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INTRODUCTION: 
Religion today is often presented as a matter of intangibles like sin or nirvāṇa, and changing 
from one religion to another is understood as an internal personal change rather than new 
material circumstances. Recent scholarship on religious change has moved on from the 
earlier prioritisation of individual choice (‘conversion’), focusing instead on wider cultural 
changes introduced gradually over years or generations (‘inculturation’; Gräslund 2000; 
Bartlett 2007). Nonetheless, most such scholarship remains focused on human actors, 
constructing anthropocentric narratives of religious change within individual cultural 
contexts (Nilsson 1996; Nordeide 2011). This interdisciplinary project will challenge these 
assumptions, analysing evidence for the use of material items in inculturative religious 
change in two early-Medieval European contexts: the Romanisation of British Celtic culture 
in the Roman province of Britannia (c. 43-410 CE), and the Christianisation of Germanic 
Nordic paganism in Iceland (c. 870-1100 CE). The project will analyse a range of textual and 
archaeological evidence for the ways in which idols, jewellery, costumes, musical 
instruments, and even animals – so-called ‘ritual props’ – may have been used to heighten 
the effectiveness of ritual as a communicative medium through which religious ideologies 
could be transmitted (Rappaport 1979; Bell 1995, 61-83). In doing so, it will break new 
ground by applying theory developed in the Cognitive Science of Religion to early medieval 
material (Schjoedt et al 2013), and its comparative nature will enable the drawing of both 
abstract methodological and localised empirical conclusions. This interdisciplinary project 
will thus contribute to a range of scholarly discourses at the University of Iceland and 
abroad, including History, Archaeology, and the Study of Religion. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS: 
The project will address the following research questions: 1) what role did ritual props play 
in Iron-Age Britain?; 2) how did this change during Romanisation?; 3) what role did ritual 
props play in pre-Christian Iceland?; 4) how did this change during Christianisation?; 5) what 
comparative conclusions may be drawn about the role and effectiveness of ritual props 
during inculturative religious change? Each of these RQs will be addressed in a dedicated 
work package, WP1-5, forming the core of a new sole-authored monograph. 

METHODOLOGY: 
Theoretically, the project combines cognitive resource depletion theory and actor-network 
theory to examine the active roles played by artefacts and animals in ritual contexts (Latour 
2005), which have previously been considered primarily as passive bearers of human 
symbolism (e.g. Gräslund 1992; MacLeod & Mees 2006). The active roles played by such 
agents in the conduct of religious ritual has received almost no attention to date, and none 
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of what scholarship there has been has looked at Iceland, Britain, or abstracted a general 
paradigm of religious change (Choyke 2010; Bintley 2015). Cognitive resource depletion 
theory builds on the long-accepted status of ritual as a communicative medium, suggesting 
that ritualised behaviour deliberately limits the ability of individuals to construct 
idiosyncratic understandings of religious experience, thus heightening acceptance of 
collective ideologies (Rappaport 1979; Bell 1997; Schjoedt et al 2013). The combination of 
this with actor-network theory should prove highly productive, as resource depletion 
theory has not yet been applied to a flat ontology, and ritual props can clearly deplete 
cognitive resources in a ritual setting: costumes and masks could heighten participants’ 
physiological arousal, jewellery or precious objects might increase the pathos of a ritual 
specialist, and the management of artefacts or non-human animal actors would reduce the 
capacity of human agents to encode their own subjective impressions.  

Empirically, the project will draw on a range of textual and archaeological evidence. 
While interdisciplinary work is not without its own potential pitfalls, the employment of 
multiple corpora for each context under study will alleviate the (sometimes severe) source-
critical issues of the individual corpora, such as the interpretive difficulties of archaeology 
(Ellmers et al. 1992; Price 2006) and the transmission difficulties and temporal disconnects 
that plague textual material (Gísli Sigurðsson & Vésteinn Ólason 2004). 

WORK PACKAGES & TIMELINE: 
The project’s research and outcomes can be broken down into the following WPs, 
addressing the RQs outlined above:  

WP1: Iron-Age Britain will examine textual accounts of pre-Christian Celtic ritual 
(such as Cassius Dio’s account of a hare-based prognostication in 60 CE; 1914-1927, 90-93) 
and finds of potentially-ritual objects like the Dinéault goddess statue (Green 1995, 33-39) in 
order to study the role of ritual props in Iron-Age Britain (Green 1997; Ritari & Bergholm 
2015). Its results will be presented in a monograph chapter.  

