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Abstract
The archaeology of animals is often unhelpfully split between pure symbolism and pure econ-
omy. This paper will examine Viking Age Scandinavian religion as one sphere where the two 
overlapped and where symbolism was manipulated for economic ends and vice versa. Scandina-
vian Viking Age culture reasoned and understood animal symbols in a way that was internally 
coherent, yet it was very different from anything in modern science. The paper asks how, or if, 
this made any difference in the lives of real animals in Viking Age Scandinavian society. Viking 
Age Scandinavia is a particularly appropriate case study because art and literature suggest a great 
interest in thinking with animals. Like modern culture, it had a lot of animal references. Yet, 
unlike modern culture, most people also lived in everyday contact with economically important 
animals.
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Introduction: Animal Reality and Cultural Representation?

It was the bear who began it. Said,
I’m getting out from under.
I am not Bear, l’Ours, Ursus, Bär
or any other syllables
you’ve pinned on me.
(Margaret Atwood, 2008, “The animals reject their names and things go back to their 
origins”)

In Atwood’s poem, the human world in unmade by a return to the authentic. 
As the world returns to pure nature, humanity and the poet are made irrele-
vant. Atwood’s tone is ironic: the bear who says “I am not Bear” is still described 
as “the bear”, and though she refuses to be a fairytale talking animal, her say-
ing so makes her a talking, fairytale animal. We cannot understand the world 
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without representations, and representing animals almost always involves 
some strategic anthropomorphism (cf. Mitman, 2005).

A lot of important critiques focus on how modernity with its industry, 
capitalism, and secularized Christianity has created cultural, supposedly inau-
thentic (alienated, disenchanted, ennui-prone) representations of the world. 
These critical discourses sometimes imply that the Others, in their non-modern, 
ur-communist, or non-Western societies have privileged access to real, authen-
tic nature, unmediated by cultural distortion.

A similar dichotomy is found in archaeology. The archaeology of relations 
between humans and non-human animals is characterized by a remarkable 
polarization between zooarchaeologists, who study real animal remains (mostly 
bones) and focus on ecology and economy, and structural and symbolic 
archaeologists, who study cultural representations (mostly art) and focus on 
symbolism.

I think this divide is unhelpful. Human-animal relations are always part of 
natureculture, to borrow Donna Haraway’s useful term: even in the modern 
West, they still have natural, even authentic or “real” components (see Har-
away, 2008). Culture is not just a virtual reality of empty signs. Conversely, 
even in preindustrial societies, life is not just economy and ecology.

In this paper, I want to illustrate this with examples from the non-modern 
culture I know best, that of Viking Age Scandinavia. I propose that people in 
this culture did not live in pure, a-cultural, authentic relationships with ani-
mals, innocent of cultural distortion. Nor did they live in virtual realities of 
pure symbol and myth. Rather, like us, they navigated between experience and 
interpretation, practical encounters and overreaching theories. The resulting 
natureculture was chronospecific: specific to that time, and involving relation-
ships between species and kinds of people and animals, culturally unique to 
this time. Just as “slaves” and “kingdoms” were local, cultural interpretations 
of more general inequalities of power, so I shall argue that Viking Age “snakes” 
were a local, culturally defined group different from their modern cognates.

Re-Presenting Animals

Critical theorists are suspicious of representations. If cultural representations 
re-present something already present elsewhere, then representations always 
risk misrepresentation, where the image is not loyal to the original. Specifi-
cally, animals are used as cultural symbols in statements that are actually about 
entirely different phenomena.

Classical studies examined advertisements designed to change the way peo-
ple behave. An ad that uses apes to sell career choices or soap may well affect 
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readers’ perception of apes, as well as of career choices or soap (cf. Haraway, 
2004, p. 276; McClintock, 1995). Similar arguments can be developed for 
museum exhibitions, popular and high literature: if a simple soap ad could 
influence our relationship to apes, didactic exhibitions like the Akeley African 
Hall and books like Crichton’s Congo arguably have much more impact, since 
both claim the authority of “science” (Haraway, 2004, p. 151; Wolfe, 2003, 
p. 169).

