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Displaying the Dark Ages in Museums

Howard Williams, Pauline Clarke and Sarah Bratton

How museums and heritage sites in England display the early medieval past is the focus of academic and public interest
and debate. Despite ever-pressured budgets and limited resources, the stories told about the early medieval past in these
environments are of key importance for the story of this island, and have become increasingly important in the context of
political and cultural crises of English identity, and extremist appropriations of the Early Middle Ages. Reviewing current
and past displays of early medieval material culture at the Museum of Liverpool, the World Museum (also in Liverpool), and
Chester’s Grosvenor Museum, this chapter evaluates the Early Middle Ages in city museums serving multicultural regions
in the English North West and West Midlands. Consequently, we identify recommendations for potential future museum
engagement with the ‘Dark Ages’.

Introduction: The Early Middle Ages in English Museums

How should we display the Early Middle Ages in heritage sites and museums through the 2020s and
beyond? Early medieval collections continue to have prominence in exhibitions across England in
regional, county, town and city museums, including the Norwich Castle Museum, Salisbury Museum,
the Corinium Museum in Cirencester, the Museum of London, and the Weston Park Museum in Sheffield.
On a national level, the British Museum in London curates a diverse but significant gallery dedicated to
the Early Middle Ages from across Europe, including the finds from the Sutton Hoo Mound 1 ship burial
and the Cuerdale Hoard (Marzinzik 2011). In addition, there are also dedicated displays and museum
dimensions at heritage sites, most notably West Stow Anglo-Saxon Village (Suffolk), the Sutton Hoo
National Trust site (also Suffolk) (see Marzinzik 2011: 1029-1033; Walsh and Williams 2019), the JORVIK
Viking Centre in York (Tuckley this volume), Jarrow Hall, Jarrow, (County Durham) (formerly Bede’s
World), Lindisfarne Priory English Heritage site (Northumberland) and Tintagel (Cornwall) (see Greaney
this volume). Yet there are also remarkable new exhibitions which encourage a review of how the early
medieval period features in English museums. Notably, the treasures of a late 6th-century chamber
grave known as the ‘Prittlewell Prince’ went on display at Southend Central Museum in May 2019 (Igbal
2019), coinciding with the final publication of both a detailed academic monograph (Blackmore et al.
2019), a popular book (Hirst and Scull 2019), and a Museum of London press release calling it ‘Britain’s
Tutankhamun (e.g. Brown 2019). The year 2019 witnessed other fresh early medieval exhibitions. The
redisplay of The Staffordshire Hoard at The Potteries Museum resulted in The Anglo-Saxon Kingdom of
Mercia gallery. This marked both the tenth anniversary of the Hoards discovery, coinciding also with its
full academic publication (Fern et al. 2019). Likewise, 2019 saw the refurbishment of the National Trust
site of Sutton Hoo (Hilts 2019).

Individuallyand collectively, UK early medieval exhibitionsattractlarge numbersof visitors. Surprisingly,
however, they have conjured limited academic or public debate. Internationally, this situation is
changing since particular museums have experienced heated controversies surrounding early medieval
exhibitions. Notable recent instances include the debates surrounding the decision not to include human
remains in the Vikings: Beyond the Legend touring exhibition at Melbourne Museum, Australia (Paul
2018). Similarly, the imaginative and anachronistic portrayals of early medieval people in the portraits
of re-enactors and others incorporated into the Meet the Vikings exhibition at the National Museum,
Copenhagen, Denmark has caused uproar in the press and among academics (Sindbaek 2019; see also
Pentz et al. 2019). Comparable controversies have yet to embroil early medieval displays in the UK, with
the notable exception of the redisplay of Tintagel by English Heritage (see Greaney this volume). Still, this
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Figure 1: Views of the Museum of Liverpool early medieval display in 2015 (above: with the Huxley Hoard tempo-
rarily on loan elsewhere) and 2012 (below). (Photographs: Howard Williams)
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current climate of academic and public debate prompts us whether a systematic comparative evaluation
of early medieval museum displays in England and beyond is necessary. It also raises important questions
with regard to why and how we should display England’s early medieval past in museums and heritage
sites. To date, there has been only scant literature tackling the specific challenges faced when displaying
early medieval collections, including artefacts, artworks (encompassing stone sculpture), and human
remains, in museums and heritage sites. Previous work has identified the widespread perpetuation
of out-dated research regarding ethnicity and gender roles in particular, and processes of migration,
kingdom formation and Christian conversion more broadly (Lucy and Herring 1999; Marzinzik 2011;
McCombe 2011a and b; Williams 2009; Walsh and Williams 2019). Yet, key questions need to be answered
in the present context. How and to what extent will these splendid artefacts engage visitors and tell
fresh stories about the Early Middle Ages for early 21st-century audiences? Can such finds revitalise
and engage local communities in their past as well as drawing in visitors and boost local economies and
senses of belonging? Can they tackle fantastastical visions and extremist misuses of the Early Middle
Ages with data-rich narratives (Marzinzik 2011: 1039)?

