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Performing the Vikings

From Edda to Oseberg

NEIL PRICE

ABSTRACT: With a starting point in Jens Peter Schjedt’s studies of Ibn Fadlan, this
article explores the performative dimensions of late Iron Age ritual practice, as mediated
especially through mortuary behaviour and ceremony. The interplay of textual and ar-
chaeological perspectives is in focus here, including a critical contribution to the inter-
disciplinary discussion on what has been termed the ‘performance turn’ in Viking stud-
ies. In several short case studies, notably the new work on the textile fragments from
the Oseberg ship burial, the positive potential of this line of research is asserted as a
source of considerable insight into Viking-Age world-views.

RESUME: Med udgangspunkt i Jens Peter Schjedts studier af Ibn Fadlan, undersoger
denne artikel de performative aspekter af den aldre jernalders rituelle praksis som den
kommer til udtryk i begravelsesadfeerd og -ceremoni. Samspillet mellem skriftlige 0g
arkaeologiske perspektiver er i fokus i denne artikel, inklusiv et kritisk bidrag til den
interdisciplinaere diskussion omkring det, der er blevet kaldt "the performance turn’ i
studier af vikingetiden. Gennem flere korte casestudier, iseer nyt arbejde omkring teks-
tilfragmenterne fra Oseberg-skibsbegravelsen, fastslds det positive potentiale i denne
form for forskning som en kilde til betragtelig indsigt i vikingetidens verdenssyn.

KEYWORDS: Viking ritual; performance studies; performance turn; Ibn Fadlan; Ose-
berg tapestry

In 2007, Jens Peter Schjedt published what has come to be regarded as a classic work
on the ritual world of the Viking Age, analysing the famous account of a ship crema-
tion witnessed on the Volga in 922 by Ahmad ibn Fadlan. Jens Peter’s was one of the
first detailed explorations of that text in the formal context of history of religions and
the study of Norse mythology, and now regularly features in every new engagement



with the Risala. As it has for many other Viking scholars, Ibn Fadlan’s description has
long fascinated me, not only as the most vivid eye-witness relation of the Rus’ that we
possess, but also as a textual source with such a myriad of reflections in archaeology
and other disciplines. I have returned to Ibn Fadlan repeatedly throughout my career,
and in honour of JPS I want to discuss some of the questions that his account raises for
our understanding of mortuary behaviour, with a particular focus on the notion of
ritual performance in Old Norse spiritual practice.

Setting the Stage

Since the mid-1990s at least, the broad spectrum of performance studies (Schechner
2020) has played a significant role in the understanding and interpretation of Viking-
Age ritual. Initially these perspectives were applied to texts, in particular some of the
Eddic poems and their potential to be seen as containing traces of what were once
‘dramatic works’, in the literal sense of something declaimed, acted, and performed,
for an audience in a particular space, which was itself temporarily changed in the pro-
cess (cf. Gunnell and Ronstrom 2013). However, archaeologists were also quick to see
the applications of these ideas to their own studies of Viking-Age material culture,
especially with regard to the remains of arguably ritual activity.

With inspiration from the work of earlier scholars such as Bertha Phillpotts (1920),
the primary textual research here has been published by Terry Gunnell, first in his 1995
thesis and then in a range of subsequent papers developing this approach over more
than twenty years. Gunnell’s studies often relate to specific dialogic and monological
poems of the Eddic corpus such as Skirnismil, Hirbardsljod, and others (e.g. 1999a, 2008,
2012a, 2013), but his work has also embraced the history of these performative models
(1999b), dramatic space and temporal motion (2005a, 2006a-c, 2011, 2020), seasonal rit-
ual (2005b), guising traditions (2001, 2007, 2012b), and more. Over this same time pe-
riod, other textual scholars have also begun to analyse the poems in this way (e.g. Har-
ris 2000, 2008; Millward 2015; Nygaard 2019a&b).

Among archaeologists, the performance turn has been broader due to the ever-ex-
panding material corpus, and the greater variety of contexts in which these approaches
can be applied. Whether in the form of burials, ‘cult sites’, ‘ritual structures’ or “sacri-
ficial” deposits (for want of better terms), and more, a major feature of these environ-
ments is the potential to archaeologically recover not just the artefactual components
of ritual performance, but evidence for the sequence of actions of which it was com-
posed.

An early link between funerary monuments and narrative — the idea of mortuary
behaviour being in some way linked to stories — came with Anders Andrén’s game-
changing analysis of the Gotland picture stones, specifically a group of the later Vi-
king-Age examples with horizontal image panels.

