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Let none put faith in the first sown fruit
nor yet in his son too soon;
whim rules the child, and weather the field,
each is open to chance.

(Havamal 87)1

Introduction

 The cultural imagining of the Viking Age is of an 
adult world. It is seen as violent, populated by men 
with swords; for the most part, the women and chil-
dren who occupy this space, do so on the periphery. 
In archaeological research, however, Viking women 
were among the first to enter feminist discourse, 
through the work of Dommasnes (1976), and have 
been a major subject for discussion ever since (see, 
for example, Gardeła 2013, Halstad McGuire 2009, 
Jesch 1991, McAlister 2008, McLeod 2011). Chil-
dren have come a little later and more sporadically, 
though the study of Viking Age childhood has gained 
momentum in recent years (e.g., Callow 2006; Had-
ley 2016; Hadley and Hemer 2011; McAlister 2008, 
2013; Sellevold 1999; Thedéen 2009; Welinder 
1998). This paper seeks to add to the discourse by 
examining the evidence for both the presence and 
the agency of children in Scandinavian Scotland.

The settlement of Scotland
 Traditional narratives of the Viking Age tell us 
that the end of the 8th century saw the beginning 
of a period of raiding, followed swiftly by settle-
ment in the regions of the British Isles. The nature 
and timing of these early settlements, especially 
in Scotland, have been the subject of much debate 
(e.g., Ballin Smith 1995, Barrett et al. 2000, Bigelow 
1992, Morris 1998, among others). The occupation 
of the Northern Isles of Scotland may have been 
staggered, beginning with the best regions of Orkney 
and Shetland, then moving into more marginal lands 
(Bigelow 1992:14–15, Graham-Campbell and Batey 
1998:54). The Western Isles lie along the sea road to 

Dublin and the Viking Age settlements of Ireland. 
Thus, they provide a logical stopping point and place 
of settlement along a major trade route, although 
activity in these regions does not appear to be as 
dense as in the Northern Isles (Graham-Campbell 
and Batey 1998:48). 
 One of the longest debates in the historiography 
of Scandinavian Scotland has centred on the rela-
tionship between the indigenous populations and the 
settlers (see Halstad McGuire 2009:38; Morris 1996, 
and references therein). I have argued elsewhere 
that interactions most likely varied regionally and 
chronologically (Halstad McGuire 2009:39–40), 
but it seems most certain that this was a period of 
violence. Barrett argues that gender imbalances in 
Scandinavia may have led to violent competition 
(Barrett 2008:677), which could have carried over in 
the context of settlement (see also Kjellström 2014). 
In spite of the contentious nature of the Scandina-
vian settlement of Scotland, one aspect that is not in 
doubt is the presence of families. Women and chil-
dren are apparent, particularly in the funerary record 
(see Halstad McGuire 2009), but also in the settle-
ments and associated material culture. No longer 
can we see them as forced migrants, rather they are 
active participants in settlement, acculturation, and 
the perpetuation of cultural patterns (Hadley 2016, 
Hadley and Hemer 2011, Halstad McGuire 2009, 
Orellana et al. 2001). Moreover, children would 
have been crucially important as the next generation 
within a settler context (Halstad McGuire 2009:25).

Archaeology of childhood
 The archaeology of childhood has been develop-
ing for over 25 years, beginning perhaps with the cru-
cially important paper, “A child is born: The child’s 
world in an archaeological perspective” (Lilleham-
mer 1989). Recently, Lillehammer observed that the 
discipline has developed international interest and 
challenged archaeologists in terms of methodolo-
gies and theoretical approaches (Lillehammer 2015). 
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Childhood can be understood as a valuable topic in 
its own right, rather than simply a tool to explain the 
adult world (Schwartzman 2006). There has been an 
emphasis on the study of the socialisation/encultura-
tion of children (Baxter 2008:170–171; Schwartz-
man 2006:127, and references therein). Schwartz-
man argues that we have over-socialised children 
in archaeological interpretations (2006:127); thus, 
archaeologists treat children as passive receptacles 
of culture. Instead, children have agency and may 
subvert adult activities and material culture for their 
own purposes (Schwartzman 2006:127). This be-
comes apparent when we consider the engagement 
of children with play things not originally intended 
to be toys (Crawford 2009:60). A recent develop-
ment in archaeology is the consideration of children 
in the context of migration, thus bringing together 
the once forbidden topic of migration in the past 
(Anthony 1990), and the previously invisible role of 
children (see Hadley 2016, Hadley and Hemer 2011, 
Halstad McGuire 2009, McAlister 2013).
 In the following sections, I consider the lim-
ited evidence for the burial of sub adults in Scan-
dinavian Scotland, discussing infants, children, 
and young adults/youth in turn. I then lay out the 
evidence for various elements of material culture, 
ranging from toys and other play things, to graf-
fiti and board games and thereby seek to open the 
door to the consideration of the lives and agency 
of children in Scandinavian Scotland. The artefact 
categories selected represent objects found across 
the Viking world, and have been associated with 
children in Viking contexts (e.g., Hall 2014, McAl-
ister 2013, Stummen Hansen and Larsen 2000), but 
as yet there has been no survey of this material in 
the context of Scandinavian Scotland. I argue that 
what appears at first glance to be a sparse collection 
of disconnected evidence, comes together to create 
a surprisingly rich body of material from which to 
see children in action.

