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Foreword

The Last Kingdom in later adulthood, 
our everyday experiences have impressed upon our minds and hearts powerful but personalised imag-

-
ing of the world as we see it, but stay attached to some of our deepest emotions; they are intermingled 

processes through which the past is presenced is one of the most important facets of our profession as 

-

-

-

1 have showed how these ideas 

beyond the shadow cast in the early modern period and crystallised via the transformational writings 

-
et al.

-

Navigating issues relating to authority, interpretation, accuracy, appeal and value, this collection is the 

1
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Public Archaeology for the Dark Ages

society mediated by archaeology. In doing so, we review and contextualise the contributions to the 3rd University of Chester 

Introduction1

Hellboy 

2

1 
their ideas and arguments which were presented at the student conference, adapted for their assignments, and a selection 

2
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and positive, real-world and fantastical bearings, and embody both educational and performative 

Within the complex entanglement of archaeology with contemporary culture and politics, what 

ways in which we engage and educate global publics, involve new audiences, attract new participants 

but also the practice and investigation of public-sector archaeology, including heritage conservation, 

popular culture, including intersections between real and imagined past times and a range of present-

how archaeologists might operate as public intellectuals and political voices in contemporary society 

popularity but also widespread ethnic, religious and racial stereotypes, and thus enduring popular 

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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The politics and popular culture of the ‘Dark Ages’

and 
imperialist discourses which appropriate and mobilise the early medieval period in complex interleaving 

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 

new discoveries, but also distinctive stories and fresh paradigms, operating on a range of scales, media 

The Anglo-Saxons 
In Search of the Dark Ages, which whilst engaging are now decades old and no longer represent the 

 the explicit and extended investigation of 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 

very few studies attempting to evaluate some of the principal educational and popular interactions with 
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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-

and class, have continued to shape both specialist and popular attitudes towards the Adventus Saxonum 

of how we envision and display early medieval archaeological contexts for both academic and popular 

et al. 

et al. 

Why is this project particularly timely?

evolving digital media (Williams et al. 

Vikings 
et al. et al. 

et al. 

early medieval scholarship, with many scholars engaging with social media, via blogs and for digital 
The Conversation 

as more direct means of engagement such as academic open-access digital publication and a range of new 

audiences and debate evolve rapidly online regarding archaeological discoveries and analyses (see also 

consumption is fostering a host of new challenges, including the popular uncritical dissemination of race 
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the last two decades, versions of imaginary 
Skyrim 

to Vikings and The Last Kingdom, inspirations 
from Norse mythology including American 
Gods Thor comics and 
movies, and fantasy genres heavily inspired 
by medieval mythology, history and 
archaeology, including Game of Thrones, The 
Hobbit and 

culture via many guises, sometimes directly 
inspired by archaeological interpretations 
and narratives, often wholly disconnected 

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 

has garnered scholarly attention, including how we evaluate it, and how we position ourselves and our 
scholarship in response to it (Bonacchi 
et al. 

early medieval past in the message 
left behind by the shooter who 

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 

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 

debates (Bonacchi et al. 

Building on this intense and divisive political 
environment, there had been multiple 
controversies regarding the uses and abuses of 

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 

et al. 
Other pertinent strands of debate have emerged 
since the conference, prompted by a growing 

et al. 

-
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The ‘Digging into the Dark Ages’ conference

through the event, and its digital presence in the form of a Wordpress blog site, it served as an example 
4

for video, the sensitive nature of some of the topics presented by students was such that we felt it best 

et al. 

analogue and digital mechanisms for public engagement and participation in archaeological research 

The Guest Lectures

et al. 

superb present-day case studies in the investigation of the uses and abuses of archaeological evidence and 

Dark Age Debates

4 https://diggingintothedarkages.wordpress.com/
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horned helmets in contemporary 

the Icelandic althing site of 

interpretation and extremist 

served to identify the complex 
ways in which archaeological ideas 

while the iconic horned helmet 

myths of origin are very much alive and well in the presentation of Þ

Dark Age Entertainment

Skyrim  
role-playing video game The Elder Scrolls 5: Skyrim 

for more authentic early medieval pasts to be portrayed in future immersive experiences in virtual 

Alfred the Great The Last Kingdom 
Nicholls compared the representations of the late 9th-century West Saxon landscape, including its 

The Saxon Stories
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She was able to show anachronisms and issues of authenticity abound in each production, focusing 

Vikings
hall in Vikings: 

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, 

Dark Age Entertainment 

In combination, the four presentations in this session afforded a sense of the wide range of fashions 

preeminent, fantasy worlds draw their inspirations far wider, and through multiple generations of 

engagement with these genres need not focus on criticism and denouncement, but upon using 

Displaying the Dark Ages 

curated and displayed in museum contexts, a topic that has received sparse published discussion to 

go beyond, and challenge, our stereotypes, is a pressing need for current and future heritage sites and 

et al. 
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to have 

The Digital Dark Ages

Stone Sculpture and lauded their extensive online digital corpus, and suggested online information 

et al. et al. 

et al. 

Selling the Dark Ages

She argued that this constituted a misrepresentation of the scale and character of the early medieval 

has broader implications for how other early medieval artefacts are turned into icons for museums, and 
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commercial dimensions, and academic scholarship regarding runes and their occurrence on early 

Imagining the Dark Ages

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 

targeting those who challenge the misuse of the past by the far-right, particularly among younger and female 

5 One can also 
add the need for academics to not simply signal their distance from white supremacism, but to adapt their 

Welcome to the Dark Ages: From Conference to Book

As with the previous two conferences, students were given the opportunity to participate as authors 

5 
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Walsh explore a range of fringe, popular, educational, political and commercial appropriations of the 

heritage interpretation, community engagement and the creation of new strategies for real-world and 
et al.

commissioned from those innovativing in different dimensions of public engagement in the early 

Discussion

Instead, a critical and robust public archaeology should be seen as central to all our research endeavours, 

head-on the importance and hybridity of public archaeology than when dealing with the early medieval 

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 
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debates, or senses of community, place or identity, or challenging myths and fantasies about the past and 

this, we must operate as public intellectuals, straying outside our niche disciplinary expertise to debate 

et al. rather 
teaches them rather than indulges their fantasies, and an archaeology that 

 to explore the many intersections and meanings of archaeology in the 

Conclusion

ways in which early medieval archaeologists and interdisciplinary researchers can engage with various 

collectively to create exciting and engaging narratives that challenge existing audiences and reach out to 

narratives down to local histories, can be mobilised by archaeologists to combat misrepresentations 
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