WP2: Roman Britain will consider how this situation changed during Romanisation, 
particularly with the acculturation of ‘native’ rituals through the introduction of Roman 
artefacts such as the British plate brooches (Mackreth 2010; Murphy & Ameen fth.). It will 
also study textual sources and inscriptions recording the assignation of Roman names to 
local deities (Jones 1987; Derks 1998; Webster 2001), and present these results in a 
monograph chapter. 

WP3: Pre-Christian Iceland studies textual accounts of pre-Christian religious ritual 
in medieval texts such as the íslendingasǫgur, konungasǫgur, and eddukvæði, focusing on 
terminology for objects like stalli, blæti, and hlaut (Hultgård 1993; Raudvere & Schjødt 
2012). It will compare this discourse to archaeological evidence for ritual props, 
contextualising Icelandic material with mainland Scandinavian material where preservation 
conditions require this (Kristján Eldjárn & Adolf Friðriksson 2000; cf. e.g. McCullough 2017; 
208; Larsson 2004), and outlining its arguments in a monograph chapter. 

WP4: Christian Iceland seeks to highlight the continuities inherent in early Christian 
ritual, drawing on textual accounts of Christian praxis in texts like the samtíðarsögur and 
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biskupasögur (Boyer 1975, Cormack 1994; Nedkvitne 2009; Orri Vésteinsson 2000; Haki 
Antonsson 2017). These will be examined hand in hand with archaeological evidence from 
Christian communities in Iceland (Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir 2010; 2015; 2017), and the WP’s 
results discussed in a monograph chapter. 

WP5: Religious Acculturation will set the findings of WP1-4 in a comparative 
context, drawing on the project’s empirical evidence to reconsider previous scholarship on 
processes of religious change (Bartlett 2007; Derks 1998). It will propose a new paradigm of 
how ritual contributed to long-term cultural change in a monograph chapter, and include 
the writing of formal introduction and conclusion chapters for the monograph, as well as its 
submission to high-status publishers (e.g. Cambridge University Press’ Religion, Cognition 
and Culture series). 

Two additional WPs will cover work not directly related to the project monograph. 
WP6 includes the production of two articles (to be pitched to high-quality OA journals like 
Entangled Religions or Ethnologia Scandinavica) covering case studies of the project’s work. 
WP7 will include non-research work for the University of Iceland, including administration, 
teaching (such as on the Viking & Medieval Norse Studies programme), and the organisation 
of an international conference at HÍ on the cognitive approaches to the past. It will also 
cover outreach efforts (both in Iceland and abroad), particularly the organisation of a 
temporary museum exhibition on the theme of ‘ritual props’ with Þjóðminjasafn Íslands. 

 Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 

 Q1 Q2 Q31 Q41 Q1 Q2 Q32 Q42 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 
WP1: Iron-Age Britain             
WP2: Roman Britain             

WP3: Pre-Christian Iceland             
WP4: Christian Iceland             

WP5: Religious Acculturation             
WP6: Case Study Articles             

WP7: Admin, Teaching, Outreach, etc.              

Key:    Research, Drafting, & Preparatory Work    Revision   Other 

1 Research stay at Dept. of Anglo-Saxon, Norse & Celtic, Cambridge University (UK) to access library holdings on Celtic culture.  
2 Research stay with Uffe Schjoedt at Aarhus University (Denmark) to develop the project’s cognitive methodology.  

The Faculty of History and Philosophy is the ideal host for this project, as it will allow me to 
collaborate with local experts like Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir (on the Christianisation of 
Iceland), Sverrir Jakobsson (on historical sources for early Christian Iceland), and others 
outside the faculty, such as Terry Gunnell and Ármann Jakobsson (on pre-Christian religion). 
The project will thus not only build on my previous work on both British and Nordic religious 
praxis (see Murphy 2016; 2018; & Nygaard 2017; & Ameen fth.; Lauritsen et al 2018) to 
offer new comparative perspectives on inculturative religious change, but will leave a lasting 
impact on a range of comparative scholarly discourses, the academic milieux at the 
Universities of Iceland, Cambridge, and Aarhus, as well as on public discourse regarding 
materialism and religion. 