Funerary Evidence

 The presence of families in the settlement of Scan-
dinavian Scotland is readily apparent in the mortuary 
record. Of the over 100 Viking-age graves excavated 
in Scotland, 12 were occupied (or possibly occupied) 
by subadults (Fig. 1, Table 1). Only a few significant 
Viking-age cemeteries have been excavated thus far 
within the bounds of modern-day Scotland, and of 
these, two include individuals from all stages in the 
life-course: Cnip (Dunwell et al. 1995) and Westness 
(Kaland 1995). A third, Pierowall, Westray, may 
have had children’s graves, but the circumstances of 
its excavation in the 19th century and the exposure of 

the site to erosion have led to poor recovery condi-
tions (Thorsteinsson 1968). Finally, there is a large, 
multi-period cemetery at The Carrick, Midross, near 
Loch Lomond (MacGregor 2009). Unfortunately, 
preservation of human remains at this site is poor. 
Among the earliest graves, however, there appear 
to be eight with grave goods, some of which are 
Scandinavian in origin, including a small, child-
sized shale bracelet (MacGregor 2009:11; Colleen 
Batey, University of Glasgow, Glasgow, UK, 2017, 
pers. comm.), which raises the possibility of a child’s 
burial. The remaining children’s graves in Scandina-
vian Scotland appear alone or in small clusters, and 
it is possible that more of them belong to cemeteries 
as yet unrecognized. 

Infants
 Infant burials account for half of the known or 
putative subadult graves attributed to the Scandina-
vian settlement in Scotland. Three individuals are 
neonates, two are 6–9 months, and one is an undeter-
mined infant, who may or may not have been Scan-
dinavian (Whithorn Sk55; Hill 1997). The neonatal 
burials occur in three completely different contexts. 
First, the neonate from Westness was discovered 
in an adult female burial (Kaland 1995). While the 
grave assemblage was rich, containing jewellery and 
tools, nothing was clearly associated with the infant. 

Figure 1. Map indicating burials sites for infants and 
children in Scandinavian Scotland. (See Table 1 for grave 
catalogue; map created by Jeremy Beller).
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Sellevold describes the remains as full-term (Sell-
evold 1999:57), and thus the infant died at or around 
the time of birth. Because DNA tests have not been 
conducted for this site, there is no way to determine 
the relationship between the woman and infant. A 
mother-child pairing seems most likely, although the 
possibility that the two were unrelated, but died at 
around the same time has to be acknowledged. Sec-
ondly, Grave G contained the youngest of three juve-
niles from the Cnip cemetery on Lewis (Dunwell et al. 
1995); buried with an iron ring, it is the only neonate 
with grave goods from Scandinavian Scotland discov-
ered so far. Finally, a disarticulated neonatal skeleton 
was identified within House 1 at Buckquoy, Birsay, 
under a stone slab in the NE corner, and further infant 
remains appear to be scattered across the multiphase 
Pictish and Viking settlement (Ritchie 1976–77:188). 

 Westness Grave 17 contained the remains of 
a six-month-old infant, apparently without grave 
goods (Sellevold 1999:36). Dating to the late 
10th or early 11th century (Sellevold 1999:7), but 
located amongst a cluster of east-west oriented, 
unaccompanied graves, we can but speculate as to 
the relationship of the infant with the settlers. Per-
haps its mother was a local woman, and thus it was 
buried among kin, or perhaps some of those buried 
in the east-west graves were Scandinavian settlers. 
It is even possible that the burial was deliberately 
placed apart from the more traditional seeming 
Scandinavian graves because of ambivalent at-
titudes towards infant death. By contrast, the six-
month-old infant from Cnip (Grave F) was buried 
in a small family cemetery with up to three amber 
beads and a fine bone pin in the 9th century (Fig. 2) 

Site Name 
(Grave ID)

Age at Death Grave Goods Notes References

1 Buckquoy, Birsay, 
Orkney

Neonate None Fragmentary remains of other neo-
nates on site

Ritchie 1976–1977

2 Cnip, Uig, Lewis 
(Grave G)

Neonate Iron ring In a cemetery with 6 other graves Dunwell et al. 1995

3 Westness, Rousay, 
Orkney (Grave 1)

Neonate None Accompanies burial of adult female 
with multiple grave goods

Sellevold 1999:7

4 Westness, Rousay, 
Orkney (Grave 17)

6 months None Dates to Viking Age, but placed 
among Pictish graves within the 
cemetery

Sellevold 1999:7

5 Cnip, Uig, Lewis 
(Grave F)

6–9 months 3 amber beads and a 
bone pin 

One bead is certainly associated with 
the body, but two others are likely

Dunwell et al. 1995

6 Whithorn Infant One amber bead, 
one shale bead

Amongst group of possibly Viking 
burials, adjacent to disarticulated 
remains of a male and female adult, all 
covered with cremated bone

Hill 1997:189, McLeod 
2015:7

7 Cnip, Uig, Lewis 
(Grave B)

6 years Amber bead and 
pendant hone

In a cemetery with 6 other graves Cowie et al. 1993, Dunwell 
et al. 1995

8 Scar, Sanday, 
Orkney

10 years Uncertain In boat burial, accompanies older 
female and middle aged male

Owen and Dalland 1999

9 Balnakeil, Suther-
land

12–13 years Knife, sword in 
scabbard, spear, 
shield, game pieces, 
penannular brooch, 
pin, glass eye bead, 
2 amber beads, cap 
for hone, comb, 
needle case with 
needles, shears, 
flints and pebbles.

Adult style burial, with some elements 
seen in children’s practices

Batey and Paterson 2013

10 Westness, Rousay, 
Orkney (Grave 26)

16–17 years None May be earlier than Viking Age Sellevold 1999:7

11 St Peter’s Church, 
Thurso, Caithness

Unknown, 
child/youth

None Found alongside the burial of an adult 
male, which was associated with a 
runic inscribed cross – likely 12th 
century

