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Abstrakt

Wikborg, M. 2017. The absence of human remains in Valsgärde cemetery. Natural process or
ritual phenomena?
Wikborg, M. 2017. Bristen på mänskliga kvarlevor på Valsgärdes gravfält. En naturlig
process eller rituellt fenomen?

Gravfältet vid Valsgärde har varit ett område som forskats kring av många arkeologer sedan
det upptäcktes år 1927 och dess rikt utrustade båtgravar har varit centrum för många utav de
genomförda studierna. Bristen på de mänskliga kvarlevorna har överskuggats av de vackra
föremålen och det faktum att det inte finns några kroppar i Valsgärdes båtgravar har inte
undersökts. Denna forskning syftar till att undersöka om bristen på det mänskliga kvarlevorna
beror på naturliga processer eller om det kan ha orsakats av utförandet av begravningsritualer.
Genom att undersöka de fynd som registrerats vid utgrävningstillfället, de målningar som
gjorts i samband med utgrävningarna och de osteologiska rapporterna som genomförts på
materialet kan visa på vad som kan tänkas ha hänt med de mänskliga kvarlevorna vid
Valsgärdes båtgravar.
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Abstract
The grave field at Valsgärde has been an area researched by many archaeologists since it was
discovered in 1927 and its richly equipped boat graves have been the centre of many of the
studies completed. The lack of human remains has been overshadowed by the beautiful
objects, and the fact that there are no bodies in Valsgärde's boat graves has not been
investigated. This research aims at investigating whether the lack of human remains is due to
natural processes or whether it may have been caused by the performance of funeral rites. By
examining the findings recorded at the excavation site, the paintings made in connection to
the excavations and the osteological reports carried out on the material can show what might
have happened to the human remains at Valsgärde's boat graves.
Keywords: boat grave, human remains, animal remains, taphonomy, decomposition
processes, burial gifts, soils, ritual processes.
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1.

Introduction

It was a day like everyone else, the year was 1927 and a farmer was working out at his farm
just north of Uppsala. But it was nothing ordinary with this day, soon the farmer stood eye to
eye with a horse cranium in full gear buried hundreds of years earlier. For the farmer, this find
might not have been more exiting then the small reward that was paid for the find but for
future archaeology this place called Valsgärde would lead to years of research (Norr, 1997:1)
The finds at Valsgärde reflects a life that’s stopped existing hundreds of years ago. Through
archaeology we have the ability not only to get an insight in their afterlives but we also have
the chance to get a glimpse of the life they have lived. After the discovery of the horse
cranium the institute for Nordic and comparative archaeology at Uppsala university has
arranged several excavations at Valsgärde between the years 1928 and 1952 to try to uncover
all the hidden secrets (Schönbäck, 2002: 1).

1.1.

Purpose and issues

During the excavations of Valsgärde 62 cremation graves, 15 chamber graves and 15 boat
graves has been discovered (Ljungkvist, 2008:13). These graves have become the aim of
many years of research and interpretation. This study aims to investigate on a deeper level the
human remains of the fifteen boat graves on the grave field in Valsgärde.
By investigating which human remains was found during the excavations and comparing
that to the normal demolition process. This research will try to test the theory that the absence
of human remains at the grave field in Valsgärde is due to the consequence of human activity,
perhaps at grave rituals. many years of research and interpretation.
The questions that will be addressed in the study are:
•
•
•
•

1.2.

Where in the Valsgärde boat graves were the human remains located?
Are there any patterns among the human bones found at the excavations of the boat
graves?
Can the boat graves at Valsgärde have been exposed to robbery?
Could there have been ritual ceremonies with the removal of human remains or is the
lack of human bones a result of natural processes?

Method and theory

The material that this research will use are the human remains of the fifteen boat graves at the
grave field of Valsgärde. To investigate the remains, excavation reports, osteological surveys
and published literature have been used to get an understanding. The doctrine of taphonomy
has been used to get a better understanding of the processes that affect a body after death.
The questions that this study intends to investigate could probably be applied to more
burial fields around Sweden and Europe but to limit the research this study will only focus at
the Valsgärde grave field. For further restrictions will this research only focus on the fifteen
boat graves found in Valsgärde because a study of all graves would require a research with a
lot more capacity.
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1.3. Material and demarcations
The theory of this research is that some form of human influence has led to the fact that there
are so few human remains in Valsgärde's boat graves.
To respond to my research question, this research will begin by examining the literature
published about Valsgärde to get an idea of how other researchers have named my research
area and to get a clear picture of which parts of Valsgärde that has been investigated. In
addition to literature related to Valsgärde, literature related to others for this research will also
be relevant parts of research, sometimes researching graves and other grave fields with similar
phenomena with lack of human remains. During the literary studies, it is important to think
critically when it comes to the sources because, on the one hand, it is very easy to misinterpret
information and, on the other hand, may already be misinterpreted. When examining the
vendel period graves from Valsgärde it was clear that no whole bodies was to be found in the
graves.
To be able to answer the questions of this research all the taphonomic processes that the
bodies and later bones has been exposed to after the death of the humans the boat graves are
dedicated to
Because the writer does not possess the osteological knowledge to be able to determine
bone, this research will use the inventory lists drawn up after the excavations carried out by
Uppsala University between 1928 and 1952 and the later osteological assessments done by
Sigourney Navarro.
When all the bones of the 15 boat graves are compiled, this research will try to find out
where the human remains were found at the time of the excavation, using the find numbers
and paintings of the boats. This allows you to investigate whether other organic material
around the human bones site exists. To ensure that the material has not disappeared due to
natural causes, soil maps should be used. By using the soil maps, it can be determined
whether the soil in the area has been acidic or alkaline, which may have different effects on
materials.

1.4.

