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In 1885, the Finnish archaeologist Johan Rein-
hold Aspelin (1842–1915) published his 111-page
popular book Suomen asukkaat Pakanuuden aikana
(“The inhabitants of Finland in heathen times”;
fig. 1). In addition to a general overview of his
country's prehistory, he included the full text of
the Antiquities Act of 1883 in the book. It is easy

to see the external similarities between Aspelin's
book and one published in the preceding decade:
Om lifvet i Sverige under hednatiden (“On life in
Sweden in heathen times”; (fig. 2) by Oscar Mon-
telius (1843–1921). It was published in 1873 and
saw a revised edition in 1878.

Montelius’s book was translated into French
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This study compares two late-19th century popular books on prehistory from the
perspective of how they look at us and the other. The works are Oscar Montelius’s
Om lifvet i Sverige under hednatiden (“On life in Sweden in heathen times”, 1873, 2nd
ed., 1878) and Johan Reinhold Aspelin’s Suomen asukkaat Pakanuuden aikana (“The
inhabitants of Finland in heathen times”, 1885).

Montelius constructs sameness and otherness in terms of time, space, and
stages of cultural development in a framework of progress. His most crucial region-
al concept is nordbo, “Nordic inhabitant”, which he ascribes an ethnic meaning from
the Early Iron Age onwards. In Montelius’s view, the peoples of Europe are con-
nected by a network of trade and innovation, and diffusion spreads ideas from more
developed to less developed peoples.

Aspelin has a characteristically ethnic view of prehistory in the sense of Herder.
Sameness and otherness are primarily determined by the relationship of the archaeo-
logical finds to the Finnish people. The distance in time is secondary. Aspelin also
commits to the idea of progress, but in contrast to Montelius, he sees a certain peo-
ple as being the bearer of a characteristic level of culture and not being significantly
influenced by other peoples.

Although Montelius’s book was an important model for Aspelin in his way of
looking at the relationship between us and the other, Aspelin comes closer to Hans
Hildebrand and Jens J.A. Worsaae. For ideological reasons, there was greater
demand for an ethnic conception of sameness and otherness in Finland and Den-
mark than there was in Sweden, and both Montelius and Aspelin met these
demands from their respective societies.
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Fig. 1. Johan Reinhold Aspelin’s Suomen asukkaat
Pakanuuden aikana, (1885).

Fig. 2. Oscar Montelius’s Om lifvet i Sverige under 
hednatiden, (2nd ed., 1878).

in 1874 for the Archaeological Congress in Stock-
holm, into German in 1885, and into English in
1888 (Baudou 2012, pp. 130, 388). The 1878 edi-
tion consists of 118 pages; in addition to the
overview of prehistory, it contains the Swedish
Antiquities Act of 1867 and instructions for lay-
men who might find ancient artefacts in the earth.
Another Swedish archaeologist of the same gene-
ration, Hans Hildebrand (1842–1913), published
a general book on the prehistory of Sweden in
1866. A second, extended edition of this book
appeared in 1872. Montelius’s and Hildebrand’s
books had a predecessor in Sweden (Nilsson 1838–
43), by the zoologist and ethnologist Sven Nils-
son (1787–1883). In the 1870s Hildebrand also
began to publish his work De förhistoriska folken i
Europa (“The Prehistoric Peoples of Europe”,
1873–80), where he divides Europe into cultural
provinces (Petersson 2005, p. 72). Aspelin’s book

was the first of this genre to appear in Finland,
though at the time, very little archaeological mate-
rial was known from that country.

Aspelin visited Stockholm and met both
Montelius and Hildebrand in 1871, 1873, and
1874. He studied the methodology of compara-
tive archaeology with these Swedes and with the
Danes Jens J.A. Worsaae (1821–85) and Sophus
Müller (1846–1934). Thus, he was committed to
Scandinavian archaeological methodology in a
broad sense. He considered archaeology fore-
most as a culture-historical discipline (on the dif-
ferences between the Swedish and Danish app-
roaches and between Montelius and Hildebrand
in Sweden, see Baudou 2004, pp. 185–192). The
practical tasks Aspelin set for Finnish archaeology
focused towards the east and on Finno-Ugric ques-
tions. In its relationship to Sweden, his image of
prehistory also contained the seeds of conflict
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because it assumed a discontinuity of Germanic
(Swedish) settlement in Finland (Tallgren 1944,
pp. 65, 71 f; Salminen 2014, pp. 16–19, 24 f).

