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Preface

M
edieval archaeology in Sweden has two plat
forms: one is in the Institute of Archaeology 
at Lund University, and the other is in rescue 
archaeology, chiefly in the various excavation 
offices of the Central Board of National Antiquities. It goes 

without saying that these two spheres have different assign
ments. In the former case the mission is to teach medieval 
archaeology at all levels, including doctoral students, and to 
do research; in the latter case the duty is to be responsible for 
retrieving archaeological material which is in danger of be
ing lost as a result of construction work of various kinds. Yet 
there are many important links between the two activities. 
Rescue archaeology must be research-oriented if it is to be 
able to do a good job. The Institute is supposed to train good 
archaeologists but also to do research, in which the material 
produced by the other sphere often has a central position. 
There are also many personal ties between the two spheres. 
Not only have many of the active archaeologists received their 
training in medieval archaeology in Lund, many of them have 
also stayed on to do research parallel to their work in the 
field or - in fortunate cases - to spend periods in salaried 
posts as doctoral students.

From these two different platforms, medieval archaeol
ogy has developed vigorously in the last few decades. A 
number of doctoral dissertations have been published at the 
Institute, and a large number of excavations have been car
ried out in the field. The theoretical debate has been devel
oped and we now have great thematic and geographical di
versity. At the same time, we have a wide-ranging discussion 
of how the many rescue excavations may be used in research.

Quite a lot has happened, then, but although it is well 
known in Sweden, little is known about it outside Scandina
via. This is of course a question of language, since most of 
the work has been presented in the Swedish language and in 
Swedish publications. We are presumptuous enough to be
lieve that the development that has taken place in medieval
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archaeology in Sweden and the results that have been achieved 
may be of interest to others. That is why we are publishing 
this book.

This venture initially started as two separate projects, one 
based in the Institute, the other in the Central Board of Na
tional Antiquities, but we realized - for the reasons stated 
above - that there was no good reason to keep them sepa
rate. The variety of articles may strike some readers as sprawl
ing in too many directions, but this is a deliberate choice. 
Although a great deal of topics which might have deserved a 
place are missing, the book is intended to be a fair reflection 
of swedish medieval archaeology as it is today. This also means 
that some of the articles present the conclusions of finished 
research, while others discuss ongoing projects which may 
be at different stages of development. The title of the book is 
intended to show that medieval archaeology is not just rooted 
in a tradition but is also in a phase of renewal. There may be 
many problems and pitfalls in this, but without bold experi
ments we will never develop.

The book is in every sense a cooperative venture between 
the Department of Archaeology and the Central Board of 
National Antiquities. Yet it would not have been possible to 
accomplish the translation and printing without financial 
assistance from many sources: the Gyllenstiernska Krapperup 
Foundation, the Nordenstedt Foundation, the New Society 
of Letters in Lund, the Ebbe Kock Foundation, and the Swed
ish Council for Research in the Llumanities and Social Sci
ences. We are very grateful for their confidence and support. 
Nor would it have been possible to carry out the project if 
we had not had Alan Crozier to do the bulk of the transla
tion and to copy-edit the book as a whole. Thanks also to 
Roger Tanner and Caroline Paterson for their important share 
of the translation work. The responsibility for graphic de
sign and technical editing has been borne by Agneta Modig 
at the Central Board of National Antiquities. She has done a 
magnificent job in a short time. Many thanks!

Lund and Stockholm, 1 June 1997

Hans Andersson Peter Carelli Lars Ersgård
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Tradition and Renewal
Hans Andersson

T
he title “Tradition and Renewal” may sound rather 
trivial. I nevertheless dare to use it because I be
lieve that, for all its ordinariness, it contains an 
important pair of words that characterize the dis
cipline of medieval archaeology. A university subject can 

never free itself from its traditions. All change is based on 
previous experience and accumulated knowledge. Yet a sub
ject is dead if it cannot renew itself, tackle new questions, 
incorporate new material, open new theoretical perspectives. 
This does not mean that what we have done hitherto has 
been wrong or that we should not go on working with the 
old questions. For a relatively young subject like medieval 
archaeology in particular, however, it is important to test the 
frames and the possibilities. Of course, we will find that not 
all the paths off the beaten track can be followed. Many of 
them will turn out to be dead ends. Others will get wider 
and prove to be highly rewarding. That is how it is in all 
research.

The roots
There is good reason to reflect upon where medieval archae
ology stands today. What constitutes medieval archaeology? 
What influences have shaped it? What roots does it have? 
The subject has been discussed in a variety of contexts. I 
shall content myself here with referring to some works that 
reflect the breadth of this discussion (Andersson 1988, 1991, 
1994, 1995; Andersson and Wienberg 1993; Andrén 1988; 
Astill 1993; Austin and Alcock 1990; Christophersen 1986; 
Cinthio 1965, 1988; de Bouard 1975; Fehring 1987; 
Gardberg 1984; Olsen 1977; Stephan 1980; Wienberg 1988).

One may talk about the roots of the subject, but one must 
also include in this a number of different research traditions 
that have affected the shape and direction of the discipline. 
In addition to this, there is the antiquarian work that has

11



Hans Andersson

been closely associated with medieval archaeology and has 
exerted a highly palpable influence on it. The choice of re
search area has been influenced to a greater or lesser extent 
by all these factors.

The roots, the starting point, at least for Scandinavian 
medieval archaeology, must be sought in the nineteenth-cen
tury interest in ecclesiastical buildings. The oldest investiga
tions carried out were a form of buildings archaeology. A 
good example is the documentation by Brunius (1861) of his 
observations in Lund Cathedral. This approach was then 
continued in the many studies of monuments carried out in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, geared par
ticularly to church buildings, but also to castles and castle 
ruins.

There is also the trend of cultural history, which is evi
dent in a scholar such as Hans Hildebrand. His great work 
on the Swedish Middle Ages, Sveriges medeltid (1879-1903), 
is a remarkable achievement, in which he tries to paint a 
broad picture of most aspects of medieval Sweden, using all 
the available source material: written sources, pictures, build
ings, ruins, and artefacts of the most diverse kind.

One origin of medieval archaeology was thus focused on 
buildings and monuments, while another was interested in 
cultural history in a broad sense. I think that it is possible to 
follow both these lines through time, but they gradually be
come less distinct, and the emphasis tends to shift.

Medieval archaeology also took a completely different 
direction from prehistoric archaeology, which at the start of 
the century became synonymous with archaeological science. 
Medieval archaeology thus fell outside what was defined as 
archaeology, whether in professional, organizational, or re
search terms. Those who worked in medieval archaeology 
often had a different background from those engaged in pre
historic archaeological studies. Besides the pure amateurs, 
of whom there were many, there were art historians, histori
ans, and ethnologists. This also left its mark when the sub
ject was to be defined. One result of this situation was that 
the developments occurring in prehistoric archaeology had 
very little effect on medieval archaeology.
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Tradition and Renewal

Churches, castles, and towns
What was studied archaeologically? I have already mentioned 
the churches and castles, but the first urban investigations 
were conducted already at the end of the nineteenth century. 
There too, however, it was the monuments that were stud
ied, not the ordinary urban settlement. Yet the first decades 
of the twentieth century saw certain large-scale investiga
tions which were not geared to monuments as much as to 
habitations.

Churches, castles, towns: the objects of study in medieval 
archaeology were determined at an early stage. Like many 
other parts of society, the agrarian countryside was ignored. 
The pioneer in this field, the Dane Axel Steensberg, is still 
alive. During a long life he has published a series of impor
tant village studies (Steensberg 1952, 1976, 1983, 1983, 
1986; Steensberg and Østergaard Christensen 1974). In spite 
of this, he was virtually on his own for a long time.

It was the monuments, then, that were the important sub
ject of study in the early development of the discipline, but 
when the first efforts at urban archaeology began, they ap
proached it from the broader perspective of cultural history. 
This applies to the excavations in Lund, but also in large 
measure to the investigations of the late medieval town of 
Nya Lödöse (Blomqvist 1941; Strömbom 1923).

It was these two lines that dictated the course of medieval 
archaeology from the beginning and for a long time to come. 
We may call them the perspectives of art history and cul
tural history. Without making any value judgements, it may 
be said that they were not wholly compatible entities.

The breakthrough of urban archaeology
After the Second World War, medieval archaeology devel
oped vigorously in various ways. It became a university sub
ject at the universities of Lund and Arhus at an early stage. 
This in turn was caused by the antiquarian development, in 
which urban archaeology began to take shape. The large- 
scale excavations at Bryggen in Bergen and in Lund during 
the 1950s and 1960s inspired others to continue the work.

The development of medieval archaeology was subse
quently linked in large measure to that of urban archaeol-
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ogy, which had its definitive breakthrough in Sweden and 
Norway around 1970, when the necessity of archaeological 
investigation began to be asserted in all towns with medi
eval deposits. Parallel to this, in the Department of Medi
eval Archaeology in Lund there was a keen interest in the 
archaeology of church buildings, with roots in the monu
ment archaeology described above, but also in the developed 
and deepened form given to the subject by Erik Cinthio dur
ing his time as professor, with his many-sided competence 
both as an archaeologist and as an art historian.

The development of urban archaeology certainly had ele
ments of the old tradition of cultural history, but for a long 
time it was associated with a more general discussion of ur
banization. An obvious manifestation of this is the Medieval 
Town Project, the aim of which was to provide an overview 
of the urban archaeological material from the medieval towns 
of Sweden and later also Finland. Some of the reports pre
sented as part of the project were filled to a large extent with 
surveys and inventories, but also had an analytical section in 
which the urbanization process of the towns was illuminated, 
particularly with archaeological material, but also put in a 
broader context of urban history. The interpretative frame
work was formulated more or less distinctly in the reports 
to the congress of Nordic historians at Trondheim in 1977 
(Blom 1977). My own contribution, which was written as 
part of the Medieval Town Project, took as its point of de
parture a formulation of the concepts of the town and of 
urbanization which I had previously discussed elsewhere 
(Andersson 1971, 1972). These ideas in turn had been in
spired above all by German research.

The debate about urban archaeology and hence also the 
debate in medieval archaeology was to be highly influenced 
by problems of power politics and economics. This is obvi
ous in the doctoral theses in medieval archaeology presented 
in Lund, which made important contributions to Danish, 
Norwegian, and Swedish research into urbanization (Andrén 
1983; Ersgård 1988; Lunde 1977).

It could be said that this meant toning down in some sense 
the potential of the material for cultural history and empha
sizing instead in the interpretations the political sides of so
ciety, especially the question of power politics. It was impor
tant that this happened, not least as a way to test the poten
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Tradition and Renewal

tial of the archaeological material. The negative side of this 
was that the problems were to a large extent taken from a 
different kind of source material, written documents, and 
not from the archaeological material itself.

The direction taken by medieval archaeological analysis 
raised important problems concerning method and theory. 
How could archaeological material be used to answer ques
tions of an economic or political nature? The question was 
perhaps not always asked so distinctly. There are many ex
amples, sometimes perhaps implicit, of how different mate
rial was used in different ways in the interpretation, without 
any profound discussion of their usefulness.

As one who was involved, I must admit that it neverthe
less ended up as research into the town more as a monument 
than as an arena of cultural history.

Walls as sources
Buildings archaeology, for natural reasons, takes its point of 
departure in monument studies. That line goes back to 
Brunius and his investigations in Lund Cathedral (1861). 
There is of course also a close link to the art-historical study 
of buildings. But buildings archaeology is a part of medieval 
archaeology and has therefore included in its repertoire both 
archaeological methods and the theoretical attitudes of ar
chaeology. Walls and the changes they undergo have acquired 
a fundamental role in the study of buildings.

The research problems have to a great extent been those 
with which other medieval archaeologists work, especially 
political and economic questions, but when it comes to 
churches there is also, naturally, the building as a cult build
ing with all that this involved. A pioneer study such as Barbro 
Sundnér’s dissertation about Maglarp (1982), which is at 
bottom a meticulous investigation of the walls of the church 
by a buildings archaeologist, discusses in detail the origin of 
the church and not least the organization of the work neces
sary for the actual construction of the church. She thus brings 
social aspects into her interpretation as well.

Her antithesis in many ways in Jes Wienberg, who de
voted his doctoral dissertation (1993) to Gothicization. His 
source material comprised all the medieval churches of Den
mark. His study took a completely different direction from
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Sundnér’s, concentrating more on general political, economic, 
and social aspects and mentalities. Church-building as a 
source of evidence for changes in society as a whole was also 
included in the work done for the Ystad Project (about which 
more below), a study of landscape history. Here churches 
were used to study topics such as raw material extraction 
and parish formation (Anglert 1989; Sundnér 1989).

The village and the landscape
Archaeological study of the medieval landscape finally got 
under way in Sweden as well. As elsewhere, this was initially 
associated with questions of village formation. For archae
ologists, the actual village site was central. Grøngaard 
Jeppesen’s study (1981) of a number of village sites on Fyn 
in Denmark was a major source of inspiration, but the work 
done in Skåne by Berta Stjernquist (1981) and Märta 
Strömberg (1979-80) should also be mentioned.

On the basis of the Danish discussion, the migrating vil
lage became the main theme. The landscape as such was not 
touched on very much. It was geographers in particular who 
tackled the historical landscape in a number of studies from 
the 1960s onwards, with their base in the Department of 
Human Geography at Stockholm University. The main ques
tion for them was the spatial organization and how it was 
established (Lindquist 1968; Sporrong 1971; Widgren 1983).

An important role in the development of the study of the 
landscape was played by the large projects conducted in Swe
den in the 1980s and into the 1990s. These were interdisci
plinary ventures which provided new points of departure for 
research. The projects concerned the Luleälv river (Baudou 
1996), Lingnåre (Broberg 1990), and the Ystad area 
(Andersson and Anglert 1989; Berglund 1991). Medieval 
archaeology was involved in the latter two projects.

In the Ystad Project the main problem was the interpre
tation of the major changes through time, above all from an 
ecological point of view. The original concept contained a 
streak of natural determinism. This outlook was gradually 
modified, and in the final discussion a great deal of space 
was devoted to cultural aspects. The important contribu
tions to the discussion in medieval archaeology were an 
awareness of the wider ecological connections. The recon
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structions of the landscape at different times included one of 
the landscape as it may have looked around 1300. The land
scape had thus been incorporated into the field of discussion 
in medieval archaeology.

The original questions about the establishment of the vil
lage have thus been supplemented with problems concern
ing production, forms of cultivation, ecology, and social and 
cultural conditions.

The choice of new investigation sites has been influenced 
to some extent by this, but also by an interest in getting 
outside the central agricultural areas to study developments 
in other areas, often with a much more complex economy 
than in areas where agriculture predominated. The geographi
cal breadth of medieval archaeology has thus been signifi
cantly increased. As the problems were formulated, the scope 
and depth of local studies has also been accentuated. There 
are clear signs that intensive studies of individual places will 
be more common than the large-scale landscape projects that 
were typical of the 1980s.

It is interesting to make another observation. Rural stud
ies in medieval archaeology are not easy to place in either of 
the two groups that were described above as significant for 
the emergence of medieval archaeology: monument studies 
and cultural history. Of course, if cultural history is inter
preted in a very broad sense, the rural studies can be placed 
in that group, but as rural studies are pursued today, they 
represent something new in Swedish medieval archaeology.

I have used the development of rural archaeology to de
lineate the changes that are in progress. The trend in urban 
archaeology is changing too. The internal processes in the 
town and the stratifications are attracting increased atten
tion. It is particularly interesting that spatial and functional 
analyses are assuming a greater role in urban settings. This 
means that the interest in social and cultural aspects in the 
study of the town has become greater among medieval ar
chaeologists.
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Medieval archaeology bursting the 
boundaries, or moving towards a broader 
historical archaeology?
Where exactly do we stand today? I began by specifying the 
two points of departure for medieval archaeology: monu
ment studies and the tradition of cultural history, as well as 
the link to antiquarian work. They still survive today, but in 
a completely different context. The monuments become part 
of a historical context and are interpreted in political, eco
nomic, social, and cultural terms. The tradition of cultural 
history has been weakened, and with the influence of theo
retical development in subjects such as history and anthro
pology, and to some extent prehistoric archaeology, it has 
been supplemented with other research traditions and choices 
of topic. The geographical scope has widened and hence also 
the social breadth of the studies. The connections between 
different medieval arenas - landscape, town, communica
tion channels, areas of production, and so on - are being 
more strongly stressed, but this simultaneously makes the 
work of interpretation more difficult for the medieval ar
chaeologist.

One aspect which I have not yet considered is the chrono
logical definitions. Medieval archaeology is a historical ar
chaeology, in which both strictly archaeological material and 
written sources are important. Constructions of periods such 
as the Middle Ages and modern times are in fact difficult to 
handle, especially if we see this in the light of the broadening 
of themes that has taken place. When we study the country
side, a chronological boundary that is above all defined in 
terms of ecclesiastical changes - the Reformation being taken 
as the end of the Middle Ages - is scarcely relevant. Other 
period divisions would be more interesting to discuss, such 
as the concept of “the long Middle Ages” formulated by 
Jacques Le Goff (1988).

It is important that medieval archaeology should be prag
matic and not focus on chronological boundaries to the ex
clusion of all else. The archaeology of more recent times has 
been knocking on the door for a long time, but it is only 
today that it is being taken seriously. The reason for this 
may be the greater emphasis on studies of cultural processes 
that has also penetrated medieval archaeology. The problem
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for medieval archaeology has been that the subject formerly 
concentrated on a period with relatively little source mate
rial, and the questions were geared to topics which in later 
periods are often illuminated by written evidence. It is there
fore difficult to justify archaeology in modern periods. Ar
chaeology has been viewed as a supplement to history. Yet 
experience from recent studies, especially from England and 
America, shows what can be extracted from material remains 
if the starting point is that of culture and the history of men
talities.

This means that there is reason for us not to confine our
selves to Europe, but also to see our archaeology in a global 
perspective. The post of research lecturer that our depart
ment has at present has given the occupant an opportunity 
to consider these aspects in particular.

We are in a situation in which the directions, limitations, 
and possibilities of medieval archaeology have begun to be 
tested much more than they were before. We are acquiring a 
broader arsenal of questions and tasks. This gives us reason 
both to broaden the field and to look back and ask how we 
can develop what we have done previously. A dialogue be
tween different attitudes and trends, whether established or 
new, is essential. The dialectic between the established and 
the new is interesting. As a science, medieval archaeology 
must develop, and this can take place through such a dia
logue. This book is an attempt on our part to demonstrate 
the present situation, sometimes more definitively, sometimes 
more tentatively. It is uncertain where the road will take us. 
But if we knew that, there would scarcely be any justifica
tion for our work.
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Agrarian Settlement and 
Landscape Change in Medieval 
Halland, South-west Sweden
Par Connelid and Christina Rosén

T
he big infrastructure projects of recent years in 
the south-west Swedish province of Halland have 
resulted in the investigation of several medieval 
settlement sites, especially from the first half of 
the medieval period. This is a new departure in the archaeol

ogy of Halland. Previously, medieval settlement remains were 
virtually unknown.

In connection with these investigations, historical-geo- 
graphical research about the Halland landscape has also been 
hotting up. Halland offers extensive and - in some places - 
very well-preserved sites with a fossil agrarian landscape and 
an outstandingly informative body of early land survey docu
ments. Integrated analyses of these source materials have 
among other things come to focus on a number of interest
ing aspects of settlement development in Halland.

Through several interdisciplinary projects, in which ar
chaeological and historical-geographical data can be matched, 
for example, with palaeoecological analyses, we are now able 
to study the development of the Halland landscape in a long 
chronological perspective and with unusual clarity of focus. 
This article is to be seen as an initial - general - summary of 
the present state of knowledge. It begins with a brief ac
count of the discussion taking place in the 1980s and 1990s 
of medieval settlement in the south of Scandinavia, and with 
a description of the medieval history and geography of 
Halland in the light of present knowledge.

“Medieval”, for present purposes, refers chronologically 
to the Scandinavian Middle Ages, that is, the period between 
the mid-eleventh and mid-sixteenth centuries.
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Fig. 1. Map of Halland, showing the investigation sites mentioned. Drawing by 
Anders Andersson.
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Starting points
The presentation, at the beginning of the 1980s, of findings 
from a succession of archaeological investigations in Fyn, 
Denmark, triggered a discussion concerning connections be
tween Iron Age and medieval settlement locations. The Fyn 
investigations appeared to show that the villages had origi
nated during the early medieval period, in the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries, and did not present any direct spatial con
nection with the Late Iron Age settlement (Grøngaard- 
Jeppesen 1981). Villages which, during the Iron Age, had 
been relocated at intervals of a few generations seemed, in 
other words, to have come to rest in the early medieval pe
riod in the places where, later on, we find them in the earli
est cartographical material.

This view of things has been modified, for example, by 
Johan Callmer (1986), who has indicated a distinct spatial 
connection between the Late Iron Age settlement and medi
eval village locations in Skåne. He maintains that settlement 
relocations come to an end in the thirteenth century. Between 
then and the land redistribution reforms of the nineteenth 
century, settlement more or less stayed put.

The process of village formation is also touched on in 
Mats Riddersporre’s thesis (1995) on developments in an 
area of southern Skåne. He is at pains to emphasize that this 
is a process whereby the medieval village landscape is gradu
ally shaped out of the landscape of the Late Iron Age. In his 
study he gives several examples of Viking and early medi
eval settlement close to the farmstead locations in the early 
maps - often in places where the land names include the 
suffix -toft - though without occupying exactly the same 
spot. Clearly there were several cases within the area inves
tigated of settlement being relocated some way into the me
dieval period. Riddersporre maintains, however, that the 
farmstead locations of the High Middle Ages correspond on 
the whole to those of the eighteenth century, which implies 
that the process of relocation was concluded in the thirteenth 
century at the latest.

The discussion of village formation has been very much 
concerned with the reasons why villages apparently stay put 
in the landscape some way into the early medieval period. 
The reasons may include the formation of parishes and the
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building of stone churches, the growth of royal control with 
its attendant requirement of stable settlement for ensuring 
tax revenue, and agricultural phenomena like the introduc
tion of three-field crop rotation (Porsmose 1988, pp. 228ff.). 
This research, however, has mainly focused on Skåne and 
the Danish islands. Little is known about developments in 
Halland.

Medieval Halland
Halland is a long and narrow province, about 150 km in 
length and 30-50 km across, located in south-west Sweden. 
Geographically it falls into three zones. In the extreme west 
we have the coast, with shelving sandy beaches in the south 
and rocky shores in the north. Inland is the “middle coun
try”, a gently undulating landscape, today heavily farmed. 
The eastern part of the province belongs to the South Swed
ish Plateau (most of it situated above the marine limit) and 
is characterized by extensive forests dotted with relatively 
small cultivated and populated areas. One of Halland’s char
acteristic features is the many river valleys running from 
south-west to north-east into the old Swedish provinces and 
at all times constituting vital communication routes.

For most of the medieval period and until 1645, Halland 
was a part of the Danish kingdom, and the present bound
ary with Småland and Västergötland was then a national 
frontier. Intermittently the province was divided into two 
counties, South and North Halland. This bipartite division 
runs through history like a scarlet thread and is reflected by 
successive phenomena, from Mesolithic flint materials and 
Bronze Age graves to present-day dialects and building prac
tices. The boundary between these two parts of the province 
is traditionally called the Tvååker boundary, after the parish 
of the same name.

Little is known concerning the earliest medieval history 
of the province. The Danish Crown had points of support in 
the province in the form of kongelev, royal manors which 
among other things served as tax collection centres, but one 
suspects that royal control was weak, not least in view of 
the province’s location on the north-eastern fringe of the king
dom. A number of royal and archiepiscopal donations of 
land to monasteries during the twelfth century show, how
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ever, that the province was not outside the royal or ecclesias
tical sphere (Ohlsson 1954).

During the thirteenth century we can sense an incipient 
feudalization of Halland inasmuch as royal influence appears 
to be diminishing in favour of powerful feudal lords. The 
province became a hereditary county and during the latter 
part of the thirteenth century, until the mid fourteenth, the 
county of North Halland occupied a virtually autonomous 
position in between Norway, Denmark, and Sweden and was 
ruled by powerful feudal lords. For a time in the mid four
teenth century, the province belonged to the Swedish Crown. 
Even after Halland’s reunification with Denmark under 
Valdemar Atterdag in the 1360s, the Halland nobility main
tained close contacts across the national boundary with Swe
den. Magnates like Åke Axelsen Thott (d. 1477), for exam
ple, owned several farms both in Swedish Västergötland and 
in Danish Halland (ibid.).

Urbanization in Halland can be termed weak. It is char
acterized by late-comer towns, urban relocations, and “dou
ble towns”, with two towns only one or two kilometres apart, 
as for example with Varberg and Ny (New) Varberg. Ur
banization was not concluded until the seventeenth century, 
when Varberg acquired its present location. The towns are 
closely affiliated to the royal castles of Laholm, Halmstad, 
Falkenberg, and Varberg.

We are also poorly informed about rural conditions. As 
will be shown presently, there have been a number of ar
chaeological investigations of medieval settlement, but as yet 
none on a major scale. Written sources shed some light on 
rural conditions, for example, through a number of refer
ences to deserted homesteads in the fifteenth century. But 
the written sources do not seem to reflect any extensive dev
astation. The importance of cattle farming during the fif
teenth and sixteenth centuries is reflected by provincial taxes 
(landgillen) normally being paid in butter, and is confirmed 
by both archaeological and written evidence of exports of 
oxen (Bark MS; Jonsson 1992).

The purpose of this article is to study, on the basis of 
survey maps and the archaeological remains, conditions in 
medieval rural society, in the light of current knowledge as 
described below. Can developments resembling those in Skåne 
be discerned here, or does Halland have a different structure
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of settlement from the more southerly parts of East Den
mark? One important aim is to relate the archaeological 
conclusions to other historic data for the province derived 
from analyses of maps and the preserved ancient landscapes.

The state of knowledge
Colonization
Table 1 summarizes most of the investigations in Halland 
which have revealed traces of medieval settlement in one 
form or another. “Traces of settlement” is used here in a 
rather catch-all sense, so as also to include things like settle
ment pits and not just houses. The Iron Age settlement col
umn indicates where the settlements of this kind exist within 
a radius of about 500 metres from the site of the medieval 
settlement and roughly what the dating is. The purpose of 
this table is to give a snapshot view of the archaeological 
source material.

A number of immediate conclusions can be drawn from 
this table. To begin with, there is a distinct proximity be
tween the medieval remains and those from the Iron Age. 
Most of the sites investigated also have Neolithic and Bronze 
Age settlement, but it is finds from the Early Iron Age that 
predominate. Remains from the Late Iron Age are, as yet, 
few and far between in Halland, but a few can be mentioned. 
As will be seen from the table, the investigation at Ösarp, in 
the southernmost part of the province, revealed settlement 
from the Merovingian and Viking periods (seventh-tenth 
centuries) in the same place as early medieval settlement (Fors 
and Viking 1995). In the parish of Slöinge, in central Halland, 
a couple of similarly dated farmsteads have been investigated. 
One of them was probably an ordinary farm, situated in a 
large settlement area from about 1000 B.C. to about 900 
A.D. and called Stenstorp (Johansson and Rosén MS). The 
other, Bergagård, was taken to be a magnate’s property, with 
gold-foil figures and other finds indicative of a central local
ity (Lundqvist et al., 1996).

There is also a clear link between the medieval settlement 
locations and eighteenth century infields, showing that to a 
great extent the same infield areas have been used for culti
vation and settlement over a very long period of time, per
haps from as far back as the Neolithic. Probably recurrent
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Place Parish Distance from
hist, farm

Type of land
n 17th century

Medieval dating Grounds for dating iron Age settlement

Trulstorp, Raä
201

Laholm Ifs 200 m approx. arable/meadow 11 th—14th century 4C, pottery, coins

Ösarp, Raä 197 Laholm Ifs 250 m approx. outland 11th—13lh century l4C, pottery Vlerovingian -
Viking Age

Ösarp, Raä 205 Laholm Ifs 500 m approx. outland 11th—13th century typology Early Iron Age

Östorp, Raä 196 Laholm Ifs 300 m arable/meadow 9/10th—13th century l4C, pottery Roman Iron Age-
Migration Period

Kärragård, Raä
164

Laholm Ifs 350 m arable/meadow 9/10th - 13th
century

l4C, pottery Early Iron Age

Eldsberga Eldsberga 0 m hamlet site 11th-12th century;
14th-15th century -
modem times

l4C, pottery, coins Migration -
Merovingian Period

Perstorp Eldsberga 100 m approx. c. 1250-c. 1400 pottery, horseshoe Early Iron Age?

Bråtakroken Kvibille 1,000 m outland 9th-13 th century;
17th-19th century
(croft)

pottery Roman Iron Age -
Migration Period

Hörsås 3 Gelinge 0 m hamlet site Viking Age - 18th
century

l4C, pottery Early Iron Age

Hörsås 4 Gelinge 0 m hamlet site 16th cent. - 1850 l4C, pottery Early Iron Age

Hörsås 5,
Noregård

Gelinge 150 m approx. arable/meadow 9/10th - 13th
century

l4C, pottery Early Iron Age

Slöinge 70:2,
Toarp

Slöinge 150 m approx. meadow, beside 11th—13th century ""c Roman Iron Age,
Migration Period

Falkagård/Arvid Stafsinge 500 m approx. arable/meadow 11th—13th century 1Jc Early Roman -
Roman Iron Age

Arstad Ars,ad 0 m hamlet site 13 th-19th century l4C, pottery, bolt
lock key

Grimeton Grimeton 200 m approx. arable/meadow 9th-13th century pottery -
Åmakulla Krogsered 600 m out! and 13/14th century ■"c

Lannekulla Landa 250 m approx. pasture 11th-13 th century l4C, pottery Roman Iron Age

Varia Tölö 0 m hamlet site before c. 1200 l4C, pottery, coins
etc.

Roman Iron Age,
Viking Age

Table 1. Archaeological investigations in Halland. This table is based on the fol
lowing articles and reports: Bjuggner 1995; Connelid and Mascher (MS) Årna- 
kulla; Deutgen 1991; Munkenberg 1996; Fors and Viking 1995; Lindman and 
Streiffert 1992; Lundqvist 1993; Rosén (MS) 2; Rosén and Streiffert 1995; 
Strömberg 1992, 1993, and MS; Wattman 1994 and 1996; Wranning 1996; to
gether with personal information from Lena Bjuggner and Jörgen Streiffert.
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relocations of both settlement and arable fields have taken 
place within these areas. In an article published recently, Lars 
Lundqvist discusses Bronze and Iron Age settlement in an 
area round about Falkenberg in central Halland (Lundqvist 
1996). He shows that there is often a continuity insofar as 
the same settlement locations were used during the Late 
Bronze Age and up to and including the sixth century A.D. 
He also finds extensive changes of settlement some time dur
ing the Migration Period, when the number of settlement 
units diminishes and settlement moves in towards the ham
let sites known later, though not necessarily into the actual 
farmstead locations.

It is less common for medieval farmstead locations to be 
the same as in the eighteenth century. In most cases there is a 
distance of 150 to 500 metres between the archaeologically 
established medieval settlement and the nearest eighteenth- 
century farm. One problem here, of course, is that we often 
do not know to what extent these eighteenth-century farms 
have medieval roots. Of the historical farm sites which have 
been investigated, two (Hörsås and Eldsberga) are verifiable 
back to the early medieval period, one (Arstad) was appar
ently established in the thirteenth century and one (Varia) 
has roots going all the way down to the Iron Age, but with a 
hiatus between the thirteenth and eighteenth centuries. Ar
chaeological investigations, however, have included only a 
few settlement locations known to us from the land redistri
bution maps. This is because many of them are still settled 
today, or else they are located in built-up areas unaffected 
by the roads or railways prompting most of the rescue exca
vations referred to above. In one case, development of an 
area (Arstad) where the preliminary investigation revealed 
extensive remains from the High Middle Ages onwards has 
been deliberately avoided.

Even so, one distinct finding is that several of the farm
steads established some time during the end of the Iron Age 
were apparently relocated or abandoned during the thirteenth 
century. Both 14C datings and the finds support this conclu
sion. A couple of the younger farmsteads (Perstorp and 
Arstad) seem to have been established in the thirteenth cen
tury on virgin soil. That century, then, can be seen as a pe
riod of distinct settlement reallocation throughout Halland. 
We know little about what happened to the farmsteads which
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were established or relocated in the thirteenth century. Those 
investigated include one which was apparently abandoned 
in the fifteenth-sixteenth century (Perstorp) and one (Arstad) 
which remains in existence until the mid nineteenth century. 
The material includes certain indications of settlement 
changes in the sixteenth century, perhaps also in the latter 
half of the fifteenth. One of the Hörsås farmsteads is founded 
at that time, the other is relocated or started up - possibly 
after being deserted for some time - and the Perstorp farm
stead is abandoned. At Eldsberga too there are signs of 
restructurings (Bjuggner 1995). Thus the sixteenth century 
can also be regarded as a period when there was a certain 
restructuring of rural settlement, though less pronounced than 
in the thirteenth century.

Development of the agrarian landscape as reflected by the 
cartographical documents
Before we turn to consider the development of the medieval 
landscape, it should perhaps be made clear that the agrarian 
landscape of Halland differs in vital respects from those of 
south Skåne and Denmark as described above. It is very simi
lar, however, to the northern, heavily forested parts of Skåne. 
When describing conditions in Halland, we can very well 
take the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century cartographical 
material as our starting point.

The hamlets are small, most often containing between 
three and five farmsteads, and isolated farmsteads are com
mon, especially in the forest areas. Larger hamlets, compa
rable to those of southern Skåne, occur in certain parts of 
the province, e.g. round about the River Atran on a level 
with Falkenberg. The settlement is regularly positioned in 
the transitional zone between the inägor (infields, which also 
include meadowland) and the utmark (common grazing and 
wasteland, which may be translated outland). The outland 
areas are still extensive during the eighteenth century but, as 
a result of prolonged and intensive grazing combined with 
timber-cutting, treeless and covered with heather. Regulated 
features in the organization of settlement and landscape are 
almost entirely lacking, so there are no geometrically de
signed settlement sites or systematically implemented open- 
field systems (solskifte, “solar distribution” of arable or pas
ture land, for example) to be seen in these parts. The farm-
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ing system is based on annual cropping, with all arable land 
normally being confined within a single enclosure.

Closer inspection of the land survey documents reveals a 
considerable amount of variety in the physical design of the 
agrarian landscape. In several respects, of course, this is due 
to the variable natural geography of Halland. The early maps, 
however, present a host of individual solutions which are by 
no means entirely dictated by the underlying natural land
scape. One important factor here is that the infields have 
not been spatially finalized in the same way as in those parts 
of the country where consistent enclosure accompanied the 
transition to two- or three-field crop rotation. The absence 
of regulated settlement sites and of cultivation systems with 
regular fallow periods seems by all accounts to have entailed 
a “freer” development of the Halland agrarian landscape 
during the medieval and early modern period, compared with 
more central agricultural regions of Sweden (the plainlands 
of Skåne, for example).

In spite of research interest in Halland having been at 
such a low ebb for a long time, it is the above-mentioned 
characteristics that make the landscape an extremely suit
able object of study in agrarian and settlement history. Con
ditions as recorded in survey proceedings during the seven
teenth and eighteenth centuries reflect, in many places, a very 
dynamic development. One such example is provided by an 
eighteenth-century map from central Halland (fig. 2).

This map was drawn in connection with land redistribu
tion (storskifte) in 1796 at Cringe and Stålarp in the parish 
of Gelinge and Algustorp in the parish of Rävinge. Practi
cally all arable land belonging to the farmsteads/hamlets is 
shown here within one and the same enclosure. The farm
steads, then, all belong to one and the same farming or en
closure unit (gärdeslag). In the extreme west the fencing is 
open, suggesting that at this point the neighbouring farm
stead also belongs to the enclosure community. Most of the 
meadow is to the east of the arable land. To the north and 
west there are large enclosed pastures, and beyond these the 
outland, which is pooled with several surrounding home
steads.

Enclosure units (hdgnadslag) of this kind are very com
mon in Halland, and also in other parts of Sweden - under
standably, considering that deforestation had gone so far in
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Fig. 2. Infield map from 1796, drawn in connection with land redistribution at
Oringe, Stålarp and Algustorp in the parishes of Getinge and Rävinge. 
Fair drawing by Pär Connelid.
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the eighteenth century. The shortage of timber was acute in 
many places, and this called for a minimum of fencing or for 
the use of alternative building materials. On the other hand, 
we do not know when or under exactly what circumstances 
these enclosure units (or communities) were originally es
tablished.

One is immediately struck by the localization of settle
ment in this area. It is above all the farmsteads to the north 
and west (Oringe and Stålarp respectively) which are remark
ably positioned in relation to the most intensively used parts 
of the productive land. Both positions give a distinct impres
sion of being late start-ups. In the case of Stålarp this im
pression is accentuated, for example, by there being no ar
able land immediately adjoining the settlement in 1796. The 
nearest arable land is almost 300 metres away from the east
ernmost farmstead. This probably means that the settlement 
has been moved from more centrally located points of the 
infields. The fact that cultivation round the new farmstead 
sites had made different amounts of headway suggests that 
the relocations were not simultaneous (cf. below).

In this particular instance, the map furnishes a number of 
interesting particulars which enable us to decide where the 
earlier plots were located. Before the redistribution, strips 
were allocated in such a way that, on the whole, the differ
ent units had separate holdings. The old plot locations are 
probably to be looked for in these areas. In the easternmost 
part of the big arable enclosure, along the fence between this 
and the meadow field, there are several small strips whose 
names include toft as a prefix or suffix (“Långatoft”, 
“Toftåker” and so on). Their proximity to the main bulk of 
arable land belonging to the Cringe farms is unmistakable, 
and several roads converge on the area concerned.

On the subject of a possible earlier location for Stålarp, 
we must cross to the other side of the arable unit. Just north 
of the road running from east to west there is a small field 
called “Fähuskullen” (“cow-house hill”), and, close to this, 
a large area of meadow. This can be termed a direct continu
ation of a “funnel-shaped” part of the fence bordering on 
the wooded pasture to the north. In appearance it is strongly 
reminiscent of the widened aperture of a cattle path. It cer
tainly seems as if a path of this kind has been “shut off” by 
putting a fence across the aperture and then cultivating the
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land. The situation indicates that there might have been a 
settlement in the area before. Most of the surrounding ar
able land belongs to Stålarp, which should mean that we are 
looking at an earlier location of this unit. The proximity of 
the place to the common grazing in the outland, unlike the 
previous location of Öringe, may have been more advanta
geous. This might explain why cultivation round the new 
locations of the farmstead further west had not begun at the 
time of the redistribution proceedings in 1796.

Conditions in the Öringe area are typical of large parts of 
Halland, especially the coast and the “middle land”. Settle
ment relocations have been demonstrable in several cases 
and can be interpreted as an adjustment to changes in the 
structure of infields. Ultimately this reflects an adjustment 
to an agrarian economy in which animal production exerted 
a crucial influence on the physical organization of the land
scape. The occurrence of large enclosed pastures round about 
the infields (in the form of intakes from the outland) is some
thing of a distinguishing characteristic and underscores the 
important role of livestock farming in the economy. As we 
saw earlier, there is both written and archaeological evidence 
of the importance of cattle farming in the late medieval pe
riod and early modern times. The provincial tax (landgille) 
from the noble-owned (frälse) farmsteads is to a great extent 
paid in butter, and from the town of Ny Varberg, founded at 
the beginning of the fifteenth century, we have osteological 
material indicating that oxen were exported in large quanti
ties.

Subdivided fields
The Öringe map also supplies important information about 
the structure of the arable land. The picture emerging at first 
sight is a tangled one - a muddle of differently sized strips 
and large numbers of clearance cairns. But there is no doubt 
that large parts of the cultivated land previously took the 
form of oblong fields. This is especially apparent to the east 
of the road through the arable unit. Here the long, narrow 
strips appear - albeit in fragmentary condition - delimited 
by long rows of cairns. The structure is also accentuated at 
several points by the boundaries (dashed lines in fig. 2) be
tween different strips continuing into the meadow.

Strip parcelling occurs in several Halland maps, referring
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both to forest land and to the western parts. Some of them 
show completely subdivided fields, while others (as in the 
above case) are less distinct. In Swedish agrarian history re
search, the occurrence of subdivided arable fields has previ
ously been linked above all with the introduction of farming 
systems involving regular fallow and concentration of set
tlement in the course of the medieval period (Sporrong 1971 
etc.). In the case of Halland, we have already noted that a 
one-field system predominated for a long time and that the 
settlements reveal had no regulated features whatsoever. This 
means that the underlying causes of the subdivided arable 
land have to be looked for in other contexts.

Research into subdivided fields in Sweden has come to 
focus during the past ten-year period on the south-western 
parts of the country. This interest derives from the discovery 
during the 1980s of almost incomprehensible quantities of 
fossilized agrarian landscape on the South Swedish Plateau 
(to which parts of Halland belong), where strip parcels are 
an important component. Field studies combined with analy
ses of the earlier land survey documents have revealed an 
appreciably longer and more complex history of settlement 
and cultivation in this region than research had previously 
claimed. Excavations of fossil features has among other things 
yielded surprisingly early datings of the strip fields. 14C analy
ses suggest that in certain areas the structure may already 
have been established during the Middle Iron Age, i.e. be
tween the fifth and seventh centuries A.D. (Widgren 1990; 
Mascher 1993,1994, etc.). The few datings which exist from 
Halland point to somewhat later establishment, at the end 
of the Iron Age and in the early medieval period (Connelid 
and Mascher 1995). It should also be noted here that the 
strip fields, as a rule, seem to follow an earlier phase of ex
tensive farming (Mascher 1993).

The fossilized features often show the strip field systems 
to have originally comprised much greater areas than the 
fields of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This has 
been taken to imply that they represent a different cultiva
tion system, one in which some form of fallowing was prac
tised. For the medieval period (or at all events its earliest 
part), this means that annual cropping can hardly have been 
the dominant farming system. In the investigations so far, 
however, questions relating to the system of cultivation have
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only been superficially touched on, and will have to be given 
priority in coming analyses. Intensive development work is 
needed here within the framework of interdisciplinary co
operation between geography, archaeology, palaeoecology 
and soil science. Another central problem connected with 
the early subdivided fields concerns the legal background 
with regard to title and possession.

Development very similar to that on the South Swedish 
Plateau has been demonstrated in recent years in the part of 
Halland situated below the marine limit. Here as well, fos
silized agricultural landscape is extant which facilitates analy
ses. HC datings are only available at present from one site - 
Sperlingsholm, near Halmstad. These indicate an establish
ment of strip parcels during the transition between the Vi
king and medieval periods (Connelid and Mascher 1996). 
Both early maps and field geometry show the arable field 
systems to have comprised larger areas than the arable land 
of more recent centuries. Several maps contain large quanti
ties of meadow strips (often long and narrow in shape), called 
äckror. These are probably older arable fields which were 
thus already considered fossilized at the time of the seven
teenth and eighteenth century mappings.

The strip field systems, then, are very much a part of the 
medieval period. The immediate causes of the occurrence of 
these shapes are as yet unknown, like their exact chronol
ogy. So far the dating material has indicated a fairly wide 
spread, and the possibility cannot be excluded that we are 
dealing here with a process which continued for some con
siderable time.

Questions concerning the abandonment of the shapes are 
no less urgent. As we have now seen, strip parcels in the land 
survey documents often occur in quite a fragmentary state. 
By the end of the seventeenth century, dissolution of the struc
ture has been in progress for a long time. Ownership analy
ses in the strip-parcelled villages indicate great variations. In 
certain villages the intermingling of holdings is almost com
plete - though unsystematic, as it would seem - while in 
others it is practically non-existent. This suggests a long and 
variable development after the original purpose of the shapes 
had been lost. The transition between the strip parcel struc
ture and the succeeding phase can be studied at several places, 
in the fossil remains. The long-narrow shapes are sometimes
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overlaid with transverse lynchets, which in their turn have 
been abandoned at a later stage (Connelid and Mascher MS 
Stenstorp).

A changing landscape - concluding discussion
This general account of the development of settlement and 
the landscape in Halland over the past thousand years has 
focused on a number of generally observable, heavily im
pacting changes.

Two phases of settlement change can be distinguished in 
the archaeological material. One of them occurs during the 
thirteenth century, the other during the sixteenth or possibly 
the late fifteenth century. As regards landscape development, 
several structural phases have been identified. During the 
transition between the Late Iron Age and the medieval pe
riod, large-scale land divisions - strip parcels - are estab
lished in many places. This structure is probably abandoned 
some time later during the medieval period. During the eight
eenth century, several farmsteads and villages are organized 
into enclosure units (hägnadslag). This is interpreted as an 
adjustment to the growing importance of livestock produc
tion, and it was virtually essential, at all events during the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, on account of the grow
ing shortage of timber. At the same time we can see how the 
farmsteads are generally located on the border of the outland. 
In many cases they appear in extreme positions some way 
into the outland or in large enclosed pastures. Settlement 
relocations have obviously taken place. The occurrence of 
field-names incorporating toft further inside the infields in
dicates earlier farmstead locations.

Probably there is a chronological connection between the 
redeployment of settlement in the thirteenth century and the 
dissolution of the strip field systems. In this connection, parts 
of the arable land were apparently set aside. What we prob
ably see here is a transformation of the farming system from 
some kind of extensive fallow farming to more intensive 
exploitation of smaller areas (annual cropping). It is prob
ably now that a stricter division into infields and outland, as 
known to us from later centuries, takes place. This may have 
involved a change of the land which necessitated a reloca
tion of the settlement. This redeployment may, for example,
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have taken place when earlier large-scale farming units were 
divided up into smaller farms.

The transition to a more intensive system of cultivation is 
the beginning of a longer process in the Halland landscape 
which in the next phase leads, among other things, to the 
emergence of the big enclosure units (hägnadslag). More in
tensive use of the arable land demands larger quantities of 
manure, which augments the importance of livestock farm
ing. This in turn puts heavier pressure on the grasslands (ley 
and grazing land). Gradually it probably becomes necessary 
to rationalize enclosure work by removing a number of cen
trally situated enclosures. This was probably a very protracted 
process, but in several cases it most likely resulted in the 
settlement becoming “pent up” in the infields, whereupon it 
moves to the near-outland location shown in the eighteenth- 
century land redistribution maps. It is perfectly conceivable 
that these relocations proceeded by several stages; cf. fig. 2. 
Probably it is this process which can be seen in the archaeo
logical material, with new farmsteads being established or 
old ones re-established in the late fifteenth and sixteenth cen
turies.

Something also has to be said in this connection concern
ing the so-called late medieval agrarian crisis. This concept 
incorporates a number of phenomena appearing during the 
latter part of the fourteenth century and in the fifteenth, and 
among other things entailing population loss, abandonment 
of farms, and diminishing land rents (Gissel et ak, 1981). 
The phenomenon has not been studied with specific refer
ence to Halland, but a general analysis, for example, of the 
parish of Geringe, shows that the desertion was apparently 
quite small, something like 5-10 per cent (Rosén MS 1). Prob
ably the dynamic and the rapid rate of change in the Halland 
agrarian society during the medieval period meant that phe
nomena which we normally associate with desertion (e.g. 
concrete evidence of abandoned farms and utjordar, fiscal 
land units outside the settlement proper) did not become a 
permanent feature of the landscape and are therefore hard 
to perceive. It is also possible that the absence of large-scale, 
consistently implemented measures such as systematic field 
arrangement meant that desertions were more easily ab
sorbed. Thus the “freer” development in Halland, compared 
with other provinces, can have made it easier, for example,
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to incorporate deserted farms in structures which were al
tered time and time again.

Another conclusion to be drawn here is that developments 
in Halland cannot automatically be compared with those in 
the south of Skåne and the rest of the former Eastern Den
mark. There are certain respects in which the structure of 
settlement can justify direct comparisons, but relating this 
to the overall development of the landscape, the scene in 
Halland comes across as something quite different. Settle
ment, for example, has for a long time been more mobile 
than in Skåne, resulting in the hamlets being less concen
trated in one place. It should also be pointed out that several 
of the factors which have been considered instrumental in 
confining settlement to a fixed point in the landscape - the 
building of stone churches, the growth of royal power, and 
so on (see above) - existed in Halland, just as well as in the 
rest of Denmark. But this, as we have now seen, did not 
result in the villages staying put from the early medieval pe
riod until the time of the land redistributions.

It has not been our intention in this article to go into 
depth concerning agrarian developments in Halland. Instead 
we have been concerned with describing a number of con
ceivable courses of events in which we can link together phe
nomena observable in different source materials. The devel
opment of the cultural landscape as we have now sketched it 
can serve as a point of departure for the formulation of more 
concrete hypotheses. We now find ourselves in a situation 
where a concerted interdisciplinary research strategy is nec
essary to the solution of several of the problems referred to 
above.
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Farm and Landscape
Variations on a Theme in Östergötland
Lena Lindgren-Hertz

T
he contrast between the landscape we see today and 
the reflection of a vanished landscape resulting from 
an archaeological investigation can sometimes be 
overwhelming. This was the case when a large area 
of arable land in eastern Östergötland proved to conceal dense 

and prolonged prehistoric settlement. The ploughed field re
vealed no visible remains above ground, but after the topsoil 
was stripped off, up to a hundred houses showed that there 
had been continuous settlement moving within the area from 
the Bronze Age until the early Middle Ages. The picture 
changed after that, since settlement could no longer be fol
lowed within the excavated area. Settlement had been re
structured and the place was given a new meaning. The next 
reflection of the area is gained from maps drawn up at the 
end of the seventeenth century, when farms were agglomer
ated in villages and the place where settlement had formerly 
been located was turned into permanent arable and meadow 
land. It has been used as arable until our own times, when 
the redirection of a road once again transformed the land
scape.

Early settlement used well-drained, sandy soil on a gentle, 
south-facing slope for its buildings. The fine-grained sand of 
the subsoil also gave the optimal conditions for archaeologi
cal investigation of structures which were dug down into the 
ground. Houses built with a bearing structure of posts stood 
out clearly as dark patches against the light sand. Conditions 
for the preservation of occupation layers were not so favour
able, however. The area was virtually devoid of the types of 
structures that were only dug into the topsoil or were built 
on the surface.

The fragmentary preservation of the source material is a 
general problem in studies of landscapes where a long tradi
tion of total cultivation has culminated in the deep plough
ing of recent years. Ground plans of the bearing structures of
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the houses and the complex picture that the houses together 
make up in a mobile settlement structure therefore form the 
skeleton of our picture of settlement. For an archaeological 
interpretation, over and above a descriptive and ultimately 
purely functional treatment of the settlement, and for an 
understanding of the settlement in a broader cultural sense, 
the bare character of the material is a problem. Agrarian eve
ryday life in the late Iron Age and Middle Ages has proved 
particularly difficult to get at.

In this article I want to see the Östergötland countryside 
as it emerges from a selection of studies in archaeology and 
historical geography. The selection is subjective and guided 
by my aim, to search for a cultural context on the basis of 
which the obscure reflection of medieval and early Iron Age 
settlement may be problematized and understood.

The province
Östergötland, in eastern central Sweden, is of central impor
tance in the Swedish Middle Ages and is an interesting prov
ince as regards archaeology, not least medieval archaeology. 
There is a high density of medieval churches, testifying to a 
large and prosperous population. Some of the earliest mon
asteries in Sweden were localized here, as clear signs of the 
strategic significance of the province. When the province be
gins to appear in written sources in the early Middle Ages, 
magnates’ dynasties with their power base in Östergötland 
play a major role in state formation and in the ecclesiastic 
organization of the country.

Our knowledge of this period, as of the prehistoric pe
riod, is however mainly based on archaeological material. 
Investigations in the medieval towns of Östergötland have 
significantly increased our knowledge of urban life in the 
Middle Ages. Yet although the vast majority of people lived 
their lives in the countryside and had their livelihood here, 
we have had repeated difficulty in identifying the agrarian 
side of medieval society. The same difficulty applies to the 
whole of the late Iron Age. In the large-scale excavations of 
arable land it has been hard to evaluate and understand the 
fragmentary results from the late Iron Age and Middle Ages 
in the broader context of the sweeping mental, social, and 
agrarian changes occurring in these periods. Moreover, we
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often have difficulty in identifying remains of settlement from 
this time.

We know much more about the early part of the Iron Age 
than we do about later periods. Of the more than hundred 
habitation sites in the province investigated in recent years, 
the majority come from early periods, while only a few - just 
over ten - have yielded remains of settlement from the late 
Iron Age or Middle Ages (Hedvall 1995, p. 63). Graves from 
the early Iron Age are much more frequently excavated than 
graves from the late Iron Age (Nilsson 1987, p. 84). In addi
tion, studies of the fossil cultivated landscape of Östergötland 
by historical geographers have likewise concentrated on early 
Iron Age society (Lindquist 1968, p. 5; Widgren 1983, p. 
19).

The long perspective
Work with the archaeological investigation at Eneby, our first 
example, after the completion of the fieldwork and the over
all structuring required by the large body of material, is to
day about to enter the phase of deeper analysis. On the thresh
old of this work, I want here to consider agrarian society in 
terms of variations on the theme of the farm and the land
scape. A long temporal perspective seems natural against the 
background of the prevailing state of knowledge. Looking 
backwards in time, medieval agrarian society has deep roots 
in prehistory. Looking forwards in time, the land survey maps 
from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries reflect in part 
the cultural landscape of the late Middle Ages. At the same 
time, the period has many phenomena which clearly signal 
variation and change. In the long temporal perspective, hab
its and objects can be seen in relief against earlier and later 
cultural patterns. The tenacious structures and the dynamism 
may be contrasted with each other in the quest for the agrar
ian dimension of medieval society. Far from being an ex
haustive treatment of the subject, this article is an effort to 
view the farm and the landscape in terms of problems which 
can be summed up in the conceptual pair of custom and 
change, with the assumption that the choice to change and 
the choice not to change are significant for how people viewed 
themselves and the world around them and how they shaped 
their lives.
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The farm which gave the landscape totality 
and structure
The farm, with its broad spectrum of activities, claimed the 
landscape with its overall organization of a large piece of 
land. The landscape was given boundaries and was defined 
spatially as the practical expression of an attitude, a desire to 
make the world habitable, ordered, and comprehensible. The 
farm’s buildings, graves, and other activity have left lasting 
impressions in the form of ancient remains at various places 
in the landscape, but the spatial dimension of the farm has 
often been lost.

In excavations in arable land in the last twenty years we 
have learned to see the pattern formed by the many houses 
(Björhem and Säfvestad 1993, p. 21). But to understand the 
houses in a spatial context, we must place them in the world 
of varied activities which the farm constituted for the people 
who lived there.

In the periphery of the central settlement district of 
Östergötland there are still examples of a very well preserved 
early cultural landscape which help us to perceive the farm 
as a totality at other places and other times as well. This 
setting comprises the farm’s habitation site, graves, and ar
able fields, but it is characterized above all by linear stone 
walls which give the landscape stability and structure by link
ing large areas and dividing them into a network of different 
spaces (fig. 1). These stone-lined enclosures reflect very clearly 
the extent of land claimed by the farm. Moreover, the land
scape here is concretely divided into different categories of 
inside and outside, with each boundary also constituting a 
relation between the farm’s different landscape spaces.

The region of stone-lined enclosures in Östergötland has 
been analysed in the light of early Iron Age farming systems 
in broadly based geographical dissertations (Lindquist 1968; 
Widgren 1983). These paint a picture of the single farm, di
mensioned for one household as the main base unit of settle
ment. The farm’s territory is seen as formed in different cat
egories of land use with homefield, cemetery, cattle path, in
fields, and outlands, as an adaptation to a society in which 
one of the most important factors was the far-reaching inte
gration of tillage and animal husbandry. Small, intensively 
farmed fields with single-course cropping required manure,
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Fig 1. A well-preserved early cultural landscape in Östergötland with settlement 
and graves characterized by stone-lined enclosures (from Widgren 1983, fig. 2:53).

47



Lena Lindgren-Hertz

which in turn required that a large share of the land was used 
as meadow so as to satisfy the need for winter fodder. It 
is hypothetically calculated that an ordinary farm needed a 
large area of land, over 60 ha, of which only 3 ha was cropped 
while 30 ha was used for meadow and at least as much was 
needed for pasture (Widgren 1983, p. 79). One of the purely 
practical functions of the stone walls in this type of farming 
system was to keep out the livestock from a part of the land, 
by leading them along cattle paths from the homefield to 
free grazing in the outlands and by fencing the arable and 
meadow land of the infields which were thus separated from 
the outlands (Lindquist 1968, p. 42).

But a farm can be treated in other terms than economy 
and resource utilization within a prevailing production sys
tem. The appearance of the farm in the landscape can be 
perceived as a reflection of a bygone attitude in which the 
conceptual world and the practical actions of everyday life 
were linked in a constant interplay of mutual repercussions. 
For the landscape of the stone-lined enclosures, for example, 
scholars have proposed interpretative perspectives which seize 
on its cognitive and social meaning (Burström 1989, p. 16).

The structural division of the landscape into infields and 
outlands shows long continuity and is later found in the first 
land survey maps. Using the Russian medieval scholar 
Gurevich’s model of a medieval world view, which places the 
farm at the centre of human existence, this physical dualism 
has provided the point of departure for a greater understand
ing of the mental landscape of the Middle Ages and Iron 
Age. The farm’s territory demarcated the habitable part of 
the world, which was simultaneously a symbol of Midgard, 
the world of humans in Norse mythology, from the outlands, 
which were the property of everyone or no one, the uncon
trolled Utgard (Gurevich 1985; Burström 1995, p. 166; 
Ersgård and Hållans 1996, p. 23). The boundary with the 
outlands has also been related to the boundary which con
trasted the world of the living, the ordered infields, with the 
world of the dead, the wild outlands where the graves were 
placed (Andrén 1989, p. 294).

Large overall features of the shape of the landscape were 
probably retained mostly unchanged for a long time. On the 
other hand, the meaning of the farm’s smaller landscape spaces 
varied through time in a mobile settlement structure. The
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changeability of the place is seen archaeologically in the su
perimposed layers. In the central district where today’s pres
sure of development is greatest and excavation work is car
ried on most intensively, the stone walls have been ploughed 
away to a large extent. Archaeological interventions in well- 
preserved landscape spaces in this region have therefore been 
scarce. In the geographical investigations only small refer
ence trenches have been dug with a view to dating a course 
of development based on surveys of fossil landscape elements 
(Lindquist 1968, pp. 51 ff.; Widgren 1983, p. 39). A large 
excavation has been undertaken within the framework of an 
interdisciplinary project in which a geographical study of 
settlement development in the cultural landscape as a whole 
was combined with an archaeological investigation (Lindquist 
1968, pp. 5 ff.).

In the archaeological part of the project, focusing on the 
construction and function of the houses, a stone-enclosed 
homefield was totally excavated (Baudou 1973, p. 10). The 
homefield lay in a border zone between infields and outlands, 
where the distance was small and contact close with both the 
intensively farmed field closest to the settlement and the ex
tensively used grazing lands. The graves had partly the same 
location in a boundary zone but had also been placed further 
from the settlement, scattered in the outlands.

The homefield proved to be a complex place with a long 
tradition where different activities had been localized through 
time. The settlement replaced an earlier phase when the place 
was used for iron production, and the buildings had also 
damaged an earlier cemetery. The iron production may have 
been contemporary with and associated with the burial ritual, 
but it may also have replaced earlier graves. During the time 
when the place was used for settlement, several houses were 
built. The placing of the houses within the homefield was 
not fixed; instead settlement had been laid out in different 
ways in different periods. The chronology was complicated, 
but two phases of settlement - one at the transition from the 
early to the late Iron Age, the other in the late Iron Age - 
were discerned. Between the two periods, in the sixth cen
tury, a breach in continuity is assumed to have taken place. 
The settlement was abandoned in the seventh century, per
haps in connection with a move of the settlement to a new 
location (Baudou 1973, pp. Ill ff.). How the place was sub
sequently used is uncertain.
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The results of the archaeological investigation shed light 
on the changed content of the landscape through time. In 
this case the homefield was located in a place which already 
had a past and a tradition in people’s consciousness when 
the dwelling-houses were built there. The farm’s orientation 
in the landscape was not static but varied through time. In 
combination with the spatial dimension, time is a central 
concept for an understanding of the activity of the farm. Case 
studies which deal with patterns of variation and the dynamic 
in the relationship between the farm and the landscape 
through time can be assumed to contribute to an understand
ing of the relation between man and the landscape in a phase 
before the cultural landscape was stabilized and the picture 
of the world was changed. The overall settlement develop
ment through time has also been considered in the historical 
geographers’ landscape analyses.

Tradition and change in the landscape
The spatial organization of the later villages in the landscape 
can be read from the early land survey maps starting at the 
end of the seventeenth century. Until the early Middle Ages, 
the whole of the investigated settlement in the introductory 
example was on land which was subsequently turned into 
the infields of Eneby, that is, arable and meadow land with 
no buildings. The physical appearance of the church village 
of Eneby in historical times is shown on an overlay map drawn 
up for Eneby and the villages in the immediate vicinity, as a 
stage in the investigation preceding the archaeological exca
vation (fig. 2). The map shows a fairly typical picture of vil
lages and land use in Östergötland as we often see it in the 
early land survey maps.

The actual village of Eneby lay at a height up on the crown 
of an esker. The earliest maps from the end of the seven
teenth century show the physical organization of the village 
site, which illustrates a typical eastern Swedish geometrically 
regulated row-village in what the Law of Östergötland, from 
the end of the thirteenth century, calls “lawful location”. The 
houses were built on a series of long, narrow plots with one 
short side facing the road that ran along the ridge. Two larger 
farms with more irregular plot shapes, the presbytery and 
Pryssgården, flanked the village core. North of the road was
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Fig. 2. The historical overlay map shows the location in the landscape of the vil
lage ofEneby and the neighbouring villages, along with land use. The archaeologi
cal investigation area in the Eneby infields is marked. Drawn by Elisabeth Essen.

the centre of the parish: the church and burial ground to
gether with the sexton’s house and poor-house and some cot
tages and crofts.

The settlement was located on the boundary between in
fields and outland and not centrally in relation to the arable.
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The arable land - at this time farmed in two specially en
closed fields - spread to the south of the settlement, where 
the meadow land and pasture also lay. North of the village 
were the Eneby outlands. The nearest village, Fyrby, had vir
tually grown together with Eneby; it had a similar character 
and a location on the road along the ridge. The other two 
neighbouring villages, Sörby and Fiskeby, were not along the 
ridge; these villages were more centrally located in relation 
to the arable.

In the geographical analysis of the Östergötland cultural 
landscape, scholars initially applied a retrospective view of 
development, emphasizing the agreement as regards the rela
tive placing of the different components of the cultural land
scape in the oldest land survey maps and in the region of the 
stone-lined enclosures. The overall planning principle with 
homefield, infields, and outland crystallized already in the 
early Iron Age, and the main features in the look of the cul
tural landscape were subsequently retained unchanged 
(Lindquist 1968, p. 46).

In the late Iron Age, development instead affected the in
ternal organization of the cultural landscape, which was stud
ied by means of analyses of the spatial course of diffusion. 
After a phase of expansion and colonization about 500-800, 
the dispersed farms moved together to fixed farmstead plots. 
This phase saw the establishment of settlement locations 
which are assumed to have been kept throughout the Middle 
Ages and later. The new stability of the settlement explains 
the lack of recorded later remains of dispersed habitation 
sites, since the houses from the Viking Age onwards are as
sumed to have been assembled in the same place as the his
torical villages (ibid., p. 117).

The village, on the other hand, as a socially functioning 
unit, was viewed as an earlier phenomenon developed al
ready in connection with the communal enclosure work which 
the stone walls involved. In the late Iron Age the internal 
development led to increasingly regulated forms and later to 
the geometrically planned medieval village site (ibid., p. 101).

Many fundamental features of this landscape analysis have 
been retained although the retrospective view of the course 
of development has later been modified. From having per
ceived the physical structure of the cultural landscape as a 
virtually unchanged tradition from the early Iron Age until
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the nineteenth century, scholars now tend to emphasize the 
great structural changes that can be detected in the way the 
farm organized itself in the landscape, as regards both the 
location of the settlement and the shape of the cultural land
scape.

The system of stone-lined enclosures linked single farms 
together into large complexes in which settlement was spread 
out on the boundary between infields and outlands. Graves 
and cemeteries were scattered over a larger area. The com
mon use of enclosures and outlands by the farms and their 
share in a common infield united the single farms function
ally in a village-like organization. In the landscape of the 
early maps, around 1700, a great deal has changed in com
parison with this stone-wall landscape (fig. 3). The cultivated 
land has been adapted to a new farming system with two 
fields in two-course cropping. The settlement no longer con
sists of single farms but is agglomerated in villages. Unlike 
the single farms, the villages are not in a border zone be
tween infields and outlands but often have a central placing 
in relation to the cultivated land, between the two fields. The 
border lines on the maps, the village territory as well as the 
enclosures, have no relation to the system of stone walls but 
cut right across the old boundaries (Widgren 1983, p. 28).

In the intervening period, then, the large complexes of 
stone-lined enclosures had been split up and the historically 
known village territories had been created. The new division 
is completely divorced from the old pattern. Land which had 
previously united a number of single farms is now divided 
between different villages and the actual settlement has moved 
towards the centre of the cultivated land (ibid. 1983, pp. 
116 ff.).

We know little about the look of the agrarian landscape 
in the expansive phase of the late Iron Age and the early 
Middle Ages, and the course of change is unclear. A spatial 
connection between the historical villages and the late Iron 
Age cemeteries suggests that the village’s territory was estab
lished in the late Iron Age and the settlement already then 
may have been localized on the site of the historically known 
village. The historical village territories are assumed by his
torical geographers to have been created in the late Iron Age 
by a division of larger territories. Each village territory ac
quired its own cemetery, and a movement towards the cen-
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Fig. 3. The landscape of the eighteenth-century maps compared with the occurrence of 
stone walls. The boundaries on the map cut diametrically across the stone-wall system, 
and land which had previously been united was now broken up (Widgren 1983, fig. 2:4).
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tre, with settlement being established in the former infields, 
is assumed to have taken place. A consequence of this proc
ess is a break in the site continuity of settlement (ibid., p. 
119). A breach of continuity is also clear in the archaeologi- 
cally investigated habitation sites in Östergötland where early 
Iron Age settlement can rarely be followed into the late Iron 
Age (Hedvall 1995, p. 35).

The archaeological results and the geographical analysis 
show that the spatial organization of the agrarian landscape 
was radically transformed in the late Iron Age, but for the 
period as a whole there is great uncertainty about the locali
zation and appearance of settlement. Some habitation sites 
may have been used continuously while others, as a conse
quence of the structural reorganizations, may have been 
moved to new places within the territory and others may 
have been abandoned. The late Iron Age territory may have 
consisted of a single farm but the structural change may also 
have led to the establishment of villages. The change from 
single farms to villages is assumed to have been completed in 
the late Iron Age and early Middle Ages, when the agrarian 
landscape is also assumed to have acquired the structure that 
is found on the oldest maps (Widgren 1983, pp. 123 ff.).

The moving farm and the lasting village
The geographical landscape analysis proceeds from the pre
served landscape of the stone-lined enclosures with its pe
ripheral location in relation to the central settlement district. 
In contrast, archaeological investigations of Iron Age culture 
in Östergötland have chiefly concerned the central district as 
a consequence of development around the towns of Linköping 
and Norrköping in the central and eastern parts of the prov
ince. As archaeological knowledge of the character of pre
historic habitation sites has grown, excavations in fully tilled 
parts of the landscape have increased radically in recent years.

Linköping, in the central part of the province, is situated 
where land and water routes meet on the west bank of the 
River Stångån. The area has a long prehistory as one of 
Östergötland’s central districts. A large number of recorded 
ancient remains suggests that the area as a whole has had 
continuous settlement at least since the Neolithic. The im
pression of a rich and densely populated area has been rein-
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forced with the investigations in the last few decades on the 
outskirts of the town, where the development of old arable 
land has been very far-reaching.

The vast majority of the archaeological investigations 
around Linköping have concerned the early part of Iron Age, 
and in an analysis of the results, “the moving farm” has been 
proposed as a model for the period (Larsson 1993, p. 119). 
Habitation sites together with cemeteries make up the frame
work of the analysis. The stone walls in the area have mostly 
been ploughed away, with only short surviving sections testi
fying to their former existence. As in the geographical analy
sis, the settlement is assumed to have been based on several 
contemporary single farms located at distances of a few hun
dred metres. The cemeteries were separated from the settle
ment, a few hundred metres from the habitation sites. Varia
tions in the size of the houses, with stalls for more animals in 
long houses and fewer in short houses, are interpreted as a 
sign of a burgeoning social and economic stratification at 
the start of the early Iron Age. In a later phase the old habi
tation sites were abandoned and the moving farm in the Ro
man Iron Age is found at new places. Habitation sites are 
assumed not to have undergone any great change in size in 
the early Iron Age, although intensified social stratification 
can be detected in the graves in the Roman Iron Age, when 
prestige objects were deposited with the dead to a greater 
extent (ibid., pp. 134 f.).

When the bishop’s seat of Linköping in the Middle Ages 
was growing as an ecclesiastic and administrative centre in 
the shadow of the cathedral, the surrounding countryside 
already had a long prehistory. Yet in comparison with an 
increasingly complex picture of early Iron Age society, the 
picture of agrarian society in the Middle Ages and also the 
late Iron Age is strikingly indistinct in the archaeological in
vestigations around the city.

Linköping’s immediate hinterland consists of Sankt Lars 
Parish (fig. 4), with a landscape which until very recently 
was dominated by open arable land on clay soils. Settlement 
comprised ten or so medieval villages concentrated on un
productive land and moraine ridges. Inside the town is the 
parish church, Sankt Lars (Saint Lawrence), whose preserved 
grave monuments from the eleventh century show that a 
wooden church had been built on the site even before the
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Fig. 4. The landscape around the town of Linköping consists of Sankt Lars Parish 
with about ten medieval villages, four of which have been excavated archaeologi- 
cally (from Lindgren-Hertz 1995).

town grew up. In the twelfth century the wooden church was 
replaced by a Romanesque stone church. The early medieval 
village, which probably was close to the church or grew up 
beside a chieftain’s farmstead - if the church was built under 
his patronage - has not been localized.

The parish has been examined in a thorough geographical 
study which shows how knowledge of a limited area can be 
deepened by a combined study of early maps and medieval 
charters. The historical overlay map, supplemented for the 
analysis of settlement history with data from charters and 
cadastres, shows an early form of land use which often had 
its origin in medieval conditions. Place-names on the maps
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show the sites of now completely vanished medieval units, 
and records in the written sources show older units which 
had disappeared without trace at the time when the maps 
were drawn (Borna Ahlkvist and Toliin 1994, pp. 47 ff.).

The villages in Sankt Lars Parish were all fairly small. The 
settlement often lay assembled in geometrically regulated vil
lage sites. Amalgamated villages are attested in documentary 
sources from the early fourteenth century, when it is clearly 
stated that village settlement in some cases consisted of at 
least two farms (ibid., p. 33). Four of the medieval villages in 
the parish have been the subject of archaeological investiga
tion: Tornby, Lilla Ullevi, and Stora Ullevi west of the Stångån, 
and Mörtlösa on the eastern side of the river. While the in
vestigation at Tornby village site was of limited scope and 
did not touch on early remains, the neighbouring villages 
Lilia Ullevi and Stora Ullevi, together with Mörtlösa, have 
given interesting results which contribute to an understand
ing of the settlement situation in the area in the late Iron Age 
and Middle Ages.

The most comprehensive excavations have been conducted 
at the village site of Lilia Ullevi. This village is mentioned for 
the first time in 1339, and at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century it consisted of two farms. Roughly half of the area, 
which was laid out as a village site on a gentle rise in the 
terrain a couple of kilometres north of the town, has been 
excavated. Continuous settlement on the site right up to 
modern times had damaged earlier settlement, and medieval 
remains were completely absent. Features dug into the ground, 
such as hearth pits and a long-house built with a structure of 
roof-bearing posts, were not affected as much by latter-day 
activities. Together with the characteristic Viking Age finds, 
they showed that the village site had been used for the farm’s 
everyday activity during a late phase of the Iron Age. At the 
end of the Iron Age, the settlement on the village site may 
already have consisted of a couple of farms, since the re
mains of an enclosure beside the long-house may have been a 
plot division between two farm units (Stålbom 1993, pp. 
12 f.).

Lilia Ullevi’s neighbouring village, Stora Ullevi, with eleven 
farms, was the biggest village in the parish. Ullevi is men
tioned for the first time in 1303. At the village site of Stora 
Ullevi, where there were more farms, occupation layers from
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the late Iron Age and Middle Ages have accumulated and, 
unlike other investigated villages in the area, they have been 
preserved together with medieval structures. A preliminary 
investigation shows that the settlement on the village site may 
be taken back to the late Iron Age/early Middle Ages and, as 
at Lilia Ullevi, the settlement may be assumed to have con
sisted of several farms already when it was established. The 
orientation of some of the oldest structures suggests further 
that the settlement may already have been regulated when it 
was established, in agreement with the plot division in the 
eighteenth-century maps (Lindeblad, Karlsson, and Nohrstedt 
1995, pp. 13 ff.).

The village of Mörtlösa lay on unproductive land a few 
kilometres from Linköping, on the east side of the Stångån. 
It is mentioned for the first time in 1328 and consisted of six 
farms. Only a small part of the village site has been exca
vated, but this demonstrated that the settlement was estab
lished in the late Iron Age, that is, in the same phase as the 
two Ullevi villages. At that time, at least one post-built house 
was erected on the village site and beside it several other 
structures which, together with a large body of finds, belong 
to the Viking Age/early Middle Ages. The village site, which 
has been severely damaged by continuous occupation and 
modern-day activities, lacked deposits and finds from the high 
and late Middle Ages (Nydolf and Wickman-Nydolf 1996). 
The earliest settlement phase in Mörtlösa was not confined 
to the area that was divided into plots when the village site 
was surveyed in the seventeenth century. The Viking Age/ 
early medieval habitation site extended beyond a ditch mark
ing a plot boundary, continuing out into the seventeenth- 
century arable land. A preliminary investigation has yielded 
examples of post-built houses, ovens, and a large stone-paved 
area immediately beside, but outside the actual village site 
(Lindgren-Hertz 1996).

The assembled archaeological picture of the settlement 
situation in the Linköping area indicates that a radical change 
of settlement pattern took place in the Viking Age/early Mid
dle Ages, with a concentration in the historically known vil
lage sites. The names of the villages are not attested earlier 
than the fourteenth century, and the oldest details of their 
location in the landscape come from the end of the seven
teenth century, when the villages are first depicted in maps.
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In the arable land outside the historical villages, archaeologi
cal investigations have regularly uncovered habitation remains 
with the chronological centre of gravity in the early Iron Age. 
The lack of dispersed habitation sites from the latter part of 
the Iron Age and Middle Ages in these spots in the terrain 
has become very clear as a result of the intensity of investiga
tion in the area. In view of this intensity, is it also striking 
that settlements from the late Iron Age have been found only 
at places which the oldest maps show to be village sites. A 
change in settlement, from early Iron Age dispersed farms to 
concentration on the village site at the end of the Iron Age, 
agrees with what has been suggested in the landscape analy
sis of the stone-lined enclosures and has parallels in Den
mark, where the establishment of villages in their histori
cally known sites in the period from the tenth to the twelfth 
centuries has been studied in detail (Grøngaard Jeppesen 
1981).

The settlement structure in the Linköping area can thus 
be assumed to have changed towards the end of the Iron Age 
and in the early Middle Ages. The change appears to involve 
an establishment of settlement at places which subsequently 
remain as villages until modern times. Furthermore, it looks 
as if the change meant that people moved to completely new, 
hitherto unused parts of the terrain in the late Iron Age. The 
investigated village sites do not show settlement continuity 
back to the early Iron Age, although the period is not diffi
cult to identify and otherwise dominates the area. In the se
lection of new spots in the terrain, people preferred a differ
ent type of land from before. Early Iron Age settlement often 
lies on flat land in present-day arable, while settlement from 
the end of the Iron Age has been found adjoining the islands 
of unproductive terrain which break up the plains and which 
are not suitable for cultivation.

The question of the form of habitation and how this dif
fers from that of earlier periods is crucial for our understand
ing of the meaning of the assumed change in the settlement 
pattern. It is uncertain whether the sites of the historically 
known villages in the Linköping area were first occupied by 
a single farm or whether the settlement on the village site 
already consisted of several farms in the earliest phase. The 
material, however, contains tendencies in all the investigated 
villages which suggest that the village site may have been the
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scene of agglomerated settlement at an early stage. It is also 
an open question whether the settlement on the village site 
was laid out according to a strict plan when it was estab
lished, following a principle of strip distribution, but the 
Linköping material contains hints of a permanent plan. At 
Stora Ullevi the preliminary investigation showed that older 
structures coincided with those of the maps, and at Lilia Ullevi 
and Mörtlösa the early long-houses are oriented so that they 
agree with the orientation of the farm plots on the village 
site when this was marked on maps centuries later (Lindgren- 
Hertz 1995, p. 52).

The establishment of settlement on the village site in the 
Linköping area may thus be assumed to have taken place 
during the final phase of the late Iron Age or in the early 
Middle Ages. As regards the high and late Middle Ages, the 
archaeological material is still silent, although settlement may 
be assumed to have been permanent in the same place in the 
following millennium. During the millennium before the es
tablishment on the village site, on the other hand, early Iron 
Age settlement appears to have been mobile, while settle
ment in the phase of the late Iron Age that preceded the Vi
king Age has scarcely been identified, whether on or outside 
the village site. The development from the dispersed moving 
farms of the early Iron Age to the permanent village thus 
appears to contain more than one break in continuity.

In connection with the establishment of settlement on the 
village site, an interesting category of structure should be 
discussed in this context, since, although it is difficult to ex
plain, it may serve as an example of how other possible in
terpretations than purely practical functional ones can be 
proposed as working hypotheses, with aid of the concept of 
continuity. About 50 metres outside the village site in 
Mörtlösa, one of the investigated villages near Linköping, 
there was a large paved area of cracked and rounded stone 
which belonged to the Viking Age/early medieval phase when 
settlement was established on the village site. The stone pav
ing was roughly 50x25 m, oriented east-west, and on the 
south side it adjoined a small rocky outcrop. The structure 
has not been excavated but a partial exposure showed that 
the occupation layer over the stone contained, among other 
things, unburned animal bones and slag. The animal bones 
come from domesticated animals and, according to a pre-
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liminary assessment, the main species - cattle, sheep/goats, 
pigs, and horses - are all represented.

Parallels to this type of structure are found at a few places 
in Östergötland. In one of the other previously mentioned 
villages near Linköping, Stora Ullevi, a Viking Age/early me
dieval occupation layer with, among other things, 
unburned animal bones and slag, overlay a horizon of fire- 
cracked stones (Lindeblad et al. 1995, pp. 13 f.). Outside the 
town of Norrköping, in eastern Östergötland, at the Viking 
Age farmstead of Borg, which had central functions includ
ing religion, the ground around a cult building was covered 
with a large stone paving. The occupation layer on the pav
ing contained, besides a hundred or so amulet rings, a large 
quantity of unburned animal bones and slag (Nielsen 1996, 
pp. 99 ff., and in this volume). Large stone pavings and oc
cupation layers with unburned animal bones have also been 
observed in arable land just outside the old village sites at 
two or three other places in the province. The location be
side the village site and the preserved unburned bones sug
gest that these pavings also belong the time around the final 
phase of the Iron Age.

Large pavings, characterized by a layer with unburned 
animal bones and sometimes slag and by a location beside 
settlements from the end of the Iron Age, have thus been 
found at different places in Östergötland. The meaning of 
the pavings is unclear. They may have been laid out to pre
pare the ground and drain it as a yard or a foundation for 
houses. As a preliminary working hypothesis, the pavings 
may be assumed to belong a shared tradition concerning how 
a site was supposed to be prepared and maintained, in con
junction with the establishment of a new habitation site and 
the construction of new houses as a consequence of changes 
in the settlement pattern at this time. The large quantity of 
cracked and rounded stone that was used in the pavings was 
probably brought from graves and heaps of cracked stone at 
an older habitation site. Continuity and legitimacy may be 
assumed to have been highly significant when a restructur
ing led to a new settlement within the older habitation site 
territory. The stone was probably not used just because it 
was close at hand; we may assume that it involved a deliber
ate symbolic act in which the link with the older settlement 
and hence with the ancestors was confirmed.
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It is still uncertain to what extent dwelling-houses were 
built on the stone pavings. The combination of occupation 
layers with many animal bones and slag and the location 
outside the village site suggests that other interpretations than 
a foundation for a dwelling-house should be considered for 
this category of structure. None of them has been excavated 
except for the one at Borg, which in many ways - for in
stance, by virtue of the finds - occupies a special position, 
and where a cult building was erected. Significant in this con
text is that the stone paving in Mörtlösa agreed in size and 
also in the east-west orientation with the one at Borg, and 
that both these pavings adjoined a small rocky outcrop to 
the south. A hint of a cultic context is likewise found in the 
biggest village in the Linköping area, Stora Lfllevi, where the 
place-name element -vi indicates that the site was dedicated 
to a deity, in this case the god UH (Ström 1967, p. 78). A 
highly striking find of horse bones placed in a post-hole while 
the meat still held the parts of the skeleton together suggests 
that this village may also contain more than just ordinary 
dwelling-houses (Lindeblad et al. 1995, p. 15). Slag was found 
beside the stone pavings, which means that metalworking, 
with an explicit magico-ritual meaning in Norse mythology, 
may be assumed to belong to the total context surrounding 
this category of structure, although this is still attested only 
at Borg.

It may be hypothesized that the stone pavings were laid 
out in an area within the newly established habitation site 
where there were no dwelling-houses but to which the set
tlers chose to assign a ritual significance, and they reinforced 
this significance by means of the tradition and legitimacy 
deriving from the ancestors’ graves and heaps of cracked 
stone. In this context the animal bones on the pavings may 
represent sacrificial meals, not just at Borg, where the sacri
ficial aspect is obvious. Sacrifices were an important part of 
the pre-Christian cult and took place at different levels - in 
the family, in the local district, in the centre of a larger region 
- in agreement with the power structure of Viking Age soci
ety (Gräslund 1992, p. 132). A fundamental conception as
sociated with sacrificial meals may have been shared by the 
people who constructed the pavings. Besides the general fea
tures, the varying find combinations of the pavings and the 
habitation context may be a reflection of the level at which
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the sacrifice took place. At a central sacrificial site where the 
population of a larger region assembled, the material expres
sion is more obvious than at the family’s or the district’s lo
cal sacrificial sites. The sacrifices, however, must have been 
based on shared basic belief, and characteristic features of 
the material expression may also be expected to recur at sac
rificial sites which represent different levels. According to 
the hypothesis, stone pavings, like animal bones and slag, 
may be material expressions which recur at votive sites. Al
though the link is uncertain, the stone pavings have an ety
mological parallel in the harg (Old Norse hörgr), which means 
a pile of stones and denotes a cult site. The harg is consid
ered to give a hint of a more original form of cult which was 
practised in the open air; only later did the harg come to 
mean a timber building (Ström 1967, p. 78). According to 
the working hypothesis presented here, stone pavings of the 
category considered here may be seen as open-air cubic and 
sacrificial sites, with certain general features expressing fun
damental shared conceptions, while the variation represents 
different levels of society.

Besides the Linköping area, the area around the town of 
Norrköping in eastern Östergötland has also been the sub
ject of considerable archaeological work in recent years. The 
early Iron Age settlement pattern with dispersed single farms 
and associated cemeteries is also seen here. The farms are at 
intervals of a few hundred metres in present-day arable land, 
on patches of unproductive ground which in some cases, but 
not always, were taken over by the later villages (Lindeblad 
and Nielsen 1995, pp. 60 f.).

In the time of change in the late Iron Age it is assumed, on 
the basis of the investigations in the Norrköping area, that a 
power structure was created, whose elitist settings at differ
ent central places show a new territorialization of the land
scape (Lindeblad 1996, p. 61 and in this volume). The con
temporary settlement which can be regarded as common or 
ordinary, that is, which is not directly linked to elitist envi
ronments, stands out less distinctly in the well investigated 
Norrköping area as well. At a few village sites, however, in
vestigations suggest that a similar change of settlement struc
ture, with settlement being established at the site of the his
torically known villages in the late Iron Age, took place in 
the two areas of Östergötland about which we have the best
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archaeological knowledge (Lindgren-Hertz 1993, p. 5; 
Lindeblad 1995, p. 30).

The introductory example of the excavation at Eneby is 
one of the biggest in the Norrköping area, and for that mat
ter in Sweden. Perhaps precisely because of the large scale, it 
is also an investigation which considerably complicates the 
emerging picture of Iron Age society. The early Iron Age iso
lated farm appears, when the investigated area is extended, 
not to be so isolated and the settlement here in this larger 
perspective has a very long continuity until the Middle Ages, 
even outside historically known village locations.

The whole of the extensive early settlement at Eneby was 
on land which later was transformed into the infields of the 
church village of Eneby, which is laid out as unoccupied ar
able and meadow land in the maps from around 1700. There 
are strong reasons for regarding the earlier settlement as the 
predecessor of the village of Eneby, and the village as the heir 
to the earlier settlement. The Law of Östergötland from the 
end of the thirteenth century sheds light on the significance 
of the medieval consciousness of tradition concerning bounda
ries and settlement continuity when, in a passage concerning 
the different legal status of villages, it refers to “villages with 
mounds” as privileged in terms of land law. In the geographi
cal analysis of the landscape of the stone-lined enclosures, it 
has been suggested that the village territory, as is appears in 
the early maps, was created in the late Iron Age when the 
cemetery with its burial mounds was made (Widgren 1983, 
p. 119). The long tradition of the village territory, with con
tinuity back to the Iron Age, has also been suggested to have 
existed in Denmark, and this has recently been confirmed in 
an investigation of the relation between the Viking Age re
source area and medieval villages in southern Sweden 
(Porsmose 1988, pp. 223 ff.; Karlsson 1996). The physical 
boundaries of Eneby’s territory and hence the village’s over
all cognitive landscape can thus be assumed to have been 
largely fixed during the Iron Age. The investigated mobile 
settlement within the village territory of Eneby can thus be 
problematized and be regarded as the possible “wandering” 
predecessor of the church village. Conversely, the village can 
be problematized and explained as the heir of the earlier set
tlement when the large scale of the material at Eneby offers 
the opportunity to consider a large section of the landscape 
of the village’s territory in a long temporal perspective.
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As a concluding illumination of the considerable poten
tial knowledge to be derived from large-scale investigations 
in arable land, shedding light on tradition and variation 
through time within a limited section of the landscape, I 
choose here to look at the Eneby that we see in the transition 
phase between the Iron Age and the Middle Ages.

The picture of Eneby at this time is partly changed but 
still recognizable in a comparison with the picture painted 
by the maps around 1700 (fig. 5, see also fig. 2). Where vil
lage settlement is assembled on the map, at a place where 
two roads meet up on the ridge, in the border zone between 
outlands and infields, land for the new burial ground has 
been separated from other land use and the stone church has 
stood on its site at least since the twelfth century (Borelius 
1952, pp. 317 ff.). It is not known whether the church was 
preceded by a wooden church in the eleventh century. A cou
ple of rune-stones which were found during restoration work 
in the church indicate that the immediate vicinity and the 
crossroads up on the crest of the ridge were of significance at 
least from the end of the Iron Age. Our current knowledge of 
the settlement pattern in this phase lets us suspect that the 
village site was occupied at the latest during this period. Since 
the village core was not touched on by the excavation, this 
remains an assumption. On the presbytery plot, however, 
there was one of the biggest post-built houses found by the 
excavation, oriented in accordance with the division of the 
village into plots and along the road from the ridge down 
towards Motala Ström. As a settlement site the presbytery 
plot already had a long tradition. Houses had been built here 
in the Vendel Period and as early as the Migration Period; 
the many successive houses indicate the special position of 
the place. Beginning in the Migration Period there also seems 
to be a tendency for other parts of the settlement to be ori
ented towards the village site. Not all the farms were af
fected by this movement, however, since a number of houses 
are still located in the middle of the arable land.

The area north of the village which was outland in the 
seventeenth century may be presumed to have been outland 
also during the transition phase between the Iron Age and 
the Middle Ages. The church and the burial ground, rune- 
stones, the houses on the presbytery plot, and probably also 
the village are all located in a border zone between infields
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Fig. 5.
Eneby in 1698. 
The settlement 
lies assembled 
around the 
church in the bor
der zone between 
outlands and in
fields. Drawn by 
Elisabeth Essen.

and outlands which also recurs on the maps. According to 
the geographical analysis of settlement development in the 
landscape of the stone-lined enclosures, this placing might 
suggest that the habitation site kept to an older location in 
close contact with both infields and outlands and did not 
move towards the centre of the cultivated land, but here as in 
other respects the process in Eneby is complicated. Large parts 
of the early settlement in Eneby have a very central position 
in relation to the cultivated land, and it is rather the later 
settlement that tends to orient itself towards the border zone 
between outlands and infields, although the movement does 
not comprise all the farms.

If we look finally at the area that makes up the centre of 
the cultivated land and which is laid out as unoccupied in
fields in the seventeenth century, the agreement with the map 
ceases and the picture of the two periods diverges. In the 
transition phase between the Iron Age and the Middle Ages,
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settlement is still in its traditional place in the land that was 
later transformed into arable, in places where, with a certain 
degree of mobility and variation, it existed for a very long 
time. One house here is a hall building of distinctive 
“Trelleborg” type and the first of its kind discovered in 
Östergötland. Houses of a type corresponding to the Eneby 
hall building have begun to appear as a result of investiga
tions of village sites in southern Sweden and are viewed as 
magnates’ farms, with a connection to the oldest churches 
(Larsson 1995, p. 60). Eneby’s hall building does not adjoin 
any historical village site and the distance from the church 
does not make a direct connection plausible. On the other 
hand, the house did have a very central location in relation 
to the cultivated land. It stood on the boundary between the 
two fields that Eneby cropped in two courses in the seven
teenth century and with an orientation that closely follows 
the boundary between these two fields. At the same time, the 
house is in a spot within the excavated area where several 
houses had been concentrated in the late Bronze Age and 
where one of the biggest long-houses from the Roman Iron 
Age was built, and also later a Migration Period house. It is 
probable that the localization, both in relation to the earlier 
settlement and in relation to the later layout of the cultural 
landscape, is significant for our understanding of Eneby’s hall 
building, while at the same time this must also be seen in the 
light of the cultural context that the house type in itself con
stitutes. In the same way, the relation between the localiza
tion in the landscape, the significance of the place through 
time, and the cultural meaning may be assumed to be crucial 
for our understanding of most of the phenomena which we 
encounter in the scanty material from arable land, as dim 
reflections of medieval and late Iron Age society.

Conclusion
This article has dealt with Iron Age settlement as variations 
on the theme of farm and landscape using a subjective selec
tion of archaeological and geographical investigations. With 
the aim of finding contexts on the basis of which the often 
fragmentarily preserved remains of medieval and late Iron 
Age agrarian society can be problematized and understood, 
a long temporal perspective has been used thematically in an

68



Farm and Landscape

effort to see farm and landscape in the light of the polar con
cepts of custom and change, or if you like continuity-discon
tinuity/tradition-innovation. Despite deep roots in prehistoric 
society and continuity with the historical villages, late Iron 
Age and medieval agrarian society contains many phenom
ena which signal variation and change. This dynamic, to
gether with the tenacious structures, may be assumed to have 
been of crucial importance for the practical shape of every
day life as well as for the conceptual world of the day. The 
subject is huge and the aim here has been to formulate prob
lems, not conclusions. A chronological summary of the as
pects of farm and landscape treated in the article is perhaps 
nevertheless in order.

During the early Iron Age the single farm is seen as the 
base unit of settlement both in the geographical analysis of 
the region of stone-lined enclosures and in the archaeologi
cal investigations in fully tilled country. The location of set
tlement in the broken landscape type where the stone walls 
were built has been associated with the boundary between 
arable land and moraine areas. Settlement here has chiefly 
been identified through surface surveys of habitation loca
tions. The archaeologically investigated settlement from the 
early Iron Age lies mainly in present-day arable land.

In the geographical analysis the network of stone-lined 
enclosures is seen in a certain sense as a frozen chronological 
phase with the centre of gravity in the Roman Iron Age. Sin
gle farms lie scattered in the landscape on the boundary be
tween infields and outland, but although the settlement not 
was agglomerated, it is assumed to have formed large com
plexes and been part of a village-like social organization. The 
graves have partly the same border location but are also found 
further from the settlement scattered in the outlands. The 
big infields were used mainly as meadow land, while the ar
able accounted for only a small part. Livestock were allowed 
to graze freely in the outlands.

The archaeological investigations have a larger chrono
logical span. The dynamic which is seen in the longer tempo
ral perspective in the relation between the farm and the land
scape has meant that the moving farm has been proposed as 
a model for a mobile settlement structure in the early Iron 
Age. The mobility also made the farm’s orientation in the 
landscape changeable, and the varied content of the places
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has left material impressions in the form of superimposed 
layers.

If the early part of the Iron Age is easy to identify in ar
chaeological investigations and in the well-preserved fossil 
cultural landscape of the stone-lined enclosures, there is 
greater uncertainty as regards later periods. In the geographi
cal landscape analysis it has been suggested that the spatial 
organization of the agrarian landscape changed radically in 
the late Iron Age. The large complexes of stone walls were 
split up and at the same time the settlement moved in to
wards the centre of the cultivated land. A spatial connection 
between the historical villages and the late Iron Age cemeter
ies suggests that the historically known village territories were 
created when the larger complexes of stone-lined enclosures 
were broken up. The consequence is a breach in the site con
tinuity of settlement, which is also clear at the archaeologi- 
cally investigated sites where early Iron Age settlement can 
rarely be followed up until the late Iron Age. There is great 
uncertainty also about the localization of settlement and its 
appearance in the late Iron Age.

The assembled archaeological picture of the settlement 
situation in the well-investigated Linköping area, in central 
Östergötland, indicates radical changes in the settlement pat
tern at the end of the late Iron Age and in the early Middle 
Ages. In the arable land outside the historical villages, settle
ment from the early Iron Age is found regularly while settle
ment from the late Iron Age/early Middle Ages has not been 
identified in this terrain. The later settlement appears instead 
to have moved to new, hitherto unused spots in the terrain in 
small areas of unproductive land. In the locations that were 
now established, the settlement, to all appearances, stayed in 
place as permanent villages for the next thousand years. It is 
uncertain whether the site of the later village was first occu
pied by a single farm or if the settlement already when it was 
established consisted of several farms which had moved to
gether. The archaeological material from the Linköping area 
nevertheless contains tendencies which suggest that the vil
lage site may have been the scene of agglomerated settlement 
early on, and hints of a permanent plan are found. In the 
Norrköping area, in eastern Östergötland, investigations at 
a couple of village sites indicate a similar change of the set
tlement pattern with the establishment of settlement at the 
site of the historically known village.
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The large-scale archaeological excavation at Eneby, out
side Norrköping, complicates the emerging picture of Iron 
Age society. In the larger perspective which only becomes 
possible when the investigated area is extended, the settle
ment may be problematized and understood in a new way. 
The large early settlement can be treated as a predecessor of 
the later village in whose territory it was localized, and the 
village may be regarded as the heir of the earlier settlement. 
Depending on the scale, the breach in continuity between 
early Iron Age single farms and late Iron Age settlement is 
not unambiguous, nor is the movement in towards the cen
tre of the cultivated land or the concentration of settlement 
on the later village site. These phenomena are probably rel
evant in the dynamic relation between the farm and the land
scape, but it is just as probable that our view must be quali
fied and deepened for an understanding in a broader cultural 
sense of the multifaceted settlement of the late Iron Age and 
Middle Ages.
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Building Stone as 
Archaeological Source Material
Barbro Sundnér

S
weden has many different types of rock which have 
been suitable for quarrying and working for use as 
building stone, sculptures, and ornaments. Builders 
did not always necessarily choose the stone that was 
closest to the building site. There may be numerous and com

plex reasons for the choice of a particular stone. Some types 
of stone were transported a long way, even though there 
was stone closer at hand, while others were used only dur
ing certain periods. Stone can thus serve as a clue to dating. 
It can also give hints about the motives and ideology of the 
builders, the techniques and organization of the craftsmen, 
and so on. Stone should therefore be regarded as a type of 
archaeological source material, with the identification of rock 
species and quarries being of crucial significance. The use of 
a long temporal perspective allows certain phenomena to 
appear more clearly than would be possible with a short 
period. In this article I shall present a few examples of how 
some kinds of rock were used in Swedish buildings, from 
the oldest stone churches built at the end of the eleventh 
century to the buildings of industrial society around 1940.

The background to this presentation is a survey of Swed
ish buildings from 1000 to 1940 with worked stone that is 
visible on the exterior. The inventory was compiled at the 
behest of the Central Board of National Antiquities in col
laboration with the county museums and county adminis
trations, as part of the investigation of damage to the stone 
[Natursten i byggnader 1993-97). Geologists have identi
fied the rock species of all building stone and also drawn up 
an inventory of the quarries that are assumed to have pro
vided stone for building purposes.

The survey is of a general nature; it has not sought to 
arrive at any more precise datings of buildings and stone 
details than the following broad periods: 1000-1300, 1300-
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1550, 1550-1650, 1650-1750, 1750-1860, 1860-1910, 
1910-1940. As a rule, however, the datings are specified at 
least to a particular century in the earliest periods, while in 
the most recent periods we often know the exact year of 
construction. No attempt has been made to study interior 
stone or stone that is concealed by plaster or paint. Moreo
ver, the survey includes only surviving buildings and ruins. 
Despite this, the results of the survey show tendencies which 
ought to be relevant for continued and extended studies. A 
more detailed presentation may be found in the series 
Natursten i byggnader, with an English summary in the vol
ume Stenen i tiden.

Quarries
The stone used in Swedish buildings may be classified into 
21 different types of limestone, 15 types of sandstone, as 
well as soapstone, schist, and several types of crystalline base
ment. In addition, some stone was imported from Germany, 
as well as a few objects from England, Scotland, and Italy. 
Most of the quarries are in the south of the country (fig. 1).

Some quarries are no longer visible in the terrain; their 
existence is presumed on the basis of the occurrence of the 
stone in the buildings and places with outcropping rock, for 
example, Köpinge sandstone in Skåne. Not all the stone was 
quarried from solid rock; some of it may have been found as 
stray blocks deposited by the ice, for example, the type re
ferred to here as Mälaren/Roslagen/Gävle sandstone.

A quarry comes into being as soon as stone has been quar
ried from solid rock. Some types of sandstone are found only 
in isolated details in a single building in the vicinity of the 
quarry. This means that many quarries need not have pro
vided any large quantities of stone. The quarries registered 
by the survey are only those which are localized and known 
through written geological sources or which have been vis
ited as part of the survey. Most of them have presumably 
been used in modern times, when they must have produced 
larger quantities of stone. We may therefore assume that there 
is a large number of medieval quarries which have not been 
included in the survey. On the other hand, all the existing 
medieval rock types - except one (Lingulid sandstone from 
Östergötland) - are represented in the quarries. The quarries
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Fig. 1. Quarries for building stone 
in Sweden. Map by Stig Englund, 
Fornsalen Data, Visby.
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thus show where stone could be quarried and consequently 
give an indication about the areas that provided stone.

Not all stone, however, was used as building stone. Lime
stone, for example, has also been used for sugar refining and 
as agricultural lime in modern times. In addition, it has been 
used to produce lime mortar and whitewash. To determine 
which quarries were used for which purpose would require 
examining archival sources and conducting more detailed 
analyses of the quality of the stone.

The way the stone was quarried and worked depends in 
large measure on the nature of the rock. In Ordovician lime
stone, for example, which is the most common type of lime
stone, there are horizontal bedding planes of clay which serve 
as natural lines of weakness along which it is easy to detach 
the beds of limestone. The thickness of the beds is decisive 
for the choice of where to quarry the stone and what pur
pose to use it for. In Skåne there are examples to show that 
builders accepted very thin beds - as little as 3-5 cm - of 
Komstad limestone in medieval masonry. In other rocks, such 
as Höör sandstone, the bedding planes are not as distinct, 
which makes it more difficult to quarry. In addition, the 
quality of the stone varies as regards the ease of working 
and the resistance to weathering, both within one and the 
same quarry and from one location to another. Höör sand
stone, for example, shows large variations in quality. The 
softer building stone covers a harder layer which was quar
ried on a large scale to make millstones in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. The formerly important building 
stone was then discarded as waste.

Some rocks have to lie in the air for a time to dry before 
they can be worked; examples are Gotland sandstone, 
Ignaberga limestone, Dan limestone, chalk, and tufa. All these 
types of stone are soft and easily worked. Tufa, which is 
formed in running spring water, is moreover a very light
weight stone, so it was used to build vaults, but only in the 
very early Middle Ages. Because of its high porosity, it was 
not suitable for sculptures and ornaments.

Broadly speaking, quarrying methods do not appear to 
have undergone any major changes from antiquity until in
dustrialization (T. Andersson 1993, pp. 35 f.). However, since 
we have not yet examined any quarries, we do not know 
what is characteristic of different periods or perhaps specific
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to certain kinds of rock. Nor do we know very much about 
the organization of quarrying in different periods. Some in
formation may be nevertheless gained from written sources 
from the sixteenth century and later, and early maps may 
provide useful data. The literature has most to say about the 
periods of large-scale industrial quarrying in the nineteenth 
century (e.g. Elgeskog and Asklund 1955; Julin 1963; Storm
1990).

Most quarries are now closed. They are a rich potential 
source of information about early quarrying techniques and 
the organization of quarrying in various periods. The only 
certainly known trace of medieval quarrying found hitherto 
is a quarry in Gotland (Dacker by Bro) where a detail of a 
sculpture was left in the quarry. This suggests that finished 
details could be produced at the quarry. We do not know 
how common this was. Nor do we know how quarrying 
techniques and organization changed from period to period. 
We may assume, however, that medieval quarrying was 
largely done near the surface, in contrast to industrial quar
rying, where it was often the deeper layers that were attrac
tive. Apart from the actual quarry, there is therefore a seri
ous risk that other remains which were important for quar
rying work have already been lost.

Chronological changes
Most rocks are only available locally in certain areas. By 
identifying the stone in the buildings, it is thus possible to 
localize the quarrying sites. By and large, it was primarily 
local stone that was used. Yet there are also examples of a 
large spread of certain types of rock in both time and place. 
Some rocks were used only in the oldest churches while oth
ers were not quarried until the end of the nineteenth century 
(table 1). Some disappeared for a few centuries and then 
came into use again.

There may have been several different reasons for the 
choice of a particular kind of stone. Transporting stone has 
always been a costly and labour-intensive process which peo
ple no doubt tried to avoid. We therefore find that the rough- 
quarried stone, which did not require any working, was as a 
rule taken from the closest available deposits. But as soon as 
the builders needed any more carefully worked stone, such
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ROCK TYPE 1000-1300 1300-1550 1550-1650 1650-1750 1750-1860
Tufa
Köpinge
Lingulid, Östergötland 
Chalk
Dan
Kalmarsund 9 2 1 2 14
NV skånsk IS 9 v:ti:S7: 1 27
Marble. Södermanland 4 1 2 3 10
Soapstone 5 2 i 9 22
Marble. Vattholma 2 3 2 * 34
Kinnekulle 5 25 47 59 374 104 618
Kornstad 34 1 4 2 14 19 9 83
Västergötland 13 3 5 14 67 46 150
Borghamn 13 1 : 2 2? 93 9 154
Yxhult 14 10 67 1614 438 2167
Oland 33 45 180 215 80 659
Östergötland 46 14 20 35 81 56 282
Gotland limestone 494 175 19 246 53 1004
Gotland sandstone 58 19 167 323 166 374 109 1216
Lingulid, Närke 9 16 17 7 56
Lingulid, Västergötland 88 8 35 53 2 197
Mäl/Rosl/Gävle 25 7 178 277 49 776
Crystalline basement 52 9 141 2042 2450 4773
Höör 45 7 i 13 18 1 88
Marble, other 5 2 10 28 18 64
Vättern 25 8 17 19 120 22 211
Öved 4 1 1 13 202 22 243
Ignaberga 8 1 10 22 175 216
Brunflo 2 3 22 51 78
Hardeberga 2 2 4 8
Other, limestone 1 4 17 22
Other, sandstone 1 2 3
Marble. Kolmården 1 7 24 17 44 93
Germany 1 6 56 8 71
Älvdalen 2 6 8
Marble. Eketorp 1 42 30 73
Schist 7 3 21 31
Billingen 2 104 53 159
England 6 5 11
Scotland 11 11
Marble. Mölnbo 97 32 129
Orsa 1 83 4 88
Travertine 2 2
Total 1028 292 398 814 1089 6362 3899 13882

1860-1910 1910-1940 Totalt

Table 1. The chronology of building stone. Limestones are underlined, sandstones 
in roman lettering, other types in italics and crystalline basement in bold face. The 
figures refer to the number of objects. Where datings are doubtful there is no 
hatching.
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as ashlar or sculptural stone, it had to be of a certain quality 
which was available in sufficiently thick beds, sufficiently 
homogeneous not to split, and workable with the available 
methods. Stone of this kind may therefore have been trans
ported over long distances. The colour of the stone may also 
have been an important criterion for the choice of a particu
lar type.

Besides these technical prerequisites, the stone had to be 
available to the person who commissioned the building. We 
know, for example, that the king owned some quarries in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and the situation 
was probably the same in the Middle Ages. When stone had 
to be transported, waterways were always the most suitable 
routes. When this was not possible, however, transport could 
also be undertaken by road. The construction of railways 
from the mid nineteenth century onwards provided new op
portunities to transport stone over long distances. Some types 
of stone, such as Yxhult limestone from Närke, were to be 
spread over the whole country. The big quarrying compa
nies built their own railways to facilitate the distribution of 
the stone.

The many different kinds of rock which could be quar
ried and worked also vary as regards the technical condi
tions. Some rocks required a complicated technique while 
others were easier to quarry and shape into ashlars or to 
sculpt. Here the knowledge of the craftsmen may have been 
decisive for the choice of stone. Another factor, however, 
may have been how much stress was laid on careful dressing 
in relation to quicker and simpler working. The choice of 
stone could also depend on an idea - the rock itself as a 
symbol - as is particularly clear from the debate that was 
conducted in the nineteenth century.

Stone as building material was mainly used in buildings 
which symbolize both divine and secular power: churches 
and castles. Dwelling houses built of stone - and also brick - 
were reserved for the nobility, the clergy, and the rich burgh
ers in the towns. It was not until industrialization and the 
expansion of the towns that stone houses began to be built 
on a large scale. Even then, however, the visible worked natu
ral stone was mainly reserved for fashionable houses and 
public buildings.
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Medieval church-building
The oldest stone churches from the time around 1100 were 
as a rule built of unworked fieldstone from the vicinity, of
ten of rather small stones laid in regular courses. In lime
stone areas, however, rough-quarried limestone seems to have 
replaced fieldstone. Limestone, usually Ordovician, is easy 
to quarry in more or less thin layers. The oldest churches 
rarely had worked details such as socles, windows, and door 
surrounds. The greatest expenditure of labour was probably 
needed to produce the lime mortar.

There are exceptions, however. Ashlar was chosen to build 
the crypt of Lund Cathedral in the 1080s (Cinthio 1990). 
The stone is so well cut that no joins are visible. Ordovician 
limestone was available just outside Lund, but this was not 
chosen; instead more easily worked stone was brought, some 
from north-west Skåne (North-west Scanian sandstone) and 
some from the south-east of the province (Köpinge sand
stone), despite the long transports. When the construction 
of the cathedral was continued, large quantities of sandstone 
were brought from central Skåne (the Höör area). This stone 
is harder to work and also requires a more complicated quar
rying technique, but it is much more durable. For example, 
the outer masonry of the cathedral, of Höör sandstone, is 
much better preserved than the inner walls of the crypt, which 
are of Köpinge and North-west Scanian sandstone (Löfvendal 
and Sundnér manuscript). A conceivable reason for the 
change of stone may have been that the stonemasons had 
developed their techniques for working the harder Höör sand
stone, perhaps because they had acquired better tools.

From the mid twelfth century it became increasingly com
mon to use worked stone, chiefly for door surrounds, but 
also as ashlar. Now the builders had to choose stone that 
was suitable for the purpose. It was not always the closest 
stone that could be used. In Skåne, the Swedish province 
with the largest number of rock species in a small area, we 
nevertheless see that it was primarily the local stone that 
was used (Sundnér 1997). But we also see that there was a 
greater spread of one kind of rock, Höör sandstone. This 
may be because there was a central organization for quarry
ing and working, which may also be connected with the 
ownership of the quarries and the commissioner’s wishes.
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If we look at the country as a whole, we find a clear re
gional use of the different limestones and sandstones in the 
Early Middle Ages. The only type of stone that spread be
yond its own region was Gotland limestone. It is found in 
three doorways in Skåne, one in Öland (which actually has 
plenty of suitable limestone of its own), and a detail in St 
Mary’s Church in Sigtuna. The examples in Skåne give the 
impression that the doorways were constructed to suit pre
fabricated Gotland stones, rather than the stones being 
worked to fit an existing design (Sundnér 1997). Otherwise, 
Gotland limestone (and also some sandstone) was mainly 
spread as baptismal fonts throughout the southern Baltic area 
(Landen 1993). This is also the kind of rock that occurs most 
frequently in the period 1000-1300 (table 1). It should be 
pointed out, however, that virtually all the medieval churches 
of Gotland are preserved, in contrast to other areas where 
the churches underwent extensive renovation and demoli
tion in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Although certain areas have suitable and available stone 
for working, it was not always used to any great extent. In 
Jämtland, local limestone was quarried for the medieval tower 
of Brunflo church, but we do not at present know of any 
more medieval buildings with Brunflo limestone. In the same 
province there is soapstone which should have been possible 
to use. Soapstone also occurs in other parts of the country, 
but it is only represented in occasional details in some church 
doorways in Bohuslän and Uppland (besides baptismal fonts). 
Granite is available in many places, but it was only used in 
some areas as worked stone. (Granite, like other types of 
crystalline basement, has not been geologically classified into 
specific types, so it is not possible to identify quarrying sites.)

Brick replaces ashlar
At the end of the thirteenth century, brick to some extent 
replaced worked natural stone in window and door 
surrounds, and we see a decline in the use of ashlar. Brick 
thus appears to have taken over the role of ashlar. The 
production of brick required an extensive organization which 
can to some extent be compared to the manufacture of ashlar. 
There was still, however, intensive production of limestone 
in Gotland, where many churches were extended with ashlar
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chancels and west towers, and given richly sculpted doorways, 
mainly of local limestone. It appears as if the stonemason’s 
craft was wholly concentrated in the island, where it ceased 
in the mid fourteenth century. There was also, however, large- 
scale production of ashlar from Lingulid sandstone from Väs
tergötland for the construction of Skara Cathedral in the first 
half of the fourteenth century. After that it was virtually only 
Östergötland, with Linköping Cathedral and the church of 
Vadstena Convent, which had any large-scale production of 
ashlar, represented by the Ordovician limestone from the 
Vättern area in Östergötland (cf. Gardelin in this volume).

Apart from church construction in the Linköping district, 
it looks as if the production of ashlar largely ceased from the 
end of the fourteenth century until late in the sixteenth cen
tury. Instead, builders used fieldstone of fairly large format, 
which was laid in uneven courses, often concealed behind 
plaster. Once again, ornament was rare. The stone that was 
left exposed was brick, which was now produced on a large 
scale. Brick was used above all in the new town churches, in 
the monasteries of the mendicant orders, in castles, and for 
some dwelling houses in the towns. Brick involved a new 
way of building. A brick is a modular unit which is easy to 
combine and vary, besides which it is easy to handle. Build
ing became rational and presumably efficient. Yet produc
tion had to be planned and organized. Moreover, the raw 
material - clay - had to be available.

This change in building material and building technique 
is tricky to date, since late medieval buildings generally lack 
stylistic dating elements. Some minor details, however, such 
as tracery windows, socles, inscription tablets, and the like 
are dated to the fifteenth century. They represent different 
kinds of rock from different parts of the country, but it was 
mostly local stone that was used. Some Gotland limestone 
also came to the mainland as inscription tablets in Västerås 
Cathedral and rose windows in Uppsala Cathedral. In addi
tion, there are probably a number of fixtures, fonts, funereal 
monuments, and the like which may belong to this period, 
but not in any great quantity, which suggests that there was 
no large-scale quarrying. This means that we can assume 
that there were only one or two quarries in operation in the 
fifteenth century, both of them used for buildings in Öster
götland.
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Because of the decline in the use of worked natural stone 
which is visible, there are good chances here of doing more 
detailed studies. A supplementary analysis of stone fixtures 
from the period may give a clearer picture of the situation in 
this period.

Building for the king
Towards the mid sixteenth century, natural stone was once 
again used on a large scale for the royal castles in Vadstena, 
Kalmar, and Öland, where the local limestones were quar
ried on a large scale. In Denmark, too, the royal castles re
quired huge quantities of stone (Kirkeby 1995). Stonema
sons and architects were brought from Germany and Hol
land (Axel-Nilsson 1950; Kirkeby 1995). From this time we 
also gain insight into how the Crown used the stone. The 
stone that was to predominate, chiefly for sculptured details 
and doorway ornaments, in both Sweden and Denmark, was 
Gotland limestone, which can be found at the south tip of 
the island. The stone is homogeneous, porous, and fine
grained, and was therefore especially suitable for sculptures 
and ornaments. In addition, it was easy to transport by boat. 
As long as Gotland belonged to Denmark, the Danish king 
could obtain stone for his castles from the island (Cedergren
1991). He could also give other people his permission to use 
the stone. The king also owned quarries in the Helsingborg 
area (North-west Scanian sandstone, Kane. Brevb. 1898) - 
the same stone that was used in the oldest walls of Lund 
Cathedral. Both types of stone are easily worked for sculp
tures and ornaments, but they are also sensitive to weather
ing, although the builders do not appear to have worried 
about this. One reason for this may be that most sculpted 
stone was painted, which gave it some protection. Despite 
the large-scale production of North-west Scanian sandstone, 
it was Gotland sandstone that was most attractive even in 
the buildings of Skåne, chiefly the castles, in this period 
(.Natursten i byggnader, Malmöhus och Kristianstads län
1994).

Unlike previous periods, we now see a strong central con
trol of stone production. Large quantities of sandstone were 
shipped from Gotland, but it was virtually never used for 
buildings on the island after 1350. There was no longer any
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need for new stone houses; no castles were built, and church
building had ceased. Gotland limestone was no longer so 
attractive, at least not for the sculptures and ornaments that 
were now primarily needed.

The quarrying of Gotland sandstone culminated in the 
seventeenth century, when there was intensive working con
centrated in Stockholm, with the stonemasons’ office that 
was established there. The master stonemasons were above 
all Germans, but also Dutchmen, who settled in Stockholm. 
Gotland sandstone was shipped here to be worked and then 
transported to various parts of Sweden. The largest quantity 
of stone details, however, ended up in Stockholm and the 
Mälaren area, where the largest castles and noble sepulchral 
chapels were built. In Stockholm, the capital of the king
dom, the Age of Greatness called for richly ornate details for 
the many new public buildings. The local sandstone from 
the Mälaren area was also used to a large extent. Germans 
also settled in the Kalmar area, where a separate stonema
sons’ office was later established (Axel-Nilsson 1950). Öland 
limestone became attractive for ornaments but was used 
chiefly for floors and stairs. Both Gotland and Öland lime
stone were presumably also used in large quantities for the 
production of lime mortar.

Despite the monopoly of the stonemasons’ office, indi
vidual stonemasons could work here and there. One exam
ple was Simon Hack in Dalarna, who cut large doorways of 
a local limestone for the churches in Leksand and Rättvik.

Soldiers, geologists, architects
In the eighteenth century, plastered brick was the most com
mon type of faęade in stone buildings. Natural stone was 
still used, however, for small details such as inscriptions and 
armorial tablets and simple doorway ornaments. In some 
cases, new kinds of rock were chosen for individual building 
projects. To build the castle of Övedskloster, the nearby red 
Öved sandstone was quarried (1753-1775). This rock had 
previously only been used for solitary stones in early medi
eval churches, but then it had generally been in the form of 
fieldstone (Sundnér 1997). Yet although a rich supply of sand
stone was discovered at Öved, more than a hundred years
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were to pass before it was quarried once again for building 
purposes. In the intervening years it had partly been used for 
the manufacture of whetstones (Natursten i byggnader, 
Malmöhus och Kristianstads län 1994, pp. 22 f.).

Building with stones was developed on a large scale in the 
1770s by the military engineers based in Karlskrona. The 
first detailed handbook on building was written by an army 
officer, Carl Stål, in 1834. With the gigantic construction 
project of the Trollhättan and Göta canals (1800-1832), a 
great need was created for qualified stonemasons and engi
neers who could handle large quantities of stone. In 1816 
the Göta Canal was granted a monopoly on limestone quar
rying at Borghamn on the eastern shore of Vättern. Later, 
however, the state reclaimed ownership, and the Borghamn 
limestone could be used to build the fortress of Karlsborg in 
the 1840s (Ringbom 1987, pp. 28 f.).

In the nineteenth century a lively debate began about the 
ideology of restoration. It was in large measure a question 
of manifesting the history of one’s own country (cf. Kåring 
1992, pp. 227 ff.). Building material became an important 
element in this discussion. Medievhl material and architec
ture became highly desirable for many restoration architects. 
Rocks which had long been out of use were in demand once 
again. To restore Lund Cathedral, for example, new stone 
from the Höör area was quarried. Yet many new kinds of 
material were also developed. Cement brought new possi
bilities, including the potential to replace natural stone, both 
in faęades imitating ashlar and in ornate sculptural elements.

Both architects and geologists advocated genuine mate
rial in combination with a national style (Ringbom 1987, 
pp. 46 ff.). The aim was to emphasize indigenous stone, some
times also local stone. For example, Öved sandstone from 
Skåne was chosen for the head office of Skånska Banken in 
Stockholm (fig. 2), and Yxhult limestone from Närke for the 
Stockholm branch of Örebro Enskilda Bank, since Örebro is 
the provincial capital of Närke. Several new types of rock 
were used (table 1). The pluralistic Swedish attitude to build
ing material distinguished Sweden from Norway and Fin
land. Not only did Sweden have a greater variety of rock 
types, which had moreover been used since the Middle Ages; 
another reason, according to Ringbom (1987, p. 47), was

85



Barbro Sundnér

Fig. 2. Skånebanken in Stockholm, built in 1897-1900 of Öved 
sandstone from Skåne. Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg, 1996. Riks
antikvarieämbetet.
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that Swedish architects were better trained and more trav
elled than their Norwegian and Finnish colleagues.

Granite was also discovered. Granite had previously been 
used only in exceptional cases for small details such as socles 
and the occasional doorway, but it had probably not been 
quarried to any great extent. (An exception is Nydala mon
astery church, which was built of ashlar of both granite and 
gneiss. No geological investigation of the rock types has been 
undertaken as yet.) The first large quarries in Bohuslän and 
Blekinge were used primarily for exports to Germany, mostly 
for cobbling streets (Ringbom 1987, p. 29). It was only when 
architects and geologists made study trips to Scotland that 
the potential of granite for building was discovered. Its good 
resistance to weathering damage was emphasized (Ringbom 
1987, pp. 52 ff.). The great expansion of granite in build
ings, however, did not come until the start of the twentieth 
century. It is only then that we see how other kinds of rock 
increasingly gave way to granite (table 1). The industrial 
development of quarrying and stone-cutting was a contribu
tory factor. Other quarries also developed mechanical pro
duction with the aid of steam-powered saws. It was these 
quarries that were able to spread stone to all parts of the 
country, with the aid of the railways. Yxhult limestone in 
Närke, for instance, is represented in virtually every Swedish 
town; before 1900 it was the stone with the widest distribu
tion in the country.

Building techniques
Unlike the medieval ashlar technique, ashlar in later build
ings was mainly used to face walls. Medieval ashlar was much 
thicker and had to be laid in horizontal layers. The later ash
lar was often thinner and was attached by iron braces to an 
underlying brick wall (K. Andersson 1993). The stones were 
therefore often set vertically, which could lead to greater 
weathering damage. One also finds a greater mixture of dif
ferent qualities of stone in the same wall. The National Mu
seum in Stockholm, built in the 1850s of Borghamn lime
stone, was showing extensive damage by the end of the cen
tury. This was largely because poor stone had been selected 
in the quarry, and for some details no regard had been taken
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of the cleaving surfaces of the stone. The reason was inad
equate knowledge, since most of the workers in the quarry 
were convicts in penal servitude who had no genuine knowl
edge of handling stone (Julin 1963, p. 142). This lack of 
knowledge may be seen as a defect in the planning, in which 
the finished design was seen as more important than regard 
for the potential of the material.

Knowledge about stone, both the quarrying and the work
ing, appears to have been greatest in the Middle Ages. From 
having used poorer quality (from the point of view of weath
ering) in the oldest walls of Lund Cathedral, there was an 
early change to a more resistant stone, even though it was 
harder to work. Some of the rejected stone was used again in 
the royal buildings of the sixteenth century. In the following 
centuries too, it seems to have been the look of the stone and 
its easy workability for sculptures and monuments that were 
the most important criteria for the choice of stone. It was 
not until around 1900 that people began to discuss the dura
bility of stone and switch to weather-resistant granite. At 
that time, however, it was not the stonemasons who decided 
which stone to choose. In the past the stonemasons had of
ten been the architects as well. Their knowledge must have 
guided the choice of stone.

We gain the impression that the stonemasons who worked 
on the construction of the early medieval churches vanished. 
Stonemasons are generally supposed to have belonged to the 
masons’ lodges attached to major construction projects and 
therefore moved from one project to another (cf. Lagerlöf 
1975, pp. 36 ff.; Svanberg 1983, pp. 77 ff.; Binding 1993, 
pp. 101 ff.). In many of the big cathedrals, for instance in 
Germany and France, building continued even in the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries, which meant that there was a need 
for a fixed masons’ lodge. This does not appear to have been 
the case in Sweden. When the craft was resumed on a large 
scale in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Sweden had 
to import stonemasons from Germany and to some extent 
from Holland. And when granite was to be quarried in the 
nineteenth century, it was once again German (and Italian) 
labour that was used, while the knowledge of building tech
niques was taken from Scotland, and also from North 
America. Geologists studied the properties and potential of
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different kinds of rock. It was as if people started from the 
beginning instead of relying on living craft expertise.

That is also the situation today. Only a few stonemasons 
have living, inherited knowledge of the crafts of quarrying 
and stone-cutting. They are the only ones who can help us to 
interpret the traces we find on the surface of the stone, in the 
joins, and in the abandoned quarries.
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The Development of the 
Farmstead in Filborna Villag 
c. 1000-1800
Traditional Building Technique in 
Scanian Scrub Country
Bengt Söderberg

M
an’s transformation of the cultural landscape 
is fundamentally connected with the general 
structure of settlement and also with the vill
age, the individual farmstead, the building, 
and the traditional building technique (cf. Werne 1993, p.

109). Changes in the built environment, however, cannot be 
adequately explained in a purely “ecological” perspective 
(cf. Kyhlberg 1995, p. 180). They can also be perceived as 
adjustments to economic realities, e.g. changing strategies of 
rural economics. In addition, though, the culture of building 
is a fundamental part of a social code or a cultural behav
iour, and there are indeed many familiar examples of build
ings with a distinctly ideological content and of changes in 
these buildings reflecting a social or cultural process. Agrar
ian settlement, however - unlike, say, urban settlement and 
especially buildings of a public character - has often been 
rather one-sidedly treated in the first two of the perspectives 
we have now mentioned. Traditional building technique in 
the local community was, by definition, just that - local - 
and was based on building materials obtainable in the im
mediate surroundings. On the other hand, structural changes, 
such as the emergence of the regulated, stationary village 
during the late Viking Age and early Middle Ages, has been 
related to social processes (cf. Callmer 1991).

Skåne is rich in boundary formations of different kinds: 
political, geographical, and cultural. Whereas formerly it had 
been divided into more or less autonomous areas, during the 
Viking Age a process began whereby the province became 
more and more closely bound up with the Danish sphere of 
influence (Andrén 1983). The plainland in the south-west
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had been integrated with the Danish kingdom by the end of 
the tenth century at the latest, while in the case of other 
parts there was something of a time lag (Anglert 1995, pp. 
48, 152). During the medieval period, the south Swedish 
provinces of Skåne, Halland, and Blekinge belonged to the 
Danish kingdom. They became Swedish through the Peace 
of Roskilde in 1658.

The plainland, by tradition, is the essence of the concept 
of Skåne; there is no directly comparable type of landscape 
further north. The plains of Skåne are near the coast and 
have always been densely populated. Scanian archaeological 
source materials, with few exceptions, come from these dis
tinctive environments, which, however, make up only a mi
nor portion of a province comprising more than 11,000 km2. 
The present article, however, describes archaeological find
ings from the Helsingborg area, in the north-west of Skåne, 
to one side of the plainland. During the eighteenth century 
the term risbygd (“scrub country”) was introduced as a des
ignation for the landscape environment in between forest and 
plough, where livestock farming was especially important 
and large areas of land were put down to grazing.

This article sets out to link the history of the farmstead 
with that of the local area, to bring out local idiosyncrasies 
in the architectural history of the farmstead and to distin
guish tendencies or changes which can be related to social 
processes and to strategies of rural economics and the trans
formation of the cultural landscape. The bulk of the archaeo
logical material derives from investigations in the village of 
Filborna, carried out in 1994 by the regional office (UV Syd, 
Lund) of the Central Board of National Antiquities. We shall 
be concentrating on one farmstead and its development be
tween the twelfth and nineteenth centuries. The interpreta
tion of the farmstead’s chronological, architectural, and func
tional history will be presented and viewed in relation to 
written source materials, such as land partition records 
(jordrevningsprotokoll) from 1670 and household visitation 
records (husesynsprotokoll) from 1820. The account will be 
completed with further examples of houses and farmsteads 
from Filborna and nearby villages.

Filborna today is a district of Helsingborg, on the north
eastern outskirts of the city (fig. 1). One or two more or less 
traditionally constructed buildings and fragmentary dry stone
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Fig. 1. The area in question, north-east of Helsingborg. Section of the “Scanian 
Reconnaissance Map”, c. 1815. Circles mark villages described in the article.
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walls are what remains of the village, scattered between ring 
roads, green spaces, factories and office blocks, houses, blocks 
of flats, and greenhouses - in short, the whole confusing 
mixture of different elements which is typical of urban fringe 
zones. Hopefully this exposé of the development of the 
Filborna farmstead from the Viking period to the enskifte 
land distribution reform will also provide an indication of 
diversity, though without too great an element of confusion.

Filborna village, Helsingborg, and the great 
wide world
Royal interests in the north-west of Skåne during the late 
Viking Age seem to have been very much concentrated in 
Helsingborg, which was strategically located by the shortest 
crossing route to Sjælland. The archaeological source mate
rial from the city is fragmentary, and its early history is par
ticularly elusive. Early in the eleventh century a castle was 
built and a church here dedicated to St Clement. The first 
urban settlement evolved adjacent to this complex (Anglert 
1995, p. 135). The church of St Peter probably also belonged 
to the earliest phase in the town’s history (Holmberg 1977).

The Filborna investigation shows the medieval village to 
have a prehistory which may have an interesting bearing on 
discussions concerning the beginnings of Helsingborg. A sil
ver hoard dating from the second half of the tenth century 
(Hårdh 1976) and two gold pendants from the fifth-sixth 
centuries (Schnittger 1926, p. 93), can now be linked with 
continuous inhabitation of the village nucleus from the sixth 
century onwards. Additional settlement units, together with 
burial mounds and votive places in the lands round about 
the village nucleus, are indicated by land and field names 
listed in the survey records from 1704 (Erikson, in prepara
tion). The field-name “Kungsängen” is directly relatable to 
the royal manor in Helsingborg, while the name “Dreng- 
spjället” indicates that the land had been granted to a dreng,
i.e. a person performing military service and fitting out a 
ship in the late Viking ledung fleet. Adjoining “Drengspjället” 
there was a field called “Skieplandet” (cf. Randsborg 1980, 
pp. 35 ff.).

The connection between Filborna and Helsingborg still 
remained in other forms during the medieval period, e.g.
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with regard to ecclesiastical identity. The 1569 terrier of the 
Diocese of Lund shows that the village formed part of the 
parish of Helsingborg and that its tithe was rendered to the 
parish church of St Peter in the town (Bååth 1933, p. 79). 
Otherwise we are poorly supplied with written source mate
rial on the medieval history of the village, and the oldest 
written mention of the place name Filborna, which is roughly 
translatable as “calf paddock”, dates from 1499 (Pamp
1983).

The commercial centre of gravity during the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries was in the western part of the Danish king
dom. In the course of the twelfth century the centre of grav
ity shifted towards eastern Denmark, partly due to the grow
ing economic importance of the Skåne market in Skanör and 
Falsterbo (Eriksson 1980). A number of towns were estab
lished along the Scanian coast. In Helsingborg this regional 
expansion is reflected by a considerable enlargement of the 
town area towards the sea (Wihlborg 1980, pp. 46 ff.). The 
next economic upturn came during the sixteenth century, 
when Danish great power status coincided with a general 
economic expansion in Europe. Prices of agricultural pro
duce rose, but the town of Helsingborg was unable to derive 
full advantage of this, in spite of livestock production in its 
hinterland generating big surpluses (Johannesson 1969, part 
11:1, p. 318). Instead the town served as a transit point for 
its twin town of Helsingør on the Sjælland side of the water 
(Öresund). It was only in 1616 that Helsingborg became 
entitled to engage directly in the export of beef cattle, for 
example (ibid., p. 172). The cession of the province in 1658 
isolated the town, and this, coupled with serious depreda
tions of war, caused the area and the town to decline in im
portance - a decline from which they only recovered in the 
nineteenth century (Johannesson 1969, part 111:2).

Filborna village and archaeology
Preconditions and method
The investigation areas in the nucleus of the village were di
vided into three contiguous areas and a number of explora
tory trenches. Altogether an area of some 10,000 m2 was 
investigated. The remains of practically all settlement de
scribed in the following pages consisted of holes dug into
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the till, except for the residue of an occupation layer in farm
stead no. 16. The holes were measured by robotic total sta
tion, after which they were excavated and documented in 
section.

