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This volume emanated from an inter-disciplinary conference held in 

Newcastle in 2006. The papers cover aspects of the period from the 

fourth to the twelfth century in what are now northern England and 

southern Scotland. The fourteen papers are divided into two sections, 

‘Regions and Places’ and ‘Identities and Material Culture’. As the editors 

explain in their introductory chapter, this division and the order of the 

papers were adopted in order to emphasise the importance of two aspects 

of the current study of Northumbria: regionality and material culture. In 

this review, the papers are discussed in the order in which they appear. 

 The first paper, by Rob Collins, deals with the Roman frontier area 

in the fourth and fifth centuries, the area that later became early 

Medieval Northumbria. He demonstrates the over-simplification of 

supposing that all the forts along Hadrian’s Wall were suddenly 

demilitarised in 410 AD, although archaeological evidence suggests that 

the level of military activity did lessen and changed in character. There is 

evidence to suggest that, at least at some of the sites, there was no break 

in occupation from Roman to sub-Roman to early Medieval times, even 

though the nature of the occupation changed, with ‘a transformation of 

the soldierly garrisons ... into local warbands’ (31). This situation in the 

Border area, rather different from other parts of England, may, Collins 

suggests, have contributed to contrasts between Northumbria and the 

other early Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. 

A most interesting paper by Mark Wood discusses the contribution 

that place-name evidence can make to an understanding of the history of 

Bernicia (defined as the area of eastern England and Scotland between 

the Tees valley and the Firth of Forth) in the fifth to the seventh 
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centuries. Using a clearly described methodology, Wood presents a small 

provisional corpus of early place-name elements for Bernicia, identifying 

which are of English origin and which are of pre-English, that is 

Brittonic, origin. His analysis of the Old English place-names 

demonstrates that they are concentrated ‘in the major river valley 

catchment areas’ (50) and that this broadly correlates with early Anglian 

archaeological sites. By contrast, the pre-English names are more 

common in the western and northern parts of the area and correlate 

strongly with the distribution of Brittonic material evidence. Wood 

finishes by contrasting the Anglian-Brittonic interaction in various parts 

of the area, concluding that it supports the view that from the late sixth 

century Bernicia ‘was made up from several minor kingdoms or 

territories’ (61).  

 A short paper by the late Richard Hall brings together various 

research findings that together shed light on the development of 

York/Eoforwic from the fifth century up to the Norman Conquest. Some 

notable points to emerge include the theory that a substantial Roman 

building at 16–22 Wellington Row was ‘repaired, renovated, reconfigured, 

and rebuilt on several occasions’ during the fifth century (73). At the 

other end of the period comes evidence from Anglo-Scandinavian York 

demonstrating the ‘remarkable size and prosperity’ (79) of the city, which 

extended a great deal further than was previously realised.  

 In a fascinating and closely-argued paper, Nicola Toop discusses 

the Northumbrian encroachment west into present-day Cumbria, 

Dumfries and Galloway, by concentrating mainly on one aspect of the 

‘materialisation of ideology’ (87), that is, the raising of stone monuments. 

She starts by discussing the carved and inscribed stones of the area 

prior to Northumbrian expansion, pointing out the clear links with 

similar monuments in Ireland, and associating these with political 

affiliations, although she is at pains to point out that not all the large 
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area was homogenous when it came to the erection of stone monuments. 

It therefore seems likely that, in its expansion westwards, ‘Northumbria 

encountered more than one polity’, necessitating different varieties of 

interaction (99). This can be seen, for example, in Northumbrian 

sculpture in the southern part, as at Bewcastle and Ruthwell, in a dearth 

of monuments beyond the River Cree, but perhaps in some ‘form of 

ecclesiastical alliance’ (104) with the existing Christian community at 

Whithorn. This paper demonstrates clearly the contribution to historical 

understanding that can be made when the evidence from stone 

monuments is discussed in the context of other kinds of historical 

evidence. 

 The paper by Felicity Clark nicely complements the paper that 

precedes it. Clark takes the theoretical model of ‘frontier’ and uses it to 

consider aspects of life in western Northumbria in the seventh and eighth 

centuries. She begins with a useful discussion of ‘frontier’ as a model 

before moving on to three case studies as illustrations. These are: Bede’s 

Historia Ecclesiastica, Book I, chapter 34; chapters 17 and 18 of Vita 

Wilfridi; and the archaeological site of Fremington in Cumbria. All three 

demonstrate various aspects of the model which together illuminate our 

understanding of life in western Northumbria at this period. 

