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Abstract

Viking Age graves across Scandinavia and the Scandinavian settlements in Britain, Ireland
and Iceland frequently contain fragments of human bone that do not belong to the primary
dead. Disarticulated, fragmented or redeposited, these additional remains have long been
dismissed as traces of accidental disturbance. Drawing on evidence from over 85 graves
across 23 sites, this article demonstrates that such bone was deliberately incorporated into
new funerary contexts, and considers where it came from, how it was treated and what this
reveals about Viking Age understandings of personhood and the body. The comparable
treatment of human and animal bone — cremated and uncremated alike — suggests a prac-
tice less concerned with individual identity and more interested in the properties of bone as
a substance and its capacity to act as a transformative material within the funerary sphere.
Yet identity was not always irrelevant: in some cases, fragments appear to have retained a
personal connection. The article argues that depositional context was central to ontological
status. The boundary between person and material was not fixed in advance, but actively
produced through the ways remains were treated, placed, and reused.
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Introduction

This study examines how fragments of human remains were incorporated
into Viking Age graves alongside the newly dead, and what this practice
of reuse reveals about how the boundary between persons and materials
was understood, negotiated and produced through mortuary practice. The
material examined spans Viking Age graves across Scandinavia and the
Scandinavian settlements in Britain, Ireland and Iceland.

The presence of human bones in graves is hardly surprising — on the
contrary, it is often seen as a prerequisite. Burial practices, and the graves
they result in, are fundamentally concerned with managing the human
body after death. However, in a number of cases, graves contain what is
here referred to as additional bone — disarticulated, fragmentary or rede-
posited elements of other humans that have been incorporated into a burial
(Puolakka 2020). The deposition of these remains differs from more con-
ventional double or multiple burials in that they do not contain two or more
equal interments, but rather remains that have been treated in different ways
within the same grave. The additional bones occur as single elements, small
clusters or dispersed fragments which are placed in the fill, beside the body
or within the grave construction. Such deposits have often been interpreted
as accidental results of ‘disturbance’ from earlier graves — a term used here
only in that historiographical sense, since it carries assumptions about the
integrity of graves and the proper treatment of the dead that may not have
been shared in the Viking Age. This study explores examples of burials
that suggest deliberate inclusion or reuse of bone rather than accidental
displacement. While these contexts differ from typical multiple burials, it
remains possible that they should be understood as graves containing more
than one person.

Viking Age funerary practices are famously diverse (e.g. Price 2008), with
varied use of cremation and inhumation from region to region. Cremation
was more common in the eastern parts of Scandinavia, while inhumation
was more prevalent further west, particularly in the overseas settlements
in Britain, Ireland and Iceland (Norstein 2024). Yet neither category is
internally consistent. In cremation burials, the body might be burned on-
site, leaving the remains in a cremation layer on the ground. In some cases,
parts of the cremated bone were then gathered into urns or other containers.
Alternatively, the cremation may have occurred elsewhere, with the remains
later deposited in pits, layers or containers. Some burials included ashes and
charcoal along with bone; others consisted only of selected bone fragments.
Burnt animal bones are also commonly found in cremation graves, indicat-
ing that animals were placed on the pyre alongside the deceased, and their
remains were likewise collected and buried (e.g. Graslund & Miller-Wille
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1992; Price 2008, 2020). In contrast, inhumation graves typically contain
primary burials of complete bodies. However, there are also examples of dis-
memberment before burial, in addition to cases where graves were reopened
and parts of the body removed.

Based on the presence of additional bone in Viking Age burials, the
research has three aims. The first is to evaluate whether the inclusion of
additional bones should be understood as intentional deposition or the
result of accidental disturbance, and what this reveals about the reuse of
older graves. The second is to assess the possible origin of these remains, in
order to improve our understanding of who they could have belonged to.
The third is to consider how these remains were treated — including their
correspondence with the treatment of animal bone — and what this sug-
gests about how disarticulated and fragmented human bone was perceived
in the Viking Age.

The article takes as its starting point recent theories on the ontology of
mortuary remains and the relational nature of personhood in the Viking
Age. It then reviews previous research on additional bone in Viking Age
contexts, before examining the use of such remains in relation to their
placement, treatment and likely origins. The discussion draws these strands
together to consider how the reuse of human bone shaped the status of frag-
mented remains, as well as exploring the deliberate reuse of human and ani-
mal bone and what this reveals about distinctions between persons, bodies
and materials in Viking Age mortuary practice.

Bodies and personhood

Recent archaeological scholarship has increasingly focused on the ontology
of the body — how physical remains produced through different funerary
practices were created and treated, and could in turn shape practices (e.g.
Appleby 2013; Fahlander 2020a; Rebay-Salisbury 2017; Rebay-Salisbury et
al. 2010; Serensen & Rebay 2008). Cremation and inhumation, while often
conceptualised as binary categories, are not uniform or mutually exclusive
practices (Lippok 2020; Nugent 2017; Rebay-Salisbury 2015). Both encom-
pass significant regional and contextual variation, a point especially clear
in the highly diverse burial customs of the Viking Age. Each produces dif-
ferent material conditions: cremation immediately fragments the body, ena-
bling its redistribution or transformation; inhumation preserves the body
in a more recognisably human form, though one that remains accessible
and subject to intervention over time (Appleby 2013; Briick 2017). These
different practices afford distinct possibilities for interaction with the mate-
rial remains of the dead. The variability in treatment of human remains
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— whether preserved, dismembered, cremated or retrieved — raises impor-
tant questions about how these remains were perceived. Did they retain the
identity of persons, or were they reinterpreted as something else — ritual
matter, relic, ancestor or object?