Carl Axel Nordman (1968, p. 37) compared
Aspelin’s survey of prehistory as a whole with
Worsaae’s Danmarks Oldtid (1843), with both works
opening new fields and materials to public con-
sciousness. Quite correctly, Nordman sees Aspe-
lin as Finland’s Worsaae: a scholar with broad
interests and national sentiments. In spite of quite
similar goals, Worsaae’s and Aspelin’s works are
not fully comparable on the practical level be-
cause of the rapid growth of the archaeological
material and significant improvements in metho-
dology from the 1840s to the 1880s. It should also
be kept in mind that while Worsaae published his
book at the young age of 22, Aspelin was already
a 43-year-old professor with much more experi-
ence when Suomen asukkaat came out.

This study compares how Montelius and
Aspelin present the relationship between us and
the other in their popular books, and investigates
how much Aspelin owes to Montelius in his app-
roach. Who are we and who is the other? What
kind of relationship is there between us and the
other according to Montelius and Aspelin? How
do the two archaeologists construct sameness
and otherness and what causes the differences in
their views? This study also presents some tasks
for future comparative research into the early
popular literature on prehistory.

I view these questions through the lens of cul-
tural semiotics, but no in-depth semiotic analysis
is carried out. According to Jurij Lotman and his
followers, culture is communication, a system of
messages. A message is formulated within a semi-
osphere, where each sign has a certain meaning.
The crucial question is how meanings emerge
(Lotman & Uspenskij 1984, pp. XII, 11 f, 153, 160,
174; Lotman 1999, pp. 12–20, 41). In an archaeo-
logical context, a researcher translates the lan-
guage of the finds into the language of a certain
semiosphere to deliver the desired message. When
certain objects are transferred from concrete
reality to consumption and are provided with a
meaning, they form a myth (Barthes 1994, pp.
173–179). Discovering such signification helps us
to see the ideological currents behind an inter-
pretation, often applied unconsciously.

Who are We and the Other?
The concept of the other has roots in both evolu-
tionism and colonialism. According to Johannes
Fabian (2014, pp. 12–21), ethnology and ethno-
graphy emerged on the basis of the idea of evolu-
tion (see also Vermeulen 2015, pp. 202 f, 284–289).
Time was naturalised during this process by sev-
ering it from its religious roots, and the other was
conceived both in time and space. Fabian (2014,
pp. 22–25, 31) divides time into four types: physi-
cal, mundane, typological, and intersubjective
time. Especially the typological concept of time
is crucial for the discussion here. It enables con-
ceiving a people or group of peoples as belonging
to another epoch, denying its contemporaneity
with us in spite of chronological simultaneity.
Different epochs can coexist. So-called primitive
peoples or traditional forms of culture are remains
of the past and thus offer windows on our own
history. Cultural distance is both a temporal and
a spatial problem (Fabian 2014, pp. 38 f, 49, 53–
69). Thus the phenomena outlined by him repre-
sent otherness to us. The view presented by Fabian
can be applied to 19th century archaeologists and
their work.

There are several meanings that an archaeo-
logist can intend by “us”. The connection is often
created implicitly by assuming relationships be-
tween people in the past and the present. “We”
can mean us as modern people, us as an assumed
group, or some other group belonging together
with these two. Actually, all prehistoric remains
carry connotations of otherness at least in terms
of distance in time. Because prehistoric finds are
largely interpreted in terms of progress, coming
closer in time also means movement closer to us
in terms of otherness.

The nationalist conception of archaeology
seeks to structure the past according to an idea of
nations and views the search for the roots of pres-
ent-day peoples as its crucial goal. Archaeology
became a tool for constructing nation-states,
making myths for them, and, little by little, pro-
moting their political aims. Therefore it is also
based on relationships between us and others
(Salminen 2003, pp. 34, 169 f; Baudou 2004, pp.
137–139; Trigger 2006, pp. 211–216).

156 Timo Salminen

Fornvännen 112 (2017)

Art. 154- 165 Salminen_Layout 1  2017-09-13  10:25  Sida 156



Montelius and prehistoric networks
Oscar Montelius bases his conception of who we
and the others are on only a few clearly definable
artefact groups. One is the Arctic slate objects.
Sameness can be seen in runic script and other
remains reflecting the linguistic relationship
between Scandinavian peoples. Traces of inter-
national trade, such as coins and precious metals,
comprise the third group.

The entire Stone Age in itself represents an
utter otherness (Montelius 1878, pp. 1–25). In
addition to this general otherness, Montelius
also finds a special cultural group representing
otherness in Sweden, namely the Arctic slate cul-
ture. He characterises it as a cultural province
with its closest relatives in the areas inhabited by
Sámi, Finns, or peoples related to them. He jud-
ges it to have been inferior to southern Swedish
settlement. Montelius had argued for this view in
more detail just a couple of years earlier, citing
both Swedish and Norwegian discussion on the
topic (1875–76, pp. 1–12; 1878, pp. 23 f). To some
extent, Montelius relies on craniological evidence
here, but he does not use it as his main source of
information, rather as secondary evidence togeth-
er with archaeological finds (see also 1878, p. 56).
Craniology seems to receive more emphasis in the
study of the Arctic slate culture than in the gene-
ral survey here (Montelius 1875–76, pp. 7, 10).
The method was developed by Anders Retzius
(1796–1860) in Sweden and was immediately
adopted into use in the interpretation of prehisto-
ry (Baudou 2004, p. 133, 159).