Previous research and criticism

Much of the previous research carried out around Valsgärde has focused on the material
found in the graves. In Greta Arwidsson's books Die Gräberfunde von Valsgärde 6, 7, 8
(1942, 1977, 1954) a comprehensive description of all the findings in the boat graves is given.
The lack of human remains is mentioned in the books but does not get much more space, but
it is only found that only one individual is buried in each boat (1942:109, 1954: 121,
1977:104). Arvidsson's books treat only three of the largest boat graves, which becomes a
small part of the 15 boat graves that are found in Valsgärde.
Greta Arwidsson has also written, together with Agneta Lundström, parts that’s touches
Valsgärde in the book Vendeltid (1980). Arwidsson writes in the book about the boat graves
in Valsgärde and the problematic question raised is why only men are buried in the grave
instead of lifting the lack of human remains (1980:45–64). Instead, Lundström only writes
about the grave gifts, and the human remains are not mentioned at all (1980, 65–79).
In the news magazine Fornvännen several archaeologists have introduced Valsgärde over
the years. Allan Fridell (1930) writes about the first boat grave. Fridell's text explains the
objects found for the digging of boat grave one and how the work on excavation continued.
Fridell points out that only a shin was found in the boat grave but still denotes the human
remains as the body, and suggests that the body can be shown to be raised on the right side of
the boat with its feet directed towards the boat's stern (Fridell, 1930: 235).
Schönbäck and Thunmark-Nylén (2002) write in Fornvännen about the Viking-era boat
graves in Valsgärde, which have often been overshadowed next to the richly decorated
6

versatile boat graves. In the text, Schönbäck and Thunmark-Nylén describes the relative
chronology of the Viking-era boats, and all that is called the people is that the graves inherited
their grave tradition from the Vendeltida, and in the same way have been the last resting place
for only one principal in each generation (Schönbäck and Thunmark-Nylén, 2002: 2).
Schönbäck and Thunmark-Nylén also notes the fact that Valsgärde has not been subjected to
damage or robbery but the fact that much of the human remains is missing is not mentioned.
Looking at the research done about Valsgärde in recent years, John Ljungkvist is one of
the archaeologists who have researched a great deal in this area. Ljungkvist has conducted a
chronological survey of the grave field, where a good overview of the area and its use during
the years Valsgärde was actively given. Ljungkvist's text (2008) focuses mainly on the 62
cremation graves found on Valsgärde's grave field, which have existed temporarily while the
15 boat graves (Ljungkvist, 2008: 13) are described only superficially in the text (Ljungkvist,
2008: 22). Together with Anne-Sofie Gräslund, Ljungkvist writes another text focusing on
Valsgärde's cremation graves. In this text, the lack of human remains in the boat graves is
mentioned. First, the lack of human remains appears as a strange occurrence, but then it is
added that it is not surprising because the bones that remain are in a very poor condition
(Gräslund & Ljungkvist, 2011: 132). In the text, Gräslund and Ljungkvist also write how
Valsgärde can act as a model for how contemporary grave fields may have looked because
many of the others found and excavated in Sweden around Mälardalen have been robbed.
However, it should also be noted that it is important to remember that local variations are
likely to have occurred.
Kent Andersson recently released the book Krigarna från Valsgärde, Glimtar från en
guld- och granatskimrande forntid (2017). The book deals with the work of archaeologists
about the excavations of wreckage, but the great focus is on the grave gifts. What Andersson
in his text discusses about the people is that it is an adult man of every family buried in the
boat graves, that in fact there are not so much leftovers mentioned only (Andersson, 2017: 30,
42, 186, 196). In the end of the book Andersson also points out that there may be an
opportunity for the grave to remain open for a while, but neither is it discussed in Andersson's
book any further.
Valsgärde is an area that has been researched a lot, but despite this it has taken until this
year (2017) for one of the largest boat graves, No. 5 to be published Andersson, 2017). The
people, or rather the lack of human remains in Valsgärde seem to have fallen into the shadow
of the rich grave material, and therefore my research is needed for a proper overall picture of
the grave field.
Many of the find lists of the boat graves provides insufficient information which makes it
difficult to gather the information required for this research. Even the drawings made of the
fifteen boat graves in connection to the excavations, vary in quality. This sometimes make it
difficult to distinguish which items and remains that was found and where in or around the
boat they were located. One criticism for the investigation is that the author of this paper does
not have her own deeper knowledge of osteology but will use the information osteologists
obtained by examining the bones. The examinations of the bones have taken place in several
rounds and the bones have been stored for a long time in environments that are not favourable
to its preservation and can thus have caused the material to be damaged after the excavation
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2.

Valsgärde as place and its buildings

Valsgärde has probably been a place of human activity ever since it rose from the water
during early Bronze Age or late Stone Age. The wreck around Valsgärde has over time not
only given space for the grave field, but there has also been other human activity in the area.
To get a good overall picture of the area, it is also important to check out the other activities
that have taken place.
The excavation at Valsgärde has taken place in several stages, but in 1994 great progress
was made when it came to settlements, and in the first day of the day there was a finding that
indicated buildings. The location of Valsgärde feels logical because Fyris river, which lies
just before, has been an important transport route. The location is also only minutes from Old
Uppsala, which can also indicate that they both can be connected to each other and
Valsgärde may have been a status spot (Norr and Sundkvist, 1997: 1). It may also indicate
that Valsgärde was a part of a puzzle that would be somewhat larger because the transport
routes left such options and because the place itself could not accommodate a farm that could
provide itself completely without alternative sources of income (Herschbend, 2008: 6).
During the excavations, traces were found from more than one house. For example, a
pit-house was found and a total of 692 finds were registered during the excavations. Most of
the material was unburned bones, but one found also ceramics, slag and iron. The most
astounding building that was excavated was a three-storey long-standing farmhouse dating
from the early 7th century, which was contemporary with the pit-house mentioned before.
According to the research the long house has been up to 45 meters long. In connection to the
researches during the excavations from 1994 (Norr & Sundqvist, 1997: 1ff) that Valsgärde
have had settled people between the 18th and the 900s. That is, for a much shorter period
than the grave field existed, which is an interesting observation (Ljungkvist, 2006: 73).
One thing that is worth noting is that the road that runs at Valsgärde has been placed so
that you cross the hill instead of around it. This meant that a lot of effort was required from
all travellers who would pass through. When graves were placed on both sides of the road, it
constituted a more powerful impression for its visitors. Valsgärde appears to be a place
intended to make an impression (Herschend, 2008: 5-6).

