with the arrival of the Vikings.  Although these changes are evident, diagnostically 

Pictish objects continued to be recorded during the phase including worked bone artefacts, 

comb fragments (both Pictish and Norse) and bone pins (ibid 141).  Substantial economic 

changes occurred during this period; changes in farming practice and crop production have 

already been noted and again, Pool shows provides evidence of a change in the nature of 

fishing strategy to a focus on gadids and increased specialisation (ibid 144).  The overall 

picture is one of change in the nature of land use, animal husbandry and exploitation of 

resources but that these changes had their roots already established in the late Iron Age in 

advance of Viking settlement; although the Scandinavian settlement may have accelerated 

these changes they were not solely responsible for them (ibid).  

 

 

The excavations at Old Scatness in Shetland also reveal an interesting data set.  The arrival of 

the Vikings at Old Scatness is visible in the archaeological record though changes in the 

artefactual and economic evidence, a change which took place sometime between the ninth or 

tenth century AD (Dockrill & Bond 2010, 354 and 361).  There is a time lapse at this site 

where a period of time passed between the initial arrival of the Viking population and the 

reorganisation of the Pictish settlement (ibid 361) thus the change was not immediate but 

gradual.  There is some evidence that is questionable in terms of a view of peaceful 

interaction between the native population and the Vikings on the site during this period; the 

Pictish bear symbol was discarded (broken up and placed upside down as a flag) and there is 

some question regarding what this represents, whether it was a deliberate slight by the 

Vikings of a Pictish symbol of power and leadership or whether it was the hiding of an 

important symbol by the Picts from the Vikings (ibid).  Like Pool the archaeological record of 

Old Scatness indicates cultural change though major indicators such as the appearance of 

steatite, changes in the fish bone assemblage indicating changes in fishing strategy, the 

agricultural record and use of structures (ibid 363).  Despite such dramatic changes there is no 

evidence for violent settlement.  Evidence at Old Scatness, such as the discovery of Pictish 

pottery alongside Viking artefacts in one of the structures suggests that there was contact 

between the Vikings and the native population (ibid).  Many of the Viking artefacts found 

within the phases of modification on the site are evidence of social change yet they also 

suggest the maturity of the Viking occupation at the time of their deposition, that the 

population had been present for some time (ibid 367).   
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Despite the ambiguity mentioned above in relation to the incised stone, there are further signs 

of continuity on the site other than those already stated.  Pottery of a native type appears in 

undoubtedly Viking phases and the quantity and nature of this material represents 

continuation of native pottery, not residuality and similar mixed assemblages are found across 

the site (ibid 369).  It is concluded by the excavators that as the Vikings became more 

established both economically and politically, it is likely that the native population may have 

taken on elements of Scandinavian identity (ibid 368).  At Old Scatness, the evidence is used 

to present a picture of non-violent interaction with the Viking population being the dominant 

force, and, based on the evidence produced from the archaeological record, that there may 

have been some level of native and Viking assimilation (ibid).   

 

 

It is proposed that Papa Westray, Orkney was an ecclesiastical centre in the period prior to the 

Viking arrival, with two dedications, St Boniface’s and St Tredwells, referring to saints who 

were members of the Northumbrian mission to Pictland (B. Crawford 2005, 5).  Raymond 

Lamb argued that the Papar (who inhabited islands such as Papa Stronsay and Papa Westray 

in Orkney, giving them [the islands] their name) were Pictish clergy and that they had reached 

an understanding with the Vikings or were at the beginning, accommodated by the Vikings 

(Lamb 1995, 18).  In opposition, Smith rejects this suggestion instead arguing that there is no 

evidence to suggest there was continuity of the use of these sites from the Pictish times 

through to the High Middle Ages as suggested by Lamb and that conversely, the evidence 

suggested abandonment for a period of hundreds of years (Smith 2003, 147),  although no 

evidence is employed to support this statement; instead reiterating Fletcher’s statement that 

apparent continuity of a site does not rule out interruption (Fletcher 1997, 375). Smith is 

dubious as to why should we believe, as Lamb suggests, that the Vikings and ecclesiastics 

reached some kind of agreement or amity in Orkney when in other areas the Vikings carried 

out violent and destructive raids and subjected churchmen to violence (Smith 2001, 19).  It 

could be argued that raiding and settlement take on two very different characters; their aims 

are completely different in terms of motivations.  For raiding the aim was clearly the 

acquisition of wealth (Williams 2012, 193), whereas settlement takes on a very different 

character, when one chooses a place in which to live, to farm and to fish, to establish oneself 

and become part of, or create, a community.  

 

 

Land administration has been used to support the argument for peaceful interaction between 

the natives and Vikings. In terms of taxation, Orkney was valued in urislands (ouncelands) 
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which could be divided into eighteen pennylands or four skattlands that consisted of four and 

a half pennylands each; the urislands and pennylands measured the value of the land for 

taxation (Bäcklund 2001, 34).  This same system of taxation existed in Shetland (ibid 34).  

Through looking at other land unit systems in other periods of Scotland it is indicated that the 

system of ouncelands and pennylands existed prior to Norse settlement, and even though the 

land units relating to the ounceland correspond to the area of Norse settlement in Britain there 

is no close parallel in Norway or other areas of influence.  This points towards the system in 

Orkney and Shetland being pre-Norse in origin (35).  This is indicative that the Viking settlers 

adhered to the native land administration system, that the Norse kept and later developed the 

native land administration system, which could also explain why there is continuity on 

settlement sites with Norse buildings on top of, or very close to Pictish ones (ibid 35-6). 

 

 

 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SCIENCE 

 

Further evidence from archaeological science has been employed in the debate, specifically 

isotopic evidence and DNA studies.  Isotopic evidence has been gathered from skeletons 

providing evidence for economic change at the Late Iron Age and Viking interface period.  

The higher the stable carbon isotope values the greater the amount of marine protein in the 

diet (Barrett et al 2001, 149).  Through tests it was concluded that ‘Orcadians’ in the Viking 

period ate more marine protein than their predecessors; this result also confirms the 

zooarchaeological results of increased numbers of fish bones in the archaeological 

assemblages of sites at this period leading to the conclusion that during the Viking period 

there was greater intensification on the use of marine resources and focus on deep water 

fishing and species, with the Vikings taking greater economic control (Barrett et al 2001, 

152).  This pattern is also noted in Sr isotope research carried out in the Hebrides although 

this particular study aimed to use isotope results as evidence for population movement to 

determine whether the Norse burials from Cnip, Lewis originated from Norway (Montgomery 

et al 2003, 649).  Sr isotope analysis of tooth enamel can provide ‘a means to investigate a 

person’s place of origin directly rather than indirectly through acquired cultural and 

artefactual affiliations’ (Montgomery et al 2003, 649).  Sr isotope values in tooth enamel are 

derived from food and water ingested when the tissue was mineralising; food and water have 

Sr isotope values that reflect their geographical origin (Montgomery et al 2007, 1502).  The 

results concluded that they were not first generation settlers but that populations living near 
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seaways in the North Atlantic region were highly mobile during the Norse period 

(Montgomery et al 2003, 652).   

 

 

Genetic research is a more recent body of evidence used in the ‘encounter problem’ 

(Andersen 1991, 132).  Several research projects have attempted to determine the genetic 

history of the population in certain areas in Scotland e.g. whether they had genetic links with 

Scandinavia (e.g. Goldstein 2000; Helgason et al 2001; Wilson et al 2001, 5078).  The study 

of the Y-chromosome works on the simple premise that if a Y-chromosome found in a British 

man is similar to that of a Scandinavian man there is a strong possibility that they share a 

common ancestor (J. Richards 2001, 31).  The problem of such studies is that you cannot 

pinpoint the date of a person’s genetic make-up and the studies only reveal a very small part 

of an individual’s ancestry and genetic make-up and cannot detect the hundreds of other 

genetic lines or ancestors who contributed to a person’s genetic code (ibid).   

 

 

Despite these pitfalls, the studies led to some interesting conclusions.  Helgason’s research on 

the mtDNA in the islands groups determined that the ancestral contributions of mtDNA (i.e. 

female) lineages of the Orkney Islands and Western Isles populations from Scandinavia were 

35.5% and 11.5% respectively (Helgason et al 2001, 723).  Interestingly the study showed 

that Iceland was settled by a population consisting of (or descended from) primarily Norse 

men and Gaelic women (Helgason et al 2001, 733).   Wilson’s study tested 71 adult males and 

results showed that the Orkney sample was an intermediate between Celtic and Norwegian 

samples consistent with an origin of admixture between two such populations (Wilson et al 

2001, 5079) and 38% of the Y-chromosomes were identified as Scandinavian in origin (ibid 

5080).  Wilson concluded that from markers indicating paternal influence it is suggested that 

the Viking settlement of Orkney involved substantial genetic (as well as cultural) replacement 

(Wilson et all 2001, 5083).  Though this gives us a tangible figure, but it does not tell us 

anything we did not already know (Bäcklund 2001, 40-41).  We know from the 

archaeological evidence and place name evidence that Scandinavian settlement was 

widespread and numerous in Orkney, and while archaeo-genetics provides scientific evidence 

to back up what we know from the archaeological evidence, what the science does not tell us 

is that exact date or nature of such settlement.  The inability to pin-point the arrival date of 

new genetic material is also cited in the ‘war’ school of thought where it could be suggested 

that these results could be the result of contact that took place in the centuries after 800 AD 

between Orkney and the rest of Scotland (Smith 2003, 148; Jennings & Kruse 2005, 292). 
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3.3 Summary 

 

The chapter has presented the ways in which human-animal interactions in special deposits of 

animals have been interpreted in the Scottish Iron Age, and summarised attitudes to animals 

in the Pictish period.  This, in comparison with animal deposition from a Scandinavian 

context will be employed to interpret the Viking Age practices in Scotland in terms of social 

expression and identity, and consider issues such as continuity, disruption and the importation 

of traditions from the Scandinavian homelands. 

 

The development and current state of the debate concerning native and Viking interactions 

has been set out, where archaeological evidence indicates a situation where peaceful 

assimilation occurred, in which the Vikings and Norse were the dominant force.  It is against 

the debate and socio-political climate, that the faunal evidence from Scotland will addressed, 

again considering issues of continuity, interaction, disruption and Scandinavian tradition in 

terms of the use of animals in social expression, symbolism and metaphor, and the perception 

and use of the wider human-animal landscape. 
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Chapter Four – Settlement Data 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter aims to identify human-animal interactions and relationships from the faunal 

data recovered from settlement sites across Scotland.  As defined in section 1.4.1, the data set 

derives from raw data obtained from published site reports and grey literature.  Raw data was 

compiled using Microsoft Excel producing tables and proportional data graphs for 

comparison.  The majority of published sites, and accessible faunal reports, were from Orkney 

and Shetland, which will provide a bias when investigating regional trends and a focus on the 

Viking inhabitation of these areas.  In Shetland, Old Scatness, was selected for investigation.  

In Orkney, the sites selected were: Pool, Sanday; Quoygrew, Westray; Buckquoy, Birsay; 

Snusgar, Skaill; and Earl’s Bu, Orphir.  On the Scottish mainland, Freswick Links in 

Caithness was selected.  The Hebridean assemblages considered were Bornais Mounds One 

and Three, South Uist; The Udal, North Uist; and Barabhas II, Lewis.  Some additional sites 

were considered as comparable evidence, such as Beachview, Birsay in Orkney.  These, and 

other notable sites of Viking and Norse date are depicted in Figure 4.1.  As phasing for each 

site is different, comparative chronologies detailing phases was also created (Figure 4.2), to 

enable comparison between sites over the same period (e.g. transitional phase/Viking/Late 

Norse). 
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Figure 4.1 Location of Scottish sites of Viking /Late Norse date. Image © Siobhan Cooke. 
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4.2 The Sites 

 

Shetland 

Old Scatness, Shetland was excavated between 1995-2006 and is a multi-period site dating 

from the Neolithic to post-medieval periods (Dockrill et al 2012, 1).  The phases considered 

in this research are the Pictish settlement, the Viking settlement and the Late Norse middens 

(ibid). Phase 7 was the period when the modified broch tower was still at the heart of the Late 

Iron Age settlement and Phase 8 covers the Viking period (ibid 3).  The Late Norse midden is 

located to the east of settlement and represents Phase 9 (ibid).  The evidence suggests Old 

Scatness was a high status and rich estate (ibid).  Bone preservation was highly variable 

across the site, this variation was particularly visible across the Pictish and Viking and Norse 

phases where a large proportion of the bones were in a poor state of preservation (Cussans 

and Bond 2010, 133). 

 

Orkney 

The site of Pool is located on the island of Sanday, and is an attractive landscape for 

settlement in terms of topography and resources e.g. fertile lands and safe harbourage  

(Hunter et al 2007, 12).  The site was exposed after being sectioned by the sea.  Excavations 

were carried out between 1983-1988, revealing a multi-period site, dating from Neolithic 

period to a final phase of Late Norse settlement (ibid 18).  Bone preservation was variable 

over the site, however, the Late Iron Age and Viking/Norse phases had fewer preservation 

problems than those of the Neolithic phases which required special strategies for recovery 

(Bond 2007, 207-08).  Recovery of bone was mostly by excavation, with small samples for all 

major contexts (ibid). 

 

The settlement of Quoygrew, excavated between 1997 – 2005, is located on the island of 

Westray (J.H. Barrett et al 2012, 25).  Its chronology spans from the 10th century through until 

the 19th – 20th centuries (J.H. Barratt & Gerrard 2012, 47).  The majority of the excavated 

remains date to the tenth – 16th centuries, Phases 1 to 4 respectively (ibid).  This thesis 

concentrates on the faunal data derived from Phases1 (tenth century), Phase 2 (eleventh – 

twelfth centuries) and Phases 2-3 (eleventh – thirteenth century) (ibid 48).  The majority of 
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the animal bone was derived from the Farm Mound and Fish Midden, and bone preservation 

at the site was good (Harland 2012, 139 and 140).   

 

Buckquoy comprised a series of farmsteads, one on top of the other; phases I and II were 

Pictish and Phases III-V were Norse, and a sixth and final phase of activity was a Viking-age 

burial inserted into the ruins of the last farmstead (Ritchie 1977, 175).  Rescue excavation 

(total excavation) took place over a ten week during 1970-71 as the area had suffered 

substantial damage from coastal erosion, and also from nearby road to the Brough of Birsay 

(ibid 174).  It was estimated that at least half the site may already have been lost to coastal 

erosion (ibid). The site spanned from the seventh to tenth centuries AD (ibid 175).  The dating 

of this site was artefactual and structural (ibid 179 and 182).  Assessment of the faunal 

assemblage was is limited by the partial recovery; the animal bone studied derived mostly 

from the middens and complete middens may have been lost due to the coastal erosion at the 

site (ibid 191; Noddle 1977, 202).  The bone was in an excellent state of preservation (ibid 

201). 

 

The site of Snusgar, Skaill is in the vicinity of the ‘Castle of Snusgar’ mound at Bay of Skaill.  

Excavations from 2004-2010, led by the University of Oxford, revealed settlement of Viking 

and Norse periods including a complex longhouse with has been dated to the late 9th – 10th C 

(Mainland 2014; Griffith 2015).  These excavations revealed a sizeable faunal assemblage 

(Mainland 2014).  Eight main trenches were excavated; 1-4 in the Castle of Snusgar Mound 

revealed evidence and midden deposits, and trenches 5-8 were at the ‘East Mound’ which 

provided occupation evidence including the longhouse and associated middens dated to 

mainly the late 9th-10th centuries (Griffiths 2015 223-24). 

 

Earl’s Bu, Orphir features the remains of the Round Church and an adjacent Norse ‘hall’, 

which is thought to be the location of Earls Paul and Harald’s drinking hall from the 

Orkneyinga Saga (Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 191).  The bu element in the place name 

is also indicative of an earldom property (ibid).  Archaeological investigations at the site were 

carried out as early as 1758 by the local farmer, with further investigations recorded in the 

late 1890s by Alfred W. Johnson and again in the 1930s by Grant and Storer Clouston. The 

most recent excavations at this site were carried out during 1979-1993. These excavations 

revealed a large horizontal water mill which had been in-filled with midden debris from the 
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'hall' and its associated structures (Graham Campbell & Batey 1998, 191-194) and a 

programme of geophysical survey was also carried out which confirmed the extensive nature 

of settlement (Batey 1990, 47).  It is from the 1978-1993 investigations that the faunal 

analysis is based, where preservation was better than the faunal remains derived from 

excavations at the site from 1985/6 (Mainland 1995).   

 

Caithness 

 

Freswick Links was first excavated by antiquarians, including Alexander O. Curle (1939).  

Curle’s work in the 1930s revealed the site to be of Norse origin, with several structures 

uncovered (Curle 1939; Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 197).  The faunal data considered 

in this thesis derived from excavations from 1978 by Colleen Batey and Christopher Morris 

which concentrated on the eroding coastal area and associated midden deposits (Morris et al 

1995; Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 201). 

 

Western Isles 

The excavations at Bornais Mounds One and Three formed part of larger project investigating 

the archaeology of South Uist (Sharples 2005, 1).  The site comprised three mounds, two of 

which have reached publication (Sharples 2005; 2012).  Excavation from Mound 3, a Norse 

period site, was the first to be published.  Investigations focused on the house (DC) and 

associated occupation deposits (DE).  The house (DC) was the last feature to occupy this area, 

which was situated above an earlier house (DA) which was sealed by sand accumulation 

layers (DB) (ibid 43).  Area DB produced the largest assemblages, comprising 45% of the 

total fragments identified across the site (Ingrem et al 2005, 49).  Mound One area trenches 

revealed several stratigraphic blocks dated to the Late Iron Age (CB Late Iron Age house), 

CC (infilling) and CG (Late Iron Age midden) and Norse period (CD (Norse structure), CE 

(Activity area) and CF (Norse middens) (Sharples 2012, 38).   Bonre preservation was very 

good at this site, due its alkaline shell-sand, allowing the recovery of many fish bones (Ingrem 

2005, 41). 

 

The Udal, North Uist was excavated by Iain A. Crawford between 1963-1994 (Serjeantson 

2014a, 3).  Excavations revealed a large and complex, multi-period settlement, funerary and 

ritual site (ibid; Sharples 2015, 5).  The site has yet to reach full publication; in 2010 Beverly 

Ballin Smith became temporary guardian of the archive and the site is now in the process of 
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being written up for dissemination.  The first publication of the material was released in 2014; 

this publication comprises the work on the faunal remains by zooarchaeologist Dale 

Serjeantson.  At time of writing some of the pottery and almost all the small finds had yet to 

be examined, this may affect the phasing (ibid 5). 

 

Barabhas 2, Lewis is a small Norse farm and midden spread datable to around the 10th-12th 

centuries AD located on the Barvas Machair (Cowie & MacLeod Rivett 2010).  Trial 

excavations in 1979 examined the middens (ibid) which revealed a large mammal bone 

assemblage, although no attempt was made to investigate the house during the excavations 

(Harman & Serjeantson, revised Powell 2012).  Marine mammals were poorly represented in 

the assemblage, and further identification of the fragments was not attempted (ibid).  The bird 

remains were not identified to species only included in the report as weighted (ibid). 

 

 

4.3 Mammals 

 

4.3.1 Domestic Animals 

 

The faunal assemblages of all settlement sites in Scotland during this period, and indeed most 

the diaspora, are dominated by the main domesticates, sheep, cattle and pig.  Minor species 

also feature, namely seals, cetaceans, horse, dog, cat and deer.  Bird bone features in all the 

assemblages, making up only a small proportion of total mammal/bird bone recovered.  The 

faunal assemblages represent access to the resources which constitute the ‘Norse subsistence 

package’, where a focus on animal husbandry exists with additional exploitation of the marine 

environment through fishing and utilisation of marine mammals, and through seabird and 

wild fowling (e.g. Zori et al 2013, 163; 2014, 157). 

 

As illustrated by Tables 4.1 – 4.12, cattle and sheep are the dominant species in Scottish sites.  

Pig appears with less frequency in the Western Isles assemblages than in those of the 

Northern Isles.  At Earl’s Bu, the proportion of pig bone in the assemblage is almost equal to 

that of cattle.  Higher percentages of pig are also noted in the assemblages of Beachview, 
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Buckquoy and Snusgar.  This may possibly be linked to a feasting economy as suggested at 

Snusgar (Griffiths 2015, 227).  For the Western Isles however, lower frequencies may have 

been a strategic move – pigs are highly destructive which would have impacted on the 

machair soil (Serjeantson 2014a, 63).   

 

 

At Old Scatness, the mortality data for sheep illustrates a shift from emphasis on meat 

production in the Pictish phase, to a focus on wool production in the Viking age or a mixed 

economy of wool and meat (Cussans & Bond 2010, 142; 156). There were also a number of 

important changes that took place at Old Scatness with the Viking arrival, namely an increase 

in cattle exploitation (ibid  138).  The bone fusion data indicates a dairying economy in all 

phases of the site (ibid 142).  At Old Scatness, pigs were a source of meat, the mortality data 

for pigs shows that they fall into the prime meat age with no pigs over the age of 2 years 

present (which also means that no breeding animals were present) (ibid 140).  This may mean 

that only animals of slaughtering age/already slaughtered elsewhere were brought on to the 

site with breeding occurring elsewhere external from the main site (ibid).   

 

 

At the site of Pool, cattle mortality data illustrates an economy focused on intensive dairying 

(Bond 2007, 219 and 224). The cull pattern of sheep contrasts to that of cattle with a greater 

number of animals dying at ages 2-3 years, by which time they would have produced up to 

two fleeces, but they were also important in meat production, indicating a mixed economy 

(ibid 220).  At Buckquoy, due to the nature of the site any evaluation of the economy and 

husbandry practices at the site are restricted, it is possible that some middens may have been 

lost to the sea.  The three main domesticates at the site are cattle, sheep and pig in all phases 

(proportionally approximately 50% cattle, 30% sheep and 20% pig). The mortality profiles 

for sheep at Buckquoy suggest an economy with a focus on meat production, there appears to 

be high percentage kill off by 12 months in the Viking/Norse phases of the site (III-V) with 

30% at phase III and 50% and 35% respectively during Phases IV and V (Noodle 1977, 191).  

Noodle suggests that this evidence, along with artefactual evidence of only a few spindle 

whorls, indicates that wool and textile production was not a key feature of this site (ibid).   

 

Domestic animals dominate the Quoygrew assemblage, with cattle and sheep being most 

numerous across most phases, and pigs constituting less than 10% of domesticates present in 

all phases (Harland 2012, 141). For cattle, the data indicates a pattern in which cattle were 
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utilised in a mixed economy primarily for dairying with intensification over time, and with 

additional meat take out, indicated by the presence of immature specimens in the assemblage 

(ibid 151).  The mortality profile for sheep at Quoygrew differs from that of cattle, with broad 

range of ages apparent in the assemblage indicating a mixed economy of both meat and wool 

(ibid).     

 

In Orkney, the general trend appears be high numbers of young cattle appearing in the 

assemblages, indicative of a dairying economy (Harland 2012, 153).  It is interesting that only 

sites around Birsay differ from this pattern with Brough of Birsay, Buckquoy, Beachview and 

Saever Howe having little or no neonatal cattle bone, the proposed reason being that as a 

religious and political centre and thus, a land owner, it may have received rent and taxes in 

the form of dairy products (Harland 2012, 153).   

 

Wool and milk were central to the economy of Udal (Serjeantson 2014a, 1).  Ages at death for 

cattle is suggestive of a dairying economy (ibid 52 and 53). The numerical data shows that 

sheep were most numerous in most periods, however, they were not of higher importance 

than cattle (ibid 58). The data from Udal North indicates that sheep were killed at all ages, 

often kept to greater ages (ibid 61).  The exploitation of sheep was not as specialised at that of 

cattle, they were utilised as a source of meat and wool and possibly milked (ibid 61).  In the 

Viking Age sheep were kept to a greater age than preceding periods, suggesting that the focus 

on wool production became more important, possibly for exportation or for the payment of 

rents (ibid 66).  The number of sheep peaks during the Viking and Norse periods and it is 

interesting to note that these numbers are higher than other sites of this period, such as 

Bornais (ibid).   

 

 

At Bornais Mound One, sheep and cattle were most abundant in the assemblage (Mulville & 

Powell 2012, 233).  Transhumance activity is suggested due to lack of pre-modern field 

boundaries present in the landscape (ibid).  In terms of cattle the picture differs from The 

Udal; cattle at Bornais Mound One and Three during the Norse period illustrate a steady rate 

of slaughter of animals up to 18 months leaving approximately a third of animals as breeding 

stock (Mulville & Powell 2012, 345).  This indicates that during the Norse period the diet 

would have been dominated by beef (Mulville & Powell 2012, 192), thus dairying was not the 

primary purpose of cattle rearing at this site which represents a break with previous practice 

(ibid).  At Bornais Mound Three, sheep dominate the Norse assemblage making up over 50% 
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of the entire assemblage, with age at death profiles indicating a mixed economy (Mulville 

2005, 142 and 165). Goat appear in the assemblage at Bornais in the Norse phases of the site 

and it is suggested that they may have been introduced as an attempt to exploit the heath and 

woodland on South Uist, being more adept at grazing for forage (Mulville 2012, 346).  They 

would also have provided a source of milk. 

 

 

The sampling strategy employed at Barabhas II and the subsequent recovery of a substantial 

animal bone assemblage allowed for a comprehensive picture of the economy at the site 

during its occupation revealing an assemblage dominated by cattle and sheep (Powell 2012, 

1).  In terms of sheep,  the pattern at Barabhas II echoes that of The Udal in which the 

majority of sheep are killed between  six and 24 months (based on mandible evidence, 67%), 

6% survived into their second year of life, with 17% reaching 4-8 years and 6% reaching 8-10 

years (Powell 2012, 17).  This pattern indicates that sheep were utilised in a mixed economy 

for both meat and wool.  The cattle mortality profiles at Barabhas II indicates a dairying 

economy.  It also appears that a risk management strategy was also being employed at the site 

where only the minimum number of animals which were agreeable with the maintenance of 

herds as breeding stock for both cattle and sheep, were kept (Powell 2012, 4). 

 

 

4.3.2 Horse 

 

Horse remains feature in all faunal assemblages of the Viking and Norse periods (Tables 4.1 -

4.12).  The presence of greater numbers of horses on sites has been taken at the site of Pool to 

be a signal of Viking cultural influence on the site (Bond 2007, 214), although present in the 

Iron Age assemblages, they appear with greater frequency in this period (Figure 4.2).  This 

site shows a substantial increase of horse remains on site during the transitional period, from 

39 NISP in phase 7.1 to 220 in phase 7.2, an increase reflected in the MNI data also where the 

increase is from 14 to 33 individuals, although the frequency then fluctuates through Phase 8 

with a decrease then slow increase in the final phases of the site (Bond 2007, 210-11).  Horse 

remains feature on all the other sites, often increasing in frequency from the preceding Late 

Iron Age phases but in much lower frequencies than that of Pool (Harland 2012, 144; 

Mainland 2014; Serjeantson 2014a, 63) indicating that after death horses were normally 

disposed of away from the settlement area (Serjeantson 2014a, 63).   
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Figure 4.2 Abundance of selected species at mammal species at Pool.  After Bond 2007, 210. 

 

Despite their special position and symbolic importance, the archaeological evidence indicates 

that horses were not exempt from human consumption or being utilised in other ways after 

death with four of the sites (Old Scatness, The Udal, Quoygrew and Snusgar) showing 

evidence of butchery.  At Old Scatness, there are three bones from the assemblage exhibiting 

these marks, two from the Pictish period, and one from the Viking period (Cussans & Bond 

2010, 152).  At Quoygrew, there were a number of horse bones exhibiting butchery marks in 

the assemblage, which indicate deliberate disarticulation and butchery with the possibility of 

marrow extraction (Harland 2012, 147).  At Udal, a few bones also exhibited butchery marks 

indicating the consumption on horsemeat during the Viking and Norse phases of the site 

(Serjeantson 2014a, 63).  At Snusgar horse remains were at their highest, relatively, in the 

Viking-Late Norse Middens trench 5, at 36 fragments ( a total percentage of 2.99% from the 

midden assemblage as a whole) (Mainland et al 2014); the issue of fragmentation may be of 

more importance than occurrence of fragments in this context, where bones may be being 

treated differently post-mortem. 
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4.3.3 Red deer 

 

Red deer are infrequent in the Northern Isles assemblages for the interface and Viking/Norse 

periods (Tables 4.1 – 4.7).  Shetland seems unlikely to have had an endemic red deer 

population from the Late Iron Age (Cussans & Bond 2015, 209).  Red deer are not present in 

the Pictish, Viking and Norse phases at Old Scatness and represented by only one fragment 

from the Iron Age phase (Cussans & Bond 2010, 135; 2015, 208-9).  Only one fragment of 

red deer was recovered from the Viking phases at Jarlshof, although the specific bone is not 

recorded (Platt 1956, 214), suggesting that there was not a population present in Shetland 

during this period, although there is evidence to suggest deer were present on the islands in 

prehistoric times (e.g. Bennett et al 1992; Noddle 1986).    

 

 

Orkney’s deer population was in decline at the time of the Vikings’ arrival and possibly 

extinct by the close of the twelfth century, taking into account both archaeological and written 

evidence (Bond 2007, 214; Harland 2012, 141-144; Palsson & Edwards 1981, 209).  Unlike 

Shetland, the evidence suggests that there was a population of red deer in Orkney at the time 

of the Viking arrival.  At Snusgar, NISP for red deer stands at 56, representing one percent of 

the total faunal assemblage (Mainland et al 2014). At Pool, red deer numbers in terms of 

NISP (also see Figure 4.2) are highest during the Interface phases, although numbers 

decreased in the Viking and Norse phases (Bond 2007, 210-11).  There is some question over 

the possible location of a herd, which could be exploited by the inhabitants of Pool, possibly 

on Sanday itself yet there may have been little land left unused by the inhabitants which 

would have been suitable for grazing (ibid 214).  If Sanday was not the source of the herd, 

then the inhabitants would have expended great time and effort in acquiring the resource, an 

effort unequalled by the apparent food contribution attained (ibid).  This raises questions 

about the symbolic importance of hunting and the acquisition of deer; if the gain was 

disproportionate to time and effort expended in the hunt, then we can presume their 

importance went beyond calories and secondary resources.  The pursuit of deer, absent in the 

locale, is implied in a passage in the Orkneyinga Saga which tells us that the earls of Orkney 

travelled to Caithness to hunt deer (Palsson & Edwards 1981, 209), indicating this was more 

than a subsistence strategy, but a leisure pursuit with possible implications for elite social 

identity and access to resources. The assemblage from Quoygrew also reveals this trend of 

decline (Harland 2012, 141-144).  Red deer is absent from the Beachview assemblage, and 
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only appears as nine fragments in the Buckquoy assemblage, once in the Pictish phases, and 

eight fragments in the Norse phase V (Noddle 1977, 205).  

 

 

At Freswick Links, despite its Mainland Scotland location, and thus access to endemic 

populations, both Red and Roe deer are low in NISP for this site (Table 4.8), representing 

only one percent of the mammal bone assemblage (Gidney 1995, 192-208).  The data from 

Freswick Links also has implications for understanding of human-deer interactions. 

 

 

The situation in the Outer Hebrides was different from that in the Northern Isles in that it did 

not experience the same decline in red deer numbers and the species continued to be exploited 

in the Viking Age, albeit in smaller proportions than in preceding periods (Mulville 2015, 

286).  This is particularly apparent in the assemblage from Bornais Mound One (Table 4.11 

and Figure 4.3), where Red deer comprise seven percent (72 NISP) of the mammal bone 

assemblage from the Norse period, down from thirteen percent in the Late Iron Age (466 

NISP) (Mulville & Powell 2012, 191).  Interestingly, Red deer are scarce in the Udal 

assemblage (Table 4.9) from the Viking and Norse periods as well as the Late Iron Age 

(Serjeantson 2014a, 104).  It is suggested that Red deer were introduced as early as the 

Mesolithic in this region; they were a species which remained important long after the 

introduction of farming as indicated from the Iron Age Cnip assemblage (Armit 2005, 31).  

The site of Bornais, and Cille Pheadair (a smaller Norse farm situated near Bornais), indicate 

a continuation of practices from the Iron Age into the Viking and Norse periods, where young 

animals were exploited (Mulville 2015, 288).  This Iron Age strategy, reminiscent of animal 

management, has been noted at Cnip, where the inhabitants appear to have avoided very old 

and very young animals, taking those that were at the stage of their lives where they were at 

their fastest period of growth (McCormick 2006, 163-164; 171).  The Iron Age inhabitants of 

the Outer Hebrides had met the challenges of their local environment through a specific deer 

management strategy which appears to have been adopted by Norse settlers and built upon 

(Mulville 2015, 288).   
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Figure 4.3 Abundance of selected species at Bornais Mound 1.  After Mulville & Powell 2012 

Table 66, 191. 

 

Site reports do not often report whether remains of red deer in the faunal assemblaes derive 

from bone or antler.  However, sites in the Western Isles have recorded large remains of 

comb-making debris, particularly at Bornais Mound Two (Sharples 2005, 179) indicating the 

importance of antler as a resource. 

 

 

4.3.4 Dogs 

 

At Old Scatness, dogs were present in the Late Iron Age and Pictish period although they are 

absent from the assemblage; gnawing on bone from canine species is evident on bone from all 

phases of this period (Cussans & Bond 2010, 133).  This has interesting implications for 

human-animal relations and attitudes towards animals in the pre-Viking period and the 

changes into the Viking period.  One of the ten dog bones recovered from the Viking phase of 

the site exhibited cut and chop marks (ibid 153). 

 

 

Dog remains were remarkably rare in the Pool assemblage, only appearing in the latter phases 

of the Viking/Norse phasing (Bond 2007, 210).  Pool exhibits a similar pattern to Old 

Scatness, with canid gnawing evident on bones prior to the dog remains themselves appearing 
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in the assemblage in Phase 6 (Late Iron Age) and coprolites recovered from excavation from 

phase 5 (Late Iron Age) onwards (ibid 232).  One of the dog bones recovered from the Norse 

phase of the site (phase 8.2.2) from a midden associated with structure 29, bore knife marks 

suggestive of the dismemberment of the joint (ibid 232).  At Quoygrew, dog bones were also 

present in low numbers in the assemblage in both the Farm Mound Phases 1 and 2-3 and in 

both the South and North Middens of Phase 2.  The remains were from dogs of both large and 

small size as well as juveniles (Harland 2012, 144).  This indicates a variety of disposal 

patterns, with the likely suggestion that dogs were primarily disposed of out-with the 

settlement.  Dog gnawing is present on a small number of bones, including the bone of a dog 

itself (J.H. Barrett 2012, 144).   At Snusgar, eleven fragments of dog bone were found in the 

trench 5 middens (out of a total of 46 fragments) – at this site this was the only time at which 

dog remains were greater in presence on site that cat remains (Mainland et al 2014).  A partial 

dog burial is also reported (Mainland 2014, 18) which will be addressed in section 3.6. 

 

 

At Buckquoy dog remains were rare, occurring only in phases II (Pictish) and Phase V (latter 

Norse phase).  From the Late Norse (13th/14th century) midden assemblage at Earl’s Bu (only 

assemblage to be analysed in full), a total of 56 bone fragments from dog were recovered.  A 

total of 102 fragments were recovered from the layers underlying the 13th/14th century Late 

Norse middens (which are yet to be fully analysed).  This site exhibits a high number of dog 

remains in comparison to contemporary and earlier Viking/Norse sites (cf. Figures 4.2, 4.3 

and 4.4).  The chronology of this site is later than the majority of those considered in this 

study, but provides an interesting opportunity to determine how attitudes towards central 

animals in Viking belief developed into the Norse period with the acceptance of Christianity 

and the political and economic growing strength of other areas in Scotland in competition 

with the Earldom.  Of the 56 dog bone fragments recovered, four bore marks evident of 

butchery (Mainland 1995).  The presence of unusually high numbers of dog bone (and cat 

bone) is also supported from historical accounts of earlier investigations of the site of Earl’s 

Bu, in which Petrie notes the high occurrence of dog bones, with jawbones being most 

numerous (Batey 2003, 37).  This might imply their use for furs, due to prevalence of bones 

from the head (Fairnell & J.H. Barrett 2007, 465). 
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Figure 4.4 Abundance of selected species at Earl’s Bu.  After Mainland 1995. 

 

 

At The Udal dog bones were very rare; the highest number of bones recovered came from the 

Late Iron Age period of the site totalling at four, two fragments were recovered from the 

Viking phases and one from the Norse phases.  None of the dog bones exhibited any butchery 

marks (Serjeantson 2014a, 64).  Although remains are low, there is evidence on the mammal 

and bird bone assemblage of gnawing by canine species (Serjeantson 2014a, 64).  At Bornais 

dog remains are also rare in relation to the proportion of gnawed bone of other animal species 

present in the assemblage (Sharples 2012, 192). 

 

 

Specialists interpret the low frequency of dog bones, or variation in disposal patterns (e.g. not 

occurring in middens) across the settlement sites as indication that dogs, as with horses, were 

normally disposed of away from the settlement (Bond 2007, 233; Harland 2012, 144; 

Serjeantson 2014a, 64).  At Pool dog bones only made an appearance in the faunal 

assemblages after the interface period, which may indicate changes in attitudes to the dog 

between the Pictish, Interface and Viking period proper (Bond & Cussans 2010, 133-4).  

Differential treatment is exhibited through butchery marks on dog bone.  Of all sites 

considered, butchery marks on dog bones occurs in four of the assemblages, in phases from 

the Viking and Norse periods only.  This may indicate regional variation in attitudes towards 

this animal, as no such marks were found on bones in the assemblages from the Outer 

Hebrides (Serjeantson 2014a, 64). 
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In terms of size of dog and breed of dog, which could be indicative of function, information is 

limited.   At Jarlshof, in Shetland, a small breed of dog was identified from the Upper Slope 

Peat Ash deposit in the Viking phase (Platt 1956, 214).  At Pool bone from a large dog and a 

smaller dog were identified from phases 8.2.2 and 8.2.3 (Bond 2007, 232).  At Quoygrew 

dogs of both large and small size were identified, as well as adult and juvenile specimens 

(Harland 2012, 144).  No information as to size or breed of dog was available from other 

sites. 

 

 

 

4.3.5 Cats 

 

Cats first make an appearance in the archaeological record in Scotland in the Iron Age period 

at Howe, Stromness (Smith 1994, 141).  The Howe excavation published the remains as those 

of wildcat, however, it is argued that these specimens are likely to be a mixture of both wild 

cat and domestic cat with one specimen identified as possibly wild, although O’Connor 

highlights hybridity (O’Connor 2007, 593).  It is a critique of some reports that finds of cats 

from prehistoric contexts are usually attributed to wildcats without further comment e.g. Late 

Iron Age Jarlshof ( Kitchener & O’Connor 2010, 86).  

 

The overall trend from the Late Iron Age to Norse periods, is an increase in the numbers of 

cats present on site, particularly in the Orkney and Shetland Islands, in some cases exceeding 

NISP for dogs (Tables 4.1 - 4.12), although this may represent different attitudes to the 

disposal of these animals, particularly in light of the identification of several ABGs in the 

assemblages (Table 4.24, and below).  Frequency of cat remains in Hebridean assemblages is 

exceptionally lower in comparison.  

 

At Old Scatness, cat remains were recovered from the Middle Iron Age deposits of the site 

(Cussans & Bond 2010, 134) but were not present in Pictish Phase 7 or Interface periods, 

appearing again in Phase 8 (ibid 135) which may be indicative of changes in treatment of 

remains for cat.    At Pool, the number of cat remains on site greatly increased with the arrival 

of the Vikings (ibid) (see Figure 4.5).  As noted by Kitchener and O’Connor (2010, 86), cats 

from prehistoric contexts are often determined as wild; at Pool, research was carried out to 
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determine whether the cat species were wild or domestic.  A cat burial from F525 was used as 

the standard to which the other cat bones were compared (Bond 2007, 257).  A pair of 

mandibles recovered from a rubble feature (F477) from Phase 7.2 showed measurements 

suggesting the presence of a  wild cat rather than a domestic species (ibid 261).  Noting of 

course that wild cat populations are not genetically ‘pure’ and in Scotland the wild cat seems 

to have hybridised with domestic cat (ibid 262).  If this cat was indeed wild (and it is 

suggested from some other sites that wild cats may have been present) it has implications for 

our understanding of the environment of the Northern Isles at the time of Viking arrival (ibid 

262). Furthermore, it most intriguing that the wild cat specimen comes from a Norse context 

rather than an earlier one (ibid).  

 

 
Figure 4.5 Abundance of selected species at Old Scatness.  After Cussans & Bond 2010, 135. 

 

Of the cat remains identified in the Viking and Norse assemblages, several sites revealed 

bones with cut marks indicative of butchery.  Two cat bones from the Viking phase as Old 

Scatness exhibited cut marks, on a femur and a fourth metatarsal, both of which had cut marks 

to their shafts; the cut mark on the metatarsal is likely result of skinning for fur (Cussans & 

Bond 2010, 153). The cut mark on the femur is more likely to be the result of meat removal 

(ibid).  In Orkney, ‘many’ bones from phases 6 to 8 at Pool were found to have butchery 

marks indicative dismemberment and of skinning (Bond 2007, 232).   
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As noted above with reference to dogs, the site of Earl’s Bu revealed interesting data 

concerning the treatment of cats in the Late Norse period.  The excavations at Earl’s Bu 

during the 1979-1993 recovered a large faunal assemblage and the remains of cats are of 

particular interest.  The fragments of cat recovered from the Late Norse period totalled 60, 

which shows a presence of the cat at Earl’s Bu greater than that of sites of similar date in 

Orkney (cf. Figure 4.4 and Table 4.5 for example).  The total number of cat bones recovered 

from phases 6-15 of the site during these investigations totalled 148.  The greatest number of 

cat bones came from phases 15, which is dated to the Late Norse period (Mainland 1995). 

 

George Petrie wrote of the site on 1861, referring to the 1859 work: 

‘During some excavations, which were made about 1859, close to the outside of the 

Churchyard wall, great quantities of bones of various domestic animals were found, 

and amongst them are jawbones of dogs and cats in great abundance.  The farmer who 

is tenant of the farm adjoining the churchyard, and his servants, who had made the 

excavations, informed me that they had found some hundred or more jawbones of cats 

and dogs, and I can readily believe it, for, when on a visit to the place two years ago 

(1859), with George W Dasent…I picked up in a few minutes several amongst the 

rubbish’ 

(Batey 2003, 37). 

 

Petrie wrote again on this site relating to his visit to the site with George W. Dasent: 

‘we picked up among the debris large quantities of bones of domestic animals, such as 

the horse, ox, sheep, swine, dog and cat, but the remains of the two latter animals, 

especially the dog, were by far the most abundant’ 

(Batey 2003, 41) 

 

The presence of high quantities of jaw bones is indicative of use of cats (and dogs) as furs and 

skins (Fairnell & J.H. Barrett 2007, 465).  Returning to the 1979-1993 assemblage from 

Earls’ Bu, of the cat bones, twelve had evidence of butchery: two from phase 6, four from 

phases 13, four from phases 15 and two from phase 17 (Mainland 1995; Bonde 2001, 45). It 

could be suggested that more cats were skinned than the assemblage suggests, as a skilled 
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butcher can leave no trace on the bones (Fairnell & J.H. Barrett 2007, 465).  Of course, one 

could also argue that butchery marks do not necessarily mean that a cat was raised to be 

killed, it may have just been further utilised after death. However, this can be argued against 

if we consider the age of the animal at death. The cat bones for Earl’s Bu indicate early 

slaughter.  The majority of cats were juvenile at death thus the cats were not at the end of their 

natural life at time of slaughter: 50% of cats from the Late Norse assemblage had not reached 

maturity which suggests sudden fatal illness or intentional death (Bonde 2001, 52).  However, 

the cat bones at Earl’s Bu showed no signs of any pathological conditions, thus they had not 

died as the result of disease (ibid).  Butchery marks were found on cat bones from all phases 

of the site (ibid 45), so this practice is continuing from earliest Viking settlement phases 

onwards. In addition, archaeologically, a predominance of foot bones is taken as potentially 

indicative of processing an animal for its skin (Fairnell & J.H. Barrett 2007, 465); at Earl’s Bu 

this is the character of the assemblage, with the highest percentage of bones from phases 6-15 

being foot bones (Bonde 2001, 40).   

 

From the available assemblages from the Hebrides, no butchery marks were recorded on cat 

bones, however, cut marks were noted on the mandible of a juvenile cat from the Norse site of 

Cille Pheadair, interpreted as skinning; this site also recovered a rare instance of worked cat 

bone (Powell 2016).   