Rather drastically speaking, these “impressions” in the 
boulder clay are often what physically remains of activities 
in the past, and much of our understanding of the village’s 
settlement history has to be based on their interpretation. 
Structural and functional divisions of houses are based on 
interpretation of repeated variations in the positioning, de
sign, and content of the post-holes.

The 1704 map of the village of Filborna is the oldest pic
ture we have of the historically known village and its in
fields. That map shows 17 farmsteads and five street houses 
huddled together. Some farmsteads directly adjoined the fields 
{vångarna) to the north and south, while two groups of four 
farmsteads each were midway between the fields. Because 
the houses in this map are depicted from the side, the map 
reproduced here is that for 1815-1825, which to a great 
extent agrees with the earlier one (fig. 2).

The earlier settlement in Filborna village 
The Merovingian and Viking Age settlement consisted of 
three-aisled long-houses. Whereas, from about 1100 on
wards, the farmsteads were relatively close together and 
clearly defined, the earlier ones appear to have occupied larger 
areas. The years round about 1100 have been interpreted as 
a turning point with regard to the structure of settlement 
and plots. Signs of a readjustment taking place at this time 
appeared in several plots, but they are most clearly apparent 
in the toft belonging to farmstead no. 14, which was inhab
ited between about 500 and 1100 A.D. Several generations 
of three-aisled long-houses were succeeded by a farmstead 
with buildings of “Trelleborg type”, and in the concluding 
phase the buildings were two-aisled. After that there were 
no traces of settlement, and it is tempting to assume that the 
historically known farmstead location south-east of the toft 
dates from this time (cf. Riddersporre 1995).

The eleventh-century farmstead consisted of at least two 
buildings (fig. 3). The convex “Trelleborg” house was con
structed with outer rows of inward-leaning posts, træller,
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Fig. 2. Section from the 1815-1825 enskifte land redistribution map. The nucleus 
of Filborna village, with investigated areas shaded.

supporting the structure. With the aid of these træller, the 
number of load-bearing posts inside the building could be 
limited, thus creating a bigger continuous area (cf. Schmidt 
1994, pp. 88 ff.). This building, like the rest of the earlier 
settlement, probably had post-and-plank or stave walls. 
North-west of the “Trelleborg” house and at an angle to it 
there was a smaller building with isolated sets of roof-sup
porting inner posts preserved. This smaller, “lighter” vari
ant of the “Trelleborg” house has been interpreted as an 
ancillary building, perhaps for storage purposes. The two 
buildings have been interpreted as the framework of a farm
stead complex which probably included additional buildings. 
The “Trelleborg” houses were built in south Scandinavia 
during a relatively limited period, from the second half of 
the tenth century to the middle of the eleventh (Skov 1996).
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Fig. 3.
The eleventh- 
century farm
stead on the 
toft belonging 
to farmstead 
no. 14. Legend 
(for all plans).

HEARTH

STORAGE PIT

L CLAY FLOOR

DWELL

The farmstead complex is perhaps not typical of the late 
Viking settlement at Filborna. Other convex long-houses in
vestigated lacked træller and, therefore, probably also the 
distinctive room geometry which may possibly be associated 
with official occasions. The comparatively large toft belong
ing to farmstead no. 14 (Erikson, in preparation) may sug
gest that the Trelleborg house was part of a farmstead which 
enjoyed special status.

Farmstead no. 16 in Filborna village 
Farmstead no. 16 was investigated in its entirety and can 
therefore be made to exemplify the settlement history of the 
Filborna farmsteads between about 1100 and 1800. In the 
twentieth century the land was used as a market garden 
(Fransson and Fredriksson 1992) and the humus layer had 
been virtually sifted. An occupation layer residue was pre
served beneath a greenhouse, but otherwise the find mate
rial was limited and the preservation conditions were bad. 
The remains consisted of a mass of holes dug down into the 
boulder clay. More extensive concentrations of post-holes
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were found adjacent to the northern and eastern parts of the 
plot, while the western part consisted of lower terrain which 
was filled out during the late medieval period. To the south 
there was an extensive stretch of pits, clay pits and wells. 
The oldest remains in the zone, to judge by 14C datings, were 
sixth-century. The pre-1100 settlement, however, was highly 
fragmented (fig. 4).

A phasing of the development of the farmstead during 
the medieval period and modern times has been defined on 
the basis of the settlement history of the northern building, 
because this could be determined as the living quarters of 
the farmstead for a long period. In addition, stratigraphic 
conditions and find materials imparted the necessary stabil
ity to our interpretations (fig. 4). Phase 1 comprises the pe
riod between about 1100 and 1250, phase 2 between about 
1250 and 1500, phase 3 about 1500 to 1668 and phase 4 
the time after 1668. It is quite clear that other farm build
ings do not conform to this scheme of things, and of course 
they could hardly be expected to. Axel Steensberg has put 
the problem in a nutshell by comparing the farm to a living 
organism which is constantly being transformed (Steensberg 
1986, p. 66). Renewals, repairs and alterations were effected 
as the need arose, and for practical reasons the farmstead is 
unlikely to have been rebuilt all at once, unless it was com
pletely destroyed by fire. The interpretation plans presented 
below indicate the maximum extent of the farmstead settle
ment during the various phases.

Timber-framing and post-and-plank were flexible build
ing methods and it was easy to replace, remove, or add as 
the need arose. Some of these changes can be followed in the 
archaeological material, but we can safely assume that the 
detectable changes are few compared with those which left 
no trace.

The settlement in phase 1 consisted of two houses (fig. 
5). House 1 was three-aisled with straight walls and straight- 
topped ends. A large number of post-holes in the south wall 
show that posts were moved on repeated occasions. House 
2, which was two-aisled, was barely ten metres to the south. 
Radiocarbon analysis of two charcoal specimens from house 
2 showed BP 1330+130 (LuA 3898) and BP 850+100 (LuA 
3899), which, calibrated at 1 sigma, gives datings within the 
620-870 and 1040-1280 intervals respectively (Stuivert and
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Fig. 4. Section of a plan of all boles, occupation layer residues and filled-out 
zones on the site of farmstead no. 16. Summary of settlement phases. This 
summary can be related to the plan with the aid of the well.

Reimer 1993). This latter dating can be related to the settle
ment on farmstead no. 14, belonging to the toft, where a 
similar two-aisled house was dated to about 1100. A row of 
posts passing crosswise through the house was interpreted 
as traces of an earlier end wall, and the density of post-holes 
in the eastern part of the house was taken to mean that the 
house had been extended westwards.

In phase 2, house 1 was replaced by house 3, which was 
erected a little way further north, suggesting that house 1 
remained in use (fig. 6). The new dwelling house was erected 
partly on a stone sill and partly with posts set in the soil in a 
cleared space. In the western part, which had a stone sill, 
there were traces of a clay floor and a hearth. The floor of 
the room with posts set in the ground in the east was of 
beaten earth. The western part served as a kitchen and liv
ing-room, and in the east there were sleeping quarters and 
guest accommodation. The western limit of the house could 
not be found. Relatively large quantities of clay next to the
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stone sill of house 3 show that this house had been timber
framed. Post-holes dug close together in wall and gable sec
tions show that the posts at the east end of the house were 
repeatedly replaced.

The eastern house, no. 4, was built with one corner ad
joining the corner of house 3. 14C analysis of charcoal from 
one of the post-holes in house 4 yielded an age of BP 590+50 
(Lu 3883), which, calibrated to 1 sigma, gives a dating be
tween 1310 and 1410 (Stuivert and Reimer 1993). A series 
of inner pairs of posts was preserved, mainly in the northern 
part. Traces of partition walls and a gable inside the house 
suggest extensive rebuildings and enlargements.

Summing up, the framework of the farmstead in phase 2 
consisted of the L-shaped complex comprising houses 3 and 
4. House 2 remained in use for a time, probably for a differ
ent purpose from previously. When house 2 was eventually 
pulled down, house 4 was extended southwards, where a 
new south house, no. 5, was built. The position of a coin- 
dated fourteenth-century well in the south and the sugges
tion of a doubling of the wall lines in the south house have 
been taken to mean that new south houses were built during 
both phase 2 and phase 3, with slight shifts of position.

In phase 3 the farmstead consisted of five houses (fig. 7). 
The dwelling house, no. 6 in the north, was now built, with 
posts set in the earth, a few metres south of the older dwell
ing house. The north house can be divided into two parts in 
terms of building method and shape. To the east was the 
dwelling house. The post-holes in the wall lines were filled 
with fired clay and charcoal, suggesting that this building 
was timber-framed. The closely positioned post-holes showed 
that posts were repositioned on repeated occasions. In the 
middle of the building, near the north wall, was the stone 
foundation of a hearth or oven. Isolated post-holes inside 
the building suggest that the house was divided into three 
rooms. In the western part of the north house, clay or fired 
clay was found only exceptionally in the post-holes.

The east house, no. 7, was moved to the east and stood 
apart from house 6. The south house, no. 8, was erected in 
roughly the same place and a new well was dug in the south
east corner of the farmstead. A smaller well in the north
west corner of the farmstead, constructed during phase 3, 
was more of a supplementary or temporary character. In
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Fig. 5.
Farmstead no.

« * • t

Fig. 6.
Farmstead no.
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Fig. 7. Farmstead no. 16, phase 3
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house 8 the posts were probably both set in the earth and 
stood on stones. Fragmentary channels in the wall lines and 
inside the house were interpreted as, respectively, roof drip 
and drainage or urine channels.

To the west a new house, no. 9, was built on partly filled- 
out land. No post-holes were discernible in the filled-out 
area, and here they were probably positioned on stones. Post- 
holes belonging to house 9 and the western part of house 6 
overlapped. Judging from the character and positioning of 
the post-holes, it seems as if house 6 in the north was ex
tended westwards to begin with and house 9 was enlarged 
at a later stage. The houses were joined together later on. To 
the south, house 9 has been interpreted as free standing in 
relation to the south house, no. 8.

The impressive farmstead complex evolving during phase 
3 included one more house. South of the farmstead there 
was a two-aisled building, house 10.14C analysis of two char
coal specimens from post-holes in this house yielded values 
of BP 1280+140 (LuA 3901) and BP 410+110 (LuA 3888), 
which, calibrated to 1 sigma, give datings between, respec
tively, 650 and 890 and 1420 and 1640 (Stuivert and Reimer 
1993). One hypothesis is that this building was constructed 
some way into phase 3, when the farmstead had fully ex
panded round the courtyard. Compared with the earlier two- 
aisled house 2, this was a light structure of outhouse charac
ter, probably a hay barn.

The 1670 land partition report (jordrevningsprotokoll) 
states that one house was rebuilt following a fire at the farm 
in 1668. This tallies with conditions in house 6, where a 
demolition layer containing burned daub can be 
stratigraphically connected with occupation layers and post- 
holes. Farmstead no. 6 would seem by all accounts to have 
been re-erected with houses on a stone sill in phase 4, which 
corresponds to the period following 1668. The sills, how
ever, were cleared away during the market garden period in 
the present century. Without the written sources and the in
formation supplied by the land redistribution map, the post- 
1668 development of the farmstead would have been hard 
to understand. Rectification of the map against the excava
tion plan, however, causes several pieces of the jigsaw to fall 
into place. After the fire the new farmstead was built up in 
the south-eastern part of the old one. Thus the distance be
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tween the north house of farmstead 16 and the south one of 
farmstead 6 west was widened after the fire.

According to the house visitation report (husesyns- 
protokoll) from 1829, four houses were eventually built. The 
plot was described as congested. Measurement of the farm
stead on the land redistribution map showed the houses to 
occupy an area of about 700 m2 together with the court
yard, whereas in phase 3 the farmstead occupied more than 
twice that area. The house visitation report shows that the 
fields belonging to the farmstead were divided between two 
farmers during the eighteenth century and that a new farm
stead, no. 16, was built a short distance to the north-west of 
the village (see fig. 2).

The principal changes in the building history of the farm
stead can, briefly, be divided into spatial and structural 
changes. After a thorough structural transformation in about 
1100, a farmstead was established consisting of two parallel 
houses. In phase 2, development began towards the general 
scheme of the enclosed farmstead, and there were now three 
houses. A real expansion took place in phase 3, but more 
space was still needed than the four-house farmstead could 
offer, and another building was erected to the south of the 
farmstead.

The most thoroughgoing structural changes consisted of 
the introduction of timber-framing in phase 2, together with 
the stone sill. The new method of foundation-laying appears, 
however, to have been a parenthesis, and the practice of set
ting posts in the earth continued up to and including phase 
3, when posts were both set in the earth and stood on stone 
in newly built houses. During phase 4 the houses were con
sistently built on stone sills. In the earlier phases the build
ings were two- and three-aisled, and in the latest phase all 
buildings were single-aisled.

Filborna village and the Scanian cultural 
landscape
The cultural landscape
The cultural landscape of Skåne is traditionally divided into 
forest country, plain country and “scrub country” (risbygd), 
with reference to differences concerning systems of cultiva-
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tion, types of enclosure, and building techniques (figs. 8, 9). 
The differences coincide to a great extent with geological 
conditions (Campbell 1928; see also Emanuelsson et al. 1985; 
Werne 1993). The landscape is traversed from north-west to 
south-east by a fractured zone which forms the boundary 
between the Fennoscandian Shield in the north and an ex
tensive subsidence area of younger sedimentary rocks in the 
south (Emanuelsson et al. 1985, p. 13).

Whereas the expressions “plain country” and “forest 
country” were of old ethnic origin, the term “scrub or mid
dle country” (risbygd, mellanbygd) was introduced by eight
eenth-century surveyors as a more satisfactory means of tax 
assessment for the country “between the forest and the plough” 
(Sjöbäck 1939, 1947). Cultural environment boundaries are 
changeable, and the overriding trend during the medieval 
and modern periods was for the plainland economy and ar
able farming to grow at the expense of the scrub country 
and meadowland, at the same time as the scrub country was

Fig. 8. Extent 
of forest, 
scrub, and 
plain country 
in Skåne, 
1700-1750, 
after
Campbell 
1928. 
Hatched - 
forest country, 
shaded - 
scrub country, 
dotted - 
plain country. 
Filborna vil
lage is
marked with 
a solid circle.

106



The Development of the Farmstead in Filborna

Fig. 9. Extent of building methods in Skåne, 1700-1750, after 
Campbell 1928. Horizontal lines - timber-framed walls; single 
lines - posts on wooden bases and double posts directly on 
stones. Vertical lines - timber walls; single lines - post-and-plank; 
double lines - corner-jointing and post-and-plank. Continuous 
line — southern boundary of the timbered house. Dotted line — 
northern boundary of the porched kitchen. Filborna village is 
marked with a solid circle.

pushed into the forest country (Emanuelsson et al. 1985, pp. 
74 ff.). Near Helsingborg, for example, Väla village was re
valued from forest country village to scrub country village 
in the second half of the eighteenth century (Sjöbäck 1939).

One- or two-field agriculture was practised in the forest 
and scrub countries, while three-field agriculture prevailed 
in the plains. The outland on the plains was often limited to 
a coastal strip, whereas in the forest and scrub countries it 
was extensive. Common outlands in the Helsingborg region 
during the eighteenth century occupied more than half the 
land area (fig. 10). Grazing land (fäladen) at this time con-
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sisted mainly of heath, which had successively replaced ear
lier broadleaf woods (Sjöbäck 1939, 1947). The wetlands 
were also a prominent feature of the frequently low-lying, 
waterlogged landscape.

Arable land in the eighteenth century was cultivated on a 
one-field basis, which, locally, meant prolonged fallowing 
of limited areas, while most of the arable land never lay fal
low at all. This strategy depended on a good supply of ma
nure (Dahl 1989, pp. 100 f.). As block-shaped and irregular 
fields were common for the area as a whole (ibid.) and char
acterized, for example, the infields of the nearby villages of 
Väla and Ödåkra, the infields of Filborna were a mixture of 
oblong and block-shaped strips in different directions. These 
strips were situated in no fewer than four fields, three of 
which consisted mainly of arable land and the fourth of 
meadow. The subdivision of fields in Filborna was irregular 
and the different strips belonging to the farmsteads were scat
tered between all the fields (Erikson, in preparation). This is 
not necessary with single-field agriculture, and it also distin
guishes Filborna from Vala and Ödåkra. Names and mor
phology make it clear that the Filborna strips came into be
ing during several periods (ibid.).

Helsingborg had the province’s main harbour for export
ing beef cattle, and the hinterland economy was definitely 
geared to livestock production (Johannesson 1969, part III: 1, 
p. 182). This is not to say, however, that cereal production 
in the region was insignificant. The Helsingborg city cus
toms accounts from the period between 1590 and the mid 
1650s show that the city’s hinterland at this time was pro
ducing a big enough surplus to cover most of the city’s needs 
(ibid., p. 318).

According to the land partition report (jordrevnings- 
protokoll) from Filborna in 1670, three-quarters of the ar
able land were put down to rye and barley and the remain
der to wheat. These crops were reported as yielding between 
five- and six-fold. The 1803 survey documents mainly refer 
to rye and barley, while peripheral areas were sown with 
oats (Erikson, in preparation). Macrofossil analyses per
formed in connection with the Filborna investigations sug
gest that single-field farming was practised without inter
ruption. During the early and high Middle Ages, barley grow
ing on permanently manured soil was commonest. A change

108



The Development of the Farmstead in Filborna

V

Fig. 10. Reconstruction of the eighteenth-century landscape near Helsingborg. 
Extent of the pastures, parish boundaries and major villages. After Sjöbäck 1939.
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in favour of more extensive cultivation of oats and rye on 
unmanured land can be discerned in the late medieval pe
riod (Engelmark 1996).

Patterns of settlement
The settlement structure of the plains during the first half of 
the eighteenth century was characterized by equally sized 
villages at regular intervals. In the forest country, on the other 
hand, the single farmstead was commonest. Village sizes in 
the scrub country varied considerably, and the element of 
single farmsteads could be relatively prominent (cf. Dahl 
1942, pp. 10-16).

The settlement in the Helsingborg region at this time stands 
out as fairly typical of the scrub country. The villages, as a 
rule, were located on the boundary between outlying pas
ture (fäladsmark) and infields. In the area south of the city 
and Filborna, the settlement more closely resembled condi
tions in the typical plain countries, while the areas north of 
Filborna were characterized by the villages often being small, 
with far-flung farmstead settlement. Ödåkra at the begin
ning of the nineteenth century consisted of four farmsteads 
altogether, divided between two settlement agglomerations. 
Väla, which if anything was a linear village, consisted in 1746 
of eight farmsteads (Söderberg 1995).

Traditional building techniques
The traditional type of farmstead in the plain country is a 
quadrangle of timber-framed houses. The wings could be 
joined together or free-standing. The first mentioned prac
tice is not thought to have become usual until more modern 
times (Grøngaard Jeppessen 1983, pp. 162-180), which ap
parently tallies with conditions at Filborna. In the plainland 
areas of southern Skåne, the building of timber-framed houses 
on stone sills became common practice in the thirteenth cen
tury, and apparently the regular practice in the fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries (cf. Kling 1992, p. 151; Engberg 1992, 
p. 123; Söderberg 1995). The following are brief descrip
tions of the building practices of the eighteenth century as 
they emerged from ethnographic source material (Campbell 
1928; Erixon 1982; Ferche 1987; Werne 1993).

Timber-framing can be compared to a modular technique 
in which bays can be easily added or taken away according
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to current space requirements. A stone sill was laid as a foun
dation for the walls. Posts were then raised, either stood 
straight on the sill or else tenoned into a sill beam resting on 
the stone sill. The posts were joined to the wall plate run
ning the length of the building and to each other by trans
verse beams. Each supporting set of posts and transverse beam 
(transom) had a pair of rafters which were held together 
part-way up by a vertical crown post. A set of this kind is 
called a bindning, and the space between two sets is called a 
bay. Timber-framing varied locally according to custom and 
the availability of building materials, e.g. as regards the tech
nique for joining the timber structure together, the size of 
the timbers, the spacing of the bays and the amount of tim
ber in the panels between sets of supporting timbers, the 
roofing material, the surface treatment of walls, and so on.

Post-and-plank and corner-jointing were the dominant 
traditional building techniques in the scrub and forest coun
tries (Werne 1993, p. 101). Post-and-plank corresponds on 
the whole to timber-framing, except that the bays are filled 
in with wide, horizontal oak planks slotted into the sides of 
the posts. The post-and-plank technique was ideal in 
broadleaf wooded areas, where thick, knotty oak trunks were 
cross-cut and split. Corner-jointing was used in the conifer 
regions to the north, where spruce and pine grew straight 
and even and required less processing for building purposes 
(op. cit., p. 107).

Post-and-plank, because of the relative paucity of timber 
in the structure, has been characterized as the plainland so
lution to the timber shortage. One widely held opinion is 
that post-and-plank spread to scrub country localities at the 
same time as the broadleaf forest receded (cf. Werne 1995, 
p. 103). Often different building techniques were combined 
in one and the same building. Corner-jointing and post-and- 
plank were frequently combined in the forest country, while 
the combination of timber-framing and post-and-plank of
ten occurred in the scrub country (Werne 1993, pp. 101 ff., 
p. 170). Timber-framing in the scrub country was often dis
tinguished by a stout beam for the ground sill and by the sets 
of supporting timbers being closer together (op. cit. p. 103).

The 1820 house visitation report (kusesynsprotokoll) from 
Filborna shows that the farmsteads consisted as a rule of 
four wings surrounding an enclosed courtyard. The houses
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were timber-framed with daub infilling or, in a few cases, 
nogging of fired brick, and the timber was oak. The report 
gives the size of the houses in bays (väggafack). This dis
tance varied in the region of three alns or 1.6-1.9 metres (cf. 
Lerche 1987). The number of bays in the farmsteads varied 
between 46 and 82. By tradition the houses were about five 
metres wide, because longer transom timber of sufficient load- 
bearing capacity was often hard to come by.

House and farmstead in the Helsingborg area
“This village has no woodland, neither beech, spruce, nor 
pine, and what the villagers need for the building and repair 
of houses they have to pay for...” (excerpt from the 1704 
survey documents for Filborna village).

Post-holes
The ancient custom of setting posts in the ground is not 
mentioned in the written source material from Skåne, nor 
has it been observed in existing buildings. Written source 
material from Skast Hundred in south-west Jutland shows 
that a timber ground sill was positioned between the earth- 
set posts of a timber-framed house, either straight on the 
ground or on top of a stone sill (Vensild 1994, p. 59). This 
custom depended on a good supply of building timber, be
cause the timber quickly rotted away.

The connection between building technique and the tim
ber shortage of the plainlands is often instanced with the 
Fyn ordinance (vedtægt) of 1473, where the practice of build
ing houses on stone sills was enjoined for the purpose of 
saving timber for the landlords (Porsmose 1988, p. 363). 
Competition for the forest grew steadily keener during the 
late medieval period, and the peasants’ rights of using its 
produce were circumscribed. In spite of royal prohibitions 
from 1554 onwards, the peasants preferred the old method 
of setting posts in the earth wherever possible. In Skast Hun
dred in south-west Jutland during the seventeenth century, 
the peasants were still putting up buildings with posts set in 
the earth (Vensild 1994). Archaeological investigations on 
the island of Ven in Öresund, south-west of Helsingborg, 
have shown that, here as well, the practice of setti g posts in
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the earth lived on in the seventeenth century (Löfgren 1994, 
p. 107). The island, unlike Skast Hundred, was not known 
for any great reserves of timber at this time.

On farmstead no. 16 at Filborna, a combination of earth- 
set posts and stone foundations was employed for the outer 
houses, e.g. in house no. 9. What is more, earth-set posts 
appear to have been continuously replaced during the six
teenth and seventeenth centuries, e.g. in dwelling house no. 
6. Posts set in the earth could also be observed in seven
teenth-century houses in farmstead no. 6 and farmstead no. 
18. One reason why the peasants clearly preferred this build
ing method when possible is thought to have been that the 
timber settled (Vensild 1994, p. 61). Another, less technical 
and more humanistic view of the problem is founded on such 
concepts as the power of tradition and the central human 
importance of the farmstead (cf. Burström 1995). Symbolic 
significance of the house posts is reflected by the frequency 
with which post settings can be connected with votive acts 
(Karsten 1994; see also Carelli in this volume).

Repeated depredations of war and intensive work on the 
fortifications of Helsingborg, however, accelerated the re
treat of the forest in the area towards the end of the seven
teenth century (Johannesson 1969, pp. 187,107 ff., 221 ff.). 
It is at this time that the practice of setting posts in the earth 
apparently comes to an end. A minor investigation of the 
west house belonging to farmstead no. 18 showed that dur
ing the eighteenth century it had been built on stone sills. 
West of this, an investigation was made of its seventeenth- 
century predecessor, which had been a timber-framed build
ing with posts set in the earth (fig. 11). This slightly trap
ezoid house measured about 13x5 metres and consisted of 
seven bays at intervals of almost exactly three alns. No post 
replacements having occurred in this building, the floor plan 
provides an unusually clear example of the combination of 
timber-framing and post-holes dug into the earth.

The extent of stone-silled houses in the earlier farmstead 
phases is of course difficult to assess, for reasons of decay 
and preservation. The sill in house 3 was the only medieval 
house sill extant, and as it was combined with posts set in 
the earth, the method can hardly have been in common use. 
If we now assume that the peasants preferred building houses 
with posts set in the earth in the traditional way, the build
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Fig. 11. The 
west house 
of farmstead 
no. 18 in the 
seventeenth 
century.

ing technique embodied by house 
no. 3 tands out as an isolated, 
enigmatic phenomenon.

Because the investigation find
ings suggest that the stone sill was 
introduced together with timber
framing in house 3 in about 1250, 
this constitutes an early example 
of the spread of plainland build
ing methods to the scrub country, 
which, as mentioned above, has 
often been attributed to the reces
sion of the broadleaf forest. But 
this explanation is unsatisfactory, 
because other houses in phase 2 
and the next dwelling house, no. 

6 in phase 3, where built with posts set in the ground. On 
the other hand, the earth-set posts in house 6 were combined 
with timber-framing, which was clearly incorporated with 
the local building tradition, even though, to begin with, the 
technique appears to have been used selectively.

Timber-framing and the peasant made visible 
Starting with phase 2, the dwelling houses, or the central 
parts of them, were built timber-framed, albeit with varying 
post settings. The outhouses, on the other hand, appear to 
have been built of timber, possibly post-and-plank. The con
nection between building method and function, in this case 
between timber-framing and dwelling house, could also be 
demonstrated in the villages of Väla and Ödåkra, which were 
situated in the more typical scrub country north of Filborna 
(figs. 12, 13). One dwelling house was investigated in each 
village, and the mixed building method was clearly detect
able (Söderberg 1995; see also Kyhlberg and Vinberg 1996, 
catalogue section pp. 28, 45). In both these houses, which 
were dated to the fourteenth century, there was a central 
dwelling section, timber-framed and flanked by post-and- 
plank outbuildings. These houses have been taken as built 
during the establishment phase on each farmstead plot, and 
the Väla house in particular displays similarities to the so- 
called South Götaland house (a low dwelling with a high 
loft at one or both ends) and the central ceilingless (“ridge-

114



The Development of the Farmstead in Filborna

piece”) house, the southern distribution limit of which in the 
eighteenth century touched on the Helsingborg area (Erixon 
1982, p. 263).

Several examples, then, suggest that the medieval peas
ants of the Helsingborg area reserved timber-framing for the 
dwelling section of the farmstead, while the outbuildings were 
built entirely of timber, e.g. post-and-plank. This may seem 
odd, since timber-framed houses are inferior to timber houses 
in terms of thermal insulation and damp-proofing, and one

Fig. 13. Dwelling 
bouse in Ödåkra 
village. The dashed 
lines mark the 
division of the 
house into a 
timber-framed 
central dwelling 
section and 
outbuildings to the 
east and west. Note 
the outhouse to the 
south of the house 
and the storage pit 
in the dwelling 
section.

• • • • ••• ••«v*e

Fig. 12. Dwelling 
house in Väla 
village. The dashed 
lines indicate the 
division of the house 
into a timber-framed 
central dwelling 
section together with 
a barn to the west 
and stables to 
the east.
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widely held opinion is that new building practices were in
troduced for outbuildings (cf. Werne 1993, p. 91). Can fac
tors other than the timber shortage and practical comfort 
have counted for more when timber-framing was introduced 
in the area? House 3 at Filborna indicates that timber-fram
ing was initially introduced complete with a stone sill, as a 
direct “borrowing” from outside. On the other hand, the 
timber-framing of the later houses, house 6 for example, was 
combined with earth-set posts, a kind of scrub-country modi
fication of the building practice, just as outhouses were built 
of timber roughly simultaneously with house 3. This can 
hardly be taken to imply that the recession of the broadleaf 
forest was a reality at this time. If it was, timber could clearly 
be obtained from further afield. If anything, then, there were 
other reasons for the early introduction of timber-framing in 
the region. One thought-provoking possibility is that tim
ber-framing formed part of an effort to display the dwelling 
section of the farmstead. A manifestation of this kind by an 
increasingly self-conscious peasant class can be related to 
social developments in the thirteenth century, when trade 
and money, for example, created new opportunities for the 
farmers to assert their interests. One of the most eloquent 
examples of the onward march of the peasant class is the 
gradual transfer of the management of church buildings from 
individual persons and institutions to the parishioners 
(Anglert 1995, pp. 168 ff.). In this connection we must not 
forget that building operations on the farmsteads were to a 
great extent collective undertakings, regulated by a system 
of work exchange (Werne 1993, p. 84). The introduction of 
a new building practice, therefore, is not primarily to be 
viewed as an individual choice but rather as the deliberate 
choice of a group of persons forming a community.

Lastly, it can be interesting to ask where the concept of 
timber-framed buildings was taken from. Closeness to the 
trading town of Helsingborg with its stone and timber-framed 
houses was perhaps more important in this connection than 
the plainland areas to the south, where in any case timber
framing cannot be reliably traced further back in time than 
at Filborna. Furthermore, we can assume that proximity to 
the town and the economic prosperity of the thirteenth cen
tury meant an upturn for the surrounding countryside, thus 
constituting a vital ingredient of agrarian prosperity. The

116



The Development of the Farmstead in Filborna

timber-framed house or the inexpensive stone house can be 
interpreted as an indication that the liberties or the prosper
ity made possible by the town were also to be extended to 
the population of the farmsteads.

Function and spatiality: the farmstead in the village and 
a village in the farmstead
How was farmstead no. 16 in Filborna organized? So far the 
functions of the buildings have been described in cursory 
terms of accommodation and outbuildings. “Post-hole ar
chaeology” is perhaps best suited for the illumination of gen
eral contexts of settlement history, and less adept, for exam
ple, at distinguishing functional connections. The organiza
tion of the farmstead can, however, be illuminated by com
bining the archaeological material with the written sources. 
A reconstruction of homestead no. 14 at Filborna from the 
end of the nineteenth century (Fransson and Fredriksson 
1992, p. 139), if supplemented with the information in the 
1670 land partition report (jordrevningsprotokoll), is directly 
comparable with farmstead no. 16 in phase 3 (fig. 14).

At its largest, farmstead 16 consisted in phase 2 of a row 
of houses over 60 metres long, or rather more than 300 m2 
indoor floor space. In phase 3 it consisted of a row of houses 
about 115 metres long, or about 550 m2 indoor floor space. 
In the latter phase, the accommodation part consisted of a 
building 18 metres long and about 90 m2 in area. Although 
there may have been additional dwelling spaces which can
not be established archaeologically, the non-accommodation 
part occupied more than 80 per cent of the total indoor floor 
space. How were these spaces used?

The land partition report stated that farmstead no. 16 
was assessed as one hemman. The sowing was estimated at 
10 21/24 tuns of hartkorn and the meadow at 21 lass. Cal
culations of farmstead sizes in Denmark, not including north 
and west Jutland, based on tuns of hartkorn per farmstead, 
show that most farmsteads in about 1668 came in the 4-8 
tuns seed corn class, corresponding roughly to between 10 
and 25 hectares of arable land (Ulsig 1983, p. 181). Farm
stead livestock, consisting of horses, oxen, cows, calves, and 
sheep, is noted as a rule in the land partition report, but not 
for farmstead no. 16.
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N

Fig. 14. Farmstead no. 14 at the end of the nineteenth century. The spaces for 
grain management shaded. Livestock in the south house and dwelling, cooking, 
and storage functions in the north. Doorways arrowed. After a reconstruction by 
Mårten Sjöbäck (Fransson and Fredriksson 1992).
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Farmstead no. 14 counted as half a hemman, and the seed 
corn quantity was estimated at 10 5/6 tuns while the meadow 
was 10 lass. The livestock consisted of four horses, two oxen, 
two cows, and eight sheep. We may thus assume that the 
spaces used for grain management are comparable, whereas 
animal husbandry probably took up a great deal more space 
on farmstead no. 16.

The nineteenth-century farmstead was 93 metres long or 
about 460 m2 indoor floor space, which can be roughly di
vided into an animal husbandry section comprising not quite 
20 per cent of the area, spaces for grain and hay manage
ment, or threshing barns and hay barns amounting to just 
over 45 per cent, and a dwelling, cooking and storage part 
comprising rather less than 35 per cent. The relatively mod
est animal husbandry section was accommodated in the south 
house, where the spaces agree fairly well with the head of 
livestock in 1670. The transverse wings consisted mainly of 
barns and threshing floors. The pensioners’ retreat (undan
tag), scullery and farmhands’ quarters were in the northern 
parts of the transverse wings.

As part of the archaeological investigation, the excava
tion areas were phosphate-charted throughout. The assump
tion here was that elevated phosphate counts combined with 
the positioning of the wells indicated the positions of sta
bles, cow houses, etc. (cf. Augustsson 1995, p. 14). Within 
farmstead no. 16, the highest counts were obtained near 
houses and wells in the southern part. The analytical find
ings from farmstead no. 6 to the north displayed the same 
spatial trend, but more distinctly. Summing up, the archaeo
logical results combined with phosphate analysis and writ
ten source materials suggest that farmstead no. 16 was or
ganized during phase 3 on the same general principles as 
farmstead no. 14, and that this was the current way of using 
the farmstead at Filborna, at all events in this part of the 
village.

The spatial organization of the farmstead constitutes in 
several respects an adjustment to the overarching village struc
ture, in which the basic problem was that of smoothly com
bining arable farming and animal husbandry (cf. Werne 1993, 
p. 34). These dual economic activities and their spatial con
sequences for the organization of the individual farmstead 
are illustrated by Sjöbäck’s reconstruction of farmstead no.
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14, where the north gate was called the field gate and the 
south gate the street gate (fig. 14). In the south-western part 
of Filborna, the animals were taken to the grazing lands east 
and west of the village nucleus, along the drover’s track to 
the south of the farmsteads.

Because Filborna stands out as a relatively complex vil
lage, relations of this kind are hard to distinguish. The Väla 
house described above is a clearer example of the organiza
tion of the farmstead in relation to the village’s land use. 
Vala village was organized as a linear village on the border
line between infields in the west and grazing lands in the 
east (fig. 15). The oldest farmhouse corresponded to the south 
house of farmstead no. 2 according to the 1746 map. In the 
middle of the house was the dwelling section, while the live
stock section faced the grazing land in the east and the barn 
faced the infields in the west. This basic adjustment of the 
layout of the individual farmstead to the village’s land use 
could also be traced in the later western house from the sev
enteenth-eighteenth centuries, where the threshing floor was 
discovered in the form of a countersunk floor of hard-beaten 
clay (cf. Myrdal 1985, p. 48).

Returning to the nineteenth-century farmstead at Filborna, 
45 per cent of the area of the building was occupied by barns 
and threshing floors. The barn (lada) in medieval Denmark 
represented both a storage place for hay or unthreshed grain 
and the place where grain was threshed. Not until the late 
medieval period are the barn (loge) and later the barn floor 
(loggolv) referred to as specific threshing places (Myrdal 
1985, pp. 46 ff.; see also Augustsson 1996, p. 10). One possi
bility is that the specialization of this space-demanding ac
tivity is connected with the expansive agriculture of the late 
medieval period, which to a certain extent was distinguished 
by new, efficient methods (Myrdal 1985, p. 159; 1996, p. 
249). One hypothesis is that the growth of the built area 
during phases 2 and 3 is to be attributed to the increased 
importance of grain and to an increasingly space-demand
ing, specialized management, with threshing barns and stor
age places for different cereals and unthreshed grain.
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Fig. IS. Section of the 1746 map of Väla village. 
The dwelling house investigated is roughly 
matched by the position of the south house of 
farmstead no. 2.
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The end of a long story
Filborna has many faces. The older of them are, as yet, barely 
discernible, while the contours of the younger ones are be
ginning to appear. The earlier farmstead settlement appears 
to have been scattered over large areas; it transcended the 
boundaries of both farmstead plot and village plot as de
fined in the 1704 map. The period round about 1100 stands 
out as a turning point where things became regularized. From 
about 1250 onwards we can see a line of development lead
ing to the nineteenth-century farmstead, in terms of spatial 
organization. In keeping with our argument as to the way in 
which the organization of the farmstead mirrors the organi
zation of the village, we may presume that the spatial struc
tures in the village developed at roughly the same rate.

In the archaeological material we can primarily detect local 
idiosyncrasies of building technique: timber-framing and post- 
and-plank related, respectively, to dwelling and non-dwell
ing functions, combined with the persistent practice of set
ting posts in the earth, reflect social changes and changes in 
the cultural landscape. Timber-framing can hardly have been 
introduced because timber was in short supply: it was still 
possible in the seventeenth century for posts to be set in the 
earth and for outhouses to be built of wood. Timber-fram
ing was used deliberately and selectively for a purpose which 
has been interpreted as part of an effort to manifest and 
articulate the dwelling house and the inmates of the farm
stead. The phenomenon can also be taken as an example of 
what in this instance was a very close relationship between 
town and country, and as an attempt by the peasants to es
tablish a form of “ideological interface” with the town.

The innumerable post-holes in the wall lines of the houses 
show that they were rebuilt and repaired time and again. 
The design of the buildings changed slowly. Two- and three- 
aisled houses occurred during the medieval period, but the 
long-term tendency favoured uniformity. The houses became 
single-aisled, timber-framing supplanted post-and-plank and, 
late in time, the posts were stood on stone sills. It is not until 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that timber-framing 
can be reliably confirmed in outbuildings, belonging to farm
steads nos. 18 and 6. Not until the end of this period does 
the recession of the broadleaf forest constitute the true rea
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son for the use of timber-framing and the stone sill becoming 
really widespread (fig. 16).

Dwelling and outbuilding functions were probably segre
gated at Filborna already in Viking times. This can be seen 
as a consequence of long-established custom and variegated 
economic activity, whereas the integrated South Götaland 
houses of the neighbouring villages of Väla and Ödåkra show 
that the appearance and layout of farmsteads could vary a 
great deal at local level. The dwelling house of farmstead 
no. 16 appears, on the whole, to have been “finalized” in 
the thirteenth century. The outhouses, on the other hand, 
were enlarged, and the considerable extensions of farmstead 
no. 16 during phases 2 and 3 have been interpreted as very 
much a consequence of the development of the barn in a 
specialized direction and the progressively greater importance 
of cereal production.

One cannot help noticing the continuity of the farmstead’s 
spatial development. One problem per se is that the expan
sive phases of the thirteenth and sixteenth centuries are rela
tively easy to identify in an archaeological material consist
ing mainly of post-holes: the post-holes show that the houses 
were made progressively larger. But the impressions in the 
till remain, regardless of whether the buildings decay and 
bay after bay is dismantled.

As an example, we can take the somewhat contradictory 
tendencies from the period following 1350. The initial cen
tury is generally characterized by population decline, the clo
sure of settlement units and a concentration of farming on 
the best soils (Gissel et al. 1981). A tendency towards more 
extensive cultivation could be traced in the macrofossil ma
terial from Filborna, which suggests that the village had more 
available land than farmers. On the other hand, new farm
steads are established at Vala and Ödåkra in the fourteenth 
century, and a relatively extensive amount of stoneware from 
farmstead no. 16 suggests that it remained in use. On the 
other hand it is doubtful whether new houses were built 
during the second half of phase 2, but the succeeding phase 
of ground-breaking between about 1450 and 1600 is dis
cernible in the expansion of the farmstead during phase 3.

The recession of the area during the latest phase stands 
out clearly, though not in the archaeological source mate
rial. Farmstead no. 16 burned down in 1668, was rebuilt on

123



Bengt Söderberg

a smaller scale and its land finally divided up in about 1800. 
The reorganization took 130 years to accomplish and can be 
seen as a consequence of the area’s slow recovery from the 
devastation of the Danish-Swedish wars and the geographi
cal isolation which the cession of the province entailed. The 
new farmstead established north-west of the nucleus of the 
village was built, according to the house visitation report, 
partly of weatherboarded clay walls and partly with walls of

FAS 2 FAS HFAS 3

- •

Fig. 16. Schematic illustration of building practices and chronology at farmstead no. 16.
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granite rubble. The new establishment outside the village 
nucleus and the choice of building materials heralded a new 
age of great changes: the dissolution of the village and its 
community (byalag) through the enskifte land redistribution 
reform meant, among many other things, that the traditional 
building practice was eventually individualized and super
seded by specialized building, under the aegis of the crafts
man and, later, the building firm.

Note
The radiocarbon analyses were performed by the laboratory 
for 14C dating, Department of Quaternary Geology, Lund 
University. Lu denotes conventional dating, LuA accelerator 
dating.

The clean drawings are by Annika Jeppsson, based on 
maps and plans prepared by Håkan Thorén, both working 
for the Southern Excavations Department, Central Board of 
National Antiquities.
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No Island is a Society
Regional and Interregional Interaction in 
Central Sweden during the Viking Age
Mathias Bäck

T
his essay sets out to show the complexity of a soci
ety in which several different economic systems, 
religious cultures, and ethnic groups come together 
and, probably, function in a kind of symbiosis. 
The purpose, using a comparative method (Burke 1992, 

p. 41) (structural archaeology), based above all on archaeo
logical material but also on contemporary written sources, is 
to suggest social and economic relations which may have 
occurred in the Viking trading town of Birka in Lake Mälaren. 
Given the status of the source material, one must almost per
force attempt the writing of a structural archaeology (his
tory), since so very few documented “events” from this pe
riod have survived. All we have to go by is individual peo
ple’s presumed microactions and the way in which these are 
revealed by the archaeological material. Our central consid
eration is Birka and the diffusion of find material which was 
presumably channelled through the town into the country
side. The bringing together of a number of different maps 
showing the geographical distribution of a couple of find 
categories results in the physical appearance of a long-pre
sumed but not archaeologically confirmed pattern. What I 
propose to discuss in this essay, however, is the human eco
nomic relations underlying these patterns.

What are the foundations of different types of exchange 
between people in a society without writing, where there 
hardly exists any central regulatory system and, above all, 
any organizational instrument which could have ensured that 
rules, if any, were complied with? I propose to demonstrate 
that Birka exemplifies phenomena in history which have 
helped to bring about long-term relatively swift changes, “la 
longue durée” in Braudel’s terminology (Burke 1992, pp. 68, 
153 f.), in the structure of society and people’s way of life. 

Equally central is Braudel’s way of dividing time into geo
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graphic, social and individual time. This means, in practice, 
a perspective in which time moves at different speeds, a clari
fication of the utmost importance for understanding the re
lations between - presumed - players in a society which has 
bequeathed very little conscious documentation of itself to 
posterity. I will be discussing the lack of contemporaneity in 
the social/geographical layers which have been found and 
which in archaeological contemporaneity are interpreted as 
one unit. What I mean is not the traditional dating of arte
facts or structures but the mentally different social and eco
nomic spheres which people experience as their reality. These 
spheres are sometimes almost completely isolated from ex
ternal impressions, while others can be integrated with com
plicated networks subject to more or less palpable influences 
from foreign patterns of living, for example, as regards aes
thetic forms, religious concepts, or basic ethical principles.

Once this is understood, it becomes supremely important 
to try to prevent the archaeological material, its frequency 
and type composition, from in itself defining frames for the 
subsequent socio-historical analysis. The importance of also 
trying to use the groups of material which leave no trace can 
never be sufficiently emphasized. From an anthropological 
viewpoint, this has been expressed as follows: “the diffusion 
of the quite limited and unrepresentative congeries of arte
facts and materials surviving for the archaeologist to recog
nize is merely one end product of complex patterns of inter
action, almost all of them proceeding simultaneously on many 
levels.” (Adams 1994, p. 241).

Historico-geographic background
Topics of inquiry and discussion concerning Birka necessar
ily hinge on the town’s ability to exist in the first place. An 
attempt will here be made to illustrate the importance of the 
countryside in this, the first emergence in Sweden of an ur
ban community in an otherwise completely agrarian society 
(Helgö, for present purposes, will be regarded as having pri
marily an agrarian economic structure). It is important, how
ever, to make clear that basically my outlook is anything but 
cultural materialism, in the sense of nature and physical cir
cumstances entirely dictating the conditions in which human 
societies survive and originate. One thing is perfectly clear,
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Björkö could not have supported its presumed population of 
between 500 and 1,000 souls (Ambrosiani 1985a, p. 107; 
Gräslund 1980, pp. 83 f.). We know that, as recently as the 
beginning of the twentieth century, the island could not sup
port a population of about thirty. Moreover, allowing for the 
shift in the shoreline, the island was a good deal smaller in 
Viking times. Pollen analysis has shown that the islands in 
the eastern part of Lake Mälaren - Björkö included - were 
probably more or less unwooded during the Viking Age. This 
means that a colony of cormorants would not be able to 
inhabit the island, dependent as they are on trees for nesting. 
But a large colony of human beings, unable to subsist on the 
produce of the island, can stay there all the same if other 
local conditions are so favourable as to be more highly val
ued than direct access to the necessities of life such as food, 
fuel, firewood, raw materials, and so on. There is no such 
thing as Homo economicusl Instead, the consequence of peo
ple being confronted, for example, by logistical problems of 
this kind is that they exert a physical influence which leads 
to social, economic, and, ultimately perhaps, cultural effects 
on their surroundings, rather than the demise of the town.

Björkö is located in the eastern part of Lake Mälaren, in a 
quasi-archipelagic landscape. During the Viking Age this lake 
was a part of the Baltic and, accordingly, was a somewhat 
different biotope from the freshwater lake we know today. 
Coastal and marine species of birds and fish were presum
ably available in its inner reaches. We can see this in the ar
chaeological material from Birka, which includes, for exam
ple, large quantities of eider and also a conspicuous amount 
of herring.

The landscape is traversed in a NNW-SSE direction by a 
host of fissure valleys south of Lake Mälaren, but the flatter 
landscape north of the lake also has several waterways, navi
gable in Viking times, which extend into central Uppland 
and up towards the Dalälven River and the Bergslagen re
gion. Also important from a communications viewpoint are 
the many eskers which, like the waterways, extend all through 
the landscape, linking it geographically with forest regions 
of Dalarna, Härjedalen, Gästrikland, and Hälsingland.

The clay soils north of Lake Mälaren were put down to 
grain at an early stage of things, and the areas later present
ing a very high degree of cultivation (Anrick 1921, fig. 1)
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tally closely with the central settlements of the Viking Age. 
Later on I shall be confronting this fact with selected archaeo
logical find categories, in order to demonstrate possible points 
of contact between town and country.

Birka, positioned as it is with its “back” to the Lake 
Mälaren approaches, may seem removed from the centre of 
things and rather too much of a backwater for attracting 
international trade. We have to realize that this was a very 
remote place in an unknown region, mentally very far from 
the great continental kingdoms. One of the few contempo
rary written sources at our disposal, Rimbert’s biography of 
the missionary Ansgar, makes it abundantly clear that the 
North inspired great fear and trepidation. The misgivings 
felt about visiting these regions can be illustrated with a cou
ple of examples connected with the Emperor Louis’ desire to 
send a pious man to keep watch beside the newly baptized 
King Harald, who was about to return to Denmark. When 
asked, everyone declined “and said that they did not know 
any man so pious that he would venture forth on such a 
perilous journey for Christ’s name’s sake” (Rimbert, p. 49:84). 
Finally, however, they found a monk “who burned with zeal 
for religion and wished to suffer greatly for God’s name’s 
sake” (Rimbert, p. 49:86). That monk, of course, was Ansgar, 
the Apostle of the North. Note that this passage refers to a 
journey to Denmark, which, geographically, compared with 
Central Sweden, is relatively near the continent.

On closer examination, Birka has a very strategic location 
in several ways. As we have already observed, it is conspicu
ously near fertile farming country and to inland communica
tion routes both north and south of Lake Mälaren. Because 
it can only be reached by boat, Birka is excellently placed for 
receiving large quantities of merchandise, but at the same 
time is easy to defend. Traces of defence installations can be 
seen, for example, in the form of extensive piling outside the 
harbour. Accessibility by water might seem to play into the 
hands of an attacker, in the sense that the town can be reached 
quickly. This risk, however, could be eliminated fairly simply 
by means of a signalling system of beacons which, without 
any difficulty whatsoever, could be seen all the way to what 
is now the Södertälje Canal. Very early warning could thus 
be obtained of the approach of ships or fleets, which would 
leave plenty of time for defensive preparations to be made,
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should they prove necessary. Probably the most important 
consideration, though, was that merchant ships could reach 
the town quickly and easily. As we shall see presently, it was 
very important for Birka, as a trading point and “neutral” 
zone, that commodity exchange could take place without any 
risk of ambush by pirates. Birka’s location is also interesting 
from a control viewpoint, because it is ideally situated in the 
middle of the shipping lane into Lake Mälaren towards 
present-day Västerås, Arboga, and Köping, and from there 
into the Bergslagen region.

The following discussion begins with the number of 
premisses which constitute the framework of the study. These 
premisses are to a great extent based on physical conditions, 
but they do not in themselves explain how the town and the 
traditional community functioned or were transformed as 
social systems. To get at this, we need to investigate the so
cial and economic relations which were a basic prerequisite 
of Birka’s ability to exist, and changes in those relations with 
the passing of time. Thus in spite of our title, there is no 
geographical framework for this study. Instead, as Braudel 
put it, the problem in itself dictates the limits of the study 
(Burke 1992, p. 65).

Fundamental, as we have already seen, is the fact that 
Birka’s population was continuously dependent on other peo
ple for its supply of food, timber, fuel, raw materials, and 
perhaps even protection. This, unquestionably, demands some 
form of organized activity. Another premiss is that Birka, in 
order to survive, must attract merchants, because, in the tra
ditional agrarian society of the Mälaren Valley during the 
Viking Age, there was probably not enough room for such a 
large trading centre with such a large number of non-food- 
producing people in one place. One response to this is to 
specialize more, to profile oneself through the unique goods 
one is able to produce and supply, and which, hopefully, will 
create a need on the part of the buyer. More about the goods 
themselves presently.

Society’s social and legal structure and its tradition are of 
course highly crucial as regards the solutions possible for the 
establishment of relations between previously unknown en
tities. Thus the clan society, with its powerful links between 
families and members of families, is absolutely fundamental, 
in stark contrast, for example, to a purely commercial sys-
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tem in which many social and religious ties are rendered in 
operative and actions are governed by quite different rela
tions between the parties.

The organization of production and 
distribution in pre-capitalist society
The basic structure of society
Economic systems are inescapably linked in one or more ways 
with the society in which they are used. In this example it is 
the relations between clans which bear up the structure of 
society. Is it, for example, through marriages/alliances that 
the foundations of a central Swedish kingdom are laid, as a 
result of the economic spheres/systems coming to be based 
on a wider area than ever before? Both our own saga mate
rial and international sources contain several descriptions of 
alliances created through marriage. Flannery mentions one 
example where alliances through marriage were created with 
fur products (Flannery 1967, p. 76). In the light of what we 
now know about the fur trade at Birka, we may ask whether 
this type of alliance also existed in the Mälaren Valley. I do 
not propose, however, to pursue this point any further at 
present and instead refer the reader, for example, to Hastrup 
1985.

Another very important and outstandingly complicated 
question with a critical bearing on this study concerns politi
cal or rather organizational conditions. The fact is that, ana
lysing conditions in a pre-state society like the Mälaren Val
ley before 1000 A.D., politics does not come into it all that 
much. What really matters is the nature of traditional pro
ductive conditions and what happens when these are trans
formed in the encounter with quite different structures or 
when new phenomena like towns come into being and, con
sequently, entirely new occupational categories are estab
lished. Economic changes of this kind in a society are of course 
bound to entail changes in attitudes to different kinds of work 
(Fe Goff 1982). Further penetration of this question, how
ever, is beyond the scope of the present study.

The central question is whether there exists a hierarchy of 
production in Svealand at this time. In a word, did we have a 
feudal system or were the peasants “free”? Was there a feu
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dal system in which certain people were in a position to ap
propriate the surplus of other people’s labour, a creative de
pendence? It seems clear from our present-day interpretation 
of the archaeological grave material and the runestones (cf. 
Ambrosiani 1985b; Zachrisson 1994) that some kind of in- 
ter-clan ranking order existed. These physical manifestations, 
however, tell us nothing about actual dependencies in soci
ety. If someone has a great deal of land and, by the same 
token, is wealthy, this does not automatically imply that he 
or she has an instrument for reducing other people to sub
mission. If anything, what this shows is that certain people 
have found commercial outlets for a production surplus. As 
long as all members of a society with no central rule are 
involved in subsistence production (food, timber, and so on), 
there will be no sale for systematic surplus production. If, on 
the other hand, people suddenly begin to appear who are 
only temporary visitors to the region, this generates a need 
for the surplus production of certain commodities. If, more
over, these strangers keep meeting in the same place and in 
this way attract craftsmen, whose working conditions are 
transformed now that they are able to work full-time, this 
means a steep rise in the number of people not included in 
everyday subsistence production. What I am describing here 
is, of course, the emergence of a town/trading point in a tra
ditional agrarian society. A course of events like this pro
vides incentive for the deliberate surplus production of com
modities of many different kinds. In a pre-state society, how
ever, the political or legal foundation of a feudal system is 
lacking. Thomas Lindkvist has perseptively summarized this 
in as follows: “An exploitation system of this kind, with many, 
often scattered units, can only have existed in a society where 
there was a state power which could supply norms, ideologi
cal notions and - above all - the possibility of sanctions in 
order for the non-productive landowners to be able to ap
propriate at least part of the production surplus in some other 
way than by sheer physical force. It also required the exist
ence, in the societal superstructure, of notions making possi
ble an abstraction of the right of ownership from the right of 
use, at the same time as the user and appropriator of the 
surplus output were (formally) legally equated” (Lindkvist 
1979, pp. 128-129).

We find, then, that surplus production for sale can have
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had no point in a purely agrarian society, and that a feudal 
system is not really workable without a state power.

The absence of coinage in the ninth and tenth centuries 
underlines that we are dealing with a non-centrally governed 
society; compare Birka with Sigtuna, where the striking of 
coinage occurs from the end of the tenth century onwards. It 
follows that the power manifested in big mounds, chamber 
graves, and other opulently furnished burials is based, not 
on actual land ownership but on relations within the tradi
tional clan society. It is the establishment of strong links be
tween people/families that matters. In the agrarian society, 
people were overwhelmingly self-sufficient. What they may 
have needed as a form of insurance was a person or persons 
capable of supporting them when times were bad or misfor
tune struck: “power was exerted over human collectives, not 
over land” (Lindkvist 1990, p. 8). Extensive archaeological 
investigations during the 1980s and early 1990s have shown 
that rural settlement in the Late Iron Age did not consist of 
solitary homesteads to anything like the great extent previ
ously supposed. Instead we should assume that village for
mations, on a greater or lesser scale, and social fabrics con
nected with them already existed in Viking times (cf. Fallgren 
1993; Frölund and Wilson 1993).

Summing up, we find that our study is concerned with 
economic systems and exchange in a pre-state society which 
has the clan/family as its productive base and in which direct 
relations of dependence between free people were little in 
evidence.

Economic spheres
For obvious reasons, it will not be possible within the scope 
of this essay to give a complete account of the discussion of 
economic history. But a few basic ideas will be tested against 
the social system described above.

I will also be using a number of artefact categories in or
der to show how the archaeological material - the only ma
terial available - can be used in order to trace what may have 
been the economic structure of society during the Viking Age. 
In order, then, to carry out a deeper analysis, it is essential to 
have access to a far greater number of thorough reviews of 
finds than is at present the case (Ingemar Jansson’s thesis on 
oval brooches is a brilliant example of the very thing I am 
calling for).
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Anthropological research has long been concerned with 
finding economic systems, or rather models of economic sys
tems, to describe societies at different stages of development 
or of differing complexity. Roughly speaking, most models 
conform to one of the two main directions of economic an
thropology: substantivism and formalism. The formalists 
assume that man always acts rationally and, faced with a 
number of choices, always opts for the alternative giving 
maximum benefit. In other words, current Western neo-clas
sical economic theory is applied to social systems beyond the 
Western world in both time and space. The substantivists 
argue that modern economic theory cannot be applied to the 
analysis of societies not having a developed capitalist sys
tem. In such societies one must instead try to explain pro
duction and patterns of distribution on the assumption that 
subsistence production - production for survival - is much 
more of a prime concern than in our economy today.

This latter school includes the economic historian Karl 
Polanyi. He has built up an explanatory model based on three 
fundamental types of exchange: reciprocity or direct exchange 
between two parties, redistribution, whereby goods in a so
ciety are channelled to the inhabitants through a centre, and, 
thirdly, a market economy, meaning a free market in which 
all parties meet on “neutral” ground for an exchange of goods 
governed by supply and demand (cf. Polanyi 1959). Mention 
must be made of another book by which anthropological 
research has been greatly influenced. In 1925 Marcel Mauss 
published a book called Essai sur le don, which deals with 
the presentation of gifts as a phenomenon in so-called primi
tive societies. This is a direct exchange between different 
parties and doubtless forms the basis of Polanyi’s discussion 
of reciprocity. What Mauss showed was that the presenta
tion of gifts was not so much an economic act as a total or 
general social phenomenon (Mauss 1972, p. 100). Here, then, 
we have an attempt to explain entire social systems in which 
all parts are more closely integrated than in a modern west
ern society nowadays. Briefly, one could say that this is a 
desirable approach when dealing with vanished societies on 
the basis of archaeological source material. Mauss’s theory 
has subsequently been criticized and developed by Pierre 
Bourdieu (1977) among others.

Before we return to consider the Mälaren Valley, there is
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another important contribution to the debate which has to 
be mentioned. On the basis of fieldwork in New Guinea, 
Richard Salisbury (1962) has formulated the economy as 
being built up or consisting of different spheres. In this soci
ety he found three significance-bearing economic spheres 
which he dubbed “the subsistence sphere”, “the luxury 
sphere” and “the ceremonial sphere”. These spheres of ex
change operate mainly as isolated circles, and in one sphere, 
for example, it is only possible to exchange commodity A for 
commodity D and not, for example, for commodities B and 
E, which can only be exchanged with each other. This theory 
provides a further suggestion concerning a possible concept/ 
value system which can be tested against an existing histori
cal society, and it exemplifies the possibility of making struc
tural use of ethnographic parallels in an attempt to identify 
patterns of long-vanished (economic) relations between hu
man beings. Salisbury’s categorization could well be applied 
to interpretations of Viking burial grounds, not least at Birka, 
with its complex mixture of traditional Scandinavian clan 
society combined with a host of different ethnic and reli
gious influences from the whole of the then known world. 
What do grave gifts, for example, in the form of fine Western 
European pottery in an otherwise traditional Scandinavian 
grave furnishing, really have to tell us? Do they necessarily 
mean “status”? Is this a gift from a foreign merchant? If so, 
what does it mean, since we know it to be pottery for every
day use? What is the significance of an artefact moved far 
away from its original utilitarian environment? Is it so, as 
with collectibles today, such as African art, that the price of 
artefacts rises if, coming from places which are inaccessible 
for various reasons, they are very rare and hard to come by? 
Or can the value of an object be calculated according to dis
tance from its original source: is there an exoticism index?

Before going any deeper into this discussion, I would like 
to show, with reference to some find categories and their 
spatial distribution in Central Sweden, a number of concrete 
archaeological examples which can help us to understand 
how economic exchange was organized.
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The archaeological source material
Coined silver
Since archaeological source material, on the whole, is the 
only material available from this period of time in Central 
Sweden for the tracing of prehistoric systems of exchange - 
trade is hardly ever mentioned in the Western European 
chronicles at our disposal - the present study is based almost 
entirely on patterns of settlement as deduced from the ar
chaeological finds.

I have chosen to look at the occurrence of silver in the 
form of Arabic coins, and also at the distribution pattern of 
oval brooches in the Mälaren Valley, including Dalarna and 
Gästrikland. The field of investigation comprises, in the first 
respect, Uppland, Södermanland, Västmanland, Närke, 
Dalarna, Gästrikland, Hälsingland, Jämtland, Härjedalen, 
and Ångermanland. All finds of coins were deposited some
time between 770 and 980, that is, while Birka existed. I 
have deliberately refrained from considering finds from the 
eleventh century, so as to give as accurate a picture as possi
ble of the period during which no central power existed in 
this part of the country. There is much to suggest that the 
social system may already have been influenced in the elev
enth century by Christianity and by a system of government 
based on a state with a central administrative power, in such 
a way that, socio-economically, it is not comparable in this 
respect with the preceding century.

Fig. 1 shows the spatial distribution of coined Arab silver, 
in the area investigated.1 The overwhelming proportion comes 
from Birka. Otherwise the coins are reasonably concentrated 
within a belt extending from the eastern part of Lake Mälaren 
along the waterways to Uppsala and a little further north. 
Isolated concentrations occur in Södermanland and the 
Norrtälje district. Apart from south-west Attundaland and 
the south of Tiundaland in Uppland, coinage finds from this 
period are very few and far between elsewhere in the area 
investigated. Coins have only been found in a handful of places 
in Dalarna and the northern provinces. One is also struck by 
the conspicuous lack of coinage finds in Närke and 
Västmanland. One source-critical aspect which carries a cer
tain amount of weight is that the concentration between Stock
holm and Uppsala tallies closely with the areas, above all
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Fig. 1. Occurrence of coined silver in Central Sweden in relation to known 
Husaby places. The coins were deposited between about 770 and 980. Husaby 
map after Hyenstrand 1980.

north of Stockholm, which have been under heavy pressure 
from building development in the past ten years. It should be 
added, however, that there have also been major investiga
tions of several other places round about Lake Mälaren in 
recent years and that the database I have had access to is well 
updated. As I see it, these coins may have arrived in two 
principal ways. Either they came to the homesteads as booty 
or proceeds of exchange following the inhabitants’ own voy-
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ages eastwards, to Rus or perhaps further, or, secondly, they 
came to certain homesteads by various means through Birka. 
In a deeper analysis one ought of course to take a closer look 
at the surroundings of these homesteads/villages and the rest 
of the find material, in order to see whether there is anything 
to distinguish these from other settlement units. Can they 
have had access to something which others did not and which 
was of interest to the inhabitants of the town and to foreign 
visitors? Is there anything to suggest that other settlements 
were in any way dependent on them and if so, in what way? 
The figure also shows that there is no convincing connection 
between these coinage finds and Husaby places or royal man
ors.

The oldest evidence of Scandinavians in Russia is finds 
from Staraj a Ladoga dated to the third quarter of the eighth 
century. Thus, judging by what we know today, expeditions 
from Scandinavia to Russia did not occur on any consider
able scale before Birka existed. As I see it, the first voyages 
eastwards were probably organized, if not directly then at all 
events through acquaintances and the flow of information, 
from Birka, where people were present who came from those 
regions or had been there on trading voyages. Because sev
eral centuries were still to pass before a monetary economy 
developed in the area investigated, these coins circulated only 
by virtue of their silver value (apart from some of them being 
turned into jewellery). The question is, then, in which eco
nomic sphere or spheres these coins were used. On the strength 
of the argument stated above, I believe the distribution pic
ture, very roughly of course, to indicate the areas with which 
Birka had a continuous and relatively frequent exchange. The 
small quantity of coins discovered in Trögden and Håbolandet 
is hard to explain, considering the supply of arable land in 
these areas. Perhaps the pressure of building development, 
mentioned above, is a factor here, but it should be added 
that relatively large areas have been investigated between 
Bålsta to the west of Stockholm and Enköping. Another pos
sible explanation is that Birka had established contacts with 
homesteads/villages for the continuous supply of grain and 
meat/dairy produce - from areas most easily reached with 
appropriate forms of transport. From this point of view, the 
interior of Trögden and Håbolandet is less accessible than 
the homesteads/villages which were situated on the water
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way to Uppsala. Another very important aspect, considering 
that different, separate economic spheres did actually exist, 
is that the goods supplied by the farmers of Trögd and 
Håbolandet were, on the whole, only exchanged for goods 
of a perishable nature - salt, honey, wine, oil and so on. Let 
us suppose that these particular farmers delivered grain, which 
was then exchanged for other staple commodities. If so, there 
was no social incentive in this relationship for the use of pres
tige products or of any objects divorced from the subsistence 
context. This could be taken to indicate that land ownership 
had not yet become very important as a power factor in soci
ety, which suggests a relatively egalitarian structure in which 
there was probably no foundation for a feudal mode of pro
duction. Considering that arable acreage in the south-west
ern part of Attundaland was somewhat inferior and smaller, 
it is conceivable that the goods coming to Birka from this 
area perhaps mainly consisted of meat and dairy produce, 
fuel or firewood. These two are commodities which must 
have been taken to Birka in a continuous flow, to cover the 
needs of the 500 or more non-self-supporting people who 
lived here. This presents a problem, because we have no pos
sibility of deciding how different goods were valued and paid 
for. Were cattle, for example, paid for in one kind of “legal 
tender” and grain, iron, slaves, furs, semi-manufactured prod
ucts of different kinds, and so on with others? What is the 
significance of historical contact between clans in this con
nection? Were there ties of kinship between Birka and these 
areas which contributed to the inclusion of commodities in 
an exchange of tokens of respect? Pires-Ferreira and Flannery 
discuss, in a very inspiring essay, the character of commer
cial exchange and the physical and relational expressions 
which it assumes. “By examining the relative position of each 
commodity in relation to other commodities within the ex
change sphere, it becomes possible to propose hypotheses 
about which products [might have] acted as regulatory mecha
nisms serving to maintain the system in spite of long-term 
fluctuations in population or its distribution” (Pires-Ferreira 
and Flannery 1977, p. 289). Cf. Rathje and Sabloff’s view, 
mentioned in the final paragraph of this essay.) The authors 
argue that the exchange of “non-subsistence” and exotic 
objects must have acted as a “system regulator which per
petuates trade in subsistence products even when the bal
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ance of trade or demographic stability is in doubt” (op. cit., 
p. 290).

A calculation of the silver value, in grams, of a number of 
European products during the Viking Age (Eisner n.d., p. 
96) suggests that silver was probably used as currency in cer
tain connections only. On the basis of the values presented, 
all the coined Arabic silver from the period in question which 
has been found in Dalarna (roughly 25 coins) would cover 
the cost of two coats or cloaks or two sheep or one pig or 25 
chickens. These comparisons, of course, have to be taken 
with many pinches of salt, but they do convey some sugges
tion of what different goods were worth. Note, however, that 
this is not to say that these goods were necessarily paid for in 
silver. In the review, a horse and a sleigh are worth roughly 
the same, above 300 g silver (approximately 300 whole coins). 
By way of comparison, we can say that all the coined Arabic 
silver which has been found in the whole of Uppland except 
Birka would not even be enough to buy two horses. Quite 
clearly, then, a great deal of utility production must have 
been paid for in other ways.

The Viking homesteads Pöllistä and Sanda may both have 
belonged to the “cooperative” (organized economic coop
eration, cf. Book 1994) systems, for delivery of convenience 
goods to Birka, which may have existed in the town’s imme
diate hinterland. Both homesteads existed simultaneously with 
Birka and Sigtuna, as is clearly reflected by the find material. 
What is most important in this connection, however, is ob
servations suggesting which goods travelled in the opposite 
direction, that is, from the country to the town. In Pöllistä, 
an inverse relation has been established with regard to the 
number of year-old lambs in slaughter produce from Pöllistä 
and Sigtuna respectively. The homestead in the country 
showed a deficiency of lambs, while in the town they are 
correspondingly over-represented. This has been taken to 
imply regular delivery of year-old lambs to the town (Kenneth 
Svensson and Bengt Wigh, personal information). At Sanda, 
production of a special kind of wheat, yielding a superior 
flour, has been established (Åqvist 1997, p. 7). This, how
ever, need not mean that the flour was delivered to Birka or 
Sigtuna: it may just as well have been consumed on the spot 
or served as rent to someone in a position of superiority.

All the Viking homesteads or villages which have been
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partly or wholly investigated in Uppland (Pollista, Gredelby, 
Sanda, Säby, and Valsta) present examples, albeit in very small 
numbers, of Western European pottery, which, in all certainty 
must have been channelled through Birka (Bäck, in prepara
tion). This phenomenon, of imported pottery occurring at 
all in the countryside, is a fact not known previously - not 
known because imported pottery (Western European espe
cially) has very seldom been found in the large number of 
graves from this time investigated in the Mälaren Valley. 
Clearly the local population had no interest in the deceased 
being accompanied by foreign pottery on the voyage to the 
other side. What this might possibly indicate is a value judge
ment. Burial with foreign objects did not signal status or any 
other value, which is perfectly natural in a typical clan soci
ety. In structures of exchange based partly or entirely on a 
system of gifts, one could perhaps, by tracing the significance
bearing gifts for the revival of the social system, come one 
step closer to understanding how dependency relations bet
ween people were constituted during this period. Knowledge 
as to which commodities or products are used in such a pres
tige-based system is fundamental here. Here too we have the 
problem in a non-prescriptive archaeological perspective. 
How are we to judge what are status objects? Prestige is some
thing very closely bound up with a traditional society. But 
what happens when external influences suddenly become so 
widespread that most parts of society, one way or another, 
are affected? Does it then become prestigious to demonstrate 
one’s close contact with these strangers, or does the opposite 
apply? Does it perhaps make no difference at all, the ex
change of gifts being so deeply rooted in a native social struc
ture (religion, cosmology, politics, everyday economics, kin
ship etc.) that new categories of artefact are not relatable to 
prestige contexts at all? Gift transactions or the anticipation 
of them are mentioned at five points in the story of Ansgar. 
None of them concerns an exchange of gifts hinting at conti
nuity and thus a chronological aspect in the exchange rela
tion. All of them are concerned with propitiating someone, 
securing advantages or forging alliances. At one point we are 
told the gifts which Ansgar offers King Hårik in order to be 
permitted to preach, as exchangeable for services. This only 
shows that Ansgar comes from an economic reality where 
the exchange of services forms a natural part of the social
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structure. The question is whether in the North, during the 
Viking Age, there existed an economic sphere which, through 
prestige objects, maintains social ties between groups of peo
ple, and whether these “alliances” were linked to other parts 
of the subsistence economy.

Oval brooches (bronze-founding)
The other category of materials I have chosen as a point of 
departure for tracing economic systems is oval brooches, tra
ditional articles of women’s jewellery in Scandinavia during 
the Viking Age. Fig. 2 shows the distribution of oval brooches 
in Central Sweden in relation to the distribution of prehis
toric burial grounds. I have chosen this group of artefacts 
because it is deemed to represent the apparel of the free, well-
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Fig. 2. Distribution of oval brooches in Central Sweden. After Jansson 1985.
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to-do Scandinavian woman. Another important reason for 
my choice is connected with technology. Bronze-founding is 
a very advanced process which demands specialized skills 
over and above ordinary peasant craft. My starting point, 
then, is the extensive foundry activity revealed, by the 1990- 
1995 Birka excavation, on one of the plots in the town. It 
should be pointed out, however, that there are instances of 
brooches also having been cast in other places, such as the 
Migration Period/Vendel Period homestead of Valsta in the 
Parish of Norrsunda, north of Stockholm (Ann-Marie 
Hållans, personal information), in the Parish of Barva, Söder
manland (personal information from Jan Dunér) and in con
junction with a presumed royal manor in Old Uppsala 
(Nordahl 1996, p. 63). Judging by the quantity of finds from 
these places, activities there were on a much smaller scale 
than in Björkö. Only a fragment, for example, has been found 
in Uppsala. It should also be noted that, hierarchically/eco
nomically, both these homesteads (that is, Valsta and Old 
Uppsala), in all probability, belonged to the upper stratum of 
society in the Viking period. Not only the technology but 
also the product in itself can provide clues as to what it sig
nals. “The level of the productive forces, therefore, is not 
defined solely by the practice of a particular technology, but 
by the socially accepted effects of its use” (Meillassoux 1984, 
p. 38).

What does the map tell us? The first thing one notices, of 
course, is the concentrations of brooches on the island of 
Björkö, in central Uppland, and in the south of Västmanland. 
In addition, there are concentrations of brooches in Gästrik
land, round about Lake Siljan in Dalarna, and on the Aland 
islands. Södermanland has a notable paucity of finds com
pared with the areas immediately north of Lake Mälaren. In 
addition, lines of findspots clearly coincide with the water
ways northwards from Lake Mälaren.

Combination of this map with the presumed routes from 
southern Norrland down through the Mälaren provinces re
veals an interesting pattern (fig. 3). The concentrations of 
oval brooches already noted north of Lake Mälaren coincide 
almost completely with these routes. Equally obvious is the 
almost complete absence of brooches along the routes to the 
south of Lake Mälaren, leading out into the Baltic. How is 
this to be understood? One possible explanation, in my opin-
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Fig. 3. Conspectus of maps showing routes from the south of Norrland dowit 
through the Mälaren provinces, together with a map showing the distribution of
oval brooches in the same region. After Hyenstrand 1980 and Jansson 1985.

ion, is that these are physical traces of some kind of down- 
the-line trade with one or possibly two different commodi
ties from the interior of northern Svealand and southern 
Norrland. “Down-the-line” means, quite simply, that goods 
carried for long distances pass boundaries in the landscape 
which are regarded as “concessionary”, with the result that 
they pass through several hands before reaching their final 
destination. The middlemen involved in the trade naturally 
have a good supply of this commodity and perhaps rake off 
their share of the profit “in kind”. In a chain like this, conse
quently, one cannot assume a steady, continuous flow of prod-
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ucts. In other words, a town’s supply of staple goods (corn, 
flour, meat, timber, fuel, etc.) cannot be kept up through this 
form of exchange, and so other types of commodity must be 
involved here. I believe the distribution of the brooches to 
indicate homesteads and families which may have been in
volved in economic transactions with a commodity which, 
already in Viking times, was immensely important to the 
population of the Mälaren Valley, namely, iron. It is no coin
cidence that there are many graves along these routes, e.g. in 
Vendel and Valsgärde, containing an abundance of iron. The 
distribution pattern for swords (weapon burials) in the area 
investigated also tallies with this pattern (Hyenstrand 1972,
p. 26).

Is Södermanland, then, not to be regarded as integrated 
with the Mälaren Valley culture? Of course it is, but the ques
tion is mal posée. As has already been remarked, the brooches 
have tended to be looked on as belonging to the free and, 
allow me to add, well-to-do women in the Late Iron Age. 
What the map shows is the chorology of the proceeds of 
trade and the operational areas of early entrepreneurs. 
Södermanland at this time, quite simply, was to a great ex
tent no more than a transit area for commodity exports from 
the northern regions by way of Birka. The contact which 
undoubtedly existed with the town was probably based on 
exchanges in other economic spheres, for example, continu
ous subsistence production of foodstuffs and fuel, which at 
this time did not, in itself, generate wealth.

Another very interesting picture emerges if the brooch dis
tribution map we have already been using is compared with 
the distribution of iron production sites in northern Svealand 
(fig. 4). Almost without exception, the brooches frequently 
occur as far as and very close to these areas, but very few 
finds of brooches have been made within them. Compare 
this with the way in which the few brooches found in Närke 
occur, not in the Bergslagen communities but right next to 
them, communication-wise oriented towards the Mälaren 
Valley. What does this add up to? Can we, already at this 
time, see the traces of a structural change in society, with a 
group of farmers combining the traditional agrarian pattern 
of living with a role as middleman in an inter-regional sys
tem of exchange, an emergent merchant class in the country
side? This could be a way of creating for oneself an eco-
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Fig. 4. Conspectus of maps showing iron production sites in northern Svealand 
and Närke in relation to the distribution of oval brooches in the same region. 
After Hyenstrand 1972; Hansson 1989; Jansson 1985.

nomie surplus which would eventually be converted into land, 
which came to be the fundamental economic factor later on 
in the medieval period. In this instance the producer does not 
have the same possibilities as the middleman of accumulat
ing wealth. Here, presumably, communication networks and 
access to information were highly important. The homesteads 
which had contacts with Birka and, by the same token, a big 
market for commodities of different kinds, had an overview 
or, quite simply, a knowledge which the Bergslagen commu
nities were in no position to assimilate. Just as in the present- 
day economy, the intermediaries, presumably, created for
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themselves a position whereby they could earn far more than 
the people actually producing the commodity in demand. It 
was, in all probability, neither economically nor practically 
feasible for individual producers of iron to convey the prod
uct themselves to Lake Mälaren. Besides, there was doubt
less a cognitive and psychological obstacle, since they knew 
nothing of the opportunities for sale or the actual prospects 
of achieving a trade agreement with some foreign emissary 
in Birka. What we see here is an economic difference between 
groups of people in a network in Central Sweden, but at the 
same time this indicates that a province such as Dalarna, for 
example, must absolutely be regarded as belonging to the 
same social structure as the rest of the Mälaren Valley. What 
we have here, then, is one and the same community but dif
fering in economic, military, and perhaps political aspects 
(Mann 1986).

This iron trade was in all probability highly important, 
even though we do not have very many physical traces of it. 
A summary of 14C-dated iron production sites in Dalarna, 
however, reveals a heavy concentration between the latter 
part of the Merovingian period and Birka’s disappearance at 
the end of the tenth century (Hyenstrand 1972, p. 22; 
Magnusson 1986, p. 182). Comparison with other places 
where iron was produced also reveals a geographical differ
ence. The noticeable predominance of iron production sites 
dated to the eighth-ninth centuries in Dalarna and to some 
extent also in Hälsingland and Västmanland has no counter
part, for example, in Jämtland, Härjedalen, Gästrikland, or 
Närke. This pattern, in my opinion, shows which regions 
functioned as catchment areas for places like Helgö and, above 
all, Birka.

The structure of exchange described here is of such a kind 
that trade in prestige goods may very well have been con
nected with it. Thus it is in connection with this kind of sys
tem that we ought to search archaeologically for categories 
of artefacts which can have played a part in a possible gift/ 
prestige exchange between groups of people (clans).

These channels into the country also served, of course, to 
convey other goods from the forest regions, furs especially. 
The extensive nature of the fur trade has been revealed in 
recent years by investigations of the Black Earth at Björkö, 
which brought to light - for example, in the early ninth-cen-

150



No Island is a Society

tury shoreline zone - large quantities of paw bones, above all 
of fox and squirrel. Thus the pelts were brought to the town 
partly dressed, and the extremities were finally removed in 
connection with sale.

Birka as a trading site and local market
The trading site
As I hope the above argument has served to show, Birka as a 
socio-scientific phenomenon is of great complexity, which of 
course makes its role very difficult to explain today, a thou
sand years after Birka’s disappearance. One thing is perfectly 
clear. The town played an important part in long-distance 
trade between east and west, but also as a final destination 
for many interests in large parts of Northern Europe.

One of the most fundamental preconditions for people 
from a “civilized” Europe venturing into the heart of the 
barbarous north is that there must have been a place where 
they could safely transact their business, a kind of free zone. 
Rimbert tells us that in Schleswig, following Christianiza
tion, “there was great joy in that town, so that people from 
our country could also freely travel there with absolutely no 
fear - which had not been possible previously - as good mer
chants both from here and from Dorestad. In this way, goods 
of all kinds became abundantly available there” (Rimbert, p. 
49:329). Note that the reference here is to Schleswig, which 
is much closer to Rimbert’s own country than Birka and the 
Mälaren Valley. The fact of Birka being situated on an island 
also helped to create a neutral space, segregated from the 
mainland to the north and south. Historical parallels dem
onstrating the possibility of trading places serving as free zones 
include, for example, the many attempted landings by the 
Spaniards along the coast of Central America. In nearly all 
the places where they went ashore on the Yucatan Peninsula 
they were turned away, directly attacked, or ambushed and 
annihilated. The trading centre of Cozumel was, almost with
out exception, the only place where peaceful contact could 
be maintained between the Spaniards and the local popula
tion (Rathje and Sabloff 1975, pp. 11 f.). Birka’s geographi
cal location, in a frontier zone from the waterways to the 
interior of the “barbarous” and impenetrable Svealand and 
Norrland, points to the importance of the place and also tal
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lies with examples of such places elsewhere in Europe (cf. 
Polanyi 1978, p. 93).

The question remains as to which type or types of eco
nomic exchange took place at Birka. As we have already ob
served, the foundations of economic and social relations dur
ing the Viking Age were constructed round genetic ties of 
different kinds. No such connections generally existed, of 
course, between foreign merchants and the local population. 
In a society which lacks a continuous flow of information 
and a centrally controlled standardization of prices and prod
uct specification, other factors are needed in order for the 
exchange between two parties to be possible. Here we can 
distinguish between personal and impersonal relations, the 
most extreme form of personal relation being that with one’s 
relatives, while the impersonal relation can be instanced with 
our daily shopping round (Plattner 1991, pp. 210 f.). Per
sonal contact with somebody one was going to exchange 
goods with was the only possible way of establishing some 
kind of guarantee of the value of the products one bought. 
This is my main reason for believing that long-distance trade 
in Birka must have been built up around some form of emis
sary activity and that this type of trade cannot have been 
conducted by means of impersonal exchange in a central 
market-place (see below). This, of course, does not include 
the possibility of more rudimentary exchanges involving trivial 
everyday things (tavern visits!) having taken place without 
personal relations. Thus, as a foreign merchant or trading 
company, one needs to “invest” resources in “long-term re
lationships with partners whose identity becomes a factor of 
economic value” (Plattner 1991, p. 218). It is also in this 
context we should look for the channels through which pres
tige objects are conveyed. Prestige objects, of course, are above 
all associated with the internal social constitution of a com
munity, but as we have seen, non-kinship related contacts 
can also be of a personal character. These contacts probably 
also had a need to demonstrate the maintenance of loyalty 
and “the alliance”: “impersonality may not allow economic 
exchanges if traders deal in goods high in experience qual
ity” (Plattner 1991, p. 218).

The above argument presumably accounts for only a very 
small proportion of all the economic spheres and forms of 
exchange employed in Birka (fig. 5). Much of the everyday
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exchange of utility products doubtless took place without 
currency, in a reciprocal system. However, the abundance of 
coined Arab silver (see fig. 1), for example, may very well 
have contributed to the local development in Birka of almost 
market-economic relations between different parties. The 
historian Paul Sweezy sees capitalism as a system of market 
production. As he sees it, the distinguishing characteristic of 
capitalism, in contradistinction to feudalism, is “the occur
rence of commodity exchange rather than the relations char
acterizing production” (Anrup 1982, p. 38). The crucial fac
tor here, according to Sweezy, was long-distance trade, which 
generated a commodity production because the trading points 
had to be supplied by the hinterland (Sweezy 1980, pp. 48 f.).

Another interesting analysis of capitalism as a social and 
economic phenomenon has been made by the sociologist 
Immanuel Wallerstein. Fundamental to Wallerstein’s expla
nation or definition of capitalism is the system’s “commodi
fication” of processes of exchange, production processes (i.e. 
labour), distribution processes, and investment processes 
(Wallerstein 1985, pp. 17 f.). Another distinguishing feature 
of capitalism is the accumulation of capital, that is, the main 
purpose of capital being to generate still more capital. This, 
then, on the whole is a different system from the subsistence 
production by which Scandinavia was dominated prior to 
the advent of the bigger, centralized market in connection 
with places like Birka. According to Wallerstein, it is “accu
mulation of capital, and the relations which the owner of 
capital therefore has to maintain with other persons in order 
to achieve this object, which we call capitalistic” (Wallerstein 
1985, p. 16). Like Sweezy, Wallerstein also emphasizes the 
international nature of capitalism, maintaining as he does 
that capitalistic commodity chains are typified by their 
transnational character. This phenomenon can be seen with 
abundant clarity in the wealth of imported material in Birka.

Thus the basic prerequisites of a capitalist economic sys
tem already existed in the Mälaren Valley during the early 
part of the Viking period. It is my belief that foreign mer
chants or companies traded in Birka through what are best 
termed emissaries (Renfrew 1975, pp. 42 f.). Thus they had 
“branches” in Birka where buyers were stationed for long 
periods and established contacts with middlemen among the 
local population who procured the desired products from
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the interior of Svealand and Norrland. Expeditions would 
then set out at regular intervals from the country of origin to 
collect the stocks which the emissary had built up over a 
period of time. This, as I see it, is the only way in which 
merchants from the continent could get hold of these sought- 
after products from the North without completely unneces
sary assumption of risk.

It is important to note that the economic system, or rather 
systems, we have been discussing only involve certain staple 
products, such as iron and furs. Other commodities produce 
completely different patterns in the archaeological material, 
or rather, different groups of archaeological material (e.g. 
Slavonic pottery, Bäck 1995) from those used in the present 
study lead us to other commodity flows and probably to other 
economic relations.

The local market
Birka is often portrayed, quite wrongly, in terms of an iso
lated trading town. Instead the town must be regarded as a 
portus regni, meaning a harbour town in “the kingdom”. In 
the present case, “the kingdom” means, not the king’s land 
but, quite simply, the town’s hinterland. This is vitally im
portant, because it is in this very borderline zone between 
traditional culture and the new age represented by the town 
that the different time layers of society are most clearly ap
parent to the players involved. The encounter brings out what 
might be termed an anachronistic system shock, which in 
itself leads to social change as a consequence of the adjust
ment which both systems are forced into.

As we have already seen, relationships in Scandinavian 
society were based on kinship relations, which at the same 
time were political, economic, social, and religious. These 
relationships, therefore, are also the frame within which lo
cal economic systems were constructed. As we have seen, the 
rural population were quite certainly involved in raw mate
rial production and the transport of iron and furs. Produc
tion of foodstuffs, building materials, fuel, and raw materi
als/semi-manufactured products for craft industries took place 
in Birka’s immediate hinterland. It has been calculated, for 
example, that in about 1150 more than 30,000 logs were 
needed for the buildings existing in Oslo, at that time a town 
of about 10 hectares (Schia 1989, p. 155).

It is very hard to say how production and distribution
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were organized. Did the farmers cooperate, and if so how 
and to what extent? The provincial codes contain nothing to 
suggest any form of production collective, “on the other hand 
it is evident that farmers, as neighbours, cooperated in vari
ous connections” (Lindkvist 1990, p. 16, n. 6). There are 
also many examples of cooperation between families in situ
ations of war and conflict, so why should not the same apply 
to economic transactions? Thus the basic instrumental struc
ture required in order for cooperative associations of village 
councils (byalag) or several homesteads to exist as tempo
rary or permanent economic units existed in the Viking Age. 
It is also self-evident that many homesteads must have had 
ramifications into the town, at least during the initial phase 
of their existence. “The town lacked social autonomy: its 
social structure, based on clans, kinship relations and reli
gious sects, was a direct extension of the countryside’s” 
(Merrington 1980, p. 229). These networks made up the basic 
framework for the distribution of subsistence products to 
Birka. They were equally important in order for Birka to be 
capable of functioning as a redistributive, regional centre in 
the Mälaren Valley. Both the town and the countryside, once 
the networks of contacts had been built up, had an equally 
great vested interest in keeping the communications routes 
open.

An alternative solution to the model sketched above is 
that logistics were organized by a central power which ob
tained raw materials from several quarters, raw materials 
which were then conveyed to Birka. Neither the written nor 
the archaeological source material at our disposal, however, 
argues, in my opinion, in favour of the feudal structure which 
this would have required having existed in the Mälaren Val
ley during the Viking period. The goods which circulated in 
this sphere of exchange are predominantly of perishable 
materials, the only surviving trace of which is a thick occu
pation layer containing large quantities of bones. Ethno
graphic examples also show that food, drink, and fuel often 
make up the majority of the products circulated in an ex
change system (Gibbon 1984, p. 246).

None of the models which have been investigated has, by 
itself, been able to account for Birka’s relation to its hinter
land. New, deeper analyses of the situation of individual places 
will be needed before any further progress can be made in
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this question. As can be seen from fig. 5, there were probably 
innumerable economic spheres and exchange systems oper
ating simultaneously. The type of exchange system used de
pends on the status of those involved, their genealogical rela
tionship, ethnicity, religion, assets, information resources, and 
so on.

In this connection, we have to realize that no economic 
system has ever operated without an informal sector consist
ing of “any production, distribution or consumption activi
ties that occur outside of the constraints/opportunities ac
cepted by the members of an inclusive social unit as proper, 
right, publicly accountable, and legitimately subject to as
sessment” (Estellie-Smith 1991, p. 295).

Conclusion
By comparing a number of maps showing the distribution of 
oval brooches (demonstrably produced on a large scale in 
Birka), Arab silver coins from between 770 and 980, and 
iron production in the nearby Bergslagen communities with 
communications in the central parts of Sweden, a distinct 
pattern has been established. Bearing in mind that the over
whelming proportion of coins have been found on Björkö, I 
have assumed that a large proportion of other coins in the 
Mälaren Valley were also probably channelled through Birka. 
The distribution pattern of the brooches north of Lake 
Mälaren and the relationship to the iron-producing areas are 
also apparent. An interesting pattern appears whereby ob
jects which there is good reason to suppose entered the coun
tryside by way of Birka are noticeably distributed north of 
Lake Mälaren in the areas which could have produced goods 
in demand among continental Europeans, e.g. furs, slaves, 
iron and perhaps other substances as well. The point is, how
ever, that objects are found in large quantities, not among 
their producers but rather in the areas which the objects had 
to pass through on their way to the end customer. Thus the 
distribution of finds could be regarded as the one physical 
trace of the “latent” products once conveyed through the 
country.

This study could very well be deepened by taking a closer 
look at the places where above-average “affluence” has been 
observable. By combining a database of this kind with par-
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Fig. 5. Draft scheme of economic spheres and exchange systems in Birka.

ticulars of geographic conditions (raw material supplies, cul
tivable land, communication possibilities, and so on) one 
could, in a GIS (Geographical Information System) environ
ment, build a model in which different variables can be con
fronted with each other. In this way new patterns of produc
tion, consumption, distribution, and, consequently, relations 
between different groups in society can be traced.

The question of why and by which person or persons Birka 
was created is important in this connection, but the answer 
is far too complicated to accommodate it within the bounds 
of this essay. Was the town established by foreign merchants 
as an outpost for the purchase of not readily obtainable goods 
from the north or did the foundation spring from an inside 
initiative, aimed at attracting trade? Nor must we ignore the 
fact that opportunities of obtaining cultivable land at this 
time were becoming very limited, so that an alternative re-
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course to moving away in search of land was to make one’s 
living as a merchant, craftsman, smith, or suchlike in the town.

Birka’s disappearance, like its foundation, remains an un
answered question, presumably because the answer is so com
plex that, instead of there being just one or two conceivable 
solutions, a combination of several events and decisions will 
have to be considered.

Merrington maintains that the existence of the early towns 
depended on their capacity for political control of the coun
tryside (Merrington 1980, p. 219). Does the fact of Birka 
having existed for 200 years show that the town had achieved 
a certain level of control over its imports of necessary sup
plies and, accordingly, over its immediate hinterland?

As I mentioned earlier, a trading centre serves important 
purposes as a neutral zone which people from widely differ
ent cultures can frequent and where they can exchange goods 
under reasonably secure conditions. Another aspect of the 
function and central role of the trading centre is stated by 
Rathje and Sabloff in a very interesting article on trading 
centres: “The dominant theme of organization in a trading 
centre will emphasize flexibility of cultural norms. Pragmatic, 
culturally nonspecific norm structures that maximize politi
cal and military neutrality, the potential for cross-cultural 
interaction, and the ability to adapt rapidly to political and 
economic changes will be emphasized in the ideological and 
related material systems found in trading centres” (Rathje 
and Sabloff 1975, p. 9). The authors maintain that a cultural 
system, strategically located on a trade-transport route, is an 
essentially thermostatic phenomenon on the borderline be
tween several different systems; “As the nature of the groups 
trading and their interaction patterns change, so will the struc
ture of the trading centre” (Rathje and Sabloff 1975, p. 15).

Birka could not come into being without its hinterland. 
Nor could Birka exist for 200 years without its hinterland. 
And finally, the town ceased to exist in spite of its hinter
land.
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Islam, Merchants, or King?
Who was behind the Manufacture of Viking Age Weights?
Ingrid Gustin

D
uring the 1990-95 archaeological excavations of 
the Viking Age trading site of Birka on the island 
of Björkö in Lake Mälaren, Sweden, traces of in 
tensive craft activity and commodity exchange 
were found. The groups of material that make up the ar

chaeological traces of exchange consist of the means of pay
ment and the equipment used in the trading. In this article I 
shall focus on a special category of trade equipment - weights 
- to show how they can provide a new basis for discussing 
who was interested in and perhaps lay behind the organized 
form of exchange that existed at Birka. Apart from this dis
cussion, however, I also want to shed light on the use of 
weights in archaeological research in the last few decades: 
the main questions that have been considered, and the con
clusions that different scholars have arrived at as regards the 
production and organization behind some of the Viking Age 
weight types.

The excavations of Birka in 1990-95 above all concerned 
a plot in which bronze casting and metal craft had taken 
place over a long time. Adjacent alleys and parts of neigh
bouring plots were also affected by the excavation, which 
yielded about 300 weights of different types. The majority 
of them were made of lead and occurred in connection with 
the waste from casting. Weights of more sophisticated manu
facture, such as cubo-octahedral weights of copper alloy and 
spherical weights with flat poles, made of iron with mantles 
of copper alloy, were found in other contexts and are more 
likely to be associated with the weighing of silver and other 
precious metals. Parts of Islamic silver coins and cut or bro
ken silver objects show that systems of payment in much of 
the Baltic region were primarily based on weight. Indigenous 
coins, minted in Sweden, are not documented earlier than 
the establishment of the town of Sigtuna at the end of the 
tenth century. As long as a weight-based economy prevailed,
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the supply of exact and generally accepted weights was of 
great significance if payment transactions were to function 
smoothly.

Cubo-octahedral and spherical weights with flat poles 
appear to have been accepted in a large geographical area. 
They have been found at Viking Age trading sites and in 
Viking Age graves throughout the Baltic area and in Russia 
(Steuer 1987, p. 490). In Sweden they probably first occurred 
in the second half of the ninth century. It was at this time 
that the trade routes of the Ladoga lake system came under 
the control of Scandinavians (Noonan 1994, p. 226). The 
places in Sweden where most weights of these types have 
occurred hitherto are Birka and the Viking Age trading site 
of Bandlunde in Gotland (fig. 1).

Weights as archaeological source material
Ola Kyhlberg, Erik Sperber, and Heiko Steuer are three schol
ars who have worked in recent years with weights as ar
chaeological source material. Their methods differ in part, 
and so do their interpretations of how Viking Age exchange 
and trade functioned, the extent to which merchants were 
active, and who organized the production of the spherical 
and cubo-octahedral weights. It is therefore of interest to 
compare the findings and arguments of these scholars, espe
cially when the discussions concern Birka, and also to con
sider some of the new findings that have emerged.

Weights and metrological matters have occupied Swedish 
scholars ever since the eighteenth century. A detailed descrip
tion particularly of Nordic metrological research is presented 
by Ola Kyhlberg (1984, pp. 147 ff.). Weights have often been 
a topic of discussion in archaeological research, for exam
ple, whether it is possible to prove the existence of different 
weight systems and hence different trade routes and cultural 
contacts. Since the weights are now usually severely affected 
or deformed by corrosion, various scientific techniques com
bined with mathematical calculations are needed to deter
mine the original weight of the weights. Much of the discus
sion of weights in recent years has been about these meth
ods. In his dissertation on valuation, payment systems, and 
metrology in the Early Iron Age, Kyhlberg (1984) has devel
oped mathematical models for calculating weight. A similar
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Fig. 1. Different types of weights from the excavations of Birka 
in 1990-95; a spherical bronze weight with flat pools, two cubo- 
octahedral weights of copper alloy, and two lead weights. 
Photograph: Carl O. Löfman.

method and a computer program for modules and distribu
tion curves of a large sample of weights is presented by Erik 
Sperber in his recently published dissertation Balances, 
Weights and Weighing in Ancient and Early Medieval Swe
den (1996).
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Metrological analyses
Both dissertations discuss weights from Helgö from the Mi
gration Period onwards, from Birka and certain Gotlandic 
trading sites, and sets of weights from different parts of the 
country. The weights from Helgö range over a 300-year pe
riod, showing a heterogeneous pattern as regards standard
ized weight units (Kyhlberg 1984, pp. 194,197). This is con
firmed in Sperber’s study, although he finds an agreement 
between the weight unit in the lead weights and a Roman/ 
Merovingian weight system (1996, pp. 60,109). The weights 
from Birka and Gotland show greater agreement, although 
there seems to be a certain amount of heterogeneity even 
here. Sperber shows that there are at least three or four par
allel weight systems on the Swedish mainland and Gotland. 
The two systems with the greatest representation were based 
on the Islamic weight unit for gold, the mitqal, 4.233 g. The 
cubo-octahedral weights from Birka and both the spherical 
and the cubo-octahedral weights from Gotland were based 
on weight units derived from the mitqal unit (Sperber 1996, 
pp. 54, 61-95, 110). From Birka and the mainland there are 
spherical weights with flat poles of iron and copper alloy 
and with a weight module of 4.0 g. Sperber (1996, pp. 85, 
110) is unable to place these in any of the systems based on 
Islamic weight units. Another weight with the same spheri
cal shape but entirely of bronze alloy has been found, chiefly 
on the mainland. Twenty such weights from Birka, Sigtuna, 
Södra Byrummet near Visby, Fresta, and other places have 
been examined by Sperber (1996, pp. 93 ff.). They have a 
module of 3.0 g. Some of these could be associated with a 
sub-unit, 3.05 g, constituting one-eighth of the Nordic öre 
weight of 24.4 g.

Kyhlberg’s and Sperber’s methodological considerations 
and calculations of weights have been a necessary and im
portant stage in the discussion of cultural and commercial 
contacts. Their studies have primarily been geared to metro
logical questions, and in Kyhlberg’s case also to the question 
of payment systems. In certain cases, however, the scholars 
have also used their findings to discuss matters such as cul
tural contacts, exchange, and trade in the Viking Age.

Unlike Sperber, Kyhlberg problematizes the concept of 
trade by referring to Kåre Lunden and C.-A. Moberg and
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how, following Polanyi’s concepts, they have classified trade 
into gift trade, administered trade, and market trade. 
Kyhlberg (1984, pp. 123 ff.) also argues that one must make 
a distinction between today’s concept of trade, which in
cludes an element of profit, and the type of trade/procure
ment of goods that occurred in prehistoric times. This rea
soning is the implicit foundation of some of Kyhlberg’s in
terpretations.

The weights from Helgo, and the occurrence of casting 
moulds showing that manufacture of bronze objects took 
place, led Kyhlberg to reflect on the function of the weights 
at this site. He believes that a large share of the excavated 
weights at Helgö and also at Birka were a defined and meas
ured unit of valuable metal and may as such have been used 
as a form of payment in themselves (1984, pp. 196, 269). 
Kyhlberg (p. 195) points out that weights occur in econo
mies/milieux which are regionally limited or where a transi
tion is in progress to a monetary system, or where an exist
ing monetary system is fragile. He does not discuss the weights 
from Birka in this context.

Kyhlberg works with find-position analyses of different 
objects, including coins and weights, in the graves of Birka. 
These analyses lead to discussions of what the deposited 
objects may be conceived of as representing. Some 252 
weights have been found in the graves, but only four bal
ances or fragments of balances. Only one grave contained 
both balances and a set of weights (more than three weights 
together). Since a complete set of weighing equipment, with 
weights and balances, is needed for a craftsman, smith, coin 
changer, or merchant, Kyhlberg (1984, p. 273) questions the 
idea that the weight or the balance was a common burial 
attribute of a merchant. This view is shared by Steuer (1987, 
pp. 469-474), who thinks that weights are such common 
finds from Viking Age trading sites that all the people who 
used a trading site must have had access to them.

Merchants or traders, above all in the early days of Birka, 
are more likely to be found in graves with buckets, that is, 
graves with equipment for measuring goods, according to 
Kyhlberg (1984, p. 278). He also questions the concept of 
merchant and trader, as emerges, for instance, in the discus
sion of the chamber graves. These and other graves, which 
often contain weights, have been assumed to belong to mer-
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chants and their families (cf. e.g. Ambrosiani and Clarke 
1993, pp. 69 f.; Gräslund 1980, p. 86; Stalsberg 1987, pp. 
43 ff.). Kyhlberg (pp. 273 ff.) believes that the chamber graves 
represent an emerging upper class with a status based on 
kinship, land ownership, or appointment as administrative 
officials.

As regards the cultural influence that that can be demon
strated with the aid of the metrological systems, for the Vi
king Age Kyhlberg (194, p. 267) points mainly to Islam, 
which probably influenced Sweden indirectly via eastern 
contacts such as Staraya Ladoga.

Sperber likewise sees in the weights a very strong influ
ence from Islamic areas in the Viking Age. This influence is 
shown in the weight units used both on Gotland and on the 
Swedish mainland. Another clear influence that Sperber con
sidered is the imitation Arabic script on some of the poles of 
the spherical weights. Gert Rispling of the Numismatic De
partment at Stockholm University has interpreted the text 
on one of the weights: “the prophet Allah” and an imitation 
of the word bakh are the legible signs. According to Rispling, 
bakh is a quality designation meaning “first-class”, which 
was common on Islamic coins at the end of the eighth cen
tury and which can also occur later. The signs on the weights 
have been described by Sperber (1996, p. 96) as pseudo- 
Arabic. He mentions a further six or seven weights with simi
lar signs found in Sweden.

Sperber also considers the graves at Birka. He thinks there 
is reason to believe that many of the people buried here were 
visiting merchants and traders. There were probably Islamic 
merchants among them. The finds of weights based on the 
Islamic weight system, according to Sperber, can be inter
preted as signs of trade which was part of a deliberate Is
lamic mission. Sperber also suggests that trade around the 
Baltic Sea in the latter part of the ninth century and in the 
tenth century was probably controlled by Islam. On the ba
sis of this conclusion, Sperber (1996, pp. 106 f.) finds it be
wildering that the use of weights continued even after 970, 
when the import of Islamic coins ceased.

168



Islam, Merchants, or King?

The distribution of the weight economy
The third scholar who has studied weights in recent years is 
Heiko Steuer. In several works he has discussed in detail the 
weight economy and the distribution areas of different types 
of weight in northern and eastern Europe in the Viking Age. 
The distribution of the weight economy in the Baltic area is 
divided into three phases. The description is based on an 
only partly published analysis of balance and weight types 
in northern Europe in the Viking Age. The first phase begins 
in 870/880, when a standardized weight system was intro
duced in many areas. This gave rise to two large trade areas 
in northern Europe, one around the North Sea and one 
around the Baltic. The weight economy prevailed in both 
these areas. The North Sea area is characterized by a large 
number of different types of lead weights. The Baltic area, in 
contrast, has standardized weight sets with cubo-octahedral 
weights and spherical weights with flat poles. The core area 
for these weights appears to run from Hedeby to Birka and 
across to the other coast of the Baltic. The balance types also 
differed in the two areas, although there is a certain overlap 
in their distribution.

The second phase begins around 970/1000, when the in
flux of Arabic silver ceases and when weights and balances 
begin to show new formal elements. The North Sea area still 
uses lead weights. The Baltic area now includes all the coun
tries round the eastern coast of the Baltic Sea, along with 
parts of the interior Slavonic areas and northern Norway. 
Gotland appears to be the core area for the distribution of 
weights and balances. There is now much less overlap be
tween the two trade areas.

The third phase begins around 1050/1075 and once again 
brings new formal elements in the design of weights and 
balances. In the North sea area a weight-based economy has 
had to give way to a coin-based system. The eastern area, 
with a predominant weight economy, has been extended to 
the south. In the eastern area certain economic regions are 
clearly distinguishable, such as Sweden, the Baltic region, 
and the Slavonic area. Gotland is still the core area for cer
tain types of weights (Steuer 1987, pp. 480 ff.).

Steuer frequently uses the German word Kaufleute, mean
ing merchants or traders, without saying exactly what he 
includes in that term. However, he refers to another scholar
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who distinguishes between seasonal merchants, who occurred 
in phase 1, and professional merchants, who were active 
together with seasonal merchants in phase 2 (Steuer 1987, 
p. 492). He also claims that the group of Scandinavian mer
chants had a very strong position in the Viking Age. Histori
cal documents from the thirteenth century show that the early 
leagues of merchants were allowed to retain the right to be 
responsible for seals and weights when the leagues were trans
formed into the Hansa. On this basis, Steuer says that the 
Viking Age merchants probably banded together in a pre- 
Hanseatic trading organization and that this organization 
was so widespread that it was able directly or indirectly to 
affect the weight system in much of northern and eastern 
Europe. The Swedish merchants above all are said to have 
been influential in this association. Steuer regards Birka and 
Hedeby as rendezvous points and organizational centres for 
the merchants. The coining of semi-bracteates that was be
gun in Hedeby is viewed by Steuer as an attempt by the 
masters of the town to compete with the control of payment 
system by the merchant leagues, and also a way for them to 
derive new revenues, for instance, in the form of slag tax. 
The semi-bracteates from Hedeby, however, do not appear 
to have been able to compete with the weighed system of 
payment to any great extent (Steuer 1978, p. 256; 1984, p. 
290; 1987, p.492).

The three scholars agree on one point in their overall 
reasoning about cultural contacts, exchange, trade, and mer
chants. They all see the cubo-octahedral and spherical weights 
and the weight systems they represent as influenced by Is
lamic areas. On the other hand, while Kyhlberg and Steuer 
view the contacts as indirect, Sperber believes that there was 
direct contact between the merchants of the Caliphate and 
Scandinavians around the Baltic and at Birka as well. How
ever, some of the points in the arguments put forward by 
Sperber and Steuer above all may be reppraised, partly be
cause it has now been possible for the first time to localize 
weight manufacture for the first time at Birka and Sigtuna.
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eighth century and for the next hundred years or so 
(Ambrosiani and Erikson 1992, p. 41). A very large quantity 
of mould fragments were found, most of which were for the 
manufacture of oval brooches. Four or five fragments, how
ever, were of a completely different form; they fitted together 
and proved to be a mould for a spherical object with flat 
poles, of roughly the same size as a spherical weight entirely 
of bronze also found during the excavation. This is probably 
the earliest Viking Age weight manufacture of which evi
dence has been found in Sweden. The interesting thing is 
that this early manufacturing technique was simpler than 
the later technique. The weight was manufactured entirely 
of bronze, unlike the vast majority of spherical weights, which 
consisted of an iron core with a thin bronze mantle. Also 
interesting is the fact that the spherical weights entirely of 
bronze described by Sperber had a weight module which may 
have been based on the Nordic öre (see above).

Waste from the large-scale manufacture of weights has 
been found among the artefacts retrieved during Lena 
Holmquist-Olausson’s excavations of the town rampart at 
Birka. Among the crucible fragments there was a group of 
objects the inner side of which was shaped to suit a small 
spherical object with flat poles. The inner side also had traces 
of a cloth bag which had enclosed the spherical object. Anders 
Söderberg, in an essay submitted in 1996 to the Archaeo
logical Research Laboratory, Stockholm University, has de
scribed these fragments and the craft process of which they 
were part. He calls the fragments “Schmelzkugeln” because 
the crucible was used to melt copper filings to enclose an 
iron core. The cloth bag served to keep the copper filings in 
place. The Schmelzkugeln fragments were found on a long- 
house terrace together with different types of craft refuse, 
for instance from smithwork and casting (Söderberg 1996, 
pp. 7 ff.).

Schmelzkugeln have also been found among the material 
from the recent excavations at Sigtuna. In his survey, 
Söderberg (1996, pp. 11 f.) shows the occurrence of the cru
cible type in the quarters of Urmakaren 1 and Humlegården 
and elsewhere. The two quarters are located near what was 
probably the royal demesne. The archaeological material 
from the 1988-90 excavations of the Urmakaren quarters 
gave a sensational demonstration of the contacts with the
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royal power. A piece of lead foil bearing the impression of a 
die for a coin of Olof Skötkonung was found. This was the 
first archaeological evidence of minting in Sigtuna.

The die impression was found in a house located immedi
ately outside the area of the royal demesne. The house was 5 
m wide and at least as long. There was a fireplace in one 
corner and in another corner a forge or furnace. The finds 
show that the house was used as both a dwelling and a work
shop. In or near the forge/furnace there were a hundred or 
so small closed crucibles. Also on the floor near the forge/ 
furnace were the die impressions and a cut piece of an Olof 
coin and small lumps of molten silver. The latter finds sug
gest that a mint-master worked here at the start of the elev
enth century (Maimer et ah, 1991, pp. 5-11, 40). Söderberg 
(1996, p. 34) estimates that the weight of the crucibles of 
Schmelzkugel type amounted to as much as 7,467 g, which 
would correspond to more than 250 whole vessels. The large 
quantity of fragments shows that there was extensive pro
duction of weights at the same place where the first coins 
were minted.

Who was behind the manufacture?
If the Schmelzkugeln really derive from the manufacture of 
spherical weights, such fragments should appear at Viking 
Age trading sites where these types of weight are represented. 
Negative evidence in the form of the absence of 
Schmelzkugeln at trading sites without this type of weight 
ought to strengthen the argument. Precisely this pattern oc
curs in Söderberg’s study. Schmelzkugeln have been found in 
previously excavated Black Earth material from Birka and 
also in Hedeby, where there are plenty of examples of the 
spherical type of weight. In contrast, fragments of 
Schmelzkugeln are not represented in the material from 
Helgö, Ribe, or Kaupang, sites with no or only occasional 
evidence of spherical weights (Söderberg 1996, p. 12).

The fact that a number of manufacturing sites from the 
Viking Age have now been localized is of interest, since this 
knowledge may shed new light on the discussion of who 
was behind the presence of standardized weights and the 
maintenance of one or more weight systems at a trading site.
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The production of spherical weights with flat poles at Birka 
and Sigtuna suggests that the influence of Islam on weight 
manufacture was indirect rather than direct. Although 
Sperber believes that Islamic merchants at Birka had control 
over the weights, he also presents evidence which, if he had 
developed it further, would rather have shown the opposite. 
The writing on the weights was probably an attempted imi
tation of Arabic and must therefore have been done by non- 
Arabs. The production of weights continued at Sigtuna after 
Birka lost its role as a trading centre and after the import of 
Islamic coins had ceased and with it Islamic influence. In 
addition, Sperber points out that several standardized weight 
systems existed in parallel. The weight units at Birka may 
have differed from those at the Gotlandic trading sites. In 
the Gotlandic material the majority of weights are from the 
Viking Age trading site of Bandlunde. Settlement at this site 
is documented from about 800 until the end of the eleventh 
century. Bandlunde’s most intensive period appears to have 
been during the tenth century (Brandt 1986, p. 53). Some of 
the weights from Bandlunde are thus probably contempo
rary with those from Birka. They include a weight module 
of 4.23 g. At Birka and on the mainland the weight module 
for spherical weights with flat poles is estimated to have been 
4.0 g. At Hedeby calculations have been performed on two 
large sets of spherical weights with flat poles, the results show
ing a module of 4.1 g (Nielsen 1983, pp. 115 f.). Spherical 
weights of bronze, as we have seen, show a divergent mod
ule of 3.05 g. These weight modules are reconstructions, and 
it is of course hazardous to draw too far-reaching conclu
sions on the basis of the material, especially when different 
methods have been used to calculate the Swedish material 
and the Hedeby material. The tendency is nevertheless that 
there are regional differences. I therefore believe that it may 
be questioned whether the manufacture at the different trad
ing sites really was coordinated and whether one and the 
same group lay behind it.

The regional variations also speak against Steuer’s theo
ries that the Viking Age merchants banded together in a pre- 
Hanseatic league which was so powerful that it directly or 
indirectly affected the weight systems at the other Viking 
Age trading sites in much of northern and eastern Europe. 
Sperber’s and Nielsen’s results indicate that no total adjust
ment ever took place.
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Weights, weight economy, and royal power
If Islamic merchants were not behind the standardization of 
weights, and if the indigenous merchants were not so organ
ized that they could implement a standardized weight sys
tem, who then had the incentive and opportunity to do so? 
At Sigtuna there seems to be a clear link between royal power 
and weight production, since it can be shown that the manu
facture of weights took place in the workshop where Olof 
Skötkonung’s coins were minted. It therefore seems prob
able that the king lay behind, or at least approved, the manu
facture of weights. What could the king’s motives have been 
for maintaining a weight economy?

As regards Sigtuna, I can find two main reasons or mo
tives. The first is to make the exchange of goods function at 
a site that was controlled by the king, who could thereby 
control the import of luxury goods. Goods with a high pres
tige value could be used in the Viking Age to win supporters 
and forge bonds of dependence, hence to maintain one’s own 
position in society (Lindkvist 1995, p. 35). The other motif 
is the king’s need for revenue in the form of tariffs and du
ties. The Olof Skötkonung coins seem to have been the first 
indigenously minted Swedish coins. This minting may be seen 
as a sign that a stronger king now wanted to make his influ
ence felt, one way being to manifest his name and title. In 
addition, the minting may be seen as a first effort on the part 
of the king and the state apparatus to acquire an instrument 
for taxation (Maimer et al. 1991, p. 42). The coining itself 
may have been a source of income for the person who had 
the coins made, in that the coins acquired an excess value in 
relation to the actual metal value of the coin (Maimer 1995, 
p. 25). Following Maimer’s reasoning, I would argue that 
Olof Skötkonung’s minting may be a material indication of 
the king’s endeavour to receive certain duties. It is unclear, 
however, whether this ambition concerned areas other than 
coining.

Brita Maimer believes that the great variations in weight 
in the first Sigtuna coins show that minting in early Sigtuna 
was faltering. It is probable that the state in some periods 
was not sufficiently strong to be able to implement a con
trolled payment system based on indigenous coining. Peri
ods with a functioning coin economy probably alternated
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with periods when payments were once again made in 
weights. Coining probably ceased around 1030/1035 and 
did not resume until the end of the twelfth century (Maimer 
et al. 1991, p. 13; Maimer 1995, p. 25).

In my view, the production of weights under royal super
vision may be seen in the light of the declining minting. The 
king’s power may have been strong enough to be able to 
collect duties in certain areas, for example, in the form of 
tariffs. On the other hand, introducing and maintaining a 
new system with over-valued coins may have been more dif
ficult. As we have seen, coins varied considerably in weight. 
In addition, imported coins have been found in the early 
town layers in Sigtuna. If the indigenous coin-based payment 
system did not work completely in certain periods, the king 
may have found reason to maintain a weight-based system 
through the manufacture of weights, so that trade and ex
change could continue and so that income in the form of 
duties or tariffs could be collected.

There is no evidence at Birka, whether archaeological or 
written, that the king’s power was prominent and strong 
enough to attempt to exact duties or taxes. On the other 
hand, we do know from the recent excavations of Birka that 
the plot structure was planned and that it remained un
changed throughout the existence of the trading site. This is 
a clear indication that a uniting force initiated and control
led the place. Across the sound on the island of Adelsö the 
king had his demesne throughout the lifetime of Birka. The 
king had a captain or bailiff at Birka to represent him. In 
Birka, too, it must have been important for the upper stra
tum to be able to control the inflow of prestige goods so that 
they could use them to tie people to themselves. In the ab
sence of an indigenous monetary system, it must have been 
in the interests not only of merchants but also of the king 
that a system of payment functioned and hence that stand
ardized and approved weights were manufactured. As re
gards Hedeby, Steuer (1987, p. 492) has claimed that there 
was competition between the ruler of the town and the mer
chants’ organization, as a result of which the ruler’s coinage 
never managed to displace the merchants’ weight-based pay
ment system. Instead of positing a competitive situation be
tween the ruler and the merchants as Steuer does, I would 
argue, at least for Birka, that the king and the merchants
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were mutually dependent on each other and that both sides 
could thus support the weight production.

Conclusion
I have tried to show how the archaeological material can 
lead to an alternative interpretation, differing from those of 
Sperber and Steuer, concerning who was behind the stand
ardized weights that began to appear around the Baltic in 
the second half of the ninth century. Whereas Sperber has 
claimed direct Islamic influence and Steuer has emphasized 
the merchants and a possible league of merchants, the finds 
of Schmelzkugeln in Sigtuna may mean that there is reason 
to use various kinds of archaeological evidence to examine 
and discuss the king’s interest and intervention in a weight- 
based payment system. It appears probable that a king would 
have had ample opportunity to influence or control produc
tion. The finds from Sigtuna where royal coining and the 
manufacture of weights took place are evidence in favour of 
this.
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Central Places and Central Areas 
in the Late Iron Age
Some Examples from South-western Sweden
Lars Lundqvist

T
he Slöinge site is a type of habitation site which, 
from the Late Roman Iron Age (fourth century 
AD) on, clearly distinguishes itself from agrarian 
settlement by virtue of the presence of precious 
metal objects, imports, weapons, and hoards. A large part 
of the finds reflect extensive networks in which luxury goods 

in particular were distributed. In the latter part of the Iron 
Age - from the eighth century - trade in everyday commodi
ties is also evident.

The rich settlement sites are considered to have had cen
tral functions of an ideological, political, judicial, and eco
nomic nature. The remains are interpreted in terms of the 
exercise of religion, the residence of a political leader, the 
production of luxury objects, and the handling of merchan
dise. In most cases there are several functions at one and the 
same place. In this essay, therefore, the concept of central 
place is used to include different types of site which can be 
envisaged as having the character of a chieftain’s farm, a 
cult site, a market-place, or a combination of these. Central 
places also include certain graves and cemeteries which dis
tinguish themselves by their design, and other large-scale 
structures such as forts. Certain place-names, whether sacral 
or referring to other special functions, are also counted as 
indicating a central place.

The excavation results from Slöinge show the existence 
of a chieftain’s farm in the Late Iron Age. The character of 
the place is revealed by, among other things, rich finds re
flecting non-agrarian livelihoods, and a settlement location 
that is not typical of the times. The chieftain’s farm prob
ably included several households consisting of, for example, 
servants, craftsmen, guests, and retainers. The Slöinge site is 
also assumed to be one central place among many in a cen-
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tral area. There is thus reason to view agglomerations of 
central places as constituting a central area in which the dif
ferent central places, with different functions, together con
stitute a single unit for the exercise of power. In this essay I 
attempt to shed light on these concepts with examples from 
an area in south-western Sweden, more precisely, the prov
ince of Halland.

Research into central places in the Iron Age has shifted in 
recent years from mainly studying graves to analysing settle
ments of different kinds. One reason for this, of course, is 
the general increase in knowledge about settlement and the 
cultural landscape in the Iron Age. The development has also 
been influenced by the addition of many new metal finds in 
the last fifteen years, owing to the use of metal detectors 
(e.g. Lundström 1988; Mortensen and Rasmussen 1988; 
Hedeager 1990; Mortensen and Rasmussen 1991; Fabech 
and Ringtved 1991; Myhre 1987). Danish archaeology has 
to a large extent led the way in this, but in recent years there 
has also been a growing interest and increasing breadth in 
research in Sweden as well (e.g. Callmer 1991; Darnell 1993; 
Ambrosiani and Clarke 1992; Duczko 1993; Fabech 1993; 
Stjernqvist 1996; Lundqvist, Lindeblad, and Nielsen 1996).

Compared with the rest of Scandinavia, there has been 
limited research concerning the formation of Iron Age cen
tres in western Sweden, the provinces of Halland, Bohuslän, 
Västergötland, Dalsland, and Värmland (Särlvik 1982). The 
level of knowledge is therefore relatively low, but this situa
tion is slowly beginning to change, partly because of the dis
covery of the Slöinge site.

The Slöinge site - a chieftain’s farm from 
the Iron Age
Between 1992 and 1996, the Slöinge site has been the scene 
of annual small-scale excavations geared to delimiting the 
settlement site and determining its character and degree of 
preservation. The work has been pursued at several differ
ent levels of scale, with most of the effort being devoted to 
the organization and development of the site. Some work 
has also been done on the hinterland, where the adjacent 
settlement units have been studied. The idea is to investigate 
whether and if so how the agrarian units are influenced by
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the emergence of an elite in the area and how the elite uses 
the landscape to manifest its presence and dominance. A third 
aspect of the research is to look at comparable settings in 
Halland and in a wider geographical area.

The Slöinge site is in a decidedly agrarian environment, 
in the centre of Halland’s agricultural district, which in the 
present area is about 12 km wide (fig. 1). The settlement site 
is about 6 km from the coast to the west and the same dis
tance from the forest to the east. In the immediate environ
ment, the site lies where two valleys meet.

Today’s landscape consists of an undulating tract of ar
able land which has been tilled in recent times, framed by 
wooded hilltops. If we come closer to the site, we see that 
the finds were made on a ridge rising above the arable land 
(fig. 2). Tillage was only attempted late because the soils

Fig. 1. The Slöinge site is located where two valleys meet. The map shows 
contours every 25 m above sea level. Besides the settlement site, the map shows 
parish churches and the site of the medieval castle in Falkenberg.
Map: Lars Lundqvist.
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Fig. 2. The settlement site was on a ridge. Trial digs showed five concentrations of 
features (black areas) which together make up the habitation area. In addition 
there is a wider area with burnt bones, occasional glass beads, and pottery, 
probably ploughed-up graves from the Late Iron Age (grey area).
Map: Lars Lundqvist.

around the site are very clayey. The overall view of the land
scape is of a site facing inland but in a coastal zone. It should 
also be pointed out here that the nearby river Suseån was 
not navigable between the coast and the site.

Investigations hitherto show that the settlement covers 
an area of approximately 20,000 m2 (fig. 2). A trial excava
tion has exposed an area of 800 m2, and roughly 800 fea
tures have been documented on plans. At present only about 
80 features have been excavated. Most of them consist of 
post-holes which can be associated with the remains of three 
buildings (Houses I—III) (fig. 3).

Houses II and III were constructed in the same way. They 
were relatively large (30x8.5 m) and built of unusually stout 
timber. Together they show several phases of building which 
probably cover the whole of the eighth century and at least
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Fig. 3. Houses II and III bad a similar construction. They represent at least four 
phases, probably starting around 710 (dendrochronological result from House 
III). The arrows mark the two post-holes that contained gold-foil figures.
Plan: Lars Lundqvist.

some way into the ninth century (fig. 3). The size of the build
ings, the robust construction, and the rich finds in the post- 
holes lead to the interpretation that these were the main build
ings on the site. The finds are distributed unevenly in the 
excavated post-holes, being concentrated in the biggest room 
in each house. Luxury imports in the form of glass beakers 
and objects of precious metal, food refuse, and a number of 
specialized crafts suggest a multi-functionality and that the 
biggest room in the building was a main stage for the settle
ment, and perhaps for the whole district. A virtually identi
cal pattern with a large multi-functional room has been noted 
at the contemporary site of Borg in the Lofoten Islands in 
northern Norway (Stamsø Munch 1993, p. 18). What we 
have here are no doubt concrete examples of the halls de
scribed in the written sources (Berschend 1993).
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The similarities between Borg and Slöinge are accentu
ated by the presence of gold-foil figures (guldgubbar) in the 
main room of the building. In Slöinge the figures were found 
both in post-holes in the biggest room of each hall and in the 
adjacent plough layer. This limited distribution is interpreted 
as showing that a very small circle of people handled and 
deposited these figures.

The figures are small stamped pieces of gold foil. The 
variants from Slöinge measure just 10x10 mm. Gold-foil fig
ures have been found at just 35 or so places in Denmark, 
Norway, and Sweden; they are dated to roughly AD 500- 
800. They are interpreted as votive objects, depicting hu
man figures in various guises (fig. 4). The figures are gener
ally considered to be an expression of a cult that was cen
tralized in places where the political leaders resided (Fabech 
1991). The results from Slöinge undoubtedly point in the 
same direction.

The finds from Slöinge encompass the period AD 400- 
1000 and reflect a number of different activities, of which 
we have already mentioned household activities, crafts, and 
cult. To be more specific, metal craft has been documented, 
represented by moulds, crucibles, slag, casting waste, and 
scrap metal (fig. 5). All the precious metals were worked, as 
was the iron. The highly specialized crafts also included the 
manufacture of glass beads and the working of garnets and 
amber. Textile crafts are represented at Slöinge by loom 
weights and spindle whorls, showing a clear connection with 
the site of the two main buildings (fig. 6). It is worth noting 
that textile crafts occur in the same context as the gold-foil 
figures and glass beakers in the large rooms in Houses II and 
III.

A few other finds should be mentioned for dating the set
tlement and shedding light on the character of the settle
ment. One such find consists of a fragment of a silver-foil 
fibula, a type of brooch dated to around AD 400 (fig. 5). 
This type of artefact is clearly associated with the social elite 
(Nielsen et al. 1985; Ethelberg 1986). Long-distance trade is 
represented by glass beakers which cover the period 400- 
900, silver coins from the first half of the Viking Age (a 
Samanid coin, 902-908, and a denier of Louis the Pious, 
814-840). The trade artefacts also included the raw mate
rial for bead manufacture: tesserae, amber, rock-crystal beads,
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Fig. 4. Some examples of gold-foil figures from Slöinge. The most common motif 
shows a man and a woman stretching out their arms to each other. (Scale 3:1). 
Drawing: Anders Andersson.

Fig. S. Fragment of a silver-foil fibula, (scale 1:1) and examples of glass beads 
(scale 2:1) and spindle whorls (scale 1:1). Drawings: Anders Andersson and 
Staffan Hyll.
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soapstone vessels, querns, and perhaps also garnets. Most of 
the finds from Slöinge, however, represent normal household 
activities and are generally of the same kind as those found 
at agrarian settlements from the same period. What distin
guishes the Slöinge site from ordinary sites is the wealth of 
metal objects, imported goods, and the house type.

Slöinge was the residence of a political and religious elite. 
The main building was located in such a way as to be 
optimally exposed. In addition, the farm was located at the 
most suitable place for crossing a stream (fig. 2). If we also 
add the indications of an elongated cemetery and the possi
bilities for communication in a wider area, whether on foot 
or on horseback, there are good grounds for assuming that 
the Slöinge site was localized at a communication junction. 
Travellers were more or less forced to pass right through the 
farm.

The study of expressions of power in the landscape may 
concern settlement continuity. The normal characteristic of 
ordinary agrarian settlements in the Iron Age in southern 
Scandinavia is that they were more or less regularly relocalized 
within a settlement area. The preliminary results from Slöinge 
show that a highly limited area was used continuously for a 
long time, perhaps five or six hundred years. The same or a 
similar pattern has been noted at other central habitation 
sites (e.g. Christensen 1996; Sørensen 1994). A suggested 
explanation for this stability is that the main building - the 
hall - symbolized the social hub of the district, the elevated 
place, “eternal”, a place intended for the exercise of power.

The Slöinge district as a central area
Most chieftains’ farms from the Early Iron Age are in dis
tricts where there are several indications of central places of 
various kinds, such as Gudme-Lundeborg in Fyn, Denmark 
(Nielsen et al. 1994). These may be monumental graves or 
cemeteries, place-names with a special meaning, harbours 
or market-places, weapon graves, hoards, votive finds, and 
so on. There is reason to suspect that the exercise of power 
in the Late Iron Age was expressed in a number of different 
places with different functions. The residence was probably 
the social hub of the district, but one may assume that there 
were other sites that functioned as power signals. We may
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include here large barrows, monumental cemeteries with 
graves of varying shapes, forts, and cult sites, some of these 
indicated by sacral place-names. A district with a group of 
central places may of course constitute a unit in which each 
of the central places was a part of this whole. A district like 
this is designated here as a central area. From this perspec
tive, the landscape becomes a central aspect in the study of 
centre formation in the Iron Age. The morphology, the 
vegetational history, the cultivated landscape, and the possi
bilities for local and regional communication and control of 
the production surplus become relevant in an analysis of this 
kind.

The picture painted by the remains within 1,000 metres 
around the Slöinge site is typical of an intensively cultivated 
landscape. Only a few graves are recorded. Two standing 
stones located 700 m north-west of the site are the only vis
ible traces today of cemeteries (fig. 2). Beside these there are 
numerous traces of ploughed-up graves (burnt bones), but 
because of the destruction it is not possible to say anything 
about the character of the graves. The distribution of the 
burnt bones allows the interpretation that the cemetery ex
tended along an early road, as is normal for other burial 
settings from the same period. A fragment of a gilt brooch 
from the site of the standing stones suggests that the inhab
itants of the Slöinge site were buried within the habitation 
area.

To find remains from the latter half of the Iron Age indi
cating a central place, we must broaden our perspective some
what (fig. 6). On the crest of a hill, just 4 km north-east of 
the Slöinge site, there is a 300x470 m fort. Forts are rare in 
the central and southern parts of Halland, and this one is the 
only example in the Falkenberg area. Other structures that 
deviate from what is normal are two tricorn stone settings 
located 4 km due east of the Slöinge site. They are solitary 
features on the margin between the forest and the plain; with 
their 33 m long sides they are among the biggest known 
such graves in the country.

There are no theophoric place-names at the site or other 
names indicating a central place (Kousgård Sørensen 1992; 
Fabech 1991). To find such names we must look a short 
distance away from the site, to Vesslunda (3 km) and Lundby 
(3.5 km). Names with the element lund “grove” are assumed
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Lundby
royal manor Vesslunda

sacred place name

unusal/large monuments

B artifacts AD 500-1050

♦ artifacts AD 1 - 500

Fig. 6. Places indicating central functions at the Slöinge site. Map: Lars Lundqvist.

to denote places with a prehistoric sacral function. The pre
fix in the name Vesslunda indicates that this is the “western” 
grove, which presupposes that there was yet another lund, 
and Lundby may be the “eastern grove”. The site is at the 
south-east entrance to the Slöinge district. An alternative in
terpretation is that the Slöinge site was the “eastern grove”. 
Geographically it is in the right location, and there is evi
dence here of the exercise of prehistoric religion. The reason 
that the name Lund has not survived here may be that the 
site was totally abandoned, which obviously was not the 
case with Vesslunda and Lundby. A third hypothesis that it 
might be fruitful to explore is that both Lundby and Vesslunda 
were sites with sacral functions which together were part of 
a united central area at Slöinge.

