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Foreword

Chiara Bonacchi

From early engagements with history in the classroom to family visits of the JORVIK Viking Centre,
from teenager discoveries of Tolkien’s epic novels to TV viewings of The Last Kingdom in later adulthood,
our everyday experiences have impressed upon our minds and hearts powerful but personalised imag-
es of what Nick Merriman called the ‘official’ past (Merriman 1991). These realms are constructions of
knowing and feeling that may be more or less persistent. These images not only shape our understand-
ing of the world as we see it, but stay attached to some of our deepest emotions; they are intermingled
with our fears, hopes and dreams of safety, self-worth and acceptance. Endeavouring to understand the
processes through which the past is presenced is one of the most important facets of our profession as
archaeologists and historians (Bonacchi 2014, 2018; Brophy 2018).

This volume reveals a range of ‘images’ of the early medieval past in contemporary society. It compris-
es an anthology of essays and interview-based chapters authored by researchers working in an array of
different institutions as well contributions by former student who participated in the 2017 conference.
Together, they provide a rich variety of perspectives into the contemporary framing of the ‘Dark Ages’.
‘Darkness’ still remains, within British and European society, one of the properties that are most frequent-
ly associated with the mid-late first millennium AD. I remember reading through substantive reports
of evaluations made by large London-based museums on the public perceptions of the medieval period
for my doctoral research. They were filled with focus group participants’ descriptions of this epoch as a
‘foreign country’ (Lowenthal 1985) that is poorly lit, and mostly dull, cold, dump and technologically ret-
rograde. Several years have passed since then and, building on previous studies, my latest investigations
into the present-day use of the Iron Age, Roman and post-Roman periods! have showed how these ideas
can be tied to exclusive narratives of ‘self’ and ‘otherness’ that bear dire social and political implications.

This book is, however, particularly effective in complicating the picture I have just portrayed and in
bringing to light counter-narratives that reflect on the ‘dark’ sides of the Dark Ages in ways that go
beyond the shadow cast in the early modern period and crystallised via the transformational writings
of Edward Gibbon (1776). The idea of the ‘Fall’ of the Roman Empire and its intermittent and variously
contested fortune in historiography (e.g. Brown 1971; Ward-Perkins 2005; ) is alive in - amongst others
- TV series, videos shared on YouTube, Twitter and Facebook conversations about the ‘destiny’ of poli-
ties such as the United States or supra-national ones like the European Union (Bonacchi et al. 2018). Yet,
being ‘dark’ can also carry elements of fascination, and those elements, whether accurate or inaccurate,
may serve as compelling forces leading visitors to sites like Tintagel, or to participate in Viking re-en-
actment, to name just two of the examples provided in the chapters that follow.

Navigating issues relating to authority, interpretation, accuracy, appeal and value, this collection is the
first focused attempt to shed light on the public lives of the ‘Dark Ages’ as both ‘retrotopias’ (Bauman
2017) and ‘retrophobias’, and as personally appropriated histories that are performed across online and
offline fields of human activity and heritage crafting.

! This has been undertaken in the context of the AHRC-funded project Ancient Identities in Modern Britain, which is a
collaboration between Durham University and the University of Stirling (grant n. AH/N006151/1; https://www.dur.ac.uk/
research/directory/view/?mode=project&id=944).
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Public Archaeology for the Dark Ages

Howard Williams

with Pauline Clarke, Victoria Bounds, Sarah Bratton, Amy Dunn, James Fish, loan Griffiths,
Megan Hall, Joseph Keelan, Matthew Kelly, David Jackson, Stephanie Matthews, Max Moran,
Niamh Moreton, Robert Neeson, Victoria Nicholls, Sacha O’Connor, Jessica Penaluna, Peter Rose,
Abigail Salt, Amelia Studholme and Matthew Thomas

This introductory chapter identifies the principal issues and themes in the public archaeology of the Early Middle Ages,
exploring the specific and compelling challenges of investigating and evaluating the early medieval past in contemporary
society mediated by archaeology. In doing so, we review and contextualise the contributions to the 3rd University of Chester
Archaeology Student conference: ‘Digging into the Dark Ages’, which took place at the Grosvenor Museum, Chester, 13
December 2017. The resulting book comprises a selection of the student contributions and a range of additional chapters by
heritage professionals and academics. The book’s structure and contents are then outlined: the first-ever collection dedicated
to ‘Dark Age’ public archaeology. It is argued that for future research, critical public archaeologies are essential for ethical and
engaging early medieval archaeology in both theory and practice.

Introduction!

Professor Broom (played by actor Ian McShane) narrates the opening sequence of 2019 film Hellboy
(starring David Harbour and Milla Jovovich). King Arthur and Merlin ride to Pendle Hill to confront
Nimue, the Queen of Blood, and her creatures of darkness. Broom sets the scene: ‘The year is 517 AD,
known as the Dark Ages, and for f**king good reason’ (Hellboy 2019).

Two years before, in 2017, the Justified Ancients of Mu Mu returned after 23 years of retirement from the
music industry with a three-day socially critical art event in Liverpool called ‘Welcome to the Dark Ages’.
With multiple striking funerary archaeological undertones, they launched the ‘Toxteth Day of the Dead’
and announced their plan to build a ‘People’s Pyramid’ comprised of bricks containing human cremated
remains.’

