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Excavation of a Vende or Viking period boat
grave at Skamby, Gster gitland, Sweden,
summer 2005

Martin Rundkvist & Howard Williams

I ntroduction

The proposed excavations at Skamby
(Gstergdtland, Sweden) in the summer of
2005 are intended as a pilot project, the first
stage of an international collaborative project
between co-directors Dr Howard Williams
and Dr Martin Rundkvist, entitled Death and
Identity in Vendel- and Viking Period
Sweden. The project aims to explore the role
of mortuary practices in constructing socio-
political identitiesin Gstergdland, eastern
Sweden, during the later first millennium
AD, through new fieldwork at arange of
sites and the application of new theoretical
perspectives to the data uncovered.

Background

Excavationsin the Lake M& laren region
(Svealand) of eastern Sweden have reveaded
a series of boat grave inhumation cemeteries,
often regarded as the resting-places of
aristocratic families of the Vendel and
Viking Periods (c. AD 500-800 and 800-
1000; cf. Lamm & Nordstrdm 1983; Lidén et
a. 2001). However, the boat grave buria
rites of neighbouring Gstergéland have

Figure 1. Plan of the Skamby boat-grave
cemetery. G.-A. Hellman & G. Ekelund
1947. ATA archives, Stockholm. Click to
enlarge.
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received no investigation despite evidence
for the presence of a powerful Early
Medieval kingdom in thisregion. The
project focuses on one of the three known
but uninvestigated boat grave cemeteriesin
Gstergdland. The cemetery is located at
Skamby in the easternmost part of the
province near the Baltic Sea. The surviving
earthworks include many flat stone settings
including ten with characteristic boat-shaped
depressions, all on the same alignment
(figures1 & 2).

Figure 2. The Skamby boat-grave cemetery
prior to excavation, aeria view from the
south-east. Photograph by M. Rundkvist.

Survey Work

A metal detector survey in 2003 by Martin
Rundkvist of the fields surrounding the site
located metalwork from disturbed graves on
the edge of the cemetery, demonstrating its
use in the ninth and tenth centuries AD
(figures 3-5). The boat graves may also be of
Viking Period date, but excavation is
required to assess the possibility that they
date to the Vendel Period (Rundkvist 2004).

Research Aims

The proposed excavations at Skamby are
likely to reveal arichly furnished boat burial
of the Vendel or Viking Period. The
excavations will provide the opportunity to
assess: 1) the date of the grave, 2) the quality
and character of archaeological preservation
on the site, 3) the range of artefacts and
structures associated with the grave, and 4)
the sequence and complexity of the burial
rites.
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The project will be aresearch-led excavation
that blends together innovative theoretical
perspectives and contemporary fieldwork
techniques. The project also forms part of
what is intended to be a broader
investigation of the socio-political structures
and religious transformation of theregionin
the later first millennium AD (Rundkvist in
prep.). The excavations will also allow
specific comparisons with the better-known
sites of the Lake M& laren region to the
north (Lamm & Nordstrém 1983; Lidén et
al. 2001). A particularly important question
isif the boat graves of Cstergdland follow
the same symbolic code as those of
Svealand, or if they speak alanguage of their
own.

Figure 4. Fragment of a copper alloy equal-
armed brooch, type Ljgnes, dating to the
ninth century. Probably from a ploughed-out
grave. Photograph by M. Rundkvist.

Figure 3. Copper aloy knob from atortoise
brooch, type P52, dating to the tenth century
AD. Probably from a ploughed-out grave.
Photograph by M. Rundkvist.

The excavations may allow the first
assessment of how the region's boat grave
cemeteries compare with wealthy furnished
burials of the later first millennium AD
found el sewhere throughout Scandinavia and
north-west Europe, in terms of the wealth,
provenance and range of material culture
employed, the structure and sequence of the
mortuary practices, the choices of
monumentality employed, and the wider
ideological statements made by the funeral
(cf. Rundkvist 2003). Of equal importanceis
an understanding of why such displays of
wealth took place in the mortuary context in
the form that they did, when they did and
where they did (cf. Carver 2001).

Excavation Strategy

Following an earthwork survey to be
conducted by Martin Rundkvist in the spring
of 2005, the aim is to conduct an 8-week
field season in July and August to
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completely excavate a single boat grave. The
field season will be co-directed by Martin
Rundkvist & Howard Williams with ateam
of eight archaeology students from the
Department of Archaeology, University of
Exeter as well as volunteering Swedish
professionals. Stratigraphic methods
borrowed from urban archaeology (Harris
1989) will be employed.

Dissemination of Results

During the autumn and winter of 2005, the
directors will compile an archive report to be
made available on Antiquity's project gallery.
The form of the final publication will depend
upon the discoveries made, but it is currently
the intention that it will take the form of a co-
authored monograph.