For this short contribution (which is admittedly restricted by being the result of the observations
and reflections of the authors guided by input from the curators rather than a more rigorous survey
visitors which future work might readily pursue), we aim to tackle these questions using the Grosvenor
Museum, Chester and World Museum and Museum of Liverpool (both parts of National Museums
Liverpool) as case studies. The region in question is not renowned for its rich early medieval finds, but
is key to the story of Britain and Ireland. Furthermore, the region has produced striking finds of hoards,
settlements and stone sculpture which together shed light on the early medieval kingdoms of Mercia
and Northumbria and their relationships and connections with North Wales and, from the 9th century,
the influence of Hiberno-Norse Irish Sea contacts and the expanding power of Wessex (Griffiths 2010).
These museums thus house significant early medieval collections but have faced challenges regarding
their display and the character of their interpretation. For Liverpool, there is also the fascinating case
of Bryan Faussett’s collection of early Anglo-Saxon grave-finds from cemeteries mainly in east Kent
being donated to the museum by Joseph Meyer (Southworth 1990). Taken together, they reveal broader
themes pertaining to the multiple challenges of conveying the complex stories about the c. 650 years
between the end of Roman Britain and the Norman Conquest, and the relative neglect of the Early
Middle Ages in comparison with other periods and themes. In this regard, museums unwittingly run the
risk of perpetuating stereotypes regarding the early medieval past as a ‘Dark Age’.

Indeed, the absence of significant early medieval collections reveals the still prevalent preference for
the ancient world - Egyptian, Greek and Roman - and perhaps also a curatorial and popular ambivalence
towards the key formative historical phases of the early medieval period and its impact on modern
Britain’s nations and peoples. We conclude by discussing the increasingly problematic nature of this
situation in the face of ongoing intense political and cultural debate regarding the nature of England’s
early medieval and modern identities complex network of relationships with the rest of these islands
(Ireland, Man, Cornwall, Wales and Scotland as well as Continental Europe and beyond), as well as the
status of museums as inheritors of colonial legacies.

The Museum of Liverpool

In 2006, the Museum of Liverpool Life closed while the Museum of Liverpool was being developed with
the target for opening in 2011. Meanwhile, the Curator of British Archaeology at the World Museum
was planning to retire and the decision was taken to transfer the Regional Archaeology Collection
and the curatorial post (appointed in 2007) to the Museum of Liverpool (Liz Stewart pers. comm.).
The archaeology team who undertook research and commercial excavation at that time were also
transferred from the World Museum to the Museum of Liverpool division and started to contribute
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towards the development of content for the new museum. The archaeology collections at National
Museums Liverpool (NML) were split along geographic lines; collections relating to Merseyside and
the region were placed in the Museum of Liverpool collection, while collections from further afield in
Britain and abroad remained in the World Museum collection.

At the time of writing, the Museum of Liverpool has a curatorial team of five archaeologists (4.2 full-
time equivalent) who look after the Regional Archaeology Collection (around 100,000 objects from the
Mesolithic to the modern period), as well as working on engagement and leading community archaeology
projects. Since 2011, early medieval finds from the region are integrated into the long-term display as
part of the timeline of the region’s history - ‘History Detectives’, described on the museums website as
‘the backbone of the gallery™. Situated on the first floor, the chronology runs from prehistory through
the medieval period to the present day. A single large display case is dedicated to the Early Middle Ages.
The museum attracts c. 750,000 visitors per year and the early medieval gallery is incorporated into
several school sessions, including ‘Little Diggers’ sessions for under 6 year-olds, and for Key Stage 2
(7-11 year olds) sessions (Liz Stewart pers. comm.).