A year earlier still, to distinguish the traces of 5th-7th-century buildings revealed by excavation and on
display to visitors from the nearby ruins of the 13th-century castle on, English Heritage’s indoor displays
and on-site interpretation boards were updated at Tintagel (Cornwall), calling its early medieval phase
a ‘Dark Age’ (Williams 2016a). The term’s widespread deployment on site was part of the redesign of
this premier heritage destination involving new art and installations. The Arthurian allusions ‘Tintagel:
where history meets legend’) and ‘Dark Age’ label together prompted a storm of protest in 2016. Some
academics supported a social media campaign to convince English Heritage to ‘#stopthedarkages’.
Meanwhile some locals and Cornish nationalists were furious at the ‘disneyfication’ of the site as well as
the derogatory ‘Dark Age’ epithet (Williams 2016b; Greaney this volume).

From Hollywood films to the KLF to English Heritage: the ‘Dark Ages’ remain an eclectic, mutable,
contentious but unquestionably widespread frame of reference in contemporary society. There seem

! The chapter was authored by Howard Williams with input from Pauline Clarke. The entire student group are credited for
their ideas and arguments which were presented at the student conference, adapted for their assignments, and a selection
are published in this collection. Their choices and endeavours have shaped this Introduction and the book project.

2 https://www.nme.com/blogs/nme-blogs/weird-events-klf-welcome-dark-ages-2132941
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DIGGING INTO THE DARK AGES

to be many different intersecting ‘Dark Ages’, bearing complex, contradictory and controversial
social, religious, economic and political associations. They also harbour varying degrees of negative
and positive, real-world and fantastical bearings, and embody both educational and performative
political dimensions (see also Elliot 2017: 55-77). Only some of these ‘Dark Ages’ relate directly to
how contemporary society engages with and judges the material evidence of the centuries following
the decline and collapse of the Western Roman Empire. Others relate to the popular perception of
later medieval societies and materialities. Further ‘Dark Ages’ are fixated more with our anxieties and
imaginings about the future of our ‘civilization’, its communities, built environments and late-modern
consumerism.

In this context, how do the material cultures of the early medieval period (defined here as the 5th-
11th centuries AD, and including graves, settlements, artefacts, art, inscriptions, architectures and
landscapes), manifest themselves and acquire meanings and significance in our contemporary world?
Within the complex entanglement of archaeology with contemporary culture and politics, what
specific issues are faced for the public engagement and politics of ‘Dark Age’ societies mediated by
their material traces? How do we promote some narratives and discourage and counter misleading and
dangerous stories? What are archaeologists’ ethicial considerations and responsibilities to improve the
ways in which we engage and educate global publics, involve new audiences, attract new participants
and practitioners, and tackle misconceptions of, the middle and later first millennium AD?

A starting point is to recognise that ‘public archaeology’, as identified and explored cogently by
Gabriel Moshenska (2017), incorporates not only the practice and critical evaluation of public outreach
(archaeologists working with the public) and community archaeology (archaeology by the public),
but also the practice and investigation of public-sector archaeology, including heritage conservation,
management and interpretation of artefacts, monuments, sites, architectures and landscapes. The
field of public archaeology also extends to archaeology deployed in educational environments, and to
strategies and approaches in digital and open archaeology that seek to bring archaeological knowledge
towider and diverse audiences. Furthermore, public archaeology incorporates the practice and appraisal
of the communication and dissemination of archaeological knowledge via the media and throughout
popular culture, including intersections between real and imagined past times and a range of present-
day landscapes, monuments and material cultures, including archaeologists’ investigations of the early
medieval past as a ‘brand’ within our contemporary ‘experience’ society (Morrison 2000; Holtorf 2007).

Public archaeology also endeavours to evaluate and critique the politics of archaeology, including
how archaeologists might operate as public intellectuals and political voices in contemporary society
(Tarlow and Nilsson Stutz 2013; Nilsson Stutz 2018). Thus, in tackling ‘public archaeology’ for the ‘Dark
Ages’ in this broad and multi-faceted way, we situate public archaeology, following both Grima (2016:
54) and Moshenska (2017), as a disciplinary practice and theoretical orientation that investigates both
archaeologists’ voices and practices in the contemporary world. Indeed, arguably of all periods of the
human past, the Early Middle Ages faces some of the most enduring challenges: the cocktail of immense
popularity but also widespread ethnic, religious and racial stereotypes, and thus enduring popular
appeal and political uses and appropriations.

Yet this is not all, following Almansa (2018), we must consider public archaeology as itself a critical
theory of archaeology, one which opens new trajectories for research and public engagement. For a
robust public archaeology of the Early Middle Ages, we must tackle head-on the popular culture of
archaeological narratives, critiquing not only the presence of words, symbols and ideas of medieval origin,
but also evaluations of the complex uses and reuses of early medieval artefacts, buildings, monuments
and landscapes, and considering their reproduction and replication, life-histories and popular cultural
resonances down to, and in, contemporary communities and environments as well as printed and digital
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spaces (Jones 2004; Foster and Jones 2019). Central to this is a greater investigation of who is doing what,
and for whom, in the study of the early medieval past: revaluating its creators, participants and audiences.

Havingsetthe scene, let usnow consider some specific dimensions to public early medieval archaeologies.
While we recognise the broader European and global contexts, our attention here focuses on the UK.

The politics and popular culture of the ‘Dark Ages’

How are archaeologists investigating the ‘Dark Ages’ in contemporary society? In the UK, and indeed in
much of northern and western Europe, ‘public archaeology’ debates and practices strongly feature the
early medieval period, from television documentaries to museum displays. The 5th-11th centuries AD
is frequently perceived as the ‘Dark Ages’ in popular discussions: characterised in terms of ‘barbarian’
invasions, Christian conversion, and kingdom formation. Present-day concepts of identity, faith
and origin myths are seemingly indelibly linked and revitalised through nationalist, colonialist and
imperialist discourses which appropriate and mobilise the early medieval period in complex interleaving
fashions (e.g. Effros 2003: 1-70; Geary 2001; Sommer 2017).