Published in 1989 with an English version in 1993, this work appeared almost sim-
ultaneously as Gunnell’s thesis was being written and is an interesting example of dis-
ciplinary advances moving in parallel. Examining motifs on the picture stones that
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seem to have been set up around the borders of estates, commemorating the dead
while also marking out the family land they owned, Andrén was able to trace sequen-
tial episodes in the well-known story of Sigurdr. In addition to acting as locative sig-
nals of inheritance (functioning much as burial mounds in that respect), crucially this
connection seems to have been expressed through a dynastic story built up in succes-
sive visual ‘chapters’ as leading figures from each generation died. In addition to this
stimulating discovery, Andrén also suggested a new reading of the large ship images
that appear in the lower section of almost every stone, namely that the unique Got-
landic medium of picture stones was effectively a visual equivalent to the ship burials
that are found elsewhere in Scandinavia but not on this one island. In this interpreta-
tion, the narratives of various kinds (at least partly mythological in content) that can
be arguably read on the stones might have a counterpart in the material tableaux of
the literal ship burials on the mainland. The startling implication is that the burials of
the Viking Age, or at least very elaborate ones such as boat graves, could represent the
remains of funerary stories expressed in material form - in other words, as dramas.
The link with Gunnell’s ideas is obvious.

All this came together in 2004, a watershed in archaeological performance studies
of the Viking Age, when Terje Gansum published his reconstruction of how the Ose-
berg ship burial unfolded. Working from a new analysis of the original excavators’
notes, Gansum was able to reveal that the Oseberg vessel was initially covered only by
a half mound, leaving a vertical ‘cross-section’ of earth falling almost exactly along the
open gable end of the onboard grave chamber. As a result the open foredeck of the
ship formed a kind of stage, with access into the burial chamber itself (Fig. I). It is
impossible to say precisely how long the ship was left partially exposed in this way —
the original estimate of some years was arguably revised to a few months by the late
Seebjorg Walaker Nordeide (2011) — but clear possibilities remain for long sequences
of complex actions and material manipulations to have taken place there, before the
chamber was very hastily sealed and the mound completed (Bill 2016; Price 2020a:
253).
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Fig. 1. The Oseberg ship burial, Vestfold, Norway, as it may have appeared with the

mound half complete, ¢.834 CE. Reconstruction by Anders Kvale Rue, used by kind per-
mission.

In the earlier boat burials at Valsgérde in Sweden, Herschend (1997: 49-59) had previ-
ously suggested that the disposition of the onboard grave-goods mirrored the use of
space in a hall, thus making the ship a kind of residence for the dead - a notion of
symbolic space and activity that would fit well with the kinds of rituals envisaged at
Oseberg. The same suggestion of open ‘stages’ formed by partially accessible boat bur-
ials was later made at other sites, after re-evaluations of cemeteries such as Sutton Hoo
(Mortimer 2011: 223-6; cf. Carver 2000). Developing from all this work was the notion
of detailed interplay between the dead, the objects interred with them, and the use of
space within and around the boats — effectively, the beginnings of an archaeological
path to ‘reading’ what the ship graves ‘meant’, as articulated through the material ac-
tions of those doing the burying.

A similar model to Andrén’s was also developed for the smaller Gotland picture
stones, which have been found sometimes as four sides of a ‘box’ containing cremated
human remains (Sneedal 2010). Several of these stones depict what seem to be feminine
figures in horse-drawn wagons, the latter with a distinctive curving side panel that is
replicated in the uneven upper edge of the stones themselves. Were these mortuary
‘boxes” intended as symbolic stone wagons, in the same way as the larger picture-
stones may have represented iconographic ship burials? Snaedal makes a compelling
argument, and a gendered one, in that ship burials are primarily associated with men
(though with spectacular exceptions), while graves in which a wagon body is used as
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a ‘coffin’ are generally those of women (Hagg 2009). Just like ship burials, wagon
graves are also so far unknown on Gotland.

Time and Motion

The sense of material narratives in the boat burials, possibly reflected in their Got-
landic pictorial analogues, links naturally to a feeling for their complexity and dura-
tion, of ritual acts involving many participants over considerable time — all of which
are of course found combined in Ibn Fadlan's relation of the Rus’ funeral (Montgomery
2000, 2017). A detailed summary is redundant here, but in the present context the chief
value of Ibn Fadlan’s account is the vivid detail of unequivocally performative acts
that we cannot find in the archaeology or retrieve from the Old Norse sources. In no
particular order, and merely scratching the surface: the ethnic context of the burial
(Rus’, Bulghars, Arabs, and perhaps more are present); the large numbers of people
involved; the intricacy of the rituals, taking place over ten days, a period so long that
a temporary grave is required in advance of the final one; the distinctions of freedom
and its lack, of status, and gender; the organisation; the inherent roleplay, the women
who run things, and their relationships; the role of the kin and comrades of the de-
ceased; the fact that the dead man’s clothing is specially made for the funeral; the in-
terplay of things and people, who carries what, where they place it, when, and in
which contexts; the role played by music, speech, movement, giving and receiving; the
element of feasting, drinking, apparently near-continuous intoxication; the many sex-
ual acts, arguably consensual until they are definitively not; the violence, the careful,
studied killing of animals — many kinds — and finally the ritual rape and murder of a
young woman; the meanings of nudity, and clothing; the role of fire, and the circum-
stances in which it is kindled and fanned; the notion of memory and monumentality,
in the form of the mound and the carved pole left behind. And ultimately, the fact that
this is all being done by people far from home (what on earth do they do when they
have more time and resources?).