Valid as this critique may be, it also reflects nostalgia for the authentic. Crit-
ics often seem to imply that if only we did not represent, if only we had unme-
diated access to animal reality, this problem would go away. For example, 
Kramer (2005, p. 140) stresses that Flach’s iconic animal photos were pro-
duced as prêt-a-porter for possible reuse in later ads and articles. She worries 
that there is not a need for a connection between the real animal photographed 
and any product or story that later uses its image. She also stresses the artificial 
character of Flack’s photos, with their posed subjects, white backgrounds, and 
unnatural highlights. I understand Kramer’s suspicions, but I also wonder 
about her priorities: after all, animals are not physically hurt by their images 
being alienated from them. Kramer worries that an image of a horse’s mouth 
could illustrate an article on oral sex or piercings. I observe that lots of horses 
suffer worse abuse than being photographed.

I suspect that Kramer is more suspicious of representation, as such, than 
concerned with concrete animal suffering. I think this sort of critique of rep-
resentation as such is naïve. As Haraway argues, some representations are 
better, more correct than others but none are entirely authentic, and most 
“raw footage” needs editing and interpretation to make any sense at all (see 
e.g., Haraway 2008, 249ff ).

Almost all of the critical work discussed above focuses on modern Western 
culture, within the last one or two centuries. Many writers are specifically 
concerned with how modernity helped construe a new epistemology, that of 
science, and how the literature of science was used to promote or negotiate 
various views of nature and animals. In contrast, very few writers have paid 
any attention to representations of animals before the rise of modernity and 
Western science (but cf. e.g., Pluskowski, 2005).

The Archaeology of Animals, as a Dialogue

Archaeology and history are somewhat peculiar disciplines since we study 
something that does not exist—anymore. The past is gone. Archaeologists also 
study plenty of things that still exist, notably the material remains of the past 
(animal bones, stone axes and so on), but we do so mainly in order to advance 
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knowledge of this no longer existing past. This creates a peculiar epistemology. 
We cannot test our interpretations against past realities. We can only fit them 
to surviving, incomplete evidence. The same evidence can be explained in 
more than one way, and all of our interpretations are underdetermined. As 
Beer (1987/1997) argues, when we reconstruct the past, we are also actively 
re-constructing it, constructing it in the present.

There is more than one way to account for the same evidence. To recognize 
which is the best, to understand the strengths and weaknesses of different 
interpretations, archaeologists need to see whom (what public) they convince 
and on what basis. This will reveal what underlying assumptions each inter-
pretation demands. Archaeology needs the public. Only in public dialogues 
can we test our ideas.

However, interpretation is hard work. Most people, most of the time, are 
willing to leave it to experts, rather than risk wasting time and looking foolish. 
People are mostly unwilling to challenge experts, unless they have something 
at stake themselves. To encourage dialogue and critical reflection, archaeolo-
gists need to present our findings in a way that engages the public despite their 
reasonable misgivings. We need to address a public who care passionately 
about some relevant issue and see if they, too, can accept our interpretation of 
the facts. We must also present our material in ways that encourage the public 
to engage, while making clear both that there is some evidence in archaeology, 
and that, at the same time, evidence will not tell us everything. I have found 
animals and animal ethics helpful in this. People care about animals so much 
that they are willing to challenge authority and argue their views.