8

3. Taphonomy and its use

The word taphonomy originates from the Greek words taphos (funeral) and nopos (laws). The
term was coined by Ivan Efremov, a Russian palaeontologist, and was initially only available
for studying the remains of animals and their fossil processes. Today taphonomy is used for
all types of remains, even those that are not counted as living organisms (Magnell, 2008:
121). Through taphonomy different processes from the past can be recreated and used to gain
a better understanding of, among other things, burials.
To be sure that the detachment of human material in the boat graves in Valsgärde does not
depend on natural processes, all factors that have occurred from the human being lived until it
is weighed today is therefore important for this study to use taphonomy. It is not only natural
processes that count into taphonomy but also burial processes that the body exposed to after
death. Processes such as excavation, procurement, analysis and publication of materials are
also counted as taphonomic processes (Magnell, 2008: 121). To determine that the absence of
human remains depends on natural processes or not, it is important that some questions are
investigated. How does gender and age distributes in the different funeral conditions and are
there any signs that a selection has been made when the interment was made? How does the
distribution of the different skeletal parts look and are there any bones that is
underrepresented? To what extent is the skeleton material in an anatomical position? In what
conservation condition is the skeletal material? Is the skeleton material fragmented and show
signs of taphonomic effects such as scavengers or roots (Magnell, 2008: 122)?
When the archaeologists started their excavation at Valsgärde, they performed numerous
of taphonomic processes that may have affected the condition of the bones today. Using a
good methodology for excavation minimizes the risk of material adverse effects. In the
excavation of graves, the examination should therefore be carried out systematically so that
all the bones are collected, smaller bones can be more easily obtained by screening. At the
excavation, the documentation is also one of the most important processes that may affect the
final taphonomic outcome. When the material is excavated, it is essential that all handling is
done with care. When the bones are picked up, it is therefore important to protect them from
rain and sun before they can be carefully washed and preserved in a climate-adapted location.
Material is excavated to be examined and not to be placed high in a magazine. Therefore, it is
important that all observations are documented. By documenting the position and quality of
the bones, and all the other factors that may have future implications for the research
(Magnell, 2008: 144-146).

3.1.

The taphonomic impact on burial conditions.

One of the most important affecting factors of taphonomy to this research is the different
burial conditions. Depending on the burial condition used on a funeral occasion, it may affect
how the bone material is preserved. Throughout the ages, different social groups have chosen
to handle their buried in different ways (Magnell, 2008: 127). During the time Valsgärde have
been used as a funeral site, many burial conditions have been used.
The cremation graves are the first and most common of the grave conditions that has been
found in Valsgärde grave field. The first were dated to late early iron ages around the 300s /
400s (Ljungkvist, 2006: 73). Cremation graves is a burial site that began to be used in
prehistoric times and has been used until modern times. In the grave field of wreckage, the
9