Anderson 1896–1897:293; 
Batey 1993:157

12 Midross, 
Strathclyde

Unknown Child-sized shale 
bracelet

Among Viking-Age graves in larger 
cemetery – putative child’s grave

MacGregor 2009

Table 1. Catalogue of subadult graves from Scandinavian Scotland.
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(Dunwell et al. 1995:734). The final infant was 
found at the monastic site of Whithorn, apparently 
among a small group of possible Viking graves and 
adjacent to the disarticulated remains of an adult 
female and male (McLeod 2015:7). The infant was 
buried with two beads, one amber and the other 
shale (Hill 1997:189).
 Infant burial in the early Middle Ages has al-
ways been a problematic issue. There simply do not 
appear to be enough children, let alone infants, in 
cemeteries to account for the expected rate of mor-
tality in this period (e.g., Callow 2006, Derevenski 
1997, Hadley and Hemer 2011, Squires 2014). In 
Anglo-Saxon contexts, infant burial sometimes 
occurs on domestic sites (Sofield 2015). Sofield 
argues that Anglo-Saxon infants may have had 
“an abnormal kind of personhood” that resulted in 
their limited inclusion in formal cemeteries, and 
their association to some degree with domestic 
sites (Sofield 2015:378). While it is possible that 
infant burials within houses represent clandestine 
practices such as infanticide, Sofield notes that the 
care taken with the majority of the Anglo-Saxon 
infants implies something more purposeful (So-
field 2015:378). Infanticide was a known practice 
amongst Scandinavian populations, and could oc-

cur if a newborn was malformed, the product of 
rape, the offspring of a slave, or even simply one 
mouth too many in a time of shortage (Lilleham-
mer 2011:51, Scott 1999:76), However, the place-
ment of the Buckquoy infant in House 1 does not 
fit neatly with this practice. For instance, where 
the sagas talk about the practice of infanticide, it 
is usually in the context of child abandonment (see 
Clover 1988:151–159 for detailed examples). In 
such cases, newborns are carried outside of houses 
or settlements (Lillehammer 2011:51; Vuolanto 
2011:13), rather than killed and hidden within the 
home. Ritchie sees the scattered infant remains at 
Buckquoy as evidence for a “hardline philosophy 
towards infant mortality,” but proposes that the 
infant in House 1 may represent a foundation ritual 
(Ritchie 1976–77:188, see also Lillehammer 2011 
for a discussion of infants as human sacrifice in 
early Iron Age Scandinavia). Alternatively, it could 
be supposed that the placement of an infant within 
the home may have provided it with some kind of 
protection in death, especially if the infant was 
perceived to have an uncertain spiritual identity and 
place (Moore 2009:45). In such an interpretation, 
the Buckquoy infant in House 1 might be seen to 
have been treated with equal, but different, care to 
those buried within the cemeteries discussed above.

Children
 Only two graves of older children have been 
clearly identified in Scandinavian Scotland. There is 
a possible Late Norse child’s grave from a Christian 
cemetery in Thurso, Caithness, but little is known 
of this find (Anderson 1896–1897:293; Batey 
1993:157). The first definite Viking Age child’s 
burial in Scotland is that of a six-year-old, buried 
with an amber bead and a sandstone pendant hone at 
Cnip (Grave B) next to a large boulder, which may 
have served as a natural burial marker (Cowie et al. 
1993; Dunwell et al. 1995:722). The body was lying 
on its left side with the legs flexed, knees near to 
the boulder’s edge (Dunwell et al. 1995:724). The 
second child was one of three individuals buried 
in a small boat at Scar, Sanday, Orkney. This boat 
burial contained the bodies of an elderly woman, a 
ten-year-old child and an adult man, as well as an 
impressive array of grave goods (Owen and Dalland 
1999). The woman’s assemblage included a “Troms” 
type equal-armed brooch, a whalebone plaque, a 
comb, a sickle, and various textile tools. With the 
exception of the sandstone spindle whorl, her grave 
goods are conspicuously Scandinavian in origin 
(Owen and Dalland 1999:189). The male body was 
accompanied by a sword in its scabbard, arrow-
heads, and a comb (Owen and Dalland 1999:137). 

Figure 2. Artist’s interpretation of Grave F infant burial at 
Cnip, Lewis. (Megan Macdonald).
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Placed by the man’s feet and above the heads of the 
woman and child was a set of gaming pieces, which 
Owen and Dalland (1999:127) attribute to the man’s 
grave assemblage. No grave goods have been attrib-
uted to the child; however, given the exposure of the 
grave prior to excavation, it is possible that artefacts 
were lost (Owen and Dalland 1999:149).
 Prior to the discovery of the boat burial, a lead 
weight was discovered in the vicinity of the grave, 
and at the end of the excavations, a second lead 
weight also turned up on the site. Although neither 
was found in situ, Owen and Dalland propose that 
the weights belong to the boat burial (Owen and 
Dalland 1999:118). Weights were used as part of 
a bullion economy; scales would be used to weigh 
things like silver. While complete sets of weights 
and scales are rare, weights do sometimes appear in 
burials accompanying men, women, and occasional-
ly, children, as at Birka where at least six children’s 
graves included weights (Graslund 1973:174). 
Owen and Dalland acknowledge that the weights 
could have accompanied the child at Scar, possibly 
as toys, but prefer to attribute the weights to the 
man’s grave assemblage on the grounds that weights 
occur with adult males more frequently than anyone 
else (Owen and Dalland 1999:118, 149). It should be 
noted, however, that they weigh the same, may have 
come from two different sets, and were likely old by 
the time they were included in the burial (Owen and 
Dalland 1999:126). The possibility that these were 
toys should not be ruled out.

