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_A.bout 3,000 years ago, an unusually 

magnificent burial took place at Kivik in 
eastern Scania. What we know about the 
dead person or persons is limited to what 
we can deduce from the remains of the 
grave itself. In both form and size it 
differs from most of what is known of the 
Bronze Age culture of northern Europe.

The grave is one of the most remark
able of its kind. The engravings on the 
inside of the cist are similar to contem
porary rock carvings at nearby Sim
rishamn and on Bornholm. Similar carv
ings are also found along the coast of Ös
tergötland, Uppland, and Bohuslän, as 
well as in Norway, from Østfold to far 
north of Trondheim.

The Kivik grave has played an impor
tant part in the history of archaeology. It 
is not known what story the pictures are 
intended to tell, but the suggested inter
pretations are numerous and often fanci
ful. It was formerly believed that people 
of oriental origin landed on the Baltic 
coast. Later the carvings were interpreted 
as proof of an extraordinarily sophisticated 
prehistoric culture in Scandinavia. Scho
lars now consider that the carvings in the 
Kivik grave are related to contemporary 
phenomena elsewhere in Europe.

This brief guide does not aim to cover 
all the interpretations and theories that 
have grown up around the Kivik grave. It 
tells about what actually exists and can be 
seen on the site.

The Kivik grave, with a diameter of 75 m making 
it the largest round burial structure in Sweden, was 
restored in the 1930s. A concrete vault was built 
over the cist, and visitors can now enter the tomb 
and study the pictures on the slabs that make up the 
cist.
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Learned men visiting the Kivik grave over two hundred years ago. Photo: ATA.

Discovery
One summer day in 1748, two farmers 
were quarrying stone from a large mound 
known as Bredarör (‘broad cairn’). They 
entered a cist, a grave chamber made of 
upright stone slabs. They spent the whole 
night there, looking for the treasure 
which they were sure must be hidden in 
such a place. Rumours spread about what 
they had found, and the result was that 
the men were interrogated and impris
oned.

All that was left apart from the remains 
of the cairn and the cist is what is men
tioned in the court records and the judge
ment book, and this gives us no sure indi
cation of what was found in the grave or 
how it was arranged.

There was less interest in the actual

monument than in the non-existent trea
sure. It was not until several years later, 
with the discovery of the carvings on the 
side slabs of the cist, that the monument 
attracted attention, and now the interest 
was spectacular. Dissertations were writ
ten in Latin and Swedish about the pic
tures in the Kivik grave, which has now 
been a show-piece of European archaeo
logy for over two centuries.

After the discovery, people continued 
to quarry stone from the cairn, and even 
the cist slabs were badly treated. Three of 
them disappeared, but the remains of one 
of these reappeared in 1915, while another 
was found during the 1931 excavation of 
the site.
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After the discovery of the carvings on the slabs. 
many people wrote about the grave. One study, Dt 
Monumento Kivikensi from c. 1780, includes this 
drawing by Hilfeling, depicting the slab which van
ished in the eighteenth century. The axes on the 
slab are particularly important for the dating of the 
burial. Photo: AT A.

The oldest reproduction of the carvings was made in 
1756 by N. Wessman after a visit to what he called 
‘the family grave’ at Kivik. Photo: A TA.
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The huge cairn, which had been used as a quarry for a long time, was badly damaged before it was 
excavated. The original height and appearance of the cairn were uncertain, but it was possible to determine 
the diameter. Photo: AT A.

Excavation
The first extensive scientific excavation of 
the Kivik grave was undertaken in 1931. 
The aim was to restore the cairn and to 
find out more about it. At that time the 
cairn was in a sorry state. Despite all the 
damage it had incurred over the years, it 
was possible to obtain valuable informa
tion. Above all, the original outer limit 
was discovered to be much farther out 
than had been thought. The diameter of 
the cairn was 75 metres, which makes the 
Kivik grave the largest known round pre
historic burial structure in Sweden.

In addition, it was established that a

block in the centre of the cairn could be 
the long-vanished fifth slab of the cist. It 
was standing upright and had evidently 
been in the same place for a long time. It 
was impossible to work out the original 
height and shape of the cairn.

The excavators’ hopes of being able to 
find remains of the contents of the grave 
were disappointed. The small bronze 
pieces which were found yielded no im
portant information.