The account of Ibn Fadlan has naturally attracted a huge literature, ranging from
annotated early editions, before and after the discovery of the Mashhad manuscript,
through a long sequence of post-war translations in many languages, and on into nu-
merous academic meditations (for comprehensive references, see Price In Press, and
Montgomery’s editions). Again, performative perspectives began to appear from the
mid-1990s (e.g. Warmind 1995; Taylor 2002: chap. 4), contemporaneously with earlier-
noted work on the Eddic corpus and the archaeology. I first explored Ibn Fadlan’s re-
port and its wider implications repeatedly throughout my doctoral thesis (Price 2002,
especially chap. 3), and later developed my observations in relation to funerary drama
in a series of papers, several of which focussed in part on boat burials (Price 2008a,
2010, 2012, 2014a; see also Price 2020a: chap. 8, and Price In Press). In addition to com-
paring the Volga episode with excavated examples (for example, the discovery of ac-
tual ‘temporary graves’ adjacent to boat burials; Roberts and Hreidarsdottir 2013),
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these also encompassed ritual performance in and around so-called cult sites such as
Gotavi in Narke and Lilla Ullevi in Uppland, both in Sweden (see further below).

The performative aspects of Viking-Age funerals have been nuanced by numerous
other studies, both of individual rites and more general trends. Among the former are
explorations of the agency of weapons in burial practice (e.g. Nordberg 2002; Pedersen
2014; Sayer, Sebo and Hughes 2019); seated burial (Robbins 2004); colour symbolism
(Thedéen 2010); and tree imagery in the form of stone grave settings (Andrén 2004), to
mention but a few. The more general studies include considerations of so-called devi-
ant burial customs (e.g. Arcini 2010; Gardeta 2013); the complex behaviour around the
reopening and manipulation of burials (e.g. Klevnds 2007, 2015, 2016; Bill and Daly
2012); the ‘citation’ of motif and material expression between burials (e.g. Williams
2016); regional variation (e.g. Svanberg 2003; Stylegar 2005; Pétursdottir 2009; Ulriksen
2011; Norstein 2020); the long-term reuse and manipulation of mortuary environ-
ments, harking back directly to the burial-as-stage (e.g. Pedersen 2006; Hallans
Stenholm 2006, 2013; Théte 2007); and the landscapes of funeral commemoration as
manifested in a regionally-specific ‘grave-language’ (Sw. gravsprik; Andersson 2005;
Fridriksson 2013).

These perspectives were incorporated as they appeared into my larger surveys of
Viking-Age mortuary behaviour and ritual (Price 2008b, 2014, 2020b), presenting an
encompassing view of archaeological performance research set in the comparative and
illuminating context of the textual work. However, the interplay of written sources
and material culture also continued in other fields, focusing more on the ‘actors’ them-
selves. To take just a handful of examples, all containing references to more, scholars
have considered the performative elements that can arguably be read in ritual proces-
sion (Nygaard and Murphy 2017); in assembly practice (Sanmark 2015); in the image
of the berserkir (Dale 2014) and possible archaeological correlates such as the so-called
‘weapon dancers’ (Lanz 2021); in the uses of war-gear (Price and Mortimer 2014); and
in battle itself (Shema 2014). This is just the tip of a very large iceberg indeed.

Questioning the ‘Performance Paradigm’

The sheer variety of approaches to Viking-Age ritual performance, especially in ar-
chaeology but no less important in the textual disciplines, is evident from the brief
review above, which is naturally also selective. It nonetheless serves as a fruitful ex-
ample of how the different strands of Viking studies can come together with their re-
spective strengths, and how their separate disciplinary contributions can generate in-
dependent results. This is relevant here because although Gunnell’s explorations of
ritual performance have won sufficient acceptance to now be incorporated in general
handbooks and companion volumes to Old Norse textual studies (e.g. Gunnell 2008,
2016, 2018), there has also been pushback to such approaches from a few literary schol-
ars, who extend their scepticism to archaeological research and interdisciplinary per-
spectives in the same vein.
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Before going any further, it is worth paying some attention to these voices of dis-
sent. In one of the most recent examples, Margaret Clunies Ross (2020: 120-1) has ar-
gued that what she calls the “performance paradigm’ is the field of archaeological en-
gagement with Norse ‘religion’ that has “borrowed most from textual studies”. This is
perhaps a debateable claim, but she goes on to give a really effective summary of the
core features of ritual performance as articulated in mortuary behaviour, which accu-
rately reflects my own view (cf. Price 2010):

Thus the dead in their graves are among the actors in a funerary spectacle, their living
relatives or attendants also participate as actors, and the grave goods are the props for
the spectacle. The mise-en-scene is the whole accumulation of natural setting, man-made
additions (mounds, stones, platforms, ships), and technological processes (building,
clearing, processing, burning, etc.) that has taken place over a period of time, continuous
or discontinuous. (Clunies Ross 2020: 121)