Young adults
 One young adult male (16–17 years old) was 
found at Westness (Grave 26; Sellevold 1999). In-
cluding this grave is problematic on many levels. 
First, the radiocarbon date spans a 250-year period 
(Sellevold 1999:7). Secondly, the grave was east-
west oriented, unaccompanied by grave goods, and 
associated with earlier Pictish period burials (he 
shared congenital traits with a female and child 
from the 7th–8th century and is thought to possibly be 
related to them, making it unlikely that he was one 
of the Viking settlers) (Sellevold 1999:14). Finally, 
the age at death of this young man makes it likely 
that, even if he lived within a Viking Age commu-
nity, they would have seen him as an adult. The age 
of sixteen appears to hold particular significance in 
terms of the transition to adulthood. Callow notes 
that at this age that the Scandinavian law-codes, 
such as Grágás allow males to pursue legal action, 
make decisions about where they live, and arrange 
marriages for female kin (Callow 2007:49). Further 
evidence for an early adulthood, at least for males, 
comes from the mass burial sites of Viking raiding 

parties from Ridgeway Hill and Oxford, in England. 
At both sites, dozens of individuals, some as young 
as 13, and some with healed wounds suggesting 
multiple conflicts, appear to have been executed 
and buried together (Falys 2014, Loe 2014, Pollard 
et al. 2012:84).
 The most widely discussed child’s grave from 
Scotland was discovered at Balnakeil, Sutherland, 
in 1991, containing a 12–13-year-old whose rich 
grave assemblage included adult-sized weapons 
(sword, shield, and spear), adornment (a bronze 
penannular brooch, a bronze pin, two amber beads 
and one glass eye bead), tools (knife, fish hook, 
needles, shears), and personal items, such as a comb 
and game pieces (Batey and Paterson 2013). The 
threshold for adulthood, at least for males, appears 
to be approximately 12 years, and thus the Bal-
nakeil boy might best be described as a man (Batey 
and Paterson 2013:654, Halstad McGuire 2016:72, 
Hadley and Hemer 2011). Batey and Paterson 
(2013:654) suggest that the liminality of this youth, 
balanced between childhood and adulthood, might 
be indicated by the presence of grave goods such 
as the needles, which are more commonly found 
with women and children. Other artefacts of inter-
est in this case include the two amber beads, and the 
bronze pin, which was found by the skull and which 
Batey and Paterson (2013:646) suggest could have 
been associated with some kind of headband, simi-
lar to the ones found in children’s burials at Birka 
(though they propose that its most likely use was as 
a shroud pin). Grágás, the early Icelandic law-code, 
notes: “A male of twelve winters or more, capable 
of taking responsibility for what he says or swears, 
free, and with a settled home, is to be nominated [to 
the Assembly]” (Grágás K20, 53). Thus, perhaps it 
is not unexpected that the 12-year-old person buried 
at Balnakeil was buried as an adult. 
 The Vikings in Scotland did not enter an empty 
landscape, but came instead as armed settlers. Even 
if their initial interactions with local populations 
were peaceful, it seems likely that in an environ-
ment where the settlers competed with each other, 
they would have also competed with any pre-ex-
isting population (Halstad McGuire 2016:64). The 
placement of family burials within the Pictish cem-
etery at Westness may reflect an appropriation of 
the space as a statement of the permanence of the 
settler community. In such a disputed landscape, a 
display of power and status through funerary ritual 
could have been an important strategy for settler 
families and even the grave of a very young adult, 
such as the person from Balnakeil, could become a 
vehicle for the transmission of elite identities (Hal-
stad McGuire 2016:72). 
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objectification that links material culture to period 
and memory and to the biological and social pro-
cess of children’s development and socialisation, 
the first and last correspond to the material culture 
produced by the activities of children as active 
agents set on mastering worlds in a living present 
of the past. (Lillehammer 2010:36)

 By looking for evidence of material culture ma-
nipulated and/or created by children, it is plausible 
that we can identify children’s activities in the world 
of the living. While the connection of this material 
culture to children is frequently circumstantial at 
best, the following sections explore the available 
evidence, keeping the questions of agency and chil-
dren’s worlds in mind.

Miniature quern-/millstones
 The miniature quern- and millstones from 
Shetland, Norway, and Ireland have been exten-

The Material Culture of Childhood in 
Scandinavian Scotland

 The range of artefacts that could be associated 
with children in Viking-age Scotland is surprisingly 
large. In addition to the now well-known miniature 
quern- and millstones, there are other miniatures, 
bells, beads, and other toy-like objects, possible 
drawings, and even board games (Tables 2 and 3). 
Lillehammer challenges us to push past the identi-
fication of children’s objects to the consideration of 
children’s worlds:

The problem of material culture shock (Sofaer 
2000) leads us to distinguish between the fol-
lowing questions: What is the material culture of 
children? What is the material culture of child-
hood? What is the material culture of the worlds of 
children and children’s worlds? While the second 
question represents a retrospective category of 

Site name (Object ID) Type Material Notes References

Jarlshof, Shetland Miniature quern-/mill-
stones

Steatite 14 stones, parallels in Trondheim Hamilton 1956

Underhoull, Shetland Miniature quernstones Steatite One stone, a precise replica Small 1964–1966:244

Old Scatness Miniature sword Siltstone Broken, but finely made Bashford 2010:248

Sandwick, Unst, Shet-
land
(ARC 65773)

Miniature lamp Steatite Crudely finished (made by child?). 
Tiny, rudely carved model of handled 
lamp. “Undoubtedly a child’s toy.”

Scran ID: 000-000-000-
184-C
Shetland Museum and 
Archives

Gord, Fetlar, Shetland
(ARC 79184)

Miniature lamp Steatite Finely finished (made by adult?). Ex-
tended lug handle/thumb grip. Norse 
type, but small.