 

 

4.3.6 Other Fur-bearing species 

 

The cut marks indicative of skinning present on cats and dogs in the archaeological 

assemblages necessitate some consideration of other fur-bearing species commonly utilised in 

the pelt trade in other areas of the Viking world, such as Birka, where red squirrel, beaver, red 

fox, ermine, pole cat, pine marten, lynx and seal showed evidence of skinning (Wigh 2000, 

119-128).  Otter also featured in this assemblage (Jennbert 2012, 61).  Seal will be addressed 

separately in section 4.4.2.  Few other fur-bearing species appear in the Viking and Norse 

assemblages for Scotland.  Fox suffered extinction in Late Iron Age Orkney (Smith 1994, 

139).  However, prior to the Viking arrival, or perhaps contemporary (ibid 143), foxes appear 

to have held a symbolic role for the pre-Viking population.  There are examples of structured 

deposition of animal remains during this period; one example was discovered during the 
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excavations at Howe, Stromness Orkney where in Phase 8 stages (4th-8th, or even 9th Century 

AD) where a fox skull was found in a wall, the same wall which contained many cat bones 

(ibid).   

 

Chapter 74 in the Orkneyinga Saga recounts the tale of the capture of Earl Paul; in this 

narrative Earl Paul attended a feast at Westness, the following morning he went to the south 

of the island to hunt otter (Pálsson & Edwards translation1978, 137-8). Historical records 

show otter skins were exported from Orkney in the seventeenth century and later, known for 

their ‘glossy and beautiful’ appearance (Fenton 1978, 525-26).  Otters are rare in the 

assemblages of Viking and Norse period sites in Scotland (Tables 4.1 – 4.12), appearing only 

in the assemblages of Old Scatness, Pool, Earl’s Bu and Bornais.  Buckquoy had only one 

fragment from the earliest, Iron Age phases of the site (Noddle 1977, 205).  No fur-bearing 

species were recovered from the Quoygrew assemblage (Harland 2012, 141).  Pool has the 

highest number of otter bone fragments at 28, of which 21 are from Phase 7.2.  Otter was 

recovered from both the Late Iron Age and Norse deposits of Bornais Mound One, highest in 

the Late Iron Age deposits where the anatomical distribution suggests whole carcasses were 

present as opposed to just skins (Mulville & Powell 2012, 194).  The low frequency of otters 

in Late Iron Age and Norse assemblages in the Hebrides is a common pattern (ibid). 

 

 

4.4 Marine Mammals 

 

4.4.1 Cetaceans 

 

All sites with the exception of Beachview and the Norse period at the Udal, contained 

cetacean bone, primarily whale.  Cetaceans make up only a very small proportion of the 

mammal bones assemblages from the majority of sites (see Tables 4.1-4.12), although some 

sites show a slight increase in relative proportions into the Viking and Norse phases, as at Old 

Scatness and Pool (Figures 4.2 and 4.5).  Only at Quoygrew were butchery marks noted on 

whalebone (Harland 2012, 145). The Quoygrew assemblage included ribs from small whales, 

a mandible from a small toothed whale and a vertebra from a large whale (ibid). 
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The faunal reports generally contain little information pertaining to the remains of cetaceans 

in the faunal assemblages, and where present, the focus is on the exploitation of whale rather 

than other cetaceans including dolphin and porpoise.  Indeed, very few publications note the 

presence of these species often identifying them only as ‘small cetaceans’.  Whale remains 

appearing on site are discussed in terms of possibly making use of occasional stranding’s (e.g. 

Harland 2012, 145), suggesting that the exploitation of the marine environment (excluding 

fishing) was a minor and incidental part of the subsistence economy.  There has been debate 

concerning procurement of whale, whether remains are the derive from stranding or hunting 

(Szabo 2008, 68) and it has been suggested that zooarchaeological evidence can neither 

confirm nor deny these arguments (Mulville 2002, 34; 45).  Discussion on this subject might 

benefit from the consideration of other bodies of evidence, such as saga literature, 

ethnographic and historical accounts, alongside the archaeological record.  However, it is 

important to mention that the faunal assemblage may not reflect the extent of the activity and 

exploitation of a resource, where the bones are of such size that it was not worth carrying 

these heavy bones back to the site, thus large animals can be underrepresented or ‘invisible’ in 

the assemblage (Smith & Kinahan 2984, 95).  The ‘invisible whale’ theory has been 

illustrated by the archaeological evidence obtained from Anglo-Saxon contexts at 

Dengemarsh in Kent where the bones of two separate Northern Right whales were found 

700m apart buried on the foreshore, both of which exhibited butchery marks produced by the 

removal of flesh (Gardiner et al. 1998, 96-101).  

 

Whales served a number of practical purposes; as well as meat, cetaceans provided oil, bone 

to produce artefacts including tools, and a source of fuel (Mulville 2002).  In addition to the 

faunal assemblages, whalebone is also found in the artefactual assemblage.  Whale, though 

very rare, is present in the burial record for the Viking period and attests to the importance of 

whales during the Viking Age.  A rather unusual find, a grave located at North Cape in 

Norway was found to contain a whale tongue (Kaland & Marten 2000, 50).  As a resource, 

whalebone is a strong and versatile material (Szabo 2008, 152). Examples of items produced 

from whalebone include whalebone plaques of which there are approximately 60 known from 

Norway, Sweden and Denmark, with several fragmentary examples from Scotland 

(Kingscross Point and Berneray) and the complete Scar plaque (Batey 1994, 109-111; 

Dalland & Owen 1999, 80; Ljungkvist 2012, 188). Whalebone pins have also been recovered, 

e.g. from the Norse phases at the Brough of Birsay (Curle 1982, 73).  Not all items are the 

work of skilled artisans, and they can take the form of more common objects including 
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gaming pieces and cutting surfaces (Curle 1982, 78; hall 2016, 441-2; Hunter 2007, 139).  

The artefactual assemblage from Pool also contained several perforated vertebral epiphyses, 

likely deriving from pilot whale, bottlenose dolphin and harbour porpoise (Smith 2007, 507; 

Szabo 2008, 130).  Mulville also notes this anatomical representation in the South Uist 

assemblage for the Norse period, where a specialised use for unfused epiphyses developed 

(Mulville 2002, 39).  The saga narratives also detail the use of whalebone in mundane 

manners including the use of whale ribs as boat rollers; ethnographic examples of this practice 

are also known (Heinemann 1997, 317; Szabo 2008, 149).  Bones could make their way to 

site via cuts of flesh, such as vertebra, whereas other bones could have been intentionally 

brought to a site for a specific purpose, e.g. for inclusion in architecture such as ribs and 

cranial fragments, representing selective transportation of bones (Szabo 2008, 165).  The use 

of whalebone in architecture was noted at the Neolithic site of Skara Brae (Russell 2012, 85). 

 

The whalebones from Pool, especially from the interface period, were mostly from immature 

whales, mainly dolphin and pilot whale; this may reflect a time of stress, or whaling strategies 

(Szabo 2008, 174).  This is also reflected in the Norse assemblages on South Uist, which may 

represent the active targeting of young animals (Mulville 2002, 45).  In addition to young 

animals, a wider range of species are present in Norse period assemblages (including blue, 

sperm, minke, bottle-nosed, pilot, killer whale and baleen whale) which may reflect a rise in 

whale utilisation and a rise in procurement (ibid 39 and 45).   

 

 

4.4.2 Seals 

 

Seals are present on all sites with the exception of Freswick Links and Barabhas II, although 

like cetaceans, with low frequency.  The low frequency of seal bones recovered in the faunal 

assemblages of settlement sites is problematic. It is suggested that by the ninth century seal 

hunting made only minor contributions to the subsistence economy in the North Atlantic 

islands (Ogilvie et al 2009, 64). Some site records (e.g. the Udal) do not specifically identify 

seal species in the numerical data, instead grouping them together with other species as ‘other 

marine mammals’.  For the Udal seal species were recorded across all periods of the site 

(Serjeantson 2014a, 64) but the frequency was unexpectedly low, particularly for a region 

where seals have historically had a significant economic value and where seal culls were an 
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annual activity (ibid 65). There was a preponderance of flipper bones at this site, indicating 

the importance of skin rather than meat (ibid).   

 

 

The highest number of marine mammal bones in the Udal assemblage was recorded in the 

Viking phases (ibid 104).  The faunal data for the other sites in Scotland also show relatively 

low frequency of seal bone, for example from Pool.  Some sites show an apparent decline in 

frequency from the Late Iron Age phases through to the Viking period (e.g. Old Scatness) 

(Table 4.1).  Buckquoy shows a relative peak in seal remains in the NISP in the final phase of 

occupation, although for the combined phases of Phase 1 at Buckquoy seal remains also 

totalled ten, the MNI numbers are lower than that of Phase 5 (Noddle 1977, 205).  At the site 

of Quoygrew seal remains are most numerous in the Farm Mound Phase 2-3 covering the 11th 

– 13th century, which could reflect dietary regulations and be linked to intensification of 

fishing (Harland & J.H. Barrett 2012, 115).  Interestingly, seal bones were not recovered from 

the fish midden of this date, which may indicate different usage and processing areas if they 

were an incidental catch in tandem with fishing (ibid). 

 

In the Norse at Bornais Mound One, seal was also represented by a preponderance of flipper 

bones, indicating the importance of skins at this site also (Powell & Mulville 2012, 194).  The 

Udal material shows an increase in Viking age of flipper bones, which increases again from 

57% to 80% in 1100s-1300s (Serjeantson 2014a, 119).  Although, no butchery evidence is 

noted on seal bones at Udal (ibid). At Quoygrew there is evidence for butchery on bones but 

anatomical representation is not listed, but there appears to be a preference for juvenile seals 

as opposed to adult (Harland 2012, 142-3).  Faunal data from Old Scatness suggests a 

decrease in seal exploitation at this site (Bond 2012, 153) and butchery marks are recorded 

(throughout the phases, knife and chop marks to skull, mandible, pelvis and lumbar vertebra) 

but not specifically linked to skinning and no body part representation is presented.  At 

Beachview in Birsay, seal numbers are low, and authors interpret this as seal not being 

targeted as a resource (Rackham 1996, 170).    

 

The low frequency of seal bones may be attributed to similar arguments regarding whale 

where seals may be underrepresented if their bones were typically left at coastal butchery sites 

(Smith & Kinahan 1984).   Additionally, if the focus was on skins, as the Udal assemblage 

could indicate, these items would have routinely been traded and used in tributes, thus not 
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staying on site after processing.  The focus on seal skins is also interesting when considering 

later folklore, which focuses on the seal skin.   

 

Trying to identify a preference for species in the faunal assemblages is problematic. Grey seal 

and common seals are abundant in all island groups (Armit 2005, 32; Berry & Johnston 1980, 

184).   With only two species regular in Scottish waters, most reports only identify remains to 

‘seal species’; no common seal is identified and only three sites identify grey seal (of which 

only one, Earls Bu, provides numerical data, of two NISP).  At Old Scatness, large phocids 

are identified as present in the assemblage (Cussans & Bond 2010, 136).  Grey seals 

commonly range from 1.95-2.5 metres in length compared to the common seal, which has a 

range of 1.40-1.85 metres (Duck & Morris 2011).  Old Scatness has one of the highest 

occurrence of large seal species and grey seal species, with ubiquity data showing an increase 

into the Late Norse period (Cussans & Bond 2010, 136).   

 

 

4.5 Birds 

 

4.5.1 Seabirds 

 

Tables 4.13-4.23, and Figures 4.6-4.8 and 4.10, show that a limited number of seabirds 

dominate the bird bone assemblages, with sites indicating preference for particular species.  

Some species would have only been available in the summer months, nesting at coastal sites 

and colonies, including guillemot, razorbill and puffins, while others were available all year 

round (Serjeantson 1998).  Cormorant and shag are historically considered winter foods (ibid 

26) but evidence of juveniles present in the Quoygrew assemblage indicates they were also 

taken during the breeding season (Harland et al 2012, 159).  Today, several these birds have 

breeding sites in the regions under study, for example the shag has large colonies on Orkney 

and Shetland, and the guillemot has a substantial colony nesting at Marwick Head on the 

Orkney mainland.  The gannet has several breeding colonies in Shetland, at Hermaness and 

Noss, another colony nests at Sule Skerry/Sule Stack off Orkney, and at Sula Sgeir north of 

Lewis, to name a few.  Of course, the nesting situation and colony numbers may well have 

been different in the past (Baldwin 1974, 61).  However, it is clear that the island populations 
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would have had a plentiful resource during the summer breeding months, when less fresh 

produce was available from the farm, in which birds would have provided a source of meat, 

fat, feathers and eggs – fragments of eggshell were recovered from the sieved samples 

Quoygrew (Harland et al 2012, 155).  

 

Overall, the percentages of seabirds in faunal assemblages is higher in the Viking period than 

preceding periods (Serjeantson 2014b, 281).  From the evidence it is clear that all sites, with 

the exception of Earl’s Bu and Freswick Links, were carrying out fowling activities with a 

specific focus on seabird species, but with much less focus on the moorland and freshwater 

bird species frequenting inland and upland areas.  Based on the NISP data presented in the 

site publications for identifiable bird species, at Old Scatness in Shetland, shag are most 

numerous (Figure 4.6), except in the Viking phase where it is second in numerical strength to 

the great black-backed gull (Nicholson 2010, 170).  The scarcity of auk species in the Old 

Scatness assemblage is interpreted as representing cultural preference, as species such as 

puffin and guillemot breed today at the nearby Sumburgh Head (ibid).  Shag is also most 

numerous at Jarlshof (Platt 1956, 214). 

 
Figure 4.6 Seabird exploitation at Old Scatness.  After Nicholson 2010, 168-67. 

 

In Orkney, we see a range of bird species exploited.  At the site of Pool (Figure 4.7) during 

the interface period (phase 7) shag is the most numerous (71 NISP), followed by cormorant at 

(61 NISP) and gannet (40 NISP).  This changes in the Norse phases of the site (phase 8) 

where gannet becomes most numerous (61 NISP) followed by shag (23 NISP) and cormorant 

(19).  Overall, bird bone is highest in the interface period at 478 fragments with a wide 

selection of species present, compared to the Norse phases which totals 193 (Serjeantson 
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2007, 280-81).  This reflects a decline in exploitation yet the gannet numbers increase, with 

less variation in the species present, indicating a possible focus on a particular species as the 

site improves economically from its low status in the Late Iron Age (Hunter 2007, 520).  The 

site of Buckquoy revealed a small avian assemblage, in which gannet dominated through all 

phases with little diversity in species present.  In the last phase of the site there is a wider 

variety of species present, with gannet dominating, however, the most numerically strong 

after gannet are thought to be domestic geese and fowl species (Bramwell 1977, 210). At 

Snusgar (Figure 4.8) the presence of gannet was substantially higher than any other bird on 

site at 258 NISP; the second most numerous was guillemot at 91 NISP (Mainland et al 2014). 

At the site of Quoygrew most bird bone was recovered from Phase 2-3 (eleventh – thirteenth 

century) in the Farm Mound (818 fragments) and Fish Midden (227 fragments) deposits.  

Like other sites, seabirds dominated the assemblage.  In the Farm Mound the shag was most 

numerous (46), followed by herring/lesser black-backed gull (40), guillemot/razorbill (38), 

great black-backed gull (28), puffin (27) and cormorant (18).  Gannet appears seventh 

totalling 15 NISP.  In the Fish Midden there was less variety in species present with 17 

identified species compared to the Farm Mound at 25, with gannet most numerous at fourteen 

fragments and herring gull at nine fragments (Harland et al 2012, 156-57).  The site of Earl’s 

Bu presents a very different picture from the all other sites of Viking and Norse date with 

very little exploitation of seabirds and the complete absence of gannet in the assemblage 

(Mainland & Webster 2013).   

 

 
Figure 4.7 Seabird exploitation at Pool. After Serjeantson 2007, 280-81. 
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Figure 4.8 Seabird exploitation at Snusgar. After Mainland et al 2014 Table 1 cont. 

 

 

At Beachview, Birsay, gannet was also most abundant (Rackham 1996, microfiche 3/3).  The 

Brough Road excavations yielded only a small identifiable avian assemblage, of which gannet 

and shag were most numerous across the phasing of the site, yet in the Viking Age middens 

gannet numbered 2 fragments, the same frequency as Greater Black-backed gull (Allison 

1996, 236).   

 

At Freswick Links, one of the very few excavated sites of Viking/Norse date on the Scottish 

Mainland an avian assemblage totalling 583 identified fragments was recovered from a total 

assemblage of 1144 fragments (Allison 1995, 209-10).  This site differs from most Scottish 

sites of this date where the most frequent species identified in the assemblage was domestic 

fowl at 125 NISP, representing over 20% of the total assemblage (Figure 4.9).  The second in 

numerical strength was that of the greater black-backed gull at 93 NISP (ibid).  The frequency 

of fowl is also noted at the Late Norse site of Earl’s Bu, above. 
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Figure 4.9 Bird exploitation at Freswick Links. After Allison 1995, 208-210. 

 

 

In the Hebrides, the assemblages from the sites of The Udal in North Uist, and Bornais 

Mound One and Three in South Uist, indicate regional differences in the exploitation of 

seabirds.  At the Udal gannet is the highest NISP in all phases showing a clear preference for, 

and focused acquisition of this species (Serjeantson 2014a, 124-25), with less variety in other 

sea bird exploitation, and cormorant/shag feature much less than the Northern Isles 

assemblages.  At Bornais Mound One, seabird exploitation was higher during the Late Iron 

Age with a focus on the herring gull, shag, great black-backed gull and cormorant; bird bone 

numbers of the Viking period at this area of Bornais were lower, but the herring gull remained 

highest in NISP, followed by great black-backed gull, guillemot/razorbill, with a small 

increase in gannet NISP from the Iron Age, however, in relative terms becoming fourth most 

numerous in the Norse assemblage (Cartledge 2012, 195) (Figure 4.10).  Bornais Mound 3 

had a small avian assemblage with herring gull again most numerous and cormorant, 

guillemot/razorbill and gannet only a fragment difference (Cartledge 2005, 145) .  Thus, at 

Bornais the targeted species appears to have been the herring or lesser black-backed gull. 
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Figure 4.10 Seabird exploitation at Bornais Mound 1. After Cartledge 2012 Table 72, 195. 

 

 

4.5.2 Corvids 

 

Corvid remains are present at all sites although in relatively low numbers (Tables 4.13 – 

4.23).  Occurrences of corvid remains derived from Old Scatness and Pool, will be discussed 

in section 4.6, due to their presence in context as possible structured deposition.  At 

Quoygrew, seven raven fragments were recovered from Farm Mound Phase 2-3 only.  As this 

phase spans the 11th-13th century, a period in which the Norse population have accepted 

Christianity, and when pagan belief supposedly ceased, the specialist argues that their 

presence in the assemblage relates to the killing of the species as scavengers to human 

settlement (Harland 2012, 157).  However, there are examples of continued practice 

associated with paganism during this period such as Svein Breast-Rope who ‘was keen on the 

old practices and had spent many a night in the open with the spirits’ (Palsson & Edwards 

1978, 121) (discussed further in section 7.2). 
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4.5.3 Other Bird Species 

 

As noted in 4.5.1, seabirds dominate the bird bone assemblages of the majority of sites, 

favouring a liminal landscape of coast and cliff.  Other bird species inhabit inland watery 

places such as lochs and wetlands, yet are extremely infrequent in the bird bone assemblages 

of sites for the Viking and Norse period in Scotland.  

 

As discussed in section 2.3.1, birds are found in burials in Scandinavia and in these contexts, 

domestic fowl and geese and birds of prey such as goshawk, peregrine falcon and gyrfalcon 

dominate (Tyrberg 2002, 228).  Other birds, including wildfowl species are also recorded in 

the Swedish ‘falconry’ graves, although in smaller numbers and interpreted as food items, 

these include Teal, Goldeneye, Red-breasted Merganser, Golden Plover, Snipe (each found in 

one grave) and indeterminate ducks which were found in five graves (Tyrberg 2002, 228); 

these species have also been interpreted as the quarry of the birds of prey (Jennbert 2011, 88).  

The habitats of these birds however are not solely wetland or freshwater.  The Golden Plover 

is found in upland moorlands, as is the Teal during the breeding season (in winter it is found 

at low-lying wetlands – both coastal and inland).  The Goldeneye and Red-breasted 

Merganser inhabit both sea and freshwater habitats (RSPB 2011).  Snipe are generally 

associated with moorland landscapes, inhabited during the breeding season, and in winter are 

to be found at the edges of pool in wetland areas, thus are species which occupy different 

habitats, not solely associated with inland waters but can be found at coastal locations, which 

may impact on their place and role in the cognitive landscape, classification, and subsequent 

consumption.  

 

As noted above, bird bone assemblages from Scottish sites show very low frequencies of bird 

species inhabiting freshwater and wetland landscapes.  Some species present, such as teal, 

green/redshank and shelduck inhabit both coastal and inland watery environments (RSPB 

2011).  Other freshwater species present in Scotland include snipe, moorhen, mallard, pochard 

and plovers (ibid), yet these appear infrequently in the assemblages usually only totalling one 

fragment across an entire site assemblage, e.g. at the Udal one fragment of the total identified 

bird bone was identified as mallard from a total 98 fragments from the Norse phase (Table 

4.2.1).  Comparable evidence is also available from other areas of the diaspora.  McGovern 

notes that the absence of substantial numbers of waterfowl/duck is “surprising”; this is also 
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noted in the faunal assemblages from the site of Selhagi in Iceland, despite its location in the 

region of one of today’s largest waterfowl nesting sites in the North Atlantic (McGovern 

2009, 222).  At Hofstađir, also in Iceland, due to its inland location, the focus of bird 

exploitation is on the Ptarmigan, with very occasional seabird bone appearing in the 

assemblages (McGovern 2009, 184).  In the Faroe Islands, there is differentiation in the soil 

conditions affecting the preservation of bird bone.  For example, at the site of Toftanes only 2 

species of bird were recovered, Shearwater and Puffin (Stumman Hansen 2013, 175).  The 

site of Undir Junkarinsfløtti, Sandoy, was characterised by more alkaline soils creating more 

favourable conditions for the preservation of smaller animal bone such as birds; at this site 

seabirds dominate with only a small percentage of waterfowl species appearing (Church et al 

2005, 187).  In the homelands, at the site of Kaupang in Norway the bird bone assemblage 

comprised only 27 bones of which only a few could be identified beyond level of class.  

Seven species of bird were identified, much of which were fowl and geese, with one shelduck 

identified (J.H. Barrett et al 2007, 294-5).   

 

Some of the species inhabiting these inland watery landscapes could provide an additional 

seasonal resource.  While many seabirds, such as gannet, guillemot and puffin are taken 

during the summer months (Harman 1997, 210) some of the freshwater species are to be 

found, and are readily accessible in the winter months, such as the whooper swan.  With a 

weight range of between seven to 14 kilograms (Serjeantson 2009, 232), the mute swan 

provides a significant calorific and economic resource.  Of the sites studied, only four 

identified the remains of swan in the avian assemblages.  Where swan remains have been 

identified to species, the species is predominantly whooper swan, with only one possible mute 

swan fragment from the interface period at Pool (Serjeantson 2007, 281).  As there are only 

two distinctive skeletal elements, the sternum and furcular (Serjeantson 2009, 75), 

identification to species may be problematic, but there appears to be a preference for whooper 

swan, although the data indicates this swans in general were not often targeted, but when they 

were it was the whooper swan that was taken, a species today which is only a winter visitor to 

the Scottish island groups (RSPB 2011), as opposed to the mute swan, a resident species in 

present day Orkney and in the Uists (ibid).  
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4.6 Structured Deposition    

 

Based on the criteria specified by Morris (2010b, 13), outlined in section 1.4.2, a number of 

associated animal bone deposits were identified from the review of faunal data conducted.  

These are presented below (Table 4.24).   In addition to those presented in Table 4.24, the 

skull of a small whale was found, having been inserted into a wall on a longhouse-like 

structure (Curle 1939, 94).  However, no zooarchaeological information regarding the deposit 

is made, and is therefore unable to meet the criteria specified by Morris.  From the review, it 

appears that structured deposition in Viking Age Scotland focuses on three species, namely 

cat, dog and corvids. 

 

At Pool, the remains of an articulated skeleton in a shallow pit beneath a stone (context 0119, 

F525) in Phase 8.2.2 is detailed.   This was a complete cat (Bond 2007, 257).  This context 

and F525 are within structure 29, which forms part of a more substantial complex which also 

included a series of outbuildings.  The dwelling underwent a series of structural changes 

during this phase, and it is suggested that this may have been to do with a possible change in 

building function (Hunter 2007, 151).  In Phase 8.2.2, Structure 29 underwent major 

structural changes, as well as minor changes within the main body of the building, and 

extension to the NE end of the building (ibid 155).  Internal changes were also made, 

including a new hearth or working area against the south-east wall; other evidence suggests 

the function of the building may have changed radically, an interpretation also supported by a 

number of other internal features e.g. a series of pits that had no evidence of burning and are 

suggested as storage pits, and a gully dug through the former hearth which ran directly 

between the bench fronts, and another shallow pit F525 (which was later than the gully).  

These features are suggestive of a new configuration for the inside of the building (ibid 157).  

The final phase of activity on this site (Phase 8.2.3) also focuses on structure 29, and was a 

long period of use with minor structural changes and later abandonment (ibid).  The dating for 

this phase may have implications for interpretation of the cat remains. The terminus of Phase 

7 is argued as occurring within the second half of the 10th C (c.950 onwards), and Phase 8 is 

assumed to have followed on directly after, however the duration of Phase 8.1 is unclear and a 

period of hiatus between the levelling of the site and the construction of structure 29 is 

evident (although there was activity of active occupation elsewhere on site).  Only two 

radiocarbon dates were obtained for Phase 8 making it difficult to determine anything other 

than a rather broad date, however, Hunter deems a late 11th century date as covering the hiatus 
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and allowing for a reasonable period of occupation during phase 8.2.1.  Hunter suggests the 

building probably fell out of use in the later 12th century or early 13th century (ibid 162).  This 

would suggest a relatively late date for depositional acts of this nature.  In addition, as noted 

in Chapter 2.3.1, cats are rare in building and structured deposits. 

 

A further two partially articulated cat skeletons, one partial, and one complete (ibid 257), 

were also discovered within the flagging of Structure 28 in Phase 8.2.3, both were juvenile 

but of different ages.  It was not clear to the excavators whether these animals were buried in 

the structure or whether they were present in the abandonment layers of the building (Bond 

2007, 214).  Although it cannot be determined whether this was an intentional depositional 

act, it is tantalising and may suggest that such depositional practices were more widespread 

than previously acknowledged in Viking Age Scotland, the use of cat, rare in depositional 

events, provides further food for thought.  Pathologies were noted in two cat mandibles which 

exhibited dental calculus, one of which was the partially articulated cat from flagging.  The 

sacrum from the cat burial (F525) showed an unusual feature from unknown origin, perhaps 

as result of infection, that would likely have affected the cat’s mobility (Bond 2007, 242). 

This is interesting to note, the cat may have required extra care in life and been accorded 

special treatment in death?  

 

 

At Snusgar, from excavations in Trench Five on the East Mound, a ‘potential cat burial 

foundation deposit’ was recovered at the juxtaposition of the domestic dwelling and the byre 

(Mainland 2014, 18). This deposit comprised a pair of partial articulated cat skeletons (from 

context 2268) which were recovered from beside an orthostat, which was related to the 

threshold between the byre passageway and the longhouse (ibid 13). It is suggested that there 

may have been a special emphasis on the cat with ‘interesting trends’ identified in the 

presence of remains, which occurred three times in the byre floors and also in relation to the 

spatial distribution of cat remains on the site which suggests a specific association with the 

longhouse (ibid 18). 

 

 

At Freswick Links, two partial (articulated) cat skeletons were recovered from Area 11 

(Southern Cliff area excavations), of Viking date.  It is suggested that these two groups of 

articulated bones may have been exposed to wind-blow erosion prior to final incorporation in 

the archaeological deposit based on consistent sand deposits in each area (Batey, Morris & 

Rackham 1995, 200), indicating that this may not have been intentional deposition.  This is 
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the only instance in which cat remains occur on the site (ibid).  At Udal, six bones from the 

burial of a single cat were recovered from the Viking phase (Serjeantson 2014a, 64), no more 

information was provided. 

 

In Area 9, which contained both midden and structural material, at Freswick Links, a partial 

dog skeleton was found in Phase U (Batey et al 19995, 108-09 and 204). Phase U appears to 

be Late Norse in date, based on the pottery found, the finds also led the excavators to interpret 

this area as not a domestic midden but rather as a midden for industrial waste as it contained 

from finds of bog iron, slag and fragments of a possible furnace lining (ibid 108).   

 

In addition to the cat deposit at Snusgar, a partial dog burial was also found in context 2115, 

in the interior deposits and floor structure of the longhouse (Mainland et al 2014).  At 

Barabhas II, Test it 90/86 recorded a total of 14 dog bones, several of which from contexts 

032 and 033 belonged to a single animal of terrier size (Harman & Serjeantson, Revised 

Powell 2012).  In addition to this collection, the same test pit also contained the remains of 

another dog (ibid).  At Bornais Mound Three, in area DB (sand accumulation layers between 

the underlying/earlier house (DA) and the deposits associated with the house (DC), 

radiocarbon dated at 95% probability between cal AD 980-1160 (Sharples 2005, 43), located 

close to the main house (DC) in Trench 5, the articulated foot and skull of a dog was 

recovered, suggesting the disposal of at least part of a complete skeleton (Ingrem et al 2005, 

49). 

 

In Phase 9 at Old Scatness ten fragments from raven, and four from raven species, were 

identified in the assemblage.  The specialists suggested that these remains may have been 

intentionally incorporated into the middens (Cussans & Bond 2010, 170) in which mainly 

wing and leg bones were represented (ibid).  At Pool, there were a minimum of 23 raven 

bones from Phase 7 (Interface period), deriving from a minimum of four individual birds 

(Serjeantson 2007, 283).  Of these 23 bones, at least seven come from a context associated 

with Structure 27, from a wall (F472; context 0330).  The remains appear to be from a single 

bird with wings from at least two other birds deposited with it, none of which show evidence 

of butchery (ibid).  From the Udal, the overwhelming majority of remains of corvids were 

recovered from the Viking phase of occupation, of which an almost complete skeleton was 

represented (Serjeantson 2014a, 88). However, the post-excavation of this site was limited 

and since the death of the excavator the post-excavation has been resumed with focus on the 
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prehistoric phases of the site.  It may be some time before a full picture of the sites phasing 

and contexts is understood, however, it is possible that the corvid may be of Norse date 

(Serjeantson pers. comm.).  
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Table 4.24  Associated Bone Groups.  Image © Siobhan Cooke. 
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Table 4.24 Cont.  
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Table 4.24 Cont. 
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4.7 Summary 

 

From the review of faunal assemblages, human-animal interaction in the form of animal 

husbandry is confirmed as significant, with transhumance activity indicated.  Red deer appear 

important in terms of wild species during the interface and Viking periods at the site of Pool 

and the Viking period at Snusgar.  The situation in the Hebrides indicates continuity from the 

Late Iron Age, where exploitation continues in to the Viking period.   

 

In terms of exploitation of minor wild resources, such as cetaceans and seals, the faunal 

assemblages note low frequency.  However, it is possible that these species are more 

important than the faunal assemblages suggest, particularly with regards to written sources 

and later historical activity concerning the pursuit of whales.  As a ‘minor resource’, whales 

provide a useful example to explore the structuring role animals played in society, beyond the 

domestic species and to think about how species were perceived as more than meat. 

 

Seabirds dominate the bird bone assemblages of all sites, except the Late Norse site of Earl’s 

Bu.  Seabirds provide an interesting species of study, as a seasonal resource, appearing 

frequently in place names whose pursuit might have wider societal implication and function 

in identity.  When considering other species, there is an absence of certain species noted, 

concerning inland fresh water landscape, which may reveal attitudes to both animals and 

landscapes.   

 

From the data analysis, structured deposition is highlighted, where cats, a rare depositional 

animal in the Scandinavian homelands, has been identified as appearing frequently in the 

assemblages.  Again, we must question continuity and interaction with Late Iron Age 

populations, where cat deposition in this region is known.    The association of the cat burial 

at Snusgar with the threshold is very interesting.  Also noted are the differential treatment of 

cats from the geographical regions studied.  In Orkney examples of skinned cats are 

numerous, in comparison to the single example from the Hebrides, highlighting regional 

differences.  The relatively late date of several these depositions, both cat and raven, is also 

significant, occurring after official conversion. 
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Chapter 5- Human-Animal-Landscape Relationships in Viking Age Scotland 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

 

 

What is often missing from discussions concerning human-animal relationships is the role of 

the landscape in these interactions (1.4.3); the landscape is a meeting point between humans 

and domestic animals as much as wild species.  Animals are central to the creation, use and 

perception of landscape (Chadwick 2004; Sykes 2014a, 99), and human-animal interactions 

shape the physical, mental and psychological landscape – the meaning of space and landscape 

is often defined by the human-animal interactions that are performed in a given space (Moore 

2007, 80, Sykes 2014a, 99).  Through the study of the human-animal-landscape relationship 

we can gain new insights into the worldview of past societies, particularly when we also 

consider other sources of evidence (written sources, ethnographic accounts and place names 

studies).  To fully understand animal remains, they must be put back into the landscape to 

determine the human-animal interactions they represent, and what this means for identity, and 

for wider human-human relationships. 

 

 

This section considers the human-animal interactions represented by the faunal remains from 

the settlement case study sites, both innmark, extending into utmark.  In the Viking 

homelands the landscape beyond the settlement is termed utmark, a term used to denote the 

outfield or wasteland, a space beyond and separate from innmark or the infield (Holm 2001, 

412-413; Rungberget 2009, 67; Øye 2005, 9-10).  Utmark, the landscape beyond the 

settlement is a place, or space, often considered beyond society, particularly from the stance 

of the sagas (2.4; Hastrup 1985; 1991).  However, it can be argued that this outland can be 

viewed or perceived differently from ‘wild’ land, it is land which can be cultivated, but in 

different ways (Svensson 2001, 386).  It is argued here that one of these ways is through 

human-animal interaction within these landscapes.  The use and non-use of landscapes, 

through the window of human-animal interaction, will be utilised to understand whether these 

concepts and landscape categorisation was exported or translated to Scotland, through the 

study of human-animal relations.  As noted in chapter two, the Eddas form the main source 

for our understanding of a Norse cosmology (2.3.2), which has been employed in terms of 

understanding animals and cosmology in a Scandinavian context (e.g. Jennbert 2011), but to 

what extent does this cosmological ordering apply to Scotland? 
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Studying the human-animal-landscape relationship provides a medium which the two-fold 

purpose of social zooarchaeology can be achieved, both exploring the human-animal 

relationship beyond meat, such as the role of animals in the classification and negotiation of 

landscape.  Furthermore, it also allows the exploration of how the human-human relationships 

were negotiated through animals, whether we see interactions as Viking adaptions or whether 

they have assumed the human-animal interactions of native populations, and whereby the use 

of the landscape, as exhibited and legitimised through animal interaction, can be a mechanism 

of social power, informing us of occupation and well as inhabitation. 

 

 

This chapter considers the human-animal interactions identified from the settlement data 

analysis presented in sections 4.3 – 4.6.  These interactions will be discussed in terms of 

landscape, with the exploitation of cetaceans and seabird fowling used to investigate 

landscape use and perceptions and the human-animal divide, through animals, of the marine 

environment.  Deer are used as an example to consider upland use, and other bird species to 

consider possible taboo animals and landscapes. The domestic animals are considered to 

understand cosmological structuring in the settlement, and the extension of domestic space 

into the wild, setting the scene for wider exploitation of utmark.  Human-animal interactions 

are tied to the landscape, the meeting point between humans and animals, which then become 

an arena for specific human-animal engagement.  We can also consider ‘grand narratives’, 

from the large scale cosmologies to the small scale local situation (Armstrong Oma 2013), 

allowing us to determine if, and how, animals are employed in cosmological structuring in 

Viking Scotland.  

 

 

Although human-animal interactions served an economic function, I argue that they also 

fulfilled a symbolic, social and cosmological function (e.g. through the ordering of the 

landscape and understanding of their [the Norse] place in the world), and that this interaction, 

and the landscape in which they were performed, was as important as the sustenance they 

provided.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



 120 

INNMARK and UTMARK 

 

 

The concepts of innmark and utmark derive from the terms, innan garđs and utan garđs, 

meaning within the fence and out-with the fence respectively (Øye 2005, 9).  Inside the fence 

was the farmland proper of the Iron Age and medieval farm consisting of arable land and the 

outfields forming part of Utgard (ibid 10).  In addition to, and further out from the outfields, 

were the common lands, areas open to all, though in Norway by the High Middle Ages the 

King has overlordship over common land (ibid 11).   The landscapes of utmark include 

forests, moorland, mountains and coastal areas (Øye 2005, 9; Rundberget 2009, 67).  The 

cosmological model is taken as a model for the way in which the farm was organised, with 

Midgard being paralleled to the infield, and Utgard corresponding with the outfield with the 

fence as a defining feature (Holm 2002, 67; 2003, 412).  The literal translation of Utgard is 

‘that which is situated outside the walled enclosure’ (Holm 2002, 68; 2003, 413). 

 

There are traditional opinions regarding the tasks carried out in, and perceptions about, the 

innmark and utmark.  Innmark is understood as civilised, sedentary, of the ancestor, friendly 

and a place for farming and collective activities (Holm 2002, 68).  Whereas utmark is a place 

for hunting, for individual tasks, it is wild and mobile, and a place containing dangerous 

beings such as trolls and other supernatural beings (ibid; Holm 2003, 413). 

 

In opposition to the written sources and traditional views, archaeology highlights the 

importance of utmark, or the wild.  Exploitation of utmark was essential for economy, with 

the pursuit of sea mammals and wild game and fowl, but also for herbs and berries and 

resources for metal working, with the use of these areas ‘multi-faceted’ varying from hunting 

to husbandry and in the Viking Age the whole landscape was utilised (Øye 2005, 12; Jennbert 

2011, 112).   This is also noted in the faunal assemblages of Scotland (4.3.1, 4.3.3 and 4.4.1).  

In Western Norway utmark was particularly important where there were limited resources and 

arable lands (Øye 2003, 402-03).  In defining utmark, outland is not the same as wild land, it 

could be ‘cultivated’ in different ways beyond traditional farming, and most importantly, it 

was an arena in which clearly defined categories could be transgressed, for example gender, 

in which women could take on traditionally male tasks (Svensson 2003, 386-87).  In 

opposition with the written sources such as sagas and folklore, which characterise utmark as a 

dangerous and hostile place, there is archaeological evidence for extensive outland use 
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including shielding buildings, traps for hunting and bloomer furnaces which all indicated 

significant amounts of work had been invested in their making and were used regularly (ibid 

388; Rundberget 2009, 76).  There appears to be a disparity between what actually took place 

and how these places were conceptualised, in what was done and what should be done (e.g. 

farming in the infield) (Holm 2002, 71).  It is perhaps interesting to note that the majority of 

animals which appear in these human-animal interactions in utmark, rarely feature in the 

cosmology. 

 

Utilisation of the landscape beyond the infield can also been seen as an extension of innmark, 

where the outfields too, were considered part of the medieval farm (Øye 2003, 409).  There is 

archaeological evidence for significant outland use (as above), but this has also been argued 

for the sea, a scape generally thought of as utmark (Bertelsen 2005, 21).  The sea was a social 

arena, a means of communication by travel and used as reference in world views but it also 

formed an economically important part of the landscape in which fishing could be seen as an 

extension of the farm and whaling and sealing as a substitute for agriculture thus becoming 

innmark (ibid 22-26).  

 

It is possible that regional differences in the worldview and in terms of boundaries between 

the infield and outfield existed, a difference considered in terms of the Scottish evidence.  

One difference highlighted is geography, for example in Norway 97% of the country could be 

classed as outfield and thus, without significant outland use it would not have been possible to 

survive (Holm 2003, 416).  Interaction with other populations may also affect worldview.  

Holm cites the example of ‘forest Finns’ who inhabited the outlands and were able to 

‘control’ their environment e.g. they could command bears to do what they wanted and 

believed they could shape-shift in to bear form (Holm 2002, 75).  The forest Finns knew their 

landscape and they learnt it, for example the could travel significant distances through forests 

to find a place for a swidden (an area for cultivation) and even upon returning home they 

would still be able to find their way back to this chosen location (ibid).  There existed ways of 

becoming familiar with surroundings, for the forest Finns this included composing songs and 

through place names, whereby an unknown landscape was transformed into a known and 

cultural landscape with its own history (Holm 2003, 419), which may also have implication 

for legitimisation and control.  Animal place naming practices of the Vikings can be seen in 

this context, as well as human animal interactions, which are also a way in which landscapes 

become known (Holm 2002, 75). 
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It has also been suggested that the opposition of, and use of, innmark and utmark had social 

motivations, which may also relate to the actions of other populations.  It is possible that the 

outfield was considered the land of ‘the other’ where in some cases there was another ethnic 

group using the land beyond the settlement and thus, the farm in Norse society may have been 

understood as an ethnic marker (Holm 2002, 71).  In this mind-set, it could have been 

important for the Norse to communicate their farming activities even if this was in fact 

opposite from the reality of their activities, which included extensive outland usage, and thus 

outfield becomes inferior and negatively conceptualised in Old Norse worldview (ibid)?  This 

then has socio-political implications for outland use, and can be used as a framework to 

understand interaction between native populations in Scotland and the Viking settlers.   

 

Utmark is a landscape employed in social aspects such as power and conflict - an aspect of 

research that has been highlighted as under-researched (Øye 2005, 14) but which has recently 

received attention arguing that specialised outland use were significant in social power and 

significantly, in the exercise of lordship (Sindbæk 2011, 97).  Archaeological evidence can be 

utilised to expand understanding of landscape use (Holm 2002, 70), and faunal evidence can 

be utilised in this way.  Human-animal relationships can alter landscapes (Evans & Yarwood 

1995, 142) and landscape can be used and changed (in the mentality of people and perception) 

depending on what happened at different places (Jennbert 2011, 112).  Human-animal 

relationships are important in these discussions, for they are ways in which the landscapes 

become known (Holm 2002, 75) thus providing a means of examining the use of landscapes 

and addressing cosmological ordering of the wider landscape. 

 

 

 

5.2 Landscapes – Innmark 

 

5.2.1 The Farm 

 

The farm is a neglected area when considering the use of animals in social expression.  While 

this is neglected in studies of Viking Scotland, it is an area with has received much attention 

in Iron Age studies, where animal deposits have been argued to be important in terms of 

cosmological ordering of the household (3.1).  This research draws upon this body of thought; 
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in a society where animals played a central role in the cosmology, to determine if animals 

played a structuring role in the household, and in the conceptualisation of the farm and 

surrounding landscape, whilst also considering the wider socio-political impact of such 

interactions.  By considering the various human-animal interactions of the farm and the nature 

of categorisation and classification of animals and landscapes, we can begin to understand the 

role animals played in both defining place and determining landscapes as social spaces.  In 

this way animals are not only associated with place, but can classify place and transform 

place.   

 

In Iron Age Scotland structured deposits reflect cosmological principles through their 

composition and location in the household, providing rationale for how to construct the life 

space of the household (Armit 2006, 250; Armstrong Oma 2012, 77; Parker Pearson 1996; 

Parker Pearson & Sharples 1999a, 16-21; Oswald 1997; Pope 2007; Richards & Thomas 

1984), organising and structuring social space where distinctions are marked e.g. social, 

temporal and spatial, but also perhaps wild and domestic (Armit 2006, 244; Campbell 1991, 

146-7; 166; Mulville et al 2003; Parker Pearson & Sharples 1999a, 16).  As a population for 

whom animals played a central role in cosmology, such structuring may also be visible in the 

Viking Age farm, showing that the Viking Age is a period which needs to be further theorised 

in archaeological discourse.  

 

Armstrong Oma (2012; 2013) provides a useful method to which to illustrate the how the 

construction and use of space is highly structuring in the lives of household members, both 

human and non-human animals.  The physical household provided pre-conceived choices 

which determined how relationships could be performed, and these choices were likely made 

in reference to human-animal relationships, so by exploring the spatial organisation of 

remains in the household it may be possible to identify the physical meeting points between 

humans and domestic animals (Armstrong Oma 2013, 163).  To begin studying human-

animal relationships we must first start with the physical encounters, this means we must start 

with an understanding of the spaces where the relationship happened (‘life-spaces’) (ibid; 

Armstrong Oma 2010, 182).  In Armstrong Oma’s study this is the domestic space, but this 

could equally be applied further from the household, out into the landscape (Armstrong Oma 

2013, 164).  A way in which to study the human-animal relationship is through looking at 

spatial constructs that accommodate both human and animal agents, the meeting points which 

include: 
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- Rhythm, meeting points between human and living animals, that take place within a 

shared human-animal life-space  

- Cosmological structures: how practice is created and structured according to an 

understanding of the cosmos; this includes in her study astragali used in divination, a 

practice which can also be identified in the archaeological record for Viking period 

Scotland. 