The sketch of the Slöinge site as one central place among 
many, in one and the same central area, should be seen as an 
attempt to create a model for studying the expression of
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power in the landscape in the Late Iron Age. As we have 
seen, this model rests on a shaky chronological foundation, 
and there are many questions to be answered, particularly 
concerning the abandonment of the site. If we look first at 
the agrarian settlement, it underwent a general change in 
Halland (and in most other places) in the fifth and sixth cen
turies. The change in Halland took the form of a partial 
relocalization of settlement and a reduction in the number 
of settlement units. Some of the places that had been inhab
ited since the middle of the Bronze Age (c. 1200 BC) were 
abandoned in the Migration Period, while others remained 
until the enclosure reforms of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, when we once again obtained a pattern of dis
persed settlement. It is worth noting here that the Slöinge 
site was established just before or even at the same time that 
the restructuring of agrarian settlement began. The emer
gence of a new ruling class is probably one factor to take 
into account when the causes of the settlement restructuring 
in Scandinavia are to be explained. Another interesting re
sult is that the Slöinge site was probably abandoned in the 
tenth century or possibly in the early eleventh century. The 
site was never occupied again, not even in historical times.

A study of early land survey maps from c. 1800 shows 
that the habitation area lay within a large common meadow 
area with farm settlements at distances of 800-1,200 m from 
the habitation site. The units around the habitation area were 
remarkably small, and most of them have Viking Age or 
early medieval place-name endings {torp). The land on and 
around the habitation was not ploughed until the second 
half of the nineteenth century. From this we may conclude 
that the location of the Slöinge site was not chosen to be 
suitable for agriculture, which was the normal criterion for 
a choice of settlement site in both prehistoric and historic 
times. The functions that were attached to the Slöinge site 
also disappeared. None of the historically known units from 
the district suggest that any of the central functions were 
taken over, with the exception of the church site. T he rela
tive homogeneity of the name-forms suggests that these units 
were established at the same time. One interpretation is that 
these units were founded in conjunction with the abandon
ment of the Slöinge site around 1000. This meant that the 
site lost its significance after five or six hundred years as the
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central place in the district. The change that we can discern 
here was undoubtedly a lasting one; the only question is, 
what lay behind the desertion?

Other central areas around Slöinge
In an attempt to shed light on the Slöinge site, a wider area 
has been surveyed in order to chart any occurrences of cen
tral places and central areas. The analysis shows that there 
are several such settings, illustrated here in table 1 and fig
ure 7. It is possible to distinguish two areas oriented to the 
interior (Abild/Vessige and Köinge) and two coastal areas 
(the Falkenberg area and the Halmstad area).

The central area of Abild/Vessige is in a decidedly interior 
location, on the boundary between agricultural land and for
est. Passing through the area is a road which in prehistoric 
times was an important link between Skåne/south-west Scan
dinavia and the central region of Västergötland. Köinge has 
a similar location and is besides clearly associated with a 
ford. There is good reason to consider that the communica
tion aspect played a significant role for the accumulation of 
wealth in both these cases.

The picture presented by finds around Falkenberg and 
Halmstad suggests that, in the course of the Late Iron Age 
and the Early Middle Ages, central functions were brought 
into the hinterland of the future towns. In this period the 
location of the Slöinge site would have seemed peripheral, 
spatially isolated from late Viking Age and early medieval 
central places, between the areas in which the medieval power 
later (from the twelfth century at the latest) manifested itself 
through royal manors (kungalev), castles, and urbanization. 
The survey suggests that analyses of the hinterland may shed 
light on the urbanization process and state formation. In 
this connection, the province of Halland is characterized by 
relatively late and unstable urbanization. To a greater extent 
than in other central parts of the Nordic kingdoms, the rural 
areas retained their power over the kind of functions that 
elsewhere were moved to the towns.

Another aspect to be illuminated here is the possibility of 
distinguishing a hierarchical relationship between central 
places within an area and between different central areas. 
What is the scope of the political federations that can be
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weapons
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550

weapons
AD 550-
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AD 400-
550

imported
precious
metals
AD 400-
550

imported
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1050

sacral

names

royal
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AD 1050-

others

^bild/Vessipe X X X X X X early med. castle
-Enkenberg area X X X X X - X large barrow?
vT: e-----------------------^oinge _ X - X X - - -

stląhnstad-Harplinpe-Sondrum etc. - - X X X runic stone

Table 1. Four tentative central areas with indications of central places. Details of 
finds from Arbman 1954; llkjcer 1990; Hårdh 1976; Lundström 1973; SHM.

Broåsen/Grimeton

.Köinge

Abild/Vessige

.Slöinge
Falkenberg

K royal manors 

-A monumental constructions

■ AD 550-1050

• AD 200-550

R runic stone

Halmstad20 km

Fig. 7. Indications of central places in central Halla?td. Map: Lars Lundqvist.
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suspected behind the central areas? It is difficult to attempt 
a reconstruction of political formations without a broad land
scape analysis (Callmer 1991; Fabech 1995). Here one must 
choose settings which, from the point of view of preserva
tion, are more suitable than the Slöinge area. A better exam
ple is the district around the river Himleån, east of Varberg 
(fig. 7). The core of this complex is a high esker, Broåsen, 
which early land survey maps show to have been part of the 
outlands of the village of Grimeton.

A number of exclusive objects have been found here, both 
as stray finds and in excavated graves. Within a limited area 
there have been finds of a glass vessel in a tricorn from the 
Roman Iron Age, parts of an ornamental helmet, and gilt 
sword mounts from the sixth century (Sarauw and Alin 1923; 
Arbman 1954; Fabech 1994). The finds were discovered at 
the north end of the most monumental cemetery in the prov
ince. It is not just the finds and the remains that signal the 
importance of the place, but also the name, Grimeton, which 
is the only known tuna-name in Halland; the element tuna is 
assumed to indicate a central place (Stefan Brink, pers. com.). 
In historical times the name is linked to the parish and the 
church-village that lies 2.5 km south-east of the Broåsen cem
etery. With its 16 homesteads, the village is one of the big
gest in this part of the province. Certain other features of the 
landscape resemble other places of the same kind as 
Grimeton. The Broåsen cemetery lies at a point where the 
Himledalen valley narrows, and this is undoubtedly the best 
point for crossing the river Himleån. The place can without 
doubt be characterized as a communication junction, with 
Broåsen lying well exposed over a large area.

In the case of Himledalen, the aspect of hierarchy may be 
illustrated by the fact that the Broåsen cemetery is flanked 
by two other cemeteries. These are both unusual representa
tives of Iron Age cemeteries in Halland. They are distinguished 
by their size and the variation in grave types. A third re
markable mortuary setting may be found at the eastern
most edge of Himledalen, where, among other things, a plun
dered barrow from the Iron Age has been excavated (Ängeby 
1994). Further indications of central places are a gold find 
and a Lundby name, both located on the northern edge of 
the district (fig. 7).

A possible interpretation of the finds in Himledalen is
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that we have here a residence at Broåsen or at Grimeton. 
The two cemeteries of Korsgata and Högaberg could repre
sent two subordinate units. A central area could therefore 
comprise several distinguished residences at different levels 
of society.

Himledalen is a suitable area for studying the problem of 
central places and central areas over a longer time span. 
Unlike Slöinge, Grimeton represents a place that survived 
the transition from the Viking Age to the Middle Ages. One 
of the Danish royal manors was established at Grimeton in 
the Early Middle Ages. It was only with the establishment of 
Varberg in the High Middle Ages that the central area at 
Grimeton lost its superior significance.

Central places - central areas
A vital part of the analysis of central places and central ar
eas is the choice of level of scale. In the case of the Slöinge 
area, places with sacral names (Lundby and Vesslunda) and 
monumental remains are suggested to indicate the existence 
of a larger central area, with a size of about 5x8 km, which 
dominated the southern edge of the Ätradalen valley through 
most of the Late Iron Age. The same scale may apply to the 
Abild/Vessige area and Falkenberg, while the Himledalen and 
Halmstad areas may have been slightly bigger (cf. Gudme- 
Lundeborg, Nielsen et al. 1994).

With our modern eyes, we tend to want to see the mate
rial expressions of power all gathered in one and the same 
place. If we think of it from a prehistoric point of view, con
sidering the possible ways of communicating power in those 
days, perhaps it is easier for us to accept other ways of mani
festing one’s power. We may imagine a strategy in which the 
landscape was actively used with the ambition of communi
cating power by building up a central area with points of 
support at strategic places (castles, cult sites, monumental 
structures, and so on), each of which symbolized the pres
ence of a social elite. Applying this perspective accentuates 
the importance of choosing an adequate level of scale for the 
analysis. Studies of central places or central areas must there
fore analyse the different elements in the cultural landscape 
at different levels of scale.
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Continuity
The question of the permanence of different central places 
and central areas has already been touched upon briefly. One 
may suspect that significant spatial and functional changes 
to central places reflect radical changes in the power struc
ture. The study of these changes should be important for 
shedding archaeological light on the political development, 
which for Halland concerns a province which in the Middle 
Ages was mainly between two power spheres, with the Dan
ish one predominating until the mid seventeenth century.

Certain central areas, but far from all, show continuity 
into the Middle Ages. The Slöinge site is one of the places 
that was abandoned in the late Viking Age, after 600 years 
of occupation. There is nothing to suggest that any central 
functions (religious, political, economic) remained at the site 
or in the immediate vicinity.

The end of the Slöinge site may have been due to a number 
of different, more or less trivial reasons. It may be that the 
chieftains’ power base required a different localization of 
the settlement. For example, the need to control agrarian 
production may have become an increasingly important fac
tor, taking the place, say, of the need to control the road 
system or to manifest oneself visually in a district. Another 
reason could be that there were fundamental changes in the 
power structure. One possibility is that the indigenous class 
of chieftains in Halland in the late Viking Age was reshaped 
parallel to the consolidation of Danish royal power. We know 
that in the eleventh and twelfth century this resulted in a 
regal administrative system with royal manors and parish 
churches as new manifest centres. The earlier chieftains’ 
farms, which had been the scene of the exercise of power 
and pagan religion, in the hands of a local dynasty with roots 
going far back in the Iron Age, may have been forced to give 
way to the new age and its new instruments of power.

The incorporation of Halland in the Danish kingdom was 
a protracted process which also differed in different parts of 
the province. The foundation of royal manors may have been 
the first (successful?) attempt to establish supremacy over 
the eastern province (Andrén 1985). If we look at other ex
pressions of royal power, we see at once that urbanization in 
the province was late and relatively weak (Andersson 1984).
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There are no early medieval towns, and Halmstad and 
Varberg were the only built-up areas in the High Middle Ages. 
To a greater extent than elsewhere, trade, craft, and the ex
ercise of power were pursued in rural settings, perhaps with 
limited royal intervention (Sandklef 1954, pp. 583 ff.). Per
haps this late incorporation under central rule was an ex
pression of a relatively large degree of independence in the 
province, which lasted a good way into the Middle Ages. It 
is to be hoped that this essay has drawn attention to the 
significance of building up regional knowledge about devel
opment in the border zone of which Halland was part. South
western Sweden, as a “central periphery”, may play an im
portant role for our knowledge of the emergence and change 
of central power, in a situation with completely different 
conditions from those prevailing in, for example, southern 
Scandinavia or the Mälaren valley.
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Expansion Strategies and 
Peripheral Dynamics
Of Power and Resistance in Hälsingland
Mats Mogren

T
he abstract concepts of centre and periphery are 
not only complementary, they are also relative: 
which of them is which is a question of perspecive. 
The changing of perspectives while studying a phe
nomenon, the twisting and turning of available data, is im
portant, not least in social and human sciences, and espe

cially when the source material is as meagre as in Scan
dinavian medieval studies. It is equally essential to search 
for wholenesses, to perceive the connections joining differ
ent phenomena together into structures - to have the entire 
community in view, even while concentrating on a particu
lar system within it. Furthermore, one has to understand that 
structures and systems are never static or self-contained. Every 
moment brings a small change in the context. This, of course, 
follows from the philosophical axiom which tells us that an 
event in human society can never be exactly repeated, be
cause, due to our historical awareness, on the first occasion 
we have gained an experience which affects our action on 
the second occasion. Probably a certain importance is also 
attributable to the inherent dialectic of the field of tension 
between centre and periphery.

This text is about peripheries, and perhaps still more about 
centres, but it deals with centres at different levels within the 
whole, hierarchies of centres, forming tentacles reaching out 
into a periphery where the Centre of these centres is not in 
full control. It is about the way in which the political organi
zation of the Centre can gradually expand across its imme
diate surroundings and how this is to be perceived as a long, 
gradual process, with levels of integration forming several 
stages, leading to the relative control which came to be exer
cised by the absolute state.
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In more concrete terms, we are concerned with the way in 
which the political organism which eventually took shape as 
the centralist state in Sweden extended its control over 
Norrland, with special emphasis on the province of Hälsing
land.

A debated pair of concepts
The centre/periphery concept as used today has a fairly long 
history behind it and has been used in different ways in dif
ferent sciences. The discourse which has meant most to us as 
archaeologists gathered momentum with the publication of 
The Modern World-system (1974), by the historian and so
ciologist Immanuel Wallerstein. This was a product of re
search into modern political science and international eco
nomics, and it stresses the importance of capital accumula
tion. The centre/periphery concept and the world-system as 
used by Wallerstein were intended to describe contemporary 
global economic, and thus political, dependencies as they 
have evolved since the end of the fifteenth century, when the 
expansion of Europe began. The concepts would help to show 
how the world consisted of centres, semi-peripheries and 
peripheries, with the peripheries always being exploited by 
the centres. In concrete terms, with this way of viewing things, 
the centres of our time comprise North America, Western 
Europe, and Japan, while the peripheries are the former co
lonial regions of what used to be called the Third World. 
The “underdevelopment” of the latter is a function of their 
contacts with “the West”.

The concept was very soon adopted by anthropologists 
and also came to be applied to archaeological material. Pio
neers in this respect included Philip Kohl (1979), who works 
on Bronze Age Western Asia, which has in fact become one 
of the most intensive fields of centre/periphery studies in ar
chaeology. It was also common for economic historians and 
political scientists, for example, to join in the debate, using 
archaeological data (see overviews in Rowlands, Larsen and 
Kristiansen 1987; Champion 1989; Schortman and Urban 
1992; Frank and Gills 1993; Hall and Chase-Dunn 1993).

Very soon, though, the whole concept came in for fierce 
criticism. This criticism, which we have also heard in the 
Nordic countries, operated on different levels. From a theo
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retical point of view, it was felt that the concept did not take 
into account dialectic processes, for example, or that the 
peripheries should not be freely defined from the values of 
the centre (e.g. Engelstad 1991). Given the level of discourse 
in the Nordic countries, and also on a wider international 
plane, during the seventies and eighties, the criticism was 
partly justified, but the critics themselves were unable to shed 
the value connotations for which they criticized others. In 
other cases, the concept was criticized on more emotional 
grounds. The very mention of peripheries was considered 
insulting to the people living there. In this way the word 
periphery became somewhat taboo. Perhaps the critics had 
only a vague notion of Wallerstein himself, but his concept 
of the periphery as passive and exploited had taken root like 
a vicious weed.

It has also been said that the centre and periphery con
cepts are Eurocentric. That is probably a gross oversimplifi
cation, but even if they could not have originated anywhere 
else, they still describe something which we would not oth
erwise have words for; here, as on so many previous occa
sions, we are prisoners of language. Partly, perhaps, the dis
course can be said to create itself, as we wrestle with onto
logical problems.

The two concepts must be used cautiously. They are an 
abstraction (although quite solidly founded on a many-sided 
empirical basis) and have to be seen in the light of our own 
intellectual tradition. Randsborg (1991, p. 36) has elegantly 
termed this pair of concepts a “dream of order and process 
in one”. Today, though, in the 1990s, criticism of the kind 
mentioned above would be regarded as both unfair and ig
norant. Wallerstein’s book today is mainly of historiographic 
interest. The centre-periphery discussion has moved on and, 
more than twenty years having passed, we are now quite a 
long way from the source. Centre-periphery today is to be 
regarded as virtually a discipline in its own right, accommo
dating as many opinions as there are participants in the dis
cussion, and they are numerous indeed. The dialectic pro
cesses today are to be seen as fundamental to the understand
ing of relations between centre and periphery, and many view 
the peripheries as parties in the exchange having a special 
dynamic and strength all of their own. It is extremely impor
tant, however, not to regard this pair of concepts as a di
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chotomy but as a continuum and to regard the social net
works behind the concepts as fundamentally open systems. 
(Clear approaches to closed systems such as the Iron Cur
tain of the Cold War are exceptions.) We can never get away 
from the relativity of concepts, and we should not even try 
to, because the relative is fundamental, but we should do 
what we can to rid the discussion of the subjective element.

Power
When we speak of centres we are also speaking of power. 
Power creates centres and centres exercise power. So what is 
power, and what makes a centre? The power concept forms 
the subject of an abundance of literature which will not be 
summarized here. We can make do with Max Weber’s pithy 
definition of power as “the possibility of forcing one’s own 
will on other persons’ behaviour” (Weber 1954, p. 323). It 
is more essential to discuss the sources of power and its modes 
of expression. J. K. Galbraith (1983, pp. 14 ff.) has said that 
power is based on personal characteristics, property and or
ganization, and that it is manifested as coercive, compensa
tory or conditioned. These last three terms can be roughly 
translated as force, money, and ideas, which brings us closer 
to the essential points of this present discussion.

A centre can be described as a place or a region where 
power is. Most often the centres of political, economic, and 
ideological power coincide geographically, but there are in
stances in world history of these dimensions, within the same 
hegemonic structure, having had widely separate geographi
cal locations, as for example in medieval South India, where 
the political and economic power centres did not coincide at 
all (Sinopoli and Morrison 1995). Then again, economic 
power can be expressed in various ways. Most often we think 
of wealthy agricultural regions as the natural abode of power, 
but in this connection we should perhaps take note of what 
Berthelsen (1991, p. 55) writes, pleading for a segregation 
of optimal/marginal from central/peripheral.

Is it then non-power that constitutes a periphery? No, 
not necessarily. One can also speak of collaborating power 
and countervailing power. When approaching concrete ma
terial, one may do well to remember that, most often, there 
is more than one periphery surrounding a centre, and that
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these peripheries do not necessarily stand in a uniform rela
tion to the centre, and moreover that each individual pe
riphery, more often than not, is in contact with several dif
ferent centres. As a rule of thumb we can say that, the more 
centres there are competing for a periphery, the stronger that 
periphery becomes.

From this it follows, quite contrary to what Wallerstein 
postulated, that peripheral status need not mean underde
velopment. Peripheries which can choose between different 
centres and, accordingly, offer them a form of resistance, 
can even be the scenes of a cultural flowering which is inde
pendent of centres (cf. Kohl 1987, p. 16).

The relative strength of “power” and “resistance” depends 
on several different factors. One factor strengthening “re
sistance” is the general inability of earlier societies to mo
nopolize technologies, while a factor strengthening “power” 
is its possible capacity for full territorialization, i.e. defini
tion of boundaries. An attempt is made to achieve the latter 
when centres perceive the advantage of no longer needing to 
compete for resources. If a boundary definition is successful 
and can be asserted, the pressure of exploitation on the pe
ripheries can be augmented. This is how the centres counter 
the peripheral strategy of playing off centres against each 
other.

The two models
As mentioned above, the centre/periphery discourse has come 
a long way since Wallerstein’s first book on the subject was 
published. At present there is a great diversity of concept 
formation. In recent years we have received several interest
ing new contributions to the discussion, and it is perhaps 
worth asking oneself whether the working and explanatory 
models used in other parts of the world are also applicable 
to Nordic material.

Guillermo Algaze is Professor of Archaeology at the Uni
versity of California, San Diego. He specializes in Mesopo
tamian archaeology, Sumerian above all, and has presented 
an explanatory model of the expansion of centres into pe
ripheries with the aid of a system of outposts. He then pro
ceeded to test the model on several of the other primary state 
formations: the Indus Valley, Egypt, and Mexico. The cases
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he has worked on appear, according to himself, to agree well 
with his model (Algaze 1993).

Thus he does not discuss secondary processes of state for
mation and expansion. On the other hand, he clearly ac
knowledges the possibility of applying the model to later 
social formations, because he draws parallels with colonial
ism and with places like Hong Kong and Goa.

Some of the main points of his argument are as follows. 
The prospect of short-term gains can make local élites in the 
immediate periphery of the Centre benevolently disposed 
towards trade connections with the Centre, and therefore 
not opposed to the establishment of Centre groups on the 
periphery. This probably corresponds to the term “collabo
rating power”, as I use it. In the earlier stages of expansion 
by these Centre groups, quite simply for reasons of cost- 
effectiveness, a system of isolated outposts is established in 
the peripheral territory, outposts which above all really mir
ror an economic hegemony, or at least tendencies in that 
direction, beyond the area in which the centre can exercise 
direct political control. A system of this kind could work 
only under conditions of distinct socio-political and economic 
asymmetry, and the outpost system tended to disappear when 
historical development led to an equalization of the 
asymmetries. Once that has happened, more formal, but also 
more expensive, systems of supremacy have to be introduced. 
Cost-effectiveness, then, is a foundation stone of Algaze’s 
agreement.

Two other archaeologists, Edward M. Schortman and 
Patricia A. Urban of Kenyon College, Ohio, have worked on 
centre/periphery-related studies in Honduras, more exactly 
in what is known as the “south-eastern Maya periphery” 
round about the great religio-political centre of Copan. As a 
means of structuring the vast amount of data generated by 
such studies and of interpreting the underlying processes, 
they have devised a working model for addressing centre- 
periphery questions (Schortman and Urban 1994). While 
realizing the necessity of a holistic view, they maintain that 
the political, economic, and ideological dimensions of the 
expansion of the centre have to be separately studied. They 
emphasize that there is no reason for assuming that these 
three dimensions always coincide. Even if no absolute paral
lels can be drawn, it is of course tempting to compare this
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with Galbraith’s view of the manifestations of power as co
ercive, compensatory, and conditioned.

Schortman and Urban have problematized marginality 
itself, i.e. asked about such things as the benefits that mar
ginality confers. Political and economic underdevelopment, 
sensu Wallerstein, only occurs when the Centre succeeds in 
monopolizing three specific spheres in relation to the pe
riphery, namely, (1) the centralizing of exports from the pe
riphery and the distribution of imports within it, (2) tech
nologies of production and transport, and (3) a military threat 
which is effective over large areas.

There are of course many countervailing factors to mo
nopolization efforts of this kind. Limited accessibility due to 
such features of natural geography as mountains, forests, 
swamps, and so on can be decisive. Another important fac
tor has been mentioned already: the periphery’s own active 
power is strengthened by the existence of several rival cen
tres.

Questions concerning the material from 
Hälsingland
I propose, then, to test both models on a body of material 
from Nordic territory. I have chosen to work with medieval 
Hälsingland, a chronological concept which, for present pur
poses, will be stretched to extend from the seventh to the 
seventeenth century A.D.

Accordingly, the questions asked of the unfortunately quite 
scanty sources are:
1. Can any phenomena in my material be said to correspond 

to Algaze’s outposts?
2. Can we see processes in the material resembling those 

hinted at by Algaze when he maintains that the outposts 
are replaced by more expensive forms of control?

3. Does the picture of development within the area of inves
tigation become clearer if, like Schortman and Urban, we 
study the three dimensions separately?

It would have been useful in this connection to have been 
able to test the degree of asymmetry between Hälsingland 
and, primarily, the Mälaren Valley, but a study of that kind
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would require far more space than is available for the present 
article, and so we shall have to make do with assuming that 
an asymmetry of this kind existed during at least the earlier 
part of the period and probably for the whole of it.

Some definitions
Because the subject of this article impinges on most things to 
do with late prehistoric and medieval Scandinavia, a whole 
book could be devoted to working out whether or not my 
definitions are correct. So the definitions presented here will 
have to be taken for what they are: my hypothetical points 
of departure.

The regions standing out as centre regions towards the 
end of the Viking era are Trøndelag, the Mälaren Valley, 
Östergötland, the Norwegian Østland round about Viken, 
Norwegian Vestland, Jutland/Fyn, eventually together with 
the Öresund region, and also Ladoga-Novgorod - that is, 
Rus. For the avoidance of a teleological argument, Gotland 
and parts of southern Finland should probably also be re
garded as centre regions. Perhaps Västergötland is also to be 
regarded as a centre on a par with the others, but that region 
appears also to have functioned as a kind of periphery to 
Östergötland, the Mälaren Valley and Østland/Viken, and 
also to the Danish centre region. Västergötland’s very inde
pendent position during certain periods of history is prob
ably connected with its ability to play off four centres against 
each other, and so I choose to regard that province as a very 
strong periphery. Parts of southern and southwestern Småland 
evidently enjoyed a similar position. These centres can also 
be regarded as a kind of political unit or polity. A polity 
need not be a state in the accepted anthropological sense.

Space will not permit us to go into the question as to when, 
how, and where the Swedish state originated. Everyone is 
agreed that it was a protracted process, but there are great 
differences of opinion as to the point in time from which the 
Swedish state de facto exists. For the present we will have to 
make do with my assumption, in keeping with a view of these 
processes based more on anthropology than on legal history, 
that the second half of the thirteenth century, with its diver
sity of qualitative societal leaps forward, was decisive, and 
also that the time preceding this period of change witnessed
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at least two significant processes of state formation, one in 
the Mälaren Valley region and one in the Götaland prov
inces, especially in the west of Östergötland, of which the 
latter was the more “modern” and efficient and therefore 
came to outflank the Mälaren Valley process between about 
1150 and 1250 A.D. Whether or not we had two processes 
of state formation within the territory which, during the late 
Middle Ages, became the Swedish kingdom, Hälsingland’s 
contacts with a Swedish central power were probably con
cerned with the Mälaren Valley rather than with 
Östergötland. These postulates, of course, remain hypoth
eses, yet to be proved. It is a self-evident fact - and one with 
which we shall not burden the following discussion - that 
these centres in turn may have been peripheries in relation 
to other centres such as France, Germany, Byzantium, and 
so on.

The regions outside these centres are to some extent pe
ripheries. They can doubtless be ranged into inner and outer 
peripheries, but criteria for such a subdivision are difficult if 
not impossible to define. Many of them are themselves cen
tres to outer regions on a lower level and can thus be re
garded as semi-peripheries. There is also a chronological di
mension involved here: the regions concerned were not nec
essarily centres and peripheries respectively at one and the 
same point in time.

For present purposes, I define the “medieval” period as 
the years between the seventh and seventeenth centuries. 
There are several reasons for this. The starting point of the 
period investigated has been chosen partly because there are 
strong indications of a societal collapse in Norrland at about 
600 A.D. Collapse only means the social structure disinte
grating to a lower scale level which can have demographic 
and settlement-related consequences (cf. Tainter 1988). Af
ter the collapse one can expect some kind of “re-start”. An
other reason is the emporia which crop up all over north
western Europe in about 700 A.D. or soon afterwards: Ribe, 
Haithabu, Birka, Skiringssal, Ladoga, and so on. In them I 
see the appearance of trans-regional dependencies. Our part 
of the world took a notable socio-political leap at this time. 
The preliminary results from the investigations concluded 
recently at Birka show the town to have been founded about 
770, in accordance with a pre-existing plan. This town could
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not have been supplied by a normally sized chiefdom of the 
Migration Period: it probably demanded at least half the 
surplus resources of the Mälaren Valley (Svensson 1995). 
Dependencies of this kind in their turn create incentives for 
control. This is a dialectic process.

The end point is actually harder to define. One might think 
that it ought to come when the emergent states gain full con
trol of the population on the peripheries, but that had yet to 
come. One could put it in the fourteenth century, when the 
Swedish state establishes itself in Norrland in earnest, one 
could put it at the mid sixteenth century, when control be
comes more effective, but for present purposes the end point 
is positioned still further on in time, for reasons to which we 
shall have occasion to return presently. The sketch presented 
here is a very rough one but is now offered for deconstruction: 
everything, needless to say, has to be tested against the data.

The province
In late medieval times, “Hälsingland” can mean one of two 
things. It can mean the present-day province of Hälsingland, 
and it can mean that part of the Archdiocese of Uppsala 
within which the Hälsingland Law ran, i.e. the provinces of 
Hälsingland, Medelpad, Ångermanland and Västerbotten 
(Norrbotten included) so long as they had settled populations 
(fig. 1). Jämtland, which came under the Archdiocese of 
Uppsala, had been a Norwegian province since at least the 
end of the twelfth century and came under the Norwegian 
Frostathing Law. The Hälsingland Law was also applied in 
the diocese of Turku/Åbo (Finland).

The Great Hälsingland defined by the Hälsingland Law 
appears in written sources from the fourteenth century. The 
Hälsingland Law was codified some time between 1320 and 
1340, probably in the 1320s. Several scholars (e.g. Ahnlund 
1942) believe the division into the coastal provinces of 
Norrland as we know it today to be a secondary phenom
enon in relation to this Great Hälsingland, but this must 
remain an open question. The term Norrland (recte 
Norrlanden, in the plural) first appears in a letter written in 
1435, when it corresponds to (and in future replaces) 
Hälsingland in the sense of Great Hälsingland. Gästrikland
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Fig. 1. Map of northern Fennoscandia in the latter half of the Middle Ages. The 
figures indicate the castles mentioned in the text. 1. Norrala, 2. Faxeholm,
3. Bjärtrå, 4. Styresholm, 5. Oulu, 6. Turku, 7. Hämeenlinna, 8. Hakoinen,
9. Viipuri, 10. Käkisalmi, 11. Landskrone. A = Alir, S = Sunded, M = Medelpad, 
J = Jämtland, Å- Ångermanland. The hatched area shows the extent of the 
archdiocese of Uppsala in the fourteenth century. Drawing: Tina Borstam.
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is not included in Norrlanden until the end of the fifteenth 
century (first mention: 1495). For a long time, however, this 
concept remained a very vague one. In the sixteenth century 
and at the beginning of the seventeenth, even Dalarna could 
be included in Norrlanden. Until quite late, the regions to 
the north where the majority of the population were Saarni 
were regarded as a region in their own right (Ahnlund 1942). 
For our purposes, “Norrland” means the region north of 
Dalarna and Gästrikland.

Another point which perhaps ought to be made clear is 
the question of the possible subdivision of the province of 
Hälsingland into three “ridings” (tredingar), based on chap
ter VII of the Code of Procedure of the Hälsingland Law, 
which clearly states that the parish was part of the riding 
and the riding part of the “land” (Holmbäck and Wessen 
1940, pp. 394, 404). Several scholars, in recent decades in
cluding Ingvar Jonsson (1971, pp. 154 ff.) and Stefan Brink 
(most recently 1995b, p. 168), have discerned three ridings 
within what is now Hälsingland, namely Alir, Sunded, and 
“Nordanstig”. The medieval documents do not really offer 
any support for an assumption of this kind. If the assump
tion were true, we would have to infer that the letter of the 
law goes back to prehistoric conditions which, by the time 
the law was codified, had long been obsolete. “Nordanstig” 
is a collective term for a cluster of small settlement areas in 
the northeasternmost part of the province, all of which were 
included in Sunded during the medieval period.

I am by no means the first to reject “Nordanstig” as a 
riding. The legal historian Carl Johan Schlyter, our first edi
tor of the provincial laws, already did so in the nineteenth 
century, and so did the twentieth-century editors Åke 
Holmbäck and Elias Wessen (Holmbäck and Wessen 1940, 
p. XLVII).

The thing is that we still cannot say for sure what the 
term “riding” in the Hälsingland Law corresponded to. The 
answer hinges on our definition of “land”. One answer may 
be to search the early organization of rural deaneries. Every
where in present-day Sweden north and west of the Mälaren 
Valley throughout the medieval period there was a dean in 
every “land”: Värmland, Närke, Dalarna, Gästrikland, Alir, 
Sunded, Medelpad, Ångermanland, and Jämtland. Present- 
day Hälsingland is the only province to have had two deans

210



Expansion Strategies and Peripheral Dynamics

during the Middle Ages, and so we may assume that Alit 
and Sunded actually counted as two separate “lands”. In 
that case the riding was a part of each individual “land” of 
this kind. Alternatively, we can assume a more original 
Hälsingland comprising three parts, in which case we have 
cause to agree with Nils Blomkvist (1986, pp. 58 f.) that the 
three ridings were Alir, Sunded and Medelpad. He bases this 
on the fact of the Hälsingland Law laying down posting du
ties for the Hälsingar between Mårdbäck and Älgsjö when 
the royal tax collector, konungs ari, travelled through the 
“land”. Thus far he is under the lawful protection of the 
Hälsingar, after which responsibility passes to the Ångerman. 
No Medelpadings are mentioned at all. Mårdbäck is in 
present-day Veda, on the border between Gästrikland and 
Hälsingland, and Älgsjö is in southernmost Ångermanland, 
near the border with Medelpad. The name Medelpad is 
known to us since 1257 (DS 445), but in the same year when 
the Archbishop offers indulgences for inhabitants of 
“Hälsingland and Jämtland” contributing towards the build
ing of Uppsala Cathedral, Ångermanland is referred to as a 
separate unit to one side of Hälsingland, though Medelpad 
is not (DS 444). Blomkvist’s idea is a very interesting one 
but must, for the time being, be considered hypothetical.

The following account will concentrate on the present 
province of Hälsingland, branching out into the rest of 
Norrland only when necessary. Perhaps a few words need to 
be said about the development of settlement. To a great ex
tent this is governed by quaternary geology. The areas of 
sedimentary soil are relatively limited and form pockets 
within the coastal zone, more exactly in the interiors of the 
old coastal inlets, along such watercourses as Ljusnan, 
Voxnan, Norralaån, Svågan, and Älgeredsån, and round 
about the lakes called Dellensjöarna. The rest is till, with 
conifer forests, bogs, and, in places, impassable, boulder- 
strewn supraglacial till. The Early Iron Age settlement is 
deemed indicated by the extent of the house foundation ter
races, of which there are very few examples in the southern 
part of the province (Liedgren 1992). The extent of Late 
Iron Age settlement has been deduced from the distribution 
of graves, which are concentrated in the coastal zone and 
follow the main watercourses inland, so that a string of small 
communities was established along the Ljusnan and Voxnan
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rivers and up to the surroundings of what are now Färila 
and Edsbyn. The testimony of the graves concerning the ex
tent of settlement is corroborated by the distribution of 
runestones, place-names including -stad, which was prob
ably in active use during the Late Iron Age in Hälsingland 
(Brink 1995a, p. 52), and also iron-working sites, which seem 
to have been relatively close to the settlements during the 
Late Iron Age, in contrast to the situation later on, in medi
eval times. The medieval expansion of settlement is reflected 
by the distribution of place-names including -boda (see fig. 
2). We have a key to this medieval expansion of settlement 
in the Crown cadastres which have survived from the sec
ond quarter of the sixteenth century (Brink 1994; Skatte
boken). The picture of settlement which these books convey, 
with the exception above all of the seventeenth-century Finn
ish colonization of peripheral till soils, corresponds on the 
whole to the extent of agricultural settlement as known to us 
from the time immediately preceding the cultivation maxi
mum with its colonate movement in the 1920s and 1930s 
(Granström 1942, pi. 6). It has to be emphasized here that 
there are wide margins of uncertainty regarding the settle
ment picture, not least because the 1982-1983 revision of 
the inventory of archaeological sites only took in about 40 
per cent of the area of Hälsingland (corresponding to the 
known Iron Age settlement) and therefore assumed a con
firmatory character.

The ideological dimension
Ideas, for the most part, spread more rapidly than material 
phenomena, and so it may be appropriate to begin the analysis 
of expansion strategies, in accordance with the Schortman- 
Urban working model, by investigating the ideological di
mension. One can investigate common value systems by 
studying ornamental symbolism, artefact morphology, per
sonal names, and so on, but it is doubtful to what extent this 
may be presumed to reflect socio-political links between re
gions. Religion, on the other hand, is an area in which links 
of this kind can exist and where the sources and distribution 
areas of influences are more clearly distinguishable.

In pre-Christian times, the whole of central and southern 
Norrland, except for Saarni regions of the interior, belonged
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Fig. 2. Distribution of the place-name elements -sta(d) (upper map) 
and -boda in the province of Hälsingland. After Brink 1983.
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to the same religious sphere as southern and western Scandi
navia. This is clearly apparent, for example, from the place- 
name material. Stefan Brink has shown how cult place-names, 
especially straightforward hov and vi, occur throughout the 
region. He is disposed to see them as active in the Late Iron 
Age. Tor, Frö, Ull, and Odin, like the goddesses Njärd and 
Fröja, were worshipped in Norrland (Brink 1990a).

Is this to be seen as extraneous domination? It is impossi
ble to say for sure. It is not very controversial to assume that 
Uppsala served as a religious centre for very extensive re
gions. The Uppsala kings of the Ynglinga clan, insofar as we 
believe in their existence, appear also to have been religious 
leaders. The leading sacred role of kingship can have been 
acknowledged by a much more extensive region than the 
one over which it exerted real political control, but this is a 
question which we will have to leave to one side, because so 
terribly little is known about the matter.

In contrast to the Æsir religion, the introduction of Chris
tianity in Norrland is to be regarded as a very clear example 
of ideological penetration of the region. Christianity stands 
out as an elite religion, spreading top-down. The Æsir reli
gion seems to have been very tolerant of alien beliefs, per
haps similar to classical Hinduism, and Christianity and pa
ganism may have existed side by side in large areas of Scan
dinavia for a quarter of a millennium, before the protago
nists in the state formation process, at a certain stage, saw 
the potential of the new belief and made it their own, at the 
same time banning the old religion.

In eleventh-century Norrland we find the first concrete 
evidence of ideological expansion in the form of runestones, 
consistently displaying Christian symbolism. Probably they 
also represent a local magnate stratum with contacts in the 
Mälaren Valley region. Hälsingland and Medelpad have 
roughly equal numbers, 19 and 18 respectively counting both 
complete and fragmentary stones as well as those which have 
disappeared but which are documented (Selinge 1977, pp. 
406 ff.; Åhlén 1995). Jämtland has just one, while Ånger
manland and Västerbotten have no runestones at all.

This distribution picture tells us quite a lot about the ge
ography of endogenous power in Hälsingland (fig. 3), and 
the men and women mentioned on the stones probably 
ranked among the Hälsing social elite of their time. The su-
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Fig. 3. Runestones of Hälsingland. After Åhlén 1995.

preme example of endogenous power is the seven genera
tions of one and the same clan mentioned on the Maista and 
Sunnå stones from the parish of Rogsta: “Frömund raised 
these stones after Rike-Gylfe, Bräse’s son. And Bräse was 
Line’s son. And Line was Un’s son. And Unn was Ofeg’s son. 
And Ofeg was Tora’s son. Groa was Rike-Gylfe’s mother. 
And then ... Gudrun. Frömund, Rike-Gylfe’s son carved these 
runes. We fetched this stone to the northward on Balsten. 
Gylfe acquired this land and then land north in Vika in three 
villages and then Lönnånger and then Färdsjö.” This is the 
inscription on the Maista stone. The Sunnå stone reads: 
“Frömund, Rike-Gylfe’s son, raised this stone after Rike-
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Gylfe, Bräse’s son. Frömund and also Tormund and Snärre 
and Unn” (Jansson 1985).

These documents are unique in the whole of Sweden. 
Nowhere else are seven generations of the same family men
tioned on one runestone. Rike-Gylfe comes across as a very 
powerful man. He must have controlled at least half the area 
which, 200 years later, formed the parish of Rogsta. Prob
ably we have an example here of the countervailing power 
or possibly collaborating power, which we began by men
tioning, and we shall have reason to return to Rike-Gylfe’s 
home area presently.

We know practically nothing about the possible presence 
of the ecclesiastical power in Hälsingland during the period 
between the Christian runestones and the first stone churches 
(c. 1050-1200). Tore Nyberg (1991) has asserted the feasi
bility of Jan Arvid Hellström’s (1971) thesis of an episcopal 
seat existing during a missionary phase (the late eleventh 
century) in Tuna, which Hellström takes to be Hälsingtuna, 
while Nyberg, in addition to Hälsingtuna, can also imagine 
Stora Tuna in Dalarna or possibly another Tuna-place. 
Nyberg, however, stresses that this episcopal seat was prob
ably not refilled after the Bishop Stenfi mentioned by Adam 
of Bremen, and that by 1100 it had been absorbed by an
other diocese, probably Aros. This, however, is a question 
on which research appears to be a long way short of consen
sus, and the relative importance of the problem in this con
nection is perhaps also debatable.

The Christianization of the mass of the population is pre
sumed by Stefan Brink to have taken place in the course of 
the twelfth century, while the parish-formation process is 
mainly a thirteenth-century phenomenon (cf. fig. 4), as is 
best illustrated by the dating of baptismal fonts (Brink 1990b, 
p. 171; Bonnier 1995, p. 144). There would not seem to be a 
single stone church anywhere in Norrland dating back fur
ther than 1200 (Bonnier 1995, p. 118). The very oldest in 
Hälsingland can be taken to include a number which were 
probably not built as normal parish churches. One of these 
is Söderala, which, in view of its distinctive architecture - 
central tower, transepts, and apse - was probably built as a 
deanery church. They also include Norrala and Hälsingtuna, 
which are “pack saddle churches”, i.e. had acquired second
ary eastern towers, in addition to an original west tower.
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The eastern towers were probably added in the mid thirteenth 
century, just as in the Kalmar Sund area, where there are 
reliable datings, but this assumption cannot be verified, be
cause the towers themselves have long since vanished. In 
addition, original west towers are extant at Jättendal and 
Bergsjö. One may presume that two different exogenous 
structures underlie these conditions: the rural deaneries and 
the monarchic power.

As stated above, the system of rural deaneries was retained 
in Norrland all through the medieval period. “Folkland” 
deans are known in Uppland from the 1160s onwards, but 
in that region the system was eventually superseded by 
“härad” deans. At least one dean in Hälsingland is called de 
Aliati (Alir) in 1232 (DS 268). Two deans are first mentioned 
in 1297 (DS 1202, 1205), but this later date may be due to 
the poverty of the sources. The first time we are told of the 
seats of Hälsingland’s two deans, in 1312 (DS 1850) and 
1316 (DS 2043) respectively, they are located in Bollnäs and 
Forsa, but it is more than likely that Söderala was Alir’s first 
deanery. The deans wanted to have the fattest livings, and of 
course the development of settlement in a colonization re
gion quickly changed the economic base, and so the dean 
relocated. There is documentary evidence of a pattern of this 
kind in Ångermanland (Blomkvist 1986, p. 83). We can also 
see that the dean of Sunded moved from Forsa to Delsbo in 
the fifteenth century.

Archiepiscopal visitations are already mentioned at the 
end of the twelfth century (DS 98), and we have documen
tary records of two of them in, respectively, December 1302 
and winter 1318-1319. On the first of these occasions, Arch
bishop Nils visited Söderala and Segersta only and the new 
overnight lodging in the forest Ödmorden (where a letter 
was written, DS 1377), which in itself corroborates the as
sumption that Söderala was a deanery. On the second visita
tion, which took him as far afield as Jämtland and Ånger
manland, Archbishop Olof visited all the principal churches 
then existing in Hälsingland, except Alfta, Färila, Norrbo 
(where the Bjuråker annexe was visited instead), and Mo 
(DS 2218).

There may possibly have been a number of private 
churches (Eigenkirchen) in Hälsingland; Rogsta and Segersta 
have been suggested as possible examples (Brink 1990b, p.
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BERGSJÖ

SÖDER AL AV

Fig. 4. Medieval parishes of Hälsingland in 1314, before the parish 
of Skog was formed. Lower-case letters signify annexes. The figures 
are the Vienne tithes for each parish. After Jonsson 1971.

359). Building a church can be perceived as a political choice 
and can be hypothetically positioned in a power struggle 
between endogenous and exogenous élites (cf. Brendalsmo 
1991). Private churches, however, are to be considered ex
ceptional in Hälsingland. The majority of churches were 
probably built by parishioners, even though we find that 
roughly one medieval church in three presents manifest idio
syncrasies.

Norrala, Hälsingtuna, and Jättendal churches were prob
ably associated with the structure of royal manors in 
Norrland, which we shall be considering presently. It is to be
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noted that Jättendal in 1314 ranks as an annexe under 
Harmånger (DS 1946). The manifest character of Bergsjö 
church is hard to explain. Free-standing towers also existed 
at the churches of Harmånger and Forsa, though the latter 
disappeared perhaps already in the fifteenth century, chapel 
extensions and suchlike at Järvsö, Ljusdal etc. (these are hard 
to explain), and very wide, late medieval west towers at 
Bollnäs and Alfta. Thus there are unambiguous signs of very 
strong influence being exerted by the archdiocese in 
Hälsingland from at least about 1200 onwards, a state of 
affairs also confirmed by the surviving written documents.

The economic dimension
In the economic field, the foundations for drawing conclu
sions are still quite weak. We have a vague notion of a prov
ince which, from the seventh to the tenth century, produces 
a surplus of iron (Jensen 1985; Karlsson 1985; Magnusson
1995), which must at least partly have figured in an eco
nomic exchange with the Centre (cf. Hallinder and Haglund 
1978). It is doubtful whether this economic flow can be 
termed a centre-based exploitation, because the material does 
not indicate any form of monopolization tendency. An inter
mediate role may have been played by the local élites we 
find in northern Uppland and possibly Gästrikland at this 
time (Ambrosiani 1980).

We can also assume that furs were being exported during 
this period. Graves with bear claws have been found both in 
Central Sweden and in the south of Norrland, and Bo Petré 
has offered a very interesting interpretation of the persons 
thus buried as a kind of fur magnates (Petré 1980), but there 
is no reason why we should not also regard them as local 
entrepreneurs.

The archdiocese was already successfully exploiting linen 
production in Hälsingland by the end of the twelfth century 
(DS 98), but the description of this exploitation is highly 
reminiscent of the paying of tribute. One hundred alns of 
linen tabby were surrendered only in those years when the 
archbishop himself visited the new converts in Hälsingland. 
According to documents from the end of the thirteenth cen
tury and beginning of the fourteenth, it was only with great 
difficulty that the Hälsingar were prevailed on to pay tithes
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and taxes. The tributary form of tax collection remains dis
cernible into the fourteenth century (see also below).

Trade between Norrland and Central Sweden (the Cen
tre) took place within a system which was not constructed 
so much on the centre’s terms as one might suppose. The 
Norrlänningar arrived by sea during the summer and in 
sleighs in winter to sell their produce at the markets of 
Uppsala, Stockholm, Strängnäs and other places. The mer
chants in each province appear to have fitted out a single 
ship which sailed southwards at Midsummer time. Merchants 
from the south, of course, also came to trade at the markets, 
in places where towns like Hudiksvall and Härnösand grew 
up later. Towards the end of the fourteenth century there is 
also evidence of foreign merchants taking part in this traffic 
(HR 8, no. 969).

The one really vigorous attempt made by the Centre to 
monopolize the economic flow came relatively late. That was 
in about 1350, when King Magnus imposed the Bothnian 
staple, whereby all merchants round the Bothnian Sea, ex
cept for the citizens of Åbo (Turku) in Finland, were com
pelled to sail to Stockholm with their goods and sell them 
there. This became very important to Finland and Norrbotten, 
while the merchants on the western side of the Bothnia Sea, 
and especially the Hälsingar, devised all kinds of stratagems 
for evading the edict. They traded on their own behalf in 
Uppsala, the Bergslagen region, and Jämtland, and in 1446 
King Kristoffer felt constrained to exempt the Hälsingar from 
the staple (Friberg 1983).

Very little is known, then, about the economic dimen
sion, and there is a striking need for further research in this 
quarter, even in a part of Sweden with so many research 
lacunae as the region we are now dealing with.

The political dimension
Turning to the political dimension, there is reason, once again, 
to go back to the Middle Iron Age for our jumping-off point. 
The archaeological material, mainly house foundation ter
races and high-status graves (Liedgren 1992; Ramqvist 1988, 
1991,1995), suggests a stratified society in central and south
ern Norrland during the Late Roman Iron Age and the Mi
gration Period. For some reason or other that society had
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Fig. 5.
Distribution 
of hill forts in 
Hälsingland.

collapsed in about 600 A.D. Possible reasons for the col
lapse will not be dealt with here, but clearly society had dis
integrated to a lower level of complexity for a time, and we 
are therefore entitled to speak of a socio-political “re-start”.

Hälsingland has nine prehistoric forts (fig. 5), but they 
are not easy to use in our analysis because none of them has 
been dated. They can reasonably be linked with the Iron 
Age, but the question is whether they belong to the period 
before, during, or after the collapse. It is not impossible that 
one of them may have been used down to the early medieval 
period, especially the big fort of Tunaborg in Hälsingtuna, 
indicative of a central locality (see also, for example, the 
discussion in Baudou 1981; Hemmendorff 1985; Mogren 
1995b). The essential point is that these structures point to 
the occurrence of endogenous power structures capable of 
organizing such building enterprises.

We have already considered the role of runestones as elite 
indicators at the end of the Viking era. In the present con-
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text we will merely note that no magnate-like settlement from 
this period has yet been investigated or even identified in 
Hälsingland.

A review of written sources reveals uncertain testimony 
to begin with. In his Saga of Hakon the Good (12), written 
in about 1230, Snorri Sturluson mentions that in Hakon’s 
time (the tenth century) the people of Hälsingland went on 
trading voyages to SviJ>jó and were therefore subjects there 
in every way. In this connection, it is very remarkable to 
read in the Saga of Harald Greycloak (13) that Jarl Hakon 
of Hlade in Trøndelag during the tenth century gathered ships 
on the Hälsingland coast and carried out raids eastwards. 
Furthermore, Snorri, in the Saga of Olaf the Holy (137), 
tells us that Olaf and King Olof of the Svear made an agree
ment in which they divided the right of collecting tribute in 
the fringe areas between them, in such a way that Hälsingar 
and Jämtar then came to pay tax to the King of the Svear 
which, if it is true, must have happened some time in about 
1020 A.D. In the Saga of Magnus the Good (2; 8), as in the 
Saga of Harald Sigurdsson (1), voyages from Trøndelag to 
the Mälaren Valley (or in the opposite direction) are described 
in terms of passing through Jämtland and Hälsingland and 
only after this coming to SviJjjo . Hälsingland, in other words, 
was not considered part of Svibjo . This is supposed to have 
been in about 1030, and so in a source-critical light the state
ment is dubious. The Saga of Håkon Håkonsson (216), writ
ten by Sturla Tordsson in the 1260s, does, however, refer in 
similar words to a planned voyage to Svibjo in 1240.

The question is what source value these pronouncements 
have and what it means. If Snorri’s statements are to be re
lied on (which many rightfully query), then clearly this means 
that the King of the Svear and the King of Norway competed 
for tributes from the people in the intermediate peripheries 
and that, at least during certain periods, there can have been 
a kind of tributary relationship between the King of the Svear 
and the Hälsingar. This tributary liability can hardly have 
had any real substance of power on the everyday level. The 
sagas convey the picture of highly unstable dominions.

The runestone material is of no real help for discussing 
political dependencies. True, the runestones of Norrland are 
generally of the Uppland type, but it is also interesting to
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note that no runestones from Hälsingland, Medelpad, or 
Jämtland make any mention of foreign voyages or foreign 
political figures. They all unanimously reflect a magnate stra
tum in a local society. Gästrikland, on the other hand, which 
until the fourteenth century was regarded as part of the 
Uppland Tiundaland, there is a stone in Torsåker which re
fers to an expedition to England, a stone in Valbo which 
mentions military expeditions to Tavastland, and a stone, 
also in Valbo, which ends with the phrase thasat aimunt, 
translatable as “Emund then sat”, which could be a refer
ence to Emund the Old, King of the Svear (Jansson 1981). 
This material, however, is too small and too uncertain for 
any firm conclusions to be possible.

Adam of Bremen mentions Hälsingland, but only as a 
country between Sweden and Norway, which is the land of 
the Skridfinnar (the Saarni) (Adam IV, 24). It is essential in 
this connection to draw attention to two letters from the 
twelfth century. Firstly, a letter from Pope Innocent II in 1133 
(ST I, 33; DS 29), and secondly one from the Emperor 
Frederick Barbarossa, written in 1158 (ST I, 41). Both list 
the ecclesiastical provinces which are deemed to come under 
the metropolitan rights of the Archbishop of Hamburg. 
Hälsingland is mentioned there together with Denmark, Swe
den, Norway, the Faeroes, Greenland, Iceland, Skridfinnar, 
and so on, in other words, as a separate unit not defined 
hierarchically under any other. Pope and Emperor both refer 
here to countries, not dioceses. This apparently contradicts 
the contents of the provincial in the so-called Florence docu
ment (part of Codex Ashburnham 1554), which was prob
ably compiled by an Italian with limited knowledge of geog
raphy during the pontificate of Calixtus II, in about 1120 
(Délisle 1886; Tunberg 1913), although the provincial itself 
is now considered to be derived from an original from about 
1100 (Nyberg 1991). Hälsingland is mentioned there as one 
of several “islands” under the Svear kingdom, “insularum 
de regno sueorum”. According to Nyberg’s proposed read
ing of the lists, Hälsingland, together with Värmland, Fin
land, Estonia, Gotland, Värend and Tjust (there are alterna
tive interpretations), could be regarded as missionary fields 
loosely connected with the Swedish dioceses (Nyberg 1991). 
Perhaps then one could also see a parallelism in the political
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dimension at this time. The apparent contradiction need not 
be insuperable (cf. Gallén’s observations 1959, p. 22).

Erikskrönikan (the Chronicle of Erik), dealing with Swed
ish political history between about 1220 and 1320, concen
trates mainly on military adventures in the Gulf of Finland 
and the struggle for the crown, but does not mention the 
regions on the Bothnian Sea at all.

During the second half of the thirteenth century, docu
mentary material begins to crop up, although very sparsely. 
In 1273 a boundary is drawn between the kingdom of the 
King of the Svear and that of the King of Norway (NGL II, 
pp. 487-491; ST I, pp. 242-251). The documents about this, 
however, give us cause to suspect that the drawing of the 
boundary was primarily a concern of the local populations 
rather than of the Centre élites; the boundary definition docu
ment is obviously a compilation of several different bound
ary agreements.

In all the other letters (they are few in number) we find a 
king, jarl, archbishop, or a constable of the realm (riksmarsk) 
- and sometimes more than one of these at once - writing to 
the common people of the northern province, calling upon 
them to begin paying their tithes and taxes. This, of course, 
implies considerable difficulty in asserting the collection of 
tithes and taxes. Letters concerning the ecclesiastical power 
of taxation begin in 1232 with one from Pope Gregory IX to 
a number of deans in the Diocese of Uppsala, requiring them 
to see to it that the Hälsingar pay the statutory tithe due to 
the Holy See on pain of ecclesiastical censure (“monitione 
premissa per censuram ecclesiasticam appellatione postposita 
compellatis”) (DS 270). Clearly, the Hälsingar had not paid 
any tithes. It is also evident that the archbishop has had to 
advance what is due to the Pope. One can hardly speak of 
ecclesiastical control in Hälsingland, even if the influence was 
powerful.

Next come two letters written in 1257, one from the Arch
bishop to the commons of Hälsingland, Ångermanland, and 
Jämtland, promising forty days’ indulgence in return for con
tributions to Uppsala Cathedral (DS 444), and one from 
Birger Jarl to Medelpad and Ångermanland, earnestly com
manding them to honour previous agreements in this matter 
(DS 445). A letter in 1297 from King Birger and Archbishop 
Nils contains an edict on the allocation of the tithe. This can
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be seen as royal support for the claims of the archdiocese 
(DS 1202). A letter from the riksmarsk that year on the same 
subject underlines the support given by the secular power to 
the Church (DS 1205). So the Church still seems to have 
been having problems in 1297 (cf. also DS 1898). In 1313 
an edict is promulgated concerning the St Olof due, (DS 
1926), which the people of the provinces of Ångermanland 
(DS 1957), Medelpad (DS 1959) and Alir and Sunded (DS 
1962) promised to pay in the late winter or spring of 1314. 
That same year, the “six-year due” (the Vienne tithe) was 
also successfully collected (DS 1946), and in 1316 pallium 
money was collected for Archbishop Olof (DS 2043). It 
seems, then, as if the Church could begin asserting its pre
tensions in the north during the 1310s.

The royal power seems to have been having a more diffi
cult time of it. An undated letter from King Magnus (1275- 
1290) contains an appeal from the King to the Hälsingar to 
pay a little extra tribute, de gracia non de iure (DS 869). 
Even in Magnus’ time, then, the royal power of taxation in 
Hälsingland was still not unquestioned. There now follows 
a long period with no surviving documents to shed light on 
the matter. Some interest attaches to a statement in a letter 
from the Norwegian King Håkan to the Trønds, in which he 
mentions a Swedish attack on Jämtland in 1309 (DNI, 121). 
That occurrence is not known from any other source, but is 
probably connected with the conflict between the Swedish 
Dukes Erik and Valdemar and their brother Birger, and also 
with the Norwegian and Danish kings who had sided with 
Birger. A military expedition, however, may very well have 
been undertaken without full political control over the de
ployment zone, which must have been in the Norrland coastal 
provinces (cf. Ahnlund 1948, pp. 187 f.).

In 1317 we meet a crisis in relations between the 
monarchic power and the Hälsingar. King Birger’s officialis 
Lars Karlsson has been killed and the tax money collected 
by him has been stolen - or recovered, depending on which 
way one looks at it. Birger writes that the goods of all those 
who took part in the rebellion and were killed in the fight 
will be sequestrated by the royal treasury (DS 2107). This 
title of officialis recurs only a few years later, with the codi
fication of the Hälsingland Law some time between 1320 
and 1340, probably in the 1320s. Here we have the first
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really tangible information about conditions of political de
pendence in the north. We are told that the royal tax collec
tor, konungs ari (literally: the king’s envoy; ari contains the 
same root as the Swedish word ärende and English errand), 
came travelling by sleigh in the winter to collect tax. In other 
words, the royal power was not permanently represented by 
any senior official in Hälsingland at that time. This also im
plies a tributary relationship, or at least relics of one. A simi
lar, but more amply documented, loose connection with the 
Svear kingdom is known for Gotland at this time (a connec
tion already made by Andræ 1960, pp. 114 f.; cf. Lindqvist
1984).

The Hälsingland Law also contains the first mention of 
the organization of royal manors in Norrland. “These are 
the Uppsala öd: the southernmost Hög, Hög in Sunded, Hög 
on Norrstigen, Näs in Selånger, Norrstig in Säbrå, Kutby” 
we read in the last section of the Konungabalken (Holmbäck 
and Wessen 1940, p. 293). These six homesteads were in the 
parishes of Norrala, Hög and Jättendal in Hälsingland, 
Selånger in Medelpad and Säbrå, and (a disputed point) prob
ably Bjärtrå in Ångermanland. It has often been assumed 
that these Uppsala öd dated back to pre-Christian times, but 
there is actually not a shred of evidence, or even an indica
tion, of their being much older than this first mention.

One thing one cannot help noticing is the regular distances 
between them. As the crow flies they are between 38 and 48 
km apart, except for the second and third from the south, 
which are only 26 km apart as the crow flies. Some scholars 
have been disposed to see a modular system, in the sense of 
every royal manor corresponding to a folkland or even to a 
segment of the presumed Migration Period paramount 
chiefdom. A hypothesis of this kind will not stand up to closer 
investigation (Mogren 1995b, pp. 79 f.). The great regular
ity is incontestable. Nowhere else in Sweden do we find such 
a geographically regular layout for royal manors as along 
the coast of Norrland. This, to my mind, means that the six 
Crown estates were planted in the province simultaneously, 
in keeping with a predetermined plan which required a power 
capable of implementing something of the kind.

The intention was not to dominate pre-existing socio
political units (“folkland”); the explanation is simpler than
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that. The likeliest reason is for konungs ari to be able to 
sleep under the Crown’s roof every night on his travels - 38- 
48 km as the crow flies seems a fairly normal day’s journey 
by sleigh in winter, and all the royal manors except Kutby 
are located along the bridle path, Norrstigen, which was the 
medieval equivalent of the present-day E4 European high
way. From Säbrå one then had a comfortable journey up the 
frozen estuary of the Ångerman River to Kutby (see fig. 6). 
At each royal manor the envoy could receive tribute for the 
surrounding area. It is reasonable to suppose that it was in 
the manifest churches of Norrala, Hälsingtuna (which is very 
near the royal manor of Hög), and Jättendal that the tributes 
were to be collected and stored pending the arrival of konungs 
ari. This last point, however, has to be left an open question, 
because the chronological links between churches and royal 
manors are less distinct north of Sunded.

In a purely topographical sense, the royal manors are vir
tually unknown. Until very recently they were taken to have 
been completely unfortified, and this still applies for the time 
being to the manorial buildings themselves, but archaeologi
cal investigations near the northernmost of them at Bjärtrå 
(if the identification is correct) and at the southernmost in 
Norrala have revealed defence works some distance away 
from the royal manor. As part of the Styresholm project, 
Leif Grundberg has discovered and partly investigated a small 
timber fort in a swamp behind the sixteenth-century royal 
manor of Bjärtrå (Grundberg 1996). I have myself, during 
investigations in Norrala, been able to establish a defensive 
system warding off attacks from the sea on the Norrala Val
ley and the area surrounding the royal manor. A small tim
ber fort was constructed there, in the early or mid fourteenth 
century, at the narrowest point of the shipping lane to Norrala 
(fig. 1). I have also found a shipping barrage in an adjoining 
inlet, cutting off the back way into the Norrala Valley. The 
total of nine 14C datings which I have from both these struc
tures point to the second quarter or middle of the fourteenth 
century (Mogren 1994, 1995b). What does this mean? There 
is one reasonable interpretation which comes very easily.

The conclusion in 1323 of the so-called Nöteborg agree
ment between the Swedish kingdom and Novgorod put an 
end to years of fighting between Swedes and Russians at the 
very top of the Gulf of Finland. It also established a fixed
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Fig. 6. The six royal manors of Norrland and other important
points along the Ńorrstigen bridle path. After Friberg 1951.

boundary between the two kingdoms, over the Karelian Isth
mus and some way up into Savolax. The region in the north 
of Finland and bordering on the Bothnian Gulf was to be 
jointly exploited by Swedes and Russians (Gallén and Lind
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1991; Wallerström 1995, pp. 30-38). This meant that Swed
ish opportunities for eastward expansion were abruptly halted 
and, secondly, that the Swedes now had to assert their inter
ests in the common region. To do so they also needed to be 
in full control of the intervening regions, Great Hälsingland.

It is also following the peace of Nöteborg that the written 
material begins to reflect a deepening interest in the region 
of the Bothnian Sea. Hälsingland is given a written code of 
law, based on the Uppland Law but containing a number of 
specific features which adapted to the region where it was to 
apply. Hälsingland, however, does not become a jurisdiction 
(lagsaga) in its own right but is included in the Uppland one. 
The underlagman of Hälsingland more or less corresponds 
to a judge in the central and southern parts of the kingdom. 
Furthermore, during the 1320s, successive documents ap
pear stating or indicating a central interest in colonization 
enterprises in various parts of northern Sweden. Above all 
this applies to Norrbotten (DS 2606,2676, 3134; Sundström 
1984; Wallerström 1995), but documentary material from 
southern Hälsingland, for example, can also be interpreted 
in this way (DS 2457, 2458, 2551, 2644; Liedgren 1944).

It is probably in this context that we are to understand 
the creation of the Norrala defence works. Perhaps it is by 
this means that the military threat referred to by Schortman 
and Urban can for the first time be made real in this part of 
Norrland. Perhaps we can regard this point in time as the 
end, or at least the beginning of the end, of the informal 
dominion prevailing in Norrland up till then.

In 1366 King Albrekt promulgated letters patent com
manding the deputy judge (vice legifer, Swedish underlagman) 
and the steersmen (gubernatoribus nauium) to pick twelve 
reliable men in every snäckolag (ledung ship’s crew) and with 
them collect the land tax (DS 7414). This letter speaks a 
language of power which can be taken to mean that coercive 
measures were necessary. Hälsingland at this time, however, 
was part of the immense territory which King Magnus had 
mortgaged to the Duke of Mecklenburg, King Albrekt’s fa
ther, who thus also had a vested interest in the regional rev
enue. In 1366 his bailiff Raven van Barnekow sent a Ger
man military force into Hälsingland from Dalarna to collect 
the tax. The tax to be collected was a sum of money, 242
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marks, whereas other, more southerly parts of the mortgaged 
county were to contribute various products in kind (Fritz 
and Odelman 1994). This could be interpreted as a relic of 
the old tributary relationship, though it could also be taken 
as a manifestation of Hälsingland, as yet, not having any 
sizeable castles or permanent garrisons to feed. The Germans 
met with resistance and there was a fight in which they lost 
horses valued at 135 marks, a large sum of money in those 
days. The running of the administration by the German 
masters reflects the arrival of a new, continental political 
culture, but clearly the Hälsingar were not prepared to al
low the new age to engulf them without resistance.

The role of the royal manors was eventually taken over 
by the castles. By then we have come to the phase which 
Algaze refers to, where the outpost system is replaced by a 
more expensive form of administration. Incidentally, it is 
interesting to see how control of the northern and eastern 
parts of the Swedish kingdom develops along three different 
lines during the high and late Middle Ages. In Finland and 
Karelia this expensive stage already begins towards the end 
of the thirteenth century, with the building of the castles of 
Åbo (Turku), Tavastehus (Hämeenlinna), Viborg (Viipuri in 
Finnish, Vyborg in Russian), and Keksholm (Käkisalmi in 
Finnish, Priozersk in Russian), and perhaps also Haga 
(Hakoinen). A large but short-lived timber castle, Landskrone 
(fig. 1), was also built in 1300 on the Neva, within the 
boundaries of what is now St Petersburg. Åbo, Tavastehus, 
and Viborg developed into strong, stone-walled castles, and 
Viborg came to rank as the most important fortress in the 
realm, on a level with the castles of Stockholm and Kalmar 
(see Lovén 1996 for the latest conspectus).

In the Swedish-speaking regions west of the Bothnian Sea, 
the castles appeared a century later and were exclusively of 
timber. What is more, they were built by the Crown’s adver
saries, the Vitalians. Not until some years later, in 1398-99, 
were they taken over by the Crown, as administrative cas
tles (Mogren 1989, 1995a). The reference here is to Faxeholm 
in Hälsingland and Styresholm in Ångermanland (fig. 1). In 
the extreme north, in the vast area which could be jointly 
exploited by Swedes, Russians and Norwegians, no perma
nent castles were built in the medieval period, except for a 
structure referred to in a Novgorod chronicle from 1377.
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This was situated at “Owla”, a name thought to refer to 
Uleåborg (Oulu) (fig. 1). This is the only mention of its kind, 
and the building, unknown archaeologically, lasted for a very 
short time (Lovén 1996, pp. 155 f.). With this exception, 
exploitation of the Saarni population of the region mainly 
proceeded through middlemen. It is very doubtful whether 
we should resort here to ethnic correlates, but the difference 
in strategies of dominion is so great that it should be attrib
utable at least to the different socio-political conditions pre
vailing in the three regions. The cost-effectiveness aspect was 
probably crucial. Where Finland was concerned, the expen
sive castles had to be balanced against the threat from the 
Russians.

The building of Faxeholm and Styresholm must have 
meant the definite break with the old forms of dominion 
and exploitation in Norrland, that is, the point of the proc
ess of change which began in earnest when the Norrala cas
tle was fortified and the Crown thus established a perma
nent military presence in the province for the first time.

The interpretation of data
There do not seem to be any decisive impediments to apply
ing the extra-European models to this material, on the con
trary. Both the Central American working model and the 
Mesopotamian explanatory model help to structure the ma
terial in a way which makes the often quite disparate data 
intelligible as parts of a greater process. There are differ
ences of detail, but this only serves to enrich the general dis
cussion; after all, models which do not tally with reality have 
also been useful. In the event, the Nordic area has very valu
able source material for studies of this kind.

The Swedish expansion in the north could be briefly de
scribed as follows. An ideological influence must already have 
existed in pre-Christian times, but it cannot be proved to 
have been an effective tool for the expansion of the Centre. 
This also applies to economic expansion at the same time. 
Goods like iron and furs must have changed hands on their 
way southwards, but it is impossible to see any outposts of 
Algaze’s type which could monopolize the proceeds. In the 
political sphere there is the possibility of a formal tributary 
relationship between Fiälsingland and the kingdom of the
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Mälaren Valley, but in a societal context where the Centre 
itself had not developed into a territorial power (a “state”), 
but must be regarded as a kind of advanced chiefdom, there 
cannot have been any real substance of power in such a tribu
tary relationship: it can hardly have developed beyond the 
level of exchanges of gifts and occasional looting expedi
tions.

With the appearance on the scene of organized Christian
ity, starting with the foundation of the archdiocese in Uppsala 
in 1164, the scene changes dramatically. Now, for the first 
time, there is the possibility of effective ideological penetra
tion of the countries in the north. And it is also now, for the 
first time, that the mass of the people become Christianized. 
Obviously, this ideological expansion is the harbinger of 
political expansion. In the thirteenth century the province 
begins to be organized into parishes. The first stone churches 
had already begun to be built soon after 1200, churches which 
were connected with the rural deaneries and perhaps with 
the monarchic power.

Possibly these churches can be viewed as outposts in 
Algaze’s sense, but it is the six Norrland royal manors, strung 
out with conspicuous regularity along the coast, which tally 
best with his model. These royal manors, very probably, are 
not all that much older than the first mention of them and 
are probably connected with the manifest churches nearby - 
that is, they hardly date back even to the twelfth century. It 
is reasonable to suppose that they originated, at the earliest, 
under Birger Jarl (1248-1266) or, more likely, under King 
Magnus (1275-1290) or King Birger (1290-1318). Thus they 
served as outposts in a territory which had not been sub
jected to full political control but had had some kind of tribu
tary relationship with the Centre. Furthermore, viewing 
things in this light, they did not serve as administrative cen
tres in the true sense until later during the medieval period. 
To begin with they served, quite simply, as points of exchange. 
The exchange probably consisted mainly in the reception of 
tributes, while monopolization tendencies in the economic 
dimension are barely traceable.

Comparison with Vågan in north Norway (e.g. Berthelsen 
1991) can be interesting and could be deepened into a sepa
rate article. Trade in stockfish with Trondheim and Bergen 
and from there abroad was channelled through Vågan, which
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was also an administrative central point. A small trading town 
grew up in the place and had its heyday during the thirteenth 
century and the beginning of the fourteenth. Nothing of the 
kind is known from the Bothnian Sea and there probably 
was no such counterpart. Vågan can possibly be designated 
an outpost, with the appearance of a semi-centre. The out
standing success of the Norwegian monarchy compared with 
the Swedish was doubtless due to several different causes - 
organization, topography and, not least, resources - but there 
is probably a connection between Vagan’s “success story” 
and the degree to which north Norway was integrated with 
the Norwegian kingdom in the thirteenth century. This arti
cle is an attempt to show, among other things, that Norrland 
at the same time, with no such semi-centres, had not been 
integrated with the Swedish kingdom to a corresponding 
degree.

When some of the Norrland royal manors acquire forti
fied strong points in their vicinity, probably as a consequence 
of the Nöteborg treaty of 1323, this marks the end of the 
real outpost system, and we enter a transitional phase in 
which the Crown acquires an increasingly pronounced and 
permanent presence in the province, a phase which ends with 
Faxeholm and Styresholm, after a three-year hiatus during 
the Vitalian period, becoming administrative centres of the 
royal power in the autumn of 1398, an appreciably more 
expensive form of administration which agrees well with 
Algaze’s model.

By structuring the analysis as Schortman and Urban have 
proposed, I feel that we can see the process of expansion 
more clearly and can plot in a kind of time/space model phe
nomena which otherwise we might have difficulty in relat
ing to or even in perceiving the importance of.

That might have been the end of the story, but historical 
data clearly show that the construction of Faxeholm and its 
takeover by the Crown did not eliminate resistance to the 
expansion of the Centre. Faxeholm, and probably Styresholm 
too, were burned down during the Engelbrekt rebellion of 
1434 - a fate shared by thirteen other castles that year. 
Faxeholm was never rebuilt. Its role as an administrative 
centre was taken over again by the royal manor of Norrala, 
but times had now changed, for the royal manors of Hög 
and Jättendal were considered obsolete and were sold off by
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King Karl Knutsson in 1454. Now that the Crown had had a 
permanent presence in the province for such a long time, 
three places for the collection of tax (our hypothesis, it will 
be remembered, is that they were established for the peripa
tetic konungs ari) were no longer needed. The royal manor 
of Norrala was also granted in fee, but only towards the end 
of the reign of Gustav Vasa in the 1550s, and by then the 
wheel of time had come full circle again. The new tax assess
ment from the years round about 1540 had created increased 
control of the inhabitants of the province, and their names 
and everything about them had now been put down in writ
ing. The pen can also be mightier than the sword when it 
comes to exploiting a surplus.

Gustav Vasa’s administrative organization was superior 
to anything the Middle Ages had seen, and a social system 
had now virtually been attained corresponding even to a le
gal historian’s concept of the state. Resistance to taxation, 
however, continued wherever possible. This can be seen, for 
example, from the illegal mills on the streams out in the 
forests. Nothing could be done about them until the national 
mill commissions were set up. These travelled round the coun
try, demolishing or taxing unlawful household mills. They 
travelled round Hälsingland in 1702, which is perhaps a con
venient point at which to end our story. Though we may add 
that, even today, there are free men and women living in the 
forests to whom official decrees are something one should 
know about but not necessarily comply with.
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Crumbs from 
the Rich Man’s Table
Byzantine Finds in Lund and Sigtuna, c. 980-1250
Mats Roslund

I
n the source material of archaeology, imports come as 
exciting deviations from the flow of everyday objects. 
Although, as specialists, we affirm the importance of 
capturing the normal life of the medieval period, the 
exotic never loses its fascination. The problem is that these 

unusual finds often fail to result in more than a dot on the 
map - just one more object in the series added to a vague 
distribution picture. Interpretation of the presence extends 
to a direction of relations and, if the find has occurred in the 
countryside, hints of contacts with the internationally ori
ented environment of the nearest town. To improve our 
knowledge of import finds, more effort needs to be put into 
in-depth studies which take us on to uncertain ground. The 
presence of these artefacts in Scandinavia, however, can per
haps be explained if we look beyond the mental and geo
graphical limits posed by the Nordic area. We must venture 
into medieval Europe, to countries and environments which 
are off the beaten track (fig. 1).

One category of these exotic finds comes from the Byzan
tine Empire. Relatively little is known in Sweden about the 
conditions attaching to them. There are several reasons for 
this. In the Mediterranean region, archaeologists have been 
less well informed about the Byzantine era than about classi
cal antiquity. The emphasis of Byzantinology has been on 
philology, the history and theory of art, and history based on 
written sources, with no priority for the everyday scene com
municated by archaeology. Excavations of the Hippodrome 
and the Great Palace in Constantinople accentuated this pre
occupation with the loftier spheres of society, and in this way 
the archaeology applied helped to “gild” the Byzantine herit
age. Today the approach is far wider. It is still based to a
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Fig. 1. Medieval places mentioned in the text.
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great extent on urban remains, but, just as in Nordic medi
eval archaeology, interest in agrarian environments is grow
ing. An effort is also being made to move away from the 
“Byzantine” concept, as creating an unduly homogeneous 
image of an age which was politically much more variegated. 
Between 800 and 1204 there were several players within the 
geographical space which the Empire represented. In particu
lar, in the western parts now constituting Greece, Franks, 
Normans, Slavs, and Venetians competed with the romanoi, 
as the Byzantines called themselves. The importance has there
fore been stressed of referring back to a general European 
medieval concept (Lock and Sanders 1996).

The retrospective association with the classical past evoked 
by the “Byzantine age” concept is one reason for the diffi
culty entailed by the integration of medieval studies in the 
eastern Mediterranean and Nordic medieval archaeology. 
That connection directly influences the organization of re
search. Foreign archaeologists studying the Byzantine period 
are attached to the institutes of classical studies in Athens 
and Istanbul and in this way have not been natural interlocu
tors for Nordic medieval archaeologists. Viewed from the 
north, Greece and Turkey have been seen in a classical light. 
The dazzling brilliance of the white marble columns has made 
it hard to perceive a politically and stylistically more elusive 
medieval period. And perhaps it is impossible to conceive of 
a simultaneity between the early medieval Nordic area and a 
world in which classical elements lived on, in the form of 
chariot races at the Hippodrome in the presence of the Em
peror.

Scandinavians, moreover, have been preoccupied with the 
period in which Nordic mercenaries served as auxiliaries in 
the Byzantine imperial army. These connections have been 
looked on as a late Viking phenomenon, and artefacts origi
nating in Byzantium have been interpreted as relics of home
ward-turning Varangians. Particular interest has attached to 
religious artefacts, which have been considered as betoken
ing individual conversion to Christianity or an Orthodox 
mission in the North. Simultaneously with this focus, Byzan
tine research in Scandinavia, just as in other parts of the world, 
has given priority to non-archaeological subject fields and 
source materials (Rudberg 1981, pp. 19 ff.). Lastly, a syn
chronous European analysis is impeded in Sweden by the di
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vision of the discipline of archaeology into classical, prehis
toric, and medieval.

This study can be looked on as a practical attempt to over
come difficulties like these, which have resulted in Byzantine 
artefacts discovered in Scandinavia falling between the two 
stools of classical and medieval archaeology. The artefacts 
offer a natural meeting point. Our main task will be to leave 
the Nordic area and to consider the reason for the presence 
of Byzantine finds in the two medieval cities of Lund and 
Sigtuna in the light of developments in Byzantium and in the 
countries connected with that great power. A scrutiny of chro
nology and context can add new interpretations to the dis
cussion of the influence exerted by the Eastern Church in 
Scandinavia and of the importance of the Varangians as im
porters of Byzantine objects.

The persistent Varangians
The element of Byzantine finds in the North is confirmed 
from the Late Roman Iron Age, and quantities increased 
during the Migration Period (Arrhenius 1990). Ornamental 
gold objects in the form of colben armlets and jewellery with 
garnet settings have been interpreted as the result of casual 
but recurrent links with Byzantium during the period down 
to the Viking Age. In particular, the 900 or so solidi which 
found their way to Scandinavia between 365 and 560 have 
been regarded as soldiers’ pay from the Emperor in East Rome. 
So the tradition of serving him or somebody close to him was 
a very early phenomenon. The passage in Annales Bertiniani 
concerning the Svear in the retinue sent by the Emperor 
Theophilus to Louis the Pious in 839, then, is not the first 
mention of Nordic participation in the affairs of the Empire. 
Groups from surrounding countries and from far away places 
made their way to this great power in the south in search of 
fame and to earn money. Scandinavian fortune hunters were 
also among them.

The element of Scandinavians in the Empire increased from 
the end of the tenth century onwards (Blöndal 1979, p. 43). 
After he had long been under pressure from Bulgaria and 
involved in internal political dissensions, Basil II, the Slayer 
of the Bulgarians (976-1025), sought military assistance from 
Prince Vladimir of Kiev (c. 956-1015), who in the winter of
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988 sent his auxiliary forces consisting of 6,000 Scandinavians 
and Russians who quickly acquired a place in the Imperial 
army. Until the second half of the eleventh century, the 
Varangian Guard was a military unit consisting mainly of 
Northerners. An English element - or rather, Anglo- 
Scandinavians from the North of England - was added after 
the Battle of Hastings in 1066 and the political changes which 
followed in its train. Instead of submitting to William I (1066- 
1087), they looked for political support abroad. An inquiry 
from them to Sven Estridsen of Denmark, about helping them 
to reconquer the country, suggests that they came from the 
English Danelaw (Blöndal 1978, p. 141). And so we have the 
remarkable situation of three different groups of Scandinavian 
descent serving in the Imperial army. First those who came 
straight from the North by way of Russia, but also the 
Normans from the south of Italy who chose to serve the 
Emperor and, finally, the Anglo-Scandinavians who arrived 
during the decades round about 1070 and 1080.

At the end of the eleventh century it is mentioned that the 
Varangian Guards were being recruited from other peoples, 
though the majority of them were still Scandinavians. The 
diminishing proportion of Northerners may account for the 
picture presented by the numismatic sources in Sweden 
(Morrisson 1981; Hammarberg et al. 1989). Most of the 635 
Byzantine coins which have been found date from the reign 
of Basil II (976-1025), followed by miliaresia from the reigns 
of Constantine VII and Romanus II (945-959) and John I 
Tzimisces (969-976). These coins dried up in about 1070 or 
1080, which has been taken as proof that soldiers’ pay for 
the Scandinavians did the same at the accession of Alexius I. 
Nearly all the coins found in Sweden were struck in Con
stantinople (Hammarberg et al. 1989, p. 12). None of the 
archaeological finds from Lund and Sigtuna includes any 
miliaresia. In Sigtuna, just one anonymous follis of copper 
has been found; it has been dated to c. 1045-1050. Three 
Byzantine copper coins, on the other hand, have been found 
in Lund. Just outside the ramparts of the medieval city, a 
coin was found from the reign of Romanus I and Constantine 
II Porphyrogenitus (920-944), more exactly 931 (Hammar
berg et al. 1989, p. 77. Find 107b). The second find is an 
anonymous folies found in a pit belonging to an early medi
eval back yard in the centre of Lund. This group of coins has
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Fig. 2. Fibula inspired by a coin 
minted in the reign of Michael 
IV (1034-1041). Kulturen, 
Lund, KM 53436:621.

a very wide dating, between 970 and 1092, which makes it 
difficult to pin down chronologically (Hammarberg et al. 
1989, p. 77. Find 107a). The third and final coin was struck 
in the reign of John I Tzimisces and was found way back in 
1913, in an investigation to the west of the medieval market 
square (Blomqvist 1941, p. 52).

Native imitations of Byzantine coins occurred in Scandi
navia. Coins from Sigtuna struck early in the reign of Olof 
Skötkonung (995-1022) show, on the one side, Basil II and 
Constantine VIII with a cross between them and, on the other, 
illegible characters mimicking the Greek characters. A coin 
from Lund struck for Sven Estridsen (1047-1074) is an exact 
reproduction, both obverse and reverse, of a Michael IV coin 
from 1041. Ornamental fibulae imitating the iconography of 
the coins were being made in Lund at the same time (fig. 2). 
Both the imitations and the round fibulae leave us in no doubt 
as to when the inspiration and importation occurred. All the 
imitations are based on coins minted before 1055. In Lund 
we find twin round fibulae held together with a chain, the 
images for which are derived from coins struck in the reigns 
of Basil II and Constantine VIII and Michael IV (Blomqvist, 
1947, pp. 126 ff.; Blomqvist and Mårtensson 1963, pp. 192— 
194). The material varies between tin and copper alloy, and 
in several cases we can assume that the people striking the 
coins also made the fibulae. Their subject, most often, is a
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crude reproduction of the original image on the Danish coins, 
and some of these items of jewellery are so similar to the 
originals that the dies were probably cut by the same master. 
In the case of Lund one can imagine these brooches and Sven 
Estridsen’s Byzantine imitations being produced simultane
ously, during the third quarter of the eleventh century. The 
connection between the brooches and the use of the genuine 
Byzantine coins as jewellery is also clear in medieval Sweden, 
where Byzantine miliaresia present the largest quantity of 
perforated specimens among all foreign coins (Hammarberg 
et al. 1989, p. 13). The symbolic value of the Emperor’s im
age and the Christian insignia can have been important rea
sons for displaying these coins as jewellery.

In the kingdom of Kiev, imports of Byzantine coins fluctu
ated in the same way as in Sweden. Following a sporadic 
influx from the ninth to the early tenth century, numbers 
dramatically increased between 975 and 1050 (Noonan 1980, 
p. 154). Numbers declined after the mid eleventh century, 
and imports ceased altogether in about 1130. John I Tzimisces 
and Basil II are among the rulers most frequently depicted on 
these coins. These miliaresia had circulated for a time within 
Byzantium and together they came to Rus’ between about 
1000 and 1040. Because the route from Constantinople to 
Scandinavia passed through the kingdom of Kiev, the com
position of coins there may reflect the wages paid out at the 
Imperial court in the capital. To confirm this, studies should 
be made of areas where direct contact with Varangians can 
be ruled out. Tenth- and eleventh-century Byzantine coins 
from other parts of Europe occur in both pure and mixed 
hoards (Gąssowska 1979, Karte 4; Müller-Wille 1989, pp. 
780 ff., Abb. 20). There is a striking contrast between areas 
close to Byzantium and regions further away. The countries 
close to the Empire have hoards in which the Byzantine coins 
have not been deposited together with the currencies of other 
rulers. This is especially true of the Kiev region, the north 
Black Sea coast and what are now Bulgaria and Romania. In 
northwest Rus’, Estonia, Sweden, Denmark, Germany, and 
Poland, on the other hand, the Byzantine coins are included 
in mixed hoards typical of those regions, together with jew
ellery, “hack silver” and West European dinars. The former 
region also includes a large quantity of single finds which 
may indicate more widespread handling of coins from By-
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zantium. Since the Byzantine coins are not entirely concen
trated within the Varangians home countries, we are faced 
here with other possible interpretations besides that of the 
soldiers having taken them back to the North. Of course, the 
coins may primarily have arrived with Northerners return
ing home and only later come to be included in the circula
tion of silver of varying origin in the countries round the 
Baltic. If so, some hoard in Scandinavia ought to contain less 
heterogeneous material. The only possible candidate of this 
kind is the Oxarve find from Gotland, the region presenting 
more Byzantine coins than anywhere else in the Nordic area 
(Hammarberg et al. 1989, p. 73. Find no. 88). This hoard 
contains 123 Byzantine coins out of a total of 678, in which 
other regions are also represented, e.g. England with 318. 
The t.p.q. dating of this hoard is 1120, which puts it outside 
the main period of military contacts.

One wicked thought is that the greater part of the Byzan
tine coins found in Scandinavia have nothing to do with the 
Varangian Guard. Instead they are a sign of contacts with 
northwestern Rus’ in the late tenth and early eleventh centu
ries when silver, whatever its origin, served as a social and 
economic medium together with newly arrived German and 
English coins. Thoughts in this direction have been broached 
earlier but have had to defer to the focus of the historical 
sources on the Varangians tributes (Kromann 1989, p. 89). 
Hypothetically speaking, changes in the Byzantine circula
tion of coins may also be at the bottom of the quantitative 
ups and downs we can see. Another alternative to a reduc
tion is that the reduced silver content of the late eleventh 
century coins made them unattractive to the outside world.

In spite of all this, the eleventh-century references to the 
Northerners who lived and fought in Byzantium are well 
known. In a medieval perspective, it is important to point 
out the continuity of the succeeding centuries. The character 
of the visits changed somewhat, because the Northerners were 
now also coming south as pilgrims and crusaders. Runestones, 
Saxo Grammaticus’ Gesta Danorum, Snorre’s Heimskringla 
and several Icelandic sagas mention voyages in the late elev
enth century and the twelfth century to Miklagård, Greece 
and Langbardaland. Thórir Helsingr’s role as the commander 
of the Varangian Guard in the important battle of Beroé in 
1122 is mentioned by Snorre, as well as in Saxo’s exhaustive,
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and somewhat exaggerated, narrative of Erik Ejegod’s visit 
to Alexius I in 1102-1103. A few years after that, the Nor
wegian King Sigurd Jorsalafar sailed southwards (c. 1108). 
A contingent of his men stayed on in Byzantium and asked to 
serve in the Varangian Guard. The question is whether they 
could replace the large number of Northerners who were killed 
fighting Normans and Petchenegs in the late eleventh cen
tury (Blöndal 1978, p. 140).

Judging by these occasional touchdowns, participation in 
the political history of the Empire shows continuity both of 
presence and of function. Perhaps the arrival of Eindridi the 
Young in Norway in 1150-52 with a recruiting commission 
from the Emperor can be taken to indicate a smaller contin
gent of Scandinavians in the army. Elreidar of Vik and Peter 
Ilska came on a similar mission to the three Nordic kings in 
1195, inquiring about soldiers to serve the Emperor Alexius 
III (Blöndal 1978, p. 218). We know from Saxo’s chronicle 
that there were still Scandinavians in Byzantium at this time. 
Ele records how the news of Archbishop Absalon’s victory 
over the Wendish Prince Przemyslav at Rügen in 1184 was 
received by jubilant Danes in the south. Other nationals must 
also have heard the news. The Early Västgöta Law, written 
down at the beginning of the thirteenth century, includes a 
passage mentioning that transfer of property after a death 
could not take place if the heir was in Greece. Precedents of 
this kind must have come about because there were several 
such cases of absence.

It is hard to arrive at a quantitative assessment of the dif
ferences between the large element of Northerners in the elev
enth century and Varangian Guard recruitment in the centu
ries that followed. Changes in the hoards during the second 
half of the eleventh century can argue in favour of a reduc
tion of presence even before 1100, but the Byzantine coins in 
Scandinavia cannot by any means be automatically interpreted 
as payment for military service. On the other hand, the writ
ten sources show several examples of guests in Miklagård, 
both in the eleventh century and later. It is certain that sev
eral persons of political importance passed through Constan
tinople with their armed retinue (hird) and that a few mem
bers then chose to seek their fortunes with a new lord. The 
gaining of honour and silver in a man’s service was a custom 
which lived on throughout the medieval period as part of a
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culture with a perpetual surplus of younger sons with no 
rights of inheritance. The attraction to the adventure-loving 
remained powerful throughout the period from Basil II’s set
ting up of the Varangian Guard until about 1340, when the 
axe-bearing Scandinavians disappear from the written 
sources. Those returning home did not come empty-handed. 
Repatriated Varangians readily flaunted the gifts they had 
collected in Byzantium.

Crumbs from the rich man’s table 
- the Northern finds

The difference between the artefacts which came to Scandi
navia during the Iron Age and those we find from the elev
enth century to the beginning of the thirteenth is that the 
former are invariably luxury articles and extremely rare. The 
flood of valuable artefacts pouring into the silver- and gold- 
famished petty kings of Scandinavia also included articles of 
Byzantine origin. This element is also modest during the 
medieval period, but the diversity of the artefacts points to a 
change in relations between the two regions. On the basis of 
the Byzantine objects which have been found in the early 
medieval cities of Lund and Sigtuna, we will now turn to 
discuss what those objects are and when they came to Scan
dinavia.

The cities in question are located in two different regions 
which in medieval times represented different political and 
cultural interfaces. Sigtuna was founded in about 980 and in 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries was closely connected with 
Russia, as is shown by the archaeological source material 
(Roslund 1992). Lund was founded in about 990 in the East 
Danish province of Skåne and, from the very outset, had the 
status of an administrative centre for the monarchy and the 
Church (Andrén 1985). In the material culture of the city, 
inspiration from German territory is already apparent in the 
first decades, side by side with Slavonic and English influ
ences.

The artefacts in the study come from the collections of 
the Kulturen Museum in Lund and from the Sigtuna Mu
seum. The pottery in Lund’s case was recorded in an inven
tory of excavations carried out between 1960 and 1993, while 
information about the other artefacts has been more spo-
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radically collected. The Byzantine finds from Sigtuna mainly 
derive from an excavation of Trädgårdsmästaren quarter 
between 1988 and 1990. Only pottery from other parts of 
the town has been reviewed in a comprehensive inventory of 
the Sigtuna Museum repository, which also includes the ex
cavations carried out up to the summer of 1996. Thus where 
both towns are concerned, both earlier and more recent ex
cavation material may include more Byzantine artefacts.

Crucifix and enkolpion
Due to the close connections of the Svear with the kingdom 
of Kiev, pectoral crosses of eastern origin have been taken to 
indicate that the Orthodox Church also had adherents in the 
region round about Lake Mälaren in Sweden. A number of 
pectoral crosses and an enkolpion found in Sigtuna may be 
material arguments for this. But a Byzantine-Orthodox style 
occurs among religious artefacts in large parts of early medi
eval Europe. Two of the paths of influence are important to 
note where Scandinavia is concerned. A very powerful one 
traversed the German-Roman Empire after the Emperor Otto 
II (973-983) had married the Byzantine Princess Theophano. 
She was accompanied by a cadre of romanoi from her native 
country and the south of Italy (Runciman 1933, p. 296). Their 
son, who ruled as Otto III (983-1002), encouraged this con
tact further. Many Byzantines came to Germany under his 
protection. Orthodox monks settled at the end of the tenth 
century in Burtscheid, near Aachen, and in Reichenau. Many 
of them migrated between the monasteries, practising crafts 
which were to influence native German art. An even stronger 
tradition lived on in the Slavonic countries which had been 
Christianized through Byzantine initiative. The jewellery pro
duced in Rus’ was inspired by the Imperial court costume, 
and ecclesiastical objects in particular incorporated elements 
from the south.

Of the three pectoral crosses and the enkolpion of Byzan
tine origin found in Sigtuna, two objects come from 
Trädgårdsmästaren quarter (fig. 3). All the pectoral crosses 
are cast in one piece, with roundels at the end of the arms 
surrounded by two smaller knobs. In the centre is a figure of 
Christ, surrounded by saints in the roundels. These crosses 
have been presumed to be Russian work inspired by Byzan-
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Fig. 3. Pectoral cross and 
enkolpion of Byzantine origin 
from the Trädgårdsmästaren 
quarter, Sigtuna. (1) Pectoral 
cross, Trädgårdsmästaren no. 
24447, first quarter of the 
twelfth century. (2) Enkolpion, 
Trädgårdsmästaren no. 4674, 
second and third quarter of the 
twelfth century. After Staecker 
1995, Abb. 105 and 101.

tine examples or else purely Byzantine (Staecker 1995, pp. 
162 ff.). The pectoral cross found in Trädgårdsmästaren quar
ter has been dated to the first quarter of the twelfth century. 
Two more pectoral crosses of the same type have been found 
in Sigtuna, but both are undated. A badly corroded cross 
comes from Breda Gränd and a well-preserved one from 
Malmkvarteret (Staecker 1995, Abb. 98 and Abb. 100).

The origin of the encolpium is more straightforward 
(Staecker 1995, pp. 206 ff.; Abb. 101). Stylistically it is clearly 
connected with the three pectoral crosses, because similar 
roundels and paired knobs also occur on this cruciform reli
quary. On the one side, Christ is shown surrounded by saints 
positioned in roundels on the arms of the cross. The reverse 
motif is less clear, but a standing figure is discernible, sur
rounded by individuals in the roundels. The context of this 
find is dated to the second and third quarters of the twelfth 
century.
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Fig. 4.
Ivory comb 
from Lund, 
second 
quarter of the 
eleventh 
century. 
Kulturen KM 
53436:781.

investigation in Lund in 1961 yielded a single comb with re
cumbent lions on top of the ends (fig. 4). In the middle sec
tion a recumbent bird is depicted. This comb occurred in a 
thick occupation layer created between 1020 and 1050. The 
search for a similar find yielded a comb at the Louvre in Paris, 
where it is believed to have had a liturgical function (Blomqvist 
1963, pp. 216 ff.). Ideas in the same direction occur in an 
article written already in 1942, in which Ragnar Blomqvist 
argues that composite double combs may have been used by 
the clergy (Blomqvist 1942, p. 152). At the same time he 
states that the use of liturgical combs has not been confirmed 
where medieval Sweden is concerned. Part of a similar single 
comb was also found in Sigtuna in 1963, and is presumed to 
have had the same function (fig. 5). That fragment also had 
an ornament on the back, consisting of a recumbent lion fac
ing towards the middle of the comb. It has not yet been dated.

In an investigation in Sigtuna between 1988 and 1990, 
four new ivory combs of Byzantine origin were discovered 
(fig. 6). These are of greatly varied design, and secondary 
elements provide new interpretative indications. The first is 
a fragment of a single comb with bevelled back and carved 
ornamentation in the form of roses segregated by vertical
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Fig. S.
Ivory comb with recum
bent lions on the back, 
undated. St Gertrud quar
ter, Sigtuna, find no. 210. 
Referred to as Sigtuna I.

fields. The context has been dated to the first quarter of the 
twelfth century. A very similar comb in the group is differ
ently patterned. A distinctly carved bird reposes on both sides. 
Carved roses and two vertical pearl borders surround the 
birds, and a hole has been retro-drilled near one end of the 
comb. This comb has a somewhat wider time span: deposi
tion took place some time during the twelfth century. The 
third comb is a double comb made of several segments of 
ivory joined together with small pegs. The ornamentation is 
very sparse, consisting only of a pearl border and triangular 
cuts at the beginning of the comb teeth. This find was made 
in layers from the second and third quarters of the twelfth 
century. Lastly, a magnificent double comb was found which, 
on one side, had intaglio birds recumbent towards the cen
tre, one with its head turned backwards and the other look
ing forwards. The lion on the opposite side is majestically 
recumbent with its head turned back, roaring at the beholder. 
This comb entered the earth during the last three decades of 
the eleventh century. The datings of these combs came to 
centre on the period between about 1070 and 1200.
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Fig. 6. Ivory combs from the Trädgårdsmästaren quarter, Sigtuna, (a) Non-figura- 
tive single comb from the first quarter of the twelfth century, no. IS263, referred 
to as Sigtuna II. (b) Single comb with carved ornamentation and bird, from the 
twelfth century, no. 8287, referred to as Sigtuna III. (c) Non-figurative double 
comb from the second and third quarter of the twelfth century, no. 14279, re
ferred to as Sigtuna IV. (d) Double comb with recumbent lions and birds from the 
end of the eleventh century, no. 14057, referred to as Sigtuna V.
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Because the combs have been ascribed an ecclesiastical 
function, we must pause here to clarify the connection, in an 
attempt to modify this standpoint. Ivory combs of this kind 
are rare. Those found in Sigtuna and Lund bring the total 
number of Byzantine origin known from museums and ca
thedral treasuries in Europe to 22. These can be linked with 
each other through the material, but design and motif have a 
more important bearing on their integration. On the basis of 
design they can be divided into double and single combs, and 
with reference to differences in the iconographic programmes 
of the obverse and reverse sides, they can then be subdivided 
into six groups. For reasons of space, it is not possible here 
to present the details of each individual comb or to discuss 
the symbolic significance of the motifs. Instead this informa
tion is obtainable from more thorough reviews (Davidson 
1952; Lasko 1956; Bank 1959; Swoboda 1973; Slavcev 1990).

The one single comb outside Scandinavia comes from the 
royal palatinate of Ostrów Lednicki in Poland (Sachs 1987, 
p. 281). This is undated but very similar to the combs from 
Sigtuna and Lund with recumbent lions on their backs. One 
side, moreover, has rectangular fields of intaglio ornamenta
tion in the same style as one of the single combs from Sigtuna 
(fig- 7).

The double combs are far more numerous. The only non
figurative one is the plainly decorated comb from Sigtuna 
joined together with plugs. The surface of this comb, how
ever, may have been decoratively painted or stained purple.

Birds other than peacocks are placed in the lion/bird group 
(fig. 8). The difficulty of exact species identification makes 
more accurate interpretation impossible. We know that pi- 
geons/doves, birds of prey, and poultry were popular themes 
among the Byzantine craftsmen. Find locations in Byzantium 
include Corinth, where two combs decorated with recum
bent lions and birds have occasioned a religious interpreta
tion (Davidson 1952, p. 180). Both of these have been dated 
to the tenth or eleventh century. An undated double whole 
comb from Iznik, the former Nicaea, helps us to interpret the 
birds occurring on the ivory combs (Duran 1989, p. 183). 
One side has two lions lying against each other, both looking 
out towards the ends of the comb. On the other side we see a 
hare which is being hunted by a bird resembling the ones 
from Sigtuna. The predator has the same wing stripe and
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Fig. 7. Single combs with non-figurative motifs and bird motifs. From the top, 
Sigtuna I, Sigtuna II, and the find from Ostrów Lednicki as representatives of the 
non-figurative group. Below, Lund and Sigtuna III from the group with bird motifs.
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Fig. 8. Combs in the lion/bird group. From the top Corinth I, Corinth II, Iznik, 
the Louvre, and Sigtuna V.
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curved bill as the Swedish specimen. Birds of prey, like lions, 
are familiar heraldic themes and fit in with a secular context. 
One object very closely resembling the big double whole comb 
from Sigtuna is unfortunately devoid of provenance and dat
ing. The Louvre collections contain this comb, of which the 
juxtaposed lions and, on the other side, the recumbent birds 
have their counterparts in Uppland.

Peacocks are the only species which can be reliably identi
fied from the attributes occurring (fig. 9). Pronounced tail 
feathers occur in those on a comb from Corinth which are 
shown leaning over a chalice to drink (Davidson 1952, pp. 
179 ff.). The recumbent lions on the same comb lean against 
each other, looking away towards the comb ends. Like the 
other combs from Corinth, this one is somewhat tentatively 
dated to the very end of the eleventh century. One of the 
latest finds has been discovered in Chalkis, Greece (Georgo- 
poulou-Meladini 1979, p. 508, pinax 330a-330b). This bears 
a striking resemblance to one of the combs from Corinth. On 
the one side, two lions repose chest to chest, but at the same 
time looking away towards the comb ends. The other side is 
decorated with two peacocks bending over a chalice. This 
comb has been dated to the tenth or eleventh century. In 
Carevec, Bulgaria, a double whole comb has been found with 
a backward-looking peacock on one side and two lions run
ning side by side on the other (Slavcev 1990, pp. 56 ff.). The 
vigorous movements of the animals distinguish this motif 
somewhat from the other combs in the group, where lions 
and peacocks are frozen in pairs. The format and style are 
the same as on the largest Sigtuna comb, and this comb has 
been dated to the twelfth century.

A more heterogenous group consists of combs with vari
ous combinations of lions, griffins and peacocks (fig. 10). A 
comb from Mainz has a recumbent lion on one side and on 
the other side griffins with leonine bodies standing against 
one another. This comb was coloured purple, like another 
from Markt Erlbach (now in Nuremberg), which depicts two 
griffins standing against each other, each with one foreleg 
raised. On the opposite side we have the familiar peacocks 
bending over a chalice. A third comb comes from an un
known find locality but is now in the British Museum in Lon
don. On one side of it a lion and griffin are shown fighting, 
and on the other are two peacocks leaning over a chalice. A
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Fig. 9. Combs in the lion/peacock group. From the top Corinth III, Chalkis, and 
Carevec.
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Fig. 10. Combs in the lion/griffin/peacock group. From the top the finds from 
Mainz, Markt Erlbach, and London (unknown findspot).
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fourth and final comb is in Rheinisches Landesmuseum, Bonn, 
but otherwise has no provenance. This has two recumbent 
lions on one side and on the other a lion and a griffin facing 
each other. All these combs have been dated by art historians 
to the tenth century.

The final group, consisting of four double whole combs 
with anthropomorphic motifs, is also the most problemati
cal (fig. 11). Opinions differ concerning their provenance. 
Most intricate of all is a find from Ruppertsberg (now in 
Bayrisches Nationalmuseum, Munich). Three warriors with 
small round shields are positioned beneath round-arched ar
cades on one side, while the other shows two quadrigas be
ing driven at the Hippodrome. This comb has been presumed 
to date from the twelfth century, which has not been chal
lenged. On the other hand, its origin has been variously as
sessed (Lasko 1956, p. 354; Swoboda 1963, pp. Ill ff.). 
Lasko maintains that the difference in quality is too great 
compared with Byzantine work of the period. If anything, 
this is a western imitation of Byzantine combs of the tenth or 
eleventh century. Swoboda pleads instead for a Byzantine 
origin for the comb. The depiction of the three men under 
arcades occurs in Byzantine miniature painting as a sarcopha
gus decoration. Swoboda attributes the low quality of the 
reliefs to ivory art in the twelfth century having attained a 
higher level of artistic proficiency than earlier.

On a comb from Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nurem
berg, we see two knights attacking each other with lances. 
The one on the left is charging forward, while the horse on 
the right is more passively awaiting the shock. On the other 
side, a quadriga is being driven at the Hippodrome towards 
the turning pillar, on the extreme right of the picture zone. 
The driver, holding the reins in his right hand and with his 
whip raised over the horses’ backs, he is urging the team to 
the utmost. This comb has been dated both to the ninth and 
to the tenth centuries (Lasko 1956, p. 355; Swoboda 1963, 
pp. 98 ff.). Lasko claims to have found parallels to the lanc
ers and the rope-like ornaments surrounding the picture zones 
on both sides on Byzantine ivory caskets. He maintains that 
the comb was made in Byzantium. Swoboda finds the depic
tion “stodgy” and flaccidly contoured, which could indicate 
western handicraft.

A comb from the Augsburg Cathedral hoard takes us back
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Fig. 11. Combs with anthropomorphic motifs. From the top the finds from 
Ruppertsberg, Nuremberg (unknown findspot), Augsburg, and Sarkel-Balaja Veza.
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to the lion combs. One side shows a horseman who has felled 
a warrior with a round shield and sword, while the reverse 
side shows a combat between a wild boar and a lion. Lasko 
and Swoboda both date the comb to the twelfth century, but 
beyond that they disagree. Like the comb from Ruppertsberg, 
this one, according to Lasko, is an inferior western repro
duction of earlier Byzantine originals. Swoboda maintains 
that the comb ties in well with a Byzantine tradition and 
believes it to come from a Constantinople workshop.

Lastly, mention must be made of a find which is perhaps 
more connected than the other three with the Byzantine sphere 
of interest. In the Russian town of Balaja Veza-Sarkel on the 
River Don there is a richly decorated anthropomorphic dou
ble whole comb with a frontal peacock splaying out its tail 
feathers, surrounded by a copious vegetative pattern (Bank 
1959). To the left of the peacock a hare or rabbit is running, 
pursued by another quadruped bounding in from the right. 
On the other side, the artist has presented a classical hunting 
scene in symbiosis with the Bible story of David. On the left 
the huntsman charges forward with drawn sword and shield 
to assist David, who is fighting the lion with his bare hands. 
This comb had an uncertain context at the find location, but 
is dated, mainly on art-historical grounds, to the eleventh 
century. At this time the town was in Russian hands, after 
previously having been a Khazar base. Bank is of the opinion 
that the combs from Ruppertsberg, Nuremberg, and Augs
burg were made in Italy or Germany in keeping with a Byz
antine stylistic tradition. The one from Balaja Veza, on the 
other hand, he takes to have been made by Byzantine crafts
men active in the eastern parts of the Empire. The choice of 
motif is convincingly shown as deriving from ivory caskets 
and silk fabrics in Byzantium.

Returning now from this European tour to Sigtuna and 
Lund, we have a number of observations to record. Only a 
few of the ivory combs are dated from archaeological 
stratigraphic contexts. This is particularly unsatisfactory in 
the case of the anthropomorphic group, of which only the 
comb from Sarkel Balaja Veza was found in an archaeologi
cal investigation. Comparing the Sigtuna and Lund combs 
with the other archaeologically confirmed finds, we come up 
with an interesting connection. Both the richly decorated sin
gle combs and the magnificent double whole comb from
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Sigtuna fit in well stylistically with the lion/bird group (fig. 
12). Among the known find locations outside Scandinavia 
we have Corinth and Iznik, which corroborates the assump
tion of direct importation from the east and not by way of 
the Ottonian-Salic region where the anthropomorphic combs 
belong. The latter can be located in a very limited geographi
cal area which, together with their deviant iconography, 
prompts the discreet suspicion that these are native German 
products based on Byzantine originals. Bank propounds this 
very opinion, and the disagreement between Swoboda and 
Lasko concerning the provenance of the ivory combs con
cerns this group only. Lastly it has to be mentioned that, as 
yet, a parallel to single combs with a lion on the back only 
exists in Ostrów Lednicki, Poland.

The link between these combs and their presumed liturgi
cal use is a weak one. Davidson assumed in 1952 that the 
combs from Corinth were liturgical because the motifs on 
them were a part of Christian iconography. It should be con
sidered, however, that similar symbols also occur on secular 
objects. Glass bottles painted with doves or birds of prey, as

Fig. 22.
The Byzan
tine ivory 
combs 
grouped ac
cording to 
motif. 
Symbols:
1 = Peacock, 
2= Lion,
3- Plastic 
lion,
4- Griffin,
5= Bird,
6- Wild boar, 
7= Hare,
8= Knight,
9= Soldier,
10- Four-in- 
hand,
11= Carved 
ornamenta
tion. Groups 
are demar
cated by rec
tangles and 
links are indi
cated by lines 
between the 
combs.
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well as dishes and bowls with hares, peacocks, lions, and 
fabulous beasts from antique iconography all had everyday 
uses. Pairs of peacocks, predators, and lions are woven into 
the silk fabrics which were produced in the Empire for non- 
ecclesiastical use. The position of the Emperor as intermedi
ary between man and God caused many aristocratic luxury 
objects from the court to display Christian motifs, which 
makes it hard to achieve a real segregation of the sacred and 
the secular. Accordingly, in their region of origin the ivory 
combs may have served both as liturgical requisites and as 
unusually expensive personal toiletries in upper-class sur
roundings.

The comb found in Lund during excavations in the Färg
aren quarter in 1961 was one of several artefacts which, ac
cording to Blomqvist, deviated from the ordinary everyday 
objects. Together with the lid of a pen case, a piece of silk, a 
bronze dragon’s head, and the remains of a chair, these com
posed for him the image of a priest whose possessions con
trasted with those of the poor population of the city. This 
interpretation has been criticized, and another person has 
been revealed as the owner of the pen case lid (Andrén 1980, 
pp. 16 f.). Inscribed on the inside is the name Leofwine, prob
ably the English mint master whose name appears on several 
coins struck in Lund during the early eleventh century. The 
connection between these articles consists in their being unu
sual. This is an excessively weak connection in a place like 
Lund, where foreigners with a different material culture were 
frequent guests. Besides, the Sigtuna finds yield new infor
mation showing that these ivory combs must have had a use 
which was other than liturgical. Looking at two of the five 
combs from Sigtuna, the secondary modifications are a sign 
that they were used in a secular context. A hole has been 
made in one of the single combs, in the same way as with 
other, simpler types which were hung from the belt for daily 
use in combing the hair. The richly decorated double whole 
comb has the runes KUNT (knut) inscribed at one end. The 
tradition of inscribing one’s name in runic characters on pos
sessions is a long one in Scandinavia, where innumerable 
needle cases, combs and bone needles have been inscribed 
with the owner’s name. The Knut who combed out his hair 
and beard with this costly article from the south was prob
ably not in holy orders.
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One cannot deny the use of combs in the liturgy, but the 
dating and extent of the practice is debated (Lasko 1956, pp. 
343 ff.; Swoboda 1963, pp. 14 ff.). Lasko is critical of early 
use and claims to have found the first confirmation in 
Ratoldus’ Pontificale from the second half of the tenth cen
tury, but maintains that use in that instance is of a purely 
practical kind. If anything, the combs entered the liturgy 
during the High Middle Ages. In Rationale Divinorum 
Officiorum, written in the 1280s by Gulielmus Durandus, 
Bishop of Mende, both bishops and priests are mentioned as 
using combs before and during the mass. In a careful note, 
however, Lasko mentions the possibility of the picture hav
ing been distorted because missals did not begin to be noted 
down on an organized basis until the twelfth century.

Instead Swoboda supports the idea of early use of liturgi
cal combs and convincingly presents a deliberate symbolism 
in this act from the same text as Lasko. Ratoldus’ Pontificale 
takes on a different meaning when we look closely at the text 
containing the antiphonal singing of the bishop and minis- 
trants. There the symbolic, sacred character of the act is made 
clear. We need not leave the Nordic area in order to find 
examples of the use of liturgical combs during the mass. 
Missale Lundense contains a prayer from the twelfth century 
which was recited while the bishop’s hair was being combed 
out.

Combs are quite clearly included in the liturgy during the 
period we are studying here, and we also find them in cathe
dral hoards like Augsburg. This is not to say that all richly 
decorated and unusual combs must have had that kind of 
function. A recently found episcopal grave in Sigtuna, from 
the beginning of the twelfth century, contained a crozier but 
no comb. Besides, the discovery of five liturgical combs on a 
couple of adjoining plots, as in Sigtuna, must be absurd. In
stead these combs can be thought of as luxury articles in the 
hands of Sigtuna citizen Knut and his neighbours. The con
text will have to show in future whether newly discovered 
combs were put to liturgical or secular use.

Glass
Sigtuna has yielded another group of finds of Byzantine ori
gin which, like the combs, have to be classed as rare luxury
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Fig. 13. Fragment of glass 
vessel with painted decor. 
Sigtuna, Trädgårdsmästaren 
quarter,
(a) no. 22516, first quarter of 
the thirteenth century,
(b) no. 2313, c. 1200,
(c) no. 18949, first quarter of 
the thirteenth century.

articles (Henricson 1993) (fig. 13). Three fragments of glass 
with golden decor are closely connected with the finds which 
have been made in a glassworks in Corinth, Greece. One of 
the fragments consists of transparent blue glass and has an 
eagle or dove positioned in a double round medallion, the 
space between frame and bird being filled up with trailing 
vines. Details at the beak and of the plumage have been in
scribed into the gilding. The other fragment, also blue, has a 
bird in a double medallion painted in yellow on the outside. 
The inside has been given vegetative ornamentation of the 
same colour. Both these items were found in contexts from 
the first quarter of the thirteenth century. A third fragment 
of blue glass has the same type of medallion and trailing vine 
motif painted in yellow, both inside and out, and comes some
what earlier in layers from the late twelfth or very early thir
teenth century. The shapes of the fragments are hard to de
fine. The biggest is very similar to a kind of high-necked cy-
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Fig. 14. Inside and outside of a 
Byzantine glass vessel found in 
Lund. Late twelfth century. 
Kulturen KM 70361: 720.

lindrical flask that was used for storing fragrant oils or per
fumes. The two smaller fragments seem to come from small 
open bowls. Several new fragments have been found during 
excavations in more recent years.

A fragment of glass from Lund, blue in colour and with 
painted ornamentation in Byzantine style on the inside and 
outside, belongs to the same tradition as the fragments from 
Sigtuna (fig. 14). The whorls on the outside of the rounded, 
slightly convex shard are of vegetative design. No sugges
tions of medallions or bird motifs are visible. This may of 
course be because the fragment comes from a part of the 
vessel where the ornament terminates as a border. The vessel 
was found in a context dated to the late twelfth century, which 
coincides well in time with the fragments described from 
Sigtuna.

The fragment of a glass bracelet, dark brown or black in 
colour and with traces of painted yellow tendrils, also be-
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Fig. 15. Byzantine glass bracelet 
with plant decoration. Last 
quarter of the eleventh century. 
Sigtuna, Trädgårdsmästaren 
quarter, no. 16827.

longs to the Byzantine imports from Sigtuna (fig. 15). The 
cross-section is convex and, as regards both colour and shape, 
there are abundant parallels in Rus’ and Bulgaria (Henricson 
1993, p. 499). The available dating indicates the final quar
ter of the eleventh century.

Glazed pottery
Sigtuna has also provided 25 fragments of glazed drinking 
vessels (fig. 16). Three types can be distinguished, in terms of 
material and glaze. All shards are fragments of small thrown 
cups of white or greyish-white earthenware. The glaze var
ies: yellow, emerald green, or nut brown, the latter with ele
ments of something resembling golden mica powder. This 
cup, moreover, has a geometrical decor inscribed or stamped 
on the outside of the vessel wall, beginning just over a centi
metre below the top edge. The pattern appears to be a net
work of horizontal, vertical, and diagonal bars. The bottom 
is also decorated underneath, but its fragmentary state makes 
the motif hard to distinguish. All vessels, except the green- 
glazed cup, had been in the soil since the second half of the 
eleventh century. The green-glazed cup was deposited some
what later, during the first half of the twelfth century. Apart 
from Sigtuna, fragments of the brown-glazed variant have 
been found in Scandinavia only in Trondheim, and there in 
an early eleventh century context (Reed 1990, p. 72).

The cups from Sigtuna are in all probability what the lit
erature refers to as Constantinopolitan White Ware II or III. 
Production of this pottery can be traced back to Constanti
nople and major cities in the Asian part of the Byzantine 
Empire (Hayes 1992, p. 4). Those regions had the clays, the
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knowledge of glazes and demand from the upper classes of 
the imperial city. Pottery bowls, dishes and cups were also 
exported to the province until the mid eleventh century.

It has to be added that there is some uncertainty regard
ing the origins of the brown-glazed vessel in Sigtuna. It has 
many features in common with a small number of shards, 
from England and Ireland, of Crowland Abbey bowls (Vince 
and Jenner 1991, p. 111). The similarities apply to the exter
nally placed plastic decor and the colour of the glaze, whereas 
the oxidized colour of the ware in the British and Irish mate

fig. 16. Glazed 
cups, probably 
Constantinopolitan 
White Ware. 
Sigtuna,
Trädgårdsmästaren
quarter,
(1) green-glazed 
no. 21674,
(2) green-glazed, 
no. 8765,
(3) yellow- 
glazed, no. 
16116,
(4) , brown- 
glazed with gold 
shimmer, no. 
9785,
(5) brown- 
glazed with gold 
shimmer, no. 
9542.
Scale 1:2.

rial contrasts with the white/greyish-white clay of the Sigtuna 
cups. No provenance has yet been given to the Crowland 
Abbey bowls, but in view of the differing character of the 
wares, a Byzantine origin is suggested here, with West Euro
pean replicas as successors.

Lund at present has only one shard from a dish or bowl to 
represent Byzantine table vessels (fig. 17). That fragment was 
found in a late twelfth-century context. The ware is pale red 
in colour, coated with a white slip and a clear pale green or 
lime-coloured glaze. The shard is very small and reveals no 
details of the motif in the centre of the dish. There otherwise
one finds an abundant pictorial world of fishes, birds, and 
palmettos. In the case of the shard from Lund, we have to 
make do with circles surrounding the central section. Two 
lines one centimetre apart have been inscribed through the
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Fig. 17.
Fine Sgraffito Ware from Lund. 
Late twelfth century. Kulturen
KM 70361:720.

white slip and frame a zigzag pattern. On the edge of the 
shard can be seen the remains of an additional circle. The 
most immediate parallels are to be found in the Fine Sgraffito 
Ware which began to be produced in Byzantium during the 
twelfth century (Hayes 1992, p. 44). The pattern of the Lund 
shard is seen on vessels where the central section of the dish 
is decorated with a graceful palmetto motif.

Unglazed pottery
The glazed cups and the sgraffito vessel are examples of luxury 
goods carried northwards. As with most types of pottery, the 
origins are hard to decide without petrographic or chemical 
analyses, and so as yet it remains rather uncertain. Far more 
interesting and reliable in their provenance are the Byzantine 
amphoras constituting the most abundant group of finds in 
both Sigtuna and Lund. In the Byzantine age, these transport 
vessels were called megarikon, an attribution to Megara 
(Bakirtzis 1989a; 1989b). They were, however, produced in 
many more places, close to the oil and wine producers who 
used them for transport. They were above all used for oil, 
wine, honey, fruit, and sometimes also naphtha, and their 
volume has been estimated at between 15 and 25 litres. Their 
size and form were prompted by two needs. One man must 
be able to carry the vessel, even when it was full, and the 
vessels must be suitable for stowing in the different holds of 
a ship.

The tradition of transporting liquid products in pottery
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vessels went back to ancient times. The classical shapes dis
appeared during the tenth century and were superseded by 
new ones, at the same time as production became less inten
sive. This tendency continued until the vessels lost their role 
as transport vessels during the fourteenth century, when pot
tery was superseded by wooden barrels which belonged to a 
more western tradition. The intensity of use, then, describes 
a discontinuous course, connected with the Byzantine 
economy (Bakirtzis 1989a, p. 76).

Medieval amphoras are roughly divided into two basic 
shapes (Bakirtzis 1989a, p. 74, Günsenin 1989, pp. 267 ff.) 
(fig. 18). One of these has a spherical or rounded body with 
two pairs of loop handles low down, attached just below the 
short neck and on the flat shoulder (Günsenin types 1, 2, and 
4). The other is oblong with high, curved loop handles at
tached a little way down on the long cylindrical neck and on 
the shoulder (Günsenin, type 3). These two variants existed 
from the eleventh century to the beginning of the thirteenth, 
and we find them in both Lund and Sigtuna.

In Lund, the remains of Byzantine amphoras have only 
been found in three places in the city, all of them closely 
grouped to the west of the medieval market square (fig. 19). 
The quantity is modest. Altogether 35 shards have been found, 
representing a small number of vessels. The ware breaks down

Typ 1 Typ 2 Typ 3 Typ 4

Fig. 18. Byzantine amphora types. After Günsenin 1989, p. 268, fig. 1.
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Fig. 19. Lund with findspots of 
Byzantine amphoras.
(1) Färgaren quarter 22,
(2) , St Clemens quarter 9 etc.,
(3) Myntet quarter.

into two kinds. One of these is red-orange with innumerable 
small grains of mica and occasional grains of rock and lime. 
The surface is horizontally furrowed and coated with cream- 
coloured slip. The shape of reconstructible pieces suggests 
that these are representatives of the rounded vessel body seen 
in Günsenin type 1/Hayes type 54 (Günsenin 1989, p. 269; 
Hayes 1992, p. 73) (fig. 20). The amphoras are between 30 
and 48 cm high and the production area has hitherto been 
localized as the western shore of the Sea of Marmora 
(Günsenin 1993, pp. 193 ff.). This is the most copiously ex
ported type and it predominates in the material from the 
Saraęhane excavations in Istanbul, where it accounts for 30 
to 50 per cent of the total number of amphoras in contexts 
from the late tenth to the early twelfth century (Hayes 1992, 
p. 75). There are dated finds from several sites in the Bal
kans, in Italy, in the Aegean and round the Black Sea, and 
also in medieval Rus’. In these find contexts they are placed 
in the period from the late eleventh century to about 1200, 
with special emphasis on the closing years of the eleventh 
century. In Lund the vessels are dated to the years round
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Fig. 20. 
Reconstructed 
ampboras from 
Lund of Günsenin 
type 1/Hayes type 
54. Kulturen,
(1) KM 77714:347,
(2) KM 71839:342,
(3) KM 71839:1188. 
Scale 1:3.

about 1100 from a complex in the St Clemens quarter and 
from the twelfth century to the beginning of the thirteenth in 
the Myntet quarter. A neck with no traces of loop handles 
was found in 1961 in the Färgaren quarter and has been some
what tentatively dated to the first half of the eleventh cen
tury.

The other amphora variant also occurs in Lund. The lower 
part of an oblong vessel of a pale brownish-red pottery was 
found in the Myntet quarter in 1992. The shape and ware 
derive from amphoras of Günsenin type 3/Hayes type 61, 
which are dated to the twelfth-thirteenth centuries, that is, 
somewhat later than the variant mentioned above (Günsenin 
1989, p. 271; Hayes 1992, p. 76). The height varies between 
60 and 70 cm and the pottery is paler, yellowish-red to yel
lowish-brown in colour, with a pale slip on the outside. An
other characteristic feature is closely spaced horizontal fur
rows which begin at the shoulder and cover the upper two- 
thirds of the vessel wall. The final third down towards the
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bottom is smooth or sporadically decorated with single fur
rows. Like the earlier form, this one occurs throughout a large 
region extending from Italy in the west to Israel in the east, 
Cyprus in the south to Novgorod in the north. The vessel in 
the Myntet quarter is dated, at the earliest, to the first third 
of the thirteenth century.

Giinsenin’s and Hayes’ variants both also occur in Sigtuna 
(fig. 21). The picture there is more abundant, because am- 
phoras have been recovered from several excavations in the 
town (fig. 22). There are 155 shards and more are constantly 
being turned up in new excavations. The only dated speci
men at present comes from the Trädgårdsmästaren quarter, 
where 26 shards represent about seven vessels from the pe
riod between 1000 and about 1240, the main emphasis be
ing on the years between 1100 and 1200. Particularly inter
esting are the remains of a Gimsening type 3/Hayes type 61 
amphora from the first quarter of the thirteenth century. The 
pottery is brownish-red and a thin slip patchily covers the 
surface, which also presents the typical closely spaced throw
ing furrows which terminate a couple of decimetres from the 
bottom. One-third of the vessel body has been successful re
constructed, revealing an oblong shape.

One very unusual vessel is the water jug found in Sigtuna. 
Five fragments of the same vessel were found in layers from 
the second half of the eleventh century. The pottery is pale 
orange with a copious admixture of mica, occasional rock 
particles and a few millimetre-sized red grains. The surface 
of this Byzantine stamna glittered in the eyes of guests in the 
rudimentary houses.

Fig. 21. Reconstructed ampboras from Sigtuna. (1) Günsenin 
type 1/Hayes type 54, Kyrkolunden quarter, (2) Günsenin type 1 
/Hayes type 54, Trädgårdsmästaren quarter no. 8786,
(3) Günsenin type 3/Hayes type 61, Trädgårdsmästaren quarter, 
no. 13861. Scale 1:3.
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Fig. 22. Sigtuna with findspots of Byzantine ampboras.
(1) Humlegården quarter, (2) St Gertrud quarter, (3) St Gertrud 
quarter, (4) Urmakaren quarter, (5) Trädgårdsmästaren quarter, 
(6) Professorn quarter, (7) Långgränd, (8) Kyrkolunden quarter, 
(9) Kyrkolunden quarter, (10) Granhäcken quarter.

Silk
Exports of silk from Byzantium in the medieval period were 
subject to special restrictions. Rolls of silk fabric and cos
tumes made of the material were included in the distribution 
of gifts controlled by the Emperor (Rolle 1989, pp. 518 ff.). 
Silk made using basic weaving techniques, without any pat
terns and applications woven into them, was distributed far 
beyond the confines of the upper classes. Costumes and head 
gear of silk were already current in Viking Age environments 
everywhere in Northern Europe.

Several fragments of silk have been found in Lund, but 
only one can at this point in time be identified as a Byzantine 
product. The well-known find comes from the 1961 Thule 
excavation and is probably a cuff from a long-sleeved gown 
or cape. This piece of fabric is rectangular and red, with three 
yellow silk ribbons embroidered parallel to its length 
(Blomqvist 1963, pp. 220 ff.). This find was made in layers 
dated to the period 1020-1050, which makes it contempo
rary with the ivory comb from the same excavation.

The finds which have now been briefly described are of 
widely varying character. It would be convenient to call them 
the remains of the treasures brought home by the Varangians
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SIGTUNA
Fig. 23. 
Chronological 
distribution 
of Byzantine 
artefacts in 
Sigtuna and 
Lund.
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after serving in the south. If we look to the datings, however, 
the classical Varangian period would seem to have been over 
by the time these objects entered the ground (fig. 23). Exces
sively one-sided concentration on Nordic conditions can be 
misleading. In order to understand the presence of these finds 
in late eleventh-century and twelfth-century Lund and Sigtuna, 
we must return to Byzantium.

In the granary - Byzantine economic expansion
In spite of being so few in number, exotic objects in the cul
tural layers of the cities can hint at the direction of commod
ity exchange. The changes occurring in the mid twelfth cen
tury, when the Baltic sphere acquires a distinct element of 
imports originating from beyond Öresund and the Belts, are 
one such example. From this period we find cooking vessels 
and table vessels from German, French, Belgian, and English 
territory in coastal towns together with new products, such 
as dried stockfish. The cultural and economic regions whose 
frames had been in the Baltic and North Sea respectively, 
were beginning to become more clearly integrated.

The artefacts from Byzantium found in Scandinavia are 
relatively few in number. We may assume that geographical 
remoteness from the great power made Scandinavia a politi
cal field of minor interest. In order to achieve a more ample 
explanation of the presence of these artefacts, conditions in
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the region of origin also have to be incorporated in the his
torical interpretation. The question is how economic and 
political relations within Byzantium changed during the early 
medieval period.

Between 1000 and 1204, the Empire changed from a great 
power to fragmented regions. The decline is considered most 
apparent from the second half of the eleventh century, when 
large areas of land were lost in both east and west. The 
Normans established themselves in earnest in the south of 
Italy and the Seljuks rode in over the plains of Anatolia. Mili
tary defeats, like those at Bari and Manzikert in 1071, 
Dyrrakhion in 1081, and Dristra in 1087, could not be offset 
by the victories gained. Politically, control of the apparatus 
of state passed from court officials to the leading families of 
the Empire, who were more concerned with personal gain 
than with the best interests of the state (Angold 1984, p. 59). 
The reduction of central control gave the local potentates 
more scope for independent initiatives. The development 
which followed this decentralization and its relation to the 
commercial developments of the eleventh and twelfth centu
ries have been vigorously discussed by Byzantinologists. The 
main point of contention is whether this period is to be re
garded as one of expansion or economic decline (Runciman 
1933, p. 168; Bendy 1970; Angold 1984, p. 65; Harvey 1989, 
pp. 244 ff.; Sanders 1996).

In the agrarian-based economy there were no incentives 
for producing a surplus. The peasants made sure of having 
food for their families, seed for the coming year and prod
ucts to sell in order to pay the landlord’s rent and imperial 
tax. Trade in our modern sense was limited and the common 
man concentrated on making the annual economy break even.

Circulation of goods naturally existed before the eleventh 
century, but from the end of that century onwards, consump
tion changed. Purely luxury imports from the Orient by way 
of Cherson and Trebizond to Constantinople were superseded 
by greater diversity. The Imperial city lost more and more of 
its monopoly, and local production of pottery, for example, 
enabled more people to change their cultural and social pat
terns.

The reason for this upturn has been sought in the popula
tion growth which encouraged the breaking of new ground 
and thus generated more income, above all for the magnates.
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This growth of agrarian products contained the nucleus of 
urban expansion as well. Demand was no longer confined to 
the most exalted members of the regional hierarchy. Smaller 
landowners and wealthy farmers asserted their status by 
material means. One way of displaying oneself was by found
ing monasteries and churches. Foundations of this kind in
creased from the eleventh century onwards, both in the capi
tal and in the province. The foundations of the many small 
churches of Athens were laid during these centuries (Angold 
1984, pp. 63 ff.). Also in Athens, an older defence wall was 
replaced during the eleventh century - a considerable eco
nomic undertaking.