The first point of note is the interface with the adjoining Roman display. Five pins dating to the 9th or
10th centuries AD found in nearby Meols feature alongside Iron Age, Roman and later medieval finds in
order to illustrate the longue durée of activity at this particular site. Secondly, moving into the ‘early
medieval’ display case (Figure 1), the first cabinet encountered contains the skull and associated facial
reconstruction of ‘Merseyside’s oldest skeleton’ from Leasowe, dating to the Roman period and thus
a spill-over from the adjacent Roman display. Given questions over the precise dating and character
of the end of Roman rule in the North West, perhaps it is an astute decision to break down traditional
periodisations by placing this with the early medieval displays.

Under the Leasowe remains, we move into the Early Middle Ages with a replica (derived from a laser
scan of the original) of the ‘Aethelmund Stone’ from Overchurch, Wirral, described as the ‘earliest
runic inscription from the region’ and dated to the 9th century. It ‘asks for Christians to “pray for
Aethelmund™, probably an important local landowner or priest’ (see also Bailey 2010: 91-94). To
the right of the Leasowe and Overchurch display is a flat-screen television playing a video about the
archaeology of the region which again focuses on the long-lived coastal site of Meols.

The central panel in the display case is structured chronologically, from left to right. At the top is a
bare listing of historical events that defines what little we know regarding the region’s early medieval
history, starting with ‘605AD Anglo Saxons [sic] and Welsh battle near Chester for control of lands in
the region’ and culminating in ‘902 AD Viking leader Hingamund is expelled from Dublin and given
lands near Chester’. These two dates are replicated in larger print as part of the green timeline linking
together the prehistoric, Roman and later displays. For the early medieval cabinet it bears two dates
that frame the contents of display: ‘605 AD and 902 AD’. These mark the supposed dates of the Battle of
Chester between the Northumbrians and the Welsh, and Ingimund’s settlement of the Dublin Norse. To
complement these local events, along the bottom of the central panel there is a timeline outlining key
events from outside the region and from elsewhere in the 0ld World, beginning with ‘610 AD Prophet
Muhammed receives his first revelation’; ‘about 730 AD Printing is invented in China’, and ending with
‘1066 AD Battle of Hastings” and ‘1088 AD First university is founded in Bologna, Italy’.

The text panels upon the central timeline explain variously; the long-term survival of Brythonic
speakers in the region until the 8th century if not beyond (titled with the question: ‘Welsh-speakers?’),
the complex borderland conflicts between Mercia and Northumbria (‘Battle for Control’), the linguistic
mixture revealed by place-names from the region supported by a distribution map of Norse place-names
(‘Ancient Place Names’), the history of runes using the Aethelmund stone as the example, supported

' http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/mol/visit/galleries/history/
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by a photograph of 29 characters inscribed on face A (‘Runes’), a discussion of the importance of silver
for the Viking-period economy in the Irish Sea as revealed by the Cuerdale and Huxley hoards (‘Viking
treasure’: supported by a photograph of the former hoard alongside the actual Huxley hoard), and finally
early medieval stone sculpture from the region (‘Viking sculpture’: accompanied by photographs of the
fragments of stone sculpture from Neston 1A and 2A (Bailey 2010: 85-87) and West Kirby 6 (Bailey 2010:
145). Regarding the latter, the text states that its motifs ‘borrow from both pagan and Christian beliefs’,
that they were originally brightly painted, and were created by ‘Vikings’ who ‘created similar monuments
in their settlements around the Irish Sea, including on the Isle of Man, and in Wales, Cumbria and Ireland’.