- Refinement of animal products, e.g. wool processing, meat preparation and cooking, 

storage 

- Incorporation of animal materials: consumption of domestic species, also wild e.g. red 

deer) 

(Armstrong Oma 2012, 78-80; 2013, 166-169). 

 

The above represent metaphors for specific ways of articulating a human-animal relationship, 

and are central to the discussion of the use of space (ibid 167).  Even if the life-space element 

is not visible animals still constituted spaces through the presence of their bones, food 

remains, adornment made from bone and ritual deposits of animal bones, and items used in 

e.g. divination (ibid 168).  Animals were embodied in the household through incorporation, 

by consumption of meat, wearing adornment made from bone, or processing wool into 

textiles (ibid).  To an extent, animals became a structuring principle in the household by 

spaces which were designated for various activities such as processing and consumption of 

animal parts (ibid 168). 

 

In Late Bronze Age in Scandinavia, byres are identified in the household architecture 

indicating there was a fundamental notion of who belonged to the household, and evidently 

humans and animals were both perceived as household members, thus there existed a 

preconceived idea prior to the Viking age, that animals belonged on the inside (ibid 172).  

Årlin (1999, 291-307) suggested that the indoor housing of animals meant that they had an 

important place in the household, recognised as producers rather than products.  This is an 

argument, which Armstrong Oma suggests is consistent with animals as producers of 

secondary products such as wool.  Animals are seen as ‘affiliated with humans’ and the 

architecture recognises a mutual social practice between people and the domestic animals and 

whereby the category of human could be extended to include domestic animals (ibid 172). 
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In her comparison of two case studies, Armstrong Oma sees the Scandinavian example living 

in greater human-animal proximity than the other (Sicily); the absence of the shared life space 

(the rhythm) in the Sicilian example is significant.  The rhythm is seen as the building block 

that other meeting points hinge on creating ‘awareness, familiarity, and affinity, and includes 

the animals in the life-space of the house, which has repercussions for the other meeting 

points’, thus creating deep human-animal relationship (ibid 172-3).  The comparison of the 

two case studies demonstrates that the two societies have very different types of relationships 

and engagements with animals (ibid 173).  A number of Viking style long houses reflect this 

shared life space.  The stalling of animals such as cattle in a shared-life spaces reflects their 

central role in cosmology, where the cow Audhumla is central in the creation story of Norse 

mythology (2.3.2).  Shared life spaces are also visible in the wider landscape through 

transhumance and other interactions at meeting points e.g. cliffs for fowling and in deer 

hunting, where humans engage with non-domestic animals. 

 

Mainland et al (2014), working on the assemblages from Snusgar highlighted some 

interesting observations concerning the spatial patterning of both mammal and bird remains.  

Trench 4 middens at Snusgar were considered unusual in their frequency of avian remains, 

particularly of gannets and guillemot.  Gannet was absent from the byre and cookhouse floors 

in trench 5, but dominated the avian presence in the longhouse (Mainland et al 2014, 13).  

Wild mammals, red deer, whale and seal are found only in midden deposits from the Snusgar 

mound – these species are not currently evident in securely dated Viking-Late Norse midden 

layers from trench 5 nor in the floor deposits, cooking pits or hearths associated with the 

longhouse.  In contrast, minor domestic species such as horse, dog and cat, were more 

commonly found in the Snusgar East mound. (Mainland et al 2014, 13).  Such variability was 

indicative of possible spatial organisation in and/or restriction of activities performed around 

the settlement (Mainland et al 2014, 18). 

 

The meeting points outlined above can be identified in Viking Age Scotland.  A number of 

appropriated Iron Age sites, settled by the Vikings, such as Jarlshof, underwent re-modelling 

and construction during the course of their occupation (Hamilton 1956, 102-06).  

Fragmentary traces of a longhouse were recorded during excavations at Old Scatness (Bond 

& Dockrill 2010, 78; 88; 96).  Further verbal reports of longhouses in the vicinity exist from 

those working on the access road to the airport in the 1970s (ibid).  At Beachview, Birsay a 

possible byre appears to have been added to the main structure (Hunter 2007, 163; Morris 
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1996, 88).  Non-appropriated sites such as Hamar, and also probably Belmont, had integral 

byres in the longhouse structure (Turner & Owen 2013, 238).  Thus, this aspect of the human 

animal relationship, and structuring of the settlement appears to be an important feature the 

Vikings brought with them.   

 

The full range of meeting points as advocated by Armstrong Oma proves difficult to identify 

based on a review of published sites.  The site of Snusgar does however indicate the presence 

of all meeting points outlined by Armstrong Oma.  Excavations exposed a substantially 

preserved longhouse, comprising domestic and byre areas, with hoof prints still visible in the 

dark trampled floor surface (Griffiths 2015, 223-4).  Incorporation was also apparent through 

the recovery of broken or discarded bone pins and needles in the longhouse layers (ibid 225).  

The special deposits (Mainland et al 2014 ; 4.6) feature as cosmological structures in the 

occupational deposits of the longhouse.  Finally, evidence for refinement was also recorded 

through the presence of a needle case and an unfinished spindle whorl (Griffiths 2015, 225).  

 

At Snusgar, the mound represented an ‘active’ statement of wealth and power in the 

landscape of Skaill (Griffiths 2015, 229).  Griffiths argues for a distinctive Orcadian identity 

in the 11th and 12th centuries, which distanced itself from the Scandinavian homelands 

(Griffiths 2015, 232).  This relates to Armstrong Oma’s discussion of large-scale cosmologies 

and small scale local studies, where the site’s cosmology appears to fit in with wider inter-

regional ideas concerning cosmological structuring, yet focusing on political pursuits on a 

region-specific level. 

 

A deep human-animal relationship, which stems from shared life-space and cosmological 

structuring, is evident, from both Snusgar, but from other archaeological sites which indicate 

remodelling to incorporate a closer human-animal rhythm.  Animals are understood from the 

farm, and function as a means of crossing boundaries, they are mediators. They function both 

on the large-scale cosmology, but also on the small scale local study, where we can see 

animals employed in power politics, a local variation stemming from a ‘grand narrative’.   

 

Such an approach also allows consideration of the large-scale inter regional cosmologies and 

small scale local studies of household (Armstrong Oma 2012, 72), highlighting that animals 
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participate in both spheres, cosmological and everyday life, and are structuring principles in 

both.  Such an interpretation is equally applicable to Viking Age Scotland.  The focus on 

animals in the Viking Age has often centred on the religious (2.3.1 and 2.3.2) but they are 

significant in what Jennbert calls a ‘Midgard mentality’ (Jennbert 2011) where they also 

structure daily life and how the Vikings made sense of the world, which is also exhibited in 

the Scottish settlement material.  This is also relevant to utmark, where interaction with the 

wider landscape and environment was provided through interaction with animals. Through 

examples such as free-roaming horses being kept outside the settlement (Armstrong Oma 

2012, 81) animals can, at the same time, represent the sphere outside the settlement but live 

on the inside, in close association with the household through the meeting points listed; they 

are in effect mediators between the inside/outside (Armstrong Oma 2012, 81). 

 

The concept of animal classification in terms of place and space can be explored through the 

study of the faunal evidence derived from the settlement through the consideration of two 

symbolically important animals, the horse and the dog (2.3.1).  The horse is the most 

important animal in the mythology of the Vikings (2.3.2), where its role as mediator and 

creating order in the cosmos is illustrated.   

 

 

In her assessment of medieval Iceland, where a division between the social and wild is argued 

to exist, Hastrup argues that the horse ‘belonged to a separate space’ and while tamed they 

were somewhere in between wild and domestic (Hastrup 1990, 254).  By considering, the 

burial record in Iceland, Loumand suggests the same conceptual notion of the horse existed in 

the tenth century also (Loumand 2006, 132).  In her model (Figure 5.1), Loumand classes 

cattle and dogs as domestic, sheep are also classed as domestic yet can seasonally leave the 

inner zone.  The horse, placed on mountain slopes between the cultivated land of the 

settlement and the wild, belonged to both spheres and could travel between them, it had 

‘duality’ and could ‘live in the wilderness without human assistance, but could equally live in 

a social world with humans’ (Loumand 2006, 132).  Thus, it was a ‘dynamic mediator’, 

moving between spheres and realms much like the horse in mythology (ibid).   
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Figure 5.1.  Animals landscapes and cosmology model.  After Loumand 2006, 132. 

 

 

With reference to the archaeological record in Scotland, the presence of greater numbers of 

horses on sites has been taken at the site of Pool to be a signal of Viking cultural influence on 

the site (Bond 2007, 214).  The numbers of horse remains on sites was discussed in section 

4.3.2, where horse remains feature on all Viking Age sites, though in much lower frequencies 

than Pool (Harland 2012, 144; Mainland et al 2014;  Serjeantson 2014a, 63) indicating that 

after death horses were normally disposed of away from the settlement area (Serjeantson 

2014a, 63).   

 

How horse management was conducted in Viking Age Scotland is unknown, but the concept 

of free-roaming horses may be useful.  Free-roaming horses are defined as horses that live 

under some human influence, yet for the majority of the time they are left managing on their 

own (Sundqvist 2004, 241).  References to free-roaming horses are found in the saga 

literature, including The Saga of Hrafnkel Frey’s Godi (Gunnell 1997, 264).  Today we still 

see examples of the way in which horses can be conceptualised as inhabiting a space between 

domestic and wild, through horses in Iceland.  The Shetland pony too, is a species left much 

to its own devices and is ‘free-roaming’.  In the recent past, when the ponies were required for 

work, they had to be rounded up from the common grazing land (Fenton 1997, 240).  

Although today there is little common land in Shetland, and thus ponies are owned and kept 

on owned land rather than mixed herds, they are not fed and cared for by their owners on a 

daily basis (Renwick pers. comm.).  Thus, the horse may have inhabited, and been categorised 

as an animal between wild and domestic, mediating between innmark and utmark.   

Midgard  - cows, 

sheep and dogs 

Grey area in between - horses 

 

Utgard      -    wild animals 
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The dog, like cattle, is classed as a domestic animal in Loumand’s model (Loumand 2006, 

132), yet it is regarded as a mediator in the transformation between life and death (Gräslund 

2004, 2012).  As an animal which has fulfilled almost the entire spectrum of human-animal 

relations, dogs are considered to have held an ambiguous role which blurs the boundary 

between humans and animals (Russell 2012, 262).  It is a species also very low in frequency 

in the faunal assemblages from the settlements (4.3.4).  As noted in data analysis, the low 

frequency of dog bones (4.3.4), or variation in disposal patterns across the settlement sites is 

an indication that dogs, as with horses, were normally disposed of out-with and away from the 

settlement (Bond 2007, 233; Harland 2012, 144; Serjeantson 2014a, 64).  At Pool, dog bones 

only made an appearance in the faunal assemblages after the interface period, which may 

indicate changes in attitudes to the dog between the Pictish, Interface and Viking period 

proper (Bond & Cussans 2010, 133-4). As will become apparent in the burial data analysis 

(Chapter Six), few dogs appear in the burial assemblage, in contrast to Norway and Sweden,  

Thus, it is difficult to determine how, beyond out-with the settlement, dogs were disposed of.  

This practice appears to support the notion presented in burial, of the dog as mediator between 

worlds, between spheres and landscapes inhabiting the world of the living and after death, 

moved beyond the boundaries of the settlement thus not neatly categorised as in Loumand’s 

model, but also occupying the grey area in between. 

 

 

5.2.2 Transhumance 

 

Specific modes of human-animal interaction, essentially domestic, can take place in utmark, 

in areas beyond the physical boundaries, and safety, of the farm.  Through taking such 

human-animal interactions out into utmark this landscape in effect becomes a domestic space, 

a social arena.  The most visible human-animal interaction which can be understood in this 

way is the practice of transhumance, a practice well-known in the homelands and practiced in 

other areas of the diaspora.  

 

The sagas indicate how transhumance was conceptualised, supporting notions of separation of 

wild and domestic spaces, dichotomised as dangerous or safe, uncontrolled and controlled 

(Hastrup 1985; 1990).  The shieling is portrayed as a dangerous place, for example in The 
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Saga of the People of Vopnafjod an attack on Bjarni by Thorkel is told (Tucker 1997, 330).  

Further narratives also concern violence e.g. murders in Laxdæla Saga (Kunz 2008, 125; 126-

7), The Saga of Hallfred the Troublesome Poet (Whaley 1997, 247) and in the Saga of 

Hrafnkel Frey’s Godi (Gunnell 1997, 265). A violent sexual encounter is discussed in The 

Saga of Hallfred the Troublesome Poet (Whaley, 244-247).  The remoteness from the farm 

also highlights them as places where a child could be born out of wedlock, such as the 

episode in Bard’s Saga (Anderson 1997, 252).  Folk tales and folklore are additional sources 

pertaining to the perception of the shieling as a dangerous place, a much-cited example is The 

Girl at the Shieling (Simpson 2009, 49-54).  This tale highlights the perceived danger of 

shielings as morally and physically dangerous places (ibid 54).  Such tales also appear in 

Norwegian and Swedish folk tales (ibid).  Law codes also mention shielings; in the 

Miscellaneous Provisions of the Gulathing, one law discusses the summons to a Thing.  This 

is done through the delivery of a ‘thing token’.  The law outlines to delivery of the token, it 

stipulates its carrying to the summoned, but that it must not be taken to the shieling (Larson 

2011, 120).  Thus, the shieling is conceptualised and a dangerous place. 

 

However, transhumance can be seen as a means of negotiating these boundaries, where 

through the necessity of human-animal interaction such boundaries are mediated.  In the 

sagas, these places become loci for social interaction, this can perhaps be understood more 

widely in the context of human-human relations, in the wider socio-political context.  Control 

over nature or ‘taming’ the wild (noted in Christian attitudes to animals (Pluskowski 2010) is 

perhaps not the most significant aspect of such activity, rather, it is the concept of social 

power.  

 

Transhumance involves the seasonal movement of livestock from the farm to summer 

pastures and was a practice important to the economies of small farms in the Viking age in the 

homelands and in the diaspora (Kupiec & Milek 2015, 102).  The shieling is, in a way, 

removed from daily living and the everyday activity of the farm, and is a specific sphere of 

human-animal interaction.  In addition to the seasonal movement of livestock away from the 

main farm to outland pastures, there were a range of other activities that occurred at the 

shieling including milking, gathering hay, preparing dairy products, charcoal burning, iron 

extraction, hunting and the foraging of wild plants (Borchgrevink 1977, 8; Lucas 2008, 85; 

Øye 2005, 12).  These were economically important activities, and Kupiec (2013) questions 

why such important activities would be moved to such a conceptually dangerous place?  It is 
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through the domestic activity carried out at the shieling it becomes a safe place, a domestic 

space and extension of the farm. 

 

In the written source, the shieling is depicted as remote, at some distance from the home farm 

(Borchgrevink 2977, 8), but the physical distance has been debated (Kupiec & Milek 2015, 

108).  Although they often formed isolated buildings which were often at elevation, shielings 

could be relatively near the farm (Ledger et al 2013, 810), for example one study comprising 

a review of shieling sites in Iceland shows that shielings were typically around two kilometres 

or a half to three hour walk from the main farm (Pálsdóttir 2005 cited in Kupiec & Milek 

2015, 108). 

 

Transhumance is regarded as a key component of Viking and Norse subsistence strategies in 

the North Atlantic, with shieling sites identified in Norway, Scotland, Faroes and Iceland 

(Ledger et al 2013, 810; Øye 2005, 12).  Although there has been some discussion about how 

shielings functioned in the homelands (Karlsson 2010; Skrede 2005) and to some extent, the 

diaspora (Lucas 2008), little research has been undertaken into this Viking age system in 

Scotland.  Mitchell (2013) suggested three possible Norse shieling sites in Orkney.  In the 

Western Isles place name evidence suggests that the seasonal movement of peoples and 

animals to summer pastures was practiced by the Vikings but archaeological evidence for this 

practice is scarce (Etheridge et al 2014, 19).  A number of shielings of potentially Norse date 

have also been identified through archaeological and place name survey in the Highland and 

Argyll region, such as those at Loch Dubh and Glen Galmadale (Bankier 2008, 96; Burgess 

2004, 123-124).  Place names in the Orkney Islands, containing animal elements, may also 

refer to grazing, or animals kept on the islands, such as Fara (Sheep Island).  There is also a 

cattle place names in Westray, distorted in the past – Noltland, which comes from ON naut 

(cattle) thus actually ‘cattle land’ (Ljosland 2010, 24).  Settlement models, and naming 

elements within them depict the activity (including human-animal interaction) that happens in 

and around them.  These elements include –kví, -setr/sætr and -stađir/stađr.   These elements 

are present in Orkney and Shetland, and Marwick’s settlement model (see Thomson 2008, 3 

fig.1). 

 

Faunal assemblages provide evidence for the use of rougher pastures beyond the immediacy 

of the farm, through the presence of pathologies on the animal bone, some of which are 
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suggestive of grazing on rougher pastures at certain times of the year such as traumatic 

injuries or damp-related infection of limbs, such as those identified in the Snusgar assemblage 

(Mainland et al 2014, 16).  During the interface period at Pool some pathologies on sheep 

were suggestive of rougher handling and perhaps that the animals ‘were left to themselves for 

certain parts of the year’ where patterns of injuries to lower limbs may be indicative of the use 

of rougher and more dangerous grazing areas, although Bond does not rule out other reasons 

for such injuries such as poorer quality grazing land further from settlement (Bond 2007, 

239).  There are also pathologies from the Viking phase (Phase 8.2) that may relate to the way 

sheep were handled or controlled (ibid 241).  At Old Scatness, pathologies may also indicate 

sheep were placed on rougher grazing land than cattle (Cussans & Bond 2010, 155).  Dental 

pathologies also suggest that animals may have been grazed on rough hill pasture (ibid).    At 

Buckquoy two pathologies were noted, one of which was a humerus with pathologies 

probably the result on continued trauma corresponding to the injuries encountered by the 

modern Orkney sheep feeding on the rocky shores of North Ronaldsay (Noddle 1977, 208).   

 

Identification of shielings sites in Iceland and Scotland has also been the topic of recent PhD 

research by Patrycja Kupiec who also discusses the perceptions of shielings in terms of 

identity and how identities are mediated through shielings, transcending the boundaries 

between the social and unsocial (Kupiec & Milek 2015; Kupiec 2013).  Such research 

avenues tie in with wider notions of the role of shieling activity in terms of landscape.  The 

notion of mediation is important, and it is argued that while identities are mediated through 

shieling activity (Kupiec & Milek 2015), animals may also function as mediators through the 

landscape, playing a significant role in the extension of human activity in the outfield, 

functioning as a means of legitimisation in much the same way as the reuse of monuments.  

The use of herding animals in landscape and territoriality was highlighted in section 2.3.1 

(also see Fredengren & Lofqvist 2015, 142).  

 

This indicates that human-animal interactions concerning domestic species, particularly those 

involved in transhumance have socio-political implications.  The concept of territoriality is 

significant.  Viking settlement organisation, with longhouse or farmsteads, can have visible 

boundaries such as fences and walls e.g. at Unst (Turner & Simpson 2013, 40).   Boundaries 

and walls were not only constructed to define infield and outfield, but were also constructed 

as statements of power.  At Pool, the construction of a boundary wall was not considered a 

defensive strategy, rather it was symbolic, a projection of power which the Norse may have 
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deemed necessary or advantageous to portray in early years of settlement (Hunter 2007, 141).  

The role of such boundaries, including farm walls, may have played a role in wider socio-

political situations.  It is likely that these boundaries may have held a symbolic significance as 

visual markers of land claims in what may have been contested landscapes (Kupiec & Milek 

2015, 105).  The crossing of the boundary between what was defined as home, and the 

outfield, may have been important, and this too could perhaps have had socio-political 

consequences.  It is through human-animal interaction that utmark was traversed and utilised, 

thus animals become mediators of the landscape, and possible contested landscapes.  They 

become agents in the socio-political sphere.  Such interaction shows similarities with studies 

of Scandinavian herder economies in the Bronze Age, where this spatial organisation, and 

long distance herding, has been interpreted in terms of territoriality and control of landscapes 

and the legitimate movement through them, through animal interaction (Kähler Holst & 

Rasmussen 2013).  

 

 

5.3 Landscape - Utmark 

 

5.3.1 Upland and Moorland 

 

The upland landscape, outside the farm boundaries, forms part of utmark (Øye 2005, 9; 

Rundberget 2009, 67).  There are a number of animal species, some targeted by the Vikings, 

both at home and in diaspora, inhabit moorland and upland landscapes.  For Scotland, the 

most significant zooarchaeologically is the red deer.  The red deer has received the most 

attention in social zooarchaeological and discussions of material culture in Viking Scotland, 

and also in preceding and contemporary periods (Ashby 2007; 2014a; Sharples 2000; Morris 

2005; Mulville 2015; Sykes 2007).  As such, this section draws on recent discussions 

pertaining to red deer interaction and exploitation, and considers this in the context of Viking 

Scotland, with particular reference to cosmological structuring and power politics. 

 

Red deer (Figure 5.2) are a species by which availability and presence of the animal itself 

played a role in regional and site differentiation in the faunal assemblages, with some regions 

such as Shetland unlikely to have had an endemic red deer population from the Late Iron Age 
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(Cussans & Bond 2015, 209) and Orkney’s deer population in decline at the time of the 

Viking’s arrival and possibly extinct by the close of the twelfth century, taking into account 

both archaeological and written evidence (Bond 2007, 214; Harland 2012, 141-144; Pálsson 

& Edwards 1981, 209).  Although deer provided important resources such as meat, hide and 

antlers, it was a species which held a special symbolic and cosmological function defining 

place and space (Ashby 2013, 18; Mulville 2015, 287; Mulville & Thoms 2005), both in the 

Viking age and also in the periods preceding the Norse arrival (Clutton-Brock 1979; Fairhurst 

1971, 80; Morris 2005).  The social significance of hunting and consuming deer has also been 

highlighted in studies of periods and cultures near and contemporary with the Viking Age 

(Sykes 2010; Pluskowski 2007).  It also provides a point of reference by which the strategies 

used in the pursuit of this species can be examined, in comparison with the homelands, and 

other ethnographic evidence, to determine how the Norse adapted to the local animal 

resources and the way in which human-deer interactions were performed.  The close human-

deer relationship noted in the periods prior to Norse arrival, particularly the Iron Age (see 

below) would have been familiar to the Viking settlers. 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2 Red deer. Image © Wendy Smedley.  Reproduced with kind permission. 

 

 

Red deer appear in the faunal assemblages of the homelands, however there is a focus on 

domesticated species with red deer playing a relatively minor role in food procurement in 

Norway in the Viking Age, a place in which there was a large native deer population to 

exploit (Mulville 2015, 279).  Faunal assemblages in Denmark (e.g. Ribe) and southern 

Sweden such as Skåne, however, are characterised by a predominance of red deer (Ashby 
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2005, 25).  Despite the variety of animals accompanying human burials in the Viking Age, 

both wild and domestic, deer do not appear, yet they are found in the Anglo Saxon burial 

assemblages, including Sancton I and Spong Hill (Bond 1996, 78-9).   

 

 

The relationship between humans and deer was not a passive one.  As with all hunting 

activity, knowledge, experience and understanding of deer habitats, movements, seasonality 

and behaviour was required.  Not only knowledge of the animal itself, but also an 

understanding and awareness of the local landscape, was required, and how in turn this 

affected animal behaviour and movement (e.g. location of watering holes and the effect of 

weather conditions).  It is only through the practical engagement with an animal that such 

knowledge and understanding can be obtained (Ashby 2013, 21).  Red deer are a perceptive 

animal with highly attuned senses of smell, hearing and sight thus making them a complex 

prey (ibid 26). They are also a territorial species whose behaviour can be unpredictable and 

dangerous, applicable to both stags (especially during the rut) but also hinds who can be 

untrustworthy and aggressive, which makes the species a difficult one to manage (Ashby 

2014a, 26; Clutton-Brock 1991, 182).  While their behaviour can be unpredictable, their 

movements in the landscape can be anticipated (Ashby 2014a, 24).  The natural habitat of the 

red deer is woodland; at this time the Northern Isles and Outer Hebrides of Scotland were 

effectively treeless (Farrell 2009; Farrell et al 2014; Edwards et al 2005, 1750).  Red deer are 

most active in the hours of dawn and dusk (Ashby 2014a, 24), the twilight hours.  The time of 

day, light and darkness, can affect the way in which a landscape, and the animals within it, is 

experienced.  In the dark, a familiar landscape in the day can become unfamiliar and 

frightening, where the sounds and movements of animals cause specific and changing 

experiences and senses of place.  The landscape in which they move also changes in 

accordance with the time of day, for example in Scotland the red deer occupy lower ground at 

night moving to higher ground during the day (Ashby 2014a, 24).   

 

 

Seasonality is an important factor in all animal exploitation, whether wild or domestic, for 

both human exploitation of a species but also for the animal itself, for example the availability 

of food where in winter deer tend to occupy low lying woodland where there will be greater 

access to pasture.  Winter is the mating season, with the birth and rearing of young occurring 

in the summer months, when the deer move to higher ground (ibid).  For much of the year red 

deer live in single-sex groups, with hinds and stags living in separate groups, this behaviour 

changes in the season on the rut where the males become less social (ibid 26).  Ashby (2014b) 
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considers the behaviour of red deer in relation to the collecting of shed antler, but the 

knowledge and understanding required is equally relevant to the hunter.  A kind of ‘animal 

empathy’ would have been required (ibid), a point in which the boundary between human and 

animal can become blurred, complicating personhood.   Ross (1967) suggests that in the Iron 

Age deer were considered to be capable of shapeshifting (such a concept would have been 

familiar to the Vikings), themselves forming a liminal category.   It is not only in 

understanding the animal, becoming the animal, that hunting crosses boundaries, but also in 

the landscape itself, often taking place at liminal places, places which are at the boundary 

between the human and animal domains (Russell 2012, 114).  Hunting is often enacted as a 

highly ritualised social action, inextricably linked with ideas of power, ownership and the 

expression of social identity (Sykes 2010, 175).  

 

 

From the data analysis (4.3.3) it can be seen that the situation in the Outer Hebrides was 

different from that in the Northern Isles in that it did not experience the same decline in red 

deer numbers and the species continued to be exploited in the Viking Age, albeit in small 

numbers (Mulville 2015, 286).  The landscape zoning of these islands is clearly defined, 

forming distinct environments, for example on South Uist, where the east of the island 

comprising of mountainous and boggy land, moving westward this landscape changes to 

moorland and loch landscapes, suitable for deer habitation.  The west of the island is 

characterised by the machair, a shell sand deposit which is the focus of human habitation 

(Sharples 2005, 1), forming marked boundaries between wild and domestic landscapes.   

 

 

Some have argued that environmental factors, such as the potential of the machair for 

agricultural activity in the Outer Hebrides were a key contributing element in lessening the 

need to rely on wild and hunted species found in the upland landscapes (McCormick 2007, 

163-5).  However, this theory has been negated; evidence from other areas where there are 

rich machair soils such as Tiree, which theoretically meant less need to exploit upland areas 

and deer herds, have large numbers of both red and roe deer in the faunal assemblages 

(Mulville 2015, 286), thus indicating that the pursuit and exploitation of red deer was more 

than food procurement, and that hunting was a cultural choice (Sykes 2011, 8).  

  

 

A number of sites in the Outer Hebrides indicate a continuation of practices from the Iron Age 

into the Viking and Norse periods, such as Bornais and Cille Pheadair where young deer were 
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exploited, a strategy for which there is no comparable example in the homelands (Mulville 

2015, 288).  Mulville also highlights practices occurring in these islands such as deer motifs 

on pottery and other objects such as the carved head on a wooden handle from Dun Bharabhat 

(ibid).  This Iron Age strategy, reminiscent of animal management has been noted at Cnip, 

where the inhabitants appear to have avoided very old and very young animals, taking those 

that were at the stage of their lives where they were at their fastest period of growth 

(McCormick 2006, 163-164; 171).  The Iron Age inhabitants of the Outer Hebrides had met 

the challenges of their local environment through a specific deer management strategy which 

appears to have been adopted by Norse settlers and augmented (Mulville 2015, 288).  It is 

clear that for the Iron Age inhabitants of Scotland, deer held a symbolic role, and the 

relationship between human and deer was special.  While for the Vikings the deer held a 

mythological role, they may also have been familiar with a human-animal relationship such as 

this due to their interactions with the Sami in the homelands who exhibited similar 

relationships with reindeer populations, where reindeer were perceived almost as a 

domesticated species (ibid 289).  When arriving into the islands the Norse would have 

understood this native human-deer relationship, and adopted it with ease (ibid 291).   

 

 

Although there are instances of other animals which held symbolic importance in the Scottish 

Iron Age, receiving special treatment, such as the fox and great auk (3.1), it is the red deer 

which presents as most notable during the Iron Age in terms of wild exploitation and 

symbolism, and thus forms the focus here.  The prominent position held by deer, their 

treatment and how they were perceived in different ways from other animals, is illustrated 

through special depositions, and the notion that these actions reflect cosmological principles 

entangled in the organisation of social space e.g. at A’Cheardach Bheag (3.1; Fairhurst 1971, 

80).  A possible attempt at the division of space mirrored at Bornais with the use of cattle 

bones (Mulville et al 2003, 30).  It has also been suggested that this feature was constructed 

both as a symbol of power and control over a powerful and ritually important animal, and as a 

way in which to display power to other people conveying their ability and capability to hunt 

large numbers of deer (Morris 2005, 11) which also then has implications for control of 

resources.   

 

 

Interesting occurrences of red deer remains have also occurred at other Iron Age sites in other 

regions.  Excavations at the Cairns in South Ronaldsay, Orkney revealed what has been 

tentatively interpreted as a building offering, with the semi-articulated sides of a juvenile red 
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deer placed, below ground, at either side of a kerb (Carruthers pers. comm.; Kennedy 2016, 

56).  It has been suggested in this, and other studies (A. Jones 1998) that animals had a role in 

defining place.  The high levels of exploitation of deer in the Outer Hebrides played a role in 

the defining and redefining of place (Mulville 2015, 187), particularly relevant to discussions 

of utmark as innmark.  Examples prior to the Iron Age also exist, with deer appearing in 

Neolithic contexts including a burial deposit at the Links of Noltland on Westray, and in the 

cairns at Yarso and Ramsay on Rousay (Callander 1935, 334; Callander 1936, 414; Morris 

2005, 11; Platt 1936, 415) where these species are considered ambiguous, to have been placed 

between the wild and domestic species (Sharples 2000, 114); such an interpretation may also 

be applicable to the Viking Age.  The specific association with burial cairns, located high on 

the hillside, like the habitat of red deer, has been interpreted as the indicating the 

identification of a particular species with a particular place (Morris 2005, 11) and is further 

used in arguments that depositional activity of this kind may be an expression of or display of 

power and control of an important animal, examples include the deposition of deer in 

association with boundary walls as noted at the Links of Noltland and Bay of Skaill (Armour-

Chelu 1992, 266; Morris 2005, 12; Sharples 2000, 111-2).   

 

 

The importance of the deer appears to persist into the Pictish period, even after conversion to 

Christianity, where deer feature on both Class I and Class II symbol stones (Fraser 2008).  

The stag is one of five animals appearing on Class I stones, and continues to appear on Class 

II stones in association to Christian iconography and are thought to function in several ways 

including as testimony to the Church’s claim to land (Foster 2014, 94-101; Morris 2005, 13).  

In this way deer hunting, or the appropriation of deer, may have represented ecclesiastical and 

elite land claims or territorial rights (ibid).  This is also supported by faunal evidence from the 

Iona where 38% of the assemblage dated from the middens from the 9th-13th centuries 

comprised of red deer (ibid 13).   

 

In addition to the evidence above, deer parks may also have been recognised by the Vikings, 

who were also familiar with, and active in, the use of animals in social expression and as a 

means of signalling identity and social power.  In turn, the Viking use of animals as an 

expression of social power and control would have been a familiar notion and means of 

communication to the native inhabitants of Scotland also, and may have been deemed an 

appropriate strategy by which to claim control and legitimise authority.  Hunting and 

consumption of deer were a way to maintain control and social position, while at the same 
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time restricting the access of others to the resource (Morris 2015, 14), which may be 

particularly relevant in terms of animal management. 

 

Pluskowski (2007) identified a trend in Western Europe during the 12th century, whereby elite 

groups expressed their status through appropriate of both indigenous and exotic animal 

species, particularly through their incorporation into visual display which functioned as a kind 

of social language (Pluskowski 2007, 32).  This visual display extended beyond heraldic 

displays but included ‘visible access to certain species of animal, ownership of their products 

and consumption of their meat’, thus animals ‘were employed as key elements in the 

medieval semiotics of power, the symbolic system that communicated the separation of the 

seigneurial class from the other orders of society’ (Pluskowski 2007, 32).  Central to this 

appropriation was hunting, and again discussions of medieval deer parks come into play, 

representing elite control of hunting spaces/landscapes and the animal quarry (ibid 33).  

Monopoly and access over resources was a clear communication of control, status and social 

position, something also noted in the Iron Age (Dockrill & Bond 2015, 493). 

 

The concept of animal management is relevant in discussions relating to ‘wild’ species.  As 

discussed above, the Hebridean assemblages provide evidence of a specific exploitation 

strategy relating to red deer.  The assemblages from the Norse period sites of Cille Pheadair 

and Bornais show similar patterns, a continuity of practice, from the Late Iron Age, where a 

system of animal management was apparent (Mulville 2015, 291; Parker Pearson et al 2004, 

page), a further example of continuity from the native population.  Deer parks are one way in 

which the aggressive and unpredictable behaviour of deer can be managed, where they can be 

kept in a semi-domesticated state, fenced in within a boundary but largely free from human 

interference, where their culling can be selective (Clutton-Brock 1991, 183).  They also 

provide a means of animal management which can protect crops and valuable grazing land as 

suggested in the case of the Outer Hebrides (Mulville 2015, 291).  Deer parks in medieval 

England are a subject of much scholarly attention, interpreted in this context of animal 

management, where the wild becomes controlled, but furthermore, that landscapes and 

species become closed off to certain groups (Murphy 1988; Sykes 2010 183), with the 

hunting of deer becoming a vehicle for social expression, depicting social status, often 

associated with the elite (Leighton 2013; Sykes 2005; 2007; 2010).  Exclusionary rights to 

land and resources are visible in laws and historical sources, for example the Earls of Orkney 

(Serjeantson 1988, 213) and the laws of King Cnut (Sykes 2010, 184).   There are also 

historical accounts referring to deer parks and restrictions on hunting to certain individuals in 
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the Hebrides (Munro 1549; Martin 1696).  The notion that hunting and land rights are closely 

linked (Sykes 2010, 183) may also be applied to the Viking period in Scotland.  The concept 

of deer parks, and thus the control or ‘closing off’ of space which may have been enacted in 

the Norse period should not be considered unfamiliar in a Norse context, nor an innovation of 

medieval England.  Hunting parks existed in Scandinavia prior to the Viking Age, influenced 

by Continental hunting culture through contact with the Merovingian and Carolingian 

periphery (Callmer 2012, 444).  Deer parks existed in Scotland as early as 1288, with one 

recorded in Stirling at this time (Pullar & Low 2012, 2), there are also historical references to 

deer parks in the Lewis and Harris (Munro 1549; Martin 1695).   Deer and association with 

elite sites is depicted in written sources also, such as Beowulf when Hrothgar names his hall 

Heorot (the hart) (Alexander 2013, 5); the elite association of the deer is also noted in the 

Sutton Hoo assemblage, where a deer is depicted on the sceptre (Carver 1998, 27-28).  

However, this association with elite residences is not reflected in the faunal assemblages of 

the Outer Hebrides, where deer remains are found on all sites of this date (4.3.3), though this 

does not discount degrees of control. 

 

 

While it appears that the Norse settlers adopted a deer management strategy devised by the 

Iron Age inhabitants of the Outer Hebrides, Mulville argues that this system was augmented 

during the Viking Age, and that the deer were utilised in the defining of place (Mulville 2015, 

287-8).  In terms of the impact of such activity on social power and elite activity, further 

research is required to fully understand this, with a closer look at the faunal assemblages from 

these sites beyond a synthesis of published material.  Body part representation may prove 

illuminative, as different cuts of deer meat carried varied perceived values, and the giving and 

receiving of meat played an important socio-economic role with different cuts of meat given 

to individuals representing gender, wealth, status or power (Sykes 2010, 181).  Communal 

consumption is an expression of group ideology and identity, and the control and distribution 

of foodstuffs is bound up with notions of power and control (ibid 183); feasting in the Viking 

Age was of great socio-economic importance playing an important role in the expression of 

social power and identity (Byock 2013; Palsson 2010).   

 

By considering the human-deer relationship in the Hebrides, we identify a very significant 

point.   This is the adoption of a specific human-animal relationship, existing in the Late Iron 

Age and taken on board and adapted by the Viking populations.  Through a system of animal 

management, which has no parallels in the homelands, a wild animal becomes almost 
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domesticated.  What the human-deer relationship illustrates is an understanding of 

environment and animal, unique to inhabiting the Outer Hebrides and thus necessitated the 

development of a regionally specific deer-human relationship.  The Viking settlers had to 

become familiar with, and gain knowledge of, the local landscape, and this is exhibited 

through their own interaction and practical engagement with the red deer species of the Outer 

Hebrides; it represents a way in which they understood the landscape and found their place 

within it.  This was knowledge that had to be learnt, and is thus indicative of a level of 

human-human interaction between the natives and the Vikings.  Augmentation of the human-

deer interaction may illustrate increasing control by the Vikings, at specific sites.  The 

management aspect is also a means of defining place and their place within the landscape, 

which is also tied in to wider society, with continuity indicating human-human relations thus 

implications for the occupation of Scotland.  Here we can identify a pattern noted across the 

Viking world, where lordship and other forms of social power are enacted, whereby utmark, 

which comprised of forests, moorland and upland areas (Øye 2005, 9) became an extension of 

innmark through the human-deer relationship and management strategy and the appropriation 

of a symbolic species for the native populations of Scotland. 

 

 

5.3.2 Freshwater 

 

From the faunal assemblages, it appears that freshwater landscapes, part of utmark, were not 

often targeted for exploitation, the main species associated with these locations being a 

number of bird species (4.5.3).  Yet, freshwater was a significant resource available in 

Scotland.  The extent of these resources today is highlighted by the Western Isles, where the 

land comprises 1.3% of the land mass of the British Isles, it comprises 15.8 % of its standing 

waters (Armit 2005, 22) and both the sites of Bornais and Udal have lochs nearby.  Shetland 

has several large bodies of water within reasonable distance from the sites of Jarlshof and Old 

Scatness, one of which today, the Loch of Spiggie, is an RSPB reserve and important for a 

number of species including the whooper swan (RSPB 2011).  In Orkney, several sites are 

located in close proximity to bodies of water, such as Snusgar located near the Loch of Skaill, 

the Loch of Harray (Figure 5.3). 
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Figure 5.3 Bay of Skaill, Orkney.  Snusgar located in left of image, with lochs of Skaill and 

Harray visible inland.  Image SCRAN. 

 

Bodies of freshwater were clearly important during the Viking period, and preceding periods, 

categorised as utmark.  In addition to the depositional activity discussed at wetlands in section 

2.3.1, thing sites are often found in proximity to freshwater.  This is a feature of all known 

thing sites of Scandinavia and Iceland (e.g. the Althing site of Iceland, þingvellir (Thingvellir) 

Figures 5.4), and a recognised feature of sites in Shetland such as Tingaholm, Tingwall 

(Figure 5.5) (Sanmark 2013, 104).  While such locations would have been functional in terms 

of accessibility, these locations may also have held a symbolic role including the ritual 

crossing of waterways as suggested in Grímnismál 29 (Sanmark 2009, 231-32; 2013, 104; 

Larrington 2008, 56). 

 
Figure 5.4 þingvellir, Iceland.  Image © Siobhan Cooke. 
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Figure 5.5 Tingaholm, Tingwall Shetland. Image © Siobhan Cooke. 

 

 

 

Deposition at watery places such as freshwater streams and lakes performed a political role, 

with depositional activity and watery landscapes argued to have played a role in the 

geopolitics and water politics around central places such as Old Uppsala, playing a part in 

tensions, development and maintenance of power and control (Fredengren 2015, 176).  It is 

these bodies of water that then become meeting places, not only for the divine (as suggested 

by cultic motivations) but also meeting places between ‘regional actors’ (ibid).  Such spots 

then became parish boundaries where the water is both a boundary and a connector (ibid 175).  

Such trangressional places are perhaps also supported by the presense of fish names attached 

to rivers and lochs, e.g. Laxay and Laxabhat. A key point hereis that wild outland places are 

politically active places, and human-animal interactions are symbolic and are expressions of 

this.  Which leads one to question whether the lack of exploitation of such resources in places 

such as Orkney also relates to questions of boundaries, which again feed into wider 

discussions of human-animal and landscape relationships.   

 

Such a picture can be seen in one of the study regions, Orkney.  Boundaries of later parishes 

in Orkney, which are likely to be a close representation of the medieval situation, are defined 
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by natural boundaries, mostly sea, burns, uncultivated land and hills (Gibbon 2006, 116).  By 

looking at the maps of Orkney parish boundaries today we can see that several of the parishes 

on the Orkney mainland border bodies of freshwater, such as those surrounding the lochs of 

Harray and Stenness (parishes of Stromness, Stenness, Harray and Sandwick).  Wetlands are 

also a feature in some of the boundaries within parishes e.g. in South Ronaldsay (Gibbon 

2006, 198). 

 

The importance of physical boundaries are attested to in the law codes, for example laws 

regarding the erection of fencing in the Law of Tenancy of the Frostathing (Larson 2011, 386) 

and of boundary stones in the Law of Tenancy of the Gulathing (ibid 100), and the use and 

definition of ‘common land’ and the boundary between this and ‘private’ land (ibid 394-5).  

Land ownership appears to be important.  Physical features create and define boundaries, but 

boundaries are also conceptual e.g. innmark/utmark, human/animal.  In terms of human-

animal interaction this can be how a landscape is perceived e.g. wild/domestic, but also in the 

exploitation of the resources, and whether or not these areas are communal.  Thus, there are 

politics involved in human-animal interactions of this kind and the decision to exploit a 

certain animal from a particular habitat may be reflective of this. 

 

The role of these bodies of water, such as lakes, in the Eddic sources gives an insight into the 

cognitive landscape of the Vikings, as a place that is dangerous and supernatural.  The 

narrative of the binding of Fenrir embodies these dangerous places, his saliva forming rivers 

and lake as a place he is taken (Byock 2005 42 and 34). In addition to darker narratives 

concerning the Fenriswolf, bodies of freshwater such wells, have connotations connected to 

wisdom, the supernatural, and to fate.   We are told that Mimir’s Well is where “wisdom and 

intelligence are hidden” (ibid 24).  The Well of Urd, a “holy well” located under a root of 

Yggdrasil from which the water is sacred, is connected to fate and destiny.  Beside this well 

stands a hall occupied by the Norns and in the well “two birds nourish themselves…These are 

called swans and from them comes the species of bird with that name” (ibid 27-28).  

 

Folklore can be used as supporting evidence to understand world-views in the past, serving as 

documents of human geography – becoming a map of the local geographical, mental and 

social surroundings of those creating and perpetuating such legends, turning place into a 

living space (Gunnell 2009, 305-308).  In Icelandic folklore are legends concerning the Nykur 
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or Nennir, or Water Horse, which lives on rivers and lakes, which drags people under water to 

their death (Simpson 2009, 110-11).  Folklore concerning the water-horse extends further 

back in time, mentioned in the Landnámabók (Pálsson & Edwards 2000). Similar legends 

concerning these beings are also found in Scandinavia, where spirits of waterfalls, rivers and 

lakes are often called nøkk and appear in human or horse form and are portrayed as a threat to 

humans by means of drowning (Kvideland & Sehmsdorf 2014, 252). In legends, such as The 

Nøkk in Horse Shape, the nøkk takes the shape of a horse to lure people into the water (ibid 

257) as in Icelandic folklore.  Water-horse legends are also recorded in the folklore of 

Scotland.  In Orkney, a water horse, also known as a nøkk (Marwick 1991, 274), was recorded 

as haunting the Water of Hoy and the Little Loch, and the Pegal Burn on Hoy.  The presence 

of a water horse is also recorded on Rousay in the Loch of Knitchen and on the smaller island, 

Rysa Little (ibid; Marwick 1991, 274).  In Shetland folklore, the water horse was known as 

the njuggle which lived near lochs and streams, and is an element of a number or place names 

including Njuggles Water found north of Scalloway, and in Nykarvatn and Nykartjorn which 

incorporate the element Nykar (Nicolson 1981, 92).  The Nuckelavee, originating from Norse 

mythology (variant of nokk or nuggle) is a malignant and terrifying, horse-like being; his 

home was the sea and when he came on land, he rode a horse, some believed the Nuckelavee 

and horse to be one (Dennsion 1961, 11). The Nuckelavee was thought to be the cause of the 

blighting of crops, the death of livestock falling over high rocks beside the sea, and of 

epidemics of illness amongst men or animals (ibid 12).   Thus there is clear connection 

between these landscapes, with the dangers embodied through animals and beings that inhabit 

them. 