The interpretation of monetary developments has given 
rise to a great deal of controversy among historians of medi
eval Byzantium. The gold-coin-based economy suffered, from 
the mid eleventh century, an inflation which knocked the 
formerly stable currency sideways (Angold 1984, pp. 59 ff.; 
Harvey 1989, pp. 80 ff.; Sanders 1996, pp. 151 ff.). The moot 
point, above all, is whether this development is to be inter
preted as a deliberate choice by the rulers to increase the 
circulation of currency for the encouragement of trade, or 
whether the surplus of rare metals resulting from the re-melt
ing of coins went to fill the Imperial treasury. The first steps 
towards a debasement of the coinage were taken in the reign 
of Constantine Monomachus (1042-1055). The changes were 
closely controlled to begin with, but after 1071 the value of 
the coinage plummeted. These changes had many causes. 
Most of the blame has been pinned on consumption at the 
Imperial court, which required enormous sums of money, 
and on the generous bestowal of new offices, with their ap
purtenant economic favours. One effect of reducing the gold 
content of nomisma was to reduce their face value. The sys
tem of nomisma, miliaresion, and follis was too unwieldy to 
serve the purposes of commodity exchange in the market 
place. The nominal values were based on the needs of the 
authorities, who regarded coins as a medium for circulation 
in the governmental economy. A new system with a larger 
number of currency denominations was introduced under 
Alexius I (1081-1118). Hyperpyron, electrum trachea, billon 
trachea, tetartera, and half tetartera began circulating after 
the reform in 1092 and made possible currency transactions 
on a more down-to-earth level. Lower denominations facili
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tated the use of coins in everyday commerce. The fact of this 
happening is shown by the increasing quantities of copper 
coins found in archaeological investigations of environments 
from the eleventh and twelfth centuries. The number of mints 
striking them also increased (Harvey 1989, pp. 85 ff.). An
other consequence was a monetarization of the countryside, 
which was integrated with the urban economy through pur
chases of the surplus now being sold by the peasants. The 
involvement of the countryside in the circulation of coinage 
is also apparent from changes occurring in the taxation sys
tem from the mid eleventh century onwards, when labour 
dues in connection with fortification work, the building of 
monasteries and agriculture, as well as payments in kind, 
were successively commuted to money taxes.

The changes leading to a growth of consumption in the 
provinces can be studied in the archaeological source mate
rial. This can be seen most clearly in Greece, where the social 
position of the superior classes was strengthened by demand 
for products in the Italian towns (Harvey 1989, pp. 222 ff.). 
Places like Thebes, Corinth, Lakaedaimon (Sparta), Halmyros, 
and Dyrrakhion were drawn into the new commodity circu
lation, but the increasing demand which began to be noticed 
was not matched by an equally flexible production of goods.

An agrarian economy based predominantly on consump
tion of imported luxury articles was no good foundation for 
local urban commodity production. Manufacturing was also 
inhibited by the rules surrounding the craft guilds in the towns 
(Runciman 1933, p. 175). The guilds regulated the number 
of craftsmen and the quality of their products. Raw materi
als were bought up by the guild and distributed as equally as 
possible between its members, and finished products were 
sold at fixed prices, with a profit margin, in a specified place 
in the town. The customer, consequently, was amply pro
tected against overpricing, but on the other hand there was 
no scope for individual enterprise. When demand rose, the 
restrictions entailed by the Byzantine way of organizing pro
duction and consumption were too much of a straitjacket.

Even so, changes were easier to make in the province, away 
from the control of the capital, in the areas where the surplus 
from the landlords’ estates was used to reflect a consump
tion resembling that of the city magnates. Not all goods re
mained on the wealthy estates. Demand was also generated
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among those groups in towns and in the countryside who 
were further down in the hierarchy and now obtained a share 
of the expansion. This became especially noticeable in table 
display, the diversity of which increased during the eleventh 
century. Production and consumption of pottery in the Pelo- 
ponnese present a quantitative and qualitative change dur
ing this very period (Sanders 1996). Before this century, luxury 
vessels in the form of whiteware from Constantinople were 
imported to Corinth in limited quantities. During the elev
enth century the quantities greatly increased and the shapes 
became more numerous. The glaze, instead of being just deco
rative, now also became a cockpit of artistic experimenta
tion. Towards the end of the century, local production of 
glazed pottery got under way, which put the imports out of 
the market. Shapes like those of dishes and bowls were imi
tated and made available to more groups in society. Changes 
favouring a more intensive commodity production can also 
be seen in urban topography. During the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries, craft activities in the form of metal, glass and pot
tery production came to be concentrated within the town 
agora - the market square and the buildings round about it.

The economic expansion impacted on contacts with west
ern neighbours. Developments in northern Italy had emanci
pated the towns there from the feudal bonds inhibiting so
cial change. During the eleventh and twelfth centuries, popu
lation growth in these free zones created a voracious demand 
for both agricultural produce and luxury articles. The agrar
ian surplus, above all in Greece, found its way on to Venetian 
ships and was then put ashore in the wealthy lagoon city 
(Harvey 1989, p. 208). The Venetians were already shipping 
out oil and silk from Corinth harbour in 1088. These con
tacts are amply confirmed by the privileges obtained by cit
ies like Venice, Pisa, and Genoa. Tax exemption or heavy tax 
reductions for transactions attracted profit-minded mer
chants. These generous privileges may seem a fiscal disaster 
for the Byzantine state, but it has been opined that, in the 
long term, they were beneficial to Byzantium (Bendy 1970, 
pp. 39 ff.). Goods from the country were traded rapidly, and 
the large contingent of foreign merchants settling in the towns 
were a source of income when they invested and re-invested 
capital.
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The distribution of Byzantine pottery in Italy and the in
fluences which it exerted on native production indicate a 
growth of influence even outside the lost Byzantine domains 
of southern Italy (Gelichi 1993). The first imports of Byzan
tine pottery to Liguria, and Genoa especially, are already to 
be seen in the eleventh century, in the form of amphoras and 
white slip-glazed table vessels (Gardini 1993, p. 74). Am
phoras occur most abundantly in layers from the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries, which also tallies with the chronologi
cal centre of gravity of glazed table vessels. This increase is 
rooted in an agreement from the middle of the twelfth cen
tury entitling Genoa to trade in Byzantium. Similar develop
ments could be studied in Venice, which had quickly obtained 
free trade privileges in certain cities. Venice and Savona in 
Liguria were also the first cities to go in for Byzantine-in
spired pottery production at the end of the twelfth century. 
The archaeological sources in southern Italy present a simi
lar pattern. Otranto remained in Byzantine hands until 1068 
(Patterson 1993, pp. 101 ff.). Throughout this period the 
Normans conquered the whole of southern Italy, but Otranto 
was allowed to retain its position as an important trading 
town with a largely Byzantine population. Venice established 
a trading station there in 1104, and the intensive trade in 
agricultural produce from Apulia is recalled by Byzantine 
pottery. The latter was especially abundant in the twelfth 
century and was superseded by native-made vessels in the 
mid thirteenth.

The Byzantine economy changed from commodity pro
duction and coinage circulation governed by the capital to 
an economy based on the needs of new social classes in Con
stantinople and the province. The causes of this change were 
an agrarian expansion stimulating consumer demand, an 
upturn for craft production in the provincial towns, the reor
ganization of the currency into lower denominations which 
could be used in everyday commodity exchange, and the great 
demand for goods in the newly prosperous towns of Italy. 
There the Byzantine impact is most clearly apparent during 
the twelfth century and until the mid thirteenth. In addition, 
the crusades and the western take-over both before and after 
1204 opened up new routes. Can this answer the question of 
why we find artefacts from the Empire in Lund and Sigtuna 
during the period between the late eleventh and early thir
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teenth centuries? To place our interpretation on sounder foun
dations, we need to visit one more place in between the Medi
terranean and the Baltic: the kingdom of Kiev.

Rus’ - the land where the rivers meet
The links between Rus’ and Byzantium were established very 
early through the treaties which, through the medium of pres
surization in the form of military operations and blockades, 
compelled the Empire to take the kingdom of Kiev seriously. 
References in the written sources are infrequent, but 907, 
945, and 1043 are signal years when political crises and their 
resolution led to a change in trading relations (Martin 1986, 
p. 37). The meeting point for transactions in the ninth and 
tenth centuries was the Byzantine outpost of Cherson, strate
gically located in the western Crimea, but in 907, after threat
ening Constantinople with troops, Kiev also gained the right 
of trading in the capital. The number of middlemen declined 
dramatically as a result of this presence, which moreover 
conferred a direct insight into the political life of the capital. 
Otherwise commodity exchange during the ninth and tenth 
centuries was from west to east, with Bulgar as an important 
entrepot. At the place where Volga Bulgarian, Arab, Byzan
tine, Scandinavian, and Slav merchants met, oriental silver 
was exchanged for northern furs, which were the most sought- 
after commodity. The flow of Arab silver dwindled, how
ever, and new sources were searched for in order to cover the 
needs of an economy in which weighed silver was the princi
pal medium of trade and of social display. The switch from 
Arab to English and, above all, German coins, noticeable just 
before 1000 in Scandinavia, is also evident in Rus’. Mean
while the fur trade was redirected. Kiev strengthened its rela
tions with Byzantium and became increasingly cut off from 
Bulgar (Martin 1986, p. 16). The dwindling supply of silver 
was doubtless only one reason for this shift of emphasis, be
cause contacts between Novgorod, the main supplier, and 
the Volga region continued to operate.

Furs, slaves, and wax from the north were the goods mostly 
in demand in Constantinople. In the opposite direction, goods 
from the Empire were taken by way of the Black Sea and the 
Dnepr to the big political centres which grew up in Rus’ dur
ing the eleventh and twelfth centuries. The nodal points of
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this interchange came to comprise Kiev, which was a south
ern station on the route to Central Europe by way of Prague, 
Krakow and Regensburg, and Novgorod in the north, which 
had contacts extending into the Baltic by way of Sigtuna, 
Visby, Lübeck, and Schleswig. Most of the commodity ex
change between merchants from Byzantium and Rus’ took 
place in Kiev, while goods arriving from Northern Europe 
were exchanged for Russian and Byzantine articles in 
Novgorod. In this way, direct links between Scandinavia and 
Byzantium were cut off by the two big cities acting as inter
mediaries. This dichotomy is already apparent in the treaty 
drawn up after the fighting in 911, referring to “inhabitants 
from Kiev, Chernigov, Pereaslavl’ and the other towns” (Mar
tin 1986, p. 115). They all belonged to the southern part of 
Rus’, and Kiev, clearly, was already the prime participant in 
this exchange.

Kiev’s leading role in Russian-Byzantine relations resulted 
from a deliberate effort by the princes whose power centred 
on the city (Shepard 1979). The long trading voyages under
taken by Scandinavians and Russians in the tenth century 
are described both in Byzantine sources and on runestones in 
the home country. The perils faced by these early entrepre
neurs were not confined to rapids and currents on the Dnepr. 
Traffic was disrupted by nomad peoples controlling the steppe 
region south of Kiev. One primary concern, therefore, was to 
secure the routes southwards to the Black Sea, where Cherson 
and, further away, Constantinople, provided opportunities 
for selling the goods which had come to the prince’s city as 
tribute or merchandise. The intensification of trade with 
Byzantium from the end of the tenth century onwards has 
been viewed as a result of the conversion of Vladimir 
Svyatoslavich (980-1015) to Christianity in 988-989. This 
naturally improved the prospects of a dialogue with Ortho
dox Byzantium, but faith alone could not expel the very real 
Petchenegs from the Dnepr region. They were not just spo
radic marauders. The conflict between them and the princes 
of Kiev was more a direct collision of trading interests, be
cause the nomads conveyed furs, slaves, and wax from their 
frontier zones down to Cherson on the coast, like the mer
chants from Rus’. Politically, both contenders were equally 
acceptable to Byzantium.

Vladimir’s strategy was to create a zone of fortifications
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and open settlements between Kiev and the Black Sea, as a 
permanent shield against the threat from the steppe. He suc
ceeded in this, but the clashes with the Petchenegs continued 
some way into the new millennium. Christianization, how
ever, acted in Vladimir’s favour, because the Byzantines chose 
to concentrate their interest on Rus’. These were the two 
preconditions of the expansion of trade occurring in the elev
enth century. The population which occupied the new terri
tories was important for the internal circulation of goods. 
There were now suppliers of agricultural produce who were 
paid in other articles for their everyday needs, but also with 
more luxurious commodities. Starting in the eleventh cen
tury, walnuts, amphoras of wine, oil, and naphtha, glazed 
table pottery, and glassware found their way into simpler 
homes away from the big centres.

In the northern parts of Rus’, the town of Novgorod was 
founded in the tenth century, under Kiev’s control. This north
ern centre became the scene of trading exchanges between 
northerners, Volga Bulgars, west Slavs, and, later on, Ger
mans. During the late tenth century, there is an unmistake- 
able concentration of coined silver in the Novgorod region 
and along the waterways leading to the town (Noonan 1980", 
pp. 156 ff.). This accumulation has been taken as a sign that, 
during its very first century, the town had established a po
litical and economic hegemony in the northwest. German 
and Byzantine silver coins present similar distribution pic
tures, with an accumulation in the region after 975, sugges
tive of a rich interchange with several remote regions. The 
mixed composition of the hoards shows that the southern 
silver cannot be taken as proof of the town having had direct 
trading links with Byzantium.

The emphasis on westward contact was accentuated be
tween 1000 and 1200. Fur exports increased to the north
west, into the Baltic and from there into West Europe, in 
exchange for new silver (Martin 1986, p. 61). During the 
century that followed, the Baltic became Novgorod’s princi
pal trading route, a tendency further reinforced by the or
ganization of the Hanseatic League. The Gotland voyagers 
who had previously established themselves in Novgorod came 
up against competition from the Germans who founded their 
Peterhof trading station there at the end of the twelfth cen
tury. In a Scandinavian perspective, therefore, Novgorod was
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the kingpin of the trade in Byzantine merchandise.
In the south, relations between Kiev and Byzantium took 

a different turn. Russian merchants in Constantinople ob
tained similar privileges to those of their Italian colleagues 
when, in about 1200, they became entitled to settle within 
the city walls and there establish an emblos, a trading street. 
Once again it was furs that were so important to the 
Byzantines that special relations were maintained with the 
northern visitors. The privileges, however, did not provide 
the Russian merchants with sufficient inducement for selling 
their goods in the capital. New centres attracted attention. 
The town of Sudak in the Crimea operated from the twelfth 
century as a station for goods arriving from Central Asia. 
There the Russians met Turkish and Byzantine merchants 
before the goods had even arrived in Constantinople. Many 
preferred to sell their bundles of furs in the Crimea instead of 
hazarding the voyage across the Black Sea. Eventually Cen
tral European trading interests were also attracted there, thus 
reinforcing a direct west-east alignment of trade. The increas
ing isolation of Constantinople as an international trading 
metropolis was primarily due to the political decline of the 
Empire and to Italian merchants, from the second half of the 
twelfth century, conveying their goods directly from the Le
vant and Egypt to their home ports. The disappearance of 
Russian and Central Asian goods from the north may also 
have been due to Constantinople no longer being a political 
centre where the protagonists needed goods both as a matter 
of survival and for the manifestation of their status. This 
shift in trading relations should also be taken into account 
when discussing the Mongol depredations and their severing 
of the roads between the northern and southern parts of Rus’. 
The archaeological source material from Novgorod and 
Torzhok shows a distinct quantitative decline of imports from 
the south during the early thirteenth century. Walnuts, am- 
phoras of wine and oil, and Byzantine glass abruptly decline 
at this time, an occurrence which has been attributed to the 
new power factor. Perhaps the actions of the Mongols in the 
region north of the Black Sea during the 1230s and 1240s 
did less harm to trading relations than the altered trade routes 
and the blockades mounted by Kiev against Novgorod in an 
attempt to thwart the northern metropolis in its bid for inde
pendence (Rybina 1992, p. 194).

286



Crumbs from the Rich Man’s Table

Some of the Byzantine finds from Sigtuna and Lund be
long together with the handling of merchandise in affluent 
Rus’. This is most clearly reflected by the remains of the 
amphoras which were imported full of oil and wine. There 
was no amphora production in the Kiev kingdom itself, while 
on the other hand innumerable shards are discovered in every 
early medieval town. Most of the imports can be dated to the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries, up until the Mongol invasion 
of the early thirteenth century (Volkov 1992; 1994, p. 3). 
The shapes and materials are the same as we find in Lund 
and Sigtuna, which corroborates the notion of transport hav
ing gone by the eastern route to Scandinavia. If we turn to 
consider the distribution of amphoras in Novgorod over time, 
the picture becomes clearer still. Most of the vessels appear 
to have arrived between 1080 and 1220, with a peak in about 
1150. Other archaeologically confirmed Byzantine imports 
were silk, glass beads and glass bracelets, quantities of which 
increased during the same time, that is, the end of the elev
enth century and the whole of the twelfth (Martin 1986, p. 
45). These goods became so common that they were distrib
uted in the agrarian communities and among ordinary peo
ple.

Another waterway route comes to mind for transport from 
Kiev northwards. The rivers Bug and Wistula in present-day 
Poland offered swift movement and the finds of Volhynian 
spindle-whorls in their catchment areas clearly indicate that 
goods were being imported from the region round about Kiev. 
But as regards the distribution of Byzantine amphoras, al
though they are very few in number, most finds have been 
made in the eastern parts of Poland (Dzieduszycki 1980, p. 
75, Abb. 4; Buko 1990, p. 337, fig. 150). No pottery from 
Rus’ or Byzantium has been found anywhere in western 
Pomerania. A little further east and south, towns like Gdańsk, 
Gniezno, Kruszwica, Legnica, Wrocław, Opole, Kraków and 
Sandomierz show fragments of Byzantine transport contain
ers in small quantities. Przemyśl, Drohiczyn and Czermno, 
which in the medieval period were close to the great empire 
in the east, have a large element of finds from that quarter. 
This eastward orientation of the pottery clearly shows that 
wine and oil should have come to Lund and Sigtuna by way 
of Novgorod or Pskov.

Scandinavian interest in goods from Byzantium is con
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firmed from the tenth century. During the period ending in 
the mid thirteenth century, this trade was apparently con
verted from long-distance, perilous voyages to an increas
ingly regional interaction with several intermediaries. As the 
regions of the Kiev kingdom secured greater independence 
for themselves, they attempted, for political and economic 
reasons, to control the flow of goods through their respec
tive territories. Vested interests could be clearly displayed in 
open fighting or blockades resorted to by the princes of Kiev 
when the boyars’ bid for control threatened their interests. 
When Scandinavian and Hanseatic merchants travelled to 
Rus’ in the thirteenth century, Novgorod was their destina
tion. Goods from the south arrived by river, in boats crewed 
by Russians.

Backwash from the south
The changes occurring in the Byzantine economy appeared 
to have had their parallels in other parts of the region. Direct 
integration took place with the towns of northern Italy, where 
new social groups expanded, basing their political power on 
trade and commerce in the Mediterranean. The role of Ven
ice in this connection can hardly be overstated, but there were 
competitors in these waters. Similarly, we have seen how the 
political stability and hegemony which the princes of Kiev 
succeeded in establishing in the zone between the city and 
the Black Sea from the turn of the millennium led to an up
surge of commodity trade with Byzantium in both directions. 
During the eleventh century, and above all in the twelfth, 
this is clearly displayed by the spread of Byzantine imports 
to normal settlements in the countryside.

Perhaps the interesting point here is the change simulta
neously observable in the northern part of Europe. Scandi
navia had acquired its first medieval towns in about 1000 or 
a little earlier. The foundations of Lund, Sigtuna, Oslo, and 
Trondheim were based on the interests of individual mag
nates with poorly developed power bases for kingship. In 
their struggle for mastery, they created prominent central 
localities from areas where their power was more firmly 
rooted (Andrén 1985). Control of administration and com
modity exchange in the new regions could be sustained with 
the aid of close contacts with the local elite. The absence of
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fortifications in the form of ramparts of ditches is typical of 
these places. Political control could be maintained without 
excessively blatant military repression.

Developments in these towns reveal an expansive tendency 
beginning in the second half of the eleventh century, just as 
in the western parts of Byzantium and the towns of northern 
Italy. In Scandinavia these changes are noticeable at several 
levels of urban organization. Lund acquired a more regular 
structure of building plots and several new churches with 
more regularized burial practices (Andrén 1985, pp. 77 ff.). 
Metalworking and horn/bone crafts increased their output, 
at the same time as the craftsman acquired permanent 
workplaces adjoining more public places on trading streets 
and in market squares. Sigtuna at the same time acquired its 
first permanent craft workshops for bronze founding and 
comb making, close to the main street, and infill develop
ment took place in the central quarters. The population and 
homesteads of Trondheim expanded heavily during this pe
riod, and craft workshops were established for the first time 
facing the main street (Christophersen and Nordeide 1994, 
pp. 280 ff.). In the artefact material, this expansion is re
flected by a growing quantity of implements for trade and 
long-distance imports. Several other examples could be quoted 
to illustrate the changes occurring in this period. It is clear 
that the urban profile was made more emphatic, with infill 
development, the building of new monuments, and growing 
production and consumption of commodities. This expan
sion continued in the twelfth century, when stone churches 
were built in these important towns. At mid-century, radical 
changes occurred in the pattern of production and consump
tion throughout Scandinavia, and this is when the real urban 
expansion set in. The tendencies visible in the urban environ
ments during the second half of the preceding century were 
now heavily accentuated through an integration of the At
lantic and Baltic trading spheres.

Does this first urban expansion, starting in the second 
half of the eleventh century in north and south, reflect the 
same large-scale tendency in both quarters? Problems arise 
when we attempt to verify the connections or to find unam
biguous explanations for them. Further studies of the devel
opment of patterns of production and consumption and of 
the internal organization of towns in other parts of Europe
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could show whether this picture is a general phenomenon.
The threads linking together the Mediterranean and Bal

tic spheres are tenuous. Geographic distance and different 
spheres of political interest are the reasons why no direct 
contact was maintained. Scandinavian-Byzantine links can 
be seen as the result of indirect contact rather than mutual 
interest. We have tended to be dazzled by the exploits of the 
Varangians. These mercenaries succeeded admirably in their 
efforts to immortalize themselves through famous deeds. Some 
of the finds may be relics of their voyages to Miklagård. Coins, 
ivory combs, small cups with striking green and gold-glitter
ing glazes, and glass bracelets may have found their way into 
knapsacks for the journey home. But the same period is tra
versed by communication of another kind. Gudleik Gårdske’s 
(“the Russian’s”) mission of purchasing prestigious articles 
for King Olav was not confined to the acquisition of costly 
garments and furs. If we are to believe Snorre, exquisite ta
bleware was also conveyed to the misty northern coasts by 
merchant shipping. In the Saga of Olav the Holy we read 
that “Gudleik voyaged eastwards to Holmgård (sc. Nov
gorod) over the summer and bought exquisite silk fabric which 
he thought the King could use for his ceremonial dress, as 
well as costly hides and unique table cloth” (Snorre II, p. 
67). In addition, the Byzantine coins presumed to derive from 
Varangians returning home have been interpreted as beto
kening transactions of a more peaceful kind, both between 
Scandinavia and Rus’ and with other countries in the Baltic 
region.

The crass results of archaeology also point to datings for 
the Byzantine finds which come partly outside the chrono
logical context of the much-celebrated returning soldiers. Even 
if the number of objects is small, we are entitled to speak of 
a centre of gravity occurring between the end of the eleventh 
century and the beginning of the thirteenth, a period when 
the Northerners were not very much in evidence in the Em
peror’s bodyguard. This becomes especially clear if we con
sider the only firm evidence of imports of goods from the 
south. Although transport amphoras were continuously 
manufactured in Byzantium throughout the thousand-year 
history of the Empire, no extensive traces of them are found 
in Viking trading centres. Places like Hedeby and Birka can 
boast one shard each, with uncertain contexts. Hedeby sur-
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vived during the eleventh century, and the amphora may be
long to its late history. Birka ceased to exist as a trading cen
tre in about 970, and so Viking imports must be assumed. 
Early medieval towns like Sigtuna and Lund have a greater 
influx of Byzantine amphoras, together with other artefacts 
sharing the same origin. In Sigtuna, amphoras occur during 
the same time span as in Novgorod and with a similar chrono
logical centre of gravity (fig. 24). In Lund we find a few dated

980- 1000- 1020- 1050- 1070- 1100- 1120- 1180- 1210- 1230- Year
1000 1020 1050 1070 1100 1120 1180 1210 1230 1250

n=170

1020 1040 1050 1065 1080 1115 1130 1150 1185 1200 1215 1250 1260

n=170

1030 1055 1070 1080 1090 1140 1150 1160 1180 1210 1230 1240 1270

Fig. 24. 
Chronological 
distribution of 
amphoras in 
Sigtuna and 
Novgorod.
(1) Sigtuna, 
Trädgårdsmästaren 
quarter,
(2) Novgorod, 
plot A on 
Chernitsyn 
Street,
(3) Novgorod, 
plot A on Main 
Street. Note the 
different chrono
logical content 
of the phases on 
the three plots. 
Information 
from Novgorod 
from A. S. 
Khoroshev and 
A. N. Sorrokin 
1992, fig. IV.9 
and fig. IV.12.
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vessels, but all of them focus on this very period between 
about 1100 and the early thirteenth century. In Schleswig, 
which in medieval times was a Danish town, amphora shards 
have been found in the harbour area. A large number of 
dendrochronological datings have made it possible to date 
this complex to the interval 1060/1070-1110/1120, which 
reinforces the picture of early medieval imports (Meyer 1996, 
p. 24). In contrast, the new model towns of the High Middle 
Ages - Kalmar, Stockholm, and Söderköping, for example - 
with their inter-regional connections are at present devoid of 
these transport containers. By the time these places became 
established as towns, in the thirteenth century, contacts had 
apparently changed. Places which should have amphoras in 
their ceramic profile, on the other hand, are Visby and Lübeck, 
which, at the time when imports were at their height, were 
meeting points for merchants both from Novgorod and from 
Scandinavia. Perhaps the remains of the long-distance con
tainers are still concealed in the archaeological archives.

The opinion of Byzantine finds as evidence of an Ortho
dox mission in Scandinavia can also be deconstructed on the 
basis of the existing artefact datings. The main chronologi
cal emphasis comes in the twelfth century, when the Papal 
Church had secured its hold on the North. Stone churches 
were then being built in large numbers, with rooms designed 
for the Latin liturgy. The establishment of the archiepiscopal 
sees of Lund, Trondheim, and Uppsala left little scope for 
missionary bishops from countries other than England and 
Germany. The religious symbols worn by people in Lund and 
Sigtuna tell us more about their region than about their reli
gion. When, in the first half of the twelfth century, Sigurd 
Jorsalafar proudly donated the icon or antimensale he had 
acquired in Miklagård to the Church of the Cross in Kunga- 
hälla, he was playing the part of a Christian dominus, not a 
returning Orthodox convert.

The Byzantine finds reaching Lund and Sigtuna coincide, 
both in composition and in dating, with artefacts from the 
early medieval Russian towns (Rolle 1989, p. 522, Abb. 20). 
Ivory combs, glass flasks, amphoras, and serving dishes for 
the table can be seen in towns like Novgorod and Pskov. In 
short, the Byzantine finds in Lund and Sigtuna are really 
Russian. In many ways, the Scandinavian heritage from By
zantium is a Russian interpretation of that art and culture.
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This is most clearly apparent from the frescoes in Gotland 
churches, painted by Russian craftsmen who are clearly emu
lating Byzantine originals. Even the Scandinavian name for 
the Emperor in Constantinople, stólkonungr, is of Russian 
origin - a transformation of the Slavic stolnyi knyazi. This 
name is applied to the princes who ruled in Kiev and 
Novgorod and acquired a secondary application in Byzan
tium.

The Byzantine imports in Lund and Sigtuna must be seg
regated from a Viking perspective and placed in their proper 
medieval context. Only then can we tone down the clash of 
Varangian arms and the work of the Orthodox mission. The 
answer to the question of what these finds represent can in
stead be looked for in the triptych made up of Byzantine 
economic expansion, changing trade routes in the Rus’ king
dom and consumption in the Scandinavian towns, which was 
gradually conforming to more continental patterns.
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On Ethnicity as a 
Methodological Problem 
Historical Archaeology
A Northern Fennoscandian Perspective
Thomas Wallerström

T
he concept of “ethnicity” - despite its classical Greek 
roots - has a rather modern history; it was very 
uncommon before the 1970s. The term “ethnic 
group” was much discussed among anthropologists 
in the 1960s, but this term cannot be traced very far back in 
time either. Perhaps the main reason why social scientists 

coined the terms was the experiences gained in the post-war 
years: decolonialization, new social groups, immigrants, and 
city neighbourhoods with distinct cultures, in other words, 
the presence of a large number of different groups in the lo
cal community, on a scale not witnessed before (Ovesen 1991).

Discussions of ethnicity today are often associated with 
conflicts, whether bygone ones or highly topical ones. It ap
pears to be in conflict situations that ethnicity studies are felt 
to be meaningful.

Today’s interest has also attracted archaeologists to eth
nicity, although their interest can really be traced back to the 
infancy of archaeology and the formation of nation states. 
Subjects such as archaeology and history contributed to the 
mythology surrounding the origin of nations and the legiti
mation of the concept. Myths are a unifying factor - not just 
for ethnic groups (Eriksen 1996; Trigger 1989, pp. 148-150).

While there is consensus in other important parts of ar
chaeology, such as how to date archaeological material or 
deduce economic conditions in prehistoric times, problems 
pile up when it comes to the study of “archaeology and eth
nicity”. Whereas scholars can allow themselves a degree of 
uncertainty about the tenability of their conclusions on chro
nology and economy, the situation is different as regards eth-
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nicity, since the findings are potentially controversial. Moreo
ver, methodological uncertainties tend to be forgotten in a 
desire to illuminate the past of today’s marginalized popula
tion groups.

It is extremely important in situations like this to examine 
to what extent today’s ethnic groups may be identified with 
the collective names mentioned in early written sources. This 
is an aspect of the primordialist-instrumentalist debate about 
ethnicity, that is, the question of whether ethnicity is based 
on primordially given distinctive features such as religion, 
language, origin, or is a more temporary creation in which 
people group themselves to achieve particular advantages in 
certain situations, in other words, that ethnicity is situational 
or instrumental (cf. Bentley 1987, pp. 25 f.).

A primordialist interpretation would make it justified to 
equate present-day ethnic conflicts with past conflicts, and 
would also make it possible to claim that certain ethnic con
flicts are (at least) as old as the designations of the actors. 
One alternative is that Gellner (1983) is right in his view that 
units of an ethnic character essentially have their background 
in industrialism and its consequences. Gellner argues that 
these are absent from agrarian, pre-industrial societies, where 
class identities were significant instead. A. D. Smith (1986, 
p. 45), on the other hand, maintains that ethnic awareness 
can be traced back to the third millennium B.C., with the rise 
of the first city-states and patrimonial kingdoms in the Near 
East.

In older archaeological research, the primordial stance was 
more or less taken for granted. Anthropological research, 
however, has emphasized how easy it is in certain contexts 
for ethnicity to be acquired or abandoned. This means that 
one must ask to what extent archaeologists can allow the 
designations of human collectives in early written sources to 
serve as a premise in the archaeological study of ethnic con
ditions in bygone times.

As we shall see later, research into the actors in the days 
of the Roman Empire and the Migration Period in Europe 
has shown that one can no longer equate the “peoples” or 
“tribes” mentioned in the sources with the actors (“promi
nent personalities”) in historical research. Unfortunately, in 
a situation where the actual data about the population of a 
given area may be confined to a few mentions in the scant
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sources, it can be difficult to achieve clarity about whether 
they really were ethnic groups.

What then is an “ethnic group”? A recently published 
Swedish national encyclopaedia defines the concept as:

a group of people with a shared origin. It is biologically self- 
reproducing as a result of a high degree of endogamy, that is, 
marriage within the group. The group may also have a shared 
territory. What distinguishes one ethnic group from another 
is primarily its distinctive cultural features, but there may 
also be external physical features. The group forms a social 
community with cohesion, loyalty to shared values and cus
toms (for example, norms for family formation), and differ
ent degrees of chauvinism and communicative community 
through the use of a shared language (mother tongue) and 
shared symbols. For many ethnic groups, religion or confes
sion is a distinguishing feature.

The ethnic group is the widest determinable unit that 
people use about themselves and others. The members of the 
group have incorporated this membership in their self-per
ception (ethnic identity or affiliation) (Bergman 1991).1

Among the most distinctive characteristics of ethnic groups 
is the sense of “us” and “them”. Without this opposition 
and without interaction with other groups, ethnicity does 
not exist (Royce 1982, p. 12; Eriksen 1993, p. 18).

Human thinking includes the creation of categories as a 
way to see order in the surrounding chaos, in this case the 
social world (Eriksen 1993, p. 60). Royce (1982, p. 12) ar
gues that this opposition is significant for our perception of 
ourselves. We define ourselves to a large extent by consider
ing “what we are not” which in turn arises from a percep
tion of “others” and the ways in which we distinguish our
selves from these others. This awareness also emerges in the 
names for one’s own group - an important point of this study, 
to which I shall return.

According to research in the area, today’s politicization 
of ethnicity generally appears to be caused by the nation
building process or by the uneven character of economic de
velopment, provided that the development process has not 
led to cultural genocide. Nation-building is thus perceived as 
a historical project, “the nation-state project”, which is pow
ered by a small political elite in many parts of the world, 
with the outcome still uncertain - it is far from being con-
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eluded. There is a simple reason why ethnicity is an impor
tant background to many of today’s international conflicts 
(not just in the Third World but everywhere): every person 
has an ethnic identity. If they do not, they acquire one when 
they need it. Ethnicity is thus both something given and some
thing that can be acquired through historically conditioned 
processes of consciousness (Hettne 1992, pp. 5, 8, 21).

Aim, material, and method
Research into ethnicity and names used in early sources for 
ethnic groups must be pursued because if it is not, one may 
end up in situations where ethnic groups without a nation of 
their own (there are many of these in Europe) are denied 
their history and are forcibly subsumed in a national 
historiography with no room for marginal groups. In addi
tion, the historical sources contain names which must be in
terpreted. It must also be possible to illuminate the relation 
between different “historyless” national minorities or col
lectives mentioned in historical sources. All people undeni
ably have ancestors. Only abuse of the assembled source 
material from the past can neglect this fact.

It is desirable to focus on methodological problems in the 
archaeological study of ethnicity, not just on questions of 
what ethnicity is, how it arises and is maintained, but also 
approaches that shed light on ethnic conditions in ancient 
times using archaeological and historical data.

Studying the meaning of the names of human collectives 
in historical documents is of great interest since it focuses on 
the question of whether the designations really refer to eth
nic groups in the anthropological sense; is the self-evident 
analytical unit of many studies really the ethnicity that is the 
subject of anthropological theory?

The methodological problems that are otherwise discussed 
as regards ethnicity have to a great extent been about how 
ethnic matters manifest themselves in the archaeological 
material - in finds, constructions, and archaeologically ob
servable patterns of behaviour (cf. McGuire 1982; Shennan 
1989; Olsen and Kobyliński 1991 for surveys). It should be 
evident that the “ethnic signals” occurring in the archaeo
logical sources do not necessarily denote ethnicity through 
distinctive features of dress or other attributes - other identi
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ties than ethnicity can be signalled to the surrounding world 
by means of external signs, identities to do with gender, age, 
and (in some societies) social status.

Difficulties in the study of ethnicity, incidentally, are not 
peculiar to European research into prehistory and the Mid
dle Ages. Not even in favourable circumstances, such as in 
recent times in the USA, where ethnically well-defined study 
objects have been examined by means of archaeological in
vestigations, can one proceed from the assumption that eth
nic signals are displayed:

To summarize, ethnicity (a self-imposed category), race (an 
imposed category), and class (an economic category) are 
highly interconnected in the historic period of the United 
States. This interconnection has been recognized by the many 
scholars who have devised various models to explain this 
complex interaction.... The severe difficulties of identifying 
discrete ethnic groups in the archaeological deposits of the 
historic United States - whether the groups of interest are of 
African, Asian, or European heritage - relate to an even wider 
issue: the rise of global mercantilism and capitalism. ... 
settlements and sites can be located in historical documents 
and the ethnicity of their inhabitants identified, but the seg
regation of artifacts into ethnic categories is decidedly 
complex (Orser 1991, pp. 117,114, 119).

This does not rule out that significant results can be achieved, 
not just in the identification of “ethnic signals” in the form 
of artefacts, but also in characteristic traces of settlement 
(Orser 1991). It is not necessarily a hopeless undertaking to 
attain clarity as regards the kind of identity that is signalled 
- independent contextual data are crucial. Shennan points 
out, however, that ethnicity can be a far too short-term and 
elusive phenomenon to be able to be manifested archaeo- 
logically.

Regardless of this “elusiveness”, the degree of ethnic mean
ing in the names of groups in the historical sources is crucial 
for practically all historical-archaeological research into eth
nicity.

Since arguments are often based on a preliminary percep
tion of “known” ethnic groups in a particular area at a par
ticular time, is it important to discuss the validity of this 
preliminary perception - this is all the more important since 
the written sources do not always allow any detailed analy
sis of the meaning of the names.

303



Thomas Wallerström

This study discusses the following questions:

1. Can one generally assume that medieval names of human 
collectives refer to ethnic groups?

2. Can one assume that societal changes in the Middle Ages 
generated an ethnification comparable to that resulting 
from present-day societal changes?

3. What kind of collectives are named in the early historical 
sources if they are not ethnic groups?

4. How can one distinguish between ethnic groups and other 
identifications in those cases where the historical sources 
do not give contextual data?

The problems are discussed on the basis of conditions in a 
defined area - northern Fennoscandia.

This article proceeds from a dissertation project on the 
origin of the agricultural settlement that has survived to our 
times in Norrbotten, the northernmost quarter of Sweden, 
and how this area (in a situation of competition) was inte
grated in the power structures that would become the Swed
ish kingdom (Wallerström 1995a,b). This development can 
be followed during the period c. 1000-1550. When I wrote 
the dissertation, I had reason to ponder about how one can 
distinguish several supposed ethnic groups, known from writ
ten records, who lived in the area at the same time.

This is a question which in northern Fennoscandia can
not automatically be solved within the framework of the 
anthropologist Fredrik Barth’s ideas - so often invoked by 
northern Scandinavian archaeologists - about the origin and 
definition of ethnic groups by means of ethnic signals. Barth’s 
ideas are based on dichotomies: it is always a matter of two 
mutually contrasting ethnic groups (cf. Barth 1969 passim). 
Many archaeologists have tried to distinguish Saarni cultural 
remains from those of the permanently settled people with 
the use of Barth’s theory.

The way out of the difficulty appears to be - at least at 
first glance - to ignore for one reason or another some of the 
groups mentioned in the sources in favour of some other 
group(s). This can mean distorting the empirical data (the 
source material is used selectively) and also the theory (that 
ethnicity arises in contact between different groups). The al
ternative is evidently to refrain from using Barth’s ideas. In
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the work that raised the questions for me, I chose the latter 
alternative. This meant that links between the Saarni and 
power centres in northern and eastern Europe could be illu
minated, but not ethnicity.

It is necessary to arrive at knowledge that makes it possi
ble to grasp to what extent the mentions of otherwise little- 
known collectives of people may rightly be used in a histori
cal or archaeological analysis that is conducted in anthropo
logical terms. Only certainly ethnic names should be associ
ated with archaeological material, material that can be used 
in the study of ethnic conditions in ancient times.

This essay leads to reflections upon methodological prob
lems in the historical-archaeological study of ethnicity and 
in the interpretation of the collective names used in histori
cal sources.

Northern Fennoscandia is an area that is well suited to a 
methodological study of these questions through the men
tion in the written sources of many groups, scarcely all of 
which can be expected to have been ethnic. Today we distin
guish one original population in the area - the Saarni - be
sides the descendants of farmers and stock raisers who have 
settled here at different points in time since the late Iron Age.

In this area expansion is seen not just archaeologically 
and through certain historical sources but also linguistically, 
through the extension of language areas (Germanic, Finno- 
Ugrian, and Slavonic). The outside observers who coined the 
collective names used in the historical sources can as a rule 
be identified through linguistic analysis and because the back
ground to their expansion is known through previous stud
ies.

In a European or global perspective, the area has only to a 
limited extent occasioned controversy with argumentation 
in terms of ethnicity. The political load attached to the cur
rent ethnic names is thus relatively small.2 It was only at a 
late stage that the northern Fennoscandian inland came into 
regular contact with economic and political centres, associ
ated, for instance, with the use of metals. Before this, metal 
objects were rare, occurring first in large quantities on the 
Atlantic coast during the late Iron Age, and then at the turn 
of the millennium becoming recurrent features throughout 
northern Fennoscandia.
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Essential for the continued account is the observation (see 
below) that “in-groups” manifest themselves through self
designations with meanings such as “man”, “human being”, 
and so on - which means that we can recognize such “real” 
ethnic groups with their distinctive sense of “us” through 
the semantic meaning. The names “Finn” and “Lapp” are 
examples of initially non-ethnic designations for people who 
later - under increased pressure from the larger societies - 
have been ethnified and named Saarni. To what extent can 
one expect to find “real” ethnic groups mentioned in histori
cal sources from the Middle Ages?

On the classification of human collectives
It is obvious that there are many names for groups which in 
today’s situation cannot be associated with ethnicity in any 
immediate way, often being derived from one or other re
gional or political affiliation - we speak about Scanians, 
Norwegians, Swedes, and Englishmen. Other groupings can 
also be distinguished depending on the choice of classifica
tion criterion.

The use of the concept of “ethnicity” by historians can be 
divided into at least two major schools - one with a modern 
historical orientation, and one that is oriented to antiquity 
and the early Middle Ages.3 At bottom they reveal different 
perceptions of the quality of the concept. Many social scien
tists have claimed that it is a question of an objective phe
nomenon which always satisfies certain criteria (for exam
ple, a shared language, shared forms of culture, and so forth) 
and that one can distinguish ethnic groups with the aid of 
schemas and measurement models. This is difficult to ac
cept, however, especially for historians doing research into 
the distant past.

Wsevolod W. Isajiw (1979), who has advocated an objec
tive ethnicity, argues that ethnicity is connected to culture 
and hence to a socialization process, which only can exist in 
actual, objectively distinguishable groups. According to this 
viewpoint, ethnicity is intimately linked to language and a 
sense of justice, that every individual has a specific ethnicity, 
that this ethnicity was unambiguous for contemporaries, that 
ethnic identity can only with difficulty be changed, and that 
ethnicity is a source of human oppositions in late prehistoric 
and early medieval times.
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Against this it has been objected that different times and 
different environments give different types of processes and 
that the different variables that are involved are themselves 
historically relative and culturally determined (Harrison 1991, 
pp. 22 f.). This means that historians sooner or later must 
perceive ethnicity as a subjective concept - a social construc
tion. The latter standpoint invites reinterpretations of the 
written sources and hence the meaning of the ethnic catego
ries occurring in the historical process. This view contrasts 
with earlier historical and archaeological research, which saw 
the collectives mentioned in the sources as “peoples”, “tribes”, 
or even “nationalities”.

Questions about how historically attested collective names 
should be perceived have long been discussed by historians 
with an interest in the actors of the Roman Period and Mi
gration Period in Europe, with Reinhard Wenskus’s mono
graph on the Germans (1961) marking a break in relation to 
the interpretative tradition which had its roots in nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century currents of national romanticism.

Reinhart Wenskus and successors such as Herwig Wolf
ram and Walter Pohl problematized the collective names re
corded in the Roman Period and the early Middle Ages by 
pointing out how they originated. Wenskus (1961, p. 59) 
was able to observe, among other things, that earlier genera
tions of scholars, with the interest in gentes that typified their 
times, saw names of gentes where the sources merely stated 
names that could just as well have referred to something else.

It has thereby become clear that the names arose through 
historical events and that the same name could be used for a 
long time but with a meaning that varied through time. It 
was also shown that these groups were not as homogeneous 
as had previously been thought. The people themselves had a 
fundamental belief in a shared origin, and previous genera
tions of scholars for a long time lacked the grounds to ques
tion this. Wenskus showed, however, that the groups in ques
tion were held together by a belief in a shared origin which 
was a myth. A third discovery was that the ethnic bounda
ries were not static, least of all in the Migration Period. It 
emerged, for example, that it was the ethnic status of the 
leading stratum that determined the group’s ethnicity - while 
that of the lower strata could vary according to the prevail
ing circumstances. Every individual mention of a collective 
name in the sources must be interpreted separately.
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The key to understanding late classical and early medi
eval writers’ use of ethnic terms lies in an awareness of the 
significance of alterity. People used ethnic terms when they 
were confronted with something that was different from what 
they themselves stood for. Variables such as place of birth, 
parents’ nationality, language, the group’s numerical size, and 
so on, played no intrinsic role4 (Pohl 1991, cf. also Geary 
1983; Harrison 1991, 1993, pp. 41-50, 1994, pp. 6 f., 9 f.).

Results like these should urge caution in the interpreta
tion of data in written sources about human collectives. Since 
people in our time are just as interested in ethnicity, perhaps 
this has tempted scholars to distinguish “ethnic groups” in 
the source material when the names in fact refer to other 
types of social groupings. Studies of ethnic matters in recent 
times also show how ethnic groups can arise as a social con
struction.5

Concepts which refer to human collectives are undoubt
edly expressions of a tendency to classify what is found in 
the surrounding world, whether it be useful things one can 
eat or use in some other way or phenomena of the most var
ied kind. The classification may also concern other people, 
who are nowadays often territorially and politically ordered.

This will to classify is a general human feature, according 
to Claude Lévi-Strauss in his famous work The Savage Mind 
{La Pensée Sauvage, 1962). The need to make distinctions is 
one of the most fundamental for all people in all societies. 
“People classify as best they can, but they do classify” is the 
essential message. The reason for classifying is that reality is 
thereby ordered and can be mastered intellectually (“Any clas
sification is superior to chaos” - Lévi-Strauss 1966, p. 15). 
The basis of the classification is, however, culturally deter
mined and not always comprehensible to outsiders. If some 
“primitive” classifications make a strange impression on us, 
it is because the classification principle is alien to us.

The semantic content of these may perhaps give us insight 
into the source writers’ view of the groups they mention. It is 
natural that “the others” are given special names - especially 
in open or latent conflict situations.

An uncritical acceptance of collective names in the writ
ten sources as ethnic groupings can obviously lead to errone
ous conclusions in the analysis; names like these are often 
the “automatic” analytical unit in the study of ethnic mat-
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ters in bygone times. Ethnicity is one of many ways to group 
people. The names are, however, of interest even if they do 
not actually refer to ethnic groups. They can be assumed to 
reflect attitudes to foreign peoples and perhaps also the con
ditions that lie behind the expansion towards the margins 
where cultural clashes arose.

It is worse if the scholar adopts the source writers’ per
ception of reality and makes it his own, thereby confirming 
their ethnocentrism and more or less vague ethnographical 
knowledge - the often diffuse records of human collectives.

Research into the names of groups is large and difficult to 
survey. The naming of human collectives follows a variety of 
principles. In linguistic analysis we can discern several possi
ble reasons for the naming of human collectives; the list be
low should in no way be considered to be comprehensive. 
Other naming principles could have been presented as well 
(cf. e.g. Wenskus 1961, pp. 61-63).

1. It appears to be a general feature of “primitive” or “tradi
tional” societies that the word that a group of people uses 
about itself also means “human beings”, “people”, or 
“members of the tribe”. One’s own way of life is perceived 
as the natural form of organization or way of living for 
humans, which means that other people’s way of life seems 
strange or unnatural and that a people’s self-designation 
is characterized by this “in-group” meaning.

2. Names of groups can be pejorative, that is, with a dispar
aging, offensive meaning. They are coined by a neighbour
ing people or by immigrating colonists.6 When there is an 
encounter between different cultures, which can mean a 
threat to one’s own perception of reality, one often reacts 
by ridiculing, mocking, or aggressively belittling the other 
group. If in this situation one regards oneself as “human”, 
then those with a different way of life become to a certain 
extent “non-humans” and are described in ethnocentric 
terms which emphasize “inhuman” or “subhuman” fea
tures.

There is a rich flora of generally recognized and used 
ethnic names which were coined by conquerors, neigh
bouring peoples, and colonizers: Yoruba (a people in West 
Africa) means really “crafty” or “sly”; Naga (a group of
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tribes in Assam/Burma) means “bare” or “naked”; 
Samoyed is said to be a derivation of Russian “self-eater”, 
that is, cannibal; Kafir (a mountain people in Hindu Kush) 
is the Arabic word for “heathen”. The names of Green
land’s population are no exception: the Skrcelingar used 
by the Norse settlers is synonymous with “weak” or “cow
ardly” and Eskimos means “those who eat raw meat”.

The names for Finno-Ugrian peoples in written sources 
are mostly offensive in one way or another, while their 
self-designations are not, which is why the affected groups 
are campaigning to have their self-designations generally 
accepted (cf. Uibopuu 1986 passim-, Hajdu 1975 passim).

3. Lifestyle, modus vivendi, can give rise to ethnic names. 
The name Khazar is an example, meaning “a person with
out permanent residence”. The Khazars, a much discussed 
“people” in the archaeological literature, inhabited the 
area between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea in south
ern Russia in the seventh to tenth centuries, after which 
they “disappeared”. They were in fact a conglomerate of 
several peoples rather than just one (see also Werbart
1996). Another such name is Bedouin which really means 
“desert dweller” (Hubendick and Ovesen 1990).

4. Names of peoples which refer to administrative condi
tions. There is no given link today between “Swedish” 
ethnicity, having Swedish as one’s mother tongue and birth 
within the Swedish state territory, and this applied to an 
even lesser extent in the state formation before the na
tionalist breakthrough with its ideal of linguistic and cul
tural conformity.

In the past it was thus possible to be designated as 
“Swedish” or “Russian” without being able to speak Swed
ish or Russian if one was (or was regarded as) a subject of 
the Swedish king or the Russian tsar. Incidentally, the fun
damentally pejorative meaning of the Finnish word ryssä, 
that is, Russian, goes back to the Middle Ages (cf. for 
example, Suvanto 1969).

5. Economic-functional names. Among these names we find 
we merchants and persons whom we today would call 
“representatives”, that is, names that refer to intermedi
aries in the exchange of commodities between the 
populations of different areas: Hanseatics appears to me 
to be one such name, but also tax collectors in the service
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of the king or some other superior authority can be envis
aged as coming in this category.

6. Names which are derived from names of geographical ar
eas. I am thinking of Gotlanders, a important factor in 
the medieval Baltic trade and Smålanders, a name that 
expresses an origin in Smålanden, applied to people from 
one of the ten or so lands or provinces (Finnveden, Varend, 
Möre, Njudung, Tjust, etc.) demarcated by physical ge
ography in present-day Småland (cf. e.g. Larsson 1995).

The name Vikings appears to be another example, at 
least if one espouses the view professed by Birgit and Pe
ter Sawyer (1995, p. 53). They argue, with the support of 
the linguists Hellberg (1980) and Hødnebø (1987), that 
the meaning originally was “inhabitant of Viken” or “man 
from Viken”, that is, the area around Oslo Fjord. They 
were supposedly the losers in the ongoing power struggle 
in this area, who were to seek their fortune among Saxons, 
Slavs, and Franks around 800, instead of subjecting them
selves to Danish kings in particular, who were trying to 
attain a position of power in Kattegatt and Skagerrak and 
to control Viken. Vestfold was especially important on 
account of the iron that was then produced in Telemark. 
In England the Nordic pirates were referred to as Vikings 
in the ninth century.

Another examples is found in the north Russian 
Pomors, derived from the geographical name Pomor’je, 
meaning “by the sea” (more means “sea” in Russian), in 
this case the White Sea (Stang 1980, p. 304).

7. Religious identity.

This first compilation is instructive. We can draw several in
teresting conclusions as regards the link between archaeol
ogy, ethnicity, and the collective names in written sources, as 
well as the possibility of discerning ethnicity:

a. The names of human collectives in written sources cannot 
automatically be given an ethnic meaning or be taken as 
referring to an ethnic group when the sources are few or 
difficult to interpret; the meaning of “ethnic group”, as I 
said at the beginning, is a relatively narrow identification.

b. The names appear only in exceptional cases to follow eth-
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nic dividing lines in accordance with the definition in terms 
of “ethnic group”. It is highly unsuitable without detailed 
testing of alternative interpretations to link archaeologi
cal material to historically known groups - especially not 
if the interpretation is done in terms of ethnicity.

c. We can also observe that the origin of tenacious “ethnic 
names” used in written sources is not more informative 
as regards factual data about foreign peoples than what 
we get from old (and sometimes new) travel accounts - a 
kind of source material suitable for mentality studies of 
the observer’s culture through his indirect information 
(Harbsmeier 1982).

d. Like so-called primitive societies, medieval ecclesiastical 
and secular dignitaries set the boundaries of humanity 
around their own group. Outside this they did not see 
anything but foreigners - dirty and coarse subhumans or 
even non-humans in the form of dangerous or ghostly wild 
beasts (cf. Lévi-Strauss 1966, p. 166). In literate settings 
too,7 such outlooks are revealed in the names of the peo
ple with whom one came into contact, however superfi
cial.

e. If the scholar chooses - without detailed analysis - to in
terpret the names of human collectives in terms of ethnic
ity, he runs the risk of adopting the ethnocentrism in the 
written sources as his own. He thus contributes to a con
servation of ethnocentric views. There is also the risk that 
unwarrantedly large credibility is attributed to the vague 
data of the source writers.

In situations where names of groups are difficult to 
interpret, how can one then determine to what extent one 
is dealing with ethnic groups or not? The ambition is, af
ter all, to use the available source material to the maxi
mum.

Judging by the list above, the meaning of collective names 
permits one to determine whether early references to groups 
of people denote ethnic groups or not. If the meaning refers 
to an “in-group”, the name of the bearers can very probably 
be perceived as a ethnic group. The meaning will be “peo
ple”, “members of the tribe”, or the like, concepts that mani
fest a sense of “us” vis-ä-vis other groups. More examples 
could be cited.8 The anthropologist Howard Stein maintains
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that this pattern

cannot be literally generalized to all cultures, but it shows in 
the extreme a universal proclivity in feelings towards, per
ception of, and action against those who were not “the peo
ple”. Even in societies lacking internal cohesion fostered by 
a net-work of cross-cutting kin and non-kin allegiances (z.e., 
Bedouin Arabs), and where internecine strife was rampant, 
there were nonetheless out-groups which served as a reposi
tory for characteristics of the non-human. In this modern 
circum-Mediterranean Arab world, for instance, the image 
of colonialism and imperialism, associated with the United 
States, Israel, and Great Britain, remains a powerful repre
sentation of “the other.” ... People cannot admit that the 
enemy possesses some of those positive qualities which they 
hoard, so to speak, as their own exclusive possession. And 
they cannot concede that their own group possesses those 
negative qualities which they are certain are the unique char
acteristics of the enemy (1990, p. 118 and works cited there.).

This appears to be open possibilities for distinguishing eth
nic groups from other identifications and shedding light on 
the proportion of ethnic groups among the collective names 
within a given area. We naturally also get the possibility to 
identify ethnic signals in archaeological material with greater 
precision.

But what is the real significance of the objections that 
have been directed against an uncritical use of the sources’ 
names for human collectives as if they were ethnic groups in 
anthropological sense? Perhaps, when all is said and done, it 
is mostly ethnic names that occur in the written source mate
rial.

The question is perhaps best illuminated by studying a 
defined area in this respect.

The next step
As previously pointed out, there are in northern Fennoscandia 
many references to human collectives in the medieval sources 
and also in place-names and oral traditions. To what extent 
do these constitute ethnic groups according to the narrow 
anthropological definition? To what extent do they reflect 
other grounds for classification? Can the names be associ-
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ated with a certain time when people began to an increasing 
extent to distinguish out-groups of various kind and - as 
later became more common - to fix these names on paper? Is 
the distinction of ethnic groups something that goes hand in 
hand with the establishment of power from distant centres?

Fennoscandia is fairly well suited as a field of study for 
this methodological question. It appears to have been a 
multicultural environment - probably one of the most com
plex in the Middle Ages in Scandinavia - with several differ
ent totally unrelated languages being spoken: Saarni, Finnish 
dialects, Swedish and, to a certain extent, perhaps also Rus
sian. We know too that the area was colonized from present- 
day Sweden and Finland and to a certain extent (through 
intermediaries) taxed from Novgorod and from Norway be
fore the Swedish crown successively asserted itself in the area 
(Wallerström 1995a, pp. 187-211, 251-266, 310-312).

In an area like this, ethnicity should be expressed in names 
of peoples, since ethnicity is developed in the encounter be
tween different groups. In the Middle Ages this must have 
been a rather heterogeneous area in cultural terms. One can 
therefore presume that the different names to a certain de
gree reflect ethnicity. We should at all events be able to as
sume that there were cultural differences between different 
groups. In addition, we know quite a lot about the coloniza
tion process, as regards the areas of origin and the chronol
ogy, and also the relations of northern Fennoscandia to power 
centres (cf. Wallerström 1995a,b; Hansen 1990; Urbańczyk
1992).

In northern Norway the conditions for cultivation were 
relatively favourable because of the Gulf Stream, despite the 
northern latitudes. This, together with the maritime resources 
and the opportunities to exploit the northern Fennoscandian 
interior (including its human resources) explains the relatively 
rich Iron Age settlement we know from the Merovingian 
Period and the Viking Age with the gradual expansion of 
agriculture. In political terms the eleventh century was a pe
riod of transition which is characterized by the stronger ties 
of the north Norwegian petty chiefdoms to power centres 
further south. This development was accentuated in the course 
of the Middle Ages with the intensified cultural and economic 
bonds, and it took place as conversion to Christianity pro
ceeded and the area was tied to the Hanseatic economy. This
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development also affected the population in the interior parts 
of northern Fennoscandia, which in the course of the last 
decades of the twelfth century and later found themselves 
increasingly coerced into a relationship with the crown.

In the Saarni language there is boat terminology of Sla
vonic origin (Korhonen 1982), and a large number of twelfth 
and thirteenth-century objects of eastern European (“Rus
sian”) provenance have been found in northern Fennoscandia 
(Makarov 1991, 1992). We also note occurrences in the inte
rior of northern Fennoscandia of Viking Age and medieval 
artefacts whose provenance should be sought in Norway and 
Finland. Besides Saarni, Finnish, Norwegian, and Swedish 
place-names, there are also a number of places with names 
that are ultimately of origin Russian in the interior of north
ern Fennoscandia.9 There appears have been competition 
between the Norwegian crown and Novgorod which, to all 
appearances, was initiated in the twelfth century and then 
abated in the fourteenth century as treaties were concluded 
(the Peace of Novgorod, 1326).

In the fourteenth century the Swedish crown and the 
church were established in the area of the Gulf of Bothnia. 
This establishment was partly due to the systematically im
plemented agricultural colonization with farmers immigrat
ing probably from eastern central Sweden, but also because 
the farming population on the coast were becoming closely 
linked to the crown in client relationships. The population 
of the interior were also - indirectly - linked to the crown.

Swedish establishment in the fourteenth century was pre
ceded by Finnish-speaking colonization dated to the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries at the latest, with a wilderness 
economy and regular contacts with the Saarni, the first agri
cultural settlement in the valleys of the Torneälv and Fuleälv 
rivers. Comparative studies in Tornedalen indicate Satakunta 
and Tavastia in Finland as the place of origin, but a Russian 
area (Karelia?) is also conceivable. Swedish agricultural colo
nization in the valleys of the Piteälv and Fuleälv favoured 
Swedish domination. The “Finnish” colonization may have 
arisen because the wilderness had become uninhabitable due 
to raids from Novgorod and Karelia.

There is no support for the view that former Norwegian 
hegemony over Saarni lands was lost in the thirteenth cen
tury. Karelians, Kvæns, and later Birkarls competed with the
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Norwegian king and North Norwegian chieftains. Reduced 
Norwegian activity was caused by declining fur exports and 
a switch to the production of dried fish. Eastern European 
conditions and competition in the west also led to reduced 
influence for Novgorod. The settled population on the Gulf 
of Bothnia became increasingly important for the Saarni, and 
Swedish hegemony was imposed in the sixteenth century.

Archaeological study of Saarni links with different politi
cal and economic centres leads to a new view of the Kvæns- 
Kainuulaiset, and partly also the Birkarls. Kvæns were found 
not just in Sweden-Finland and Norway but also in Russia. 
A group of Kvæns crystallized under the protection of the 
Swedish king and were given the name Birkarls. Their activ
ity has a great deal in common with Novgorod’s exaction of 
tribute on the peripheries. Other groups named in the sources 
(Chuds, Kylfings, Varjags, Karelians) should probably be seen 
as temporary tribute collectors for Novgorod.

Parish formation and church-building in Norrbotten 
around 1350 brought a foreign judicial order to the area, 
along with monopoly trade, market-places, and monetization. 
Unlike the competitors’ coercive taxation and unstable lord- 
ship over local groups, the Swedish establishment was asso
ciated with the church and agricultural colonization follow
ing general European patterns of expansion. It is also associ
ated with specific regal powers which distinguish the king 
from the church. The subjects were made dependent on the 
social order guaranteed by the crown. The church levelled 
out cultural differences between centre and periphery, high 
and low, paving the way for government based on consen
sus.

The farmers who moved up from the south, with their 
market-integrated economy, would have lost a lot by not 
supporting the crown. The rival aspirants to hegemony did 
not give people the same incentive to submit to power.

Regalism is evident in Norrbotten around 1350 and in 
other parts of Sweden mainly in the thirteenth century and 
later. Through time different power spheres defined by regal 
rights were demarcated - a stage in the development of the 
post-medieval state.

In this culturally complex area, one must reckon with the 
occurrence of a great many different ethnic groups. But what 
is the real meaning of the names? To what extent do they 
designate, for example, out-groups?
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I have here identified the interior population with the 
modern Saarni, a relatively well-defined group today, but this 
procedure is debatable. In a context like this it should be 
replaced by names such as “the ancestors of the Saarni” or 
something similar - it has not been confirmed that the Vi
king Age and medieval interior population includes only to
day’s Saarni among their successors. It is in any case well 
known that the farming population in historical times was 
recruited to varying extents among Saami-speaking groups 
(cf. e.g. Hultblad 1968; Bylund 1956; Arell 1977; Moritz 
1990), and studies of the genetic make-up of present-day 
groups reveal a mixture of blood that went on for a very 
long time (Nylander and Beckman 1991).

The emergence of today’s ethnic situation is complex, 
which means that collective names must be problematized if 
they are to be used in a study of the relationship between 
state, religion, and ethnicity and to give a better understand
ing of the growth of present-day political structures.10 In what 
circumstances were the categories in the written sources 
coined?

Old collective names in northern Fennoscandia 
- originally ethnic groups or what?
Groups of people in northern Fennoscandia are designated 
in the historical sources in different ways: as Kvcens, Kajans, 
Kainuulaiset, Gåinolatj, Hälsings, Karelians, Karjalaiset, 
Birkarls, Lapps, Finns, Terfinns, Lappalaiset, Hämäläiset, 
Chuds, Russians, and Venäläinen (the Finnish word for Rus
sians). In addition, there were north Norwegian chieftains in 
the area who pursued finnkaup (“trading with Finns”, i.e. 
Lapps) and representatives of the Norway king, sysselmenn, 
with the task of collecting tribute. The much-discussed mythi
cal stallos which have been associated with remains of settle
ment in the mountains, belong to the world of fable (e.g. 
Kjellström 1975, 1976, 1983; most recently Mulk 1994, pp. 
129-146; Storli 1994). At the estuary of the Kemiälv river, 
certain Finnish-language place-names refer to Swedish and 
German towns (Visby, Sigtuna, and Lübeck) and at the salmon 
fisheries at the mouths of the Torneälv, Kemiälv, and Uleälv 
rivers, as well as near the mouth of the Iijoki, there are, as 
Jouko Vahtola (1990) has shown, many German-influenced
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place-names which he sees as expressions of Hanseatic pen
etration with the salmon fisheries as the chief goal.

At first glance, one might perceive all these names of groups 
as referring to ethnic groups, and interpretations of this kind 
have also occurred in research. The nationality of some of 
these groups has also been discussed. Nowadays, however, 
the state of research allows greater precision.

I shall discuss here the collective names in northern 
Fennoscandia. To what extent can they be regarded as spe
cifically ethnic groups? Are there in fact completely different 
naming principles reflected in the source material? In certain 
cases the names do not appear to have acquired an ethnic 
meaning until later times. I cannot treat the problems here in 
the detail that would be desirable. Nevertheless, certain lines 
emerge.

Pejorative names occur. The name Kvener is considered a 
term of abuse in northern Norway, for people of Finnish stock, 
although there are now endeavours to raise the status of the 
term and ethnify it (cf. Olsen 1983).

This name also occurs in variant forms: Kvæner is an old 
name for Finnish-speaking immigrants who came from north
ern Finland or northern Sweden long ago as new settlers or 
to trade and fish. When one wants emphasize the origin in 
Finland (and not in Sweden) the term Storfinlænder may be 
used, or in Troms County also Russekvæn (a reference to 
citizenship in the then Russian Finland), while in Varanger 
Russekvæn denotes the Karelians who came to Varanger from 
the Murmansk coast and Russian Karelia. The name Kvæn 
was not used about people from the higher social classes 
(Qvigstad 1921, p. 3).

Likewise Kainuulaiset (Vilkuna 1969, p. 12 f.) and Kaj- 
vany, with their equivalents in various dialects (Vepsian, 
Ludian, Russian), can be regarded in present-day Russia as a 
term of abuse (see also Wallerström 1995a, p. 227 and works 
cited there; Vilkuna 1969, pp. 12 f.).

An assembled assessment on the basis of written data, 
place-names, and the archaeological picture shows that 
Kainuulaiset and Kajvany designate the non-Saami popula
tion in the Bothnian area, the population that in western 
Norwegian sources are named Kvæner - the variations are 
due to linguistic differences between Baltic-Finnish, West 
Norse, and Russian names. These people were an intermedi
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ary link, at any rate from the tenth to the thirteenth centu
ries, between the Saarni and fur-trading centres in eastern 
Europe, at a later stage in competition with Karelians and 
others. With reference to the wide distribution, with “mar- 
ginality” and contacts with the fur-producing areas and the 
relation to Novgorod as the smallest common denominator, 
they can scarcely be perceived as a homogeneous or united 
group in the anthropological sense and, to my knowledge, 
they never acted as a group (see also Wallerström 1995a, pp. 
225-229).

The old controversy (cf. e.g. Holm 1982) about whether 
Kvæns and Kainuulaiset are one and the same people (cf. the 
surveys of research by Tenertz 1962, pp. 104-142 and Julku 
1987, pp. 170-174) is resolved in this perspective: the dis
cussion has in fact concerned two linguistically different 
names for the non-Saami population in the Bothnian area, 
not more related than, for example, Russian kajvany and 
Swedish bottningar (Wallerström 1996, p. 114). In neither 
case is it a matter of names of ethnic groups. It was the initial 
letter of the two names that raised the question of a common 
origin.

A modus vivendi name is probably found in the Old Norse 
name Finne for a Lapp, still used in Norwegian. Björn 
Collinder (1953, pp. 32 f.) believes that the name Lapp came 
into general use in Swedish at the time when it had become 
more common to call Suomalaiset by the name Finns, “at 
the latest in the twelfth century”. Åke Campbell (1954, pp. 
261 f.) shows with examples from the sixteenth to the eight
eenth centuries how names such as “Lappfinne” or “Finn
lapp” were used outside peasant circles when a distinction 
had to be made.

The meaning of the name Finne is problematic since it is 
used in Norwegian as a designation for inhabitants of Fin
land and for the Saarni. When contextual data are lacking, is 
it difficult to be sure which of them is intended.

Among the earliest recorded written forms of Finn is the 
name of the people in the name of the province of Finnveden 
in Småland used by the Gothic historian Jordanes (sixth cen
tury) and Finnoi in Ptolemy (second century A.D.). Finnaitbae 
in Jordanes has been read as “inhabitants of Finnveden” but 
this is an uncertain interpretation (Härenstam 1946, p. 3; cf. 
Svennung 1964, p. 79; Areskoug 1972, pp. 4 f.). These in
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habitants are incidentally also indirectly known through ru
nic inscriptions from the eleventh century (Burström 1991, 
pp. 135 f. and works cited there).

It is without doubt that the name in question mostly des
ignates the “Lappish” population (cf. Norwegian Finnmarken 
= Lapland). A large number of place-names in Sweden, Nor
way, and Denmark contain the first element Fin(n)-, Finne-, 
or Fin(s)-, some of which have their origin in the ethnic name 
while others have a completely different origin. In certain 
cases the first element Finn- has been interpreted as deriving 
from the man’s name (Hald 1959).

The most common, albeit uncertain, explanation of the 
origin of the name Finne - first known as Fenni in Tacitus’ 
Germania (A.D. 98) - is that the word belongs to the wide
spread Germanic family of words which is represented, for 
instance, by English find (perhaps deriving from a root mean
ing “go”), and the Old High German fendo, which means 
“walker”. Other etymologies have also been proposed (see 
Itkonen 1959). Olaf the Holy’s court poet, Sighvat Skald, c. 
1020-30, calls the inhabitants of southern Finland 
Finnlendingar (Finlanders), presumably to distinguish them 
from “Lapps”. Here we find, incidentally, the first certain 
reference to a Finland located between the Bothnian Sea and 
the Gulf of Finland (Gallen 1964, pp. 125 f.).

The crucial feature of the name Finn is thus the way of 
life. In both Finnmark and Finnveden, the outside observers 
who coined the name were unable to distinguish anything 
but itinerant people; stationary settlement does not appear 
in Finnveden before the late Iron Age (Burström 1991, p. 
142). Studies of vegetation history have shown that general 
cultivation in Finnveden and the surrounding areas did not 
occur before the end of the Viking Age and later. However, 
stock raising and non-continuous, non-stationary agriculture 
have been demonstrated11 - undoubtedly an expression of an 
itinerant way of life which could be a basis for Jordanes’ 
name for the area in question.

Can the ancient authors’ use of the name Finns be pre
sumed to be determined by a non-settled way of life in the 
present-day Finland as well? It is beyond doubt that hunting 
and fishing as a livelihood continued to be of great signifi
cance for the population of Finland in the Middle Ages, much 
longer than among the peoples of western Europe. It is diffi
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cult, however, to know to what extent a population had to 
have abandoned hunting, collecting, or other reasons for an 
“itinerant” way of life for the economically determined mean
ing of the term Finns to have seemed less appropriate to an 
author.12

The name Finn should primarily, in accordance with the 
etymological meaning, be perceived as a reference to a way 
of life, not to ethnicity. The Germanic origin of the name 
shows that it is not is a self-designation. Later, however, it 
become associated with the Saarni and the population of the 
present-day Finland. The self-designation Suomalainen for 
the inhabitants of Finland has been the subject of many at
tempted interpretations, the most recent being that it was 
formed from a personal name which in turn became the name 
of an ethnic group (Uibopuu 1988, pp. 126 f. and works 
cited there).

A similar modus vivendi meaning should probably be as
cribed to the name “Lapps”. In Swedish usage Lapp some
times has a disparaging ring, although many older people 
use it without any such connotations; for some years the of
ficial term has been Same. The disparaging implications would 
justify placing it in the pejorative category. However, the pic
ture is different if we go further back in time.

The first instance of Lapp in Scandinavian sources is found 
in utraque Lappia, the two Laplands, in Saxo Grammaticus’ 
Gesta Danorum, written in Latin c. 1200. In Swedish, as in 
Estonian, the appellative lapp means “a small bit of cloth or 
leather”. It is assumed that the name of the people was first 
used by Swedish Vikings settled in the Ladoga area. Accord
ing to this hypothesis, the name is a loan-translation of the 
Saarni word vuowjos, which has the meaning “piece of cloth 
or leather” but also “fishing or hunting party” - in the latter 
case perhaps a self-designation. The Norse Ladoga- 
Varangians would thus have used a loan-translation as the 
name of this group, which can then be conceived of as an 
incorrect translation of a self-designation “fishing or hunt
ing party”. In writing the name occurs first in Russian chroni
cles from c. 1000 A.D. (Uibopuu 1988, p. 115; Korhonen 
and Thomasson 1995).

The explanation “fishing or hunting party” is in line with 
what is found in a royal statute issued in Latin in 1328 
(Svenskt Diplomatarium 4, no. 2676). The name is explained
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here as “the wandering forest people (homines siluestres et 
vagos) who are called Lappa in the vernacular” (from the 
Norwegian translation by Bergsland 1970, p. 390), and the 
meaning can be said to be the same as that of Finn, although 
the explicit “wandering” feature distinguishes the Lapps.

If we look at the explanation of the term “Lapp” in 1328, 
it is a name without any clearly ethnic meaning. It can either 
be perceived as a modus vivendi name, since it is conceivable 
that many - in the narrow sense - ethnic groups at the same 
time may have lived as “wandering forest people” in this 
area.

As regards the designation “Lapps”, more modern sources 
have references to the way of life as basis for affiliation. We 
know that one and the same person could be alternatively 
referred to as “Lapp” or “settler, colonist” in district court 
records from Jukkasjärvi Parish from the eighteenth century 
- one was referred to as a “Lapp” if one lived like a Lapp, as 
a new settler regardless of ethnic origin. Being a “Lapp” was 
at this time an economic category rather than an ethnic one 
(cf. Arell 1977, pp. 37-40).

The names “Lapp” and “Finn” give a deceptive illusion 
of cultural homogeneity within the settlement area - archaeo
logical studies emphasize the fact that there are considerable 
differences in way of life within the area that was inhabited 
by the people whom the medieval writers called “Lapps” or 
“Finns” (cf. Mulk 1994; Odner 1992). It appears to be pos
sible to distinguish a shift of meaning so that it becomes in
creasingly ethnic (“Saarni”) - a phenomenon that not is not 
without parallels.13 The situation is no doubt similar for the 
Norwegian name Finner and the national term Finns.

The present-day offensive meaning must be a later phe
nomenon. So too is the ethnic sense.

Administratively determined names are undoubtedly re
flected in expressions such as “Russian merchants” and “Rus
sians”, a name that in the Bothnian area in the sixteenth 
century probably applies to Finnish-speaking Karelians, Rus
sian subjects (cf. Luukko 1969).

Economic-functional names can also be exemplified: we 
find one such in the concept Bottnekarlar (“Bothnian men”), 
that is, merchants from towns such as Stockholm, Åbo 
(Turku), Strängnäs, Norrköping, Uppsala, Enköping, Ulfsby, 
Sigtuna, Västerås, or Raumo, which in the late Middle Ages
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and the sixteenth century made summer trading expeditions 
to the harbours and market-places of the Gulf of Bothnia. 
The name occurs fairly often in Stockholm’s late medieval 
town records, and it appears in some cases to refer to repre
sentatives of the towns’ richest merchants who pursued trade 
in these areas (Luukko 1957). Despite the name, these men 
were not settled in the Bothnian area. They were only there 
for part of the year.

Yet another economic-functional designation is in all prob
ability seen in the Swedish name Birkarlar. According to the 
latest findings, the Birkarls were a group of permanently set
tled people on the Norrbotten coast (from Piteå Parish in the 
south to Torneå in the north) who obtained a privileged posi
tion when the Swedish crown established its power in this 
area, because they already had long-standing contacts with 
the Saarni and hence could provide merchants from the south 
with products from Lapland. This privileged position - ac
cording to their own claims derived from a privilege granted 
by a thirteenth-century Swedish king - did not come from 
any formal charter but from the fact that all market trade at 
this time was pursued under royal protection. In this case the 
crown tried to thwart the Karelians and Tavastians who had 
long been active in Lapland. The old interpretation accord
ing to which the Birkarls immigrated from Birkala Parish in 
Finland has now been refuted (Wallerström 1995a, pp. 239— 
250).

The name in question arose in connection with the estab
lishment of the Swedish crown; the activities pursued by the 
Birkarls had counterparts in Novgorod’s peripheries and prob
ably arose in connection with the Novgorod expansion in 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. In Norrbotten there was 
also tribute in furs with direct fiscal counterparts in Novgorod. 
Norrbotten was part of an area which, with the Peace of 
Nöteborg in 1323, came to be reckoned as Swedish- 
Novgorod common land, which explains the Novgorodian 
features of the taxation system and is in harmony with ar
chaeological finds of twelfth- and thirteenth-century eastern 
European artefacts in northern Fennoscandia (Wallerström 
1995a, pp. 256-262).

Besides these Birkarls, we have the category recorded in 
writing in the thirteenth-century Egils saga Skallagnmssonar: 
Kylfingar, an armed group that mounted devastating raids
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among the Saarni. There appears to be agreement about the 
identity of the Kylfings and the Kolbjags. In the oldest Rus
sian law, Russkaja Pravda, Kolbjags are mentioned for first 
time alongside the Varjags. They appear to be a privileged 
group which could still be pagan. In Byzantine documents 
there are references to Kolbjags as mercenaries in the emper
or’s service, always together with Varjags (Varangians). The 
form Kolbjag is considered to show that the Russians had 
borrowed it from the Varjags. In Novgorod in the twelfth 
century, Varjags, Kolbjags, and foreign merchants made up a 
separate group. Place-names which can be associated with 
Kolbjags are found chiefly in the area between Tikhvin, 
Novgorod, and Pskov (Johansen 1964; Mühle 1991, pp. 
157 f.).

According to another interpretation (by Masjinskij and 
Masjinskaja 1988 - here cited from Eidlitz Kuoljok 1991, 
pp. 52, 112, note 23) the Kolbjags traded and collected trib
ute from the Saarni. There is supposed to have been an ethni
cally mixed group settled in Staraja Ladoga (with Scandin
avian, Baltic-Finnish, and Slavonic elements) which until the 
twelfth century had been independent in relation to Novgorod 
but not to Staraja Ladoga. These Kolbjags are supposed to 
have been fishermen and pursued a little agriculture and 
traded and collected tribute, at any rate since the ninth cen
tury. As Johansen points out, it is conceivable that Kolbjags 
and Varjags took part as mercenaries in Novgorod’s north
ern expansion and hence came into contact with the Saarni. 
Besides the reference in Egils saga, there are no mentions of 
Kolbjags/Kylfings from northern Fennoscandia. Those men
tioned in Egils saga appear have to have been non-Russian 
or non-Slavonic “Novgorodians” or perhaps from Staraja 
Ladoga (Wallerström 1995a, p. 237).

Certain Finnish-language place-names also refer to Varjags, 
with a distribution that is linked to the interior water routes 
of northern Fennoscandia, those which linked the Gulf of 
Bothnia with the Gulf of Finland, with a particular concen
tration around Uleälv estuary (Kerkkonen 1963, 1975). Ac
cording to Kerkkonen, the concentration at this estuary is a 
trace of a northern trade route which linked the Gulf of 
Bothnia to the Russian rivers. She cites datings which, in her 
opinion, put them in the Viking Age. The meaning of 
Vceringjar/Varjagi is highly controversial, however. What can
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be said with certainty is that Varjagi designates participants 
in the retinue of the Russian or Byzantine prince, which later 
became an umbrella term for northern Germanic people in 
general and could consist of people from many different 
places. The name Varjag for “professional Nordic warrior” 
appears to have fallen out of use after 1036. In the eleventh 
century and until the mid thirteenth century, Varjag denoted 
a member of a guild of Scandinavian merchants in Novgorod 
who enjoyed certain privileges. Towards the end of this pe
riod the name also appears to include non-Scandinavians from 
the Baltic area. In modern-day northern Russian dialects the 
meaning is synonymous with non-Russian vagabond or ped
dler (Rahbek Schmidt 1975; Riiss 1981, p. 273).

For the interpretation of these northern Varjags the dat
ing is crucial, but despite Kerkkonen’s efforts, it is problem
atic. At all events, however, these names appear to testify to 
what may be called a Novgorod presence which was main
tained by non-Russians (Wallerström 1995a, p. 236). Nei
ther place-names with the element Varjakka nor the use of 
Kylfings appear to refer to a particular ethnic group.

A name based on a geographical region is Hälsings. The 
term Hälsingland denotes two different things, the province 
of Hälsingland proper, whose name derives from the coastal 
topography in the main settlement districts, and a wider area 
which came under the jurisdiction of the Hälsingland law 
(Brink 1981), which is a more recent concept. Hälsings can 
be inhabitants of the province but also people who settled 
outside it: we have a Hälsingebyn in Tornedalen, whose in
habitants for some reason were perceived as Hälsings, per
haps because they came under Hälsingland jurisdiction. The 
village has a parallel Finnish name, Kainuunkylä. Near the 
village there is a medieval pagan cemetery which, together 
with other data, shows that the village arose through coloni
zation from parts of the present-day Finland and (probably) 
formerly Finnish-speaking parts of Russia (Wallerström 
1995a, pp. 107-147).

The name Terfinns, first mentioned in Ottar’s account of 
his travels in the late ninth century, with reference to Terfinna 
land, denotes the easternmost part of the Kola Peninsula and 
is derived from a Russian geographical name (Bergsland
1985).

Yet another name based on a geographical region is per
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haps found in Cbuds, if we understand by this that it is the 
Chuds who are included in the Russian name Zavolocheskaja 
Chud or Chud Zavolocheskaja. The name Zavoloche comes 
from Russian volok, a strip of land between watercourses 
where a boat could be carried or dragged. This topographi
cal designation has the approximate meaning “the area be
hind the portage”. The physical scope of this designation 
varied through time (see also Wallerström 1995a, p. 338, 
note 14 and works cited there).

The name Chud is an umbrella term in Russian for Baltic 
Finnish groups in the former provinces of Pskov, Novgorod, 
Arkhangelsk, and Olonets but also in Perm and Siberia - a 
name that was spread by colonization. It is usually thought 
that the meaning was originally “Germans”, since the word 
is of Gothic origin, piuda, meaning “people”. The Russian 
name is known from historical legends about attacks by raid
ers who were known by this name (Vasmer 1958, p. 352). 
More recent studies have viewed these traditions as having a 
historical foundation and, as regards northern Fennoscandia, 
they have been associated with compulsory tribute collected 
by Novgorod, with Baltic Finnish peoples (Karelians, Ves’ - 
the latter generally regarded as ancestors of the later Vepsians) 
as intermediaries in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. It is 
a collective name whose ethnic meaning is not really unam
biguous (see also Wallerström 1995a, pp. 234 f. and works 
cited there).

The names Bjarmar and Bjarmaland which occur in West 
Norse sources with reference to the regions around the White 
Sea, or possibly even further east, are likewise debated as 
regards the location and the etymology. The first references 
are found in Ottar’s narrative, in an Icelandic poem (dated 
975), and also in Historia Norwegiae (c. 1170). The most 
recent opinion on the issue, by Tatjana N. Jackson (1992), 
claims that it is the area around the White Sea that is desig
nated by “the land of the Bjarmar” (cf. Authén Blom 1978; 
Stang 1977; Vilkuna 1956 for surveys of research). The ety
mology has most recently been associated with concepts such 
as “earth, land” (Alvre 1981, pp. 407-413).14 When Bjarms 
are mentioned in northern Fennoscandia, it appears to be in 
the context of temporary visits. In view of the composite 
origin of the population of northern Russia and the White 
Sea area, the name can scarcely be perceived as anything but
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an umbrella term with reference to geographical origin in a 
particular area.

Certain names of groups in the northern Fennoscandian 
area have a meaning that is hard to understand. This is the 
case with both Karjalaiset and Hämäläiset, two peoples who 
have given names to Finnish provinces, but which also occur 
as place-name elements far outside the Tavastian and Karelian 
Iron Age districts, for instance in Tornedalen (cf. Vahtola 
1980, pp. 98, 317). When they appear as place-name ele
ments, they are associated with the naming practices of Finn
ish-speaking neighbours, with reference to human collectives 
which are viewed by scholars as Stammen (“tribes”) accord
ing to central European historical terminology, groups with 
great internal solidarity and distinctive in relation to other 
contemporary groups (cf. Taavitsainen 1990, pp. 142-161). 
The linguistic interpretation of the name Karjalaiset has led 
to disagreement among scholars (cf. Nissilä 1963; Uibopuu 
1986, p. 144). The Saamis’ name for themselves, sameh, to
gether with Hämeläinen (Tavastian), is considered to go back 
to a shared Ur-Baltic-Finnish name (Uibopuu 1986, p. 115).

Finally, a religiously determined name should be men
tioned, one which was also used of the population of north
ern Fennoscandia: Russian nemtsy, which actually means 
“dumb people”. This name refers to the representatives of 
Latin Christianity who, unlike the clergy in the eastern church, 
did not accept the use of the vernacular languages in com
munication with God, allowing only Latin, Greek, or He
brew. This at once religious and disparaging name began to 
come into use towards the end of the twelfth century (Lind 
1990, p. 21, note 54).

It was noted at the start of this essay that self-designa
tions are difficult to demonstrate in early written sources, 
and the probable reason, in this marginal area of the literate 
world, is that the sources reflect the outlook of outside ob
servers, not that of “the observed”. The Saarni self-designa
tion has only been established among “literate” groups in 
modern times, but it is attested early - the first time in the 
form semsveinum in an Icelandic saga (Vatnsdcela saga) dated 
to c. 1270 (Collinder 1965; Benediktsson 1975). The name 
Same is also recorded by the seventeenth-century writer 
Johannes Schefferus (1967, p. 41).

In addition to this, we can distinguish names which are so
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closely related that they must be perceived as pure loanwords 
in this environment. The Swedish word Lappar is borrowed 
from the Finnish Lappalaiset (itself supposedly borrowed 
from Ladoga-Varangian. The Saarni name Gärjel, the word 
for Karelians, borrowed from Finnish Karjalaiset, is associ
ated in Saarni folk tradition with small groups of feared in
truders who persecuted the Saarni in old times (Korhonen 
1979, p. 200 and works cited there). The situation is similar 
with Kainuulaiset and Saarni Gäinolatj (cf. Korhonen 1979, 
p. 200 note 67). The Russian names Kajany and Kajbany are 
also equivalents of Kainuulaiset.

It is difficult to draw firm conclusions about the exact 
meaning of the collective names that are treated here. Cer
tain lines nevertheless stand out clearly:

As regards Karelians, Chuds, Varjags, Kylfings, and 
Bjarms, one notices that the same geographical areas recur 
in the attributions: Karelia, Novgorod, the White Sea area 
(Bjarmaland) and Zavoloche. Judging by the written sources, 
the dating seems to be medieval. It is also these areas that are 
associated with the finds of eastern European origin with 
datings in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries which occur, 
for instance, at Saarni votive sites and elsewhere in northern 
Fennoscandia. The groups in question seem to be people who 
had dealings with the Saarni, either as traders or as tribute 
collectors. The Russian traditions about Chuds have been 
interpreted as showing that these were in a hostile relation
ship to early political centres (such as Novgorod) before they 
were finally defeated. These groups, despite the Novgorod 
ties, do not seem to be “Russians” in the strict sense, but in 
practice they are “Novgorodians” - non-Russian people who, 
after having been subdued, served Novgorod by paying trib
utes in furs.

The eastern European finds, as Makarov (1991, 1992) 
has maintained, can be associated with the agricultural colo
nization directed towards the north and the exploitation of 
furs in “Russian Scandinavia”, which began in the eleventh 
century. This is in turn linked to Vladimir the Floly and his 
successors’ monopolization of political power in the eastern 
Slavonic area, a power concentration for which the Novgorod 
fur trade was vital (cf. e.g. Martin 1986, 1995, pp. 62-70, 
90-134).

The names Kainuulaiset, Kajany, etc., seem originally to
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have been terms of abuse, a name that the Russians applied 
to certain Baltic Finnish folk with whom they were in con
tact - chiefly groups which, judging by the written sources 
and other data, were involved in the international fur trade 
in the Middle Ages. In modern times the name has been at
tached to the population that immigrated from various quar
ters in the area of the Gulf of Bothnia, chiefly the Finnish
speaking part. These Kainuulaiset, Kajany etc., like the 
Kvcener in West Norse sources, are settled in northern 
Fennoscandia. Judging by the written information, the oth
ers are either temporary visitors (Bjarms) or tax collectors, 
who were associated with Novgorod in a subservient rela
tionship (Varjags, Kylfings). As regards Karelians, the pic
ture is more divided since in Saarni traditions they are equated 
with robbers - lower Tornedalen, on the other hand, was 
partly colonized from precisely area which can be regarded 
as Karelian.

The many names which have to do with distant power 
centres also include Bothnians, Hälsings, and Birkarls, names 
which at the earliest can be associated with the Swedish crown 
in the fourteenth century. The others appear in the eleventh 
century at the earliest, and the Kvæns - rivals of the north 
Norwegian chieftains - even earlier.

Further conclusions
Weighing up the semantic content of the names, the data on 
settlement history, and available knowledge about power 
expansion and economic penetration from centres outside 
northern Fennoscandia, we see that the names of groups at 
the time when they were named do not denote what anthro
pological research calls “ethnic groups”. The linguistic con
tent shows that other identifications than ethnic ones are 
expressed in northern Fennoscandia - the non-ethnic ones 
even predominate. We are almost certainly dealing with names 
or descriptions coined by outsiders, in which it is chiefly the 
observer’s perspective and classification criteria that are re
flected, scarcely those of the observed. On the other hand, 
names which were initially rather imprecise may later have 
taken on increasingly clearly defined ethnic meanings: the 
narrow ethnic sense of the names Finn and Lapp stand out 
as a more recent phenomenon.
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The names we know from written sources concerning 
northern Fennoscandia were not coined by the indigenous 
population but by foreigners, more specifically outside 
colonizers and exploiters in northern and eastern Europe who 
in the centuries around A.D. 1000 enlisted the aid of the 
written word for religious and administrative purposes.

At this time northern Fennoscandia was drawn into the 
economic networks that can be associated with power pen
etration from the expanding kingdoms of northern and east
ern Europe, judging by finds in the area of metal objects with 
known date and provenance. The eleventh century was the 
start of a time with continuous influx of objects which were 
certainly produced outside the area. Metal objects dating from 
the first millennium A.D. are rarer in northern Fennoscandia, 
and the continuous, quantitatively more significant influx 
first makes itself felt in northern Norwegian coastal areas in 
the latter centuries of the Iron Age, and in the easternmost 
parts of northern Fennoscandia not until about the year 1000 
(cf. Sjøvold 1962-1974; Serning 1960; Fluurre 1987). As 
previously mentioned, is it only at this time we can reckon 
with an established farming population in northern 
Fennoscandia, earliest on the coast of northern Norway and 
much later around the Gulf of Bothnia.

The number of objects of known provenance and dating 
which have been found in other parts of northern Fenno
scandia than the northern Norwegian coastal zone increases 
from the fourteenth century onwards, probably because 
northern Fennoscandia was now being rapidly integrated in 
the sphere another expanding power than the church and the 
kings - the Idansa, which relied on linking land and water 
routes in networks to form a power factor that could com
pete with both secular and spiritual authorities (see Ellmers 
1985).

The collective names associated with economic and power 
penetration can therefore, generally speaking, not be dated 
earlier than the tenth to fourteenth centuries. The popula
tion that was already settled in northern Fennoscandia went 
under names that were known much earlier, names that re
flect their economy, but scarcely anything else.

We may also note that one and the same person can very 
well go under several different “ethnic names”, depending 
on the observer’s position. An inhabitant of the area round
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the Gulf of Bothnia could be called Kvæn, Birkarl (if he was 
one), Hälsing (since he was under the jurisdiction of the 
Hälsingland law), or Nemets (the Russian name for Swedes 
and others). He could also be designated as living in “the 
land of the Kajans” and being a colonist with an origin in 
Tavastia (Häme). Analogous duplications have also been 
found to occur in the names of groups in the Migration Pe
riod.15

The use of umbrella terms for human collectives other 
than ethnic ones is, as has already been shown by our glances 
at the rest of the world, what one may expect in situations 
like that in northern Fennoscandia in the Middle Ages. Peter 
Burke (1993, pp. 66 f.) - in a completely different context - 
has pointed out that the burgeoning national sense of iden
tity used in the late Middle Ages and early modern period 
had several rival kinds of identity: one can reckon that re
gional, ethnic, urban, and religious meanings came into the 
written sources, and also meanings to do with gender, fam
ily, clergy, or nobility. These have, or may have had, special 
names, but this is not so problematic since the quantity of 
the source material gives us good opportunities for interpre
tation. This is not always the case.

Otherwise we find a previously known pattern: When 
ancient writers described the “barbaric” peoples - societies 
organized according to completely different principles than 
the “civilized” peoples - order was created in the conditions 
that appeared chaotic to a Greek or Roman observer. These 
societies were described in ethnographic terms which were 
well-known — concepts such as “tribes”, “peoples”, and “na
tions”. These units were the further systematized with re
spect to geographical location, origin, language, customs, and 
religion. A well-organized “barbarian” world was thus cre
ated with neatly demarcated units, each with its own distinc
tive features. This systematization was so successful that “the 
barbarian peoples” later perceived themselves and their past 
on the basis of the ancient writers’ categories - concepts which 
modern scholars have also found it difficult to liberate them
selves from. The “Germanic tribes” in the ancient writers 
were thus made to seem like a form of organization whereas 
in actual fact they were a collection of diverse and unstable 
units which were constantly regrouped through divisions and 
amalgamations - a reality far from the categories in the writ
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ten sources (Geary 1988, pp. vi-vii, 39-41, 53, 57).
This state of affairs means, among other things, that a 

scholar must carefully consider whether the collective names 
in the sources were newly created by the writers or might 
have been long-established categories. One should also bear 
in mind that these names give an illusion of cultural homo
geneity among “the observed”.

Further: if these group names were fresh creations, then 
information about them naturally cannot be used in retro
spective argumentation. This should however be the case if 
the names in question have a meaning that clearly states that 
they refer to an “in-group”, that is, an ethnic group which 
contrasts itself with others.

It seems natural to believe that in the multiplicity of names 
for human collectives in northern Fennoscandia in the Mid
dle Ages, we have an analogy to conditions observed among 
stateless hunting-and-gathering societies outside Europe when 
they came into contact with farming representatives of the 
post-medieval European market economies: (a) widening 
social gaps between different groups in the societies con
cerned; (b) increased dependence between the region and a 
distant power centre; (c) new regional élites tending to adopt 
a key role, to become a kind of unifying point between the 
region and an elite living in a distant power centre (Dalton 
1978, pp. 132, 140).

In economies like these, the alliances are simultaneously 
of an economic, political, and social kind. Dalton argues that 
the European administration drastically changed existing 
political conditions: the increased gaps can mean the 
marginalization of certain groups which choose to stand out
side new systems of dependence, dependence between farm
ers and authorities or on a distant market and the region. 
They can also - quite simply - have been set aside.

Can expansion like that in the Middle Ages have meant 
that groups of “intermediaries” crystallized, groups which 
also of necessity were given special names in the written 
sources, which now began to grow in number as literacy was 
increasingly used for secular purposes?
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Periods of ethnification and conflict
The vast majority of the names occurring in northern Fenno- 
scandia are to all appearances new creations when they first 
appear in the written sources, in a phase when external power 
centres were establishing themselves in this periphery.

This suggests that the Middle Ages was a period when 
human collectives were defined - in both ethnic and other 
categories. G. Carter Bentley (1987) argues that times of eco
nomic, social and cultural upheaval encourage groups of peo
ple in this situation to begin to seek new identities. Among 
these one can find new creations, sometimes identifications 
with groups that are mentioned in old historical sources (cf. 
also Shennan 1989, pp. 16 f.).

Conditions in northern Fennoscandia, as we have seen, 
agree with such a picture. It has been claimed that linguistic 
and ethnic differentiation within the Saarni population is due 
to the differing exposure to different power centres (Bergsland 
1967; Korhonen 1989), a state of affairs that gives a hint 
about where the dynamics of ethnification should be sought. 
Ethnicity is not found “outside the orbit of early states” 
(Shennan 1989, pp. 16 f.).

The picture also agrees with the background to present- 
day ethnic conflicts which I sketched in the introduction to 
this essay - uniformity and economic marginalization, and 
sometimes also cultural genocide, are crucial.

Can this picture be generalized? Can one speak of “times 
of ethnification” in the Middle Ages? Can the suggested re
lationship between ethnicity and power be substantiated with 
medieval empirical data in the form of cultural changes which 
comprised both northern Fennoscandia and western Europe, 
changes of a kind that provide a link to today’s ethnic con
flicts?

The problem also has a source-critical dimension: is there 
reason to believe that specific names were new creations the 
first time they appear in the sources? If it can be shown that 
certain times more than others see the initiation of 
ethnification processes or other kinds of social differentia
tion, there is reason to be cautious about trying to project 
names of human collectives backwards in time.

The discussion should to a certain extent be conducted in 
terms of power and mentalities. The times in question could
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be conceived as resembling our time with its emergence of 
new groups which can be perceived as ethnic.

Power establishment and the naming of 
human collectives
Interestingly, for the Middle Ages one can distinguish a pe
riod which no doubt meant that various groups were 
marginalized - a phase of development in the history of men
talities during which groups of various kind can be supposed 
to have become defined and provided with names which have 
become known to posterity. The twelfth century seems to be 
the introduction to a such period.

The Christian church in the twelfth century initiated a 
territorially defined organization (parishes and dioceses) with 
an in-built hierarchy (Sack 1986, p. 119) which was to be
come a model for the secular lords’ administration. We can 
undoubtedly see a pattern that began when Christocentric 
élites created increasingly large kingdoms, a medieval devel
opment. These were in turn more or less closely linked to the 
papacy, which tried with all available means to order the 
world in a hierarchical structure with Rome at the centre.

As the popes lost their influence over the representatives 
of secular power, the Christocentric orientation weakened 
without any abatement in European expansion. In fact, it 
continued even though the means of force had changed. The 
collective names that we know from northern Fennoscandia 
can almost all be associated with the expansion of power 
centres, those in northern and eastern Europe.

Increasing intolerance within the church towards cultural 
deviations (also among the more or less formally Christian
ized peoples) began during the twelfth century. The non-Chris
tian neighbouring peoples were now observed with new eyes 
after the first crusade to Palestine been so successful. Although 
the pagan peoples of Europe had not undertaken campaigns 
against the Christians for a long time, Christians began to 
associate paganism with war. They invoked the Christian goal 
of building up a kingdom of peace, and the pagan raids in 
bygone times were described as relapses after missionary ef
forts in much earlier times, in which the missionaries had 
been martyred. Against this background, the presence of the 
pagan neighbours could now no longer be tolerated. The
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concept of reconquista is mentioned in these contexts for the 
first time in 1108, and the year 1108 can according to Lotter 
(1992), be seen as marking a new way of thinking.

The twelfth century is also the time when the first expres
sions of a national awareness, a burgeoning nationalism, 
emerge in western Europe with a king who, so to speak, is 
the centre of an “in-group” and personifies this in a political 
relation to “out-groups” (Koht 1947).

Everywhere we observe a juvenile pride in one’s own nation 
as contrasted with others, and the pride is mostly concen
trated upon the warlike virtues of the nation, in several cases 
also upon the superiority of their own civilizations. Thus, 
this early nationalism includes a hatred or a contempt of 
other nations. Furthermore, the nation is centred in its king, 
who is the chief of the nation in battle and a visible symbol 
signifying political unity. The kingdom is the country of eve
rybody, loyalty to the king becomes a national duty and a 
proof of virtue, and a devotion to country (amor patriae) 
becomes not simply patriotism but a real affection for the 
native land (Koht 1947, p. 279).

In a study of relations between England and the populations 
of Wales, Ireland, and Scotland in the Middle Ages, the his
torian R. R. Davies (1990, pp. 109-113) notes a change of 
attitude for different reasons, again in the twelfth and thir
teenth centuries: a veritable conquest on the ideological plane 
was motivated by the claim that this was a just punishment 
for sins (a view that was shared by the people who were the 
object of the conquest), the extension of the church’s bounda
ries, but also by arguments of a different kind - “lordship of 
the whole kingdom will devolve upon our race in the future” 
said Robert fitz Stephen when, on the eve of the conquest of 
Ireland, he encouraged his troops. Also in the Germanic- 
Slavonic border zone, a similar confrontation between con
querors and the indigenous population could be noticed in 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.

R. R. Davies argues that, besides papal motives such as 
“to correct evil customs and to plant virtues” and “to make 
people obedient to the laws” or “to imbue that nation with 
good morals”, there was in the thirteenth century a more 
implacable and intolerant attitude - it was not law and order 
in general they wanted to introduce; it was English law and
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order and English rule that would replace the indigenous laws 
and authorities. The English order was, in their own view, 
superior to the indigenous order and more “natural”. In Wales 
and Ireland the categorization of peoples and discrimination 
against natives in favour of immigrants from England be
came increasingly noticeable in the course of the thirteenth 
century, as seen, for instance, in ethnic stereotypes from offi
cial quarters. Davies sees the early or mid thirteenth century 
as a watershed (1990, pp. 113-116).

Davies also notes a general change in thinking among the 
élites in Europe in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, with 
a recurrent emphasis on the usefulness and desirability of 
uniformity at the expense of a diversity of ethnic groups on 
the peripheries (such as the population of Wales and Ireland) 
or people completely outside the in-group (such as. Muslims 
or Jews). The in-group, an elite, described itself as more civi
lized than the people around it (Davies 1990, pp. 120 f.). 

Davies continues:

The cult of uniformity was also surely promoted, albeit un
consciously, by the growing use of the written word as the 
vehicle of government command. Where power is based on 
oral command, where law is essentially localized and cus
tomary (and considered none the worse for that), where the 
flexibility and convenient amnesia of present memory is the 
basis of precedent, there the ideology of uniformity has lim
ited scope to develop. ... The creators and keepers of the 
written record were the bureaucrats. Bureaucrats have ever 
been the advocates of uniformity; indeed without uniform
ity their world is shattered, their authority undermined (1990,
p. 121).

With uniformity defined in this way - here merely hinted at 
through some telling quotations - groups in the peripheries 
are identified as anomalies, which may be designated in vari
ous ways: either by names referring to the place of habita
tion or way of life, or by names which are offensive in that 
they invoke their supposed “inhumanity”. The names were 
bestowed by the observers and through these observers’ ac
tivity they were put to paper and - later on - became source 
material for historians and archaeologists.

The change in the way of thinking among the élites of the 
time acquired an increasingly large geographical spread with 
the general Christocentric expansion.
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The twelfth century in western Europe can also be seen as 
the start introduction of a period of agrarian expansion re
sembling a real conquest. The recession of untilled lands with 
the advance permanently cultivated arable soil was great eco
nomic adventure in twelfth-century western Europe, accord
ing to Duby (1978, pp. 199 f.), set in motion by population 
growth and improved technology. I shall leave aside the ques
tion of what is the chicken or the egg and observe that this 
expansion also had a marginalizing function - the people 
who had hitherto used what the farmers regarded as waste
land for economic activities such as hunting, wood gather
ing, or stock raising found themselves in a clash of interests 
with colonizing farmers.

And expansion was unrelenting - it gradually took on 
organized forms with a magnate as the driving force, not 
infrequently in the form of companies with ecclesiastical and 
secular interests under the protection of a king and with un
dertakings regulated in written form - colonists recruited from 
among the groups in society which had the aim of improving 
their living conditions by a such venture, not infrequently 
descendants of earlier generations of colonists who could 
gradually advance socially with the aid of a degree of skill. 
Monasteries could also lie behind such undertakings, and 
the Cistercians in particular distinguished themselves in this 
(Higounet 1990; Duby 1978, pp. 211-224; Bartlett 1994, 
pp. 5-23).

Written agreements of this kind are also known from the 
north of Sweden, from the Piteälv and Luleälv valleys in the 
1320s and 1330s, and at least in Piteälv valley one can dis
cern a systematic colonization with a knight as the initiator, 
whose efforts can be said to be documented through histori
cal sources, archaeological studies, and palaeoecological in
vestigations. This colonization has many characteristics in 
common with the general European forms of organization, 
but no conflicts are seen in the assembled archaeological and 
historical source material, nor in the folk tradition.16

The form of organization is well-known in medieval Eu
rope where it first finds expression at the end of the eleventh 
century in Flanders and northern Italy. It is coupled to a chiv- 
alric ethic with a particularly extravagant and hence pres
tige-bringing attitude to wealth which in turn meant a need 
for greater income, accentuated with increasing clarity from
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the twelfth century onwards (Duby 1978, pp. 205-210, 
257 f.).

The claiming of “wastelands” was motivated ideologically 
in terms of the definition of the king’s and the church’s pow
ers and obligations to the people, which became more and 
more necessary during the eleventh and twelfth centuries with 
the power struggle between the papacy and above all the 
German emperors. The outcome of this controversy was that 
the parties’ rights and obligations were expressed juridically 
in the doctrine of regal rights (see further Conrad 1962, pp. 
142-145; Ullmann 1970, pp. 280-291).

This new twelfth-century doctrine made the crown the 
rightful owner of utilities to which no one else could have 
stronger claims - they could, for example, concern forest areas 
which were “waste”. The ideas became widespread in the 
High Middle Ages and may very well have meant disregard
ing a once generally accepted order and marginalizing the 
non-farming population groups inside and outside the agri
cultural communities. We know of uprisings against the au
thorities which were sparked off when the common forests 
ceased to be available to the peasants who had freely col
lected wood there (Holm 1988).

The mission that was pursued undoubtedly led to cultural 
polarization, a situation that no doubt meant that more and 
more human collectives were perceived as “out-groups” on 
the edge of Christendom. These out-groups were to a signifi
cant extent mentioned in the writings produced in the circle 
around the lords and within the church, texts which were 
produced for administrative purposes and which were to 
become source material for historians. With the emergence 
of supra-regional kingdoms - of power spheres with a greater 
geographical scope than the “kingdom” that a king could 
control through his personal presence - more and more indi
viduals were marginalized as out-groups.

The twelfth century must be regarded as a time of incipi
ent definition of out-groups in Europe and hence also of the 
ethnicity associated with in-groups and out-groups. The peo
ple of the margins were incorporated into the Christocentric 
conceptual sphere and had to be given names which initially 
could refer, for example, to specific living conditions or could 
be ethnocentric, names which under increased pressure ac
quired an ethnic meaning as resistance grew.
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With a more or less enforced acceptance of the world view 
and categories of the Christian élites, the affected out-groups 
could also to a growing extent subordinate themselves and 
accept the names that were coined - names which later be
came official (see further Wallerström 1995a, pp. 149-173).

We can discern a structurally conditioned conflict which 
greatly resembles the one that is considered to be the basis 
for today’s ethnification. On the one hand ethnification was 
called forth by external conditions (the Christocentric ex
pansion) and on the other hand the potentially unifying link 
within the groupings was activated, invoking shared features 
such as origin, language, and so on. The primordialist stance 
cannot be maintained in its pure form, nor can its opposite.

The administrators classified the human collectives to suit 
their own needs and in accordance with their own world 
view - not according to the criteria of archaeologists, histo
rians, or other present-day scholars. Christocentric power 
centres did not worry about what the people concerned called 
themselves - the names were the coinages of contemporary 
observers. It goes without saying that such names cannot 
automatically be made into an analytical unit in the discus
sion of ethnicity, since they do not refer to ethnic groups. 
There are strong reasons for being cautious in the interpreta
tion of collective names occurring in written sources from 
the twelfth century and later. They may be newly established 
categories or names with a meaning that, from the beginning 
at least, need not have been ethnic although they later could 
become so.

Other periods than the twelfth century and the succeed
ing centuries could have conditions which provided a seed
bed for ethnic and other classifications of people: the Roman 
Iron Age is described as “the most vital period of ethnogenesis 
in Germanic history” (Geary 1988, p. 61), in which various 
“tribes” crystallized in contact with the Roman Empire and 
previously existing names of groups acquired new meanings. 
On the other hand, in the Middle Ages other distinctions 
than ethnicity could serve as a basis for categorizing people.

Conclusion
There must be research into ethnicity and the names of peo
ples occurring in early sources, since otherwise there is the

339



Thomas Wallerström

risk that groups without their own nation are denied their 
history and instead are swallowed in a national historiography 
with no room for minorities. In addition, the historical sources 
contain names which deserve to be interpreted.

The identification of ethnic signals in archaeological ma
terial makes great demands on contextual data. Names of 
human collectives have usually been taken as the self-evident 
analytical unit and the starting point in investigations of eth
nic conditions in early times. No analysis, however, is better 
than the data and the interpretations that serve as its basis.

If it were the case that the collective names occurring in 
written sources could be equated with the ethnic groups that 
are the subject of anthropological theory, then all - or at any 
rate almost all - names of groups in northern Fennoscandia 
would be such ethnic groups. A critical scrutiny of the indi
vidual records, however, shows that other interpretations are 
preferable.

This study demonstrates that collective names should pri
marily be perceived as expressions of a general human way 
of thinking in which people classify things in their surround
ings according to culturally conditioned presuppositions (cf. 
Burström 1991, pp. 22; 43, Lévi-Strauss 1966). The names 
of groups in the historical sources are cultural identifications. 
It is chiefly the observer’s outlook that is reflected, not neces
sarily that of the observed, “the others”.

One cannot automatically presuppose that it is ethnic 
groups that are mentioned, and one cannot presuppose that 
the writers of the sources stuck to a form of terminology that 
is valid from an anthropological point of view. In research 
into the Migration Period in Europe it has long been recog
nized that each individual mention of a human collective must 
be interpreted separately if the historical context is not to be 
misapprehended.

It is not easy, however, to evaluate source data when the 
quantity is limited. Linguistic analysis of the meaning of the 
names and historical-archaeological studies of the character 
of cultural encounters nevertheless increases the possibility 
of taking a stance regarding the real meaning of the names.

Ethnicity is only one of several ways of relating oneself to 
others or being related to other groups. One can speak of 
identifications of a completely different kind such as gender 
and status. Names of ethnic groups - in-groups - typically
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have a meaning like “human being” or “member of the tribe”, 
expressions of centrality in relation to the surrounding world.

The early mentions of human collectives may be symp
toms of new power relations, and the question of why col
lective names arise leads us to questions concerning the es
tablishment of power and social change - both inside and 
outside the areas occupied by the affected groups (cf. Geary 
1983, pp. 25 f.). Distinguishing marginal human collectives 
can be seen as a by-product of the establishment of power in 
the core area around which marginal groups occur. Margin- 
ality is defined by a power centre. The producers of the sources 
often represent these centres. Using medieval names for “oth
ers” without prior source criticism may result in the scholar 
adopting the source writers’ ethnocentrism and Christocentric 
world view as his own and helping to conserve this.

Marginalization also means that the foreignness of alien 
groups is emphasized and justifies regarding them as inferior 
to the writing observer (Harbsmeier 1982). It may be worth 
bearing in mind, however, that the meaning of collective 
names changes through time. Under the pressure of a strong 
power centre, a nation state for example, such despised peo
ple can become a power factor, a militant ethnic group, and 
- after a struggle - have the ethnocentrically offensive names 
abandoned in favour of self-designations.

It is significant that in northern Fennoscandia, of all the 
human collectives that are mentioned in the sources, only 
one group has been ethnified - “Lapps” and “Finns” were 
gradually accepted as “Saarni”. The group that was gradu
ally ethnified is the one with the most marginal position (in 
terms of geography and power alike) in relation to the power 
centres that established themselves in northern Fennoscandia. 
The others are seen in large measure as “intermediaries” and 
disappear from the sources with changed relations of power. 
There is some foundation for the idea expressed in the intro
duction, according to which there is a connection between 
ethnicity and the emergence of early states.

Against this background, the study of ethnicity in bygone 
times must also include a study of power and its exercise. 
Fields of study such as political history and settlement his
tory can scarcely be left without consideration, nor economic 
conditions in the vicinity and the outside world.

Retrospective studies of written data about marginal
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groups should be undertaken with caution, particularly when 
it comes to groups which are first mentioned in Christocentric 
phases of expansion - the names may be new coinages. In 
any case, the twelfth century saw the start of an exceedingly 
thoroughgoing extension of power spheres with subsequent 
marginalization and perhaps also a changed social order 
among the affected people.

The quest for what can be perceived as “ethnic signals” 
or signals of other identity is a necessity in archaeology. One 
cannot, however - and this has often been asserted - presup
pose that ethnicity is revealed in material expressions, as Barth 
(1969) maintained in his often cited study, but this warning 
is not always heeded in the zeal to write ethnic history.

The methodological difficulties of studying ethnicity us
ing a method based on ethnic attribution of archaeological 
data are considerable. Other methods should be used as far 
as possible, for example, the method applied in post-war 
German archaeology, based on attempts to identify regionally 
definable settlement areas (“Siedlungskammern”), associated 
as closely as possible with the names of groups in the written 
sources. This is done in the awareness that these names do 
not necessarily denote ethnic groups. The procedure also ac
cepts the fact that ethnic groups existing in ancient times are 
not necessarily mentioned in written sources (Davies and 
Vierck 1974, pp. 245-249; Veit 1989).

Historical-archaeological studies of ethnicity and collec
tive names highlight a truism: The strength or weakness of 
scholars and of research lie in an ability to formulate alter
native interpretations in a way that is convincing to contem
poraries so that one can distinguish well substantiated inter
pretations from less well substantiated ones. This process will 
go on as long as new research material emerges and new 
alternative interpretations can be substantiated, falsified, or 
formulated.

This approach makes it possible to discern different kinds 
of cultural identification, to come into contact with bygone 
relations of power, and to follow the emergence of present- 
day ethnic groups.
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Notes
1 Royce (1982:12) defines it as follows: “An ‘ethnic group’ is a reference group 
invoked by people who share a common historical style (which may be only as
sumed), based on overt features and values, and who, through the process of inter
action with others, identify themselves as sharing that style.” Eriksen (1993:4) 
writes that ethnicity in social anthropology “refers to aspects of relationships be
tween groups which consider themselves, and are regarded by others as being cul
turally distinctive.”

The New Encyclopaedia Britannica, defines “ethnic group” as “a social group 
or category of the population that, in a larger society, is set apart, and bound 
together by common ties of race, language, nationality, or culture.” It does not 
enlarge on the meaning of the terms race, language, nationality, or culture.

2 The discussion of Kainuulaiset-Kvcener and Birkarlar has had national and po
litical overtones (cf. the surveys by Steckzén 1964, pp. 15-103, Tenertz 1962, pp. 
104-142; Julku 1986, pp. 170-174). The most striking conflict, however, concerns 
the Saarni and their rights to land and water. It is - symptomatically - a postulated 
Saarni immigration that is problematized in the archaeological the discussion rather 
than the rise of permanent settlement - it is the Saarni who are a priori perceived as 
“aliens”, not the ancestors of what may be considered to be the representatives of 
the larger society. Non-Saami attributions of archaeological material have long 
had primacy of interpretation (Schanche and Olsen 1985). Recent research formu
lates the problems in a different way.

3 This account of ethnicity in historical research follows Harrison 1994, pp. 3 f., 
10; Geary 1983, p. 15.

4 In other words: if it says in a source that “the Romans fought the Goths” this can 
mean any one of the following:

a) that a Roman army fought a small Gothic force
b) that a Roman army fought a large Gothic people
c) that a Gothic army under Roman leadership fought other people who called 
themselves Goths
d) that Vandals, Herulians, Langobards and others, under Roman leadership, 
fought other Vandals, Herulians, Langobards and others, under Gothic leader
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ship. As Harrison thus presents it (1994, p. 6), the possible variations are infi
nite. A special study of the name “Langobards” as it was used by Greek, Syr
ian, and Roman writers in the sixth century, shows that the use differs depend
ing on what geographical area it concerns (Harrison 1991, 1993, p. 43).

5 Jan Ovesen (1983) exemplifies how such conditions as international politics, 
religion, internal social organization at various levels, and linguistic and anthropo
logical research led to the distinction of ethnic identities in Afghanistan. An exam
ple (here cited from Stein 1990, p. 108) is how many millions individuals in eastern 
Nigeria, through ideologues, ethnographers, and colonial administrators, “discov
ered” that they all were Ibo during the English colonial period. This new ethnic 
group, once “discovered”, then became the foundation for Biafra’s separatist aspi
rations a few years after Nigeria gained independence. Examples of how ethnicity 
is constructed could be multiplied.

6 This account of self-designations and those given by other people is based on 
Hastrup and Ovesen (1982, pp. 33 f.).

7 Dick Harrison (1994, p. 4) illuminates this with a telling example, a pilgrim 
guide (Le Guide du pélerin de Saint-Jacques) for French travellers to Santiago de 
Compostela in north-west Spain in the twelfth century, with a “remarkable array 
of prejudices related to language”.

8 According to Volkan (1992, p. 5) the old Chinese designated themselves as peo
ple while others were known as kuei (“hunting spirits”). Apache Indians call them
selves indéh, “the people” while others are called indab, “the enemy”. Outsiders 
were considered to be inferior beings who should be treated more or less like dan
gerous animals and ultimately as objects. Unknown Indians had to show their 
friendship or affinity to avoid being regarded as enemies - whites and Mexicans 
automatically ended up in this category (Boyer 1986, p. 113). Another example: 
the Mundurucu in the Brazilian rainforests distinguished “Mundurucu, who were 
people, and non-Mundurucu, who were pariwat, those who, except for the neigh
bouring Apiaca and Whites, were regarded as enemies to be carefully watched and 
attacked. Other tribes they regarded as ‘equivalent to game animals’ to be hunted” 
(Murphy 1957, p. 1024). Many more examples could be cited (e.g. Stein 1990; 
Boyer 1986 and works cited there.)

9 Pers. com. (13 Nov. 1996) for which I am grateful to Professor Olavi Korhonen, 
Department of Saarni Studies, Umeå University.

10 Lars Ivar Hansen (1996) has recently published a study in which he systemati
cally uses ethnonyms from the northern Fennoscandian area to chart interaction 
between different groups. The use of in-group and out-group names reflects de
grees of asymmetry between the different groups.

11 Lagerås 1996, pp. 26-30; sampling sites 5, 6, and 8 in fig. 19 lie within the old 
Finnveden, cf. the map in Larsson 1995.

12 Carl Fredrik Meinander’s (1980, p. 12) hypothesis that the eighth century saw a 
large-scale abandonment of swidden (slash-and-burn) and with it the growth of 
permanent village settlement in the narrow sense - undeniably the abandonment of 
what may have been an itinerant way of life - has hitherto proved difficult to verify 
in Finland (cf. Schauman-Lönnqvist 1988, pp. 91-96). In southern Scandinavia it 
was not until the Viking Age or early Middle Ages that villages which had migrated 
within a limited area became permanent in one of the later locations, for reasons 
which are the subject of much debate (cf. the survey by Riddersporre 1995, pp. li
nk
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13 Well-known examples are Vandal and Slav. The Vandals of the Migration Pe
riod were scarcely the first destructive people in world history, and Slavs were 
surely not the first people to have been enslaved. Another example is the Swedish 
word krabat, used of small children who are rather lively and cheeky; it derives 
from Croat (Hellberg 1980, p. 27 and works cited there).

14 I am grateful to Dr Raimo Raag, Finno-Ugrian Institution, Uppsala, who drew 
my attention to this work.

15 One and the same group has been found to be mentioned under several different 
names, but two groups are also found under one name (see also Pohl 1991).

16 This account of the continental connections of Norrbotten colonization is based 
on Wallerström 1995a, especially pp. 9-38, 69—106,149-173,295—306, and works 
cited there.
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A Struggle for Control
Reflections on the Change of Religion in a Rural Context 
in the Eastern Mälaren Valley
Gunnar Andersson

I
t is nothing new to say that mortuary practices in the 
late Viking Age and early Middle Ages (c. 900-1150) in 
Sweden showed a great deal of mixture, with Christian 
and pre-Christian elements being blended to varying 
extents. Much effort has been expended to try to work out 

what characterizes the different religious beliefs in the burial 
practices (cf. e.g. Gräslund 1985, 1987, 1991; Darnell and 
Modin 1987). Other studies have sought to use the change 
of religion to shed light on the cultural and social changes 
that the missionary work and the establishment of Christian 
kingship entailed (cf. e.g. Roslund 1991; Ersgård 1995). In 
the last decade, it may be said that the view of the change of 
religion has been qualified. It is generally perceived as a mul
tifaceted process which was expressed differently in different 
parts of Sweden, and scholars have stressed that mutual in
fluence between Christian and pagan ideas occurred during 
a period of at least 300 years, and in some cases much longer.
In this connection the historian of religion Anders Hultgård 
(1992) has used the concepts of religious acculturation and 
syncretism, the former being the general influence of one re
ligion upon another, the latter denoting the result of a proc
ess which also affects central elements in a religion. The ac
culturation process may take place rather unnoticed over a 
long period without having any profound consequences for 
people’s living conditions. We may have a much more abrupt 
change, which moreover probably meant the total overthrow 
of an older order of society, in the division of the country 
into church parishes and the introduction of canon law (Vibe- 
Miiller 1991, p. 369). There is a great deal to suggest that 
this occurred in central Sweden in the late twelfth and early 
thirteenth centuries (Brink 1991, p. 138; Gustafsson 1962, 
pp. 27 f.).

In this article I shall examine this dynamic period on the
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Fig. 1.
The eastern 
Mälaren val
ley, marking 
the places 
mentioned in 
the text. The 
map shows a 
water level 
about 5 me
tres above the 
present level, 
reflecting the 
probable situ
ation in the 
period 850- 
1100.
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basis of the results of the archaeological investigation of a 
cemetery (excavation RAÄ 59) at the old village of Valsta in 
Norrsunda Parish, Uppland. The graves excavated here re
flect, more than at any other site in this part of Sweden, how 
a society can confront and accept new religious trends and 
simultaneously endeavour to retain its traditional cultural 
identity. I believe that it is possible at Valsta to follow some 
of the overall changes in society which appear to have taken 
place in the late Viking Age and early Middle Ages, tracing 
them down to the level of the individual cemetery. The site is 
also of great interest in a larger regional socio-political per
spective, since it is clearly within the hinterland of Sigtuna, 
which was an administrative centre in both sacral and pro
fane terms. The town is described as an episcopal see (civitas)
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as early as the 1070s by the north German bishop Adam of 
Bremen. Valsta is only 11 kilometres from Sigtuna as the 
crow flies.

The cemetery, its environment and character
The cemetery was located right beside the old village site 
(RAÄ 165), which was evicted and abandoned at the start of 
the seventeenth century. With about seventy graves, some 
twenty of which are visible above ground, the cemetery may 
be described as a typical farm cemetery for the eastern 
Mälaren valley. The highly varied composition, with differ
ent forms of barrows and stone settings and several variants 
of cremation burial and inhumation, was first taken to be an 
indication that the cemetery had a rather long and unbroken 
chronological span. The artefact datings in combination with 
14C datings and vertical stratigraphy, however, showed that 
the cemetery had a distinct chronological centre of gravity in 
the latter part of the Viking Age. The vast majority of the 
graves, about sixty, had come about in a period from the 
start of the first half of the ninth century until at least the 
middle of the twelfth century, when the cemetery ceased to 
be used for burials. The remaining 8-10 graves date from the 
Roman Iron Age (ca. 200-300), after which there was a 
breach in continuity for some 500 years. A chorological- 
chronological analysis showed that in the second half of the 
tenth century there had been a restructuring or a changed 
perception of how the cemetery should be spatially organ
ized. This led to two separate groups in which burials con
tinued in parallel. This point in time saw the introduction of 
Viking Age inhumation burial at the site. Some time in the 
latter half of the eleventh century, at the earliest, came yet 
another group of graves with a character suggesting that this 
unit was intended for the burial of the most prominent peo
ple in the place.

The finds from some of the graves, which included Frank
ish, Frisian, and Wendish/Slavonic pottery, a glass beaker 
decorated with gold foil, weights, Arabian coins, posament 
work, and continental sword types, testify to a broad inter
national network of contacts in the second half of the ninth 
century and the early tenth century. Many of these artefacts, 
such as the Frankish and Frisian pottery and the glass beaker
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Fig. 2. Aerial photograph of the northern part of the cemetery in the introductory 
phase of the excavation. The large barrow (Al) can be clearly seen on the plateau at 
the centre of the picture. Photograph from the north-west by Jan Norrman, RAÄ.

with geometrically cut gold-foil decoration, are extremely 
rare in central Swedish graves and have only been found in a 
few places before. Both the finds and the morphology of the 
graves suggest the presence of an elevated chieftain with his 
kin and retinue at this time.

The hierarchical structure with an international contact 
network persisted in the latter part of the Viking Age as well. 
Occasional graves which were dug in the last decades of the 
eleventh century at the earliest contain German and Italian 
(!) coins and mounted belts of south-east European origin 
(Andersson 1997).

Religious expressions and influences
How can we detect the encounter of religions and the con
version in the mortuary material from Valsta? In the ninth 
century the burials consisted exclusively of pre-Christian (pa
gan) cremation graves. Although missionary work in the 
Mälaren valley is officially believed to have begun with the
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first visit to Birka by Ansgar in 829, no signs of any change 
in burial rituals can be detected in the ninth century or the 
first half of the tenth century. It is generally considered that 
the work of religious conversion among the Swedes in the 
hinterland of Birka proceeded very slowly at first, and the 
missionary efforts seem to have been given up. Contributory 
causes adduced for this are the political turbulence in the 
eastern Frankish areas, the intensification of the Viking raids, 
and the internal strife in the Roman church (Gustafsson 1957, 
p. 14). If we are to believe Rimbert - Ansgar’s biographer 
and successor as archbishop of Hamburg-Bremen in his Vita 
Ansgarii - despite the at times intensive pagan reactions, there 
was at least a small Christian congregation in Birka, above 
all in the latter half of the ninth century (VA, pp. 26-28, 33). 
From 852, the year of Ansgar’s second visit to Birka, until 
his death in 888, there were at least three responsible priests 
in Birka (Hallencreutz 1986, p. 173). Attempts have also been 
made to trace the remains (especially the graves) of this first 
congregation. Ann-Sofie Gräslund (1980, pp. 83 f.) has sug
gested that a cemetery north of Borg (2A) may contain Chris
tian graves from the early period of Birka (c. 775-875). The 
cemetery consists exclusively of inhumation graves which lie 
very close together and in most cases overlap. She suggests 
that the closely placed graves could be an indication that the 
Christians were expected to bury their dead in a predeter
mined consecrated area (Gräslund 1980, pp. 83 f., 1991, p. 
146).

It is of course very tricky, as Gräslund has pointed out on 
several occasions, to distinguish Christian graves. Several 
variables must be weighed up. The form of burial and the 
shape and orientation of the grave do not constitute a crite
rion, whether individually or taken together, of a specific re
ligious belief, with the exception that in Scandinavia crema
tion was incompatible with early Christian belief (Nilsson 
1992, p. 24). On the other hand, it is well known that inhu
mation graves were not a new feature of the ancient Norse 
burial ritual. Cremation predominated at Valsta in the latter 
half of the ninth century and in the early tenth century. The 
fact that no Christian influence is noticeable in the mortuary 
rituals may perhaps indicate that the influence of Birka on 
places in the hinterland like Valsta was above all of a strictly 
economic character. These places were probably interested
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only in being able to sell their own production - of whatever 
kind it may have been - and acquiring goods and services 
from outside. There do not appear to be any archaeologi- 
cally detectable changes to burial rituals resulting from the 
import of any religious ideas from the Christian congrega
tion that, according to the sources, was active at Birka.

On the other hand, the new religion may be glimpsed in 
some of the artefacts from this period: the imported pottery 
of Western European provenance and the gold-foil decorated 
glass beaker. These are extremely rare in contemporary cre
mation graves, and in the pre-Christian context where they 
were found they are of course completely torn from their 
religious context.

Two of the objects, a bowl about 18 cm in diameter and 5 
cm deep and the glass beaker, were found in the cremation 
layer in the biggest structure in the cemetery (Al): a large 
barrow with a diameter of 14 metres. Because of the form of 
burial, both the artefacts were highly fragmented and partly 
molten. The bowl has no known parallels in the material 
from graves and settlements in central Sweden from this pe
riod. The pottery type, for example, is not found at all in the 
material from Birka, and we do not know how it ended up in 
Valsta. It is wheel-made, with finely tempered fabric about 4 
mm thick, and is hard fired (in places almost vitrified). The 
colour varies from dark-grey to black. There appears to be 
no ornamentation; the only thing that can be observed is a 
number of grooves along the belly of the pot up towards the 
rim. The provenance of the bowl is uncertain, but it is prob
ably from some of the northern Frankish manufacturing 
places. Similar ware has been found, for example, in monas
tic settings in a few places in the Lille district and at some 
places in Flanders. In these areas the ware occurs in eighth- 
and ninth-century contexts (pers. com. F. Verhaeghe, Univer
sity of Bruges). Molten remains of the glass beaker were ana
lysed by L. G. Henricsson at the Stockholm University Ar
chaeological Research Laboratory; the analysis revealed traces 
of geometrically cut gold-foil ornament, wholly comparable 
in appearance to the few other beakers with this type of or
nament found on Helgö (2 examples) and in one of the graves 
at Valsgärde (one example) (pers. com. L. G. Henricsson). 
Unfortunately, it is impossible to determine the shape of the 
beaker, but judging by the ornamentation and the colour of
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Fig. 3. 
Imported 
pots of 
probable re
ligious char
acter from 
two of the 
graves dat
ing from the 
mid ninth 
century: 
Frisian um 
(All); 
Frankish 
bowl (Al). 
Both are 
very well- 
thrown. 
Scale 1:2. 
Drawings: 
Anders Eide, 
RAÄ/UV- 
Stockholm.

the glass, it may well be a cuppa vitrea auro ornata, that is, a 
chalice-like small glass beaker made exclusively for liturgical 
purposes (cf. Lundström 1971). In this case too, the object 
probably comes from the Frankish area (ibid., p. 58). In the 
cremation layer of a richly equipped female grave (All), lo
cated right beside the big barrow (Al), a complete Frisian 
pot was found. It is a round-bellied urn about 20 cm tall, 
and is thus not an example of the much better known Birka 
jugs. These have a geometrically cut (rhomboid) decoration
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of tin foil with, among other things, cross motifs which have 
been perceived as an indication that they were used in reli
gious contexts. The decoration on the pots is also similar in 
design and technique to the gold-foil decoration on the glass 
beakers described above. Agneta Lundström has drawn at
tention to this, arguing that the agreement between the glass 
beakers and the jugs is so great that it is likely that they were 
originally made and used for one and the same liturgical pur
pose: the jugs held the communion wine, which was por
tioned out in the small glass bowls (Lundström 1971, p. 59; 
cf. also Arrhenius 1973, pp. 118 f.). The sacral decoration is 
also found on some of the round-bellied urns (cf. Arbman 
1940, pi. 220:3), so it may be considered probable that these 
were also part of a liturgical service. Without more detailed 
ceramic analysis, however, it is not possible to determine 
whether the urn found in Valsta had a similar decoration. It 
is at least obvious that there are several darker sections on 
the surface, some of them running vertically along the neck, 
some on the belly, which may be molten remains of tin-foil 
decoration.

In two of the most richly equipped graves from the mid
dle or latter half of the ninth century, there are thus objects 
the original meaning of which was foreign to the pre-Chris
tian conceptual world. On the other hand, it would prob
ably be too hasty to see them as an expression of a burgeon
ing religious conversion. As objects intended for use in the 
holy sacraments they may of course be seen as an indication 
that there was Christian missionary activity in the area at 
this time, but the pagan context in which they were found 
suggests rather that they were acquired as pure status goods 
on account of their exclusive character. Also arguing against 
the idea of missionary influence from Birka is the fact that 
neither the Frankish type of pottery nor gold-foil beakers 
have hitherto been found in the extensive material from Birka. 
The presence of these objects and others may suggest that 
Valsta’s contacts with the continent were managed without 
intermediaries. The female grave with the Frisian urn con
tained several other objects, including a comb that is unu
sual for central Sweden and an imported set of decorated 
beads, which add to the continental character of this grave.