Weand the othersacquire a more specific mean-
ing for Montelius from the Bronze Age onwards.
At this point he dates the transition to the Bronze
Age to nearly 3000 years ago and its end around
the beginning of the Common Era (1878, p. 27).
According to him, the beginning of a new period
is not connected with any larger wave of immi-
gration. Montelius divides the Bronze Age into
two main periods, although in 1885, he published
a more detailed division of the Bronze Age into
six periods (Baudou 2012, pp. 247 f).

The crucial concept is nordbo, a Nordic inhabi-
tant. It appears as a connecting designation for
Scandinavians already in the Stone Age and fur-
ther throughout prehistory, but especially in the
Bronze and Iron Ages (Montelius 1878, p. 12 etc.

passim). Montelius’s view of the prehistory of Swe-
den is based on material from all of Scandinavia,
above all Denmark, where accessible archaeolo-
gical finds outnumbered those in the other Nor-
dic countries (e.g. 1878, pp. 37–43). He assumes
that there were no ethnic or cultural boundaries
within Scandinavia. Montelius also sees language
as equivalent to ethnic (“racial”) identity, in line
with general views in late 19th century archaeo-
logy, and this was not questioned until the 20th
century (Trigger 2006, pp. 211–216, 235–241).

Montelius does not recognise any immigra-
tion wave at the beginning of the Iron Age. This
allows him to combine the Stone, Bronze and
Iron Ages into a narrative of settlement and eth-
nic continuity from the Stone Age to the present.
It is manifested in the label Nordic, which acqui-
res an ethnic meaning from now on. This makes
all prehistoric periods represent at least some
degree of ethnic sameness despite their cultural
otherness. From the beginning of the Iron Age,
Montelius connects the Germanic ethnie, that is,
the sameness from the Swedish point of view,
explicitly to the ruling people of Sweden (1878, pp.
26 f, 55 f). Thus, he repeats the ethnically based
hierarchy among the inhabitants of Sweden to
which he had referred already in the case of the
Stone Age.

By introducing the Nordic label, Montelius
connects to the Scandinavist tradition that starts
from Erik Gustaf Geijer (1783–1847) and his ideo-
logical circle, constructing the identity of the new
Sweden (Wallette 2008, p. 226 f; Baudou 2004,
pp. 135–137). Montelius applied the Scandina-
vian idea yet further back in prehistory.

From the Bronze Age onwards, Montelius is
able to specify the other exercising the most signi-
ficant cultural influence on Scandinavia. In the
Bronze Age, it is the Greek world, and in the Early
Iron Age, the Roman Empire (1878, pp. 52 f, 56–
60). Sweden and the north in general are a part of
Europe that adopts cultural innovations from
more developed peoples, such as the Romans.
Roman coins and artefacts, such as beakers and
statuettes, manifest the era's international trade
and innovation networks. On the other hand, the
Swedes of the Early Iron Age could produce
many kinds of artefacts of their own and incorpo-
rate Roman influence into them (1878, pp. 56–
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60, 66). It is noteworthy that Montelius consid-
ers the use of iron, that is, a technological inno-
vation, to be the most important influence that
Roman power had on the rest of Europe. For Mon-
telius, iron as a material is a sign of international
relations.

His vision of the Middle Iron Age is based on
the idea of a contradiction between Roman civili-
sation and “barbarians” (in quotation marks used
by Montelius himself). The Middle Iron Age rep-
resents a break in contact with the external
world. The other is different now from what it was
in the Early Iron Age. Material wealth from the
south-east replaces the connection to Roman
civilisation as a central element of this period.
The advantage of the other is now an economic
rather than a cultural superiority, as it was in the
Early Iron Age. Gold finds are signs of the new
type of international network of relations in the
Swedish past. Montelius considers the beginning
of the new period as a break also in the sense that
he emphasises difference rather than similarity
between the three Scandinavian countries at this
time, due to considerable differences in find
numbers. On the other hand, early runic script
becomes a connecting element between different
Germanic peoples from the south-eastern Euro-
pean Goths to Scandinavians in the Early Iron
Age: it is seen as a sign of ethnic affinity. It also
allows Montelius to use Late Iron Age literature
as a historical source for the Early Iron Age (1878,
pp. 67–76).