 

This concern and negative association regarding freshwater is also echoed in death, 

specifically how one dies, and possibly connected to fate.  Old Icelandic tradition stresses the 

different categories of the dead from the sea, where there are numerous folktales concerning 

washed up corpses and the dangers (physically, supernaturally and morally) to those 

encountering the remains (Gunnel 2009; 2012; Kvideland & Sehmsdorf 2014; Simpson 

2009).  What is also highlighted is the means of drowning in terms of the bodies of water, e.g. 

in the sea or freshwater.  The notion prevailed that to drown at sea was not a bad death, unlike 

freshwater which was understood as a worse death; this is reflected in an Icelandic proverb 

which states “Sweet death is at sea, wretched death in fresh water” (Almqvist 1999, 3).   
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As outlined in section 2.3.1 (page 36), a variety of bird species including wetland species 

such as teal, goldeneye and duck species, are found in burials in Scandinavia, which is placed 

in comparison with the Scottish bird bone assemblages, where there is little evidence for the 

exploitation of these species (4.5.3), possibly representing a taboo or contested landscape, 

attainable through the faunal assemblage.  A consideration of how the swan (Figure 5.6) may 

have been understood in terms of Norse mythology may clarify this possible taboo, and thus 

the further conceptualisation of their lived landscape where animals and landscape are 

interconnected. 

 

 

Figure 5.6 Mute swan.  Image Andrew Cooke © Siobhan Cooke. 

 

Swans are heavily connected to the theme of the Valkyrie. The Valkyries are the choosers of 

the slain, selected in death from the battlefield to join the Einherjar in Odin’s hall, Valhalla 

and described as wearing swan skins (Sturluson 2005, 44-45; Gunnell 1995, 47).  The heroic 

sagas contain narratives in which Valkyries are mentioned are being able to appear in the 

shape of swans and in the Eddic poem The Lay of Volund, Valkyries are referred to as swan 

maidens (Ellis-Davidson 1988, 96; Larrington trans 2006, 102-08).  Furthermore, Price 

provides a list of individually named Valkyries from the Eddic poems, one of which is 

svanhvít translated as ‘Swan White’ (Price 2002, 339).  There is a theme of transformation 

evident in connection with swans and Valkyries; indeed, such images are depicted on the 

Gotlandic picture stones (Dabat 2006, 186).  The tenth century picture stone from 

Barshaldersted features a woman directing her horse and chariot and the reins to which she 

holds are depicted as bypassing the neck of a representation of a long-necked bird (ibid). The 

key theme concerning these narratives and depictions is guidance and divine intervention 
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(ibid 184; 187), also noted in animal fylgjur (Jennbert 2011, 188).  The connection between 

swans and the supernatural is further demonstrated by the charm accompanying the woman (a 

possible vǫlva), from grave four at Fyrkat (Price 2002, 148).  Amongst the woman’s grave 

goods there was a silver pendant originally suspended from a belt, from which were 

suspended three decorations in the shape of swan’s feet (ibid 155; Pentz & Price 2014, 197).   

 

 

The relative absence of avian species that inhabit fresh and inland watery places, and the role 

of the swan in the cosmology of the Vikings, interpreted from a social zooarchaeological 

perspective, particularly in terms of ideas of landscape and classification could indicate a 

taboo animal-landscape relationship.  Several taboos, which can include many types of 

prohibition, can exist in cultural contexts, including sexual taboos and gender taboos; it is 

food taboos however that have been subject to most debate (Russell 2012, 29).  Taboos 

concerning the Norse period are explicit in the written sources (e.g. Ynglinga Saga) where 

taboos which relate to behaviour and gender exist, an example of which relates to the practice 

of shamanism or seiđr where a male practitioner was considered to have ergi (effeminacy) 

(Price 2002, 224).  Taboos appear in the Grágás which describe death penalties for women 

wearing men’s clothes, cutting their hair short, or carrying weapons and for men ‘who adopt 

women’s fashion’ (Jesch 2015, 93). 

 

Taboos concerning animal engagement, and especially food, can relate to the killing of an 

animal, the consumption of the meat or certain body parts, or the consumption of the animal 

under certain circumstances; these taboos can be universal but they can also apply to 

particular people at particular times and can also affect hunting strategies and decisions 

(Russell 2012, 39).  The most commonly discussed taboo in this respect concerns pets.  

However, such taboos can also be extended to wild animals, which is illustrated by the careful 

treatment of the skeletal remains of the bear in burial by the Sami (Jennbert 2003, 143).  How 

animals are classified are key in determining taboos.  Taboos are likely to be effectuated by a 

cultures classification system, the way in which they categorise animals (Russell 2012, 31; 

also Tambiah 1969).  The swan can perhaps be understood in this way (e.g. as supernatural, a 

shapeshifter, attaining personhood) or perhaps by association of landscape.  Other species 

may also be classed in this way, where a taboo may exist on these landscapes and their animal 

inhabitants.  Taboos can structure the faunal assemblages of sites (Russell 2012, 39) and a 

specific cultural belief such as taboo, can be expressed by a physical absence in the 

assemblage (Fowles 2008, 33) although we must question whether an absence in the 
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archaeological record is a meaningful absence, and one way in which to establish this is to 

consider supporting material such as artistic representations and written sources (ibid 17) as 

above. Taboos can also be implied within representations (ibid) such as those noted above in 

terms of riding equipment and the Gotlandic picture stones.  The cultural importance of an 

object, or indeed animal, can be measured by the frequency in which it is materialised (ibid 

25).   

 

Landscapes can classify animals just as animals can classify landscape (A.Jones 1998, 303).  

It is evident that inland watery places were conceptualised as liminal and dangerous places. 

The landscape locations inhabited by wetland species such as the swan were also meeting 

places and boundaries, an arena for power politics.  It was a landscape which was seemingly 

unexploited by the Viking settlers in Scotland, possibly representing evidence for taboo in 

Scotland and which may have implications for our understanding of the socio-political 

climate of this time as an area for which the innmark could not be extended, or mediated 

through these species, which is an interesting notion in terms of resource control. 

 

5.3.3 Sea - The Coast 

As highlighted in section 5.1, the sea is a scape thought of as utmark (Bertelsen 2005, 21).  In 

the Norse period in Scotland, this landscape heavily exploited with an increase in deep sea 

fishing (e.g. Barrett et al 1999; Barrett & Richards 2004; Harland & Barrett 2012).  However, 

this was also a landscape of significance for other reasons, forming an important part of the 

worldview of the Vikings (2.4).  Data analysis shows the marine environment was exploited 

through the acquisition of several species (4.4.1 and 4.5.1).  Thus, the species focus of the sea 

as utmark are whales and seabirds.   

The vertical and horizontal cosmological models, and the animals associated with the sea in 

mythology (section 2.4 and 2.3.2) depict the sea was as an outer world, a world beyond that of 

human habitation. Conversely, the concept of the sea as innmark or utmark has been debated; 

with the suggestion that for certain communities, the sea and seashore could be considered 

innmark, part of the ‘infields’ of the settlement as opposed to utmark, beyond the infield 

system, constituting resources far and removed from the home farm (Bertlesen 2005, 22).  

Thus, there are opposing stances concerning how the sea is perceived: was it an otherworldly 
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place, a dangerous place beyond the controlled and safe human inhabited land, or was it 

considered to be part of the farm? It is argued that human-animal-landscape interaction 

represents an adaption and means of becoming familiar with areas of utmark, which have 

social implications, both in terms of control and in terms of personhood. 

 

While mythical creatures feature in narratives of cosmology and mythology (2.3.2), real 

animals also appear.  In saga narratives, interesting themes are evident, where animals, 

particularly whales, are subjective and powerful agents which can effect change and influence 

events, themes which are central to understanding the roles assigned to animals in the past 

beyond the traditional zooarchaeological research questions (Hill 2014, 273).  Within these 

narratives, we also see the reoccurrence of familiar motifs, occurring in both the written 

sources and the archaeological record, those of human-animal transformation and 

shapeshifting (2.3.3).   

 

Despite low frequency in the faunal assemblages (4.4.1), the importance of whales should not 

be dismissed.  The saga narratives and law codes clearly support the notion of the social 

importance of the whale, and the historical accounts maintain active whaling in some form as 

socially important, and a communal activity requiring skill and knowledge as well as an 

economic resource.  Possession and consumption of whale meat was a context in which social 

tensions and aspirations of competing groups in terms of social power could be contended 

(Gardiner 1997, 189).  This is perhaps illustrated in the present-day grind (see below), where 

there can be competition to drive the whales into rival bays (Jackson 1991, 59) which can also 

be seen in terms of social power.  As such whales should be seen as much more than a natural 

resource; their symbolic value was likely to have been greater than simply utility, not only an 

ecological choice but a cultural choice (Gardiner 1997, 189; Szabo 1998, 179).   

 

The sagas provide information concerning ownership of stranded whales; they also provide an 

insight into how whales may have been perceived by the Norse.  Some of the saga narratives 

also have implications for our understanding of how whales were classified, as species and as 

agents.  Examples of whales who are shapeshifters appear in the legendary sagas.  Ketil’s 

Saga features a troll woman who transforms into a whale and dives into the sea (Chappell, 

chapter 5).  In a passage in Halfdan Eysteinsson Saga, a battle has commenced between 

Halfdan’s army and a Lappish army, in which one of the Lappish kings turns himself into a 
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whale, hurling himself on top of the men who were fighting him and crushing fifteen of them 

to death beneath him (Pálsson & Edwards 1985, 191).  In addition to shapeshifting, whales 

also feature in the sagas as serving and being controlled by evil masters.  In Arrow Odd’s 

Saga two monstrous whales, Hafgufa (Sea-Reel) and Lyngbakr (Heather-Back) are sent 

against Odd by his nemesis.  Hafgufa is the largest monster of the sea, able to swallow any 

ship, men or bounty of the sea, which also includes other whales (Pálsson & Edwards 1985, 

86).  This concept of animals, and particularly whales, being employed by rivals to exact 

violence and battle is also depicted in Frithiof’s Saga. In this episode Frithiof’s evil rival, 

King Helge, controls a whale, seeking to divert Frithiof’s journey to Orkney (Strong 1833, 

133).  Thus, whales are presented in the sagas as having direct and indirect agency.   

 

It is implied from the sagas that there was recognition of differences between whale groups, 

e.g. between rorquals (e.g. fin whales and humpback whales) and toothed species (such as 

sperm whales), where some rorquals were portrayed as friendly and approachable whereas 

others, such as Sperm whales, were considered malicious and dangerous creatures (Szabo 

2008, 28).  Erik the Red’s Saga (G. Jones 2008) contains a narrative in which a whale is 

stranded and boiled up for food.  This whale is not one that is recognised (even by the whale 

expert Karlsefni), indicating knowledge of different species, and perhaps of their qualities and 

uses (G. Jones 2008, 148-149).  Other saga narratives which contain individuals who had 

knowledge enough of whales to identify them (e.g. as rorquals) are also found in The Saga of 

the Greenlanders (Kunz 1997, 28).   

 

The sagas and law codes allude to how whales were acquired (Szabo 2008, 225).  The 

Gulathing was the earliest law, which travelled to Orkney, Shetland, Faroes and Iceland and 

was modified to suit local conditions and ecological needs, although in Orkney and Shetland, 

the Gulathing served as law through to the Middle Ages (Szabo 2008, 245).  The Norwegian 

laws of Gulathing and Frostathing, the fragmentary Faroese laws Seyđabræviđ (Sheep Letter), 

and the Icelandic Grágás (Grey Goose) all contain detailed information relating to whaling 

including legislation regarding hunted, drifted and stranded whales as well as laws to prevent 

the violence and feuding which ensued over questions of ownership of stranded whales 

(Szabo 2008, 243; e.g. see Larson 2011, 126-7 and 396-7).  Feuding is well attested to in the 

Icelandic sagas, where narratives concerning whales frequently feature feuding and violent 

battle (e.g. Grettir's Saga and Bard’s Saga (Anderson 1997, 242). Another way in which 

whales are portrayed in the sagas is as a famine resource, representing salvation, a gift from 
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the sea and from the gods (ibid 212), intimating ideas of relational human-animal interaction 

and reciprocity (Armstrong Oma 2010; Lindstrøm 2012).  Other written sources such as 

Ohthere’s account (Lund 1984) which indicate active pursuit of cetaceans, testify to their 

economic and their social value.  Szabo considers medieval attitudes towards whales, 

concluding that whales were not simply viewed as a part of the natural world, but that they 

transcended it (Szabo 2008, 26). 

 

Human-animal interactions are a means of becoming familiar with, and utilising, the 

landscape (Holm 2002, 75).  In Scotland, and in other areas of North Atlantic Viking 

colonisation, we see an adaptation to the landscape through whales.  While whale standings 

are unpredictable, ethno-historical accounts may prove useful in discussions of the 

exploitation of whales, particularly regarding the Faroese Grindadráp.  Norse settlers may 

have developed whale procurement techniques suited to the islands’ geography, utilising the 

long beaches and shallow coasts, a feature and technique less suited to the western fjords of 

Norway, and the Faroese grind provides and insight into the whaling strategies that may have 

been employed by these early settlers (Szabo 2008, 97; 105).  The geography of the Faroes is 

similar to archipelagos of Scotland, where these techniques would also function well.  There 

are other accounts of lesser-known whale drives, with specific examples relating to Orkney 

and Shetland, and accounts from the Western Isles (Baldwin 2008, 71-2).   

 

The grindadráp (grind) is the most important whale hunt in the Faroes.  The first recorded 

drive took place in 1584 (Jackson 1991, 58) but the act represents at least eight centuries of 

whale exploitation (Szabo 2008, 98) thus dates back to the Late Norse period.  The target 

species in the grind is the pilot whale, which driven into authorised bays.  Today the 

economic importance of the whale drive is of less significance; the emotional significance to 

the islanders, however, has not changed (Jackson 1991, 58).  It is an activity that requires skill 

and knowledge, for example knowledge of currents and understanding of wind direction 

(ibid). 

 

The whale most common in the waters of Orkney and Shetland was the long-finned pilot 

whale (known locally as the ca’in or caa’in whale) (Fenton 1997, 545), and reports of 

strandings and drives focus on this species.  The Pool artefact assemblage also reflects the use 

of this species with the majority of artefacts made from pilot whale bone (Szabo 2008, 164; 
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4.4.1).  Places known for whale strandings are noted in the ethno-historical accounts for 

Orkney and Shetland.  At the bay at Rothiesholm, Stronsay around 50 whales were stranded 

in 1834, and was said by one observer to be ‘the best whale-trap I know in Orkney’ (Fenton 

1997, 548; 549). An account from a visitor to the islands in the 1860s also details the events 

of a whale drive in to Mill Bay where people from across the island came to the shore to kill 

them with harpoons and hayforks (ibid).  Whale drives are also known from Eday (ibid 548) 

and from Sanday where whale hunting was considered the most exciting of all forms of 

fishing in which large schools of whales ranging from 50-500 were surrounded and driven 

into shallow water where ‘the attack was made in earnest’ (ibid). While drives are also 

recorded in Shetland, examples include taking place at Weisdale and Hoswick (ibid 549) (see 

Figure 5.7).  Martin also documents the practice in his description of the Western Isles first 

published in 1703 (Martin 1716, 5).  Such practice demonstrates similar methods to that of the 

Faroese grind, and indicates a focus on the pilot whale. 

 

 

Figure 5.7 Caa’in Whales caught at Weisdale. Photo reproduced with kind permission of 

Shetland Museum and Archives. 

 

In Shetland, a historical account tells of a failed whale drive, which with other accounts 

highlights the whale as an active agent as noted in the saga narratives.  The failed drive 

denotes the whale as victorious who had keeping ‘possession of the bay, gave chase to every 
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[man?] and drove on shore every boat that ventured off’, the men were left so frightened they 

vowed never to hunt the whale again (Sandison 1896, 44).  This notion is emphasised by 

another account where a crew had to seek refuge on Vare’s Rock ‘where they were kept close 

to prisoners by an enraged rorqual, which, not content with chasing them to shore, kept 

circling round and round them for half a day’ (ibid 43).   

 

Knowledge of where whales congregated is illustrated in the saga narratives, for example in 

Egil’s Saga (Scudder 2004, 51), thus indicating familiarity of landscape through animals.  

This is also noted in place names, where whale names are usually found in association with 

topographical features possibly indicating a knowledge of where to hunt this species.  

Deriving from Old Norse element hvalr (whale) examples include Whalsay, Whale Geo, 

Whal Wick, Whaleayre, Whale Geo, Whaal Voe, Whale Point, Whale Firth and Whalegarth 

(Shetland Place Name Project; Stahl 2004, 10; Johnston 1937) which are interpreted as 

indicators of whale hunting (Marttila 2016, 13).  More whale place names are found today in 

Shetland than in Orkney, which may reflect higher numbers of whales in Shetland waters.  

Schools of pilot whales also tended to be larger in Shetland than in Orkney, but not as 

numerous as schools found in the Faroes (Fenton 1997, 549). 

 

Whaling was a risky venture, both in terms of mortality but also in an economic sense.  Huge 

labour investment was needed to actively hunt whales, labour and time, which may not be 

returned and that could be spent fishing (Szabo 2008, 257) thus highlighting the cultural 

importance of this activity.  That animals can be considered embodied persons and active 

participants in a hunt is an interesting worldview, one that is apparent in other cultures (Hill 

2014, 274).  The idea that these animals had agency, whether direct or indirect, and the ability 

to act back may have had significant implications for people’s perceptions of these animals, 

and how they were interacted with and hunted. With agency, animals could enter into social 

relationships with humans (1.4.2).  The economic reasoning for the pursuit of such species is 

important, but it must also be borne in mind that for many, hunting was a cultural choice 

(Sykes 2011, 8) and not simply a means of subsistence particularly in an economy where 

resources could be bought and exchanged.  Whale use has been highlighted as a pursuit that 

was as much of a cultural choice as it was an ecological necessity (Szabo 2008, 179). Through 

this mind-set, the sea becomes part of the wider landscape, utmark, which through the active 

interaction and social relationships developed, can be seen as an extension of innmark, 

becoming an area for social control legitimised through social relations between humans and 
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animals, particularly by a population known for their sea going capabilities.  The notion that 

ethnographic and historical accounts of whaling in regions such as the Faroes, Orkney and 

Shetland are perhaps Norse adaptions to these regions illustrates the desire to utilise this 

landscape through animals. 

 

 

5.3.4 Sea - The Cliffs 

 

 

 

The north of Scotland and the Scottish island archipelagos, particularly the Northern Isles, are 

bordered by numerous sea cliffs, providing the preferred habitat for breeding seabirds, thus a 

plentiful resource of coastal and island communities.  The meeting points between land and 

sea, such as the seashore, were also considered liminal places, a border between outside and 

inside places (Gunnell 2014).  It was perceived as a shifting place and a place where you 

could also encounter ‘the other’ (Pluskowski 2013) blurring further boundaries, between 

human, animal and the wild (Gunnell 2014).  These ‘others’ include Fjörulalli, a ’beach 

creep’ legend and hafmenn in Landnámabók (Pálsson & Edwards 2000), and legends and 

stories concerning washed-up corpses from the sea, dead without status, trapped between the 

world of the living and the world of the dead (Gunnell 2005, 70-1; 2014).  Folklore 

concerning seal-skins and selkies are also found across the North Atlantic (6.2.3).  These 

stories have early parallels with Eddic poems such as the swan-skin story in The Lay of 

Volund (Larrington 2008, 102-08).  These sources illustrate the dangerous and liminal nature 

of the sea-shore, the boundary between land and sea, and furthermore, the possibility of 

transformation at these liminal places (which has implications for human identity). The sea 

and land are often seen as separate spaces in the cognitive world, they become ritual 

landscapes which can be negotiated by liminal agents which cross this boundary or border 

(Westerdahl 2005).  Animals and animal interaction can be understood in these terms, 

exemplified by the seal as a liminal agent (Westerdahl 2005, 10), but this may also extend to 

other animals, like seabirds who come out of the water to breed.  The bird is also a liminal 

species, crossing sea, sky and land as well as between this world and the spirit world 

(Serjeantson 2009, 339). 

   

The landscape of sea cliffs too could be understood as liminal, as a boundary between land 

and sea, and through the traversing of such a dangerous landscape, boundaries and landscapes 
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could be crossed.  The cliffs were home to malignant beings, representing another place in 

which ‘the other’ could be encountered.  An example of legends pertaining to the danger of 

the cliffs is the Icelandic tale The Blessing of the Cliffs, a tale of evil spirits who reside in the 

cliffs.  When men let themselves down over the cliffs to catch seabirds a shaggy grey hand 

would come out of the cliff and cut the rope, killing the men who hung from it.  Such tales 

date from the 14th century (Simpson 2009, 78-9). The dangers encountered at these liminal 

places were not only mythical and moral, there were also real physical dangers involved 

including in the pursuit of seabirds (Fenton 1978, 510). 

 

Much of our understanding of seabird fowling practices derives from ethnographic studies 

and historical accounts in which similar methods were employed in Viking and Norse 

periods, and are useful for throwing light on seabird fowling (Kaland 1982, 85; Kaland & 

Martens 2000, 50).  These accounts, when considered alongside the bird bone assemblages 

from archaeological sites, can help us gain an insight into how landscapes are exploited and 

understood and what this meant for human identity.   

 

For Scotland, there are ethno-historical accounts of fowling activities e.g. St Kilda and Sula 

Sgeir in the Western Isles (Baldwin 1974; Harman 1997; Love 2005; Murray 2008), as well 

as accounts for Orkney and Shetland (Fenton 1997; Baldwin 1974; 2005a; 2005b).  

Furthermore, there is a wealth of information of fowling practices across the North Atlantic, 

particularly areas of Norse settlement and expansion including northern Norway, the Faroe 

Islands and Iceland (Baldwin 1974; 2005b; Bratrein 2005; Olsen & Nørrevang 2005, 162-

180; Petersen 2005).  These accounts detail the methods used in obtaining seabirds and 

highlight the resources for which the birds were hunted; meat, eggs, oils, feathers and skins 

(Baldwin 2005a, 29-32; 2005b; Harman 1997, 209; Serjeantson 1998, 23).   

 

The historical accounts show a somewhat different picture in Scotland from the 

archaeological record, with preferences for some species differing from the avian assemblages 

recovered.  For example, accounts from St Kilda tell us that Guillemot and Razorbills were 

rarely taken as the former was tough and the latter did not taste very good (Harman 1997, 

207) while these species appear in all assemblages of Viking and Norse date in Scotland 

where information is available (3.4.1). 
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Seabird fowling was a communal effort, which also had an element of ritual (Harman 1997, 

211-212; Murray 2008, 97). The ‘religious tones’ in which the men of Ness recall the Guga 

hunt is reminiscent of this ritualistic element (Murray 2008, 8), in this way becoming more 

than an economic practice but a socially and culturally significant practice.  It is also a 

practice in which the close relationship between human and animal is recognised, Murray 

described Sula Sgeir being ‘the only remaining place where the lives of men and birds truly 

blend together in a way they have done for centuries’ (ibid 11).   Seabird fowling, like many 

other hunting practices was a pursuit which required knowledge and experience.  Knowing 

the most effective means of capture, habitats and behaviour.  Understanding the biological 

behaviour of a particular species is important to the fowler, for example, knowing that some 

birds will lay more than once if their eggs are taken, or knowledge concerning times at which 

certain species will fledge, meaning that different species can be targeted earlier than others, 

thus extending the resource (Harman 1997, 210).  It was also an activity which required 

investment, in terms of seaworthy boats and large crews, particularly in the pursuit of gannets, 

illustrating that is was not simply a subsistence activity (Serjeantson 1988, 213).   

Fowling was a deadly as well as dangerous activity.  The historical accounts document the 

very real possibility of death from falls and drowning (Harman 1997, 206).  This danger is 

heightened in the pursuit of specific species, for example gannets are taken at twilight with 

the fowlers returning in the early morning (ibid 212).  The accounts record 24 deaths from 

fowling in St Kilda from 1783-1916 (ibid 223).  Deaths are also recorded from the guga hunt 

on Sula Sgeir (Murray 2008) and in Fair Isle where there is ‘hazard always’ in the pursuit of 

seabirds and fowlers ‘sometime catch a slip and are either crushed on the Rocks or drowned 

in the depth’ (Fenton 1997, 513).  Such risks were shocking to those unfamiliar to the practice 

visiting the Island of St Kilda in 1764, and the loss of lives in this way was recalled with 

sorrow in laments and song (Harman 1997, 221-224).  It was not only the fowling activity 

itself, but the journey to offshore stacks which could also be dangerous, and the guga hunt has 

at times has been unable to make landing due to the powerful forces of the sea, the loss of a 

man at sea and boats lost after breaking their moorings (Murray 2008, 233; 240; 243; 244). 

 

Overall, the percentages of seabirds comprising faunal assemblages is higher in the Viking 

period than preceding periods (Serjeantson 2014b, 281).  Thus, these are animals exploited 

more in the Viking Age than by preceding populations.  Regional and local variation in 

seabird exploitation are visible in the archaeological record (4.5.1).  Several of these species 

are readily found near the settlement sites studied, where large and varied seabird colonies are 

found on the cliffs of mainland and surrounding islands during the breeding period e.g. 
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Shetland, Caithness, Orkney and the Uists (Armit 2005, 31; Berry & Johnstone 1980, 92; 158; 

188; Berry 2000, 150, 165-67) (see figures 6.4 and 6.5).   

 

While these differences may be based on practicalities, such as the availability of resources, 

and an activity performed to attain specific resources such as feathers, the act of fowling may 

also have had other functions beyond the economic.  Seabird fowling is arguably a form of 

hunting, and such activity in farming communities reflects a cultural choice (Cartmill 1993; 

Sykes 2011, 8).  And it is the very nature of hunting as a social practice that informs 

interpretation in this respect, beyond purely economic.  

 

While many of the species present in the archaeological assemblages are found nesting, and 

circling the cliff faces within reasonable travelling distance of the settlements, such as the 

large colonies at Marwick Head and Birsay in Orkney and Sumburgh Head in Shetland, other 

species may have necessitated long distance travel to offshore islands and sea stacks, 

particularly in the Hebrides (Best & Mulville 2013, 401; Best 2016).  Although we cannot be 

sure of past colony locations (Baldwin 1974, 61), place names are suggestive of these 

locations.  In particular, the stacks and offshore islands of Sula Sgeir, and Sule Skerry and 

Sule Stack, the latter located 50 kilometres west of Stromness, Orkney, all contain the Norse 

place name element derived from súla meaning gannet (Baldwin 2005, 22).  It is in these 

dangerous sea journeys that references to the guga hunt providing interesting reference points.   

 

Hunting was discussed in section 5.3.1, but such discussion is equally relevant in terms of  

seabird fowling.  Hunting is one of the most significant forms of the human-animal 

relationship (Russell 2012, 114) yet a ritual activity not considered in the context of seabird 

fowling, being more readily associated with larger prey or game (e.g. Sykes 2007).  Hunting 

and fowling are human-animal interactions by which people engaged with, and traversed, the 

landscape, sometimes in new ways, particularly when engaging with new landscapes (Sykes 

2011, 20).  Acts of hunting often take place at liminal places which are found at boundaries, 

whether that boundary is between the domestic and the wild, or where one landscape meets 

another, and as such, hunters becomes ambiguous and liminal figures (Russell 2012, 114) 

who mediate and negotiate these boundaries and liminal places.  In this respect, the hunter 

becomes a liminal being, pursuing a liminal creature.  The quarry of the hunter in farming 

societies is more valuable than a source of meat or additional products such as fur or feathers; 
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there is a symbolic association with hunting which is about more than just food, where 

hunting is also associated with prestige. Where the prey is smaller the prestige may be 

involved in the risk (Russell 2012, 155), a concept also applicable to the risky and dangerous 

act of fowling, where successful fowling may have resulted in providing prestige (Best & 

Mulville 2013, 402).     Beyond meat, in farming societies, hunting is a special activity, a 

social action which is often a ritualised expression of identity, power, authority or 

landownership (Sykes 2014b, 3600) or used to negotiate power and authority (Sykes 2004, 

82).  Part of this value beyond meat also comes from the danger and unpredictability 

associated with hunting where the hunter travels beyond their settlement, into the unknown 

(or a perceived or conceptual) landscape to confront the unknown and other beings (Sykes 

2014b, 3600).  The conceptualisation of these landscapes in this way may contribute to the 

way in which these landscapes and strategically used in negotiations of power and identity.  

Thus, this pursuit has implications for identity and for personhood. 

 

When fowling activities are discussed in terms of identity, particularly as symbols of social 

status with elite associations, it is wildfowl species that are the focus of discussion (Albarella 

& Thomas 2002; Dobney & Jacques 2002; Sykes 2004).  Seabirds do not feature in these 

discussions, and are often discussed only in terms of subsistence activities (Serjeanston 2014, 

281).  However, there is a place for seabird fowling in such dialogue, where there are 

indications of power politics at play, particularly the recognition that high status sites, such as 

those in the Birsay area and Snusgar, are dominated by gannet (4.5.1). 

 

 

Figure 5.8 Gannet colony Fair Isle 1990s.  Image Andrew Cooke © Siobhan Cooke. 
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In addition to hunting, we may also consider the role of undertaking long-distance travel, 

which is heavily bound up in notions of rites of passage (Van de Noort 2004).  At the last 

census count, there were 21 gannet colonies located in the British Isles, most of which are 

found on remote offshore island (JNCC), with most the UK population being located on 

colonies in the western and Northern Isles of Scotland e.g. North Rona, Sula Sgeir, Sule 

Stack, St Kilda, Hermaness and Fair Isle (see Figure 5.8) (Nelson 2989, 6), most of which are 

off shore islands and stacks.  Although we cannot be sure of the location of gannet colonies in 

the past, and we must note that new colonies have been established such as that at Noup 

Head, Westray, it is likely that colonies were limited in the past, as they are today 

(Serjeantson 1988, 213) and as such it is likely that exploitation of gannets took place at these 

more remote and offshore locations thus necessitated long-distance travel (Best & Mulville 

2013, 401) as indicated by the place names Sula Sgeir and Sule Skerry.  The pursuit of this 

species then not only reflects the cultural preference for a particular species, but also the 

active engagement with the sea and seafaring in which long distance voyages are undertaken 

which are significant in terms of socio-political and economic aspects of life, where the 

crossing of this boundary may have been an essential rite of passage for younger members of 

society who would return as their leader’s retinue (Van de Noort 2004, 405), important to 

note in a hierarchical society such as that of the Vikings.  Fowling trips to the remote colonies 

during the Viking period may also be interpreted in this way, seen as a rite of passage where 

the extension of innmark into the sea (Bertlesen 2005) and into other landscapes denoted as 

utmark, were part of the mechanisms of lordship and social power (Sindbæk 2011).  The 

crossing of boundaries is well-documented in the written sources and in the material culture 

of the Norse (Hedeager 2011; Raudvere 2012); such voyages are another example of 

negotiating boundaries, through the medium of human-animal interaction.  These journeys 

were also dangerous, which required skill, knowledge and experience as accounts of the 

voyages to Sula Sgeir and Sule Stack denote.  The social role of fowling is also noted in the 

ethno-historical accounts, as a communal activity (Harman 1997, 212) bringing people 

together in a shared act.  

 

Ethnographic accounts of fowling groups, such as the Men of Ness, indicate that this is not a 

practice open to all, but only to a select group of individuals; to get a place on the guga hunt is 

only possible if an older member gives up their place.  A certain type of man goes on the guga 

hunt, a man ‘whose blood is strong’, local to place, and those who participate have a sense of 

‘following in the steps of [their] ancestors’ where Sula Sgeir is ‘like being in another world’ 

(Murray 2008, 66 and 69).  It is a specific human-animal engagement reserved for certain 



 160 

people, and due to the seasonality of this act, at certain times.  Thus, while specific landscapes 

may be traversed only at specific times (Sykes 2011, 20), they may also have been reserved 

for specific people.  The concept of specific landscapes and the human-animal interactions 

imbued in them being reserved for specific or elite groups has been highlighted in other near 

contemporaneous cultures (Pluskowski 2007; Sykes 2011).   Such a situation may also be 

apparent in Viking Age Scotland.  While evidence suggests a wide range of species were 

exploited, it may be that the gannet was indicative of specific group control, this indicating 

the elite control of a landscape and resources through such mediation (also perhaps indicated 

with reference to other bird species noted below, perhaps a form of resource and land control 

and legitimation). Today the men of Ness have the sole rights to the gannets of Sula Sgeir 

(Serjeantson 1988, 213).   The rights of groups and communities to exploit colonies is also 

noted in Orkney where the earls of had sole rights to the resources on Sule Stack (ibid), 

although how this functioned in the Late Norse period is of interest, as the earldom estate of 

Earl’s Bu, Orphir contains no seabirds, even gannet, in the faunal assemblage (Mainland 

2013).  It may be that after the Viking period, when control of landscape and resources had 

been decided, and the earldom – a form of lordship – established, the need to strategically use 

human-animal interactions in this way was no longer required, and perhaps the focus moved 

on to other animals as a strategic means of socio-political expression (5.4).  More recent 

historical accounts also detail the communal and private cliffs for fowling which existed 

throughout the Scottish archipelagos (Baldwin 1974, 90-91).  

 

Gannet features heavily in the avian assemblages (Tables 4.13-4.23), yet place names relating 

to gannet are few (ON súla – gannet (Baldwin 2005, 22)) with only a handful recorded.  It is 

interesting to note that there are no cormorant/shag (skarfr) place names in close proximity to 

the sites of Buckquoy, Beachview or Snusgar, sites at which gannet dominated the avian 

assemblage.  It is possible that the site of Buckquoy was connected in some way to the 

nearby, high status settlement at the Brough of Birsay,  possibly paying tithes and rent in the 

form of produce (Ritchie & Ritchie 1978, 17; Harland 2012, 153).  The Brough of Birsay was 

one of the early earldom power centres during the period 870 – 1030 AD (B. Crawford 2013, 

15; 143), thus the connection between earldom estates and the predominance of gannet in the 

avian assemblages of surrounding sites is an interesting one. As noted above, the earls of 

Orkney had sole rights to Sule Stack (Serjeantson 1988, 213).  We cannot know how deep 

into the past this right extended, but it is interesting that an early earldom estate and its 

surrounding settlements target this particular species or had greater access to it.  Furthermore, 

the absence of skarfr place names may suggest this was not the preferred species or a 
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landscape that these sites regularly targeted for seabirds, not one regularly traversed for this 

activity or a meeting point for this specific human-animal interaction, although the nearby 

Marwick Head was a location for fowling in recent history (Serjeantson 1998, 24-25).  We 

can also detect a change over time with regards to the social significance of particular bird 

species; when in the 12th century Orphir becomes an important earldom centre, its assemblage 

is unusual in the absence of seabirds, but has a focus on domestic fowl (Mainland 2013) a 

species to which status was attached during the medieval period (Sykes 2004).   

 

 

The frequency of skarfr place names in other areas of Orkney and Shetland, the frequency 

with which they appear in the faunal assemblages (4.5.1), and the very nature of the act of 

naming the landscape, indicate that the shag/cormorant played an important role in the ways 

in which the Norse made sense, moved through and exploited their surrounding landscape.  

These birds, and the human-animal interaction their remains represent, played an important 

role in shaping and traversing the landscape, defining the actions performed in the landscape, 

supported by their increased frequency in the bird bone assemblages compared to the Late 

Iron Age assemblages.  This was a species actively targeted in fowling practice and valued by 

the Norse, enough to define and name the landscape, and where wide-spread naming may 

correlate with widespread control.   

 

 

Although not all Scandinavian place names have survived to present day, bird place names do 

not appear in all locations where birds frequently assemble to breed, which is interesting due 

to the frequency of bird place names, although this could be a place name survival issue, as 

names can change and evolve.  This may have implications for how the landscape and its 

resources were utilised, and perhaps, by whom.  Access to birds, resources and landscape has 

been alluded to above.  Control of resources by competing chieftains or farmsteads through 

all social strata may be reflected in the naming practices, with settlements and communities 

extending their claims to land and resources through naming and interacting in a particular 

landscape.  Perhaps the areas where these species appeared, yet the land not named after 

them, may represent a landscape being exploited by another group, perhaps the native 

population.  The concept of owning land, and thus animal resources is familiar in the written 

sources, such as Egil’s Saga where a harp seal gathering place was viewed as valuable 

property, suggesting that animal places could be owned (Scudder 1997, 72-3), just as animals 

(wild) on someone’s land became their property e.g. The Law of Tenancy in the Frostathing 

(Larson 2011, 103-104).  How the naming practice of animal places fits into this concept of 
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ownership and control of resources is perhaps also supplemented by the possibility of elite 

access to resources as discussed in reference to the gannet colonies and earldom estates.  That 

landscapes such as bird colonies can be privately owned is also recorded in recent centuries, 

for example by the end of the 17th century cliffs on the Orkney mainland and larger bird 

colonies were the property of the farmer who owned the land (Shaw 2001, 51).   

 

 

 

5.4 Summary 

 

This chapter has demonstrated the ways in which human-animal interaction, and animal 

classification, extends from the farm and innmark, into utmark, illustrating the exploitation of 

a variety of landscapes through specific, and often specialised and adapted means e.g. red 

deer management strategies in the Hebridean assemblages, and the possible active 

procurement of whale.  In the farm, there were clear cosmological and categorisation 

principles guiding deposition and disposal, where from the household, innmark and utmark 

were defined, negotiated and extended through the use of animals and human-animal 

interaction.  Through specific human-animal-landscape interactions, the space beyond the 

settlement often classified as wild and unsocial became a social arena, in some cases 

extending the domestic space.  Through such engagements they could physically and mentally 

cross boundaries, between innmark and utmark and between human and animal, and through 

the act of hunting, become liminal agents and entering into social relationships with agential 

animals, thus impacting upon on their own personhood, though interacting with animal 

agents. 

 

Much debate has surrounded the nature of settlement and the impact Scandinavian settlement 

had on the native populations of Scotland (3.2).  Social zooarchaeology can potentially add to 

this debate.  Through extending innmark into utmark, the Vikings gained control over land 

and resources, the landscape became an arena for the play of power politics, an important 

aspect of lordship, projecting prestige and elite identities.  Through human-animal 

interactions in the landscape, the Norse created a cultural landscape, creating a history and 

thus appropriating the landscape and legitimising power, much in the same way as the 

appropriation of settlements and re-use of monuments.   
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Through human-animal interactions beyond the farm boundaries, the domestic space is 

extended and outland area becomes part of the farm and a social arena.  ‘Places are defined by 

the activities conducted within them’ (A. Jones 1998, 318), and this is not more apparent than 

in human-animal interactions.  Over time and through such activities places become imbued 

with meaning, they become bound with memories and function as a way in which people 

relate themselves to the landscape (ibid 314).  It has been suggested from Landnámabók, that 

domestic animals were ‘fellow colonisers’ in the settlement of Iceland, where the primary 

examples are of animals actively ‘doing’, and where Iceland is understood as having been co-

inhabited by humans and animals (Evans 2016).  Entering into social relations with animals in 

the landscape is a form of legitimisation.  This notion of the use of animals in colonisation of 

a landscape is important, where animals, and human-animal engagement, become a means of 

gaining control or ownership of a landscape, thereby legitimising use and control of an area, 

and it can perhaps be applied to the wider socio-political machinery of Viking Scotland in 

gaining dominance of this area of the diaspora.  For other the near-contemporary Anglo 

Saxon society, the consumption of animals derived from hunting fowling and fishing had 

become something of a metaphor for ownership of land, water and shore (Sykes 2011).  This 

features in Iron Age society, where power and status was based on the control of land and 

resources, forming the elite (Sharples 1984, 121; Dockrill and Bond 2015, 493).  Thus, animal 

interaction and symbolism becomes an expression of power, allegiance and control that is 

comprehensible to all and familiar to the Late Iron Age populations.  This discussion 

illustrates further potential to theorise the Viking Age in Scotland.  Thus, animals not only 

functioned cosmologically, they functioned in the socio-political sphere.  Tied up in both 

cosmology and socio-political climates are the avoidance of specific landscape with taboos 

apparent. It may be that particular landscapes, ones cosmologically dangerous or political 

contested, were not suitable for mediation through the human-animal relationship, a 

relationship itself which may be considered dangerous (see discussion of threshold deposit as 

Snusgar, Orkney 7.2). 

 

Animals were clearly a way in which Norse settlers in Scotland understood and made sense of 

the world and landscape around them, essential in the experience and definition of place.  It 

has been argued that the human-animal-landscape interactions identified have social 

implications, both in terms of Viking personhood and identity, and in interactions with other 

populations, an arena for power politics, actively maintained through the media of human-

animal interactions.  This use of animals goes beyond traditional interpretations of animals 

and landscapes in cosmology (2.3.2, 2.4), it is strategic, and not a simple transplanting of 
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Norse ideas on to Scotland, it is driven by settlement in Scotland and the nature of 

occupation. These themes will be further explored in Chapter Seven in relation to special 

deposits. 
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Chapter 6 – Burial Analysis 

 

 

This chapter presents the results of the burial data analysis.  The methodology for burial data 

collection was outlined in section 1.4.1.  Firstly, an overview of the Scottish burial record is 

presented, characterising the nature of the burial record.  From the data analysis, 147 burials 

of Viking date were identified (see Appendix One Burial Inventory), 15 of which contained 

animal remains, whole and part.  These burials are discussed in detail in sections 6.2-6.6.  A 

summary of these burials is presented in 6.7, highlighting questions which will be addressed 

in the following discussion chapter.   

 

Scotland had many of the known burial sites excavated by antiquarians with poor recording 

and not excavated to modern standards which can be problematic in terms of interpretation 

with much valuable information lost.  Much information went unrecorded and many artefacts 

are now lost with the further likelihood that many chance finds and amateur excavations went 

undocumented.  The cemetery of Westness was the first burial site to be excavated to modern 

standards and provides the ‘benchmark’ for Viking burials in the northern isles (Owen & 

Dalland 1999, 174), yet this important site remains unpublished.  All burials containing 

animals/animal remains in known in Scotland were excavated by antiquarians.  Despite the 

pitfalls of the Scottish record, some of the antiquarian burials have great potential (for 

example, recent re-examinations of the Kiloran Bay burial have greatly enhanced our 

understanding of this important and opulent burial (Bill 2005; Graham-Campbell & Batey 

1998).  Scotland’s archaeological record still has much to offer, the recent discovery of a 

Viking warrior grave at Ardnamurchan (Harris et al 2011a; 2011b; 2013) is testament to the 

potential archaeology yet to be uncovered, but also through careful reassessment of past 

investigations and through a review of published sites within an innovative approach and 

theoretical framework. 
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6.1 Viking Burials in Scotland 

 

Figure 6.1 illustrates the location of Viking graves throughout Scotland, including definite 

and possible examples.  The majority of known Viking burials are located in the Orkney 

Islands, where two cemeteries are located containing over 25 Viking graves.  There have been 

several significant Viking finds in Orkney, such as the boat burial at Scar excavated in 1991 

which revealed an extremely wealthy and well-preserved burial containing three individuals 

(Owen & Dalland 1999, 30 and 26-9).  Only thirteen burials are known from Shetland, with 

only a single site excavated in recent times, namely the  Wick of Aith, Fetlar, excavated by 

Channel Four’s Time Team programme in 2003.  Several burials have been excavated in the 

Caithness and Sutherland regions, including the burial of a boy aged between eight and 

thirteen years old, at Balnakeil, Durness (Batey & Paterson 2012, 636).  The issue of the 

‘missing dead’ was noted in 1.4.2, where it is clear that not everyone in society was accorded 

a burial and that children are under-represented (Price 2012, 259), probably because of other 

forms of disposal such as female infanticide (Wicker 1999, 115).  The Balnakeil burial raises 

questions about the perception of, and transition into, adulthood and how this is represented in 

the burial assemblage (McGuire 2016, 72).  Further light can be shed on the missing dead 

from the burials at Cnip, in the Isle of Lewis, the location of a cemetery which included a 

wealthy female burial, but also infant burials (Dunwell et al 1995).   
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Figure 6.1 Distribution map of all known Viking graves (includes possible burials and 

reports).  Image © Siobhan Cooke. 
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While cremation was the most common form in the homelands, in Scotland the burial record 

is dominated by inhumation burials, with only six cremation burials known.  The paucity of 

cremation graves has also been noted in Iceland, with only one known, although it is warned 

that this paucity may be the result of failure to recognise the feature (Maher 2013, 16), and the 

same may be applicable to Scotland.  Within the inhumations, variety in grave form is noted, 

with around 25 boat burials, including stone settings thought to represent boats (Kaland 1995, 

313).  Other grave structures include cists with examples from Brough Road, Birsay and Kirk 

O’ Banks in the Highland region (Morris 1989, 289; Campbell 1873, 422; Anderson 1875, 

585).  Graves under mounds, a prominent landscape feature of burials in the homelands such 

as those at Gamla Uppsala, is also apparent from the burial inventory, with mounds recorded 

at Clivocast in Shetland, Lambaness in Sanday and at Ardvonrig in the Western Isles.  The re-

use of monuments for burial occurs in Scotland, including Iron Age monuments such as the 

Broch of Gurness (Hedges 1987, 72-4), an act identified in Scandinavia associated with 

consolidation of power and to legitimate claims to land (Thäte 2009, 105). 