Some years ago, I taught a course on the archaeology of ritual and religion. 
Most of my students did not have the background knowledge to engage in an 
informed dialogue on religion nor does anyone really have adequate knowl-
edge to do so for past cultures. We may reconstruct the Aztecs or the Vikings 
as zealots or cynics, but we cannot check our interpretations against past real-
ities. However, the animals are still here. I used dogs as one leitmotif of this 
course. Dogs have been part of human society for 10,000s of years, on every 
continent, so there were plenty of examples. More importantly, a focus on 
dogs reminded the students and me that we do not study mythology or even 
belief. We study past reality. Past dogs were real, and students’ own, diverse, 
experiences of present dogs are valid as sources of knowledge. No scripture, no 
theory, no artwork can tell them how, say, all Roman dogs “really” were or 
were experienced. The dog was an emblem of Hecate, but the charming Pom-
peii “beware of the dog” mosaics reflect a very different understanding. Because 
students already had their own experiences of dogs, they could recognize any 
simplistic statements they encountered: different Roman dogs seem to have 
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been pets, outcasts, symbols and companion animals. Real animals can help us 
remember that the past was real and that different people, past and present, 
may experience it differently (I elaborate this argument in Jensen, 2010a).

With this in mind, I shall turn to my case study, Viking Age Scandinavian 
culture. This needs a few words of introduction.

Viking Age Scandinavian Culture

In the period 750-1050 AD or so (precise dates vary between research tradi-
tions), Scandinavians established scattered settlements as far west as Green-
land and, briefly, Newfoundland, as far east as Kiev and Novgorod. Despite 
the huge geographical range, this culture was remarkably homogenous in lan-
guage and material culture.

One characteristic feature of this Scandinavian culture is its animal art. The 
animal styles were invented in the Iron Age, around 400 AD, and seem to 
be a special characteristic of the Germanic peoples, both in Scandinavia and 
on the Continent. By the 700s, many of the Continental Germans had been 
Christianized and adopted a generic Early Medieval art style, dominated by 
abstract geometries and stylized plants. However, the animal styles continued 
to develop in Scandinavia, and animals were often used where Continental art-
ists would use plants or abstract designs. Thus, for instance, Continental trefoil 
brooches are ornamented with plants, Scandinavian copies with squirrel-like 
gripping beasts.

The same fascination with animals is obvious in the pagan mythological 
literature recorded after Christianization: many of the mythological persons 
are animals, and even those who are not may take animal shapes. Gods, ghosts, 
and giants all appear in animal form at various times.

Viking Age Amulets

Much of our understanding of the Viking Age comes from texts, but texts will 
only tell us how a small group of literate elites thought. Objects can tell us 
how much larger groups acted. Viking Age amulets are an unusually rich 
source of evidence for how people engaged with abstract ideas in their con-
crete lives. They shed important light on how the high culture of mythological 
literature was used, adapted, or ignored in everyday life. Animal amulets may 
show how individuals used and manipulated mythological ideas to under-
stand their own interactions with animals. Elsewhere, I have collected a corpus 
of some 1,350 amulets from Scandinavia and Western Europe, probably not 
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entirely unrepresentative (Jensen, 2010b). Of these, some 42 are non-human 
animals, numbers depending on exact definitions of amulets.

Compared with other amulets, the animals are very evenly distributed 
across the area of investigation and across all kinds of materials. Very few of 
these pieces can be dated, but there are examples throughout the period. Ani-
mal amulets were not particularly fashionable at any time or place, but they 
seem to have been accepted everywhere and improvised by many different 
craftspeople in many different materials. Yet, a few specialized groups are vis-
ible. Notably, all the horses are copper-alloy and most come from Gotland. 
Several were found with sets of other amulets, including weapons, and they 
are likely connected to local, aristocratic culture. All Scandinavians knew of 
horses, but only Gotlanders made horse amulets with any frequency. The 
horse amulets express an idea about the meaning of horses that was specific to 
Gotland even though the animals were similar throughout the region.

A breakdown into different species reveals that these animals were neither 
chosen for their economic importance nor for their roles in the mythic tradi-
tion. The economically most important animals in Viking Age Scandinavia 
were fish (cod, herring) and domesticated animals (pig, cow, sheep, dog, and 
horse). Those central to mythology are ravens, wolves, bears, horses, and birds 
of prey. Neither paradigm can explain the heavy presence of snakes (n = 13), 
scarabs (n = 3), and frogs (n = 2) among the amulets (n = 42; see Jensen, 
2010b, p. 41, Fig. 3.3.9 for a breakdown). Of these three species, only snakes 
earn any mention in myth at all, and they are mentioned only twice (Simek, 
1993/1984, p. 295). Neither reference really explains why snake amulets were 
so popular. Instead, a closer study of the snakes highlights the peculiarities of 
this nonscientific worldview.

