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Stability and Expansion or

Exploitation and Stagnation?
My View of Historical Osteology During the Late
1980s

Elisabeth Iregren

The paper discusses both the background and future of the Swedish

discipline historical osteology. Teaching as well as research is conside-

red. A summary of the most important contributions within human and

animal osteology during 1986-1990 is given. The selection is based on

personal judgement as to the interest, value and quality of the papers.

Elisabeth Iregren, Institute of Archaeology, University of Lund, Sand-

gatan l, S-223 50 Lund, Sweden.

ORIGIN AND COLLABORATION
The discipline of osteology incorporates
important elements of major disciplines

belonging to different faculties: zoology,
palaeontology, physical anthropology, vete-

rinary and human anatomy. As I see it, these

sciences are among the fairy godmothers of
the fairly new discipline of historical osteo-

logy. Nordic archaeology was the assisting

midwife at its birth.

Many are familiar with the history of
osteology in Sweden, but I nevertheless want

to recapitulate some vital points. When

zoologists and anatomists began to lose
interest in osteology in favour of, e.g. , eco-

logy and studies at the cellular and molecu-

lar level, foresighted archaeologists sup-

ported osteological research. The close
friendship and collaboration between Greta
Arwidsson and the late N-G. Gejvall resul-

ted in the formation of the Osteological Re-

search Laboratory and the discipline of his-

torical osteology. Thus, osteology survived

under the protection of archaeology.

At Stockholm and Lund universities,

historical osteology is currently closely lin-

ked to archaeology and has thus become
a discipline of the faculty of humanities in-

stead of a part of medicine or zoology. This

administrative construction influences all

aspects of the field, from finances to re-

cruitment. In an international perspective
the Swedish model is unique since it com-

bines research on human and animal bones

in one and the same discipline.
In Sweden, thus, zooarchaeology and

physical anthropology/palaeoanthropology
have always been combined during training

and research within historical osteology. The

term zooarchaeology (or archaeozoology)
refers in the scientific world today to studies

of mammals, coprolites, insects, shells or

parasitic worms, e.g. , all types of finds of
animals in an archaeological context.
Archaeologists do sometimes use the term

ecofacts of these and other kinds of biologi-
cal material found during archaeological
excavations.

When I began training in osteology, most

of the graduate students were zoologists
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and we had to study one semester of arch-

aeology to be allowed to study at the osteo-
logical laboratory. This training was, how-

ever, also attractive to students of archaeo-

logy, who were forced to take corresponding
courses in zoology.

Today, the graduate students (as well as
the undergraduates) form a more homoge-
neous group as regards their background in

training and interests being rooted in the
humanities rather than the natural sciences.
This may cause and probably already has
caused some problems for our work and
our scientific identity (Cf. Werdelin 1987).

Archaeologists today sometimes claim
that collaborating with osteologists produces
meagre results. This is undoubtedly true, if
we examine many osteological analyses. In-
sufficient time and inexperience among
working osteologists are some causes of
this. Other obvious causes are the general
lack of intimate collaboration between
archaeologist and osteologist and, what is

worse, a lack of knowledge and interest in

the osteological work by the archaeologist.
"Just give me the age and sex of the de-
ceased" is a demand that should sound
familiar to osteologists.

Some archaeologists seem to believe
that a good and close collaboration is the
same thing as the archaeologist directing
the work of the osteologist in detail. This
can be seen in many analyses, but is also
apparent in both the administration of and
research in osteology. Osteologists have not
been natural and respected collaborators in

many of the major archaeological research
projects over the past decades.

Archaeology is clearly important to
osteology. Archaeologists provide us with

the material for our analyses and research.
It is therefore obvious that we must have
knowledge of cultural history to be good
collaborators. But archaeologists must also
gain much more insight into osteological
methods and problems in order to be able
to discuss osteological aims and methods

and to use our results.
The problems that arise when archaeo-

logists demand to control the aims of
osteological analyses should be obvious to
everyone. You can not ask for information
on an issue of which you are unaware. You
can not ask the osteologist to use a method

you have never heard of. If the same old
questions and the same traditional methods
are repeated over and over again little new

ground will be gained.