Luke John Murphy  4 

BIBLIOGRAPHY: 
Bartlett, Robert. 2007. ‘From Paganism to Christianity in Medieval Europe’. In 

Christianization and the Rise of the Christian Monarchy: Scandinavia, Central Europe 
and Rus’ c. 900-1200, edited by Nora Berend, 47–72. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Bell, Catherine. 1997. Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Bintley, Michael D. J. 2015. Trees in the Religions of Early Medieval England. Anglo-Saxon 

Studies 26. Woodbridge: The Boydell Press. 
Boyer, Régis. 1975. ‘Paganism and Literature: The So-Called “Pagan Survivals” in the 

Samtíðarsögur’. Gripla 1: 135–67. 
Cassius Dio. 1914. Roman History. Edited by Earnest Cary. 9 vols. Loeb Classical Library. 

Harvard: Harvard University Press. 
Choyke, Alice. 2010. ‘The Bone Is the Beast: Animal Amulets and Ornaments in Power and 

Magic’. In Anthropological Approaches to Zooarchaeology: Complexity, Colonialism, 
and Animal Transformations, edited by D. Campana, P. Crabtree, S.D. deFrance, J. Lev-
Tov, and Alice Choyke, 197–209. Oxford: Oxbow Books. 

Cormack, Margaret. 1994. The Saints in Iceland: Their Veneration from the Conversion to 
1400. 78. Brussels: Société des Bollandistes. 

Derks, Ton. 1998. Gods, Temples and Ritual Practices: The Transformation of Religious Ideas 
and Values in Roman Gaul. 2. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press. 

Ellmers, Detlev, Heinrich Beck, Herbert Jankuhn, and Reinhard Wenskus. 1992. ‘Die 
archäologischen Quellen zur germanischen Religionsgeschichte’. In Germanische 
Religionsgeschichte: Quellen und Quellenprobleme, edited by Heinrich Beck, Detlev 
Ellmers, and Kurt Schier, 95–117. 5. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter. 

Gísli Sigurðsson, and Vésteinn Ólason. 2004. The Manuscripts of Iceland. Reykjavík: Árni 
Magnússon Institute in Iceland. 

Gräslund, Anne-Sofie. 1992. ‘Thor’s Hammers, Pendant Crosses and Other Amulets’. In From 
Viking to Crusader: The Scandinavians and Europe 800-1200, edited by Else Roesdahl 
and David M Wilson, 190–192. Copenhagen: The Nordic Council of Ministers. 

———. 2000. ‘The Conversion of Scandinavia - A Sudden Event or Gradual Process?’ 
Archaeological Review from Cambridge 17 (2): 83–98. 

Green, Miranda. 1995. Celtic Goddesses: Warriors, Virgins and Mothers. London: British 
Museum Publications Ltd. 

———. 1997. The Gods of the Celts. Stroud: Sutton Publishing. 
Haki Antonsson. 2017. ‘Árna saga Biskups as Literature and History’. The Journal of English 

and Germanic Philology 116 (3): 261–85. 
Hultgård, Anders. 1993. ‘Altskandinavische Opferrituale und das Problem der Quellen’. In 

The Problem of Ritual: Based on Papers Read at the Symposium on Religious Rites Held 
at Åbo, Finland, on the 13th-16th of August 1991, edited by Tore Ahlbäck, 221–259. 
Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell International. 

Jones, Michael. 1987. ‘The Failure of Romanization in Celtic Britain’. Proceedings of the 
Harvard Celtic Colloquium 7: 126–45. 



Luke John Murphy  5 

Kristján Eldjárn, and Adolf Friðriksson. 2000. Kuml og haugfé. 2nd ed. Reykjavík: 
Fornleifastofnun Íslands. 

Latour, Bruno. 2005. Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Lauritsen, Marlene, Tom Fowler, Richard Allen, Joel M. Alves, Carly Ameen, Evan Irving-
Pease, Gregor Larson, Luke John Murphy, Alan Outram, Esther Pilgrim, Philip A. Shaw, 
Naomi Sykes. 2018. ‘Celebrating Easter, Christmas and Their Associated Alien Fauna’. 
World Archaeology 50: 1–15. 