The concept of personhood is central to this discussion. In archaeology,
personhood has increasingly been theorised as relational and variable across
time and space, demonstrating that who and what can be considered to be
a person is not constant (Fowler 2004, 2016; Harrison-Buck & Hendon
2018). Even within the same temporal and geographical area, there could
be different and sometimes conflicting ideas of how bodies were viewed
and what it meant to be a person (Robb & Harris 2013). Within Viking
Age archaeology there have been discussions relating to the ways in which
bodies were intertwined and interacting with other beings and materiali-
ties, creating different types of bodies and persons (Back Danielsson 2007;
Ratican 2024). There have also been discussions of the personhood of ani-
mals (Hedeager 2010), as well as of the potential personhood of artefacts
and their role in shaping the personhood of people (Klevnis 2016; Lund
2017; Sayer etal. 2019). Most relevant to this study are those cases in which
human remains themselves — especially in fragmentary form — appear to
have been actively used in a range of settings. Eriksen’s (2017, 2020) research
is particularly relevant here, since she has argued that not all humans in
the Viking Age were necessarily regarded as possessing personhood and
that some human remains functioned as animated matter rather than rep-
resentations of whole individuals. Similarly, Back Danielsson (2007, 2008)
has demonstrated that cremated human and animal bone was sometimes
used outside the context of formal burial and was imbued with transform-
ative or regenerative properties. These studies suggest that personhood in
the Viking Age encompassed a broad spectrum and also raise important
questions about whether all humans and all human remains were consid-
ered as part of persons or possessed of personhood (Eriksen & Kay 2022).

Additional bones in previous research

The use of additional human bone in Viking Age graves has received lim-
ited attention within archaeology. Still, there are several important studies
that have explored the significance of both cremated and unburnt bone
beyond the primary burial, particularly in Denmark and southern Sweden.

In southwestern Scania, additional human bone in Viking Age graves
has been extensively discussed by Satalecki (2014, 2016), who examines
how complete bodies and more fragmented human remains related to one
another, showing that both cremated and disarticulated unburnt bone
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occurred relatively frequently in graves from the region. Cremated bone
and other pyre-related materials are argued to foster kinship connections,
being utilised by the living, but also serving to create relationships among
the dead (Satalecki 2016:51). Moreover, fragmented human remains might
not have been regarded as the remains of individuals, but as substances with
a potentially transformative character (Satalecki 2014:62). Satalecki draws
comparisons with Danish material, where the presence of cremated bone in
inhumation graves has been noted at several sites, such as Kestrup (Lind-
blom 1993), Kjelvejen (Nielsen et al. 1985), Ottestrup (Eriksen 1992) and
Lejre (Andersen 1995). It has even been suggested that the use of additional
human bone was a relatively common occurrence in Viking Age funerary
ritual (Lindblom 1993:148).

The use of burnt and unburnt remains in Viking Age graves has been dis-
cussed in further detail by Ulriksen (2011), who, based on analysis of the sites
Trekroner-Grydehgaj and Kirke Hyllinge Kirkebakke in Denmark, concludes
that fragmented human bone was actively incorporated into Viking Age
inhumation burials, most commonly in the grave fill. He argues that these
were not incidental inclusions but deliberate, ritualised deposits. Accord-
ing to Ulriksen (2011:188-191), these remains may have functioned as com-
panions or aids for the deceased in the afterlife, or perhaps played a partin
ancestor worship. Deliberate deposits of additional bone — both cremated
and uncremated — within inhumation graves are also known from Iron
Age and early Medieval Finland, where it has been suggested as a method
for making connections with the past and symbolizing kinship (Moilanen
2023:63), or possibly as a way of creating ancestry (Puolakka 2020).

Outside these regions, the presence of additional bone in Viking Age
graves has received less attention, and has more often been dismissed as
accidental. When discussed in more detail, such remains have generally
been interpreted as evidence of human sacrifice (e.g. Eriksen 1992:187;
Graslund 1980:60; Stromberg 1968:39—40; Svanberg 1999, 2003:89, see
also discussion in Satalecki 2016:49—50). Recently, Rundkvist (2025) has
discussed the retrieval, use and deposition of skulls in Viking Age Scandi-
navia, arguing that many skulls in burial contexts may have belonged to
enslaved individuals decapitated during the funerals of others.