OSTEOLOGISTS AT WORK
Since historical osteology was founded as a

university discipline in the late 1960s, de-

velopment has been slow but steady. From
an expansive introductory phase the discip-
line and its training and analysis work have
become firmly established. Now osteology
has a place in museums and universities
and within the field of archaeological ex-
ploitation.

The years 1986-1990 can in my opinion
be described as a time of expansion and sta-

bility within osteology. The earlier time of
growing numbers of undergraduate and

graduate students at the Osteological Re-
search Laboratory of Stockholm University
changed to a period of stability as two new

doctoral theses were published. In 1986
Ebba During defended her thesis The Fauna
of Alvastra, and a year later Per Ericson
(1987)presented his thesis The Osteology of
the Eider. Somateria mollissima (L.). I will

return to these dissertations below.
In the Malmö-Lund region there was

expansion during these years. At Malmö
museum an osteologist was employed on a

permanent basis for the first time. This po-
sition was designed to cover field-work as
well as osteological analyses. At the Uni-

versity of Lund a researcher/lecturer was in-

corporated into the staff of the Archaeo-
logical Institute. In previous plans for the

expansion of osteology and collaboration
between archaeologists and osteologists,
this new position was to be the first step,
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followed by a position in Göteborg and later

one in Umeå (Almgren et al 1977). In Lund

osteology has subsequently been taught to
students of archaeology and medieval
archaeology on a regular basis.

Judging from NAA, many osteological
reports and studies were published in ani-

mal as well as human osteology during these

years. Since NAA probably does not cover

osteology and other parallel sciences to
archaeology as fully as archaeology itself,

the number cited is likely to be an under-

estimate. A great number of osteologists are

involved in the work. Many studies are car-

ried out by experienced osteologists while

other reports are written by osteologists
with only a few semesters' training in

osteology.
Is the large number of analyses a posi-

tive sign of expansion? I think this is a
serious problem within osteology. Some-
times osteological work is characterised by
routine answers to common questions, by
the use of simplistic methods and by little

effort paid to comparisons with other ana-

lyses. This clearly adds little to our basic

knowledge. I am aware that work-for-hire

type of financing is not a problem that is

exclusive to osteology, but this does not

diminish its effects on osteological science.
Only a very limited amount of work is car-

ried out under research grants or by gra-

duate students supported by the universities.

As a result, I will mention here only a few

of the papers that can be found in the four

volumes of NAA, and I will choose those

which I think have contributed most to our

science.

DISSERTATIONS WITHIN HISTORICAL
OSTEOLOGY
Both dissertations of the period belong to
the field of animal osteology, although there

are also many graduate students at the

Osteological Research Laboratory who work

on human osteology. As both volumes have

been reviewed in the readily available jour-

nal Fornvännen, I will mention only some

points where my opinion differs from those

of the reviewers.

Ebba During (1986) published an inte-

resting volume on a minor part of the mate-

rial excavated from the Alvastra pile-dwel-

ling. A review is available in Gejvall (1987).
Here I wish to stress that the bone material

studied is rather small (43 of about 700 kg)
and that it derives from the eastern trench

only. During claims that the material is

"probably representative" (During 1986:
abstract) but this is, however, not demon-

strated. The number of bird species in the

eastern trench is, e.g. , not even half the num-

ber previously recorded from Alvastra (Du-

ring 1986:Table 8). Further, she reports that

"the horisontal and vertical distribution of
different species or combination of species
differ, sometimes quite remarkably" (During

1986:15). If During had presented a joint
discussion of the results from the eastern

and western trenches of Alvastra, this issue

could have been clarified. Her analyses of
the bone material from the western trench

were instead made available by Browall

(1986).
In his review Gejvall (1987) thoroughly

discusses a new statistical method used in

the dissertation. This was developed by Du-

ring in collaboration with the statistician

Eva Elvers. They present a method that

allows a statistical estimate of the propor-

tion of a grouped material (e. g. , sheep/goat)

that belongs to each of the constituent spe-

cies. This is done on the basis of the pro-

portions available in positively identified

material.

During took her starting point in a mo-

nument and its bone material. Per Ericson

(1987), on the other hand, dealt with a
single animal species, the cider. His mate-

rial consisted mainly of bone measurements

and his aim was to study sexual, geographic
and temporal variation. He thus succeeded
in writing a volume of interest to osteo-

logists, archaeologists and zoologists. This
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thesis was reviewed by Werdelin (1989).