Montelius presents the Late Iron Age as a pe-
riod of collision between the Nordic seafarers and
the “old culture countries” in the south and west.
Thus, he brings the development of the Middle
Iron Age to a new level. Montelius describes both
military and peaceful relations between Scandi-
navia and its neighbours to the west, south, and
east. The idea of a Nordic togetherness returns as
Montelius bases his interpretations on Icelandic
saga material (1878, pp. 77–87, 95–100).

Montelius connects the Late Iron Age to the
Swedish narrative by means of expressions like
“our pagan period”, “the cultural history of our
ancestors”, “the development of our people”, or
“the Swedes of the Late Iron Age”, as well as pre-
senting the era as one in which a Swedish king-
dom emerged. Still, the way of life itself is de-

scribed as otherness, but a connection over time
is created with concepts marking ethnic fellow-
ship. The presentation of Late Iron Age material
wealth continues along the lines of the Middle
Iron Age. A similarity between the Bronze Age
and the Viking Period within a Nordic culture is
shown by means of emphasising highly devel-
oped craft skills, this time ship-building, in which
Montelius considers the Nordic people to have
excelled above all Christian countries (1878, pp.
77 f, 91, 98). In the Late Iron Age, Sweden itself
is a central agent in an international network.
This is visualised by luxury artefacts like silver
brooches, swords and coins. Rune stones, pic-
tures of ships and descriptions of highly-devel-
oped skills also convey the same meaning (1878,
pp. 88–91, 98–113). Note however that artefact
types as such do not bear ethnic or other specific
meanings for Montelius.

Aspelin, the east and the west
In comparison to Montelius, the main factors on
which Aspelin bases his image of the relationship
between us and the other is selected artefact types
into which he reads ethnic meaning. These in-
clude stone battle axes and animal motifs in figu-
rative art.

Aspelin sees the Stone Age material from Fin-
land within an ethnic framework of two cultural
provinces, although he otherwise largely follows
the view presented by Montelius. Before the
assumed arrival of the Finns in Finland in the 8th
century AD, the prehistory of the area as a whole
represents an otherness for Aspelin.

The primary characteristic of the western Fin-
nish province is the Middle Neolithic battle axe,
which Aspelin connects with Sweden and consid-
ers an indicator of a Scandinavian population in
Finland (1885, p. 25). The distinctive traits of the
eastern province are less clear-cut, consisting of
several forms of stone tools and weapons. All the
pottery that Aspelin invokes is Comb Ware from
the eastern cultural area. Pottery acquires the mean-
ing of a commonly Finnic or (as it were) proto-
Finnic culture as Aspelin compares it to finds
from Livonia, the Lake Onega region, River Oka,
the northern Urals, and even the Late Bronze
and Early Iron Age cemetery of Anan’ino on the
Kama River. In these areas, he assumes a Finnic
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population diverged, but he does not yet explic-
itly connect these finds with Finns (1885, pp. 8 f,
25–28; Salminen 2003, p. 167).

For the Bronze Age, Aspelin distinguishes the
western and eastern cultures more clearly than
before. In the western sphere, the artefact forms
bear ethnic continuity both in time from the
Stone Age, and in space with Sweden. In the east,
Aspelin describes the Bronze Age material as be-
longing at least loosely to the Ural-Altaic sphere,
conceived by him on the basis of writings by
Matthias Alexander Castrén (1813–52) and Wor-
saae. He does not emphasise any specific artefact
types in the overall picture as special indicators
either in the west or in the east (1875, pp. 65–106;
Salminen 2003, pp. 154; 2007). The western Bronze
Age represents an otherness for him and is thus of
secondary interest, but the eastern variant already
has a hint of sameness, of us (1875, pp. 57–65; 1885,
pp. 34–40; Salminen 2003, pp. 169–170).

To Aspelin it is Eastern Finnish prehistory up
through the Middle Iron Age with its distinctive
traits that contains the idea of Finnishness, in
other words, us. The most important signs of us
during the Stone and Bronze Ages, then, are ani-
mal-shaped objects. They may even be called an
iconised sign of Finns or their ancestors. Follow-
ing their distribution, Aspelin traces a westward
migration from the Finnish ur-home in the east
(1875, pp. 85–97 etc.; 1885, pp. 14, 22 f; Salminen
2003, p. 170; 2007; Fewster 2008, p. 99). Castrén
(1858, p. 46 f) had even expressed the idea of a
biblical mission of the Finns to cultivate the north-
ern regions. This obviously influenced Aspelin,
although he does not emphasise this aspect expli-
citly. He envisions an abrupt ethnic break be-
tween the Early and Late Iron Ages in Finland,
following similar lines as those Hildebrand had
suggested in the Swedish case (1872, pp. 44–45).
But Aspelin’s major influences came from earlier
Finnish authors.