Methods and material

The material considered in this study comprises Viking Age graves con-
taining additional human bone — both cremated and unburnt - identified
across Scandinavia, Britain, Ireland and Iceland. The examples have been
gathered from secondary literature, published excavation reports and oste-
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ological analyses. Southern Scandinavia is somewhat overrepresented, as
the practice has been more frequently noted and discussed in this region.
Beyond Denmark and Scania, sites were selected to provide a broader geo-
graphical spread. In addition to the southern Scandinavian sites discussed
by Satalecki (2014, 2016) and Ulriksen (2011), I have reviewed Svanberg’s
(2003) catalogue of cemeteries from southern Sweden to identify further
examples and have examined the well-documented urban cemeteries of
Birka (Arbman 1943) and Kaupang (Blindheim & Heyerdahl-Larsen 1995),
along with material from more recent rural excavations (see Table 1). Com-
parable, well-recorded cemeteries are lacking in Britain, Ireland and Ice-
land, and the examples included here have therefore been drawn from
existing catalogues of graves compiled by Eldjarn and Fridriksson (2016),
Harrison (2008), Harrison and O Floinn (2014), and Ratican (2024), sup-
plemented by consultation of original excavation reports where possible.
The practice is undoubtedly underreported, reflecting the uneven quality
of documentation and the generally poor recording of human remains in
many older excavations.

The analysis proceeds through close contextual reading of each burial,
focusing on how and where additional bone occurs within the grave. Atten-
tion is given to the form and condition of the bone — whether cremated or
unburnt — and its spatial relationship to other components, such as the pri-
mary body, the grave fill, artefacts or animal remains. These aspects are
used to assess whether inclusion was deliberate or incidental and to explore
how the treatment of additional bone relates to wider mortuary practices.

Certain limitations must be acknowledged, since identifying additional
human bone in Viking Age graves is often difficult. Preservation condi-
tions for unburnt bone are generally poor, particularly in parts of Norway
and Sweden (e.g. Bryn et al. 2023; Wenn 2016). Moreover, many excava-
tions were carried out in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
when osteological material was not always recorded, collected or retained
(Blindheim et al. 1981:79). Larger unburnt fragments — such as skulls —are
more likely to have been documented, whereas smaller pieces, particularly
cremated bone intermixed with other remains, may have gone unnoticed.
The difference between intentional deposition and accidental inclusion can
also be difficult to determine in graves affected by later interference or in
cases where the construction of new graves cuts through earlier ones. The
examples presented here should therefore be regarded as a very conserva-
tive sample that highlights recurrent patterns rather than an exhaustive
record of the phenomenon.

Over 85 graves with additional bone have been identified from 23 sites,
with an additional 7§ graves where the bones have not been osteologically
identified to species. An overview of the sites is presented in Table 1. Details
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of the individual graves containing additional human bone and additional
unidentified bone can be found in the supplementary material, which out-
lines the archaeological context, the condition of the remains, associated
material and possible interpretations.

Deliberate deposition and patterns of use

The presence of additional human bone in Viking Age graves is most often
explained as the result of disturbance of earlier burials. While this may
account for many occurrences, there are several cases in which such an
explanation is unlikely. At Westness, Peel Castle, Balladoole, Claughton
Hall, Skeiet, Gulli, Ljungbacka, Kirke Hyllinge Kirkebakke, Trekroner-
Grydehgj and Kestrup, excavation reports and previous research have sug-
gested that the deposition of bone was deliberate rather than accidental. In
some cases, this is because cremated remains occur in inhumation graves
with no nearby cremation burials from which they could be derived, as seen
at Kostrup and Ljungbacka, while in other cases the additional bone was
arranged or placed in distinct ways, as at Peel Castle, Skeiet and Gulli. Simi-
lar circumstances are found at several other sites where deliberate inclusion
has not been explicitly proposed (see Supplementary Table 1). In these cases,
the evidence therefore points to intentional inclusion during the funerary
process rather than accidental intrusion from earlier graves.

In other graves, additional bones appear to derive from earlier burials,
but their reuse does not necessarily imply an unintentional act. The dis-
placement and relocation of remains could form a deliberate and meaning-
ful part of the burial practice. At Birka, Kaupang, Lilla Ullevi and on the
Isle of Man, earlier graves were reopened and older bodies or cremation
deposits moved to make space for new interments. Yet the careful treatment
of this material suggests purposeful reuse rather than chance displacement.
At Lilla Ullevi, cremation graves were partly removed to accommodate
later inhumations, and the cremated material was spread throughout the
fills of the new graves (Hed Jakobsson & Lindblom 20171). As observed by
Fahlander (2016:146), there was space for new graves elsewhere at the site,
implying that the older graves were specifically chosen for reuse. Although
the reuse may have been driven primarily by the significance of the graves’
locations, the visible and recognisable cremation remains likely played a
role as well, and we should not overlook the importance of accessing and
engaging with them. Notably, it has been suggested that two urns from the
site had their rims protruding above ground (Hed Jakobsson & Lindblom
2011:35), indicating that it may have been important to access and interact
with earlier remains.
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Table 1. Sites with additional bone.