Under the cairn there were traces of hu
man activity from the Stone Age, thus 
predating the cairn.
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Restoration
In the restoration of 1932—33 the cairn 
was rebuilt according to the original di
mensions. The cist was raised with the 
slabs in the order shown on the eight
eenth-century drawings. Damaged slabs 
were repaired, and a slab was inserted in 
place of the missing first engraved slab. 
The carvings were painted to make them 
stand out more clearly, although painting 
always involves problems with uncertain 
details.

When one looks at the Kivik grave to
day, one must bear in mind that it re
ceived its present height and profile dur

ing the restoration. We cannot be sure of 
the original appearance of the monument. 
It may have been higher or lower, and the 
mantle may have had a different curve, or 
none at all. Apart from the present cist 
slabs there were some other blocks which 
still stand outside the cist. It is not certain 
that the cist is now in its correct place. 
The chamber in which it stands, the 
passage leading into it, and the doorway, 
with its surround of heavy stone blocks, 
are wholly modern constructions which 
had no counterparts in the ancient grave. 
These new features were intended to 
make the cist easily accessible.

The grave definitely did not look like this in the Bronze Age! The passage into ther chamber and the 
doorway, as well as the chamber around the cist, were created during the restoration in the 1930s. Originally 

the cist was completely covered by the cairn. Photo: AT A.
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The first slab
The first slab to the right of the entrance 
would have been one of the most impor
tant, if it had survived. The original slab 
has been missing since the eighteenth cen
tury. Today we know no more about this 
slab than what can be seen on old illustra
tions. Although these were drawn at dif
ferent times, they largely agree: inside a 
frame there are two shafted axes on either 
side of a triangular figurę pointing up
wards. Under each axe there is a narrow 
vertical object. Below all this there is a 
picture of a ship similar to the one on the 
next slab.

The dating of the Kivik grave depends 
entirely on the depicted axes. These are 
important because they look like the large 
‘procession axes’ known from Bronze 
Age finds. If the carvings really depict 
axes of this type, the grave is probably 
from the time around 1000 BC. The carv
ings could, however, be half a millen
nium earlier or later.

The second slab
The largest and most irregular slab is bad
ly damaged. On the lower half can be dis
cerned a ship similar to the one on the 
previous slab.

The ships depicted on the first and sec
ond slabs are of a kind that is known from 
thousands of rock carvings in northern 
Europe, especially in Sweden and Nor
way. The short vertical figures above the 
top line have been interpreted as oarsmen, 
as oars, as ship’s ribs, or as pure decora
tion.

It has been surmised that the ships de
picted in the Kivik grave and other rock 
carvings denote the ‘funerary ship’ in 
which the deceased departs, or the boat in 
which the sun sails over the firmament, or 
an image of a ship carried in religious pro
cessions, and so on. On the upper part of 
the slab one can detect parts of yet another 
ship.
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The third slab
The third slab has a frame divided into 
two panels, separated by a broad belt with 
two mirror-image zigzag lines on either 
side of a straight line. Each of the two 
panels contains two animals. In the top 
panel they are facing in the same direc
tion, in the bottom panel they face each 
other.

What animals are depicted here? Strict
ly speaking, the crude carving tells us no
thing more than that they are all the same 
quadruped with a rather long, curving 
neck. There can be little doubt, however, 
that they are horses, especially if they are 
compared with the pictures on the 
seventh slab. Other Swedish rock carv
ings show large numbers of horses like 
these.

The patterns on the central belt can be 
seen on artefacts from the Bronze Age, 
but also from other periods.

The fourth slab
The last slab on this side has been split. 
Much of it is missing and has had to be 
replaced. From what remains, along with 
early reproductions, we can be fairly sure 
of what it once looked like. Zigzag lines 
are placed above and below the central 
panel, which is filled with two large fi
gures — four-spoked circles.