Aspelin also refers to the Arctic slate culture,
which he views as Sámi and thus ethnically alien
and culturally backward compared to the Finnish
and Germanic cultures (1885, pp. 29–32). He em-
phasises cultural backwardness more in this con-
text than does Montelius. Also later, the Sámi
represent an element of otherness in Aspelin’s
image of prehistory, but both for him and Mon-

telius, they are quite marginal. Neither writer uses
any racial arguments in establishing the ethnic
hierarchy.

In order to construct this dual image of pre-
history, Aspelin too uses some craniological mate-
rial, but for him it is not an important concern.
He considers craniology as an unreliable science
for the time being and prefers to set such mate-
rial aside (1885, p. 33). Craniology never did reach
a significant position in Finnish archaeology, but
only really because unburnt bones do not pre-
serve well in Finnish soil (Suhonen 2008, p. 152;
Fewster 2008, pp. 99–101).

The assumed Germanic population makes up
the whole prehistory of south-western Finland
until the 8th century, when Aspelin believes that
the Finns arrived into the country. Like Monte-
lius, Aspelin too sees a strong Roman influence
on the Early Iron Age, but for him, it does not
grow into a uniting system (1885, p. 41 f). Signifi-
cantly, Aspelin leaves it completely open whether
the Finnish immigrants occupied the country by
fighting against the earlier Gothic kingdoms or
whether the former had somehow disappeared
without resistance. Under the circumstances in
which the book was written, with an increasingly
vehement language struggle taking place in Fin-
land (Meinander 2006, pp. 123–127), this omis-
sion furthered a widespread acceptance of the
book – although it was never published in
Swedish. Nevertheless, a narrative of Finnish
superiority can be read here, or, actually, the
superiority of certain Finnish tribes. Finland has
now been made into a part of the narrative of us
(Aspelin 1885, pp. 54–61).

Diffusion or migration
Do Montelius and Aspelin prefer cultural diffu-
sion or migration as explanations in prehistory?
The answer reveals a lot about their attitudes to
the relationship between us and the other.

As far as the Finnish settlement of Finland is
concerned, a late immigration was the only exist-
ing explanation until the first alternative inter-
pretations arose in the 1890s (Fewster 2008, p.
103 f; Klinge 2012, p. 360). Aspelin had inherited
the basic idea from earlier scholars, above all
Georg Zachris Forsman (1830–1903). He also
used a Fennicised form of his name, Yrjö Sakari
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Koskinen, and was later raised to the nobility with
the surname Yrjö-Koskinen. He was known both
as an historian and a Fennomanic politician (Sainio
2009). Forsman believed that the western Finno-
Ugric peoples had reached their present-day areas
of settlement at the latest by the 4th century AD.
He also considered the mythological Jotuns men-
tioned in Scandinavia and the whole original popu-
lation of Europe to be Finnic (Forsman 1862, pp.
38 f, 132; on Forsman and Finnish origin myths,
see Klinge 2012, p. 212, 220).

In his relationship to Forsman, as far as the
Finnish immigration is concerned, Aspelin rep-
resents continuity with minor modifications. It
must be noted, though, that another of his mod-
els, Castrén, had followed Nilsson in assuming
that Bronze Age burial cairns were Finnic both in
Sweden and in Finland. He wrote about these
ideas in a research plan to the Russian Geographic
Society in 1851, published posthumously in 1870
(Castrén 1870, p. 147). Although Aspelin followed
Castrén’s basic concept of a Finnic migration, he
did not accept all of its details in his view of how
we had replaced the other in Finland.

Both diffusionist and migrationist models of
explanation were strongly influential in late-
19th century archaeology, much more than the
idea of independent invention. Bruce Trigger
(2006, pp. 217–223) explains this with reference
to growing economic and social difficulties in
Western Europe, which made people believe in
the rigidity and uninventiveness of human nature.
Conservatism became the prevalent trend in so-
ciety by the 1880s. Evert Baudou (2012, pp. 220,
272) has described Montelius as a liberal devel-
opment optimist. Aspelin shared Montelius’s li-
beral attitude. As a supporter of the so-called Fen-
noman movement, which sought to improve the
rights of Finland's Finnish-speaking population
and to construct a national consciousness for
them, he acted for change in society. Later, he
belonged to the so-called Young Finns party, the
more liberal and socially oriented of the two
Finnish-minded parties at the time (Tallgren 1944,
p. 67 f; Salminen 2003, p. 44; 2009, p. 69; on the
connection between liberalism and nationalism,
Meinander 2006, p. 123–127). 

In Montelius’s view of prehistory, the diffu-
sionist model dominates. Cultural influences and

innovations spread mostly from one centre, above
all from the Mediterranean sphere. This lends the
relationship with the other a primary significance
(1878, pp. 46, 53).