fire graves have been used throughout the time the grave field was most active, between
300/400 and 1000 / 1100 A.D. The cremation graves in prehistoric times, such as those on
Valsgärde, were usually carried out on a graveyard like that in Valsgärde. When it comes to
cremation and taphonomy the high temperature caused by the burning of the bones causes the
bones to rapidly lose their amount of water and thus become very fragile and crack up.
However, it does not mean that the bones break down quickly. Examinations has shown that
cremated bones are preserved well in sandy and soils with a large acid content. This is
because the burnt bones are not attacked by the microorganisms that attack the organic
components that unburned bones have (Magnell, 2008: 1232).
Another burial condition that is represented in the Valsgärde grave field is the chamber
graves. Five of the chamber graves at Valsgärde's grave field have been robbed and through
14
C dating it has been found that the earliest of these five were dating between the late 300's
and the late 400's A.D. All the plundered chamber graves were dated to before the boat graves
made an appearance at the grave field. During the excavations between 1994 and 1996, the
foundations of a house were found an identified to probably be the main farm in Valsgärde.
With this discovery, the settlement could be linked to the graveyard around the same time as
the first boat graves where erected, thus explaining why the later graves were not robbed as
they had previously (Norr 1997: 3).
The last grave ship found on the grave field in Valsgärde and that of this survey. The boat
graves may be the one of the three graves in Valsgärde that was discussed the most and is also
the grave record that this research has chosen to focus on. In the 15 boat graves from the
vendel and Viking age periods, one person that can be consider as the heads of the family
have been buried. All the boat graves are connected to each other and follow a pattern that has
been inherited in hundreds of years, which is something that cannot be interpreted in the other
grave chess mentioned above (Schönbäck, 2002: 1ff). The material I the boat graves is very
rich and as if would not be enough to be buried in boats that are between 8 and 12 meters long
but the boat also contained sword, shields, game boards and much more (Fridell, 1930: 217ff).
In addition to the rich material, the boats also contain several bones from a variety of animals.
These animal bones can also help answer the questions of this research about the preservation
of human remains.
In both the chamber graves and the boat graves, what is called tapestry is used in the
taphonomy, which means that the body is buried in the ground. When a body is buried
underground, acid-poor soil, lower temperature and the lack of insects and animals make the
breakdown of the body's soft tissues take much longer time than if the body had been placed
on the surface. Burial sites with a warmer climate make the decomposition process faster,
which means that Valsgärde's location in Uppsala should indicate that the decomposition has
taken longer due to the cold winters. Other factors like sunlight can also help delay the
decomposition process as the light dries out the soft tissue (Rodriguez and Bass, 1985: 423432).
It is not only the soft tissue that breaks down slower at burial like the once in the boat
graves but also the skeletal material lasts longer. If the body were to lie on the surface, it
would not only be easily accessible to animals, but the bones would also be exposed to clear
temperature changes, which would lead to tension in the bones and the formation of cracks
(Lyman, 1994).
Despite favourable conditions eventually the soft tissue and skeleton will break down.
Bones that contains a very spongy tissue, such as ribs and vertebras are more easily broken
than bones with compact tissue like the leg bones (Mays, 1998). The parts of human that take
the longest time to dissolve are the teeth as the enamel is the hardest tissue of the skeleton.
When decomposed, men's larger bodies last longer than females, the soft skeletons children
have, disappears faster than adults because a child's skeleton consists of many more smaller
bones which over the years grow together (Lyman, 1994).
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All bone material at Valsgärde does not come from human remains. There are plenty of
animal bones in the boat graves and their taphonomic history can be as important as the one
that relates to human remains. Animal remains are influenced by the same factors as human
beings and can thus be compared to each other to see if the natural degradation process in the
Valsgärde boat graves has occurred or the lack of human qualifications may be due to other
human activities. Animals that can count into the mammalian species often have a very
compact bone mass, which allows the strong bones to cope with degradation better than
human bones. Different fish species can vary greatly for how long they can manage before
breaking down. High fat fish such as herring and salmon are easier to break down than fish
with low fat content like pike and perch. Birds have very thin bones that are often hollow
because they need to be lightweight to fly. However, this means that bird bugs are very easy
to break down and disappear sold faster than most other bones. But as with humans, there are
some skeletal parts that can last longer than others in all animals. The fast breakdown Results
in the fact that there are rarely found any bird bones in graves. The size of the animal also has
an impacted in how long it takes for the remains to break down (During, 1993: 24-25).
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4.

The material of the boat graves

In the 15 boat graves from the vendel and viking age, the heads of the family have been
buried. All the boat graves are connected to each other and follow a pattern that has been
inherited, which is something that cannot be interpreted in the other grave chess mentioned
above (Schönbäck, 2002: 1ff). 13 of them 15 boat graves are located in line at Fyris river with
various distance between the boats, and must have given a powerful sight for people traveling
by the grave field. The boat graves 5, 6 and 7, on the other hand, were located on the other
side of the road that is believed to have passed through the burial field once upon a time
(Arvidsson 1977). All boats were between eight and twelve meters long, were made of oak or
pine and have probably been used to travel in smaller streams or lakes. (Andersson, 2017: 27).
At the funeral, the boats have been taken up on land, possibly with the help of dug dikes, and
then covered with soil to form the hills which were probably the markers for the graves (Price,
2008: 265). Before the graves were covered, a strict preparation for the dead has been made.
According to Andersson (2017: 27), a bed in which the dead was placed was placed in the
centre of the boat around the bed with the dead, the weapons have been placed. Further in the
boat there are entertainment items such as beverage tanks and the playing board placed, in the
bow of the boat the house rack has been placed. Around the boat, they have placed bigger
animals such as horses, cows and dogs. The boat graves at Valsgärde have been dated to have
started arisen between 560 – 1050 A.D., indicating that the constructions of the 15 graves
have been scattered in 490 years. During this time, some variation on the burial material has
been found even though there are clear similar features as can be seen in the table below.

Vedel period

Viking period

Male burials:

Male burials:

Helmets.
High quality weapons.
Richly decorated riding gear.
Glass and metal vessels.
Wooden vessels with metal decoration.
Birds of prey.
Large number of sacrificed animals.

Complete set of weapons consisting of
sword, spear, arrows, (scramasax after
earliest parts).
Riding gear.
Glass and metal vessels.
Wooden vessels with metal decoration.
Silk fabric (with gold and silver embroidery)
Birds of prey.
Large number of sacrificed animals.
Objects of high quality, for example, with
silver details.

Female burials:
Lavish jewellery
Silver spiralled beads (6th to 7th century
AD).
Amethyst beads (7th to 8th century AD).
Glass vessels.

Female burials:
Lavish bronze jewellery.
Glass and metal vessels.
Metal decorated wooden vessels.
Silk fabric (with gold and silver embroidery)
Large number of sacrificed animals.
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Wooden box with metal parts.
Objects of high quality, for example, with
Large number of sacrificed animals.
silver details.
Table 1. The table shows typical items that can be found in graves from the viking and vendel
period and the differences that have been observed between female and male grave gifts
(Ljungkvist, 2006:47).
Many of the Valsgärde boat graves contains material that complies with the table above.
Through the material found in the tombs at the time of excavation it has always been assumed
that the boat graves contain male remains because the find follows the patterns as the table
above as typical male tombs. But there has never been any osteological researches that can
confirm that the boat graves of Valsgärde inly contains human remains from men.

Fig 1. The helm from boat grave eight is a good example of the beautiful craftsmanship that
can be found in some of the graves of Valsgärde. Photo by Sven Rosborn
(https://commons.wikimedia.org).
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5.