These circles, known in Swedish as 
‘wheel-crosses’, are among the most 
common images in rock carvings from 
the Bronze Age. What do they mean? The 
figure looks like a wheel — in the Kivik 
grave it can be compared with the wheels 
on the chariot on the seventh slab. But it 
can also be very similar to a sign denoting 
a pair of feet. The circles may also repre
sent shields, and they are often interpreted 
as ‘sun-discs’ or ‘sun-wheels’. We can 
never know what the engravers meant by 
these signs. Yet we see here one of the 
most common symbols in the conceptual 
world of Bronze Age man in southern 
Scandinavia.
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The fifth slab
Eighteenth-century drawings depict a 
slab with a picture of something resemb
ling a flag on a flagpole. In the top left- 
hand corner there are marks which may 
be deliberate lines. It must be these which 
the old illustrators depicted, but it is not 
certain that the lines are the work of hu
man hand.

Regardless of what the truth is, the fifth 
slab is important on account of its posi
tion. In 1931 it was concluded that this 
slab was probably standing in its original 
place. If this is the case, it was the only 
slab in the cist which did so. It is well 
known that the cist was taken apart over 
two hundred years ago and the slabs 
moved in various ways. The fifth slab has 
determined the position of the remaining 
slabs in the cairn.

The sixth slab
The sixth slab, like the fourth, has two 
large wheel-crosses. It is also divided into 
two panels, like the third slab.

In the smaller panel at the top there are 
two identical figures composed of curved 
lines. If they are compared with the axes 
depicted on the first slab, then it is natural 
to interpret these figures as axes, or rather 
as stylized ‘axe symbols’, but it is impos
sible to be absolutely certain.

It is not by chance that there are two of 
these axes and two wheel-crosses in the 
other panel. There are also two wheel- 
crosses on the fourth slab, two horses in 
each of the panels on the third slab, and 
two zigzag bands on both the last two 
slabs. There were also two axes on the 
first slab, and perhaps there were two 
ships on the second slab. This constant 
repetition of figures in pairs has been in
terpreted as showing that the engravers 
regarded the number two as sacred, a 
number imbued with magical power.
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The seventh slab
The carvings on the seventh slab depict a 
scene, at least in part. The shapes are 
grouped in three rows. The top and 
bottom rows show figures which look as 
if they are moving to the left. At the top 
there are four male figures, whose arms 
are not visible, in front of a two-wheeled 
chariot with two horses and a driver. A 
couple of them are evidently carrying 
swords. The person with the raised arms 
at the left of the bottom row is followed 
by eight figures of quite a different kind, 
in what look like ankle-length robes 
which also cover their heads.

The row in the middle contains a pic
ture of a fish, an unidentified animal, and 
two quadrupeds facing each other.

The top and bottom rows together are 
usually interpreted as a procession where 
the eight robed figures are dressed as birds 
or seals. If the procession is taken as a 
funeral cortege, the middle row could be 
explained as pictures of sacrificial animals.

The eighth slab
The last slab in the Kivik grave was 

missing for a long time, but parts of it 
were found again in 1915. The fragments 
have been set in artificial stone, on which 
the lost parts have been painted following 
the eighteenth-century drawings. Need
less to say, we can only be sure of the 
details in the original pieces of the slab.

The shape at the top is inexplicable. 
Under it, three scenes are depicted, as in 
the previous slab. In the top row, men are 
blowing long horns (lurs) and striking 
some kind of drum. What the middle row 
represents is hard to say. The eight robed 
figures from the seventh slab are depicted 
in a scene which is usually interpreted as a 
sacrificial rite. At the bottom we see the 
four men from the previous slab, but now 
twice, beside Q -shaped symbols. It has 
been suggested that these depict the grave 
before it was closed, with burial ceremo
nies being conducted outside it.
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The left-hand side of the cist with slabs eight to five.

All the slabs together
If one considers all the slabs together and 
tries to deduce what their mutual rela
tionship is, one encounters many pro
blems. Slab 1 is known only from old 
drawings. Slabs 4 and 8 are badly dama
ged. The reading of what survives on the 
other slabs is highly uncertain — more un
certain than might be thought by some

one looking at the carvings as they are at 
present painted. Last but not least, are the 
slabs in their original positions? Strictly 
speaking, we know only that the order is 
the same as it was in the eighteenth centu
ry. It need not be ancient.