The question of migration or diffusion arose
above all in connection with the beginning of the
Bronze and Iron Ages in Sweden. Montelius re-
fers to several different explanations proposed by
earlier scholars and finally decides on cultural
diffusion without significant immigration (1878,
pp. 26 f, 55). Of his contemporaries, Hans Hilde-
brand (1872, pp. 74 f, 77 f) explained both the
Bronze and Iron Ages with reference to immigra-
tion waves. Sven Nilsson (1838–43 II, p. 8; IV, pp.
1 f, 15, 27) had presented the same interpretation
in his time. Compared to them, Montelius intro-
duces a changed explanatory model.

Because of his ethnic overall model, Aspelin
tends to support a migrationist explanation for
cultural change and does not exclude the possi-
bility of independent innovation either. Despite
that, diffusion is the main explanation that he,
too, uses, especially concerning technology. For
instance, the spread of bronze to south-western
Finland does not signal the arrival of a new people;
instead, the earlier inhabitants (Goths) adopted
the new technology from their relatives in Swe-
den (1885, pp. 26, 35, 38, 41).

Progress, otherness and ethnographic comparisons
What does progress mean in these two surveys of
prehistory? The idea is a central element especial-
ly to Montelius’s view, but also to some extent to
Aspelin’s. It is crucial for explaining Montelius’s
view of the relationship between us and the other.
Cultural progress transforms the other little by
little into us, and a framework of stages of devel-
opment makes it possible to equate and compare
cultural phenomena from different times and
places and connect them into a narrative with the
desired contents.

The idea of development from savage to civi-
lised man was inherited from Jean Jacques Rous-
seau. Also, Lewis Henry Morgan had just pub-
lished his work Ancient Society in 1877, structur-
ing the human past as a narrative of the rise from
savagery via barbarism to civilisation (Broome
1963, p. 48 f; Burke Leacock 1967, p. lxv). John
Lubbock had expressed the evolutionary and
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progressive view of the past in his book Pre-his-
toric Times in 1865 (Trigger 2006, pp. 171–174). It
was also largely the idea of progress and the evo-
lutionary concepts of the Enlightenment that
had enabled the creation of the methodology of
comparative archaeology (Trigger 2006, pp. 121,
130, 225; see also Petersson 2005, pp. 46 f).

The concept of “primitive nature peoples” or
“savages” belongs to both Montelius’s and Aspe-
lin’s vocabularies. Both use the term ”raw” (Fi.
raaka, Sw. rå) to describe those they consider as
primitive people(s) or societies, and to distinguish
them or mark their difference from peoples with
more sophisticated cultures. Aspelin begins his
description of the Stone Age with an expression
of progress (1885, pp. 1, 22). Thereafter, he does
not return to the idea explicitly except in the cases
of the adoption of bronze and iron technology.
Montelius, in contrast, constructs a narrative of
progress along the path of culture throughout his
book by means of selected words and expressions
(cf. Fabian 2014, pp. 23–25 on typological time
and denial of coevality).

The task Montelius sets himself in the begin-
ning of his book is to investigate how the inhabi-
tants of Sweden developed from “a horde of sav-
ages” to what they are today. Montelius’s formu-
la of progress does not explicitly put into words
whether he considers these savages the genetic
ancestors of the Swedes of his time, but implicitly
this message can be read in it (e.g. 1878, pp. 2, 12,
26).

According to Montelius’s diffusionist view, a
precondition for progress is contact with cultur-
ally more developed peoples, especially with the
Greeks and Romans. External contacts can be
thanked for the introduction of new technologies
like bronze casting, as well as new, elegant orna-
ments. Although Montelius appreciates the pre-
historic Germanic peoples, he sees cultural pro-
gress as coming from the south and south-east
(e.g. 1878, p. 55 f).

In his description of the Stone Age, Monte-
lius identifies Danish shell middens as the most
important remains of the Early Stone Age. Through
ethnographic comparison with “the primitive in-
digenous people of southernmost America” (note
the distant locality referred to here) and “roughly-
made flint tools”, he views the middens as signs

of the utmost primitiveness and complete other-
ness in time, space, and stage of cultural progress
(1878, p. 5 f). The Neolithic brought with it “care-
fully ground” stone tools, in the production of
which ancient people had even paid attention to
the aesthetic beauty of their work. Their techni-
cal skill in working stone could not be surpassed
by Montelius’s contemporaries (1878, p. 12). Such
technical considerations were indeed an attrac-
tive point of view in the industrialising societies
and during the developing international coopera-
tion of the late 19th century (for internationa-
lism from the archaeological point of view, see
Kaeser 2010). Montelius gives the reader the
impression of a slightly closer relationship to the
Late Stone Age people, who had already begun to
leave the level of “primitive nature people” be-
hind, but still the idea of otherness dominates.
Also the skills described are different from what
is needed in a modern society.

