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Summary 
 
200 years of antiquarian and archaeological and archaeological interest has generated an archive of some 1350 Viking 
Age amulets. These objects are manufactured from a variety of materials, most often metals, and were often, but not 
always, worn as pendants. However, all are miniatures, objects shaped like something else – tools, weapons, animals, 
people, or more abstract religious symbols, including hammers and crosses. They can be understood as material 
symbols which gained meaning through reference to phenomena beyond themselves – real animals, people and so on. I 
argue that this symbolism must be understood within a religious frame of reference.  
 
Previous archaeological research into Viking Age religion has suffered from an uncritical acceptance of written sources 
that are late, biased and geographically isolated. Since religion is also behaviour in the world, there is no intrinsic 
reason why texts should be a better source of information that should artefacts.  
 
As an archaeological material, the corpus of amulets has a history of recovery. Analysis of times of recovery for 
different types of contexts reveals how the composition of the archaeological archive changes. Contemporary texts 
highlight the different priorities and interests, which in turn shaped research strategies. Thus, it is clear that the archive 
cannot be isolated from its own history. The archive represents a real, but partial record of what existed in the past. The 
history of recovery throws light on how the archive is partial.  
 
The present study examines the various types, materials and contexts of the amulets. It documents how amulet types 
have different dates and distributions, suggesting that religious practise changed through time. Some of this change may 
be due to influences from Christian Europe, but this may not explain everything. In any case, the chronology and 
distribution of amulets suggest that late, Norse sources may not be perfectly suited for understanding all amulets 
everywhere in the Viking world.  
 
I divide contexts into four types, graves, hoards, settlement finds and stray finds. 
 
Amulets in graves do not appear to reflect accidental inclusions of whatever the living used, but were rather selected 
carefully to answer needs specific to the dead. Many burial amulets are made of iron, and may have been made 
specifically for burial. Silver is largely absent, and may have been part of collective, rather than individual wealth. 
 
Hoard finds are dominated by silver. Viking Age silver hoards seem to be explicable in purely economic terms.  There 
seems no reason to regard these hoards as ritual or sacral in any way.  
 Settlement finds cluster on a few important sites, including Hedeby, Helgö, Birka and Tissø. Unfortunately, these sites 
do not compare readily with each other, and no clear pattern of intersite distribution appears. Most settlement finds are 
made from supposedly cheap materials, including iron and lead, suggesting that the amulets selected for graves and 
hoards do not represent everything. At least part of the settlement material seems to have been intentionally deposited.  
 
Stray finds highlight the influence of post-depositional factors. Much may originate in other contexts, and stray simply 
due to accident or poor recording. However, the stray finds also contain unreasonable amounts of copper-alloys, 
suggesting that this material cannot simply represent accidental strays from other contexts. Rather, amulets of copper-
alloy, especially, must have been used in activities that did not centre on burial, hoarding or settlement. Possibly, these 
amulets were specifically deposited at sites away from the settlements.  
 
Finally, I offer some tentative suggestions for how to relate amulet studies with emergent archaeological theory on 
personhood and the landscape. I analyse craftsmanship in some detail, and argue that a wide variety of different 
situations existed. Some craftspeople were clients of the elite, others free traders, and there is little reason to think that 
they were uniformly credited with supernatural gifts.  
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 Foreword 

This text is adapted from my Ph.D.-thesis, written at the University of Copenhagen in the period 2005-2008 and 
rewritten in English in 2009. The work has received a decidedly mixed reception from colleagues, which is only what I 
should expect: I am dissatisfied with much of what gets written in Viking Age archaeology, and I think many 
archaeologists are entirely too uncritical in how they use written sources. We have a body of sources, most of them very 
late, very North-Western, and all of them very difficult to understand, and I see archaeologists rush in where historians 
and linguists fear to tread. I have not minced words in expressing my concern over this, and my esteemed colleagues 
have not minced words in explaining to me that they disagree. In particular, many seem so in love with the game of 
speculative interpretation that they will accept no methodological critique that forecloses that option. The idea that 
archaeologists should actually base our work on the sort of sources and facts we know best has proven remarkably 
unpopular, while the idea that we might actually read some theory not pre-digested by our Cambridge colleagues has 
been received as virtual heresy.  

I am increasingly concerned that Scandinavian Iron Age archaeology is turning into a house of straw built on the 
quicksand of silent agreement. There seems to be an unhealthy fashion for accepting interpretations simply on the say 
so of our excavators, and for skipping actual argumentation. I cannot but think this imprudent. 

That said, I must thank the people who opened their doors and especially their archives to me when I collected my 
catalogue. I must also thank those who discussed these issues with me. Most particularly, I must thank Dr. Ulla Lund 
Hansen, my chief supervisor and Dr. Morten Warmind, my supporting supervisor, for their help, critique and patience. 
In addition, I must thank: 

Florian Huber, whose unpublished Magisterarbeit was invaluable;  
Maria Baastrup, Dr. Niels Engberg, Helga Schütze, Jytte Høstmark and Dr. Lars Jørgensen at Nationalmuseet, 
Copenhagen; 
Claus Feveile, Antikvarisk Samling, Ribe; 
Finn Ole Nielsen, Bornholms Museum;  
Everyone at ATA and Informationstorget, Östra Stället, Stockholm; 
Dr. Tim Pestell at Norwich Castle Museum; 
Dr. Caroline Wingfield at Saffron Walden Museum; 
Dr. Mike Enfield and Dr. Kevin Leahy at Lincolnshire Museum, Scunthorpe; 
Dr. Maeve Sikora and Dr. Anthony Halpin at the National Museum of Ireland, Kildare Street; 
Dr. Alison Sheridan at the Museum of Scotland; 
Dr. Laura Coates at Leicester Museum; 
Dr. John Clarke at the Museum of London; 
Dr. Barry Agder at the British Museum; 
Kathryn Piquette and James Doeser at University College London, both of whom earned their Ph.D.s after we first met 
– congratulations!-
Magdalena Feliz at the University of Lodz;
Dr. Andres Dorbat at Århus University;
Maria Dahlström at Museum Gustavanium;
Mikael Henriksson at Helsingborg Museum;
Birgitta Petersson at Stockholms Stadsmuseum;
Niels Haue at Nordjyllands Historiske Museum, Ålborg;
Inger Storli, at Tromsø Museum;
Anna Stalberg at Tronheim Museum
Åsa D. Hauken, Stavanger Museum
Ingrid Landmark, Heid Gjørstein Resi and Mette Hilde, and everyone else I met at Universitetets Oldsakssamling, Oslo;
Dr. Torun Zachrisson at Stockholms Universitet;
Frau Dr.Ulbricht and her colleagues at Sloß Gottorf;
Dr. Jörn Staecker (then) at Gotlands Högskola;
And again, Dr. Ulla Lund Hansen and Dr. Morten Warmind, my supervisiors.

On a practical note, the catalogue is presented as an Access database. Those who truly need paper are advised to design 
their own reports from the database. Any standard report becomes prohibitively long and dull, and given the current 
state of the world’s environment, we are probably better off with only the hard-copies that we truly need. 
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The easiest way to use the database is to open the formula “sites”. Here, users can search for specific place-names or 
other relevant criteria. Information about individual contexts with the site (e.g. graves on a grave-field) appears in the 
nested sub-formula, and information about individual amulets in these contexts in a sub-formula nested within this one. 
Users can scroll through the subformulas using the arrows at the bottom or standard scrolling functions. 

Please note that the database is available to download upon purchase of this title.