 

The burials of Scotland focus on the island groups, favouring coastal locations, with water 

being a key factor in location, or as noted above in terms of monument re-use, located near 

older settlements (see also McGuire 2016, 78).  Some graves, for example Wick of Aith and 

the cemetery at Cnip, occupy prominent visual positions and headlands, while others such as 

Westness occupy low-lying coastal areas and bays, but the connection to water is clear. 

 

 

BURIAL ANALYSIS 

 

6.2 Orkney 

 

Six burials from Orkney (figure 6.2) were identified as containing, or associated with, animal 

remains.  Four of these examples came from one cemetery, at Pierowall, Westray.  A further 

example is recorded from the Bay of Skaill, and a possible example of animal deposition is 

recorded at the cemetery at Westness, Rousay. 
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Figure 6.2 Distribution map showing burials containing animal remains in Orkney and 

Caithness.  Image © Siobhan Cooke. 
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6.2.1 Westness, Rousay 

 

SITE Westness (1 of 32 graves) 

CANMORE ID 2204 

NMR # HY32NE 7 

PARISH Rousay & Egilsay 

REGION Orkney 

DATE EXCAVATED 1968-1984 

DATE Viking 

SEX Male (Double burial?) 

ORIENTATION Unknown 

POSITION OF 

REMAINS 

Flexed 

FORM OF 

DISPOSAL 

Inhumation 

GRAVE 

STRUCTURE 

Oval shaped stone setting 

ARTEFACTS shield boss; sickle; arrowheads; ring headed pin Irish 

penannular; comb; dice; 25 gaming pieces; knife shears;   

ANIMAL REMAINS * 

LANDSCAPE 

LOCATION 

Shore, in cemetery, contemporary with other graves 

NGR HY 3759 2932 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC 

REFERENCE 

Orcadian 8/8/1968, 1; Glasgow Herald 9/8/1967, 10; Norse 

Connection 1987, 25; Kaland 1993, 313; Graham-Campbell & 

Batey 1998, 136; Sellevold 1999, 13-14 and 27; 

NOTES This grave may have had a burial above it; can be deduced that 

this is the burial which Kaland states had a person and some 

animals sacrificed over the top of it.  Burial/bones in 'jumbled 

heap' above and around burial are that of (possibly) male, which 

had been subject to violent treatment during life showing healed 

injuries consistent with arms being tied behind back. 

 

 

LANDSCAPE LOCATION 

 

The island of Rousay is a rich archaeological landscape.   The area of Westness located on the 

south coast of the island, and is the location of the cemetery at Westness (figure 6.3).  The site 

is situated  is one of the most sheltered areas on the coast.  The stretch of water on which the 

site lies is Eynhallow sound, a seaway of strong tidal currents.  In addition to the cemetery, 

there are the remains of a Viking longhouse and a noust (Kaland 1993, 308).  In addition to 

the Viking past, the area is also steeped in prehistory with many Neolithic burial monuments 

including the well-known Midhowe stalled cairn, the Iron Age Broch and Pictish village also 
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named Midhowe.  Westness is the stage for a number of events portrayed in the Orkneyinga 

Saga including the kidnapping of Earl Paul, it is also where Sigurd had his hall, whose feast 

Earl Paul had attended prior to his capture by Svein Asleifarson and his men (Palsson & 

Edwards 1981, 138).  

 

 

Fig 6.3 Moaness, located at Westness, Rousay.  Site in its landscape context.  Image © 

Siobhan Cooke. 

 

 

CIRCUMSTANCES OF DISCOVERY 

A sword, and a shield boss (found separately) were ploughed up from a field close to the site 

(the sword recorded as found in 1826), indicating the presence of an earlier grave discovery 

prior to the female grave discovered in 1963 (Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 136). This 

grave was discovered by accident when John Flett Grieve of Westness farm was digging a 

hole to bury a dead cow (Orcadian 7/11/1963, 5).  The items recovered from the grave were 

sent to Robert Stevenson then Keeper of the National Museum of Antiquities (ibid).  The 

burial yielded a rich array of artefacts, including an ornamental ringed pin, known as the 

‘Westness brooch’ (Kaland 1993, 314).    Excavations were carried out between the  1960s-

1980s, led by Sigrid H. H. Kaland of the University of Bergen, and students from the 

universities of Bergen and Oslo (Kaland 1970, 182).  Excavations revealed a cemetery site of 

some 32 graves, eight of which displayed characteristics of a recognisably Scandinavian type, 

particularly in terms of furnished graves and grave structure (Graham-Campbell & Batey 

1998, 136; see Appendix One). The cemetery consisted of Pictish and Viking burials , and 

contained both furnished and unfurnished burials, from Pictish stone lined graves, to Viking 

Age oval shaped stone settings, boat shaped stone settings and boat graves (Kaland 1993, 
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312-3140).  The Pictish graves show no sign of disturbance by the later Viking burials, which 

has been taken as indication of peaceful relations between the native Pictish community and 

the Viking settlers (Kaland 1993, 312; Barratt et al 2000, 12; Bäcklund 2001, 39;).   

 

While no burials were recorded as having animals interred in the human graves, an interesting 

claim regarding this grave was noted during data collection, discussed below.  

 

ARTEFACTS 

The primary burial contained a shield boss, sickle, arrowheads, a ringed-pin, comb, a set of 25 

gaming pieces, a knife and shears.  No items are noted in association with the secondary 

burial (see Notes section in burial description). 

   

ANIMAL INCLUSIONS 

A grave from Westness was reported in the Glasgow Herald by Kaland (then Hansen) as 

having a woman and some animals sacrificed over it (Glasgow Herald 1968, 10).  A similar 

report features in The Orcadian from August 8th 1968.  Under the headline ‘Human Sacrifice’ 

the paper reports, from Hansen, ‘it would appear that after the man had been buried at least 

one woman and some animals were sacrificed on top of the grave.  These extra bones were 

found scattered about but at some time after the burial it would appear that most of these 

scattered bones had been collected and placed in a small hole on top of the grave’ (Orcadian 

1968, 1). 

 

This grave can confidently be identified as Grave 2 (2a and 2b).  The skeletal remains from 

the graves excavated by Kaland and her team from 1968-1984 are discussed by Sellevold 

(1999).  From this publication, it is clear that only one grave contained the remains of a man, 

with further human remains found on top, the ‘top’ grave.  Sellevold does not assign a sex to 

the remains from the upper burial, but cites Larsen (1972) who determined the remains were 

of a male.  The upper burial contained only a few bones from the skeleton, including a 

clavicle.  Injuries were noted in the skeleton from this top burial: a badly healed fracture of 

the left clavicle, with surrounding pathological changes in the surrounding bones (Sellevold 

1999, 13-14).  Larsen (1972) argued that the injuries were consistent with the arms being tied 

behind the back at the wrists and the body strung up, causing a break of the left clavicle, and 



 173 

that the victim lived for some time after as the break showed signs of healing (Sellevold 1999, 

12-13 and 27).   

 

This is the only burial in the cemetery of Viking Age that contained the remains of two adults, 

and thus, it can be deduced with some confidence that this is the grave referred to in The 

Glasgow Herald.  The bones of the second internment (the upper or top burial) are described 

as ‘jumbled heap’ (Sellevold 1999, 27).  It may be possible that the animal bones reported in 

the newspaper article were contained in this bone assemblage.  However, given the ‘jumble’ 

and this possible disturbance, it may be that the animal bones were not contemporaneous with 

the burial itself.   

 

There are possible parallels to this particular grave in the Isle of Man.  One of the two known 

examples of inhumation of this nature is the burial at Ballateare excavated by Gerhard Bersu 

in 1946.  When opened this large mound revealed a rich male burial (Bersu &Wilson 1966, 

51 & 60; Wilson 2008, 30).  Upon opening the mound, immediately below the turf a three-

inch thick layer of cremated animal bone was discovered; species identified included ox, 

horse, sheep and dog (Bersu & Wilson 1966, 51).  The presence of dog bones in the 

Ballateare deposit precludes the interpretation of the deposit as the remains of a ritual feast by 

the excavators/authors, as there is no evidence for their consumption in Scandinavia (Wilson 

2008, 28).  The layer of animal bone covered the skeleton of a female aged 20-30 years old 

who appears to have a sacrificial victim; examination of the skull revealed trauma, a sliced 

hole, consistent with a slashing/slicing blow to the back of the skull (Bersu & Wilson 1966, 

47; Wilson 2008, 28; Price 2012, 266).   The second comparable example is at Balladoole, 

also located on the Isle of Man.  This burial revealed a layer of cremated bone capping over 

the burial mound (Bersu & Wilson 1966); from this layer bones of horse, ox, pig, sheep/goat, 

dog and cat were identified (Bersu & Wilson 1966, 10).   

 

Despite several attempts to contact the excavator of Westness, and discussion with a specialist 

on the human bone (Larsen pers. comm.), no further information on this grave could be 

attained with regards to the claims of animal sacrifice.   
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6.2.2 Bay of Skaill, West Mainland 

 

LANDSCAPE LOCATION 

 

Skaill Bay (Figure 6.2) is situated on the west coast of Orkney Mainland.  Skaill Bay is a 

wide sandy bay and provides a sheltered location and an area well-suited for mixed economy 

of land and sea.  The cist was discovered on the south side of the bay (Watt 1888, 283).  As 

the place name suggests this is an area of high status; skalí meaning hall, possibly indicating a 

place of high status (Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 39).  The area surrounding the location 

of the cist burial is another rich prehistoric and historic landscape with human activity from 

the Neolithic period onwards from the building of the Neolithic village of Skara Brae, to the 

medieval cemetery at the present day Skaill House (James 1999).  The area is particularly 

important in terms of Viking finds, with recent excavations by University of Oxford of 

longhouses at Snusgar which revealed settlement/occupation including a high status 

longhouse at the East mound and a complex longhouse on the mound to the west, and is also 

in proximity to the probable find spot of the Skaill hoard (Griffiths 2015, 222-23). 

 

SITE Bay of Skaill 

CANMORE ID 1665 

NMR # HY21NW 13 

PARISH Sandwick 

REGION Orkney 

DATE EXCAVATED 1888 

DATE 900-950 AD 

SEX Male 

ORIENTATION NW-SE 

POSITION OF 

REMAINS 

Unknown 

FORM OF 

DISPOSAL 

Inhumation 

GRAVE 

STRUCTURE 

Cist 

ARTEFACTS Comb; comb case; knife; whetstone; stone disc; spear; 

arrowhead?; rivet 

ANIMAL REMAINS Horse (leg bone only), small mammals: bird; fish (jaw bone) 

LANDSCAPE 

LOCATION 

Behind shoreline, possible settlement mound. 

NGR HY 2295 1874 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC 

REFERENCE 

Watt 1888 283-5; Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 59. Morris 

et al 1985 82; Ashby 2014, 131; 

NOTES animal remains may suggest food offerings/ may be a midden; 
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CIRCUMSTANCES OF DISCOVERY 

In 1888 a cist grave was discovered at the Bay of Skaill, Sandwick, Orkney, after a report of 

the find of a human jaw bone which has been ‘picked up among loose stones’ (Watt 1888, 

283). 

 

ARTEFACTS 

The grave structure was a stone cist, orientated north west-south east 5ft 11” long and 2ft 2” 

wide (Watt 1888, 284; Greig 1940, 84).  The grave contained the skeletal remains of a male 

accompanied by a spearhead, knife, an iron rod, bone comb and comb case and a whetstone 

(Watt 1888, 284; Greig 1940, 81-84).  The burial has been dated based on artefact typology to 

the Viking period around the ninth century or later (Morris et al 1985, 82).  Ashby proposes a 

date of within the first half of the tenth century based on comb and comb case form, which 

did not emerge before the early tenth century (Ashby 2014, 131).  Such a date places the 

grave in the later pagan period.   

 

ANIMAL INCLUSIONS 

Animal remains were also discovered in the grave: at the foot of the grave the leg-bone of a 

horse, and at the head of the grave, bird and fish bones, were recovered, the 1888 account also 

reports the discovery of a ‘knuckle-bone’ of an unidentified animal (Watt 1888, 284; Greig 

19740 84).  The inclusion of items such as ‘knuckle-bones’ is of note; the astralagus bones of 

a number of species are known to have been used in divination practices (Russell 2012, 133-

134).  They are also noted Viking contexts, used as pendants which were interpreted as 

having symbolic meaning (Luik 2010, 46) and in games ( MacGregor 1985, 134; Hreinsson 

1997, 257-8).  However, it should be noted that the animal remains might not represent 

offerings or grave goods; it has been suggested that grave construction may have taken place 

in a midden such as the example at Brough Road, Birsay (Morris 1989, 289; Graham-

Campbell & Batey 1998, 59; Ashby 2014, 131).  Other interpretations for partial animal 

remains, such as legs of cattle and the cremated remain of animals such as horses, include 

food offerings, as at Birka and at South Great George Street in Dublin (Gräslund 1980, 60; 

Harrison & Ó Floinn 2014, 278). 
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6.2.3  Pierowall, Westray 

 

LANDSCAPE LOCATION 

The cemetery site of Pierowall is located on the island of Westray, one of the largest of the 

north isles of the Orkney archipelago.  The exact location of the cemetery site, commonly 

referred to as Pierowall is unknown, but it is certainly located in the area known as The Links, 

which lies between the grassy covered sand dunes between the modern day village and the 

site of Quoygrew (Barrett 2012: 26; also see Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998: 130).  The 

Links form part of the grassy sand dune landscape, which is extensive on Westray 

(Thorsteinsson 1968, 150). 

 

The bay at Pierowall is the best natural harbour in the north isles of Orkney (Lamb 1995, 22; 

Owen 1999, 23) see Figure 6.4) and located on an important seaway (Owen 1999, 27; Wilson 

2008, 109).  The beach has been suggested as a location for a market during the Viking period 

(Brøgger 1929, 121; Greig 1940, 6; Dalland & Owen 1999, 177; Owen 1999, 26; B. Crawford 

2013, 87-88).  The site of Pierowall provides a safe and accessible harbour from the deep 

waters around Orkney.  The waters around Orkney can be difficult to navigate with many 

shallow channels, skerries and reefs, deep tidal races and areas to be avoided (Lamb 1995, 

22).  The sea routes around Westray provide navigable routes in which to access the 

Mainland, power centres, and maintain communication and control (B. Crawford 2013, 10).  

Market beaches at similar locations such at Meols on the River Dee, and Whithorn in 

Galloway (Griffiths 2010, 110-18; Wilson 2008, 116) reinforce the interpretation of Pierowall 

as market beach. 
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Figure 6.4 Aerial image of area known as the Links, Pierowall village and Sand of Gill beach, 

Westray. Image © ORCA. 

 

 

CIRCUMSTANCES OF DISCOVERY 

The site was subject to various different antiquarian excavations over the period 1839-1863 

(Grieg 1940, 5; RCAMS 1946, 353-354; Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 131).  The site 

was discovered through erosion and wind-blown sand (Thorsteinsson 1968, 151).  William 

Rendall from Westray was the first to begin excavations, from 25th April – 2nd May 1839, and 

again between 1839 and 1949 (ibid).  In 1841, George Petrie visited the site and it is recorded 

that he too found a grave (Farrer 1864, 16; RCAMS 1946, 353).  Rendall gave several find 

including weaponry to the then National Museum of Antiquities, items that are alleged to 

have been recovered from graves sometime between 1849 and 1851, as they do not correlate 

with reports of finds from his previous excavations (Thorsteinsson 1968, 151). In 1855 and 

1863, Farrer carried out excavations at Pierowall, and found a further two graves (ibid).   

 

The records for these earlier excavations were somewhat confused, Arne Thorsteinsson 

labelling them as ‘extremely defective’ (Thorsteinsson 1968, 170; Marwick 1932; Grieg 

1940; RCAMS 1946).  In 1965, Thorsteinsson presented a paper to the Viking Congress in 
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which he carried out a detailed reassessment of the data and reconstruction of the burials, 

identifying a cemetery of 17 graves (his numbering was retained in the compilation of the 

burial inventory; Appendix One), but this is by no means the final number with the cemetery 

likely to extend beyond this and contain many more graves (ibid 150-62).  A number of 

reports testify to the presence of further graves/finds in the vicinity including Reverend James 

Wallace who wrote that: 

‘in the Links of Tranabie in Wetra, have been found graves in the sand, (after the sand 

hath been blown away with the wind) in one of which was seen a man lying with his 

sword on the one hand, and a Daneish ax on the other, and others have had dogs, and 

combs and knives buried with them…’ (Wallace 1883, 30).   

The Reverend George Low also reported graves in the vicinity, which were probably pagan 

Viking graves, as containing the bones of horses and dogs in addition to weapons, beads, 

brooches and combs (Low 1915, 13). 

 

Located south of the Links is the present day village of Pierowall, recorded in the Orkneyinga 

Saga when Earl Rognvald sailed to Westray arriving at Pierowall, visited a man called Helgi 

who farmed there, and on Sunday also attended a church service there (Palsson & Edwards 

1978, 72). This suggests  that the settlement was well-established prior to the events in the 

saga.  Furthermore, at the time the Orkneyinga saga was written, Pierowall was known as 

Hǫfn  (ON harbour) (Greig 1940: 6; Barrett 2012: 26).  Further finds from Pierowall provide 

evidence of interaction with the maritime traffic through this sea route, for example, an Irish-

style brooch of which similar examples have been found in Ireland, Wales and Norway 

(Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998; 134).   

 

In addition to the Viking presence, there is also prehistoric activity recorded in the vicinity 

although records are sparse; past archaeological investigations have revealed an Iron Age 

roundhouse (Armit 1993, 181) and Neolithic cairn (Sharples 1989).  In Low’s account of his 

tour around the Orkney isles in 1778 he reports that standing stones are uncommon in 

Westray but one is reported near Pierowall with a hole through it (Low 1915, 15).  Although 

information is limited, we have interesting glimpses of pre-Norse Christian activity in the 

area, namely on the neighbouring island of Papay (also known as Papa Westray).  As the 

name suggests, this island may have been home to Celtic priests whom the Norse called 

papar (B. Crawford 2013, 3; Lamb 1995).  Such areas inhabited by the papar were often very 

fertile lands and strategically located (B. Crawford 2013, 3).  
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Although little information is provided in the accounts as to grave form, it had commonly 

been assumed that the graves were under mounds (RCAMS 1946, 354), but Thorsteinsson’s 

reconstruction suggests that few had been covered (Thorsteinsson 1968: 163).  Stone packing 

and square stone settings are noted in some of the Pierowall burials (ibid). 

 

 

SITE Pierowall Links (Thorsteinsson #7) 

CANMORE ID 2768 

NMR # HY44NW 13 

PARISH Westray 

REGION Orkney 

DATE EXCAVATED (Rendall) 1849 

DATE 850-950 

SEX Male? 

ORIENTATION S-N 

POSITION OF 

REMAINS 

Supine 

FORM OF 

DISPOSAL 

Inhumation 

GRAVE 

STRUCTURE 

Unknown 

ARTEFACTS bridle-bit; buckle; spearhead; 

ANIMAL REMAINS Horse ('quite complete'); Dog (part) 

LANDSCAPE 

LOCATION 

cemetery; wide sandy bay 

NGR HY 43 49 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC 

REFERENCE 

Thorsteinsson 1968, 167; Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 129-

134. 

NOTES Horse described as 'quite entire, of rather small size.  The horse 

was laid on its belly, with its head towards the sea, and directed 

north-east, with its hinder parts towards the south-west. The 

horse's head was resting on the nose'.  The human skeleton was 

lying directly before the horse’s head.  Thorsteinsson's 

reassessment and numbering used throughout. 

 

 

ARTEFACTS 

Grave Seven was excavated by Rendall in 1849.  The inhumation was orientated North-South, 

with feet to the South (no skull found).  The burial contained a bridle bit , a belt buckle and a 

spear head (Thorsteinsson 1968: 167-168; Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998: 133).   

 

ANIMAL INCLUSIONS 

This burial contained both a horse and the remains of a dog (Thorsteinsson 1968, 167-68).   
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This is the only grave to record the position of the horse within the grave.  The skeleton of the 

horse: 

‘lay quite entire…The horse was laid on its belly, with its head towards the sea, and 

directed north-east, with its hinder part toward the south-west.  The horses head was 

resting on its nose.  The human skeleton was lying immediately before the horses 

head’ (Thorsteinsson 1968: 167).   

The bridle bit was situated in the jaws of the horse (ibid).   No information is provided on the 

remains of the dog.  This grave is the only known example of human-horse-dog burial in 

Scotland. 
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SITE Pierowall Links (Thorsteinsson #8) 

CANMORE ID 2768 

NMR # HY44NW 13 

PARISH Westray 

REGION Orkney 

DATE EXCAVATED (Rendall) 1849 

DATE 850-950 

SEX ? 

ORIENTATION Unknown 

POSITION OF 

REMAINS 

Unknown 

FORM OF 

DISPOSAL 

Inhumation 

GRAVE 

STRUCTURE 

Unknown 

ARTEFACTS Knife; bridle bit;  

ANIMAL REMAINS Horse (part of skeleton) 

LANDSCAPE 

LOCATION 

cemetery; wide sandy bay 

NGR HY 43 49 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC 

REFERENCE 

Thorsteinsson 1968, 167-8; Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 

129-134. 

NOTES 'Part of the skeleton of a horse was also in the grave' - no other 

information on horse.  Thorsteinsson's reassessment and 

numbering used throughout. 

 

ARTEFACTS 

Grave Eight was excavated by Rendall in 1849.  Information on this burial is limited, though 

grave goods included a bridle bit and a knife (Thorsteinsson 1968: 167-168; Graham-

Campbell & Batey 1998: 133).   

 

ANIMAL INCLUSIONS 

The only information pertaining to the animal remains in this grave is the inclusions of part of 

a skeleton of a horse in addition to the human skeleton (Thorsteinsson 1968: 167-168; 

Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998: 133).   
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SITE Pierowall Links (Thorsteinsson #17) 

CANMORE ID 2768 

NMR # HY44NW 13 

PARISH Westray 

REGION Orkney 

DATE EXCAVATED (Farrer) July 1863 

DATE 850-950 

SEX ? 

ORIENTATION Unknown 

POSITION OF 

REMAINS 

Unknown 

FORM OF 

DISPOSAL 

Inhumation 

GRAVE 

STRUCTURE 

Boat burial 

ARTEFACTS 2 x iron buckle (horse fitting); 21 boat rivets; iron fragments; 

bone button 

ANIMAL REMAINS Horse 

LANDSCAPE 

LOCATION 

mound, probable sand dune; cemetery; wide sandy bay 

NGR HY 43 49 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC 

REFERENCE 

Thorsteinsson 1968, 171; Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 129-

134; Catalogue of the National Museum of Antiquities Scotland 

(1875), 276; 

NOTES No information on the horse; report only mentions 'parts of a 

human skeleton and of that of a horse were found'.  

Thorsteinsson's reassessment and numbering used throughout. -

Leg bones of horse recorded in catalogue of NMAS 

 

ARTEFACTS 

This grave was classed as a boat burial, with 21 rivets found during excavation, other items 

included a bone button and horse fittings (Thorsteinsson 1968: 171; Graham-Campbell & 

Batey 1998: 134).   

 

ANIMAL INCLUSIONS 

No information other than that the grave contained parts of a human skeleton with that of a 

horse (Thorsteinsson 1968: 171; Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998: 134).   
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SITE Sand of Gill (Pierowall Links (Thorsteinsson missing #5?) 

CANMORE ID 2768 

NMR # HY44NW 13 

PARISH Westray 

REGION Orkney 

DATE EXCAVATED (Petrie) 1841 

DATE 850-950 

SEX ? 

ORIENTATION Unknown 

POSITION OF 

REMAINS 

Unknown 

FORM OF 

DISPOSAL 

Inhumation 

GRAVE 

STRUCTURE 

Possible boat 

ARTEFACTS rivets; shield fragments; bridle-bit 

ANIMAL REMAINS Horse 

LANDSCAPE 

LOCATION 

cemetery; wide sandy bay 

NGR HY 43 49 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC 

REFERENCE 

Anon 1862-4, p16 - POAS Vol10; Graham-Campbell & Batey 

1998, 131; RCAMS Inventory of Orkney, 353. 

NOTES Thorsteinsson does not mention this grave in his survey; (he also 

does not mention grave #5; Canmore entry presumes this is 

Grave number 5. 

 

A fourth grave is recorded from this area, although not identified in Thorsteinsson’s 

reconstruction of the cemetery.  This grave is named as the Sands of Gill.  As mentioned, 

Thorsteinsson’s reconstruction of the graves; he does not provide any detailed information for 

what he identifies as grave number five, but is reasonable to assume that this is the grave 

excavated by George Petrie in 1841 ‘on the sand of Gill’ (Farrer 1863, 16). 

 

ARTEFACTS 

This grave contained a bronze ring and fragments of a shield boss (Farrer 1863, 16; RCAMS 

1946: 353).   

 

ANIMAL INCLUSIONS 

This grave is reported to have  contained the skeletons of a man and horse (Farrer 1863, 16; 

RCAMS 1946: 353). 
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6.3 Argyll and Bute 

 

6.3.1 Colonsay 

 

Several graves in this section are in close proximity to one another (Machrins and Cnoc Nan 

Gall) (figure 6.5), suggesting the presence of a cemetery in the area (Becket & Batey 303).  

This likelihood has increased with the discovery and rescue excavation of another Viking 

burial eroding from the sand dunes (ibid 305).  This recent find, dated to the second half of 

the tenth century (ibid 313), appeared to have been interred in a coffin, indicated by the 

presence of birch bark, and heather cord, a burial rite known from Birka (Gräslund 1980; 

Becket & Batey 2013, 314). 
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Figure 6.5 Distribution map of burials containing animals (whole/part) including uncertain 

examples in the Argyll and Bute and Western Isles regions of Scotland.  Image © Siobhan 

Cooke. 

 

 

LANDSCAPE LOCATION 

The site of Cnoc Nan Gall is located within the immediate vicinity of the two Machrins 

burials, located on the North West coast of the island of Colonsay, near and between the bay 

of Traigh an Tobair Fhuair, and another sandy bay to the south.  These sites are situated on 

undulating sand dunes, surrounded by upland areas. 
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The burial at Kiloran Bay is located on the north west coast of Colonsay by a wide sandy bay 

(see Figure 6.6).  The landscape of the burial location mirrors that of the above sites, in an 

area of sand dunes with upland areas surrounding the bay. 

 

 

 

Figure 6.6 Kiloran Bay, Colonsay.  Image SCRAN. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 187 

SITE Cnoc Nan Gall 

CANMORE ID 37922 

NMR # NR39SE 46 

PARISH Colonsay 

REGION Argyll & Bute 

DATE EXCAVATED 1902 

DATE 850-950 

SEX Unknown 

ORIENTATION Unknown 

POSITION OF 

REMAINS 

Unknown 

FORM OF 

DISPOSAL 

Inhumation 

GRAVE 

STRUCTURE 

Boat Burial 

ARTEFACTS 21 rivets 

ANIMAL REMAINS Horse (tooth) 

LANDSCAPE 

LOCATION 

Sand dunes 

NGR NR 358 932 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC 

REFERENCE 

Ritchie 1981, 278-279; Grieg, S (1940),61-2. 

NOTES human tooth only skeletal remains 

 

CIRCUMSTANCES OF DISCOVERY 

The grave find at Cnoc Nan Gall (translated from Gaelic as ‘Hill of the Foreigners’ (Becket & 

Batey 2013, 305) was discovered in  July 1902, after wind had eroded the sand dune ‘bare’ 

(Ritchie 1981, 278).  The grave was not excavated, only items exposed were recovered.  

 

ARTEFACTS 

The items recovered included 26 nails, a human tooth and a further tooth (Ritchie 1981, 278).   

 

ANIMAL INCLUSIONS 

The tooth was originally identified as an ox tooth (Greig 1941, 61) but later identified as 

horse. Mary Harman made comment on the horse tooth discovered in this grave, identifying 

the tooth as either the second premolar or third molar from the mandible of an adult horse, 

most likely a pony due to its small size (Ritchie 1981, 279). 
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SITE Machrins 

CANMORE ID 37900 

NMR # NR39SE 26 

PARISH Colonsay 

REGION Argyll & Bute 

DATE EXCAVATED 1891 

DATE 850-950 

SEX M? 

ORIENTATION Unknown 

POSITION OF 

REMAINS 

Unknown 

FORM OF 

DISPOSAL 

Inhumation 

GRAVE 

STRUCTURE 

Boat burial 

ARTEFACTS Shield boss; spearhead; sword; axe head; pennanular brooch; 

pin; bead; bridle bit; nail; pot sherd; 

ANIMAL REMAINS Horse 

LANDSCAPE 

LOCATION 

Sand dunes 

NGR NR 358 935 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC 

REFERENCE 

M’Neill 1892, 61-62.   

NOTES - 

 

CIRCUMSTANCES OF DISCOVERY 

This burial was discovered by landowner and farmer Sir John M’Neill, who has ‘become 

aware of the probability of the existence of a Viking burial-mound on one of his farms’ in 

August 1891 and excavated that year (M’Neill 1892, 61).  The mound had suffered erosion, 

animal disturbance and it is possible prior excavation had occurred (ibid 61-62).   

 

ARTEFACTS 

A shield boss, an axe head and fragments of a sword were recovered from the grave, followed 

by boat rivets through the sand (M’Neill 1892, 61-62).  This was classed as a boat burial 

(ibid); other grave goods included an amber bead, penannular brooch and bronze pin (ibid 

62).  It was also noted that the weapons had been broken before being placed in the grave 

(ibid). 

 

ANIMAL INLCUSIONS 

Within the boat lay the skeleton of a horse and the remains of a bridle bit (M’Neill 1892, 62). 
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SITE Machrins 

CANMORE ID 37923 

NMR # NR39SE 47 

PARISH Colonsay 

REGION Argyll & Bute 

DATE EXCAVATED 1978 

DATE AD 709-1020.  Central date 886 

SEX Female? 

ORIENTATION SW-NE 

POSITION OF 

REMAINS 

flexed, on right side 

FORM OF 

DISPOSAL 

Inhumation 

GRAVE 

STRUCTURE 

Cist 

ARTEFACTS pin; fragment of decorated bronze; knife; textile remains; nail 

ANIMAL REMAINS Dog 

LANDSCAPE 

LOCATION 

14m ESE of a settlement 

NGR NR 3579 9330 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC 

REFERENCE 

Ritchie 1981. 267-269. Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 90-91; 

NOTES  

 

 

CIRCUMSTANCES OF DISCOVERY 

A second grave at Machrins was discovered during RCAHMS 1977-78 excavation of a 

settlement site in the area.  During the excavation a long-cist burial was discovered fourteen 

metres east-south-east of the settlement under excavation.   

 

ARTEFACTS 

The burial was orientated north-east to south-west and measured 1.6 metres by 0.7 metres and 

0.3 metres in depth (J.N.G. Ritchie 1981, 267).  The cist contained the remains of a flexed 

inhumation, possibly lying on its side, although little of the skeleton survived it is thought to 

be a female (ibid; Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 90).  Grave goods accompanying the 

burial included a ring-headed pin, a fragment of decorated bronze, and iron nail and a small 

piece of textile.  Radiocarbon analysis was carried out on the burial which produced a date of 

AD 870±70 (ibid) with a central date of 886 AD (Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 28). 
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ANIMAL INCLUSIONS 

At the north east end of the burial lay the remains of a dog, laid out with its head at the knees 

of the individual buried; from the position of the remains, excavators were in no doubt that 

the dog had been  deliberately laid out over the knees of the burial (J.N.G. Ritchie 1981, 267).    

In her overview of Viking Scotland, Anna Ritchie proposes that the likely cause of death is 

cutting of the throat (A. Ritchie 1993, 86) and suggests that the animal is a lap dog.  The 

breed of the dog found at Machrins is not known but it was a small dog, short limbed, bow-

legged and aged not more than six years old (Clutton-Brock 1981, 276), with an appearance 

much like that of a present day Welsh Corgi, which is almost identical in appearance to that of 

the Swedish cattle dog (ibid, 278).  It was not possible to determine the cause of death; there 

were no obvious signs of disease or butchery, however, the animal had suffered trauma during 

its life; x-rays on the remains revealed that the right radius had a healed fracture and the left 

radius had also fractured during life (ibid, 276-77).  The dog had been well fed in the 24 hours 

prior to death (Clutton-Brock 1981, 277).   
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SITE Kiloran Bay 

CANMORE ID 38173 

NMR # NR49NW 14 

PARISH Colonsay 

REGION Argyll & Bute 

DATE EXCAVATED 1882-3 

DATE 850-900 (c14) 

SEX Male 

ORIENTATION W-E 

POSITION OF 

REMAINS 

left side, flexed left leg 

FORM OF 

DISPOSAL 

Inhumation 

GRAVE 

STRUCTURE 

Boat burial 

ARTEFACTS Horse fittings, buckle, bridle bit; knife 2; whetstone; box 

fittings; scales; weights; rivets x 130; Anglo Saxon styca x 3; 

pin; ringed pin; shield boss; spearhead; sword; arrowhead; 

cooking utensil; axehead 

ANIMAL REMAINS Horse 

LANDSCAPE 

LOCATION 

Shore, wide sandy bay, high sand dunes 

NGR NR 4008 9764 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC 

REFERENCE 

Anderson 1907 vol41 p437-50; Bill 2005; Shetelig 1907, 172-

74; Graham-Campbell, J. & Batey, C.(1998);Grieg, S 1940, 48-

61;  M'Neill 1892 PSAS; 

NOTES 6-8 years; 14.2 hands high; The metatarsal of the right hind leg 

and the right tibia showed signs of butchery 

 

 

CIRCUMSTANCES OF DISCOVERY 

The burial was subject to two separate investigations; found in 1881 it was partly excavated 

by Sir Malcolm M’Neill in 1882, with excavation completed by Mr William Galloway in 

1883 (Anderson 1907, 443). 

 

The initial excavation carried out by M’Neill uncovered a male inhumation within a stone 

enclosure.  The inhumation was described as flexed, lying on its side within the enclosure 

(Shetelig 1907, 172).  The second phase of excavation, by Galloway, was continued towards 

the west end of the enclosure (Anderson 1907, 445).   

 

ARTEFACTS 

The burial at Kiloran Bay was that of a male aged around 40 years old, who had received the 

rite of a wealthy boat burial whose grave goods amongst many others included Anglo-Saxon 
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stycas, a silver cloak-pin of Norwegian type, some knives including one known to have a 

pivoting blade of Anglo-Saxon or Anglo-Scandinavian type, scales and lead weights most of 

which have decorative mounts including fragments of Anglo-Saxon and Irish ornamental 

metalwork, bronze harness mounts of Insular type and a shield boss of Irish sea type 

(Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998: 119-120).  This selection of grave goods shows 

considerable contact outside the Scandinavian lands and Scotland.  Such a wide variety of 

items may have been accumulated by a trader travelling across the North Atlantic and 

navigating the western seaboard, furthermore the presence of scales and weights may be 

testament to his role.  Based on the grave goods, the burial has been dated to the end of the 9th 

century AD, possibly even c.900 AD (Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998: 122).  The burial 

architecture also included a chamber within the boat (Anderson 1907: 443; Bill 2005: 348; 

Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998: 118-119) similar to the chamber graves at Birka, also noted 

at grave ten at Pierowall.   The burial also contained a number of horse fittings (Anderson 

1907, 447; Shetelig 1907, 172) as detailed below. 

 

ANIMAL INCLUSIONS 

The second phase of excavation revealed the skeleton of a horse lying on its side, legs drawn 

up and the head set vertically (Anderson 1907, 445).  The horse (Figure 6.7), was described as 

a healthy and well-bred animal; re-examination of the remains showed the animal to be aged 

between six and eight years and approximately 14.2 hands high (Graham Campbell & Batey 

1998, 120).  The metatarsal of the right hind leg and the right tibia showed signs of butchery 

(Anderson 1907, 447).  A girth buckle was also found beneath the horse (Anderson 1907, 

447) and mountings for a horse’s harness were found in the burial enclosure during M’Neill’s 

investigations (Shetelig 1907, 172). 
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Figure 6.7 Horse from Kiloran Bay burial.  Image SCRAN. 

 

 

6.3.2 Tiree 

 

LANDSCAPE LOCATION 

The exact location of this site is unknown. 

 

SITE Cornaigbeg 

CANMORE ID 21438 

NMR # NL94NE 3 

PARISH Tiree 

REGION Argyll & Bute 

DATE EXCAVATED c. 18th century 

DATE 850-950 

SEX Unknown 

ORIENTATION Unknown 

POSITION OF 

REMAINS 

Unknown 

FORM OF 

DISPOSAL 

Inhumation 

GRAVE 

STRUCTURE 

Unknown 

ARTEFACTS Swords; spear, shield boss (from 1+ graves). Brooches also 

reported from a find spot in area. 

ANIMAL REMAINS Horse 

LANDSCAPE 

LOCATION 

Probable cemetery; exact location unknown 

NGR NL 985 465 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC 

REFERENCE 

Statistical account 1794; Anderson 1874, 555. Graham 

Campbell & Batey 1998, 87; Grieg, S (1940) 63; 

NOTES multiple graves - min two; 'In a stackyard at Cornaigbeg (NL 

985 465) in Tiry, in digging pits in sandy ground to secure 
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potatoes during winter and spring, there were found at different 

times human skeletons, and nigh them the skeleton of horses. 

They seemed to have been completely armed, according to the 

times. Two-handed swords were found diminished with rust; 

silver work preserved the handles; there were also shields and 

helmets with a brass spear. 

Nigh this was discovered another skeleton holding the skeleton 

of an infant in its arms. It is proposed to dig more of this ground. 

Some of these curiosities are in the possession of the Duke of 

Argyle.' 

 

 

CIRCUMSTANCES OF DISCOVERY 

Viking graves were reported to have been found whilst ‘digging pits in sandy ground to 

secure potatoes during winter and spring’ (1791-99 Vol. X, 402).   

 

ARTEFACTS 

The Statistical Account of 1974 continues to read ‘They seemed to have been completely 

armed, according to the times.  Two handed swords were found diminished with rust; silver 

work preserved the handles; there were also shields and helmets, with a brass spear…’ (ibid).   

 

ANIMAL INCLUSIONS 

It appears that this site/report contained a number of graves, and suggests that there were a 

number of human-horse burials.  The Statistical Account states that while digging ‘…there 

were found at different times human skeletons, and nigh them the skeletons of horses’ (1791-

99 Vol. X, 402).  No further information is available. 

 

The cemetery also has a familial nature with the presence of a possible mother and child 

indicative of a settled community. 
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6.4 Western Isles 

 

 

 

6.4.1 Vatersay, Barra 

 

 

 

LANDSCAPE LOCATION 

Location unknown. 

 

SITE Vatersay (REPORT) 

CANMORE ID N/A 

NMR # N/A 

PARISH Barra 

REGION Western Isles 

DATE EXCAVATED N/A - 19th century report 

DATE Viking? 

SEX M? 

ORIENTATION Unknown 

POSITION OF 

REMAINS 

Unknown 

FORM OF 

DISPOSAL 

Inhumation 

GRAVE 

STRUCTURE 

Unknown 

ARTEFACTS None recorded (presumably weapons for 'warrior' 

interpretation?) 

ANIMAL REMAINS Horse 

LANDSCAPE 

LOCATION 

Unknown 

NGR N/A 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC 

REFERENCE 

Graham-Campbell, J. & Batey, C. (1998) p.83 

NOTES 19th Century report of a 'Norse warrior' grave containing a horse 

- no formal site record exists 

 

CIRCUMSTANCES OF DISCOVERY 

The island of Vatersay is located in the Western Isles, south of Barra.  This site inclusion 

derives from a nineteenth century report of a Viking burial in the area. 

ARTEFACTS 

None recorded. 
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ANIMAL INCLUSIONS 

A nineteenth century report of a pagan Norse warrior, containing a horse, was reported, 

although no formal site record exists (Graham Campbell & Batey 1998, 83).  

 

 

6.4.2 Cnip, Lewis 

 

 

LANDSCAPE LOCATION 

The cemetery is located in the machair on the Cnip Headland (figure 6.8) overlooking Traigh 

na Berie (one of the largest beach dune and Machair systems on Lewis (Welander et al 1987, 

151).  Located on the Bhaltos peninsula in the west of the Isle of Lewis, the cemetery is close 

to several prehistoric sites including the Bronze Age cemetery which the Viking cemetery 

overlies, Cnip wheelhouse and other examples of roundhouse structures (ibid 96 and 197). 

 

 

Figure 6.8 Cnip headland. Image © Mary MacLeod Rivett.  
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SITE Cnip 

CANMORE ID 4007 

NMR # NB03NE 15 

PARISH Uig, Lewis 

REGION Western Isles 

DATE EXCAVATED 1992 

DATE 778-891 (c14) 

SEX Male (aged approx. 40 years old) 

ORIENTATION N-S 

POSITION OF 

REMAINS 

supine, extended 

FORM OF 

DISPOSAL 

Inhumation 

GRAVE 

STRUCTURE 

grave-pit, stone kerbed 

ARTEFACTS None 

ANIMAL REMAINS cattle molar in upper fill 

LANDSCAPE 

LOCATION 

Cemetery (including child/infants); headland 

NGR NB0994 3639 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC 

REFERENCE 

Dunwell et al. 1995; Montgomery et al 2003, 649-653; 

NOTES Burial D;  Sr isotope analysis not raised on Lewis 

 

 

CIRCUMSTANCES OF DISCOVERY 

The cemetery at Cnip, dated to the ninth century AD, comprises of a current total of seven 

inhumation burials although it has been suggested that there may be more burials in the 

vicinity (Armit 1996, 201).  A rich female burial was discovered in 1979, when a report of 

human remains eroding from a sandbank on the Cnip headland was made to the police 

(Welander et al 1987, 149).  No professional archaeological investigation took place (ibid). 

Further erosion revealed additional burials, in 1991, a child burial was excavated after two 

teenagers reported a human skull lying in the sand (Dunwell et al 1995, 722).  Upon 

subsequent inspection of the site, a further 6 burials were excavated during 1992-1994 (ibid 

719 and 727).  Three adult graves excavated in 1992 are referred to as C – E in Dunwell’s 

report. Grave D was male, extended and supine and aged approximately 35-45 and 40 years 

respectively (Bruce 1995, 733-739). Radiocarbon analysis produced a calibrated date of AD 

778-891 (Dunwell et al 1995, 742-743).  Strontium (Sr) isotope analysis was also carried out 

on burials C – E: whilst burial C was raised on Lewis, burials D and E were not; burials D and 

E showed separate origins within the North Atlantic Tertiary Volcanic Province (nearest 

potentials are Inner Hebrides such as Skye or Mull, or Antrim in North East Ireland) with 

possible origins on cretaceous chalk (Montgomery 2003, 651-62).   
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ARTEFACTS 

Grave D was reported with no associated grave goods (Dunwell et al 1995, 734).  Artefacts 

were however noted in other burials, e.g. Burial B, that of a child, contained an amber bead 

and sandstone pendant (ibid 726). 

 

ANIMAL INCLUSIONS 

Although no grave goods were recorded for grave D, it was noted that a cattle molar was 

found in the upper part of the grave fill, although not in direct association with the burial 

(Dunwell et al 1995, 734). 

 

 

 

6.5  Reay, Highland 

 

 

 

LANDSCAPE LOCATION 

The cemetery site of Reay lies on the north coast of the Scottish mainland (figure 6.2).  The 

northern coast of Scotland is characterised by rocky outcrops and steep cliff faces indented by 

sandy bays.  Located in close proximity to Reay is Sandside Bay, a wide sandy bay not unlike 

that of Pierowall.  With the strong tide rips and eddies between the north of Scotland and 

Orkney in the Pentland Firth, such bays may have provided a suitable stop off point on 

voyages from and around Orkney.  Viking graves have been discovered along this coastline, 

at Balnakeil, Dunnet Bay, Castletown and Huna (Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998; Batey and 

Paterson 2012).   
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SITE Reay 

CANMORE ID 7252 

NMR # NC96NE 13 

PARISH Reay 

REGION Highland 

DATE EXCAVATED 1913 

DATE 850-950 

SEX Female? 