However, taking issue with the “script” of these postulated funerary dramas, it be-
comes clear that she views this as relating solely to poetic performance, and that “the
accompaniments to ritual were sacred narratives” (Clunies Ross 2020: 121). This argu-
ment is then developed into an apparently fundamental — and curiously literal - mis-
understanding of how poetry has been discussed in this context, as if Gunnell in his
work seeks to turn the Poetic Edda into a sort of Shakespearean First Folio for the Vi-
kings, while archaeologists talking about performance are merely pondering which
particular burial was the material manifestation of Lokasenna. In fact, Gunnell’s re-
search has never had the poetry as an end point, or even the extant Old Norse texts as
such, but a clear-eyed concern for performance of various kinds forming part of the
behavioural experience of Viking-Age spiritual practice. Like me, he is also cautious
about the concept of any set ‘religion” ever having existed in the pre-Christian North
(Price 2014b), preferring to explore something much more diffuse, contingent, and mu-
table — crucially drawing on a multitude of sources in a manner that goes far beyond
the folkloric label that is sometimes misapplied to his work.

This feeds back into the ritual performances of the Viking-Age Scandinavians. The
‘script’ may indeed have been sacred in nature, relating to what later ended up as a
mythological construct (even sometimes forming part of its ultimate origins, as I ar-
gued in my 2010 paper), but the stories may also have been heroic, or tragic, or politi-
cal, or funny, or bawdy, or some equally profane combination of them all. I suspect
that at least for the elites they were probably highly personal tales, including family
and community histories alongside the larger designs, “all woven together through
material culture and verbalised into something just for this grave, this corpse, this time
and place” (Price 2010: 150). It is highly unlikely that they ever involved recited per-
formances of the extant poetic texts, many of which are essentially the recorded rem-
nants of oral traditions passed down over several centuries (see Gunnell 1995: 356).
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The funerary ‘dramas’ may have been improvised, even spontaneous. They may
have been shocking or surprising, at least to some. Equally, they may have incorpo-
rated a strong feel for tradition and for the repetitiously expected, whether or not they
understood it, in effect a sort of non-Christian liturgy. All these moods, and many
more, can be present together: they are integral components of what performance is
(see, for example, the early post-processual explorations of theatrical models in archae-
ology, there unrelated to Viking-Age ritual but still of relevance; Pearson and Shanks
2001). There may have been differing degrees of audience initiation - those in the
know, and those who were baffled at a gesture or a remark that went over their heads.
However, at other moments of the rituals, both the included and the excluded may
also found themselves experiencing a sense of what Schechner (2020: 149-50, following
V. Turner 1969: 96-7 and E. Turner 2012) refers to as communitas, sharing similar expe-
riences at the same moment, becoming ‘one’ as part of the ritual.

This is precisely the multi-faceted dimension of performative ritual that is starting
to come to light through archaeological studies (with the help of other fields), but here
again there have been objections from certain literary scholars, once more concentrat-
ing on the issue of archaeologists ‘borrowing’ from the surviving texts.

Behind the ‘Mythic Detail’

The main bone of contention here seems to relate to selectivity of citation from the
“mythic detail” in the Old Norse corpus, as part of an attempt to approach a holistic
sense of the rituals in context, what Clunies Ross calls “cherry-picking” on no less than
six occasions in her above-mentioned essay (2020: 122-4). As she sees it, the failing of
such engagements with written sources is that they provide the archaeological inter-
pretations with “a kind of bogus certainty and depth that is belied by a dispassionate
examination of the actual mythological texts” (ibid 2020: 122).

Leaving aside the question of whether a ‘dispassionate’ study of the Old Norse
texts is ever possible, selectivity only makes sense here as a term of negative critique if
one assumes that what the sources refer to was ever a coherent and integrated entity
to begin with - let alone whether it ‘originally” took the form in which it has come down
to us. As I have written elsewhere (Price 2014: 166; 2020: 32-3), the Norse did not know
that they possessed ‘the Norse myths’. These are a creation of later times, when the
organic and fluid story-world of the late Iron Age was codified, effectively fossilised,
through the medium of its textual survivors, with all their well-known problems. Old
Norse poetry and prose has its own taphonomy of a sort, and it is clear that none of
this represents an argument for any kind of orthodoxy in pre-Christian beliefs and
practices.

This disconnect also surfaces in other literary scholars’ even stronger critique of
material performance studies, with a suggestion that when archaeologists cite an indi-
vidual Eddic verse or a line from Snorri, they “misrepresent individual mythic motifs
for the whole mythology, in other words they are engaging in ideological work”
(Meylan and Rosli 2020: 19). This firstly makes the mistake of assuming that there ever
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was a “whole mythology” or “mythic motifs” outside the academic discourse of recent
centuries, and secondly ignores the inter-textual comparisons and connections that lit-
erary scholars have always pursued in order to better understand larger mythological
themes. Any engagement with these medieval collations is selective, not least because
these materials are themselves selections, and presented in terms that are not of our
choosing. Indeed, in their extant form many of the stories are thoroughly contradictory
- as is evident, for example, in the hot mess that has become the textual Norse cosmog-
ony. Similarly, the archaeology also reveals the existence of contemporaneous varia-
tion on a vast scale.