Yet increasingly, and particularly over the last half-century, archaeological discoveries, analyses and
syntheses are contributing towards fundamental revaluations of traditional historical narratives and
their racial and religious underpinnings, as well as the many legendary and mythological elements that
have sometimes been treated as historical and archaeological events and processes (e.g. Carver 2019;
Halsall 2013; Higham and Ryan 2013; Hills 2003; Harland 2019; Oosthuizen 2019). Archaeologists can offer
new discoveries, but also distinctive stories and fresh paradigms, operating on a range of scales, media
and contexts, in which the social, political, economic and religious histories of early medieval Europe
can be told. Having said this, how can archaeologists do this while popular culture retains static and
out-moded narratives for the era (see Content and Williams 2010). Moreover, are we hampered by still-
popular accounts of the period, including James Campbell’s (1982) The Anglo-Saxons and Michael Wood’s
(1981) In Search of the Dark Ages, which whilst engaging are now decades old and no longer represent the
latest archaeological research and thinking?

While there have been numerous prominent community archaeology and public engagement projects
with an early medieval focus, including notably the Sedgeford project (Faulkner 2000) and the ongoing
Dig Ventures/Durham University dig at Lindisfarne,® the explicit and extended investigation of the
‘public archaeology’ for early medieval Europe, including the many sub-dimensions Moshenska (2017)
identifies, has to date escaped detailed academic attention. While academics themselves explore the
period in relation to nuanced perspectives and are critical of out-moded racial and culture-historic
narratives, fantastical and simplistic narratives persist in popular culture without detailed exploration
or rebuke. For Anglo-Saxon archaeology, to take one region by way of example, to date there have been
very few studies attempting to evaluate some of the principal educational and popular interactions with
archaeological evidence, sites and narratives (see Lucy and Herring 1999; Marzinzik 2011; Walsh and
Williams 2019; Williams 2009) and fewer still that situate these in relation to prevalent pseudo-historical
narratives for early medieval Britain more broadly, from ‘Arthur’ to ‘Alfred’ (see Halsall 2013). There
are, to date, only a small number of studies which have tackled further material ‘early medievalisms’,
including music and intangible heritages of the early medieval past (Ashby and Schofield 2015); the
biographies and replications of early medieval stone sculpture (e.g. Jones 2004; Foster and Jones 2019);
re-enactment societies and festivals (Kobiatka 2013); the early medieval period as represented in films
and television programmes (e.g. Hall 2004, 2009; Sanmark and Williams 2019); heritage experiences
of ‘time travel’ to the late prehistoric/early historic past (e.g. Holtorf 2013); and finally, the broader
popular culture consumption of the early medieval past (see now Dale 2019).

> https://digventures.com/lindisfarne/
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In this context, there is a pressing need to extend and develop critical historiographies of early
medieval archaeology, such as the research conducted on the nineteenth-century origins of Anglo-
Saxon archaeology and how its definitions and interpretations, inspired by theories of race, religion
and class, have continued to shape both specialist and popular attitudes towards the Adventus Saxonum
and the origins of England (Lucy 1998; McCombe 2011; Williams 2006, 2007a, 2007b, 2007¢c, 2008, 2013;
see also Effros 2003; 2012). Furthermore, public archaeological research must build upon evaluations
of how we envision and display early medieval archaeological contexts for both academic and popular
audiences (Gardeta 2016; Watson and Williams 2019; Williams 2009; Williams 2016c). Additional key
dimensions of public archaeology relating to the Early Middle Ages includes digital public archaeology,
such as blogging (e.g. Meyers and Williams 2014; Williams and Atkin 2015; Williams 2019a) and video-
blogging (Tong et al. 2015) as both media for public engagement and academic critique.

To do this we can take inspiration from the growing number of literary and interdisciplinary studies of
medievalism (e.g. Albin et al. 2019; Alexander 2007; Elliott 2017; Harty 2011; Sturtevant 2017; Wollenberg
2018). However, to date, such studies of ‘medievalism’ remain literary and historical in focus. To extend
their evaluations to archaeological and heritage dimensions and stakeholder communities, as well as
to digital environments, archaeology must be front and centre as theory, method, practice and data.

Why is this project particularly timely?

There are a series of more specific contexts that justify why this book is not only timely but essential.
The last decade has seen an upsurge in early medieval academic research operating in a complex and
evolving digital media (Williams et al. 2019b). Particularly in the last few years, academic discoveries
and publications have benefitted from open-access digital publication, with the peer-reviewed articles
disseminated via stories composed on online news media platforms, facilitating ‘viral’ coverage. A notable
and ‘viral’ early medieval global news story was the osteological and genomic reinterpretation of the
Birka Bj581 chamber grave dating to the 10th century AD as a female-sexed individual and thus perhaps a
‘warrior-woman’: the real-world equivalent to Lagertha from the popular TV series Vikings (Hedenstierna
Jonson et al. 2017; Price et al. 2019). Another example is the re-dating of the mass-graves and furnished
inhumation burials from Repton, Derbyshire to confirm an association with the Great Heathen Army’s
over-wintering in 873-874 (Jarman et al. 2018). During 2019, the publication and media stories of the
‘Prittlewell Prince’ offers a further prominent instance of a carefully strategised launch of a new museum
exhibition, academic and popular publications, and press releases to the media (Hirst and Scull 2019).
These examples provoke us to reconsider how digital media are affecting how we disseminate and debate
early medieval scholarship, with many scholars engaging with social media, via blogs and for digital
platforms like The Conversation alongside journals and books. Through dialogues with journalists, as well
as more direct means of engagement such as academic open-access digital publication and a range of new
media, including podcasts and video blogging, early medieval enthusiasts subsequently engage with new
audiences and debate evolve rapidly online regarding archaeological discoveries and analyses (see also
Williams 2018; 2019b). Yet this also prompts many new challenges, and genomic research and popular
consumption is fostering a host of new challenges, including the popular uncritical dissemination of race
science through both ancient and modern DNA research (see Booth 2018; see Maldonado this volume).