Montelius’s image of the Bronze Age is one of
rise, culmination and fall. Knowledge of metals is
a precondition for a higher level of culture, Mon-
telius states in the beginning of his Bronze Age
chapter. Thus, he endows metal and a metal-work-
ing civilisation with a meaning of superiority. He
sees the stylistically refined objects of the Early
Bronze Age as signs of this superiority. Because
he assumes that no major wave of immigration
has taken place, contacts with the other are to
thank for this progress. In 19th century thought,
the conception that some peoples are more and
others less developed was necessary for both the
idea of diffusion of innovations and the construc-
tion of a narrative of hierarchy and the idea of
ruling peoples.

Montelius also finds the first direct evidence
of agriculture in Sweden in the Bronze Age; there-
after he does not mention the issue until in con-
nection with the Late Iron Age. Thus, he views
the beginning of the Bronze Age also as a transi-
tion to a new form of economy.

Aspelin too begins his description of the Stone
Age with a proclamation of the idea of progress.
Only little by little has mankind gained domi-
nance over nature. He emphasises the skilfulness
of the people, too, to the same effect as Montelius
(Aspelin 1885, pp. 1–3, 5, 9 f, 18, 25). Aspelin app-
lies the concept of “primitive peoples” to those
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he uses for ethnographic comparison with Stone
Age culture. Aspelin’s ethnic approach allows cul-
tures in different stages of development to coexist
in neighbouring areas more easily than Monte-
lius’s does. One example is the coexistence of the
more developed south-western Finnish culture
of the Bronze Age and Early Iron Age and the
more primitive one in the inner eastern parts of
the country. Aspelin’s explanation for the differ-
ent levels of culture is ethnic, “racial difference”.
In his view, similarity in the archaeological record
also means ethnic affinity (e.g. 1885, pp. 29–38).
This view of the past makes the idea of cultural
progress less important to Aspelin than it is to
Montelius. Rather, each people represents a cer-
tain level of culture and carries this characteristic
within itself. Contact with other peoples does
not change the situation significantly. Here As-
pelin aligns himself with Worsaae and Hildebrand,
neither of whom always took progress for grant-
ed (Worsaae 1843, pp. 104–106; Hildebrand 1872,
p. 68 f).

We, the other, and Montelius as a model for Aspelin
Both Montelius and Aspelin wrote for the general
public. At the time, there were very few prece-
dents in popular writing on archaeology. There-
fore, these writers helped shape subsequent prac-
tices in the genre (Nordman 1968, pp. 22–24; Bau-
dou 2004, pp. 166–168; Fewster 2006, pp. 150–
158). They use selected archaeological material in
order to deliver the desired ideological significa-
tions to their readers. Throughout their books,
both authors base their statements regarding the
past on the authority of science by using terms
and phrases that distinguish their texts from
everyday speech.

For Montelius and Aspelin, sameness and
otherness are ethnic, cultural, chronological or
regional. A group representing ethnic sameness
can and often does simultaneously represent cul-
tural otherness. Ethnographic comparisons with
other parts of the world represent cultural same-
ness with the prehistoric people, but not other
aspects of sameness. Montelius creates a regional
identity with the Nordic label; continuity in settle-
ment transforms this sameness to the ethnic level.
Aspelin does approximately the same in Russian
Karelia. Sometimes he calls the group he thus

creates western Finnish. He also expresses a simi-
lar idea, but more vaguely, in connection with
the other Finnic peoples in the inner parts of
Russia. In this way, an idea distributed in society
is incarnated in the researcher’s mind.

Because Montelius finds the most important
connections between Sweden, Denmark and Nor-
way, material links between them gain special
importance also on a practical level. However, he
does not see a special Scandinavian character in
the finds themselves, except for the Germanic
animal art of the Middle Iron Age. On the other
hand, external influences connect the people of
Sweden especially to the Mediterranean area
from the Bronze Age on. Practically all of Europe
becomes an entity working in one system in the
Early Iron Age.

Montelius explains change in prehistory by
constructions of power (such as the Roman Em-
pire), trade and ethnic affinity. The other has a
part in most of his explanations. Above all, Monte-
lius sees prehistory, especially the Bronze and
Iron Ages, as a network of relationships.

For Montelius in the 1870s, it is a secondary
question who the Stone and Bronze Age inhabi-
tants of Sweden were. Montelius and Aspelin
share the view that settlement and cultural con-
tinuity can be interpreted ethnically, but Mon-
telius wants to first find the cultural-chronologi-
cal sequence and only then proceed to questions
of ethnicity. He is just taking this step in the
beginning of the 1880s (Baudou 2012, p. 230 f,
244, 299) and it does not yet significantly influ-
ence his view of the prehistory of Sweden in the
1870s. Hans Hildebrand bases his view of the
prehistory of Sweden on ethnic premises from
the 1860s on, but he is very careful when putting
ethnic labels on Stone and Bronze Age peoples
(Hildebrand 1872, pp. 19, 29, 78–81).