Site Country  Additional bone

Sources

1. Ytri-Gardshorn Iceland Inhumation with additional unburnt
bone within the grave

Eldjarn & Fridriksson
2016:154-156

2. Westness Scotland Inhumation with additional unburnt
bone above the grave

Kaland 1973:95-96;
Sellevold 1999:27

3. Machrins Scotland Inhumation grave with additional
cremated and unburnt bone

Becket et al.
2014:303-305

4. Peel Castle Isle of Man Inhumation grave with additional
unburnt bone in the fill

Freke 2002:70

5. Balladoole Isle of Man Inhumation grave with additional
unburnt bone below the grave

Bersu & Wilson
1966:12-13

6. Islandbridge  Ireland Inhumation with additional unburnt
bone within the grave

Harrison & O Floinn
2014:421-425

7. Claughton Hall England Inhumation with additional unburnt
bone within the grave

Edwards 1998:15

8. Skeiet Norway Inhumation grave with additional
cremated bone within the grave

Bryn et al. 2023:127;
Sauvage & Lorentzen
2024; Kjellstrom et al.
2024:223

9. Gulli Norway Inhumation grave with additional
cremated bone in the fill

Gjerpe 2005:49

10. Kaupang Norway Two inhumation graves with
additional cremated and unburnt
bone within the grave and in
charcoal layer

Blindheim &
Heyerdahl-Larsen
1995:26-27, 36-37,
127

11. Birka Sweden 26 cremation and inhumation
graves with additional cremated and
unburnt bone, within the grave and
in the fill

Arbman 1943

12. Lilla Ullevi Sweden Cremation grave with additional
cremated and unburnt bone,
several inhumations with additional
cremated bone, within the grave
and in the fill

Hed Jakobsson &
Lindblom 2011

13. Spanga Sweden Several cremations with additional
unburnt bone in the fill

Fahlander 2024:112-
113

14. Lilla Smedby Sweden Inhumation with additional unburnt
bone within the grave

SHM 1948:6

15. Raga Sweden 11 inhumations with additional Strémberg 1968
cremated and unburnt bone in the
fill

16. Stavie Sweden Five inhumations with additional Nagmér 1979
unburnt bone within the grave and
in the fill
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17. Ljungbacka Sweden Six inhumations with additional Winge 1977,
cremated and unburnt bone within Samuelsson 1998;
the grave and in the fill Wilhelmson &

Magnusson in
Mdihlemann et al.
2020:18-22

18. Trelleborg Sweden Inhumation with additional bone in  Hansson 1993:4-5

the fill

19. Kirke Hyllinge Denmark
Kirkebakke

Five inhumations with additional
cremated and unburnt bone in the
fill

Ulriksen 2011

20. Lejre Denmark  Six inhumations with cremated and ~ Andersen 1995
unburnt bone in the fill

21. Trekroner- Denmark  Seven graves with additional Ulriksen 2011

Grydehgj cremated and unburnt bone within
the grave and in the fill

22. Ottestrup Denmark  Several graves with additional Eriksen 1992
cremated bone in the fill

23. Kastrup Denmark  Two graves with additional cremated Lindblom 1993:147—

and unburnt bone within the grave
and in the fill

148

Figure 1. Map of sites with additional bone from Table 1.
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Several graves in the study show evidence of reopening and rearrange-
ment (see Supplementary Table 1 for details). At both Birka and Kaupang,
chamber and boat graves were reopened, bodies moved and new interments
added. In certain examples, such as Kaupang grave K/V, the primary occu-
pant was shifted from the centre of the boat to the side, with parts of the
body left behind (Blindheim & Heyerdahl-Larsen 1995:26-27). At Birka,
graves including Bj. 573, Bj. 627 and Bj. 823 contained the remains of mul-
tiple individuals, with bones from earlier burials incorporated into later
ones (Arbman 1943:186, 207-208, 226, 296—297). These examples indi-
cate that the physical presence of earlier remains was an accepted, perhaps
even desirable, part of new burial construction. It is also likely that parts
of bodies were removed from burials, as at Gulli and Langeid in Norway,
where graves appear to have been reopened and skulls removed (Gjerpe
2005:T44-145; Wenn 2020:148).

PLACEMENT AND USE

Additional bone is not only found within burials when older graves have
been reused, but also appears to have been deliberately placed with the
deceased body or cremated remains. At Skeiet, a cremated skull fragment
was positioned near the head of the inhumed body (Bryn et al. 2023:127;
Kjellstrom et al. 2024:223), forming a close physical association between
the two. At Peel Castle, unburnt bones were arranged around the dead
body, a practice compared with the use of older bones at Balladoole, where
unburnt remains from earlier graves were spread beneath the boat burial
(Bersu & Wilson 1966:5—7, 12—13; Freke 2002:70). Although this has been
interpreted as a display of dominance, Ratican (2024:43) has argued that
the phenomenon does not differ significantly from Scandinavian examples,
and it may have been the bones themselves that held significance rather than
the individuals to which they once belonged.