ORIENTATION Unknown 

POSITION OF 

REMAINS 

crouched/flexed right side 

FORM OF 

DISPOSAL 

Inhumation 

GRAVE 

STRUCTURE 

Unknown 

ARTEFACTS Horse buckle; bridle bit (Rygh 567); 2 x oval brooch (not 

matching, Rygh 652); spindle whorl; tweezers; Hiberno-Norse 

ringed pin; buckle 

ANIMAL REMAINS Horse ankle bone 

LANDSCAPE 

LOCATION 

Cemetery on coast near wide sandy bay, sand dunes 

NGR NC 973 650 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC 

REFERENCE 

Curle 1914, 295-298; Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 125-

126; Edwards PSAS 1927, 202-09; Edwards PSAS 1929, 139; 

Greig (1940), 20-22; Edwards PSAS 1928; 

NOTES Many further horse bones found in 1926; tweezers added to this 

assemblage later (Curle 1914 p295) 

 

 

CIRCUMSTANCES OF DISCOVERY 

The first find at the cemetery site at Reay came to light in 1912 when a skeleton became 

exposed from an eroding sand dune, with it a buckle and possible bridle bit (Graham-

Campbell & Batey 1998, 125).   The following year, in September 1913 a second, female 

grave was discovered through the process of erosion (Curle 1914, 295).  These finds form part 

of a larger cemetery, with the subsequent discovery of a well-equipped male grave in 1926, 

when two boys found legs bones protruding from the sand (Edwards 1927, 202-03). 

 

ARTEFACTS 

The grave discovered in 1913 belonged to a female (based on grave goods).  Grave goods 

included a pair of oval brooches, an iron bridle bit, a bronze pin and buckle, a steatite spindle 

whorl and a cross (Curle 1914, 295-298).  Shortly after the excavation of this grave, two 

additional objects were added to the assemblage having being found in the immediate 
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vicinity, and thought to have been removed with the sand; these items were a pair of iron 

tweezers and a horse bone (Graham Campbell & Batey date, 126) (Figure 6.9 below).   

 

ANIMAL INCLUSIONS 

The animal remains included in this burial comprising a single bone, figure 6.8, the astralagus 

bone from a small horse (Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 126).  This bone was added to the 

assemblage after the initial excavation, which were thought to have been thrown out (along 

with other items) of the grave during excavation (Edwards 1927, 207; Graham-Campbell & 

Batey 1998, 126).  Edwards notes that this bone was one of ‘quite a number of other [horse] 

bones lying about’ (Edwards 1927, 207).  This report however, comes after the 1926 

discovery, thus is unclear whether the loose horse bones were associated with the female 

burial or as a result of the third burial’s exposure through erosion (Edwards 1927, 202-207; 

Edwards 1929, 138; Graham Campbell & Batey date, 126). Although the bridle bit in female 

grave discovered in 1913 would suggest the bones did indeed originate from that grave, but 

there also lies the possibility that the 1912 possible grave may also have contained a horse. 

 

 

Figure 6.9 Astralagus bone found in association with female burial at Reay.  Image SCRAN. 

 

 

 

6.6 Ballindalloch, Moray 

 

 

LANDSCAPE LOCATION 

This particular grave is located in a landscape very different from that of all other Viking 

graves, and from the burial record generally (Figure 6.10).  Ballindalloch is situated further 

inland than the other, coastal burials, some twenty miles from the coast (Shetelig 1954, 72).  
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However, the burial is not far from water, occupying a position on the banks of the River 

Spey, which from its source at Loch Spey flows eventually into the Moray Firth reaching the 

sea.  The River Spey is the second longest (at 107 miles) and fastest flowing river in Scotland.  

The river is navigable for most if it’s length.   

The Orkneyinga saga recounts how Earl Sigurd seized Moray at the close of the ninth century 

and built a fort there (Pálsson & Edwards 1978, 27).  In terms of archaeological evidence for 

Viking activity there is very little.  A runic inscription was found in the area, but was shown 

to date from the eighteenth century (Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 105). 

 

 

Figure 6.10 Distribution map showing location of Ballindalloch burial.  Image © Siobhan 

Cooke. 
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SITE Ballindalloch 

CANMORE ID 15999 

NMR # NJ13NE 2 

PARISH Inveravon 

REGION Moray 

DATE EXCAVATED 1829 

DATE Uncertain (Viking?) 

SEX Male? 

ORIENTATION Unknown 

POSITION OF 

REMAINS 

Unknown 

FORM OF 

DISPOSAL 

Inhumation 

GRAVE 

STRUCTURE 

Boat burial 

ARTEFACTS bridle bit; shield boss 

ANIMAL REMAINS Horse 

LANDSCAPE 

LOCATION 

Inland, by river network. 

NGR NJ 17 36 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC 

REFERENCE 

Anderson 1874, 569-571; Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 

105; 

NOTES - 

 

 

CIRCUMSTANCES OF DISCOVERY 

In 1829 a burial at Ballindalloch was uncovered by a labourer digging on the moor (Wilson 

1863, 153).   

 

ARTEFACTS 

There is uncertainty as to whether the grave at Ballindalloch is Viking or earlier (ibid).  The 

grave goods listed horse equipment in the form of rings and bit, and shield boss (Wilson 

1863, 154; Anderson 1874, 569; Shetelig 1954, 72).  Anderson suggested a Norse date for the 

burial, based on the artefacts present in the burial (Anderson 1874, 569), although he also 

expresses some doubt as the date, hinting that it may be Late Iron Age; Shetelig argues that 

Anderson based his date on the presence of the horse in the grave and implies this date may 

be incorrect (Shetelig 1954).   

 

Carter and Hunter’s paper in Antiquity, ‘An Iron Age Chariot burial from Scotland’, discusses 

the burial discovered in at Newbridge, west of Edinburgh, in 2001 – the first chariot burial in 

Britain discovered outside the principal area for this find, East Yorkshire (Cater & Hunter 

2003, 531).  When attempting to determine parallels they cite Ballindalloch as Scotland only 
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other ‘claimant’ but advocate that Ballindalloch ‘must not be judged on the sparse evidence 

available; the only illustrated find, a shield boss, has no convincing Iron Age parallels’ 

(Carter & Hunter 2003, 532).  As noted above, these finds are now lost. 

 

ANIMAL INLCUSIONS  

 

The grave was reported to contain the remains of a man and his horse (Wilson 1863, 154; 

Anderson 1874, 569; Shetelig 1954, 72).  No further information was presented. 

 

 

 

6.7 Summary 

 

 

The most common animal interred in human burials in Viking Scotland is the horse, for 

which whole and part animals have been recorded.  Reports of human-horses graves also 

occur, though no burial is recorded/excavated.  Dogs also appear, though much less frequently 

than horse, recorded in only two burials.  This surprising considering the frequency of the dog 

in human burials in the Scandinavian homelands and in Iceland (section 2.3.1), and may 

represent a discarded burial rite.  Other animal remains (parts of) also feature e.g. the leg bone 

of a horse and bird and fish bone recovered from the Bay of Skaill cist, possibly through 

accidental/incidental incorporation or as possible food offerings.  The wealth of grave goods 

which accompany human-horse burial vary, also noted in terms of weaponry.  The human-

horse burials from Pierowall are recorded as containing few items of weaponry, with only 

grave seven (spearhead) and Sands of Gill (shield boss) containing weaponry/related items 

from the human-horse burials. Burial 17 from Pierowall, a boat burial, contained no 

weaponry.  Other graves from Pierowall, including grave one, ten and fifteen contained a 

wide variety of weaponry.  The human-horse burials at Pierowall present a different picture in 

terms of grave goods to those in the Argyll and Bute region, particularly on Colonsay, where 

two human-horse boat burials (Machrins and Kiloran Bay) contained the full suite of 

weaponry. 
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The majority of human-horse burials are located in the region of Orkney, and Argyll and 

Bute.  These occurrences appear to focus on specific islands, namely Westray, Orkney and 

Colonsay, Argyll and Bute.  These islands feature on the important trade routes from 

Scandinavia through the western seaboard.  No animal remains have been recorded from 

Shetland.   

 

 

The majority of horse burials, and all those with whole horses identified, favour locations in 

proximity to wide sandy bays such as Pierowall.  However, the majority of burials occupy 

similar locations, such as the recently discovered burial at Ardnamurchan (Harris et al 2017), 

which leads to the questions, why horse burials at these specific locations (when the rite is so 

infrequent and thus uncommon), particularly Pierowall, Westray, and on Colonsay?  

 

 

There are only two known example of human-dog burials in Scotland, again, this is at odds 

with the Scandinavian burial record where dogs are prevalent, and in some areas of Sweden, 

exceed human-horse burial (Jennbert 2011, 101).  The paucity of animal graves in Scotland 

that include dogs can perhaps be understood as a change in burial rite, a tradition allowed to 

lapse.  Such an interpretation would make the clusters of horse burial even more significant. 

 

Another interesting observation is the use of riding equipment, specifically bridles.  Jesch 

cites riding equipment as one of the characteristically male artefact groups found in Viking 

graves (Jesch 1991, 14).  Riding equipment consists of stirrups, spurs, bridle bits and 

associated equipment such as harness mounts.  Pedersen argues that bridle-bits rarely feature 

in the grave assemblage alone (Pedersen 1997A, 173).  All known bridle bits derived from 

Viking burials in Scotland come from burials containing horses or parts of horse, with the 

exception of Reay and the Knowe of Moan, Orkney.  The example from Reay is located in the 

a cemetery with known horse remains, and the Knowe of Moan burial is a cremation, where 

no further information on the bone is available.  The association of the ankle bone of a horse 

from the cemetery at Reay, also contained a bridle bit, which raises the question of whether a 

part of an animal could represent the whole animal, where horse equipment occurs. 

 

There is not the same variety of animals in the Scottish burial record as appears in the 

Scandinavian record, nor to the same frequency.  This is not simply a trait of the diaspora, as 

Iceland has significant numbers of human-horse/dog burials (Friđriksson 2016, 580 and 628) 
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Settlement in Scotland is cited as originating mainly from Western Norway (Graham-

Campbell & Batey 1998, 27; Bond & Dockrill 2012, 77; Jesch 2015, 21; 24).  However, 

connections with Sweden are also visible in the burial record.  Noted above is the use of the 

coffin at one of the Cnoc Nan Gall burials, but this is also noted in the Pierowall assemblage.  

A Birka connection is also noted in the Scar assemblage with the presence of an equal 

armed/Troms type brooch (Owen & Dalland 1999, 63).  The Scar brooch is one of the finest 

examples of Scandinavian metalwork to be found in a grave in Scotland.  The Scar brooch is a 

so-called Troms type, named by Jan Peterson (named as such as at the time of his writing, 

most of the known examples had been found in the Troms district, although it is now known 

that they were manufactured at Birka in Sweden (ibid 68-70).  There are only 2 other known 

examples of fragmentary Troms-type brooches from the British Isles (ibid 71).  The 

excavators concluded that this brooch was probably brought to Scotland as part of the 

personal possessions of the woman buried at Scar, and that it was probably already of some 

antiquity when it went into the grave (ibid 73). 

 

Use of grave goods is important in identity, and the assemblages are a very visible feature 

during the act of burial, through performance and participation and the nature of oral culture 

(Cooke 2016), characteristically Scandinavian (e.g. McGuire 2009; 2015).  The use of grave 

goods to express social identity, and perhaps connections to their homelands is also illustrated 

by the relatively late date of the Scar burial and the use of probable heirlooms as grave goods, 

and as such, raises questions of social expression (Owen & Dalland 1999, 159).  That animals 

appear with a relatively low frequency across Scotland, despite the overtly Scandinavian 

character of the burial record as a whole is significant, and considering the symbolic 

importance of the horse for Vikings, this is an important feature of the burial record 

warranting further discussion, which will be addressed in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 7 – Animals and Social Expression 

 

 

7.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter aims to discuss the findings from the data analysis presented in chapters four and 

six.  In chapter four, a number of special deposits within buildings were identified, this 

chapter will discuss these deposits, taking a biographical approach, thinking about what these 

animals meant and symbolised for the Vikings in life, and further discuss the context of the 

deposit, and the motivations for the act.  The changing attitudes from the Viking period to 

later Norse period, will also be explored.  For example, cats, once a special animal connected 

to Freyja, became over time an economic resource, for which there are economic, religious 

and political implications.  

 

From the analysis of the burial data, it is apparent that horse burial, indeed animal burials in 

general, are less frequent than in the Scandinavian homelands.  Although this is also the case 

in the North of England and in Ireland (Redmond 2007; Harrison & Ó Floinn 2015; section 

2.3.1), other areas in the Viking diaspora are different, particularly Iceland, where human-

horse burial was prevalent (Friđriksson 2016).  While the burial record in England indicates 

the adoption of local burial rites, and thus fewer graves which are characteristically Viking (J. 

D. Richards 2004, 97), the burial record in Scotland continued to present accompanied burials 

through to conversion (Appendix Burial Inventory).  However, animal inclusions did not 

feature often, and as became apparent through data analysis, human-horse burial in particular 

concentrated on specific geographical locations.  A recurrent theme in all these aspects of the 

archaeological record is the social and political implications of these acts, which will feature 

in discussion throughout. 

 

7.2   Structured Deposition 

 

Special deposits identified from the faunal assemblages from the settlements sites were 

summarised in section 4.6, noting cats, dogs and corvids as potentially important in special 
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deposits.  While these instances were noted in the publications, the phenomenon has not 

previously been addressed with reference to Viking Scotland.  This is at odds with other 

periods in Scotland’s past, particularly the Iron Age, where research has provided interesting 

interpretations and understanding of animal deposition Age (section 3.1; Armit 2006; Barber 

et al 1989; Campbell 1991; Hill 1995; Mulville et al 2003; 2012). The following discussion 

focuses on articulated remains, specifically those occurring within buildings.   

 

The use of animals in special depositional events such as building deposits in Scandinavia 

was introduced in section 2.3.1.  It was noted that in the homelands, discussions of animal 

deposition focus on cult sites, and there the most common animal employed in structured 

deposition is sheep, but cattle, pigs, dogs and horses also occur, with cats and wild birds being 

rare (Jennbert 2011, 92-93).  The fact that the cat is considered a rare animal in depositional 

events such as building offerings in Scandinavia raises interesting questions about the 

Scottish assemblage, where cat appears to be an important animal used in these contexts.  

 

 

Discussion of the Scottish Material 

 

Herva supports the suggestion that foundation deposits play an apotropaic function, serving to 

protect the building but also to create and strengthen bonds between people and place (Herva 

2005).  Carlie links these depositional activities with the life cycle of the house (a common 

theme in discourse on Iron Age deposits in Scotland (Armit 2006; Waddington 2014).  These 

acts are interpreted as ritual deposits, as foundation acts functioning in ancestral veneration 

and/or to gain their protection for the household, often placed in ‘dangerous’ areas of the 

house, thus serving an apotropaic function and linking to the ancestors and dead family 

members who would have been on site (Carlie 2006, 209).  Both these interpretations are 

plausible in terms of the Scottish evidence, although fertility may also play an important role, 

particularly in terms of cat deposits, given their association with Freyja, goddess of fertility.  

Divination and the prophetic function of ravens is discussed.  Both cat and raven ABGs may 

have functioned in wider socio-political arenas linked to legitimisation, power and land 

taking. 
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CATS 

 

Although cats were present on settlements in the Iron Age, it was not until the Viking Age 

that cats were deposited regularly in graves in Scandinavia (Gräslund 1981; Prummel 1992; 

Jennbert 2011, 67).  While cats feature in burial assemblages, they are very rare in other 

depositional contexts, both from settlement faunal assemblages (McGovern 2009, 221; 

Jennbert 2011, 92-93; Ellis-Davidson 1988, 45-68). Although rare, cats have been noted at 

‘borg’ (fortified) sites e.g. Borg, Sweden (Einarsson 1998, 148; Nielsen 2006), and 

excavations at the Viking age house at Bunkeflo, Sweden, recovered a cat skull interpreted as 

a possible foundation deposit (Carlie 2004, 136).   In terms of Scotland’s occurrences of cat 

deposition, for which eight ABGs are known, with instances at Snusgar and Pool representing 

special deposits, in contrast there is only one other known occurrence in the diaspora, at 

Ingiríđarstađir, Iceland (Brewington 2010).   

 

The cat is an animal with strong associations with the goddess Freyja, who in Norse 

mythology is a goddess of fertility, of love and an expert in the practice of seiđr, which the 

Prose Edda (Skáldskaparmál I) tells us she taught to the Æsir; she could also shape-shift in 

bird form (Byock 2005, 82; Du Bois 1999, 137).  Lindow and Ellis-Davidson argue that the 

cult of Freyja was one of the most enduring pagan cults for the Norse even after conversion 

(Lindow 2001, 128; Ellis-Davidson 1964, 115; Ellis-Davidson 1988, 133), and Sturluson 

(attributed author) also alludes to the survival of this cult in his own time in Ynglinga Saga, 

written sometime in the early 1200s (Finlay & Faulkes 2011, 6-47; Faulkes 2012, 313).  

Snorri’s Edda tell us that Freyja’s cart was drawn by two cats (Byock 2005, 35).  The Oseberg 

burial makes possible reference to the cult of Freyja by the presence of a wooden cart which 

depicts nine cats carved on the rear panel (Ingstad 1999, 144).  Brenda Prehal (2011) 

highlights the connection between female practitioners of seiđr (the vǫlva) and cats.  Prehal 

suggests that the cat, and particularly their skins, may have held a symbolic function (Prehal 

2011, 19-20). A gendered element to this animal association is paralleled to that of bear and 

wolf skin being associated with male and berserker associations; the cat’s skin is the special 

clothing of the vǫlva in Erik the Red’s Saga Thorbjorg, the vǫlva in this saga narrative, wears 

gloves made of cat-skin and her hood is lined with fur (G. Jones 2008, 134); this dress has 

been interpreted as clothing particular to the practitioner (Price 2002, 171).  The link between 

vǫlva and cats is also raised in Zachrisson’s discussion of the burials at the site of Helgö 

(2004).  Helgö, an island in Lake Mälaren, Sweden,  is a site considered to be a cult centre for 
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pagan religion with associations with those practises seiđr (Graham-Campbell 1994, 32; 

Zachrisson 2004, 145) where one grave, interpreted as a female grave, contained no human 

remains only those of a cat, the cat in place of someone who had perhaps died abroad 

(Zachrisson 2004, 165).  The magical association of cats was also suggested by Adrienne 

Powell, with reference to the find of a cat tibia worked into what appears to be a whistle or 

flute from the site of Cille Pheadair (Powell 2016).  This item may have been used in 

practices associated with love, healing or magic within the framework of a Freyja cult (ibid).  

Thus, the association of cats with the goddess Freyja is one with much credence. 

 

Protection is one of the primary themes in discussions regarding depositional practice (Falk 

2006).  This is also a theme occurring in the written sources in relation to cats.  In the Prose 

Edda the cat appears in the tale of the binding of Fenrir, in which a cat’s footsteps are one of 

the six elements used to make the fetter to bind him (Byock 2005, 40).  Verse 28 of the Saga 

of the People of Vatnsdal tells of Thorolf Sledgehammer, an unruly man who was considered 

capable of many evils.  He owned twenty large, black, cats, ‘on whom he relied for 

protection’, most of which were under the influence of his witchcraft (again, a seiđr 

connection).  In this particular episode of the saga, Thorolf is expecting trouble from some 

visitors, so places all his cats outside his doorway to defend the entrance (Hreinsson 1997, 35-

37).  Here we see a connection between cats and magic, but also between cats, doorways and 

protection; bringing two important elements of the Snusgar deposit, two partially articulated 

cat skeletons associated with the threshold between the byre passageway and the longhouse 

(section 4.9; Mainland 2014), in to context. 

 

This theme of protection could also be discussed in relation to Viking art styles, particularly 

the Borre Style. The key feature of the Borre style is the ‘gripping beast’ motif which has 

been interpreted as a cat or cat-like creature (Steurer 1994; Kershaw 2009, 298; Hedenstierna-

Jonson 2005, 313).  The purpose of ornamentation is communication, it carries a message, but 

it has also been argued that animal ornamentation can function as a symbol of protection, for 

example, Dickinson has argued that the animal ornamentation depicted on Anglo-Saxon 

shields invested the shield with a specific apotropaic function (Dickinson 2005).  

Hedenstierna-Jonson also emphasises this function (Hedenstierna-Jonson 2005).  

Furthermore, there are features of this style that also point towards a protective purpose such 

as the use of masks to hide or alter identity (Gunnell 2007, 283). 
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Cats are argued to be rare in Iron Age ritual contexts (Green 2002, 124), however, there are 

cats are noted in wall deposits at Howe, Stromness (Smith 1994, 141; see page 58).  This is 

significant due to the relatively late date for deposition of this nature, with an end to this 

phase possibly into the ninth century.  A further example was also discovered at the Cairns, 

South Ronaldsay: the remains of a cat have been interpreted as a possible foundation deposit 

in the pavement at the base of a passageway which allowed access to a structure in a post-

broch building (Carruthers pers. comm. 2017).  Much of the comparative material from 

Scandinavia comes from Sweden, despite our understanding that most Viking settlement in 

Scotland, came predominantly from Western Norway.  There are further similarities between 

Scotland and Sweden outlined in sections 6.3.1 and 6.8 in the burial assemblage, but the use 

of cats in depositions of this nature are unusual in the wider Scandinavian context, illustrating 

noticeable parallels with the Iron Age and Viking Age material from Scotland, which may 

have spread further across the diaspora to Iceland.  

 

Doorways and thresholds were significant and liminal places during the Viking Age (Andrén 

1993; Lund 2005; Eriksen 2013; 2015).   Deposits at these locations suggest they were 

symbolically charged locations during moments of transition (Russell 2012, 71).  The concept 

of movement, crossing a boundary or threshold, is an interesting concept to consider.  Bridges 

and crossings had symbolic meaning in Viking Scandinavia, they were a means of passage, 

transition from one place to another, such as Bifrost, the bridge which connected Asgard to 

Midgard (Byock 2005, 21), or from one social position to another; these crossings could be in 

the form of thresholds, bridges, rivers etc. representing borders and boundaries (Lund 2005, 

109-119).  Thus, places that were crossed had significant meaning. Eriksen (2013; 2015) 

builds on this concept of crossings, and in particular doorways and thresholds, as expressions 

of transformation, crossing boundaries and of liminal space and place (Eriksen 2013, 187).  

The door and doorway was a powerful spatial, social and ritual element in Viking society, 

functioning as a marker between the inside and outside of the inhabited space, marking a 

boundary between spaces, and controlling access, but also a feature which allowed movement 

to physically cross from one space to another (ibid).   We see how concepts of landscape are 

reflected in society, the separation of ‘the social’ and ‘the wild’.  The doorway and threshold 

both connect and separate the spaces inside and outside the door, but are in themselves a 

space and non-space, what Eriksen terms ‘a space between’ (ibid 189).  The space to which 

the doorway leads is significant; crossing the threshold leads into the longhouse, a space that 

functioned as the central social arena, a space important in creating and negotiating social 

status (Eriksen 2013, 190).  The written sources also provide us with an insight into the 
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importance of the threshold, both in terms of communication and control (ibid 193).  In Ibn 

Fadlan’s account of Viking funerary ritual, the slave girl is able to communicate with the dead 

through a door (Montgomery 2000, 17).  This link between doorways and communication is 

also attested to in Eddic poetry, but in some poems such as Grimnismál (v.22) they also serve 

create boundaries to the dead, ones which the dead need to cross in order to reach the 

underworld (Eriksen 2013, 193).  Eyrbyggja Saga (Pálsson & Edwards 1989) and Egil’s Saga 

(Scudder 2002) illustrate examples of access and control through the doorway, against the 

dangerous dead.  In these saga narratives cadaver doors (a door cut into the wall of a building 

through which to carry the deceased, as opposed to the actual door) are used to trick the dead 

so that the they cannot find their way back into the household.  This is understood as an 

attempt to control access to the domestic space (Eriksen 2013, 193).  This is important to 

consider when interpreting the Snusgar deposit, associated with threshold between the byre 

and the longhouse.  Furthermore, this connection between passageways is noted not only in 

the Snusgar deposit, but also the foundation deposit as the Cairns (Carruthers pers. comm). 

 

Deposition is not uncommon in doorways and under thresholds in Scandinavia, indeed there 

are human burials found in these locations, in a place which involves movement over and 

across, a practice Thäte links with cultural memory, territorial claims and inheritance 

negotiations (Thäte 2007, 118).  An interesting characteristic of the cat to note is its territorial 

nature (Clutton-Brock 1987, 106).  This is curious, as the characteristics of animals have been 

utilised by the Vikings in symbolic ways, such as in personal names.  Their territorial nature 

may also have played a role in their choice as depositional animals, connecting to place as a 

strategy to legitimise power and settlement, in the new and remodelled structures in Orkney. 

 

Russell suggests that cats may have been attracted to human settlements by rodents and their 

presence on site was tolerated due to their pest-control function which led to wider and more 

complex human-animal relationships (Russell 2012, 217).  Cats were appreciated as mousers, 

attested to in the Laws of Hywel Dda, the Welsh King, which are thought to be written c. AD 

945 (Clutton-Brock 1994, 41).  Clutton-Brock proposes that pest-control was the primary 

motive for the development of the close and symbiotic relationship that exists between 

humans and cats (ibid 16).  The concept of cat deposition functioning as a ‘vermin scare’ is 

suggested at Howe, Stromness with reference to the cat remains found in the walling (Smith 

1994, 152). However, Kitchener and O’Connor propose that the importance of the cat as pest-

control have been over-stated, arguing that domestic cats are only able to kill juvenile rats 
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(adults being too formidable a prey), with research also suggesting that domestic cats tend to 

predate on voles in preference to mice when both rodents are abundant (Kitchener & 

O’Connor 2010, 87).  This functional role of the cat must be considered in addition to the 

symbolic roles.  Not all sites in this study contained rodent remains in the faunal assemblages, 

but it is important to bear in mind that small bones may be destroyed by certain soil types, and 

some recovery methods may miss small bones (O’Connor 2012, 21; Nicholson 2005).  

Rodent remains, including wood mouse, house mouse, mouse species, vole and vole/mouse 

were present in the assemblages at Quoygrew, Earl’s Bu, Old Scatness, Beachview, 

Buckquoy, all sites which had evidence of cats present (Tables 4.1, 4.3, 4.4, 4.5 and 4.7); at 

Quoygrew it was suggested that rodents were present in the household in numbers that may 

have been problematic and undesirable for the residents (Harland 2012, 144) supporting the 

possible use of cats on this site as pest-control.   There are a number of sites for which no 

rodent remains were recovered, such as Pool, Snusgar, Freswick Links and The Udal, all of 

which had cats present on site (Tables 4.2, 4.6, 4.8, and 4.9).   

 

DOGS 

 

Of all the species identified as ABGs in figure 4.24, dogs might be expected to be one of the 

most frequent to appear in depositional contexts as the animal which stands out as a special 

case in comparison to other domesticates.  The dog blurs the boundaries between human and 

animal, having filled virtually every role in the spectrum of human-animal relationships 

including pets, hunting aids, guards, status symbols, spirit guides to name but a few, often 

fulfilling a wide range of functions simultaneously (Jennbert 2012, 279-281).  However, this 

is not the picture emerging from the data for Viking Scotland, where numbers of dog ABGs 

are relatively low in comparison to cat, at five.  The evidence supports the long-held theory 

that dogs were probably disposed of away from the settlement (Bond 2007, 233; Harland 

2012, 144; Serjeantson 2014a, 64), with only one occurrence of deposition within a structure 

at Snusgar (Table 4.24; Mainland et al 2014).  The use of this animal in special depositional 

practices in settlements did occur during the Viking Age, but rarely in Scotland.  One site 

does raise interesting questions: at Freswick Links, a partial dog skeleton was recovered from 

a midden associated with metalworking (Batey et al 1995, 108-9; 204).  The connection 

between metalworking and ritual practice has been highlighted in relation to the Viking Age 

(Nielsen 2006; also Carlie 2006, 209).  The craftsman is seen as a liminal being, mediating 

between worlds, the wild and the social, blurring boundaries between human and non-human, 
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a somewhat marginal being belonging to the world outside human society (Callmer 2003, 

357; Hedeager 2011, 142-3).  In the written sources the smith not only created objects which 

were essential for the maintenance of cosmic order (such as Odin’s spear Gungnir and the 

ring Draupnir, Thor’s hammer Mjollnir, and Freyja’s necklace Brísingaman), but were also 

engaged in the practice of magic, healing and ritual (Hedeager 2011, 141).   The dog’s 

ascribed roles of mediator between worlds in death (Gräslund 2004; 2012; section 2.3.1) and 

guard may contribute to interesting discussions in this respect, and this may be, 

archaeologically speaking, the first time we see the ritual significance associated with 

metalworking on a Scottish site. 

 

 

RAVENS 

 

The remains of ravens on site have been interpreted in a number of ways: resulting from 

natural death, or as deliberate killing due to their nature as a species (Harland 2012, 157), 

attracted to human settlement as a commensal species (Serjeantson 2009, 360; O’Connor 

2013, 43).  Simultaneously, the symbolic role and significance ravens had in belief systems is 

acknowledged (Serjeantson 2009, 360; Harland 2012 et al, 157; Gotfredsen 2014, 372-3).  

Others place more weight on the possible ritual significance of these deposits, including their 

appearance in middens as possible ritual rubbish, both in Viking assemblages but also those 

of the Iron Age and Romano-Britain, where ravens were also sacred to gods from other 

pantheons such as Lugus and Apollo (Serjeantson 2009).  

 

In section 4.5.2, it was shown that corvid remains appear on the majority of sites of this date.  

However, Old Scatness and Pool revealed deposits worthy of further discussion (Figure 4.24).  

Consideration of the body part representation also indicates an interesting trend, with a 

preponderance of wing and leg bones (Figure 4.24).  Bovy (2001; 2012) has researched body 

part representation and whether wing and leg bones presence is a bias due to the bone density 

of these elements. She attempts to explain why an abundance of wing bones might be found 

in the assemblages, taking into account both cultural explanations and post-depositional 

factors; in her case study she argues that bone density is not a factor and that other 

hypotheses, such as cultural motivations, must be considered (Bovy 2002, 976; 2012, 2057.  

While the majority of remains are found in midden deposits and unarticulated, a number of 
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the remains at Pool derive from a wall associated with structure 27, from Phase 7, the period 

of Pictish to Viking transition. Some remains from Old Scatness midden, although 

unarticulated, are presumed to derive from single birds.  No butchery marks are noted on any 

corvid remains from any of the study sites.  At Old Scatness the corvid remains were 

recovered from Area P and Soil Pit 2 Norse middens (10 raven bones from 4 contexts, and 4 

corvid species in total, mostly from legs and wings) have been suggested to have been 

deliberately incorporated into the middens (Nicholson 2010, 170).   

 

Ravens are one of the most impressive and striking birds present in the North Atlantic 

discounting birds of prey; they are social, adaptable and intelligent with the ability to 

recognise individual human voices (Hedeager 2011, 88).  They are a highly successful 

commensal species, which have their own knowledge, skills and agenda (O’Connor 2013, 1-

7; 113).  The concept of the raven as a pest to human society is a relatively modern 

perception, in the past, and in the Viking period in particular, the raven held an important 

position in the cosmology and mythology being Odin’s familiars in the form his two ravens, 

Hugin and Munin (section 2.3.2).  Ravens could also function in other ways, as not only 

scavengers to human settlement, but as ‘farm ravens’ who rather than scavenge become a 

useful part of farm life, actively fed and cared for by inhabitants of the farm with additional 

gendered associations (Osborn 2015).  

 

 

Wings are significant in a number of societies and are used for decoration, for military and 

ritual regalia, in graves, as talismans and also in divination (Serjeantson & Morris 2011; 

Serjeantson 2009, 335; 345; 358).  Wings are also significant for flight, allowing birds to 

cross to the spiritual world, to carry messages (Serjeantson 2009, 339).  There was an 

association between corvids and prophecy in Greek and Roman cultures where their calls 

were thought to signify the divine will (Serjeantson & Morris 2011, 99).  The link between 

the divine, gods, and corvids is noted in the Norse mythology.  Ravens are also associated 

with shamanic trances and the battlefield, both of which have strong connections to Odin 

(Lindow 2001, 188; Hedeager 2011 for discussion of bracteates).  This is also paralleled in 

Celtic mythology in which the god Lugh was warned by his raven familiars of the approach 

of his enemies (Serjeantson & Morris 2011, 99).  
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We return to the prophetic function of these birds in predicting future events in Njal’s Saga, 

which recounts the events leading up to the Battle of Clontarf, including days of strange 

supernatural events including on the third night when Sigurd’s ship was attacked by ravens 

with beaks and claws which appeared to have been made from iron; Sigurd was told by a wise 

man that the ravens represented demons that would drag him to hell (Cook 1997, 300).  Even 

in a Christian context we see the prophetic nature of these birds.  In the Orkneyinga Saga we 

are told of the Raven Banner of Sigurd the Stout, the last pagan earl, embroidered with the 

image of a raven which when raised looked as though the raven was flying above.  The 

banner was made by Sigurd’s mother (a sorceress) who said: 

“Now, take this banner.  I’ve made it with all the skills I have, and my belief is this: it 

will bring victory to the man its carried before, but death to the one who carries it.” 

(Pálsson & Edwards 1978, 36-7). 

The banner served a prophetic but also apotropaic function.  The prophetic function of ravens 

is further noted in the poetry associated with the Viking Age.  The Eddic poem Hrafnsmal 

(Raven Song) concerns a dialogue between a raven and a Valkyrie (Hollander 1980), and the 

poem The List of Rig tells of how the language of birds was taught to a prince (stanza 44), 

and at the end of the poem the prince is instructed by a crow as to what his next move should 

be (stanza 47) (Larrington 2008, 246-252). Ellis-Davidson uses this poem as an example of 

‘bird-lore’: through the understanding of the speech of birds a hero could be granted entry 

into the world of the ravens and Valkyries, where defeats and victories on the battlefield were 

ordained. In everyday terms this could be understood as the ability to understand the calls and 

movements of birds to receive warnings of future events (Ellis-Davidson 1989, 86).  Thus, 

there is a strong link between communication and prophecy in connection with ravens, 

perhaps influenced by their very behaviour, as a commensal species, intelligent, social and 

adaptable, which can ‘talk’ and can recognise individual human voices (Hedeager 2011, 88; 

O’Connor 2013, 113).  

 

Perception of body parts is an interesting topic of discussion in this respect.  Kennings, which 

are a compressed form of metaphor found in Old Norse poetry (Jesch 1991, 159) evoke 

actions and illustrate that body parts could be perceived differently and associated with 

something that could be performed (Jennbert 2011, 129); indeed the poetry and stories of the 

Viking age were designed to be performed (Gunnell 1995; 2008; 2010).  An example of such 

a kenning related to the raven is in Snorri Sturluson’s Skáldskaparmál in which ‘raven-beer’ 
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is a kenning for blood (Byock 2005; Jennbert 2011, 129).  Thus, specific body parts could be 

employed in specific practices, linked to certain species.   

 

While highlighting the symbolic associations and purposes of the wing, awareness of the 

functional purpose of this animal body part is important, such as sweeping.  This is suggested 

by Freke in his consideration of the grave goods accompanying the ‘Pagan Lady of Peel’: a 

female furnished grave which included a goose wing and was interpreted as a domestic 

implement used for sweeping (Freke 2002, 85).  This grave also included a cooking spit (ibid 

84) later reinterpreted as a staff, an item used in the performance of seiđr and frequently 

found in female graves during this period in the homelands (Price 2002, 161).  Price interprets 

this grave as that of a sorceress, and argues the other items in the grave support this 

interpretation, arguing for the goose wing as one of her ‘charms’ used in the practice of 

sorcery (ibid 206).  Price also interprets other animal remains as performing this function in 

graves, such as owl pellets from Fyrkat Grave 4, and the humerus of a jackdaw found in a 

male warrior grave at Repton (ibid 206-207).  The wing bones of an eider duck were also 

recorded in what was interpreted as a foundation offering at the settlement at Birka, Sweden 

(Ambrosiani & Eriksen 1993, 15) which have also been interpreted as relating to the practice 

of sorcery (Paulsson-Holmsberg 1997, 172). 

 

Hedeager highlights a further functional use of ravens: a technique employed to ward off 

ravens by displaying a dead corvid in a field for example (figure 7.1). Other corvid species 

will not go near the dead bird, which thus acts in a similar way to the ‘vermin-scare’ model 

proposed in relation to cats (Smith 1994, 152; Hedeager 2011, 88-89).  It is a protective 

measure whereby the Scandinavian saying ‘one raven does not peck the eyes of another’ 

comes in to play (Hedeager 2011, 89).  Thus, it may also be possible that raven remains on 

human settlement sites could perform the same function, protecting crops in the seeding stage 

or protecting vulnerable livestock from predation from a species known as a scavenger.  The 

creation of middens has also been highlighted as an important resource in the North Atlantic 

(Harrison 2013, 52-53) and may also be a resource requiring protection from predation.  In 

their excavation of the broch at Dun Vulan, Mike Parker Pearson and Niall Sharples highlight 

the significance of middens.  An unusual feature noted from the excavations was the presence 

of a midden outside the broch doorway containing organic material which would have been 

best put to use as fertiliser on the fields, where the machair soils were nutrient deficient and 

prone to erosion with insufficient turf cover (Parker Pearson et al 1999, 348).  Successful 
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arable cultivation of these areas requires manuring, thus it is unusual that this rich resource 

was not utilised in this way (ibid).  Parker Pearson and Sharples argue that the midden itself 

has symbolic connotations, and in the Dun Vulan example, was connected with the control of 

fertility and status between communities (ibid) during the Iron Age.    

 

 

Figure 7.1 Dead ravens placed in seeded field to deter other ravens, at Orkney College, 

Kirkwall.  Image © Siobhan Cooke. 

 

An interesting point to highlight is also the period at which these raven deposits occur in 

addition to the written sources.  The process of conversion from the pagan religion to 

Christianity was not a quick and simple process.  The written sources indicate a continuation 

of practices associated with elements of the pre-Christian belief system.  The archaeological 

record also raises questions about attitudes towards ravens as pests or their symbolic use, for 

example raven remains do not occur in the earlier phase of the Farm Mound Phase 1 at 

Quoygrew, when Harland argues that pagan practices would be most expected (Harland 2012, 

157).  However, the presence of raven remains in Late Norse contexts is noted at other sites as 

above, and as already discussed, Nicholson (2010) suggests, the presence of ravens in 

middens at Old Scatness may have been intentionally incorporated into the middens.   An 

interesting point to note is that ravens and other corvid species do not appear in special 

contexts in Viking Scandinavia (Jennbert 2011, 89).  This raises questions about the 

translation of beliefs and rituals from the homelands to newly settled regions and whether this 

is a continuation or reinvention, of Scandinavian pagan belief or a continuation of native Iron 

Age practices.  In addition, it highlights how pagan beliefs and rituals were employed in 

Christian contexts.  In the Orkneyinga saga, reference is made to Sweden where we are told 

that seiðr was still carried out while Christianity was still in its infancy and in Erik the Red’s 
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Saga, where seiðr is practiced by Gudrid who is Christian (Palsson & Edwards 1978, 120-1; 

G. Jones 2008, 135-36).   

 

 

SUMMARY 

 

In Scotland, several special deposits of cats occur in Orkney and it is interesting that they are 

noted at the sites of Snusgar and Pool in association with buildings that are either new or re-

modelled during the period of deposition.  We can postulate that perhaps the cat is associated 

with new buildings; the strong association of the cat with Freyja, a goddess of fertility, may 

symbolise rebirth or fertility in the lifecycle of the building or settlement, a concept which 

may be particularly relevant to Pool which was a settlement in decline prior to the arrival of 

the Vikings (Hunter et al 2007, 520).  The protective function is also important, where the 

deposit has been made at a liminal place.  The Snusgar cats are very interesting, placed in 

association with the threshold between the longhouse and byre passageway; could this 

represent the liminal place and transformation between human-animal functioning as a 

transition place which required control.   Coupled with notions of protection and deviancy, 

could the human animal boundary be understood as dangerous?  We can also see similarities 

here with the Iron Age use of cats in Orkney, indicating possible connections between Late 

Iron Age populations and Viking settlers; this may also be seen in terms of legitimisation and 

linking people to place, or an adoption of native practice.  But again, parallels are noted in 

Sweden, where a cat was recognised as a building offering at Bunkeflo. 

 

Special deposits in Scotland could be seen, particularly cats and their association with new 

buildings on settlements, as a means of establishing and securing social order, as suggested by 

Nielson in reference to Borg, Sweden (Nielsen 2006, 246).  This may be significant in the 

wider socio-political context of Viking Orkney in particular.  Here we can perhaps see animal 

deposition as functioning in similar ways as the re-use of earlier archaeological monuments as 

a means to legitimise power and control (Batey 2002; Leonard 2001; McLeod 2015; Thäte 

2007); where the Vikings arrive in a land to which they have no ancestral ties, animal 

deposition becomes a strategy for creating or manifesting ancestral links to place and space. 

Through appropriation of a monument or settlement, or by making reference to past native 

practice, such as Iron Age depositional practice, e.g. the use of cats at Howe, and the pagan 
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associations of the raven for the Norse, ancestral links are created establishing and promoting 

power and authority. Indeed, Leonard argues the combining of new practices with traditional 

appears to have been a strategy employed by the Viking migrants in Orkney (Leonard 2011, 

49).  Thus, animal deposition could be seen as an act of manipulation of both Scandinavian 

and native practice. 

 

Prehal favours the interpretation of the cat as an animal, and as a depositional animal, as 

strongly associated with the practice of seiðr (Prehal 2011, 51).  Where written sources 

discuss seiðr this is mainly in reference to divination.  Our evidence for the practice of seiðr 

is Scotland is limited; the paraphernalia associated with the performance of magic, such as 

staffs (Price 2004, 115), are currently absent from the Scottish assemblage.  Our information 

is limited to narratives in the sagas, specifically the Orkneyinga Saga which indicates that 

these practices were indeed happening, such as the practice of útiseta (Palsson & Edwards 

1978, 120-21). The use of corvids, and particularly the use of their wings, in seiðr, 

particularly divination but also as a charm, is perhaps the most convincing example of sorcery 

in the archaeological record for Scotland, which also has links in the written sources such as 

the raven banner in the Orkneyinga Saga (ibid 36-7).  The prophetic function of pagan rituals 

is also mentioned in the saga in relation to Sweden; when Christianity was in its infancy, 

pagan rituals were still practiced (ibid 80).  In the socio-political climate of Viking age 

Scotland and in the earldom of Orkney and Shetland, a landscape of conflict and upheaval, 

the practice of divination may have been utilised to gain knowledge of future events, dangers 

and outcomes.  Raven ABGs also raise interesting discussions about the nature of Christianity 

at this time and indicate, supporting the written evidence that pagan practices continued 

despite the Christian context. 

 

 

7.3 Human-Horse Burial 

  

7.3.1 Trading Identities 

 

Although animals interred in the graves of humans are also classified as ABGs (Morris & 

Jervis 2008), to allow a fuller and more in-depth discussion of the material in terms of the 
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socio-economic context of settlement in Scotland, separation of the material is necessary, 

although as will become apparent, power politics is a recurrent theme in Viking animal 

deposition in Scotland.  The focus here will be on the horse.   

 

From the analysis of the burial data, horse burial was identified as a relatively rare burial rite 

in Scotland (6.8).  However, horse burial appears to centre on specific locales, namely 

Pierowall, Westray, and in the Argyll and Bute region where Colonsay also exhibits a 

concentration of horse burials.  The use of human-horse burial in these locations will be 

explored within the theoretical framework outline in section 1.4.2. 

 

Following on from mortuary drama, as understanding of burial as performance, and of 

memory, to make political and social statements of identity and communicate allegiance, can 

we decipher alternative interpretations beyond the traditional interpretations of wealth, status 

and religious associations for the practice of horse burial (section 2.2 and 2.3.1) in Viking 

Scotland? To answer this, it is necessary to consider the wider context, specifically the wider 

Viking world considering the social, political and economic climate of the period. 

 

The concept of mortuary drama (1.4.2; page 19-20) is a useful approach with which to 

consider human-horse burial, within the wider discussions of the use of traditional burial 

ritual.  As introduced in chapter one, there has been discussion concerning the adoption of 

native burial rites versus the continuation of traditional burial rites from the homelands in 

migrating populations.  In Scotland, while continuity of cultural burial rites is apparent 

(Redmond 2007, 85), particular aspects appear to have been discarded, e.g. human-animal 

burials.  Migrating populations might use traditional burial ritual as a means of cultural 

communication, in creating social networks (Reimers 1999).  By consciously using specific 

burial customs in regionally specific ways, powerful messages could be conveyed (through 

mortuary ritual and drama and the use of power symbols) to other social groups which may 

serve social, political and economic ends.  Redmond illustrates how burial ritual was an event 

that was subject to a wide range of factors, and by studying these factors (e.g. social, cultural, 

economic, legal), burial ritual could be discussed with reference to wider questions 

concerning settlement and assimilation (Redmond 2007).  Chris Fern has researched the role 

of the horse in Anglo-Saxon belief and culture and proposes that horse culture and funerary 

ritual cannot be considered as a simply a ‘passive inheritance’ of earlier tradition, rather it was 
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a custom purposefully re-enacted as a means for the creation of social identity (Fern 2012, 

164).  When discussing horse cremation in Anglo Saxon England Fern observed an absence 

of parallels during the fifth and sixth century in the homelands, a time when the ritual was 

popular in Anglo-Saxon England.  He suggests that rather than the rite being an impartial 

undertaking, it can be seen as a response by the Anglo Saxon population to local pressures, 

proposing that such a rite was harnessed when particular conditions became prevalent causing 

an increase in competition within groups, in this case, in terms of ancestral and political 

dominance (Fern 2012).  