Scran ID: 000-000-000-
321-C
Shetland Museum and 
Archives

Kirkhill, W of Inverness Miniature lamp or cup Steatite No sign of burning Close-Brooks 1971–1972

Jarlshof, Shetland Toy bowl Steatite? Ca. 800–1000 AD, parallel in Bergen Hamilton 1956

Saevar Howe, Birsay  
(162)

Toy bowl/cup Steatite Finely made, tiny but complete vessel. 
Ca. 800–900 AD

Batey and Morris 1983:102, 
fig. 19

Saevar Howe, Birsay 
(41) 

Vessel fragment with 
graffiti

Steatite Fragment of larger vessel. Graffiti on 
inside surface. Evidence of burning 
post-breakage.
Ca. 800–900 AD

Batey and Morris 1983:101, 
plate 1

Kebister Slab w/ graffiti Slate Base image of fish, covered over by 
cross-hatching (9th–13th century)

Trench-Jellicoe 1999:222, 
Illus. 188

Kebister Pebble w/ graffiti Slate Imprecise decoration (9th–11th century) Trench-Jellicoe 1999:223, 
Illus. 189

The Biggings, Papa 
Stour (SF1478/SF433)

Trial pieces/doodles? Steatite Maybe child copying adult activity? Crawford and Ballin Smith 
1999:142

The Biggings, Papa 
Stour (SF1621/SF201)

Beads Amber, Jet 3 fragmented amber beads, one com-
plete jet bead

Crawford and Ballin Smith 
1999:172–73

Freswick Links Bell Copper alloy Norse type Batey 1988

Scar, Sanday, Orkney Weights Lead 2 weights associated with boat burial, 
but of uncertain context

Owen and Dalland 1999:118

Jarlshof, Shetland (133-
135)

3 snoriben (buzz-bones) Bone Decorated with incised lines, in/near 
midden

Hamilton 1956:123, fig.57.9

Table 2: Examples of material culture, including toys and playthings.
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be acknowledged that they could have been made by 
children. The roughness of their manufacture and the 
apparent misunderstanding of the precise nature of a 
quernstone could be a result of inexperience. One of 
the reasons for arguing that the miniatures are toys 
rather than functional tools is their materials (Stum-
men Hansen and Larsen 2000:113–14). Eleven are 
made of steatite, the softness of which makes it easy 
to work and thus a suitable material for learning to 
work in stone. 

Miniature lamps, bowls, and cups
 Archaeologists also have found a number of other 
miniatures, including lamps and vessels. Two small 
steatite bowls representing potential toys were found 
at Jarlshof, Shetland (Hamilton 1956:143), and 
Saevar Howe, Birsay (Batey and Morris 1983:102). 
Both come from Viking contexts. The Saevar Howe 
bowl is tiny (approximately 4cm in diameter) and is 
described as a possible “toy, intended for, and used 
by, a child” (Batey and Morris 1983:103). A further 
object from Kirkhill, Inverness, could represent 
either a cup or a lamp (Close-Brooks 1971–1972). 
Despite the lack of evidence for burning, Close-
Brooks has argued that this object is a lamp because 
of its form (Close-Brooks 1971–1972:297); McAli-

sively discussed elsewhere (Hadley 2016:261–262, 
Stummen Hansen and Larsen 2000, McAlister 
2008:293–295, 2013:89–90). Stummen Hansen 
and Larsen identify 14 miniatures from Shetland, 
but also discount at least ten possible candidates 
because they do not measure up to their defining 
criteria (2000:111–112), such as:

“… a questionable item from Orkney, with no 
details of find circumstances, should be mentioned 
(Stromness Museum A 142). It is a flattish disc 
of silty mudstone, with a centrally placed, rather 
rougly [sic] cut, perforation. … A small hole has 
been initiated at one side of the disc. There is no 
slot for the sile and no collar around the central 
hole. To the authors this roughly produced item is 
not convincing, and the possible hole for a handle 
is actually placed on the convex side of the item, 
which would indicate it as the under face”. (Stum-
men Hansen and Larsen 2000:112).

 While Stummen Hansen and Larsen make an 
excellent case for why the miniature quern- and 
millstones included in their catalogue are toys, they 
do not discuss why the ones they excluded are not. 
Although it may be impossible to say for certain who 
made these objects and for what purpose, it should 

Site name (Object ID) Type Material Notes References
Jarlshof, Shetland Game board Slate Fragment with misaligned grid lines Hamilton 1956:145, plate 

xxxi 1
Jarlshof, Shetland Game pieces Quartz Set of 16 white quartz pebbles Hamilton 1956
Buckquoy, Birsay, Orkney 
(90, 91, 92)

Game boards Slate 3 pieces, lightly incised, tafl Ritchie 1976–1977:199

Red Craig, Birsay, Orkney 
(RF 280)

Game board Flagstone “crudely intersecting lines”, incom-
plete, grafitto on edge 

Batey 1989:220-221

The Biggings, Papa Stour 
(SF 514; SF 515; SF 1479)

Game pieces Steatite Possible game pieces: four discs, 
one sub-rounded, one sub-rectan-
gular

Crawford and Ballin Smith 
1999:141-2

Inchmarnock, Bute Game boards Slate Associated with monastery school, 
ca. 8th–9th century (not Viking)

Ritchie 2008: 116–27

Brough of Birsay, Orkney Game pieces Antler Conical game piece (3.7 cm tall) 
found in church excavations

Curle 1982:76

Brough of Birsay, Orkney Game board Whalebone Fragment with grid line and holes 
for pegged game pieces

Curle 1982:76, no.274, Ill.50

Drimore, S Uist
(37)

Game piece Bone/ivory “playing-piece” Maclaren 1974:17, fig.2

Balnakeil, Sutherland Game pieces Bone 14 pieces, in grave of 12–13-year-
old

Batey and Paterson 2013

Scar, Sanday, Orkney Game pieces Whalebone 22 pieces, in boat grave, placed 
near the adult male’s legs, above the 
heads of the female and child

Owen and Dalland 1999

Underhoull, Shetland Game boards Steatite Fragments of multiple game boards, 
including one with peg holes