If Christian influences are rare in the graves from the ninth 
and early tenth centuries, then they are all the richer in the
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remainder of the period when the cemetery was in use. One 
criterion for perceiving a grave as being a Christian burial is 
that the individual was buried uncremated. Like conditions 
on the continent a couple of centuries previously, the early 
church in Scandinavia no doubt thought that cremation was 
a totally unacceptable form of burial which only pagans could 
practise. Inhumation was introduced at Valsta in the second 
half of the tenth century. Here it was a novelty which had 
not been practised in the preceding century. The fact that 
early Viking Age inhumation graves are absent means that 
we can very well view the custom of inhumation at Valsta as 
having been influenced by Christian ideas. This need not imply 
that the people who were buried uncremated had adopted 
the new faith. In the remainder of the period when the cem
etery was in use, mortuary practices showed a heavy mutual 
influence of ideas, a kind of religious acculturation, but this 
means that it is very difficult, not to say impossible, to try to 
determine whether the religious convictions of a buried per
son are expressed in the mortuary idiom. We must instead 
focus on the whole and not regard the graves as isolated phe
nomena. Only then does the picture of the change of religion 
emerge in its full breadth, making up one of several elements 
in a changeable time.

It is striking, for example, that the introduction of inhu
mation at Valsta coincides in time with the restructuring that 
led to a change in the earlier spatial organization. The latter 
half of the tenth century certainly appears to have been a 
dynamic period, with numerous new impulses leaving their 
traces in the archaeological material. Looking at it from a 
strictly “Mälaren valley” perspective, it was at this time that 
Birka was abandoned and the early medieval Sigtuna began 
to take shape. Yet a variety of changes also affected agrarian 
rural settlement. Earlier investigations of the relatively nearby 
Uppland village sites of Pöllistä and Sanda, for example, have 
shown that settlement was restructured at these places pre
cisely in the middle or latter half of the tenth century. The 
tendency appears to have been for people to switch from a 
relatively uniform settlement with several cores of long-house 
character to a more differentiated (and regulated?) structure 
including a larger number of smaller houses, which in addi
tion were built with a new technique, for different functions 
(Åqvist 1992). By analogy with a development like this, the
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formation of the intralocal groups of graves at RAÄ 59 may 
be conceived as reflecting a spatial reorganization of the “liv
ing” structure within the settlement unit of Valsta so that 
each group represents a farm or a household in the village. 
There was thus a coordination so that the dead in the cem
etery were organized according to the same principles as the 
living in the village. In this connection, however, it should be 
pointed out that RAÄ 59 is not the only cemetery with a 
virtually direct spatial link to the former village site. Imme
diately to the east and to the north-west of RAÄ 59 there are 
two more cemeteries (RAÄ 34 and RAÄ 57). The character 
of these, along with a couple of archaeological investigations 
on a small scale undertaken in the 1950s and 1960s, shows 
that they are probably contemporary with RAÄ 59. In other 
words, there are indications that the population of Valsta in 
the late Viking Age was much larger than what is suggested 
solely by the size of the totally excavated cemetery at RAÄ 
59.

What is the nature of the inhumation graves at Valsta? Is 
there anything about them, apart from the actual burial prac
tices, which means that we can be reasonably certain about 
seeing them as the graves of people who had adopted the 
Christian faith or who had at least been highly influenced by 
it? Bearing in mind our previous reservations about stating a 
person’s religious convictions on the basis of mortuary idiom, 
there are several features in them which are generally consid
ered to have been firmly rooted in a Christian conceptual 
world, such as trapezoidal coffins (Gräslund 1991, p. 20) 
and individuals buried without grave goods, laid in extended 
position with the head to the west (Gräslund 1991, p. 144), 
but the question is not really interesting. What is interesting 
is instead how the new values were received by the collec
tive, that is, by the village community, the family, and so on. 
In addition, we should bear in mind that the social structure 
in Valsta was probably hierarchical, with a wealthy chieftain 
at the top of the social pyramid. A change of religion in a 
society like this rarely occurs because a few individuals are 
converted; what is crucial is when the leaders change their 
beliefs.

Although Christian impulses appear to have become es
tablished quickly in mortuary idiom, there are no signs to 
suggest that the older traditions were abandoned. At Valsta,
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for example, there was no gradual transition from cremation 
to inhumation; the two methods continued to be used in par
allel in the cemetery’s remaining period of use, that is, at 
least until the mid twelfth century. Nor is there anything to 
show that the graves with Christian influence were assem
bled in certain sections of the cemetery, as Gräslund (1980) 
has assumed happened at Birka, or as Darnell and Modin 
(1989) have suggested for a few other cemeteries in the east
ern Mälaren valley. In general, the inhumation graves at Valsta 
show the same high degree of variation as the cremation 
graves, and it is perfectly obvious that if people with a Chris
tian faith are buried in the cemetery, then the burials were 
not conducted as part of a Christian ritual which also dic
tated what the graves should look like and how the deceased 
should be placed in them. There are thus pagan elements 
such as rings with Thor’s hammer and food offerings even in 
a couple of the east-west oriented stone settings, while there 
are simultaneously burials with a more obvious Christian 
character under large round and rectangular stone settings. 
At Valsta people no doubt followed their own tradition as 
regards most of the mortuary idiom. The Christian - or at 
least Christian-influenced - graves in this milieu are not 
viewed as being so socially or religiously deviant that they 
required a cemetery of their own; instead it is clear that the 
deceased, whatever their religious persuasions, were incor
porated in the culturally and socially based village commu
nity in which they lived.

It is not until abut 1100 that we can say with certainty 
that the Valsta community is making a break with the old 
religion. At this time a third group of graves was established 
on the northern plateau at the top of the cemetery. In appear
ance and content these graves are a rather strong contrast to 
the more mundane groups in the south, showing that the 
deceased belonged to the social aristocracy. Yet the power of 
the old tradition was still strong at this time. For example, 
all three graves retained the older external forms although 
the burials otherwise clearly reflect the influence of Chris
tian symbolism and funeral rituals.

The clearest example of this comes from the unusual buri
als which were secondary additions to the large barrow Al. 
Around 1100 the barrow, which was first built in the mid 
ninth century, underwent a remarkable transformation, sug-
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Fig. 4.
Tower photographs 
of the barrow (Al). 
Top: as it appeared 
after removal of 
turf and cleaning. 
Bottom: after the 
excavation of the 
primary cremation 
layer and the sec
ondary stone cists. 
At the centre are 
the remains of the 
three cist graves 
from c. 1100. The 
modern grave rob
bers partly de
stroyed the cross 
structure when they 
caused the eastern 
parts of the central 
cist to collapse. The 
cremation layer, 
which was the pri
mary grave in the 
barrow from the 
mid ninth century, 
was mostly located 
under the south
west half of the 
cairn core. Also vis
ible on the lower 
picture are some of 
the graves from the 
Roman Iron Age 
(c. 200-300) over 
which the barrow 
lay; under the chain 
of kerbstones to the 
south-south-west is 
a three-sided stone 
setting, and a stone 
circle can be 
glimpsed under the 
cairn core to the 
north-west. Photos: 
Gunnar Andersson, 
RAÄ/UV-Stock- 
holm.
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gesting that it had now changed its religious identity; from 
having been a pagan chieftain’s grave it now became a Chris
tian chieftain’s grave undergoing a thoroughgoing reconstruc
tion and transformation. An area with a diameter of about 6 
metres in the centre of the 8-metre wide and 1.2-metre high 
cairn was torn out. Three cist graves were then made, mostly 
from flat slabs set up edge-to-edge, so that together they made 
up a large cross. The central cist (the crossbeam of the cross) 
was placed facing west-east, while the other two were at 90- 
degree angles to the north and south of this. On this occa
sion, the primary burial, the cremation layer, was of course 
damaged, but the dug-up parts do not appear to have been 
thrown away indiscriminately; they were placed almost rev
erentially on the earth mantle to the north, west, south, and 
east of the central cairn. More earth was then added so that 
the mantle was raised by about 0.5 metres and the diameter 
increased by 1-1.5 metres. The barrow was also given a chain 
of kerbstones which is very carefully built on the important 
sides exposed to the south and south-west, strikingly enhanc
ing the visuality of the monument. The fact that the cairn 
took on a concave profile when the cist graves were made, 
giving it a distinctive appearance in contrast to other bar- 
rows, does not appear to have been considered particularly 
important; the excavation at least did not uncover any signs 
of any attempt to recreate a more normal domed outline. 
This may also be seen as an indication that the monument 
was never intended to be viewed from any other direction 
than from the lower surroundings, from the direction where 
the deep pit in the middle was never visible.

Unfortunately, the barrow was disturbed by grave rob
bers in a later period, when we do not know. The robbers 
dug their way down into the central and eastern part of the 
middle pit and thus completely destroyed about half the west- 
east cist grave and further parts of the primary grave, the 
cremation layer. We do not know the extent of the plunder
ing. It is conceivable that all three cists were robbed without 
causing any further damage than the destruction caused by 
the digging down to the central cist. In any case, few finds 
were discovered in situ in the cist graves, although the ma
jority of them seemed intact. In the disturbed parts of the 
central cist, however, there was a small, simply made iron 
cross which can probably be associated with one of the cist
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graves. Its simple design and the lack of a hole by which it 
could be hung shows that it was not worn as a pendant or a 
crucifix. Small iron crosses of this kind are highly unusual in 
graves. To my knowledge, they have only been found at one 
site in Sigtuna, where they were found under the skulls of 
two individuals buried in a previously unknown churchyard 
(located under the present-day Prästgatan). The two graves 
have been assigned to the initial phase of the cemetery, which 
is dated to the early twelfth century (pers. com. L. Deutgen, 
RAÄ/UV, Stockholm). It is not inconceivable that the cross 
found at Valsta may have been placed in a similar position to 
those in the Sigtuna graves, since parts of a human skull, 
which in this case comes from one of the cist graves, were 
found relatively close to the surface among the stones in the 
southern part of the cairn. A few finds were discovered right 
beside the barrow, with a character showing that they too in 
all probability come from the cist graves. The two objects 
can probably be associated with a sacral context. One of 
them is a rather large oval rock crystal enclosed in a gilt 
silver frame with filigree decoration. The other object is a 
large bead of white quartz with polished facets. It is of course 
difficult to determine what type of artefact these were parts 
of, but silver-mounted rock crystals (and other precious 
stones) of this kind are closely associated with reliquaries 
and bindings for religious books (Holmqvist 1963, fig. 105; 
Gaborit-Chopin 1991, p. 204, fig. 1). The faceted bead, de
spite the differences in material, shows a close resemblance 
to the facet-polished rock crystals that were common in neck
laces and rosaries in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.

It may be wondered whether a society’s acceptance of new 
religious ideas and its aspiration to retain its cultural identity 
(of which the social organization is an important part) can 
be expressed more clearly than what we see in the Valsta 
barrow. At any rate, no parallel morphological example is 
known from central Sweden. The barrow contains and com
municates both an internal and an external message, both of 
which are no doubt highly characteristic of their times. The 
central feature of the external message is of course the bar- 
row as a symbol. The carefully constructed addition testifies 
to a strong identification with earlier kinsmen, thus express
ing a desire for continuity and social stability in a time that 
was perhaps otherwise characterized by general turbulence.
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The ideology, or rather the outlook that was so deliberately 
emphasized is nevertheless of a mostly profane character, 
hailing the principle of ancestral property rights (odal in both 
its narrow and its broad sense; cf. Zachrisson 1994) as a 
legitimation of traditional principles. It is probably also from 
this largely non-religious “confrontation” point of view that 
we should understand the ban on the construction of bar- 
rows and other public activities around ancestral barrows 
which is decreed in some of the early Norse laws (such as the 
older edition of the Norwegian laws of Gulathing, which 
were written at the same time as the events at Valsta).

The internal message of the barrow is of a more meta
physical character. The idea behind the specific arrangement 
of the cist graves may very well have been to arrive at a large 
consecratory cross with the aid of which the new religion 
dedicated and sanctified a former pagan grave, or perhaps 
the whole cemetery (cf. Gräslund 1991, p. 43). Presupposing 
that the finds in the cist graves were of the kind suggested by 
the stray finds of artefacts, this shows that the person or 
persons buried in the barrow were so familiar with the world 
of Christian symbolism that it should be considered highly 
unlikely that they themselves were not converted. It is in any 
case difficult to ignore the similarities between the procedure

Fig. 5. 
Artefacts 
probably 
from one or 
more of the 
three cist 
graves in the 
barrow: 
a - faceted 
bead of shim
mering rock 
(quartz), 
b - cabochon- 
polished rock 
crystal in a 
silver-gilt 
mount, 
c - simple 
iron cross. 
Scale for all 
artefacts 1:1. 
Drawings: 
Anders Eide, 
RAÄ/UV- 
Stockholm.
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undergone by the Valsta barrow and the purification process 
(consecration) that, according to continental canon law, des
ecrated chapels and churches had to undergo before they could 
be used for the mass (Nilsson 1992, pp. 17 f.). Various reli
gious decrees in this connection show that the most common 
reason for this was that non-Christians had been buried there. 
The consecration process involved removing the non-Chris
tian bodies and the whitewashing of the walls. The reason 
adduced by the church for this was that, if the outer form 
(forma) of the building was changed, then the substance 
(substantia) was also transformed (Nilsson 1992, p. 21). 
Those responsible for the reconstruction of the Valsta bar- 
row were in all probability fully aware of this religious meta
morphosis.

Agrarian and urban mortuary idiom
If one compares burials from the eleventh and twelfth centu
ries at the Valsta cemetery with contemporary burials un
covered and excavated in or near the town of Sigtuna, it seems 
obvious that two different patterns are seen. In this period 
before parish divisions, they can be defined as an agrarian 
and an urban mortuary idiom, each following partly differ
ent ideological concepts. The urban mortuary idiom is char
acterized by a uniformity, mostly external but also to some 
extent internal, but no such uniformity is found in the idiom 
of the agrarian cemeteries. Uniformity can also be seen in 
urban graves that do not lie in what can be perceived as early 
churchyards. In the Nunnan quarter in Sigtuna, for example, 
over a hundred inhumation graves have been excavated on 
various occasions. The graves have no link to a church or a 
churchyard, but they are close to a large grave complex re
sembling a rural cemetery. They all consisted of small rectan
gular stone settings, and virtually all the individuals appear 
to have been buried in a similar way, with the heads to the 
west (Hillbom 1987; Roslund 1991, p. 142). The inhuma
tion graves in the Nunnan quarter are contemporary with 
the younger burials at Valsta. In this urban or semi-urban 
milieu, the church that existed in the place must have ex
erted a great influence on Christian burials. It is therefore 
natural to see the uniformity as a result of burials in “the 
bishop’s town” closely following a Christian funeral manual.
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In contrast, the agrarian mortuary idiom seems to be firmly 
rooted in older customs, even though people had largely 
adopted the new religion. It seems too simple to explain the 
great variation shown by the inhumation graves solely as the 
result of the country people being less devout or even having 
two religions. The Christians in the countryside were no doubt 
as faithful as those in the town, but they lived and worked in 
a different setting, which also left its mark on the mortuary 
idiom. The structure of the Valsta cemetery is clearly that of 
a farm- or household-related burial ground where (some of) 
the inhabitants, regardless of their religious beliefs, had their 
given position after death. The groupwise integration of con
temporary cremation (pagan) and inhumation (Christian?) 
graves shows this. Unfortunately, very few cemeteries of the 
size of Valsta have been investigated in such a way that the 
entire composition and spatial structure is known, but nu
merous smaller investigations of other cemeteries in eastern 
central Sweden testify that many of them were used until the 
twelfth century (Broberg 1991, p. 62). Many - perhaps most 
- were probably used until the introduction of parish admin
istration, when the churches with their common cemeteries 
effectively smashed the older pattern of burial based on kin 
or household which was so intimately associated with peo
ple’s way of life and social structure.

The fact that there are several very late datings for crema
tion graves also makes Valsta into an extremely interesting 
site, since we can show the coexistence here of Christians 
and non-Christians during the twelfth century, in a society 
located less than a day’s journey from the episcopal see of 
Sigtuna. The church’s position of power in the hinterland, 
outside the royally controlled central place, does not appear 
to have been as modern scholars have imagined (cf. Roslund 
1991, p. 144). The view that the core areas of the Swedish 
kingdom in south-east Uppland were Christianized through 
missionary work already in the eleventh century probably 
requires qualification (cf. Gräslund 1987, p. 303; Roslund 
1991, pp. 142 f. and fig. 5).

Although the contradictions pointed out here are partly 
of a religious nature (a Christian versus a pagan outlook on 
life and perception of death), it may also be important to 
play down many of the religious overtones and regard the 
development of society in the late Viking Age and early Mid
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die Ages from a more secular perspective. The actual change 
of religion may not have been as great a controversy as peo
ple tend to see it (cf. e.g. Steinsland 1991), although there 
was certainly no lack of fundamental differences between 
the religions. Mikael Jakobsson (1992, pp. 175 ff.) has also 
pointed out that scholars have tended to ignore important 
structural similarities between the early Christian and pre- 
Christian world of ideas. As for the pagan reactions which 
the “Christian” sources describe as having taken place dur
ing the conversion period, the conflict no doubt concerned 
the profane as much as the sacred level. Once again accord
ing to the literary sources, the converted or Christian kings 
of the Swedes, Olof Skötkonung, Anund, and Inge the Elder, 
by their refusal to attend and participate in the recurrent 
national sacrifice (blot) - if the information is authentic - 
were thus expressing their personal ambition to act in ac
cordance with a continental European pattern in which the 
Christian message about the supremacy of Christ the King 
played a prominent role, in their endeavour to strengthen a 
weak royal power against the influential, and also in some 
measure continentally inspired chieftainly aristocracy. When 
Blot-Sven (whose nickname is permeated with Christian rheto
ric and dogmatism), after the expulsion of Inge the Elder, 
took over the role of king in 1084, he seems not so much an 
intractable pagan and more a realpolitiker who knew how 
to maintain good alliances with the prosperous chieftains’ 
families in the countryside, whose independence and identity 
lay deeply rooted in the right and potential to continually 
increase their land holdings. With the coming of the church, 
and with Christian kingship as the portal figure, a new actor 
appeared on the scene, who was at least as inclined as the 
older aristocracy to accumulate property for his own pur
poses: the large freeholding farmer no doubt used all the 
means available, including a change of religion, to assert his 
ancestral principles, and this is what we see expressed in the 
large barrow at Valsta.
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Pagan Cultic and Votive Acts 
at Borg
An Expression of the Central Significance of the Farmstead 
in the Late Iron Age
Ann-Lili Nielsen

T
he general discussion of pagan cult buildings has 
been going on for a long time (cf. Olsen 1966;

Holtsmark 1992; Gräslund 1992; Hellström 1996).
Olav Olsen believed that the pre-Christian cult was 

exercised at sacred places in the open air and that there were 
no cult buildings in the Germanic area. He argued that the 
existing records of buildings are late and uncertain, and that 
they were probably often influenced by Christianity (Olsen 
1966, pp. 82 ff.; cf. Hellström 1996, p. 214). From the con
tinent, however, we have some written sources in which cult 
buildings are mentioned, and historians of religion have in
terpreted these as suggesting that cult buildings really did 
exist in pre-Christian times in Scandinavia (Nilsson 1992, 
pp. 10 ff.). Among other things, there are two letters from 
601 from Pope Gregory the Great to King Æthelberht of 
England. The Pope is highly critical of unchristian things and 
charges the King to act rapidly to spread the Christian faith.
He also urges the King to persecute idolatry and destroy the 
temple buildings (ibid., p. 11). In the second letter, dated 18 
July 601, the Pope has toned down his demands. Now his 
view is that the temples themselves should not be destroyed, 
but only the idols in them. He writes that “if the sanctuaries 
are well built, it is essential that they should be transformed 
from the cult of demons to the cult of the true God, so that 
people, when they see that their sanctuaries are not destroyed, 
abandon the false belief in their hearts” (ibid., p. 11). From 
the continent we have references in other contexts, presum
ably from councils in 743 and 744, to non-Christian phe
nomena and customs, including “small houses” (casulae), 
which have been defined as temples {fana) (ibid., p. 14).

The question of the continuity of pre-Christian cult sites
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after the introduction of Christianity has also been discussed 
in many contexts. Among the questions that have been asked 
is whether the building of a Christian church was a conse
quence of the existence of a cult site, or of the land having 
been owned by a magnate of some kind (Brink 1992, p. 121). 
Charlotte Fabech takes up the latter question in her study of 
changes in the exercise of religion in Denmark from pre-Chris
tian times until the introduction of Christianity. She argues 
that the great change in religious practice did not take place 
in the late Viking Age but was a process that had been in 
progress since the Migration Period. Then the earlier votive 
sites, with their thousand-year continuity, were abandoned. 
Instead new finds begin to occur at habitation sites, such as 
the gold-foil figures (guldgubbar) which are clearly associ
ated with cult. Places where these figures are found are con
sidered by several scholars to be linked to chieftains’ farm
steads and cult sites (Stamsø Munch 1991; Watt 1991; Fabech 
1994; Lundqvist 1996). The location of cult sites at chief
tains’ farms in this period might indicate that the aristocracy 
in the Migration Period had acquired such great influence 
and power that they also had the potential to institutionalize 
the cult (Fabech 1994, p. 174).

The source of inspiration for this change in the choice of 
sacral places may possibly be sought on the continent, where 
the first churches were built and owned by magnates and 
kings. A church was the property of a private person, and it 
could be bought or sold. The Council of Braga in 572 de
creed that churches built for the sake of profit and not for 
religious motives should not be consecrated (Brink 1990, p. 
75). The local chieftains in Scandinavia, with their insight 
into European conditions, may have been able to attach the 
religious acts to their properties without necessarily adopt
ing Christianity (Fabech 1991, p. 292).

The aim of this article is to present the newly discovered 
remains - which are fairly unique for Scandinavia - suggest
ing a pagan cult attached to a chieftain’s farmstead. The new 
finds at Borg, with a building connected with cult practices 
and a very special assemblage of finds, shows that new light 
can be shed on pagan cult buildings themselves and their 
associations with an aristocratic setting.

We cannot say with certainty whether the pre-Christian 
cult was attached to the farmstead as early as the seventh
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century. Many 14C samples from the area show, however, that 
the site with the special buildings came into use in the early 
eighth century. The traces of religious activity are not as clear 
in the earliest phase as those we see in the latter part of the 
Viking Age. Since both the building style and the finds differ 
from other material from the late Iron Age at Borg, it is nev
ertheless reasonable to assume that this limited area was the 
scene of ritual activities. The building that was excavated on 
the site, and which can be explicitly associated with a cultic 
function, has been dated to the Viking Age on the basis of 
14C analyses and finds.

In view of the hypothesis that the chieftains in the late 
Iron Age had acquired such power and influence that they 
were also able to institutionalize the pagan cult, the remains 
at Borg should rather be seen as an expression of power and 
control over the people in the surroundings, possibly within 
the unit which roughly comprises the old parish of Borg.

The old parish of Borg
The farmstead of Borg is in the parish of Borg, just west of 
the late medieval town of Norrköping in Östergötland. The 
first time the farm is mentioned in written sources is 23 June 
1333, when King Magnus Eriksson pledges his estate at Borg. 
On 29 October the same year, however, he reclaimed the 
estates, the reason being that “he needed them”. The inter
pretation of this source is that Borg in the Middle Ages was 
a crown estate and not the king’s private property (Norden 
1929, p. 17; Fritz 1973, p. 89). The late Iron Age farmstead 
lies beside the medieval royal manor. The cultic ceremonies 
of which we have traces at the farmstead provide a unique 
archaeological source for something that has not previously 
been demonstrated as clearly.

To put Borg in its context, I shall first describe some of 
the factors that allowed the site to develop as a central place 
in this area. By central place I mean a locale with a special 
function in relation to other settlement. This function may 
have been economic, administrative, religious, or military, 
with the aim of controlling people and/or territories. In con
nection with investigations occasioned by the construction 
of a motorway west of Norrköping, this site was excavated 
along with several ordinary habitation sites. More detailed
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pictures of development in the parish of Borg and the rest of 
the Norrköping area have been published elsewhere (Linde
blad 1996; Nielsen 1996; Lindeblad in this volume). I also 
provide a brief account of some places in the immediate vi
cinity which were presumably associated with the farmstead 
in the late Iron Age. I then present the remains that are dis
tinctly seen in the archaeological material, which show that 
a pre-Christian cult was practised and attached to the farm
stead of Borg in the late Iron Age.

Borg in the Middle Ages was one of the smallest parishes 
in Östergötland, only about 4x2.5 km (fig. 1) (Broocman 
1760, p. 508). Among the important factors enabling the de
velopment of the area into a central place there was, of course, 
the availability of good farming land and other natural re
sources, a strategic location, and the possibility of good com
munications (e.g. Fabech 1991, p. 296; Kaliff 1992, p. 103; 
Hyenstrand 1989, p. 164; Lindeblad 1996; Nielsen 1996).

In the oldest maps from the 1650s, the parish of Borg 
consists mainly of highly fertile arable land. Iron production 
was also of great importance for the area in the Middle Ages 
(Ljung 1965, p. 88). As regards communications, Borg is very 
well placed beside Motala Ström, a river which was an im
portant route from the Baltic Sea towards the interior of the 
province. Two falls in the river also made this an excellent 
place for fishing (salmon and eel) and for driving mills. The 
important land route between Norrköping and Linköping 
also passed through the parish, and in the Middle Ages this 
was part of eriksgatan, the course of the king’s progress 
through the kingdom (Kraft 1946, p. 39).

Work with historical overlay maps has shown that the 
parish in the Middle Ages consisted of seven units. All the 
farms except one were crown farms, which is an indication 
that there may have been a unit as early as the late Iron Age 
which comprised the greater part of what later became Borg 
Parish (Toliin 1994). The farm that probably constituted this 
central unit is the one at Borg, which was the biggest village 
in the parish. In the Middle Ages, as we have seen, the farm 
was described as a royal manor in written sources.

The Borg farmstead was built some time in the seventh 
century. Excavations in the parish have revealed clear changes 
in the archaeological material at this time; many habitation
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Fig. 1. The north of Borg Parish with cemeteries, village sites, and old roads marked. 
Drawn by Mari-Anne Grönwall.

sites were restructured, abandoned, or moved to new sites 
(Lindeblad 1996). This change is clearly noticeable at other 
excavated settlement sites in the rest of Östergötland (Hedvall 
1995, p. 34). Also at this time, according to some scholars, 
an institutionalization of the cult can be traced in the ar
chaeological material (Fabech 1994, p. 174).

It was also during the Migration Period and Vendel Pe
riod that a further two central places - besides the Borg farm
stead - were established in Borg Parish: the workshop area 
at Herrebro and a rampart structure at Borgs Skans (see 
Lindeblad in this volume). These two sites with different cen
tral functions were probably connected to the farmstead at 
Borg. They are all situated in strategic locations in the land
scape. Herrebro and Borgs Skans were on either side of the 
falls at Fiskeby in Motala Ström, where land and water routes 
meet, and the farmstead at Borg was by the road close to the 
Fiskeby falls. This physical separation of places with differ
ent central functions probably reflects the desire and the ability
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of the chieftains to maintain the control of the landscape under 
one person. This suggests an explanation for the cult at Borg. 
The expressions of religious activities of which we see traces 
in the archaeological material from Borg may be an expres
sion of the ability of a chieftain to attach cultic activities to 
his own property.

The farmstead at Borg
The farmstead at Borg was established some time in the sev
enth century and survived with continuity until the sixteenth 
century, when it was abandoned, possibly when King Gustav 
Vasa built a new royal manor in Norrköping (see Lindeblad 
in this volume).

The excavations at Borg did not touch on the actual vil
lage site but on the areas just south and south-west of the 
church. On a topographical map of Borg one can see that the 
late Iron Age farm, the medieval royal manor, and the church 
were all located just below the highest point in the area (fig.
2). They may have been built in this location out of consid
eration for earlier graves. The top of the height, however, 
was chosen in the seventeenth century as the site of a manor 
house with a large garden, which erased all traces of any 
graves in the area. Not all of the farm has been excavated; it 
probably extended a little bit to the north, where the garden 
of the manor house once lay.

The building that will be focused on here is house 5 and 
the area around it (fig. 3), which was in the part of the site 
dated to the late Iron Age. Besides this building, the excava
tion also uncovered remains of three other houses in the area, 
which can probably be associated with the cult activities. 
Not all three houses are contemporary with house 5; instead, 
they existed both before and after it. All the houses, how
ever, were built on the large paved yard where house 5 was 
built in the latter part of the Viking Age. These three houses, 
which all lie beside house 5, have the common feature of 
having a floor layer of sand, that there were hearths in them, 
and that the walls were probably built on wooden sills. We 
cannot determine for sure what the function of these build
ings was, but there is a great deal to suggest that at least 
some of them were connected with metal production, prob
ably in a ritual context. The finds that were unearthed inside
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Fig. 2. Topographical map of the excavated area at Borg Manor. The excavated 
area and the investigated house remains are marked. Notice that both the church 
and the excavated settlement were in a flat location a short distance from the 
height. Drawn by Mari-Anne Grönwall.

and in front of these buildings - bronze objects, slag, whet
stones, a grindstone, and blast nozzles - indicate some form 
of metal craft.

The interpretation of the buildings as belonging to a con
text in which cultic activities occurred is mainly based on the 
hoard of amulet rings that was found just outside house 5. 
Moreover, there was a very small number of ordinary finds 
associated with dwelling-houses, such as pottery, textile tools, 
and utility objects. In contrast, these types of finds are well 
represented both inside and outside a dwelling-house dated 
to the ninth—tenth centuries A.D. The dwelling-house was 
about 50 metres east of the group of buildings associated 
with cult activities. Besides the differences in the finds, the 
style in which this house is built distinguishes it from the 
houses that have been interpreted as belonging to a ritual 
context. This applies both to the houses with sand floors and 
to house 5, which was built on a stone sill. The dwelling- 
house differs by being built of posts sunk in the ground. This 
strengthens the interpretation of the area as a scene of cultic
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Fig. 3. Plan of the cult house (no. 5), the yard, amulet rings, and iron furnaces (A 
111 and A 124). Also shown is the distribution of bones from pigs whose sex has 
been identified. Drawn by Mari-Anne Grönwall.

activities, where people deliberately chose to erect buildings 
which differed in design from the dwelling-houses on the site. 
Another factor arguing in favour of the division of the site 
into a “profane” and a “ritual” part is some trenches filled 
with stones and waste from the slaughtering of animals, which 
separate the dwelling section from the area with the ritual 
activities. The bones found in these trenches are from largely 
the same animals as represented outside the cult building 
(Menander 1997).
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The cult building
The house that we have interpreted as being associated with 
pagan cult and, above all, the setting around it constitutes a 
unique body of archaeological material which clearly shows 
the occurrence of pre-Christian cult activities, above all in 
the latter part of the Viking Age. The building was erected 
on a paved yard with an area of about 1,000 m2. On this 
yard, just beside the building, there were traces of iron pro
duction, smith-work, and a hoard of about a hundred amu
let rings of iron. There were also well preserved animal bones, 
mostly waste from slaughtering.

Situated beside a slightly elevated rock, the building meas
ured about 6x7.5 m. It was oriented north-south, with the 
opening in the western part. The house was built on sills and 
was probably made of corner-jointed timber (fig. 3). In the 
southern and western parts there were only a few sill-stones 
left, but the distribution of the finds shows clearly where the 
walls once were: outside the building there was a large number 
of animal bones and occasional finds, while the space inside 
the building was virtually devoid of finds. The house was 
probably divided into two rooms, a big one in the south and 
a slightly smaller one in the north. The two rooms could be 
distinguished because of a couple of rows of smaller sill-stones 
for interior walls. The rooms were separated by a passage in 
the centre of the house. Along the eastern wall, in the mid
dle, there was a foundation of big flat stones which may have 
served as the base of a stalli: an Old Norse word for a plinth 
on which idols were set (cf. Näsström 1996, p. 69). The foun
dation could not possibly have been a hearth since there was 
no charcoal or any other burnt material on or around the 
stones. This foundation lay at the centre of the passage that 
divided the building into two rooms. Just south of the foun
dation, in the south-western part of the house, there were 
two amulet rings. Otherwise the house completely lacked 
finds. The floor was paved with rounded stones. A distinct 
difference was observed in the stones inside the sills and out
side the house. The stones on the paved yard consisted of 
both rounded and cracked stone. In the yard outside the build
ing there was a hoard of 98 amulet rings and about 75 kg of 
unburned animal bones.
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Amulet rings
The hoard of amulet rings, shaped like fire-steels, lay outside 
the western part of the house, beside a rock. The rings were 
partly wedged down into the stone paving. The name “amu
let rings” comes from the miniature pendants that are often 
found on the rings. The miniature charms are frequently in 
the form of Thor’s hammers, sickles, rings, and so on. Of 
course we cannot say exactly how these were used in the 
cult. A picture stone from Tärbro in Gotland depicts men 
walking in procession with rings in their hands, which may 
be an illustration of one of the situations in which the rings 
were used. Perhaps it depicts a pre-Christian ritual which 
was replaced in the Middle Ages by church ceremonies known 
as “walking rites”. In an article dealing with folk rites of this 
kind, Anders Hultgård (1992, p. 65) asks whether the pro
cessions through the fields that were held in parts of Sweden 
and Norway as late as the nineteenth century are a set of 
church rituals which Christianity brought to Scandinavia. The 
problem, in Hultgård’s opinion, is whether these church cer
emonies replaced similar pre-Christian rituals or if they were 
innovations which arose with the conversion of Scandinavia.

The hoard of this type of amulet rings found at Borg is the 
biggest of its kind hitherto discovered in Sweden. The most 
common find context for amulet rings and amulets other
wise appears to be placed singly in graves or singly in floor 
layers of houses, as a sacrifice or to bring good luck. A study 
of miniature sickles from the late Iron Age in the Mälaren 
Valley shows that cemeteries are by far the most common 
find context for amulets of this type (Isaksson 1992, p. 12).

The amulet rings at Borg were found together below a 
rock outcrop outside the building described above. Similar 
deposits of amulet rings, beside rocks, have also been noted 
on Helgö (Holmqvist 1979, p. 56) and at the Sanda site in 
Uppland (Aqvist 1996, p. 111). All the amulet rings found at 
Borg had been forged together from two separate parts and 
had thereby been shaped like fire-steels, which may be a sym
bol of the purifying and life-giving fire (fig. 4). The separate 
parts resemble sickles, which may be associated with a fertil
ity cult (Gräslund 1993, p. 190). Some of the pendants are L- 
shaped, which is considered by some to resemble the shape 
of an axe, while others think that they may originally have
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Fig. 4.
Amulet rings 
from Borg, 
as separate 
parts and 
forged to
gether. Illus
tration by 
Richard 
Holmgren, 
ARCDOC.

had a hammer shape (Björkhagen 1997). Both the hammer 
and the axe probably symbolize the god Thor, according to 
Adam of Bremen the chief of the pagan gods during the Vi
king Age. Adam’s description of Thor as the chief of the Æsir, 
superior to Odin, is controversial. According to Strid (1993, 
p. 98), however, Thor’s leading role is confirmed rather than 
refuted by the evidence of place-names. At least at the end of 
the pagan era, Thor was also worshipped as a fertility god, 
since he was the thunder god and thus brought rain (Sundqvist 
1996, p. 71).

It has not been possible to determine whether the amulet 
rings were deposited on one or more than one occasion. On 
the other hand, it was obvious that the amulets were depos
ited in two or possibly three heaps. In addition, there were 
two amulet rings inside the building, in its south-western part.

In the area just north of the amulet rings there was also 
quite a lot of iron slag, some fragments of blast nozzles, and 
couple of furnaces, A 111 and 124 (fig. 3), which can be 
associated with iron production. Iron production has previ
ously been linked to communication with divine forces; a 
transformation process like this, from a natural resource to a 
man-made product, from ore to forgeable iron, could not 
occur without the intervention of divine forces (Burström 
1990, pp. 266 f.; Ersgård and Hållans 1996, p. 23). Ethno
graphic studies from eastern and southern Africa also show 
how iron production was viewed. The smelting of ore into 
iron is regarded as a metaphor for human reproduction and 
childbirth, with the furnace being likened to a pregnant
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woman. The actual transformation process is considered holy, 
and the people involved in it are hedged with rites and ta
boos (Collet 1993, pp. 502 ff.).

The amulet rings from Borg were deposited as both fin
ished and semi-manufactured rings. This suggests that the 
rings were forged at the farmstead. A couple of special build
ings with sand floors beside house 5 may have been intended 
for this. In this context, the role of the smith in prehistoric 
society is interesting. The smith was long considered to be in 
contact with divine powers, and forging was thought to be 
an almost supernatural art (Christiansen 1982, p. 263; 
Burström 1990).

The artefacts and structures found at house 5 in Borg rep
resent a complete process: from iron production to forging, 
the deposition of amulets, slag, sacrifices of animals, and the 
cult building as part of the exercise of religion at Borg. What 
we see expressed in the archaeological material at Borg may 
very well reflect parts of what is described in the creation 
myth in the Eddie poem Völuspä, where the gods assemble 
to deliberate (Terry 1969, “The Sibyl’s Prophecy”, stanza 7):

The Aesir met in Idavelli; 
they built altars, high timbered halls, 
fashioned hearths to forge gold treasure, 
strong tools and heavy tongs.

The osteological material
In the paved yard outside the houses there were about 75 kg 
of unburned animal bones. About 50 kg of this has been 
analysed (Jonsson 1997), showing that there is an unusually 
large proportion of skulls and jawbones in relation to other 
bones from meatier parts of the animals. This suggests that 
what we have here is not ordinary food refuse but bones 
connected with sacrificial meals.

The material also included a large number of bones of 
horse and dog. The treatment to which the dogs had been 
subjected, according to the osteologist (Jonsson 1997), rein
forces the cultic impression of the site. There were quite a 
number of finds of more or less intact skulls, and there were 
several examples of dogs having been subjected to violent 
blows, for example, through the cervical vertebrae. Some of
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the bones are also from pups, while a few very large bones 
are presumed to come from wolves. There are remains of at 
least ten dogs (Jonsson 1997). Dog bones do not normally 
occur among the bones found at habitation sites, but they 
are well attested above all in graves from the late Iron Age. 
Their important status is shown by the fact that they are 
often found in chieftains’ graves. In a Vendel Period chief
tain’s grave from Rickeby in Uppland, for example, there 
were no less than four buried dogs (Sjösvärd 1989, p. 35). 
The biggest concentration of dogs was found immediately 
west and north-east of the amulet rings. Cat bones are also 
represented in the material; like dogs, cats are usually found 
only in Iron Age graves. The association of the cat with the 
goddess Freyja is debated. According to Snorri’s Edda, Freyja 
travelled to Baldr’s funeral in a carriage drawn by cats 
(Näsström 1991, p. 262). Holtsmark (1992, p. 72), how
ever, argues that this idea was inspired by classical sculpture 
depicting the fertility goddess Cybele in a chariot drawn by 
two lions. Other unusual animal species found above all in 
the area around the amulet rings include red deer, goose, fox, 
beaver, and badger.

The material also contained bones from the commonest 
types of domesticated animals found at habitation sites, such 
as sheep, pigs, and cattle. It is possible to identify the sex of 
pigs from the canine teeth. The material from Borg shows 
that the distribution of male and female swine is not ran
dom. All the sow bones, apart from one fragment, were close 
to the amulet rings (fig. 3). The link with the fertility goddess 
Freyja is clear. In tenth-century skaldic poetry Freyja could 
also go under the name Syr, “sow” (Holtsmark 1992, p. 75). 
It is possible that the fire-steel-shaped amulet rings may 
thereby also be associated with the goddess Freyja. The dis
tribution also shows that bones from boars are concentrated 
in the area round the two furnaces. The boar is associated 
with one of the fertility gods, Freyr. He had a golden boar 
named Gollinbursti or Slidrugtanni (Holtsmark 1992, p. 70). 
This may reflect a dualism, with the area around the cult 
house being divided into a male and a female sphere. In an 
article about the cult of Freyr and animal cults, Rosén (1913, 
pp. 214 ff.) examines the connection between the fertility god 
Freyr and the pig and claims that traces of pig sacrifices sur
vived in various forms as late as the start of the twentieth
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century; in Swedish folk belief this fertility deity in the shape 
of a sow survived under the name gloson or gluffesuggan.

If we look at the actual building once again, we see that it 
too is divided into two opposites - two rooms. In the room 
in the southern part of the house there were two amulet rings. 
If, as has previously been suggested, amulet rings can be as
sociated with the goddess Freyja, this room might be the fe
male sphere, while the northern room, which lacked finds, 
would have been the male sphere.

As we have seen, the deposited bones mostly consisted of 
parts of skulls. An account of a journey from the tenth cen
tury may show why such a large proportion of skulls has 
been found in the material. The Arabic writer Ihn Fadian 
describes a journey to Bulgar in 922. Fie describes the cults 
of the Rus (that is, Swedish) merchants. When the dealing 
has gone smoothly for a merchant and he has managed to 
sell to his satisfaction, he says: ‘“My lord has satisfied my 
needs, and now it is my duty to repay him.’ He then goes to 
a herd of goats or horned cattle and slaughters them. He 
distributes some of the meat as alms. He then takes the rest 
and throws it between a big wooden pole and small ones 
around it. He hangs up the heads of the cattle and goats on 
the wooden poles that are stuck in the ground. When night 
falls, the dogs come and eat up everything. The man who has 
performed this says, ‘The lord certainly favours me and has 
consumed my offering’” (Holtsmark 1992, p. 19).

When did people sacrifice at Borg?
When did these cubic activities take place at Borg? A number 
of 14C analyses have been made of charcoal from the struc
tures in the area and of bones from the big yard. The datings 
begin in the early eighth century and end some way into the 
eleventh century. House 7, which is overlain by house 5, has 
a dating from the start of the eighth century. In addition, 
some bones found in the yard are dated to this period. As we 
have seen, the yard was laid out before any of the houses in 
the area were built. The houses were then built in different 
periods. This suggests that even before house 5 was built 
there were religious activities at Borg, presumably in connec
tion with sacrificial meals. The other houses in the area may 
very well have been part of this context. The cultic activities
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that we can then distinguish most clearly are mainly dated to 
the tenth century. From this period we have house 5, one of 
the furnaces (A 111), house 6 north of house 5, and bones 
from the yard. This dating is also corroborated by the amu
let rings, which are generally considered to belong to the tenth 
century. A reservation should be made as regards the dating 
of the bones. These datings come from the preliminary in
vestigation of the area, which means that we cannot say ex
actly what context they came from, other than that they come 
from the stone packing on which all the houses were built. 
Datings of the bones nevertheless show that bones were de
posited on the yard from the start of the eighth century.

When did the pre-Christian cult give way to 
Christian rites?
Some time in the eleventh century, the walls of the cult house 
at Borg were pulled down and only the sill stones were left. 
The whole foundation was then covered with a thick layer of 
gravel. The excavations showed that the gravel covered only 
house 5. At roughly the same time as the cult building was 
abandoned, the rest of the Borg farmstead was restructured 
(see Lindeblad in this volume). The deliberate covering of 
house 5 could be interpreted as a ritual burial of the pre- 
Christian cult. One possibility is that one of the buildings 
with sand floors took over the role as some form of cult 
building. In this house, dated to A.D. 879-1146, there were 
a couple of odd finds which occur both in pre-Christian cult 
and in early Christian contexts. One is part of the rim of a 
bronze vessel. Bronze bowls usually occur as grave finds but 
are very rare in habitation contexts. One of the few finds of 
bronze bowls from habitation sites comes from Sanda in 
Uppland, the bowl was found outside the biggest building, 
which was also interpreted as a house associated with cult 
activities. The other find, a bronze bell, has been associated 
by several scholars with both pre-Christian cult and early 
Christian contexts (Nielsen 1997, p. 47 and works cited 
there). Because of the wide dating range, it cannot be said 
with certainty whether the building was used in a pre-Chris
tian cult or in an early Christian context.

Only about 100 m east of the pre-Christian cult area at
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Fig. 5.
The cult 
building at 
Borg in its 
surroundings. 
Illustration 
by Richard 
Holmgren, 
ARCDOC.

Borg, a stone church was built in the thirteenth century. We 
do not know whether this church was preceded by a wooden 
church on the same spot. Perhaps the house with the bronze 
bell is instead the first expression of Christian religion at 
Borg. There is no certain evidence for this today, but the de
liberate dismantling of the walls of house 5 and the covering 
of the foundation supports the assumption that this building 
had to give way to the new faith. It is conceivable that the 
walls of house 5 were dismantled to be cleansed. After this 
purification, they could then be reused for the new church 
building.

Conclusion
The conceptual world of Scandinavian people in the late Iron 
Age is reflected in the recently discovered remains from Borg, 
with their fascinating new material. The excavations at Borg 
also show a connection between a secular ruler and control 
of pre-Christian cult practice.
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The interpretations proposed in this article may seem too 
bold, especially as regards the comparisons of sacrifices of 
certain animals and divinities in Norse literature. There has 
also been some criticism from scholars of religion (Sundqvist
1997). The connection between sacrifices of certain animals 
and the gods and goddesses in the Edda, according to 
Sundqvist, should be undertaken with a cautious philologi
cal approach combined with a much larger body of archaeo
logical material. This criticism may be justified, but it under
lines even more the need in future archaeological investiga
tions to study the distribution and composition of the bone 
material in combination with certain categories of finds which 
can be undeniably interpreted as artefacts used for pagan 
cult. Yet another late Iron Age habitation site in Östergötland 
where an analysis along these lines will probably yield good 
results is on the village site of Mörtlösa outside Linköping. A 
preliminary investigation here revealed a large paved yard 
beside a habitation site from the late Iron Age. Among other 
things, the yard had a large quantity of unburned animal 
bones (Lindgren-Hertz in this volume). The investigations at 
Borg show without doubt, however, that pagan cult build
ings did exist in the late Iron Age and that they were prob
ably attached to farmsteads with a central function.
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Thunder and Lightning, 
Magical Miracles
On the Popular Myth of Thunderbolts and the Presence of 
Stone Age Artefacts in Medieval Deposits
Peter Carelli

A
lmost every archaeological investigation uncov
ers an odd object that differs strikingly from the 
rest of the find context. Stone Age artefacts of 
various kinds, for example, are not uncommonly 
unearthed during excavations of medieval occupation lay
ers. These finds are usually regarded by medieval archaeolo

gists as entertaining curiosities to which little thought is de
voted. They are normally explained as residues from Stone 
Age deposits, settlements, or graves. Chance is invoked as 
the rational explanation for their presence in the medieval 
layers.

This explanation did not feel satisfactory when four ex
cavations in Lund in 1990-1993 resulted in four new Stone 
Age artefacts: a flint dagger, a flint axe, a flint sickle, and a 
groundstone shaft-tenon axe. The interesting thing about 
these finds was that they were all found in purely medieval 
contexts, in direct association with settlement remains in 
the form of houses. One of the finds was even discovered 
when the sill stones of a fifteenth-sixteenth-century house 
were exposed.

To assess how unique these finds were called for a total 
survey of all Stone Age finds from Lund, where systematic 
collection of finds has been carried on since the 1890s. Dur
ing the first half-century, the general labourers of the town 
did the collecting during their work on the many projects to 
dig sewers and lay foundations. Since the mid twentieth cen
tury, however, there have been more professional archaeo
logical excavations almost every year. The occupation layers 
from the town span a time from the end of the tenth century 
to the modern era. Artefacts from the earliest centuries, how
ever, are heavily over-represented, since the oldest deposits 
have long been given top priority in archaeological investi
gations.
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Fig. 1.
In the area 
of medieval 
Lund, a total 
of 83 Stone 
Age arte
facts have 
been found. 
They span a 
long time, 
from the 
Late
Mesolithic to 
the Bronze 
Age, but the 
majority 
comes from 
the Middle 
Neolithic. 
Photo:
L. Westrup, 
Kidturen.

The present survey has included only axes, chisels, dag
gers, sickles, spearheads, and arrowheads. Artefacts such as 
flint debitages and flakes have thus been excluded. The rea
son for limiting the material is that the included artefact types 
may be considered relatively easy to identity even for non
archaeologists. These artefacts must therefore have been col
lected frequently ever since the birth of Lundensian archae
ology at the end of the nineteenth century. The geographical 
limit chosen for the survey was the medieval town, that is, 
the area within the medieval rampart.
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A total of 83 artefacts have been found in Lund over the 
years (see catalogue in Carelli 1996). The material, here called 
Stone Age finds for simplicity’s sake, ranges over a long pe
riod, from the Late Mesolithic to the Bronze Age (fig. 1). 
The clearly dominating period, however, is the Middle 
Neolithic. The material also has a highly varied range of 
artefact types: 36 flint axes, 16 groundstone axes, 8 flint 
chisels, 1 groundstone chisel, 5 flint sickles, 14 flint daggers, 
2 flint arrowheads, and 1 flint spearhead (table 1).

The find composition shown in table 1 is 
interesting from many points of view. The 
most important thing is the large number 
of groundstone axes in relation to the 
number of flint axes. Over 30 per cent of 
the axes are groundstone axes, a propor
tion that is much greater than normal find 
assemblages in south-west Skåne. Also 
striking is the great variation in artefacts, 
which is highly unusual from one and the 
same find spot. Some particularly unusual 
artefacts may also be found in the collec
tion. The large number of finds and the 
varied composition thus argue against the 
traditional interpretations which explain 
away these finds. It is more reasonable to 
try to see an overall idea explaining why 
these artefacts ended up in medieval de
posits.

Most of the objects, unfortunately, were 
found in relatively uncertain circumstan
ces. For many decades they were collected 
as stray finds, and only in exceptional cases 
was the find spot described in any detail. 
Most of the artefacts thus lack credible 
datings as regards the find context. Finds 
from the archaeological excavations of re
cent years, however, have yielded a wide 
variety of datings, from the end of the tenth 
century to the sixteenth-seventeenth cen
tury. As for the spatial distribution, we

Groundstone axes
Shaft-hole axe 5
Pointed-butted axe 3
Thick-butted axe 2
Thin-butted axe 1
Thin-bladed adze 1
Boat axe 1
Battleaxe 2
Shaft-tenon axe 1
Total 16

Flint axes
Pointed-butted axe 4
Thin-butted axe 12
Thick-butted axe 15
Thick-butted hollow-ground axe 3 
Core and point axe 1
Axe preform 1
Total 36

Other artefacts
Groundstone chisel 1
Flint chisel 8
Flint sickle 5
Flint dagger 14
Flint arrowhead 2
Flint spearhead 1

Table 1. List of all Stone Age 
artefacts found in Lund.

395



Peter Carelli

have more reliable information about the older finds, since 
the plot number or the street is often stated. A distribution 
map (fig. 2) shows clearly that the artefacts were found over 
virtually the whole medieval town.

When it comes to descriptions of how and why the finds 
were encountered in the individual investigations, the infor
mation is unfortunately vague and difficult to interpret, owing 
to the inadequate methods of investigation and documenta
tion that were applied for a long time. A clear tendency, how
ever, is that most finds from recent years have been made in 
profane contexts. Despite this, only five of the artefacts show 
possible associations with specific houses (nos. 78, 79, 80, 
81, 82, 83 in the catalogue). Of these, only one artefact (no. 
83) can be described as a certain find in a house, namely, the 
stone axe that was discovered in a row of sill stones during 
an excavation in the Gyllenkrok quarter in 1992 (fig. 3).

Fig. 2. Distribution map 
of Lund, marking places 
where Stone Age objects 
have been found.
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Fig. 3. Excavations in the Gyllenkrok quarter in Lund in 1992 
uncovered a shaft-tenon axe in a row of sill stones with a prelimi
nary dating to the fifteenth-sixteenth centuries. The axe is marked 
black.

The religious conceptual world
Did the people of medieval Lund collect Stone Age artefacts? 
There was probably no antiquarian interest in the material 
remains of the past. Today’s perception of time views it as a 
chronological course. The modern conceptual categories of 
past, present, and future were completely unknown to medi
eval people, who were in many ways without history. Ac
cording to Maurice Bloch, alongside the everyday cyclic per
ception of time, there was a ritual perception in which the 
past was present in the present. In this respect, there was no 
difference between past and present (Bloch 1977; Bradley 
1987). With this perception of time, antiquity is an impossi
ble concept.

Learned men in the Middle Ages had a completely differ
ent perception of time: it was historical and followed the 
biblical chronology. The Bible described not only the crea
tion but also the earliest history of humanity. There was no 
room here either for any prehistory.

It therefore seems unreasonable to think that the Stone 
Age finds were collected in medieval Lund out of a general 
antiquarian awareness of the material remains of previous 
generations. It goes without saying that medieval people did 
not care about the prehistory of humanity, since it did not 
exist for them.
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What is described as the world’s first museum of antiqui
ties was created in Egypt in the sixth century B.C. A great 
number of old Babylonian artefacts were stored there. De
spite this “antiquarian awareness”, the interest in antiqui
ties was based on religious conceptions; the artefacts had 
been created by the gods and were considered to possess 
supernatural powers (Trigger 1989, p. 29).

The link between antiquities and religious conceptions 
appears to be almost universal. In eastern North America, 
thousands of old arrowheads, stone pipes, and copper tools 
have been found at Iroquoian settlement sites from the fif
teenth and sixteenth centuries A.D. The Iroquoians took the 
objects to be the amulets of unknown spirits. In Central 
America, the Aztecs in the sixteenth century performed regu
lar rituals in the ruins of Teotihuacan, a city which had been 
inhabited in the first millennium A.D. The city ruins were 
regarded by the Aztecs as remains of the gods (Trigger 1989, 
p. 28). Among the Kantu’ people in Indonesia, the few stone 
artefacts still found today are considered to have supernatu
ral healing powers and are therefore in the possession of the 
shamans (Dove 1989, p. 669).

While they identify these stone relics - from their distinctive 
shape - as adze blades (etc.) and name them accordingly, 
they do not identify them as human adze blades. That is, 
they do not identify them as the remains of tools that they - 
or their ancestors - might have used. (Dove 1989, p. 670.)

The almost universal association between antiquities and 
religion opens the door to a new interpretation of the many 
Stone Age artefacts found in medieval Lund. It is not unrea
sonable to assume that they are material expressions of a 
medieval magico-religious conceptual world which is largely 
unknown and unexplored.

Classical tradition
According to classical tradition, stones not only had minera- 
logical properties but also a magical and healing power and 
a symbolic-moral meaning (Foote 1972, col. 116). Stone axes, 
ceraunia, and their magical properties are described, for ex
ample, by Pliny the Elder (A.D. 23-79) in his Historia 
Naturalis. The stone axes were thought to be able, for ex
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ample, to subdue cities and break up fleets at sea. A particu
larly unusual kind occurred only at places where lightning 
had struck, and these were much sought after by Parthian 
priests. There is also archaeological evidence of the signifi
cance of stone axes at this time. About forty Neolithic stone 
axes have been found in Roman contexts in England, many 
of them in temples, and in France Neolithic stone axes have 
been discovered in at least 24 Romano-Celtic temples (Adkins 
and Adkins 1985, p. 69; Merrifield 1987, pp. 10 f.).

Medieval scholars, following the classical tradition, com
piled a number of books about stones - lapidaria - describ
ing where the stones were found and their mineralogical, 
medicinal, and supernatural properties. These books were 
common in medieval libraries in Scandinavia, but there were 
also private copies. In the will of Canon Tucho Thuronis of 
Lund, dated 11 March 1353, a lapidarium is mentioned 
(Testamenter, p. 114).

The thunderbolt tradition
A tradition with a virtually global spread is the popular myth 
of thunderbolts. According to this, a stone was hurled down 
from heaven every time lightning struck. The lightning was 
caused by the falling stone, while the simultaneous fire and 
thunder were seen as consequences of this (fig. 4). The arte
facts that are called thunderbolts are usually Stone Age tools, 
mostly axes, but also other types of artefacts, such as dag
gers and sickles (Blinkenberg 1909, pp. 7 ff.). In addition, 
fossils of a species of cephalopod (belemnites), or fossilized 
sea urchins (echinites), were believed to be thunderbolts. In 
some cases meteorites, sulphur crystals, or ordinary stones 
with a natural axe-like or wedge-like shape have also been 
interpreted in this way (Almqvist 1974, col. 534).

I once saw lightning strike. It was in the summer of 1896. 
The lightning had struck a building, and you could see very 
well how the electrical discharge had caused a hole in the 
ground by the porch steps. Then an old farmer from the 
locality passed by on the road and saw it. He fetched a hoe 
and began to search. When I asked him what he was doing, 
he explained, with some embarrassment, that he was look
ing for the thunderbolt. (LUF M 7103.)
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Fig. 4. The belief in thunderbolts was widely spread during the Middle Ages. 
According to this, a stone was hurled down from heaven every time lightning struck. 
In this fifteenth-century engraving the town of Ensisheim in Germany is struck by 
a thunderbolt. After Schnapp 1996.

Some evidence showing how widespread this folk tradition 
was, and revealing the scientific view of it, may be seen in 
the introductory words to an article written by Oscar 
Montelius in 1900:

Anyone who goes around the cottages of Sweden today col
lecting stone objects would be wiser to ask whether the peo
ple have found any “thunderbolts” or “Thor’s wedges”, 
rather than asking for stone axes. (Montelius 1900, p. 277.)

Thunderbolts have many popular names in Swedish, but they 
all show an association with thunder, lightning, or the god 
Thor. They are called torvigg or torkil “Thor’s wedge”, govigg 
“good wedge”, gofarskil “good father’s wedge”, åskpil “thun
der arrow”, åskkil or åskvigg “thunder wedge”. In Denmark 
they are usually called tordenkile “thunder wedge” or 
tordensten “thunderbolt”, and the Norwegian names include 
torebløyg and torekile “thunder wedge”, torestein “thun
derbolt”, and torelo “thunder bullet”. Modern folklore col
lections contain extensive descriptions of the thunderbolt 
tradition, but old records are few and lack details. In Olaus 
Petri Helsingius’ Synonymorum libellus from 1587 we find
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the first instance of the word torvigg, while examples at
tested in the seventeenth century are torkil, tordenkile, and 
tordensten (Almqvist 1974).

Universal distribution
The thunderbolt tradition is found over virtually the whole 
world. The tradition seems to be well spread over Europe, 
Asia, and Africa. It is also found in America, but it was prob
ably brought there by European immigrants. In contrast, the 
tradition seems to be absent in the South Pacific and Aus
tralia (Blinkenberg 1909, p. 12). Both the wide geographical 
spread and the occurrence several times in classical litera
ture suggest that the basic features of the belief in thunder
bolts are of great antiquity (Almqvist 1974, col. 535).

In most cultures, thunder and lightning have also been 
associated with the actions of higher powers. The thunder
bolt is the material residue of these divine, or at least super
natural, acts. Among the Kantu’ people of Indonesia this is 
considered self-evident:

In what appears to be a majority of cases, however, these 
celts-cum-charms - especially adze blades - are given names 
that associate them with thunder and lightning. Thus, the 
Kelabit call them batu prabit or “thunderbolts”; the Kenyah 
call them “teeth ... of the thunder-god”; and the Iban call 
them batu nitar or “lightning stones”, as do the Maloh. (Dove 
1989, p.669 f.)

Several of the names for the thunderbolt also suggest that it 
was regarded in Scandinavia as the weapon of the thunder 
god. There are also clear similarities to the pagan belief in 
Thor’s hammer and its anti-demonic and fertility-bringing 
powers. In Saxo’s Gesta Danorum, written around 1200, 
there is an interesting passage about this. The Danish prince 
Magnus Nilsson, who fell at the Battle of Fotevik in 1134, 
led a military expedition to the pagan east in the mid 1120s:

among other tokens of victory he also brought back from 
one of the islands some unusually heavy Thor’s hammers, 
which had been revered for centuries by the people there as 
sacred. For when people in the old days sought to ascertain 
the cause of thunder, they thought in terms of the things
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they were used to and imagined that it was huge copper 
hammers that caused the noise in the sky; such powerful, 
ringing sounds could best be compared to a smith’s tools. 
(Sakses Danesaga 1908, p. 118.)

Magical properties
Why did medieval people regard these thunderbolts with such 
respect? What did their magical meaning consist of? What 
powers were they thought to possess?

Marbodæus, Bishop of Rennes, in his poem Liber lapidum 
or Liber de gemmis, written some time between 1067 and 
1081, describes the magical properties of thunderbolts:

He who carries one will not be struck by lightning, nor will 
houses if the stone is there; the passenger on a ship travel
ling by sea or river will not be sunk by storm or struck by 
lightning; it gives victory in law-suits and battles, and guar
antees sweet sleep and pleasant dreams. (Merrifield 1987,
p. 11.)

In a Danish lapidarium, attributed to the priest Henrik 
Harpestræng (died 1244), it is probably Marbodæus’ de
scription that serves as a basis for the section about thunder
bolts. According to Bengt Almqvist, these continental tradi
tions were probably instrumental in spreading and reinforc
ing the belief in the supernatural origin of thunderbolts and 
their inherent magical properties. Harpestræng, for exam
ple, describes a thunderbolt as “a real stone which falls down 
with lightning and is good against witchcraft and storms at 
sea and is good before battle” (Almqvist 1974, col. 534).

The view of thunderbolts probably did not change sig
nificantly in the subsequent centuries. In the mid seventeenth 
century, for example, the Danish antiquarian Ole Worm 
(1588-1654) described the thunderbolts, that is, the stone 
axes, in his collection, as follows:

Cerauniae, so called because they are thought to fall to earth 
in the lightning flash. They have various shapes, sometimes 
conical, sometimes hammer- or axe-shaped, and with a hole 
in the middle. Their origin is disputed; some deny they are 
meteorites, supposing from their resemblance to iron tools 
that they are really such tools transformed into stones. On
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the other hand, reliable witnesses state that they have ob
served these stones on the precise spot - in a house or a tree, 
and so on - where lightning had struck. (Klindt-Jensen 1975, 
p. 23.)

Antiquarian studies proper began in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. Some scholars now began to question 
the supernatural origin of thunderbolts. It was argued in
stead that the objects had been made by human hand. An 
important element in these new interpretations was com
parative studies of artefacts, above all from newly discov
ered American tribes (Merrifield 1987, p. 10). Already in 
the sixteenth century, however, Michele Mercati, director of 
the Vatican Botanical Garden, had proposed that the well- 
known thunderbolts were man-made tools:

Many believe that they are cast down by lightning; yet those 
who study history judge that before the use of iron they 
were struck from very hard flint for the folly of war. Indeed, 
for the most ancient peoples, pieces of flint served as knives. 
(Schnapp 1996, pp. 151 ff.)

The Danish theologian and historian Erik Pontoppidan 
(1698-1764), as another example, was totally sure of his 
ground when he declared the following in the mid eight
eenth century: “The so-called ceraunei lapides, which were 
formerly believed to be thunderbolts, are now deemed to be 
artificially polished in the form of axes, hammers, wedges, 
or knives” (Ågotnes 1995). This interpretation quickly be
came prevalent among the learned elite. However, the schol
arly discoveries appear to have had little or no influence on 
the widespread belief in thunderbolts, as we see clearly from 
the folklore records from the nineteenth century.

Ethnological testimony
From the many ethnological testimonies in the form of 
records of folk belief in the second half of the nineteenth 
century and the first half of the twentieth century, it is clear 
that magical powers were still ascribed to thunderbolts. The 
most important property was that they protected against 
thunderstorms, lightning strikes, and fires. Since it was be
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lieved that lightning never struck twice in the same place, a 
thunderbolt was regarded as effective protection against fire. 
This was expressed as follows in 1908: “People thought that 
the thunderbolt really had fallen in a thunderstorm, and 
where it had struck once, it would never come again” 
(Blinkenberg 1909, p. 70). Through the centuries, fires have 
been a scourge of humanity. A fire caused by lightning could 
take only a few minutes to destroy a farm that it had taken 
several generations to build up. Thunderbolts were there
fore a form of fire insurance used to protect buildings:

Until her death, an old woman in western Sjælland kept a 
thunderbolt because she believed that, as long as it was in 
the house, neither lightning fire nor other accidents would 
strike it. (Blinkenberg 1909, p. 64.)

In 1868 I came into the house of an old woman who lived 
close to Kulsbjaergene, and I asked to buy a polished flint 
axe which I knew that she had found. But it was not possi
ble to get it from her. I explained to her that it was a tool 
from the Stone Age. The woman replied that I could not 
make her believe that. No, it was a thunderbolt, and when 
they had a stone like that in the house, the lighting did not 
strike it. I offered the woman a few others of a similar kind, 
but smaller, and I even offered to pay her in addition the 
same sum as I had offered for her thunderbolt to begin with. 
The woman replied that it was no use; since she herself had 
not found them, they had no effect. The flint axe she had 
found herself beside an old willow tree a short distance from 
the house, and the willow had been split, and she believed 
that only the thunderbolt she had found could have done 
that. (Blinkenberg 1909, p. 65.)

The folklore records contain numerous descriptions of where 
the thunderbolts were kept in the house. In many cases they 
simply lay on a shelf, on a chest, or in a bag. It was also 
common to hide them in a special place, divorced from the 
everyday chores in the house, walled in, placed under the 
floor or the threshold, on top of the four-poster bed, or in 
the ceiling (fig. 5). “In my parents’ house in Mellösa they 
had a thunderbolt lying by the chimney up at the ceiling” 
(LUF M 1706). “The custom of placing a flint axe under the 
threshold” (LUF M 11408). “Flint axes were often kept on 
top of the four-poster bed or under the eaves.” “My parents
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Fig. 5.
The ethnological 
material contains 
numerous descrip
tions of where in 
the house the thun
derbolts were kept. 
It was commonly 
walled in, placed 
under the floor or 
the threshold, or 
hung under the 
roof. After Earner
1957.

kept one of them on the floor under a chest.” “My grand
mother always had a thunderbolt in bed” (Blinkenberg 1909, 
pp. 65 ff.). “At Ekliden farm in Domme and on a farm in 
Västra Alstad there were flint axes walled into the roof laths” 
(Christoffersson 1918, p. 163).

Besides this, there was a complex of protective magic and 
fertility properties. Among other things, a thunderbolt pre
vented the grain in a bin from running out, it kept rats away 
from grain, it prevented milk from going sour, and it made 
the beer ferment. It guaranteed good luck in animal hus
bandry, hunting, and fishing, and it could also be used to 
keep fire in check during slash-and-burn cultivation. It also 
gave “sure protection against trolls and other evil powers”, 
and it could be used in love magic. Another important prop
erty was the ability to cure all manner of diseases in humans 
and animals. For this purpose, the stones were often scraped 
or pulverized. In 1811 a person recorded the following ac
count by a Danish woman at Hammershøj in Viborg County, 
who cured her husband’s colic with a thunderbolt:
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she tried to pulverize a piece of flintstone, roughly as big as 
an egg yolk, gave her husband this coarse dose all at once, 
and from that time he evidently improved, so that he can 
now work again; if he is occasionally troubled by it, he takes 
his heaven-sent powder and immediately finds relief. 
(Blinkenberg 1909, p. 68.)

Evidence speaking in favour of the relatively widespread use 
of pulverized thunderbolt in the Middle Ages as well is seen 
in the fact that several of the Stone Age artefacts found in 
Lund show otherwise inexplicable damage, with edges bro
ken off or pits hollowed out (e.g. nos. 4, 51, 64 in the cata
logue) (cf. also Rydbeck 1940) (fig. 6).

Archaeology and mentalities
We have now demonstrated the tradition of the thunderbolt 
throughout the Middle Ages and noted a large number of 
Stone Age artefacts in the medieval deposits in Lund. Is it 
really possible to show that the two phenomena belong to
gether? Is this an impossibility for archaeology? The prob
lem is that archaeology in modern times has been regarded 
too much as an exact science. As a result, only measurable 
and quantifiable data have been considered interpretable. 
Questions of a more abstract character, such as those con
cerning mental structures, have been considered too difficult 
to tackle on the basis of archaeological evidence. The conse
quence of this is that these questions have become the al
most exclusive preserve of anthropologists and ethnologists. 
To get away from the notion that this is an impossible sub
ject for archaeology, we need a new and wider view of the 
subject. Archaeology must once again be seen as a humanis
tic science in which plausible interpretations are arrived at 
by discussion and argumentation, not by formulae and sta
tistics.

Ralph Merrifield argues that thinking in terms of exact 
science has often led to absurdities in archaeological analysis:

Even where it is realised that something unusual has oc
curred, and that it requires explanation, it is common for 
every other possible interpretation, however unlikely, to be 
put forward, provided it makes sense in terms of accident 
or functional utility, while the possibility that it should be
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Fig. 6. Several of the Stone Age artefacts found in Lund show 
inexplicable damage such as destroyed edges (KM 9620b; KM 
23864; KM 35375) and smaller pits looking like cup-marks (KM 
8463). This suggests relatively widespread use of pulverized 
thunderbolt in the Middle Ages. Photo: L. Westrup, Kulturen.

interpreted as yet another example of a not uncommon form 
of religious or magical ritual remains ignored. (Merrifield 
1987, p. 1.)

This is strange, since it is generally accepted at the same time 
that religion and magic exerted a powerful hold on medieval 
mentalities. Alongside the official Christian faith, folk belief 
and magic played an important role. Religion gave people
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existential security, while magic gave them a way to influ
ence their life situation, which was thus not entirely at the 
mercy of chance and chaos. All classes in society shared these 
mental structures; there was, in other words, a “common 
tradition” which affected people’s everyday lives (Schön 1989, 
p. 17; Kieckhefer 1993, p. 56; Paulsson 1993, p. 8).

Medieval paradox
It may seem like a medieval paradox that a popular religious 
norm system of clearly prehistoric origin existed alongside 
the official Christian system. The change of religion in Scan
dinavia, however, served as a melting-pot in which old and 
new were combined. The struggle between paganism and 
Christianity was not so much about what people actually 
believed, but more a struggle between pagan and Christian 
customs. The church was therefore “intolerant as regards 
the official pagan doctrine, whose old gods had to be totally 
abandoned, but tolerant towards folk belief” (Granberg 
1978, p. 124; Stattin 1991, p. 9).

These mentalities probably had such a strong influence 
on people that they ought to have left ample traces in the 
archaeological source material. Religion and magic have al
ways been important elements in people’s lives, alongside 
their daily bread, a roof over their heads, and protection 
against enemies. “In a sense it must be regarded as even more 
basic, since it concerns man’s view of himself in his earthly 
environment, and activities arising from it inevitably per
vade all other fields of human action” (Merrifield 1987, p. 1).

Interpreters and the context of the finds
Although we are now aware of the crucial significance of 
the religious conceptual world for the lives of medieval peo
ple, it is nevertheless difficult to put our finger clearly and 
exactly on the material remains of mental structures. The 
stone axes from Lund are a good example of this problem. 
Although stone axes have been found regularly in the medi
eval town since 1890, no one has tried to associate them 
with the thunderbolt tradition that is so well known to eth
nologists and historians. Instead, the axes have been viewed
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as indicators of Stone Age settlement. In a newspaper arti
cle, Georg Karlin, founder of the Museum of Cultural His
tory (Kulturen) in Lund, describes these - for Lund - rather 
unusual finds:

Even the not inconsiderable number of Stone Age finds dug 
from the soil of Lund, of which at least twenty have been 
found in their original site ... show that this place, as long 
has Skåne has been inhabited at all, has also followed the 
general cultural development. (Karlin 1923.)

Almost fifty years later, in 1969, the large quantities of stone 
axes found in the London area were interpreted in the same 
way. The axes were thought to show which areas had been 
inhabited during the Neolithic (Merrifield 1987, pp. 9 ff.).

Today we know that an axe is not always an axe, and a 
dagger is not always a dagger. It depends on the context of 
the find and the person who interprets it. It is only when the 
object is confronted with an interpreter that it acquires a 
meaning. According to Mats Burström, who has summed 
up the post-modern debate about the production of mean
ing, it is only in this encounter that the interpreter gives 
meaning to the object, in accordance with his or her per
sonal frame of reference. “Different interpreters thus read 
different meanings out of the same object. The meaning de
pends on who interprets the object, and in what context this 
occurs” (Burström 1993, p. 8). Today’s archaeologists of 
course regard the stone axe and the stone dagger in a way 
that differs completely from that in the Stone Age and Mid
dle Ages. The rationally thinking archaeologist sees two tools 
of cut stone which are put into long chronological and typo
logical series. Stone Age people probably viewed the same 
objects as symbolically charged votive offerings and grave 
goods, while medieval people took them to be supernatural 
cult objects with inherent magical powers. The same objects 
- but with widely differing interpretations.

By thinking beyond the bounds of exact science and by 
using analogies from ethnological and anthropological source 
material, Stone Age artefacts in Lund suddenly acquire mean
ing. The vast majority are undoubtedly material remains of 
the thunderbolt tradition that is well known to have existed 
in the Middle Ages and in more recent times.
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The axes found in London have also been reinterpreted 
in recent years. Today they are understood to correspond to 
“the distribution of the population who collected them be
tween Saxon times and the eighteenth century, rather than 
that of the Neolithic population who made them” (Merrifield 
1987, p. 14).

A similar change in archaeology has recently been seen 
elsewhere. The stone axes that used to be explained away as 
having been found in the wrong context have now been in
terpreted as remains of the thunderbolt tradition in articles 
from several countries (e.g. Earner 1957; Norkus 1959; 
Munksgaard 1963; Boersma 1968; Godske Nielsen 1972; 
Myhre 1980; Meaney 1981; Hiedelk-Schacht 1983; Capelle 
1987; Myhre 1988). One find from Novgorod stands out: a 
Neolithic flint spearhead enclosed in a bronze case. The strik
ing thing is that this object was adorned not just with plant 
motifs but also with a cross. It was found during archaeo
logical excavations in 1953, in a layer dated to the first half 
of the fourteenth century, but after the fire of 1311 (Sedova 
1957; Yanin 1992, p. 99) (fig. 7).

Fig. 7. Archaeological excavations in Novgorod revealed a 
Neolithic flint spearhead enclosed in a bronze case adorned with 
a cross (length 8.1 cm). The object has been dated by the 
stratigraphy to the first half of the fourteenth century. After 
Sedova 1957.

Rare objects
Where then do the Stone Age finds come from? The sur
roundings of Lund are rich in remains of prehistoric settle
ments and graves, it is true, but no Stone Age settlement has 
been found within the boundary of the medieval town. Some 
of the finds may be votive offerings deposited in prehistoric 
times, in layers which were disturbed in connection with the 
frequent digging of pits in the early Middle Ages or in the 
large-scale construction of sewers and foundations in the late 
nineteenth and early 20th centuries.
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Most of the objects were probably originally found in the 
surroundings of the town. Intensive cultivation of large ar
eas of land over a very long time has naturally led to a mul
titude of ploughed-up Stone Age objects through the centu
ries. The objects were naturally picked up and brought home 
to Lund for private use, if they were not sold for a good 
profit at the market.

The total find composition, however, is somewhat strange, 
in that the proportion of groundstone axes is much higher 
than the normal find assemblage in Stone Age contexts in 
south-west Skåne (table 1). In addition, there are several rare 
objects, some of which may be described as exotic in the 
Lund district (P. Karsten, pers. com.). In several cases, then, 
Stone Age artefacts have been transported over long distances.

The rich occurrence of thunderbolts in Lund is interest
ing in comparison with other medieval towns in the region. 
Finds of Stone Age artefacts in medieval occupation layers 
are rare, but they do occur. In Helsingborg, several Stone 
Age tools have been found in medieval excavations. Their 
original context, however, is difficult to interpret, since the 
medieval town lies above several Stone Age sites (A. Löfgren, 
CBNA Excavations Department South, pers. com.). In 
Malmö, a stone axe has been found during the excavation of 
the Tranan block, in an obviously medieval context (I. 
Billberg, Malmö Museums, pers. com.). In Roskilde, finally, 
a polished flint axe was found in the wall trench of a house 
dated to the eleventh century (M. Andersen, pers. com., and 
Andersen, Høj, and Sørensen 1986, pp. 35 ff.).

If we expand the area and look at some other Scandinavian 
towns where extensive archaeological investigations have 
been carried on in recent years, the result is even more ac
centuated. In Sigtuna, Trondheim, Visby, and Uppsala, no 
Stone Age tools have been found at all (personal communi
cations from S. Tesch, Sigtuna Museum; S. W. Nordeide, 
Directorate of Historic Monuments, Trondheim; N.-G. 
Nydolf, CBNA Excavations Department, Visby; M. Mogren 
and M. Elfwendahl, CBNA Excavations Department, 
Uppsala, and Institute of Archaeology, Lund). Occasional 
finds occur from Söderköping, Birka, Oslo, and Bergen, how
ever. An archaeological excavation in the Hertigen quarter 
of Söderköping in 1976 revealed a groundstone axe in de
posits dated to the twelfth century (M. Hasselmo, Institute
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of Archaeology, Lund, pers. com.). Half a shaft-hole axe was 
found in a layer from the twelfth century during the excava
tions of Gamlebyen in Oslo, and a pecked Walzenbeil 
(trindyxa) was unearthed during the Bryggen excavations in 
Bergen in 1955. The stone axe was found in building no. 
123, interpreted as a setstove, a seasonal dwelling, in the 
filling of a bench. This building was destroyed by the fire in 
1248 (Ågotnes 1995). Apart from this, there are written 
records from the 1920s of a find of a stone, “cut to shape 
like a hammer with a shaft-hole, 9.5 cm long”. The stone 
has been lost, unfortunately, but it was probably a Stone 
Age shaft-hole axe (Ågotnes 1995). The recently concluded 
excavations at Birka have not yielded any finds of thunder
bolts (K. Svensson, Birka Project, pers. com.), but in Hjalmar 
Stolpe’s report on the 1873 excavations on Björkö there is 
an interesting note:

Last among the products of the human hand may be men
tioned a small miniature stone axe of some kind of dolerite 
with an unfinished shaft-hole. It probably belongs to the 
Stone Age and was thus already an antiquity when it came 
into the possession of the Late Iron Age population. 
(Ambrosiani and Erikson 1991, p. 93.)

Let us instead look at some villages in south-west Skåne which 
have seen large-scale medieval excavations in recent years: 
Löddeköpinge, Gårdstånga, Hjärup, Hyllie, and Önnerup. 
No Stone Age artefacts were found at all in Löddeköpinge; 
they were not unusual in Gårdstånga, but the material is 
difficult to interpret, since several Stone Age settlements were 
also documented. The excavation at Hjärup uncovered a flint 
dagger in a medieval well (B. Söderberg, CBNA Excavations 
Department South, pers. com.).

Some interesting finds were made at Hyllie in the 1993 
season. In the middle of a house, under a floor level with a 
preliminary dating to the sixteenth century, a fragment was 
found of a four-sided polished axe. The find lay in the sandy 
subsoil immediately under the floor of the house, together 
with a coin from 1525. The house is much older, however, 
from the fourteenth century. In the pit dug for a well close to 
the house, a preform for a four-sided axe was found. The 
well is probably late medieval or post-medieval (B.-Å. 
Samuelsson, Malmö Museums, pers. com.).
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Fig. 8. In the village of Önnerup, about ten kilometres from Lund, four polished 
thick-butted axes were found in medieval contexts. One of the axes was in the 
post-hole of a house of Trelleborg type, dated to the eleventh-twelfth centuries. 
The post-hole has been marked black. Drawing: Annika Jeppsson, CBNA 
Excavations Department South.

The most interesting village finds, however, are from 
Önnerup, about ten kilometres from Lund. Excavations in 
1983-84 in the medieval village site revealed four polished 
think-butted axes in what was described as “clearly second
ary contexts” directly associated with the medieval settle
ment. One of the axes had a direct association with a house 
of Trelleborg type (house 5:1), dated to the eleventh-twelfth 
centuries. The axe was discovered in a post-hole where one 
of the sturdy roof-bearing posts had originally stood 
(Pettersson 1996) (fig. 8).

Rational explanations
In this quick survey of the find situation in Skåne and the 
rest of southern Scandinavia, one is struck by the heavy over
representation of Stone Age tools in Lund. Why have 83 
Stone Age artefacts been found in medieval Lund when only 
one axe has been found until now in medieval Malmö? The 
most probable explanation is that in Malmö, as in many 
other towns in Skåne, axes, chisels, sickles, and the like have 
been found over the years, but these have been thought to be 
part of the general wealth of Stone Age objects occurring in
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most of the province. This rational explanation for the ex
istence of the objects is always the first to be invoked when 
they have been uncovered during construction work and ar
chaeological excavation.

The reason that Stone Age objects have been found in 
such small amounts medieval town deposits further north 
may be different in part. It is possible that the thunderbolt 
tradition was not very widespread in the central and north
ern parts of Scandinavia in the Middle Ages. Perhaps the 
tradition at this time was mainly a Central European phe
nomenon. Another thing that we should not ignore is that 
the tradition requires a certain availability of Stone Age ar
tefacts. The great land uplift that has occurred in central 
and northern Scandinavia may have had the result that the 
medieval towns often lack a “Stone Age hinterland”. Stone 
Age artefacts may thus not have been as easily available in 
the Middle Ages.

It is important to remember, however, that these inter
pretations are wholly based on today’s find situation. Finds 
from future archaeological investigations may of course 
change the situation radically.

The link between Stone Age finds and people’s magico- 
religious conceptual worlds is ancient. Even back in the days 
when the axes were contemporary artefacts, they were used 
as votive deposits. Finds of axes in post-holes or other direct 
remains of houses are not unusual either (Karsten 1994, pp. 
145 ff.). There are also similar examples from the Iron Age 
(Myhre 1988, pp. 313 ff.; Ringstad 1988, pp. 325 ff.; 
Henriksen 1966, pp. 5 ff.).

Despite the similarities, it is unreasonable to believe that 
we have here one and the same tradition which survived from 
the Neolithic until well into modern times. Presumably it 
was gradually changed and adjusted to suit people’s wishes 
and needs. In the Stone Age the magical aspect lay in the 
sacrifice - the deposition - of newly made axes, sickles, and 
daggers, which gave them passive properties as protection 
for buildings. In the Middle Ages, on the other hand, these 
artefacts were unknown objects which were thus associated 
with the supernatural. These people explained the artefacts 
as having been thrown to the ground by lightning. The ob
jects were therefore intrinsically magical and could be used
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in a more active way. They were amulets which were thought 
to give protection and good luck to the finder.

This tradition has since continued far into modern times. 
Several instances of testimony to the spread of the thunder
bolt tradition as late as the 1930s may be found in the Folklife 
Archives in Lund. One record from 1931, however, indi
cates a new, modern way of thinking which no longer had 
any room for folk belief and superstition:

In the old days you could hear the occasional old man say 
that he had found a thunderbolt in his field, but it didn’t 
happen very often. And I never heard that they did any
thing special with them ... (LUF M 3056).
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Legends and Mysteries
Reflections on the Evidence for the Early Mission 
in Scandinavia
Jörn Staecker

W
ith the foundation of the archbishoprics of 
Lund, Trondheim (Nidaros) and Uppsala in 
1104, 1152, and 1164 respectively, the Chris
tianization of Denmark, Norway, and Swe
den was provisionally established. The three Scandinavian 

countries were now responsible for their own ecclesiastical 
administrations and no longer dependent on Hamburg- 
Bremen and Canterbury. With this, the bitter power struggle 
between the Scandinavian rulers on the one hand and the 
German and English churches on the other, was brought to a 
close. Above all, Hamburg-Bremen under the direction of 
Archbishop Adalbert only now relaxed its control on Den
mark and Sweden after decades of activity and distanced 
herself from her ambitious plans to establish a Scandinavian 
Patriarch under the supremacy of Hamburg-Bremen (Göbell 
1977, p. 91).

Whilst the official establishment of these missions is rela
tively easy to ascertain, it is more difficult to determine when 
this tremendous process, which was to decisively change Vi
king Age society, actually began. Should we regard the visit 
of Willibrord to the court of the Danish King Ongendus in 
700 as a key date, despite it being only a visit? Or should we 
regard the first serious attempts at conversion in Denmark 
and Sweden to be the missions of Ebo of Rheims and Ansgar 
between 823 and 865 including two visits to Birka (829 and 
854), although their outcome towards the end of the ninth 
century is unknown? Or did the first successful mission only 
come about with Archbishop Unni, who exploited Henry I’s 
victory to petition King Gorm and his son Harald and with 
this lay the foundation for the later conversion of Harald 
Bluetooth? Or was it only with the legendary baptisms of 
Harald (the Poppo miracle) and Olaf Skötkonung (the Sigfrid 
legend) that the Christianization of Denmark and Sweden
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was made possible, that is to say, collective conversion under 
the direction of the king, as seen in France with the baptism 
of Chlodowig (496)?

From the evidence of the documentary sources it would 
appear that the main impetus for the mission in Denmark 
and Sweden came from the Germans, whilst the English took 
the lead in Norway. Archaeology has never altered this pic
ture, but has been used to play an illustrative role instead. 
However, does the archaeological evidence really comply with 
the established historical tradition or could it provide a quite 
new interpretation?

On account of the complexity of events, the focus of in
vestigation into the missionary process in southern Scandi
navia must be defined. In the following I wish to investigate 
in detail the different phases of the mission and examine 
whether the accepted historical image agrees with the archaeo
logical “reality” or whether there are inconsistencies between 
the two. The following questions will be answered: From 
which countries was the mission instigated? Does the course 
of these missions agree with the archaeological source mate
rial? With which strata of society did the mission initially 
gain acceptance?

Willibrord’s mission
The mission to the Frisian and Germanic areas in the seventh 
and eighth centuries was substantially initiated by Anglo- 
Saxon monks, educated in Northumbrian monasteries. These 
monks were well adapted to the situation of thinly popu
lated regions in which to develop the Northumbrian model 
of economic self-sufficiency (Lynch 1992, pp. 54 ff.). In the 
first phase of the mission Wilfrid of York (678/79) and Ab
bot Ecgbert, represented by his fellow monk Wictberct (686/ 
87-688/89) focused on independent Friesland. However, both 
missions failed. In the second phase Willibrord from North
umbria developed a completely new strategy. Willibrord went 
to the court of Pippin II and acquired southern Friesland as 
an area for missionary activity. The background to this was 
Pippin’s recent victory which had reaffirmed Frankish con
trol of Fresia citerior (Schäferdiek 1996, p. 67). In the year 
692 Willibrord received missionary authority from Pope 
Sergius and in 695 - after Utrecht had been established as
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the ecclesiastical centre for Frankish-ruled Friesland - he was 
nominated and ordained as archbishop. Willibrord tried to 
expand his missionary activities to both sides of the Frankish 
border and began making overtures to the Frisian King 
Radbod, but received no encouragement for the mission. Then 
he travelled from Friesland to Jutland, where he was well 
received at the court of King Ongendus. On his return he 
took thirty Danish youths with him, who were baptized dur
ing the sea crossing. The journey is recorded in Alcuin’s De 
Vita Sancti Willibrordi (I, 9; II, 7-8). This journey is afforded 
no further mention in historical research to date. Conse
quently Göbell (1977, p. 68) judged this advance to the inde
pendent Frisians and Danes as a passing episode of no sig
nificance. Seegrün (1967, pp. 16 ff.) believes that through 
Willibrord a new phase of missionary activity was initiated. 
In place of the old missionary ideal was “the cooperation of 
the Carolingian dynasty with the Papacy, with the incorpo
ration of missionaries into the imperial association and their 
acknowledgement of the missionary power of the Pope 
through his bestowal of ecclesiastical titles”.

Recently, J. A. Hellström (1994 b) has developed a com
pletely new approach to the first phase of the mission in his 
“heretical thoughts on the Christianization of Sweden”. In 
the Swedish Sigfrid legend, which was written down in 1205, 
it is reported that Olaf Skötkonung invited his friend, the 
English King Mildred to dispatch a mission to educate him 
in Christian ways of learning (Larsson 1991, p. 19). After 
lengthy deliberations Sigfrid the archbishop of York was sent 
by King Mildred to Sweden (Schmid 1931, pp. 89 ff.). Sigfrid 
came via Denmark to Varend, where upon the instruction of 
an angel he founded a church in Växjö. From there he pro
ceeded further to Västergötland where he succeeded in bap
tizing King Olaf Skötkonung in Husaby. In the meantime 
Sigfrid’s three companions Unaman, Sunaman, and Vinaman 
had been decapitated in an uprising. Sigfrid found the heads 
in Lake Växjö and Olaf sent a punitive expedition against 
the rebels. As compensation Sigfrid was given further estates 
(Hellström 1994, p. 84).

Such is the legend. If we do not subscribe to S. U. Palme’s 
scathing conclusion (1959, pp. 69 ff.) that this is only a stere
otype account of a mission in which a pagan king is bap
tized, a church founded and their existence ensured in eco-
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nomie terms, there remains the problem of identifying the 
person of King Mildred. From the premise that the legend 
focuses on the baptism of Olaf, that is to say in AD 1000, 
only Æthelred could have been the English king at the time 
(Fant 1828, p. 346 note d; Schmid 1931, pp. 79 f.; Larsson 
1991, p. 23). However, Hellström (1994a, p. 54; 1994b, pp. 
85 f.) has proposed that Mildred should be identified with 
the Northumbrian King Milred, who is cited in the list of 
kings in the Liber Vitae Ecclesiæ Dunelmensis (1841, p. 1). 
This book, which originally belonged to the monastery of 
Lindisfarne, travelled to Durham and beyond with the trans
fer of the order towards the end of the ninth century. Judging 
from the sequence of kings’ names Milred must have ruled 
from the middle or towards the end of the eighth century 
(Hellström 1994a, p. 54). This would move the key events of 
the Sigfrid legend into the eighth century.

However, this does not solve all problems. It still leaves 
open the question of what position Sigfrid held and whence 
he came. In historical research it is debated whether Sigfrid 
should be identified with the Sigafrid referred to by Adam of 
Bremen (II, 57) or if these are actually two separate individu
als (Larsson 1991, p. 19). However, as Fant had already noted 
(1828, p. 348, note g) there is no Sigfrid entered in the list of 
bishops of York for either the eighth or the tenth centuries. It 
is however not impossible that Sigfrid never held such a po
sition, neither in York nor later in Växjö. According to Larsson 
(1991, pp. 23 ff.), it is possible that the status of bishop was 
later conferred for political reasons in order to legitimize the 
bishopric with the establishment of the archbishopric in 
Uppsala in 1164. Schmid (1931, pp. 66 f.) believes the rea
son for creating the legend was Uppsala’s attempt to point to 
a strong English tradition and thereby finally block the influ
ence of Lund. With the exception of the name referred to by 
Adam, Schmid (1931, p. 126) believes the whole Sigfrid leg
end is fictitious. Finally, there are still Sigfrid’s three com
panions. Larsson (1991, p. 25) identifies these with the Eng
lish names: Hunman, Suneman, and Wineman, which were 
current in England at the time. Whilst Larsson is of the opin
ion that Sigfrid and his companions belong to a single leg
end, Schmid (1931, p. 94) believes that there are actually 
two separate legends.

Our attention will now be turned from the Vitae and leg-
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ends, which provide only limited evidence, in spite of new 
interpretations, and instead focus on archaeological finds. Is 
it possible to develop such “heretical thoughts” regarding 
the earliest phase of the mission in Scandinavia from an ar
chaeological perspective, or is such an approach condemned 
from the start?

Amongst the eighth- and ninth-century Scandinavian finds 
which clearly display Christian symbolism and originate from 
the Anglo-Saxon area, the croziers are particularly striking. 
Five croziers in total are known from this period.1 Two of 
these come from the old Danish kingdom, namely, the settle
ments of Haithabu and Lund (Capelle 1970; Alenstam- 
Petersson 1952, pp. 235 ff.), one from the island of Helgö, 
Sweden (Holmqvist 1955), and the remaining two from 
Norway, one from the area around Stavanger, although the 
exact find location is unfortunately unknown (Undset 1878, 
pp. 46 ff. fig. 38, a-c; Mahr 1932, pi. 27, 2 a-b; Mahr 1941, 
p. 58), and the other find from a boat-grave at Setnes 
(Marstrander 1963; Warners 1985, p. 4 pi. 8, 6). The condi
tion of these croziers, which were constructed from wood 
with mounts, knops, and crooks, varies greatly. Only the knop 
survives from the examples recovered from Haithabu and 
Lund, the crook from the Helgö find, and of the Norwegian 
examples only the mount from the staff and the knop respec
tively (figs 1-2).

The explanations for these croziers are interesting from 
the perspective of historical research. The iconography and 
chronological setting of the Helgö crook were discussed at 
length by W. Holmqvist (1955, 1961). Holmqvist had no 
doubts that it functioned as a crozier. However, F. Henry 
(1965, pp. 93 ff.) threw doubt on this interpretation, sug
gesting that it should be seen instead as the finial of a chair 
post. However, by comparing it with the crozier from 
Aghadoe, J. Werner (1978, pp. 520 f.) convincingly showed 
that the Helgö find should be described as a crook. Further
more, Werner (ibid., pp. 521 ff.) identified the iconography 
on the crook as being “Jonah and the whale”. A similar in
terpretation emerged for the Stavanger mount. Whilst I. 
Undset (1878, pp. 46 ff.) identified this find rather noncom
mittally as only an extraordinary mount, J. Petersen (1940, 
p. 44) was the first to suggest that it possibly belonged to a 
crozier. E. Warners (1985, p. 21) accepted this interpreta-

423



Jörn Staecker

424



Legends and Mysteries

tion, whereas most recently Bourke (1987, p. 166) has again 
reserved judgement.

Certain problems surround the dating on art-historical 
grounds of these Insular croziers. Analogous parallels are 
unknown from Ireland, Scotland, and England. On the con
trary, the oldest finds are represented by the Scandinavian 
examples (Mahr 1941, p. 58). The dating of these finds has 
varied over time, but the currently accepted classification by 
Bourke (1987, pp. 166 ff.) dates the croziers from Stavanger, 
Helgö, Haithabu, and Setnes to the eighth century, and the 
ferrule from Lund to the early ninth century, a sequence which 
may be generally accepted.

How can the presence of these five croziers be explained? 
In earlier research there was no doubt: the finds were clearly 
identified as stolen goods, which reached Scandinavia dur
ing the Viking Age. There is clear evidence for plundering, 
which began at the latest in 793, the legendary date of the 
destruction of Lindisfarne, and ended only during the course 
of the eleventh century (see Lucas 1967). New interpreta
tions of the documentary sources have now shed doubt on 
whether this explanatory model is necessarily valid. Could 
the croziers be seen instead as evidence for a mission insti
gated from the Irish/Northumbrian area, of which only slight 
echoes are found in the documentary sources?

In principal it is of course extremely difficult to postulate 
an undocumented mission on the basis of such a small amount 
of material. However, the croziers do present a very special 
class of object, which was only conferred during ordination 
and was then held as the property of a bishop until his death.

One of the first references to a crozier occurs as early as 
the fifth century (Morrisroe 1908, p. 516).2 Lrom the early 
seventh century onwards croziers were presented during the 
ordination of bishops. Lor the Gauls this custom is only first 
clearly recorded in the ninth century, but by the tenth cen-

Fig. 1. Croziers of Insular origin from Scandinavia.
1. Haithabu, Busdorf, Schleswig-Holstein, Germany (Capelle 
1970, fig. 6); 2. Lund, Skåne, Sweden (Alenstam-Petersson 1952, 
fig. 1); 3. Helgö, Ekerö, Uppland, Sweden (Holmqvist 1961, pi. 
B-C fig. 21); 4. Setnes, Grytten, Møre, and Romsdal, Norway 
(Marstränder 1963, fig. 11); 5. Stavanger, Rogaland, Norway 
(Undset 1878, fig. 38 a-c). 1:2.
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Fig. 2. Distribution of croziers of Insular origin in Scandinavia.
1. Settlement find (Haitbabu, Lund, Helgö); 2. Grave find (Setnes); 
3. Single find (Stavanger).
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tury the crozier was in general usage by bishops. The crozier 
was then adopted as the symbol of pastoral authority, and of 
the pastoral profession within the diocese and was from then 
on described as baculus pastoralis (Braun 1948, pp. 792 f.). 
The crozier was also conferred in a similar manner on ab
bots from the seventh century onwards and on abbesses from 
the eleventh century (ibid., pp. 793 f.). A functional distinc
tion between these croziers is not possible on typological 
grounds, but the Latin makes a clear distinction between the 
ferula of a bishop and the baculus of an abbot (Bauerreiss 
1957, p. 217). In Celtic the term cambutta was used.

In Ireland bishops’ and abbots’ croziers were already ac
counted a special role from the sixth century onwards, with 
mention being made of a crozier in connection with the ordi
nation of St Patrick, and in England an abbot’s crozier is 
mentioned towards the end of the seventh century (ibid., pp. 
221 f.). Already from the middle of the eighth century on
wards Irish croziers were being venerated within the Frank
ish kingdom, for example Corbinian’s crozier was described 
by Bishop Arbeo of Freising as a sacred object worthy of 
veneration (ibid., p. 221).

Whether this symbolism also applied within Scandinavia, 
indicating that the croziers had been taken there by bishops 
on their missionary travels, can only be answered by discus
sion of their find circumstances.3 Not one of the finds has 
been recovered from such an “ideal” context, that is to say 
an unaccompanied grave orientated west-east, preferably in 
the vicinity of a church, or at least a building with a concen
tration of Christian symbols or ecclesiastical architectural 
details. It is difficult to apply such an interpretation to the 
settlement finds from Haithabu, Lund, and Helgö. Haithabu 
was founded around the middle of the eighth century, and 
the Danish King Horich I gave Ansgar permission in 849 to 
build a church there (Jankuhn 1963, p. 107). The crozier 
find could in theory have reached Haithabu before that date, 
or during the mission to Haithabu, or even afterwards as 
traded plunder in the wake of Viking raids.

The find from Lund should clearly be interpreted as sec
ondary in relation to the town’s foundation, which only took 
place towards the end of the tenth century. The find could 
either have reached Lund via English missionaries towards 
the turn of the millennium, or have been carted off as plun-
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der during a Viking raid. If the piece had already reached 
southern Scandinavia by the early ninth century, then it was 
most probably in Lund’s recently discussed predecessor, 
Uppåkra (Stjernquist 1996). At Helgö the situation was dif
ferent. Here the crozier was discovered on the same terrace 
along with other religious symbols, such as a Buddha figure 
and the guldgubbar or small gold-foil figures. As a result of 
rich finds of glass, the building on the terrace (foundation 1) 
was identified by Holmqvist as a “banqueting hall” (Holm- 
qvist and Granath 1969, p. 181).4 Holmqvist (1980, pp. 56 ff.) 
reasoned that special cult activities were practised here. The 
find circumstances of the crozier with the crook and knop 
only a couple of metres from each other was according to 
Holmqvist and Granath evidence that these objects had been 
attached to the wooden staff before being deposited, thereby 
making it unlikely they were the products of plunder, which 
would have resulted in the worthless wooden staff having 
been discarded.

The knop from Setnes was found together with an Irish 
shrine in a Viking Age boat grave dating from the first half of 
the tenth century (Marstrander 1963, p. 155). Judging from 
the grave goods this is a female interment (ibid., pp. 155 f.). 
The mount from the vicinity of Stavanger must unfortunately 
be categorized as a stray find, as no further information as to 
its find circumstances is available (Undset 1878, p. 48).

From the perspective of historical research it is most in
teresting to follow interpretations of the discovery of these 
croziers. Whilst W. Holmqvist’s account of the Helgö find in 
1955 was still purely descriptive, later both he and K. E. 
Granath (1969, p. 75) suggested that the crook could have 
been associated with Ansgar’s ninth-century mission and only 
then came to be deposited in the ground (Holmqvist 1976, p. 
154). These thoughts were developed further by Holmqvist 
in another publication (1980, pp. 59 f.), in which he sug
gested that the crook could have been linked with Ansgar’s 
second mission. Holmqvist did not think it impossible that 
Hergeir had his estates on Helgö and that Ansgar built his 
first church here. According to Holmqvist’s interpretation 
the crozier could have come to Scandinavia as a gift from 
Ansgar. An explanation for its Irish origin was provided by 
Holmqvist on account of the bishopric of Bremen having 
been founded by the Englishman Willehad in 787. This the
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sis was adopted by A. Hyenstrand (1996, pp. 107 ff.) and 
expanded. Hyenstrand finds it remarkable that several ob
jects with Christian symbolism, amongst them the crazier, 
were concentrated in a single place, possibly having been hid
den there in a hurry. Arabic coins indicate a terminus post 
quern of around 830. Hyenstrand (ibid., p. 118) tentatively 
suggests that this event is contemporary with the destruction 
of Gautbert’s church, which Rimbert recounted in the Vita 
Anskarii (17). A different theory has recently been proposed 
by J. A. Hellström (1996, p. 128). Hellström does not want 
to preclude the possibility of a connection with the North
umbrian mission and asks the question: “Is this [crazier from 
Helgö] plunder from a Viking raid, or proof of an early Chris
tian mission?”

B. Alenstam-Petersson’s interpretation of the Lund find is 
completely different (1952, pp. 233 f.). In her opinion it is 
clearly stolen property. In the Viking raids on Ireland, metal 
objects, particularly those that were easily transportable, were 
stolen. These stolen goods were then used in a secondary 
context and ended up in the graves of their newfound own
ers. Other objects reached Haithabu by means of peaceful 
trade, through contacts with Norway, or came to Scandina
via as a result of sporadic raids by Swedish Vikings.

E. Warners approaches the issue along the same lines as 
Alenstam-Petersson (1985, pp. 39 ff.). Warners cites the re
search of A. T. Lucas (1967) who managed to establish that 
the Irish monasteries were exposed to raids by both Norwe
gians and the Irish. Whilst the Irish did not touch the sacred 
objects, these fell into the hands of the Vikings. In the docu
mentary sources there are accounts of the breaking up and 
removal of several shrines between 797 and 895 (Warners 
1985, 180-181). According to Warners (ibid., pi. 1) the sec
ondary use and find circumstances of these objects speak 
against their peaceful acquisition by means of trade, gift ex
change or indirect missionary activity (i.e., baptism abroad), 
as suggested by C. Blindheim (1978, pp. 173 ff.).

Yet Warners makes broad generalizations in coming to 
this conclusion. There is no attempt to differentiate between 
individual object types. It is striking that the Irish croziers 
were not used in a secondary context. Moreover, it is re
markable that sacred objects primarily ended up in female 
graves as opposed to male (Warners 1985, p. 42, pi. 2). In
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this respect Alenstam-Petersson’s interpretation proves want
ing. Warners (ibid., 42) interprets these finds as “gifts or the 
spoils of plunder”, a form of compensation for the absence 
of a husband or son.

Ansgar’s mission
We now make a leap of around a hundred years and turn our 
attention to “the apostle of the North”, namely Ansgar. In 
the year 829 a Swedish legation asked Emperor Ludwig for a 
missionary to visit their country, as many of their inhabit
ants wanted to adopt the Christian faith (Vita Anskarii 9). 
Two monks, Ansgar and Witmar, both from the monastery 
of Corvey, were appointed to make the journey to Birka. It is 
worth noting that Ansgar was not sent by the Pope, but in
stead acted as a representative and envoy of the emperor. In 
the autumn of 829 Ansgar and Witmar travelled to Birka 
across the sea, where they were attacked by pirates and robbed 
of all their gifts and liturgical effects (Vita Anskarii 10). Fi
nally upon their arrival in Birka they were received by King 
Björn and by the common consent of the king and his retinue 
they were given permission to preach the Gospel. During their 
one-and-a-half year’s stay they managed to baptize some in
habitants, and tend to the pastoral needs of the Christian 
slaves. Amongst the baptized was an important individual, 
namely, the governor of the town of Birka (praefectus vici), 
Hergeir, who later established a chapel on his property (Vita 
Anskarii 11). Following the foundation of the archbishopric 
of Hamburg, Gauzbert was appointed missionary bishop and 
sent to Birka in 832 with gifts and liturgical effects. Having 
arrived in Birka he built a church, spread the Christian mes
sage, and the number of believers grew day by day (Vita 
Anskarii 14).5 In 847 there was an uprising against the 
preacher, in which Nithard, Gauzbert’s nephew, was killed, 
the place plundered, and Gauzbert together with his attend
ants ignominiously chased away (Vita Anskarii 17). It is pos
sible that even the church was destroyed in the rebellion, 
leaving pastoral activities suspended until the arrival of the 
hermit Ardgar. The only support generated during this crisis 
came from the town governor, Hergeir, who continued to 
manage ecclesiastical affairs. After his death Ardgar left Swe
den (Vita Anskarii 19-20). Only in 854 did Ansgar under
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take his second trip to Birka together with Erimbert, 
Gauzbert’s nephew. Rimbert says nothing of any surviving 
Christians on the island. This time permission to conduct the 
mission was only granted after two thing decisions on Birka 
and one in another place on the mainland. In addition Ansgar 
received permission from King Olaf to build churches and 
appoint priests. The king granted him a plot of land on Birka 
on which to build a chapel, as well as a house for the priest. 
Ansgar then returned, while Erimbert remained in Birka (Vita 
Anskarii 28). He was in turn replaced by the Dane, Ansfried, 
who stayed in Birka until 859. In 860 Ansgar sent the priest 
Rimbert, likewise a Dane, to Birka. According to Rimbert’s 
account (Vita Anskarii 33) the Dane Rimbert was busy with 
the compilation of the Vita throughout his stay on Birka, 
that is to say, between 865 and 876.

What possibilities does archaeology hold for examining 
the truth underlying these holy legends? On the island of 
Björkö, Tating-ware (or Frisian jugs) was found in several 
cremations (Graves 457, 1158, 1932-III) and inhumations 
(Graves 551, 597, 854). In the case of the graves these are 
always female burials (fig. 3). These jugs have been well re
searched and in many cases have the characteristic ornament 
of a tin-foil cross on the lower portion of the body. Over 
forty find locations are known in northern Europe, twenty- 
five of them in Scandinavia (fig. 4). The production centre 
was probably somewhere in the region of the Rhine, possi
bly Mayen, in addition to there being local imitations in Eng
land (Gabriel 1988, pp. 134 f., notes 107-109; fig. 12). The 
jugs in the Baltic could perhaps have been shipped there via 
the trade route through Dorestad. Gabriel (ibid.) dates the 
Tating-ware jugs to the late eighth and early ninth centuries. 
It was suggested by D. Selling (1951, p. 294) and W. Winkel
mann (1972, pp. 45 ff.) that the jugs from Birka may have 
been connected with Ansgar’s first mission, having been in
tended for church use and missionary activity. Accordingly 
the jugs could have been used for measuring and storing li
turgical wine, as vessels for mixing wine and water during 
the mass, or as vessels for the ritual washing of hands during 
liturgical proceedings, that is to say urceus (Liestøl 1953, pp. 
169 f.; Selling 1955, pp. 54 f.; Winkelmann 1977, pp. 43 f.). 
E. K. Hougen (1958-59, pp. 99 f.) and R. Schindler (1956, 
pp. 133 f.) adopt essentially cautious positions in their dis-
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Fig. 3. Inventory of the inhumation grave 854 with a Tating-ware jug from Birka 
(Arbman 1943, fig. 275).
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cussions of the Tating-ware jugs from Kaupang, Norway, and 
Süderende, Schleswig-Holstein. Hougen interprets the pres
ence of Tating-ware jugs as a clear indication of trading ac
tivity, although without precluding the possibility that there 
could have been a connection with the Danish ruler, Harald 
Klak, who in 813 had sailed to Vestfold to announce his claim 
of sovereignty. The same Harald was baptized in Mainz in 
826 and then returned to Denmark. There were priests in his 
entourage, including Ansgar amongst others. Schindler re
garded the nature of burial, namely cremation, as the biggest 
obstacle in establishing an association with the mission. At 
the same time he did draw attention to the fact that the only 
gravefield occupied in the ninth century (in Süderende) was 
already enclosed, thereby clearly diverging from other pagan 
places of burial. This theory of Liestøl, Selling, and 
Winkelmann was opposed by D. Ellmers (1964/65, p. 32, 
note 67) and E. Ring and A. Wieczorek (1979, p. 360) in 
particular. The authors denied a liturgical function for these 
jugs, on account of the absence of an association with eccle
siastical milieus in Germany, such as monastic production 
centres. In their opinion these jugs can only have a secular 
meaning. Most recently A. Musin (forthcoming) in his dis
cussion of the Tating-ware jug from the cremation in Mound 
7 from Plakun, Old Ladoga, has subscribed to the old thesis. 
Musin has speculated that the woman lying in this grave 
dating from the second half of the ninth century could have 
been a Christian, but the grave in which she was buried was 
furnished in traditional fashion by her pagan relatives.

We must absolutely not go so far as to assume that the 
burial ideal of a newly converted Scandinavian woman was 
an unaccompanied grave. Other factors would have played 
an important role here, such as the establishment of a de
marcated area in which the priest could conduct the funeral 
service (see Gräslund 1991; Staecker 1996). If such a zone 
was absent or if a priest was perhaps only occasionally present, 
then the provisions for a model Christian burial would be 
absent. The jug could by all means have been a token of the 
high regard in which the converted woman was held. The 
association with female graves is striking. It suggests the pos
sibility of a direct association with the story of Friedburg 
and Katia, as recounted by Rimbert (Vita Anskarii 20). Shortly 
before her death the rich Friedburg requested her daughter
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Katia to divide all her possessions amongst the needy of 
Dorestad, as was then carried out. For her dying hour the 
widow had given explicit instructions for wine (viaticum) to 
be purchased. Although Ellmers (1964/65, p. 32) objected to 
the use of the jug as a liturgical vessel, he did not deny a 
connection with Ansgar’s mission. Ellmers suggested on ac
count of its proximity with other drinking vessels that the 
custom of drinking wine arrived in Birka with Ansgar’s mis
sion to the North, and that the Tating-ware jugs could have 
functioned as wine vessels. If one is to believe Rimbert’s de
scription, then we have discovered in the written sources evi
dence for a social practice and gender-specific role, which is 
also reflected in the grave furnishings.

If we now turn our attention from Christian symbols and 
turn instead to symbols of the pagan counter-reaction, this 
offers us the opportunity to discuss the mission from a com
pletely different perspective. Thor’s hammer rings, compris
ing an iron ring with one or more T-shaped, or occasionally 
L-shaped iron pendants been found in numerous graves at 
Birka. K. Ström (1984,135) assigns these rings to the (eighth,)

Fig. 4. Distribution of Tating-ware jugs in Scandinavia (after 
Gabriel 1988, fig. 12, with additions after Meier 1994, 180).
A. Inhumations: Sweden: 1-3. Björkö, Adelsö sn., grave 551, 597, 
854 (Selling 1955, 46, no. 2, 3, 5).
B. Cremations: Germany: 4. Süderende, Föhr, Schleswig-Holstein 
(Schindler 1956, 131); 5. Tating, Eiderstedt, Schleswig-Holstein 
(Jankuhn 1937, 288-292); Norway: 6. Gimmen, Idd, Østfold 
(Hougen 1958/59, 96); 7-8. Kaupang, Tjølling, Vestfold, grave 94 
(C 4256-59); grave K/XXIII (Blindheim et al. 1981, 205; 221); 
Sweden: 9-11. Björkö, Adelsö, grave 457; 1158; 1932-111 (Selling 
1955, 46 no. 1, 6, 7); 12. Kunsta, Adelsö, grave 6 (Selling 1955, 
46, no. 11); 13. Vällingby, Spånga, Stockholm, grave 17 (Selling 
1955, 46, no. 12); 14. Skövde (Selling 1955, 46, no.13); 15. 
Ytterby, Täby (Lundström 1971, 56, note 20).
C. Settlements (independent of the absolute nutnber listed as one): 
Germany: 16. Haithabu, Rendsburg-Eckernförde (Hübener 1959, 
133); 17. Kosel, Rendsburg-Eckernförde (Meier 1994, 180); 
Danmark: 18. Aggersborg (Ellmers 1964/65, 28); 19. Lindholm 
Høje (Lundström 1971, 55); 20. Ribe; 21. Sorte Muld, Ibsker, 
Bornholm (Watt 1991, 100); Norway: 22. Kaupang, Tjølling, 
Vestfold (Hougen 1958/59, 91 ff.); 23. Borg, Vestvågøy, Lofoten 
(Stamsø Munch 1992, 268); Sweden: 24. Svarta Jorden, Björkö, 
Adelsö (Selling 1955, 46, nos. 8-10); 25. Helgö, Ekerö (Arrhenius 
1961, 184-185).
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ninth and tenth centuries. The ninth-century rings are par
ticularly significant in this discussion. The important ques
tion arises as to what brought about the appearance of these 
rings in Sweden, with its concentration in the Mälaren re
gion. Was Ansgar’s mission (and perhaps that of others) so 
effective that it provoked a reaction of this kind on the part 
of the pagans, so that they suddenly felt forced to demon
strate their beliefs, which they had thought self-evident? If 
this thesis holds true then we must assess this material in a 
completely new light, not only with regard to the temporal 
dimension, but also in respect of its spatial distribution. At 
the same time these pagan symbols pose a dilemma for ar
chaeology. In two of the graves from Birka (854,1158) Tating- 
ware jugs and Thor’s hammer rings were found together. Is 
this evidence for a transitional phase, in which conservative 
elements (Thor’s hammers) and new elements (cross sym
bols) are found together and undergo a symbiosis in the 
graves, in which it would then be hard in individual cases to 
detect whether conversion had taken place. Or does the com
bined presence of these two symbols present a picture in which 
the beliefs of the interred are condemned to the shadows?

Unni’s mission
We now make another leap, this time of only 70 years. This 
time Adam of Bremen is the commentator with his ecclesias
tical history of Hamburg-Bremen. Shortly before the year 
936 the archbishop of Hamburg-Bremen, Unni, led an expe
dition to Birka (Adam I, 60-61). The Sueones et Gothi had 
in the meantime forgotten the Christian faith and were not 
easily returned to the fold. Adam makes no mention of Unni’s 
attempts to rekindle Ansgar’s mission. Shortly before his re
turn home Unni took ill and died. His body was buried in 
Birka, but his head was carried back to Bremen by his com
panions.

So much for Adam’s short note on the interlude of 936. In 
the first half of the tenth century increasing numbers of graves 
were furnished with crosses and crucifix pendants, which 
corresponds chronologically with this event. These pendants 
can be subdivided according to type, with one type - dis
cussed below - being conspicuously numerous. Characteris
tic for this type of pendant is a round silver foil, from which
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four U-shaped segments have been removed. This gives a 
Greek cross with distinctly splayed arms or terminals. All 
the crosses of this type have a border of punched circles on 
their upper faces, on occasion there is a cross motif in the 
centre of the arms, the back is always plain.6 At Birka such 
pendants were founds in graves 480, 517, 835, and 983 (fig. 
5). There are further parallels of this type in Denmark, Swe
den, Norway, Russia and the Ukraine (Staecker 1995, pp. 
Ill ff.) (fig. 6). The chronology of this type at Birka is well 
supported by coin dates for the graves (Grave 517 - tpq 922/ 
23, Grave 835 - tpq 911/12) and the chronological sequence 
of oval brooches in graves 480 and 983 by I. Jansson (1985, 
pp. 172 ff.) which date to the second and third quarters of 
the tenth century. This chronology is supported by compara
ble finds in Europe (Staecker 1995, pp. Ill ff.).

It was self-evident for many researchers to establish the 
position between the archaeological material and documen
tary sources and to recognize in the finds from Birka clear 
evidence for the activities of the German archbishop (com
pare amongst others Ellmers 1968, pp. 154 f.; Gräslund 1980, 
p. 84; Müller-Wille 1985, p. 463; Capelle 1981, p. 595). 
However, the matter is not as simple as one initially could 
imagine. A detailed study of the pendants shows that the 
prototype must originate from the Insular sphere. In the Brit
ish Isles there are some cross pendants which in their form 
display close similarities to the above. To these belong St 
Cuthbert’s Cross, the Wilton Cross and the Ixforth Cross 
(Bruce-Mitford 1956, pi. 15). Bruce-Mitford (1956, p. 319) 
regards all three pendants to be Anglo-Saxon work of the 
sixth to seventh centuries. A roughly analogous form is also 
found in the Frankish territories, namely a brooch from Trier 
which can be ascribed to the seventh century, as illustrated 
by Böhner (1958, p. 163, pi. 18,9). The best parallel to our 
Viking Age crosses is the attachment from a purse-shaped 
reliquary of Insular type, ‘‘Boniface’s comb”, preserved in 
the cathedral treasury at Fitzlar (Roth 1981, pi. 1). How
ever, it is not absolutely certain that this find came to Central 
Germany as a result of the Anglo-Saxon mission in the sev
enth and eighth centuries. For this type of cross was also 
current in the ninth century, as illustrated by the Canterbury 
Cross, a brooch of comparable form (Jessup 1950, pp. 124 f.). 
This cross type is not only depicted on small items of adorn-
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ment, but also appears on coins struck during the 
reign of King Offa (757-796) the cross of which is 
described as a “Celtic cross” (Stewart 1986, p. 40, 
pi. 3.2). However, the type is no longer current on 
coins of the ninth and tenth centuries. Further par
allels are encountered on tenth-century Northum
brian stone cross-shafts, amongst others those from 
Whithorn and Kirkinner (Collingwood 1927, pp. 
63 f., figs 80, 82).

It therefore seems relatively likely that this cross 
type had its origin in Anglo-Saxon art, where it was 
current for over four centuries. However, the single 
find from the Frankish territories and the imported 
piece of Insular origin also show that this cross type 
was adopted into Germanic art. However, to date 
no cross pendants of this form are known from the 
Frankish territories. With regard to the finds from 
Birka, which were probably produced within a rela
tively short time frame, they beg the question 
whether we can adhere to the thesis of a mission 
from Hamburg-Bremen. It does not seem impossi
ble that the pendants are the result of an Anglo- 
Saxon mission, about which nothing is known from 
documentary sources. This could have been active 
on the island during the first half of the tenth cen
tury.

These thoughts can be supported by another 
group of finds, namely the Thor’s hammer pendants. 
These pendants, which are mostly made from pre
cious metals, in all probability reflect the reaction 
of the pagan sector of society to the threat of the 
new religion, and appear in Birka graves belonging 
to the first half of the tenth century. At the same 
time it appears unlikely that Unni’s short visit alone 
could have caused such a response. On the contrary, 
it seems more likely that missionaries would have 
been active on the island for a longer period. When 
Adam of Bremen makes no further mention of Ger
man activity on the island, it is not impossible that

Fig. 5. Cross-pendants from Birka graves 480, 517, 835, and 983 (Staecker 1995, 
figs 87, 89, 93, 95). 1:1.
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Fig. 6. Distribution of cross-pendants from type 1.2.2 (Staecker 1995, map 8). 
Denmark: 1. Skjeppinge Grund, Rø, Bornholm; Sweden: 2. Kastlösa, Öland;
3. Björkö grave 480, Adelsö, Uppland; 4. Björkö grave 517, Adelsö, Uppland;
5. Björkö grave 835, Adelsö, Uppland; 6. Björkö grave 983, Adelsö sn., Uppland; 
Norway: 7. Kaupang, Vestfold; 8. Slemmedal, Lia, Hommedal, Grimstad, Aust- 
Agder; Russia: 9. Timerevo grave 459, Jar oslav; 10. Gnezdovo grave C-301, 
Smolensk; Ukraine: 11. Kiev grave 124; 12. Kiev grave 125; 13. Kiev grave 125.

other powers, such as the Anglo-Saxons, were active.
It is also worth considering the status of those with whom 

the cross and Thor’s hammer pendants were buried. It is clear 
that those who were buried with these religious symbols were 
mainly women from the “upper middle classes”. This is not 
to say that men of the same social class had an aversion to 
the new religion, and the limited presence of Thor’s ham
mers and crosses in the male graves shows rather that men 
were less willing to publicly display such symbols.
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The mystery
Let us once again make a leap of 70 years to the first decade 
of the millennium. According to Adam of Bremen, German 
influence dominated the mission to Denmark and Sweden, 
with only a secondary role being played by the English. One 
cannot blame Adam for he was ultimately writing a history 
of the church of Hamburg-Bremen and naturally defended 
the opinions and power interests of his patrons. In spite of 
his partisan accounts, we cannot reproach Adam for 
underplaying the activities of English missionaries in Den
mark and Sweden. Adam makes reference to there being nu
merous English bishops in the entourage of King Cnut on his 
return to Denmark following the conquest of England. Be
longing to this personal circle was Bernhard, who would be 
appointed in Skåne, Gerbrand with responsibility for Sjælland 
and Reginbert covering Fyn. Adam, however, failed to men
tion that Sven Gabelbart had already installed Bishop 
Gotebald in Skåne and that Bernhard would be his official 
successor. This is shown in the Necrologium Lundense 
(Memoriale fratrum, 21 Aug., p. 88), where the two bishops 
come before Gerbrand. Gerbrand’s recognition succeeded only 
after the following interlude: in 1025 the archbishop of Ham
burg-Bremen, Unwan, forced Gerbrand, who was travelling 
through Bremen at the time, to swear allegiance to Germany. 
Adam’s gloating pleasure is clearly depicted in his account of 
the fate of Bishop Henry of Lund, whose “body was torn 
apart on account of his drunkenness” (Adam IV, 8). It be
came clear that the competition between the two countries, 
which was deliberately incited by the Danish royal house, 
developed from the fear that the Germans were going to domi
nate church politics.

English influence in Sweden in the eleventh century is 
harder to substantiate. Apart from the above-mentioned 
Sigfrid legend, and the fact that Olaf Skötkonung was bap
tized by an English bishop, Adam (II, 57) names only one 
other Siegfried (Sigafrid) who operated out of Norway. Of 
more interest is his nephew Osmund, one of the most re
markable figures in the history of the Swedish mission. 
Osmund went to Rome in order to be ordained a bishop, a 
position which was denied him. Finally he was ordained as 
bishop through the archiepiscopus Polaniae (Adam III, 15).

440



Legends and Mysteries

Whether Polania indicates the area of the Kievan Rus or Po
land, and with it Kiev or Gnesen is unresolved (Schmid 1934, 
pp. 59 ff.; Arne 1947). Osmund was appointed as bishop by 
King Emund Slemae and clearly demonstrated his subordi
nation to church politics by meeting a delegation from Ham
burg-Bremen with Swedish resistance. It therefore comes as 
no surprise that Adam described him as acepbalus (head
less), as was the church of Hamburg-Bremen in his opinion, 
following Archbishop Adalbert’s leadership. Finally with the 
death of Emund Slemae in 1060 even Osmund’s career in 
Sweden appears to have ended, his death in 1067 being re
corded in the monastery at Ely. One can speculate that Emund 
tended to serve renegade canons in an attempt to thwart 
German plans from the start. Moreover, Sven Estridsen was 
tempted into similar action with the appointment of Ricwal 
as bishop of Lund (Weibull 1948, pp. 14 ff.).

That the reality was different, with the English playing a 
more substantial role in the mission, cannot only be read 
between Adam’s lines, but is reflected even more clearly by 
archaeological finds (Staecker 1995, pp. 420 ff.; Staecker 
1996a). However, there are problems in provenancing some 
of the individual find types. One such mystery is posed by a 
type of crucifix pendant, the origin of which is variously de
scribed in the literature, firstly as Russian, and then as 
Scandinavian. Characteristic for this type of crucifix - illus
trated here by the find from Sigtuna (fig. 7) - is a cross of 
Latin type on which the body of Christ is shown in relief 
with padded sleeves, which resemble “scale-armour”. His 
body is in most instances slightly inclined to the right, His 
unformed hands are nailed, the loin cloth has a scalloped 
border and His feet are crossed. In several instances there is 
a St Andrew’s cross on Christ’s chest and an equal-armed 
cross above His head. The depiction of the clothing varies on 
all the pendants, in many instances it is not dear whether 
Christ is dressed in a tunic or the combination of a loin cloth 
and shirt. The front and back are sometimes furnished with 
the same motif, although occasionally the back is either plain 
or carries geometric ornament.7 The distribution of this find 
type spans from Scandinavia, Finland, Latvia, Russia, the 
Ukraine, and Hungary to Romania (fig. 8). The dating of 
these pendants from graves, hoards, and settlements is rela
tively closely defined. The pendants first appear towards the
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Fig. 7. 
Crucifix 
pendant 
from
Sigtuna. 1:1.

end of the tenth century and beginning of the eleventh cen
tury, and make their last appearance in early twelfth-century 
hoards, with copies known from Saarni hoards together with 
finds from the eleventh to the fourteenth centuries.

While there are no major differences of opinion with re
gard to the dating of these pendants, there is a lively debate 
surrounding the question of their origin. Suggestions range 
from Insular and Ottonian art to Byzantine, Moravian, and 
Russian. Opinions are also divided over where the produc
tion centre for these pendants was, with some favouring Scan
dinavia and others Russia (Salin 1891-93, pp. 298 f.; 
Hildebrand 1894, p. 528; Kjellberg 1928, pp. 31 ff., Kivikoski 
1939, p. 170; Nordman 1945, p. 236; Sedov 1984, pp. 19 ff.; 
Duczko 1986, pp. 22 ff.).

In particular the features of the padded sleeves, the St 
Andrew’s cross on the chest, and the large, unformed hands 
pose an enigma. In Byzantine art the diagonal cross on the 
chest is very unusual. The few examples include depictions 
of Christ on the Rabbula-Gospel, which is dated to the year 
586 (Leclercq 1914, p. 3079, fig. 3380), and on a Syrian 
silver bowl from the province of Perm (Red 1904, pp. 64 ff. 
pi. 2), which Mrass (1991, pp. 299 f.) ascribes to the ninth 
to tenth centuries. Such depictions do not appear to have 
been more widely distributed in the Byzantine area. In Byz
antine decorative art there is also reference to the image of 
padded sleeves. These clearly indicate the drapery of cloth
ing, as can be seen on the oldest Byzantine crucifix pendant 
of seventh-century date (Werner 1936, pi. 5,1; 5,3). A cruci
fix from Smyrna, which probably belongs to the ninth or 
tenth centuries, is very similar to our type (Wulf 1909, p. 
198, no. 938, pi. 45). Chiton’s drapery, the equal-armed cross

442



Legends and Mysteries

Fig. 8 Distribution of crucifix pendants from type 2.1.2 (Staecker 1995, map 17). 
Sweden: 1. Johannishus, Hjortsberga, Blekinge; 2. Kville, Bohuslän; 3. Ryd, 
Glömminge, Öland; 4. Västra Bitterna, Västergötland; 5. Sandegårda, Sanda, 
Gotland; 6. Sigtuna, Uppland; 7. Allmänninge, Valbo, Gästrikland; 8. Unna 
Saiva, Gällivare, Lappland; 9. Unna Saiva, Gällivare, Lappland; Norway: 10. 
Bergen, Hordaland; 11. Hukoen, Skærvoj, Troms; Finland: 12. Laitila, Heinik- 
kala; 13. Mikkeli, Juonennurmi; 14. without location; Latvia: 15. Daugmales 
pilskalns, Riga; 16. Daugmales pilskalns, Riga; Russia: 17. Timerevo, Jaroslav; 
18. Orechovo Krupejchenko, Leningrad; 19. Novgorod; 20. Novgorod; 21. Nov
gorod; 22. Pskov; 23. Pskov; 24. Saki grave 55, Tver; 25. Tver; 26. Gocevo 
mound 37, Vologda; Ukraine: 27. Knjagaja Gora, Kiev; 28. Chersonnes, Crimea; 
Hungary: 29. Mellkereszt, Bacs Kiskun; 30. Telegd, Bihar; 31. Veszprém, 
Nändortelep; 32. Romania: Dinogetia-Garvan, Jijilia, Tulcea, Galati;
33. Dinogetia-Garvan, Jijilia, Tulcea, Galati; 34. lsaccea, Tulcea, Galati.

above Christ’s head and the crossed feet provide good paral
lels for the Scandinavian crucifixes.

The diagonal cross is also present in Ottonian/Salian art.
From Hemer and Letmathe, both in the vicinity of Iserlohn, 
two processional crosses are known, which depict Christ with
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the cross of St Andrew on his chest (Pieper 1959, p. 158, fig. 
1; Ludorff 1900, p. 47, pi. 25,1). Also in Insular art of the 
ninth to eleventh centuries there are corresponding examples 
of the diagonal cross on the chest, as on the stone cross-shaft 
from Thornton Steward (Collingwood 1927, p. 105, fig. 
129,a) and the crozier from Lismore (Henry 1970, fig. p. 
26). Of particular note in this connection is the presence of 
the massive, undefined hands on the stone cross-shaft from 
Kirkburton and Thornton Steward (Collingwood 1927, pp. 
102 ff., fig. 125; 129, c-d).

Let us look once more at the distribution of these pen
dants. The concentration is in northern Russia, with Nov
gorod as a possible production centre. The differences in de
tail between individual pendants does not preclude the pos
sibility their production within Scandinavia. Furthermore, 
on account of finds from Romania and the Crimea it would 
not be misguided to suggest that production could also have 
taken place in areas bordering the Byzantine Empire. A com
parable prototype lay not only outside the Byzantine Em
pire, but also outside the Frankish and Anglo-Saxon territo
ries. It is therefore impossible to reach a final conclusion as 
to the origin of the prototype, and by extension whether the 
crucifixes reflect a Frankish, Anglo-Saxon, or Russian mis
sion.

Within the bounds of possibility
In attempting to establish the presence of an undocumented, 
or relatively poorly documented mission to Scandinavia dur
ing the eighth to eleventh centuries, we come up against the 
limitations of what is possible within the field of the archae
ology of religion. The question as to how far we can use 
Christian symbols from the material culture, the wearing of 
such objects and the introduction of a new burial rite as evi
dence for this mission must to some extent remain unan
swered.

Archaeology holds enormous potential awaiting interpre
tation, but at the same time presents a certain dilemma. 
Interpreting graves furnished with Christian symbols, as for 
example the cremations and inhumations from Birka with 
Tating-ware jugs or the inhumations from Birka with cross
pendants as expressions of Christianity, is a contradiction in
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itself, because the model Christian burial should be without 
grave-goods. Only with the establishment of Christian 
cemeteries, as in Denmark from the late tenth century and 
Sweden from the first half of the eleventh century, can one 
really speak of Christian burials. These follow the church’s 
decrees with regard to their setting, that is to say within the 
boundaries of an enclosed cemetery - and with regard to the 
prohibition of grave-goods (Staecker 1996b).