The material of the boat graves

Boat grave one found at a depth of 1-2 meters (Fridell, 2013, 29) and is dated back to the year
1000-1050 A.D. and is thus one of Valsgärde´s youngest graves (Ljungkvist, 2008: 18). The
human remains that are preserved in this boat grave are fragments of varying size of a tibia.
According to osteological research the fragments are both very vivid and spongy. The
fragments of the tibia also have residues of glue which must have been added to the
preservation process of the grave. In boat grave one there is also a fragmented human elbow
bone (ulna) that measures 132.65 mm. The osteological studies of the elbow bone describe a
discoloration on the bone and a damage of the outer layer. At the find boxes, there is a note
indicating that small fragments have been sent to DNA analysis in 2014 (Navarro, 2017). At
the excavation, many animal bones were found from horse and dog spread around the grave.
On the illustration of the boat grave one a few larger animal bones can be distinguished as
well as well as the remains of the grave gifts that was buried with the boat (Fridell: 2013: 30,
72).
Boat grave two has strong indicators that it has been established during the Viking Age
approximately between 801-900 A.D., which means that this grave also belongs to the
younger boat graves in Valsgärde (Dyfverman, 2013: 62). In the grave, there is a wellpreserved fragment of a human tin bone (temporale) that measures 31,09 mm (Navarro,
2017). There have also been found animal bones of varying size of horse and some burned
bones that probably belong to the dog. The burned dog bones have probably has probably
ended up in the boat grave due to a cremation grave being destroyed when the construction of
the boat grave two was made. On the illustration of boat grave two a few bones can be
distinguished in the boats front as well as the remains of the grave gifts that was buried with
the boat (Dyfverman, 2013: 49, 60, 72).
Boat grave three has several fragments of human remains. At the excavation, an arm bone
(humerus) that measures 201,00 mm was found in very poor condition together with smaller
fragments from the same bones. At a patch at the finding box it was announced that a
fragment of the humerus were taken for DNA analysis in 2014. In the grave, there was also a
fragmented jaw (mandibula) that measured 27,52 mm. According to osteological studies,
several dental holes have been found in the jaw even though the bone is spongy and in poor
condition. Several fragments of four teeth (dentes) were also found in the grave, three of the
teeth have both the tooth bone and the enamel left while the root bone is missing (Navarro,
2017).
Boat grave four was found at a depth of 1.5 meters (Odencrants, 2013: 70) and is dated
between 900 and 950 A.D. (Ljungkvist, 2008: 18). The only human remains found in boat
grave four is a fragment of a tooth (dentes). In the osteological researches mentioned, a black
discoloration is identified on the fragment of the tooth. During the excavation, many wellpreserved horse bones were found by the boat grave, the skull (cranium) was the most
preserved part and could even provide information that the horse was a seven-year stallion
(Navarro, 2017, Odencrants, 2013: 78) On the illustration of the boat grave a few animal
bones can be distinguished as well as the reaming grave gifts (Odencrants, 1933 :54)
Boat grave five is dated to between 660–700/710 A.D. (Ljungkvist, 2008: 18) and is thus
one of the older graves on Valsgärde's grave field. At the excavation of the grave a
fragmented radial bone (radius) measured to 130,20 mm was found together with and a few
smaller fragments of the same radial bone, previously the leg was identified as a calf bone
(fibula). According to the osteological research, the bone is delicate and the surface layer is
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very flaky. In boat grave five a larger fragment of a human skull (cranium) and several
smaller fragments of the same bone was also found during the excavation. Osteological
analyses describe the skull bone and fragments as fragile with a worn outer layer that has led
to an uneven bone structure. By the find boxes a note that contain information that a fragment
of the bones was taken for DNA analysis in 2014 was found (Navarro, 2017). On the
illustration of boat grave five that was made in connection to the excavation, several animal
bones of different animal species also were found placed in the front and around the boat.
There was also a larger number of grave gifts found placed in the back of the boat
(Andersson, 2013: 34-35). The grave contains bones from four different dogs, two horses, at
least one cattle, a half goat, a half pig and a greylag goose (Andersson, 2017: 36).
Boat grave six is dated to 660-700 / 710 A.D. (Ljungkvist, 2008: 18) and found at
approximately one meter deep (Arvidsson, 1942: 19). According to the painting of the grave
made during the excavation, the human remains were found together with a few weapons in
the lower middle of the boat. The only human bone was a fragmented thigh bone (femur) that
measures to182,69 mm. The osteological studies describe the thigh bone as in very bad
condition with lack of any sign of the muscular attachment. The osteological research also
describes that part of the femur has been taken out in 2014 to be used in DNA analysis.
Spores appear on the part of the removed section (Navarro, 2017). On the illustration of boat
grave six, the animal bones can be placed in front and around the boat one human bone is
placed in the back of the boat together with the weapons (Arvidsson, 1942). The grave
contains animal bones from two horses, three dogs, cattle, at least four pigs, six or more sheep
or goats, northern goshawk, graylag goose and pike (Andersson, 2017: 38).
Boat grave seven was found at 0.5 meters’ depth (Arvidsson, 1977: 16) and has been
dated to between 620 / 630-700 / 710 A.D. (Ljungkvist, 2008: 38). This boat grave contains a
well-preserved dentine (dentes). The osteological research describes two deep holes and wear
downs to the enamel. At the centre of the boat where the weapons were located, two fingers
bones (falang) were also found, according to the osteological examinations, the bones are in
such poor condition that they are difficult to identify as finger bones. At the excavation of the
grave a ribbon bone (costae) that measures to 44.87 mm also was found. According to the
osteological research the ribbon has a structure resembling a human ribbon bone but that the
thickness indicates that it can also be from an animal (Navarro, 2017). According to the
illustration of the boat grave, the animal bones are distributed in the front and around the boat.
On the illustration of the grave, a larger amount of grave gifts are preserved and placed both
in the boats front and back (Arvidsson, 1977). The animal bones identified at the grave are
from four horses, at least five cattle, at least five pigs, at least three sheep, snow owl, black
grouse, duck, geese and pike (Andersson, 2017: 39).
The eight-boat boat is dated between year 560 / 570-620 / 630 A.D. (Ljungkvist, 2008:
38), which makes this grave the oldest boat grave in Valsgärde. At the excavation of boat
grave eight the only possible human remains found is bone meal. Because the remains only
consist of bone dust it is difficult to determine whether it originates from human or animal
bones. On the Illustration of the boat grave a larger amount of animal bones can be
distinguished as well as the grave gifts that was found during the excavation
(Arvidssons,1954). Bones from two horses, dogs, cattle, sheep or goats and goose was found
preserved. Another important thing is that boat grave eight is the only of the graves that has
larger parts of the wood retained from the boat (Andersson, 2017: 46, Arvidsson, 1954: 121,
112-116, Navarro, 2017).
Boat grave nine contains a human fragmented tin bone (temporal) that measures to 28,42
mm and several smaller fragments belonging to the same bones. In grave nine several teeth
(dentes) were also found. According to the osteological examinations, only the enamel
remains on majority of the teeth (Navarro, 2017).
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Boat grave ten contains many human bones. Among other things, several parts of a skull
(cranium) were found at the excavation, according to the osteological reports, the grave
contains parietal bone, bone from the upper jaw (maxilla) and tin bone (temporal). According
to the osteological reports all the bones are considered very fragile with a flaking surface.
Several teeth (dentes) with only the enamel left was also found in the grave at the time of the
excavation. Several fragments of varying sizes of shinbone (tibia) were found, according to
the osteological reports, these bones were very disintegrated and the bones surface ware very
uneven. There were also found several fragments belonging to a large cortical bone (Os
longum) (Navarro, 2017).
The boat grave eleven is dated between the years 1000–1050 A.D. (Ljungkvist, 2008: 38)
and is thus one of the youngest graves of the Valsgärde grave field. The grave has no human
remains retained (Navarro, 2017).
Boat grave twelve is dated to between 950–1000 A.D. (Ljungkvist, 2008: 38) and
therefore belongs to the younger boat graves at Valsgärde grave field. The grave contains a
fragmented radial bone (radius) and several fragmented teeth (dentes), according to
osteological studies, the fragmented teeth are in very different conditions and one tooth even
have a hole in it (Navarro, 2017).
Boat grave thirteen is dated to between 710–750 A.D. (Ljungkvist, 2008: 38). The grave
contains a fragmented metatarsal bone (metatarsus) that, according to osteological reports,
has been dated to the fifth metatarsal bone. The grave also contains several fragmented teeth
(dentes) (Navarro, 2017), according to the osteological examinations, the teeth are of varying
condition. During the excavation bones from fish, bird, sheep and cattle was found in the front
of the boat grave (Lundström, 1980:78-79).
The fourteenth boat grave is dated between 710–750 A.D. (Ljungkvist, 2008: 38) and has
no human remains preserved.
The fifteenth boat grave is dated between the years 950-1000 750 A.D. (Ljungkvist, 2008:
38) and therefore belongs to the newer boat graves at Valsgärde cemetery. In the grave,
several fragmented human teeth (dentes) and fragments from teeth were found during the
excavation. According to the osteological reports, the teeth were in a varied condition and
there was also an unidentified fragment of a spongy bone and a burned fragment of a cranium
found. The burnt bone probably comes from one of the nearby cremation graves (Navarro,
2017).
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6.