“Snakes”

There are 13 snake amulets in the material; three can be dated. These three 
reveal a range of dates from at least 855 AD to 950 AD. The oldest dated 
snake is from Hoen, Norway. This is a hoard find, and many of the other 
objects in the hoard are imports. Heyerdahl-Larsen (1982) suggests that the 
snake may also be an imported piece. Certainly the use of gold is unusual, and 
the craftsmanship does not look very Scandinavian. Incidentally, this particu-
lar snake has a zigzag down her back, indicating a viper. However, this does 
not settle the question of import or local manufacture, as species of vipers are 
found throughout Europe.

Three of the snakes are made from jet, one of which was carved from a fos-
sil ammonite. One more such ammonite carving is known from York, but it 
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may not be Scandinavian in origin or date (Schnapp, 1993/1996, p. 98; not 
included among the 13 mentioned above). These snakes point to an impor-
tant aspect of the amulets: the Viking kingdom of York included Whitby, the 
main source of jet in Northern Europe and a place where ammonite fossils can 
be found. It is likely that these snakes that were carved from jet are in some 
way imitation ammonites. Already we are outside the scientific paradigm. In 
scientific terms, an ammonite is not a snake. It is a cephalopod, relative to 
the nautilus squid. However, ammonites and related animals were entirely 
unfamiliar to Scandinavians. The two carved ammonites suggest that these 
fossils were re-interpreted. Incidentally, in one case, the famous Midgaard 
“serpent” was depicted as a giant squid on the Altuna stone (see Meulengracht 
Sørensen, 1986).

Language makes things even messier: in Old Norse and well into modern 
times, Scandinavians have conflated snakes, worms, maggots, and other legless 
animals into one group. Modern Swedish orm (snake) is cognate with Danish 
orm (worm) and with the ambiguous English wyrm. Mythology mentions the 
lindorm, a snake-dragon, and beings later remembered as “dragons” were 
depicted as very large snakes. Ramsundsberget in Sweden shows scenes from 
the legend of Sigurd (or Siegfried) of the Niebelungen, with the dragon Fafnir 
depicted as a dragon-headed worm-snake. Fafnir was a dwarf before he became 
a dragon. His brothers were the dwarf-smith Regin, and the shape-changer 
Otr (Otter), who died in the shape of an otter. Otters, too, are quite sinuous, 
and not entirely unlike snakes.

The confusion is deepened by the mythology: here we learn that the dwarves 
were created from maggots and would turn to stone if hit by sunlight. Specifi-
cally, the dwarves were created from the maggots/worms in the dead flesh of 
the primordial giant, whose flesh became the earth (Sturluson 2005, 22ff). In 
one sense, then, they are also earthworms. Many contemporary people on the 
Continent believed that maggots manifested spontaneously in decaying flesh.

Thus, in Viking Age belief, snakes were similar to dragons, worms, and 
maggots. Dragons could be dwarves and dwarves were made from maggots. 
These particular maggots had once been maggots/worms/snakes in the earth 
and would turn to stone if hit by sunlight. It seems reasonable to suggest that 
the “snake” amulets and the petrified ammonites alike were in some sense asso-
ciated with dwarves. It was likely that they were also associated with worms 
and snakes. Incidentally, much later folklore associates all fossils with dwarves, 
thus the Swedish term dvärgsmide (dwarf-work) and the Danish vættelys (a 
gnome’s candle). It seems likely that Scandinavians only became familiar with 
ammonite fossils after York was conquered around 860, meaning that the 
Hoen piece likely predates any associations to fossils, ammonites and dwarves 
as petrified worms.
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Dwarves in a Cultural Context

The myths about dwarves have recently been reevaluated: Stefan Arvidsson 
(2005) suggests that the dwarves are the gods’ alibi. The gods do not dirty 
their own hands with work, yet they do have all sorts of wonderful magical 
items. Most other people would have to trade for these, indebting themselves 
to the makers, but Arvidsson argues that the gods handily avoid this since the 
dwarves are not considered people. Perhaps this is because dwarves are a 
natural resource, like worms, arising spontaneously from the earth/flesh of 
the world.