 

Bertašius, in his discussion of horse burials in Lithuania during the 8th-12th centuries AD 

describes the act as a public ritual in which socially important actions took place and formed 

the basis for collective memory (Bertašius 2012, 65) .  Elements of the burial practice would 

have been familiar to everyone present and would have contributed to the creation of an 

accumulated and group memory.   Bertašius proposes that such a spectacle served to create a 

shared memory and shared history, cementing social structures and contacts between groups 

in society and creating bonds (ibid 74).  This concept can be applied to the Viking Age where 

the act of horse burial could be considered to consolidate social relations and create memory 

and stories that would be disseminated through the Viking trading world via the oral culture 

and society.  Mortuary practices have been increasingly studied in terms of memory.  Fern 

suggests that burials operated as mnemonic events which were suited to creating, reinforcing 

and disseminating social memory (Fern 2012, 171); the use of animals in this ritual 

contributed ‘life-blood,’ the animal would be ‘good to remember with’ (Williams 2005, 19; 

Fern 2012, 172).   

 

 

The bay at Pierowall has been proposed as a beach market during the Viking Age (Brøgger 

1929, 121; Greig 1940, 6; Dalland & Owen 1999, 177; Owen 1999, 26; B. Crawford 2013, 

87-88).  Pierowall was located on the main sea route from Scandinavia through to the Western 

Isles of Scotland into the Irish Sea region (Owen 1999: 27; Wilson 2008: 109).  This was an 

important route for trading, raiding, and military expansion. This route, like others, is a 

voyage which was taken regularly, underpinned by the knowledge and experience of 

travellers which had been embedded through previous journeys and verbal exchanges 

(Sindbæk 2012: 153).  Similar locations along the coast of Britain and Ireland have been 

interpreted as maritime havens, which are economic and strategic locations, and which 

possibly functioned as raiding bases, trading stations, havens for repair and shelter, or a 
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combination of such purposes (Sheehan et al. 2001).  The bay at Pierowall provided an ideal 

location as a strong and secure base between the homelands and the Western Seaboard, 

providing a post from which to mount raids, for trading, and as a convenient base for political 

dominance in the establishment of the Orkney earldom (Brøgger 1929: 121; B. Crawford 

2013: 89; Dalland & Owen 1999: 177; Grieg 1940: 6; Owen 1999: 26).  As noted in section 

6.2.3, Pierowall is the best natural harbour in the north isles of Orkney, on an important 

seaway.   

 

The cemetery at Pierowall, dated c. AD 850-950, is contemporary with the early settlement 

phase in Scotland (Sikora 2004).  This would have been a time of considerable upheaval, both 

socially and politically (Barrett 2008, 678).  During this period, raiding was prevalent and 

trade was expanding, and these acts were not mutually exclusive rather they were 

interdependent activities (Griffiths 2010, 30 & 100; Sindbæk 2012, 150).  Viking allegiance 

was by nature very fluid and the Viking armies and their campaigns across Europe are 

evidence of this; armies were multi-ethnic and were in a constant process of reform and 

allegiance could switch (Price & Raffield 2014).  Due to the fluid nature of allegiance it 

would have been important to signal shared cultural norms to the social groups passing 

through this busy maritime highway. 

 

Trade was important in Viking Society with multiple functions: political, economic, and 

social. The systems of communication that connected trading places were complex.  Trade 

took place along established routes between specific locations, between main trade centres 

and smaller sites.  The structure, geographically, of the trade networks ultimately lay in the 

hands of individuals; those involved in long-distance trade had considerable motive to seek 

what was considered the most suitable, safe and active places for trading; this in effect would 

mean that those involved in long-distance trade would seek the same few sites (Sindbæk 

2012, 154; Sindbæk 2007, 128).   Sindbæk proposes that trade networks were bound by 

personal and local ties.  Such networks were based on relationships of trust facilitated by 

symbolic communication creating and demonstrating shared cultural norms (Sindbæk 2012, 

154-55).  Those participating in raiding and trading excursions would have required 

experience, those who knew the routes, safe harbourages and points of exchange.  This 

concept of symbolic communication and shared cultural norms could be extended to burial 

ritual, through the use of the horse as a common, unifying symbol. 
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Scotland has no evidence of the large urban centres involved in trade and production as 

known in other areas of the Viking world such as Kaupang and Birka, thus trade occurred at 

smaller market places.  The concept of the beach market was a familiar one in the Viking age, 

particularly in the Irish Sea region where two important beach markets were located including 

Meols on the River Dee and Whithorn in Galloway, which may have functioned as 

specialised market sites (Griffiths 2010, 110-18; Wilson 2008, 116).  These small markets 

would have been in competition with each other (Wilson 2008, 53) and accordingly this 

would have necessitated the need to identify as the favourable trading partner.  It would 

therefore be in the interests of the community at Pierowall to attempt to secure trading links 

and to identify with a particular social group, creating strong allegiances which were 

cemented by similar practices and beliefs which would have been particularly familiar to 

those involved in long-distance trade from centres such as Birka in Sweden and Kaupang in 

Norway. 

 

The town of Kaupang was established c. AD 800 – 960/80 and was situated in a protected bay 

on the main sea route from the coastal areas inland (Skre 2007, 18).  The cemeteries 

surrounding Kaupang total eight, which exhibit wide variation in burial rite including boat 

burial, a possible chamber burial, cremations and inhumations in storage chests, toboggans 

and log coffins, spanning a period of c. AD 800-950 with a small preponderance of 10th 

century graves (Stylegar 2007, 65 and 81-86).  The total number of graves is estimated at 

some 700, although the actual number is likely to exceed this (ibid 77).  The most frequent 

animal in the graves was horse (115-25).  The alignments of the graves are only known from 

the Bikjholberget cemetery with the overwhelming majority aligned NNE-SSW or N-S (ibid 

88).  Flat graves and boat graves are relatively rare in the region, yet at Kaupang the number 

of graves of this form is striking and particularly prevalent at the cemetery at Bikjholberget 

(Stylegar 2007, 103-128; Skre 2012, 114).  Stone packing of burials is also found at 

Bikjholberget (Stylegar 2007, 88); this burial structure is also present in the Pierowall 

cemetery.  It was also this cemetery that contained the majority of human-burials and a wealth 

of imported artefacts (ibid 103-128; Skre 2012, 114).  The nature of trading networks and 

expansion is also indicated by the imported grave goods found in the Kaupang cemeteries: in 

the graves dated to the 9th century items from the continent were predominant, whereas the 

graves from the 10th century saw a shift with items of Insular and eastern production gaining 

equal important to those of continental manufacture (Stylegar 2007, 65).   
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The trading town of Birka, Sweden, was established in the 8th century AD and abandoned at 

the end of the 10th century (Wigh 2001, 20).  As at Kaupang, there were a number of 

cemeteries associated with the town of Birka.  The cemeteries at Birka depict wide variation 

in burial rite including cremation and the more unusual practice of inhumation in wooden 

coffins and in chamber graves (Ambrosiani 2012, 97; Gräslund 1981).  In 1981, Gräslund 

estimated the number of graves on Birka to total some 2,300 (Gräslund 1981, 4) although the 

total is now gauged at over 3,000 known graves (Wigh 2001, 17).  The burials were broadly 

dated based on graves goods to the Early period at Birka and the Late period at Birka, 

covering the early 8th – mid 9th century and late 9th – 10th century respectively (Gräslund 

1981, 3).  In two of the seven cemeteries at Birka, one north of Borg and another at 

Hemlanden, a total of 20 graves excavated which included horse remains, the majority of 

which lie at Hemlanden and all of which are chamber graves.  Horse was the only animal 

interred in the inhumation graves at Birka (although other animal species are found in 

cremation deposits).  The chamber graves are most common in the late period at Birka; all 

chamber graves which contain horses which are dated are also dated to this later phase (ibid) 

and contemporary with the burials at Pierowall.  Nearly all the horses in the Birka cemetery 

are placed on their left side with head pointing south and turned towards the chamber, but 

there are some which differ in orientation and position, most notably graves Bj834 and Bj581; 

both horses in these graves were laid on their bellies with their legs folded (ibid 41).  This 

unusual placement of the horses is mirrored in the Pierowall assemblage (6.2.3; Thorsteinsson 

1968, 167).  It was suggested that different groups of people were buried in different 

cemeteries around Birka; in the case of the chamber graves, these may be prominent 

merchants (Gräslund & Müller-Wille 1992, 187).   

  

Orkney would have provided an ideal base for raiding and initial settlement as the Vikings 

began to colonise Scotland and the North Atlantic.  As the Viking world expanded, certain 

places began to operate as specialised market places and bases for trade.  With the expansion 

would have come increased competition with markets striving to be the preferred market on 

what was an expansive seaway, with numerous potential locations for competing market sites.  

A trader would seek the most favourable, safe and active place for trading.  Such networks 

were partly based on trust, which was facilitated by symbolic communication.  Burial ritual 

was an extremely effective method of communication, with horse burial taking on an essential 

role within the burial performance, giving ‘life-blood’ (Fern 2012, 172) to the event, serving 

as an aid to memory which would have been transmitted through narratives and the oral 

culture of the Vikings.  The use of horses in the burial ritual would have been a familiar act 
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with merchants travelling along this main sea route and from the main trading centres.  Horse 

burial and the associated ritual served to create a collective memory that linked people, and it 

was through this practice that future trading links could be secured.     

  

The cemetery at Pierowall exhibits several similarities with traders and trading communities, 

such as Kaupang and Birka.  The burials are Pierowall are broadly contemporary with the 

trading centres and associated burials at Kaupang in Norway and Birka in Sweden.  This was 

a period of expansion of the important trading route through Orkney to the western seaboard 

of Scotland, a move further supported by an increase in imported items and items of Insular 

manufacture in the graves of these central trading hubs.  They show similarities in burial rite 

in terms of horse burial, but also marked differences in the variety of grave goods, which 

leads one to believe that those interred at Pierowall are not those hailing from these centres 

(for we would expect greater homogeneity) but emulating elements of their practice.  This is 

further corroborated when we consider other burials which include horse in the assemblage 

along the coast of Scotland and western seaboard to Ireland, particularly the warrior merchant 

of Kiloran Bay (Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 122; 6.3.1).  Both the cemeteries 

surrounding Birka and Kaupang contain horses in burials and it has also been suggested that 

these animals played an essential role in the funerary drama of such places (Price 2010, 126-

31).  For the single graves for which the position of the horse is recorded at Pierowall 

(Thorsteinsson 1968, 167), we have examples of the same unusual placement at Birka 

(Gräslund 1981, 41).  It has been proposed that the burials at Birka featuring horses were 

those of prominent merchants, indicating trading links.  The burials at Pierowall demonstrate 

a similar grave form to Kaupang, and in particular, Bikjholberget, in which flat graves are the 

dominant form, where stone packing is also common.  The inclusion of a horse in a boat 

burial, as found at Pierowall, is also common at Kaupang where the majority of horse 

inclusions are in boats. 

 

We can perhaps also see the Pierowall burials as mirroring that of traders travelling through 

this well-established trade route.  The burial and assemblage at Kiloran Bay indicates the 

individual was a trader (e.g. scales and weights; Graham-Campbell & Batey 1998, 122), 

perhaps on a voyage through this seaway.  With his trading equipment, he was also interred 

with a horse, on the favoured wide sandy bay, reminiscent of trading centres in the 

Scandinavian Peninsula.  If the man buried in this grave was a trader, on a voyage through 
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this trade route, he was perhaps the type of merchant whom the community at Pierowall were 

seeking to emulate. 

 

The Birka connection is also of interest. As highlighted above and in the summary of the 

burial data analysis, there are similarities between the Pierowall and Scar assemblages and 

Birka, not only terms of horse burial and grave structure but also in the grave goods, for 

example Pierowall has burials with two combs, a rite known in Birka (Ashby 2014, 130), and 

the nearby Scar burial has the Troms-type brooch (Owen & Dalland 1999, 68-70).  These 

similarities are also noted in assemblages on Colonsay with the presence of the birch bark 

coffin at Cnoc Nan Gall.  In addition to the idea of trading links, human-horse burials, with 

additional artefacts and grave forms, suggest Birka connections. This may be an attempt to 

consciously maintain links and identity with communities in the Swedish homeland, but this 

is also significant in terms of understanding the settlement of Scotland.  In the past, is has 

been assumed that settlement originated primarily from Western Norway; we can now 

propose that settlement may also have occurred in Scotland from Sweden, potentially through 

maritime traffic. 

 

 

7.3.2 Pagan Graves and Christian Ideas 

 

Further interpretations are possible from the act of human-horse burial, when considered in 

the wider social context.  Following on from discussions concerning horse burial as a public 

display, this specific mortuary drama could also be understood as conveying a political 

statement and performing a specific social function, whereby burial ritual recreates and 

renegotiates social relations (Oestigaard & Goldhahn 2006), not only with those with whom 

you identify (5.3.1), but those you live alongside.  Human-horse burial can be seen as a means 

of conveying a socio-political message in this context, by which the Norse responded to 

existing power centres as they attempted to gain power and control over the area.   

 

The use of animals and animal sacrifice in displays of establishing and maintaining leadership 

and political alliance in the Viking period had been discussed above (6.3.1).  Animal sacrifice 
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at central gathering places such as sacred groves and chiefly sites, including Hofstađir and 

Gamla Uppsala, were important in establishing and maintaining rulership and reinforcing 

hierarchies in the social system (Lucas & McGovern 2007).  Other sites which served similar 

functions included Thing sites, gathering and assembly places where laws were upheld, 

disputes were settled and displays of power and the creation of alliances occurred (Sanmark 

2009, 205).  According to the written sources (e.g. Landnámabók and The Saga of the 

Gotlanders), sacrifice appears to have been a regular and normal part of assemblies; such 

practice could take place at any gathering, serving both religious and political ends (Lucas & 

McGovern 2007, 18; Peel 1999, 5).  Horse-fights were also documented as occurring at 

assemblies.  Horse-fights in this context functioned in several ways from settling conflict and 

displaying prestige (Stylegar 2013, 456) but more importantly, they advanced a particular 

societal system, the events of which had wide social repercussions to the extent that they 

could restructure existing political alliances, in essence shaping political order (Martin 2003, 

28).      

 

The role of animal sacrifice at gathering places is noted in Scotland in the period prior to the 

Viking Age.  Central sites in the Pictish kingdom, such as the power centre and high status 

site at Rhynie (Noble & Gondek 2011, 321), have produced evidence for animal sacrifice 

during the 5th and 6th centuries.  The symbol stone Rhynie 7, also known as The Rhynie Man, 

depicts a figure carrying an axe (Fraser 2008, 40-41).  A further example of a symbol stone 

depicting an axe-carrying figure is the Mail stone from Cunningsburgh, Shetland (Turner 

1994).  The Mail stone depicts a human-animal hybrid, with a dog-like face, carrying an axe 

(Turner 1994, 319-20).  Another example from Shetland is the Papil stone, which also 

features the human-animal hybrid element (see below).  During the excavations at Rhynie in 

2011, an interesting find was made, of an axe-headed pin, a design similar to the axe carried 

by the Rhynie Man on the symbol stone (Noble 2014, 25).  Excavations suggested the 

possible presence of a cattle complex on site, and also noted depositional activity including 

the placement of a cattle jaw at the bottom of a standing stone socket (Noble 2015).  Based on 

this, Noble suggests that animal sacrifice was a key element in power relations during this 

period, arguing that animal sacrifice, and particularly the killing of bulls (as paralleled at 

Hofstaðir) through methods such as poleaxing, functioned as a means of establishing and 

maintaining rulership, and was a significant element in power politics in the pre-Christian 

period, in which animals functioned as mediators (Noble 2014, 26; 2015).  Also cited are the 

sites of Lagore crannog (dated to the seventh – tenth century) and Moynagh Lough, both in 

Ireland and sites where large gatherings of people occurred.  From Lagore 608 cattle skulls 
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were recovered of which a third displayed evidence of pole-axing; evidence for poleaxing was 

also found at Moynagh Lough (Noble 2015). The importance of cattle during this period is 

also attested to through other material culture.  At Burghead for example, over 30 sculptures 

depicting bulls were discovered, of which six now survive (Foster 2014, 51; Fraser 2008, 104-

05; Ritchie 2003, 3).  Further examples include the symbol stones from Kingsmills, Inverness 

and the ‘Battle Stone’ cross slab from Mortlach (Fraser 2008, 84; 112-13).  During the Pictish 

settlement phase at Skaill, one of the structures had been deliberately packed with stones and 

animal bones, including a cattle skull had been carefully placed at the centre of the feature 

(Buteux 1997, 48). 

 

The importance of shape shifting and animal transformations is also highlighted (see e.g. 

Papil stone below) (Noble 2015), underlining a shamanic element to the belief system of the 

Picts and the reflexive relationship between kings and gods, further supporting leadership of 

the ruling and kingly elite. Noble cites the power of animals in ornamentation too, in which 

the characteristics of the animal depicted are transformed on to the wearer, an aspect also 

familiar in the Scandinavian world (Hedeager 2011).  Hybridity was an important aspect, to 

become the animal was part of the process of creation and maintenance of kingship (Noble 

2015).  The human-horse burial is a suitable stage for human-animal transformations and 

mediation (Loumand 2006). 

 

With the coming of Christianity, such activity as sacrifice, ornamentation and stone sculpture 

tradition largely ceased, although not entirely.  There are some Christian sculptures in 

Shetland, for example the Papil Stone, Burra, Shetland, a copy of which is at St Laurence’s 

Kirk, the location of an early Christian community continuing through the Viking Age to later 

medieval into the modern day (Kilpatrick 2011, 160).  The stone depicts Christian symbolism 

and human-animal hybrids (Kilpatrick 2011, 159-60, 164; Scott & Ritchie 2009, 4).  Despite 

conversion it is clear that such ideas were still been current in the later native populations, e.g. 

stone sculpture still visible, providing an salient link to the past.  With the arrival of the 

Vikings, and their beliefs in shape shifting and the importance of animals, such beliefs may 

not have been wholly alien. 

 

With this in mind, we can consider the wider socio-political and geographical context of the 

horse burials from Scotland and their interaction with native Christian communities.  Figures 
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7.2 and 7.3 depict the location of horse burials in the Western Isles and Orkney and their 

proximity to pre-Norse ecclesiastical power centres.  Christianity first came to western 

Scotland with the arrival of Columba in 563, who based himself at Iona (Foster 2014, 106); 

the small island became an important religious centre.  Missionaries spread from Iona to 

Shetland, where Irish or Pictish missionaries from Iona were responsible for the conversion of 

the Northern Isles (Scott & Ritchie 2009, vi).   Ecclesiastical power centres exerted control of 

material resources and technologies, functioning in a social hierarchy (Foster 2014, 44).  The 

pre-Norse church was associated with power, wealth, control and rulership, and was a means 

of asserting control over the populations.  Power relationships between the King and church 

prevailed in Pictish period, when churches were places of Pictish royal administration.  The 

church in Orkney was a ‘new structure of power’ where the consolidation of rule was the 

principle aim (Lamb 1998, 43).  The Brough of Birsay was the original ecclesiastical power-

centre, however, Papa Westray became the eventual seat of the bishopric in Orkney (ibid 46). 

 

 

Figure 7.2 Proximity of Pierowall to Papa Westray.  Image © Siobhan Cooke. 
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Two pre-Norse church dedications are found on Papa Westray:  St. Boniface and St. 

Tredwell, two saints associated with Pictland (Marwick 1925, 34-5; B. Crawford 2005, 2), 

which suggest that it was a place of ecclesiastical importance.  The Norse place name of the 

island itself is also suggestive of a native Christian presence at the time of the Viking’s arrival 

and/or settlement.  The element papar was the name given to the clergy of the pre-Norse 

church (Scott & Ritchie 2009, vi; Thomson 2007, 515). 

 

Lamb (1993, 265; 1995) has suggested that a Pictish bishopric was established on Papay, at St 

Boniface, in the eighth century.  The juxtaposition of the two dedications also supports this 

theory (Lowe 1998, 7).  The presence of an ecclesiastical establishment during the ninth 

century is also suggested by the account The Life of St Findan (Omand 1986, 287).  Findan’s 

story begins with a description of a Viking raid in Ireland, where Findan is captured with the 

intention of returning to Norway.  Findan manages to escape in Orkney and was taken to a 

bishopric seat on a neighbouring island when by chance, the papar came to his aid (ibid 286-

87).  It is considered, on the basis of the clues within the text, that the most likely candidate 

for this island, and the location of the bishopric, was Papa Westray (Thomson 1986, 281).  

Findan’s escapades in Orkney are thought to date no later than c.840-850 AD (ibid 279).  

Further evidence from the written sources included the account of Rognvald Brusison’s burial 

on the island in 1046 (Pálsson & Edwards 1978, 71).  The choice of resting place for earls 

was often a political statement (Lowe 1998, 5).  An ecclesiastical presence is further 

supported by material culture, including two cross-incised stones and a stone panel from a 

composite shrine dated to from the eighth century (Lowe 1998, 203).  The site is considered 

to be of great importance and status, a ‘premier ecclesiastic missionary centre for Orkney, and 

beyond, in the pre-Viking period’ (Lowe 1998, 3). 

 

There has been some contention over the date from which an ecclesiastical presence, under 

Pictish royal control, was in existence (see Lowe 1998, 205).  There is evidence for inactivity 

and abandonment at St Boniface, which some scholars have attributed to Viking raids, while 

others argue (e.g. Marwick 1925) that the clergy were left in relative peace by the Vikings.  

Reviewing the evidence (including the tight chronology of the site from radiocarbon dates 

derived from the plaggen soils and through the spatial relationship between the early and later 

cemeteries), Lowe (1998) suggests that continuity between the earlier and later phases of 

ecclesiastical use on the site is more likely than not, and it is interesting to note that no 

evidence for Viking settlement has been found (Lowe 1998, 206).  This indicates that perhaps 



 231 

no direct appropriation of site by the Vikings occurred, with Norse use only directly visible 

after the Viking conversion to Christianity through the presence of a hogback stone (Ritchie 

2004, 19) and Rognvald Brusison’s burial as documented in the saga (Pálsson & Edwards 

1978, 71). 

 

Lamb argues that the sources suggest the Pictish clergy (papar) were socially prominent in 

Orkney (1995, 266).  Lamb considers the papar in Orkney to be the ‘pastoral hierarchy of the 

Roman Church, which acquired estates as part of the planned process by which the eighth 

century Pictish kings consolidated their power in Orkney and extended it towards Shetland’ 

and proposes that the wealth and status of the church was at the time of the Norse arrival to 

these lands was not what it once was (ibid 267).  The burial of the St Ninian’s Isle hoard in 

Shetland is taken as evidence, suggesting trouble, possibly Viking raids (ibid).  Indeed, it has 

been suggested that the St Ninian’s treasure was secular wealth, hidden for safe keeping, or 

from Viking raids (Scott & Ritchie 2009, vii) but recent research has shown that St Ninian’s 

was also a site in decline and poverty from the ninth century onwards (Barrowman 2009, 201, 

and see discussion in section 3.2).  

 

 

While Pictish power was strong in Scotland, and at its height in the eighth century and was 

able to take power in Orkney, Lamb argues that it was unable to hold Orkney when 

‘challenged by a new elite [Vikings] with superior nautical technology and, above all, pride in 

seamanship’ (ibid 268). In addition, with the failure to ‘organise a successful resistance, the 

Pictish aristocracy in Orkney must have lost status’ (ibid), which would open up the way for 

new power structures and control.  Perhaps this occurred through some leniency or 

‘diplomatic concession’ on the part of the Pictish administration, which led to gradual 

transition (ibid). McAlpin overthrew the Pictish kingdom in 843, and although he would have 

had claim over Orkney, Lamb argues he was in no position to exercise it, with already having 

enough on his hands securing his position in the former Pictish heartland (ibid).  The status 

and effectiveness of the rule of the church would have been undermined, the Norse elite no 

longer needing to rule through Pictish institutions, leading to the establishment of the Orkney 

earldom (ibid).   
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Figure 7.3 Proximity of human-horse burials to Iona.  Image © Siobhan Cooke. 

 

 

Figure 7.3 illustrates the proximity of human-horse burials to the ecclesiastical centre of Iona, 

where the island is effectively surrounded by this distinct burial expression, lining the sea 

route to the island.  Viking raids on ecclesiastical targets took place at the beginning of the 

Viking Age, motivated by the desire for portable wealth, particularly from abroad, which 

could be translated into political power both in Scandinavia and in the newly settled regions 

such as Scotland (Williams 2012, 193). Iona was subject to Viking raids as documented in the 

Irish annals between 795-825 (Annals of Ulster and the Annals of Innisfallen).  The Annals of 

Innisfallen first document the ravaging of Iona.  The entry for 795 states ‘This year the Danes 

first appeared cruising on the coast of Ireland spying out the country.  Their first attack was 

on the Irish ships…’ (McCairt 1912, 32).  A following entry from 798 documents ‘This year 

the Danes ravaged Ulster and the Isles of the Hebrides’ (ibid). The Annals of Ulster further 

record the activities of the Vikings.  Entry AU 794 tells of the ‘Devastation of all the islands 

of Britain by Gentiles’ (Hennessy 1887, 275).  In 802, ‘Iona was burned by the heathens’ 

(ibid 287).  Just a few years later, in 806, we are told ‘The community of Iona, to the number 

of 68, was killed by the heathens’ 806 (ibid 291).  The last entry concerning Iona in 825 
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recounts the ‘Violent death of Blathmac son of Flann at the hands of the heathens in Iona’ 

(ibid 321).   

 

Iona loses its status after 849 AD, once the ecclesiastical and political centre of the Gaelic 

Church, for reasons that are unclear and which Jennings argues, do not appear to be as a direct 

result of the Viking raids and settlement (Jennings 1998, 41-2).  Iona ceases to be the head of 

the Columban church, and its relics are divided amongst the monasteries at Kells and Dunkeld 

(ibid).  Although the church lost dominance, it still continued in existence (ibid 43).  Jennings 

proposes that one of the reasons Iona was perhaps not subjected to raids from 825  was that he 

believes it is likely that the continued existence of ‘such a cultural and religious centre’ would 

not have had a ‘powerful influence’ on the native and the newly settled Norse inhabitants in 

the Hebrides (Jennings 1998, 43). 

 

However, Jennings focuses on the religious aspect, rather than the political dominance and 

control – once Iona and other ecclesiastical institutions were subdued, they would no longer 

be objects of destruction, or even interest to the incoming Scandinavians.  A renewed interest 

in the power structures of the church, and the machinery of control they embodied, may have 

developed, however, in the Norse period after conversion of the Viking settlers.  The 

Christian population was still in residence at Iona after Viking settlement as attested to in 

entries in the Annals of Ulster, e.g. in 947 the Annals record that ‘Cainchomrac, Abbot of 

Iona, died’ (Hennessy 1887). 

 

Following on from evidence that suggests burial rite is one of the first cultural traits to be 

discarded by immigrant groups due to the process of assimilation, as suggested in England 

(Laungani et al 1997; Redmond 2007, 11), the continuation of Viking burial practice must 

have been for specific purpose.  It is possible that in Scotland, holding on to a specific burial 

rite may have served certain purposes as noted in terms of trading identities (7.3.1; Cooke 

2016).  In England, we see a rapid adoption of native burial practice, where there are a 

number of native Christian cemeteries containing graves which are Scandinavian in character 

e.g. Repton (Hadley 2000, 213).  Another native burial rite adopted includes the use of 

commemorative stone sculpture, all of which serve as a means of establishing the Vikings in 

England in society (Hadley 2002, 68).   Hadley argues that the rapid adoption of native burial 

practice in England is representative of assuming power, adopting indigenous style as a form 
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of lordship, establishing themselves as part of the indigenous society (Hadley 2000, 213; 

2002, 68).  In Scotland, however, this adoption of native burial practice does not occur, and 

we see burials of a distinctively Norse character.  The use of animals in burial practice, a very 

distinct form of burial rite, and use of animals in social display, particularly sacrifice, was a 

familiar form of display of power relations to the Iron Age native communities of Scotland, 

therefore it was not necessary to let go of Scandinavian practice to assimilate and gain 

control, but in Scotland, this display took a different form, one which the natives could 

comprehend.  Redmond argues that the burial evidence from Scotland illustrates that those 

interred, or those who buried them, had close ties, ethnically, to Scandinavia, and portrays a 

very different picture to that of the north of England, suggesting that in Scotland that there 

was a continuation of cultural traits which was facilitated by taking control from local groups 

(Redmond 2007, 283). 

 

The creation of monumental burials has been highlighted as a social practice which serves to 

consolidate new or endangered political power; such thinking has been employed in the 

interpretation of the plundering of graves from Oserberg and Gokstad, where both the 

construction and destruction of burials play a role in power politics whereby the destruction 

of opponent’s symbols were used to reduce legitimacy and weaken the power base (Bill & 

Daly 2012, 809, 820-22).  This illustrates the clear link between burial, and the use of power 

symbols such as the horse, in consolidating power. 

 

In addition to assuming political power and control, we must also consider the reactions to 

Christianity and ecclesiastical power. Germanic populations during the Migration Period 

created or kept a Scandinavian origin myth as part of their identity and self-perception in the 

face of, and in opposition of, the Roman world (Hedeager 1998, 384).  This was achieved 

through animal ornamentation and art styles whereby the function of myths as a form of 

political and ideological legitimisation is closely linked to the iconography of material culture 

at this time, particularly animal style ornamentation.  In the social context of interaction in 

what was a turbulent political landscape, material culture (specifically ornamentation) could 

take on ‘identity-making’ functions (ibid).  Ethnicity and identity is not simply an objective 

category but a subjective process through which groups identified themselves and others in 

particular situations and by particular criteria, which is usually conflict or war (ibid 383).   
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What Hedeager also highlights as interesting, is that during this period, identity and self-

perception was linked to Scandinavia when at least some of them regarded themselves as 

Roman (ibid 387).  This brings up interesting discussions of how people identify themselves, 

and how identity can change and evolve.  Hedeager argues that over generations, origin myths 

of the Scandinavians were passed down, and recreated in a variety of ritual contexts which 

were associated with the social reproduction of the group (ibid).  Hedeager proposed that the 

power of origin myth as a creator, both historically and culturally, for the Scandinavian 

warriors of the Migration Period, that it could not be expelled by Christianity or what she 

terms ‘new political realities’, and by considering animal ornament in this light, the 

mythological function of animal ornament becomes intelligible (Hedeager 1998, 387).  The 

study of art styles, through categorisation into elements such as pattern or distribution, can 

remove them from their original message and function, however, through a post-processual 

approach, style is regarded as an active means of communication for individuals and groups 

in certain societies (ibid 389).  This assumes that particular styles are carefully selected, just 

as artefacts in ritual and ceremonies, as they carry a specific and important message which 

can for example indicate social relations, ethnic and group identity (ibid 389).  Through 

controlling style, control is also exercised over social reproduction thus style is involved in 

the legitimisation of power – it is part of the social cosmology (ibid 389). 

The use of horses is particularly important when considering concerning other acts concerning 

the killing of horses – horsemeat consumption.  This may be especially relevant in response 

of pre-Viking Christian communities.  Butchered horse bones are present at Old Scatness, The 

Udal, Quoygrew and Snusgar.  At Udal and Quoygrew, the butchery marks were indicative of 

horsemeat consumption (Harland 2012, 147; Serjeantson 2014a, 63). 

 

The Anglo-Saxon missionary, Boniface, reports (c. AD 732) the Thuringians, a Germanic 

pagan population 

‘…have the habit of eating wild horses and very many eat tame horses.  This, holy 

brother, you are in no wise to permit in future but are to suppress it in every possible 

way… It is a filthy and abominable practice’ (Emerton 1976, 58) 

 

The missionary St Boniface is purported to be the same St Boniface as the namesake in Papa 

Westray, the St Boniface church and monastery established in the 8th century (Lowe 1998, 3).  
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Lamb suggests that this, and the Tredwell’s dedication, represent a movement originating in 

southern Pictland, an area where the church was under Northumbrian influence (Emerton 

1976, 4; Lamb 1983, 8).  Thus, the sacrifice of horse in the burial ritual, in close proximity to 

an ecclesiastical centre with such attitudes to horse sacrifice and consumption could be a 

powerful message of control and dominance over former power structures. 

 

Other evidence has been considered in discussions of Viking reactions against Christianity.  

Nordeide (2006) discusses the use of Thor’s hammer as a symbol of reaction against 

Christianity.  Thor’s hammers have generally been interpreted as a reaction against the 

Christian cross (Staecker 1999; Wamers 1999).  However, this theory has been debated 

(Nordeide 2006, 220) highlighting some important points regarding Viking reactions to 

Christianity.  Staecker suggested that the Thor’s hammer amulet was developed as a reaction 

against the Christian cross as a symbol of their own pagan religion in a time of crisis, where 

the hammer was used as a symbol to combat the powerful Christian religion, however, 

Nordeide does not agree that the hammer should be understood as a symbol of a time of crisis 

as religious symbols are often seen to flourish in societies during times of strong and 

burgeoning religious consciousness and religious leadership (Nordeide 2006, 221).  To search 

for the regional reactions to Christianity, it is necessary to focus on the regional differences 

during the Viking period (ibid 222).  Christianity was probably met with different challenges 

throughout Scotland, and indeed, the wider Viking world, depending on local beliefs (ibid).  

The horse was a powerful pagan symbol, one that appears to have flourished in locations of 

ecclesiastical power.  It may not have been used so much as a reaction against Christianity, 

but a reaction against the power held by the church.   

 

Scandinavian settlement had a profound impact on power relations, control structures and 

networks of power.  It appears that both Christian centres at Iona and Papay, were losing 

status at the time of settlement, although not at the time of the initial and early Viking contact 

that would have resulted from early raids.  Iona diminished in status after 849, which is the 

earliest date of the pagan human-horse burials (850-950), and McAplin overthrew the Pictish 

kingdom in 843.  Human-horse burial could be interpreted as a political message on two 

fronts, to those coming in, and those who were in power and control, reiterating new 

structures and groups of control.  The message and act is one of negotiation, negotiating 

group-belonging and also dominance. 
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Solli (1996) in discussing the conversion of the Vikings to Christianity, makes some 

interesting points about the reactive symbolism of the Vikings.  In reference to the increased 

political, ideological and religious stress in eighth century Scandinavia, there was a change in 

the material culture of the Norse and their ethnicity became ‘overtly expressed through 

materialized symbols manifest[ed] in building forms, costume, ornament, special artefacts, 

burial practices, religious cults, sacrificial offerings’ (Solli 1996, 92).  Thus, if the Norse 

could react to social and political upheaval and stress in Scandinavia, it could well be said 

they could adopt the same mechanisms in a newly settled region in the face of stress and 

upheaval.  Human-horse burial and horse sacrifice at the grave-side could be an embodiment 

of a similar vein in Orkney and areas surrounding Iona.  With the arrival of the Vikings, in a 

turbulent social and political climate, control is a key issue.  There may be a connection 

between the human-horse burial act, and the public, dramatic, and political nature of the 

event, and ecclesiastical power centres.   

 

It is important then to consider the wider social context of settlement and interaction, but also 

the localised situation.  Control appears to be a primary element, both in interpretations 

considering trade networks and also in those pertaining to dominance over earlier power 

structures.  Power and control, rulership, is central, and is a key theme in the Orkneyingasaga 

also.  The idea of legitimisation is also important, and can be seen in the appropriation and re-

use of existing settlements such as Pool, Jarlshof etc. and through burial. 

 

 

7.4 From Symbol to Skin  

 

In the western world today, cats and dogs are seen primarily as pets. The symbolic and 

functional role of cats was discussed above.  The dog has long been considered man’s best 

friend (Jennbert 2011, 279).  Archaeological and historical evidence is suggestive of the role 

of dog as lapdog, illustrating a close and personal relationship between human and dog, such 

as the dog present in the burial from Machrins (6.3.1).  Lap dogs are also mentioned in the 

law codes of the Frostathing, in the Merchant Law, which states if a man kills another man’s 

lap-dog, he must pay a fine; the fines for killing dogs are at their highest for lapdogs, double 

the fine value for killing a hunting dog (Larson 2008, 369).  Yet despite this, in the Viking 

Age, dogs are killed violently, e.g. in Ibn Fadlan’s account, a dog is cut in two and thrown 
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onto the ship (Montgomery 2000, 16).   Although it should be noted that it is specified that 

this animal is cut neatly in two, whereas other animals are hacked to pieces by swords and 

chickens have their heads pulled off (Price 2014, 187).   

 

Butchery marks on the remains of cats and dogs (although primarily cat) was discussed in 

section 4.3.5 and 4.3.4.  At Old Scatness, butchery marks appear on cat remains from the 

Viking period (Cussans & Bond 2010, 153).  At Pool, Skinning marks are present on many 

bones from the Late Iron Age through to the Viking/Norse period (Bond 2007, 232), 

indicating a continuity of practice.  Light butchery marks were also noted on a cat recovered 

from a passageway in the Late Iron Age broch at The Cairns, South Ronaldsay though it is 

not clear if this relates to skinning (Carruthers pers. comm.).  Radiocarbon dating of the cat 

bones is currently in progress (ibid).  At Earls Bu, marks indicative of skinning are present in 

all phases at their highest in the Late Norse period (Bonde 2001, 45), where they become the 

focus of a sustained, and possibly high volume, practice of skinning. The only example of cat 

butchery example from the Western Isles comes from the Norse site of Cille Pheadair (Powell 

2015).   

 

7.4.1 Furs and pelts in the Viking and Medieval world 

 

As suggested above, it is possible that Orkney had connections with the trading centre of 

Birka.  The faunal assemblage from the town of Birka provides evidence for skinning and a 

fur and pelt trade; the graves from Birka also contained the furs of species evident in the town 

(Wigh 2000, 122).  A number of species were utilised in fur processing, including red 

squirrel, beaver, red fox, ermine, polecat, pine marten, lynx and seal (ibid 119-128).  

Interestingly, cat and dog remains from the town displayed no signs of butchery (ibid 118).  

In the town of Sigtuna, which took over Birka’s role at the end of the tenth century, many cat 

bones were recovered exhibiting cut marks pointing to skinning (ibid 119).  

 

Excavations of two late medieval houses at Odense, Denmark revealed a pit containing the 

remains of at least 68 domestic cats (1738 NISP), dated to the Viking Age (Hatting 1990, 

179).  The 68 skulls recovered from the pit all exhibited cut marks, particularly around the 

snout area, showing evidence of skinning (ibid 183-4).  The cat bone assemblage also 
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indicated how the animals were killed, with their necks broken by pulling the head back from 

the body in a powerful motion (ibid).  The majority of limbs bones studied came from 

immature animals; this was supported by cat jaw fragments where x-rays showed that the 

adult teeth had only recently been acquired (ibid 187-89).  The cat bone assemblage at this 

site was interpreted as a breeding population reared for the purposes of skinning (ibid 192). 

 

Excavations at Whithorn Priory and St Ninian during 1984-1991 detailed the development of 

the site from c. 500 AD.  Cat remains were recovered from this site, with the majority 

deriving from period IV, a period which spanned approximately two hundred years from the 

eleventh century through the mid to late twelfth century, a time when the site was re-

emerging, the remains of which had a Hiberno-Norse character, an influence supported by the 

material culture of the site (Hill 1997, 55-6).  The remains of both cat and dog were recovered 

from this phase, with the dog bones not bearing any cut marks.  Cat bones formed a large part 

of the animal bone assemblage, this is unusual in that high numbers of cat bones are not often 

a feature of rural sites, being more characteristic of urban sites, the cats were also small which 

is another feature of urban rather than rural sites (Hill et al 1997, 612). Another interesting 

feature of this site was that most of the cats were juvenile (ibid).  Two of the skulls recovered 

displayed cut marks; this, along with size, age and frequency, is interpreted as a deliberate 

breeding of cats on the site for the purpose of skinning (ibid).  This practice is further 

supported by artefactual evidence from this period found in the area adjacent to the cat 

remains where two lead vessels were recovered.  Similar troughs were used for dying in the 

medieval period, providing a container that did not react with the dyestuffs, and in tawing, 

thus the vessels were interpreted as being used for the preparation of cat skins (ibid 390). 

 

Cat bones from a number of Scottish medieval towns demonstrate knife cuts indicative of 

skinning such as 80-86 High Street and Canal Street III in Perth, and 16-18 Netherkirkgate, 

Aberdeen (Smith 1998, 877).  Skinning marks are also noted on dog bones from the Scottish 

medieval assemblage to the extent that is was deemed a regular practice (ibid).  Both skins 

from cats and dogs were traded in Scotland, e.g. the Guild Merchant of Perth records for 1552 

notes a list of skins, including cat (ibid).  Medieval and post-Medieval contexts from 

Carrickfergus in Northern Ireland show an unusually high frequency of dog bones exhibiting 

cut marks suggestive of skinning (Murphy 2001, 21).  The excavations from Wood Quay in 

Dublin dated to the 13th century, recovered cat skulls, which displayed cut marks around the 

orbits, a known method of skinning (McCormick 1988, 226).   
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7.4.2 Skins and Social Climate 

 

In Viking times cats were valued more for their fur than for other purposes, such as mousers 

(Hatting 1990, 179).  The narrative of Thorbjorg in Erik the Red’s saga, noted in section 7.2, 

describes the wearing of cat skin: 

“When she arrived in the evening, together with the man who had been sent to escort 

her, she was wearing a blue [or black] cloak fitted with straps, decorated with stones 

right down to the hem.  She wore a string of glass beads around her neck.  On her head 

she wore a black lambskin hood lined with white cat skin…Around her waist she had 

a belt of tinder-wood, on which was a large leather pouch.  In it she kept the charms 

that she used for her sorcery.  She had hairy calf-skin shoes on her feet, with long, 

sturdy laces; they had great knobs of tin [or pewter, brass] on the end.  On her hands 

she wore catskin gloves, which were white inside and furry.” (Price trans. 2002, 171) 

 

We can see from this extract that cat-skin was part of the women’s dress associated with the 

practice of seiðr.  In terms of monetary value, in twelfth century Iceland, cat fur was worth 

three times more than fox fur (Hatting 1990, 107).  In Viking Ireland, cats were bred for their 

fur (McCormick 1988, 221 227). In addition to Thorbjorg’s clothing, skins of cats were used 

as trimmings of clothes in the early medieval period, but they may not always have been 

highly valued for example, in 1127 it is stated in the Canons of Archbishop Corbeuil that ‘no 

abbess or nun use more costly apparel than such as is made of lambs or cats skin’ (Clutton-

Brock 1994, 45). 

 

The upper levels of the social hierarchy in medieval societies often wore furs, but it has been 

suggested that the use of cat skins, and cat skinning, served those who could not afford the 

more expensive furs (Ashby 2002, 40; Gidney 2000).  However, as with other species, the 

presence of a particular species within an assemblage may not reflect wealth and purchasing 

power, but rather than the animal is more available in the area (Ashby 2002, 45).  Very few of 

the species used in the pelt and fur trade at centres such as Birka in the Viking Age, such as 

pine marten, lynx, pole cat, beaver and red squirrel (Wigh 2000, 125-128) are found in the 

Scottish island groups and nor do they occur in the faunal assemblages of the Scottish sites.  

Fox appears in Iron Age contexts in Orkney for example, amongst bones from Howe, 

exhibited cut marks indicative of skinning (Fairnell & Barrett 2007, 471).  At the broch site at 
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Warbeth a human coprolite was found to contain fox fur, possibly ingested by a pelt processor 

(ibid).  It is argued, however, that these animals were human introductions to the Scottish 

islands (ibid 480), but had become extinct by the time of the Vikings arrival in Orkney (Smith 

1994, 139).   

 

As indicated in section 4.3.5, skinning and the supply of fur and pelts for trade may have been 

a significant economic practice of the population of Earls Bu.  Evidence from other areas of 

the Viking world, and medieval sites, indicate an active industry in cat skinning.  Thus, it is 

possible, due to the cat numbers and butchery marks on the bones that the site of Earls Bu was 

involved in this popular trade, and that it would have provided a source of finance for the 

settlement.  With higher frequencies of cats appearing on sites from the Viking and Norse 

period it has been questioned whether the Vikings and Norse may have been importing cats 

(Mainland pers. comm. 2016).   

