
Insight

Eleanor Barraclough  
is fascinated by a 
Viking comb case

Well–groomed Scandinavians 

Tucked away in a quiet corner of  
Room 41, this little object from Viking 
Age Lincoln is never going to be the 
superstar of  the collection. It’s up 
against stiff  competition: the glittering 
treasure of  the Sutton Hoo ship burial, 
the intricate whalebone artwork of  the 
Franks Casket, the silvery gleam of  
the Cuerdale Hoard. But I never leave 
the room without saying hello to this 
piece of  carved, polished bone, with its 
string of  spiky runes scurrying over the 
surface. In Old Norse, they read ‘Kamb 
góðan gerði Þorfastr’, which means 
‘Thorfast made a good comb.’ And 
we’ll have to take Thorfast’s word for it, 
because this is only the protective case 
made to house the comb. The comb 
itself  has long since vanished. So too has 
the hair it once groomed, keeping the 
tangles and lice at bay.

Thorfast was right to be proud of  
his handiwork. In the Viking Age, 
haircare really mattered. From early 

short and shaved at the back, long and 
shaggy at the front). Centuries later, the 
reputation of  the Norse settlers as well-
groomed smoothies persisted. Writing 
in around 1220, John of  Wallingford 
described Scandinavian settlers as sexy 
heartbreakers who went to unthinkable 
extremes of  personal hygiene: combing 
their hair, changing their clothes, even 
bathing every week. Unsurprisingly, 
it was said that Anglo-Saxon women 
found them far more attractive than the 
local menfolk.

Thorfast’s comb case reminds us that, 
at some point in Viking Age England, 
there lived a human whose body needed 
upkeep and maintenance, as all bodies 
do, regardless of  the larger historical 
narratives unfolding around them. This 
is why I always make time to say hello. 
For me, the little bits and pieces that fall 
between the cracks of  history are the 
ones that connect us most intimately to 
the people of  the past

on, Scandinavians enjoyed a reputation 
abroad as snappy dressers with excellent 
tresses. Following the Viking raid on 
Lindisfarne in 793AD, Alcuin, an 
Anglo-Saxon living at Charlemagne’s 
court, wrote to King Æthelred of  
Northumbria. He complained that 
the Northumbrians were styling their 
hair and dressing like the very people 
who were attacking them: ‘Consider 
the dress, the way of  wearing the hair, 
the luxurious habits of  the princes 
and people. Look at your trimming 
of  beard and hair, in which you have 
wished to resemble the pagans. Are you 
not menaced by terror of  them whose 
fashion you wished to follow?’

This wasn’t the last time Anglo-
Saxons would attempt to emulate the 
grooming regimes and hairstyles of  
Nordic incomers. Nor was it the last 
time that others would be irritated 
by those whom they considered to be 
disloyal fashion victims. Around 1000, 
Abbot Ælfric of  Eynsham wrote to 
someone called Edward. The abbot was 
cross at copycat English fashion victims 
– apparently such as Edward himself  – 
who cut their hair the Scandi-chic way, 
‘with bared necks and blinded eyes’ (i.e. 
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