Set above the long, thin timeline are two further panels, one on the left introducing the ‘Anglo-Saxons’,
the other to the right addressing ‘Viking Merseyside’. Between these, and the centrepiece of the exhibition
is areplica of one side, face A, of the West Kirby 4 ‘Viking ‘hogback’ tombstone: found in 1869, the original
can be seen inside St Bridget’s church, West Kirby (Bailey 2010: 135-136: see also Williams 2016).2 This is
juxtaposed against the replica Viking hall at Trelleborg, Denmark to set up the argument for this type of
monument was the result of Scandinavian influence and, in particular, the stone’s hall-like character,
linked regionally by the curved wall of a house excavated at Irby (Philpott 2015). Below this, the early 10
century Huxley silver hoard is displayed (Graham-Campbell and Philpott 2009). Illustrating the trading
and settling character of the Norse inhabitants of the Irish Sea region, to the right of the hogback replica
is a mannequin of a blonde-haired man with a red tunic and blue cloak fixed with a penannular brooch
and holding folding scales as found in 10th-century furnished inhumation graves in northern Britain and
Ireland, although this display links to the Meols beach market site and emphasises the trading dimensions
of the Hiberno-Norse connections in the region (Griffiths et al. 2007: 70, 402; Liz Stewart pers. comm.).
Behind the mannequin is a photograph of two replica Viking longships on water and a photograph of a
circle-headed cross and shaft, Bromborough 1a-b, another local artefact (Bailey 2010: 52-53).

Densely packed, the display attempts a near-impossible task given the limited space afforded to it. Still,
it does effectively showcase many of the iconic artefacts and monuments from the Merseyside region:
the replica Overchurch 1 and West Kirby 4 carved stone monuments and the actual Huxley Hoard.
With brief text-panels, a video, a time-line format, and supporting photographs of actual and replica
artefacts, the display addresses some of the ambiguity regarding the Roman/medieval transition,
trade and communications around the Irish Sea, conflict and colonisation, and the theme of Christian
conversion and religious organisation. The Museum of Liverpool therefore tackles, albeit briefly, the
complex evolving frontier dimensions of the region, a zone of interactions between the Welsh kingdoms
and the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms of Mercia and Northumbria during the 7th-9th centuries AD with
other regions around the Irish Sea. It then introduces the region’s incorporation into the wider Viking
world of the 9th-11th centuries AD. Notably, given that the Museum of Liverpool is, by its nature,
geographically specific, it would not be the relevant place to display the Faussett collection of Anglo-
Saxon antiquarian finds from Kent, gifted by Joseph Mayer to the city in 1867 (Southworth 1990). Still,
nested scales and temporalities are incorporated into this small display and there is considerable text
despite the necessary restrictions on detail instituted by the need to limit word-lengths. As such, it
constitutes the only museum in Cheshire and Merseyside to prominently feature the Early Middle Ages
within a permanent display. Moreover, the display fits with the ethos that extends across the Museum
of showing archaeological evidence from the locality and to meet the needs of primary school visits
from across Merseyside, Cheshire and Lancashire (Liz Stewart pers. comm.).

Liverpool’s World Museum

In contrast, the World Museum has no permanent display of its early medieval collections. Notably,
the Faussett collection composed of 18th-century grave-finds from Kentish Anglo-Saxon furnished

2 http://www.westkirbymuseum.co.uk/
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inhumation graves of the 6th and 7th centuries AD and gifted by Joseph Mayer to Liverpool Museum
in 1867 is not displayed. Until relatively recently, there had been a significant, if small, display of early
Anglo-Saxon weapons, dress accessories and implements from the Faussett collection adjacent to
the larger Greco-Roman and Egyptian galleries and thus part of its Ancient World Gallery (McCombe
2011b). However, since April 2017 when the new Egyptian gallery expanded in scale, this was removed
(Partheni pers. comm.). The principal exception is the most famous artefact from this collection and the
former centrepiece of the Anglo-Saxon display: the 7th-century Kentish composite disc brooch of gold,
garnet and shell known as the Kingston Brooch. The funerary context and significance of the Kingston
Brooch is emphasised by an artistic reconstruction of the female-gendered grave-assemblage 205 from
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Figure 2: The Kingston Down brooch on display in the Weston Discovery Centre, the World Museum
(Photograph: Howard Williams)
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Kingston Down from whence it came (see also Williams 2009). This is on display in the Weston Discovery
Centre at World Museum (Figure 2), but here it lacks any significant context given the absence of other
early medieval artefacts or indeed interpretative information about the Early Middle Ages more broadly.