However, it would be wrong to dismiss the Birka graves 
furnished with Christian symbols as categorically non-Chris
tian, because it is just these that reflect the transition from 
the pagan faith to Christianity, and the wearers of such 
symbols could have been early initiates. The primsigning 
(deferred baptism) during the Viking Age provided an 
important link between the two religions, by means of which 
pagans renounced their gods (Abrenuntiation) and adopted 
the catechism. Through this several concessions were granted, 
with regard to trade with Christians, service in the host of a 
Christian ruler, and even burial in consecrated ground. At 
the same time the primi signati, having not been baptized, 
stood in direct contact with the pagan world (Sandholm 
1965). We can only guess at the social status of these graves, 
when we classify them as belonging to the upper middle clas
ses. At the same time even this classification is open to 
criticism, as the assessment of social class is frequently based 
on grave-goods, but with Christian influence, and its reduction 
in grave-goods having an instantly negative impact on the 
assessment of social class. It is of particular interest that the 
written sources can provide a certain validation. Women of 
means, such as Frideburg and Katia mentioned in the Vita 
Ansgarii, could have belonged to the first group of converts, 
and would then have participated in this extraordinary mixing 
of tradition with the new faith.

Let us now examine the temporal course of the mission. 
The croziers of Insular origin discussed at the beginning are 
from the archaeologist’s perspective difficult to associate with 
an early mission from the Anglo-Saxon area. Basically there 
are three interpretative models that have been applied to this 
find group. The first is that of plunder, as most recently cham
pioned by E. Warners, in which croziers were torn from their 
sacred contexts and ended up in a secular pagan milieu, be it 
a grave or a settlement, with their function reduced to that of
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a decorative object. The second thesis is that these finds are 
evidence of a ninth-century mission. C. Blindheim and W. 
Holmqvist are of the opinion that the croziers were the prop
erty of the church and were stored in the corresponding mon
asteries and churches of England and Germany, respectively, 
for use in Scandinavia. The third thesis has recently been 
proposed by J. A. Hellström. According to this the croziers 
directly reflect a seventh-century mission, which is as good 
as unknown from the documentary sources.

There appear to be too many aspects, such as the frag
mentation and find circumstances of the croziers, for them 
to be evidence for an early mission. On the other hand, the 
“plunder thesis” occasionally appears too simplistic, if only 
in the cases of Helgö and Setnes. Here again as archaeolo
gists we stumble against our limitations. There are no clear 
documentary sources for an eighth-century mission, there
fore all finds should be interpreted as plunder.

In the second example, Ansgar’s mission to Birka, we stum
ble upon the classic problem between the disciplines of ar
chaeology and history, namely, that the documented mission 
has not been reflected in the archaeological record as hoped 
for. Instead, the graves illustrate a kind of syncretism - as 
discussed above - in which the pagan tradition clearly domi
nated. The Tating-ware jugs have been interpreted here in a 
similar light to the croziers. D. Selling and W. Winkelmann 
were of the opinion that these jugs are clear evidence for a 
ninth-century mission and their function can accordingly be 
identified as being of a liturgical nature. On account of the 
find circumstances of these vessels in production centres, E. 
Ring and A. Wieczorek ascribe a secular function to them, 
and accordingly regard them only as imported wares in Scan
dinavia. The distribution centres of these jugs in the Viking 
Age trading centres could support both hypotheses. The jugs 
were either conveyed as prestige imports in the intensive trade 
with the Carolingian Empire, or the trading-places eased the 
arrival of missionaries, who headed for established adminis
trative centres.

In the third example a completely new problem arises. 
On account of the burial rite of inhumation we tended to 
regard the wearing of cross-pendants as reflecting a Chris
tian outlook, thereby complicating the missionary question. 
Should we put more faith in the written sources and concur
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with Adam of Bremen’s version? Or should we heed the ar
chaeological evidence which suggests that the part played by 
Anglo-Saxon missionaries in the Christianization of Central 
Sweden was greater than previously thought? At the same 
time there is another limitation to be considered, for Irish 
and Northumbrian monks were active from the late sixth to 
the eighth centuries, particularly in Northern France, Cen
tral and Southern Germany, as well as Switzerland (Müller- 
Wille 1993, p. 39, fig. 26-27), not only founding monaster
ies, but also inspiring Merovingian and Carolingian art with 
their material culture. Moreover, it cannot be categorically 
stated that the cross-pendants from Birka definitely had their 
origin in the Anglo-Saxon area, for they may stem from Frank
ish models. The latter however appears unlikely on account 
of the distribution of these pendants within Scandinavia. 
These finds are as good as absent from the Old Kingdom of 
Denmark, where a German mission must have left a com
pletely different picture.

The fourth example illustrates above all the problems en
countered in a detailed analysis of material culture. Suddenly 
there is a completely new element, namely Russia, which had 
previously not entered into the equation. Are the crucifix 
pendants really linked with the Russian-Byzantine area or 
do they come from England? Clearly problems now arise in 
the apparently “simple” explanation of the distribution map 
with its concentration in northern Russia and the complex 
question of searching for prototypes which are sooner to be 
found in the Frankish and Anglo-Saxon territories.

As the above has hopefully demonstrated, archaeology can 
point towards new ways of researching the history of the 
missionary era in Scandinavia and move sideways from well- 
trodden approaches. If it is not possible to provide a defini
tive answer to the temporal issue, then at least the ongoing 
discussion and absence of unified opinion shows that there is 
no agreement as to how the earliest evidence should be inter
preted. Alongside the established nineteenth-century histori
ans’ (Maurer 1855, 1856; Dehio 1877) image of a mission 
dominated by Hamburg-Bremen is a somewhat fainter pic
ture in which English and also Russian missionaries must 
have played a significant role.
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Notes
1 In the whole of Scandinavia a total of no more than 25 croziers has been cata
logued for the period from the eighth to the fifteenth centuries (Håkansson 1997).

2 T. Klauser (1948) has discussed the legal symbolism with reference to ancient 
imperial symbolism.

3 M. von Båråny-Oberschall (1958) has undertaken a survey of Central Euro
pean croziers, which reflect Insular stylistic influence.

4 Holmqvist’s thesis that the glass finds indicate the presence of a “banqueting 
hall” was strongly criticised by F. Herschend (1974, p. 21). He believes “the 
broken glass and guldgubbar are not necessarily - and by extension inadequate 
grounds to describe what is always described as a banqueting hall”. In his angry 
reply to this attack, Holmqvist doubted that Herschend possessed the “necessary 
skills of observation and judgement” to conduct this discussion (1974, p. 166).

5 Weibull (1948, p. 184) regarded this extract from the Vita Anskarii as a stere
otype and doubted its authenticity.

6 This form is discussed as type 1.2.2 in my doctoral thesis (Staecker 1995, pp. 
Ill ff.).

7 This form is discussed as type 2.1.2 in my doctoral thesis (Staecker 1995, pp. 
144 ff.).
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The Decline and Fall 
of the Church
The Middle Ages, Gothicization, and the Reformation
Jes Wienberg

I
t was at Rome, on the fifteenth of October 1764, as I 
sat musing amidst the ruins of the Capitol, while the 
barefooted friars were singing Vespers in the temple of 
Jupiter, that the idea of writing the decline and fall of 
the City first started to my mind. (Gibbon 1966, p. 136, 

note 7.)

This is how inspiration is supposed to have come to Edward 
Gibbon, who wrote the famous work The History of the 
Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776-88), in which 
Christianity is made to share responsibility for undermining 
the Roman Empire. It is a thesis in line with the Enlighten
ment critique of the contemporary Church. The Church was 
said to have literally taken possession of classical Rome 
(Christiansen 1993).

The actual fall of Rome and thereby the transition from 
classical antiquity to the Middle Ages is therefore supposed 
to have taken place in the 320s, when Christianity was pro
moted to become the state religion under Constantine the 
Great.

Christianity, however, is only one of many much discussed 
explanations for the decline and fall of the Roman Empire. 
On the other hand, there is no doubt that Christianity or the 
Church marks the essence or true core of the subsequent 
period - The Middle Ages.

The Middle Ages and the Church
The periods of archaeology are named after materials such 
as stone, bronze and iron, after peoples such as Celts, Ro
mans and Germans, after pirates, namely, the Vikings, but 
not normally after religions. That we cannot or dare not do.
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We would nevertheless be justified in speaking of “the Chris
tian age”, “the era of the Church” or “the monastic era” 
instead of the Middle Ages.

The Middle Ages, the period “in between” antiquity and 
modern times, is normally connected to the Church as an 
institution. With Christianity and the Church not only a new 
faith arrived, but also a new ideology, the doctrine of the 
estates of society, the Latin language, and the stone build
ings. The parish churches became central places in people’s 
lives and settlements.

As a rule, the Middle Ages in Scandinavia are said to be
gin with Christianization and the establishment of the Church 
in the tenth or eleventh century, and the period usually ends 
with the Reformation in the sixteenth century.

In the 1980s the French Annales historian Jacques Le Goff 
(1988) introduced the term “the long Middle Ages”. The 
long Middle Ages are supposed to extend beyond the Ren
aissance (and Reformation), lasting from the fourth century 
right up to the nineteenth century, from the Roman Empire 
to the Industrial Revolution. It signifies a longue durée held 
together by the feudal mode of production and the Christian 
ideology.

This is an idea in accordance with Michel Foucault, who 
claimed that it was not until the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries that the monopoly of the Church as a pastoral 
power ended and was replaced by institutions such as the 
family, the police, medical science, and the educational sys
tem (Foucault in Dryfus & Rabinów 1982).

The churches as sources
Can we - as archaeologists, church archaeologists, or per
haps archaeologists of religion, all those specialist disciplines 
that divide up reality - help to illuminate when the Middle 
Ages come to an end? Is a long medieval period probable in 
Scandinavia as well?

Can the churches with their foundation dates, numbers, 
size, design, decoration, and fixtures be used as sources or 
testimony to show when the power of the Church was built 
up, when it changed and was broken down? Can they also 
be used to tell us why this happened?
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One possibility is to study the monasteries, a central in
stitution within the Church, since the source material is fairly 
lucid and is dated with reasonable precision.

Monasticism
There are numerous surveys of monasteries in the specialist 
literature. The expansion and development of monasteries 
within certain orders or countries can be seen in distribution 
maps and tables. Frequently the time of foundation is men
tioned, but hardly ever the time of its closure.

Recently, however, I discovered an article concerning the 
Premonstratensian order, written by a British church archae
ologist with the well-known name of James Bond. The arti
cle focuses on the number of Premonstratensian monasteries 
through time (fig. 1) by considering the establishment as well 
as the closure (Bond 1993).

The Premonstratensian order was founded by St Norbert 
of Xanten in the year 1120. In total, monasteries were es
tablished in about 700 places in Europe. The foundations 
are especially numerous in the twelfth century, reaching a 
maximum with about 500 simultaneously existing monas
teries around the year 1250.

AMOUNT
500-1

PROTESTANT
REFORMATION

400-

300-

FRENCH
REVOLUTION

100- Fig. 1.
Premonstrian 
monasteries. 
Redrawn 
after Bond 
1993.
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Thereafter a sharp reduction in the numbers, almost by 
half, occurs, during the sixteenth century, as a result of the 
Protestant Reformation. The monasteries disappeared in 
Britain, Scandinavia, the Netherlands and northern Germany. 
A new decline took place after the French Revolution. All 
monasteries in France were shut down in 1790-91, and a 
minimum was reached around 1840, when there were only 
25 monasteries left in Europe.

The curve for the numbers of Premonstratensian monas
teries shows two distinct declines or breaches, one corre
sponding to the “normal” end of the Middle Ages in the 
sixteenth century, the other to the termination of “the long 
Middle Ages” around the year 1800. On a general European 
level it thus seems as if both the “short” and the “long” 
Middle Ages are relevant periods from a church-archaeo
logical perspective. But what is the picture like if we instead 
focus on Denmark?

Monasteries in Denmark
With the aid of the information in a handbook (Garner 1968) 
it is possible to show the development of the monastic sys
tem as a whole in the archbishopric of Lund, that is, medi
eval Denmark (present-day Denmark, Skåne, Halland, and 
Blekinge in Sweden and also southern Schleswig in Germany)
(fig- 2).

The first monasteries were established around 1050. The 
greatest number of institutions existing at the same time,

Fig. 2.
Monasteries in 
medieval Den
mark. Drawn 
after data in 
Garner 1968.
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117 monasteries, is reached around the year 1500 with the 
foundation of a Carmelite monastery in the town of Assens 
on Fyn. The last monastery of all was founded in the year 
1521 - St Clara’s Franciscan friary in Odense, also on Fyn. 
This was followed by a sharp reduction between 1527 and 
1536. First the mendicant friaries in the towns disappeared, 
then the monasteries in the countryside. Occasional ones sur
vived until the 1580s, when the last friars and nuns passed 
away.

The disappearance of the monasteries during the sixteenth 
century, both as living institutions and as material remains, 
is here completely in accordance with the ending of the “nor
mal” or “short” Middle Ages. This is hardly a surprise, but 
- as some archaeologists perhaps would put it - now we 
know this quantitatively as well.

There have, however, been attempts to introduce “the long 
Middle Ages” as a term within medieval archaeology in Scan
dinavia (Ersgård 1990, p. 60; Wienberg 1990), but the con
cept is hardly relevant here, at least not from an ecclesiasti
cal perspective. The long Middle Ages are obviously con
nected to some specifically French or southern European 
experiences, where it was not the Reformation but the later 
revolution that was decisive for the Church as an institu
tion.

The Reformation
In Denmark the Reformation can be linked to historical dates 
such as 1530, when iconoclasts smashed the images in Our 
Lady’s Church in Copenhagen, and 1536, when the Danish 
bishops were jailed.

In archaeological or material terms, however, we have a 
chance to supplement the historical and political picture of 
the chronology of the Reformation. We can demonstrate how 
town churches, abbeys, and chapels were closed, demolished, 
or given new functions over a long succession of years. We 
can demonstrate how altars were removed and how new 
altarpieces, pulpits and pews changed the interior of the 
church through the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. But 
can we as medieval archaeologists contribute to an under
standing of why the Reformation took place at all? Let us 
take a closer look at the period up to the Reformation.

459



Gothicization
During the century leading up to the Reformation we can in 
fact observe large-scale construction work at churches - a 
real building boom. The Romanesque churches (fig. 3) were 
expanded, given additions such as sacristy, chapel, porch, 
and tower; they received Gothic vaults, larger windows, new 
murals and fixtures. In short, the exterior and interior 
changed from the Romanesque to the Gothic - they were 
“Gothicized” (Wienberg 1993, pp. 12 ff., 32 ff.).

We can follow the development especially well when it 
comes to the pilgrimage churches (fig. 4), but also when it 
comes to the ordinary parish churches, almost all of which 
changed. Still, it is hazardous to date the building of churches 
more exactly, and hence to evaluate the quantitative devel
opment of building activities in the approximately 2,700 
medieval parish churches in Denmark.

The art-historical datings of the construction work, occa
sional inscriptions and dendrochronological investigations 
point towards extensive building activity between the years 
1450 and 1520. Church bells and wooden sculptures show 
the same tendency. With the aid of a survey of the mural 
paintings, which follow the Gothic vault-building, the de
velopment can be further specified (fig. 5). The Gothicization 
seems to culminate in the decades around the year 1500, 
that is, shortly before the Reformation (Wienberg 1993, pp. 
115 ff.) Is this a coincidence?

Let us take a quick look, both backwards in time to the 
Christianization in the tenth century, and forwards in time 
to the dechristianization of the nineteenth century, to obtain 
a perspective on Gothicization.

Christianization
Archaeologists often interpret, and rightly so, monuments 
such as dolmens and barrows as expressions of a material 
symbolic language. The monuments can be understood as 
traces of a rhetorical landscape, where the message is power, 
justice, or continuity. The erection of the monuments can 
thus testify to social changes and crises, to unrest before a 
breakdown (Gren 1994).

Recently a Norwegian archaeologist, Brit Solli, has pointed 
out that the largest pagan barrows are the youngest, and
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Fig. 3. The parish churches in Scedding in Jutland, Holmstrup on Sjælland, and 
Tygelsjö in Skåne. The churches represent three epochs in Danish church-building, 
namely, the Romanesque, the Gothic, and the neo-Gothic.

Fig. 4. Frørup pilgrimage church on Fyn, which was extended and rebuilt several 
times during the late Middle Ages. Drawn after reconstructions by Morten Aaman 
Sørensen 1981.
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Fig. 5. Mural paintings in Denmark’s medieval parish churches. The 
development is divided into 25-year periods from 1100 to 1700.
The survey shows 928 phases of murals in 663 parish churches. 
Excluded are the churches of southern Schleswig and Fehmarn. 
Drawn after data in Banning 1976-82 and Saxtorph 1986.

that the richest funerals need not be signs of strength, but 
rather show powerlessness in the face of new rival dynasties. 
The great barrows of the Late Iron Age and the early churches 
are found in different places, as an expression of social dis
continuity in the transition from paganism to Christianity 
(Solli 1995).

On the other hand, a situation characterized by social 
continuity can be found at the old Danish royal seat of Jell
ing in Jutland (fig. 6). Here remnants of a huge stone ship 
have been found, and this is the site of the two largest bar- 
rows in the country. The barrows were constructed immedi
ately before Christianization. The pagan king Gorm the Old 
was buried in 958, while his son Harald Bluetooth was con
verted to Christianity some time between 960 and 965. The 
conversion was marked by a runic stone, a wooden church,
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Fig. 6. The monuments at the royal seat of Jelling in Jutland. Woodcut in Ole 
Worm’s ”Monumenta Danica” 1643, here after Krogh 1993.

and the transfer of Gorm’s remains from the chamber in the 
northern mound to a grave in the church (Krogh 1982).

In both cases we see a somewhat panicky manifestation 
of the status quo immediately before a change in religion. 
We see striking building activity, which soon became out of 
date.

Dechristianization
The nineteenth century likewise can bear witness to exten
sive church-building activity. Old churches were expanded 
or replaced by completely new churches. The building activ
ity, which culminated in Skåne in the 1860s (fig. 7), is nor
mally explained in terms of variables such as population 
growth, an economic boom, and new ideals in church archi
tecture (Fernlund 1982; 1989).
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NEW CONSTRUCTIONS

CROSS-ARMS

1900 19201730 1750

Fig. 7. The building of churches in Scania 1730-1910, classified 
according to cross-arms and new constructions (completely or 
partly). Redrawn after Fernlund 1989 with certain additions.

The building of churches can instead be interpreted as an 
ecclesiastical restoration after the Enlightenment criticism 
and the attacks of the French Revolution. We see the build
ing of churches in neo-Romanesque and neo-Gothic styles, 
which symbolically refer to the Church’s own era of great
ness, the Middle Ages. We see a building boom in the very 
same period when the power of the Church was decreasing. 
It is a time when free churches were established, when par
ish bonds were dissolved and villages broken up.

The church-building activity was not followed by a refor
mation, but instead by a secularization or a dechristianization, 
with the First World War being a turning-point. The old class 
society, which was closely linked to the church, came to an 
end (Wienberg 1993, pp. 192 ff.). But let us now turn back 
to the time before the Reformation.
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The decline and fall of the Church
While the building of churches was hectic, the fifteenth cen
tury was also a time of crisis for the Church as an institu
tion. The Pope’s authority had been undermined and the 
potential of the Church to interpret reality was decreasing 
all the time. The period shows an increasing opposition be
tween old religious ideals and new civil realities, between 
the doctrines of the Church and its own practice, between 
religious ideals of poverty and the patent wealth of both secu
lar and spiritual leaders. Inspired by Johan Huizinga (1924), 
we can paint a picture of the waning Middle Ages, a period 
with a sense of impending doom.

Construction work at churches in Denmark was intense 
where there was an economic surplus, that is, on the good 
clay soils and especially in the towns. But the investment of 
a surplus in churches is not a matter of course. A financial 
boom and a surplus are thus not in themselves a sufficient 
explanation for the building boom. Why this waste - by the 
standards of our own times - of accumulated capital?

The building of churches during the fifteenth century be
comes understandable however, if we see it against the back
ground of the Church’s crisis and people’s longing for salva
tion. We can demonstrate an almost absurd increase in in
dulgences to help souls through purgatory. The period shows 
an aspiration to build the Church out of the crisis. The pil
grimages, the pious gifts and donations were intended to 
diminish the sense of guilt. The religious desperation of the 
middle Ages is described by Oswald Spengler in Der 
Untergang des Abendlandes: “Die Domen richten sich immer 
bittender zum Himmel auf, die gotischen Gewölbe werden 
sie ein Hände falten” (Spengler 1919-22, II, p. 359).

We can also try to describe the development with the aid 
of terms inspired by Pierre Bourdieu (1977, pp. 177 ff.): The 
social field in Denmark of the late Middle Ages was charac
terized by three competing élites, namely, the clergy, the ar
istocracy, and the burghers, to which was tied religious, agrar
ian, and mercantile capital respectively. Prestige within the 
estates of the Middle Ages was reached by saving religious 
capital. The aristocracy transformed part of their revenue, 
their agrarian capital, into religious capital by founding 
monasteries, parish churches, chapels, and altars. The Church
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and its prelates received and demanded capital from the ar
istocracy and the burghers and could then themselves invest 
in building. More than any other estate, the burghers, who 
made their living from unpopular transactions such as money 
lending and commercial profits, invested their mercantile 
capital in the ecclesiastical sphere of the towns. Behind the 
intense construction of Gothic vaults and pious donations 
of the fifteenth century, a dispute now arose about power 
between individuals and estates, a dispute mediated through 
material symbols (Wienberg 1993, pp. 64 ff.).

The Gothic aspiration failed. Monasteries, chapels, and 
numerous town churches were torn down. Monks and nuns 
were banished or converted. The flames of purgatory, the 
intercession of the saints, and the letters of indulgence dis
appeared, and building work on churches was drastically 
reduced. The surplus found new channels, being spent on 
the estates of the nobility, the houses of the bourgeoisie, and 
private life. The monasteries in the countryside were trans
formed into noble estates. And over the ruins of the towns’ 
mendicant friaries, new market squares were created.

It was at Lund in 1984, as I sat musing amidst the excavated 
ruins of the Trinity Church, while the shopkeepers were on 
their way to their daily work, that the idea of writing the 
decline and fall of the Church first started to my mind.
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Paradise Lost
Looking for Deer Parks in Medieval Denmark and Sweden
Anders Andrén

“ f ne of the most important elements in the medieval
■ Mrural landscape was the deer park.” This is how
W STrevor Rowley (1986:128) begins his survey of 

medieval deer parks in England, and the state
ment is fully justified. During the heyday of deer parks, at 
the start of the fourteenth century, it is estimated that there 
were about 3,200 deer parks in England (Steane 1985, p.
168). Yet the statement could apply equally well to medieval 
France or Germany, where the deer park was at least as im
portant an element in the rural landscape (cf. Hauck 1963;
Brault 1985; Young 1985).

Hunting could be pursued in many ways in the Middle 
Ages. The most common form was a “wild” hunt in large 
forests, where the game could move freely. Another form of 
hunting, performed almost like a spectacle, was carried on 
in deer parks, which differed from the large forests in that 
they were small areas with stout fences to confine the move
ments of the game. English deer parks were normally be
tween 35 and 75 hectares, although some were much smaller 
(5 ha) and others huge (485 ha) (Rowley 1986, p. 130). The 
size of the deer park determined how big a herd it could 
contain; small parks could hold 15 deer, while big ones could 
have up to 300 deer (Stamper 1988, p. 143). Inside the tall 
fence, an aristocratic hunt was carefully staged, with the aid 
of beaters who drove the semi-wild animals to suitable places 
where the lord could fell his prey, often with a suite watch
ing the drama amid celebration and feasting (Hauck 1963, 
pp. 43 ff.; Rowley 1986, pp. 128 ff.). Because of this special 
function, as the scene of an aristocratic hunting display, the 
deer park was normally right beside an aristocratic residence, 
such as a royal palace, a castle, a manor house, or a monas
tery. In some cases it is possible that the important hunt in 
the deer park was decisive for the localization of these resi
dences (Hauck 1963, pp. 32 ff.; Cummins 1988, p. 58).
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Special deer parks where the lord could more or less sym
bolically bring down wild animals are known from the Per
sian Empire, Maurya dynasty India, Tang dynasty China, 
the Roman Empire, and the Arab world (e.g. Hauck 1963, 
pp. 57 ff.; Hatto 1965-67; Triimpelmann 1976-80). How
ever, in Europe north of the Mediterranean area, deer parks 
are not mentioned in written sources before the coming of 
the Carolingian imperial palaces from around 800. These 
were one of many expressions of the “Carolingian Renais
sance”, which meant the deliberate imitation of classical 
antiquity as a way to legitimate the new Western European 
imperial power. In the tenth and eleventh centuries deer parks 
then became important recurrent elements at most imperial 
palaces in Germany and France (Hauck 1963; Brault 1985; 
Young 1985). In England too, special deer parks were estab
lished; the Domesday Book from 1086 mentions over 70 
“hayes” and about 35 “parks” in the south of the country 
(Rowley 1983, pp. 151 f.). The custom of deer parks gradu
ally spread from the royal residences to the estates of the 
aristocracy, where they were particularly common in the early 
fourteenth century. Many deer parks were also used periodi
cally as pastures for cattle and horses, but with the agrarian 
crisis of the late Middle Ages, most deer parks vanished, 
being transformed into pure pastures. Deer parks were cre
ated once again in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
but this new wave consisted almost exclusively of large, royal 
parks (Stamper 1988, p. 146).

To understand the deer parks it is important to realize 
that hunting, especially for big game and predators, has been 
associated since antiquity with the symbolism of lordship. 
The almost ritual hunt in the game park, for example, in 
Babylonia and Persia, was a way to heroize the ruler and 
hence ascribe superhuman properties to him (Hauck 1963, 
pp. 47 ff.; Triimpelmann 1976-80). In medieval Europe hunt
ing likewise became “an occasion for ceremony and display; 
hence, like heraldry, tournaments, and other forms of pag
eantry, it was a way for the nobles to set themselves apart 
and impress others” (Brault 1985, p. 356).

The special function of the deer park, as a scene for a 
staged aristocratic hunt, also meant that it had been associ
ated since antiquity with a clearly metaphorical and alle
gorical way of thinking. In the courtly culture of the Middle
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Ages, hunting could be perceived as an allegory for the man’s 
quest for the beloved woman, or a symbol of Christ and the 
apostles in their search for souls to convert. The deer park 
could also be perceived as a symbol of movements to new 
“territories”, not just topographically but also emotionally 
and morally, But the most common and most persistent sym
bolic interpretation was that the deer park, with its trees, 
flowers, birds, and wild animals, represented paradise (Hauck 
1963, pp. 32 ff., 40 ff.; Cummins 1988, pp. 68 ff.). The very 
concept of paradise, which came to Europe via the Bible, 
can be derived ultimately from the Persian word pairidaeza, 
literally “enclosure, park, game park” (Ziegler 1949). The 
association with paradise is attested in Europe as early as 
around 800, in connection with Charlemagne’s deer park at 
the imperial palace of Aix-la-Chapelle. As a representation 
of paradise, the deer park remained a recurrent motif in 
medieval church art. The motif was still current for a Ren
aissance painter like Lucas Cranach (1472-1553), who used 
hunting motifs to portray both the fall of man in the Garden 
of Eden and the heavenly paradise (Cummins 1988, pp. 
68 ff.).

Despite the important spatial, social, and metaphorical 
role played by the deer park in medieval Europe, the phe
nomenon has not been treated or discussed in any detail in a 
Scandinavian context. The prevailing view is that “deer parks 
... do not appear to have been established in earnest until 
after the Reformation” in Denmark (Rasmussen 1962, p. 
547) and that hunting as a sport “cannot be traced back 
further than the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Swe
den” (Granlund 1962, p. 534). Although occasional medi
eval evidence of deer parks and enclosures for game does in 
fact exist (cf. Rasmussen 1962; Bernström 1964, 1969; Berg 
1976), these records are viewed as exceptions to a general 
picture of a medieval Scandinavia without deer parks. The 
problem is that most European deer parks came into exist
ence and were used before the mid fourteenth century, that 
is, in a period when we have relatively few written sources 
from medieval Scandinavia. We thus lack comprehensive 
Scandinavian texts about hunting against which to assess 
the isolated records in order to determine whether they are 
fragments of an otherwise unknown situation or exceptions 
to the rule. In other words, the prevailing view starts from a
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“textual” interpretation of the source material, which means 
that what is rarely or never mentioned in writing was not 
common in reality either.

I believe that this implicit interpretation may be ques
tioned for several reasons. An aristocratic hunting culture, 
with falcons and hounds, can be traced in pictures and grave 
finds as far back as the Late Iron Age in Denmark and Swe
den (Müller-Wille 1970; Åkerström-Hougen 1981; 
Vretemark 1984), Danish kings came into contact with Eu
ropean deer parks as early as the ninth century (Hauck 1963, 
p. 43); and hunting motifs were used as symbols of lordship 
and representations of paradise in medieval Scandinavia, just 
as in the rest of Europe. The Danish king Knut the Holy 
(1080-86) is depicted as a mounted falconer on his royal 
seal (fig. 1), and both Romanesque and Gothic art use hunt
ing motifs to illustrate paradise (cf. Bernström 1964; Karlsson 
1988, no. 357). In addition, it is possible to detect increas
ingly restrictive hunting rights in the medieval Scandinavian 
laws. An example is the law of Östergötland from c. 1300, 
which stipulates that roe deer are “the king’s animals” 
(Holmbäck and Wessen 1979a, p. 222). I therefore think 
that there are good reasons for trying to detect deer parks in 
Scandinavia too, instead of accepting a prevailing view based 
on a textual interpretation. A quest for deer parks can fol-

Fig. 1. Seal of Knut the Holy, 1085. Drawing by Johan Peringskiöld (after Blom
qvist 1951, p. 56).
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low two courses: (1) rereading and critically scrutinizing the 
texts that concern hunting; (2) actively searching for mate
rial remains which agree with the design, size, and location 
of European deer parks. In the rest of this article I shall give 
examples of both these methods.

Deer parks surrounded by water
The only medieval text from Scandinavia that gives any form 
of systematic survey of hunting areas can be found in the 
cadastre of King Valdemar (Kong Valdemars Jordebog, ed. 
Aakjær 1926-45). The document is a copy from around 1300 
of a list of the properties and rights of the Danish crown and 
the royal family, compiled around 1230 (cf. Andrén 1983). 
Among the lists there is a list of all the small islands in medi
eval Denmark. The interesting thing here is that the names 
of the islands are followed in several cases by summary de
tails of wild animals and “houses”. Game animals are men
tioned on some 50 different islands, and for about 30 of 
these there are also details of “houses”. In some 30 further 
cases there are mentions of “houses” with no information 
about animals. The most common game is red deer, but fal
low deer, hare, and roe deer are other common prey. Big 
game, such as red deer, fallow deer, and roe, was above all 
found on the islands in and around the Great and the Little 
Belt, whereas small game, like hare and rabbit, was mainly 
kept on the islands along the North Sea Coast, in Limfjorden 
an din the Sound (fig. 2). The data have long been inter
preted as a survey of the Danish king’s hunting grounds, 
which sometimes also comprised a hunting lodge (Aakjær 
1926-45 (1,1), p. 21). In one or two cases the details in the 
list of islands can be confirmed by other sources which men
tion contemporary royal hunting on these islands, for exam
ple, Samsø and Lyø (Aakjær 1926-45 (2,1), pp. 213 ff.).

In my view, however, the list of islands is not just a survey 
of royal hunting grounds in general but can be interpreted in 
a narrower sense as a list of formally established royal deer 
parks. Occasional European deer parks were in fact located 
on islands, such as the deer park at the imperial palace in 
Ingelheim, which was on an island in the Rhine (Hauck 1963, 
p. 43). But there are also details in the actual list of islands 
which may support this line of thought. The references to

473



Anders Andrén

• red-deer, fallow-deer.roe-deer,
hare, rabbit

100km

Fig. 2. Islands with big game (dot) and small game (circle) in Denmark around 
1230, according to the list of islands in King Valdemar’s Cadastre.

“houses” on many of the islands agree with the recurrence 
of hunting lodges as important elements of the deer parks. 
The hunting lodge was occupied by the gamekeeper, who 
supervised the park and fed the game, and it was also used 
by the lord and his suite when they spent the night here dur
ing the hunt (Stamper 1988, p. 142; cf. Roberts 1995). On 
sixteen islands there were fallow deer, which also supports 
the argument that the list is of deer parks. Fallow deer are 
not originally indigenous to Europe; they were introduced 
from the Middle East at the time of the Crusades. They spread 
over Europe through deer parks and became, alongside the 
indigenous red deer, the most common game in the deer en
closures (Rowley 1983, p. 150). The same origin and the 
same manner of dissemination also apply to the rabbit, which 
is recorded on three islands in the list. Further evidence for 
the idea of deer parks comes from the mention of bear and 
ape - two exotic animals for Denmark - each found on one 
island. Exotic beasts, which were often princely gifts, were 
normally placed in deer parks, which occasionally became
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outright menageries (Hauck 1963, pp. 45 ff., 52 ff.). Finally, 
it may also be pointed out that, as in the European deer 
parks, the game disappeared from most of the islands in the 
late Middle Ages. When the islands were mentioned in writ
ing in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, a few of them 
had fallow deer, but most of them were used instead as pas
ture for pigs and above all horses (cf. Aakjær 1926-45 (2,1), 
pp. 213 ff.).

If my interpretation of the list of islands is correct, it may 
partly explain why deer parks in Scandinavia are so difficult 
to discover. Using islands with natural boundaries made it 
unnecessary to have special enclosures. This avoided the most 
difficult element in the construction and maintenance of deer 
parks, but since a large part of the written records about 
deer parks concerned enclosures, there was no need in this 
case for written documentation. The Scandinavian deer parks 
thus became both physically and textually almost invisible. 
In material terms they could primarily be traced through the 
“houses” mentioned in the list. A possible example of one 
such house is a small castle on the island of Hjortholm near 
Samsø, which appears in the list (Nymark 1988). With my 
interpretation of the list, it should moreover be possible to 
read in a new way one of the few medieval texts that actu
ally mentions deer parks. Valdemar Ill’s coronation charter 
from 1326 stipulates that the king may not “claim any new 
deer park for his hunting, apart from those that existed in 
King Valdemar’s time” (Diplomatarium Danicum 2:9, no. 
273). Many of these deer parks must have been the islands 
with game recorded in the list from about 1230. The list 
gives us a survey of islands which may have functioned as 
deer parks in Denmark. There is no comparable source for 
Sweden, but occasional references to hunts and enclosures 
for roe deer on islands suggest a similar pattern (Bernström 
1969).

Using islands as deer parks was not just practically sensi
ble but also metaphorically appropriate, since the terms for 
“island” had a variety of meanings in the Middle Ages. Manor 
houses in Sweden and Denmark could be given names in - 
holm “islet”, even if they were not always situated on islets 
(Mattisson 1986), just as a holmgang, the term for a formal
ized duel, did not always take place on an islet; it could be 
fought on any ground marked with a boundary of stones or
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hazel rods (Bø 1961). The concept of island thus represented 
not just a physical island but also a demarcated area with a 
special judicial and perhaps also religious status. The ambi
guity is particularly clear in connection with medieval mon
asteries. The ascetic monastic life, like the actual monastery 
buildings with a garden at the centre, could be perceived as 
a paradise (Thacker 1985; Callam 1987), and a monastery 
could also be described as an insula even though it was not 
surrounded by water. Islands as deer parks can thus be viewed 
as a special Scandinavian form of demarcated aristocratic 
hunting grounds. The islands were suitable in purely physi
cal terms for hunting, while the ambiguous terms for “is
land” could also be associated with the idea that the deer 
park represented paradise.

Deer parks surrounded by earth and stone
Although the physical geography of Scandinavia provided 
naturally demarcated areas for use as deer parks, islands could 
not be used everywhere. In some areas there was a need for 
deer parks of a more traditional European kind, with stout, 
tall fences. Since medieval deer parks have not previously 
attracted attention as archaeological remains, it is difficult 
to undertake a systematic survey. I nevertheless believe that 
it should be possible to look for deer parks in the heteroge
neous category of “hillforts” which has been increasingly 
questioned in recent years (cf. Olausson 1995, pp. 21 ff.). 
Moreover, it should be possible to detect deer parks by means 
of the big earthen ramparts that are sometimes found in ar
eas with fossilized traces of cultivation. I shall cite examples 
of both these ways of detecting deer parks.

Dalby Hage
The starting point for a quest for medieval deer parks on dry 
land must be to look for structures with as great a similarity 
as possible to known European examples. The place which, 
in my view, best satisfies the criteria for a good analogy to 
the European deer parks is Dalby Hage, about 9 km east of 
Lund. The place is special, since Dalby was the seat of a 
bishop in the 1060s, and the Danish king Harald Hein was 
buried in Dalby in 1080. Parts of the original church from 
the latter half of the eleventh century are still preserved, and
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a royal palace, also from the same period, built of stone to 
the west of the church, was excavated in the 1960s. Attached 
to the church from the 1060s onwards there was also an 
Augustinian monastery, which was one of the biggest land- 
owners in Skåne at the end of the Middle Ages (Cinthio 1983, 
1989).

Dalby Hage is first mentioned in written sources in 1530 
as a horse pasture belonging to Dalby Monastery (Knutsson 
and Paulsson 1983, pp. 104 ff.). The enclosure lies 1 km 
north-west of the church - and the site of the former royal 
palace and monastery - and until the end of the seventeenth 
century it lay on the edge of the now vanished Skrylleskogen 
forest. As far back as the history of Dalby Hage can be traced 
(Lindquist 1938, pp. 33 ff.), the roughly 90-hectare area was 
divided into three parts: the northern forest (Norreskogen), 
the southern forest (Söderskogen), and the flat pasture be
tween them. In Söderskogen there is also a 1,650 m long 
earthen rampart with an outer ditch, known as Häst- 
hagevallen (Horse Pasture Rampart) (fig. 3). The structure, 
which is classified as a hillfort (fornborg), has been vari
ously interpreted as a pre-Christian cult site and as a prehis
toric town (Lindquist 1938, pp. 30 ff.; Rausing 1971). The 
rampart surrounds an area of 18 ha (Lindquist 1938, p. 13) 
with a vegetation history that differs in part from the rest of 
Söderskogen. A survey conducted in the 1930s found that 
all the old beech trees were inside the rampart, while almost 
all the old ash trees were outside it (Lindquist 1938, pp. 96, 
113). A stream flows through the flat pasture and through 
the enclosed area in Söderskogen. It was dammed both in 
the pasture and in Söderskogen. The dam in Söderskogen is 
3-4 m high and 12-15 m wide. Strangely, the rampart is 
missing from a stretch of 40-50 m where the stream flows 
into and out of Söderskogen (Lindquist 1938, p. 13).

Besides these directly observable features in Dalby Hage, 
there are other data about the place which are of interest. 
For Dalby Hage, and for two other horse pastures in the 
vicinity, there were special fencing duties incumbent on all 
freehold peasants and tenants of the crown and the cathe
dral in seven of the hundreds of south-west Skåne. Accord
ing to a record from 1670, 6,000 loads of brushwood were 
needed to maintain the fences of Dalby Hage. The origin of 
the fencing duties was unknown, but the custom had “oc-
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I.'ü.'.'.'.'uüüj:

Mindre landsväg 
Basväg 
Större stig
Spar efter cldre väg 
Aldre stig, under igenväxning 
"Hästhagevallen''
Lämningar efter äldre hägnad 
Stengärdesgård 
Trägardesgård
Avlopp för temporärt ytvatten 
Sidländ mark, endast delvis skogbevuxen 
Stenblock
Markerad terrängform

Fig. 3. Map of Dalby Söderskog with Hästhagevallen, the dam (”Blå rummet”), and some 
named localities in the area (after Lindquist 1938, p. 63).

curred since ancient times” and was not annulled until 1823 
(Lindquist 1939, pp. 14, 25 ff.). Another detail of interest is 
the high phosphate values discovered by a phosphate map
ping of Söderskogen in the 1930s. The phosphate concen
tration, which indicates some form of settlement, is located 
inside the rampart-enclosed area, north of the former dam 
at a spot known as Vilsebusken (Lindquist 1938, p. 19). Fi
nally, there are no place-names in Söderskogen associated 
with horse breeding, while two places have names associ
ated with hunting: Hjortarummet and Hjortsulan, both with 
the element hjort “hart, deer” (cf. fig. 3).
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Although the data about Dalby Hage are of such diverse 
character, they all have parallels with European, and above 
all English, deer parks. Like Dalby Hage, the deer parks lay 
beside aristocratic residences, often on the edge of large 
wooded areas, so that new game could be driven into the 
enclosure (Rowley 1986, p. 129). The size of Dalby Hage 
agrees well with the scale of normal deer parks in England. 
Deer parks were often divided into different areas with dif
fering vegetation. The actual hunting area, with special fences, 
was often separated from areas where the animals were fed; 
these were sometimes demarcated by simple, lower fences 
(Rackham 1986, pp. 125 f.; Cummins 1988, pp. 60 ff.; cf. 
also Hauck 1963, pp. 59 ff.). In Dalby Hage this division 
could mean that the Hästhagevallen rampart demarcated the 
actual hunting area, while Norreskogen, the flat pasture, and 
parts of Söderskogen were used for feeding the animals (fig. 
4). To ensure a supply of water for the game, there were 
normally one or two ponds in deer parks (Stamper 1988, p. 
145), as there are in Dalby Hage. A normal element in the 
deer parks was the hunting lodge, which was where the game- 
keeper lived and which was used for feasts and night accom
modation during the hunt (Rahtz 1969; Roberts 1995). The 
high phosphate values at Vilsebusken may mark the site of a 
hunting lodge in Dalby Hage.

To keep in the game, especially the red deer, sturdy and 
very tall fences were required round the deer parks, except 
where wetlands provided natural obstacles (Cummins 1988, 
p. 60). The fence usually consisted of ramparts crowned with 
high palisades. There was normally a ditch on the inside of 
the rampart, but there was sometimes one on the outside 
(Steane 1985, p. 168). The game fence was often a little way 
in from the boundary of the property, leaving a narrow strip, 
the “freeboard”, which could be used for the maintenance 
of the fence (Rowley 1986, p. 132). With the exception of 
the ditch, which runs outside the rampart at Dalby Hage, 
Hästhagevallen satisfies the normal criteria for a game fence. 
It is slightly withdrawn from the property boundary, and it 
is missing at the wet ground beside the stream. The mainte
nance of the fences was usually a heavy burden on the peas
ants in the surrounding area (Stamper 1988, p. 141), like 
the fencing duties associated with Dalby Hage. Most deer 
parks normally vanished with the agrarian crisis of the late
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Willey park Dalby hage

hunting area Ö woodland EH grassland • brook with pond A hunting lodge

Fig. 4. A comparison of the English deer park Willey Park (after Stamper 1988, p. 
142) and Dalby Hage interpreted as a deer park.

Middle Ages and were transformed into pastures, which is 
why many are described as horse paddocks (Rowley 1986, 
p. 135), as Dalby Hage was called in 1530. Finally, it may be 
mentioned that the deer parks in Anglo-Saxon England were 
often called hay(e)s, while in Germany they normally had 
names in -haga and -hagen (Cummins 1988, pp. 56 ff.; Nitz 
1988, p. 268), all these words being cognate with the hage 
used to name Dalby Hage. To sum up, I would claim that all 
these different analogies with European deer parks provide 
strong support for the hypothesis that Dalby Hage actually 
did serve as a deer park, although there is as yet no direct 
evidence for this.

Bertil Lindquist, who has written the history of Dalby 
Hage, has also collected folk traditions about the place. In
stead of dismissing them as “unhistorical”, I believe that they 
may be recognized as an important narrative genre in its 
own right which can shed further light on the place (cf. Le 
Goff 1980), especially from the angle that Dalby Hage was 
originally a deer park. In this context, there are above all
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two references in the folk tradition that are interesting. At 
Vilsebusken, the possible site of the hunting lodge, there is 
supposed to have been a hen sitting on a great treasure 
(Lindquist 1938, p. 29). This is a recurrent motif in folk 
legends (af Klintberg 1972, p. 29), but there may be a his
torical background to the motif in this particular case. In 
medieval England, peasants could sometimes use the forests 
as pastures, and the fee for this was normally paid in eggs or 
hens (Stamper 1988, p. 135). The other folk tradition about 
Dalby Hage tells how the first Christians celebrated their 
services in the enclosure. The trolls at nearby Billebjär and 
Romeleklint did not like the singing, so they dug a ditch 
around Söderskogen and threw stones at the Christians, who 
were forced to flee. It was only when the church was built in 
Dalby that the trolls vanished from the district (Lindquist 
1938, p. 28). Perhaps this tale of the stone-throwing trolls 
was a faint echo of the popular resistance in the Dalby dis
trict to the deer park. The fencing duties and the restrictions 
on hunting rights represented by the deer parks provoked 
widespread popular discontent in England and Germany. 
Above all, there was a great deal of poaching (Stamper 1988, 
p. 143; cf. Eckhardt 1976, pp 31 f.).

Apart from the practical function as a hunting park, the 
folk tradition about the stone-throwing trolls also contains 
a hint that Dalby Hage may be associated with the same 
paradise metaphor as European deer parks. The tradition 
equates the rampart with the church in Dalby, so it is inter
esting in this context that the heavenly symbolism is very 
clear in Dalby Church. In the western part of the church 
there is still one of the two original, very special columns 
(fig. 5). These columns, like Jachin and Boaz in Solomon’s 
temple in Jerusalem, marked the entrance to the sacred build
ing. In other words, Dalby Church was built as a representa
tion of the earthly Jerusalem, as the centre of the earth, but 
also as a symbol of the heavenly Jerusalem, the coming King
dom of God (Cinthio 1968, p. 95). This symbolism was fur
ther marked in the church by a large brass chandelier repre
senting Jerusalem with its walls and towers (Anjou 1928; 
Cinthio 1968, p. 95). If Dalby Hage, like other deer parks, 
was viewed as a representation of paradise, the church and 
the park may be seen as symbolic counterparts, together ex
pressing the Christian cosmology. If so, it was this cosmol-
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Fig. 5. 
Column in 
the south
west pillar 
in Dalby 
Church, 
measured 
and drawn 
by Ragnar 
Blomqvist in 
1936 (after 
Welin 1991, 
p.9).

ogy that the stone-throwing trolls of folk tradition were hos
tile to.

As elements in a Christian cosmology, both Dalby Hage 
and the church in Dalby had obvious models in contempo
rary Germany. The two columns in the church have direct 
equivalents in the cathedral in Hildesheim, while deer parks 
occurred at every large imperial palace in Germany (Hauck 
1963; Nitz 1988). Unlike more scattered European influ
ences during the Viking Age, the church, the palace, and the 
probable deer park in Dalby may be seen as a deliberate and 
concerted way for the Danish kings and the German bishop 
who resided here to recreate a piece of imperial Christian 
landscape in Skåne. The monuments at Dalby, in other words, 
may be perceived as a deliberate imitation of a continental 
expression of Christian power or as an imitatio imperii. This 
deliberate imitation is also suggested by a capital from the 
early thirteenth century, which Erik Cinthio (1992) has con
vincingly shown to depict the Danish king Svend Estridsen
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swearing his oath of fealty to the German emperor, Henry 
III, in the mid eleventh century (fig. 6). The capital thus seems 
to render some form of local historical tradition about the 
close bonds between the Danish kings residing here and im
perial Germany. As elements in an early and concerted 
imitatio imperii, it is not impossible that Dalby Hage repre
sents one of the first European-style deer parks ever estab
lished in Scandinavia.

Other possible deer parks
Dalby is thus the clearest example of a probable deer park, 
but there are other places in south-western Skåne which are 
also good candidates. Just 6 km north-west of Dalby Hage 
lies Räften, which was a horse pasture and a meadow right 
beside the archbishop’s farm of Glumstorp. Around 1140 
there was a battle at this farm between the Danish king Erik 
Lam and his adversary Olof Haraldsson. Glumstorp is next 
mentioned in 1222 and for the last time in 1334, when the 
archbishop kept unbroken horses in the enclosure. Before 
the middle of the 15th century, the meadow and the horse

big. 6. Capital, dated on stylistic grounds to the early thirteenth century, possibly 
from the tower gallery in Dalby Church. The capital depicts a man with an open 
crown of lilies and a man with a closed crown, together holding a sword. Above 
the man with the lily crown is the name HENRICVS and the ring on his crown 
bears the word IMPER(ATOR). Erik Cinthio (1992) has interpreted the image as 
a depiction of the Danish king Svend Estridsen (right) swearing the oath of fealty 
to the Holy Roman Emperor, Henry III (left) in 1049.
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paddock came into the ownership of the cathedral chapter 
in Lund, and after belonging to the crown for a short time in 
the mid seventeenth century, it was transferred to the stud at 
Flyinge in 1688 (Nordholm 1937, pp. 98 ff.). Today the area 
goes under the name Kungsmarken (King’s Land) and is best 
known for its fossil fields from the Early Iron Age and the 
Middle Ages (Nordholm 1937; Christophersen 1981). The 
former horse enclosure can still be traced in a stout rampart 
of earth mixed with stone, about 3,900 metres long, encir
cling an area of over 70 ha. A stream flows through the en
closed area, and eighteenth-century maps show the stream 
to have had a small dam to create a pond. Today this has 
been replaced by a much larger dammed pond, Glomsjön. 
Like Dalby Hage, Räften was one of the places where the 
peasants of south-west Skåne had the heavy duty of main
taining fences (Lindquist 1938, pp. 25 ff.). Although our in
formation about Räften is not as full as what we know about 
Dalby Hage, it is clear that the same pattern can be dis
cerned as regards location, shape, internal elements, and 
maintenance duties. The farm of Glumstorp and the appur
tenant Räften may thus have been a hunting residence with 
deer park for the archbishop, at a suitable distance from 
Lund, just 4 km north-east of the town. The reference from 
1334 to unbroken horses suggests that the area, like many 
European deer parks, was used for both horses and deer.

Besides Dalby and Räften, a few other places show ele
ments which may indicate deer parks. An example is “Queen 
Margareta’s Rampart”, which marks the border of a penin
sula in Lake Börringesjön. The rampart is classified as a 
hillfort but it is situated right beside both Börringe Convent 
and the royal castle of Lindholmen (cf. Mogren and Wien berg 
1995). “Queen Margareta’s Rampart” could be seen as the 
boundary of a deer park belonging primarily to Lindholmen. 
In this case, it might even be possible that the deer park 
dictated the location of the castle, since the location of 
Lindholmen is sometimes thought to be located strangely 
“out of the way” (cf. Skansjö 1995). Another example of a 
possible deer park is “Skyttsie Hage”, which was a farm 
with an associated rampart on the peninsula of Falsterbonäset 
(Ersgård 1980). The rampart and the name indicate a deer 
park, which may have been attached to one of the nearby 
royal castles in Skanör and Falsterbo. Since the presumptive
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deer parks are located in Skåne, it is interesting that section 
104 of the Law of Skåne, which was added around 1215, 
actually presupposes the breeding of wild animals such as 
bears, wolves, wild swine, deer, eagles, and hawks (Holmbäck 
and Wessen 1979b, pp. 60, 76). Once again, it is possible 
that this brief record hints at the existence of deer parks.

I have taken my examples of possible deer parks from 
south-west Skåne, but it should be possible to detect other 
conceivable deer parks by studying the landscape around 
aristocratic residences in other areas and by rereading old 
texts. One starting point in Denmark for further study would 
be the ruin of the site known as Erik Klipping’s hunting lodge, 
at Grønbæk in central Jutland (Traps Danmark VII(l), p. 
426). Other promising sites in Sweden could be sought in 
Östergötland. In the statutes of Vadstena Convent from 1420 
there is a rule that nuns in future should escape the sight of 
deer. A possible interpretation of this is that there was a game 
enclosure at the convent (Bernström 1964), perhaps as a resi
due of the time when the convent still served as a royal pal
ace. Perhaps one of the hillforts at Omberg near the monas
tery of Alvastra or the large rampart by the manor farm of 
Ulvåsa also represent medieval deer parks.

Points of departure for continued 
archaeological work
My intention in this article has been to draw attention to a 
previously unconsidered category of ancient monument in 
Scandinavia, namely, the medieval deer park. In contrast to 
earlier views, I believe that there are strong indications of 
the existence of deer parks - and many of them - in Scandi
navia. The glacial landscape of Scandinavia, with countless 
islands in archipelagos and lakes, however, means that they 
are less visible than in England, Germany, and France, be
cause many islands served as deer parks, although no mate
rial traces are left on the site and no records survive in writ
ten sources. Only in areas without islands was it necessary 
to establish deer parks in the strict sense, with enclosures 
and dams.

However, if medieval deer parks are to be seriously incor
porated in the archaeological debate, we need not just sites 
with more or less strong indications of game enclosures but
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also more concrete evidence. It is important, then, to try to 
date ramparts, ditches, dams, and hunting lodges, and to 
identify special deer leaps, which were characteristic elements 
in many European deer parks. Besides these direct traces of 
deer parks, it is also important to study more indirect traces 
of hunting, such as weapons, hounds, the consumption of 
venison, the use of antler, and hunting motifs in medieval 
art. These indirect traces primarily reflect hunting in general 
and may be difficult to link more specifically to deer parks, 
but they may nevertheless be important for providing a gen
eral background to the discussion.

A classical example of indirect traces of hunting are the 
finds from the castle of Næsholm in north-west Sjælland, 
which was used from the middle of the thirteenth century 
until the middle of the fourteenth century. On the actual 
castle bank, several dog graves have been found, with re
mains of hunting dogs of greyhound type (Møhi 1961, pp. 
377 ff.). Among the food refuse thrown into the ditch it has 
been possible to identify many bones from game. The most 
common quarry was roe deer, followed by fallow deer, red 
deer, partridge, hare, and elk (Møhi 1961, pp. 392 ff.). Par
ticularly striking finds are the bones of fallow deer, partridge, 
and elk, which did not occur naturally in Denmark in the 
Middle Ages. The fallow deer bones have been interpreted 
as residue from hunting on the nearby island of Orø, which, 
according to the list of islands in King Valdemar’s cadastre, 
was inhabited by fallow deer, while the few elk bones have 
been interpreted as traces of imports from Sweden (Møhi 
1961, pp. 395 ff., 399). Both interpretations are conceiv
able, but it may also be possible that the quarry came from 
an unknown deer park near the castle.

Another example of indirect traces of hunting are the finds 
of antlers from red deer in medieval Lund. Since two prob
able deer parks under royal and archiepiscopal ownership 
lay less than 10 km from Lund, it is not without significance 
that red deer antler was the predominant raw material for 
crafts of horn and bone in the town. Until the middle of the 
twelfth century, antler from red deer totally dominated, and 
then deer antler was used parallel to cattle bone until the 
end of the fourteenth century (Christophersen 1980, pp. 
151 ff.). Since red deer antlers are eaten up within a few 
days if they fall in natural surroundings, these antlers must
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have come from hunted animals or from areas where the 
antlers could be collected, in other words, from enclosures 
or deer parks. Without having carried out any investigations 
in the presumptive deer parks, it is possible to say that the 
supply of red deer antler in Lund suggests that there was a 
large stock of deer at Dalby Hage and Räften until the end 
of the fourteenth century.

In conclusion, I would maintain that it is important to 
make a distinction between hunting in large forests and hunt
ing in deer parks. The “wild” hunt in true forests occurs and 
has always occurred in Scandinavia, while the more “do
mesticated” hunt in deer parks is a more limited phenom
enon. Large royal deer parks, such as Dyrehaven near Co
penhagen, Djurgården in Stockholm, and Ottenby Lund at 
the south tip of Öland, were all established in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries, but I believe that there was also 
an older, less visible layer of deer parks in Denmark and 
Sweden. Trying to trace these early deer parks has required 
me to search for a new type of ancient monument, and also 
required me to try to detect a new meaning-bearing space in 
the medieval landscape. Like more tangible monuments such 
as churches and castles, the deer park was an important and 
controversial element in the medieval European landscape. 
The deer park was the clearest physical marker of restricted 
hunting rights, and the spatial demarcation also defined peo
ple in social terms. Peasants were obliged to maintain the 
fence to keep the game in and to act as beaters, whereas the 
almost ceremonial hunt in the deer parks was reserved for 
kings and nobles. Hunting was the ultimate form of courtly 
life, and the deer park could therefore be perceived as a para
dise on earth. Yet it was a paradise which could also be ex
posed to poaching - and perhaps stone-throwing - from the 
people who were denied access to its fruits. It is this space, 
charged with meaning, with clear social and ideological as
sociations, that I believe can be traced in medieval Denmark 
and Sweden too, by means of future archaeological investi
gations.
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The Town and 
the Three Farms
On the Organization of the Landscape in and 
around a Medieval Town
Karin Lindeblad

S
wedish rescue excavations in medieval archaeology 
in the 1970s and 1980s were mostly geared to inves
tigations of the medieval town centres, which were 
then largely regarded as isolated phenomena. The 
1970s saw the start of the nationwide project “The Medieval 

Town”, the main aim of which was to sum up archaeological 
work in the medieval towns and to examine the potential of 
the assembled material. A report was compiled for each me
dieval town, with data on the excavations, the written sources 
about urbanization, and so on. These publications, which 
only discussed the surrounding landscape to a very small 
extent, were to be the basis for the choice of method for 
rescue excavations in medieval towns and for the questions 
to which archaeologists sought answers.

In the 1980s, rural investigations have dominated in me
dieval rescue archaeology. By linking the results from the 
urban and rural excavations and viewing them as a whole, a 
completely new picture of the medieval landscape emerges.

This article is about Norrköping, one of the six medieval 
towns in the province of Östergötland, and its surrounding 
countryside. The aim of the study is to show how we can 
arrive at a deeper understanding of the urbanization process 
by including the medieval landscape around the town in a 
discussion of this process.

Norrköping has been described in several contexts as an 
example of incomplete urbanization, a town that cannot have 
been regarded - even by contemporaries - as much more than 
a large village. The place, which is first described as urban
ized in written sources in the latter half of the fourteenth 
century, lacked several of the institutions and buildings usu
ally found in a medieval town. There is no certain evidence
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that it had any monastery, royal manor, town hall, or castle 
in the Middle Ages. However, if we broaden the geographi
cal framework somewhat and regard the medieval landscape 
outside the town itself, we find that many of the central func
tions missing from the town were served at three large farms 
nearby.

The town and the farms
I shall begin with a brief description of the physical geogra
phy of the Norrköping district. This will be followed by a 
presentation of Norrköping and the three farms (fig. 1). I 
have chosen to discuss these particular farms - Borg, Ringstad, 
and Svintuna - for the simple reason that all three have been 
excavated. There are indications that there were several com
parable farms in the district, but they have not been investi
gated archaeologically.

KLOSTER

BARFRED
•SVINTUNA

= BRÄVIKEN ^

GLAN RINGSTAD f'r-N 
•ENEBY

* RINGSTADA- 
....... HOLM J

t NORRKÖPING 
.BORGSSKANS 
;BORG X .. 
lMOTALA STROM

HERREBI

SÖDERKÖPING

Fig. 1. The map shows the town of Norrköping and the three big farms around 
the town which are studied in the text. Drawn by Christina Borstam.
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The magnate’s farm of Borg will be presented in greater 
detail than the other two, since we know more about the 
farm and the surrounding landscape as a result of the large- 
scale rescue excavations that have encompassed much of the 
parish of Borg in recent years. The two magnate’s farms of 
Svintuna and Ringstad were excavated at the start of the cen
tury by the Norrköping scholar Artur Norden. The presen
tation of the town and the farms will be followed by a dis
cussion summing up the development in the town and at the 
three farms.

The Norrköping district lies in an area which has long 
since been pointed out as one of the early central areas in 
Östergötland (e.g. Hyenstrand 1984). The distinctive feature 
of the local landscape is the fault line that cuts through the 
whole of Östergötland, from Motala in the west to the north 
shore of the Bråviken bay in the east. The fault has divided 
the country around Norrköping into two different types of 
physical geography: a wooded mountainous part in the north 
and a very fertile agricultural plain in the south.

Besides the good soils in the Norrköping plain, the water
course Motala Ström is probably one of the reasons why the 
area around Norrköping, according to several scholars, de
veloped at an early stage into one of the central areas in the 
province. Motala Ström was an important communication 
route from the Baltic towards the interior of Östergötland. 
The two falls in Motala Ström, one at Norrköping, the other 
a few kilometres inland at the farm of Borg, also made Motala 
Ström an ideal place for fishing for salmon and eel and for 
powering mills. The earliest mills in central Sweden are re
corded in written sources between 1180 and 1202. Norrkö
ping is considered one of the most characteristic examples in 
Sweden of how water power has been used through the ages 
and, according to Thun (1982), this factor was highly signifi
cant for urbanization in Sweden. This applies particularly to 
decidedly agricultural areas where those who controlled the 
mills could appropriate the surplus agricultural produce by 
charging duties and fees.

Iron production was probably important for the area in 
the Middle Ages. By the second half of the fourteenth cen
tury at the latest, Finspång, in northern Östergötland, had a 
well-developed mining industry with foundries (Ljung 1965, 
p. 88). The scale of prehistoric iron production remains to be 
investigated.
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The town of Norrköping
A fairly large number of archaeological investigations has 
been undertaken in Norrköping in recent decades. Despite 
this, remains of medieval settlement and medieval artefacts 
have been found in only a few small areas in the town. In 
contrast, remains from the sixteenth and seventeenth centu
ries have been investigated to a much larger extent.

With the exception of the two medieval churches, there 
were scarcely any medieval institutions in the town. The first 
evidence of a town hall, a royal manor, and a castle comes in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. There are indications, 
however, that the town was an early medieval central place 
with large-scale milling and salmon fishing.

Medieval Norrköping was in a very strategic position as 
regards communications, situated at the first falls in Motala 
Ström encountered by travellers on the water route upstream 
from Bråviken. It had no doubt previously served as a re
loading place. The oldest bridge over the river was also built 
at the falls. We do not know when it was constructed, but we 
know that in 1380 the judge of Östergötland, Bo Jonsson 
Grip, decreed that six bärader (the administrative districts 
corresponding to the English hundred) should maintain the 
bridge, which suggests that it was of great importance for 
land communication with a large area (Norden 1917). The 
town was also strategically located in administrative terms, 
at a point where three hundreds meet.

The falls in Motala Ström gave ideal conditions for mill
ing and salmon fishing. It is also in connection with the salmon 
fishery that we meet Norrköping in the written sources for 
the first time in 1287, when Queen Sofia donated her salmon 
fishery in Norrköping to the nuns in St Martin’s Convent in 
Skänninge (Norden 1917, no. 4). The wording of the charter 
shows that Norrköping at that time was more than just a 
village, but it is not until the fourteenth century that the place 
emerges as a town.

Several important families and monasteries had a great 
interest in the mills and fisheries in Norrköping. Chief among 
them is Askeby, the Cistercian monastery outside Linköping. 
The written sources also hint at important royal interests, 
and the lands owned by Askeby probably came from royal
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donations (Ljung 1965, pp. 4 ff.). The large land holdings of 
the monastery led the Norrköping scholar Norden (1915, p. 
50) to describe the town as a monastery annexe.

The early medieval central place
In Norrköping in the Middle Ages there were two churches, 
one dedicated to St John, the other to St Olaf. Until the six
teenth century the former was referred to as the parish church 
of Norrköping. The town may have originated in a village. 
The town lands were divided into attungar, which was a com
mon way of dividing the villages on the Östergötland plain. 
No such division of land is known from any other Swedish 
town (Ljung 1965, p. 49).

The town church was dedicated to St Olaf, as were sev
eral other churches around Norrköping. The town seal also 
depicts this saint. The church is mentioned for the first time 
in 1350, when the monastery in Askeby had the patronage. 
St John’s is mentioned for the first time in 1417, but there 
are several factors, according to Broberg (1984), to suggest 
that both churches are much older than this, probably from 
the twelfth or thirteenth century.

These are some of the general factors which are generally 
assumed to characterize early medieval central places in Swe
den: the situation beside the first reloading place where land 
and water routes cross, at a point where two or more hun
dreds meet, and the occurrence of two early churches 
(Hasselmo 1987, p. 323). In addition, the toponymic ele
ment köping indicates that this was a central place at an early 
stage; it means “market-place” and first occurs in Scandina
via in 1060 (Moberg 1965, p. 68).

The town in the high Middle Ages
Apart from the two churches, there were few medieval insti
tutions or buildings in medieval Norrköping. A chapel dedi
cated to St Gertrude on the south bank of Motala Ström is 
mentioned at the start of the sixteenth century, as is a bath
house. The first records of a royal manor, a town hall, and a 
castle come from the late sixteenth and early seventeenth 
century (Broberg 1984, pp. 16 ff.).

The earliest criterion of urbanization, according to the 
definitions of the national “Medieval Town” project - that a 
place distinguishes itself juridically, functionally, or topo
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graphically - comes from 1350, when byamän “burghers” 
are mentioned in Norrköping. In 1384 King Albrekt of 
Mecklenburg issued the first known town charter for 
Norrköping, and two mayors are mentioned in the same year. 
Norrköping thus had the juridical framework required for a 
town but it never experienced the same settlement develop
ment as the nearby town of Söderköping.

An explanation put forward for the divergent develop
ment of these two towns is that Norrköping is in a poorer 
position as regards communications for further transport in 
towards the central parts of Östergötland (Broberg 1984). 
Ljung (1965, p. 12) claims that the urbanization of Norr
köping was a consequence of a royal initiative which was 
never fully carried through, and that Söderköping was suffi
cient for trade in the area.

As we have seen, the archaeological material from 
Norrköping presents a similar picture of the town - there are 
very few remains and finds, despite extensive archaeological 
investigations. Settlement from the Middle Ages has only 
really been found within a small area north of Motala Ström. 
In addition, occasional sherds of medieval pottery have been 
found during excavations near the parish church, St John’s. 
The archaeological material scarcely conveys an impression 
of a densely settled town; it is rather a central place with 
sparse settlement which in the fourteenth century had the 
juridical framework required for a medieval town. The vig
orous expansion at the end of the sixteenth century and in 
the seventeenth century is clearly seen in the archaeological 
source material (Broberg 1984, pp. 58 ff.).

Towards the end of his life, King Gustav Vasa built a royal 
manor and actively encouraged mining in Östergötland, where 
Finspång became the production centre and Norrköping func
tioned as the shipping port. Parallel to this, milling was also 
intensified, and in the seventeenth century Norrköping be
came Sweden’s first true industrial town (Broberg 1984, p. 
8).

The parish of Borg
In recent years, the Central Board of National Antiquities in 
Linköping has conducted extensive rescue excavations around 
Norrköping, above all in the neighbouring parish of Borg.
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Among many other things, there have been investigations of 
the medieval royal manor and the late Iron Age chieftain’s 
farm beside the church in Borg. In addition, a site with spe
cialized crafts from the late Iron Age was investigated, and 
an earthen rampart from the same time.

Before it was amalgamated with the neighbouring parish 
of Löt in 1800, Borg was one of the smallest parishes in 
Östergötland (Broocman 1760, p. 508). Today the parish 
mostly consists of highly fertile cultivated land. The oldest 
maps, from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, paint a 
similar picture.

The important road from Norrköping to Linköping passed 
through the parish. In the Middle Ages this was part of the 
eriksgata, the course of king’s progress through the prov
inces of his kingdom after his election (Kraft 1946, p. 39).

An analysis of the early maps shows that the older parish 
had seven villages, all of them consisting of freehold farms 
with the exception of a small peripheral village. The biggest 
village was Borg, with seven homesteads. This village also 
had the medieval church. In Motala Ström there were mills 
and permanent fisheries, probably going back to the Middle 
Ages (Toliin 1994).

The king’s manor
The royal manor in Borg is first attested in writing in 1333, 
when King Magnus Eriksson, from the Folkunga dynasty of 
Östergötland, pledged his estates in Borg as part of an ex
change of property with Bishop Karl of Linköping. The king s 
manor in Borg was evidently so important that he reclaimed 
the estates a few months later, the reason being that he 
needed them”. The historian Birgitta Fritz (1973, p. 83) has 
interpreted the sources as indicating that Borg was a royal 
manor at this time, although no specific administrative role 
can be assigned to it. Norden (1929, p. 17) likewise argued 
that the sources show that Borg was a royal estate and not 
Magnus Eriksson’s personal property. The medieval farm also 
had a small church, probably originally built as a private 
farm church which later became a parish church.

Borg lies about three kilometres west of Norrköping, on a 
noticeable rise in the landscape, close to the important land 
and water routes (fig. 1). The part of the farm that was exca
vated was directly to the south of the old church in Borg, of

497



Karin Lindeblad

Borgs by ar 1649

Till kvarnarna

X Mot landsvägen 
som går till 
Linköping - Norrköping

Mot Eneby
och Skälv

Mot landsvägen 
som gdr till 
Linköping - Norrköping

+- Kyrka

Gard

Hus framkomna vid arkeologiska 
undersökningar år 1992-93 

□ o Skede 3

Ib Skede 4

Fig. 2. The village and church of Borg according to a map from 1649. The exca
vated remains of buildings from the Viking Age and Middle Ages are visible to the 
south and south-west of the church. Drawn by Mari-Ann Grönwall.

which nothing now survives above ground (fig. 2). A draw
ing of the church from the latter part of the seventeenth cen
tury is the only known depiction. It shows that the church 
had no tower and had a small porch to the west. It measured 
roughly 17.5x7 metres. It probably did not take on this ap
pearance until the thirteenth century at the earliest (Nisbeth 
1982, p. 12). North-east of the excavated area was the vil
lage of Borg. According to the oldest maps, the village lands 
were distributed according to the solskifte principle, thus giv
ing a medieval impression (Toliin 1994). The excavations did 
not take in the village but the area immediately to the south 
of the church and the village. The excavations showed that 
settlement was established here in the eighth century and 
continued throughout the Middle Ages, with a restructuring 
in the eleventh century.
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Fig. 3. Suggested reconstruction of the medieval farm and church at Borg. 
Drawn by Richard Holmgren.

The excavated medieval settlement was right beside the 
church and the cemetery. The main secular building was a 
large dwelling-house south of the church. This wooden build
ing, which measured 7x24 metres and had glass windows, 
may possibly have had two storeys. The house appears to 
have been rebuilt several times over, and it probably served 
as the main farm building throughout the Middle Ages (fig.
3). This house had a separate kitchen and storehouses, all 
built on sills in different periods. In and around these build
ings there was a rich variety of finds. Several categories of 
finds, such as spurs, fragments of chain-mail, crossbow ar
rows, and imported glass, show that the farm was an aristo
cratic setting all through the Middle Ages (Lindeblad 1996, 
pp. 61 ff.).
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The finds resemble the material we usually find in medi
eval towns and castles. From the farm in Borg we have a 
much greater body of finds than we have from the town of 
Norrköping, even though a much greater area has been ex
cavated there than at Borg.

At present far too few ordinary agrarian settlements have 
been excavated in Östergötland for it to be possible for us to 
say whether or not the find material is unique (see Lindgren- 
Hertz’s article in this volume). A study of agrarian settle
ments in Uppland and Gästrikland hints that the type of finds 
excavated at Borg are very unusual in rural contexts (Broberg 
and Svensson 1987, pp. 479 ff.). Time will show whether 
this applies to Östergötland as well.

In the sixteenth century the excavated farm at Borg was 
abandoned. This must be connected with the fact that Gustav 
Vasa built a new royal manor in Norrköping near the end of 
his life (Broberg 1984, p. 17). The decline in the importance 
of Borg even before this is evident from the fact that Borg 
was incorporated in the neighbouring parish of Löt in 1535 
(Ridderstad 1918, p. 780).

The farm with the pre-Christian cult site 
The medieval farm was preceded by a farm from the late 
Iron Age which was also partially excavated (fig. 2). The 
buildings from this period were basically on the same site as 
the medieval farm. As early as the late Iron Age the farm was 
divided into several houses, each with its own function. Re
mains of six buildings from this period were excavated. The 
style of building varied: one house was built of posts, while 
others rested on sills. Pre-Christian cult has left unusually 
clear traces, including a hoard of almost a hundred amulet 
rings and a unique assemblage of bones (see Nielsen in this 
volume). An important way for chieftains to demonstrate 
their power in this period was to attach the exercise of reli
gion to their own farms (Fabech 1991, p. 292).

Specialized crafts at Herrebro
Two more places in the parish of Borg can probably also be 
associated with the pre-Christian farm. At Herrebro, about 
2 kilometres from Borg, excavations occasioned by the con
struction of a motorway uncovered an area that had been 
used for specialized crafts (fig. 2). Most of the datings from
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the site are in the period A.D. 700-1000, so that the work
shop area existed during roughly the same period as the early 
farm at Borg. From Herrebro there are traces, on a small 
scale, of the crafts that are typical of Scandinavian trading 
sites and markets in the late Iron Age: bead manufacture, 
bone and antler crafts, smith-work and bronze casting 
(Lindeblad and Nielsen 1994). Many trading sites in Scandi
navia were abandoned in the tenth century. A number of new 
ones appeared in the eleventh century, often showing spatial 
continuity with the medieval towns (Callmer 1991, p. 44). 
The chieftains’ control of production ceased to be effective, 
being replaced by control by a central power (Näsman 1991, 
pp. 172 ff.). In our area, Norrköping could be an example of 
this, but there is no archaeological evidence to show that this 
was the case.

Roughly a kilometre from the farm there are remains of a 
semicircular earthen rampart, Borgs Skans, which opens to
wards Motala Ström (fig. 2). Radiocarbon datings show that 
the rampart was built some time after the mid seventh cen
tury. It is thus perfectly possible that it was contemporary 
with the farm at Borg and Herrebro. The function of the 
structure, which is roughly 100 m across, could have been to 
serve as a reloading place for travellers to Herrebro. Travel
ling by land from the rampart could have been a way to avoid 
the strong currents at Borg (Lindeblad 1996, pp. 71 ff.).

To sum up, we can say that the farm that was a royal 
manor in Borg, at least in the fourteenth century, has a tradi
tion going back a long way, with a central function in the 
exercise of a cult in the district. In the Viking Age the farm at 
Borg also controlled an area for specialized crafts at Herrebro 
and the rampart of Borgs Skans. In the late Iron Age, then, 
the chieftain of Borg controlled the local religious cult, the 
communication routes, and the specialized crafts. This tradi
tion was continued into the Middle Ages when the Christian 
church was built and the place became a centre for the col
lection of taxes paid to the crown, but with the difference 
that these functions were all attached to the same place.

The excavated farm at Borg was deserted some time in 
the sixteenth century, probably in connection with the estab
lishment of a royal manor in Norrköping by Gustav Vasa. In 
the latter part of the seventeenth century, Borg once again 
became a residence - Borg Manor - for one of the king’s 
men, the county governor of Östergötland.
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The Ringstad farm with the mill and castle
In the 1340s and 1350s, the Ringstad farm belonged to 
Valdemar Eriksson, a descendent of the royal Östergötland 
Folkunga dynasty. Valdemar owned huge domains between 
Lake Gian and Norrköping. In addition, he owned the farm 
of Ringstadaholm in Motala Ström and a nearby mill. In 
Queen Margareta’s confiscation of 1404, Ringstad and the 
castle were transferred to the crown and should therefore be 
regarded as an early crown estate (Norden 1929, pp. 16 ff.). 
Ringstadaholm subsequently became the centre of one of the 
bailiwicks of Östergötland.

The Ringstad farm was excavated at the start of the twen
tieth century, when it was found that there were extensive 
remains showing long continuity of settlement.

The farm lay beside the old main road that ran between 
Norrköping and the mines in the northern part of the prov
ince (fig. 2). It is conceivable that the farm of Ringstad in the 
latter part of the Middle Ages benefited from its location 
along the mine road and exerted some kind of control over 
road transports from the mines around Finspång to 
Norrköping.

The farm lay about 5 kilometres from Norrköping in an 
agricultural district by Lake Gudsjön; the first element in the 
name of the lake indicates that the area was used for pre- 
Christian cult.

Excavations in the 1920s unearthed about twenty medi
eval buildings, divided between two different units. The 
houses were built of wood or wattle-and-daub resting on 
stone sills. Although the site is much smaller, the style of 
building and the finds are very similar to what was found at 
the farm in Borg. The houses in the western unit were partly 
built over a large cemetery from the third to the seventh cen
tury. Roughly 400 m east of this there was a cemetery from 
the Viking Age. The medieval farm was thus preceded by an 
earlier settlement and the medieval buildings were partially 
built on top of older graves (Norden 1929). In the laws of 
Östergötland, from the end of the thirteenth century or the 
start of the fourteenth, villages beside “mounds” are given 
greater rights than others. In Ringstad the people obviously 
chose to locate their settlement directly on top of the graves. 
This could be seen as a way to legitimate their settlement.
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The eastern unit gives a slightly more archaic impression 
than the western one, the houses having slightly bowed walls 
and open hearths in the centre of the rooms. The houses in 
the western unit had straight walls and fireplaces located 
beside the walls. Some of the ovens were built of brick. The 
style of building suggests a restructuring of settlement in the 
eleventh century similar to what we saw at Borg. A reanalysis 
of the finds from the two settlement units at Ringstad might 
show whether this hypothesis is correct.

In the western settlement unit there were clear traces in 
two of the buildings of smith-work and possibly also iron 
production, in the form of large quantities of slag and blast 
nozzles. In the two buildings that Norden (1929) has inter
preted as forges there are also discarded finished products, 
including torch holders, locks, keys, and a spur with a spiked 
wheel. The latter type dates from the high Middle Ages and 
indicates an upper-class setting.

Ringstadaholm
In the Middle Ages the castle of Ringstadaholm was the only 
fortress between Brå viken and Glan (fig. 2). In Norrköping, 
as we have seen, there is no evidence of any medieval castle. 
The ruins of Ringstadaholm lie on an island in Motala Ström, 
about 4 km south of the Ringstad farm and about 3 km up
stream from Norrköping. In a recent dissertation covering 
all the medieval fortresses in Sweden (Lovén 1996, pp. 11 ff.), 
Ringstadaholm is described as a strong and important castle.

From the early maps from the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries we also know that the mines in northern Öster
götland reloaded their products from sea transports to road 
transports. This may go back to the Middle Ages, and it is 
possible that the transports were significant for the construc
tion of the castle. The mines in Finspång are mentioned in 
written sources in the fourteenth century, and it is in the same 
century that Ringstadaholm is also first mentioned, in 1318.

In 1377 the powerful Östergötland judge, Bo Jonsson 
(Grip) owned the castle, and after it was transferred to the 
crown in 1404, it became the centre of one of the bailiwicks 
into which Östergötland was divided. The castle was de
stroyed in 1470, when the bailiwick came to an end (Broberg 
1984 and works cited there).

To sum up, it can be said that the farm of Ringstad was
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probably in use at least through the whole Middle Ages. It is 
not possible to say at the moment whether the farm had any 
central function, as Borg did. On the other hand, there is a 
long and clear settlement continuity as shown by the graves 
at Ringstad. This continuity may also have been considered 
important by the people who built the medieval farm - in 
some of the medieval buildings there were older graves, and 
the people can scarcely have been unaware of this when the 
farm was built.

It is possible that the farm in the latter part of the Middle 
Ages benefited from its position along the road to the mines 
of Östergötland and in some way controlled the land trans
ports. In the fourteenth century a large stone fortress was 
built a few kilometres south of the farm at the place which 
the oldest land survey maps show to have been a reloading 
point for iron from the mines. At this time there was also at 
the castle a mill belonging to Ringstad.

Queen Margareta’s confiscation at the start of the fifteenth 
century brought the farm and the castle under the crown, 
which suggests that they were originally freehold properties 
paying tax to the crown. Ringstadaholm then became the 
centre for one of the bailiwicks of Östergötland. In the six
teenth century, when Norrköping expanded, neither the farm 
nor the castle of Ringstad remained.

The farm of Svintuna with its mill, tower, 
and monastery
At Svintuna farm, hostages were exchanged between the peo
ple of Södermanland and Östergötland when the king in the 
Middle Ages made his progress through the kingdom. It must 
be this farm that is referred to in a document from Margareta’s 
confiscation in 1399 and which was once again transferred 
to the crown on this occasion, along with a mill in the area 
(Norden 1929). The second element in the name, tuna, is 
considered to represent places with central functions, whether 
cultic, military, or administrative (Brink 1990, p. 38). Svintuna 
lay beside the Bråviken bay, about 15 km from Norrköping, 
on the route of the king’s progress near the boundary be
tween Östergötland and Södermanland (fig. 2). The area 
around Svintuna consists of agricultural land in an other
wise highly wooded area. This was the first settlement in
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Östergötland to meet the traveller on the land route south 
from Södermanland to the south. The farm of Svintuna was 
also highly visible to people taking the water route from the 
Baltic in towards Norrköping.

Like Ringstad, the farm was excavated at the start of the 
twentieth century by Artur Norden. About ten buildings were 
investigated. The farm was located just beside, and possibly 
also partly over, a cemetery from the late Iron Age (fig. 4). 
The style of building and the plans of the houses are largely 
similar to what we find at both Borg and Ringstad. The finds 
appear to range over the whole Middle Ages, with plentiful 
amounts of iron and potsherds from the early Middle Ages 
in the form of Baltic ware and high medieval imported stone
ware jugs (Norden 1929).

Norden did not notice any settlement from the late Iron 
Age at Svintuna, but in one of the house foundations he did 
find a piece of gold foil (guldgubbe) with a human figure 
stamped on it. This is the only find of its kind from Öster
götland. These gold-foil figures are thought to indicate cult 
sites and chieftains’ farms from the Migration Period and 
Vendel Period. In Sweden they are mostly found in settle
ment contexts, but they have often been found in mortuary 
contexts (see Lundqvist in this volume). As regards the gold- 
foil figure from Svintuna, it is conceivable that it lay in a 
grave that was destroyed when the farm was built in the early 
Middle Ages. The find of the figure indicates that a predeces
sor of the medieval farm of Svintuna, like the farm at Borg, 
had a central function in religious life.

Just north of the farm, at the lake of Svintunasjön about a 
kilometre north of the shore of Bråviken, there are the ruins 
of a round stone tower with no external fortification (fig. 2). 
The tower is protected by steep precipices to the west and 
north, but it is otherwise easy to capture. Earlier scholars 
tried to link the tower with the defensive round towers 
(kastaler) on the coasts, which are thought to have been built 
in the twelfth century. Later research has claimed that the 
tower is instead a keep (barfred) and is not comparable to 
the coastal round towers in terms of size and position in the 
landscape. According to Lovén (1996), the tower may have 
been built in the fourteenth century and if this is the case 
then it is partly contemporary with the Svintuna farm. Per
haps the tower should be regarded as a manifestation in the
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Fig. 4. Plan of the studied part 
of the medieval farm of Svin- 
tuna. just beside and partly 
under the farm is the older 
cemetery. Map based on 
Nordén 1929, drawn by 
Richard Holmgren,
ARCDOC.
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landscape, associated with Svintuna, instead of a purely de
fensive structure.

As we saw above, there is no monastery in Norrköping. 
The closest monastery was four kilometres north of the 
Svintuna tower (fig. 2). The monastery belonged to the 
Franciscan order and was on the course of the king’s progress. 
It has been described as a wayfarer’s monastery, of which 
there were a few in Sweden in the Middle Ages. Otherwise it 
was more usual that monasteries were located in towns where 
they could live on the benevolence of the burghers and by 
begging. The monastery in Svintuna is first mentioned in 
written sources in 1440. The sources, which are very scant, 
say that the monastery derived its upkeep from a plot which 
it owned in Norrköping and the mill at Svintuna. The mon
astery was closed during the Reformation in the late 1530s 
by Gustav Vasa (Ljung 1965, p. 107).

To sum up, it can be said that the Svintuna district, judg
ing by the find of the gold-foil figure, must have had a cen
tral religious function already in the late Iron Age. This indi
cates that Svintuna was a chieftain’s farm in the late Iron Age 
and then became a crown property in the Middle Ages. As at 
Ringstad, the medieval farm was built on top of a former 
cemetery. The farm probably existed throughout the Middle 
Ages, and it resembles both Ringstad and Borg as regards 
finds and building style. Like the two other farms, it was 
subject to the crown and had a mill pertaining to it. In the 
Middle Ages a stone tower was also built not too far from 
the farm, and in the latter part of the Middle Ages a Franciscan 
monastery was also built in the locality.

Conclusion
The town of Norrköping is generally viewed as a weak me
dieval urban formation. Different explanations have been put 
forward as to why the town did not expand at the same pace 
as the nearby town of Söderköping. It has been claimed that 
the different development shown by these two towns was 
partly because Norrköping was in a poorer location for fur
ther transports in towards the central parts of Östergötland, 
and that the establishment of the town of Norrköping was a 
consequence of a royal initiative that was never taken to its 
conclusion, since Söderköping was found to be sufficient for 
trade in the area.
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In this article I have tried to show that a study of the sur
rounding medieval landscape, witLseveral large crown farms, 
reveals the Norrköping district to have been strong, even 
though the town itself had few central functions.

The late Iron Age
In the late Iron Age the farm of Borg stands out most clearly 
in our material. The chieftain at the farm of Borg had a cen
tral role in the exercise of religion, and it must also have 
been from Borg that the specialized crafts at Herrebro were 
organized. At the same time that these two places were es
tablished, the semicircular rampart of Borgs Skans was also 
built, to be fully visible for all travellers on land and water 
alike.

At Svintuna the find of a gold-foil figure indicates that the 
owner of the farm in the late Iron Age had a central role in 
the exercise of religion. When the medieval farm at Svintuna 
was established, the farm was built on and beside a cem
etery, possibly as a way for the owner to mark the continuity 
at the site.

As for the Ringstad farm, one of the two settlement units 
may possibly be from the late Iron Age, but it is not possible 
to say at the moment whether the farm had any central func
tion. As in Svintuna, the medieval farm was built over an 
earlier cemetery.

What the three farms have in common is that they are all 
favourably located in the landscape from the point of view 
of communications.

The early Middle Ages
All three farms, one in each hundred around Norrköping, 
still remained even after the great societal changes of the elev
enth century. It was at this time that there was a change of 
religion, incipient state formation, and territorialization of 
the landscape. The older system of chieftains basing their 
power on external acquisition was gradually abandoned in 
favour of a royal power which used taxes and land owner
ship to acquire an internal surplus (see e.g. Lindkvist 1988; 
Andrén 1987).

Despite the radical changes in society, the three older farms 
were retained in the new system, possibly because of their 
strategic positions in the landscape, perhaps also because the
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places themselves had a strong tradition as a centre of pre- 
Christian religion. A possible hypothesis is that the farms 
were gradually incorporated in a system of crown farms with 
its origin in private royal ownership. Norrköping may also 
have had its origin in a village, like Borg with a church and 
with a large degree of royal ownership.

A closer look at the farms and their surroundings reveals 
the structural changes of the eleventh century. At the farm in 
Borg the pre-Christian cult was abandoned in favour of Chris
tianity. Settlement was restructured, and in the Middle Ages 
it was moved close to the church. At Ringstad and Svintuna 
too, there appears to have been a rearrangement of settle
ment at this time.

At Herrebro, the specialized production was abandoned 
in the eleventh century; this was a common phenomenon at 
places of this type in Scandinavia when trade came under the 
control of the king instead of the local chieftains. It is rea
sonable to hypothesize that production was then moved to 
Norrköping, which has a place-name indicating a trading 
site. Being at the first falls on Motala Ström, this was prob
ably more suitable from the point of view of communica
tions, as a natural reloading point. It was probably at this 
time, possibly in the twelfth century, that Norrköping was 
established and developed into a central place with two early 
churches. In the thirteenth century there are also records of a 
mill and a permanent fishery in Norrköping.

The high and late Middle Ages
In the second half of the fourteenth century we have the first 
written evidence of Norrköping as an urbanized place with 
the juridical framework required for a town. With the ex
ception of the two churches, there were few medieval institu
tions and buildings in Norrköping. The first records of a royal 
manor, town hall, and castle come from the latter part of the 
sixteenth century and the early seventeenth. The archaeo
logical evidence points in the same direction. Despite fairly 
large-scale excavations in the town, medieval settlement and 
finds have been discovered in only a few places. Judging by 
the archaeological material, the town had the character of a 
central place with an urban juridical framework, with no 
large-scale settlement.

All three farms survived at this time, and new, manifest
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buildings were erected near them. The archaeological remains 
of settlement are clear, with ample find material showing a 
virtually urban character. Borg is mentioned as a royal manor 
in the fourteenth century, when it was so important that King 
Magnus, two months after handing it over as a pledge, took 
it back through an exchange because he needed it. It was 
also in this century that the owner of Ringstad build the for
tress of Ringstadaholm. In the oldest maps from the seven
teenth century the castle was the site where products from 
Finspång were reloaded. This important purpose may also 
have been continued in the latter part of the Middle Ages, 
with the activities controlled from the Ringstad farm.

It is probable that it was during this century that the stone 
tower was built at the farm of Svintuna, where it was seen by 
passing travellers on the king’s eriksgata. In the fifteenth cen
tury a Franciscan monastery was built along the eriksgata, 
functioning as a wayfarers’ monastery. During this century 
we also have records of mills at both Svintuna and Ringstad, 
which were established by men who wanted to appropriate 
surplus agrarian produce.

Finally, we may observe that Norrköping was a weak ex
ample of urban formation in the Middle Ages, but if we look 
at a slightly broader geographical section of the medieval 
landscape than just the actual town, with the three farms 
and their attendant functions, we obtain a different picture 
of the area and a deeper understanding of the urbanization 
process.

The town and the farms may have existed and interacted 
in one and the same system in which we may suspect large- 
scale royal ownership at an early stage, and hence a larger 
area arose around the town with various central functions, 
well visible in the landscape along water and land routes.

The fact that Norrköping became the point in the land
scape that developed into a town, and not one of the farms, 
is probably due to the topographical location at the first falls 
on the way up the river from Bråviken and the Baltic. In 
addition, the highly favourable conditions for mills and fish
eries must have played a major role.

The farms and the central functions attached to them were 
abandoned in the sixteenth century when Gustav Vasa built 
a royal manor in Norrköping after the Reformation and de
veloped mining in northern Östergötland, with the town as
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the shipping port. The archaeological material from the town 
increases dramatically, with clear remains of settlement and 
more finds. Norrköping was then on the way to a future as 
one of Sweden’s first industrial towns.
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Medieval Coastal Settlement 
in Western Sweden
Magnus Stibéus

M
aritime occupations have been of great 
importance in the Nordic countries ever since 
the Mesolithic. Fishing has been a necessary 
part of subsistence, and in certain periods the 
products of the sea have been exported. The long coastlines 

of Sweden and Norway have numerous straits and fjords. 
Coastal waters are dotted with islands, islets, and skerries. 
These places present a category of archaeological site usually 
called tomtning. In western Sweden, tomtning sites are espe
cially common in the northernmost part of the province of 
Halland and along the coast of the province of Bohuslän. 
The Göteborg archipelago is usually described as a heartland 
of this type of archaeological site. Tomtning sites also occur 
profusely in the east of Sweden, above all along the Norrland 
coast and in the eastern part of the province of Blekinge.

Tomtning sites also occur in Finnish Österbotten and in 
the Åland Islands. Denmark and Iceland, however, do not 
have sites of this kind as defined for present purposes. They 
have other types of settlement remains which are connected 
with maritime activities (cf. Einarsson 1994). In this connec
tion it should also be pointed out that tomtning sites are only 
one of many types of archaeological remains which can be 
associated with shipping and fishing (cf. Norman 1995).

Archaeologists and ethnologists have described the term 
tomtning in various ways over the years and are not always 
unanimous in the details of their definitions. Then again, in
dividual scholars are not always entirely consistent in their 
descriptions of archaeological remains in the coastal envi
ronment. One common definition of tomtning is “remains 
of a rudimentary building in a coastal environment”. Some 
researchers have clearly distinguished between tomtning and 
house foundations, the former being defined as the remains 
of walls and the latter as the foundations or base of the build
ing (cf. Pettersson 1995, p. 10). Most recently, the Central
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Fig. 1. 
Sweden, 
showing the 
extent of 
tomtning 
sites. After 
Varenius 
1978.

Board of National Antiquities has 
defined a tomtning as the remains of 
a shoreline building in a maritime 
environment, consisting of stone 
ramparts (stone walls). These sur
round one or more flat or slightly 
concave areas which have been 
cleared of stones. In certain cases, 
boulders set in the ground or rocky 
ledges can mark the boundary of the 
tomtning (Norman 1995, p. 44).

Sweden has tomtning sites in all 
archipelago areas. These are located 
on the shores of inlets on the main
land or on islands. Sites of this kind 
are especially numerous on the 
north-east coast (the coast of Norr
land), the south-east coast, and the 
west coast. The tomtning sites some
times occur singly, but mostly in 
groups. There can be perhaps five to 
twenty at a time, and in some cases 
a good deal more. It can be very dif
ficult to gauge the number of 
tomtning remains on a site, because 
sometimes dense, low vegetation 
makes them very hard to discover. It 
is in fact quite recently that tomtning 

remains have caught the attention of antiquarian authorities. 
The number of known tomtning remains has been drasti
cally increased through the revision of archaeological site 
inventories during the past decade (cf. Svedberg 1990).

Certain differences are apparent in the positioning of the 
tomtning remains in the landscape. Along the Norrland coast, 
most of them are situated high up and relatively unsheltered 
on the islands furthest out to sea. They are most often rec
tangular in shape, measuring 3-5 mx2-3 m on the inside. In 
the west of Sweden, on the other hand, the majority of 
tomtning remains are located at a relatively low altitude and 
comparatively near the water. In Bohuslän they are usually 
located in areas outside the historically known settlement 
and in positions more exposed to wind and weather. In the
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west of Sweden they show a great diversity of shape and size. 
There are instances of circular and oval, as well as square 
and rectangular layouts. The diameter of the first two cat
egories and the length of the last two types mentioned is usu
ally about 4-7 m, but both smaller and larger units occur. 
There are, for example, unusually large tomtning remains 
measuring about 8-10x4-6 m on the inside (Norman 1995, 
p. 48). The walls now visible can take the form of dry stone 
walls of about two or three courses, or of single stones laid 
in a single line, roughly like a ground-sill line.

The prevailing explanation of tomtning remains is that 
they served as rudimentary, seasonal housing. Activities here 
were primarily connected with fishing and trapping. Excava
tions of the Norrland tomtning sites have shown that they 
were used in connection with sealing (cf. Broadbent 1988). 
In discussions of the tomtning sites along Sweden’s west coast, 
these are often linked with herring fisheries and herring fish
ing periods (cf. Varenius 1978). According to one scholar, 
fishing activity from the tomtning sites was closely connected 
with the nearby local population and proceeded continuously, 
regardless of the herring fishing periods, that is, as part of 
the daily routine of the archipelago household. As proof of 
this, reference is made to the absence of herring bones in the 
tomtning sites investigated. Instead, for example, one site 
yielded haddock, cod, whiting, saithe, and turbot. The same 
author’s interpretation is underpinned with records, mainly 
from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, describing this 
kind of fishing. These ethnological studies show that, during 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, fishermen used 
tomtning structures for casual overnight accommodation. 
They would row or sail out from the coast to a number of 
tomtning locations. Here they would repair the structure and 
put up their oars to support the sail, which did service as a 
tent (Pettersson 1995, pp. 65 f.). In certain cases it is con
ceivable that the tomtning structures were made of wood or 
peat, amounting to rudimentary buildings. There is one ex
ample from Bohuslän showing that stone circles were adapted 
for year-round occupation (Pettersson 1995, p. 87). In the 
west of Sweden too, the tomtning sites, and especially the 
larger ones, have been interpreted as enclosed “homestead 
locations” where trapping and fishing gear were kept in stor
age.
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Only a small proportion of the great number of tomtning 
sites recorded in inventories have been archaeologically in
vestigated, and finds from the investigations have been rela
tively few and far between. This paucity of finds has been 
put down to the tomtning locations being used for more or 
less brief periods. Site datings are often based on 14C tests, 
dated finds not being especially frequent. Most of Sweden’s 
tomtning sites have been dated to the period between about 
1300 and the eighteenth century, and mostly between about 
the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. Archaeological inves
tigations along the north-east coast of Sweden have shown 
that tomtning sites were inhabited from about 800 to 1100 
A.D. (Broadbent 1988). Excavations in Norway have shown 
that tomtning sites were in use during the Late Iron Age and 
early medieval period (Magnus 1974; Haavaldsen 1988).

In an article published in 1991, Ersgård asks why there 
are so few traces of seasonal settlement in Bohuslän before 
the sixteenth century. His question is prompted by the exist
ence of earlier examples in other places along the present 
coast of Sweden. He refers to the very extensive remains of 
settlement at Hovbacken in Skanör, Skåne, which have been 
dated to the beginning of the fourteenth century. This is the 
period when fishing becomes a separate economic unit and 
individual fishing settlements are established. These settle
ments were used only seasonally, but they were permanently 
organized for fishing (Ersgård 1991). It should be pointed 
out that the Scanian settlement remains are quite different in 
appearance from the tomtning remains. The former consist 
of virtually round or oval pits in the sandbanks. Most re
cently it has been stated that the tomtning sites of Bohuslän 
cannot yet be said to date back further than the mid six
teenth century (Pettersson 1995, p. 60).

Point of departure - archaeological investi
gations on the Öckerö Islands
The Öckerö Islands is the collective name for a group of is
lands, three fairly large ones and several smaller islands and 
skerries - immediately to the north-west of Göteborg. The 
islands are located in the southern part of the province of 
Bohuslän and in medieval times belonged to Norway. Öckerö, 
the principal island, is also a parochial centre, with a church
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traditionally supposed to have 
been founded in about 1240 by 
King Hakon IV Hakonsson of 
Norway (1217-1263). A rescue 
excavation was carried out in 
1992 and 1994 on Söö, one of 
the southernmost islands of the 
group. This relatively small is
land, measuring about 300x500 
metres, has no permanent popu
lation today but serves as a har
bour for the neighbouring island 
of Foto to the south. There is a 
small pond at the summit of the 
island.

During the first excavation 
season, about 15 tomtning units 
were plotted and investigated on 
the south-east side of the island, 
within an area measuring about 
70x90 metres. These tomtning 
units were mostly circular, 
though one or two were irregu
larly quadrilateral. Some of them 
butted against a rockface which 
made up one wall. The tomtning 
units had internal diameters 
ranging from about one to about 
five metres. Most of them were built on low stone ramparts. 
These investigations yielded just a few finds, such as a knife, 
a whetstone and incinerated animal bones. There were no 
objects indicating the dating. As a result of the investigation, 
however, it became clear that there were still more tomtning 
units on the island (Svedberg 1992).

During the second excavation season, some 20 tomtning 
units were measured within a zone about 40x50 metres on 
the south-west side of the island, but only a few tens of me
tres away from those already described. In connection with 
these investigations, at least another 25 or so tomtning units 
were located further north on the island, but they could not 
be measured on this occasion. To these must also be added 
roughly the same number of tomtning units on the western

Öcker- 
oarna}

Tomtningar per 
ekonomiskt kartblrrl

• 1-10 tomfningar
• 11-50 tomtningar
• 51-100 tomtningar 

101- tomtningar

Fig. 2.
The extent of 
tomtning sites 
in Bohuslän 
and north 
Halland. Lo
cation of the 
Öckerö Is
lands marked. 
After Norman 
1995.
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Fig. 3,
The Öckerö 
Islands and 
Söö, show
ing known 
tomtning 
sites.

5 km~

side of the island. Altogether, then, at least 75 or so tomtning 
units had been located on the island so far.

In the 1994 investigations, four tomtning units were thor
oughly excavated and test pits only were dug in six more. In 
addition, single test pits were dug outside the tomtning zones, 
which had not been done before to any great extent. Most of 
the occupation layers of the structures were wet-sieved.

One striking feature of the area surveyed is the intensive 
land use. The tomtning units are very close together, some
times side by side. Crevices in the rock and other cavities
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Fig. 4. Part of the investigation zone at Söö.

have been filled in with stone, as a kind of site preparation. 
Test squares dug at these points reveal refuse materials, such 
as charred wood and incinerated animal bones, to be min
gled with the stones. Conceivably, in other words, refuse was 
deliberately deposited to prepare the ground. These occupa
tion layers varied in thickness between about 0.1 and about 
0.5 m.

The shapes and structure of the tomtning units vary within 
the zone. Some structures are irregularly shaped and a cou
ple are virtually square, a frame of stones having been laid in 
such a way as to form three walls, the fourth consisting of a 
rockface. The sides of the structure are between about 3.5 
and 4.5 metres long. The zone also included structures made 
up of individual stones, forming semi-circles/half-moons 
against a rockface. These structures vary in diameter between 
about 3 and 8 metres. One of them is virtually oval in shape, 
with an “opening” towards the south. At the bottom of the 
structure is a compact layer of stones on which a frame of 
stones has been deposited. This wall was rebuilt at a later 
stage. In one case it had been found that pebbles, both burned 
and unburned, had been placed in a crevice. There is a 
rockface to one side, and in one corner of the structure is an 
accumulation of a few larger stones. This latter differs in
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Fig. 5. Most tomtning units abut on rockfaces. Dense, low vegetation on the is
lands sometimes makes the tomtning units very difficult to find.
Photo: Magnus Stibéus.

type from the traditional tomtning as defined above. It is 
worth noting that this structure was only observable after 
the ground had been stripped.

The tomtning structures both rested on and were built 
with packed stones. No regular fireplaces have been found 
in them. On the other hand, charcoal is abundantly mingled 
with the packed stones. One interpretation of the structures 
is that the tomtning units were continuously added to on the 
inside, using pebbles and organic material (e.g. seaweed and 
branches) to raise the floor level. This may have entailed dis
turbance of primitive hearths.

By far the greatest find material from the 1994 excava
tions consisted of flint. It should be pointed out that flint 
also occurred in the tomtning units investigated in 1992, but 
was not collected as frequently. The second largest group of 
finds consisted of incinerated animal bones. These were mostly 
from ovicaprids and pigs. Fish remains are remarkably few 
in this material: all that turned up were occasional bones of
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Fig. 6. Tomtning during excavation. Note the extracted stone filling in the fore
ground. Photo: Louise Olsson.

cod and haddock. Herring, for example, is entirely lacking. 
In this respect the tomtning units investigated in 1992 and 
1994 are identical (pers. com. from Jonsson). In one of the 
square tomtning units, several shards of black earthenware 
were found, and in the oval tomtning structure there were 
shards of externally lead-glazed red earthenware. The latter 
are probably remains of a three-legged cooking pot with a 
handle. This type of vessel is known from the early four
teenth century onwards in west Sweden (cf. Augustsson 1985, 
pp. 82 ff.). Other artefacts consist of various iron objects, 
such as rivets, nails, and a variety of implements. The mate
rial also includes fragments of a metal pot and a whetstone. 
Coins were found in two of the tomtning units. Both of them 
were struck in England during the reign of Henry III (1216- 
1272). One of them is a small penny from c. 1248-50, and 
the other a penny, broken into a halfpenny, from c. 1250-72 
(Golabiewski Lannby 1996). This latter coin was found in 
the same tomtning as the red earthenware. Thus the finds
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Fig. 7.
Two of the tomt- 
ning units yielded 
English silver 
coins struck dur
ing the reign of 
Henry III. One of 
them was a penny 
from c. 1248-50, 
the other a half
penny from 1250- 
72. Scale: 4:1. 
Photo:
Anders Nilsson.

give a possible dating of at least three tomtning units to the 
thirteenth-fourteenth centuries. At the time of writing, the 
results of the 14C analyses are still awaited. It should be made 
clear that there is no admixture of latter-day finds in the area 
investigated.

The flint material
Despite the large quantity of flint, regular implements are 
lacking in the material. Two main characteristics can be seen 
in the flint material. Firstly, there is an element of flint which 
does not come from west/south Sweden, and secondly, there 
are flints which have been struck with metal hammers. The 
non-local flint could, for example, come from the Danish 
island of Falster and from Holland (Thorsberg, pers. com.). 
Bulbar scars and dense tapering waves are typical character
istics of metal-struck flint. The flakes have high-velocity frac
tures from the metal strokes. The material includes examples 
showing the use of both an ordinary metal hammer and a 
ball hammer. The flat fractures on certain flakes make it clear 
than an anvil was used. When the flint is struck with a metal 
hammer against an anvil, pressure is exerted from two direc
tions, producing flat fractures. The resultant flakes are thin 
and straight. The implement forming the end product is a 
flat, thin, straight flake with straight cutting edges. A bipolar 
method has been used on some flints. This means that the 
core rested against the anvil while being worked with a strik
ing tool. The force is directed vertically into the material. 
This force causes the core to split into fragments. The method 
is often used in areas where raw material is in limited supply,
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so as to give maximum working. One distinct characteristic 
of the Söö material is that large pieces of flint have been slit 
into smaller components, possibly in order to see how much 
pure flint was concealed beneath the cortex. The material 
also includes flints which have been struck from rotating cores 
and from platform cores. By rotating the core one obtains a 
larger number of good thin flakes.

Flint edges are much sharper, for example, than the edge 
of an iron knife, and so the use of flint is not necessarily due 
to a shortage of metal. Flint is excellent, for example, for 
working antler and bone. It is also conceivable that sea birds 
and seal were hunted, using small, sharp flakes, for example 
as arrowheads. Similarly, flint may have been used, for ex
ample, for cutting sealskin (Olsson 1996).

The Öckerö Islands and the politico- 
economic society of the thirteenth and four
teenth centuries
At the point of intersection between three countries 
In medieval times, the Öckerö Islands were located in the 
border zone between the three Nordic kingdoms of Norway, 
Sweden, and Denmark. Deficiencies of the source material 
make it hard to reconstruct the pre-fourteenth-century 
boundaries of the three countries, and they cannot be fixed 
in detail until the mid sixteenth century. It is likely that Swe
den did not have a western coast before the mid thirteenth 
century, the coastline being partitioned between Norway and 
Denmark instead. The Öckerö Islands are referred to a Nor
wegian and the southern group of islands, the Brännö Islands, 
about 5 km to the south-west, as Danish (cf. Andersson 1984, 
p. 39; Olsson 1982, pp. 69 ff.).

It is possible to reconstruct the national boundaries from 
a combination of source references. Perhaps the Danish King 
Valdemar’s Cadastre can be used for this. The purpose of 
this cadastre was to indicate the boundary between Halland 
and Sweden. The Halland frontier list included in King 
Valdemar’s Cadastre tells us that in the mid thirteenth cen
tury Denmark’s northern frontier reached the sea about 15 
km south of the Göta River estuary. Further on in King 
Valdemar’s Cadastre there are additional island references
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Fig. 8. 
'Western 
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medieval 
times.
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which afford interesting information about the frontier. The 
frontier list is undated, but it comes immediately before the 
island references, which date from the years between 1254 
and 1261. A Swedish source, the Later Law of Västergötland, 
has appended to it a frontier list which was noted down about 
1325. That list gives the boundaries of the province of 
Västergötland. Its main task was to mark the boundary of 
Västergötland with Norway and Denmark. According to the 
list, Sweden at this time has two parishes north of the Göta 
River and two hundreds (härader) south of the river, together 
with islands outside the estuary. The details in these sources 
suggest that Denmark’s boundary in the north had been pulled 
back 10 km or so southwards during the thirteenth century
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and that Sweden had obtained a corridor to the “Western 
Sea” between Denmark and Norway. Until the mid seven
teenth century, the land surrounding the Göta River estuary 
was Sweden’s only contact with the North Sea. The Göta 
River and the southern river valley were Sweden’s only all- 
Swedish transport link with that sea.

However, one should not exaggerate the true importance 
of frontiers. In medieval times, the frontier with Norway and 
Denmark was no insuperable barrier to communications. 
Västergötland was linked with Denmark through the Halland 
rivers and with Norway across Lake Vänern and from there 
by road (Edsvägen). The southern frontier regions of Swe
den in medieval times were economically dependent on Dan
ish towns. Several agreements existed, at both national and 
local levels, to indicate the importance of free communica
tions between the two countries. The first time the sources 
mention declarations of free trade links between the coun
tries is in an armistice agreement in 1308. Merchants and 
inhabitants of both countries were to be allowed to visit and 
trade with each other (Tinge 1969, p. 26).

Surrounded by towns
There were several towns within easy reach of the Öckerö 
Islands. Medieval Norwegian Bohuslän had three towns. Two 
of these, Kungahälla and Marstrand, were, respectively, about 
20 km north-east and due north of the main island, Öckerö. 
Kungahälla was located inland, on the Nordre River, a branch 
of the Göta River. Kungahälla is first mentioned in reliable 
sources at the beginning of the twelfth century, and archaeo
logical investigations have brought to light remains of build
ings from that time. Kungahälla is mentioned in the 1130s 
by the English historian Orderic Vitalis as one of six civitates 
in Norway (Andersson 1981, p. 8). According to Icelandic 
sagas it was also the Norwegian capital at this time (cf. 
Weibull 1982, p. 54).

Marstrand Island is one of the outermost islands in the 
direction of the Skagerrak, about 8 km from the mainland. 
The origins and earliest history of the town are a good deal 
less clear. The church of the Franciscans in Marstrand is 
mentioned in 1291. Later in the Middle Ages, the town has a 
full-scale monastery (cf. Hasselmo 1980). Archaeological 
investigations within the town perimeter suggest that it was
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not all that developed during the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries (cf. Carlsson 1984; Andersson 1990, p. 41).

Lödöse was Sweden’s western outpost and the only town 
in medieval Sweden which could have direct trading links 
with the countries round the North Sea. This town was on 
the Göta River, about 50 km from the coast and the Öckerö 
Islands. In the light of archaeological investigations hitherto, 
Lödöse can be dated to the eleventh century, and in the cen
turies that followed it developed considerably, acquiring, for 
example, three parish churches and a royal castle (cf. Carlsson 
and Ekre 1980).

In Danish Halland, urban development came relatively late. 
Eight towns are usually classed as medieval. Two, possibly 
three of these may have been established in the thirteenth 
century. The others came a good deal later. In northernmost 
Halland, two towns are mentioned in medieval times, namely, 
Kungsbacka and Gåsekil, which were about 30 or 40 km 
south-east of the Öckerö Islands. Both towns are mentioned 
in the fifteenth century. There is faint archaeological evidence 
for Kungsbacka and none at all for Gåsekil (cf. Andersson 
1990, pp. 38 f.).

Norway’s policy of expansion in a turbulent region 
Bohuslän in the early Middle Ages was the scene of several of 
the conflicts concerning the Crown of Norway. The province 
was important as a jumping-off point for Norway’s bid to 
control Danish waters, and the area round about the Öckerö 
Islands was a centre of various warlike enterprises in the late 
thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. Hakon Hakonsson 
pursued an offensive southward policy of sorties into Danish 
Halland, partly with a view to controlling the merchant ship
ping route between Norway and the towns of north Germany 
(Norborg and Sjöstedt 1996, p. 78).

Several Icelandic sagas written down in the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries make the Göta River estuary the scene 
of successive meetings of Norwegian kings and magnates 
between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries. Some of these 
narratives have no foundation in historical fact and are more 
the result of subsequent historical speculation. We therefore 
have to study the sources with this in mind. The Öckerö Is
lands are mentioned in several places in the saga material 
and are said to have been an important meeting point/battle
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ground for Norwegian and Danish ships. The Saga of Olof 
the Holy, included in Snorre’s Heimskringla, mentions the 
Öckerö Islands among other places. Olof is said to have put 
into the islands, and the lagman Edmund of Skara tells Olof 
Skötkonung a story about the Danes on one occasion com
ing there with five big merchant vessels and being ambushed 
by Vikings near the islands. But the Vikings in turn were 
beaten off by 15 Danish merchant ships (cf. Alin 1920, p. 
22).

Hakonarsagan, which gets its name from the above men
tioned King, is by Sturla Thordasson and can be dated to the 
1260s. Up to a point it describes the Nordic kingdoms dur
ing this period. The main emphasis, of course, is on Norwe
gian events, which invariably provide the starting point for 
the narrative. One section deals with the Norwegian king’s 
building activities in Bohuslän. Here we read, among other 
things, how he built a castle at Kungahälla. He is also said to 
have settled and cleared the Öckerö Islands and to have built 
a wooden church there. The saga goes on to say that he com
manded the building of Marstrand and the colonization of 
several uninhabited islands. This need not imply first-time 
colonization of the islands, instead it can perhaps be taken to 
mean that the king confirmed and encouraged a pre-existing 
settlement.

At the beginning of the 1250s, war was imminent between 
King Abel of Denmark and King Hakon of Norway. Hakonar
sagan tells how Hakon arrived at the Öckerö Islands with a 
fleet and how a reconciliation was reached through Sweden’s 
Governor, Birger Jarl. War did break out between Norway 
and Denmark, however, in 1256. Hakonarsagan says that 
King Hakon gathered a fleet of 300 ships at the Öckerö Is
lands. From there he sent parts of his army further south to 
Danish Halland, while he himself remained in the Öckerö 
Islands.

Further on in the saga we read how Archbishop Einar of 
Norway conferred the royal title on Hakon’s second son, 
Magnus the Law-Amender. The king is supposed to have been 
elected on Öckerö, in the presence of Hakon (Lönnroth 1963, 
p. 109).

King Hakon took a great deal of interest in the area sur
rounding the Göta River estuary. During the second half of 
the thirteenth century there was a great deal of building go-
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ing on in Kungahälla, which was used as a base of efforts to 
expand southwards (Andersson 1981, p. 32). The Franciscans 
settle in the town and a monastery is built. A castle, Ragnhilds- 
holmen, is established in the immediate vicinity of the town. 
Hakonarsagan gives its completion date as 1257. Also dur
ing this period, the monastery of Kastellekloster is rebuilt. 
The interest taken by the Norwegian Crown in Öckerö is 
also reflected by a letter signed there in the summer of 1300. 
Among other things, the letter refers to Hakon V Magnusson, 
son of the above mentioned Magnus the Law-Amender, giv
ing away building plots in Oslo.

The area was also affected by several other warlike occur
rences, in addition to those already mentioned. In 1135, for 
example, Kungahälla was burned by the Wends (cf. Vigerust 
1991, p. 11). Another known event is the Danish King Erik 
Menved’s military expedition to Norwegian Hisingen in 1294. 
Erikskrönikan, Sweden’s earliest narrative source, believed 
to have been written for the court sometime between 1322 
and 1332, tells of a sea battle off the Öckerö Islands. This is 
supposed to have taken place in 1309 between Duke Erik 
Magnusson of Sweden and the Norwegian fleet (Jansson 
1985, p. 227).

Trade, shipping, and fishing
The foundations of Baltic trade were laid in the twelfth cen
tury. Two main factors can be seen underlying this develop
ment. One of them was stocks of herring in Öresund and the 
fisheries they gave rise to, with burgeoning markets. Another 
factor is usually taken to be the German colonization of the 
region east of the lower Elbe and along the south coast of the 
Baltic. Merchants with abundant capital resources settled in 
these newly founded towns - Lübeck, for example (Norborg 
and Sjöstedt 1996, p. 34). During the thirteenth century, 
German merchants obtained extensive trading privileges in 
the Nordic countries. This was especially apparent in Nor
way, which among other things came to depend on them for 
its grain supplies. Bergen became the principal base for Ger
man merchants from towns like Lübeck and Rostock. Fish
ery products were the main commodities in Bergen. Cod in 
particular was an important export commodity, but hides 
and butter also figure. Customs accounts surviving from the 
beginning of the fourteenth century show that exports from

528



Medieval Coastal Settlement in Western Sweden

Norway to England were dominated by fish (Lönnroth, pp. 
110 ff.). Closer links were established between Lübeck and 
Denmark at the beginning of the thirteenth century. Among 
other things, the King of Denmark placed Lübeck under his 
protection. This made it easier for the Lübeck merchants to 
establish themselves in the Scanian herring market (Norborg 
and Sjöstedt 1996, p. 34).

Excavations have shown that more and more merchant 
ships were already beginning to sail north of Jutland as well 
in the mid twelfth century, when travelling between North 
Sea and Baltic ports (cf. Larsson 1991, pp. 65 ff.). This has 
been viewed partly in connection with the deeper draught of 
the new type of ship, the cog. Cogs are usually considered 
more suitable for the new coastal trade than the ships tradi
tionally employed. Among other things, they had covered 
holds and were more spacious.

Herring fisheries off Skanör during this period, and the 
road to the Skåne market went by way of the Bohus coast. 
The Skåne market was visited by merchants from Lower 
Saxony, Holland, Zealand, and Flanders. Similarly, ships from 
Lübeck, for example, were compelled to sail round the coast 
of Norway to get to the North Sea ports. The importance of 
the herring fishery and the limits of the different herring pe
riods in Bohuslän have been discussed by several earlier schol
ars, most of them ethnologists. They have, for example, lo
cated recurrent periods of between 30 and 60 years occur
ring at intervals of between 50 and 70 years (cf. Molander 
1925, p. 1). The main focus of interest has been on the her
ring-fishing periods of the sixteenth century. Partly on the 
strength of the Icelandic sagas and latter-day descriptions, a 
number of herring periods have been fixed as coming in the 
period between about 1000 and 1300. These are taken to 
have been 971-1026, 1083-1138, 1195-1250, and 1307- 
1362 (Molander 1925, p. 2). The dates of the earliest peri
ods, however, are probably not be too implicitly relied on.

From the fourteenth century there are several sources re
lating to herring fisheries in the Nordic area and exports to 
the rest of Europe. Much of the export trade was carried on 
by the Hanseatics, but goods were shipped to English North 
Sea ports. One reference shows Bohuslän herring being im
ported 29 times by the towns of Hull and Lynn in 1322 
(Krantz 1919; Lönnroth 1963, p. 112). A description of the

529



Magnus Stibéus

scale of these fisheries can be obtained from a reference by 
the Frenchman Philip of Maziéres, reporting to King Charles 
VI after a Scandinavian journey in 1382. He described a her
ring fishery involving 40,000 boats in the sea between Den
mark and Norway (Molander 1925, p. 5). That seems a gen
erous estimate, to say the least.

The herring fishery along the coast of Bohuslän is described 
in detail during the second half of the sixteenth century, when 
one of the herring fishing periods is deemed to have occurred 
(1556-1589). Contemporary sources tell of the herring fish
ery in Bohuslän. According to Peder Clausson (Friis), a Nor
wegian historian and priest, these waters were visited by ships 
from the rest of Norway, Denmark, Germany, Holland, 
France, England, and Scotland. Fishermen from the province, 
the rest of Norway, Denmark, and also from other countries 
took part in the fishing. He also describes how people built 
primitive shelters on rocks in bays and fjords (Molander 1925, 
pp. 10 f.). The rise of the town of Marstrand is usually asso
ciated with the good overnight harbour existing there, plus 
the intersection of sailing routes. Herring fishing is often re
garded as the reason why the community was established 
(Andersson 1990, p. 41; Lönnroth 1963, p. 111). Special 
mention is usually made of the herring fishing periods in the 
thirteenth and sixteenth centuries. Marstrand in the 1570s is 
said to have been the second wealthiest town in Norway 
(Molander 1925, p. 12).

Lödöse had a substantial foreign trade in the thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries. This is confirmed by the enormous 
quantity of pottery finds describing contacts with other coun
tries. Lödöse has pottery vessels from Holland, Belgium, 
north-west Germany, north-west France, and the east coast 
of England. Written sources mention, for example, 
Christianus Pape of Lydusse (Lödöse), who sailed into an 
English port (Carlsson 1995, p. 158). Trade links between 
Lödöse and Kungahälla were important during the Middle 
Ages (Linge 1969, p. 74). Some medieval written sources tell 
us which goods were exported. Written sources of the four
teenth century enumerate, for example, timber, butter, iron, 
and hides as goods exported from Lödöse (Carlsson and Ekre 
1980, p. 10).

Lödöse had close links with the Hanseatic League. The 
latter began to take shape already in the thirteenth century,
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but the name itself was not being used until the mid four
teenth (Norborg and Sjöstedt 1996, p. 77). Its contacts with 
the Hanseatic League had disastrous consequences for Lödöse 
in 1368, when they burned it down during their raids along 
the Norwegian coast. Kungahälla and Marstrand shared the 
same fate on that occasion (Andersson 1981, p. 10). The 
Hanseatic presence is also confirmed in the area surrounding 
the Danish towns of north Halland (Andersson 1990, p. 40).

We have already remarked that the national boundaries 
between the Scandinavian countries did not amount to any 
economic boundaries. There are several examples of indi
vidual persons’ lands straddling national boundaries. There 
was also a great deal of cross-border trade. This involved 
several social classes: the nobility, clergy, burghers, servants 
of the Crown, and peasants. Members of the royal family 
could also take part. Duke Karl of Sweden, for example, was 
profoundly involved in trade along the Bohuslän coast in the 
1570s and 1580s. Large quantities of herring were bought 
up in Marstrand on his behalf. Other fish, salt, broadcloth, 
and so on were also purchased. Iron and grain, among other 
commodities, were exported to Marstrand to be re-exported 
further afield (Linge 1969, p. 182).

Conclusion
We do not yet know whether the results from Söö represent a 
unique phenomenon or whether there are more such locales 
on the Öckerö Islands or elsewhere in Bohuslän and north 
Halland. In this connection we can revive the result of an 
excavation which took place just over 20 years ago. Three 
tomtning units were investigated in 1974 in the northern part 
of the Öckerö Islands, on Stuvö. The finds included pottery, 
rivets and nails, incinerated animal bones, and flint. The 
pottery consisted of Siegburg-type stoneware, dated by the 
leader of the excavation to the fifteenth and sixteenth centu
ries. Perhaps the most striking find was a copper alloy weight. 
The excavation leader dated the tomtning units to the late 
medieval period (Weiler 1980). The flint from the excava
tion has not been more closely analysed, and it was not pos
sible to study the finds while preparing this article.

It seems fairly clear that tomtning units were generally 
used in connection with fishing and other trapping activities.
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But it is probably important not to generalize them as a type 
of archaeological remain. The finds, above all perhaps the 
extraneous flint, suggest that the users may have travelled 
relatively long distances. This in turn suggests that some of 
the tomtning sites at least should not be taken to have been 
used in the everyday coastal economy, as was obviously the 
case between the eighteenth and twentieth centuries. It is 
conceivable that the flints were used as ballast.

One important question to ask is whether the tomtning 
sites may have had a more differentiated function. The inter
est of the area to “non-fishing seafarers” can possibly be in
stanced with a medieval reference. Historia de profectione 
Danorum in Hierosolymam, an anonymous thirteenth-cen
tury manuscript, describes the journey of a number of Dan
ish pilgrims to the Holy Land. This journey started in 
Limfjorden, in the northern part of Jutland, continuing past 
Læsø, which is between Jutland and Halland, to the main
land in the east. From there they followed the coast to Bergen, 
where they took ship. The journey from Læsø is described as 
follows:

Finally they made for the Norwegian land and reached the 
boundary of the kingdom among sand spits and skerries. 
They moored their ships in the quiet harbour which the 
Öckerö Islands offered. We can describe these parts in such 
a way that an immense river, called Elf, meets those coming 
from the sea. Where it enters the sea it encloses both sides of 
the island of Hisingen. On its right side it lets Geats and 
Danes live, on the left side the Norwegians only. In suchwise 
this divides the kingdoms (Olsson 1982, p. 87).

The waters roundabout the Öckerö Islands, as we have now 
seen, were traversed by several different categories of travel
lers, such as fishermen, traders, soldiers, pilgrims, during this 
period. The Öckerö Islands and the Brännö Islands offered 
shelter, whether one proposed sailing up the Göta River or 
along the coast. One can imagine that some of the islands 
were very intensively used during certain periods. This inten
sive shipping could have certain side-effects, local trade be
ing one of them. As yet the archaeological material is too 
limited for us to draw very extensive conclusions, but the 
finds of two silver coins and a weight are not to be disre
garded.
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We have also remarked that the area round about the 
Öckerö Islands attracted the interest of the Norwegian mon
archy, above all in the thirteenth century. Kungahälla lay fur
ther inland. Various scholars have pointed out that it was 
too remote for the coastal trade, which above all was carried 
by passing ships. One possible conjecture is that the Öckerö 
Islands may intermittently have served as a nodal point on 
the shipping routes out in the archipelago.

This article has been mainly concerned with the period 
after 1200, but what do things look like if we go back to the 
Viking Age? Is there any tradition or “proof” of a trading 
point in the area previously? The Brännö Islands are in the 
south-west, near the estuary of the Göta River. These islands 
also figure in the Icelandic saga material. We are told that 
when Egil Skallagrimsson returned to Norway after torching 
Lund in 925, he and his men set course for the Brännö Is
lands. This is supposed to have been an important Viking 
haunt at the time, with many merchant vessels sailing be
tween the islands (the sagas of Egil Skallagrimsson and 
Gunnlaug Ormstunga, p. 106). The Brännö Islands are said 
in the sagas material to have served as a meeting point for 
the early medieval kings of Scandinavia (Weibull 1982, p. 
46). The Icelandic sagas also mention that a big market used 
to be held in the Brännö Islands (Alin 1920, p. 26). It has 
been argued that these islands were more conveniently situ
ated than the Öckerö Islands for communication inland, and 
that a market therefore sprang up here (Alin 1920, p. 29). 
Viking hoards have been found in two places on the main
land near the Öckerö and Brännö Islands. Near the north 
side of the Nordre River estuary, about 10 km east of the 
Öckerö Islands, a silver hoard was discovered. In addition to 
bars of silver and silver wire, it contains several Arabic silver 
coins, struck between 898 and 917. Another hoard was found 
about 10 km due east of the Brännö Islands and included a 
large number of silver coins struck between 978 and 1039. 
These coins come from England, from towns in the Elbe and 
Rhine regions and from Denmark (Alin 1920, p. 32). On 
Hälsö, one of the Öckerö Islands, a gold bracelet was found 
which has been dated to the tenth century (Alin 1920, p. 28). 
It seems quite likely that there was a trading centre on the 
Brännö Islands during the Viking Age and early Middle Ages. 
This does not exclude the possibility of a similar place also
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having existed in the Öckerö Islands. The two need not have 
been simultaneous, but it is also conceivable that two trad
ing centres operated parallel to one another, depending on 
which person or persons they were controlled by. It is worth 
pointing out in this connection that Viking trading centres 
probably existed further inland, along the Göta River.

Viking Age and early medieval trading activity out in the 
archipelago could also have persisted later on in the Middle 
Ages, but with different structures. These trading activities 
were not necessarily linked to specific market places. It is 
equally conceivable that “wild trading” went on in some of 
the islands. A customer base existed in the form of seafarers 
coming and going and perhaps the local population on the 
mainland.

One interesting question is who controlled the fishing. 
References from the end of the fifteenth century and from 
the sixteenth show that fisheries at that time were a Crown 
domain. The fisherman, both native and foreign, had to pay 
tax to the Crown. Through what was called the ship toll, 
shippers had to pay a charge to the Crown for ships calling 
at the Baltic ports or at ports in France, England, and Hol
land. Regulations and laws for the maintenance of order in 
fisheries and trade had already existed earlier in the Skåne 
market (cf. Molander 1925, pp. 13 ff., Linge 1969, p. 164). 
Our knowledge concerning the earlier centuries is a great 
deal sparser. It is conceivable that fishing in the early medi
eval period (and perhaps earlier) was controlled by individual 
magnates in certain regions. If so, this begs the question as to 
whether there might exist some kind of “administrative cen
tres” on certain islands.

The idea has been broached that Gåsekil, on the Onsala 
Peninsula, should be regarded as a means of legalizing or 
gaining control of peasant shipping (Andersson 1990, p. 40). 
In certain cases one could perhaps imagine the state inter
vening to control an economic activity which is already un
der someone’s protection.

Scholars have often explained the settlement of “deserted 
islands” and Öckerö, as described in Håkonarsagan, as the 
result of fishing. The islands served as fishery stations and 
harbours, i.e. had a basically seasonal function (cf. Lönnroth 
1963, p. 112). It has also been argued that more permanent 
settlement came relatively late to the islands, perhaps in the
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sixteenth century. In this connection we may ask whether 
tomtning sites always have to be seasonal. Are there places 
which were intended for year-round habitation? One can of 
course imagine fishermen and boats putting in to the same 
islands year after year, as described in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, and re-using the same tomtning. But 
we have to distinguish between permanent settlement and 
permanent habitation. The function of the Öckerö Islands as 
a stopping place could form the basis of such activities as the 
hostelries of a later age, for example.

The excavations on Söö have indicated activities at 
tomtning sites in the west of Sweden earlier than was previ
ously known. Chronologically these activities coincide with 
the Skåne market in Skanör and the trading and fishing ac
tivities known to have taken place in the North Sea and Bal
tic in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. As a further 
result of these investigations, attention has come to focus on 
the appropriate methodology for dealing with remains of this 
kind in an archaeological field situation. Looking at the way 
in which tomtning sites have generally been investigated in 
Sweden, one finds that very often excavation has only in
volved the digging of test squares within the structure itself. 
Not many tomtning units have been completely excavated. 
Wet sieving of occupation layers on tomtning sites is also 
uncommon. It is worth emphasizing here that, with isolated 
test squares, the chances of finding, say, the coins on Söö 
would have been virtually nil. A metal detector was used as 
part of the investigation of the tomtning sites. This way a 
number of large iron objects could be localized, but not the 
silver coins. This is due to the large proportion of stones in 
the structures interfering with the instrument. There are in 
fact unlikely to be many finds on tomtning sites, and so one 
has to make an effort to actually locate the objects which 
have been lost or deposited. In the case of an Iron Age grave, 
for example, the usual practice is to investigate the entire 
structure and not just parts of it. Individual artefacts, and 
also the absence of finds, can have an important bearing, for 
example, on the interpretation of the social or cultural status 
of the grave. Furthermore, one ought perhaps in certain cases 
to advocate a more careful investigation methodology. Bear
ing in mind that tomtning sites were used on recurrent occa
sions, at longer or shorter intervals of time, we must try to
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isolate these phases in the history of the structure. In this 
way we could demonstrate various changes, for example, of 
a cultural and functional nature. Is it possible to find differ
ent areas of activity, or where are different types of flint to be 
found in the structure? We may note here that flint from the 
metal age has been found on several tomtning sites in 
Bohuslän. Apart from the excavation on Hälsö (Weiler 1980) 
already referred to, flint has been collected on Styrsö, one of 
the Brännö Islands to the south of the Öckerö Islands (Arwill- 
Nordbladh 1995). This latter excavation also yielded six
teenth-century coins. Closer analysis of flint from medieval 
excavations would probably indicate that it formed part of 
the stock of implements. Flint has often been regarded as the 
remains of fire-lighting or perhaps as prehistoric (second
ary), and has therefore attracted little interest.