 

The economic implications of this are interesting.  As noted above, there are no cut marks 

from cat bones from Birka, with whom it is suggested Orkney had trading links with.  Birka’s 

role as a trading centre ends in the tenth century (Wigh 2001, 119).  Could this represent a 

shift in trading links, as the economic map was redrawn?  Where initial links with Birka 

close, and new trading links are the focus leading to a focus on the western seaboard.  It is in 

this region e.g. Ireland, and western coast of Scotland such as Whithorn, where we see 

increased evidence for cat and dog skinning.    

 

The changing political map of Scotland may also be an important, if not more important 

consideration, if we can consider cat skinning as a cultural practice of the Vikings. The 

Vikings are often omitted in 11th century onward discussions of the formation of ‘Scotland’; 

they are almost two separate countries (MacDonald & Harris 2006, 1).  By the end of the 

tenth century Orkney was a major political force, with many high status sites throughout the 

islands; it was in a strategic position on northern sea routes, had many natural resources and 

was a political centre with economic standing, but things were beginning to change in the rest 

of the Scottish lands.  Areas not under the control of the control of Norway were becoming 

politically unified.  This is a confusing period within Scottish history, the period of 800-1100 

AD being critical in the development of the Scottish nation; during this period there were a 

number of different kingdoms of Northern Britain and by the end of the 12th century ‘Alba’, a 
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Gaelic Kingdom of Scotland had been established.  This was a period of social disruption and 

political upheaval, and would no doubt have had an impact on the areas out with its 

jurisdiction, including rising concerns within the earldom (Lynch 1992; Mitchison, 1987; 

Macdonald & Harris 2006; Driscoll 2002). 

 

The powers of Scotland and Scandinavian Scotland may have been competing, in spheres of 

politics, trade and expansion, with some Vikings being ousted from areas of Scotland they 

previously inhabited. Thus, the nation of Alba, and the later Scottish nation was becoming 

stronger, more influential across Britain and Europe, manifesting a stronger identity and 

becoming a forceful competitor on the Atlantic stage.  The earls may have felt threatened by 

this emerging power, and in the face of a growing Scotland, both in political power and a new 

‘national identity’ they may have felt the need to define themselves, to mark themselves as 

different from their Scottish neighbours, reinforcing their history and role as a dominant 

force.  Their cultural practice of cat skinning, and the importance of cats and cat skin had a 

relatively long history for the Vikings and this, along with the archaeological evidence 

indicating a surge or increase in cat skinning during this period of upheaval could be 

understood as a manifestation of ethnic difference.  Indeed, the use of animals as a means of 

continuity, as an act of referring to beliefs of events of the past, has been illustrated in Viking 

Age Scandinavia at the site of Ullstorp Creek (Stensköld 2006, 212).  Reference back to the 

pagan past is noted in the Orkneyinga Saga despite the assertion that all of Orkney was 

Christianised after the baptism of Earl Sigurd (Palsson & Edwards 1981, 37).  Conversion is 

also testified to by the many churches in Orkney from this date and during the Norse period 

Orkney also canonised its own saints, Magnus and Rognvald (Crawford 2013).  However, 

narratives in the saga reference and highlight the pagan past, e.g. the raven banner and the 

practice of útiseta (Palsson & Edwards 1981, 36-37 &121). This is perhaps telling of the 

period in which the sagas were written down, where reference to a pagan past is perhaps an 

ethnic marker? 

 

 

7.5 Summary  

 

By considering the human-animal interactions discussed above, we move beyond traditional 

interpretations of animals in Norse belief, to see their wider significance in settlement and 

social networks, where animals are actively employed to manipulate, change, and exert 
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influence.  In considering the use of animals in building deposits, human-horse burial, and the 

practice of skinning, a recurrent theme in the use of animals by the Vikings and Later Norse 

populations emerges.  This is the use of animals strategically, in power politics, used to 

legitimise claims to land and to ensure the prosperity of settlements, and to convey a powerful 

message of control as the dominant political force, especially important in the erection of new 

or remodelled buildings.  The protective function of animals and their remains, placed in 

important places such as the threshold, can also reveal much about the nature of society at the 

time.  

The re-use of pre-Viking monuments as claims to legitimisation is important in asserting 

dominance.  However, the use of cats in building deposits appears to be significant in the 

Orkney Islands, for which there are Iron Age parallels.  The use of animals in building 

deposits is suggested to have continued into as late as the ninth century at Howe, into the 

Pictish period, despite the conversion to Christianity (Smith 1994, 143).  This has 

implications for the understanding of interactions between the Late Iron Age populations, 

who practiced animal deposition, including cat, and the Viking migrants for whom cat 

deposition in buildings was rare, but of which several examples exist in Orkney.  Which may 

indicate assimilation of depositional practices.   Of further importance is the association of the 

Snusgar cat deposit with the threshold of the longhouse and byre.  Thresholds are significant 

places, of transition and control, and it is perhaps significant that this deposit occurs at a 

visible human-animal divide within the longhouse, perhaps alternately suggesting control and 

protective is required at the human-animal divide, a liminal place, providing archaeological 

evidence of the crossing of the human-animal divide in Scotland.  A subject discussed in 

chapter five. 

 

It is also clear that the use of animals in burial is more than just a traditional act carried over 

from the homelands.  Rather than solely making reference to the homelands, it is an active 

mnemonic event; it was a funerary rite harnessed when particular conditions were causing 

competition and it was necessary to communicate ancestral and political dominance, both in 

competition with other trading stations, an in the face of pre-Viking ecclesiastical power 

structures.   
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Chapter 8 – Conclusion 

 

 

The aims of this research were to understand how the Norse inhabited Scotland through the 

application of a theoretical approach, social zooarchaeology.  A key aim was to determine to 

what extent animals played a structuring role in the settlement of Scotland, and the ways in 

which the Vikings understood, and negotiated their world socially and conceptually.   A 

further aim is to assess the potential of a social zooarchaeological study in understanding 

Viking identity in Scotland, and to understand the use of animals as social expression in the 

context of the wider socio-political climate of Scotland.  To do this it was necessary to 

identify the range of human-animal relations active in Viking Scotland.   

 

The variety of human-animal relations is vast, and thus, it was necessary to focus on specific 

relationships, and on animal remains themselves, rather than artefacts made from animals. In 

this vein, it was decided to focus on faunal remains from settlement assemblages and burials 

(a body of evidence which has received a great deal of attention in the field of Viking studies 

in Scotland), to investigate what a social zooarchaeological approach could add to this body 

of knowledge.  Human-animal interactions as directed by the faunal assemblages were also 

identified, with several objectives to fulfil the main aims of the research.  Landscape was 

identified as an interesting avenue to investigate, one often left out of discussions regarding 

the human-animal relationship (section 1.4; Sykes 2014a, 99).  The human-animal-landscape 

is not a subject widely explored in Viking discourse, this thesis aimed to characterise the 

nature of this interaction, and mind-set, from a Scottish perspective.  The theoretical approach 

was employed to determine how landscapes were negotiated physically and conceptually 

though human-animal interactions, using supporting evidence to understand how they were 

perceived and what this meant in terms of interaction and identity.  These bodies of evidence 

were investigated, placing these human-animal interactions in their wider socio-political 

context to question to what extent we see differences between Scotland and the Scandinavian 

homelands, or similarities between the natives and Vikings, and to what extent we can see 

cosmological ordering in the use of animals both in landscape and in deposition.   

 

The research met a number of the research aims.  The use of the theoretical framework, in 

studying faunal remains from burial and settlement, is valid in its approach.  This is 
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particularly noted in the discussion of the data derived from the burial analysis, where an 

interpretive approach highlighted the symbolic importance of the use of animals in funerary 

ritual as a means of communicating expressions of allegiance and dominance to other social 

groups, when placed in the wider socio-political context of native-Viking interaction in terms 

of e.g. religious groups and ideas (section 7.3.2), and with those involved in trade on the 

important seaways surrounding the island groups (section 7.3.1).  This emphasised a strategic 

use of animals, beyond tradition, harnessing a particular burial rite in time of social 

competition and upheaval. 

 

This research also identified special deposits as a wider trend in Viking Scotland than had 

previously been acknowledged, with focus on several species identified, most unusually the 

cat (sections 4.6 and 7.2).  The cat was highlighted as a rare animal in Viking deposition in 

buildings, although it was known to occur in burials (2.1).  The cat however, appears to 

dominate depositional activity associated with buildings in Scotland.  The use of cat in 

building deposits in the Late Iron Age Orkney was also recognised, which may be indicative 

of continuity or attempts at legitimisation of settlement by the Viking settlers, particularly 

interesting considering the use of cat in building offerings at Howe in the Later phase of the 

site.  The use of cat in these depositional acts is also interesting, through the use of an 

established approach, a ‘biographical approach’ (section 1.4.2; e.g. Morris & Jervis 2011; 

Morris 2008) the cat as a symbol of protection and fertility was reinforced, and in the case of 

Snusgar placed at the threshold, a liminal boundary in the household (Andrén 1993; Lund 

2005, 109-119; Eriksen 2013; 2015) which could also illuminate our understanding of the 

nature of settlement.  In addition it was noted that these depositions occur at construction and 

remodelling of buildings and sites, which may be linked to the lifecycle of the house, as note 

in Iron Age discourse regarding depositional events (e.g. Waddington 2014).  While the 

fluidity of the human-animal divide was reinforced through human-animal interactions in the 

landscape, the Snusgar deposit highlights that this was a complex divide, the meeting point at 

which was potentially dangerous, which the cat associated with the threshold between the 

longhouse and byre passage, an important meeting point for humans and animals.   

 

The study of faunal remains from a social zooarchaeological approach also raised questions 

about behaviour towards animals in the Viking Age, where cats, a symbol of the goddess 

Freyja, were subject to skinning (section 7.4).  Such treatment was noted across a number of 

sites for the Viking Age, however, this particular animal, along with dog, appears to become 
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the focus of skinning on perhaps a commercial scale in the Late Norse period, perhaps 

indicating changing attitudes to animals over time.  It is suggested that this may reflect 

trading interactions and a focus on the western seaboard, where this activity is 

archaeologically prevalent during the Late Norse and Medieval period.  This is perhaps also 

indicative of changing trading interactions.  Connections to Birka are noted at Pierowall, 

indicating trade between these locations.  Birka’s role as a trading centre ends at the end of 

the tenth century, and was a site involved in the pelt and fur trade (Wigh 2001, 119).  At this 

site no cat remains were shown to have sign of butchery (ibid 118).  With the end of this site 

it is possible that new trading links were established, with an Irish Sea focus.  However, the 

role of the cat in Late Norse society is particularly interesting, extending beyond economic, 

and for the inhabitants of Earl’s Bu may be an ethnic marker.  In a changing political 

landscape, with the growing power of an emerging Scottish nation, a competitor on the 

Atlantic stage, the inhabitants of Earl’s Bu may have felt the need to define themselves, 

reinforcing their links with their homeland and to the past.  The cat, an important and 

symbolic animal in mythology and pagan religion, and in special deposits in Orkney, may 

have been employed in social expression.  This is particularly interesting for a site that also 

has references in the Orkneyinga Saga to other pagan practices after conversion. 

 

The Birka connection is interesting, and again adds to wider questions concerning the socio-

political and economic context and inhabitation of Scotland.  Settlement from Sweden or a 

strong Swedish connection in terms of trade (as proposed in section 7.3.1) may require further 

thought in a country where settlement is thought to originate mainly from western Norway.  

This has implications for traditional trade route and migration maps.  

 

Human-animal-landscape interactions formed a theoretical approach, and drew on a several 

bodies of supporting evidence and theoretical frameworks to determine how landscapes were 

negotiated physically and conceptually through human-animal engagements.  To understand 

how landscapes were perceived cognitively, it was necessary to establish how landscapes 

were portrayed from the written sources and in terms of archaeological evidence.  In the 

cosmological structure of the Norse, animals play an ordering role, featuring as elements in 

the definition of boundaries.  Boundaries are seemingly important in the views of the cosmos, 

both vertical and horizontal (2.4).  These boundaries are also seen in the archaeological 

record, through e.g. fencing. However, archaeological evidence in the Scandinavian 

homelands testifies to the widespread use of utmark (5.1, 5.2 and 5.3).  The faunal evidence 
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from Viking Scotland was ‘put back into the landscape’ to show that in Scotland too, use of 

utmark was widespread.  However, what is significant in this approach is the use of theory to 

understand what this meant for Viking identity and interaction e.g. with natives.  Through a 

theoretical approach to human-animal-landscapes, human animal engagements are recognised 

as significant beyond economy.  Animals function in these interactions as a mediator between 

the boundaries between the farm and the wider landscape.   

 

Not only do animals function as mediators through physical landscapes and conceptual 

landscapes, animal interaction also forms part of identity, not only in terms of social status as 

suggested by access to particular resources and cultural preference, but the close human-

animal interaction also has implications for personhood.  Discussions of personhood in 

human-animal studies from a Scandinavian perspective have often addressed animal 

personhood, whereby through e.g. receiving burial, both with humans and of their own, attain 

personhood.  Through thinking in terms of hunting ritual, the pursuit of animals such as 

seabirds and deer involve specific skill and knowledge sets, developed and enhanced through 

a deep understanding of the animals and the landscapes the inhabit.  It is clear from notions of 

the soul, shamanic ritual, and through the human-animal interactions identified in the Scottish 

landscape particularly hunting and also domestic activity in the wider landscape (and also 

funerary ritual) that the Vikings were divisible people, who are permeable, they entered into 

social relationships with animals and their lives involved a close human-animal rhythm.  

These animals, as identified in the case of whales, were deemed to have agency, they could 

act back.  The horses in the burial ritual were active actors in the drama of the funerary rite, 

and were instrumental in the conveying of messages of social expression.  Yet, there is a drive 

towards power and control through these interactions, e.g. where horse burial forms part of 

the machinery to identify with certain groups or to establish domination over others (7.3.1 and 

7.3.2), and where innmark is extended into utmark as a mechanism of social power whereby 

these interactions have become specialised (Hamilakis 2003; Sindbæk 2011).  However, this 

raises problems in terms of personhood.  The concern with autonomy, power and control is 

associated primarily with the individual (Fowler 2013, 98; Section 1.4.2); the individual is in 

effect the opposite of the dividual.   The various human animal interactions and contexts 

illustrate divisible peoples, who are permeable, yet there is a drive towards power and control 

through these interactions and social relations, which has been considered to constitute 

individual personhood.  Thus personhood forms an area for further research in the Viking age 

and an area which need to be further problematized.    
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Whaling is perhaps a practice more important and frequent than the faunal assemblages 

suggest (5.3.3). The adaptation to the landscape as suggested by the development of the grind 

in the Faroe Islands, for which there are comparable practices in the Northern Isles of 

Scotland is an indication of this adaption.  Whales are also a species which, more than others 

in written sources concerning the Norse period, have agential capacities, thus through the 

interaction of this species, social relationships could be said to be occurring between human 

and animal.  Knowledge of whales, their location (also understood though place naming) and 

indeed their different species is also attested to in the sagas, indicating ways of past animal 

classification.  They are potentially a species used in defining place, suggested by naming 

practice and the identification of parts of the landscape preferred for this activity.  Location 

and preferred whaling bays also supports the social importance and ownership of resources 

indicated in the sagas and law codes. 

 

The study of human-animal-landscape interactions also identified trends which may be linked 

to access to resources.  This was identified with regards to seabirds, whereby different access 

to, or preference for, specific species is noted in the bird bone assemblages, and exploitation 

is also perhaps reflected in the use of animal place-names surrounding the sites.  This is 

perhaps best illustrated in terms of gannet, where this research supports the written account 

that the earls had sole access to the resources from Sule Stack (Serjeantson 1988, 213).  From 

the data analysis, and the access to remote places such as offshore sea stacks and notions of 

rites of passage, the exploitation of this species is perhaps an elite activity, reserved for 

certain people at certain times, and functions in prestige and hierarchy.  What is also 

significant is the interpretation of seabird exploitation as hunting.  While the exploitation of 

seabirds is often cited as a subsistence method, this investigation suggested that in Viking 

Scotland, seabird exploitation functioned as hunting, heavily bound up in notions of power 

and prestige, it was a social practice beyond the purely economic which was dangerous and 

involved communal effort at liminal places, some of which involved long-distance travel 

bound to notions of rites of passage.   

 

This investigation has also contributed to the debate concerning contested landscapes.  As 

noted above in terms of access to seabird species and bird place names, access to resources 

may have been restricted where nesting groups and cliff groups were controlled.  However, it 

was found with regards to birds that are found in freshwater landscape, that these species 

despite being a readily available resource, weren’t often exploited by the Viking/Norse 
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inhabitants.   Investigating freshwater landscapes through the avian assemblages in the Viking 

and Norse periods showed them to be important landscapes, symbolically and politically, 

which could be a connector but also a boundary.  As noted in Orkney, later parish boundaries 

are defined by natural boundaries, and it was noted that several of these boundaries are 

marked by bodies of freshwater such as lochs, where many of the species not often found in 

the avian assemblages can be found.  Such landscapes may also be taboo, or the species 

inhabiting them are, e.g. swan.  This is an interesting example of the way in which animals 

can classify landscape and vice versa and it also has implications for our understanding of 

contested landscape in terms of human-human relations in addition to human-animal 

relations. 

 

The hunting of deer is also argued as an elite activity, and is argued as a mechanism of 

control, however the human-deer relationship raises interesting questions which concern the 

native-Viking debate.  As identified in the Chapter Five, a synthetic approach is limited in 

terms of further investigating the relationship between deer and social power.  As noted in the 

work of e.g. Sykes different cuts of meat carried different values, and the giving and receiving 

of meat played an important socio-economic role with different cuts of meat being given to 

individuals representing gender, wealth, status and power (Sykes 2010, 181).  In this respect, 

the study of body part representation may prove illuminative; such an investigation is not 

possible using synthetic reports, where such information is not presented in the faunal reports. 

 

The human-deer interaction (section 5.3.1) is evidence of distinct practices of Viking Age 

Scotland with which there are no comparable examples from the homelands (Mulville 2015, 

288).  The animal management strategy was one conceived by the Iron Age inhabitants of the 

Hebrides, assumed and built upon by the Viking inhabitants.  This indicates interaction 

between the two groups; where the very nature of human-deer interaction requires deep 

knowledge of the landscape and of animal behaviour, such behaviour cannot be learnt 

overnight and will have required interaction between the natives and the Vikings.  Human-

deer relationships have been widely studied in other near-contemporary cultures, and have in 

all cases been identified as a means expressing status (e.g. Pluskowski 2007; Sykes 2007; 

Beglane 2010).  Again, potential control over resources is identified.  This is also potentially 

the case through the exploitation of seabirds (5.3.3).  The control of resources as 

communicative of control and status has also been identified as a feature of Iron Age society 

(Dockrill & Bond 2015, 493).   Thus, the use of animals as mechanisms and expressions of 
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control is important and recognised by both populations.  This is also noted in terms of 

human-horse burial (section 6.3.2).  Thus the human-animal relationship has further potential 

to investigate ways in which the two populations in Scotland communicated though animals; 

a social zooarchaeological study can indeed help in determining how human-human 

relationships were negotiated.  While in social zooarchaeological studies of Vikings in 

Scandinavia, the focus has been on the human-animal relationship,   this research represents 

the first attempt to address human-human relationships negotiated through animals in Viking 

Scotland, with interesting results, illustrating the potential and wide-ranging application of 

such an approach. 

 

Through looking at the farm as landscape, cosmological ordering was investigated, arguing 

that animals categorise and define the home and social space, and further extend it.  The 

shared life space seems important for the Vikings, perhaps forming part of their identity and 

understanding of their place in the world.  Shared human-animal space appears as a 

component of remodelling and construction of settlements.  Transhumance practices are also 

deemed socially important rather than just an economic practicality, which with 

categorisation, highlighted the way in which animals were used by Vikings, defining social 

space and furthermore, in a ‘social game’ (Jennbert 2011, 170).  The cosmological structuring 

in the settlement has the potential for more focused study. While discussions focussing on 

special deposits drew on theoretical approaches favoured in studies of deposition in the Iron 

Age, the study of cosmological ordering at the farm and longhouse level would benefit from a 

similar approach, to investigate spatial patterning of remains at case study sites, as identified 

by Mainland et al (2014) in the Snusgar animal bone assemblage.  While the methodology 

used in this study was successful in many aspects considering the landscape beyond the 

settlement, there were limitations in the use of a synthetic approach when considering the 

structuring and ordering of the domestic landscape.  The use of the data from Snusgar 

highlighted this issue, where Mainland et al, adopted a contextual approach to the faunal 

assemblages, resulting in an interesting data set.  A contextual approach is not always 

possible with the use of synthetic reports.  As such, this has been identified as an area of 

future research. 

 

Overall, these findings emphasise the contribution to knowledge this thesis has made through 

theorising the Viking Age in Scotland.  Using this theoretical framework to address the 

evidence, allowed for wider interpretations on the strategic use of animals and the impacts of 



 251 

engagement not only for personhood, but for human-human relationships.  The use of animals 

in social expression, identified in other periods (e.g. Morris 2005) and in Scandinavia is 

supported by the results of this research and, by focusing on Scotland, regional specific means 

and motivations for expression are elucidated, contributing to wider discussions of Viking 

inhabitation and occupation.  Human-animal interactions in utmark support the notion of 

control, through animals, as noted in discussions concerning deep-sea fishing (Barrett et al 

2001, 152).  Discussions concerning human-animal-landscapes, and indeed animals in special 

deposits, contributes to the debate regarding the nature of interactions between the native 

populations of Scotland and the Vikings, where there are visible and strategic uses of animals 

in relation to native populations indicating assimilation, or at least co-existence, with the 

Vikings as the dominant population with control of utmark.  Interaction is indicated e.g. 

through the human-deer relationship, which is adopted by the Vikings from the Late Iron Age 

practice.  This relationship represented a deep understanding of deer movements and 

behaviour and of the Hebridean landscape itself.  Such an understanding had to be learnt, 

knowledge which must have been gained though interaction with the native population.   

 

A number of the ways in which animals are visible in the archaeological record indicates 

similarities between the Late Iron Age and Viking populations, particularly the use of animals 

in social expressions of power, as the elite and in dominance.  This is also noted in less visible 

ways, such as the use of animals in what were perhaps region specific ways between the Late 

Iron Age and Viking in a given region, such as cats in special deposits in Orkney.  Thus, this 

thesis addresses bigger questions concerning continuity, interaction, disruption and the 

importation of tradition into Scandinavian Scotland. 
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Species  Phase 7  Phase 7/8  Phase 8  Phase 9 

Cattle 459 48 301 85 

Sheep 289 8 155 46 

Pig 158 20 54 10 

Horse 9 1 22 10 

Dog 0 0 10 3 

Cat 0 0 8 9 

Grey seal 1 0 2 1 

Rabbit 1 0 3 0 

Otter 0 0 0 1 

Rabbit/hare 1 0 0 0 

Large terrestrial mammal 657 98 486 147 

Medium terrestrial mammal 912 747 375 134 

Small terrestrial mammal 2 0 3 10 

Large phocid  48 1 6 0 

Small phocid 3 0 0 0 

Phocid species  2 0 4 5 

Large cetacean 0 0 17 0 

Cetacean species 24 3 31 1 

     

TOTAL 2566 926 1477 462 

Table 4.1  Summary of mammal species (NISP) – Old Scatness. After Cussans & Bond 2010, 

135. 

 

 

Species 
Phase 
6.7 

Phase 
7.1 

Phase 
7.2 

Phase 
8.1 

Phase 
8.2 

Phase 
8.2.1 

Phase 
8.2.2 

Phase 
8.2.3 

Horse 29 39 220 56 1 4 21 52 

Cattle 822 1459 2051 434 65 35 611 510 

Sheep/goat 983 2205 2681 605 69 76 533 696 

Pig 217 459 512 110 17 15 122 103 

Dog 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 10 

Cat 11 9 30 1 0 1 85 75 

Red deer 35 83 53 8 0 0 18 5 

Seal 0 24 2 0 0 0 3 3 

Otter 8 3 21 2 0 0 0 2 

Medium/large cetacean 13 47 15 8 0 5 23 4 

Small cetacean 0 1 16 0 0 0 0 5 

Small mammal 1 2 4 2 2 0 0 2 

Cattle sized 222 68 231 44 31 21 133 144 

Sheep sized 263 37 598 50 47 47 118 198 

         

Total identified 2604 4436 6434 1320 232 204 1669 1809 

Unidentified  1175 2975 3538 654 70 61 620 932 

Total 3779 7411 9972 1974 302 265 2289 2741 

Table 4.2  Summary of mammal species (NISP) – Pool. After Bond 2007, 210. 
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Species 
Farm Mound 
Phase 1 

Farm 
Mound 
Phase 2-
3 

Fish 
Midden 
Phase 2-
3 

North 
Midden 
Phase 2 

South 
Midden 
Phase 2 

House 5 
Floors 
Phase 
2.3  

House 
5 
Floors 
Phase 
2.4 

Seal species 7 26 0 3 2 0 0 

Pygmy shrew 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Cetacean 4 11 0 0 1 0 3 

Carnivore 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 

Dog 2 5 0 0 1 0 0 

Cat 9 22 1 0 0 0 0 

Horse 4 8 1 2 1 0 0 

Pig 146 131 19 2 3 1 1 

Red deer 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Cattle 389 1181 257 13 10 1 4 

Caprine 493 981 231 21 25 9 8 

(of which sheep) 0 31 1 0 0 0 0 

(of which goat) 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 

Vole/mouse 8 10 4 11 14 9 2 

Vole species 9 9 1 0 0 0 0 

Orkney vole 88 20 4 11 21 12 4 

Mouse species 0 2 1 3 2 6 1 

Wood mouse 4 5 0 3 0 1 0 

House mouse 0 1 0 2 2 0 0 

Rabbit 0 4 0 0 0 0 1 

Small mammal 26 2 6 0 0 0 0 

Medium mammal 2 14 5 2 1 0 0 0 

Medium mammal 1 692 1291 172 15 13 6 12 

Large mammal 311 427 34 9 5 0 1 

Sea mammal 5 1 1 0 0 0 0 

Total identified 2213 4175 735 96 101 45 37 

        
Total Unidentified 
mammal 10498 9086 4258 458 566 219 106 

Total 12711 13261 4993 554 667 264 143 

Table 4.3 Summary of mammal species (NISP) – Quoygrew. After Harland 2012, 142-43. 
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Species Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4 Phase 5 

Cattle 355 120 303 973 

Sheep 241 84 112 672 

Pig 162 37 47 382 

Goat 1 6 0 30 

Horse 12 4 18 45 

Dog 2 0 0 4 

Cat 13 0 0 34 

Red deer 1   8 

Roe deer   1  
Seal 2 0 4 10 

Whale 2 0 1 7 

Otter 0 0 0 0 

Rabbit 3 0 0 2 

TOTAL 794 251 486 2167 

Table 4.4  Summary of mammal species (NISP) – Buckquoy. After Noddle 1977, 202 & 205. 
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Species NISP 

Horse 6 

Cattle 169 

cf. cattle 3 

Pig 128 

Sheep/goat 545 

cf. sheep/goat 8 

Sheep 3 

Dog 8 

Cat  18 

cf. cat 2 

Grey seal 5 

Seal indeterminate 10 

Rabbit 27 

Rat ?black 1 

House mouse 12 

Mouse sp. Indeterminate 7 

Orkney vole 5 

cf. Orkney vole 4 

Rodent sp. 39 

Amphibian 1 

TOTAL identified 995 

  

Large animals 119 

Large ungulate 130 

Med/large animal 522 

Sheep sized 1269 

Small ungulate 178 

Ungulate indeterminate 15 

cf. carnivore 2 

Small carnivore 1 

Small animal (rabbit sized) 56 

Table 4.5  Summary of mammal species (NISP) – Beachview. After Lamden & Rackham 

1996. 
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Species NISP 

Cattle 2869 

Sheep/goat 2336 

Pig 819 

Horse 97 

Cat 111 

Dog 46 

Red deer 56 

Rabbit 175 

Seal 5 

Whale  3 

Large ungulate 3451 

Small ungulate 3751 

Small mammal 175 

TOTAL 13894 

Table 4.6  Summary of mammal species (NISP) – Snusgar. After Mainland et al 2014 Table 

1. 

 

 

Species Late Norse Pre Late Norse 

Cattle 625 1814 

Sheep/goat 337 1123 

Pig 301 963 

Horse 3 20 

Cat 60 64 

Dog 56 102 

Red deer 0 1 

Rabbit 1 1 

Otter 0 1 

Seal species indeterminate 0 2 

Grey seal 0 2 

Cetacean 0 15 

Vole 36 0 

Orkney vole 4 0 

Mouse 2 0 

House mouse 1 0 

Wood mouse 3 0 

Pygmy shrew 1 0 

   

Large ungulate-size 3065 4559 

Small ungulate-size 3181 4297 

Small mammal-size 219 395 

Mammal indeterminate 706 1242 

Micro fauna 56 0 

Indeterminate rodent 10 0 

S.ruminate 0 84 

Unidentified 21009 26893 

   

Total 29676 41578 

Table 4.7  Summary of mammal species (NISP) – Earl’s Bu. After Mainland 1995. 



 257 

Species 
Northern 
Cliff Area 

Central 
Cliff Area 

Southern 
Cliff 
Area 

Area 
1 

Area 
9 

Area 
3 

Cattle 224 382 174 26 22 78 

Sheep/goat 17 33 75 34 7 20 

Sheep   1     

Pig 2 9 30 7  11 

Horse 2 4 5    

Red deer 1 1 4 5   

Roe deer     1  
Cat  2 46 44   2 

Dog    3 16  
Hare 18      

Rabbit 20 11 33  2 74 

Whale  10     

Stoat      1 

       

TOTAL Identified 286 497 365 75 48 186 

       

Large ungulate 102 202 110 18 7 25 

Small ungulate 166 248 280 53 17 29 

Large mammal 115 163 263 9 13 71 

       

Indeterminate 1420 2985 3859 104 127 704 

Table 4.8  Summary of mammal species (NISP) – Freswick Links. After Gidney 1995, 192-

208. 

 

 

 

 

Species Late Iron Age Viking Norse 

Cattle 2607 650 388 

Sheep 3961 1721 815 

Horse 99 42 15 

Pig 106 72 32 

Dog 4 2 1 

Cat 1 3 0 

Red deer 24 12 4 

Rabbit 25 21 0 

Whale 6 5 0 

Other sea Mammals 9 14 5 

TOTAL 6842 2542 1260 

Table 4.9  Summary of mammal species (NISP) – The Udal. After Serjeantson 2014 Table 

1.2, 104. 
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Species NISP 

Cattle 492 

Sheep 673 

Pig 6 

Horse 7 

Deer 11 

Other* 32 

  

TOTAL 1221 

Table 4.10  Summary of mammal species (NISP) – Barabhas II. After Harman & Serjeantson 

(Revised by Powell) 2012 Table 3 

 

 

 

 

Species Late Iron Age Norse 

Sheep 334 149 

Sheep/goat 1178 286 

Cattle 1141 395 

Pig 189 56 

Dog 1 3 

Cat  3 3 

Horse 2 5 

Red deer 466 72 

Roe deer 2 2 

Rodent 0 2 

Otter 24 5 

Seal 5 2 

Cetacean 6 22 

Cattle-sized 123 21 
Cattle/red 
deer 2 6 

Sheep-sized 58 47 
Hare/fox 
sized 2 0 

Carnivore 0 1 

TOTAL 3536 1077 

Table 4.11  Summary of mammal species (NISP) – Bornais Mound 1. After Mulville & 

Powell 2012 Table 66, 191. 
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Species NISP 

Sheep 66 

Sheep/goat 388 

Cattle 248 

Pig 51 

Dog 12 

Cat  2 

Horse 3 

Red deer 19 

Seal 2 

Otter 1 

Whale 2 
Small 
mammal 1 

TOTAL 795 

 

Table 4.12  Summary of mammal species (NISP) – Bornais Mound 3. After Mulville 2005 

Table 71, 143. 
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Species 
Phase 7 - 
Pictish 

Phase 8 - 
Viking 

Phase 9 - 
Late Norse 

Fulmar 2 0 1 

Gannet 2 4 2 

Cormorant 1 0 1 

Shag 15 17 3 

Shag/cormorant 0 1 0 

Large grey goose cf. greylag 0 0 2 

Grey goose 0 0 1 

Brent goose 0 0 1 

Small goose/large duck 1 0 1 

Eider duck 2 1 0 

Mallard 0 0 1 

Moorhen 2 0 0 

Teal 1 0 0 

Domestic fowl 0 4 1 

Snipe 1 0 0 

Great skua 0 1 0 

Greater black-backed gull 4 19 2 

Herring/lesser black-backed gull 5 4 0 

Large gull 3 9 0 

Great auk 1 0 0 

Guillemot 0 1 2 

Guillemot/razorbill 1 0 0 

Puffin 4 0 1 

Starling 1 0 0 

Thrush/blackbird etc 1 1 2 

Passerines 2 0 1 

Raven 0 1 10 

Raven 0 0 4 

Large bird 12 7 10 

Medium bird 11 1 2 

Medium-large bird 11 9 1 

Small bird 7 1 3 

Tiny bird 0 1  
Other unidentified bird 12 51 11 

    

TOTAL 102 133 63 

 

Table 4.13 Summary of bird species (NISP) – Old Scatness. After Nicholson 2010, 168-67. 
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Species Phase 7  Phase 8  

Fulmar 2 0 

Manx shearwater 1 0 

Gannet 40 61 

Cormorant 61 19 

Shag 71 23 

Cormorant/shag 4 0 

Swan mute/whooper 1 0 

Large grey goose 38 8 

Grey goose 3 0 

Goose 0 1 

Mallard 3 1 

Teal 1 0 

Pochard 1 0 

Red breasted merganser 2 0 

Anatidae 5 0 

Sea eagle 1 0 

Kestrel 3 0 

Merlin 5 0 

Domestic fowl 8 5 

Oystercatcher 3 0 

Knot 0 1 

Plover 2 0 

Curlew 2 0 

Common Gull 1 1 

Gull 20 9 

Greater black-backed gull 19 4 

Kittiwake 17 0 

Little auk 1 0 

Great auk 1 1 

Razorbill 14 4 

Guillemot 5 9 

Black guillemot 1 0 

Puffin 6 1 

Rock/stone dove 1 0 

Turdidae 1 3 

Passerinae 1 1 

Rook/crow 1 1 

Raven 23 1 

Unidentified Bird Bone 106 38 

   

Total Bird bone 478 193 

 

Table 4.14 Summary of bird species (NISP) – Pool. After Serjeantson 2007, 280-81. 

After  
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Taxa 

Farm 
Mound 
Ph 1 

Farm 
Mound 
Ph 2-3 

Fish 
Midden 
Ph2-3 

North 
Midden 
Ph2 

South 
Midden 
Ph2.2-2.4 

Other 
Area Ph2 

Other 
Area 
Ph2-3 

Fulmar 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 

Manx shearwater 1 4 1 0 0 0 0 

Gannet 1 15 14 0 0 0 0 

Cormorant/shag 0 4 0 0 0 0 0 

Cormorant 5 18 1 1 0 3 0 

Shag 8 46 2 0 0 3 0 

Swan, goose & duck 
family 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Geese (Anser) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Geese (Anser/Branta) 2 3 0 0 0 0 0 

Greylag goose/bean 
goose 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 

Domestic/wild greylag 
goose 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Brent goose 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Shelduck 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 

Ducks 2 4 0 0 1 0 0 

Mallard 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Tufted duck 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 

Red breasted 
merganser 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

White-tailed/golden 
eagle 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 

Grouse family 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 

Domestic fowl 1 14 0 0 0 0 0 

Wader 0 1 2 0 0 0 0 

Redshank 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Plovers (Charadrius) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Plovers (Pluvialis) 0 16 0 0 0 1 0 

Golden plover 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Sandpiper & snipe 
family 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Snipes 0 1 3 0 0 0 0 

Skuas 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Gull family 2 17 1 0 0 0 0 
Common 
gull/kittiwake 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 

Common gull 3 1 0 0 0 0 0 

Herring/Lesser black-
backed gull 3 40 9 0 0 0 0 

Herring gull 2 2 0 0 0 1 0 

Lesser black-backed 
gull 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Great black-backed 
gull 3 28 3 0 1 3 0 

Black headed gull 1 2 1 0 0 0 0 

Kittiwake 2 13 0 0 0 0 0 
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Guillemot/razorbill 4 38 4 0 0 0 0 

Guillemot 0 0 2 1 0 1 0 

Razorbill 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Little auk 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 

Puffin 6 27 6 0 0 0 0 

Rock dove 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 

Passerines 9 26 12 0 0 1 1 

Small passerines 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Blackbird/Thrush 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 

Blackbird 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 

Redwing 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Starling 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Carrion crow 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Raven 0 7 0 0 0 0 0 

TOTAL IDENTIFIED 56 331 64 2 2 19 1 

Unidentified 84 487 163 1 8 79 6 

        

Total 140 818 227 3 10 98 7 

 

Table 4.15 Summary of bird species (NISP) – Quoygrew. After Harland et al 2012, 156-57. 
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Species 
Phase 2 
(combined) 

Phase III 
Norse 

Phase IV 
Norse 

Phase V 
Norse 

Great north diver 6 1 1 3 

Fulmar 1  3  
Manx shearwater 0 1 4 6 

Gannet 11 1 8 39 

Cormorant 1 1  1 

Shag    7 

Whooper swan    3 

Geese domestcic   1 12 

Shelduck   2 2 

Wigeon    1 

small duck sp.    2 

Domestic fowl  1 1 9 

Turnstone 1    

Dunlin    1 

Knot    1 

Greenshank    1 

Curlew 4    

Skua    1 

Black-headed gull    1 

Lesser backed or herring gull    3 

greater of black backed  1  2 

Gull small sp.  1   

Little auk    3 

Razor bill    2 

Great auk 1    

Common guillemot   1 5 

Black guillemot 1    

Puffin 2 1 1 1 

Rock dove 0  1 2 

redwing/ song thrush    1 

Starling 1   2 

rook or crow   1 7 

Raven  1   

indeterminate   3 7 

Total 29 9 27 125 

 

 

Table 4.16 Summary of bird species (NISP) – Buckquoy. After Bramwell 1977, 210. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 265 

Species NISP 

Fowl 13 

Goose (large) 4 

Great northern D=diver 3 

? Great northern diver 1 

Manx shearwater 2 

Gannet 37 

Cormorant 6 

Shag 3 

Cormorant/shag 2 

Eider 1 

Duck sp. 1 

Small wader 1 

Small gull  2 

Auk ?razorbill 1 

Guillemot 4 

Puffin 2 

Rock/stock dove 3 

Dove sp. 4 

Small paserine 3 

Small bird indeterminate 2 

Starling 3 

? Starling 2 

Eagle sp 2 

large bird indeterminate 1 

Med/large bird indeterminate 1 

Unidentified 33 

  

TOTAL 137 

 

Table 4.17 Summary of bird species (NISP) - Beachview. After Allison & Rackham 1996. 
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Species NISP 

Cormorant 12 

Shag 2 

Black-backed gull 5 

Herring gull 11 

Puffin 1 

Guillemot 91 

Razorbill 2 

Gannet 258 

Shearwater 4 

Raven 4 

Curlew 1 

Snipe 1 

Starling 4 

Grouse 3 

Swan 1 

Goose 10 

Duck 2 

Pigeon 7 

Domestic fowl 23 

Large bird 37 

Small bird 26 

Small passerine 11 

TOTAL 516 

  

Unidentified 320 

TOTAL 836 

 

Table 4.18 Summary of bird species (NISP) – Snusgar. After Mainland et al 2014 Table 1 

cont. 
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Species 
Phase 
6 

Phase 
7 

Phase 
12 

Phase 
13 

Phase 
14 

Phase 
15 

Cormorant species 1 0 0 0 0 0 

Hooded/carrion crow 0 0 1 0 0 3 

Duck 0 0 1 1 0 1 

Domestic fowl 1 0 0 6 1 8 

Goose 0 0 1 2 0 15 

Red grouse 1 0 1 0 0 0 

Guillemot 0 0 0 1 0 0 

Heron 0 0 0 1 0 1 

Wader sp. 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Pheasant 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Pigeon/rock dove 0 2 0 11 2 44 

Puffin 0 0 0 0 0 4 

Raven 0 0 0 0 0 3 

Starling 1 0 0 0 0 3 

Unidentified 92 9 9 156 23 491 

Total 96 11 13 178 26 575 

 

Table 4.19 Summary of bird species (NISP) - Earl’s Bu. After Mainland & Webster 2013 

Table II. 
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Species NISP  

Fulmar 8 

Manx shearwater 19 

Gannet 13 

Cormorant 10 

Shag 26 

Cormorant/shag 1 

Goose cf. greylag 14 

Goose sp. 1 

Duck sp. 3 

Kestrel 1 

Domestic fowl 125 

Red Grouse 1 

Small grouse 1 

Great black-backed gull 93 

Herring/lesser black-backed gull 18 

Large gull 29 

Kittiwake 21 

Kittiwake/common gull 10 

Small gull 12 

Gull sp. 2 

Great auk 1 

Guillemot 42 

Razorbill 30 

Guillemot/razorbill 19 

Puffin 24 

Black guillemot 1 

Puffin/black guillemot 15 

Little auk 3 

Wader sp. 2 

Small wader 3 

Plover sp. 7 

Oyster catcher 1 

Stock dove 3 

Dove sp. 5 

Small passerine 15 

Starling 2 

Crow/rook 1 

Raven 1 

TOTAL  583 

  

Unidentified 561 

Table 4.20 Summary of bird species (NISP) - Freswick Links. After Allison 1995, 208-210. 
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Species  Late Iron Age Viking Norse 

Red-throated diver 1 0 0 

Fulmar 2 4 3 

Manx shearwater 7 3 13 

Fea's petrel 1 10 0 

Gannet 33 23 23 

Cormorant 4 2 0 

Shag 4 3 1 

Grey heron 0 1 0 

Barnacle goose 0 0 2 

Greylag goose 0 2 9 

Goose species 4 6 0 

Mallard 1 0 1 

White-tailed sea eagle 1 2 0 

Grouse ?red 6 1 0 

Black grouse 1 2 0 

Grey partridge 0 0 1 

Coot 0 1 0 

Plover cf. golden 3 11 3 

Knot 0 1 0 

Redshank 1 0 0 

Green sandpiper 1 0 0 

Curlew 1 0 1 

Snipe 0 1 0 

Gull cf. lesser black-backed 1 1 1 

Gull cf. herring 6 2 2 

Gull cf. great black backed  2 5 1 

Gull cf. common 6 0 0 

Kittiwake 1 0 1 

Little auk 1 0 0 

Razorbill 3 2 0 

Great auk 2 0 0 

Guillemot 6 10 6 

Black guillemot 0 1 0 

Puffin 7 8 0 

?ring ousal 0 2 0 

?song thrush 0 5 3 

Rook/crow 0 22 1 

Domestic fowl 2 19 26 

Total 108 150 98 

 

Table 4.21 Summary of bird species (NISP) - The Udal. After Serjeantson 2014a Table 8.1, 

124-25. 
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Species  Late Iron Age Norse 

Great northern diver 1 1 

Fulmar 1 0 

Manx shearwater 12 0 

Gannet  5 7 

Shag 49 2 

Cormorant 26 4 

Brent goose 2 0 

Grey goose 3 3 

Duck cf. teal 1 2 

Duck cf. mallard 3 0 

Duck cf. shelduck 2 0 

Duck cf. eider 2 0 

Duck sp. 0 2 

Peregrine falcon 1 0 

Domestic fowl 0 1 

Crane 1 0 

Plover 0 1 

Lapwing 1 0 

Snipe 0 1 

Curlew 5 2 

Wader 2 2 

Wader 2 0 

Gull cf. common 12 0 

Great black-backed gull 33 10 
Herring gull/lesser black-back 
gull 138 15 

Great auk 9 0 

Guillemot/razorbill 2 8 

Puffin 1 0 

Dove 0 2 

Raven 0 1 

Passerine 1 4 

TOTAL 315 68 

 

Table 4.22 Summary of bird species (NISP) - Bornais Mound 1. After Cartledge 2012 Table 

72, 195. 
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Species  NORSE 

Cf. common/herring gull 8 

Cf. domestic goose 1 

Cf. dunnock 2 

Cf. great black-back gull 5 

Cf. rock dove 4 

Cf. skylark 1 

Cf. songthrush 1 

Cormorant 4 

Curlew 1 

Domestic fowl 6 

Domestic fowl (bantam) 1 

Gannet 3 

Golden plover 2 

Goose sp. 4 

Guillemot 1 

Guillemot/razorbill 4 

Manx shearwater 1 

Puffin 2 

Rook/crow 1 

Shag 1 

Teal 1 

Turnstone 1 

TOTAL 55 

 

Table 4.23 Summary of bird species (NISP) - Bornais Mound 3. After Cartledge 2005 Table 

74, 145. 
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