Although Arvidsson does not explore this aspect, his analysis recalls Marxist 
understandings of capitalism: capitalists (like gods) control riches produced by 
proletarians (like dwarves), yet they avoid depth by mystification, notably by 
not treating the producers as equals. This is not incidental, since the Viking 
Age and York were remarkable for their trade. Actual capitalism may not have 
existed yet, but a new elite was making itself rich by appropriating profits 
through trade and piracy alike. Trader-pirates needed a strong ideology to 
explain away the rather sordid means by which wealth was acquired, and there 
is some evidence snake amulets may have formed part of this ideology.

Although snake amulets are found across Scandinavia, they are remarkably 
often associated with trading towns. There are examples from Birka, Hedeby/
Haithabu, York, and Dublin. Given the small number of amulets form these 
early towns, such a large number of snakes is remarkable.

Also, snakes are unusually frequent in reused burial mounds (Jensen, 2010b, 
p. 160). This, too, makes sense, if they are associated with a new elite of trad-
ers: the old, feudal elites depended on their vassals or kin to supply them with 
goods. They made new mounds to show how many dependants they could 
command. In contrast, new elites traded for goods. They made their profits by 
alienating commodities. To them, it simply did not matter who had made a 
mound or an amulet. Indeed, the very fact that mounds, fossils, etc. existed as 
“dwarves’ work” without any acknowledged producer was powerful support 
for traders and their legitimacy. Because such goods could be “found” in the 
world, without anyone being paid to make them, traders could implicitly 
argue that their own wealth was also “found” rather than obtained through 
anyone’s labor. Traders could obtain the same benefits as old elites without 
needing the old kin networks. The fact that goods could be alienated from 
production was crucial in trader-pirate ideology.

This leads to two points. First, snake amulets may have very little to do with 
real snakes and a lot to do with humans and myths. They were symbols manip-
ulated for social purposes far removed from any concrete human-animal rela-
tions. We cannot understand the cultural meaning of snake symbols simply 
through reference to the biological or economic realities of snake lives.
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Second, literature is a difficult guide to real human-animal relations in the 
past: Viking Age mythology says very little about animals it recognized as 
snakes, but a number of very different terms (dwarf, worm, dragon) may have 
affected understandings of animals we would recognize as snakes—and worms. 
Moreover, the literature developed over time: I suggest that parts of the com-
plex of myths about dwarves may postdate the establishment of the trading 
network and the Scandinavian discovery of the York ammonites. It was only 
after they saw “petrified worms” in the rocks of Whitby that Scandinavians 
realized that fossils could be explained as dwarf-work.

Thus, Scandinavians may have thought of “snakes” very differently after 
traders began using fossil dwarf-maggots to excuse their own new wealth. It is 
likely that this changed relations to real snakes, worms, and similar animals. 
This also means that late texts may not give any relevant information for the 
interpretation of early finds.