Small 1964–1966:244, fig.16

Table 3: Examples of game boards and pieces 
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ster proposes that the lack of burning combined with 
the small size suggests that it may have also been 
a toy (2008:291). Further examples can be seen in 
the finely worked lamp from Gord, Fetlar, Shetland 
(Fig. 3), and a crudely shaped handled lamp from 
Sandwick, Unst, Shetland (Fig. 4). In comparing the 
two lamps, McAlister writes: “The technical ability 
in the construction of the Fetlar toy lamp suggests 
that this object may have been made by an adult for 
a child, whereas it is plausible to suggest that the 
much cruder Unst toy lamp may have been made 
by a child” (McAlister 2008:293). McAlister’s in-
terpretation therefore encourages us to consider the 
agency of children. 
 The suite of miniature objects found in Scan-
dinavian Scotland are related to domestic life. 
Miniatures, including miniature tools, are often 
identified as amulets or ritual objects, especially, 
but not exclusively, in the context of grave finds 
(e.g., Jensen 2010:52 and sources cited therein). 
Hall proposes that toys and ritual objects might 
have been interchangeable in some contexts, and 
that play can be understood as partially ritualistic 
(Hall 2014:44). The importance of miniature quern-
stones in Shetland and Norway has been examined 
by Stummen Hansen and Larsen, who argue that 

the communities that produced them were living 
on the edge of the agricultural world, and thus ag-
ricultural activities were central to their identities 
and day-to-day lives (Stummen Hansen and Larsen 
2000:120). In environments characterized by long 
winters in houses with minimal light, lamps too 
may have been important in the daily (or nightly?) 
lives of the Vikings (Halstad McGuire 2018:265). 
Toys inspired by domestic life may have played a 
crucial role in the enculturation of children (Hadley 
2016:261, McAlister 2013:89, Wileman 2005:28). 
Miniature tools may have been an important element 
of experiential learning, providing children with the 
resources needed to practice skills required within 
their communities (Weber 1982:92). These toys, 
made for and by children, but representing aspects of 
adult (?) lives, represent only a small sub-set of what 
might have been played with by children (Crawford 
2009). Crawford links such objects with adult-struc-
tured play (Crawford 2009:61), though it should be 
remembered that children not only co-opt non-toys 
as playthings, but redefine toys, as well. Thus, in a 
modern child’s life a toy broom can serve to allow a 
child to engage in pretend housework, but can also 
be repurposed as a flying broomstick, a sword, or a 
machine gun (something perhaps many parents can 
relate to!). We can assume that in the Viking Age, 
miniature querns and lamps were used in domestic 
pretend play, but it is impossible to determine in 
what other ways they may have been played with. 

Bells, beads, stones, and bones
 Of course, not all toys were tools. Other po-
tential toys from across Scandinavian Scotland 
include the bell from Freswick Links, Caithness 
(Batey 1988); and the weights from Scar, Orkney 
(Owen and Dalland 1999:118); and beads from 
sites like The Biggings (Crawford and Ballin Smith 
1999:172–173). Some pierced objects may repre-
sent buzz-discs and buzz-bones (snoriben), a noise-
producing toy that dates back into prehistory and 
was still in use in the 20th century in Shetland and 
Orkney (McAllister 2008:307). Common in both 
Viking Age Ireland and Scandinavia, it is prob-
able that some of the stone discs and pierced bones 
from Scandinavian Scotland may also be toys; in-
deed Hamilton identified three pierced bones from 
Jarlshof as snoriben (Hamilton 1956:123). This 
seemingly random collection of objects exempli-
fies the challenges associated with the material 
culture of play. Being small and easily lost, these 
items often appear as stray finds or are discovered 
in the fill of sites, thus making their attribution to 
particular phases of activity or individuals difficult, 
similar to the weights from the Scar boat burial 

Figure 3. Toy lamp from Gord, Shetland. Finely carved but 
unusually small. (With permission of Shetland Museum 
and Archives).

Figure 4. Toy lamp from Sandwick, Shetland. Roughly 
carved. (With permission of Shetland Museum and Ar-
chives).
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a lead weight, found within disturbed contexts in 
House 1 (Ritchie 1976–77:199). A single black glass 
bead was found in the Norse midden at Sangobeg, 
Sutherland (Brady et al. 2016:69), whilst an unspeci-
fied quantity of beads appeared in the occupation 
layers of a domestic Norse period settlement at the 
Brough of Deerness (Barrett and Slater 2009:91). 
Beads have been found across the complex site 
of Jarlshof, ranging from middens, pathways, and 
houses, including one in the wall of an outhouse 
(Hamilton 1956:136). Callow proposes that “un-
usual arrangements” of animal bone might be evi-
dence of children at play (Callow 2006:67, see also 
Gardeła 2012:239)—this fits neatly with Hamilton’s 
interpretation of a semi-circle of pebbles at Jarlshof, 
discussed below, and raises the possibility that the 
distribution of animal bone and stones on Viking 
Age sites should be re-examined. For instance, at 
The Biggings, 14 pieces of unworked quartz and 144 
pieces of jasper, from various phases, are concen-
trated on the west side of the settlement (Crawford 
and Ballin Smith 1999:173). Is it possible, as per 
Lewis’ suggestions for later medieval rural settle-
ment (Lewis 2009:98), that these examples represent 
play area for children in Scandinavian Scotland? 
 In her review of archaeological approaches to 
childhood, Baxter notes that some early studies of 
childhood talk about impact of children on sites, es-
pecially in relation to seemingly random distribution 
of artefacts (Baxter 2008:169), suggesting that this 
may not be as indiscriminate as is assumed; indeed, 
it can be very patterned if the agency of children is 
considered (Baxter 2008:169). Lewis argues that 
collections of pebbles, especially in mounds, depres-
sions, and holes are likely to be evidence for child’s 
play (Lewis 2009:98). It is tempting to attribute 
the distribution of beads, stones, and even mislaid 
objects such as spindle whorls, in the settlements of 
Scandinavian Scotland to the activities of children, 
who might play with, and then lose or deliberately 
hide small treasures. Unfortunately, given the nature 
of the sites, the early date of many of the excavations, 
and the sparseness of material culture that could 
be associated with children, it is perhaps unwise to 
speculate further, unless it becomes possible to do 
a more systematic re-analysis of site distributions. 
Such an analysis could be difficult for older excava-
tions, given the nature of the archaeological record. 
In newer excavations, it would require archaeologists 
the look for random items or groupings and to be 
aware of the possible interpretations of these.