The Early Middle Ages is more than just in the news and online: it can be a prominent part of immersive
mass-entertainment too. In recent years it has exponentially enhanced its profile in Western popular
culture through television documentaries, but particularly via a revitalised craze of the Victorian fantasy
and popular historic renditions. The ‘Dark Ages’ are thus commercialised and manifest through the arts
and entertainment industries (see also Ashby and Schofield 2015; Trafford and Pluskowski 2007; Dale 2019).
Fictional versions inspired by the early medieval past have a long history, but they are now proliferating
like never before and via a host of media: via printed fiction, video games, television dramas and films. Over
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the last two decades, versions of imaginary
‘Dark Ages’ can be experienced via Skyrim
to Vikings and The Last Kingdom, inspirations
from Norse mythology including American
Gods and the Marvel Thor comics and
movies, and fantasy genres heavily inspired
by medieval mythology, history and
archaeology, including Game of Thrones, The
Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings (Larrington
2016; Ford Burley 2019; Hall 2004; 2009;
Tveskov and Erlandson 2007; Williams
2019a). It is increasingly apparent that the N i
‘Dark Ages’ is alive an%i};vell in our popular Digging into the Dark Ages
culture via many guises, sometimes directly UOC 2017

inspired by archaeological interpretations
and narratives, often wholly disconnected
from academic discourse. Moreover, this
panoply of renditions require detailed
investigations by those trained as archaeologists and familiar with early medieval material culture. Indeed,
lead researchers are increasingly aware that we cannot ignore these detailed and rich entanglements
with archaeological evidence and interpretations, but explore them and their implications for our own
storytelling (e.g. Dale 2019; Price 2015).

Figure 1: the student-designed logo for the ‘Digging into
the Dark Ages’ conference

The Dark Ages is darker still than popular science news and entertainment, however. Indeed, the
aesthetics and stories of the Early Middle Ages have long fostered extremist fantasies about the past
but these have expanded and intensified in recent years (e.g. Ford Burley 2019). Notably, the global
popularist and far-right’s appropriations of Germanic and Norse material culture, myths and symbols
has garnered scholarly attention, including how we evaluate it, and how we position ourselves and our
scholarshipinresponsetoit(Bonacchi
et al. 2018; Niklasson and Hglleland
2018; Richardson and Booth 2017).
In particular, following the ‘Unite
the Right' rally of 13 May 2017
in Charlottesville, Virginia, and
subsequently with citations to the
early medieval past in the message
left behind by the shooter who
massacred worshippers in a mosque
in Christchurch (New Zealand)
in March 2019, medievalists have
witnessed further instances of the
longer-term close proximity of toxic
extremism with fantasies of racial
purity and national origins within
white supremacist and Islamophobic
discourses (see also Elliott 2017;

Figure 2: Final-year archaeology students participating in Wollenberg 2018). In addition to
the student conference in December 2017 at the Grosvenor ’
Museum these global concerns, for the UK,

the early medieval past is contested
on multiple scales simultaneously
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between different religious, ethnic and socio-
political groups, as witnessed, for example, in the
mobilisation of the end of Rome and the ‘Dark
Ages’ in defining positions and arguments in
both the 2014 IndyRef and 2016 Brexit referenda
debates (Bonacchi et al. 2018: Brophy 2018;
Gardner 2017; Gardner and Harrison 2017).

Building on this intense and divisive political
environment, there had been multiple
controversies regarding the uses and abuses of
the Early Middle Ages in academia, the heritage
sector and museums. A good example of this is
the aforementioned #stopthedarkages reaction
to the use of the term ‘Dark Ages’ on heritage
boards at Tintagel, Cornwall and in English
Heritage’s broader educational and public-facing
literature (Hicks 2017; see also Williams 2016a
and b). Likewise, the debate surrounding the
re-display of the Viking gallery in the National
Museum of Denmark in Copenhagen has led to
public disagreements between scholars and the
public over the involvement of non-specialists
in the creation of the display, notably its more
anachronistic and speculative representations of
Viking people (Pentz et al. 2019; Sindbaek 2019).
Other pertinent strands of debate have emerged
since the conference, prompted by a growing
awareness of the early medieval past’s use by
the far-right. Notably, the merits of using the term ‘Anglo-Saxon’ for scholars and scholarship when
investigating the Early Middle Ages has been challenged afresh (Pitts 2020). These debates demand robust
correctives and critique from archaeologists, for whom ethnic terms have long been widely deployed for
both specialist and public-facing media to communicate the material cultures of the Early Middle Ages.

Figure 3: Dr Chiara Bonacchi (left), Prof. Howard Wil-
liams (centre) and Dr Adridn Maldonado (right) at the
conference, December 2017

Given this background, when tasking the final-year single honours Archaeology students at the
University of Chester in the 2017-2018 academic year to tackle a theme in public archaeology as part of
the module ‘HI16001 Archaeology and Contemporary Society’, a focus on the Early Middle Ages seemed
potentially rich and rewarding as well as timely. The previous two student conferences had already
incorporated distinctive critiques of early medieval monuments and material culture in heritage and
museum environments as well as the Early Middle Ages in digital media (Evans and Williams 2019;
Gardeta 2019; Walsh and Williams 2019; Watson and Williams 2019; Williams and Alexander 2019;
Williams and Evans 2019; Williams 2019a; 2019b; Williams et al. 2019). Consequently, the third University
of Chester Archaeology Student Conference, which took place on 13 December 2017, was thus called
‘Digging into the Dark Ages’. This title consciously encapsulated the stereotype of ‘Dark Ages’ as
a popular, but non-ethnically specific term for the period: one readily understood yet fraught with
problems. Meanwhile, the title also deployed a double entendre for ‘digging’, evoking both the practical
discoveries and insights into the period afforded by archaeology, and the intellectual ‘digging’ of the
past through critical evaluation of archaeology’s narratives and public engagements.