To take a useful example, we can return to Anders Andrén’s interpretations of how
some Gotland picture stones “performed’, which in part depend on texts (the story of
Sigurdr Fafnisbani) in order to make sense of the patterns revealed in the archaeology.
As Andrén would be the first to admit, this reading cannot be applied to all the stones,
or even a majority; many do not have images organised in horizontal panels at all, and
most do not have recognisable sequential narratives. However, the case study of the
Sigurdr story that he explores clearly does work for some of the stones. Is this, then, ‘cherry-
picking’? In a sense, yes, but to take this view is to suppress the complex, heterogene-
ous realities of actual Viking-Age behaviour in favour of the relatively coherent but
illusory ‘religion” mediated in medieval texts. It would actually be unexpected to locate
a key that somehow turned in the interpretive lock of all the picture stones.

Another approach to archaeological performance studies can be found in my own
earlier paper on time and motion in Norse ritual (Price 2014a), which has attracted
critique relating specifically to the enigmatic site of Gétavi in Nérke, Sweden. Excava-
tions there revealed how nine carefully constructed linear stone packings had been
laid down side by side in a marsh, before being covered by a clay platform (Svensson
2010). Rows of posts were set up on top, and chemical analysis has indicated the spill-
ing of blood and fats — animal, or human, sacrifice? — within the perimeter, bounded
by fires. All this was taking place astonishingly late in the eleventh century, clear evi-
dence for the slowness of Christianisation, at least in that region of Svealand. As part
of the speculative interpretation of the site, I listed a variety of mythological textual
contexts in which the number nine appears (Price 2014a: 184), some sixteen in all. In
contesting the accuracy of two of them, Clunies Ross (2020: 123-4) seemingly misses
the point that my attempted reading of the site, the activities that took place there, and
not least the significance of numbers, does not express a “bogus certainty” at all, but
is instead deliberately vague.

At Gotavi, it is entirely logical to consider those nine lines of stone in the context of
Norse numerology, that the sacred number was important and its presence must be
deliberate — but without the misplaced confidence to declare What It All Means. This
relates to a wider discussion of the place, taking in the implications of knowledge and
its lack, thinking of the invisibility of the stone lines under the clay, which some of
those using the site had once seen but others presumably had not. One can explore the
creation of boundaries and borders, in the posts set up around the platform. Details of
behaviour and activity can be seen in those blood spills and their spatial distribution.
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There are also issues of sight and access, the visual effects of the smoky fires round the
site, its isolation and difficult location in a swamp. For all the uncertainty inherent in
exploring the Viking-Age mental landscape, it is clear that whatever was going on at
Gotavi was deeply performative in nature. If we are to gain any real understanding of
how such things worked, of the multiple levels of experience that they entailed, then
multidisciplinary approaches will be required — approaches that in turn demand mu-
tual respect, and the opening of doors rather than closing them.

A concern for scholarly rigour is naturally appropriate and commendable, but it
should not become a vector for an unjustified rigidity in the conception of what the
cited texts actually represent — as if a poetic verse can be mapped inseparably onto an
imaginary larger, fixed and ancient religious edifice that archaeologists, or historians
of religion, can somehow misquote in its detail. When such an unbending understand-
ing of text, belief, and practice is applied to the performance paradigm, it displays a
strange disregard for the element of immediacy that is so very evident, and disturbing,
in Ibn Fadlan’s eye-witness account from the Volga shore - and even in the Old Norse
sources themselves, which in their earlier forms would have regularly interacted with
material objects and spaces. To my mind, archaeology is particularly well-placed to
physically access this excitingly puzzling variety — to paraphrase Larkin (1974), the
million-petalled flower of being there — a dynamic, performative world that scholars
like Gunnell have illuminated. All the same, one must remember that many aspects of
the archaeological data, including burial tableaux, can never be “matched’ with any
textual source, regardless of which disciplinary perspective one is working from.

One of the earliest and most prominent material reflections of the performance turn
related to the great ship burial of Oseberg in Norwegian Vestfold — as we have seen
above, Gansum'’s rediscovery of the ‘unfinished” mound, with all its challenging be-
havioural implications. At the conclusion of this paper I wish to revisit the performa-
tive dimensions of the Oseberg grave, in the context of a major new study that has the
potential to significantly expand our understanding of Viking-Age ritual, largely with-
out recourse to textual comparisons.

Performing Oseberg

The Oseberg ship burial, excavated in 1904-5, is arguably the most famous of all Viking
funerary monuments, and certainly the richest. The find was published in four vol-
umes (Brogger, Falk, and Shetelig 1917-28), supplemented of course by more focussed
studies that have appeared in the archaeological literature regularly ever since. A ma-
jor reassessment was produced as part of the cultural programmes associated with the
Winter Olympics held in Lillehammer (Christensen, Ingstad, and Myhre 1992), collect-
ing several essays focussing on aspects of the burial. The textiles were absent from the
original report, being intended to form the fourth volume of a planned five. They were
initially explored only in a short paper (Hougen 1940), and taken up more comprehen-
sively later by Ingstad (1992a, 1992b) with substantial numbers of the reconstructions
by Sophie Krafft, Mary Storm, and Tone Strenger appearing for the first time. In 2006
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the long-awaited final textile report volume was at last completed by Christensen and
Nockert, based in part on the late Bjorn Hougen’s manuscript. At the same time, DNA
results from one of the skeletons were published that suggested she might have been
of Persian descent (Holck 2006), followed by new work after the bodies of both women
were exhumed in 2007 (Holck 2009; Fahre 2008).