Soils around Valsgärde

By examining the composition of the soil in Uppsala, one can answer if the soil around
Valsgärde causes the decomposition of the bone material to occur faster or slower. By
examining an earthquake from SGU (Sweden's geological surveys), it can be observed that
the ground around Fyris river next to it consists only of postglacial clay with a few points of
sand. These clay soils that exist around Fyris river should be particularly beneficial for
preserving bone material. Valsgärde, which is marked with a circle on the map of the earth
(appendix 2), on the other hand, has some small parts of ice-sea sediment, which means that
the soil may be a little grainy. These soils that can be a bit looser and can cause the bones to
break faster. On Arvidsson's (1977) drawing over the burial field there are two turbines
marked (appendix 1 and 2). One of the gravel pits is located on the border of the boat graves
8, 2 and four and the other farmhouse is adjacent to 13, 12 and 14. According to Arvidsson's
illustration of the Valsgärde cemetary, the entire boat graves are not in the gravel pit, but only
a small part (Arvidsson, 1977).
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7.

The occurrence of grave robbery

Neil Price (2008) writes about viking age grave rituals. In Ynglingsagan it can be read about
how people who are dying should be cremated together with their belongings to have a
continued life in Valhall and to maintain the status held in their lives (Snorri Sturlandsson,
Ynglingasagan 8, trans Hollander 1964:11–12). Price suggests that this can show why it was
so important for people to have such a rich grave material, he also points out how important it
is to remember that the handling of the dead has varied widely depending on the place under
investigation (Price, 2008:257). Price discusses that in more places there are graves whose
human remains have been moved around or removed but he also mentions that in this
connection, even items are missing in the graves (Price, 2008:275).
At several excavations in Old Uppsala and around Europe, it has been found that the
archaeologists are not the first to find the grave without a grave robbery on several occasions
before (Klevnäs, 2007:1). But could it have happened even in Valsgärde? Like the boats in
Old Uppsala, the Valsgärde boats have a clear pattern of what and where the material has
been placed in the boat, which also makes it easy to identify grave robbery when it occurred
(Malmström, 1996). An example of a burial plot in Old Uppsala is grave 1 which is dated to
about 900 (Nordahl, 2001: 27) and is thus contemporary with several boat graves at
Valsgärde. At the excavation of grave one in Old Uppsala, there were clear signs that the
human remains were moved around when the body held an unnatural position. At the
excavation archaeologists thought that there were few of the objects and bones in the grave
that had their original position. This is common in the plundering of graves when the
perpetrator tends to move objects to properly crawl the grave, which in turn does not cause
any objects to be destroyed (Klevnäs, 2007: 29–31).
The Osebergs ship in Norway is a boat grave which also lacks a lot of the human material
that has probably been there occasionally. In Fornvännen Fedir Androschuk (2005) writes that
in the Osebergs grave have probably been three individuals buried in the ship at the
excavation there were parts of a human being, fragments of another and one of the individuals
were missing altogether. According to Androschuk, the lack of human material can indicate
that there are signs of robbery. Another factor suggesting looting is that some items are
missing and have been moved around. Androschuk writes that the plundering of the grave
appears to have ritual meanings and points to two possible reasons, one of which would have
been committed to harm the ghost (Beck, 1978) and the other points to a possible symbolic
significance when a new leader took over the power (Myhre, 1992: 283)
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8.