The incorporation of bone into grave fills was another frequent prac-
tice. Additional bone is most often found scattered throughout the fill or
occasionally in small concentrations, reflecting inclusion during the back-
filling process. The common occurrence of cremated bone in Danish and
Scanian inhumations suggests this was a regular part of local funerary
traditions (Eriksen 1992; Satalecki 2016). At Kirke Hyllinge Kirkebakke,
Ljungbacka and Kestrup, cremated or unburnt bone was dispersed in the
fill or placed beside the deceased, sometimes together with animal remains.
Importantly, Ulriksen (2o11) has argued that at Kirke Hyllinge Kirkebakke
and Trekroner-Grydehgj, the deposition of these bones was deliberate and
formed part of the burial rite, not the result of incidental mixing.

Burnt layers containing cremated human and animal bone also formed
part of burial mound and chamber construction. At Kaupang, several
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graves included cremation layers incorporated structurally into the burial
itself, though there is only one case of the bone being identified as human
(Blindheim & Heyerdahl-Larsen 1995:26—38). At Triberga on Oland, burnt
layers — quite different from those found in nearby cremation graves —
capped stone-cist inhumations, although it is uncertain whether these layers
included human bone (Bahrendtz 19o1; Hagberg 1996:298). On the Isle
of Man, cremated remains were deliberately placed over inhumations: a
mound at Ballateare contained cremated animal bone overlying an unburnt
body, while at Balladoole a ship burial cairn was sealed with a layer of cre-
mated animal bone (Bersu & Wilson 1966:10, 47—51). In neither case was
the deposit burned in situ, indicating that the cremated bone was delib-
erately included during the mound’s construction. Comparable sequences
occur at Birka (e.g. Bj. 855, 894), where cremation deposits were found above
chamber graves, though these are generally interpreted as later additions
(Arbman 1943:330-349). As Cannell (2021:695-697) has discussed, the use
of cremated bone and charcoal in mound construction at sites such as Borre,
Haugar and Myklebostad in Norway, and on the Isle of Man, involved the
deliberate use of layers of contrasting colour and texture. These formed
part of the visual and performative aspects of burial mound construction.

There are also instances of deliberate and ritualised use of additional bone
that are less common, but nonetheless noteworthy. There are two cases where
a human tooth was discovered in direct association with grave goods. In Birka
Bj. 585, a human tooth was found inside, or possibly on, a box in the foot end
of the grave, together with artefacts such as scissors, a needle case and silver
thread (Arbman 1943:191-192). At Claughton Hall, a molar was enclosed
within two oval brooches placed back-to-back and apparently wrapped in
cloth, together with beads and a repurposed Carolingian mount (Edwards
1998:15). The brooches were clearly not worn, and the objects inside them
appear to form a deliberately prepared bundle. The grave has sometimes been
interpreted as a double burial of a man and a woman due to the presence
of both weapons and jewellery, but Edwards (1998:15) has argued that the
brooch bundle is more likely to represent a memento of a woman. In both of
these cases, the close association between tooth and artefacts suggests that
the tooth could have been seen as pars pro toto for a person.

Other examples suggest a distinct type of deposition. At Lilla Ullevi, a
cremated skull fragment was placed on a burnt plank above the cremation
layer (Hed Jakobsson & Lindblom 2011:48), while at Skeda on Bolmso in
Sweden, burnt bone — though not identified as to species — was found on a
flat stone described as a table or altar (Palmgren 1874:219). In both cases,
the bone may have belonged to the same individual interred below, but they
demonstrate that the bone, in some cases human, played a deliberate and
visible role during funerary practices.
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TREATMENT AND ROLES

Throughout the material considered for this study, human and animal bones
occur together and are used in comparable ways. Both appear scattered in
fills, arranged in small concentrations or incorporated into burnt layers. At
Ljungbacka, cremated deposits found across many graves contained human
bone, animal bone or both (Samuelsson 1998:16-17), suggesting that these
materials fulfilled similar roles within the funerary process. Likewise, at
Lilla Ullevi, an unburnt human tooth was placed in a cremation layer (Hed
Jakobsson & Lindblom 2011:48). While this is the only example of a human
tooth used in this way at the site, unburnt animal teeth — mainly sheep/goat
or cattle — are relatively common in cremation layers at this site and in east-
ern Sweden more broadly (Fahlander 2024). In both cases, the inclusion
of human remains followed the same practices as the inclusion of animal
remains, indicating that they were not regarded as fundamentally different
materials, but were treated within a shared repertoire of funerary actions.

Cremated and uncremated bones were also often used in corresponding
ways, both within graves and in their surrounding fills. In some cases, they
are even found together — for example, at Ljungbacka and Birka (Arbman
1943:32; Samuelsson 1998:14-16, 60—61; Winge 1977), suggesting that
cremated and unburnt remains were not always viewed as fundamentally
different. Nevertheless, the material properties of the two are distinct, and
cremated bone — being more brittle and fragmentary — can be distributed
more easily. This characteristic was clearly utilised in burials, for instance
in the cases where cremated bone was combined with charcoal and ash to
form burnt layers in superstructures.