The grave has been interpreted through a variety of lenses over the years, primarily
as the resting place of a queen, with various historical candidates put forward, and/or
a person with cultic, sorcerous functions possibly connected with the worship of Freyja
(Ingstad 1992c, 1995). Given the presence of two women in the grave, and revisions of
their relative ages and apparent social status, there has also been speculation as to their
relationship and which of them, if either, was the ‘primary” occupant. One archaeolo-
gist has even suggested that the grave was actually made for a man, whose body was
subsequently removed or decayed without trace (Androshchuk 2005), though this idea
is not widely accepted. Most recently, the ‘robbing’ of the burial and its related inter-
ventions have been elucidated by new work dating the event to the period 953-90 and
thus most likely the reign of Harald Bluetooth, the predatory and expansionist king of
Denmark (Bill and Daly 2012: 813).

One of the more prominent aspects of the material assemblage in the Oseberg grave
has always been the textiles which, alongside the Gotland picture stones and other
wall hangings such as those from Overhogdal in Swedish Harjedalen, have long
formed one of the primary sources for Viking-Age narrative imagery. The Oseberg
tapestries carry an added charge in that they were almost certainly made by women,
if we are correct, as I believe, in seeing textile work as a predominantly female activity.
There is a real possibility, especially in the later Viking Age, that a large proportion of
cloth production was carried out by unfree people (e.g. Price 2020: 392-3), but this is
unlikely to have applied to high-status embroidery and the weaving of pictorial tap-
estries. Several studies have explored this kind of work as an explicit arena of women'’s
agency, expressed in the power to literally shape a narrative of visual communication
that would then be widely seen (e.g. Norrman 2008; Hayeur-Smith 2020; Vedeler In
prep.). This is likely to be true for Oseberg too, not least in the context of the funeral
rites for two women.

Building on the previous textile publications, in 2019 Marianne Vedeler published
her groundbreaking book The Oseberg Tapestries. Focusing on the wall hangings them-
selves rather than the many other textile remains from the grave, Vedeler presents new
reconstructions of these exceptionally fragile and problematically preserved objects,
which have survived in numerous fragments and also in piles of irregularly folded
fabric, perhaps resulting from the disturbance to the chamber in the tenth century. A
number of iconographic motifs are seen for the first time in Vedeler’s work, alongside
new reconstructions (by Stig Saxegaard) of key fragments that show greater detail than
ever before. In the context of this paper, the importance of Vedeler’s study is the po-
tential it brings for renewed engagement with the tapestries as images of ritual perfor-
mance, arguably the clearest such that we have. That the larger fragments depict some
kind of procession moving right to left has been obvious since the excavation (Nygaard
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and Murphy 2017; Vedeler 2019: 47-64), and the same images tend to appear in count-
less books on the Vikings, but now we can observe the proceedings in unprecedented
detail.

Vedeler addresses issues such as the clothing, its variation and accessories, in some
depth (2019: 37-9), with reference to works on gender signals in dress (e.g. Mannering
2012, 2016) that suggest there are clear and genuine distinctions of masculine and fem-
inine figures, as has long been thought. This is important, as it enables a more confi-
dent reading of what seems to be going on in the images, especially the divisions of
gender in terms of who is doing what and where. There are also significant numbers
of figures that do not necessarily appear to be human at all — not just the well-known
‘boar-women’ of Fragment 16 or the ‘bird-headed” being of Fragment 7b, but others
with unusual proportions, oddly-shaped heads and bodies that seem to flow into
strange shapes (Vedeler 2019: 39, 55, 72, 76, 120; see also Price 2002: 369-78 on ritual
animal disguise, and Gunnell’s work on masking referenced above).

To take an example of the major Fragments 1-2 (Fig. 2), the “procession’, it is clear
that majority of the male figures are depicted armed, all with spears and some with
what seem to be sheathed swords. They are not identical, but exhibit variations in
clothing (pinned cloaks seem common, worn with either trousers or a skirt-like gar-
ment that is perhaps the lower edge of a kaftan), and even hairstyle. One of the ?male
figures by the lower border holds a curious object, a staff-like item of some kind with

an extension at the top, where the man grasps it.

Fig. 2. Fragments 1-2 of the Oseberg tapestries. Reconstruction by Stig Saxegaard, Storm
Studios; note, all colours are fictive. After Vedeler 2019, used by kind permission.

There is a similar variation in women’s dress, though here all the figures seem to have
hoods or caps rather than the flowing hairstyle seen on other fragments. One of the
women, apparently near the front of the procession, carries what is very clearly an oil
lamp of the kind actually found in the burial, and also known from other high-status
graves such as the so-called Gausel ‘queen’ (see Price 2010). Why a lamp? Does this
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suggest that the procession took place at night? Another woman near the ‘rear’ of the
procession (at least on this fragment) holds what seems to be a spear with the point
down, but with a forked base shown differently to the fletched arrows on other frag-
ments. What is this object? Could it be connected with the staffs of sorcery associated
with the vilur and other seers (Gardeta 2016; Price 2019)?