Mackreth, Donald F. 2010. Brooches in Late Iron Age and Roman Britain. Oxford: Oxbow 
Books. 

MacLeod, Mindy, and Bernard Mees. 2006. Runic Amulets and Magic Objects. Woodbridge: 
The Boydell Press. 

McCullough, Jess Angus. 2017. ‘“Death in a Dread Place”: Belief, Practice, and Marginality in 
Norse Greenland, ca. 985-1450’. PhD Dissertation, Leicester: University of Leicester. 

———. 2018. ‘Sacred Ground:  Community and Separation in a Norse Churchyard, 
Greenland’. In Debating Religious Space and Place in the Early Medieval World (c. AD 
300-1000), edited by Chantal Bielmann and Brittany Thomas, 175–86. Leiden: 
Sidestone Press. 

Murphy, Luke John. 2016. ‘Continuity and Change in the Sacred Social Spaces of the Pre-
Christian Nordic World’. Viking and Medieval Scandinavia 12: 147–82. 

———. 2018. ‘Paganism at Home: Pre-Christian Private Praxis and Household Religion in the 
Iron-Age North’. Scripta Islandica, no. 69: 49–97. 

Murphy, Luke John, and Simon Nygaard. 2017. ‘Processioner i Førkristen Nordisk Religion’. 
Religionsvidenskabeligt Tidsskrift 66: 40–77. 

Murphy, Luke John, and Carly Ameen. fth. ‘The Shifting Baselines of the British Hare 
Goddess: Divine Reflections of British Social Change in the Longue Durée’. 

Nedkvitne, Arnved. 2009. Lay Belief in Norse Society 1000-1350. Copenhagen: Museum 
Tusculanum Press. 

Nilsson, Bertil, ed. 1996. Kristnandet i Sverige. Gamla källor och nya perspektiv. Uppsala: 
Lunne Böcker. 

Nordeide, Sæbjörg Walaker. 2011. The Viking Age as a Period of Religious Transformation: 
The Christianization of Norway from AD 560-1150/1200. Studies in Viking and 
Medieval Scandinavia 2. Turnhout: Brepols. 

Orri Vésteinsson. 2000. The Christianization of Iceland: Priests, Power, and Social Change 
1000-1300. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Price, Neil S. 2006. ‘What’s in a Name? An Archaeological Identity Crisis for the Norse Gods 
(and Some of Their Friends)’. In Old Norse Religion in Long-Term Perspectives: Origins, 
Changes, and Interactions. An International Conference in Lund, Sweden, June 3-7, 
2004, edited by Anders Andrén, Kristina Jennbert, and Catharina Raudvere, 179–183. 
Vägar till Midgård 8. Lund: Nordic Academic Press. 

Rappaport, Roy A. 1979. ‘The Obvious Aspects of Ritual’. In Ecology, Meaning, and Religion, 
173–217. Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books. 



Luke John Murphy  6 

Raudvere, Catharina, and Jens Peter Schjødt, eds. 2012. More than Mythology: Narratives, 
Ritual Practices and Regional Distribution in Pre-Christian Scandinavian Religions. 
Lund: Nordic Academic Press. 

Ritari, Katja, and Alexandra Bergholm, eds. 2015. Understanding Celtic Religion: Revisiting 
the Pagan Past. Cardiff: University of Wales Press. 

Schjoedt, Uffe, Jesper Sørensen, Kristoffer Laigaard Nielbo, Dimitris Xygalatas, Panagiotis 
Mitkidis, and Joseph Bulbulia. 2013. ‘Cognitive Resource Depletion in Religious 
Interactions’. Religion, Brain & Behaviour 3 (1): 39–86. 

Steinunn Kristjánsdóttir. 2010. ‘The Tip of the Iceberg: The Material of Skriðuklaustur 
Monastery and Hospital’. Norwegian Archaeological Review 43 (1): 44–62. 

———. 2015. ‘Becoming Christian: A Matter of Everyday Resistance and Negotiation’. 
Norwegian Archaeological Review 48 (1): 27–45. 

———. 2017. Leitin að klaustrunum – klausturhald á Íslandi í fimm aldir. Reykjavík: 
Sögufélag. 

Webster, Jane. 2001. ‘Creolizing the Roman Provinces’. American Journal of Archaeology 
105 (2): 209–25. 