Additional human bone is most often recognised when it contrasts with
the treatment of the grave’s primary body. The most noticeable examples
include cremated bone in inhumation graves and unburnt bone in cremation
contexts. These combinations are most frequently encountered in regions
where mixed burial practices were in use, often at the same cemetery. Cre-
mation, for example, was very rare in the western settlements (though
see Maldonado 2024; O Riagdin 2024), as was the inclusion of cremated
bone in inhumation graves — Machrins being a rare exception (Becket et al.
2014:303—305). While recognition bias may play a role, the pattern suggests
that additional bone had been treated following prevailing funerary norms.

Acquiring human bone

Although cremated and uncremated bones may have been used in similar
ways, they were the result of fundamentally different processes. To under-
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stand the significance of these fragmented remains, it is necessary to con-
sider their origins.

CREMATED BONE

Fragmentation is an inevitable outcome of cremation. Viking Age crema-
tion graves often contain low weights of human bone. While this is partly
due to taphonomic processes, it is evident that not all remains were interred
in every case (e.g. Holck 1997:82-83; Kjellstrom et al. 2024; Sigvallius
1994:28—31). In a Bronze Age context, Briick (2017:139) has proposed that
cremation was adopted because it enabled bodily fragmentation, producing
a material suited for use in other settings. A similar rationale could apply to
the Viking Age, where part of the cremated bone from the funerary pyres
may have been retained for subsequent reuse. Gansum (2004) has suggested
that cremated human bone might have been used in steel production, where
bone-coal aided in the carbonisation of iron. Cremated bone has been found
in so-called smith’s graves and smithies, although whether it was human
is unclear (Gansum 2004). Burnt, as well as unburnt, bone is sometimes
found in constructional elements of houses, such as post holes, wall ditches,
thresholds or under floors, and has been interpreted in these contexts as a
ritual deposit (Carlie 2004; Eriksen 2019). Back Danielsson (2007:245-252)
has emphasised the transitional character of many of these places, suggest-
ing that burnt bones had transitional and transformative properties.

Cremated bone may also have been deliberately produced for ritual pur-
poses. The large quantities of ash and charcoal used to build burnt layers in
burial mounds may have been created specifically for that purpose. Whether
these layers included the remains of humans, animals or both is uncertain.
It is also possible that older graves were reopened to retrieve cremated bone
(Gansum 2004:45). Although it is generally easier to detect reopenings and
interactions in inhumation graves (Klevnis 2013:32-33), the reopening of
cremation burials remains a possibility. The two cremation urns protrud-
ing above ground at Lilla Ullevi suggest that their content could be added
to or removed after initial deposition.

UNBURNT BONE

Inhumation is a very different practice from cremation. There has been
a tendency to regard Viking Age inhumation as a step towards Christian
practice, with whole bodies ready for resurrection (see Lund 2013 for a
discussion). However, as this research has shown, unburnt human bodies
were not always left intact.

It is frequently suggested that not everyone in the Viking Age received
formal burial, as the number of known graves appears insufficient to repre-
sent the population (e.g. Price 2008:259). Some of the disarticulated unburnt
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remains may therefore derive from individuals who were never formally
interred. These ‘missing’ dead are often interpreted as belonging to people
of low status, sometimes assumed to be enslaved. Similar interpretations
have been proposed for multiple burials and additional skeletal elements
within graves, either as evidence of sacrifice or as remains of the enslaved
(see Ratican 2024:15—33 for a recent overview). Suggestions of human sac-
rifice are particularly prevalent where skeletal remains bear signs of trauma.
This has not been identified in the present material, but has been seen on a
skull deposited with animal bone in a pit at the cemetery of Ingiridarstadir
in Iceland (Roberts 2013), as well as from a female skeleton in the upper
part of the mound at Balladoole (Bersu & Wilson 1966:5—7). Recent discus-
sions on personhood in the Viking Age have raised the possibility that not all
humans were necessarily regarded as persons (Eriksen & Kay 2022), and it
is possible that the remains of these individuals were being used in a similar
fashion to those of animals. At the same time, Raffield et al. (2023) have cau-
tioned against overly simplistic readings, in which unconventional treatment
of bodies is automatically equated with marginal status (see also Gardeta
2013; Lund 2013; Ratican 2024). A notable example is the double inhuma-
tion at Gerdrup in Denmark, where a woman buried with grave goods was
placed next to a hanged man. While previously interpreted as a human sac-
rifice, aDNA analysis revealed that the two were mother and son, poten-
tially complicating such interpretations (Kastholm & Margaryan 2021).

While it remains possible that some disarticulated bones came from
unburied individuals, this should not overshadow the frequent evidence of
grave reopening. Reopenings are often interpreted as incidental or prac-
tical, but there are numerous cases suggesting that the intention was to
access the dead or the grave goods (e.g. Brendalsmo & Rethe 1992; Klevnis
2016). Gjerpe (2005:144-145) has suggested that skulls were deliberately
retrieved from reopened graves at the site of Gulli, a possibility also raised
for Langeid (Wenn 2020:148). In a Merovingian context, van Haperen
(2013) has suggested that the bones retrieved from reopened graves could
have functioned similarly to relics of saints, and that by retrieving remains,
the ancestors could be made physically present among the living. Discuss-
ing skulls in Iron Age Scandinavian domestic contexts, Eriksen (2020:112)
proposed that removing and dispersing skulls might have removed and/or
dispersed the personhood of the deceased.