The colours on the new reconstruction (Fig. 2) are fictive, but work is beginning on
retrieving the original pigmentation, another dimension of the image and its meaning.
Already, here and on other fragments, the detail is startling - a feminine figure wearing
ared robe, lined with white, and a white hood; elsewhere, a blue cloak; multi-coloured
shields in ornate designs.

On Fragments 1-2, a lone horse appears prominently, with a rider that seems to be
male, and unarmed. Two birds are shown just above him. Three wagons are depicted
clearly, and one implied by what is obviously a harnessed draught horse at the right-
hand edge where the fragment breaks off. One of the wagons has a female driver, the
others have no humans onboard but seem to contain what look like made-up beds —
are these the two bodies of the women buried on the ship? Interestingly, they face in
different directions, another tiny detail.!

The horses have a curious gap shaved into their manes, perhaps to leave a space
for reins held by a rider, though in some images the harness lies across the mane itself.
Most of the horses’ tails are also knotted in similar fashion to the long pony-tail hair-
style usually taken as the primary feminine marker in late Iron Age anthropomorphic
art. Are these mares, do they belong to women or female divinities, or does this mean
something else?

The draught horses depicted pulling wagons are also harnessed in different ways.
On the wagon shown with a driver, this person holds the reins directly, but when
horses draw unoccupied loads the reins are hand-held by someone walking alongside.
This also provides a clue to the dimensional depth of the tapestry images, as these
reins-holders are some way behind the horse they are ‘leading’, suggesting that the
horizontal rows of figures shown in two dimensions might represent a wider proces-
sion of people walking side by side. In one instance, the reins are pulled tight but ap-
pear to come together in a blank space, as if held by an invisible being, though the cloth
is damaged here and it may be a feature of preservation.

There is also the matter of the ‘free floating’ icons that dot the tapestries” scenes,
either singly or in groups, positioned adjacent to figures and vehicles or along borders.
These include the ‘looped square” known in Swedish as the St. Hans Cross and some-
times included in the complex of valknut patterns; both right- and left-facing swastikas;
chain-like symbols of varying length with both open and closed ‘links’; birds, perhaps
corvids, positioned with their beaks pointing directly towards either the upper or
lower edges of the tapestry; what seem to be spears, of different lengths, all positioned

1 On another piece of the tapestries, Fragment 39a, a wagon is shown entirely covered by tex-
tile; on Fragments 11a and 37a, the procession is almost entirely of horses with male riders,
surrounded by armed men; Fragment 18a shows several horses of different colours, without
riders, bunched together and overlapping, all facing right; Vedeler (2019: 49, 64, 68, 70).
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with their points towards the top of the weave; and perhaps arrows, which appear
identical to the ‘spears’ except for a forked end (fletching?) at the butt of the shaft.
None of these icons seem to be purely decorative, but instead to be deliberately placed
in association with specific images. It is hard not to see them as indicative of meaning,
perhaps functioning as labels, captions, or sounds, somehow explaining the content of
the overall frieze.

Fig. 3. Fragment 13b2 of the Oseberg tapestries. Reconstruction by Stig Saxegaard, Storm
Studios; note, all colours are fictive. After Vedeler 2019, used by kind permission.
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Not every tapestry, or section of one, depicted a procession. Fragment 13b2 (Fig. 3) has
been suggested as a battle scene, showing numerous armed figures on foot facing in
different directions. These include two ?men wearing what seem to be animal cos-
tumes with hoods (and ears!) that leave their faces visible. Remarkably, there are also
no less than five feminine figures clearly delineated with shields and spears (this is
naturally of relevance to the ongoing debate on women warriors in the Viking Age; cf.
Hedenstierna-Jonson et al 2017; Price et al 2019; Gardeta 2021). There is also a male
rider, and what seems to be a large force of men armed with long spears, shown as a
single rank backed up by crossed arrays of weapons behind; 28 spears are shown, in
four groups, and the line continues off the frayed edge of the fragment. This image
also has notable numbers of ‘free floating’ spears and arrows, perhaps indicating their
path in flight. Whether this is a real or ritualised battle, or a function of the burial ritual,
is impossible to tell.

The Oseberg tapestries have long been known for unique textile depictions (on
Fragments 2 and 13b2) of the ‘horned figure’, of the kind more familiar from metal-
work and often labelled as a “weapon dancer’ or identified with Odinn. However, it is
now clear that two more such figures are also present, on Fragment 16, and that they
are wearing the sweeping gown normatively associated with women. What does this
mean? One can note here that ‘horned figure’ pendants are especially known from the
graves of women, not least on Birka, so the association is intriguing (Lanz 2021: 219).

Fig. 4. Fragment 4 of the Oseberg tapestries. Reconstruction by Stig Saxegaard, Storm
Studios; note, all colours are fictive. After Vedeler 2019, used by kind permission.