 Julian Richards and John Naylor present an informative paper on 

‘the potential of portable antiquities to enhance our understanding of 

settlement and economy in early medieval Northumbria’ (129). Using the 

evidence of portable antiquities and coins, they demonstrate how the 

distribution of both sorts of finds is greatly affected by topography. Most 

finds are made by metal-detectorists and are understandably prolific 

from areas around modern conurbations and within the limits of plough-

zone agriculture. Nevertheless, some interesting conclusions emerge: for 

example, while generally finds clearly indicate areas of settlement, the 

lack of finds from the north-west of the area may suggest that there was 
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a lack of Northumbrian cultural penetration westwards, despite political 

control of the area.    

 Aleksandra McClain discusses the importance of local patronage of 

material culture in Saxo-Norman Northumbria, concentrating on 

architectural fabric and commemorative monuments in local churches, 

and the way that these indicated, and interacted with, social standing 

and identity: for example, military emblems, primarily swords, appear on 

over half of the grave-slabs of North Yorkshire at this period. She 

demonstrates how both churches and monuments of eleventh-century 

North Yorkshire indicate a ‘melding and negotiation of Anglo-Saxon, 

Anglo-Scandinavian, and Norman political and ethnic cultures’ (162), 

and how these trends continued into the twelfth century. This situation 

can be broadly paralleled in Northumberland, but in Co. Durham, by 

contrast, there seems to be a smaller amount of Anglo-Scandinavian 

influence and a greater continued use of Anglian churches and 

monumental styles. However throughout Saxo-Norman Northumbria, she 

suggests, we can observe the élite adopting and adapting the religious 

emblems of power and status, both in church building and in the raising 

of monuments. 

 In a witty and elegantly written paper, Martin Carver considers 

‘intellectual territories’ in Northumbria, defining these as ‘areas where 

people thought alike’ (187), discussing in particular burial, sculpture and 

manuscripts. He suggests that burial rites reflect not identity or ethnicity 

so much as ideology and politics and that these differ from one area to 

another. Similarly, the Anglo-Scandinavian sculptured monuments 

demonstrate a conscious redesigning of Anglian material to satisfy new 

intellectual needs, while those who created the illuminated manuscripts 

at Lindisfarne and Jarrow were working to their own, separate, agendas. 

He argues that this is to be seen less as confusion and ‘babble’ (195) 

than as complexity and dialogue, and that the sea, as a thoroughfare not 
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a barrier, played an important role in facilitating this dialogue. He 

suggests that people at the time expressed themselves differently because 

they thought differently and were not prevented from thinking differently, 

concluding with the hope that this idea of the ‘empowering of many early 

medieval voices’ (203) may form a useful way of re-examining early 

sources.    

 In his contribution, Colm O’Brien reconsiders the arguments 

underpinning Hope-Taylor’s 1977 interpretation of his earlier excavation 

of Yeavering, particularly since this interpretation has recently been 

challenged by David Rollason (Northumbria, 500–1100. Cambridge,2003). 

Hope-Taylor argued that Yeavering was a place of hybrid culture, basing 

his interpretation on building styles, the large enclosure, and burial and 

cult practices. O’Brien considers each of these in turn and systematically 

reviews the opinions of many archaeologists who, since 1977, have 

commented on the interpretation of Yeavering. His conclusion is to 

accept Hope-Taylor’s interpretation, albeit in a more nuanced manner, 

and he argues that it offers useful insights into the practice of early 

medieval kingship.  

 Following on neatly from O’Brien’s paper, the paper by Jenny 

Walker considers the ideology underlying the concept of the hall in early 

medieval Northumbria. After some theoretical discussion, she 

concentrates on two sites, Doon Hill and Yeavering, with particular 

reference to their spatial organisation and underlying ideology. Her 

conclusions concern the way in which a change in architecture 

apparently indicates a shift in ideology, perhaps to ‘indicate social 

position and to assert identity’ (234), and she finishes by stressing the 

importance of the study of hall architecture to our understanding of the 

ideology of the society that produced it. 