Since the 19th century, the Faussett collection has long been perceived as out of place in Liverpool
and has never been displayed in the context of Britain’s story (Hawkes 1990; Rhodes 1990; McCombe
2011a andb). Indeed, Southworth’s (1990) aspiration to incorporate the British material into permanent
display has clearly been forestalled. However, there remains the potential in multi-period and themed
temporary displays to incorporate elements of the Faussett collection. Indeed, throughout all the
National Museums Liverpool venues, the curatorial staff are looking to change temporary exhibitions
and elements of long-term displays frequently, with the plan for Museum of Liverpool regularly
revaluated and flexibility offered to swap in new content when resources are available. Furthermore,
across NML they are increasingly looking to provide access to collections online and also to support
touring exhibitions and loans, as well as through direct engagement by visits to the venues. Certainly,
the digital future of the collection, with free access to all, is one viable route. In this regard though,
warning must be given that the digital project to create a searchable online database for the Faussett
Collection is currently stalled, and only two spreadsheets list the graves and the artefacts, with no
illustrations and minimal descriptions (see Sutcliffe 2007).> Still, the potential exists to enrich such
a database with high-quality images and detailed information online. Indeed, the NML are currently
redesigning their website and the new collections pages will enable more images and multiple
interpretations of individual objects, which will increase opportunity for interpretation. The enhancing
of this information online is only going to be limited by staff resources and time.

In summary, there is no doubt that the scale and quality of the Faussett collection, the primary early
medieval collection, is deserving of display either physically and/or digitally on a far larger scale than at
present. While from a parochial perspective, Kentish grave-finds might seem incongruous in the context
of a multicultural northern English city, the material is not only of national and international importance
in itself, it can readily be deployed to speak to the far-flung connections of the Anglo-Saxon world with
western and northern Britain and Ireland, as well as with Continental Europe and beyond: something
emphasised repeatedly in the exhibition of the Staffordshire Hoard at the Birmingham and Stoke-on-
Trent museum sites. Indeed, there is the potential to do something other than promote the collection
as ‘art’ but to critique any misconception of the homogeneity of ‘Anglo-Saxon culture’. Hence, there is
no need, in the context of a multicultural city, to promote a narrow ‘story of England’” which focuses
primarily on the collapse of Rome through to the Norman Conquest and incorporating an emphasis on
migrations, kingdom formation, Christian conversion and the transformations of the Viking Age in a
fashion long rehearsed in other museums. Indeed, the Faussett Collection might have failed in even these
aspects since its gift in the 19th century (see Lucy and Herring 1999; McCombe 2011a and b). Instead, the
Kentish artefacts might be readily deployed to address fresh themes and narratives, both in terms of the
history of collecting and how they were acquired by museums in the first place, but also new approaches
to early medieval material culture and mortuary practices, including the roles of items in negotiating and
transformation social identities and both local, regional and international connections. Notably, linking
life and death in the centuries following the fall of the Roman province of Britannia, the collection could
serve to highlight ongoing Continental connections, social complexity and diversity, and form the focal
point for broader geographic and temporal narratives for southern and eastern Britain in the 5th, 6th
and 7th centuries AD. Indeed, such a re-display of British-derived antiquities might serve to effectively
address concerns regarding the de-colonisation of Britain’s museums, especially for NML which has
divided the regional story from wider global narratives into different museums. Themes like daily life,
faith and religious organisation, craft activities and trade, dialogues with the dead, diaspora and slavery
are as pertinent to other collections as they would be to the Faussett material.

3 http://inventorium.arch.ox.ac.uk/; https://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archives/view/novum_ahrc_2009/
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Chester’s Grosvenor Museum

Similar to the World Museum, Chester’s Grosvenor Museum has extensive collections of early medieval
artefacts from the city and its immediate environs, particularly dating to the Viking period (Royles
pers. comm.). Until recent times, the room on the left of the entrance was dedicated to finds from the
city and included a display about ‘Dark Age’ Chester. However, none of this is now on permanent display
and the focus of the archaeology display remains firmly on the Roman period. Indeed, the Roman
artefacts take up two galleries at the museum, one telling the story of life in Roman Chester, the other
houses a collection of Roman tombstones which is of international importance.” The wider emphasis
throughout Chester on the Roman period is perhaps justification for this focus, but the museum’s other
significant galley is the Ridgeway Silver Gallery, which displays silverware from Chester’s period as an
important manufacturer and hallmarker. Hence, the museum shifts from the Roman period to the 18th
century with little information regarding the intervening periods, including the Early Middle Ages, as
permanent displays.