Having identified why this book is timely, let us now sketch the conference proceedings.
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The ‘Digging into the Dark Ages’ conference

The 3rd University of Chester Archaeology Student Conference was a public and free day conference,
organised by final-year archaeology students and hosted by the Grosvenor Museum, Chester. It was a
formative exercise leading to a summative assignment for the students involved, but it equally served
as a public forum for debating a distinctive theme in public archaeological research. Simultaneously,
through the event, and its digital presence in the form of a Wordpress blog site, it served as an example
of public outreach in itself.* Note: while the first and second student conferences had been recorded
for video, the sensitive nature of some of the topics presented by students was such that we felt it best
not to share via social media to uphold our duty of care within the context of a University educational
activity (cf. Morgan 2018) (Figures 1 and 2).

The conference followed the format of previous conferences (see Williams et al. 2019¢). In total, 20
students presented their work across six themed sessions addressing;: (i) debates; (ii) entertainment; (iii)
heritage displays; (iv) digital themes; (v) commercial and consumerism dimensions; and (vi) heritage
management and political contestations of the Early Middle Ages. The conference thus explored both
analogue and digital mechanisms for public engagement and participation in archaeological research
into the Early Middle Ages, as well as popular, economic and political appropriations of the Early Middle
Ages through its archaeology. The student talks were augmented by question-and-answer sessions.

The Guest Lectures

The conference was enriched considerably through the contributions of two keynote speakers. Chiara
Bonacchi (University of Stirling) presented a case study in digital archaeology, evaluating how the end of
the Western Roman Empire was mobilised in debates surrounding the Brexit referendum (subsequently
published: Bonacchi et al. 2018). Meanwhile, Adridn Maldonado (National Museum of Scotland) explored the
misuse of palaecogenetics and modern DNA in narratives surrounding the early medieval past (addressed in
Maldonado, this volume; see also Booth 2018). Both guest lectures afforded the students and other delegates
superb present-day case studies in the investigation of the uses and abuses of archaeological evidence and
narratives in personal and political contexts (Figure 3).

Dark Age Debates

The first session comprised three presentations which tackled broad contemporary issues in the public
perception and engagement with the early medieval past. loan Griffiths reviewed the use of the term
‘Dark Ages’ and found its use rife outside of academic literature, including in newspaper articles and
media debates as a derogatory term applied to people, institutions and situations typified by ignorant,
prejudiced, superstitious and old-fashioned attitudes and ideas (see also Elliott 2017). He identified its
mixed response among historians and archaeologists when applied to the Early Middle Ages itself (e.g.
see Halsall 2013; Hicks 2017) and found it rarely used by heritage organisations, with many clearly
avoiding the term, with the exception of Tintagel where the term ‘Dark Ages’ was common (see also
Williams 2017; Greaney this volume). Griffiths had further distinctive points to make, speculating
that the term specifically maximised associations with ‘mystery’ and the Arthurian allusions of this
prominent heritage attraction. Griffiths’s second point was that it is not merely in political discourses
in which ‘Dark Age’ is deployed in a derogatory fashion (Elliott 2017): it is actually widely deployed
rhetorically in medical and biological literature as a term implying backward and ignorant methods
and remedies. In short, scientists and academics are evidently as guilty as politicians and the media in
perpetuating the widespread use of ‘Dark Ages’ to allude to a myth of progress.

*  https://diggingintothedarkages.wordpress.com/
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Next, Sacha O’Connor tackled the
topic of the iconic significance of
horned helmets in contemporary
society in ‘Why do horned helmets
still matter? (see O’Connor this
volume). This was followed by
Matthew Kelly who considered
the Icelandic althing site of
Thingvellir in relation to heritage
interpretation and  extremist
appropriations (see Kelly this
volume).

Together these three presentations
served to identify the complex
ways in which archaeological ideas
interact with fiction, fantasy and
politics in popular culture. Yet
while the iconic horned helmet
might be regarded as floating free
of real-world moorings in heritage sites, monuments and landscapes (see also Ward 2000), the term
‘Dark Ages’ persists in relation to particular heritage sites (see Greaney this volume), while nationalist
myths of origin are very much alive and well in the presentation of bingvellir.

Figure 4: Skyrim archaeology explored by Stephanie Matthews

Dark Age Entertainment

The second conference session explored the reception of the Dark Ages in the arts, focusing on video
games, film and television (see also Hall 2004, 2009, this volume; Harmes 2017; Harty 2011; Tveskov and
Erlandson 2007; Williams 2019a).

In ‘Dark Age video games: authenticity and arms in Skyrim’, Stephanie Matthews evaluated the action
role-playing video game The Elder Scrolls 5: Skyrim (Figure 4). This virtual gaming world is populated by
fantastical ruins, architectures and material cultures: an epic adventuring environment inspired by
0ld Norse legends and myths through the lens of 20th/early 21st-century fantasy literature, Matthews
focused on the authenticity of the martial gear as a playful engagement with an imagined ‘early
medieval’ universe (for context, see Copplestone 2017; Reinhard 2018). The weapons, body armour,
shields and helmets were shown to be starkly fantastical, with little relationship to known early medieval
equivalents. Matthews insightfully recognised a relatively close similarity between the Skyrim war
hammer and the axe-hammer from the early seventh-century ship-burial beneath Mound 1 at Sutton
Hoo, Suffolk, whether by coincidence or not. Following Meyers Emery and Reinhard (2015), she argued
that the game creates an aura of pastness (see also Copplestone 2017), but also that many of the detailed
misconceptions might provide the basis for constructive public discussions and debates about the ‘real’
early medieval past. Moreover, there is both the technology to enable, and the appetite among gamers,
for more authentic early medieval pasts to be portrayed in future immersive experiences in virtual
worlds provided by this popular medium.