Graffiti
 Across the Viking world, archaeologists have 
discovered objects that are varyingly identified as 

discussed above. In spite of these challenges, it is 
worth considering some of the various artefacts and 
their possible association with children.
 In 1988, Batey published a short note on a bronze 
bell discovered on the Viking settlement site of Fre-
swick Links, Caithness. While the bell may simply 
have been a sheep’s bell, bells have been linked to 
children in the Viking Age. For example, amongst the 
parallels for the Freswick bell is one found in associ-
ated with a Viking Age child’s grave at Peel, from 
the Isle of Man (Batey 1988:214, Graham-Campbell 
2002:94). Bells have also been found associated 
with children’s graves at Birka in sufficiently high 
numbers to be identified as plausibly linked to a ma-
terial culture of play (Graslund 1973:164 168). The 
identification of bells as toys may be corroborated to 
some extent by the Volsunga Saga, where two chil-
dren are described as playing with a bell-like object 
(McAlister 2013:90), but this is less than certain. It 
is also possible that bells have an amuletic function, 
given that they sometimes occur in graves and usu-
ally appear as single objects, rather than in sets of 
bells (Schoenfelder and Richards 2011:158–159). 
While Schoenfelder and Richards (2011:160) iden-
tify Norse bells, such as that found at Freswick, with 
women’s material culture, they may have also been 
used by and associated with children, as at Birka.
 Beads made of amber, glass, and other materials 
have been found with individuals of all ages in the 
Viking Age, occurring most frequently with women, 
but also sometimes forming part of male grave as-
semblages (O’Sullivan 2015). The frequency with 
which beads, especially those made from amber, 
occur with children has been noted elsewhere 
(Graslund 1981:23, McAlister 2008:228). In Scan-
dinavian Scotland, among the twelve child burials, 
four have one or more beads, at least one of which is 
amber (Table 1). In a Lithuanian context, Bliujieniè 
has suggested that amber, especially when occur-
ring as a single bead, should be considered amuletic 
(Bliujieniè 2001). It can be difficult to determine 
when amber beads in Viking graves served an amu-
letic rather than ornamental or economic function 
(Fuglesang 1989:20, Crawford and Ballin Smith 
1999:173; see also Hayeur Smith 2004:83), but it 
seems clear that they are part of children’s material 
culture. If beads are associated with some children 
in the grave, it stands to reason that they could also 
be associated with them during life. 
 Many small finds appear within occupation lay-
ers and middens of Viking Age farms. For example, 
amber and jet beads appear in seemingly random 
places in and around Viking structures at The Big-
gings (Crawford and Ballin Smith 1999:172–173). 
At Buckquoy, there are two blue glass beads and 
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that board games were likely associated with success 
both as a warrior and a farmer (2016:446), as strategy 
and planning are essential regardless of whether one 
swings a sword or pulls a plough. In his examination 
of the social context of hnefatafl, Kimball sees it “as 
a game that celebrated, taught, and refined military-
relevant methods of strategic and tactical thinking” 
(Kimball 2013:69). Yet rarely is the game associated 
with children in academic literature (Hall 2014 is a 
notable exception). For instance, in a brief survey of 
Viking pastimes, Gardeła gives a single paragraph to 
board games, making no mention of children, in spite 
of a previous section dedicated to children’s toys and 
activities (Gardeła 2012:242–243). 
 Played on a grid of varying sizes, the hnefatafl 
king is placed centrally and is protected by a defen-
sive retinue. The opposing player’s pieces are placed 
on all four sides of the board, effectively surround-
ing the king and retinue. Depending on which side 
one plays, the king must either be captured or escape 
to one of the corners of the board. The game of hne-
fatafl is in many ways unfair, as the attacking force 
has more pieces, but the player who plays the king 
usually wins. It is a game that tests strategy whilst 
simultaneously reinforcing social norms that suggest 
that life is unfair and warriors may die to protect 
their leaders. Learning to play this game well as a 
child may have served the dual purpose of training 
the mind and reinforcing cultural ideals.
 Several grid-marked stone slabs came from 
Viking contexts at the multi-period site of Jarlshof 
(Hamilton 1956:141) (Table 3). Although the size 
of the grids and the numbers of the lines used to 
form them is inconsistent, it seems likely that these 
represent game boards (Fig. 5). At the monastic 
site of Inchmarnock, Isle of Bute, 35 game boards 

trial pieces, motif pieces, and graffiti. Because some 
of these are poorly executed, possibly by inexperi-
enced hands, they may be the product of children. 
For instance, McAlister (2008:264, 2013:96) has 
argued that some of the trial/motif pieces found at 
Dublin may have been produced by children act-
ing as apprentices to craftsmen (see also Baxter 
2008:167). Elsewhere, Crawford and Ballin Smith 
suggest that the trial pieces found at The Biggings, 
Papa Stour, Shetland, may be the product of a child 
emulating adult activities (Crawford and Ballin 
Smith 1999:142), while at Jarlshof, Hamilton com-
ments on the presence of “a large variety of slate 
fragments with meaningless scribbling or checker-
board patterns made up of crisscross lines” (Hamil-
ton 1956:141). Some of the checker-board patterns 
no doubt represent game boards or attempts at game 
boards, but others are more random. Two more graf-
fiti pieces were found at Kebister, also in Shetland 
(Trench-Jellicoe 1999:222–223). One of these is 
particularly intriguing; a small slate slab with lay-
ers of incised marks, it is suggestive of a pair of 
seals and three fish, but obscured by a seemingly 
random series of lines crisscrossing over the figures 
(Trench-Jellicoe 1999:222). It is reminiscent of what 
sometimes happens when modern children are left 
unattended with a piece of art and a pack of crayons. 
Finally, the steatite fragment (possibly from a large 
vessel) found at Saevar Howe was filled with incised 
graffiti-like markings after the bowl was broken 
(Batey and Morris 1983:101). The seemingly ran-
dom nature of this act again brings to mind the often 
unpredictable behaviour of children.