It is likely that much of the additional unburnt bone in Viking Age buri-
als is coming from reopened graves. Sites such as Birka, Ljungbacka, Kau-
pang, Skeiet and several sites in Iceland show signs of interactions with
bodies (with parts of the body moved or removed), alongside the deposi-
tion of additional bone. I suggest that accessing bone — perhaps along with
artefacts — was a motivating factor in these reopenings. These bones were
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retrieved then, in order to be reused, either in graves or in other contexts.
Inhumation does not preserve the body in a fixed state, the fragmentation
is only slower and hidden from view; that this was known and utilised is
supported by the recurrence of such practices. Both burial and reopening
often took place within the Viking Age, as seen for instance in the graves
from Kaupang, Ljungbacka and Birka, though determining whether this
occurred within decades or centuries is challenging. It is plausible that reo-
penings in some cases happened within living memory, suggesting interac-
tion with a known individual. Yet moving or removing body parts does not
seem to have been a problem, perhaps because they were no longer regarded
as persons, or because fragmenting and distributing people did not conflict
with Viking Age understandings of personhood.

Poor preservation conditions for unburnt bone at many Viking Age
burial sites make it difficult to detect the removal of bones. Nonetheless, we
should not assume that maintaining bodily integrity was essential. I argue
that in most cases, additional human bone — whether cremated or uncre-
mated — had undergone funerary rites, but had been collected or retrieved
at different stages of the ritual process. Despite this distinction, the simi-
lar ways in which cremated and uncremated human remains were used in
funerary practices suggests they served similar purposes.

Discussion: Were the human bones persons?

In archaeological interpretations of human bone used in ritualised con-
texts, there has been a prevailing assumption that these remains belonged
to individuals of lower social status, such as enslaved people or human
sacrifices. It is possible that, in certain instances, these remains did belong
to individuals who were regarded as having a different relationship to per-
sonhood than other members of their community, and that this is reflected
in the comparable treatment of human and animal bone in these graves.
At the same time, studies suggest that cremation deposits containing the
commingled remains of more than one individual are relatively rare (Holck
1997:115-116; Sigvallius 1994:115), suggesting that the additional cremated
bone found in these graves was not typically produced by cremating multiple
people together. The deliberate killing and cremating of humans alongside
animals on the same pyre does not appear to have been a widespread prac-
tice. The cremated bone was more likely retained from separate pyres and
then redeposited, rather than being produced specifically for inclusion in
another’s grave.

The notion that these remains belonged to individuals denied formal
burial is further complicated by the evidence of reopened graves. Such
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reopenings have sometimes been interpreted as acts of hostility or attempts
to neutralise the power of the dead (e.g. Bill & Daly 2012; Brogger 1945).
Yet alternative perspectives view these actions as part of the funerary rites,
specifically for retrieving bones and artefacts to be used by the living (Bren-
dalsmo & Rathe 1992; Klevnids 2016; Noterman 2023; van Haperen 2013).
This interpretation challenges the notion that human remains found out-
side of formal burial contexts in the Viking Age necessarily belonged to
the socially marginalised. Within this interpretation, the identity of the
deceased remains the most significant factor; their remains were used
because of who they were.

Identity and perceived personhood have understandably been central
to interpretations of bone retrieval, with the recovery of remains seen as
reflecting either positive or negative associations with the deceased (e.g.
Rundkvist 2025; Ulriksen 2o011). Either or both explanations may well be
true, but it is also worth considering that the motivations may have been
less about individual identity and more about the material produced by the
burial processitself. Fahlander (2020a) has suggested that, instead of seeing
graves as the final resting place of the dead, we should rather focus on what
they do, and part of what they do is create skeletonised material which can
be easily fragmented, dispersed and reused. From this perspective, it was not
necessarily the identity of the person that imbued the remains with value,
but the properties of the remains themselves. This approach is more com-
monly applied to cremated bone (though see Eriksen 2017, 2020), which is
often interpreted in terms of its generative or transformative qualities, with
less emphasis on the specific individual from whom it came (Back Daniels-
son 2007, 2008; Fahlander 2020b, 2024; Gansum 2004).

The corresponding use of human and animal bones in ritual contexts
suggests that they were regarded as suitable for similar purposes, regardless
of whether they were burnt or unburnt. Several scholars have proposed that
bones — both human and animal — possessed transitional and transforma-
tive properties, which may have made them powerful elements in funerary
rites. Rather than being viewed primarily as the remnants of specific indi-
viduals, these remains could have functioned as active agents, helping the
deceased move from one state of being to another (Metcalf & Huntington
1991; Robb 2013; van Gennep 1960). While it remains possible that some
bones were selected for use because of the identity or status of the individ-
ual, the widespread and varied use of both human and animal bone sug-
gests that personal associations were not always the primary consideration.