It is also fairly clear that actual localization and mapping 
of all the different types of structure is important. With this 
kind of documentation we can begin discussing different func
tions within the site, and the extent to which there are differ
ent types of tomtning intended, for example, for habitation, 
equipment, cooking, crafts, and so on. It is also conceivable, 
for example, that some tomtning units had specialized func
tions in fishing and shipping. This in turn can lead to the 
discovery of chronological differences within and between 
tomtning sites. In many archaeological investigations there 
has been no digging outside the individual tomtning units. In 
some cases it is conceivable that most of the finds should be 
looked for outside the individual tomtning. The investiga
tions on Söö have shown clearly that a tomtning locale should 
be regarded as a larger unit, very much in the same way as a 
more traditional settlement or a burial ground.
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Forest Peasants
Their Production and Exchange
Eva Svensson

W
hen reading literature about medieval peasants, 
one is struck by the frequency with which they 
are described as passive, shadowy figures, clad 
in grey homespun, and exploited by the feudal 
system. The peasant’s life is described as a dull cycle in which 

the daily toil in the clayey fields is broken only by birth, 
death, and the recurrent visits of the lord’s men, constantly 
exacting higher taxes and rents. It is also striking how peas
ants are regarded as the most impersonal part of the great 
mass of history; any innovations in the agrarian environ
ment are generally ascribed to actors in the power establish
ment, such as Cistercian monasteries or progressive feudal 
lords, and if the peasants act at all, it is to oppose any change.

These images have been generated by our encounters with 
medieval peasants - or rather the lack of encounters. The 
countryside has long occupied an obscure place in Swedish 
medieval archaeology; it has primarily been studied in rela
tion to towns, castles, and other more manifest phenomena. 
While medieval archaeology has provided towns and castles 
with buildings, streets, squares, and mountains of artefacts, 
the countryside has been known mostly through enumerations 
from cadastres and distribution maps of farms mentioned in 
medieval written sources. Thankfully, this situation is chang
ing radically in many parts of Sweden, and in recent years 
medieval archaeology has given us access to individual peas
ant households and their material culture to a much greater 
extent than before. These archaeological encounters with the 
medieval peasant household give us a glimpse of a different 
history of medieval peasants, a history of diversity and dif
ferent strategies at both regional and household level. In to
day’s research situation, the local and regional levels also 
seem to be the most suitable point of entrance to the study 
of medieval peasants as actors. It is important to point out, 
however, that archaeological investigations of medieval farms 
in recent years have often been rescue excavations, often in
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plains districts. Medieval farms in woodland areas are rarely 
subject to rescue excavations, but there are some ongoing 
research projects concerning farms in woodland settings, and 
the landscape surrounding the farms is also being studied 
(e.g. Andersson et al. 1995; Andersson and Svensson 1995).

The opportunities of the woodland peasant
The economic activity we automatically think of when we 
hear the word peasant is agriculture, although medieval peas
ants in reality worked with a wide range of different activi
ties. Farming is generally seen much more clearly than other 
activities in both written and archaeological source mate
rial. The economic importance of agriculture should not be 
underestimated, nor its significance for the peasant identity, 
but it is essential to qualify the picture of the peasant’s dif
ferent sources of livelihood, especially in areas where agri
culture for various reasons was insufficient to provide a liv
ing. Only a small part of the complex totality of the economy 
in agrarian woodland settings has been left to posterity for 
study, and the nature of the source material requires an inter
disciplinary approach. Records of the work carried out in 
late pre-industrial woodland settings give a glimpse of a di
versity of livelihoods, many of which cannot be detected ar- 
chaeologically (e.g. Magnusson 1986, p. 283), while recent 
surveys in forest areas have revealed a number of structures 
of unknown function and age, which are not known from 
written sources. The character of the archaeological source 
material and the archaeological research traditions have un
fortunately meant that previous archaeologists have chosen 
to focus on individual types of remains or narrow ecological 
niches, instead of regarding the woodland landscape as a 
whole and as interaction between landscape and people.

The diversity of the livelihood here was not just caused 
by necessity; it was also a right and an opportunity for some 
peasants. In much of Europe and Sweden, large areas of for
est were royal preserves, which meant that the common peo
ple were prevented from using many of the forests resources. 
But there were areas - such as the part of Sweden studied 
here, Värmland - which were not royal preserves, and the 
landed peasants here are known in historic times to have 
owned and used extensive areas of forest. From the sixteenth
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century onwards one can detect two lines in the attitude of 
the Swedish state to peasant-owned forests: there were those 
who wanted to extend the king’s rights at the expense of the 
peasants’, and there were those who thought that the forest 
peasants were entitled to their forest and that it would be 
detrimental to their tax-paying capacity - and hence to the 
state’s income - if they were deprived of the opportunity to 
utilize the forest (Carlsson 1915).

It is appropriate here to introduce the concept of outland 
use. I have defined this elsewhere as: “a number of different 
and varying livelihoods pursued by a settled population out
side the infield area which are of crucial significance for the 
carrying capacity of the farm. This form of livelihood is re
flected in people’s way of living, working, and cooperating” 
(Svensson 1995a, pp. 138 f.). The majority of the activities 
carried on by the forest peasants were intended to provide 
directly for their own households. Many tasks were also di
rectly associated with tillage and animal husbandry, such as 
the collecting of animal fodder and supplementary manure 
in the form of leaves and twigs, moss, and the like. How
ever, there was also resource extraction and production in
tended for sale (e.g. Magnusson 1986, 1991a,b, 1995; Resi 
1987; Weber 1987).

Outland use in Värmland
The picture of antiquities in Värmland painted by the regis
ter compiled by the Central Board of National Antiquities 
(CBNA) gives a dual impression: in the south of the prov
ince, many of the antiquities are prehistoric graves, while 
the most common antiquities in the north of the province 
are remains of outland use, such as pitfalls to trap elk, “low- 
technology” sites for iron production (using bog ore as raw 
material), and shielings, places used in the summer for dairy 
farming, haymaking, and the like. The differences in the kinds 
of antiquities have suggested a cultural boundary across the 
province, which coincides in large measure with several eco
logical boundaries, together known as Limes Norrlandicus, 
referred to as the shieling boundary by ethnologists. This 
boundary is usually regarded as the northern limit of the 
nobility, the oak, the ox, and the wagon, and the southern 
limit of the cart, the storehouse raised on posts {härbre),
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thick soured milk (långmjölk), thin flat unleavened bread, 
and shielings (Berggren 1992, pp. 193 f.). Archaeologists have 
primarily interpreted this difference in antiquities as a dif
ference between areas with permanent settlement (that is, 
with graves) in prehistoric times and areas colonized in the 
Middle Ages or later and used on a temporary basis in pre
historic times by hunter-gatherers using objects made of 
quartz and slate (the later history of this culture is disputed). 
Recent archaeological investigations and surveys, however, 
have shown a much more complex distribution of antiqui
ties. Permanent settlement of central Scandinavian type ap
pears to be well established north of the shieling boundary 
in prehistoric times (Andersson and Svensson 1995), remains 
of possible shielings of ancient character occur south of the 
shieling boundary (pers. com., Hans Lind, Forest and His
tory Project, Forestry Board, Värmland County), and both 
remains of habitations and stray finds show clearly that ob
jects made of slate and quartz are as common in the south as 
in the north of Värmland. In other words, it is time for a 
more nuanced view of the significance of the shieling bound
ary in early times (fig. 1).

In the rest of this article I shall focus on two areas north 
of the shieling boundary: the medieval parishes of Dalby and 
Gunnarskog. There two areas seem fairly similar on the sur
face. They are both forested, with a small proportion of cul
tivated land concentrated in valleys. The remains in both 
areas consist primarily of traces of outland use, such as pit- 
falls, iron-production sites, and shielings. On the other hand, 
there is a great difference in the quantity of remains in the 
two areas: in Gunnarskog there are about 150 known re
mains, while Dalby has around 2,000. I have described this 
discrepancy as the difference between intensive and exten
sive outland use. By intensive outland use I mean a local 
economy where the resources of the outland dominated, 
where there were many structures for outland use, several of 
which were located far away from the permanent settlements. 
This meant that one or two members of the household were 
forced to spend periods away from home. By extensive 
outland use I mean a local economy where the resources of 
the outlands and the infields balance and complement each 
other, where structures for outland use are relatively few, 
and where the location close to home meant that the area
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VÄRMLAND

DALBY

GUNNARSKOG

Fig. 1. Värmland and the 
studied areas of Dalby 
and Gunnarskog.

could mostly be used without requiring people to spend the 
night away. Intensive outland use necessitated a more devel
oped organization for cooperation, while extensive outland 
use could be managed to a greater extent within the frame
work of the individual household (Svensson 1995, p. 139). 
Dalby may be regarded as a representative of intensive 
outland use, while Gunnarskog represents extensive outland 
use. Despite this difference, Gunnarskog and Dalby show 
similar settlement structures.

For Värmland as a whole, the fiscal source material shows 
single farms to be the predominant form of settlement, but 
the fiscal single farm need not be the same as a single-house
hold farm. On the contrary, a couple of kings in the six
teenth century complain of Värmlanders who often tried to
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evade tax by having more than one household nesting under 
one tax roof (Österberg 1977, p. 141), but it is uncertain 
how old this settlement pattern is. In both Dalby and 
Gunnarskog, most farms seem to have consisted of more 
than one household in the early seventeenth century, which 
is the date when we have the earliest chance to gain insight 
into conditions there (Nilsson 1950, pp. 16 ff.; Olsson et al. 
1962, pp. 467 f.).

Dalby and intensive outland use
In the far north of Värmland lies the parish of Dalby, with 
the parishes of Norra Finnskoga and Södra Finnskoga which 
have broken away from it in modern times. The area has 
often been regarded as the most peripheral corner of the prov
ince from the archaeological point of view. Recent years have 
seen a number of efforts to study the special form of culture 
represented by the burn-beating Finns who established them
selves in the area in the seventeenth century; these efforts 
have been so successful that the Finns appear to be the only 
reason for taking any interest at all in the history of the area. 
The history of Dalby Parish begins long before the seven
teenth century, however, and both stray finds and excavated 
settlement sites show that people have lived in Dalby since 
the Mesolithic (ATA, VM Arkiv). The Dalby area is charac
terized by the narrow valley of the river Klarälven, which 
cuts an almost north-south course through the area. Most 
of today’s open landscape, known farms from the Middle 
Ages, and the majority of indications of early settlement are 
located along this valley. The narrow river valley is lined on 
either side by tall, steep mountains. Along these slopes, just 
above the river valley, there are narrow terraces which gave 
room for settlement expansion in various periods. Behind 
the high mountains is the large forest with alternating heights 
and valleys with lakes and patches of bog. These large areas 
of forest are known as Tolvmilaskogen (west of Klarälven) 
and Tiomilaskogen (east of Klarälven), although the names 
greatly exaggerate the size of the forests, claiming them to 
be twelve and ten Swedish miles respectively (a Swedish mile 
is ten kilometres) (fig. 2).

Most of the antiquities in Dalby are pitfalls (almost 700), 
iron-production sites (over 60) with associated charcoal pits
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SYMBOLS..
LAKE AM] RIVER KLARÄLVEN 
CHURCH
FARMSTEAD/VLLAGE MENTDNED 
IN THE MEDIEVAL RECORD 
DESERTED CHURCH 
AREA WITH PITFALLS 
SYSTEM OF PITFALLS 
BLOOPERY FURNACE SITES 
OCCURENCE OF SLAGG 
AREA WITH CHARCOAL PITS 
(LOCAL) MARKET 
REMAINS OF ROAD 
STANDING STONE. RESTNG PLACE 
SHELNG
IRON WORKS FORGE
STRAY FIND (NOT STONE AGE)
SETTLEMENT SITE ('STONE AGE')

Fig. 2. Dalby. FI -2 iron spearheads, F2 = iron cauldron, F3 = oval firestone,
F4 = gaffle for a crossbow, FS = smoothing stone. The map is based on the CBNA 
register of antiquities and on isolated reports.
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(almost 1,000), and shielings (over 160). The map (fig. 2) is 
an attempt to present a space, or a landscape, in which time 
has been compressed. The different antiquities shown on the 
map have datings ranging from the Neolithic to the post- 
Reformation era, but when existing datings of remains asso
ciated with outland use are assembled, the result is neverthe
less a rather flat chronological profile; it seems as if the Vi
king Age and the early Middle Ages were the dynamic pe
riod in the history of outland use here, at least as regards 
hunting by means of pitfalls and low-technology iron pro
duction (see below, fig. 4).

As regards iron production, a technological change oc
curred in the area in the early fourteenth century, when a 
bigger and more stable type of furnace was introduced. This 
type of furnace was to survive in northern Värmland until 
modern times. Another new feature of the iron-production 
sites was the anvil stones (for secondary purification of the 
iron), which seem to be absent from Viking Age and early 
medieval iron-production sites (Svensson 1995b). From the 
seventeenth century, yet another structure associated with 
low-technology iron is known: an ironworks (knippham- 
mare) run by a peasant cooperative. It is not known when 
this structure originated, but it appears to have become ob
solete in the seventeenth century. In the early eighteenth cen
tury a commercial ironworks, Letafors, which primarily re
fined iron from the mines in eastern Värmland, was founded 
(Furuskog 1924, pp. 280 ff.). It is possible that this local 
low-technology iron production had lost its significance at 
the same time.

There are as yet no dates for the practice of using shielings 
in northern Värmland, so their genesis is unknown, but we 
do know that the antiquity of the custom was asserted al
ready in the seventeenth century and that they played a deci
sive role in the local economy at least in the seventeenth 
century and later (Eles 1974, pp. 236 ff.). Investigations of 
shielings in other parts of Scandinavia have shown that 
shielings in their historically known form were established 
in the Viking Age or early Middle Ages, but that some of the 
studied shielings were used much earlier in more extensive 
forms (Kvamme 1988; Magnusson 1989). Shielings were the 
form of outland use that survived longest in Dalby, where 
several remained in use into the twentieth century. A recently
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conducted pollen analysis at Bänteby shieling shows continu
ous cultivation of barley on the site (Olsson in progress). 
Similar results have been found in other areas (Segerström et 
al. 1996).

Gunnarskog and extensive outland use
The parish of Gunnarskog (which refers here to the medi
eval Gunnarskog, today’s parishes of Gunnarskog and Bogen) 
is located in western Värmland. The densely forested parish 
is crossed from south to north by some lake systems, and it 
is along these that we find today’s open landscape and the 
oldest known settlement locations with their infields. In the 
surrounding forests there are all kinds of remains from dif
ferent periods: pitfalls for elk, soapstone quarries, remains 
of ironworks, ruins of crofts, charcoal pits, mills, and the 
like. Most of these remains belong to the post-Reformation 
era, testifying to an unparalleled expansion of people and 
activities in the forest in early times (fig. 3).

The most important reason for the modern expansion in 
Gunnarskog was the ironworking that grew up in the latter 
part of the seventeenth century and continued for about two 
hundred years. With over ten ironworks, smelting works, 
copper works, and a number of mines besides (not shown 
on fig. 3), Gunnarskog was the only parish in western 
Värmland to be granted mining rights (bergslagsprivilegier) 
(Olsson et al. 1962, p. 203), and for many people the iron
works and the mines were economically crucial, both di
rectly and indirectly, as a potential source of extra income 
from charcoal burning, haulage, and similar work. The sig
nificance of the ironworks for the local household econo
mies was to have negative effects on the earlier outland use, 
and according to the county governor Adolph Mörner’s de
scription of the parish in 1762, the ironworks were the only 
source of income alongside agriculture (Mörner 1952, pp. 
126 ff.). For example, many of the shielings had to give way 
to permanent dwellings, and by the nineteenth century vir
tually all the shielings in Gunnarskog had been transformed 
into crofts and other kinds of permanent settlement.

In quantitative terms, the biggest outland livelihood was 
trapping, with over a hundred pitfalls. There are no known 
low-technology iron-production sites at all, but this only
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Fig. 3.Gunnarskog. 
Fl, 2, 4 = soapstone 
spindle whorls,
F3 = iron spearhead, 
probably marking 
the site of the 
deserted medieval 
farm of Arnot,
F5 = bit, F6 = silver 
hoard (sixteenth 
century). The map is 
based on the CBN A 
register of antiquities 
and on isolated 
reports.

SYMBOLS
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SETTLEMENT SITE ('STONE AGE') 
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shows that they have not yet been surveyed, for there should 
have been at least one in the vicinity of the recorded char
coal pits, of which there are six, and near the occurrences of 
slag. Shielings are poorly charted in Gunnarskog, but from 
data in the register of antiquities compiled by the CBNA, 
the survey of crofts by the local history society, and the old 
economic map it is possible to localize about thirty shielings. 
It should be stressed that the shielings in Gunnarskog and 
other parts of western Värmland were much smaller than 
those in northern Värmland. Yet another resource in Gunnar-
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skog should be mentioned: the soapstone quarries. The north
ern soapstone quarry in Gunnarskog is well known from 
recent times, when it was quarried for stone to make fire
places (Olsson et al. 1962, pp. 449 f.). The southern soap
stone quarry, now exhausted, is of greater interest in this 
context; in all probability, the raw material for the produc
tion of soapstone objects at the medieval farm of Skramle 
(later deserted, see below) came from this quarry (Nilsson 
1995, p. 26).

Pitfalls to trap elk are the only outland structures that 
have been dated in Gunnarskog, and they have been shown 
to have been used over a long period. The oldest is dated to 
the Bronze Age while the youngest is post-Reformation (fig. 
6). Judging by datings of finds of soapstone objects, unfin
ished objects, and waste in some structures at the deserted 
farm of Skramle (see below), it may be assumed that the 
southern soapstone quarry was in use at least during the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

The farm - the heart of outland use
The people who used the outlands had a home to which they 
returned after excursions to the forest. Unfortunately, very 
few farms associated with outland use have been excavated. 
In the present study area, only one farm has been investi
gated archaeologically, Skramle in Gunnarskog Parish 
(Andersson and Svensson 1995), where the excavation is still 
in progress. Settlement from the sixth century and the thir
teenth to fifteenth centuries has been documented. Despite 
the location of Skramle, there are no traces of any associa
tion with outland use in the form of trapping or low-tech
nology iron production. However, there is evidence of soap
stone crafts in the High Middle Ages. The soapstone was in 
all probability taken from the southern quarry in Gunnar
skog, and production at Skramle appears to have comprised 
primarily soapstone pots and spindle whorls. Since there is 
little waste material and since both finished and unfinished 
products show defective craft work, it is probable that the 
production was intended for local sale. Soapstone objects, 
chiefly spindle whorls, have been discovered as stray finds at 
other farms in Gunnarskog (fig. 3, FI, 2, 3 and a couple of 
other spindle whorls from unknown find locations). Most
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of these show great similarities to the spindle whorls from 
Skramle. The lack of a link to the other attested outland 
activities may be a question of source criticism; perhaps out
land use was kept outside the farm. But the reason may also 
be that the inhabitants of Skramle did not pursue these live
lihoods but specialized in soapstone crafts. For example, the 
excavations have not detected any smithy, but there is scat
tered slag in the ordinary hearths in the dwelling houses. 
Most of the iron objects found at Skramle are well forged, 
but there are examples of amateurishly repaired objects. Pre
sumably the people bought their iron objects but tried to fix 
them themselves when necessary.

Outland use in Dalby has a dual spatial character: there 
are both pitfalls and charcoal pits right beside the medieval 
farms, and there are large areas with remains of these fea
tures and low-technology iron-production sites located tens 
of kilometres from the farm. On the basis of existing datings 
it is not possible to see any different chronological levels in 
the structures close to the farm and the remote ones. They 
are more likely to be contemporary structures, but used in 
different forms of work; the ones near the farm could be 
used on a daily basis, while the more distant ones required 
people to be away from home during the periods when they 
were working at the place. The role of the farm in the proc
ess of refining the various outland products probably varied 
depending on the character of the product and the location 
of the production site. The lack of excavated farms in Dalby 
is a serious lacuna in this context. Of the few stray finds 
from the Klarälven valley, it is only F5 (fig. 2), a smoothing 
stone for working skins, that can shed light on any relation 
between the farm and the outland. Of great importance, 
however, is the plentiful occurrence of stray finds of slag in 
the arable land around the farms. Slag has been found at 
many of the farms in Dalby recorded in medieval sources. 
Most of this slag has been thought to come from different 
forms of after-processing of iron, such as forging (Jern- 
kontorets arkiv), which indicates that the iron, at least in 
periods, was refined at the farms. It may be hypothetically 
envisaged that this was the case in the Viking Age and early 
Middle Ages, since anvil stones are absent from the actual 
iron-production sites, and that people in the High Middle 
Ages and later switched to purifying the iron at the iron-
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production sites and continued the refining at the coopera
tively owned ironworks mentioned above. If this hypothesis 
is correct, it means that the relation between the farm and 
parts of outland use underwent a great change during the 
Middle Ages.

Unlike the other remains, the shielings may be regarded 
as a far-removed part of the farm. Summer pasture and hay
making at the shielings were necessary when there was not a 
sufficient supply of these resources at the home farm. The 
shieling could also be used as extra arable land when needed, 
as we saw above. At the moment of writing there is no de
tailed study from northern Värmland concerning the rela
tion between shieling and farm, so it is uncertain how changes 
in one affected the other.

The history of outland use - a suggested 
interpretation
It is time to try to draw the threads together and try to see 
the significance of outland use for the history of the differ
ent communities. In this connection it may be appropriate 
to take some of the content of Dalby Church as a starting 
point. Medieval painting and sculpture are relatively rare in 
the churches of Värmland, but in Dalby Church we have 
one of the country’s finest collections of medieval wooden 
sculpture, with datings from the thirteenth to the fifteenth 
centuries (Ohlsson 1978, pp. 14 ff.). It is clear that this treas
ure did not end up in Dalby Church by chance when we 
realize that one of the few counterparts in the province can 
be found in the church in Norra Ny, the parish just to the 
south of Dalby. What is the reason for this?

An explanation that is often put forward is that the pil
grim route between Skara and Trondheim in Norway passed 
through Dalby and Norra Ny, but the route passed through 
many other parishes where the churches have no compara
ble collections of medieval art. It should also be borne in 
mind that the ecclesiastical art in Dalby and Norra Ny was 
not primarily intended for pilgrims but for the inhabitants 
of the parishes, and that it was not the pilgrims but the local 
peasants who invested in this adornment of the churches. 
How could peripheral forest peasants manage such an in
vestment? It seems natural to look for the answer in the dy-
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MIMMI nini ii i
Fig. 4. Datings from Dalby. To the left 9 (1.3%) traps. In the middle 19 (29%) 
iron-production sites. To the right 8 (0.8%) charcoal pits. The interval for 1 
Sigma is shown. Based on Svensson 1995b and data given there. The youngest 
dating of an iron-production site is less than 250 years old.

namic outland use for which we have evidence from Dalby 
in the Viking Age and later (fig. 4).

Datings show that outland use stagnated and almost 
ceased in the thirteenth century, which was just before the 
above-mentioned technical change in low-technology iron 
production and start of the period in which mining technol
ogy became widespread (Magnusson 1995, pp. 65 ff.). Com
petition from the more efficient, high-quality mining may be 
part of the explanation for the stagnation of outland use in 
Dalby, but there were no doubt other factors. The notice
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able stagnation, and the assumption that the rich medieval 
church art in Dalby derives from local wealth, makes it likely, 
however, that the early outland production, above all the 
iron, was mostly intended for sale on a larger market, albeit 
more risky than a local one. Such a market was more easily 
accessible than might be believed. Dalby is a peripheral area 
today, but in the Middle Ages one of the most important 
communication channels passed through the Klarälven val
ley, the pilgrim route to Trondheim. The pilgrim route meant 
that Dalby had good potential for contact with the outside 
world. In fact, it had a central location between the two 
metropolises of Skara and Trondheim. In this context it is 
interesting to compare the datings from iron production in 
Värmland with dates from other regions in Sweden (fig. 5).

The existing dating curves indicate that the different re
gions went through different cycles in low-technology iron 
production and that the peaks experienced by the different 
regions did not coincide; if anything, one region’s peak suc
ceeded another’s. The datings from Värmland (except for 
the recent dates) coincide with the curve for Västergötland, 
the province immediately to the south. In the Middle Ages, 
Värmland and Västergötland constituted one diocese with 
rich contacts in many respects. It was from the diocesan see

Fig. 5. Radio
carbon datings 
of iron-pro
duction sites 
from different 
parts of Swe
den, After 
Magnusson 
1986, p. 226. 
The corre
sponding curve 
for northern 
Värmland 
(Dalby and 
Norra Ny) has 
been added by 
the author. The 
youngest dat
ing of an iron- 
production site 
is less than 250 
years old.
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of Skara in Västergötland that the pilgrim route passed 
through the Klarälven valley to Trondheim. During this pe
riod there may have been a market or other conditions that 
favoured trade in iron from Västergötland and Värmland. 
Perhaps the increased need and the increased consumption 
of iron that is noticeable in Viking Age and medieval society 
in general (Magnusson 1995, p. 66) was particularly great 
in Värmland and Västergötland in this period.

In connection with the recession seen in Dalby in the high 
and late Middle Ages, outland use appears to have been 
adapted to a household economy. Perhaps the introduction 
of a new iron technology was an attempt by the peasants of 
Dalby to break the downward trend, but if this was the in
tention, it was not successful. Iron production in northern 
Värmland continued to be pursued on a small scale. These 
new circumstances had repercussions on the local commu
nity. If my assumption above is correct, that the many finds 
of slag at the farms in the Klarälven valley come from the 
Viking Age and early medieval refining of iron on farms, 
then it should have meant that there were many contempo
rary iron producers, and the peasants of Dalby may in fact 
have been competitors in the iron trade during this boom. 
The foundation of an ironworks run as a peasant coopera
tive would then be a sign of a completely new form of or
ganization.

The conditions prevailing in Gunnarskog were presum
ably quite different. The outlands were used on a smaller 
scale, and some farms lack a spatial link with pitfalls or other 
outland structures (see fig. 3). The few dates available from 
Gunnarskog (exclusively pitfalls) indicate greater continuity 
in the history of outland use (fig. 6).

The concentration of remains of outland use at certain 
farms indicates that different farms specialized in different 
forms of outland use. This assumption is supported, among 
other things, by the fact that the small-scale soapstone craft 
seems to have been the only form of outland use at Skramle, 
and that one farm, Arbotten, had an apparent monopoly on 
the production of iron objects. This specialization suggests 
that there must have been some form of mutual cooperation 
and exchange of goods at the local level, and the fact that 
the pitfall systems often extend between different farms may 
also be a sign of organized cooperation between these farms.
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Dalby and Gunnarskog, two forest parishes with devel
oped outland use, can thus be argued to be representatives 
of two completely different strategies and historical courses. 
Dalby in the Viking Age and early Middle Ages represented 
a system in which each farm constituted a closed system of 
outland use; in other words, every farm pursued all the 
outland livelihoods, above all producing iron for external 
buyers. Gunnarskog, on the other hand, is more like a local 
community with highly developed forms of cooperation be
tween the farms. Production, distribution, and consumption 
were primarily a local concern. Dalby’s model was no doubt 
more profitable, but also more subject to the actions of the 
outside world, than that of Gunnarskog.
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Vreta and Bro
Magnates and Bishops in a District of Östergötland
Göran Tagesson

T
he province of Östergötland is situated in the south
ern part of the present-day Sweden, being an im
portant and central part of the region known as 
Götaland. Östergötland, like its neighbour on the 
other side of Lake Vättern, Västergötland, is usually described 

as a central district with a long continuity. The important 
role of these provinces in the state formation process in the 
late Viking Age and early Middle Ages is often emphasized 
in various contexts. Despite this, there have been few general 
analyses of its history in this period of change.

The historian Tomas Lindkvist views the provinces of 
Götaland as a core area for the emergence of feudal king- 
ship. It is not until the second half of the thirteenth century, 
however, that the king emerges as representative of a state 
power. Before this there had been different chiefdoms, and 
their chieftains (referred to in the sagas as “kings”) based 
their power on personal bonds, with the ability to attach 
followers to oneself being crucial. The kings had power over 
people, not over land and property. Temporary tributes and 
services could be exacted, and external acquisitions could be 
made through plunder and warfare. The cementing and per
manence of these duties is the chief criterion of the emer
gence of a class society (Lindkvist 1988).

In his study of the early taxes, Lindkvist emphasizes im
portant differences between Västergötland and Östergötland 
on the one hand and the provinces of the Mälaren Valley on 
the other hand. Permanent taxes were introduced in the thir
teenth century, but they differed in form in the different parts 
of the country. They are most obvious in the Mälaren prov
inces, while the kings’ fiscal claims are less distinct in the 
provinces of Götaland.

This situation goes back to the early Middle Ages with its 
two different tax systems. In the Mälaren Valley taxation 
was based on collective services (the ledung system of mili-
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tary service), whereas taxes in Västergötland and Östergötland 
were based on the individual peasant household. Here the 
system relied on the presence of the king, based on points of 
support in the form of his own hereditary estates, on the early 
(mutual?) dependence of crown and church, on regal claims 
to the commons, and on gengärdeskatt (a tax, originally the 
food that the population had to provide for the king or the 
bishop on his travels through the country; Lindkvist 1988).

The early ambitions of the royal dynasties in the prov
inces of Götaland are reflected in what Lindkvist calls inter
nal acquisition, that is, different systems for more perma
nent exploitation of surplus production. The early medieval 
royal dynasties emanated from Götaland: the Stenkil dynasty 
with its ancestral estate and convent at Vreta in central 
Östergötland; the Sverker dynasty from Kaga, with its later 
family estate and monastery at Alvastra in eastern Öster
götland; The Erik dynasty, probably from Västergötland, with 
a monastery and burial place at Varnhem. Finally, there is 
the Folkunga dynasty (the Bjälbo family) with its ancestral 
estate at Bjälbo, later at Vadstena in eastern Östergötland.

It is very difficult to elucidate the estates owned by the 
dynasties. The Sverker dynasty has been studied by Linder
holm (1986) and the Stenkil dynasty by Ahnlund (1945). In 
isolated cases, the ownership structure can be reconstructed; 
this applies, for example, to concentrations of landed prop
erty in areas that were subsequently donated to the family 
monasteries. It is unclear whether this reflects the main focus 
of the dynasties’ holdings. In later times it appears as if landed 
property could be sold and bought, changing hands quickly. 
The situation may have been similar in earlier times.

The picture changed in the High Middle Ages. The power 
of the king was consolidated and centralized. The change in 
the tax system, the construction of castles and the emergence 
of castle fiefs, and the birth of urban society were ingredients 
in this. At the same time, the king’s power acquired a more 
official stamp, with the exercise of power being based on 
social and political institutions, not as much on personal 
bonds as it had been. There appears to have been a shift of 
emphasis from the Götaland provinces, with their large de
gree of private land ownership, to the Mälaren provinces. At 
the same time, the picture appears to have become more dif
ferentiated, with more actors, such as the church and the bish
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ops and the secular nobility, who appear to have had a grow
ing aspiration for autonomy and resistance to the central 
power.

What is the concrete situation in the provinces dominated 
by landowning magnate dynasties, from which state power 
and efforts at centralization proceeded? In recent years, a 
number of research projects have been initiated, shedding 
light on different parts of Östergötland. Examples are the 
Alvastra project (Holmström and Toliin 1990), the study of 
the churches in Dal Hundred as part of the Churches of Swe
den project (Bonnier 1996), and the work on Borg just south 
of Norrköping (Lundqvist et al. 1996; Lindeblad and Nielsen 
in this volume).

For the past few years there has also been a project in 
progress around the Kungsbro farm in the parish of Vreta 
Kloster, which seeks to shed light on these problems. The 
challenge is to be able to use a farm and its surrounding dis
trict to illuminate societal development in the Middle Ages 
at micro and macro level. How did the magnates’ control 
and “internal acquisition” function in practice, and what 
chances do we have of studying this in archaeological and 
written source material? How was this economic and ideo
logical power base taken over and transformed by the church?

The magnates and the landscape
The parish of Vreta Kloster is situated in the centre of 
Östergötland, to the west of Lake Roxen and about ten kilo
metres west of Linköping. The central plain is demarcated by 
a noticeable fault line roughly where Motala Ström flows 
between Vättern and Roxen. To the north of this line there 
are very few prehistoric remains, and the forest area is viewed 
as having mainly been colonized in the Middle Ages (fig. 1).

In the southern and western parts of the parish there are 
settlement units with names ending in -inge, -lösa, -um, -stad, 
-by, which are assumed to date from prehistoric times. Since 
the prehistoric cemeteries are mainly located on drumlins, it 
is probable that a majority of them have been preserved. 
Cemeteries, stray finds, and excavations show a rich prehis
toric settlement district with long continuity.

A transcript of a list of donors to Vreta Convent gives us 
the oldest records of certain of the settlement units from the
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Fig. 1. The parish of Vreta 
Kloster, located in central 
Östergötland, between the old 
plains district in the south and 
a larger wooded area in the 
north.
Symbols:
cross - early medieval church; 
runic R - large Iron Age cem
etery;
small squares - villages/farms 
mentioned in the twelfth-cen
tury list of donors to Vreta 
Convent;
dots - other places mentioned 
in the article.
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early twelfth century. The first name in this list is that of 
King Inge the Elder and his queen Helena, who donated 4 
attungar in Lilia Vreta, 2 attungar in Bro, 3 (or 9) attungar in 
Brunneby, 4 attungar in Hucklum (Häckla), 2 attungar in 
Mollotorp, and 2 attungar in Broby, Dal Hundred. The origi
nal donation thus comprises 15 or 21 attungar, chiefly con
centrated in the villages around Vreta (Ahnlund 1945, pp. 
318 ff.).

It appears as if the Stenkil dynasty had its land holdings 
concentrated around a presumed manor in Vreta. The record 
of Mollotorp is also interesting; it is probably today’s Mjölorp 
by the River Svartån in the southern part of the parish. The 
name suggests that it may be the site of a mill. The details of 
donations go on to show that the land ownership also com
prised Vallby in the southern part of the parish and land in

560



Vreta and Bro

Siaka Parish, which is in the neighbourhood, not far from 
the town of Linköping.

Several members of the Stenkil dynasty are referred to as 
kings from the 1060s. The last was King Inge the Younger, 
who is said to have been poisoned in Vreta in 1120. A later 
donor is a certain “King Magnus”, who is identified by 
Ahnlund (1945, pp. 336 ff.) with Magnus Henriksson, a de
scendent of King Inge the Younger and pretender to the throne 
in the 1150s and 1160s. It is obvious that the dynasty still 
had a certain economic base in the area in the mid twelfth 
century.

During the twelfth century the Stenkil dynasty was sur
passed by the Sverker dynasty, and it is not impossible that 
this family took over parts of the older dynasty’s land hold
ings, since King Karl Sverkersson and his sister in the 1160s 
donated land from partly the same villages as before.

In Vreta there are manifest remains from the same time 
which further point up the presence of a magnate’s dynasty. 
The church from the early twelfth century is considered to be 
one of the oldest stone churches in the province, built as a 
patron’s church with a transept, three apses in the east, a 
broad nave, and a stout west tower. To the south of the south
ern transept there is also a later addition of a small square 
chapel with an apse and a domed vault. Burials in stone cof
fins were investigated here in the 1910s and interpreted as 
patrons’ graves (Curman and Lundberg 1935). The chapel 
could possibly be seen as the Stenkil family grave, although 
other possible interpretations have been suggested (Redelius 
1972, p. 12). Finds of grave slabs inscribed with runes (so- 
called Eskilstuna coffins) show that the stone church was 
preceded by a wooden church in the eleventh century (figs. 
2,3).

There was a monastic community on the site as early as 
the twelfth century. Certain details in the masonry in the 
northern transept suggest this. Finds of rows of sill stones to 
the north of the oldest stone church, discovered by excava
tions in the 1920s and in 1988, indicate an older monastery 
building, probably of wood. The monastery was then reor
ganized in the 1160s and a new chancel and monastery build
ings were erected in typical Cistercian style, using limestone. 
The magnate’s house was probably nearby, possibly directly 
west of the church, where certain remains uncovered by ar-
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Fig. 2. The church in Vreta from the south. Photo: Lars Ekelund.

chaeological investigations could be interpreted as traces of 
this.

The early monastery may thus have been located on the 
manor grounds and constituted an integral part of its house
hold. In the early Middle Ages, the foundation of a monas
tery must have been the ultimate sign of power and prestige. 
For a power-hungry elite, it was more than just practical to 
have attached to their own household not only a priest but 
also a group of people to pray for them. The idea of penance 
by proxy was a reality that suited the unscrupulous politi
cians of the times (Southern 1970, pp. 225 ff.).

A picture thus emerges of an area showing the clear influ
ence of a magnate’s family. Around a centre with a manor, a 
church, and a monastery, it owned almost all the land. Close 
to Vreta there was also Gullbergshögen, by all appearances a
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Fig. 3.
The magnate’s 
church in Vreta. 
Reconstruction 
of the twelfth- 
century church, 
after Curman 
and Lundberg 
1935.

natural mound, but according to tradition the site of the 
judicial assembly [thing] which gave its name to the entire 
hundred. By the Svartån in the southern part of the parish 
there is the name Mollotorp, which could be interpreted as 
an early mill under the control of the magnate. The monas
tery also had mills in Motala Ström, which may have ex
isted long before and been controlled by the magnate’s fam
ily. At Bro Ägor (“the domains of Bro”) there is in addition 
a limestone quarry which is thought to have been used since 
the Middle Ages. A large proportion of the monumental 
buildings, chiefly the cathedral in Linköping, were built of 
similar limestone, and the control of this important raw 
material may have been an instrument of power throughout 
the Middle Ages.

Bro
Bro is the northernmost of the properties mentioned in the 
original donation. The farm/village is located in the north of 
the central parish, at the important passage over Motala
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Ström (hence the name Bro, “bridge”), on the border of the 
medieval colonization area. Bro lies in a relatively deep val
ley on a low plateau of sand and gravel where Motala Ström 
flows into Roxen. North of the farm is the striking cliff caused 
by the fault which separates the forest from the plain. To the 
north and south of the farm there are good heights with sev
eral prehistoric cemeteries dated to the Bronze Age and the 
early and late Iron Age.

It is still not clear what role the northern wooded area 
may have played in prehistoric times. In later times this road 
continued towards the Hällestad mining district in northern 
Östergötland, but it is not known whether the mines were 
significant in the early Middle Ages. The significance of the 
bridge is evident, however, in that the name Bro is attested as 
early as 1100. The place may also have been important as a 
harbour.

The next time Bro is mentioned in written sources is in a 
document from 1269, from which we learn that Bro was 
owned by the magnate Bengt Magnusson, who had married 
into the judges’ branch of the Folkunga dynasty. From 1272 
until the Reformation there are a large number of letters from 
the Bishop of Linköping dated at Bro, which shows that 
around 1270 the estate became part of the bishop’s property, 
supplying his table. We do not know how this came about. 
Bro was thus one of the estates making up the economic base 
of the bishopric, and in addition it was one of the bishop’s 
residences, in other words, a manor (Schück 1959, p. 284).

Bishop Henrik Tidemansson (1465-1500) had a stone 
house and bridge built here, according to the bishops’ chroni
cle from the early sixteenth century (Schück 1959, p. 375). 
After the Reformation in the sixteenth century, the estate was 
confiscated by the crown and later became a colonel’s resi
dence.

Since 1989 a research project on the farm of Kungsbro 
(the medieval Bro) has been in progress, with the aim of in
vestigating the farm and its relation to the surrounding land
scape. The focus is on the role of Bro as part of the early 
medieval land holdings around Vreta and its role as a bish
op’s estate and as part of the church’s larger land holdings 
and power base in the high and late Middle Ages. In the 
years 1990-96, previously known and recently discovered 
structures at the site of the farm have been investigated. The
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Fig. 4. Kungsbro, the medieval Bro. Plan of present-day settlement and the 
archaeological investigations. Plan by G. Tagesson, fine-drawn by L. Östlin.

project is being run in collaboration between the Östergötland 
County Museum and the Grävlingen Archaeological Asso
ciation (figs. 4, 5).

The results of seven years’ excavations show that Kungsbro 
functioned as a habitation site and farm as early as the Bronze 
Age/Early Iron Age. The finds consist of pottery and struc
tures, including a hearth dated to the fourth century A.D. An 
urn grave from the Migration Period in the area of the farm 
shows that cremation burials were performed on the site. In 
1996 a large habitation site was also found, about 200 m 
north-west of the farm, with remains of settlement and a
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Fig. S. Kungsbro, aerial photograph. Kommunlantmäteriet, Linköping.

cemetery, as well as traces of cultivation. The results have 
not yet been dated or analysed, but they appear to indicate 
continuity on the site from the Bronze Age until historical 
times.

In 1990-91 an excavation was conducted of a stone build
ing which had been found sixty years previously. The remains 
were the foundation of an almost square building, measur
ing 11x13.5 m with walls 2 m thick. The foundation consists 
of fieldstone, while the two or three surviving courses of wall 
are of limestone. The ground floor had one large barrel- 
vaulted room and a smaller, narrower room. No entrance to 
the ground floor has been found. Not more than half of the 
building has been excavated, but it is not unlikely that the 
entrance was placed higher up for defensive reasons. The thick 
walls suggest that the building had several floors and was 
the main building of the farm, with defensive functions.

Similar towers for habitation and defence, known as 
barfred in Swedish (German Bergfried), of roughly the same
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Fig. 6.
The interior of 
the cellar from 
the thirteenth 
and fourteenth 
centuries at 
Kungsbro farm. 
Photo:
Dagmar Sjögren.

size but of different building material, are preserved or known 
from some twenty places in medieval Sweden, including the 
two nearby residences of the bishop of Linköping, at 
Linköping and Munkeboda. The age of the stone tower in 
Bro is uncertain; two l4C datings of charcoal in lime mortar 
indicate the Viking Age and early Middle Ages, whereas the 
building technique would suggest the High Middle Ages. An 
analysis of medieval castle building in the whole of Sweden,
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however, shows that towers standing alone at manors are 
rare before the thirteenth century and after the fifteenth cen
tury (Lovén 1996, p. 268). It therefore seems most likely that 
the tower at Bro should be dated to the early episcopal pe
riod.

South-east of this tower there is a still surviving and func
tioning stone cellar, known as “Duke Magnus’s Cellar”, which 
refers to a tradition concerning Gustav Vasa’s son Magnus, 
who died in 1595. The cellar is of a special type that Erik 
Lundberg calls by the name cellarium, the medieval word for 
a stone cellar. The external dimensions are 8.7x4 m. There is 
a staircase in the north-west and a separate room with a bar
rel vault (fig. 6).

The cellar is of Romanesque character, and the round- 
arched doorway has clawtooled limestone, showing a form 
of working that is usually dated to the period 1230-1350 on 
the basis of Linköping Cathedral. A newly discovered inscrip
tion on this doorway can be dated to the end of the fifteenth 
century, probably associated with a renovation at this time. 
South-west of the Romanesque cellar there is a brick-vaulted 
cellar that was later joined to it; it could be late medieval.

Just north-east of this stone cellar, a formerly unknown 
structure was discovered in 1993. It was a small building 
measuring only 5.3x4.5 m, with thin walls of brick on a lime
stone socle. It may have had a barrel vault. The bricks are 
carefully laid, in a pattern hinting at Flemish double-stretcher 
bond. The limestone socle is visible on the inside to a height 
of about 15 cm, in other words, the height of one brick. At 
one wall, however, the socle is deeper, corresponding to two 
bricks. To arrive at a uniform socle, the lowest course of 
brick was coated with grey plaster, so that the whole socle 
looked as if it was 25 cm high.

Further examples showing that this was a lavish and dis
tinguished little building are the tiled floor, with its glazed 
tiles laid in a herringbone pattern; although it is badly worn, 
it is fully visible beside the walls. The building technique, 
with brick and tiled floor, can scarcely be older than 1300, 
while one of the coins is from the reign of Magnus Ladulås, 
1275-90. The pottery can be dated to the high and late Mid
dle Ages, which means that the brick building can probably 
be dated to the early fourteenth century. On the other hand, 
the function is still unclear. One idea is that it is a chapel,
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since the bishop’s residence at Munkeboda is known to have 
had a chapel as early as the 1240s; however, neither the ori
entation nor the plan of the building support this hypothesis.

Further house foundations have been found to the west of 
the tower. Remains of one or possibly more buildings were 
investigated in 1995-96, consisting of a foundation wall with 
lime mortar, possibly from a stone building, but since there 
is no layer of demolished masonry, it is more likely to have 
been a wooden building. A floor level has been found and a 
demolition level. Finds show that the building was probably 
erected in the late Middle Ages and demolished in the six
teenth or seventeenth century. In the building there was a 
foundation, measuring about 2x2 m, which was likely the 
base for a brick oven. To the west of this house was an area 
showing extensive burning, which may possibly be interpreted 
as yet another building.

This late medieval complex is interestingly placed in the 
western part of the central farmstead and faces the medieval 
road leading to the crossing over Motala Ström. Banks have 
been built up for the road on both sides of the river, and in 
the water there are remains of two stone foundations from 
an older bridge. There is as yet no dating or documentation 
of this bridge. To the east and downstream there is an area 
with many piles driven into the bottom of the river. It cannot 
be said as yet whether this is an older bridge, fishing appara
tus, or a palisade.

South-east of the central farm area is an area with a natu
ral slope towards the south and east, towards what are wa
terlogged beach meadows today and were probably the same 
in the Middle Ages. Trial excavations have revealed remains 
of two ditches, possibly a division into parcels. Ard marks 
have been found in the area, both in plan and in section; 
together with the ditches, they show that the area was tilled 
in the Middle Ages.

Demarcating cultivated and uncultivated land to the south 
was a boundary in the form of stone-lined post-holes, prob
ably from a fence or a palisade. This line of posts lay be
tween the rampart system in the south-west part of the farm
stead and a smaller fosse-like depression to the east, facing 
the river.

The system of ramparts in the south-west consists of an 
earthen rampart 170 m long, 11-15 wide, and 1-2 m high. It
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has a right-angled corner at the south-west. Inside this there 
was a ditch, 9-12 m wide and 1 m deep. Outside and west of 
the rampart there was yet another smaller outer rampart. 
The farm area was obviously fortified at some time, sur
rounded by a rampart and fosse. It is not clear whether these 
defences also occurred to the north and north-west, but to 
the east the area obviously only had a palisade or a fence.

It is uncertain when these fortifications were built, since 
no dating has been obtained as yet. The function is likewise 
unknown. As a fortification it seems rather weak. Perhaps 
the structure should instead be viewed as an enclosure and a 
marker of a social boundary. Interestingly, it seems as if this 
large-scale work was carried out at the time when the old 
arable land was first used for settlement.

On a low rise on the south and east slope, remains of a 
smithy have been investigated; they date to the fifteenth cen
tury. This was probably a small farm smithy. Immediately to 
the west of this smithy was a large refuse heap consisting of 
a dark layer of fertile humus rich in finds. Some 10 m2 of this 
layer was excavated and a large number of finds were re
trieved, in the form of animal bones, pottery, and iron ob
jects. It is interpreted as a refuse heap, which can be dated by 
the pottery and coins to the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 
The refuse heap and the smithy indirectly date the change in 
land use to the late Middle Ages. It is probable that the ram
part can be assigned to this period as well.

To sum up, with relatively limited resources and time, but 
with a knowledgeable and enthusiastic archaeological asso
ciation, we have been able over the years to assemble a rather 
large body of archaeological material from different struc
tures on the farmstead. Besides prehistoric features, there are 
a number of buildings which seem to date from the High 
Middle Ages: a stone cellar, a tower, and a small brick build
ing. The rampart system with palisade, refuse heap, and 
smithy appear to date from a period when the former arable 
land was claimed for settlement. This can probably be dated 
to the fifteenth century, which also applies to a large build
ing on the western edge of the farmstead, near the road.
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Bro and the royal manor in Vreta
How should we interpret Bro in relation to the growth of 
royal power, the royal manor and the monastery in Vreta, 
the bishop in Linköping, and not least the emerging state?

The first complex of problems to be considered is the dat
ing and the view of the farm or the village in the very early 
Middle Ages. There are still no certain remains of the Bro 
that is mentioned in written sources around 1100. There are 
however traces of an earlier stage before the coming of the 
stone houses, consisting of traces of cultivation and ditches. 
There is little evidence for continuity between the prehistoric 
remains and the early medieval Bro, but continuity is never
theless probable. From written sources we know that 2 
attungar were bequeathed by the king to the monastery, but 
we do not know for sure whether this was part of a unit or 
whether it was a farm or a village. There are almost 170 
years between the oldest historical records.

What do we know about the economic base and landed 
property of the early medieval magnates? The early ancestral 
estates are chiefly found in agricultural districts, such as 
Alvastra, Vreta, Kaga, and so on. The original donations to 
the religious houses of Alvastra and Vreta show clearly that 
the land ownership of the families was concentrated around 
these manors. It is not certain what this means, however. 
Perhaps the magnate’s total land ownership was concentrated 
in just one area, which was then granted to the religious house 
when it was founded. It is difficult to imagine that the king 
in such a case would have renounced all claims. The state of 
the sources is fragmentary, while the situation in Bro shows 
that landed property changed hands. Another possibility could 
be that the king did not regard the oldest religious houses as 
independent institutions but as his private property, and that 
the donations to Vreta in the early twelfth century comprised 
only the part of the king’s property that was allocated for the 
maintenance of the convent.

The function of a place and its geographical role are thus 
determined not solely by the optimization and exploitation 
of natural resources. The possibility of dominating the sur
roundings on the social and mental plane must have been at 
least as important. The communication of power and social 
prestige has always been an important means to attain and 
consolidate influence. During the transition from a prehis-
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toric to a medieval society with feudal structures, it was pos
sible to express relations of power by showing that one con
trolled the geographical area, often in a highly concrete way 
(see e.g. Lindkvist 1979; Larsson and Saunders 1996 and 
works cited there).

The area around Vreta and Bro illustrates this view very 
clearly. The magnate’s dynasty obviously controlled a con
tinuous area comprising at least five settlement units. The 
manor is assumed to have been in Vreta, where the church 
and the monastery were placed. The location at the highest 
point in the area is definitely “manifest”, with a view of the 
whole plain down towards Linköping. The site of the mill 
and the millstone quarry have still not been fully investigated 
or dated, but they may have played an important role for the 
magnate’s dynasty when exercising control and power in the 
area.

In this context, Bro has a very important role in a place 
that is strategic from the point of view of communications, 
where the water route meets the land route, and where the 
harbour may moreover have played a major role. From Bro 
it is possible to reach Linköping via Roxen, and one can also 
go by Motala Ström to the Norrköping area and the Baltic. 
Via the important watercourses of Östergötland, Svartån and 
Stångån, one can reach old and important districts in the 
south of the province. It is still uncertain exactly what role 
the road to the north may have played, but it is possible that 
it was used to get to the mining district of Östergötland. Three 
further crossing points on Motala Ström existed at the same 
time, namely, Motala, Husbyfjöl (the present-day Borensberg), 
and Kungs Norrby. All these places were owned by kings and 
bishops, and they probably had the same strategic impor
tance as Bro.

The picture that emerges of Bro at the transition from 
prehistoric to early medieval times admittedly still has a slen
der archaeological basis. It is possible to theorize that there 
was an early defensive structure to guard and reinforce the 
position of power by the bridge/harbour/water route, as the 
14C dating of the tower seems to suggest. There are parallels 
which clearly show that the pattern for control and domi
nance of an area consisted of physical separation into a 
number of different places with different central functions. 
A nearby example is Borg in the parish of the same name,
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where a chieftain in roughly the same way controlled an area 
by means of a large farm, a pre-Christian cult site later re
placed by a private church, and a location in a place of im
portance for communications, beside Motala Ström (Nielsen 
in this volume).

However, there is not sufficient archaeological evidence 
for an early medieval dating of the tower. In fact, compari
sons suggest that it was built in the days of the bishop. It is 
still not certain how Bro functioned at the transition from 
the Iron Age to the early Middle Ages, and it is urgent that 
its position in the area around Vreta should be further stud
ied.

Bro as a bishop’s residence
Some time between 1269 and 1272, Bro was transferred to 
the bishop of Linköping. We do not know how this hap
pened. In 1269 Bro was still in the ownership of a private 
family. Bengt Magnusson, who had married into the judges’ 
branch of the Folkunga dynasty, bequeathed the estate of 
Bro (in whole or part) to the convent of Vreta. However, 
there were very close bonds between the convent and the 
bishop of Linköping. The bishop had the sole visitation rights, 
meaning that only he could inspect what went on within the 
walls of the convent; he was in practice its highest spiritual 
leader.

Bro became one of the bishop’s most important residences. 
From 1272 we have the first letter by a bishop signed and 
dated at Bro. The bishop at this time was called Henrik, one 
of the most distinguished bishops of Linköping. Little is 
known about his personal background, but both his pred
ecessor and his successor in the office were from the Folkunga 
dynasty and could thus grant property for the upkeep of the 
bishop. We still do not know how this came about.

The historian Herman Schiick, in his dissertation Ecclesia 
Lincopensis (1959) has described the history of the diocese 
of Linköping through its bishops. The first 150 years and 
more were characterized by rapid development based on close 
cooperation between the crown and the church. Schiick says 
that the church was still a part of the society, in that the 
patrons of the church still collected tithes and the church 
was not yet particularly independent (Schiick 1959, p. 58).
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Bishop Henrik began the period in the history of the church 
that Schück calls “the time of prosperity”, in which greater 
independence was ensured by means of a strong and well- 
trained cathedral chapter which handled the election of the 
bishop, the services in the cathedral, and the training of the 
clergy. During Henrik’s time, the chapter was greatly ex
panded, the cathedral was enlarged, and the bishop’s estates 
grew in size. Already in the days of his successor, however, 
there was a change. The church was felt to be sufficiently 
strong, and the secular power tried to curb the might of the 
church or to use it for its own purposes (Schück 1959, p. 
70).

In the thirteenth century there was a general tendency for 
the political and economic role of the bishops to change; from 
having been highly dependent on the power of the king in 
the early Middle Ages, it attained an increasingly autono
mous position. Several of the most important episcopal resi
dences and fortresses came into being in the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries, such as Linköping, Munkeboda, and 
Skällvik in the diocese of Linköping, Kronoberg in the dio
cese of Växjö, Läckö in the diocese of Skara, Tynnelsö in the 
diocese of Strängnäs, Biskops-Arnö and Biskops-Tuna in the 
diocese of Uppsala, and Korois and Kustö in the diocese of 
Åbo (Turku in Finland) (Lovén 1996, pp. 234 ff.).

It was thus at this time that Bro emerged as one of the 
bishop’s most important residences. At the same time, at least 
two stone buildings were added: a stone cellar and a brick 
building. The tower would fit very well into this period which 
is well represented in archaeological and written sources. In 
terms of its size and its general character, it has many paral
lels in medieval Sweden, not least among bishops’ estates. 
The single square defensive tower is fairly common in the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, but it was replaced in 
the fifteenth century by stout, often rectangular stone houses.

Close parallels, with the same dimensions but built of dif
ferent material, can be found at the bishop of Linköping’s 
residence at Munkeboda, vaguely dated to the thirteenth or 
fourteenth century, and the north-west tower of the bishop’s 
palace in Linköping, built of brick and likewise dated to the 
thirteenth or fourteenth century.

In the late Middle Ages, it seems that we can state that the 
built area at Bro was extended further to the south and east,
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including older arable land. It is possible that the farm was 
also surrounded by a rampart in this period. At the same 
time, at least one more large house was built west of the 
tower, beside the road and the bridge over Motala Ström. 
The farm was extended on the sides where this was possible 
and it was enclosed by ramparts and ditches.

It is conceivable that the farm increased its defences as a 
result of this. At the same time, it was a rather weak fortifi
cation. Moreover, the rampart is a double one to the south 
but in the east there is only a fence or palisade. The fact that 
there is also a grave inside the large southern rampart sug
gests rather that it is a marker of a social boundary, intended 
to enclose and shield off the farm area.

The changes in the topography of the bishop’s estate, both 
when the bishop took over and in the late Middle Ages, natu
rally have parallels elsewhere. Stone houses were built here 
at the same time that the king and the other bishops were 
busy building stone houses and castles. The increased ten
dency towards detachment and marked social distance in the 
high and late Middle Ages is likewise a phenomenon that has 
been discussed in detail in recent years (e.g. Bjäresjö in Skåne, 
Andersson and Angiert 1989, pp. 100 ff.). It is interesting, 
however, that we can clearly see a late medieval expansion 
and development of the farm at Bro, a development that can 
also be studied in the plan of Vreta Convent and in the epis
copal town of Linköping (Curman and Lundberg 1935, pp. 
181 ff.; Feldt and Tagesson 1996). Unfortunately, we still 
know too little about economic and social conditions in Swe
den after the agrarian crisis in the fourteenth century.

What do we know about the bishop’s estates in the dio
cese and their function? They emerged in the twelfth century, 
according to a medieval record as a result of “the generosity 
of kings and lords”. The donations to monasteries, the church, 
and the cathedral chapter show that dynasties of magnates 
and kings owned large estate complexes on the plains of 
Östergötland. Not as much is known about the crown es
tates at the same time (Schück 1959, p. 284).

From 1178 there is a charter of papal protection that enu
merates the bishop’s estates: Linköping, Munkeboda, 
Normlösa, Skänninge, Forsa, and others (Schück 1959, p. 
280). In the 1240s Bishop Lars wrote a foundation charter in 
which he mentioned that he had rebuilt eleven of the church’s
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(that is, the bishopric’s) farms and improved the others, re
stored and refurbished the chapel and built a cellar (cellarium) 
at Munkeboda and stone cellars at Normlösa, Herrestad (for 
100 marks), and at three other farms in Småland. In this con
nection, Herrestad and Vetlanda are mentioned for the first 
time as bishop’s estates (Schiick 1959, p. 287). Bro is not 
mentioned, because it did not come into the bishop’s hands 
until thirty years later.

The bishop’s estates served as points of support for ad
ministration, tax collection, and visitation. The bishop’s in
come was based on fines, on the gengärd (the food tax, later 
paid in cash, that provided for the bishop on his travels), and 
on tithes, which were most important. The tithe probably 
went directly to the church or the church stores, apart from 
the portion (one-third) that went directly to the priest. The 
deans were responsible for collecting the bishop’s tithe.

From the fourteenth century we have written evidence that 
taxes could be paid in kind or in cash, or they could be 
pledged. A bishop’s estate of the type of Bro and Linköping 
thus functioned both as a farm with its own production and 
as a centre for collecting taxes. Surplus commodities could 
be sold, but there is a record from 1337 which says that but
ter, cheese, and ham could be stored at the bishop’s farms of 
Skällvik and Visingsö. The part of the tithe that was to be 
sold and could not be consumed must have been of a kind 
that was suitable for storage and transport. Grain seems to 
some extent to have been sold back to the peasants as seed 
corn (Schiick 1959, p. 294).

Dairy products such as butter and cheese occur in the 
written sources and are also known as export goods. They 
need to be stored in a cold and safe place. This could be a 
natural explanation for the stone cellars. In the 1240s it was 
unusual for such cellars to be built, which is why Bishop 
Lars mentions it particularly as one of the things he accom
plished during his period as bishop. These stone cellars are 
probably the oldest stone buildings on the farms.

In the late Middle Ages, administration was rationalized 
and centralized in Linköping. Schiick (1959, p. 291) would 
see this as a change in the course of the Middle Ages, when 
estates which had previously functioned as large farms were 
divided into smaller tenant farms in the high and late Middle 
Ages. Only a few estates functioned as residences.

576



Vreta and Bro

At the start of the sixteenth century, the bishop’s estate in 
Linköping was the centre for supplying the bishop’s table. 
Tithes were still paid in the form of butter, cattle, honey, and 
cash (but not grain). The goods went directly to Linköping 
to support the bishop or to be sold in the form of easily trans
ported, non-perishable, and easily sold goods (Schiick 1959, 
p. 383).

Munkeboda and Vadstena were the next most important 
residences, besides which there were about 360 tenant farms. 
Bro, which in Henrik Tidemansson’s days in the latter part 
of the fifteenth century still had its stone houses, was let as 
five tenant farms (Schiick 1959, p. 375).

To sum up, it seems clear from the written sources that 
tithes and the yields of the estates were paid in both cash and 
kind and that these were either consumed on the site or trans
ported for consumption or sale. There seems to have been a 
clear concentration in Linköping towards the end of the Mid
dle Ages.

By means of osteological analyses it is possible to com
pare the bishop’s estate of Bro with the town of Linköping. 
The refuse heap at Kungsbro, dated to the fifteenth and six
teenth centuries, has been subjected to osteological analysis, 
which showed that pigs and sheep/goats were raised, slaugh
tered, and consumed on the site. As regards the cattle, refuse 
from slaughtering accounts for 70 per cent of the waste, while 
the remaining 30 per cent is food remains. The bones mostly 
come from fully grown cows, but it is also conceivable that 
the meat came from slaughtered milch cows (Wigh 1996a).

The results indicate that more animals were slaughtered 
than consumed on the farm. Interestingly, there is an inverse 
proportion in the material excavated in a secular quarter of 
Linköping (the Brevduvan quarter), where the proportions 
were 60 per cent food remains. This could be interpreted as 
surplus production of beef at the bishop’s estate at Bro, which 
was sold to people in the town. Since the town of Linköping 
was closely related throughout the Middle Ages to the church 
economy, including the maintenance of the bishop, we can 
see here the result of a close relation of dependence between 
town and country (Wigh 1996b; Tagesson and Wigh 1994).

As regards the bishop’s estate in Linköping, there is as yet 
only a small-scale archaeological investigation which sug
gests equal proportions of butchering refuse and food remains
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from the same time (Sten 1991; Tagesson and Wigh 1994). 
This is scarcely surprising, since the Linköping estate was a 
large farm all the time with its own production. Its signifi
cance increased towards the late Middle Ages, but taxes in 
the form of meat were probably delivered on the hoof and 
are not reflected in the analysis. On the other hand, the ob
served increased in beef through time may perhaps show that 
oxen grew in importance as a form of tax payment in the 
bishop’s economy, as a result of a general tendency towards 
a greater appreciation of beef towards the end of the Middle 
Ages.

The relation between town and country, in this case the 
bishop’s farm, may have been more complicated than this, 
however. Investigations in Linköping and Uppsala suggest 
that the urban economy is not a direct reflection of the eccle
siastical economy (Dahlbäck 1986; Feldt and Tagesson 1996). 
Further support for this comes from an investigation of the 
size of cows at Kungsbro, which were much larger than those 
found in secular contexts in the town of Linköping. Certain 
tendencies in the osteological material in Linköping may in
dicate that the burghers in the late Middle Ages still kept 
cattle to some extent in their townyards. In contrast, the cat
tle were of a similar size at Kungsbro and on the bishop’s 
farm in Linköping, which might indicate a change in breed
ing, rearing, or agricultural technique (Wigh 1996b, p. 6; 
Sten 1991). The bishop’s two farms evidently were in direct 
contact, while the relation to the burghers was less direct.

Conclusion
In a limited area around the church of Vreta Convent in cen
tral Östergötland one can see clear expressions of ideologi
cally and economically important phenomena which can be 
associated with an early medieval dynasty of magnates. At 
the centre there is a noticeable height with a church that shows 
clear signs of a patron, with a burial chapel and a convent, 
and the manor was probably beside this. The Stenkil dynasty 
dominated the area by their large, united land holdings. In 
this area there was a mound that was the site of a judicial 
assembly, mills and quarries, and a bridge and harbour, ex
amples of different important functions scattered in the land
scape, which the magnate could use to control his territory.
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Archaeological investigations have been carried out in the 
northernmost property belonging to the early medieval es
tate complex. The name Bro and the location suggest that 
there was an important and deliberate dominance of the 
bridge, the harbour and the land and water routes. We still 
do not know, however, how important the communication 
routes may have been at this time.

In the area of the medieval farm, a number of buildings 
and features have been investigated. Extensive remains of 
graves and settlements from the Bronze Age onwards show 
that there was permanent and continuous settlement from 
prehistoric times, probably until the Viking Age. On the other 
hand, there are few traces of early medieval settlement.

The significance of the farm in the early Middle Ages can 
be debated. The place was almost certainly an important link 
in the magnate’s control and dominance of the area. It is 
likely that the location beside a bridge, road, and harbour 
had an important strategic function at an early stage, but we 
still know very little about how this was expressed on the 
site. The sure traces from this period are confined to vestiges 
of tillage with ard marks and the ditches in the eastern part 
of the farm.

From about 1270 onwards, Bro became one of the most 
important residences of the bishop of Linköping. In connec
tion with this, the buildings on the farm underwent a dra
matic change, with the building of a stone cellar and a re
markable, elegantly designed small brick building. It was 
probably at this time that the big stone tower was built, al
though the dating is still uncertain.

The look of the farm was further changed when the ar
able land to the east was incorporated into the habitation 
area and a smithy and refuse heap were placed there. The 
habitation area was also expanded towards the road to the 
west, with the addition of a large (wooden?) building with a 
stone foundation for an oven. The whole of the enlarged farm 
area was demarcated by a rampart, a ditch, and a palisade to 
the east and south.

The bishop’s residence functioned as a production place 
and a tax-collection centre supplying the bishop’s table. This 
may be reflected in the still preserved stone cellar, where tax 
paid in butter, ham, and so on may have been stored, and in 
the osteological material showing mutual dependence between
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the farm and the episcopal town of Linköping.
It is clear that the significance of the farm changed signifi

cantly when it became a bishop’s residence and was incorpo
rated in the economy of the bishop’s table. It should be pos
sible at Bro to study a change in its economic structure, as 
suggested by the written sources for the late Middle Ages, 
with a stronger position for the episcopal town and the manor 
in Linköping. However, the picture we have of the buildings 
at Bro in the late Middle Ages does not appear to agree with 
the picture of centralization in the episcopal town. Later on 
there was an increase in the significance of the farm, which is 
reflected in the expansion of the farm area and the rise in 
status brought by the construction of a rampart.

At a place like Bro, then, there are good opportunities to 
study and discuss the emergence of the early medieval class 
of landowning magnates and their domination of the land
scape, and how the church economy functioned and changed 
in the high and late Middle Ages. Society appears to have 
been radically transformed from the early to the high Middle 
Ages. Economic conditions are reflected at Bro, as well as 
the social ambitions, first of the early medieval royal dynasty 
and later of the bishop of Linköping. For the different peri
ods, many questions remain to be answered, but it is impor
tant to see how the changed appearance and function of the 
farm correspond to larger changes in medieval society.
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Physical and Mental Boundaries in Agrarian Settlements
Carolina Andersson and Ann-Mari Hållans

A
 society does more than simply exist in space ...
it arranges people in space ... it locates them in 
relation to each other ... engendering patterns 
of movement and encounter ... it arranges space 

itself by means of buildings, boundaries, paths, markers, 
zones, and so on, so that the physical milieu of that society 
also takes on a definite pattern. (Hillier and Hanson 1984, 
pp. 26-27.)

When people are no longer neutral with regard to a space 
but instead physically and mentally claim that space, then it 
becomes a place. The place is given a name and is incorpo
rated in a conscious structure and is thus given a content. 
From having been an infinite and undefined lacuna, the space 
becomes a specific demarcated place in a social context. Ac
cording to Albert Einstein, place is a psychologically easier 
concept to handle than space: “Place is first of all a (small) 
portion of the earth’s surface identified by a name” (Einstein 
1969).

In this article we aim to illuminate spatial structures within 
the place, in this case agrarian settlements, and to see these 
structures as expressions of social organization. Identifying 
and defining spatial structures as boundaries and spaces is 
important for an understanding of human existence. A study 
with this aim means that humans can be seen more clearly 
in their immediate living space.

A settlement is a place where people live their lives. The 
settlement is the scene of social interaction between the indi
vidual and the collective. This interaction also includes rela
tions with ancestors and supernatural spheres. To manifest 
or clarify relations within a settlement, space is structured 
with boundaries. Everything within the boundary has a com
mon denominator, and distinguishing a space by means of a 
boundary creates a separate world with its own laws (Malmberg
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1980, p. 90). In this way there arises a spatial structure that 
aims to organize reality or to create an image of reality.

Boundaries are important elements for understanding a 
settlement. By studying boundaries one can see how groups 
of people have defined themselves in their social and physi
cal environment.

A boundary may be physically distinct or indistinct, but 
this need not indicate how significant it is. The way the 
boundary manifests itself is rather an expression of human 
relations. A boundary can be said to create a contact zone 
between two spaces and to be a sign of a relation which 
people feel the need to clarify and structure. The boundary 
can thus be said to be communicative. In addition, the bound
ary creates the categories of inside and outside, although 
this does not necessarily imply exclusion.

There is mutual dependence between boundary and space; 
the one defines the other. The relation between the two, in 
other words, is the starting point for a definition of space 
and of boundary. Depending on the relation, a phenomenon 
can be defined in one context as a boundary and in another 
as a space; examples are empty spaces and unoccupied spaces 
serving as intervals between occupied spaces.

Boundaries may be defined in different ways, for exam
ple, as physical, symbolic, legal, or administrative (Lawrence 
1990, p. 76). Physically distinct boundaries need not be seen 
as more limiting or demarcating than indistinct ones. Instead, 
the way that the boundary manifests itself should be linked 
to the degree to which it is accepted by people. Physically 
indistinct boundaries, for example, may show long continu
ity, being well known and recognized by everyone, in which 
case it is enough that the boundary is only mentally percep
tible. Boundaries marking off supernatural spheres or gen
der-determined zones may be examples of such boundaries.

The spaces created by boundaries are multidimensional 
as regards both form and content. One and the same space 
may be an expression of both a material and an ideal per
ception of space. In our modern technological society, we 
structure our existence by categorizing phenomena and us
ing concepts such as economic, functional, religious, and so 
on. This categorization should probably not be sought in a 
pre-industrial society where the perception of reality had a 
different basis.
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“Limited sources”
The boundaries around a settlement and the roads that cross 
these boundaries both demarcate the settlement from the 
surroundings and link it with them. This creates tension and 
dynamics in the landscape (Welinder 1992, p. 38).

Examples may be taken from historical and ethnological 
sources to show how the boundary has been a significant 
implement for organizing reality. Gurevich (1985, p. 47) has 
discussed the concepts of innangarb “inside the fence” and 
ütangards “outside the fence” as used in Icelandic sagas and 
Norwegian laws. Only within the fence surrounding the farm 
could a person feel safe and enjoy the full protection of law; 
outside the fence, chaos and the unknown prevailed. If a crime 
was committed inside the fence, the penalty was more severe 
that if it had happened outside the fence (Gurevich 1992, p. 
202).

A parallel to this can be found in the medieval laws of the 
Swedish province of Hälsingland, which were written down 
in the mid fourteenth century. In the chapter on security of 
person there is a section entitled “On Wilful Killing and 
Guests”, which deals with the penalties for assault and shows 
that the fines increased the closer to the farm and house the 
perpetrator committed his crime:

§ 2. The sanctity of the home stretches as far as cattle and 
sheep graze; the fine at the outer limit is half an öre to the 
plaintiff, eight öre to the king, and eight öre to the commu
nity. In the middle pasture one öre to the plaintiff, eight öre 
to the king, and eight öre to the community. And in the 
meadow four öre to the plaintiff, eight öre to the king, and 
eight öre to the community. And in an enclosed meadow, an 
arable field, and likewise in a hay barn and an enclosed place 
in field or meadow, there the fine is eight öre to each of the 
three parties. In the seed barn which stands in a field, the 
fine is sixteen öre to each of the three parties, and at the 
landing place and in the hop yard and in the livestock fold 
and in the straw barn, there the fine is twelve öre to the 
plaintiff, eight öre [= one mark] to the king, and eight öre to 
the community. In the byre three marks to the plaintiff, one 
mark to the king, and one to the community. In the farm
yard twice sixteen öre to the plaintiff, sixteen öre to the king, 
and sixteen öre to the community, and in the porch he shall 
pay four marks to each of the three parties. Between the
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threshold and the hearth twelve marks to each of the three 
parties. By the hearth sixteen marks to each of the three 
parties. Between the hearth and the gable bench twenty-four 
marks to each of the three parties. On the gable bench thirty- 
two marks to each of the three parties. And between the 
gable bench and the women’s bench thirty-six marks to each 
of the three parties. On the women’s bench forty marks to 
each of the three parties. If a man is struck in his bed, forty- 
eight marks to each of the three parties. (Holmbäck and 
Wessen 1979, p. 328.)

On the way from the outlands to the bed, the perpetrator 
passes a large number of both visible and symbolic bounda
ries. The physical boundaries could take the form of fixed 
structures or natural features. There is a record from 1770 
of the definition of a boundary for three villages in Kalmar 
County. The boundary was several kilometres long, consist
ing in part of long, linear physical fences, but occasional 
points were also specially marked, for example, by cairns, 
natural boulders, a hill with a standing cross, a steep cliff 
with a pit, a big old birch tree, a stone bridge, and a mill 
pond (Svanström 1989, pp. 41 ff.). Points of this kind marked 
the boundary without being direct physical obstacles. They 
marked rights and obligations as regards land, and their sym
bolic meaning was comprehensible to the initiated (Welinder 
1992, p. 38).

Early land survey maps from the seventeenth and eight
eenth centuries have symbols marking fences. These struc
tured the infields. The purpose of the fences was to organize 
land use, to keep animals out of growing crops and hay- 
fields, and to regulate the neighbour’s land claims. In the 
infields, boundaries therefore had a mainly economic and to 
some extent social function. Perhaps it was only with the 
cartographic and taxation surveys that these boundaries were 
precisely marked. The presence of the surveyor, a person with 
no knowledge of the village’s traditional ownership struc
tures, probably led to a need to clarify ownership bounda
ries.

Even within the individual farm in the village there were 
fences. According to Sigurd Erixon, their main purpose was 
to keep animals out. The livestock were driven from pas
tures and outlands to their enclosures along fenced cattle 
paths. The cattle yard with its shelters were separated from
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Fig. 1. Physically distinct boundaries within the farmstead. Water-colour by A. S. 
Rålamb, Ryttmästarbostället Hindsberg, Leksberg parish, Västergötland, 1778. 
From Erixon 1982.

the byres in the farmyard, and there was also a fence be
tween them (Erixon 1982, p. 672) (fig. 1).

Different types of physical boundaries have also been 
observed in archaeological contexts. The lines of stones that 
appeared in the Early Iron Age are perhaps the most fre
quently discussed of these, chiefly from the perspective of 
agrarian technology. They are considered to occur between 
infields and outlands. The function of the stone lines has 
been viewed as part of an economy based on animal hus
bandry, in which they served as a boundary between pasture 
and infields. The manifest character of these boundaries may 
also perhaps be seen as an expression of a pronounced dia
lectical relation between humans and the untamed forest. 
Mats Burström (1994, p. 69) has considered other possible 
interpretations according to which the stone lines can be seen 
in a cosmological context. For example, he suggests that they 
could be viewed as expressions of a division of working life 
into male and female spheres, or as a link between the living 
generation and dead generations.

Another type of prehistoric remain that has been inter
preted as a boundary marker is the Gotland picture stones.
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On the basis of the richly illustrated younger stones from the 
ninth to the eleventh centuries, Andrén (1993, p. 36) has 
discussed them as door symbols. The stones were placed on 
the boundary between infields and outlands. In symbolic 
terms they may have marked a dividing line between the 
world of the living and the dead, represented by the tamed 
infields and the wild outlands. Passing the symbolic door 
brought a person from one world to another.

These examples suggest that the boundary between in
fields and outlands was a significant one, even if it was given 
different forms. In discussions about the meaning of bounda
ries there are recurrent pairs of opposites, such as dead-liv
ing, wild-tame, chaos-order, and male-female.

Certain major excavations of settlement sites have also 
drawn attention to the significance of boundaries at the in
nermost core of the infields, the homefield of the farm or the 
village. At Hodde in Jutland, Hvass (1985, p. 130) has been 
able to distinguish farms on the basis of the fences, and he 
has interpreted these as independent economic units. One of 
the farms was surrounded by a stouter fence than the others, 
which has in turn been seen as an indication of social strati
fication within the settlement (p. 178).

Säby and Valsta: two settlements 
- two human spaces
Excavations were conducted in the early 1990s at two his
torically attested villages, Valsta and Säby. They were situ
ated at a distance of less than a kilometre from each other in 
Norrsunda parish, Uppland. The excavations covered a great 
deal of the villages known from the early land survey maps 
and areas adjacent to them (fig. 2). The two settlements 
proved to have been established as far back as the Roman 
Iron Age, since when they have been used recurrently until 
the early twentieth century. The aim of the excavations was 
to shed light on the internal structure of the settlements, their 
form and content as an expression of social organization.

A crucial factor for an understanding of the internal struc
ture of the settlements was to identify and define boundaries 
and spaces. This is the basis for a discussion of boundaries 
as meaning-laden elements.
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Fig. 2. Historical overlay map of Säby and Valsta based on a
geometrical survey from 1710. The hatched areas mark the 
excavated areas.

Spaces and boundaries in temporal perspective 
The two settlements were established in the Roman Iron Age 
(fig. 3). As new settlements, they were probably part of a 
settlement pattern that was a reflection of a changed atti
tude to the landscape, which included both mental insight 
and physical expression.
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The settlement at Säby shows tendencies to a grouping 
into two separate spaces visible in the form of houses with 
an adjacent area for iron crafts, refuse, and tillage. In addi
tion, there is a conglomerate of four post-built houses which 
can be divided stratigraphically into at least two temporal 
horizons with two houses in each. These houses differed radi-

Fig. 3. Survey of settlement structure
during the Roman Iron Age.
Left: Säby; right: Valsta.
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cally from the houses to the north as regards both construc
tion and orientation. Whereas the northern settlement gave 
a structured picture, the middle one was characterized by 
chaos. The relation of the houses to the northern settlement 
is unclear, so they will not be discussed further here.

Apart from the two spaces with houses and adjacent ar
eas for iron crafts, there were three other spaces: a burial 
area, a hearth area, and a barg or cult place. The latter was 
built at the highest point in the settlement and was visible as 
a circular palisade which was open towards the south-west. 
An intact pot had been deposited in the northernmost post- 
hole. Within the circle there were traces of houses and two 
parallel fences. West of the houses and the barg there was an 
area where the sandy soil was broken by outcrops of rock. 
The features found in this part of the settlement mainly con
sisted of hearths. This area may be seen as either the settle
ment kitchen or as part of the burial ritual.

The boundaries that could be identified included both 
physically distinct fences and boundaries in the form of ar
eas virtually lacking features. Fences were found around the 
southern house, separating it from areas for craft work and 
cultivation; in other words, there was a clear will to demar
cate the dwelling sphere. Empty spaces divided the house/ 
craft area from the barg and from the hearth area. The fact 
that there was no need to make these boundaries clearer prob
ably means that they were well known to everyone.

The spaces that were identified at Valsta probably consti
tuted the western part of a settlement which was only partly 
uncovered by the excavation. Two spaces were distinguished 
in the excavated area: a hearth area and a cemetery. The 
cemetery consists of about ten graves lying on a crest north 
of the hearth area.

The boundaries between the different spaces at the two 
settlements are defined as empty spaces. Between the two 
spaces at Valsta there was a vacant interval which was fur
ther reinforced by the hilly topography. Besides boundaries 
in the form of empty spaces, at Säby there were also fences 
between the houses and the areas for iron crafts/refuse and 
for cultivation.

In the Migration Period/Vendel Period the two settlements 
appear to have undergone a restructuring, which may be an 
expression of a changed economic but above all social and
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cultural context (fig. 4). This was visible both in the changed 
use of space and in the occurrence of a specialized craft.

The two separate units at Säby changed shape in that the 
areas used for ironworking and refuse were no longer at
tached to each house. Instead there was now a larger com-

HAÄ 52,

Fig. 4. Survey of settlement structure
during the Migration Period/Vendel
Period. Left: Säby; right: Valsta.
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mon area for craft work, separated from the houses. This 
area was initially used for cultivation and was divided into 
two parts. The empty space between them has been inter
preted as a road. The overlying layers contained copious 
waste from iron forging, which indicates that ironworking 
increased in volume. This change led to two new spaces in 
the form of an area with houses and an area with craft waste. 
Unlike these two spaces, the area with hearths and graves 
and the barg remained unchanged. However, the barg 
changed shape and was now visible in the form of a horse
shoe-shaped trench flanked by smaller trenches. The trench 
system should probably be interpreted as traces of the build
ing of a rampart.

During this period, three spaces were established at Valsta. 
One of them consisted of a workshop area for bronze cast
ing. The impressions in the moulds show that they were used 
for making needles and brooches. Apart from the workshop 
area, two stone-paved areas with adjacent houses are inter
preted as two more separate rooms. The long sections of 
paving converged at a possible source of water. The coming 
of the two paved areas, above all the southern one, gave the 
settlement an opening towards the south. The burial area 
that was established in the Roman Iron Age was not used 
during this period. Between the workshop area and the houses 
there was an empty space, as there also was between the two 
areas of houses.

There are similarities between the settlements in that all 
boundaries were defined as empty spaces. In addition, the 
areas for crafts and refuse at both settlements were in a se
cluded location and appear to be attached to the settlements 
as a whole. This raises questions about the character and 
scope of craft work in relation to localization and affilia
tion. It would be wrong, however, to equate Säby and Valsta, 
although they agree in the point of time when they were 
restructured. In addition, the crafts carried on at the two 
settlements differed in character.

In the Viking Age too, there were striking similarities be
tween the settlements (fig. 5). Sunken-floor huts occurred at 
both Säby and Valsta at this time, but they differ greatly at 
the two settlements. The sunken-floor huts at Säby were rec
tangular and had smoke-ovens. The sunken-floor huts at 
Valsta were round and smaller and generally lacked fireplaces,
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apart from a small hearth in one of them. However, the 
sunken-floor huts at both settlements were concentrated to
gether, a concentration which can be seen as constituting a 
space per se. It is uncertain what these huts expressed. Should 
they be seen as temporary, perhaps seasonal houses used for

RAÄ52

Fig. 5. Survey of settlement structure
during the Viking Age.
Left: Säby; right: Valsta.
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specialized crafts? Should the presence of smoke-ovens in 
combination with Slavonic pottery in the huts at Säby be 
interpreted as use by a specific ethnic group?

Separated from the sunken-floor huts at Säby there was 
an occupation layer and adjacent pits which contained amu
let rings and slag. This area could be defined as a space con
sisting of a deliberate deposit. At Säby the building of sunken- 
floor huts meant a change in the localization of settlement 
to an area closer to the lake, Fysingen. At Valsta, on the 
other hand, the sunken-floor huts were built in areas which 
had also been used previously for settlement. The occurrence 
of two amulet rings in a secondary pit in one of the huts may 
be seen as a parallel to the amulet rings found beside the 
sunken-floor huts at Säby. The workshop area north of the 
huts may possibly have been used during the Viking Age as 
well. A large proportion of half, whole, and melted beads, 
large numbers of small flat glass fragments in different col
ours, and unworked garnets may be an indication of bead 
manufacture. However, there are no glass threads and other 
waste associated with this craft. There may thus have been 
long continuity for a highly specialized craft at Valsta. The 
localization of the workshop area in the north-east was also 
firmly rooted at the settlement, despite the restructuring of 
the remaining settlement. The Säby cemetery was probably 
still used, while burials were resumed at Valsta in the ninth 
century, after an interruption of about five hundred years. 
The Valsta cemetery was used most intensively in the Viking 
Age and continued to be in use until the mid twelfth century. 
The Säby harg and the adjacent hearth area still existed.

The concentration of sunken-floor huts at Valsta lacked 
boundaries, since it cannot be related to any other adjacent 
space. An empty interval, however, can be identified at Säby 
between the sunken-floor huts and the occupation layer with 
the amulet rings.

If the similarities between the settlements in the Viking 
Age were great, then the differences in the Middle Ages were 
even greater (fig. 6). Settlement at Säby was small and lim
ited, while Valsta was characterized by a large settlement 
and exceptional find material. On the other hand, there is a 
remarkable similarity between the settlements in the absence 
of indications of craft work.

595



Carolina Andersson and Ann-Mari Hållans

At the transition from the Viking Age to the Middle Ages, 
around the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Säby is character
ized by a space consisting of a few sunken-floor huts and a 
well. This space was established within the area where the 
Viking Age sunken-floor huts had been. The location of the 
settlement was the same, however, as was the exposure to
wards Fysingen. The harg, which had played a central role 
ever since the establishment of the settlement, now appeared 
to have lost its significance. A sword stuck vertically into a 
grave which overlay the harg may perhaps be seen as a sign 
of a society in change. It was not until the thirteenth or four
teenth century that settlement at Säby was relocalized, from 
the southern part near the water to the higher middle part. 
The content of the settlement, in the form of a house and a 
well, shows striking similarities to the preceding settlement. 
On the other hand, a new building technique was introduced, 
with houses on stone sills.

During the Middle Ages there were two spaces at Valsta, 
one in the north-west which partly overlay the cemetery, and 
one to the south of it. The northern space consisted of five 
stone-silled houses and two ovens/fireplaces. The first sure 
evidence of its existence comes from the thirteenth century. 
The houses overlay Viking Age graves in what appeared to 
be a highly deliberate way, in that each house was built on 
top of one grave. In addition, the settlement gave an impres
sion of being regulated, since the houses lay on either side of 
a road. The course of the road was visible as a long cleared 
area which disturbed the adjacent graves when it was con
structed. The road may date back as far as the Late Viking 
Age/Early Middle Ages, since the inhumation graves oriented 
east-west appear to respect the extension of the road to the 
south. This southern space probably did not come into be
ing until the fourteenth century. It was centrally placed in 
the settlement, in the area which had previously been used 
for sunken-floor huts. The space consisted of a stone-silled 
house with a half-cellar, with the house being replaced at a 
later stage by yet another stone-silled house. Details of weap
ons were found beside the houses. The workshop area does 
not appear to have been used in this period.

During the Middle Ages, older boundaries appear to have 
lost their meaning. The seemingly regulated settlement at 
Valsta was deliberately built over Viking Age graves, which
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may be an example of a changed perception of space. Empty 
space probably continued to serve as a boundary, however, 
as between the southern and northern settlement. At Säby, 
on the other hand, there were no discernible boundaries.

Fig. 6. Survey of settlement structure 
during the Middle Ages.
Left: Säby; right: Valsta.
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Breaches in temporal perspective
A comparison between Säby and Valsta shows both simi
larities and differences. The similarity is visible primarily in 
the point of time when certain clear breaches occurred: the 
changes in the structure of settlement and more generally 
what these changes consisted of (fig. 7). The changes affected 
the content and/or the form of the settlements and were ex
pressed, for example, in the introduction of specialized craft 
in the Migration Period, concentrations of sunken-floor huts 
in the Viking Age, and a change in the scope of settlement in 
the Middle Ages.

If, on the other hand, we look at the specific character of 
the structural changes, great differences are seen. The two 
crafts carried on at the settlements, bronze casting at Valsta 
and iron forging at Säby, were probably geared to different 
economic spheres. A comparison of the concentrations of 
sunken-floor huts at the settlements also reveals clear differ
ences as regards such things as shape and the presence or 
absence of smoke-ovens. In the Middle Ages there was a 
change in the scope of settlement at both places. Whereas 
settlement at Valsta became larger and more complex, set
tlement at Säby appears to have been limited and uniform.

The distinct watersheds raise questions about continuity 
versus discontinuity. The location of the settlements in the 
landscape shows long continuity, from the Roman Iron Age 
to the post-medieval centuries, whereas the discontinuity 
within the settlements meant that certain spaces disappeared 
and others came into being. This may either be explained as 
a result of external influence or internal initiative. It should 
be regarded as highly probable, however, that there were 
general factors or processes which affected the existence of 
the individual settlements. The spaces that survived the 
changes may be a clue to the way an individual settlement 
was incorporated in an overarching societal structure, and 
the role and legitimacy that the settlement had in this. The 
breaches that occur during the Migration Period and the Vi
king Age did not mean that the harg at Säby and the work
shop area at Valsta ceased to be used. On the contrary, nei
ther of these areas existed during the Middle Ages. These 
spaces obviously were part of a system that was superior to 
the individual settlement, for example, a general ideological 
and cultural consciousness.
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Breaches in temporal perspective

House

Cultivation
Graves

Heartharea

Harg

1000 AD

Fig. 7.
Diagram illus
trating the 
breaches shown 
by the settle
ment in the 
form of restruc
turing. The 
hatched fields 
represent 
Valsta, the un
hatched fields 
Säby.

During the long period in which the two settlements of 
Valsta and Säby were used, there were both physically dis
tinct and indistinct boundaries. The boundaries which it has 
been possible to define archaeologically were mainly of one 
type: the empty space. This leads automatically to the ques
tion whether the form or type of the boundaries is meaning
laden.

Empty spaces occurred as boundaries in different times, 
but also in different contexts, that is, between different types 
of activities or phenomena. There is, however, a tendency 
for empty spaces to appear in the same kind of context. Be
tween the harg and the house area at Säby in the Early Iron 
Age there was an empty space, as there was between the 
house area and the workshop area at Valsta in the Vendel 
Period. There is consequently a tendency for boundaries to 
have been needed between a space with a more material 
meaning and one with an ideal meaning, and that these 
boundaries always consisted of empty spaces. In addition,
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there are empty spaces which were valid throughout the ex
istence of a settlement. An example of this is a large, con
tinuous empty space at Valsta. The vacant space between the 
northern and the south-western part of the settlement can
not be explained as later disturbance. This picture gives an 
impression of a division of a settlement, as a result of which 
the two parts faced in different directions.

Empty space as a boundary
What is significant for a boundary which is defined as an 
empty space? An empty space takes up more room than, for 
example, a fence. A large area is a necessity if the space is to 
demarcate effectively. A person passing over an open area is 
more conspicuous. The crossing of the boundary is public; it 
cannot be done in stealth. The empty space is a kind of no 
man’s land which derives its strength by being registered by 
the eye. This type of boundary presupposes a social milieu, 
that is, a group of people who find it important to help to 
maintain the boundary.

It is not wholly easy, however, to identify an empty space 
in archaeological terms. The perception of an area as empty 
depends on the character of the surroundings. If, for exam
ple, the interpreted empty space is surrounded by areas with 
many structures, then an occasional structure within the 
empty space may be accepted. In other words, it is often the 
quantitative differences that are the basis for the identi
fication. In addition, long continuity within a settlement may 
lead to difficulties in identifying an empty space which had a 
relatively brief existence, since we need well-dated remains 
and a source-critical discussion of concepts such as contem
poraneity.

The agrarian environment could permit a type of bound
ary which presupposed a generous supply of land. Does this 
fact have any significance for the choice of an empty space 
as a boundary? In an urban setting, on the other hand, where 
the amount of available land was limited, boundaries must 
have been designed differently. In an early urban setting such 
as Birka, the boundaries between the plots were in the form 
of fences. It would be an oversimplification and an incom
plete explanation, however, to claim that the choice of bound
ary type was related solely to the availability of land. Yet
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another difference between town and country may be em
phasized here. In the countryside, where the settlement loca
tion and land use often had long continuity, traditions and 
ancestral rights probably played a significant role in the 
maintenance of structures within and between settlements. 
The early towns, on the other hand, constituted an environ
ment with no deep roots in people or in the landscape. In a 
phase before the development of a proper urban culture, there 
was probably little shared knowledge or generally accepted 
values. This difference may have affected the choice between 
physically distinct and indistinct boundaries; a fence was 
necessary in a town, but an empty space was sufficient in the 
countryside.

Empty spaces were probably only effective in dense so
cial settings, for example, the farmstead, where people were 
dependent on each other in all respects. One expression of 
this solidarity was a shared knowledge of and respect for 
prevailing structures.

On the basis of Säby and Valsta, the empty space as a 
boundary may be linked to the organization of the farm
stead. At excavations covering large areas, such as Hodde in 
Jutland and Fosie IV in Skåne, empty spaces, in so far as 
they have been noticed, have been given a purely functional 
interpretation, for example, as cattle-path or yard (Björhem 
and Säfvestad 1993, p. 305; Hvass 1985, pp. 130 ff.). Greater 
awareness of the potential meaning of empty spaces should 
bring a greater understanding of the social organization 
within a settlement. A linear empty space, for instance of the 
kind interpreted as a cattle-path, may be seen lengthwise as 
a boundary crossing, but it may be perceived crosswise as a 
borderline. A large empty space surrounded by buildings - 
for example, a farmyard or a square - need not have a ho
mogeneous meaning; it may be divided into different spheres, 
each with a specific significance: human-animal, male—fe
male, master-servant.

In this study we have considered boundaries as multi
dimensional. We have discussed boundaries both within the 
farmstead and outside it, in the infields and outlands. These 
three topographical levels, the farmstead, the infields, and 
the outlands, were parts of an economic, social, and mytho
logical reality. In this connection it may be of interest to ask 
whether the form of the boundary depends on which of these
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three levels a boundary is drawn at. To shed light on bound
ary drawing at different topographical levels and at differ
ent times, both cartographic and archaeological source ma
terial could be used.

The excavations at Valsta and Säby have shown that the 
empty space may be viewed as an active space in its capacity 
as a border zone, a transition, a no man’s land, or a contact 
zone. In this sense, the empty space is not available for any 
other meaning; it should be seen as a truly occupied area 
with a specific and meaningful significance. A space lacking 
physical content may thus be full of mental content.
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Boundaries in the Landscape
Archaeological and Written Sources Describe the Medieval 
Boundaries of Östergötland
Rikard Hedvall

T
he purpose of this article is to describe the remains 
of medieval boundaries which exist and have ex
isted in the countryside and between town and 
country in Östergötland. On the basis above all of 
archaeological material, but also using written material and 
surviving buildings, I will try to convey a picture of different 

boundaries and boundary markings, and to convey some
thing of their function and dating. Do written and archaeo
logical materials differ regarding the first appearance of the 
boundaries? The starting point of the written material is the 
Law of Östergötland, dating from about 1300, and the Na
tional and Town Laws of King Magnus Eriksson, from the 
mid fourteenth century. In the Swedish provincial laws, the 
boundary terms gärdesgärder and gärdning occur in several 
sections, which serves to show how much boundaries mat
tered.

I have chosen to concentrate on medieval boundaries be
cause it is during this period that the province comes to be 
subdivided in a completely different dimension from previ
ously. Östergötland has many well-preserved earlier bounda
ries, stone-lined enclosures (stensträng). These boundaries are 
presumed to have lapsed at some time between the Early and 
Late Iron Age. Comparing them with the boundaries shown 
in our earliest maps, from the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, we find, on the whole, no agreement between the 
two. This great transformation of the landscape has taken 
place successively, sometime during the Late Iron Age but 
perhaps during the earliest part of the medieval period. Cer
tain territorial subdivisions have resulted from the incipient 
rise of the state, while others have resulted from other phe
nomena.

The material comes exclusively from Östergötland, which 
is located on the east coast of Sweden (see fig. 1). It does not
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Fig. 1.
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claim to present all the boundary markings which have been 
investigated in the province. Instead it is to be viewed as a 
first step in the discussion of medieval boundary markings. 
The material selected touches on various spatial limits, but 
without purporting to include every single type and function 
of boundary. It should, however, be made clear before we go 
any further that the Östergötland material is relatively small.

Territorialization and the cause of it - imposts - will be 
briefly presented below. This will be followed by a select 
presentation of various spatial subdivisions: hundred and 
parish, the village and its land, the town and its lands, the 
Church, and the estates of magnates. The article ends with a 
summary.

Territorialization
The formation of the state in Central Europe is characterized 
by an initial phase of plundering and tributes (Lindkvist 1988, 
p. 32). In Sweden this can be seen in the plundering expedi
tions undertaken by the Vikings abroad. When the raids of 
the Viking Age ended, the leading stratum which had organ
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ized the voyages turned to the maintenance of its economic, 
social, and political standing by exploiting the peasants in its 
home country. During the Viking Age, the status of the lead
ing strata is taken to have been based on power over human 
beings, but it now came to include dominion over both peo
ple and land. This internal appropriation occurred mainly in 
the form of a feudal rent (Duby 1981, pp. 186 ff.) Territori- 
alization is deemed to have arisen as a means of internal ex
ploitation (Lindkvist 1988, p. 48).

Territorialization occurred at different times in different 
Nordic countries. The general tendency, though, was for ar
eas to become increasingly delimited. The cause of this change 
can be perceived in connection with the emergence of the 
medieval “state”. Territorial subdivision was presumably 
connected with the appearance of a supra-regional political 
organization which can have transformed or created condi
tions of social appurtenance in delimited territories (Andrén 
1985, p. 27).

Subdivision for imposts
This thoroughgoing transformation of society left its mark 
on both landscape and human beings. Previously, at least for 
most purposes, people have belonged to a natural commu
nity defined in cultural or topographical terms. But associa
tions and artificial geographical subdivisions, imposed from 
above, were now beginning to take shape. This period did 
not only bring a transformation of the stock of buildings 
from multi-functional buildings to several with one or just a 
few functions. Conditions changed radically, from living in 
single-homestead systems to congregation in villages and 
towns. More congested living, most often with the home
steads fronting one and the same street, probably demanded 
restrictions on the width of the plot, in towns and villages 
alike. Strip farming with “solar distribution” (solskifte) also 
entailed big boundary changes within the villages. In certain 
cases, this distribution probably involved radical relocations. 
The plots in the village were to be rectangular in shape. The 
extent of the plot itself was determined according to one’s 
share of land, and thus the front of it showed its byamål, i.e. 
the share of the village land belonging to each plot owner. 
No exact dimensions were prescribed concerning the size of
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the plots. Instead what mattered was the relative size of the 
different plots in the village, in relation to other land 
(Östgötalagen, Byggningabalken I, p. 198).

The Church, the monarchy, and the secular aristocracy, as 
the wielders of power, all demanded rents from the common
alty. These took the form of tithes, taxes and avrad (quit rents). 
Church tithes already appeared at the end of the eleventh 
century, but did not become more widespread until the thir
teenth (Schiick 1982, col. 295). In Östergötland the attungen 
was probably already being used for land valuation in the 
twelfth century. The avrad which was related to the size and 
yield capacity of the land, occurred in the twelfth century at 
the latest. Taxes paid to the monarchy are difficult to estab
lish prior to the surviving thirteenth-century cadastres. The 
latter point to control of cultivation units by the state. Medi
eval taxes could be based on individual households, districts, 
or groups of persons (Lindkvist 1979, pp. 129 ff., 1988, pp. 
15 ff.). Summing up, we can see that, due to these imposts, 
society underwent a great change, especially in the twelfth 
century.

Hundred and parish
Certain territorial designations such as hundred {härad) and 
parish showed that their linguistic origin has no connection 
with geographical units and instead is connected with social 
identity, group formations, or people’s activity. At a later stage 
the terms came to include a specific geographical adminis
trative area (Andrén 1985, p. 25). The division of the Götaland 
(southern Swedish) provinces into hundreds is of indetermi
nate age but, according to certain scholars, goes back to pre
historic times (Andersson 1965, p. 8). Possibly the suffix - 
kind in several Östergötland hundred names, meaning tribe 
or clan, shows these hundreds to have previously been clan 
territories. The hundreds were self-contained units for cult 
practices, the administration of justice, other administration, 
and military organization (Hafström 1956-78, pp. 491 ff.). 
The western part of Östergötland - the Östergötland Plain - 
does not seem to have been divided into hundreds according 
to natural communities but to have had such boundaries ar
tificially imposed. This is apparent, for example, from the 
symmetrical pattern which the hundreds present. In the east
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ern part of Östergötland a different situation prevails. Here 
the hundred boundaries appear to have been adapted to to
pography and community formations (Andersson 1965, pp. 
349 ff.). The delimited space became the primary principle 
of subdivision on several different societal planes. Through 
the medium of space it expressed different types of social 
organization. The term “parish” [socken), to begin with, had 
no firm geographical boundary but instead denoted mem
bership of the church which it was one’s right and duty to 
use. During the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the par
ish began to be used in Denmark as a geographical concept. 
Instead of social appurtenance to the patron of the church, 
the term came to mean a geographical delimitation in con
nection with the proceeds of the tithe (Andrén 1985, p. 25).

Tithes were introduced in Sweden in all certainty at about 
the same time as in the other Nordic countries, i.e. between 
about 1100 and 1150. The parishes may have a prehistoric 
origin in the form of village communities (bygdelag). They 
may also have been constructed by the Church as a com
pletely new entity. In cases where there was no precursor of 
the parish, a viable one was created according to the number 
of peasants. This also applies to the medieval subdivision 
into pastorat, for which two parishes were often amalga
mated (Brink 1990, p. 72 ff.). The parish may also originally 
have constituted a single unit. The results of archaeological 
and historico-geographical investigations in the Parish of Borg 
near Norrköping, are taken to mean that the parish origi
nally constituted a larger unit. The various locales accom
modated within the medieval parish boundary are taken to 
belong to one and the same complex, dated to the period 
beginning in the seventh-eighth century (see Lindeblad in 
the present volume). The theory that certain parishes may 
have originated as large estates also occurs in the neighbour
ing province of Södermanland. The changed significance of 
the hundred (hundare) in Södermanland resulted, in the late 
thirteenth century, from the reorganization accompanying the 
introduction of land taxes. Wijkander (1983) maintains that 
these territorial units originated in a form of chiefdom. A 
section of the Law of Östergötland states, concerning dis
putes between hundreds (härad), that their boundaries must 
be marked with råmärken, i.e. man-made formations of stone. 
The hundred and parish boundaries conformed to the village
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Fig. 2. Trestenarör on the boundary between the parishes of Sjögestad, Västerlösa, 
and Viby in Östergötland. The stones are about 0.5 m. high. Photo: Rikard Hedvall.

field boundaries, which to a great extent were probably 
marked with fences or ditches. The hundred stones now to 
be seen by the roadside do not seem to date back further 
than the beginning of the twentieth century. Perhaps before 
this there were also markings along the communication routes 
in Östergötland, indicating which hundred one was travel
ling through, just as in other provinces.

Few surviving early hundred and parish boundary mark
ings are known to us in Östergötland. No boundary mark
ings have been uncovered by archaeologists. The province 
does have one example, however, a “three-stone boundary” 
(trestenarör) between the hundreds of Valkebo and Vifolka, 
where the parishes of Sjögestad, Västerlösa, and Viby also 
meet (fig. 2). A little further to the south, the hundred bound
ary follows one or possibly two square stone settings. These 
stone settings are positioned at the point where the bound
ary noticeably changes direction. There is a rune-stone in the 
same place. There are additional rune-stones further north 
along the hundred boundary. Two large Iron Age burial 
grounds are also situated on the boundary. Perhaps this is a 
boundary from the early Iron Age which has survived into
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our own times, or else existing markings were used as points 
of reference for subsequent boundary definitions.

The village
The Law of Östergötland, which dates from about 1300, re
quired the villages to be surrounded by boundary markings 
in the form of man-made stone formations, metes and bounds 
(rå and rör). The building code also mentions how markings 
of metes and bounds can indicate several different types of 
boundary. Every plot boundary (tomtrå), for example is to 
have five stones. The boundary (rå) between arable and pas
ture strips is marked by two stones (Magnus Erikssons 
Landslag, Byggningabalken XXII, p. 113). Stone markings 
of this kind are lacking in the archaeological material, possi
bly because they are hard to see or interpret in the course of 
excavation. In the absence of “metes and bounds” there could 
be ancient fences between the villages which count as bounda
ries instead. Topographical features such as a river or lake 
could also constitute a boundary marking. The bounds were 
beaten (rågångssyn) annually. Many sections of the Building 
Code deal with disputes and fines relating to the boundary 
markings, which shows just how important they were. Every 
plot owner had to ensure that there were fences and gates as 
far as his land extended. The fences, moreover, had to be 
constructed stoutly enough to bear the weight of a fully-armed 
man (Östgötalagen, Byggningabalken XIV, p. 208). Even if a 
plot had not been built on and was uninhabited, it could still 
survive as a legal document.

From Östergötland we have a few instances of plot bounda
ries discovered in the course of archaeological investigations. 
A stone-lined enclosure (stensträng) was discovered in a mi
nor archaeological investigation of the medieval village of 
Stora Ullevi, on the outskirts of the city of Linköping. This 
coincided with a plot boundary marked in eighteenth-cen
tury maps. Thus there was no question here of rå or rör but 
rather of a marking along the whole boundary. The stone- 
lined enclosure belongs to the earliest phase of settlement, 
corresponding to the Viking Age/early Middle Ages (Karlsson 
and Lindeblad 1995, p. 14). The boundary marking can in
dicate that solskifte was introduced early in the village or
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that an earlier boundary was used for this distribution of 
land.

Investigations of the neighbouring village of Lilia Ullevi 
resulted, among other things, in the discovery of a line of 
post-holes which may have been a plot boundary, but this is 
very uncertain, not least considering the arc shape described 
by the line of post-holes, despite the absence of any geographi
cal obstacles. Judging by other material, this find appears to 
date roughly from the Viking Age/Middle Ages (Ståhlbom 
1993, p. 13).

References to fences round arable fields occur in the me
dieval laws (Östgötalagen, Byggningabalken XIV, p. 208). 
The fences served the purpose of marking property bounda
ries, but also, not least, of excluding or fencing in livestock. 
The earlier laws laid down that, if the arable field or pas
tures of two villages met and a common fence was desired 
between them, this should be jointly erected by the two sets 
of villages. The person assessed for the biggest holding 
(örestal) was to fence most (Östgötalagen, Byggningabalken 
XIII, p. 208). The putting up of fences, then, could be a col
lective enterprise. The landbo statutes of the fifteenth cen
tury mention the duty of tenants to maintain and construct 
fences between their holdings and those of the landowners 
(Myrdal 1985, p. 24).

The Law of Östergötland also refers to ditches as bounda
ries. The ditches round arable fields were to be two alns (about 
120 cm) across. The ditch was to be dug between two units, 
then half of it was dug on each field (Magnus Erikssons 
Landslag, Byggningabalken I, p. 100). The ditching provi
sions were not an edict, as for the fences, but a regulation of 
them. The earlier laws distinguish between ditches surround
ing the field and the ditches entering it. In late medieval times 
there was special labour for ditching. One presumption is 
that ditches mostly occur in cases where they were needed 
for draining arable land and not solely as a boundary mark
ing. The use of ditches appears to vary between different so
cial environments. The farmstead of a magnate or bryte was 
in a better position for the time-consuming business of ditch
ing, because people from underlying farmsteads could be 
called in to perform day-labour. Besides, the assertion of one’s 
domains was perhaps more justified in the case of a farm
stead with a great deal of land. Again, as between propertied
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Fig. 3. There is a boundary mark (rörmärke) at the side of the 
road on the boundary between the farmsteads of Billa and Stora 
Broby, in the parish of Gammalkil, Östergötland. This marking, 
which consists of a stone about one metre high (skälsten), was 
put there in 1880 in connection with boundary measurements as 
part of the storskifte land distribution reform (Petersson 1993, 
pp. 6 ff.). This shows that property boundaries were still being 
marked with stones as recently as the last turn of the century. 
Photo: Desiree Petersson.

farmers and tenants, it was probably above all the former 
who went to the trouble of digging ditches. It was not until 
the sixteenth century that peasants were required to dig a 
certain number of ditches every year (Myrdal 1985, p. 61).

An expansion of land use and a thorough social transfor
mation took place from the tenth to the thirteenth centuries 
(Ersgård 1996, p. 24). When territorial subdivision got prop
erly under way, the hunt for land was probably escalated. 
This probably applied both in impossible areas where no
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body laid claim to the land, and in places where cultivation 
was only possible if the land was drained by ditching. Ditch
ing, at least on a major scale, probably depended on the ex
istence of efficient tools for the purpose. In Östergötland there 
is a thirteenth-century depiction constituting the oldest evi
dence of an iron-shod spade. Law texts apart, ditches are not 
mentioned in written sources until 1350 (Myrdal 1985, pp. 
61 ff.). When the iron-shod spade became widespread, ditch
ing became more feasible. Ditches as boundary markings had 
the advantage of being more fixed in the terrain than just a 
few stones.

Archaeological examination of the medieval village site of 
Mörtlösa, on the outskirts of Linköping, revealed a ditch. 
According to cartographical sources from the beginning of 
the eighteenth century, this ditch followed one of the village’s 
plot boundaries. Finds in it, however, gave a post-medieval 
dating (Lindgren 1996). The Mörtlösa ditch may have had a 
predecessor on the same spot in the form of a fence or ditch. 
One problem with regard to the dating of ditches is that they 
are always having to be redug, which probably destroys any 
traces of earlier boundary markings.

Lastly, mention can be made of two early medieval ditches 
investigated at the medieval royal and episcopal manor of 
Kungsbro, outside Linköping. These were 0.5-0.8 m deep 
and 0.6-0.8 m wide. The two parallel ditches were 4-5 me
tres apart. One of them was found to have been redug on a 
later occasion. The ditches were found in cultivation layers 
(Tagesson 1994, p. 30). This shows that dug ditches occur 
very early, at least in certain egalitarian environments.

The town
In our towns during the Middle Ages there were boundaries 
of several different kinds. The area for the earliest towns in 
Sweden was provided, for the establishment of the first set
tlement, with a town plan which among other things included 
staked-out plots. These plots, which had street frontages of 
uniform width, approximately 8 metres, were bounded by 
ditches. The function of these boundaries clearly had noth
ing to do with the territorialization described above, because, 
for one thing, Sweden’s earliest urban foundations are of ear
lier date. Division into plots of equal width can also be seen
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in the later towns, such as the fifteenth-century monastic town 
of Vadstena. The function of this subdivision into plots is if 
anything to be looked for in an organizational system.

Several archaeological investigations in Vadstena have also 
revealed sizeable ditches. Some of these have been taken to 
form part of a fortification or delimitation of the episcopal 
residence, while others encircled the town itself (Lindeblad 
1994, pp. 21 ff.). Where many towns are concerned, the 
written medieval sources refer to boundaries between town 
and surrounding countryside in the form of pits, ditches, and 
palisades. Discussion of these structures has above all cen
tred on their function (cf. Fritz 1984; Andersson 1980; 
Lindström 1986). Until the seventeenth century, the Swedish 
word for pit, grop, mainly denoted a moat or fortification 
ditch (Fritz 1984, pp. 4 ff.). The medieval Swedish towns of 
Stockholm, Visby, Kalmar, and Viborg were surrounded by 
stone walls, the primary defensive function of which is above 
dispute. Pits and ditches recorded in several of the other towns 
have commonly been interpreted as markings on the town 
land.

In the case of the late medieval town of Vadstena, a parch
ment letter from 1467 mentions that attacks on the citizens 
of Vadstena could have been repelled if, like other towns in 
the country, it had been fortified “for defence and comfort“. 
During the latter half of the fifteenth century the citizens 
suffered from the absence of defences round the city during 
the state of war prevailing in connection with the Kalmar 
Union conflicts. In the end the citizens asked the authorities 
of Vadstena Convent for permission to construct a defensive 
ditch round the town. The ditch was to be dug to a width of 
10 alns (equalling 5-6 metres) and the rampart inside it was 
also to be 10 alns wide. The convent authority consented, 
and the citizens themselves were to provide the labour and 
defray the expenses. An old pit is mentioned in 1479, which 
probably shows that the citizens went ahead with their de
fensive scheme. The moat, which is stated to have been filled 
with water, was probably combined with some form of pali
sade on the inside, perhaps on top of the rampart (Fritz 1984, 
p. 18 ff.).

In investigation of the Sanden district of Vadstena in 1995 
revealed both a ditch/pit and a line of posts/palisade (fig. 4). 
The ditches revealed in several different investigations have
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Fig. 4.
The town ditch 
in the Sanden 
district of Vad
stena, photo
graphed during 
the 1995-96 
archaeological 
investigation. 
Photo:
Rikard Hedvall.

been similar in appearance, about 4 metres wide and 0.5 
metres deep. Stratigraphically, they come in an early phase 
of the town’s history. A moat is already mentioned in 1420 
in the written sources, and chronologically this coincides with 
the ditch examined in Sanden precinct. The line of posts con
sisted of standing oak poles 0.3-0.5 m in diameter, at inter
vals of about 5 m. Structurally one can imagine them form
ing part of a palisade round the town, built of standing tim
ber or using a post-and-plank technique. The 100-metre-long 
line of posts was dated dendrochronologically to about 1480, 
which can tally with the fortifications planned in 1467 and 
with the above-mentioned letter in 1479, which also men
tions “the town’s planks” (Hedvall et ak, report in prepara
tion).

The fact of “pit and plank” in towns actually being re
garded and functioning as defence works is demonstrated by 
King Gustav Vasa in the 1540s wishing once again to fortify 
Vadstena with - according to various sources - pit and fence 
or rampart and moat. The Vasa monarch also wanted the 
Uppland city of Uppsala, like other trading towns, to be for
tified for protection against both external and internal en
emies. The early medieval Östergötland coastal town of 
Söderköping is also said to have had a pit (Fritz 1984, pp. 
7 ff.). We may note in passing that as recently as the begin
ning of the eighteenth century, the Ukrainian town of Poltava

614



Boundaries in the Landscape

was fortified with an earth rampart, wooden palisades, and a 
small ditch (Englund 1988, p. 47).

These town limits in Vadstena do not constitute a mark
ing of the town’s land, as is shown by the ditches more or 
less conforming to the urban settlement. Thus the town’s lands 
are not accommodated within the limit. A charter granted to 
Norrköping in 1384 describes the town’s boundary mark
ings (rågångslängd). Here again, one can see that the town 
boundary was a long way outside the urban settlement (Ljung 
1965, pp. 37 ff.). Thus we can say that the actual town bound
ary was marked with boundary marks (råmärken), that is, 
stones, and topographical formations. Mention is also made 
of Vadstena having rå and rör (Fritz, 1984, p. 18). Vadstena 
received its charter in 1400 and in the early fifteenth century 
its town law is already said to apply in a much larger area 
than that comprised by the actual urban settlement 
(Lindström 1986, pp. 1 ff.). The palisade and ditch investi
gated was situated in an area far away from the lands of the 
village of Starby, an area which was also included in the town’s 
jurisdiction. Neither in Norrköping nor in Vadstena, then, 
do the urban settlement and the legal town boundary coin
cide. The town law thus came to apply far beyond the actual 
urban settlement. This expanded jurisdiction can perhaps be 
viewed as a closely integrated element of the feudal environ
ment, in which the Church or the monarchy meant a great 
deal to the medieval towns (Lindström 1986, pp. 5 ff.). Thus 
the town’s moat and plank were not a marking of its land 
which should instead be viewed as a rudimentary but none
theless distinct defense installation for the town and its in
habitants.

The Church
Special secular or ecclesiastical law apply in thing (assembly) 
places and churchyards. The churchyard was a sanctuary 
offering protection to those who needed it. Secular meetings, 
such as the thing and parish meetings, could be held in or 
near the churchyard. The main function of the churchyard 
enclosure was to form a boundary between consecrated and 
unconsecrated soil. The Law of Östergötland has no provi
sion referring to the churchyard enclosure. Other provincial 
laws, however, indicate that the churchyard is to be properly
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enclosed, so that stray animals will not be able to get into it. 
The boundary of the churchyard could consist of one or more 
ditches, stone and brick structures or timber structures of 
wattles, stakes, corner-jointed timbering, standing timbers, 
and post-and-plank (Johansson 1993, pp. 12 ff.)- Natural 
conditions, of course, also influence the choice of building 
materials for the enclosure, but other factors, such as func
tion, must have been decisive as well. Several churchyard 
walls of considerable proportions may very well have been 
erected both as demarcation and as fortification. Loopholes 
in the churchyard wall of Vårdsberg Church in Östergötland 
illustrate this latter function. Several of the stone walls are 
very thick and several are quite high, anything up to a couple 
of metres. Perhaps there was also a certain difference in choice 
of material for churchyard enclosures between country and 
town churches respectively. My own experience argues in 
favour of an absence of stone walls around the town church
yards, though there are exceptions. That material concerns 
churchyards in Skåne and Norway, all of which were devas
tated at the Reformation. Probably there are also chrono
logical differences in the choice of materials. Churchyards 
nowadays are mostly surrounded by stone walls.

Visits to the churchyard were regulated by means of spe
cial gates in the churchyard enclosures. As mentioned earlier, 
unwelcome visitors like animals were excluded, but the 
boundary also had a mental function. It was the boundary 
between Heaven and Hell. After death, if one was buried in 
the churchyard, one could have eternal life in Heaven and 
thus escape Hell. Unbaptized persons, thieves, and murder
ers were not allowed to be buried in the churchyard. The 
seriousness of this can be seen, for example, from the fact of 
infants, probably unbaptized, sometimes being clandestinely 
buried close to or even inside the churchyard wall, to bring 
them as close as possible to consecrated soil (Dahlbäck 1983,
p. 122).

The walls of the church were among the stoutest bounda
ries in the landscape. The function of the church was much 
the same as that of the churchyard. Several ecclesiastical rites 
and processions took place, or at least started, in the church
yard. Some churches - Vårdsberg, for example - have also 
been attributed with a defensive function, just like the church
yard wall of the same church. Both churches and church
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yards were also used as burial places (Johansson 1993, p.
69).

Several scholars have suggested that, in the early medieval 
period, certain churchyards also included a homestead be
longing to the church’s patron (Bonnier 1996, p. 83). This 
applies, for example, to both Örberga and Vreta, which have 
unusually large churchyards. A churchyard wall adjoining a 
homestead of this kind could serve other purposes besides 
defence. Through the design of the wall, the magnate or king 
could manifest his power and special status. The churchyard 
boundary, then, was a legal boundary and a delimitation of 
the consecrated soil, but it could also have other functions as 
a manifestation of the power of the Church or magnate, and 
could also be put to defensive use.

The homes of magnates
It is easy to imagine that an elite environment, in both town 
and country, is often surrounded by some kind of defence 
works. Elite environments are taken here to comprise the 
residences of magnates, bishops, and kings; fortresses and 
castles are for present purposes excluded. Several residences 
of this kind have been investigated in Östergötland, reveal
ing a great variety of enclosures or fortifications.

Let us return to the investigation of the royal manor in 
the Parish of Borg, outside Norrköping. This occupied a prom
ontory on Motala Ström (River) which was far too big to 
constitute a really strategic position for defensive purposes. 
No boundary markings were found at the Viking magnate’s 
residence or its medieval successor. A reference in 1333 has 
caused the royal manor of Borg to be regarded as an impor
tant royal residence (Fritz 1973, p. 83). We do not know 
how important it was, but it can hardly have been an easy 
place to defend. Paradoxically enough, the investigation re
vealed a large quantity of weapons, horse furniture and cav
alry reaccoutrements.

At the Ringstad homestead, outside Norrköping, taken to 
be the residence of a magnate (see Lindeblad in this volume), 
enclosure remains were investigated which consisted of small 
stake-holes in pairs. Earlier this homestead probably belonged 
to the Crown, because it was sequestrated during the resump
tion of the Crown lands in about 1400. Ringstad’s location 
cannot be termed easy to defend, because it was situated on
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almost entirely flat ground with no natural obstacles. The 
results of the narrow exploratory shaft dug at the beginning 
of this century are hard to interpret, but there were no traces 
of fortifications. The fourteenth-century fortress of Ringstada- 
holm, belonged to this residence. Ringstadaholm was a few 
kilometres further south, near the above mentioned manor 
of Borg on Motala Ström.

Vadstena Kungsgård (royal manor), with a stone palace 
unique of its kind, situated on a promontory jutting out into 
Lake Vättern, is first mentioned in the written sources in 
1268. In addition to the relatively sheltered position afforded 
by the promontory, indications of defense works, such as a 
wall and an earth rampart, are reported (Andersson 1972, p. 
179). Written sources from 1363 confirm, according to Fritz, 
that the manor was fortified (Fritz 1963, p. 19).

Several archaeological investigations have been carried out 
at the medieval royal manor (or episcopal manor, as it be
came in 1269) of Kungsbro; see Tagesson in this volume. 
This manor, when passed into episcopal hands, became one 
of the principal residences of the Bishop of Linköping, and 
from the mid fifteenth century comprised stone buildings. 
The foundation walls of a square tower structure of uncer
tain date have been investigated. This building can have been 
an early medieval defence installation. Another theory is that 
the tower belonged to the episcopal residence and, if so, dates 
from a later part of the medieval period. Kungsbro occupies 
a relatively sheltered position on a promontory at the point 
where Motala Ström flows into Lake Roxen. The trouble 
taken here to define limits is revealed by a double rampart 
and a system of moats up to 170 metres in length. The ram
parts are between 6 and 15 metres wide and 0.8-2.0 m high, 
while the moats are 8-12 m across and 0.8-0.1 m deep. Be
yond the system of moats is a line of post-holes, each hole 
being about 0.5 m in diameter. These are probably traces of 
a palisade contemporary with the (late medieval) moat sys
tem (Tagesson 1994, pp. 7 ff.).

Klackeborg Manor occupied a strategic position on the 
narrow promontory formed where the Skenanån and Svartån 
rivers meet. This promontory is cut off by means of a moat 
110m long, 11m wide, and up to 1.5 m deep. Another moat, 
15 m wide and 3.5 m deep, runs parallel with the first, just 
over 100 m further in on the promontory. The moat had a
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rampart. A line of post-holes fringing the promontory indi
cated the second line of fortifications. Additional defences, 
in the form of barrier piles, were found in the moat and in 
both the rivers. Klackeborg at the end of the fifteenth cen
tury belonged to Arvid Trolle, one of Sweden’s biggest land- 
owners. The settlement traces hitherto revealed by the inves
tigation have been dated to the Migration and post-Refor- 
mation periods. Medieval structures probably indicating the 
proximity of the medieval noble manor were also found (Feldt 
1994, p. 8, and personal information).

There can be hardly any doubt that the fortifications con
structed at Vadstena Manor, Kungsbro, and Klackeborg were 
defence works. The manors of Borg and Ringstad can be ex
plained in this connection as estates where the owner sel
dom, if ever, resided and which, accordingly do not need such 
protection. The siting of the three first mentioned manors, 
on easily defended small promontories were moats could be 
dug, also proclaims their function. In the case of Vadstena 
Manor and Kungsbro, the stone buildings provide a further 
indication that trouble was taken to achieve the best possible 
protection. This also had, not least, the function of a self
manifestation in the landscape. The Borg and Ringstad set
tlements had a different stock of buildings, none of them 
built of stone. The Klackeborg settlement has not yet been 
located in the limited investigations which have been carried 
out.

Summary
During the early medieval period a social change began which 
resulted in a special subdivision of the landscape into territo
ries and brought big changes in the pattern of settlement. 
The earlier landscape, divided up by stone-lined enclosures, 
had been abandoned long since - during the Late Iron Age - 
in favour of new principles of subdivision. The subdivision 
of the landscape into territories really gathered speed after 
the end of the Viking Age. Territorialization is taken to have 
arisen as a means of internal exploitation (Lindkvist 1988, 
p. 48). The exaction of imposts in the form of taxes, tithes, 
and quitrents was facilitated by subdivisions of the landscape 
and the regulation of settlement. Chronologically, these im
posts appear to have been introduced in the twelfth century
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by the top stratum of society - those who stood to gain eco
nomically by this restructuring of the landscape. Territorial 
subdivision, then, is connected with the advent of a supra- 
regional political organization which can have reshaped or 
created relations of social appurtenance in delimited territo
ries (Andrén 1985, p. 27). Certain territorial subdivisions, 
then, resulted from the emergence of the state, while others 
came about for other reasons, for example, for defensive 
purposes.

Early medieval town plans indicate a type of land mark
ing which probably has nothing to do with this territoriali- 
zation. Plot markings in the town area materialized in con
nection with the first settlement. The town land was made 
available on one person’s domains for his own profit, per
haps in the form of prestige or possibly in an economic sense. 
There can hardly be any doubt that there was a reason for 
this organizational subdivision into clearly delimited, equally 
sized plots. What was the reason? Later in the medieval pe
riod, plots made an important difference to the citizens’ li
ability for tax (tomtöresskatt). But there is no evidence of 
imposts in the form of tax in early medieval times. Several 
towns, both early and late medieval, also had other demarca
tions. These may concern a royal castle or, as in the town of 
Vadstena, an episcopal residence delimited or fortified with a 
stout ditch. The limits which existed round several medieval 
urban settlements were probably to a great extent concerned 
above all with defence, even if they did not take the form of 
stone walls. Further outside the urban settlement, the town 
lands were marked by natural formations or rå and rör - 
specially constructed stone formations - just as in the coun
tryside generally.

The fact that today we do not have any datings and ar
chaeological evidence of, say, a parish boundary is primarily 
the fault of us archaeologists, for our lack of interest in the 
phenomenon of boundary markings. The Law of Öster
götland, in about 1300, laid down that parish and hundred 
boundaries were to be marked with rå and rör. Boundary 
markings exist on these boundaries today, but the question is 
how old they are. Since the parochial organization itself came 
into being in the thirteenth century at the latest, it would be 
reasonable to imagine parish boundary markings from the 
same date. In certain cases there are perhaps boundary mark
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ings indicating that an older unit, such as the Parish of Borg 
from the seventh/eighth century, was subsequently incorpo
rated in its entirety as a parish. We know that domains such 
as parishes and hundreds were as of great importance, not 
only organizationally and fiscally but also, for example, in 
connection with various royal transactions. To be able to 
mortgage a parish or buy a landed property, one must know 
its area. This is another factor accounting for the subdivision 
of the landscape.

Just as in the towns, the solskifte-distributed plots in the 
villages became a legal document showing how much land 
the owner had and, accordingly, how much tax he would 
have to pay. As regards the regulation and, not least, the 
establishment of the villages, the different boundaries exist
ing within village land can help us to fix a point in time at 
which this occurred. A plot boundary at Stora Ullevi, dated 
to the Viking Age/early Middle Ages, indicates that at least 
certain boundaries within the village plot may have been de
fined before the solskifte was introduced, or that the distri
bution took place already at that time. The earliest written 
evidence of solskifte and boundaries in villages is dated to 
about 1300, according to the Building Code of the Law of 
Östergötland.

The feasibility of erecting boundary markings naturally 
varied according to the social environment and purpose in
volved. Apart from the fortifications round the towns, simi
lar structures occurred at the residences of several magnates. 
Homesteads with fortifications of this kind, moreover, fre
quently occupied supremely strategic locations, on a prom
ontory more or less surrounded by water. In cases of this 
kind, the upper stratum of society had cause for such an ex
pensive building enterprise and could afford it. Some resi
dences, such as the royal manor of Borg, never had any ves
tige of fortification. This may be because the estate was less 
exalted than those which were fortified. Perhaps the mag
nate seldom resided there. The unfortified estates do not 
present any stone buildings. High-class stone buildings were 
presumably dwellings and part of a larger system of defences 
in the place where the magnate spent most of his time. In 
addition to their defensive function, the fortifications were 
also an impressive manifestation of their owner’s importance. 
The question is when these fortification works were con-
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structed. Vadstena Manor probably existed, at least in the 
form of stone buildings, in the mid thirteenth century, while 
both Kungsbro and Klackeborg are much harder to date.

The walls of the churches and churchyards are among the 
most manifest boundary markings in the landscape. They 
are also the most conspicuous boundary markings which, 
moreover, extensively survive in the present-day landscape. 
Every parish had a church, a churchyard, and a churchyard 
boundary - bogårdsmur. The choice of material for these 
things varied according to natural resources. Of the bound
ary markings we have been considering, the churchyard 
boundary is probably the one to which most functions can 
be attributed. Primarily, however, it probably served to form 
a boundary between consecrated and unconsecrated soil, to 
enclose an area where peace was to prevail, and to keep out 
livestock. The enormous churchyard walls of stone whose 
proportions and loopholes point to a defensive function natu
rally also served to manifest what was inside them. Some 
churchyards are also claimed to have included a magnate’s 
residence. The oldest churches now extant in Östergötland 
are dated to the first decades of the twelfth century (Bonnier 
1996, p. 68). Several of them have timber predecessors, which 
indicates that several churchyard boundaries may perhaps 
date back to the eleventh century. However, we do not at 
present have any firm dating of an early medieval church
yard boundary.

Boundary markings among the common people in the 
countryside were much simpler affairs such as stone forma
tions {rå and rör), fences, and stone-lined enclosures. In the 
villages, boundaries and boundary markings were inspected 
annually by synemän, so that no boundary markings would 
be moved to anyone’s detriment. As time went on, more and 
more boundaries came to consist of ditches, which had the 
effect of establishing them more firmly in the terrain. The 
example of the royal and episcopal residences of Kungsbro 
can indicate that it is in this very type of environment that 
the labour-demanding enterprise of ditching begins. The host 
of sections in the Law of Östergötland referring to bounda
ries indicates that these were of the utmost importance.

Boundaries and the importance of boundary markings for 
defence, limitation, manifestation, jurisdiction, and so on. 
suggest that more attention should be paid to these things in
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studies of the medieval landscape. I believe that, with more 
targeted measures in future, we may come to shed light on 
the way in which this subdivision of the landscape and terri
tories took place, and above all when it happened. My re
view has shown that the results of the few and limited 
investigations carried out in Östergötland, e.g. of medieval 
village plots, have hitherto provided only slight indications 
of various phenomena. We have not yet obtained any satis
factory answers to questions concerning the different bounda
ries of the village. Targeted investigations of these and other 
boundaries in the landscape can produce results which are 
not to be gained from other subjects, for example, as regards 
the point in time when one or other phenomenon first ap
pears.

Comparisons between archaeological and written source 
material, one finds, are not easy. This is mainly because both 
types of source contain meagre material, at least where 
Östergötland is concerned. The archaeological material sup
plements and brings forward certain phenomena such as ditch
ing and possibly plot definitions in villages, compared with 
the written material. I am convinced that in future the ar
chaeological material will be capable of adding a great deal 
more to the picture of the medieval landscape which we are 
trying to reconstruct.
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On the Permanence of 
Plot Boundaries
Early Land Survey Maps and Abandoned 
Regulated Villages
Mikael Jakobsson

S
weden has a rich and extensive body of early carto
graphic material. Swedish settlement has been system
atically mapped since 1628, when a national land 
survey office was established. The aim of the oldest 
surveys was to measure the country’s agrarian production 

capacity. Subsequent surveys from the eighteenth century 
onwards were undertaken to prepare the way for the reforms 
by which land was redistributed between the peasants in a 
village. Besides the state cartography, certain major landown
ers also had maps of their own produced.

In research these maps have been used hitherto mainly by 
human geographers who have developed a special method to 
be able to study maps: historical overlay mapping. Old maps 
are traced, scaled to the right size, rectified, and superim
posed on a modern map. We thus obtain a clear picture of 
what the landscape looked like at the time when it was sur
veyed (Toliin 1991).