Analysis of the Valsgärde boat graves

In the material presented above and the factors that may affect a survival conservation, it can
be found that at the excavation there were no whole bodies in those 15 graves on the gravel
field in Valsgärde. Below are the questions that were asked at the beginning of the research
(Where in the Valsgärde boat graves were the human remains located? Are there any patterns
among the human bones found at the excavations of the boat graves? Can the boat graves at
Valsgärde have been exposed to robbery? Could there have been ritual ceremonies with the
removal of human remains or is the lack of human bones a result of natural processes?) will
be reviewed and answered.

8.1.

The human remains and their location in the boat grave.

One of the issues this essay was if it is possible to distinguish where in the boat the human
remains were located? In the boat graves where the location of the human material could be
investigated by studying the paintings made in connection to the excavations, it shows that the
few human remains were placed in the middle part of the boat.
However, it was difficult to see if this is a factor that occurs in all fifteen boat graves as
only the largest graves (No. 5, 6 and 7) had enough detailed maps to determine where the
human remains were located. However, the larger animal bones could be distinguished on all
the paintings of the boat graves. When it comes to the question of being able to distinguish
some similar features in which bones are preserved in the yard, the survey has shown a large
spread in both the number of bones and the type of that grave. The eight, eleventh and
fourteenth boat graves distinguish themselves by having no human bones preserved at all.
Boat grave eight, however, have a larger amount of animal bones that are preserved, but most
of these bones were very large can thus take longer to break down. Boat grave eight and
thirteen are adjacent to each of the two gravel pits adjacent to the burial ground. This can
cause the soil around these boat graves to contain more sand, thus releasing more air that
speeds up the decomposition process. Something that speaks against this is that, according to
the illustration of the grave field (Arvidsson, 1977) only the tip of the boats nudges the gravel
pits and that all the other boats that links to the gravel pits contain human bones. Boat grave
thirteen lays next to boat grave fourteen and, therefore, is also contiguous to the gravel pit.
This boat grave contains many human bones and has probably not been affected by the soils
surrounding the grave. Most the graves contain teeth and thigh bones that are difficult to
break down, but several of the graves also contain parts of the skull that usually have a much
faster decomposition process.

8.2.

Can Valsgärdes´boat graves have been robbed?

The five first chamber graves at the Valsgärde grave field show early signs of robbery, the
first of which dates to the late 300's and the late 400's. This grave is thus much older than boat
grave 8, which is the oldest of the boat graves with a date between 560 / 570–620 / 630. At
the excavations of the buildings next to the graveyard, it was found that a longhouse could be
dated to around 600, indicating that so far, no permanent settlement has been found for the
time when the five chamber graves were erected. When the list of the finds and drawings that
19

were painted in connection to excavations of the boat graves has been studied during this
investigation, there are no clear markers that the boat graves in Valsgärde shows any signs of
being robbed. The only thing that could indicate some form of influence is the small amount
of human remains that the 15 boat graves hold.
At the Osebersgs ship some theories show that robbery has taken place with the intention
of destroying human material, but it is not only the bones that has disappeared. At the
excavations, it turned out that much of the objects placed in the grave seemed to have been
moved around and that were also signs that items that could have had a higher value seemed
to have been missing. In boat graves five, six and seven which can be seen as the most richly
equipped graves of Valsgärde grave field, all the valuable items seem to be remaining. Nor
did the objects appear to be moved around, but they were dug out in a recurring pattern in all
the graves. That the objects and bones could remain in the same ordered pattern as having all
the precious grave gifts left would be extremely unlikely if the grave had visited the robber.
Neither the graves with a smaller number of precious grave gifts show any signs of being
exposed to robbery. Perhaps it is because the construction of the longhouse constitutes an
unnecessary risk for robbery, which suggests that all the house trenches built before the
building of the house has been subjected to robbery.

8.3.

Natural process or human impact?

As mentioned above, it cannot be ruled out that the boat graves in Valsgärde have no bodies
in the graves. It also seems incredible that the graves have been subjected to robbery because
all graves appear to be arranged according to a certain pattern and that these patterns were
intact at the time of excavation. However, have the bodies disappeared through the natural
degradation process or may there be another explanation as to why human sufferings are so
few? According to the taphonomic processes discussed above, there are many factors that are
involved in the decomposition process of human bodies. In this survey only the boat graves in
Valsgärde have been investigated, which means that the dead have buried in a wooden boat.
At Valsgärde, none of the boat graves have been burnet, which also has an impact on the
degradation process. Through the archaeological material, all the human remains buried in the
boat graves are assumed to be men, this is because some types of material have been regarded
as typically male as you can see in the table earlier in the research. According to surveys, it
has been shown that the degradation of men's bones is much slower down than women
because the bones of men are larger than women's. As mentioned above, the bones that has
been found in the boat graves do not indicate that they are left in any special pattern, but both
the number of bones and type of bone vary from grave to grave. However, the soils around the
grave field and the different kind of bones that has been preserved in the boat graves shows
that it is hard to imagine that the human remains has disappeared due to natural processes.
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9.