This same Fragment 16 (Vedeler 2019: 76) also shows at least 12 armed women — if we
can trust the gender signal of the sweeping, floor-length gowns — with hexagonal
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shields and spears. On top of the gown, four of them wear some kind of animal cos-
tume, resembling boars and perhaps birds. To the right is a large force grouping of a
different kind to that in Fragment 13b2, but including the same kind of figures and
implying up to 30 more armed females. To be clear: that would make more than 40
women with weapons on this one fragment alone.

Fragment 4 (Fig. 4) is different again, depicting the famous image of a tree with
hanging men. There appear to be seven of them clearly depicted among the branches
(there are no ropes or nooses), their feet pointing down, with one more to the right
who might be associated with a horse, and possibly another to the left near a large but
unclear feature that may be an outgrowth of the tree or something else entirely; if both
these latter figures are included, there are nine in all. The tree has several roots, clearly
delineated, or perhaps there are two trees. Apart from one male figure with a spear
(top right), all the other figures around the tree appear to be female, some with the
knotted ponytail and others with hoods or a different hairstyle. One carries an X-

shaped object similar to those held by the ‘horned figures’, two are perhaps clapping,
while one holds a sword in both hands (Fig. 5). The blade of the sword is carefully
patterned, suggesting either a scabbard or maybe damascening.

Fig. 5. Close-up of three female figures from Fragment 4 of the Oseberg tapestries. Recon-
struction by Stig Saxegaard, Storm Studios; note, all colours are fictive. After Vedeler
2019, used by kind permission.
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Beyond these few fragments with larger, relatively intelligible images, there are so
many more offering us only small glimpses of this long-lost world, of which these are
just a selection:

e  Arow of men holding spears or staffs, all of them bound together and at-
tached to a horse by two threads sewn over the main weave (Fragment 30a;
Vedeler 2019:57)

¢  Nine small figures side by side, their arms held aloft (Fragment 13B2;
Vedeler 2019: 57)

e A tree with two birds in its branches (Fragment 15ala; Vedeler 2019: 95)

¢  Abuilding, or perhaps a mound, its top crowned with spears (Fragment
13¢; Vedeler 2019: 96)

¢  Two feminine figures, similar to those ‘clapping’ on Fragment 4, facing each
other holding small, crossed sticks; a swastika is sewn between them (Frag-
ment 12al; Vedeler 2019: 113); something similar may appear on Fragment
25al (Vedeler 2019: 115)

e Arow of men, facing right, hold up what appear to be musical instruments,
and a ring (Fragment 27h1; Vedeler 2019: 124)

e Most of the spears are shown with straight shafts held vertically, but a
smaller number have shafts depicted as wavy lines, which Lanz (2021: 223-
4) suggests may indicate the act of shaking them.

So many questions, some relating to textual comparisons, some not. Do the tapestries
depict one continuous event, or are the same “actors’ repeated sequentially, comic-strip
style, as on the Bayeux Tapestry but lacking clear panel dividers? Are the armed
women Valkyries? Can we identify individual gods and goddesses, or are there only
mortals here? Are those ravens? What is that tree, could it be Yggdrasill? Not least, are
these scenes from contemporary reality, or legend, or historical memory? Can we see
representations of the actual Oseberg people, even things present in the grave (the oil
lamps, the wagons that seem to bear bodies within them) sketched out in coloured
threads? We are unlikely to find clear answers, though continued research by Vedeler
and her colleagues will sharpen the resolution of this imagery, tell us more about how
it was made, perhaps even give us additional pictures.

The new work on the Oseberg tapestries is a gift indeed, but one that essentially
reinforces and confirms what scholars already suspected. It should by now be obvious
that all this is nothing if not ‘performance’, and its ritual nature seems undeniable.
However uncertain we may be about the detailed connections between the material
culture of the grave and the objects depicted in use on the tapestries, the agency of
things is clear. Moreover, it is not hard at all to link the frightening funerary scenes
witnessed on the Volga by Ibn Fadlan with the comparable end products that we see
in the Oseberg burial, and in many other complex graves (whether in ships, chambers,
or taking other forms). By extension, we then have the image-world of the Gotland
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stones, and Viking-Age iconography in general. Moving still further, beyond the
graveside, there are the dramatic environments of the cult sites (or whatever they pre-
cisely are), the sacred groves, the epic spaces of the halls, and the monumental land-
scapes in which they are situated.

Faced with this vast corpus of material, there can be a temptation to over-interpret
its detail and content — perhaps plausibly, but still beyond the borders of what might
be source-critically wise. At the same time, we should not straitjacket the archaeologi-
cal evidence according to its degree of supposed correlation with much later, textual
descriptions. To pursue a metaphor that fits well in context, we can hear the shouts,
the conversations, the whispers, and the murmurs of the players, and we can dimly
make out what those actors seem to be doing (sadly, we have one of those theatre seats
with a Restricted View); but we cannot really understand what they say, and we can
rarely follow the plot in detail. This can be frustrating, though we should not be sur-
prised given the limitations of our data. Instead, we should be grateful for the insights
that it nonetheless permits into the intricate mental world of the Viking Age.

The performance paradigm is here to stay.
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