Gaming and youth culture 
 Board games appear to have been played widely 
in the Viking Age, as was the case for much of early 
Medieval Europe. Evidence for games like merels 
and tafl have been found in Scandinavian settlement 
and grave contexts from Iceland to Russia and Ireland 
to Norway (Hall 2016:441–42). In Scotland, game 
boards and pieces have been identified at settlements 
such as Jarlshof, and Buckquoy. The only game piec-
es clearly associated with a child’s body in Scotland 
are the 14 antler pieces from the grave at Balnakeil, 
discussed above (Batey and Paterson 2013:651), al-
though the person buried here may have been socially 
recognized as an adult. The inclusion of game pieces 
alongside weapons is a pattern familiar from Scar 
and elsewhere, and is usually associated with elite 
adult masculinity (e.g., Hall 2016). In the Orkneyinga 
Saga, Kali, a young man who later becomes an earl, 
mentions his skill at board games first in a list of 
personal accomplishments (Chapter XLIX) (Ander-
son, et al. 1873, see also Hall 2014:49). Hall notes 

Figure 5. Example of a roughly incised game board 
from Jarlshof, Shetland (with permission from Historic 
Environment Scotland).
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have been identified through excavation (Ritchie 
2008:116). They are typically crudely incised into 
slate and represent mainly tafl variants and merels 
boards. Given their location within a monastery, 
they are unlikely to represent any direct link with 
the Vikings in Scotland, however they are part of 
a shared cultural norm that connects these board 
games with social practices. Hall suggests that the 
Inchmarnock board games were part of the boys’ 
education at the monastic school (Hall 2014:49). 
Three similarly simple, irregular and poorly formed 
stone game boards were found at the Pictish/Norse 
farmstead at Buckquoy. One of the boards was as-
sociated with House 3, while the other two were un-
stratified; all are thought to be Viking Age (Ritchie, 
1976–77:187). Ritchie suggests that the “informality 
of the boards” means the game pieces were most 
likely pebbles or shells (Ritchie 1976–77:187), such 
as those found at Jarlshof (Hamilton 1956:112).
 In her novel analysis of the evidence for child-
hood in Viking Dublin, McAlister proposes that 
some objects with simple forms or rough execution 
may have been the products of children (McAlister 
2013:96, see also Lewis 2009). Although both Hall 
and Ritchie comment on the clumsy nature of the 
game boards at Inchmarnock and Buckquoy, nei-
ther considers the question of who made them. At 
Jarlshof, Hamilton (1956:112) describes a strange 
discovery of a group of pebbles:

“Semi-circle of Pebbles. A trench cut on the north 
side of the parent dwelling beneath the stet paving 
revealed a semi-circle, 10 ins. in diameter, of 14 
small water-worn pebbles laid in the sand below 
the upper slope peat ash midden (Pl. XXb). It 
must have been laid out in the first phase of Viking 
settlement and probably represents a game played 
by some Norse child at the time of the building of 
the farmstead”.

 It is possible that these pebbles could have 
served as gaming pieces and were co-opted by a 
child for some other form of play (see also Lewis 
2009:98). For example, McAlister raises the pos-
sibility that the collection of 36 pebbles from the Vi-
king site at Waterford, Ireland, are evidence of some 
kind of game (2008:285). It is possible that some of 
the game boards from Scandinavian Scotland were 
constructed by children for their own use, perhaps 
emulating the games their elders played, or creating 
their own variations on them. Modern children, at 
least, are at times remarkably flexible when it comes 
to the rules of board games and the ways with which 
the components of a board game can be played (per-
haps explaining why game pieces tend to stray from 
their boxes!). While we cannot definitively attribute 

these patterns of behaviour onto children in the past, 
it would equally be unwise to assume that they did 
not engage in such play.

Conclusion

 This paper has brought together the evidence 
from Scandinavian Scotland for children’s funer-
ary practices and the material culture of children/
childhood. While the first section arguably tells us 
more of adult responses to children, especially in 
death, the second seeks to explore children’s agency 
through the manifestation and manipulation of ar-
tefacts. Scandinavian Scotland was comprised of 
migrant communities, concentrated in regions such 
as Orkney, Shetland, and the Western Isles. The de-
gree of cultural interaction between various groups 
of settlers and local populations is difficult to assess 
at best, but inevitably had some impact on the lives 
of children. In the funerary context, we might see 
this play out through the inclusion of children with 
simple grave goods in family cemeteries such as 
Cnip, where children’s bodies are perhaps sheltered 
among the rocks and protected by the placement 
of amber beads. Similarly, the burial of the infant 
within House 1 at Buckquoy might repeat patterns of 
behaviour seen in Scandinavia and afford some level 
of protection to the child. In contrast, the youth from 
Balnakeil may be a deliberate statement of power and 
identity, made through a family’s loss and communi-
cated to other settlers and remaining local peoples. 
 The material culture examined within this paper 
gives hints as to the lives of the children who lived 
in these communities. They learned their place in 
the world through socialising play: miniature quern-
stones perhaps teaching them of the importance of 
agricultural work, and games such as hnefatafl teach-
ing them about the nature of society. But the children 
of Scandinavian Scotland were not passive recipients 
of adult-structured play. They made their own games 
and toys and defined their own places within their 
worlds. Hadley calls upon us to “explore afresh the 
processes of Viking Age migration and settlement 
through the lens of childhood experiences” (Hadley 
2016:265). In order to take this step, we must first 
seek out that lens and consider how we, as adults in a 
modern world, can peer through it. By examining the 
material record of Scandinavian Scotland and seek-
ing out the evidence of children’s actions, I hope that 
I have taken my first steps in this direction. 
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