Other Strange Animals

Other amulets reinforce these points: Three of the amulets are scarabs. They 
undoubtedly derive in one way or another from those of ancient Egypt. How-
ever, the Egyptian cult of Kephri, the scarab sun god who rolls the sun across 
the sky like a ball of dung, surely disappeared with Christianity in the 400s 
AD if not earlier. The scarab amulet was adopted and adapted by the Orphics, 
who understood the beetles as cicadas, and as symbols of resurrection, due to 
the cicadas’ long “burial” as pupae. Even Orphicism was presumably extinct 
by the time these particular amulets were carved, and in any case these carne-
lian scarabs probably come from the Caucasus, an Islamic borderland at the 
time. Yet it bears stressing that they seem quite vague in terms of species: they 
are glossy, short and squat, like scarabs, but they have visible wings, like cica-
das, and their rich orange-brown color is unlike either real insect. Scarabs are 
common in Scandinavia, cicadas are unknown, and it remains unclear if the 
Scandinavian users would even recognize these pieces as animals at all. To the 
carvers, these may have been generic beetles, to the Scandinavian wearers, 
simply exotic beads. They raise questions of how an animal representation 
may cease being an animal representation. Symbolism derived from specific 
animal behaviors (dung rolling, hibernation) can be lost along with the zoo-
logical knowledge supporting it (for Egyptian scarabs, see Wilkinson, 2008; 
for more on the Scandinavian finds, see Jensen, 2010b).

The two deer also deserve a comment: the deer from Gävsta, Sweden, is 
shown eating a snake, while the deer from Hedeby/Haithabu, Germany, was 
found with a “snake” amulet. The idea that deer eat snakes goes back to Pliny 
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and remained widespread into the 14th century. Pliny recommends deerskin 
amulets for snakebites, and the Scandinavian deer amulets may have served a 
similar purpose. They may reveal how ancient and local superstitions about 
snakes being dwarf-persons were replaced with new, Continental superstitions 
that saw snakes as poisonous threats. It is likely that this also changed relations 
to real snakes, worms, and similar animals.

Consequences for Real Animals

I have argued that Scandinavians often used animal symbols in ways that had 
little to do with any observation of real animals and just as little to do with the 
conspecific animals in myth. Sometimes people found it useful to think of 
animals in manifestly unnatural and nonscientific ways. Modern people do 
the same thing: King Kong and Babe the talking pig are as bizarre as anything 
in Viking literature. Such examples do not indicate universal ignorance of 
real animals but perhaps local indifference. Reality did not get in the way of a 
good story.

However, misrepresentations have consequences: Cixous recounts how, in 
her childhood, the family dog Job panicked and bit her, and how she conse-
quently abandoned him to die alone. Later, the adult Cixous reflected that 
“. . . if they told me I wanted a slave I would have responded indignantly that I only 
wanted the pure ideal dog I had heard of . . .” (quoted in Haraway, 2008, p. 85, 
my emphasis). Viking Age people may have also had unrealistic, cultural 
expectations, and reacted with violence when reality failed to fit pure ideals. 
Viking Dublin has yielded one of the most charming artworks of the period, 
a little wood carving of a dog rolling with his ball (Lang 1988, 31), but in the 
same town, some dogs were utterly miserable:

In the Viking levels at Wood Quay, Dublin, it was often observed that the snouts of 
the dogs had been severely injured and re-healed. The injuries were caused by the 
deliberate striking of the dogs with an object hard enough to break the bones! The 
reasons for this can only be speculated upon, but the fact that the injuries are confined 
to the snout suggests that it was simply to stop the animals barking. Presumably, the 
barking of dogs at night was as much a problem in Dublin then as it can be today. 
(McCormick, 1991, p. 9; cf. McCormick & Murray, 2007, p. 231)

Breaking the bones in the snout of a large dog takes significant force, and it 
may suggest human panic. There are examples of psychotic killer canines in 
both Norse and Irish medieval literature (cf. Garm, Fenris, and CúChulainn: 
for Garm see Sturluson, 2005, 71ff, and Anon, 1996, 10ff; for Fenris see Stur-
luson, 2005, 39ff, and Anon, 1996, 9; for CúChulainn see Anon 1969, 82). 
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It is likely that such cultural ideals contributed to the creation of correspond-
ing realities. A culture that cast animals as either human persons, with human 
rationality (the snake as person, the pure ideal dog), or as monsters, might 
cause significant harm to real animals. If people regarded snakes as dwarves 
and expected them to honor spoken contracts, disappointments were likely. 
In later medieval times, animals were sometimes tried, tortured, and executed 
for wrongful deaths, and the logic of that process may not have been foreign 
to Viking Age Scandinavians.