All we can do, then, is to see if there is 
any connection between the marks on the 
slabs. What stands out most clearly is that
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The right-hand side of the cist with slabs four to one.

slabs 7 and 8 belong together, in that both 
contain pictures of people engaged in 
some activities, and similar people appear 
on both: a group of four persons occurs 
three times, twice on slab 8 and once on 
slab 7; we cannot see how they were 
dressed. Another group of 2 X 4 people in 
robes occurs in different arrangements on 
both slabs 7 and 8. It appears reasonable

to interpret slabs 7 and 8 as a series depic
ting one ceremony. None of the other six 
slabs show human figures.

Even if we did know the order in which 
the slabs stood, we still could not say 
more about the original meaning of the 
pictures. We shall probably never know.
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Zusammenfassung
Das Grab von Kivik (Grabhügel und 
Steinkistengrab) im Kirchspiel S. Mellby, 
auch Brcdarör genannt, liegt südöstlich 
von Kiviks Zentrum und ist eine der am 
meisten besuchten vorgeschichtlichen 
Stätten Schwedens. Der grosse Grabhügel 
wurde im 18. Jahrhundert als Steinbruch 
benutzt, und damals wurde eine grosse 
Grabkiste aus Steinplatten gefunden. Spä
ter entdeckte man, daß die Innenseiten 
der Steinplatten mit Ritzzeichnungen ver
sehen waren. Seitdem ist viel über die An
lage geschrieben worden. Die Grabanlagc 
war lange dem Verfall preisgegeben, und 
erst 1931 begann man, sie zu untersuchen 
und zu restaurieren. Der ursprüngliche 
Durchmesser des Hügels betrug 75 m. 
Die Höhe und der ursprüngliche Aufbau 
des Grabhügels hat man nicht feststellen 
können. Der Gang zum Steinkistengrab, 
das Portal sowie die Kammer um die 
Steinkiste herum wurden bei der Wieder
herstellung 1931—33 geschaffen. Das 
Steinkistengrab war anfangs völlig vom 
Grabhügel bedeckt. Das Merkwürdige an 
Bredarör sind der Umfang des Grabhü
gels und die Ritzzeichnungen an der In
nenseite der Steinplatten. Sie sind das ein
zige Beispiel für Ritzungen in einem 
Grab.

Es ist nicht einfach, Felszeichnungen zu 
deuten. Das gleiche gilt für die Ritzungen 
des Grabes von Kivik. Auf zwei Platten 
wird ein Ereignis geschildert, möglicher
weise eine Art Prozession. Auf der einen 
sicht man einen mit zwei Pferden be
spannten zweirädrigen Wagen und darun

ter einen Fisch, ein ungewisses Tierbild 
und zwei gegeneinander gestellte vierbei
nige Tiere; ganz unten einen Menschen 
mit erhobenen Armen, dem acht Gestal
ten in Trachten folgen, die den Kopf zu 
bedecken scheinen. Die andere Platte ist 
aus später gefundenen Teilen zusam
mengesetzt und nach den Abbildungen 
aus dem 18. Jahrhundert mit Farbe ausge
füllt worden. Ganz oben sieht man Ge
stalten, die in Euren blasen und eine Art 
Trommel rühren. Darunter ist eine Szene 
zu sehen, die als Opferzeremonie gedeutet 
zu werden pflegt, und ganz unten gibt es 
zwei Gruppen von Gestalten, ähnlich de
nen auf Stein Nr.7, vor etwas, das ein 
Zeichen für das noch nicht geschlossene 
Grab sein kann.

Auf den übrigen Steinplatten sind Figu
ren und Ornamente zu sehen, die eher 
Motiven gleichen, die man auf Felszeich
nungen und Bronzegegenständen finden 
kann. Eine Steinplatte ist seit langem 
verschwunden, jedoch ersetzt worden 
(die erste rechts vom Eingang), und die 
Ritzungen sind nach den Zeichnungen aus 
dem 18. Jahrhundert gemacht worden. 
Wahrscheinlich waren die Ritzungen ur
sprünglich nicht mit Farbe ausgcfüllt.

Die Steinkiste wurde bei der Entdeck
ung 1748 unsachgemäß untersucht, und 
die Untersuchung von 1931 ergab nur 
einige schwer zu bestimmende Bronze
fragmente. Man kann deshalb nicht mehr 
sagen, als daß die Anlage wahrscheinlich 
in der Bronzezeit, vor ca. 3000 Jahren 
entstanden ist.
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