Montelius looks at prehistory vertically, as it
were, searching for development over time with-
in one cultural sphere. Sometimes he approaches
the Herderian idea of a national spirit (on Her-
der, see Nisbet 1999) – although he does not put
this idea explicitly into words. According to Bau-
dou (2012, p. 132), in the 1870s Montelius is not
yet, at least consciously, constructing a national
narrative of the Swedes. He does not specify the
indicators of an ethnic or other connection ex-
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cept for language and direct historical informa- navist ideology with an ethnic aspect arose in
tion. Linguistic affinity means ethnic affinity, Sweden after the loss of Finland in 1809, but the
but the archaeological material in itself does not main current can be seen in the interest in an
carry ethnic meaning. internal development of the new Sweden. It was

Aspelin divides prehistory more horizontally, not possible to exclude the Sámi and the Finnish
attempting to find simultaneously existing, in inhabitants, although politics of assimilation were
themselves relatively static cultural provinces pursued (Baudou 2004, p. 113; Wallette 2008, p.
and to study movements and influences between 224; Ojala 2009, p. 104 f). In all these contexts,
them. The division into us and the other is quite prehistory was mobilised to create myths in a
unambiguous for him. There are Finns and their Barthesian way. There was a Finnish migration
ancestors, and then there are others. Time is from the people’s original Eastern home to Fin-
more of a marginal dimension shaping sameness land, and there were deeply-rooted Swedish (Ger-
and otherness for Aspelin than for Montelius, manic) origins in Scandinavia. Both of them in-
and prehistory is not as clearly a system connect- volved relations with the others and would not
ed by trade and diffusion of ideas. This difference even have been possible without such relations.
compared to Montelius can be explained by the As to who we and the other are for Montelius
domestic tradition and ideological demand, as and Aspelin, their interpretations coincide un-
well as by the influence of Worsaae, Müller and ambiguously only in connection with the Roman
to some extent Hans Hildebrand (cf. Worsaae Empire during the Early Iron Age. However, Aspe-
1843, pp. 1–5; see also Baudou 2004, p. 114). Aspe- lin follows Montelius’s description of Scandina-
lin had applied the same approach on a more vian prehistoric culture in so far as it is relevant
extensive scale earlier (1875; 1877–1884). to Finland. At this level, the latter is a model for

For Aspelin, certain ornaments and styles the former. Montelius was one of the most pro-
carry ethnic meaning because of a special sense of minent representatives of archaeology in Scandi-
beauty that is specific to each people, and same- navia at the time and following him here meant
ness and otherness are seen from the point of following the latest wave of research in that realm.
view of continuity or discontinuity in the natio- Montelius reads prehistoric finds according
nal spirit. Although the Germanic population of to what they can tell us about cultural progress
Finland represents otherness for Aspelin, he can- and the performance of an international system
not fully utilise the sameness incorporated in the of trade and innovations. For Aspelin their most
Finno-Ugric affinity for popular enlightenment important message is instead what they can tell
purposes, that is, he cannot connect it to a myth us about a world structured in (ethnic) cultural
of origin, before it becomes connected to Finland areas and about us in that world. Thus, Aspelin
itself from the 8th century onwards. cannot be considered Montelius’s follower in this

There are reasons for the fact that an ethnic respect, but rather a proponent of Hans Hilde-
approach had appeal in Denmark and Finland, brand’s approach.
but somewhat less in Sweden. In Denmark, it was For Aspelin, Montelius’s book was only one
necessary for supporting national consciousness of several models, although an important one,
and ethnic identity after military defeats in the when he wrote Suomen asukkaat. It is the task of
early 19th century and during the controversy future research to carry out a more extensive
over the ownership of Schleswig, leading to addi- comparative study of popular literature on pre-
tional defeats in the 1860s (Stig Sørensen 1996; history from the period of professionalisation
Petersson 2005, p. 70). In Finland, an identity for until the early decades of the 20th century and
the Finnish-speaking majority population of the analyse the interaction of general trends and
country was being constructed and a special Fin- local interests in them. It is especially important
nish view of history established from the 1840s to acquire a more in-depth picture of how fea-
onwards (Salminen 2003, p. 44 f; Fewster 2006, tures of the archaeological record that reach across
pp. 99 f, 127; 2008, p. 99 f; Klinge 2012, pp. modern national boundaries have been inter-
174–185 on archaeology, pp. 250–265). Scandi- preted by authors in different countries.
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