In her fascinating paper, Sarah Groves examines in detail the 

evidence from the sixth- to the eighth-century cemetery at Bowl Hole, 
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Bamburgh, in order to ‘explore the relationships between burial practices 

and biological data’ of the individuals buried there (241). Although the 

full extent of the Bowl Hole cemetery has yet to be identified, over one 

hundred skeletons have been excavated, along with a large quantity of 

separate bones. A most interesting section of the paper provides the 

results of analysis of the skeletal material, comparing it with other 

comparable sites. It was found, for example, that more adults lived to the 

age of 50 and above than at many other places, that there were fewer 

signs of infectious diseases, but that dental disease was much more 

common. The cemetery indicated the evidence of a variety of burial 

practices. In the furnished graves, the majority found with iron artefacts 

were female while all those found with deliberately placed animal bones 

were male. These male skeletons showed physical signs suggesting that 

the individuals had been active from youth and the indications were 

consistent with the use of weapons. The conclusion is therefore that 

these males ‘played an important role in their society, a role which is 

reflected in the way they were treated in death’ (261). This account gives 

only a flavour of the interesting conclusions that Groves demonstrates 

from her material.  

 After a long and entertainingly-written introduction, Michelle 

Brown discusses in detail results to be gained from an ‘excavation’ of the 

Lindisfarne Gospels manuscript. The results are intriguing. For example, 

she suggests that over 1300 cows must have been utilised since, 

uniquely amongst comparable existing manuscripts, the spine ridge of 

each vellum sheet ‘ran across the bifolia at the same point, producing 

only one cocklure ridge’ (274), to minimise the risk of the surface of the 

vellum moving. This would have involved rejecting many skins as 

unsuitable. Other innovations, Brown suggests, were the use by the 

artist/scribe of lead-point for under-drawing, back lighting during the 

decoration and writing process, and the mixing of organic dyes to 
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produce the wide range of colours used. She goes on to suggest that only 

the artist of the Lichfield Gospels can be shown to have had direct access 

to the Lindisfarne Gospels. However, she concludes that manuscript 

studies of this detailed sort are changing our understanding of the 

relationships between the various places of manuscript production.   

 Christopher Ferguson, in a carefully argued and convincing paper, 

reassesses ‘the capabilities of Anglo-Saxon vessels and the time it would 

take for such vessels to sail from sites in Northumbria’ to places within 

and without Anglo-Saxon England (283). He shows how many inland 

waterways would have been easily navigable by early medieval boats, and 

that such vessels could also have been used for sea journeying. His Table 

10, comparing in hours sailing times, rowing times and overland journey 

times, is particularly instructive. For example, he suggests that while an 

overland journey from Bamburgh to York would have taken 135 hours of 

travel, by oar-power it would have taken 68 hours, and by sail power 

between 19 and 29 hours, depending on whether maximum speed or 

cruising speed were used. He concludes that we should view the rivers of 

Northumbria and the North Sea as forming a powerful coastal highway, 

providing trade and contact links throughout the North Sea Basin. 

 The final contribution in the volume, by Steven Ashby, is 

concerned with the manufacture and use of combs for the hair from the 

ninth to twelfth centuries in the north-east of England. He examines and 

illustrates the eight variations in comb form found in the area during this 

period, before moving on to analyse the various methods of manufacture. 

These analyses demonstrate that although there is some variation in 

ornament, the more striking differences are in the forms of manufacture, 

for example in riveting technique, and that these change over the time-

period under consideration. He concludes that both Irish and 

Scandinavian influence can be seen in comb manufacture in 
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Northumbria, and he finishes by discussing changes in both the use and 

the cultural significance of hair combs at this time. 

 The volume is well produced and nicely illustrated and the authors 

and editors are to be congratulated on a collection of diverse papers that 

reads as such a coherent whole. Several of the most interesting papers 

utilise material from the authors’ unpublished PhD research, 

demonstrating just how useful conferences like this one are in bringing 

these important results to the notice of all scholars working in the area. 

However it is unfortunate that there was a gap of five years between the 

date of the conference and the date of publication, as this means that 

some of the papers already seem a little dated. A final quibble: it would 

have been rather more helpful to the reader to have had one list of 

references at the end of the volume rather than a list following each 

chapter.  
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