Acknowledgements

The involvement of Howard Williams and
the Exeter team is generously supported by a
British Academy Small Research Grant and

the University of Exeter. The fieldwork and Figure 5. Silver cross pendant of ninth or
Martin Rundkvist's involvement enjoy tenth century date. Probably from a ploughed-
financial support from a number of sources, out grave. Photograph by M. Rundkvist.

notably The Royal Academy of Letters,
History and Antiquitiesin Stockholm, the
Helge Ax:son Johnson foundation, the
Rausing foundation and the Berit
Wallenberg foundation.


javascript:newWin('images/fig5.jpg','325','310')

Refer ences and suggested reading

. ARNE, T.J. 1934. Das Bootgra berfeld von Tuna in Alsike, Uppland. Royal Academy
of Letters, History and Antiquities, Monographs 20. Stockholm.

« ARWIDSSON, G. 1942. Valsga rde 6. Die Gra berfunde von Valsga rde 1. Acta
Musal antiquitatum septentrionalium Regiae Universitatis Upsaliensis 1. Uppsala

. -1954. Valsga rde 8. Die Gra berfunde von Valsga rde 2. ActaMusel antiquitatum
septentrionalium Regiae Universitatis Upsaliensis 4. Uppsala.

. -1977. Valsga rde 7. Die Gra berfunde von Valsga rde 3. ActaMusel antiquitatum
septentrionalium Regiae Universitatis Upsaliensis 5. Uppsala.

. CARVER, M. 2001. Why that? Why there? Why then? The politics of early medieval
monumentality, in H. Hamerow & A. MacGregor (ed.) Image and Power in the
Archaeology of Early Medieval Britain: 1-22. Oxford: Oxbow.

. HARRIS, E. 1989. Principles of archaeological stratigraphy. Second edition. London.

. KALIFF, A. 1998. Arkeologi i Ostergdland. Scener ur ett landskaps farhistoria. OPIA
20. Dept of Archeology, University of Uppsala.

. LAMM, JP.& H.-A. NORDSTRCM (ed.). 1983. Vendel Period studies. Transactions
of the boat-grave symposium in Stockholm, February 2-3, 1981. Museum of National
Antiquities, Studies 2. Stockholm.

. LIDE N, K., S. ISAKSSON & A. GOTHERSTRCM. 2001. Regionality in the boat-
grave cemeteriesin the lake Ma laren valley, in B. Arrhenius (ed.) Kingdoms and
regionality. Transactions from the 49th Sachsensymposium 1998 in Uppsala. Theses
and papers in archaeology B:6. Archaeological Research Laboratory, University of
Stockholm.

. NORDAHL, E. 2001. Batgravar i Gamla Uppsala. Spar av en vikingatida
hagrestandsmilja Aun 29. Dept of Archaeology, University of Uppsala.

. NYLE N, E. & B. SCHONBACK. 1994. Tuna i Badelunda. Guld, kvinnor, batar. Vols
1-2. Va sterd s kommun.

. RUNDKVIST, M. 2003. Barshalder 2. Sudies of Late Iron Age Gotland. University of
Stockholm.

[ http://www.archaeol ogy.su.se/publikationer/avhandlingarpdf/barshal der2.pdf]

. - 2004. Survey work at Skamby: An Untouched Boat Grave Cemetery in Ostergdland.
Research Paper Presented at The 55th Sachsensymposium: University of Cambridge,
11th-15th September 2004.

. - Inprep. Central places and aristocratic manors of late 1st millennium Gstergdland.

. SCHONBACK, B. & L. THUNMARK-NYLE N. 2002. De vikingatida b& tgravarna
vid Valsga rde - relativ kronologi. Fornva nnen 2002. Royal Academy of Letters,
History and Antiquities. Stockholm.

. STOLPE, HJ. & T.J. ARNE. 1927. La nécropole de Vendel. Royal Academy of
L etters, History and Antiquities, Monographs 17. Stockholm.



http://www.archaeology.su.se/publikationer/avhandlingarpdf/barshalder2.pdf

Martin Rundkvist: Lakegatan 12, SE-13341 Saltsdaden, Sweden. (Email:

arador@al gonet.se)
Website: http://www.algonet.se/~arador/mr arkeo en.html

Howard Williams: Department of Archaeology, University of Exeter, Laver Building,
North Park Road, Exeter EX4 4EQ, UK. (Email: h.m.r.williams@exeter.ac.uk)
Website: http://www.ex.ac.uk/school s/geogarch/archaeol ogy/staff-williams.html

Back to Top

Pr evious Page

Home | Online Archive | Project Gallery | News
L ettersto the Editor | Events and Announcements | Reviews | TAG

To cite this page use: http://antiquity.ac.uk/ProjGall/rundkvist/index.html


http://www.algonet.se/~arador/mr_arkeo_en.html
http://www.ex.ac.uk/schools/geogarch/archaeology/staff-williams.html
javascript: history.go(-1)
http://antiquity.ac.uk/index.html
http://antiquity.ac.uk/ant/toc.htm
http://antiquity.ac.uk/ProjGall/projindex.html
http://antiquity.ac.uk/news.html
http://antiquity.ac.uk/Letters/letters.html
http://antiquity.ac.uk/Events/events.html
http://antiquity.ac.uk/reviews/index.html
http://antiquity.ac.uk/tag/index.html