Conclusion

Ever since Valsgärde's grave field was found, several researches have been carried out in this
area. The rich grave materials have been studied and from this we have had a chance to get an
insight into a life that existed hundreds of years ago. Valsgärde was from the beginning a
place where the dead could rest, a death society. Through investigations of the graved and
ancient texts it has been shown that it was important for the dead to carry a rich grave material
to get a good after life. However, it is not mentioned whether the dead must in fact be left in
the grave to afterlife he or her had gathered things for. In all the boat graves in the Valsgärde
grave field there is a clear pattern of how the material has been placed and what types of
objects the dead brought into the grave. In the boat graves that it has been possible to
investigated where the human remains were found, they have been found in the middle of the
boat. With the otherwise accurate locations of the grave material it can be assumed that the
human remains also complies with the boat graves were the paintings cannot really give that
information.
The boat graves show no signs of having been reopened after the covering of the boats
until the time of the excavations. By contrast, it does not mean that the graves have not been
open for a long time. If the boat graves were open, it means that the human body had been
exposed to the surface. According to the taphonomic processes, this would mean that the
degradation process of the body would go much faster than if it had been buried right away.
Impacts such as air, rain, insects and animals could lead to the lack of human remains in
Valsgärdes´ boat graves. The fact that the bones would have been affected by scavengers
seems unbelievable since none of the osteological reports mention that this type of destruction
should have occurred to the bones. If the material had been exposed to wet for a long time,
also items of iron and other metals such as the swords, shields, helmets, arrows and others
would be in extremely bad condition, which they are not. Something else that is against the
fact that many of the graves have stood up for a longer time is that they contain large sets of
bones from different animal species. Many of the animal bones are large as the bones from
cattle and horses that could have last for a long time on the surface of the earth, with many of
the older graves containing more fragile bones and especially remarkable are the bones that
come from the different bird species. According to taphonomic researches, bird bones are one
of the species most rapidly disappearing because the bones are light and usually hollow, to
allow the birds to fly. There is no chance that the bird bones could have been preserved if the
boat grave would have stood open for a longer time. One idea would be that the grave may
have been partially open but it can be hard to prove without knowing exactly where the bird
bones were placed in the all the boat graves. If the grave has been partially open for a shorter
period of time, perhaps only a month, so that the soft tissues of the body would have been
decomposed. It the soft tissues would have been gone some of the bones might have been
plucked away while some might have been unconsciously or deliberately left behind.
According to soil maps, the land around Uppsala and Valsgärde's grave field is relatively
good from a taphonomic process. Despite some sections of ice-river sediment, which led to
the fact that two gravel pits are found at the grave field, the majority of the soils consists of
postglacial and glacial clay, which makes the soils around Valsgärde grave field a place where
the degradation process would take a longer time. Although some boats without human
remains border to the grave fields two gravel pits seem to have not affected all the boat graves
that are adjoining the gravel pits. If information about how deep boat graves have been found
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may have been devised, the boats have been lying at a depth of between 0.5 meters and 1.5
meters. This means that they are still deep enough to not be affected much by the weather
changes that have occurred above the soils. The bodies would also be protected from being
attacked by scavengers and insects that would accelerate the decomposition process. By lying
on such depths as the boats did, the degradation process would have been delayed.
At excavations of boat graves where robbery has occurred, it tends to be missing a lot of
the rich grave gifts. This did not occur at the excavations of Valsgärde's boat graves. Nor did
any of the boat graves in Valsgärde grave field seems to have gotten objects moved around.
This strengthens the theory that the grave has not been reopened until the archaeologists
started their excavations. Earlier in the research, some theories about why human remains
were removed have been raised though it is hard to prove if any of these can be applied as a
phenomenon of the missing human remains.
By studying taphonomic processes, soil maps, previous literature and osteological reports,
this survey shows that there is a possibility that the boat grave has been left open after a time
of burial. The boat graves that best kept animal bones are the three boat graves five, six and
seven, constructed during the vendel period, and thus are among the older graves on the grave
field. These boat graves have bones from both humans and animals and as mentioned above
they also have bones that can be considered as the fastest bones to be broken down, those
from birds. It is therefore unbelievable that human remains have disappeared through natural
processes without any kind of human influence must have occurred.
Further, if any ritual process has been carried out where the bodies have been removed
immediately before closing the grave is possible, but there is no sure evidence that it has
happened in any ritual. If the bones that is found left behind would have continuity. it could
indicate that some form of ritual would occur, but it is not. It is still not impossible, but if a
picking has taken place, it has probably been done after the body's soft tissues have dissolved
and as a result, random bones may have been left in the boat graves. Another possibility is
that only parts of the human remains were laid in the grave from the beginning. This may be
possible, but because the graves otherwise show that they are organized according to a
pattern, it seems unbelievable that some random bones should have been placed in the grave.
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11. Appendices.

Appendix 1. Soil map from SGU (Sweden's geological surveys). The map shows a selected
part of Uppsala where Valsgärde is located.
(http://apps.sgu.se/kartgenerator/maporder_sv.html retrieved: 2017:04-18).
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Appendix 2. Is an close-up on appendix 1. It is the part of the soil map showing the place
Valsgärde is located for a closer look at how the soils around the grave field looks
(http://apps.sgu.se/kartgenerator/maporder_sv.html retrieved: 2017:04-18).
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