Temporary displays have, in the past, included early medieval finds. The 2009/10 temporary ‘Reap
and Tillage: the Vikings in Cheshire’ exhibition featured the story of the Vikings in the region around
Chester as well as the city. Supported by the Heritage Lottery Fund, this exhibition aimed to show the
diversity of ways in which Norse settlers and contacts influenced the region in the 10th and early 11th
centuries AD. The exhibition featured the Huxley Hoard (Green 2013), the West Kirby hogback and
the Aethelmund stone, and a painted replica of an early medieval stone from Neston (see Sassin this
volume).

Currently, Anglo-Saxon coins appear in the Roman tombstones gallery in a display focusing on
monetary history. More prominently, the Dead Normal temporary exhibition running from October 2018
to April 2019 explored the history of death through a rich range of art, artefacts, monuments and also
human remains, engaging with themes of dying, death, burial, mourning, and commemoration. The
exhibition included local Bronze Age artefacts, Ubshabtis from ancient Egypt, which were on loan from
the University of Liverpool’s Garstang Museum, lead grave-goods from a later medieval priest’s grave
from ongoing excavations at Poulton, near Chester, and a late medieval grave-slab excavated from the
former Chester Police headquarters site as well as a range of post-medieval funerary items (Williams
2018). In addition, prominently positioned within the exhibition were three early medieval exhibits.

First, the 1930-1931 excavations at the Roman roadside settlement south of Chester at Heronbridge
revealed a near-unique instance of the victims of early medieval conflict, purportedly linked to the
conflict between King Aethelfrith of Northumbria and his Welsh and Mercian rivals c. AD 614-15 (Mason
2007; Tolley 2016). This individual skeleton bears evidence of multiple sharp-force traumas to the skull,
suggesting a brutal, violent fate. Whether a monk or warrior, set into the floor of the exhibition in a
false grave, the bones shed light on death in the martial kingdoms of the Early Middle Ages in a striking
and memorable form.

Found as part of a broader collection of antiquarian discoveries from Meols (Griffiths 2010), the bent
arrowhead (or is it a lancehead?), spearhead, axehead and shield boss might constitute elements of one
or more furnished early medieval graves. Such a group might indicate a ‘Viking’ (i.e. Scandinavian-
style) furnished inhumation grave, associated with a long understood beach market site on the tip of
the Wirral peninsula. The display is accompanied by a card which signposts the burial as Pagan and
explains a little of the belief system of the Vikings which led to the incorporation of goods into graves,
based on an afterlife in Valhalla.

The third early medieval memorial artefact was the actual Overchurch 1 monument, which is replicated
and displayed in the Museum of Liverpool (see above). This was combined in a display with a later

¢ http://westcheshiremuseums.co.uk/collections/our-collections/roman-archaeology-collection/
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Figure 3: A montage of photographs of early medieval elements of the Dead Normal exhibition, October 2018 . Top:
three views of the Heronbridge skeleton. Bottom left: artefacts purported to come from a ‘Viking’ burial at Meols.
Bottom right: the Aethelmund Stone (Photograph: Howard Williams)
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medieval grave-slab fragment and an early 20th-century gravestone. The three share across the
centuries a commonality of memorial function as well as lithic medium, but reveal through their
proximity the starkly different contexts in which memorialisation has taken place in the history of
Chester and its environs.

This exhibition, in our view, successfully linked the early medieval period to the broader story of
Chester and its environs, as well as the wider world, allowing for a discussion of the period in its place
in the development of modern society. It was innovative and engaging, and further was paired with an
exhibition in another gallery of the museum of engravings and other art works, illustrating memorials
at various churches throughout Cheshire (‘Memento Mori’).