Next, in the presentation ‘Archaeology in Alfred the Great (1969) and The Last Kingdom (2015-)’, Victoria
Nicholls compared the representations of the late 9th-century West Saxon landscape, including its
worked landscapes, buildings and costumes in the film starring David Hemmings and the first season
of the recent television adaption of Bernard Cornwell’s The Saxon Stories starring Alexander Dreymon.
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She was able to show anachronisms and issues of authenticity abound in each production, focusing
on dress accessories, weapons, ships, halls, fortresses and battlefields. She concluded that the decades
that divide them do not readily see an improved attention to detail or plausibility in recreating a ‘Dark
Age’ world. This talk has been developed further in the context of this book (Nicholls and Williams this
volume).

James Fish then tackled the significance of the great hall in the television drama Vikings: ‘The great
hall in Vikings: fact and fiction’. He presented the evidence for early medieval halls before considering
the centrality of the hall, its external features, internal fittings, and its varied functions for feasting,
ceremony, and many other activities. Fish also explored the personalisation of halls for different
characters, seeing that while many details are speculative, attention has been afforded to creating
a sense of poorly lit but lavishly adorned dwellings that were at the heart of social, political, legal,
cultic and economic life in mid-late first millennium AD Scandinavia and in the legends and myths that
stemmed from this world.

The fourth and final contribution to the Dark Age Entertainment session, by Peter Rose, considered the
representations of the Early Middle Ages in the time-travel science fiction series Stargate SG-1 (1997-
2007). As well as portraying a fictional archaeologist as a scientific detective and adventurer (see Holtorf
2007 for context), in the Season 1 episode ‘Thor’s Hammer’ the Norse god Thor is revealed to be an
alien being. The plot incorporates an encounter with a stone monumental version of a Viking-period
Thor’s hammer pendant set atop of free-standing early medieval cross-shaft. In crude terms, therefore,
despite the fantastical plot, the show reveals a degree of attention to ‘Viking’ artefacts and carved stone
monuments. Moreover, tellingly, Thor himself wears headgear clearly inspired by the Gjermundbu
helmet, and thus without the stereotypical horns.

In combination, the four presentations in this session afforded a sense of the wide range of fashions
by which early medieval archaeology permeates Western popular culture. While the ‘Vikings™ are
preeminent, fantasy worlds draw their inspirations far wider, and through multiple generations of
epic adaptions via Tolkien and other writers, before they are rendered in video games. Archaeological
engagement with these genres need not focus on criticism and denouncement, but upon using
both stereotypes and misunderstandings as platforms with which to tackle new approaches and
interpretations of the archaeological record (see also Williams 2019a).

Displaying the Dark Ages

The third conference session comprised a triad of papers exploring how the early medieval past is
curated and displayed in museum contexts, a topic that has received sparse published discussion to
date (Lucy and Herring 1999; Walsh and Williams 2019; Williams 2009). The expectation for displays to
go beyond, and challenge, our stereotypes, is a pressing need for current and future heritage sites and
museums (e.g. Ashby 2014).

Sarah Bratton’s talk - ‘So ‘dark’ you can hardly see it: the Early Middle Ages in the museums of Chester
and Liverpool’ - identified the relatively limited attention afforded to the early medieval past in
museums in the North West of England. Her contribution has been adapted and developed for inclusion
in this book (Williams et al. this volume).

In ‘Jorvik’s re-opening explored’, Robert Neeson considered the 2017 re-launch of JORVIK Viking Centre
having been closed to undergo a significant overhaul following the damage caused by the 2015 flooding
of York city. The contribution to this volume by Tuckley takes up and contextualises the re-launch, but
Neeson in particular emphasised the Centre’s use of the axe as an icon of York’s Viking past. This was
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not only because of the axe as a Norse weapon and tool, but specifically through the association with
the name of the tenth-century king of Northumbria: the Norwegian Eric Bloodaxe.

Amelia Studholme then evaluated the distinctive open-air museum of West Stow Anglo-Saxon Village,
near Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk, in her talk ‘Re-enacting the Early Middle Ages’. She reflected on her
experiences of visiting the museum and witnessing a re-enactment display (see also Holtorf 2013). The talk
also considered West Stow’s biannual RingQuest: drawing on the popularity of The Lord of the Rings to have
an orc in residence! Studholme drew on Johnson’s (2015) discussion of the theatrics and somatic power of
historical re-enactment to engage children with the early medieval past and experimental archaeology.

The Digital Dark Ages

The fourth session explored digital archaeology, for which there is a burgeoning literature but there
remains scant published literature addressing and evaluating the specific interdisciplinary and
archaeology themes and challenges associated with engaging publics in the Early Middle Ages (but see
Richardson and Booth 2017).

Amy Dunn considered ‘The digital public archaeology of early medieval stone monuments’, making
a case that many churches do not appreciate, conserve or interpret the unique carved stone
monuments in their custody for visitors, in part due to limited funds and the lack of expertise
guidance. Meanwhile, information and images available online are of variable detail and quality.
Using churches in Cheshire, Lancashire and the Isle of Man as case studies, she identified the effective
uses of Wikipedia and websites for some churches. Dunn highlighted the Corpus of Anglo-Saxon
Stone Sculpture and lauded their extensive online digital corpus, and suggested online information
and resources could be created to further public engagement. The chapter by Lang and Powlesland in
this volume takes up this challenge.