OTHER CONTRIBUTIONS TO
OSTEOLOGY
My selection here is based on my personal

judgement as to the value and quality of the

contributions as well as my own interests.

Many studies during these years have
dealt with cremation graves. Most of these
are pure reports, but I especially want to
mention a research project and results pub-
lished by Sten and Vretemark (1988).These
authors studied monumental graves with

large amounts of bones in a new, very tho-

rough way. By this means they succeeded in

shedding detailed light on the burial tradi-

tions of this very high social stratum. They
could, e. g. , demonstrate the close parallels
between the animals represented in skeletal

graves and in cremations. This was also
clearly shown by Vretemark (1989b) in her
analysis of the warrior grave in Rickeby,
Vallentuna, where the thorough excavation

by Sjösvärd made parallels to the Vendel

and Valsgärde graves obvious.
Another grant-financed project resulted

in the article by Ericson et a/ (1988) on a

part of the bone material from the Birka
excavations of the early 1970s. The bones
from this excavation were never analysed
in connection with the field-work but
money was later obtained from the Research
Council for the Humanities and Social Sci-
ences and applied to a limited analysis. A

separate study on sea birds was also publi-

shed (Ericson 1987).As one of the members
of the project group, I now regret that a
more extensive osteological project was
never begun at that time.

In animal osteology Iregren published
articles on mammal species of the Boreal
forest (moose and brown bear) from palae-
ontological as well as archaeological de-
posits. Iregren treated zoological issues such
as variation in tooth and bone size and
evolution in shorter and longer perspectives
(Iregren 1986, 1988a, Iregren et al 1990).

Ericson also worked on mammalian and

bird size. He studied the size of seals in

order to investigate age as well as hunting

season (Knape & Ericson 1988). Cultural

history topics such as trade and religion
have also been studied (Iregren 1988b, 1989).

Osteological questions concerning the
Medieval period and later have above all

been studied by Jonsson (1986a), Lindroth

(1987), Vretemark (1987, 1989a) and Sten
(1988, 1989a,b). Sten's interest in castles
has yielded interesting results, while Vrete-
mark's perspective concerns production and

consumption in medieval towns. Vrete-
mark's theoretical approach is often note-

worthy. Other osteologists have been work-

ing with medieval material as well, but
their contributions have often had the cha-
racter of simple site reports. It is important,

though, that bone materials from later
periods are analysed and reported as these,

up till now, are extremely few.
Johannes Lepiksaar, the grand old man

of animal osteology and faunal history in

Sweden, published impressive summarising
works. A review of the faunal history of
Fennoscandia and the Baltic states was pub-
lished (1986a) as well as a summary of the

history of domesticated animals in Sweden
(1986b). In 1988 Lepiksaar was presented
with an honorary doctorate at the Faculty of
Humanities at the University of Lund. On

this occasion a symposium with several
interesting contributions in his honour was

organized (Iregren & Liljekvist 1989).
In the volume Man and Envi ronment, Jons-

son (1988) deals in detail with Mesolithic
animal finds from burials and selected parts
of different sites. Another article by Jonsson
(1986) treats the fish finds from the Skate-
holm graves only. This paper discusses the

location of the fish bones (stomach region
and/or outside the body) and also which spe-
cies are present.

Few Swedish works deal with palaeo-

pathology, though the journal OSSA regu-

larly publishes within this field. The physi-

Cttrrent Swedish At chaeologs, Voh 3, 1995



Stahility azzd Erparzsion r&r Erploitation and Stagzzatiozz? 159

cian Leden and Ove Persson and Evy Pers-

son (1986) contributed, however, to our

knowledge of rheumatic disorders in the

Neolithic.
In this context, I must also mention the

Danish odontologist and anthropologist
Verner Alexandersen, who often works on

Swedish archaeological material. In 1988 he

published a very thorough and interesting

analysis of the dentition of the Mesolithic

individuals at Skateholm (Alexandersen
1988). The same graves were studied by
Persson and Persson (1988a) as to their

general physical anthropology. Another
noteworthy contribution by Alexandersen
deals with tooth size and morphology in

Saami and Nordic groups (1988b).
In a third work Alexandersen (1989)

studied the ethnic origin of the Battle-Axe

people. His extremely important answer is

that, provided that the available material is

representative, no significant differences
can be found between the different Neo-

lithic cultural groups. The only identifiable

differences are between Mesolithic and

Neolithic populations. Both genetic traits

and non heritable variation were studied.