Discussion

Significant collections of early medieval stone sculpture can be viewed outside of these museums in
Cheshire and Merseyside, most notably at the Charles Dawson Brown Museum and neighbouring St
Bridget’s church, West Kirby (Bailey 2010: 133-136, 145-146); St Mary and St Helen’s church, Neston
(Bailey 2010: 85-90; White 2015) and St John’s church, Chester (Bailey 2010: 62-69). In the former two,
the stone sculpture has been displayed, lit and captioned relatively recently with a clear sense of the
significance of the material, but their connection to the broader history of the region is not made
clear. In the wider landscape, the early medieval linear earthworks Wat’s Dyke and Offa’s Dyke are
the principal early medieval monuments one can see in the landscape. However, in their northern
stretches, neither come particularly close to the Cheshire/Merseyside area, and nowhere are their
heritage interpretations effectively connected to their part in the story of the broader hinterland of
the ruined Roman city of Chester. Hence, the museums under scrutiny alone bear the responsibility
for telling the stories of the Early Middle Ages for the region. However, in these museums, it is clear
that the Early Middle Ages is only permanently and prominently presented in one of the three, and in
a relatively condensed narrative. This situation means that, notwithstanding that the collections are
loaned to other temporary exhibitions elsewhere (Liz Stewart, pers. comm.), the early medieval past,
fundamental to understanding the story of these islands and its far-flung connections, is largely under-
represented. Having said that, the Museum of Liverpool does include ‘almost everything in the regional
archaeology collection which can be firmly dated to the Early Middle Ages’, constituting a far higher
fraction of the displayed proportions from other periods (Liz Stewart pers. comm.).

The Faussett collection perhaps deserves separate attention and consideration, as the finds come from
outside the region. However, we would contend that this incongruity from the local setting might be
readily used as an advantage to discuss inter-regional and international connections of the early Anglo-
Saxon kingdoms and its complex and diverse material cultures.

Future initiatives that could be offered to remedy this situation and provide richer and more credible
visitor experiences might include:

e incorporating the early medieval past more robustly and clearly into permanent exhibitions on
their own merits and terms, whether arranged chronologically or otherwise. Such larger dis-
plays might involve innovative and up-to-date text and graphics to clearly explain the period
and including material from outside of the immediate locality (notably, the Faussett Collection
of Anglo-Saxon antiquities). The Manx Museum, Douglas; the National Museum of Ireland in
Dublin; Weston Park Museum, Sheffield; and most locally, the aforementioned Potteries Mu-
seum and Art Gallery, Stoke-on-Trent, all provide very different models for how this might
be achieved, although none provide a model for how relatively far-flung provenance artefacts
might be displayed. Another possibility is a collaboration with national museums to secure
loans, or indeed to create partnership galleries with the British Museum, as developed for the
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medieval collections at Norwich Castle Museum and Art Gallery;®

e connecting the early medieval collections to innovative themed temporary displays, as done
so effectively for the Reap and Tillage and Dead Normal exhibitions at the Grosvenor Museum,
Chester;

e creating a North West digital early medieval museum, which would curate richer online re-
sources for educational and research purposes regarding the early medieval past. These could
be valuably utilised in dispelling popular notions regarding the moribund nature of the period
and popular disengagement from it;°

e linking the museums to heritage trails incorporating early medieval urban topographies and
rural settlements revealed by place-names and archaeological evidence as well as the afore-
mentioned displays of early medieval stone sculpture at Bromborough, West Kirby, Neston,
St John’s Chester and elsewhere. A range of heritage trail initiatives have grown for Chester
and Merseyside, but only the recent initiative of The Viking Age in the North West app for mobile
phones for the Viking period led by Dr Clare Downham reveals the potential of this approach
more broadly.’

The Dead Normal exhibition at the Grosvenor Museum serves to highlight how the early medieval pe-
riod can be successfully displayed as part of a much wider debate about global issues today. However,
this appears to be exceptional in Chester and Merseyside currently. The exhibition in the Museum of
Liverpool tries hard within a limited space to convey something of the importance of the area during
the period, and displaying the Huxley hoard in its entirety as a focal point, albeit with little reference
to the origin of the wealth represented by the hoard, the reasons for hiding it, or any mention of its
importance beyond the field in Huxley in which it was found. This would be pertinent in this period
of political uncertainty and growing English nationalism, and the well-established local interest in
the Viking heritage of Merseyside (Griffiths and Harding 2015), the hoard, and other early medieval
finds in Cheshire and Merseyside could be discussed as part of the global networks of trading and
exchange of which is it a small part, and the resultant cultural diversity and understanding that must
have arisen from this contact. Museums who do not pursue this approach are missing the opportu-
nity to inform and educate more inclusively and far beyond promoting out-dated stereotypes of the
Early Middle Ages.
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