Next, Matthew Thomas’s ‘Vikings and virality” explored how we must more effectively target our digital
engagement to target questions asked via the search engine Google (see Thomas this volume). Focusing
on the story of Viking warrior women promulgated virally via online news outlets and social media
provides a valuable case study to reflect on the rich potentials and challenges of appealing to popular
public interests in the early medieval past (Hedenstierna-Jonson et al. 2017; Price et al. 2019).

Finally, Joseph Keelan tackled the digital media explosion that surrounded the 2017 American Journal of
Physical Anthropology open-access publication on Birka Bj581 (Hedenstierna-Jonson et al. 2017). ‘Viking
warrior women? The Birka chamber grave and its impact on the media’ considered the huge scale and
conflicting views expressed in the media regarding the identity of the individual in grave Bj581 and why
it was such a controversial and appealing story.

Selling the Dark Ages

This significant theme was tackled by four talks in the fifth session, each identifying and critiquing
ways in which early medieval material cultures are commodified by the heritage industry and other
businesses. In ‘Dark Age artefacts in museum advertising’ Victoria Bounds discussed how two early
medieval artefacts were widely used in the promotional materials of Ludlow Museum (Shropshire).
She argued that this constituted a misrepresentation of the scale and character of the early medieval
collections on display where there are no wider narratives regarding the 5th-11th centuries AD. This
has broader implications for how other early medieval artefacts are turned into icons for museums, and
thus potentially treated as de-contextualised ‘treasures’, from the Staffordshire Hoard and the Sutton
Hoo helmet to the Book of Kells and the Alfred Jewel.

10
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Jessica Penaluna explored neo-Pagan commodification of runic texts and their purported magical
qualities, through a review of shops, festivals and online outlets. She identified how the scholarship
linking runic inscriptions to archaeological contexts and past societies is deemed largely irrelevant, and
how ‘Celtic” healing magic is seemingly conflated with Germanic and Norse runes in some contemporary
Paganisms. Her talk foregrounded the challenge of negotiating between neo-Pagan narratives and its
commercial dimensions, and academic scholarship regarding runes and their occurrence on early
medieval monuments and material culture.

Next, Abigail Salt evaluated ‘Selling the Vikings via online museum shops’, exploring the commodification
of the early medieval period by comparing national Scandinavian museums and the British Museum. She
was able to identify how museum shops deploy a complex range of items, from ‘serious’ reproduction
items (including pendants and glassware) to more playful items including ‘Viking’ rubber ducks for
bath time (see also Ward 2000).

Finally, in ‘1066: nationhood, memorials and car insurance’, David Jackson considered how the Battle of
Hastings is commemorated and commodified in contemporary British society, from Battle Abbey and
public sculpture to its use as a marketing tool (see also Hicks 2006: 282-302).

Imagining the Dark Ages

The final session explored some of the more controversial fantasies about the ‘Dark Ages’, some merely
misguided, some dangerous and violent. Niamh Moreton considered the persistent heritage connections
between prehistoric and early historic archaeological sites, including Glastonbury, South Cadbury and
Tintagel, with Arthurian legends in ‘The potentials and pitfalls of an Arthurian Early Middle Ages’ (see also
Halsall 2013). She recognised the many problems with the Arthurian connection but also the benefits in
sparking interest in a broader public who might not normally engage with the early medieval past.

This theme was taken up by Max Moran in ‘Exploring the public archaeology of Tintagel: Arthur and
archaeology’ in relation to the recent re-branding of Tintagel by English Heritage. Moran reviewed the
archaeological evidence for the site and its long biography from prehistory to the present, and discussed
the effective dimensions of the new narratives, emphasising the inseparable connections of history and
legend at the site, despite the widespread public backlash. Like Salt’s paper, however, Moran notes the
problematic Arthurian gifts that English Heritage are still willing to sell through their online shop as
part of an ongoing problem of Arthurian commodification and misrepresentation linking the English
Heritage property to Tintagel’s many businesses more broadly (see also Greaney this volume).

Finally, Megan Hall considered ‘Analysing the appropriation of early medieval runes by contemporary
far-right groups’, suggesting that there might not be an easy and straightforward method of combatting
such misuses by extremist groups. In particular, she considered the potential threats of violence and abuse
targeting those who challenge the misuse of the past by the far-right, particularly among younger and female
scholars. She did point out positive steps, such as the Facebook group ‘Vikingar Mot Racism’ to combat the
appropriation of the early medieval past by the far-right among re-enactors and enthusiasts.” One can also
add the need for academics to not simply signal their distance from white supremacism, but to adapt their
curricula and public engagements to counter extremist narratives (e.g. Downham 2017; Sayer 2017).

Welcome to the Dark Ages: From Conference to Book

As with the previous two conferences, students were given the opportunity to participate as authors
and/or editors in publishing their research. In total 6 students of the 20 took up this opportunity,

°  https://www.facebook.com/groups/vikingarmotrasism/
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although one unfortunately subsequently withdrew. Pauline Clarke was in the same year-group, but as
a combined honours student she did not take the module HI6001; she attended but had not presented at
the conference. She volunteered to co-edit the book.

These student pieces were joined by especially commissioned additional studies with contributions
spanning a wide range of themes, plus one former student. This has resulted to the first-ever edited
collection dedicated to the public archaeology of the Early Middle Ages or ‘Dark Ages’.