Several other contributions to methodo-

logical issues were published during the pe-
riod. Both Sjpvold and Iregren studied non-

metric traits, an important research area in

Sweden since its early introduction by Sj@-

vold (1973, 1974). Sjittvold (1986) mainly

studied the homogeneity of trait frequencies

over time in one population. Iregren and

collaborators (Iregren 1987/88, Iregren &
Isberg 1988a, b), on the other hand, tried to
use non-metric traits to differentiate be-
tween Saami and Nordic populations in

Scandinavia, an attempt that has been
successful.

Sjpvold also worked in other areas of
human osteology. He published an impor-

tant article on a new method of height
calculation (Sj~vold 1990). The aim was to

find a method that could be used even when

the sex and/or ethnic origin of the sample

was unknown. The correlations obtained

are, however, greater when only Caucasians

are included. SjOvold's proposal is called
"the weighted line of organic correlation"

and has also been used by other scientists

(e.g. Olah et al 1993). Sj@vold (1988) also

contributed to one volume of the series
Antht. opologie, edited by Knussman, in which

he presented an overview of different met-

hods of sex-determination on the basis of
several skeletal elements.

FUTURE PERSPECTIVES
The bonds of osteology to archaeology/
archaeological collections have historical
causes and in my opinion they have un-

doubtedly saved osteology as a discipline.
On the other hand, there are/will be obvious

disadvantages to this close relationship. To

be of use to the study of cultural history in

the long run, and to develop into a true

discipline of its own, osteology must con-

tinue to grow.

Osteology is a biological discipline de-

veloped out of human and animal anatomy.

Our methods for evaluating archaeological

complexes must be based on a firm know-

ledge of anatomy, physiology, growth, varia-

tion etc. of both humans and animals. This

knowledge can help us to solve questions

of interest to archaeologists, historians and

demographers, as well as to ourselves. But
if osteologists allow archaeologists to ask

all the questions, these will rarely rise above

the level of species, age and sex. Further-

more, the background and training of stu-

dents in osteology is essential — perhaps as

important as administrative links and job
opportunities.

Growth within the discipline must, in my

opinon, concern diversity as well as depth.
Great effort should be made to induce stu-

dents from biology, chemistry, geology,
odontology and medicine to begin graduate

studies linked to osteology. Their theses
could either use only excavated osteologi-
cal material or combine bone materials, to
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be used as comparative material to other
kinds of material. Other themes of research

ought to concentrate on methods and tech-

niques from other disciplines and apply
them to historical osteology. On the whole,

knowledge of the methods and problems of
neighbouring disciplines must increase
among researchers and students of osteo-

logy. Great effort must be made to develop
and test new methods.

Promoting graduate studies is one way
of increasing diversity and skill, and star-

ting interdisciplinary research is another.
Broad research projects should be formu-
lated and supported. Visiting scientists
should be invited to give courses and to
study our vast material. Regular seminars
and symposia should be organised on diffe-
rent themes in Sweden and Scandinavia to
promote collaboration. Also, our theoretical
level must be raised.

It is also essential that our knowledge
of living animals and living people in-

crease. Among our Nordic colleagues in

zoology and physical anthropology it is a
constant complaint that we osteologists
know "too much" about bones and too little

about processes acting on different species
today, including man. I agree with this, and
I realise that we also know far too little

about zoological ecology, vegetation, cli-
mate, human diseases, animal domestica-
tion, population genetics, etc.

To be able to fulfil these demands on
our science, teachers and researchers from
different disciplines must be linked to
osteological research and training groups.
Positions lasting, e.g. , six years should be
created for this purpose, so that the teachers
can be long-term tutors of graduate students.

Regarding publications, there must be a
shift from simple site reports to real studies

using new techniques and treating prob-
lems that add to basic knowledge. To be
able to reach these goals we must on the
one hand, teach archaeologists who order
osteological work to raise their demands

and, on the other hand, to define new goals.
At the moment we must self-critically ask:
Are there any methods and theories that are
exclusively our own? Where do we stand?
Where do we aim? Let us hope that stability
will not be synonymous with stagnation.
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