This brings me to my main conclusion for archaeology, best illustrated per-
haps by way of example: I have used the Dublin dogs (see Figure 1) and the 
contemporary farmed and flayed cats from Odense in Denmark to introduce 
my students to Viking Age archaeology precisely because this keeps them 
engaged with the material and out of abstraction. Far too often, Viking Age 
studies descend into one of three grand narratives (glorious pirates, pagan 
vandals, arts and crafts), and they leave all evidence behind along the way. It 
is all too easy to get lost in discussions of mythology, grand historical claims 
about Christianity, Civilization, and Progress, and other such abstractions. 
Dogs and cats are useful in the classroom because they remind the students 
(and lecturers) that small details can be meaningful and that we do not have 
to either overthrow or enforce grand narratives to say something interest-
ing about the past. There are other, smaller stories to be told. The fact that 
Viking Age Scandinavians farmed cats for fur does not tell us that they were 
“evil”; they traded slaves and blackmailed cities with fire and swords, so that 
particular value judgment can probably be made without reference to cats. 
It also does not tell us anything much about “the pagan worldview” or any 
such abstraction. And yet, it does tell us something: It tells us that the choice 
between visions of brutal raiders or nice, peaceful craftsmen may be a false 
choice. It tells us about how past attitudes toward specific species were entirely 
foreign to us, yet they were just as rational and brutal as anything we do. 
Modern Danes do not farm cats; we farm mink. This may be a distinction 
without a difference. The Viking Age flayed cats invite us to reflect how, and 
how far, we can ever understand past people, how far we can condemn them 
for making different choices, and how far we can excuse them by appeal to 
cultural relativism. They beg questions about whether modern mink farms 
become more or less acceptable now that we know that 1,000 years ago, people 
farmed cats.

With this in mind, I shall return briefly to the amulets and specifically to 
the little amber cat from Birka. Other researchers have argued that amber was 
a “magical” material (Perkins, 2005, p. 54) and that the cat was a symbol of 
Freya (Price, 2002, p. 160). This sounds good, but perhaps these abstractions 
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are less useful if we try to understand the Birka cat. Perhaps this is a celebra-
tion of a real animal, a golden-red cat familiar to the carver.

Some Conclusions

I hope to have shown that taking animals, real animals, seriously can benefit 
archaeology. Seriously asking how culture affected the real lives of animals can 
also open up basic questions of, for instance, what counted as “a snake” in a 
given culture. Conversely, I also hope to have shown that biological classifica-
tion is not the only way to think of animals in culture. Cultural attitudes 
toward “snakes” may reflect very different concerns.

Animals are not pure economic resources or pure symbols. Despite univer-
sal laws of economy and nutrition, different societies think differently with 
animals, and this in turn affects how we interact with them. The pre-structur-
alist fashion of taking specific animals as universal symbols is as unsatisfactory 
as materialist functionalism, and the structuralist fashion of reducing every-
thing to a mere placeholder for some transcendent binary opposition is facile 
and sterile. Archaeologists need to slow down and take the time to focus on 
the gritty details of local life: If people used animals as symbols, what, if any-
thing, did this mean for the animals themselves?

Finally, the relationship between symbolism and reality is complex, border-
ing on the paradoxical. Viking Age Scandinavians were obsessed with animals 
and certainly recognized the idea of animal persons, including ideas that 
granted specific (mythic) animals names, voices, and agency. Yet this same 
anthropomorphism may have negatively affected the lives of some real animals 
in this society, holding them to unrealistic standards of communication and 
rationality. In recognizing animal persons, Viking Age Scandinavians may 
have blinded themselves to animals as animals—much like modern people.

Figure 1. Carved wooden dog playing with ball, Viking Dublin. Drawing by author; 
original in The National Museum of Ireland, Kildare Street, Dublin. Scale of 1 cm.
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