The structure of the book has inevitably shifted, and the six conference sessions described above have
been re-arranged into three sections. In ‘Dark Age Debates’, Maldonado, Sassin, O’Connor, Kelly and
Walsh explore a range of fringe, popular, educational, political and commercial appropriations of the
Early Middle Ages. The second section, ‘The Public Dark Ages’, includes prominent case studies in the
heritage interpretation, community engagement and the creation of new strategies for real-world and
digital engagement in the early medieval past by Tuckley, Williams et al., Greaney, Nowakowski and
Gossip, Williams and Evans, Lang and Powlesland, and Parsons and Strong. The third and concluding
section, called ‘Dark Age Media’ contains evaluations by Nicholls and Williams, Hall, Jarman, Thomas,
Crawford and Wulgar the Bard, tackling the Early Middle Ages in film, television and the use of digital
media, from simple Google searches and open-access resources and publications to Twitter and
YouTube, as outreach strategies and platforms of dialogue with non-specialist publics.

Inevitably there remain gaps and unexpected emphases, relating to which students wished to take
their work forward to publication, and those heritage professionals and archaeologists who agreed to
contribute. However, these have been reduced to a minimum by inviting digital public archaeologist
Dr Chiara Bonacchi to compose a Foreword. Equally important in providing a wider perspective,
Professor Bonnie Effros has composed a far-reaching Afterword tackling the development of
medievalisms’ investigation from multiple perspectives. A further distinctive way by which further
voices and perspectives were included was by interviewing key practitioners and researchers.
Hence, the aforementioned chapters by Maldonado, Parsons and Strong, Crawford and Jarman were
commissioned from those innovativing in different dimensions of public engagement in the early
medieval past.

Discussion

We hope this book will foster further critical investigations in the public archaeology of the Early Middle
Ages which evaluate our practices and engagements in a rigorous and systematic fashion (cf. Almansa
2018). While early medieval archaeologists have long engaged in the historiography and theoretical
frameworks of their study, we contend that they have neglected public archaeology as integral to their
work. We should be long past regarding public engagement and its evaluation as ‘extras’ to our research
(see Flatman 2012), let alone regarding ‘outreach’ simply as an avenue for funding (Almansa 2018).
Instead, a critical and robust public archaeology should be seen as central to all our research endeavours,
whether we are engaging with fieldwork involving community participation, discussing early medieval
archaeology in schools, evaluating the Dark Age dimensions of video games and other entertainment
venues, or engaging on social media about medieval matters. Spanning different scales and contrasting
communities, scholarship and practice, we would contend that there is no more pressing need to tackle
head-on the importance and hybridity of public archaeology than when dealing with the early medieval
period: a time of intersecting prehistories and histories, complex and fluctuating peoples, practices and
institutions. This, of course, involves understanding how the early medieval past fits into broader multi-
period discourses on past and place, but also a specialist understanding of the particular interdisciplinary
and geographical and chronologically complex ways in which early medieval archaeology has special
and distinctive, powerful and problematic, relationships with contemporary society.

12



WILLIAMS: PUBLIC ARCHAEOLOGY FOR THE DARK AGES

Furthermore, whether the dialogue with the Early Middle Ages involves touchstones of faith, political
debates, or senses of community, place or identity, or challenging myths and fantasies about the past and
the present, the public archaeology of the Early Middle Ages should be more inclusive of traditionally
excluded groups. Thus, rather than about serving pre-existing needs, public archaeologies of the early
medieval past must construct new relationships between past and present (see Belford 2014). To do
this, we must operate as public intellectuals, straying outside our niche disciplinary expertise to debate
how the past is presented and discussed in contemporary society, and themes linking past, present and
future (cf. Tarlow and Nilsson Stutz 2013). Moreover, we must take up the challenge (recently sketched
by Gonzélez-Ruibal et al. 2018) of ensuring our archaeological research and practice provokes rather
than simply flatters people, teaches them rather than indulges their fantasies, and an archaeology that
escapes the ‘heritage crusade’ to explore the many intersections and meanings of archaeology in the
contemporary world. In this regard, the public archaeology of the ‘Dark Ages’ should be disturbing
and challenging of stereotypes and the status quo, not comforting and assuring. It should involve a
variety of methods to provide ‘thick’ and rich engagement with archaeological interpretations using
new methods and techniques. Finally, it should extend its focus from the preservation and management
of fixed and valued resources, to consider the constantly evolving material worlds of imagined Dark
Ages, thus robustly evaluate their significance in contemporary society.

Conclusion

Both in its inception as a student conference, and in its scope and character, this book might be indeed
considered an example of such an approach. It is therefore striking and concerning that this is the first
book dedicated to debating the reception and appropriation of early medieval material cultures and
monuments in the present. In taking forward this avenue of research, we can promote and enhance the
ways in which early medieval archaeologists and interdisciplinary researchers can engage with various
publics and evaluate these engagements. We can all endeavour to become ‘public intellectuals’ (Tarlow
and Nilson Stutz 2013; Nilson Stutz 2018) if not as polymath thinkers, but as passionate advocates for the
responsible and data-rich engagement with early medieval pasts revealed by archaeological research.
In doing so, we should seek not only to enhance how we tell our stories, but to develop new narratives
as well as deploying fresh media. Whether we call it the ‘Early Middle Ages’, the ‘Anglo-Saxon period’,
the ‘Dark Ages’ or any other spatio-temporal or ethnic label, the ongoing task of denouncing ‘false’
and pseudoarchaeology remains critical at this time. Yet equally important, archaeologists must work
collectively to create exciting and engaging narratives that challenge existing audiences and reach out to
new publics. Rather than conceding terms and territories to extremists, re-energised stories, from grand
narratives down to local histories, can be mobilised by archaeologists to combat misrepresentations
and appropriations of the early medieval past in robust and sensitive and sustainable fashions.
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