Determining whether remains were suitable for reuse was related to the
burial practice itself. Graves are not only resting places for the dead, they
are also formed of processes that transform remains into material available
for reuse (Fahlander 2020a). Cremation and inhumation are not opposing
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practices so much as different routes to that same outcome: both transform
the body into something that can be fragmented, distributed and reincor-
porated into new contexts (Briick 2017; Rebay-Salisbury et al. 2010). The
distinction between them is primarily one of temporality (Appleby 2013).
Fire accomplishes this transformation immediately, while the inhumation
grave does so over a longer period of time, but in both cases the process
moves remains across a threshold to where they are neither a full person
nor merely inert matter (Fahlander 2016). It is at this point that they seem
to become available for reuse. That this threshold could be reached through
inhumation as well as cremation is supported by the evidence examined
here: uncremated bone was retrieved from reopened graves and incorpo-
rated into new burials in ways that closely parallel the use of cremated
material. A similar parallel is seen in the treatment of human and animal
bone, which appear to have been used in comparable ways across differ-
ent mortuary contexts. This suggests that the power of these remains was
not contingent on the personhood of the being they came from, but on
the properties of bone as a substance and its capacity, as Back Danielsson
(2007, 2008) has argued, to act as a transformative and generative mate-
rial within funerary practice.

Not all of the evidence, however, points towards material properties as
the primary factor. Previous studies have suggested that personhood in the
Viking Age could be relational and distributed, present not only in a whole
body but potentially dispersed across fragments and the objects associated
with them (Eriksen 2020; Klevnis 2016; Lund 2017). The two cases in
which human teeth were found in direct association with distinct sets of
grave goods — Bj. 585 at Birka and Claughton Hall — suggest that in some
instances fragmented remains could still constitute a person. At Claughton
Hall, the molar enclosed within the brooch bundle was not scattered in a
fill or incorporated into a layer, but carefully placed with a coherent set of
objects that appear to belong together. Edwards (1998:15) has interpreted
this as evoking the symbolic presence of an absent individual, but the inclu-
sion of the tooth could also suggest that the person was physically present
in the grave through the combination of their fragmented remains and
associated belongings. A similar logic may apply at Bj. 585, where a tooth
was placed inside or on a box with a carefully selected group of artefacts.
In both cases, personhood may have been distributed across body part and
objects. These cases do not undermine the broader pattern but suggest that
material-properties-based and personhood-based understandings of bone
could have coexisted within the same practice, and that the distinction lay
not necessarily in the remains themselves but in how they were used. It is
perhaps also noteworthy that both cases involve teeth. Unlike other skel-
etal elements, teeth could be separated from the body — during life or after
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death —far more easily than other parts of the body. They may, therefore, not
have gone through the mortuary process that transformed other remains.

Conclusions

Fragments of additional human bone appear in Viking Age graves across
Scandinavia and the Scandinavian settlements in a range of forms and
contexts — in fills, in grave constructions, beside bodies, associated with
artefacts and mixed with animal remains. This study has examined that
phenomenon across a broad geographical range, and the picture that
emerges is consistent enough to require interpretation. These patterns of
deposition are difficult to explain as disturbance alone. The placement,
selection and treatment of the remains instead point to a practice in which
fragments of the dead were deliberately brought into new funerary contexts.
The material points not to a single source, but to several possible routes
of reuse, whether drawn from earlier burials, from pyres or from graves
reopened specifically to retrieve them.

The article therefore argues that the additional bone in these graves
should not be understood as the remains of sacrifices or the socially margin-
alised, but of the already dead, encountered again and put to new use. The
comparable treatment of cremated and uncremated bone, and of human and
animal bone, suggests that what mattered was not necessarily the identity of
the being from whom the remains derived. In many cases, the significance
of the bone may instead have lain in its material properties: its capacity to
act within the funerary sphere in ways that benefited the newly dead.

At the same time, the interpretation suggests that identity was not irrel-
evant. In a few cases, remains appear to have retained a connection to a
specific person, while in others they seem to have functioned as powerful
material detached from its relation to a specific individual. Both possibili-
ties could exist within the same practice, and even at the same sites. This
not only suggests that Viking Age personhood was variable, but that the
boundary between persons and materials was actively produced through
the ways in which remains were treated, placed and reused. Deposition con-
text was therefore central to the ontological status of bone: the same frag-
ment, handled differently, could be something different.

The prior history of the remains may also have mattered. Funerary rites
may have played a role in transforming bodies into reusable material, grad-
ually dissolving or altering personhood, while remains that had not passed
through such processes may therefore have retained their connection to a
specific person in ways that cremated or exhumed bone did not. The evi-
dence is not yet sufficient to determine exactly how far these distinctions
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extended, or whether particular skeletal elements were more likely than
others to retain personal associations. Even so, this article suggests that
future work on additional bone should attend not only to where remains
were deposited, but also to the mortuary processes through which they had
already passed. Cremation, decomposition, exhumation and redeposition
may all have transformed human bone in different ways, altering whether
it was treated as part of a person, as powerful material, or as something
between the two.
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