The method has also begun to be used in archaeological 
surveys, but it is mostly applied in the same way as by hu
man geographers. It usually starts with a single detailed gen
eration of maps which shows the look of the landscape on a 
particular occasion. Archaeologists less often take advantage 
of the fact that farms and villages were often mapped on 
several occasions at different times and that the total corpus 
of maps thereby contains more information, partly of a dif
ferent kind, about the character and development of the cul
tural landscape than we can find in a single generation of 
maps, no matter how detailed it may be. The many genera
tions of land survey maps have a potential wealth of infor
mation which could be better exploited.
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The aim of the present work is:

• to show how diachronic overlay mapping, that is, the 
interaction of several generations of land survey maps, 
can reveal ancient remains which cannot be observed in 
any single map.

• to apply this method to find an older site locationand an 
older village structure than we can observe from the sev 
enteenth century onwards for the village of Skälby.

Skälby
The method will be applied to the village of Skälby in 
Sollentuna Parish in Uppland, eastern central Sweden (fig. 
1). This is a settlement in a central district in the south-west 
of the medieval folkland of Attundaland in the interior of the 
Stockholm archipelago. The area is rich in remains, and it 
may be assumed that the historical villages have existed since 
prehistoric times.

Nothing is left of the village today. For the past fifty years 
its plots and infields have been developed for housing and 
industry. The village lay in the centre of the parish, on the 
south and west slopes of a large moraine height surrounded 
by flat clayey land where the village infields also lay. The 
topographical location is characteristic of the historical vil
lages in the region. These are centrally located in the produc
tive land, but on poorer moraine heights or other uncultivable 
upland.

Beside the village site there are two cemeteries with a to
tal of over forty barrows of Late Iron Age character (RAÄ 
291,293). The oldest written evidence of Skälby is from 1323, 
in Skelby. This is in a charter in which a Nils Markusson 
bequeaths property in Skälby to Uppsala Cathedral. All the 
data in this section about medieval records, soil quality, and 
land values are taken from Det Medeltida Sverige 1:7 (Ferm 
et al. 1992, pp. 290 ff.).

The village was one of the bigger ones in Sollentuna Par
ish. The total land value, according to a cadastre from the 
1540s, was just over 7 markland, more precisely 59 öresland. 
Only the neighbouring village of Bagare was bigger, with a 
land value of just over 8 markland. The other villages in the 
parish were on average only half as big.

626



On the Permanence of Plot Boundaries

Fig. 1. The location of the village of Skälby marked on a section of the map Blå 
kartan 106 Stockholm. Scale 1:100,000.

According to the cadastre, Skälby consisted of three free
hold farms and one church farm. This distribution, with 
mostly freehold peasants, was the normal picture for the other 
villages in the parish. It is possible that the church farm is the 
one mentioned in 1323, when a small part of Skälby was 
donated to Uppsala Cathedral. The farms in the village dif
fered in size. The biggest was remarkably large, paying a tax 
equivalent to that of three normal farms (cf. Hannerberg 
1971, p. 74).
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The maps
The early maps of Skälby consist of:

geometrical survey map, 1636 (A 10:38-9)
ownership map, 1687 (A 95-4:1)
map of land division, 1715 (A 95-4:2)
map for redistribution of infields, 1781 (A 95-19:1).

Of these maps, the three oldest will be used in this analysis. 
The reason for this limitation is that they are the only ones to 
encompass the whole of the original village. The maps from 
1781 onwards, produced for the storskifte reform by which 
land was redistributed, do not show the whole village be
cause one of the farms, Nedergården, had already broken 
out of the village before the reform to establish its own 
cadastral unit. The combinations of letters and numerals in 
parentheses after the map designations indicate the location 
of the maps in the archives of the Land Survey Office.

Historical overlay maps
The 1636 map
The oldest map of Skälby is a geometrical survey map from 
1636 (fig. 2). This belongs to the early phase of geometrical 
maps, which were produced for economic rather than fiscal 
purposes. The state wanted to obtain an idea of the country’s 
economic resources (Toliin 1991, p. 12). Productive land was 
therefore of central importance for the surveys. Matters of 
ownership were of subordinate importance by comparison.

The map shows that the village in 1636 consisted of two 
farms which lay together on a shared village site on unpro
ductive land in the infields. The unproductive land is a large 
moraine height with outcropping rock. To the north-east lay 
Oppgården, to the south-west Nedergården. The village was 
connected to the infields by a cattle path running from the 
northern part of the village site. The village structure was 
integrated but irregular.

The immediate surroundings of the village may be de
scribed briefly. The unproductive village site is surrounded 
by arable land which was under two-course cultivation, which 
means that only half of the land was cultivated while the rest
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Fig. 2. Historical overlay map 
based on a geometrical survey 
from 1636 (A10:38-9). 
Produced by Elisabeth Essen. 
Scale 1:8,000.

lay fallow. The arable land mainly consists of large continu
ous areas. South-west of the village, however, there are two 
smaller specially fenced patches of arable beside the village 
site. These in turn are adjacent to two enclosures in the south
west which have no indication in the maps of the kind of 
land use. In one of them the word tompter, “plots”, is writ
ten. It is not entirely clear how many plots this refers to; the 
plural form indicates that there are at least two. The label 
probably refers to these two enclosures. No buildings are 
marked. Stretching to the north and west of these “plots” is 
a specially enclosed meadow.

It may thus be noted that the surveyor in 1636 mapped 
two plots with no buildings. These were not within the vil
lage site but to the south-west of it. This is striking. The 
records of the survey proceedings say nothing about any plots 
or farms apart from the two in the village. The aim of the 
survey, however, was not to elucidate ownership in the vil
lage in detail, but to document its total economic potential. 
The plots were evidently important for the people in the vil
lage but not important enough from an economic point of 
view for the surveyor to study them in depth.
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The 1687 map
The next mapping of Skälby took place in 1687. The village 
then was in the same location as in 1636 and still consisted 
of two farms. These were in the same sites as before (fig.3).

The actual village site and its content do not appear to 
have changed since the previous mapping. On the other hand, 
the immediate surroundings have changed. The enclosures 
to the south-west which were labelled “plots” in 1636 do 
not exist any more. They appear to have been incorporated 
in the adjacent meadow land. This meadow otherwise has 
the same extent as before. The two areas of arable land be
tween the plots and the village still exist, for example, al
though they are not specially enclosed.

The reason for producing geometrical maps from the late 
seventeenth century until the mid eighteenth century was dif
ferent from before. The aim now was to clarify ownership in 
detail to provide the information needed for taxation (Toliin 
1991, pp. 16 ff.). It is therefore interesting to note that the 
previously mentioned plots are not mapped in 1687. If they 
had been significant for ownership, they would have survived 
and been mapped.

The 1715 map
In 1715 Skälby still consisted of two farms in the same loca
tion as before (fig. 4). Now, however, there is no shared en
closure round the village site. Instead the farms are sepa
rately enclosed. Now we also see two enclosed deserted plots 
immediately to the north of Nedergården, the southern farm 
in the village. Unlike the other plots without buildings, these 
two are mentioned in the records as two “evicted” farms.

Unlike the Oppgården plot, both the Nedergården plot 
and the two deserted plots are regular. They have an intima
tion of square forms. Moreover, the plots lie beside each other 
in a row and thus in places have shared parallel plot bounda
ries.

Of the formerly unoccupied plots to the south-west of the 
village, there are no traces whatever. The area there is still 
meadow land. An enclosed pasture has been created in the 
northern part of the meadow. The land between the van
ished, unoccupied plots and the village site is still used as
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Fig. 3. Historical overlay map 
based on an ownership map 
from 1687 (A95-4-.1). Pro
duced by Elisabeth Essen. 
Scale 1:8,000.

arable land 
meadow land 
fence

boundary ■ . •

Fig. 4. Historical overlay map 
based on a map of land division 
from 1715 (A95-4-.2).
Produced by Elisabeth Essen. 
Scale 1:8,000.

arable, but it has been tilled to make a continuous field, with 
the removal of the field boundaries that formerly followed 
the lines of the older fences.

From the pasture in the north of the meadow, a fence has 
been built, running in a northern arch towards the village

631



Mikael Jakobsson

site. The fence is the boundary between the two courses of 
arable land, which has thus been shifted from its earlier po
sition to the south. The cattle path has also been moved so 
that it continues due north instead of, as before, veering to 
the east just south of the village site. Some form of change 
has been made to the size or layout of the infields.

Results
The overlay maps show that Skälby from the seventeenth 
century onwards was integrated in a village site located on a 
large unproductive rise in the infields. During the period cov
ered by the analysis, most of the seventeenth century and the 
early eighteenth century, the village consisted of two farms, 
Oppgården up on the height to the north-east and 
Nedergården beneath the height to the south-west. The vil
lage structure was integrated but irregular.

The maps, however, have data on several deserted or un
occupied plots. The maps from 1636 and 1715 mention at 
least four such plots. Two of them lay within the village site, 
just beside Nedergården. Two of them were just over 100 
metres outside the village site, to the south-west.

The maps thus suggest that the village site of Skälby was 
once larger or had a slightly different location and a different 
layout.

If we look more closely at the unoccupied or deserted plots, 
we see that their shape is not random. On the contrary, they 
all have a regular geometrical form: they are square and lie 
parallel to each other, or at least they suggest this shape. The 
Nedergården plot likewise shows a regular square shape in 
1715. It lies together with two of the deserted plots in a row 
in the south-west of the village.

These observations give us cause to suspect that the plots 
were part of a regulated village site. If so, Skälby would not 
only have had a different location before but also a different 
village structure, a regulated village structure, which had dis
appeared before the village was first mapped.
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to produce a diachronic map. Interesting patterns are thus 
revealed (fig. 5).

South-west of the village there is a row of formal elements 
such as pastures and field fences running in the same direc
tion as the plots, but apart from this these lines are also 
prolongations of the plot boundaries. In one case, moreover, 
a prolongation links two plots from two different genera
tions of maps. This is the north-west boundary of Neder
gården in the 1715 map, which is thus linked to the bound
ary of one of the unoccupied plots to the south-west in the 
1636 map.

If the plot boundaries are combined with the formal ele
ments, we see several parallel ribbon-shaped areas which 
stretch from the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century village 
site towards the south-west. If the lines of all formal ele
ments are extended, we obtain a figure resembling a regu
lated village site.

The size of the earlier village site is not entirely clear. It 
varies somewhat depending on how the plot boundaries are 
drawn. A couple of the formal elements may be interpreted 
in different ways, so that the number of possible plots varies 
between five and seven. The higher number is marked on the 
overlay map, since this alternative covers all the formal ele-

Fig. 5. Diachronic historical 
overlay map based on maps 
from 1636, 1687, and 1714 
(see figs 2-4). A solid line 
within the site marks a 
boundary for which there is 
evidence in formal elements. 
A broken line marks a pre
sumed boundary.
Produced by Elisabeth Essen. 
Scale 1:8,000.
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ments running from north-east to south-west which can be 
perceived from the “front” of the village, that is, the side 
facing the road that ran past the village.

An earlier regulated village site
By combining the different generations of maps of Skälby 
into one diachronic overlay map, we obtain a picture sug
gesting that Skälby previously lay on a slightly different site. 
The picture of the older village site cannot be observed in 
any single generation of maps. It is only seen in a diachronic 
analysis of the maps.

On the flat ground south-west and west of the village, a 
200x200 metre plot outline is visible. This lies partly within 
the area of the seventeenth-century village site, but most of it 
is outside. Unlike the site of the later Skälby, this village site 
appears to have been divided into regular plots.

The hypothesis of an earlier village site alongside the one 
observed from the seventeenth century may be corroborated 
with the results of one of the archaeological investigations 
recently carried out before the construction of a road through 
the area (Andersson 1995). The investigation concerned two 
remains which proved to be the traces of two or more dis
turbed graves. They lay on a small moraine rise which was 
located in the third farm plot from the north in the regulated 
village site.

The datable grave material is from A.D. 400-600. What 
caused the destruction of the grave(s) appears to have been 
the construction of a 4x3.5 metre terrace resembling a house 
foundation. This probably occurred during historical times. 
Finds from this terrace included iron nails, iron fragments, 
and sherds of red earthenware, BII:3-4. The latter included 
rim sherds from two probable medieval pots. One sherd ap
pears to come from a lugged pitcher (cf. Wahlöö 1976, fig. 
139), the other possibly from a lugged jar (cf. Wahlöö 1976, 
fig. 193). The identification of the type is uncertain, but pot
tery of type BII:4 is found from the fourteenth century on
wards, and BII:3 is found as early as the twelfth century 
(Broberg and Hasselmo 1981, p. 120). Among the iron ob
jects there was also an at first unidentified object (Andersson 
1995, F21.T) which further examination showed to be a spur. 
This too is difficult to date precisely. The type arose in the
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thirteenth century and was used until the sixteenth century 
(Færden 1990, p. 250 and works cited there).

The result of the investigations thus shows that there has 
been settlement outside the village site that can be followed 
from the seventeenth century onwards, but within the area 
where the earlier village site can be detected by means of the 
diachronic overlay map. This settlement came into being some 
time in the Middle Ages - we do not know when - and it 
may also have been abandoned in the Middle Ages. At any 
rate, it had vanished by the time of the first mapping of Skälby 
in 1636.

Discussion of the regulated village site
The presumption that Skälby was probably once regulated is 
interesting, since the village would thus fit into an overall 
pattern for early historical settlement in the Mälaren Valley. 
In the older central agricultural districts, settlement often 
followed the solskifte system of strip rotation and the village 
site was regulated (Sporrong 1985, p. 184). Solskifte is de
scribed in the provincial laws of eastern Sweden, and until 
the eighteenth century it was the statutory principle for the 
distribution of land (Hannerberg 1982, pp. 416 ff.). In 
Attundaland, however, the frequency of regulated village sites 
is low, and no regulated village site is known in Sollentuna 
Parish (Sporrong 1985, p. 184, fig. 122). If my assumption is 
correct, Skälby is the first known regulated village in the 
parish. We cannot say, however, whether this reflects the ac
tual historical situation or merely a lacuna in research. A 
preliminary survey of early maps of the neighbouring village 
of Knista suggests that it may also have been regulated (cf. 
A95-ll:l from 1759). The number of regulated village sites 
might thus be shown to be greater if a more detailed analysis 
of the land survey maps was undertaken.

It should be added here that there has been discussion of 
whether or not the medieval meaning of the term solskifte 
really encompassed the entire system of land distribution 
described in the laws. On the one hand, there are those who 
use the term in a broad sense, as a designation of the land 
distribution system (e.g. Hannerberg 1971); on the other 
hand, there are those who use the term in a restricted sense, 
to designate the rules according to which the strips were al-
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located, which followed the compass points, hence the name 
solskifte “sun-shift, solar distribution” (e.g. Göransson 1985). 
The discussion is interesting but it is not crucial for the present 
article. For the sake of simplicity, I use the term here in the 
broader sense of the land distribution system decreed in the 
laws of the eastern Swedish provinces.

There are other striking circumstances, however, surround
ing the early village structure of Skälby which raise ques
tions. The regulated village site was abandoned by the time 
of the first mapping in 1636 - it is impossible to determine 
how long before. Enough time had passed, however, to al
low parts of the site to be broken for use as arable. The ab
sence of buildings need not mean that the site was aban
doned. There are examples of farms which never moved into 
the communal village site but which still had their share in it, 
documented in the form of a “grass-plot” (Helmfrid 1962, 
p. 162). These grass plots were maintained by means of fenc
ing or some other marking. They were legal documents. 
However, no such maintenance of grass plots is known from 
Skälby.

It thus seems as if development in Skälby went from a 
regulated village site towards a non-regulated village site. This 
is a remarkable situation, since it means that the villagers 
abandoned a legal document showing their land ownership 
in the village.

Another interesting thing to notice is that the number of 
farm plots in the regulated village site does not agree with 
the number of fiscal homesteads (hemman). According to 
the cadastre from the 1540s, Skälby consisted of four home
steads (Ferm et al. 1992, p. 305). In the hypothetical regu
lated village site it is possible to discern up to seven plots, 
which is three more than the number of homesteads.

A similar situation in which the number of plots is greater 
than the number of homesteads is also known from elsewhere 
in the Mälaren Valley (Sporrong 1985, pp. 138 ff.). The pat
tern is usually explained as a result of the division of home
steads; when farms were inherited, they were divided into 
increasingly smaller units. The number of fiscal homesteads 
was thus constant, but the number of actual farms varied. 
For Skälby, however, one may wonder if there were not other 
explanations too. As we shall see below, there is reason to 
consider the possibility that the homesteads had originally
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been divided differently and that this division was adjusted 
some time before the compilation of the cadastre in the 1540s.

As I pointed out earlier, the four homesteads in Skälby 
differed in size when they were first recorded in fiscal sources 
from the 1540s. The smallest had a value of 21.5 örtugland 
while the biggest was 3 markland; in other words, the big
gest homestead was over three and a half times as big as the 
smallest one (Ferm 1992, pp. 290 ff.).

It is debatable how far back in time this discrepancy be
tween the farms in the village can be taken. It may be origi
nal, but it may also be a result of an accumulation of prop
erty in the course of time. What is interesting to note here is 
that the total assessed value of the village in the 1540s was 
over 7 markland. This figure agrees with the hypothetical 
division of the village site into seven farm plots.

The basic principle of solskifte, according to the provin
cial laws, was that each farm in the village should be repre
sented by a plot in the communal village site (Hannerberg 
1982, pp. 416 ff.). If there were seven farms in the village, 
the village site was supposed to have seven plots.

The term markland denotes a unit of property which in 
many cases corresponds to a whole farm or a homestead 
(Hannerberg 1971, p. 44). A homestead of 1 markland was 
big enough to pay its tax dues in early medieval Sweden.

If we compare the assessed value for Skälby with the larger 
number of plots in the regulated village site, we find that the 
figures agree. The village had just over 7 markland and the 
village site had seven farm plots. Each plot thus corresponds 
to just over one markland.

Was the village site big enough to contain this number of 
whole farms? In purely physical terms, a farm with its build
ings and activities requires a certain area if it is to function as 
a workplace. In the Middle Ages, however, there were no 
standard sizes for plots. The size varied; some were so 
cramped that there was no room for the farms, while others 
were big enough to make it possible to cultivate part of the 
plot. In his studies of the Kumla district in Närke, however, 
David Hannerberg (1977, p. 423) has observed that older 
regulated village sites often have an area of two acres 
[tunnland) per whole farm. This observation may be taken 
here as a point of departure for calculating the area of the 
Skälby village site.
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If the village site was intended to contain the plots for 
seven whole farms, this should be evident from the size of 
the village site. This will be studied with the aid of a metro
logical analysis (cf. Sporrong 1985, pp. 128 ff.). The chances 
of arriving at precise calculations are limited in this case, 
however, because the exact size of the village site is unknown. 
It appears to have been about 160-250x240 metres. The area 
is about 54,000 m2. If each farm had corresponded to about 
two medieval Swedish acres (approx. 4,700 m2), then the vil
lage could have contained 5.8 homesteads. Calculating on 
the basis of two Hanseatic acres (approx. 3,900 m2), of which 
there are also medieval examples, this would mean that the 
village could have held 6.9 homesteads. The examples of plot 
sizes are taken from Sporrong’s Mälarbygd (1985, pp. 138 ff.).

This calculation gives us a hypothetical idea of the number 
of homesteads as six or seven. If the higher number is cor
rect, then there is an agreement between the size of the vil
lage site, the number of distinguishable farm plots, and the 
assessed value of the village. In this case, each farm was rep
resented by two acres on the communal village site.

The regulation of the village site is an archaic feature which 
suggests an early medieval origin for the site. To determine 
whether there is further support for an early dating of the 
site regulation, the next stage is to carry out a metrological 
analysis of the width of the village site. The width is impor
tant, since the site would have been staked out with the aid 
of a measuring rod or a rope. If the rod had a length of, say, 
6 alns (the length of the aln in eastern central Sweden varied 
in the Middle Ages between 55 and 57 cm; Sporrong 1985, 
p. 130), then each farm was given a plot in the village corre
sponding to 6 alns for each öresland. If the farm had a total 
area of 5 öresland, then it was given a plot with a width of 5 
x6 = 30 alns.

Measuring rods came in different lengths. In east central 
Sweden they were usually 5 or 6 alns long. There were also 
other lengths, down to one aln or up as many as 11 alns 
(Sporrong 1985, p. 129).

To begin the metrological analysis of the width of the vil
lage site, it may be observed that the front side of the village 
was just over 168 metres wide. The front of the village is the 
side that faces the road passing through the village, in the 
north-east. If we take this width of 168 metres and divide it
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by the area of the village lands, 59 öresland, the result we get 
is a village site with a width of 2.85 metres per öresland. If 
this is translated into a medieval measurement system with 
an aln of 57 cm, the result is 5 alns per öresland. An interpre
tation of this result is that a rod measuring 5 medieval alns 
was used for regulating the village site.

The metrological analysis of the width of the village site 
does not say anything about how many farms the village origi
nally had. On the other hand, the results of the analysis of 
the width of the village site corroborate the results of the 
analysis of the area of the village site, suggesting that the 
village site was laid out and regulated in the Middle Ages.

All in all, the observations of the structure and content of 
the village sites bear out the conclusion drawn from the re
sults of the archaeological investigation, namely, that the vil
lage site appears to have been laid out and also to have been 
abandoned, or at least ceased to be relevant, in the Middle 
Ages.

Implications for settlement history
The possibility that the site of the village of Skälby was laid 
out and abandoned in the Middle Ages may shed light on an 
interesting problem in settlement history to which attention 
has been drawn in recent investigations of village sites in 
eastern central Sweden. The problem is that it is rarely medi
eval remains that are found during excavations of village sites 
localized on the basis of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 
land survey maps. The pattern is instead that the post-Refor- 
mation remains lie directly on top of Viking Age or other 
older remains of settlement (Hållans 1995, p. 77). A pattern 
like this has been observed, for instance, at the village of Säby 
in Norrsunda Parish, which is only 15 kilometres north of 
Skälby. Medieval settlement in eastern central Sweden thus 
does not appear to be on the same site as the pre-medieval or 
post-medieval settlement.

On the basis of Skälby and the results of the village-site 
investigations reported above, we may outline a model for 
settlement development from the Viking Age to the post-Ref- 
ormation age. According to this model, the village site was 
located in a different place for some time during the Middle 
Ages. The probable reason for this was that the medieval
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provincial laws decreed as part of the solskifte system that 
each farm in the village should be given a place in a commu
nal village site where the size of the plot was in proportion to 
the farm’s share of the village lands.

The topographical conditions appear to have been signifi
cant for the move of the village site. The regulated village site 
presupposed a sufficiently large, level surface which could be 
laid out and surveyed. If the existing settlement location could 
not satisfy this requirement, then it had to move to a suitable 
site. The reason for the medieval move of the village site is 
thus a combination of external societal demands and local 
topographical conditions.

The model outlined here elucidates a circumstance that 
has not been observed in the discussion of medieval settle
ment development and which may provide an explanation 
for the medieval break in the historical development of vil
lage sites in eastern Sweden. However, the model gives rise to 
a number of statements about early medieval settlement con
ditions which must be discussed in greater detail.

• The settlement process that regulation involved could 
be reversible, at least as regards the plot. The 
regulation of a plot to a location dictated by law did 
not automatically mean that that the location of the 
plot was frozen.

• The normative impact of the provincial laws on the 
settlement picture has been underestimated, since the 
application of the rules for settlement regulation was 
more extensive than has hitherto been known.

Methodological implications
The article presents a method by which it is possible, using 
several generations of land survey maps, to find a village site 
which cannot be discerned in any single map. Apart from its 
relevance to cultural history, the results show that the method 
may be used to find a category of remains which is greater 
than has hitherto been believed - abandoned village sites. As 
the analysis has shown, there may be hidden village sites 
within a radius of several hundred metres around the village 
site as it is marked in post-Reformation maps. The village 
sites are from one and the same village, which thus changed 
position in the terrain.
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A fundamental problem when using early maps in archaeo
logical surveys is that historical overlay maps are usually based 
on a single generation of land survey maps. On the basis of 
that map we make a basic map which we then supplement 
with observations from the other land survey maps. These 
observations may concern, for example, settlement units 
which ceased to exist. The result is a map which, although it 
contains more chronological layers, basically reflects a 
synchronic perspective.

A synchronic map overlay gives a good survey of the look 
and layout of the cultural landscape at a certain point in 
time. It shows a pattern in space. On the basis of this pat
tern, we as archaeologists make a selection of objects which 
we assert to be ancient remains.

The historical value of an object, however, must also be 
assessed in terms of its significance through time, not just its 
contemporary function. There are examples of how antiqui
ties have been meaning-bearing points in the cultural land
scape for hundreds of years. There are also examples of how 
remains in their capacity as physical objects have influenced 
the way subsequent generations have used the landscape. A 
pile of stones cleared from a field may have under it a burial 
mound; under the edge of a field there may be a stone fence, 
and so on.

As monuments, ancient remains may thus influence the 
shape of the landscape, and they can do so long after their 
original function has ceased to be relevant.

As I have tried to show here, ancient remains can also 
have been meaningful through time even if they were not 
monumental. The village site and its boundaries have sur
vived as functional constituents in the from of fences and 
boundaries between different kinds of land. The significance 
of the ancient survival was not in its monumentality or its 
legendary meaning but in its physical structure. The site and 
its boundaries may have disappeared at times and been re
vived. It is uncertain how they were marked in the interven
ing period. Perhaps they merely remained as faint physical 
marks in the terrain, perhaps only as memories. In any case, 
the old site with its boundaries dictated land use for genera
tions of people in Skälby.

On a more general level, the example of the village site 
shows the significance of the historical process in the land-
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scape. If the cultural landscape may be said to be a synthesis 
of function and tradition, the aspect of tradition has been 
under-represented among the reasons for which overlay maps 
are produced. This is partly due the nature of maps in them
selves. A map is intrinsically synchronic. It cannot represent 
a process, just a snapshot of a particular moment. The land
scape nevertheless consists of physical structures which, like 
the village site, have lived their own lives. They have their 
own historical origin and their own life cycles.
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Spatial Analysis in Time
Hammershus Castle
Annika Andersson

O
nce a medieval castle - now a vestige of its former 
greatness. Standing remains of walls which, for 
all their structural stability, nevertheless give a 
fragile and delicate impression. The scarcely de
tectable outlines of a refuge, an abode of power, in the form 

of a flat hill with a strategic position in the terrain, dominat
ing the society of the days when it was built. When today’s 
visitor sets foot on the site of a medieval fortress, the im
pressions tend to be intense, but the perception of the build
ing itself may be complex and difficult to handle. Either the 
castle is some distance under the sward or else it has been 
rebuilt time and again, plundered for building material, and 
perhaps badly reconstructed. It requires a good portion of 
creative thinking and knowledge to be able to picture the 
walls of the building raised again, complete with a roof, win
dows and doors, floors, fixtures, and the lights and smells 
that go with the use of an inhabited castle. In this case ar
chaeologists have a clear advantage over other visitors, since 
we are accustomed to studying the remains of material cul
ture. However, to arrive at the true object of study of ar
chaeology - people in the past - an analysis in this case must 
dare to leave behind the matter in favour of the spirit and 
look for a broader meaning in the interior space.

On the threshold ...
Spatial analysis is growing in strength as a trend in today’s 
research. During my undergraduate education, the terms 
“spatial analysis” and “spatial perception analysis” were 
frequently used in a wide variety of contexts. Yet the con
cepts were often vaguely expressed and not closely defined. 
Each individual scholar and each individual study object 
appeared to generate highly varying methods and angles of 
approach at the analytical and interpretative stage. It seemed
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difficult to find a shared opinion in archaeological circles 
about the starting-points for spatial analysis, about the ex
pected results, and about the applicability, especially as re
gards Nordic conditions.

The elusive nature of the problem naturally tempts one to 
look into it more deeply, since it contains dimensions of inter
disciplinary study, questions about definition and semantics, 
the testing of methods, and reviews of the source material 
and the state of research. As a degree project I therefore chose 
to test a method of spatial analysis that is often used interna
tionally. The case study sought to shed light on social space 
in one of northern Europe’s most spectacular and inspiring 
buildings, the castle of Hammershus on the island of 
Bornholm (figs. 1 and 2). The result of the study was both 
satisfying and frustrating. The medieval fortress was seen in

Fig. 1. The ruins of 
Hammershus castle, 
74 metres above the 
sea on the cliff at 
Hammeren. View 
from the sea from 
the north-west.
From Hammershus i 
tekst ... 1991.

646



Spatial Analysis in Time

SKÅNE

LUND

HAMMERSHUSSJÆLLAND

RØNNE

BORNHOLM

FALSTER

RÜGEN

Fig. 2.
The location 
of Bornholm 
in the south
ern Baltic. 
Hammershus 
is on the 
north-west 
coast of the 
island. The 
black dots on 
the map mark 
medieval 
towns. After 
Andrén 1985.

a fresh new light, but the analytical method itself generated 
a multitude of critical points and new problems. In short, 
spatial analysis proved to contain more aspects and greater 
complexity than I had suspected.

Spaces in time
Why is so much attention now being devoted to the study of 
space? Why is so much of today’s research in medieval ar
chaeology so concerned with spatial concepts? Part of the 
explanation is no doubt that, after a time of internal con
solidation in a relatively young discipline, scholars are now 
looking for new ways to approach the source material. At 
the same time, our Western perception of space is being radi
cally changed with the use of cyberspace, with all that this 
involves for the transformation of regulated interaction be
tween people. A retrospective attitude to space and spatial 
perception seems rather obvious; it is clearly seen in post-
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modern architecture, in which styles are mixed freely. Finally, 
the concept of space is repeatedly used in widely varying 
contexts precisely because, with all its vagueness, it is so use
ful.

Space in itself is defined in relation to some kind of bound
ary. The demarcation can create a room inside a building or 
a space between buildings or a space between things in the 
landscape. Space is a material and conceptual human con
struction. Since man is far from being a uniform creature, 
whether in word or deed, space reflects variations in human 
knowledge, opportunities, and ideas. The intention behind 
the space does not always coincide with the practice. The 
breadth of the concept makes space both practical and diffi
cult to handle. As a generalization it is fine as a covering 
term for a theoretical construction, but it is hopeless when it 
comes to agreeing about where the boundary of a space 
should be drawn and why. Penetrating the problem of defin
ing space would require countless treatises, so I shall leave 
that subject for the time being.

To dispel any doubt about the spaces I want to study more 
closely, however, it is appropriate that I provide a definition 
of my own - or perhaps declare my stance. My spaces con
sist of the interior divisions of a building or a complex of 
buildings. To get close to people in bygone times, to find out 
how they perceived the world and their fellow humans, it is 
proper to study their everyday context. Matthew Johnson 
(1993, p. viii) puts it well: “the way people think and feel 
about the world around them will affect the way they live in 
their homes; and thus to work in the opposite direction, that 
aspects of past thoughts and feelings may be ’read’ through 
the form of old houses”.

Rooms and spatial relations inside buildings are far from 
being new study areas. To sum up briefly, we can distinguish 
seven main frameworks for the study of architecture: aes
thetic and formalistic interpretations; typological studies; 
interpretations in terms of evolution theory; social geographi
cal theories of diffusion; explanations on the basis of physi
cal factors (such as building materials and climate); social 
causes (economy, household structure, defence, and so on); 
and cultural factors (collective perception of space, religious 
acts, and the like). The first five of these have had a great 
influence on the way archaeologists view buildings and
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rooms, but the last two have begun to attract increasing at
tention (Samson 1990, pp. 4 f.). Scholars agree that these 
phenomena deserve to be studied on the basis of as many 
methods and perspectives as possible.

Archaeology, as we know, has very few analytical meth
ods that the discipline has developed by itself. The interdis
ciplinary approach prevails more or less distinctly. A survey 
of the literature about archaeological spatial analysis dem
onstrates that analyses may include or be totally based on 
comparisons with the results of studies in economic, politi
cal, and cultural history, modern sociology, anthropology, 
modern architectural theory, and art theory. The inescap
able and constant quest for analogies in archaeology makes 
it necessary to try to come close in time, space, and form. 
Only then can the analogy be regarded as good and fruitful, 
not just illustrative but also actively comparative (Wylie 1985, 
p. 98). In today’s research spirit, the holistic aspect is strongly 
stressed, so it is also possible to recognize the value of what 
may be called the quest for anomalies. The observation of 
differences and deviations while drawing analogies seems to 
enrich the interpretative process.

Much of the strength and inspiration of spatial analysis 
lies in the dynamics of the interdisciplinary quest. At the 
same time, the transfer of ideas between different systems of 
thought brings a measure of uncertainty if it is not done 
with a critical attitude. Can archaeologists rely on their ca
pacity for insight and pre-understanding when it comes to 
studying models developed in other research settings and 
paradigms? How confident can we be that the import of 
theory and method from a neighbouring discipline will im
mediately provide a good basis for studying archaeological 
contexts, and simultaneously meet the criteria for the capa
bility to extract a rewarding analogy? Or should we believe 
that archaeology, as the subject that gathers knowledge about 
all human expressions, is capable of absorbing and combin
ing all kinds of analytical methods which seek to shed light 
on these expressions?

Studying space is not a new pursuit. Most of the research 
has its clearest origin in the Anglo-American tradition, with 
the emphasis on ethno-archaeological and anthropological 
perspectives. In contrast, I have found few examples of spa
tial studies of interior rooms based on Nordic conditions
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(but see e.g. Price 1994; Eriksson 1994). It is uncertain 
whether the state of research has to do with the deterrent 
nature of the Nordic source material or with the wait-and- 
see attitude of the scholars. The Nordic situation as regards 
source material is certainly deplorable; compared with the 
continent and the British Isles, we have far fewer standing 
buildings. In my quest for study material on which to test 
methods in the hope of a rewarding analysis, I decided against 
studying ecclesiastical settings, although they have the best- 
preserved buildings. Instead I chose to seek out a castle, since 
fortresses have been discussed in detail for some time now. 
In Hammershus I found a standing structure (albeit in ru
ins), in all its greatness a fascinating complex with a histori
cal background against which to conduct an analysis. In 
addition, the castle was close enough so that it was easy to 
visit.

Every nook and cranny in Hammershus
As a child I visited the ruins of Hammershus castle on 
Bornholm, and even then I found it highly evocative. It is not 
difficult for a visitor to the site to fantasize about the castle 
and the people who once inhabited it. For more than seven 
hundred years the castle has perched on the steep cliffs at 
Hammaren, mostly to the annoyance of the islanders (figs 3 
and 4). The structure is mentioned for the first time in writ
ten sources around the mid thirteenth century, in connection 
with the controversial bishop of Lund, Jacob Erlandsen 
(Hauberg 1912, p. 140; Trap 1955, p. 414; Stub-Jørgensen 
1957, pp. 9 f.). It is not clear, however, whether the castle, 
which at this time appears to have consisted of just a sturdy 
tower-like structure built into a ring wall (Andersson 1995, 
pp. 35 f.), was newly built or was based on a pre-existing 
structure (Stub-Jørgensen 1957, pp. 16 f.; Kaarsted 1974, p.
4). Along with Kärnan in Helsingborg, the Mantle Tower at 
Hammershus is the only Danish fortress that was intended 
for permanent habitation (Hauberg 1912, p. 152; Borch Vesth 
1993, p. 47). For almost a hundred years the castle was the 
focus of a controversy between the state and the church, until 
Bornholm was made directly subordinate to the archbishopric 
of Lund. The master of Hammershus was then given an ex
ecutive and tax-collecting function (Hauberg 1912, pp. 140 f.;
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Trap 1955, pp. 413 f.; Stub-Jørgensen 1957, pp. 15 ff.; Valsø 
Vensild 1988, p. 32).

The strategic location of Bornholm in the Baltic Sea natu
rally made it a fat prize for plunderers, as an excellent point 
for control of busy waters and interesting neighbours. The 
peasants of Bornholm had to toil hard for foreign bailiffs 
and predatory raiders, to say nothing of the island’s own 
petty gentry (Stub-Jørgensen 1957, p. 42; Olsen 1986, p. 
131; Valsø Vensild 1988, p. 30). Despite that and despite the 
mediocre soils, the islanders slowly grew in prosperity and 
managed to establish friendly trading contacts with the Hansa 
towns of Prussia. However, the Lübeck Hansa took a dim 
view of this, and to gain control over this important eco
nomic concern, they began to harry the island in the early 
sixteenth century. The Danish king disapproved of the con
flict, since he had economic ties to the wealthy cartel. The 
crown resolutely withdrew the fief from the archbishopric 
and handed it over as a pledge to Lübeck in 1525 (Stub- 
Jørgensen 1957, pp. 27 ff.; Rying 1972, p. 80).

All the literature points out that the crowning moment of 
any armed conflict was to march triumphantly into Hammers
hus and occupy it. The history of the island and the history 
of the castle are thus intimately associated with each other. 
In the period until the take-over by Lübeck, Hammershus 
had grown considerably in physical terms and acquired new 
functions. Buildings of both private and administrative char
acter had now been added on the inner sides of the original 
ring wall, and the Mantle Tower had been given an extra 
storey. The castle complex was now surrounded by yet an
other ring wall, enclosing a cattle house and hay barn, a brew
ery, a bakery, a food cellar, and outer baileys and a court
house (Andersson 1995, pp. 36 ff.). The physical form of 
the castle shows that its task had changed from being purely 
a defensive refuge to housing economic and military admin
istration.

The pledging of Bornholm to Lübeck assigned the respon
sibility for jurisdiction and taxation to the Danish crown, 
but Lübeck assumed the defence of the island and had the 
right to additional taxation (Stub-Jørgensen 1957, pp. 31 ff.; 
Larsen 1983, p. 12). The double tax burden repeatedly 
brought the islanders into conflict with the foreign lords. 
Hammershus became the assembly point for taxes paid in
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Fig. 3.
Plan of 
Hammersbus 
castle complex, 
with the sur
rounding ter
rain and certain 
selected struc
tures marked.
1 Bridge-house,
2 Court-house,
3 Castle gate
way,
4 Butter cellar, 
pork cellar, and 
store,
5 Stable, hay- 
barn, and byre,
6 Brewery and 
bakery,
7 Mantle 
Tower,
8 Central Castle. 
From
Hammershus i 
tekst... 1991.

kind, which had to be delivered on certain dates in the year 
as stipulated by Lübeck (Stub-Jørgensen 1957, pp. 25 f.; Valsø 
Vensild 1988, pp. 33 ff.). Under the Lübeck domination the 
castle was changed yet again, with the Mantle Tower being 
raised by another storey, with the addition of a large store
house and a small butter cellar, and with the addition of 
eight semicircular towers to the ring wall (Andersson 1995, 
pp. 38 f.).

When Lübeck left the island, the Danish crown took over 
all administration. In this period the castle began to fall into 
decay, because the administration and the armed forces had 
left Hammershus in favour of the towns. In 1645 the island 
and the castle were seized by Sweden, but were handed back 
in return for Ösel in the Peace of Brömsebro. In 1658 the 
Danes once again had to give up Bornholm to the Swedes in 
connection with the negotiations for the Peace of Roskilde.
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Fig. 4. Plan of the 
Central Castle at 
Hammershus, marking 
all known structures.
9 Gate-room,
10 Flushing room,
11 Store,
12 Lord Lieutenant’s 
quarters,
13 Ammunition room,
14 Store,
15 Master kitchen,
16 Castle kitchen,
17 Smithy,
18 Dining hall
19 Porch,
20 Chapel,
21 Staircase tower,
22 Lübeck roundels,
23 Inner bailey.
From Hammershus - 
en borg ... 1987.

Before the end of the year, however, the determined islanders 
had quickly killed the Swedish captain Printzensköld, who 
had occupied Hammershus. In addition, the islanders took 
the opportunity to demonstrate in destructive action what 
they really felt about Hammershus, as a physical manifesta
tion of centuries of repression. The islanders then donated 
the island to the Danish crown to hold in perpetuity (Stub- 
Jørgensen 1957, pp. 63 f.).

The castle was not so badly damaged as to prevent it from 
serving as the town prison until 1684. In the eighteenth cen
tury, building material was removed from the castle, on both 
state and private initiative. In the spirit of the burgeoning 
national romanticism, the castle was placed under a protec
tion order on 21 April 1822 (Hauberg 1912, pp. 144 ff.; 
Stub-Jørgensen 1957, pp. 90 f.). The decay nevertheless con
tinued until the 1880s, when the artist, coin collector, and 
Bornholm lover Peter Hauberg was entrusted with the task 
of excavating and restoring Hammershus. He was occupied 
with this until his death in 1928. The ruin that meets the

653



Annika Andersson

visitor today is thus partly a result of Hauberg’s observa
tions and reconstructions (Stub-Jørgensen 1957, pp. 92 ff.; 
Borch Vesth 1993, p. 43). In recent years renewed documen
tation of the masonry has been carried out step by step by 
the Bureau of Cultural History, Department of the Environ
ment, Forestry and Nature Commission, Copenhagen.

Seeking access to the castle
The work of elucidating the spatial structure of Hammers
hus arose from the highly selfish desire to immerse myself in 
an elusive and urgent subject. The aim was to test the value 
of the statement that spatial organization reflects social or
ganization, and to test the reliability and applicability of an 
analytical method. It also felt very satisfying to take 
Hammershus as an object of study. The castle complex has 
generated surprisingly few studies over the years, despite its 
historical significance. It is of great importance to expose 
the Bornholm castle to new questions and methods, new 
perspectives, and hopefully in the end new interpretations.

One of the most striking things about Hammershus when 
one visits the ruin is the difficulty of distinguishing the dif
ferent castles within the castle. It is as if all the forms and 
eras of the castle had merged in a conglomerate of past events 
and ideas about a how best to arrange a castle. In fact, con
sulting the literature does not make it much clearer. It there
fore seemed justified to make a thorough study of how the 
inhabitants of the castle had originally appointed and used 
different spaces and how spatial intentions and connections 
had gradually changed. How did the castle grow through 
time? So as not to lose sight of the people who once lived 
here, I also wanted to study whether the possibilities for 
moving within the castle had been made simpler or more 
difficult, in other words, how access to the different areas of 
Hammershus was regulated. It would thereby also be possi
ble to assess the disposition of the building in different eras 
and to reveal the character of the castle.

In the preparatory stage of the work, I searched for a way 
to make the mighty castle give me the material needed for 
the interpretation. The literature repeatedly referred to a form 
of analytical method which seemed suitable for the chosen 
problems. As a method it was presented as ingeniously sim-
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pie but also geared to problems, equally recognized and con
troversial in archaeological circles. The method was supposed 
to be capable of lucidly demonstrating the interior disposi
tion of a building; it was supposed to be of a form that ena
bled comparisons and permitted interpretations about the 
degree of superficiality/depth and access to and within the 
castle.

The method that seized my interest was presented in its 
complete form by William Hillier and Julienne Hanson in 
The Social Logic of Space (1984). In the lengthy introduc
tion to the study they postulate that “ordering of space ... is 
the purpose of the building, not the physical object itself ... 
buildings are not just objects, but transformation of space 
through objects” and that “the ordering of space in build
ings is really about the ordering of relations between people. 
Because it is so, society enters into the very nature and form 
of buildings” (Hillier and Hanson (pp. 1 f.). The study model 
that they develop meets the criterion dictated by experience, 
that spatial patterns must be studied and analysed on their 
own terms, that the model should function for widely differ
ing morphological types, and that these must be adapted as 
regards the way spaces relate to and fit into different social 
systems (p. 5). A running theme of the terminology used in 
the study is that the environment as arranged by humans 
represents social meanings in a kind of signal system, the 
form of which resembles human language (p. 48).

The method used for analysing the interior organization 
of a building is called “gamma analysis” by Hillier and 
Hanson. The alternative designation “access analysis” is 
adequate here, since it indicates the direct purpose: to study 
the degree of integration or segregation in a building com
plex, its depth or superficiality, the extent to which different 
areas can be penetrated, and finally, whether the control of 
access is united or scattered. The terms integration and seg
regation here refer to the interaction between separate parts 
and levels, while permeability designates the situation where 
a point is connected to more than one link. Variations or 
similarities between buildings with the same general func
tion or between different temporal phases of a building are 
assumed to reflect variations or similarities in the social pat
tern of which the building is a part. The foundation of the 
analysis is an access diagram in which each individual space
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is represented by a point. The possibility of access between 
different spaces is demonstrated in the form of lines (Hillier 
and Hanson 1984, pp. 143 ff.). This diagram then has to be 
justified so that it starts from the carrier space. All points at 
a depth that corresponds to the smallest number of steps 
from the carrier space are placed on the same horizontal 
plane, with the subsequent points on a level parallel to the 
first, and so on (Hillier and Hanson 1984, p. 149; Foster 
1989, pp. 41 f.).

Access analysis has been gradually adopted in the archaeo
logical study of space, generating different results and 
understandings. The latter are divided into two main trends. 
On the one hand there are exemplary introductions to the 
method and examples of its application (e.g. Foster 1989; 
Champion 1990). On the other hand the studies result in a 
critical attitude as regards the interpretative potential of the 
diagrams, with their far-reaching formalization and 
schematization, and as regards hasty assumptions and gen
eralizations (e.g. Brown 1990; Samson 1990; Price 1994). 
The analytical method in fact proved not to be wholly suit
able for questions about Hammershus, and the diagram 
seemed somewhat too sterile to capture the spatial complex
ity of the castle.

I found timely support in an article from 1992 by Graham 
Fairclough about his studies of a medieval castle in North
umberland. Fairclough has noted the criticism of access analy
sis and developed the idea of combining it with further study 
models. He takes up a form of planning analysis from an 
article from 1963 by Patrick A. Faulkner, which resembles 
access analysis in that it presents the interior organization of 
buildings in schematized form. The account takes into con
sideration the position and area of each room, the type of 
connections, and the general function, reinforced where rel
evant with data on latrines, fireplaces, and the like. The dia
gram does not present a building in plan form, instead show
ing the building complex vertically. Faulkner himself did not 
waste any time examining the structure of the diagrams and 
the potential for analysis, since he chose to place the empha
sis on function, form, and connection. The original idea be
hind the method was to find a way to draw up typologies of 
the dwelling sections of English castles. The intentions were 
gradually developed to comprise the idea that the plan of a
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building may reveal function and purpose, and also the liv
ing situation of the inhabitants on the basis of spatial rela
tions (Faulkner 1963, pp. 215 ff.)-

The planning diagram thus considers more of the proper
ties of each room, while the access diagram makes it easier 
to survey depth, connections, and accessibility. Fairclough 
(1994, pp. 360 ff.) optimizes the potential for a fruitful study 
by transferring the components of the planning diagram to 
the form of the justified access diagram. He thus counters 
the criticism levelled against each of the two methods. The 
question of access, which is weakly hinted at in the planning 
diagram, is made clearer in its relation to form and function, 
and vice versa. The sense of dealing with abstract points is 
removed without losing the elucidatory or analogy-drawing 
potential of the diagrams.

The three guises of Hammershus
The castle of Hammershus is a rather elusive study object, as 
I have said, in all its chronological and chorological extent. 
The documentation and the interpretation of the building is 
incomplete; little has been published, and the existing his
torical data are sometimes contradictory. I nevertheless think 
that I have succeeded in bringing out the rough lines of de
velopment as well as the individual constituents. This was 
a rather lengthy procedure, about which I shall not say any 
more in this article. On the other hand, it is important to 
point out that the analysis was chiefly intended to establish 
some form of phase division of the castle, different forms 
associated with different eras, which could be contrasted and 
compared (Andersson 1995, pp. 26 ff.). In the section above 
about Bornholm and Hammershus I mentioned the phases 
of change that stand out as more or less clear.

There are reasonable grounds for assuming that the cas
tle in the mid 1250s consisted solely of the four-storey Man
tle Tower, incorporated in an oval ring wall. Phase I of the 
castle seems to be very modest. The subsequent 250 years 
certainly saw considerable changes, and the most recent stud
ies in terms of buildings archaeology show that these changes 
mostly occurred in one sweep (Stub-Jørgensen 1957, pp. 
17 ff.; Borch Vesth 1991, p. 47). The outer ring wall and the 
outer baileys are very similar in terms of design. The service
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buildings in the outer bailey are either built into the outer 
ring wall or else they agree in style and construction. Some 
time in the period before the Lübeck take-over, the wings of 
the Central Castle were joined to the inner ring wall and yet 
another storey was added to the Mantle Tower. If a date has 
to be stated for this phase II of the castle, then 1500 is a 
reasonable assumption; this was what Hammershus looked 
like before Lübeck began its attempts to take it over. The 
Lübeck occupants mainly made improvements to the fortifi
cation, but they also erected buildings for storing the tax 
revenues. The archbishops before them may have had the 
potential to use the churches to store grain paid as taxes, 
which would have meant that the castle did not need large 
storehouses until the Lübeck period (Wienberg 1986, pp. 
45 ff.). Phase III of the castle can be dated to 1576, the end 
of Lübeck lordship of the island and of Hammershus.

Rooms and depth in diagrams
To avoid getting completely lost in the difficult art of dia
gram construction, I chose to begin by including the three 
phases of Hammershus in the form of planning diagrams, 
which still resembled the real form of the castle (figs. 5 and 
6). The floor area and general function of each room were 
illustrated by means of squares of standardized sizes and 
letter codes. The diagrams show that the rooms on the ground 
floor of the building correspond to the division and size of 
the rooms on the first floor above it. In all three phases, the 
dwelling areas (bedrooms, living-rooms, and the like) were 
concentrated in the Central Castle and located on the first 
floor or higher up. There were good connections between 
them, although in the last phase it is possible to distinguish a 
separation between the separate houses, which became more 
self-contained. There was very little storage space in the ear
liest phase of the castle, but storage facilities were expanded 
in phase II. The stores in the Central Castle were placed on 
the first floor or higher up, while those in the outer bailey 
were all at ground level. The most remarkable thing, of 
course, is the increase in storage space in phase III, with the 
capacity of the big storehouses. There were good opportuni
ties for passage between the storage areas, not always fol
lowing the building units.
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B Storing 
C Producing 
D Official busir 
E Unspecified

Phase I Phase II

ixro

Fig. 5. Planning diagram for phase I and phase II. The size of the squares reflects a 
categorization of the estimated floor area, according to the legend above. Hatched 
areas are baileys. Stairs are shown as ladders, other connections as lines. In cases 
where rooms have several entrances, this is shown by a corresponding number of 
connection lines. Note the division into floors. From Andersson 1995, p. 43.

Phase III

B Storing 
C Producing

E Unspecified

Fig. 6. Planning diagram for phase III. The size of the squares reflects a categori
zation of the estimated floor area, according to the legend above. Hatched areas 
are baileys. Stairs are shown as ladders, other connections as lines. In cases where 
rooms have several entrances, this is shown by a corresponding number of lines. 
Note the division into floors. From Andersson 1995, p. 45.

659



Annika Andersson

The service rooms intended for production (for example, 
food preparation, stables, workshops, hay barns) were mainly 
in the outer bailey and always at ground level. There was 
often more than one entrance, and in some cases there were 
links between the areas. Public functions, such as entertain
ment, administration, and religion, were not given separate 
rooms until phase II, and continued largely unchanged in 
phase III. In terms of area, the majority of them lay within 
the Central Castle, with close links between them. The court
house was in one of the outer baileys. Finally, there were 
many other rooms, including the towers and the guard rooms, 
which on average had a very small area, slowly growing in 
size along with the castle. They have simple connections 
within certain grouped units.

The access diagrams are more stripped of detail than the 
planning analyses, totally ignoring the function and size of 
the rooms. In accordance with Fairclough’s intentions, how
ever, I chose to distinguish in the diagrams between outer 
baileys, passages, rooms, and of course the carrier space. 
The discussion of the justified access diagrams should pref
erably proceed from the stratification of levels (fig. 7). In all 
three phases Flammershus shows significant depth, although 
the castle complex is broader in the later diagrams. The depth 
indicates the castle’s high degree of horizontal segregation: 
only on two occasions in each of phase II and III are there 
connections between rooms on the same level. The result is 
a structure showing a relatively simple pattern of links. Ac
cess between rooms on the same level is usually gained by 
vertical moves to more superficially located junction points, 
so the degree of interaction between the different parts of 
the building complex is hampered by the deep structure.

The junctions demonstrate that the most permeable areas 
in the diagrams consisted of the outer baileys in phases II 
and III, at levels 5 and 7. The number of dead ends (in the 
sense that they have no further connections deeper into the 
structure) is very small. Areas which may have been dead 
ends have a superficial character in any case, in that they are 
often provided with several access possibilities from the level 
immediately below. In phase I the view of access was undi
vided; in other words, there was just one entrance to the 
castle and one to the Mantle Tower. In phase II this control 
was spread out, as regards the whole castle complex and the
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Phase I Phase II

Other connection with the carrier space 
Defined space 
Carrier space 
Passage
Castle courtyard Phase III

Fig. 7. justified access diagrams for phases I, II, and III. Stairs 
are shown as ladders, other connections as lines. In cases where 
rooms have several entrances, this is shown by a corresponding 
number of connection lines. Note the division into levels. From 
Andersson 1995, p. 48.
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Mantle Tower, whereas entrance to the Central Castle re
mained undivided. In phase III, control of access to the whole 
castle was undivided, but now access to both the Central 
Castle and the Mantle Tower was divided instead. This vari
ation indicates how the different spaces were evaluated in 
the different phases.

Finally, the elements of the planning diagram were fitted 
into the form of the access diagram, to provide a substantial 
basis for the analysis of Hammershus (figs. 8, 9, 10). In this 
combined diagram it was clear that in all three phases of the 
castle the dwelling areas were located at a considerable depth 
in the castle and that they all belonged to the second small
est category in terms of area. The permeability of these rooms 
was also small - in most cases they were dead ends. In the 
earliest phase of the castle, the storage areas were located 
very near the carrier space, whereas in the later phases they 
could only be reached after passing several levels. On the 
other hand, they subsequently occur at almost all levels deeper 
in the castle structure. The permeability of each area increased 
at the same rate as more stores were added.

There are no traces of separate productive service areas 
in phase I. In phase II, on the other hand, a large number of 
these areas were built, and they continued to exist fairly 
unchanged in phase III. The largest were concentrated on an 
intermediate level and the smaller ones on a level two levels 
deeper in the castle. Most of them consisted of dead ends. 
Control over access to them was low, however, since they 
had instead had more opportunities for passage from the 
level immediately below. The number, size, and placing of 
the areas appear to have been unchanged through phases II 
and III, with the biggest areas at deeper levels. The most 
striking feature of the public areas that existed in phases II 
and III is the complexity of the connections between them. 
Although the majority of the public areas were dead ends, 
those at the greatest depth especially appear to have had a 
high degree of mutual integration. Closer to the carrier space, 
control of access was much simpler.

In addition to these areas there are the remaining parts of 
Hammershus, which were generally smallest in size. These 
had equal measures of permeability and dead ends, and they 
were scattered over almost all levels. The outer baileys are at 
lower levels in the diagrams, showing rather simple patterns
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Phase I

O 0 - 20 m1

A Living 
B Storing 
C Producing 
D Official business 
E Unspecified

Fig. 8.
Justified combination 
diagram for phase I. 
The components of the 
diagram correspond to 
those in fig. 5 and the 
form to that of fig. 7. 
Note the division into 
levels. FromAndersson 
1995, p. 51.

Phase II

□ 21 -SOm1

A Living 
B Storing 
C Producing 
D Official business 
E Unspecified

AWW V\U\A\V\ UXUY3 trvv\"Y
GTXÖXIXXÄXA3 E

Fig. 9.
Justified com
bination dia
gram for phase 
II. The compo
nents of the 
diagram corre
spond to those 
in fig. 5 and 
the form to 
that of fig. 7. 
Note the divi
sion into levels. 
From 
Andersson 
1995, p. 51.

of access on the whole. Two of the baileys could only be 
reached through defined areas and were thus not in direct 
contact with each other. Access to both the inner and the 
outer bailey was well controlled, but the links to the imme
diate superior level were all the more numerous.
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A Living 
B Storing 
C Producing 
D Official business 
E Unspecified

Phase III
□ 21 - SO m'

[y^wwuvv

Fig. 10. Justified combination diagram for phase III. The components of the dia
gram correspond to those in fig. 6 and the form to that of fig. 7. Note the divi
sion into levels. From Andersson 1995, p. 53.
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When the building is penetrated
By thus contrasting function and size with level of depth and 
control of access, we arrive at a basis for evaluating the com
ponents of the building. An acceptable view in this case would 
be that the deepest lying areas, those of a private character, 
are also the most highly valued (Roslund 1995, pp. 150 ff.). 
The earliest phase of the fortress was an undoubtedly inte
grated structure with a simple depth line and undivided con
trol of access. Its deepest level consisted of the roof terrace 
of the Mantle Tower, and under that on several levels dwell
ing areas. The deepest lying dwelling areas were less com
fortable than those at underlying levels (Hauberg 1912, p. 
153; Trap 1955, p. 458; Kaarsted 1974, p. 24). One can also 
speculate about whether the dwelling areas contained sev
eral functions, such as kitchen and chapel (Stub-Jørgensen 
1957, pp. 39 f.; Andersson 1995, p. 34). The centre of grav
ity of the castle, its active core, appears therefore to have 
been at an intermediate depth, where the rooms were char
acterized by their multi-functionality. Perhaps the undevel
oped division of the castle reflects its equally undeveloped 
relation to Bornholm and the islanders? Hammershus in its 
earliest phase clearly reflects the need to establish and pro
tect an internal structure - the power was directed towards 
a centre-point in the castle.

Many new rooms and spaces were added in phase II, and 
the area covered by the castle grew. The structure was deep
ened but simultaneously became more segregated. The depth 
was not really due to increased complexity within the build
ings. Instead the stratification in the form of more outer bai
leys created more levels, generally of a superficial character. 
There were more opportunities for passage into the castle 
complex as a whole, but they seem to have been well guarded. 
The dwelling areas were shifted to a level closer to the sur
face, whereas the storage areas appear at the greatest depth. 
The public areas and dwellings were located not much deeper 
than the middle of the diagram, and access to them was sim
ple and controlled. The productive service buildings occurred 
at a superficial level, showing heavy segregation.

It is difficult to say exactly what precious goods were kept 
in the storehouses at the deepest level of the castle. Perhaps 
they should instead be regarded as an insurance against siege.
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The active centre of Hammershus can be pinpointed at the 
intermediate levels of the castle, where the dwellings and 
public areas were located. The reason for the superficial lo
cation of the productive service areas was no doubt practi
cal, and the fortress gives the impression of having been vir
tually self-sufficient and autonomous. The strong growth of 
Hammershus, the segregated structure, and the well control
led access give the impression of a highly consolidated set
tlement unit, whose activity vis-ä-vis the island was offen
sive rather than defensive.

In phase III the castle appears even broader and with an 
increased degree of segregation. One part of the Central 
Castle, however, stands out as more integrated and in addi
tion more public and open, with a new passage having been 
opened. The unit consists of rooms of a public character, 
and it is natural to regard the new passage as a back door 
for the increased flow of visitors, perhaps of lower dignity. 
The other parts of the Central Castle thus attained greater 
seclusion, since visitors did not pass through the inner bailey 
where access was separated. Closer to the carrier space, the 
storage areas grew, but in view of their considerable depth 
line they nevertheless seem integrated and guarded. In addi
tion, there are the small areas consisting of round towers, 
probably a sign of increased surveillance. As a whole, the 
castle complex indicates a sharper dividing line between 
public and private spheres. Hammershus rests as if on a pas
sive, receptive authority, with the private part distancing it
self further from the surrounding world while the public area 
appears mainly to receive people.

During the active existence of the castle, there were thus 
several shifts as regards function, relation to the outside 
world, and general character. Hammershus changed from 
having been appointed for accommodation, via self-sufficient 
production, to a place for assembling stores. The building 
complex was changed from a simple integrated depth to a 
greater depth, with levels of strong segregation. In its earli
est phase the castle suggests that it wanted to ward off the 
outside world, but it later became more open - as regards 
internal connections too - and subsequently more closed once 
again to a certain inner limit. To sum up, Hammershus may 
be said to have gone from a character of inner defensive 
strength, to a period of inner offensive strength, and then to 
an inner, inactive authority.
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Ever deeper into the spatial analysis
The examination of the castle exposed new perspectives on 
its internal structure and its relation to the surrounding world. 
However, the work generated a great many reflections about 
the applicability of the method, its pitfalls and its ability to 
reveal new problem complexes. One can in retrospect sum 
up the questions that concern the diagrams and the source 
material on the one hand, and the actual analysis and its 
results on the other hand, and hence contribute further to a 
discussion of spatial analysis as a phenomenon.

All the diagrams showed great potential as a basis for 
analysis. I was forced to look at Hammershus with fresh 
eyes, with all the concentration and inspiration that this en
tails. The three different forms of diagram were complicated 
to learn and to construct. I can now observe that the access 
diagram alone would have been rather schematic and bare, 
not doing justice to the composite character of the castle. 
The actual diagram structure showed irregularities which 
perhaps should not be able to occur: how does one handle 
horizontal links and connections which skip several levels? 
The planning diagram for its part raised questions about how 
one should work with the categorization of size and func
tion; perhaps it would be more rewarding to emphasize the 
sensory aspects of each room (such as light and dark, heat 
and cold, or ornamentation) compared with taboos, con
ventions, and religious or social expressions. The combined 
diagram optimized the possibilities for analysis, but it was 
also large and difficult to survey. With a study object the size 
of Hammershus it is difficult to distinguish patterns and vari
ations.

The study also highlighted the question of our knowl
edge of the monument. It is clear that much of the source 
material about Hammershus is contradictory. An analysis of 
Hauberg’s documentation combined with modern measure
ments and recording of the masonry ought to give a firmer 
foundation for archaeological study. It is difficult to deter
mine how much of the general knowledge base has arisen 
from secondary sources, legends, assumptions, and Hauberg’s 
observations translated into the reconstruction (fig. 11). 
Moreover, little is known about buildings of less permanent 
character than the stone-built ones. What rooms are missing
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Fig. 11.
The faęade of the 
Mantle Tower viewed 
from the west.
From Borch Vesth 
1993.

from the castle? In addition, the examination of the castle 
and its exposition in diagrams captured the problem of the 
definition of space: is it correct to regard Hammershus as 
one building unit, or should each building in the castle be 
analysed separately? How does one distinguish the manifest 
from the latent features of the building, the original purpose 
for which the rooms were intended from their use in prac
tice?

Rooms and spatial analysis have a capacity to captivate, 
and I have had several satisfying opportunities to discuss the 
issues with scholars both inside and outside archaeology, as 
well as with patient and enthusiastic friends. Their reactions 
to and questions about the study of Hammershus and my 
analytical method have been diverse. Where are the people 
in my analysis? How can one capture the conceptual world 
behind the material remains? Do humans influence spaces, 
or vice versa? Can one detach the interior room from the 
boundary, that is, the wall? How can one speak of control of 
access when the frequency of doors and locks in the castle is 
unknown? Don’t diagrams just give a false sense of security 
in the derided but ever-present ambition to achieve objectiv-
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ity? Are the diagrams an analysis in themselves or just a ba
sis for interpretation? Or, as Ross Samson (1990, pp. 7 f.) 
puts it, could one not have obtained the same results by us
ing common sense and intuitive perception?

In actual fact, it feels as if it is only at this stage that I am 
standing on the threshold of Hammershus and the theme of 
spatial analysis. My test of the method has shown that the 
diagrams and the analyses should work well for generalized 
comparisons of different buildings. For more specific analo
gies, the study should confine itself to one building in differ
ent phases. The study method is not exclusively positive, but 
it reveals a formidable interpretative potential, not least when 
considered from the point of view of hermeneutics. It is also 
obvious that the question of social organization versus spa
tial order must be pursued further to give clearer answers. 
Finally, Hammershus has been emphasized in a way that has 
not happened before, and the results may incite others to 
continue the study and analysis that the castle deserves.
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“Now the Peasants Want to 
Build a Village ...”
Social Changes during the Period of Village Formation in Skåne
Katalin Schmidt Sabo

T
his is the first presentation of a larger study which 
will discuss whether changes in social structure in 
Skåne at the transition from the Viking Age to the 
Middle Ages can be detected in the organization of 
the built environment. The essay examines how the social 
organization was affected by changes occurring in connec

tion with the dissolution of the old kin-based society and the 
rise of the early Danish state, and investigates whether this 
was immediately reflected in changes in dwelling houses. 
Special attention is devoted to the phase of village formation 
in the late Viking Age and early Middle Ages.

The starting point for the latter question is the theory that 
when people build, organize, and shape dwellings, they build 
in the functions and norms that are to be communicated, so 
that there is a correlation between how people build and de
sign a home and the view of how they are supposed to live 
and function in it. The hypothesis is that dwellings change 
when there are changes in the social organization, and that it 
is possible to detect the ideas and factors that determined the 
look of a house or a farm (e.g. Kent 1990; Samson 1990; 
Welinder 1992).

In Scandinavia the dividing line between the Viking Age 
and the Middle Ages falls around 1000 A.D. Christianity 
was introduced around this time, towns grew up, land was 
privatized, rules for ownership and inheritance were changed, 
settlements were relocalized, and the first serious develop
ment towards early state formation was visible. Radical trans
formations of society are generally so slow that they are 
scarcely discernible in the course of one generation. These 
protracted changes are usually contrasted with the quicker, 
sudden changes experienced by people during their lifetime.
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During the period discussed in this article, I wish to consider 
both the protracted and the rapid changes.

In the first part of the article I present arguments about 
how the built environment may reflect a social order and an 
ideology. The second part deals briefly with theories about 
the formation of the Danish state and how Skåne was incor
porated in it. The final section compares settlement in some 
early medieval villages with settlement at Viking Age habita
tion sites.

The built environment as a bearer of meaning
When people build, they do not just raise walls, they create 
space. That is the very purpose of walls. At that moment 
they separate inside from outside and lay down thresholds 
as boundary markers.

When people build, they can create a microcosm in just a 
few square metres, establishing order in the space, which 
through the actions of the people becomes a living environ
ment that once again confirms the order and the look of the 
world at that particular time.

When people build, they do not just raise walls, they cre
ate space. They build in an idea about themselves, about the 
house and the place. Meanings are displayed in the repeti
tion of actions in set rooms, in set places, at set times.

Building is more than just wanting a room, two windows, 
a door, and a fireplace. Regardless of whether the needs con
cern public buildings or domestic settlements, people design 
and envisage how the house will function. The reciprocity of 
the house, the give and take, is incorporated in the idea even 
before the work of building has begun.

(Thoughts inspired by Dovey 1985; Nyman 1989; Scott 1991.)

Building a house is not a random act. Throughout the ages, 
building has been dependent on the contemporary building 
culture, climate, supply of materials, production, economy, 
and social and cultural factors. There is, however, no obvi
ous theory to use if one wants to analyse spaces and build
ings, nor is there any universal rule to apply if one wants to 
explain how the built environment relates to people, or peo
ple to space. The houses and the buildings do not generate 
any theory of their own to allow us to understand their so
cial dimension, nor do they function in an automatic cause-
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and-effect relationship. Since different groups of people and 
different cultures can use a place for different purposes, and 
hence give the space and the place different functions and 
senses, houses can only be read for meaning with the aid of a 
theoretical interpretation and a discussion of meaning (Kent 
1990; Rapoport 1990).

In sciences such as architecture, ethnology, and anthro
pology, scholars have long since studied buildings as impor
tant sources of information about a society’s mode of pro
duction, religiosity, and social relations (Duncan 1985; Kroll 
and Price 1991; Nyman 1989; Werne 1993). Archaeologists 
too, by studying buildings in a societal perspective, have ar
rived at broader and deeper knowledge of the periods they 
study. The theories that have proved particularly applicable 
have been borrowed from philosophy and sociology.

Structuralist ideas, for example, inspired by Lévi-Strauss, 
have been adopted by Richard Hingley (1991) in the study 
of Iron Age houses in England. Dichotomies such as nature- 
culture, private-public, centre-periphery, male-female are 
reflected in different activities in different dwelling areas.

Marxist theory has served as a basis for the interpretation 
of the building practices of different strata in society and the 
question of how power can be manifested architecturally.
During the excavation of the Archbishop’s Palace in Trond
heim, archaeologists were able to observe how a structuring 
of space and environment in the castle simultaneously struc
tured the people by steering their activities, patterns of move
ment, segregation, opportunity to see in, and so on. The so
cial relations were given a physical framework in connection 
with the creation of a “feudal space” (Larsson and Saunders 
1996).

Behavioural interpretations in combination with spatial 
studies have been used successfully to detect the changed or
ganization of cities through time (e.g. Lawrence 1990). Prom 
the town of Qsar-es-Seghir in Morocco there is a textbook 
example of how a societal ideology dictated the restructur
ing of an entire city after the Portuguese colonized the area.
Excavations have shown that the Muslim city was reshaped 
after the change of power, to suit the “European concept of 
urban housing. The changes are reflected in both public and 
private settings (Redman 1986).

On the basis of feminist theories and gender-related ques-

“Now the Peasants want to Build a Village...”
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tions, Roberta Gilchrist (1994) has shown the principles ac
cording to which English medieval nunneries were structured 
and the points in which they differ from monasteries. The 
attitude of medieval society to gender proved to be material
ized in the differing layouts of the religious houses.

With the aid of access analyses developed by the archi
tects Hillier and Hanson (1984), Neil Price has studied the 
architectural plans of Viking Age houses in Iceland and ex
plained how they changed through time and became increas
ingly complex. This development corresponds to a contem
porary change in social conditions. The houses were consid
ered in the study as a concept of a home, which sustained 
everyday life and the specific Viking Age identity. Price ar
gues that “It does seem reasonable to propose the existence 
of a specifically Scandinavian way of thinking about and struc
turing space, which is encoded with social meaning ... this 
may be seen as an attachment not to a particular style of 
building, but to a particular arrangement of living environ
ment - a kind of mental template regulating the requirements 
for acceptable living” (Price 1994, p. 67).

These examples are far from painting a complete picture 
of the multitude of different angles from which buildings and 
space may be studied, nor do they reflect the scale on which 
such studies have been tackled. A general introduction to the 
subject may be found in a recently published article by Sharon 
R. Steadman in Journal of Archaeological Research (1996). 
The shared attitude that pervades the works is an interest in 
the potential knowledge inherent in houses as artefacts. The 
built environment is viewed as a reflection of social relations 
and also as a powerful arena in which a certain social order 
can be sanctioned and confirmed. Using Rapoport’s words, 
“Built environments are designed ‘to support desired behavior’ 
as well as to provide a feedback mechanism that functions as 
a mnemonic device for behavior in that space; consequently 
the architecture that encloses that behavior will necessarily 
be shaped by it” (Steadman 1996, p. 69).

A society in change
Since the aim of this study is to use archaeological material 
from Viking Age and medieval villages in Skåne, it is neces
sary to describe the historical processes going on in the back-
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ground. Skåne had belonged to the Danish sphere of interest 
ever since the Migration Period and Vendel Period. Opinions 
differ as to how supremacy could be manifested in the area. 
At this time, power was exerted over groups of people, not 
over territories, and power was based on the ability to main
tain ties of dependence and to attract followers (Lindkvist 
1988, p. 10). Although the Danish kingdom was the most 
powerful in southern Scandinavia in the Viking Age, the prov
ince of Skåne appears to have been regarded for a long time 
as peripheral to the core areas of Jutland, Fyn, and western 
Sjælland (Callmer 1993, p. 11). In the latter part of the Vi
king Age, however, there are several indications that the 
Danish crown tried to bring Skåne into closer dependence 
(e.g. Fabech 1993; Näsman 1993; Randsborg 1980; Thurston 
1996). The integration took a variety of forms, which were 
more or less manifest. South-west Skåne - “Skåne proper” - 
is not considered to have been integrated in the kingdom of 
Denmark until the latter part of the tenth century. This is 
believed to have occurred during the last years of Harald 
Bluetooth’s reign or when Sweyn Forkbeard was king 
(Näsman 1995, p. 38).

At this time there was a large-scale restructuring of settle
ment, as is evident from the archaeological source material. 
The change consists of the abandonment of Viking Age set
tlement and the growth of medieval villages in nearby loca
tions. The tendency has been clearest hitherto in south-west 
Skåne, in the fertile landscape of the plains and hummocks, 
where major village investigations have been undertaken 
(Stjernquist 1981; Billberg et al. 1981; Söderberg 1994). The 
periodical moves at intervals of 200-400 years which are 
characteristic of Iron Age settlement appear to have ceased 
when settlement was established in the areas that later devel
oped into the historically known villages. This does not nec
essarily mean that the last move was perceived as being de
finitive when it took place; something happened which pre
vented any further moves (Callmer 1986, pp. 169, 202).

If we look at the time just before and after the turn of the 
millennium, 1000, we may roughly characterize the change 
as the confrontation between a kin-based society and an 
emerging Danish royal power with the aim of forming a united 
kingdom and a state. The latter involved an ambition to cre
ate a centralized, hierarchical power structure with the king
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at the head and an aristocracy of officials who could admin
ister the transfer of resources from the population (Lindkvist 
1988, p. 9). Anthropological studies show that a kin-based 
society cannot coexist with an emergent state. One of them 
must give way, since the two types of society represent in
compatible principles for the organization of society 
(Nicholson 1986, pp. 116 f.). The influence of the kin group 
over production and exchange, the maintenance of law and 
order, and religion and cult gradually declined as a new so
cial order took shape. The changes almost certainly did not 
occur without conflicts.

Scholars have divergent views about the form taken by 
the deliberate action of the Danish crown, and what effect it 
had on people. It affected Skåne in various ways, the impact 
differing according to which part of Skåne is studied. The 
basic reason for the differences may be sought in the differ
ent landscape types in Skåne, which led to differences in pro
duction, way of life, building techniques, and hence also so
cial structure (Fabech 1993, p. 202). The brush and forest 
districts of northern and eastern Skåne were treated differ
ently from the plains in the south and west. On the plains, 
where the Danish crown was successful, partially independ
ent areas controlled by chieftains forged alliances and swore 
allegiance to the Danish king (Näsman 1995, p. 37). This 
also happened in a small plains area in north-east Skåne, 
around Vä, which was a central district for the surrounding 
landscape in the Vendel Period and Viking Age (fig. la); here 
the Danish king gained a foothold by means of royal manors 
and an administration of his own (Fabech 1993, pp. 222, 
234).

Structuring a landscape
If social organization may be said to be a palpable factor in 
determining the shape of settlements, then a change of ideol
ogy on the dramatic scale of a switch from tribe to state 
should be visible in them. It should be possible to see how 
one social system collapses and another is built up. Can we 
see the breach in settlement between the Viking Age and the 
early Middle Ages in the light of the Danish king’s consolida
tion of his power in Skåne and the early process of state for
mation? If we look at Skåne as a landscape space, we can see
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clear evidence that power found different physical expres
sions, gradually becoming both spatial and territorial 
(Andersson 1995, p. 21).

One of the most important criteria for proving the exist
ence of a supreme authority in a state formation is that it 
exercises central government; that it masters a number of 
supra-regional central places from which administrative con
trol can be exercised. These places should have political and 
religious functions. In addition, it should be possible to ob
serve manifestations in the form of monumental buildings or 
structures (Callmer 1993, p. 5). In several respects the Dan
ish kingdom matches this description already in the Viking 
Age, since it displayed some state-like features.

The “Germanic code” observed by the Germanic tribes in 
southern Scandinavia in the Iron Age - characterized by the 
election of chieftains and leaders at an assembly {thing) of 
the whole people, with leadership being maintained by means 
of tributes and lavish feasts - underwent a change through 
time so that leadership was less tied to the Germanic tradi
tions (Thurston 1996, pp. 60 f.). In Denmark one leader suc
ceeded in gaining power over several other leaders, thus form
ing a powerful elite which established a dynasty of which the 
Jelling branch emerged as the chief representative.

King Valdemar’s cadastre reveals different political struc
tures in western and eastern Denmark. In geographical terms, 
there is a division between the southern Danes, with Jutland 
and Fyn as their base, and the northern Danes in Sjælland,
Skåne, and Halland (Andrén 1983, p. 54). The differences in 
political structure survived in the early Middle Ages; they 
are said to be due to differences in the forms in which the 
Danish royal dynasty owned land in different parts of the 
country. In western Denmark, the Jelling dynasty probably 
succeeded in annexing the landed property of other royal 
dynasties in its own patrimonium. In eastern Denmark (in
cluding Skåne), property had to be annexed in a different 
way (Andrén 1983, pp. 53-54; Näsman 1993, pp. 33-34).
Tina Thurston (1996, p. 60) says that “in order to incorpo
rate these peripheries, which were rich and valuable assets, 
the burgeoning state purposefully induced dramatic changes 
in the cultural landscape by altering central place location, 
function, and size, as well as change in the agricultural vil
lages which these sites administrated. The purpose behind

“Now the Peasants want to Build a Village...”
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this was to encourage regional integration and establish po
litical and economic control.”

Two different royal administrate systems were thus built 
up in the Danish kingdom in the eleventh century, with the 
western administration being attached to patrimonial estates. 
In eastern Denmark, on the other hand, royal administration 
was based on the kongelev (a royal residence and adminis
trative unit) on a crown estate. There was roughly one such 
royal manor in each herred (the administrative district roughly 
equal to the English hundred) (Andrén 1983, p. 41). The 
Danish king obviously had different potential to act and set 
up authorities, to establish new central places and to govern 
trade.

In several cases, infiltration or the assumption of power 
took place using the well-known strategy of divide and rule. 
Royal manors in Skåne are frequently found in the vicinity of 
the established Viking Age trading sites (köpinge). Function
ing central places were obstructed, and alternative places were 
founded, with a new administration and royal control 
(Näsman 1993, p. 35; Anglert 1995, p. 44). Important ac
tors were replaced. The king’s trusted men were appointed 
to administer towns and new central places; representatives 
of the pagan religion were opposed by the Christian clergy; 
the king no longer let himself be elected by his subjects, be
ing instead ratified by the church and by God. The king in
tervened in many ways in various spheres of society which 
had formerly been organized by the kin groups. The histo
rian Aron Gurewitj (1978, p. 410) has shown how this trans
formation was also expressed via language, which gradually 
changed. Old titles were abandoned, either because the post 
ceased to exist or because it had changed shape.

The emergent Danish royal power was not the only driv
ing factor behind the changes in society in the Viking Age in 
Skåne. Several scholars believe that changes were already in 
progress within Viking Age society towards the end of the 
period. Slavery, which had been widespread and institution
alized in southern Scandinavia in the ninth and tenth centu
ries, was discontinued as the Viking raids declined in fre
quency. Peripheral areas were colonized, probably as a result 
of population pressure. Changes in agricultural techniques 
and economic structure are also considered to have been in
troduced in the last phase of the Viking Age, which led to a
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change in land use and may also have required new forms of 
cooperation (Stjernquist 1981, pp. 21 ff.). All these thorough
going changes no doubt impacted in various ways on Viking 
Age and early medieval settlement. Settlement contractions 
may have occurred in the course of the Viking Age as a result 
of these factors (Callmer 1986, pp. 173 ff.).

I shall now describe settlement in a number of villages of 
south-west Skåne which have the common feature of having 
been established in the Viking Age and early Middle Ages. 
The investigations were conducted between 1980 and 1995, 
and in all cases they were rescue excavations. The excavated 
areas comprised parts of one or more farm plots, never com
plete villages. Despite the few examples and the differing 
conditions for documentation and method, it is possible to 
follow a line of settlement development in the villages. The 
villages included in the study are Hjärup, Kyrkheddinge, and 
Önnerup. First, however, I begin with some examples of 
Vendel Period and Viking Age settlements which are usually 
found outside the medieval village sites.

Vendel Period and Viking Age settlement in 
south-west Skåne
The examples from this period are taken from excavations 
at Bjärred, Brågarp, and Stora Köpinge (Kriig and Pettersson 
1996; Pettersson 1996; Söderberg 1991). In the first settle
ment phase of the period, no toft boundaries can be distin
guished. Settlement appears to have been loosely arranged. 
A farm unit mostly consists of a three-aisled long-house ori
ented east-west, with a length of 17-21 metres and a width 
of 5.5-8 metres. The walls are straight or slightly bowed. 
When preservation conditions are good, it is possible to ob
serve interior walls dividing the long-house into at least two

Fig. 2. The excavations men
tioned in the text and their 
duration.

Site from AD to AD
Bjärred 700 1050
Brågarp 700 950
Stora Köpinge 800 1100
Hjärup 950 1800
Kyrkheddinge 950 1800
Onnerup 950 1800
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rooms, sometimes three. It is usually possible to detect traces 
of a hearth in the central part of the building. The long-house 
was occupied by both humans and animals, albeit in differ
ent sections. Close to the long-house there are one or two 
sunken-floor huts.

In cases where the settlement exists in the course of the 
Viking Age, several farm units can develop beside each other, 
with boundaries marked by ditches, fences, or trenches 
(Bjärred). The main building is still oriented east-west, a three- 
aisled long-house measuring some 19-22 metres. Phosphate 
mapping indicates a division into three rooms. Animals and 
humans may now have been given different buildings, since 
outbuildings and stables occur in the form of traditional long- 
houses. Sunken-floor huts also occur.

In the late Viking Age (the end of the tenth century) there 
emerges a new type of building, the “Trelleborg house”, a 
large three-aisled long-house with convex walls and external 
supporting posts. These houses are not uncommon, but they 
are far from occurring at every farm or in every village. 
Sunken-floor huts continue to occur. In cases where plot 
boundaries are visible, the farm units appear to have a larger 
plot than before. A feature that applies to the whole Vendel 
Period and Viking Age is that the house foundations rarely 
overlap, and the buildings appear to have been rebuilt only a 
few times. In the examples below, Bjärred is an exception, 
since it is possible to observe several phases of settlement in 
the same location. When settlement ceases in the late Viking 
Age or early Middle Ages, the population is assumed to have 
moved to nearby villages which were newly established in 
the early Middle Ages.

The first settlement in some early medieval 
villages
The villages of Hjärup, Kyrkheddinge, and Önnerup have 
their first phase of settlement beginning in the latter part of 
the tenth century and in the eleventh century, that is, in the 
period when the late Viking Age/early medieval villages were 
founded.

It is not clear whether the greater part of the village sites 
at this time were inhabited, or whether there just happen to 
be houses in the areas that have been excavated. The houses
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Brågarp

Bjärred

Stora Köpinge

Fig. 3. Three examples of Vendel Period and Viking Age settlements from Bjärred, 
Brågarp, and Stora Köpinge in south-west Skåne.

often consist of three-aisled long-houses oriented east-west. 
The length of the house varies greatly, from about 15 to 25 
metres. A hearth is not infrequently found in the middle of 
the house. The pairs of roof-bearing posts are evenly distrib
uted, except in the middle section, where the distance is
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greater. There are indications of a division into three rooms, 
with an almost square middle room. Trelleborg houses occur 
in occasional cases (e.g. Önnerup). Certain farms have sunken- 
floor huts. The long-houses are multifunctional, housing both 
animals and humans. It is thought that the sunken-floor huts 
may have served as dwellings but were more often used for 
craft work.

Some villages show several early successive phases of set
tlement, with new houses frequently being built; examples 
occur at Kyrkheddinge and Önnerup. New houses were built 
in the immediate vicinity of the first house, without overly
ing it (plot 14 at Önnerup is an exception here). This can be 
interpreted as indicating that people lived in the older houses 
until the new ones were finished. There seems to have been 
no difficulty in using the area in the immediate vicinity of the 
settlement, which may suggest large farm plots or non-regu- 
lated plots. It is rarely possible to find archaeological evi
dence of plot boundaries from this early phase, but there are 
exceptions (Önnerup).

In occasional cases, sporadic sunken-floor huts from the 
Vendel Period and Viking Age may occur on the habitation 
sites before the coming of more stable settlement. This may 
suggest that the area was used on a seasonal basis in an early 
phase, or that there was some form of colonization phase 
(Söderberg 1991).

Settlement in the twelfth century
In the twelfth century until 1200 the villages show great vari
ations in settlement. It is characteristic that the number of 
big houses in each farm unit increases from one to two or 
more. The long-houses are now of three kinds, and the ori
entation varies. The three-aisled type is up to 25 metres long 
and about 5-6 metres wide, divided into at least two distin
guishable rooms, one of which has a hearth. In favourable 
conditions, one can see a division into three rooms, with a 
dwelling section in the middle. The walls are convex or 
straight. Above each gable there is a hint of a loft (Önnerup). 
The two-aisled long-houses are 10-25 metres long and 5.5- 
7.5 metres wide. In the dwelling section, which takes up a 
small part of the area of the house, a hearth and a clay floor 
is sometimes preserved. The dwelling section may also dis-
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Fig. 4. Excava
tion plans 
from Hjärnp, 
Kyrkheddinge, 
and Önnerup, 
with the earli
est phases of 
settlement.
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tinguish itself by having a different structure, for instance, 
not having internal roof-bearing posts although the rest of 
the house has (Kyrkheddinge).

Buildings in which the roof is supported by the walls are 
the third type of long-house from this period. In the exam
ples below it is represented at Kyrkheddinge and Önnerup. 
The houses are big, up to 25 metres and about 6 metres wide. 
The walls are convex. Besides the long-houses there are dif
ferent types of smaller houses: sunken-floor huts, small store
houses in the form of four-post barns, buildings with a par
tially sunken floor, and sheds built on timber sills. Wells, 
refuse pits, and trenches are also found in the habitation area.

It is sometimes possible to detect boundaries between 
farms, either in the form of trenches or as “archaeologically 
empty” areas which were respected as boundaries between 
different groups of houses (Hjärup and Önnerup). Wells may 
also be interpreted as boundary markers, especially when they 
are placed some distance away from the farms, for example, 
at Gårdstånga, where they lie in a row north of the settle
ment. The initial stage of a closed farmyard is already repre
sented here, with the coming of the L-shaped farm (Hjärup 
and Önnerup). There are examples of interruptions in settle
ment, for instance at farm no. 5 in Önnerup, where no suc
cessor to the “Trelleborg house” can be traced, at least not in 
the excavated area. Newly established farms have been re
corded, one each in Hjärup and Önnerup.

Settlement in the thirteenth century
Buildings with roof-bearing walls or with two aisles and a 
central row of posts now totally dominate settlement in the 
villages. The houses - both dwellings and outbuildings - are 
divided into several rooms. Several rooms have clay floors. 
The houses still have posts set in the ground and are built of 
horizontal planking or wattle-and-daub. Several farms now 
show a clear tendency to have the houses arranged in an L- 
shape, partly demarcating a farmyard. The dwelling houses 
are long, mostly oriented east-west, while the outbuildings 
run north-south. Traces of rebuilding can be detected, sug
gesting that people preferred to renovate rather than build a 
new house (e.g. Hjärup; in Kyrkheddinge this is not noted 
until the next phase).
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The unregulated farm plot (whether it ever really was un
regulated or just seems that way to archaeologists) appears 
to be increasingly demarcated. From Kyrkheddinge during 
this settlement phase there are trenches which clearly demar
cate the plot within the excavated area to a width of about 
30 metres, a width that is also observed at Hjärup (Hjärup 
already had clear plot boundaries in the preceding phase). 
The plots retained the same size until the modern period. 
Interruptions in settlement are recorded at Önnerup, where 
farm no. 14 ceased to be used for a period of a hundred years 
and was then revived in the fourteenth century.

A brief summary of the different phases of 
settlement
The summary below concerns the villages of Hjärup, 
Kyrkheddinge, and Önnerup. In the first phase of settlement 
in the new villages, the houses are loosely arranged within 
the farm unit and settlement mainly consists of a 
multifunctional long-house and perhaps a sunken-floor hut. 
No visible plot boundaries can be detected.

In the twelfth century we see a wide range of different 
houses. It is not possible to detect any proper types. The two- 
aisled house with a central row of posts and the use of roof
bearing walls is introduced, but the houses vary greatly in 
size from farm to farm. A division into different functions 
for different houses is seen in the archaeological finds, which 
show a general increase as floor layers are found. Material 
culture differs from that of the preceding phase in that coins 
and imported objects occur (garnet mica schist, Anglo-Saxon 
pottery).

When we reach the thirteenth century, we find that settle
ment has changed a great deal. The long dwelling house has 
been divided into several room units and has roof-bearing 
walls. In the interior we observe a greater division of human 
activities into separate rooms. The farm plots take shape, 
with an inner yard space, and outbuildings and stables are 
obligatory. This constellation remains, if not static, then at 
least constant throughout the Middle Ages, with minor modi
fications, such as the dwelling house being moved up on to a 
stone sill, and the possible addition of smaller houses. Dis
tinct types of farm buildings and dwelling houses have now 
crystallized in the villages.
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Hjärup Kyrkheddinge

lOO/r,

Önnerup

Fig. 5. Settle
ment from the 
late eleventh 
and twelfth 
century in the 
villages of 
Hjärup, 
Kyrkheddinge, 
and Onnerup.

Building a village
If we compare the first phase of settlement in the early medi
eval villages with the first settlement from the Vendel Period 
and Viking Age, we see great similarities (cf. figs. 3 and 4). 
My interpretation of this is that the most important con
stituents of a farm provided a stable stylistic pattern which
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was carried on by the first generation of new settlers on a 
new site. This pattern would have been several centuries old, 
shaped within the culture of the Vendel Period and Viking 
Age.

Since the remains and finds from the first phases of the 
villages are virtually always fragmentary and poorly pre
served, it is difficult to see any social differentiation in the 
first settlement phase of the villages (although such differen
tiation may have existed). There are examples, for example, 
of chieftain-like farms from other village excavations, such 
as Bjäresjö (Callmer 1992, p. 435). The only clear difference 
between the farm units in my study is that between the tradi
tional long-houses and the occasional “Trelleborg house” 
(Önnerup farm 5), which have a much larger area at their 
disposal.

How were the first villages established on the new sites? 
Who were the people, and what were their intentions? Were 
they marginalized groups who had been promised benefits? 
Did groups of people break off ties to the kindred for the 
promise of a better future in different forms and circum
stances? Were the first settlers slaves who were sent off with 
the command to prepare a new village site? Or should we 
understand the new villages as having been established in a 
spirit of collective resolve? In this time of change, was there 
any collective identity? Serious divisions may have arisen 
between people who stood on either side in the conflict be
tween the kin and the king. Which position was preferable?

With the benefit of hindsight, we know the outcome - 
who lost and who won. It was hardly as easy to predict back 
then, however (Earle 1991, p. 41). Establishing settlements 
on the new village sites may not have felt very different from 
previous moves, as several scholars have pointed out. From 
our standpoint we perceive the change in settlement as de
finitive, since we know that settlement was henceforth locked 
in place for a long time to come. We can see the continuity 
forwards in time, but the new settlers need not have had any 
sense of this.

From the social point of view, one may ask whether the 
size of a house and a farm may be said to reflect the family 
and household situation - that it is a matter of a few indi
viduals settling on the farms in the first phase of the villages. 
It may have been a small extended family, or a “limited fam-

688



Now the Peasants want to Build a Village...

KyrkheddingeHjärup °

Önnerup

Fig. 6. Settle
ment from the 
thirteenth cen
tury in the vil
lages of Hjärup, 
Kyrkheddinge, 
and Önnerup.

ily” to use Aron Gurewitj’s term. In a study of state forma
tion in Norway, Gurewitj is able to see a change in the social 
situation, a change that began in the Viking Age, the conse
quence of which was that the extended family/household, 
the strength and security of the Viking Age farmer, was in
creasingly broken up. The reorganization of the family situ
ation into small family units served the purposes of the Nor
wegian king, since the farmers henceforth had difficulty in 
undertaking political, religious, and military commitments 
alongside their farming (Gurewitj 1978, p. 415).
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An important question to discuss is whether the first set
tlers to move into the villages may be called villagers. A defi
nition of a village is that it should consist of some farming 
units which are close together and pursue some form of co
operation in stock-keeping and agriculture. When is a village 
formed according to such a definition? Does it happen when 
the first settlement is established?

In the medieval laws of Östergötland in Sweden we read: 
“Now the peasants want to build a village. They should then 
establish by oath the boundaries around the village that they 
want to build. Then all those who own land should be 
present. ” Perhaps things went as smoothly as this when vil
lages were established in medieval Sweden; or perhaps the 
democratic spirit is just an ideal presented in the laws. We 
know very little about ownership in the early medieval vil
lages of Denmark. There is information about occasional 
properties in the form of donation charters. Other written 
sources mention a division into bol (hides), the grouping of a 
village into whole farms, as early as the end of the eleventh 
century (e.g. Lilla Uppåkra). A bol may then have represented 
an original Viking Age extended-family farm as defined by 
kindred. This division may later have been adopted and used 
by the king for his own purposes, for example, for tax collec
tion (Riddersporre 1995, p. 52).

We may assume that most farm units were occupied by 
tenants (landbor). Tenants were peasants who had the right 
to use someone else’s landed property according to a lease in 
which certain terms were stipulated. The most important duty 
of the tenant was to pay an annual rent (avrad) and to do 
day-labour for the landowner. The status of the tenant de
pended on the size of the farm and the opportunities for do
ing craft work and engaging in trade. Slavery is not thought 
to have been abolished before the thirteenth century, which 
means that there were great differences between the farmers 
at the time when villages were established, in the late Viking 
Age and early Middle Ages (Lindqvist 1979, p. 61).

An essential condition if “house types” are to emerge, 
according to architectural historians, is the existence of a 
social community with a common system of values and a 
common symbolic language and formal idiom, if not shared 
by the whole society, then at least embraced by a large group 
of people (Werne 1987, pp. 30, 92). This large group would
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in this case be the tenants; it was not until the thirteenth 
century that they made up a community with a similar rela
tionship to house, farm, and village. A source of error in this 
theory may be the cultural lag that goes with building tradi
tions and the fact that the built environment always contains 
fragments of earlier generations’ ideas of how people should 
live (Werne 1987, p. 43). This means that factors which de
termined the shape of houses in the thirteenth century should 
be sought in part in the latter half of the twelfth century.

The latter half of the twelfth century was a highly expan
sive phase in many areas. For example, stone churches were 
built in villages all over Skåne. We also know of peasant re
volts at this time, including one against Archbishop Absalon 
in Lund and his introduction of the bishop’s tithe. In repeated 
uprisings in the Middle Ages, the peasants protested against 
what they saw as breaches of customary tradition, against 
restrictions on their freedom, and against unreasonable and 
unwarranted taxes. The protests indicate the existence of a 
political power struggle, a collective insight among the peas
antry about their own situation, and channels by which in
formation was spread from village to village (Bogh 1988, p. 
18).

The village at this time was already well demarcated and 
firmly established, as we can see from the laws of Skåne, 
which were written down in the early thirteenth century but 
are based on earlier conditions. The laws about land use and 
enclosures may be divided into two chronological layers: an 
earlier phase of individual farming is referred to, with large, 
separately fenced fields; this was followed by a younger sys
tem with field divisions, common sowing, and strip distribu
tion. When the rights of the villages come up, the text of the 
law refers to a village community, not to an individual farm 
owner or tenant. The law describes individual farming gradu
ally developing towards more collective systems (Riddersporre 
1995, p. 12).

Since spaces, both in the landscape and in buildings, can 
communicate power and structure people, we are justified in 
asking whether a superior Danish authority may have been 
involved in village formation in the early Middle Ages. It is 
difficult to interpret the course of events. Did the abandon
ment of the Viking Age settlements and the establishment of 
the medieval villages occur as a direct consequence of a cen-
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tral initiative, or was the sequence of events the precondition 
for the subsequent issue and enforcement of a central direc
tive? There is a close link here, a dynamic interplay of give 
and take, with the king no doubt taking advantage of the 
transformation that was in progress in Viking Age society, a 
transformation that we still know too little about.

It is well known that in western Denmark, in Jutland, where 
big Viking Age kindreds had grown strong, there was a large 
number of early village formations, for example, at Vorbasse, 
which was a proper village as early as the eighth century, and 
which moved in the late Viking Age/early Middle Ages to 
settle on a completely new site close to the old habitation 
areas. On the island of Falster, in contrast, most villages were 
not established until the eleventh century; an explanation 
proposed for this is that the king was the predominant land- 
owner here and exerted a great influence on village forma
tion (Riddersporre 1995, p. 12).

To sum up, it must be said that the establishment of the 
early medieval villages led to a spatial reorganization of set
tlement on several levels: there were changes to the settle
ment pattern in the landscape, to the structure of the farm, 
and to the individual buildings. The changes to farms and 
houses in my study, however, were not immediate; they did 
not occur until the twelfth century.

Further work
Village archaeology, which in the 1980s had to take second 
place to large-scale urban investigations, will show a ten
dency to increase in the future, as large investments are made 
in the infrastructure. This will entail a great need for analy
ses and syntheses ranging across village boundaries.

A great problem as regards the early medieval villages is 
connected with archaeological investigation methods and 
documentation. Since settlements in the earliest phase rarely 
overlie one another, it is difficult to establish a sure strati
graphy and chronology between different buildings. The lack 
of occupation layers means that there are few finds, and 
datings must consequently be set with wide margins. This 
makes it more difficult to determine which buildings are con
temporary units in a set of farms. Datings are based prima
rily on early black earthenware, or Baltic ware, a group of

692



finds with great inherent problems of interpretation. The 
dating framework ranges over several centuries, from 950 to 
1250 A.D., and most potsherds are anonymous fragments of 
pot bodies lacking decoration; in many cases this makes it 
impossible to classify the pottery or identify the type.

In cases where there are occupation layers in and around 
the early buildings, there is a tendency to strip them away, 
since they overlie and “obscure” the settlement structures.
Archaeologists want to have a quick grasp of what it is they 
are excavating. Economic considerations naturally play a role 
too, especially since the earliest settlement is at the very bot
tom, coming in the final phase of a village excavation, when 
shortage of time means that archaeologists have to work 
quickly. In this connection, the importance of totally investi
gating occupation layers cannot be overemphasized.

This study shows that comparisons between medieval vil
lages are indeed possible, despite their varied character and 
preservation. By extending the study and also focusing on 
material culture, artefact distribution, and functional changes 
to the houses, I want to continue my research into the or
ganization and transformation of early medieval society.
Another important task in discussions of state formation is 
to consider the changes in gender roles that occurred at the 
same time. Gender is one of the social roles that are assigned 
to people in a society, depending on sex, age, status, and 
position. The relation of men and women to each other, to 
production and reproduction, to family ties and religion, 
underwent a transformation when the old kin-based society 
was dissolved (Conkey and Spector 1984, p. 20). It should 
be possible to study how this happened by examining the 
design of dwellings. It would also be salutary if the results 
from Skåne could be deepened through comparisons with 
settlement development in Sjælland and western Denmark.

“Now the Peasants want to Build a Village...”
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Private Life Made Public
One Aspect of the Emergence of the Burghers in 
Medieval Denmark
Joakim Thomasson

T
he central theme of this article is the emergence of 
the burghers in Denmark and how their everyday 
life was shaped and manifested. The starting point 
is a brief thematic discussion of architecture and 
the concept of class. The period studied comprises the devel
opment from the congested countryside of the thirteenth cen

tury to the mercantile proto-capitalist city in the age of abso
lutism in the early eighteenth century. During this period Prot
estantism was introduced.

A conglomerate of temporal horizons
The concepts of feudalism and capitalism may refer to differ
ent levels of history. As regards feudalism, there are broadly 
speaking four different research traditions (Klackenberg 1986, 
pp. 341 f.). One of these broadens the concept from that used 
in the other research traditions, to include “not just judicial 
and administrative conditions in the upper stratum of soci
ety, but also the relations of social dependence that existed at 
all levels of society” (Klackenberg 1986, p. 342).

Similar research traditions exist as regards the concept of 
capitalism. Matthew Johnson makes a distinction here be
tween definitions that include a social totality and those which 
encompass specific elements. Johnson’s definition of capital
ism as a social totality should be equated with the research 
tradition described above by Klackenberg. Using different 
terminology, the French Annales historian Fernand Braudel 
(1982) has considered the same problems. He has divided 
history into three different phases determined on the basis of 
their proneness to change. The different phases are on a fall
ing scale of changeability: political history, economic devel
opment, and material life. Briefly, according to Braudel, the
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Fig. 1. Map of medieval Denmark showing the towns mentioned in the text.

material world constituted the limits to what was possible in 
people’s everyday lives. Material life thus determines the pos
sibilities for the formation of a new social class and a new 
social system. The foundations of different types of social 
changes should thus be viewed in a social totality, as a con
glomerate of temporal horizons.

Class consciousness in Braudel’s temporal space
E. P. Thompson (1963) has discussed the making of the work
ing class from an ethical and hermeneutic perspective. He 
claims that class can never be regarded as a thing, as a cat
egory existing at any time independent of the subjects; in 
other words, a class can only exist if it has a consciousness of 
itself as a class (see Lindqvist 1987, pp. 24 ff.). Thompson 
(1983, p. 161) compiles examples of criteria for when peo-
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pie acquire class consciousness. These comprise, in chrono
logical order, first a perceived antagonism vis-ä-vis other 
classes, which is then generated into a commitment to class- 
related issues. This means that Thompson sees class and class 
consciousness as always being the last stage in the historical 
process. The process leading to class consciousness begins in 
Braudel’s most sluggish category of change, everyday life, 
and every transformation in history thus has its point of de
parture in everyday life and is a result of people’s practice 
(Lindqvist 1987, p. 28). The concept of practice has been 
defined by the Czech philosopher Karel Kosik (1979, pp. 
193 ff.), who says that practice is shaped by man himself as 
an independent being and a historical actor.

The relevance of practice for the understanding 
of buildings
Housing plays a central role for the understanding of every
day life. Some scholars think that a building is an archetypal 
image of the owner, while others see the matter as being more 
problematic. The latter believe that there is a dialectical rela
tion between form and function, that is, that the owner of a 
house influences its shape and the shape of the house in turn 
influences him (Parker-Pearson and Richards 1994, pp. 3 ff.).

The continuous dialectic between form and function 
should be interpreted in this context as the result of people’s 
practice, that is to say, created in the tapestry of everyday 
life. In principle, then, all changes in practice must take their 
departure in the existing social totality and the historical 
context. This reasoning automatically leads to the problem 
of agent versus structure. There is no room here to dwell on 
this to any extent, so I shall content myself with a declara
tion. Like Matthew Johnson (1989, p. 206), I believe that 
the agent cannot be distinguished from the surrounding struc
ture, that “agency is manipulation of an existing structure, a 
structure that is external to the individual ... and appears to 
that agent as a synchronic construct, as something to be drawn 
upon”.

Another aspect of the interpretation of a building is the 
relationship between idiom and sociality. Here the architec
tural idiom should be perceived as an analogous reflection of 
social relations. The architectural theorist Finn Werne (1993,
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pp. 78 ff.) argues that in small societies, where everyone 
knows everyone, the scope for all representation is small. 
Instead solutions to constructive problems are emphasized 
as decorative art. In larger societies the art of representation 
is given greater prominence. Werne (1993, p. 81) sees this in 
the opposites of representativity and presentativity, with the 
former being an agent for something that cannot be present 
(God, wealth, power, social status, etc.) and the latter pre
senting itself.

In its representative guise, the architectural idiom com
municates a message. Yet a representative idiom may also be 
seen as a statement in a conflict of ideas in society, for exam
ple, concerning class relations, and may have several differ
ent levels of expression depending on the society as a whole. 
In this respect the idiom should be interpreted as an aspect of 
the development of class consciousness. The layout of the 
house should be perceived to a greater extent as an expres
sion of human practice, in other words, something that an
ticipates the manifestations of an articulated idiom.

Selected features of the urban context: 
the historical context
The urban-feudal dispute
The role of the towns in feudal society was full of contradic
tions. While the town was an organic and necessary part of 
the feudal system, it also played a crucial role in the collapse 
of the system (Hilton 1980, pp. 16 f., 28 ff.). The towns 
were initially a part of the feudal sovereignty, the rights to 
which could be granted as fiefs to different lords. Craftsmen 
were treated like tenant farmers in the countryside (Andrén 
1985, pp. 119 ff.). The production and the market in the 
town were an essential requirement for the conspicuous con
sumption of the upper class, by which they manifested their 
position in society and thus legitimated their mastery (Dyer 
1989). Changes in class relations in society made the town a 
closed unit, both fiscally and architecturally. The liberation 
of the towns meant that the town and the burghers in the late 
Middle Ages became a power factor, an agent, in political life 
(Andrén 1985, pp. 118 f.). The burghers were still, however, 
a class constituting a part of the feudal system, which was
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divided in the late Middle Ages into nobility, clergy, burgher- 
dom, and peasantry. Yet the burghers’ livelihood - capital 
formation - and their internal class relations - a reified rela
tion between producer and consumer - contained the em
bryo of industrial capitalism (Braudel 1982).

Power and lordship - the development from 1000 to 1750 
Anders Andrén (1985, p. 120) has outlined three phases in 
the development of the Danish state in the Middle Ages. In 
the first phase (1000-1200) the town functioned as a point 
of support in regal lordship. In the second phase (1200-1350) 
this regal lordship was granted in fief to a large number of 
local magnates. These used the towns to convert their sur
plus into luxury consumption and craft production. In the 
third phase of development (1350-1550) the character of 
lordship changed. From having been based on older types of 
feudal lordship, it was now based on a type of mercantile 
lordship which used the towns to control the distribution of 
the surplus produced in the countryside. All goods in princi
ple had to pass through the burghers’ hands, and all craft 
products were to be made in the towns (Andrén 1985, pp. 
Ill f.). Mercantile lordship was exercised by the burghers 
over peasants and foreign merchants. The state in turn con
trolled the burghers through direct tariffs and duties. Against 
this background, the form of lordship may be described as 
having a dual character: borough charters were granted di
rectly by the king to the council of each individual town, and 
at the same time an almost capitalist relation prevailed be
tween the inhabitants of the town.

In the following centuries (1550-ca. 1700) lordship 
changed character as a result of the coming of the absolute 
state. The dominating economic system - mercantilism - may 
be regarded as an expression of a feudal class which adapted 
to an integrated market (Anderson 1994, p. 37). Perry 
Anderson argues that mercantilism required the abandon
ment of local and regional trade barriers within a national 
territory, sought to achieve a common domestic market for 
commodity production, and encouraged exports, while si
multaneously banning the export of, for example, precious 
metals (1994, p. 36). Denmark and Sweden, however, were 
exceptions to these principles. At the end of the sixteenth 
century, foreign trade was already restricted to certain towns
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(Tomner 1971). At the end of the seventeenth century do
mestic trade in Sweden was subject to the so-called minor 
customs (ibid.) The towns also lost the independent role they 
had played in the Middle Ages. With the placing of the county 
sheriff (länsman) in the towns, lordship was decentralized 
and devolved to a paid staff of officials manned by nobles. 
The towns also lost some of their trade monopoly, which 
had been one of the cornerstones of their income and power.

The burghers’ buildings
Single-cell building
The earliest houses in Danish towns greatly resembles the 
building culture of the countryside. In Lund, for example, 
excavations have unearthed a convex-walled long-house of 
the Trelleborg type (Nilsson 1976, pp. 41 ff.). The house was 
divided into three rooms with the all-purpose living-room in 
the middle. This type of house is usually associated with royal 
structures such as the forts of Fyrkat and Trelleborg and 
should probably be regarded as a noble building culture.

With the twelfth century, town buildings assumed a clearly 
urban character (Andrén 1985, p. 80). A characteristic fea
ture of early medieval urban settlement is the principle of 
“one room, one house” (Hartman 1979, p. 54). This pattern 
is general throughout medieval Denmark, being represented 
in Malmö (Romberg 1982, p. 201), Lund (Andrén 1976, pp. 
34 ff.), Halmstad (Augustsson 1992, pp. 90 ff.), and Oslo 
(Shia 1982, p. 155). In Halmstad, Augustsson (1992, pp. 
90 ff.) has observed that this form of housing dominates un
til the sixteenth century. In the thirteenth century Lund 
showed an interesting departure from this principle. In the St 
Clemens quarter there was a three-room timber-framed house 
with the living-room - stuga - and kitchen in the middle 
room (Blomqvist 1951, p. 347). The interesting thing about 
this building is the emphasis on the living-room, which had a 
sturdier foundation and was better built than the two side 
rooms. This type of building is common in the villages of 
Skåne from the thirteenth century onwards (Thomasson 
1996). The rural houses have exactly the same plan as the 
house in St Clemens, with the living-room in the middle and 
service rooms at either gable. It can also be related to the 
sydgötisk type of house (so-called because it was characteris-
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Fig. 2. One-room bouse from the St Clemens quarter, Lund. After Andrén 1976. 
Scale approximately 1:500.

LUND Kvar» St Cle-ncni n
Hiilqrun J -i -i ewiWiffel r.J yu

Fig. 3. The St Clemens house in Lund, middle room, living-room. After Blomqvist
1948.
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tic of southern Götaland), which can be characterized by the 
combination of several separate wooden buildings constructed 
using different techniques (Augustsson 1986, p. 272). Even 
though the St Clemens house was not built of wood, the anal
ogy with the sydgötisk type and the context of the building 
culture in which it was erected must be beyond all doubt.

The disposition and architectural design of the St Clemens 
house, however, shows that the different rooms each have 
their own prehistory as separate elements. They were previ
ously single-room houses. The single-room principle contin
ued to characterize building culture into the eighteenth cen
tury, bearing the stamp of an almost organic way of think
ing, according to which each building was constructed in 
keeping with prevailing needs and supply of materials (Deetz 
1977, p. 99). James Deetz states that the one-room principle 
was a medieval building tradition which was replaced by 
Renaissance architecture. What distinguishes Renaissance 
architecture is that it was planned and built by people with a 
literate education who had studied architecture (Deetz 1977, 
p. 111). The dwelling-house constituted a totality in which 
the function of the rooms was determined in advance. Deetz’s 
interpretation (1977, p. 117) is that the medieval building 
tradition was based on a collective world view which was 
replaced by the emphasis on the individual in the Renais
sance.

The St Clemens house is thus a very interesting document 
of its times. The early housing found further south in the 
same quarter of Lund consists largely of separate one-room 
houses (Andrén 1976; Nilsson 1976). The St Clemens house 
has a more densely built plot, which meant that buildings 
with different functions were joined. Houses facing the street 
were combined with houses in the yard in the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries (Hæddersdal 1987, p. 23; Augustsson 
1992, pp. 90 ff.), which meant that the one-room house was 
gradually abandoned, although the mentality behind it sur
vived. This process is known from several places in Sweden, 
but it is thought to have originated in the towns of northern 
and western Germany (Sandblad 1949, pp. 96 ff.).

The disposition of the houses
Despite the different architectural design of the townyards, 
their plans follow the same division. The dwelling-houses

704



Private Life Made Public

were often withdrawn into the middle of the plot while the 
buildings by the street were shops and craft workshops 
(Engqvist 1989, pp. 61 f.). The dwelling-houses consisted of 
one room which was at once a kitchen and living-room. The 
middle room, in the physical sense of the term, was an open 
unit. Similar phenomena in England have been interpreted as 
an expression of the collective nature of the household, which 
included the servants (Johnson 1996, p. 81).

At the end of the fifteenth century the dwelling-house was 
moved forward to be in line with the street, usually with the 
gable facing the street (Engqvist 1989, pp. 61 f.). These ga
ble houses should be viewed as one-room houses in which 
the shop on the street has been merged with the dwelling- 
house. In this process a functional division was made be
tween kitchen and living-room. This division came as early 
as the fifteenth century. An example is the bishop’s house, 
Bispegården, in Kalundborg (fig. 4, Riis 1983, p. 31), where 
a double-house was erected in 1408, with the living-room 
facing the street and the kitchen in an adjacent side wing. 
This arrangement became very common in the sixteenth cen
tury and later. It may be interpreted as reflecting a separa-

O Hall 
0 Parlour 

Kitchen 
□ Chamber 
★ Great Hall 
ir Store/Working Room

Fig. 4. Bispegården in Kalundborg. 
After Riis 1983.
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tion of the family members proper from the servants in pros
perous homes, or from the woman in poorer households. Yet 
the move of the living-room to the street faęade makes the 
interpretation more problematic, since it must have meant 
that everyday life became more public. The change may there
fore be simultaneously viewed as an increased manifestation 
of status as regards everyday life.

Tower houses and stone houses with gable faęades 
As a result of the greater density of building in town plots 
and the development of society as a whole, other forms of 
organic building structures emerged. In Malmö (Reisnert 
1992), as in Lund (Andrén 1987), Kalundborg (Riis 1983), 
and Odense (Christensen 1987), there are examples of 
townyards where an almost square stone house was built 
close to the street and dominated the other adjacent build
ings in the yard. This pattern, which is also known from the 
continent, is a form of monumental tower architecture. In its 
initial phase, this type of architecture had its direct models in 
contemporary castles (Hæddersdal 1987, p. 21). In the cen
tral and southern parts of Europe, the tower was through 
time incorporated architecturally in the other buildings, thus 
losing its monumental character.

The tower houses which were still a part of the old build
ing culture and erected according to the principle “one room, 
one house” must be understood on the basis of their monu
mental message Leif Gren (1990) has discussed the concept 
of monumentalism, arguing that the monument must be seen 
as a message intended to exert an ideological influence on 
the receiver. He also thinks that the monument presupposes 
the existence of an opposite message which could not be im
plemented and was therefore forced to retreat. Monumentalism 
may be seen from two points of view, the first urban, the 
second political. From the urban perspective, the tower houses 
can be seen as an assertion of the town as a fiscal unit. This 
phenomenon can also be studied in the construction of the 
many Gothic town churches and the building of ramparts 
round the towns (Andrén 1986). Monumental architecture 
can be interpreted as an assertion of urban autonomy vis-a- 
vis the rest of society. Using contemporary analogies from 
northern Germany and the absence of fireplaces in the tower 
houses, they should be interpreted as petrifications of the
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Fig. 5.
Two tower bouses 
from Ovegade in 
Odense. Scale 1:300.

shop/workshop part of the townyard. If these assumptions 
are correct, it is natural to see the tower houses as symboliz
ing the urban livelihood, which reinforces the impression of 
autonomy.

The political perspective is based on the fact that the king
dom of Denmark in this period was torn by civil strife be
cause of a power struggle between the crown and the aris
tocracy, which led to the total collapse of the kingdom in 
1319 (Andrén 1986, p. 95). At the same time, the volume of 
trade increased, with the consequence that fiscal interest was 
shifted from the individual merchant to the commodity, which 
acquired a more out-and-out economic significance (Andrén 
1986, p. 96). In this context, the merchants did not have the 
same self-evident position but needed to manifest their sta
tus more, perhaps by building tower houses.

A slightly younger pattern of building can be seen in the 
Klingenberg house, which was situated on the medieval main 
street of Malmö, consisting of a large hall with a stone foun
dation built a short distance in from the street (Reisnert 1992). 
The house is dated to the start of the sixteenth century, but 
Reisnert (p. 212) argues that it is probably a hundred years 
older. This arrangement is known throughout medieval Den
mark, from Flensburg in the south-west to Helsingør in the 
north (Hartman 1979, p. 55). Towards the street there was a 
stone-built or timber-framed house with the gable facing the 
street. This is once again a variant of the one-room principle, 
but with a monumental emphasis on the hall building.

Stone houses with a gable faęade
Stone houses with a gable faęade are known from the four
teenth century (Reisnert 1992). In their earliest form the 
houses usually consist of one room, either a hall (sal) or a
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room with a commercial function, sometimes combined with 
a half-cellar. In the course of the fifteenth century, and above 
all in the sixteenth century, the gable houses took on a differ
ent character. Several functions which had previously been 
divided between different houses were combined in one build
ing. This took place at the same time that the living-room in 
certain buildings was moved to the street faęade. As a conse
quence of this, the houses were built in two storeys, almost 
always with a half-cellar. The most common arrangement 
was that a shop was housed in the half-cellar, and above this 
the living-room or a shop, while the hall was usually on the 
upper floor. An example of this type is Jacob Nickelsen’s house 
in Malmö. This was built at the start of the sixteenth century 
by the mayor of that name. It consists of a three-storey brick 
house with the gable facing the street. Archaeological inves
tigations of the faęade revealed four large arched window 
openings on the second floor, facing the yard (Eager 1971, p. 
298).

The building was entered directly from the street, with 
separate entrances to the cellar and the vestibule/shop. The 
disposition of the gable houses was partly different in east
ern and western Denmark. In the western parts the gable 
houses usually consist of two rooms: a vestibule/shop next 
to the street and then the living-room. In the eastern parts 
there are several examples where the first half is divided into 
a narrow vestibule or passage running the length of one long 
wall and a living-room. In the part of the house further from 
the street there was a kitchen and chamber (Engqvist 1989) 
(fig. 6).

The most distinctive late Gothic stone gable houses have 
a highly sophisticated plan. In Jörgen Kock’s house in Malmö 
we see a significant change of trend in building culture. It 
was built according to a holistic idea, of the kind that James 
Deetz would call Renaissance architecture. It consists of a 
main building which included everything from shops to toi
lets. The rented shops were separate from the main house 
and from each other. The kitchen sections had a similar posi
tion in relation to the other rooms in the house. They were 
clearly separated, and a look at an adjusted access analysis 
shows that they had their own entrances and that the only 
other room to which they gave access was the living-room 
(fig. 7). The most accessible parts were the shops, while the
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Fig. 6.
Examples of 
a medieval 
stone house 
with the 
gable facing 
the street. 
After
Hceddersdal
1989.

0 Starting point 
O Hall
# Parlour 
▼ Kitchen 
□ Chamber
* Great Hall
^ Store/Working Room

El Servant Chambers 
A Closet 
(§> Yard

Fig. 7. Access diagram of 
the Jörgen Kock house in 
Malmö.
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Fig. 8. 
Diagram 
showing the 
number of 
søgningsgårde 
in Malmö 
and their 
datings. 
Compiled 
from
information 
in Rosborn 
1984.

least accessible have been designated as chambers. The Kock 
house thus differs as regard the architectural concept, the 
number of rooms, and the separation of masters from serv
ants.

Aristocratic town houses
In stark contrast to the other townyards were the “central- 
house plots”. These consisted of stone dwelling-houses built 
a little way back from the street (Engqvist 1989, p. 25; 
Hæddersdal 1987, pp. 7 ff.). A characteristic of this form of 
settlement, besides the position of the dwelling-house, is the 
surrounding outhouses and the square plot, sometimes sur
rounded by a wall. Hæddersdal (1987, pp. 15 ff.) associates 
this phenomenon with noble søgningsgårde or town houses. 
These are known from all over north-west Europe. Hædders
dal (p. 11) says that the central-house plots were first used in 
the fourteenth century. This agrees with observations in 
Malmö, where it can also be seen that the youngest central 
houses were built in the sixteenth century (fig. 8). The stone 
house built some way in from the street should be seen in 
connection with the contemporary tower architecture. We 
have previously seen how the shop and hall functions were 
monumentalized, and it seems natural to interpret the 
søgningsgårde as a monumentalization of the dwelling func
tion. There is also a certain similarity to the contemporary 
manor tofts in the villages as regards the disposition of the 
buildings and the form of the plot. The noble element in the 
towns may possibly be related to the medieval agrarian crisis 
and the change in feudal lordship. The latter came to be in
creasingly based on commodities that were channelled into

Möjlig dateringsperiod 
■ ■ Osäker datering

Äldsta skriftliga omnämnande
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the towns (Andrén 1986, p. 100). This, together with the 
more independent role of the towns and the fact that trade 
and fishing increased in importance at the expense of farm
ing must have encouraged the aristocracy to be represented 
in the towns as well (fig. 1).

Two examples from Malmö are worth mentioning in this 
context. In the von Conow quarter, excavations in the mid
dle of the 1970s and the early 1980s uncovered a very inter
esting townyard complex consisting of three buildings in all 
(Reisnert 1994, pp. 12 ff.) (fig. 9). Two outhouses (B & C) 
stood with their gables facing Själabodgatan; they were prob
ably used for service functions and to house the servants.

Fig. 9.
The town- 
yard in the 
von Conow 
quarter. Af
ter Reisnert 
1994.
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The main house (A) consisted of a stately main building stand
ing a little way into the plot. The cellar was divided into two 
rooms, the first of which was a vestibule and the other prob
ably a vaulted store. The property as a whole can be dated to 
the first half of the fourteenth century (Reisnert 1994, p. 24). 
Like other søgningsgårde, the von Conow house shows a 
noticeable separation of the kitchen functions and the dwell
ing premises of the master’s family (fig. 2).

This tendency is even clearer in the Thott house (Rosborn 
1981). This property consisted of a two-storey timber-framed 
building, constructed in 1558, along the street, and a stone 
house, undated, in the yard. The timber-framed house had 
three apartments, the one on the ground floor being occu
pied by the servants, and the two upstairs probably being 
used as guest rooms. The interesting thing, however, is that 
the timber-framed house had virtually no windows or doors 
facing the yard, there was only one window and one door, 
both right beside the steps from the upper storey, and a door 
leading into the main house. This clearly emphasizes the bi
partite spatial segregation of masters and servants.

Late Gothic stone buildings with the long side facing the street 
Besides stone gable houses, people in the sixteenth century 
also began to build stone houses with the long side facing the 
street. The whole concept of the long-side house was a new 
feature in the range of town buildings, while the gable houses 
were a relic of an earlier building culture. The new type con
sisted of two categories: single houses and double houses. 
The difference between the two is that the single house was 
built for one household while the double house was made 
for two. Despite this, they both had a largely similar, highly 
symmetrical plan. From the door to the street there was a 
narrow passage running through the house to the yard. On 
one side of the passage was the living-room while the other 
side consisted of kitchen, chamber, and/or shop. This plan is 
found only in the bigger Danish towns, and Engqvist (1989, 
pp. 63 f.) believes that it was confined to the upper class (fig.
3).

Malmö has two good examples of double houses. The 
Rosenvinge house was built in 1534 by Anne Pedersdotter, 
widow of a mayor of Helsingør (fig. 10 A). The house is built 
of brick facing the street and timber framing facing the yard.
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o Hall
9 Parlour 
^ Kitchen 
□ Chamber 
★ Great Hall 
☆ Store/Working Room

Fig. 10. 
Examples of 
single houses 
and double 
houses with a 
similar layout. 
A: Double 
house, the 
Rosenvinge 
house in 
Malmö (after 
Johansson 
1987).
B: Single 
house,
Stengade 66 in 
Helsingør 
(after Engqvist 
1987).

It consists of two identical apartments in mirror image. Each 
apartment is divided into two equal-sized halves by a pas
sage running right through the house. The living-rooms are 
closest to the gables, while a shop and bedroom are on the 
other side of the passage. There was also a privy in the bed
room (Johansson 1987, pp. 48 ff.). Mayor Niels Kuntze’s 
house was built in the 1530s, totally of brick. The building
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had almost exactly the same plan, with the sole difference 
that the kitchen was integrated in the main building in the 
room that served as a chamber in the Rosenvinge house 
(Johansson 1987, pp. 50 f.). The upper storeys in the two 
houses differed somewhat, but in both houses they consisted 
of a hall and two chambers.

Helsingør has two good examples of single houses with 
the same type of plan as in the separate apartments of the 
double houses. Stengade 66 was built at the end of the fif
teenth century by the country sheriff at Kronborg Castle, 
Johan Oxe (fig. 10 B). The plan consisted of a passage run
ning through the house, dividing it into two parts. The liv
ing-room was on one side, while the other consisted of a 
bedroom with a privy and probably a shop (Engqvist 1987, 
pp. 158 ff.). The other house was built at the start of the 
sixteenth century by Mayor Sander Leyell. The property had 
formerly had a stone gable house to which was added the 
stone house with its long side facing the street. Like the older 
stone house, the later one was divided into two halves by a 
passage, with two rooms on either side (Engqvist 1987, pp. 
178 ff.). The two Helsingør houses had the kitchen in a build
ing in the yard attached at right angles.

Despite the new plans, an old architectural idiom was 
chosen for the building of both single and double houses. 
Niels Kuntze’s house boasted corbie gables, as did the two 
Helsingør houses. Despite these old features, however, there 
was a completely different stress on the faęade facing the 
street. The earlier and contemporary gable houses empha
sized verticality while the long houses rather stressed the 
horizontal dimension. In addition, private life was empha
sized by the movement of the living-room, but not the kitchen, 
out to the street. In other words, everyday life became a pub
lic phenomenon, and the living-room can be interpreted as a 
stage on which the burgher acted the play of his private life. 
At the same time, we can see a clear process away from sin
gle-cell building. Buildings came to be built in a more aca
demic way, with functions that had previously been divided 
among separate buildings in the yard now being integrated 
in the same building. The dwelling-house usually contained 
the living-room, the chamber, and the hall. The most distin
guished dwelling-houses also had a privy, a kitchen, and a 
shop.
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Timber-framed houses
With the sixteenth century and the Renaissance, the era of 
the timber-framed house began. Many ostentatious timber
framed houses were built, usually with their long side facing 
the street. The second floor of the building was cantilevered 
with decorative constructional elements. The entire bearing 
structure of the building was emphasized, as was the hori
zontal dimension. Above the doors and gateways there were 
carved plaques with the name of the builder and the year of 
construction. In front of the entrances there were projecting 
porches consisting of steps bordered by a low wall and end
ing in upright stones with carved patterns.

In eastern Denmark the plan of the buildings usually con
sisted of a doorway, either between the dwelling proper and 
the gable or a shop/room for hire (Bager 1936, p. 19; Engqvist 
1989, p. 40). Beside the doorway, in bigger houses, there 
was a passage running through the house, and after this came 
the living-room. The kitchen was adjacent to the living-room 
in a yard house set at right angles. In larger burgher homes 
there was also a kitchen in the main building. Through time, 
a chamber facing the yard was divided from the passage. 
There were also examples of a chamber being divided off at 
the gable end of the living-room. The hall was normally on 
the upper floor of the dwelling-house. An example of this is 
the timber-framed house in Store Kirkestræde in Køge, built 
around 1590. Counting from one side to the other, the dwell
ing-house consisted of a doorway, then a vestibule and cham
ber, a living-room, and the kitchen in an adjacent building in 
the yard (fig. 11).

In western Denmark the dwelling was usually in a gable 
house. It consisted of a living-room (closest to the street), 
followed by a kitchen and a chamber.

The timber-framed houses represent a new architectural 
idiom. The exterior emphasizes the bearing elements of the 
structure; the consoles were often decorative or figurative, 
the wall plates were often decorated, the diagonal trusses 
between the posts formed ornate patterns, and the panels 
were filled with brick laid in patterns. The consoles above all 
were very conspicuous in their figurative design. Biblical 
motifs were most common; at the Lembke house in Malmö, 
for example, Justice, Adam, and Eve were depicted on the 
consoles (Bager 1948) (fig. 12).
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Fig. 11.
Plan of Store
Kirkestræde
in Køge.
After
Engqvist
1989.

Hall 
Parlour 
Kitchen 
Chamber 
Great Hall
Store/Working Room

The inscriptions on the door plaques often cited hymns 
and the Bible, but they also emphasized the name of the owner 
and the year of construction. This should be interpreted as a 
way of marking individual ownership. The timber-framed 
houses were built with a view to assembling the everyday 
and representative functions of the dwelling in one building. 
The kitchen was excluded from this, however, and located in 
an adjacent building. This may be interpreted in two ways. 
The process towards integration into a single all-embracing 
main building may have been incomplete. There are exam
ples from contemporary stone buildings in which the toilet 
and the kitchen were housed in the main building, which 
indicates that this was socially acceptable. Alternatively, the 
kitchen was the domain of the servant folk and therefore did 
not belong in the main building. Through time more rooms 
were divided off, which should be interpreted as increased 
privatization of the rooms in the house (fig. 13 A + B).

In the timber-framed houses it is possible to interpret two 
interwoven processes, the first of which can be related to the 
development of society towards capitalism while the other
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Fig. 12.
The consoles 
on the
Lembke house 
in Malmö. 
Drawn by the 
author from 
Bager 1949.

Fig. 13.
A: Exterior of 
timber-framed 
house on 
Pilgränden in 
Ystad. The 
dwelling-house 
was built 
around 1520 
(after Sandblad 
1948).
B: Door lintel 
bearing the date 
1575 from 
Stora Öster
gatan 4 in 
Ystad.
Drawn by Ch. 
Borstam.
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can be related to the dwelling as a concept. Max Weber (1986, 
pp. 67 ff.) argued that the emergence of capitalism was due 
to the successive factors of the Reformation, rational thought, 
and the Protestant ethic. The timber-framed houses in their 
Renaissance form should be studied in this context. The fixed 
division of the timber-framed houses into bays of standard 
dimensions, the symmetrical design of the faęade, and the 
ground plan should definitely be interpreted as a reflection 
of rational thought. Yet it can also be seen as part of a proc
ess by which the building came to be regarded as a commod
ity. The division of the building into bays, together with the 
dates on the door plaques, expresses the value of the build
ings, which meant that the houses constituted at once a home 
and a capital. The biblical quotations together with the figu
rative consoles were thus a time document with a moral 
message and a guarantee of the irreproachable construction 
of the capital - the house. The increased number of private 
rooms in the houses should be interpreted in the context of 
broader changes. Matthew Johnson (1996, p. 81) sees it as a 
reflection of the greater significance attached to the individual, 
and of changes in household relations between masters and 
servants and between husband and wife.

Renaissance stone bouses
The plan of Renaissance stone houses does not differ notice
ably from that of the timber-framed houses and the late Gothic 
long-side houses. The entrance was normally beside one of 
the gables, followed by the living-room and a chamber. Up
stairs there was often just one big hall, but sometimes a cham
ber was also divided off from it. Many of the houses, how
ever, were located on corner plots. In the Ulfeld house in 
Kristianstad the kitchen, larder, and a chamber were housed 
separately in an adjacent building at right angles to the main 
building. This house was also unique in that it had a gallery 
built entirely of brick which ran like a corridor on the side of 
the building facing the yard (Sandblad 1949, pp. 372 f.). 
Another type of plan that did not suit the timber-framed 
houses could be found in Jens Bang’s house in Ålborg, built 
in 1624 (Hartman 1979, pp. 67 f.) (fig. 14). This was built 
to a plan in which the vestibule was located in the centre. 
The vestibule did not run the entire width of the house; be
hind it was a staircase leading to the first floor. On one side
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Fig. 14.
Plan of fens 
Bang’s house 
in Alborg, 
built in 
1624. After 
Engqvist
1989.

O Hall
# Parlour 
^ Kitchen 
□ Chamber
★ Great Hall
☆ Store/Working Room

of the vestibule was the living-room, a bedchamber, the 
kitchen, a room that was probably a larder, and the privy. 
On the other side, besides the staircase, there was the large 
room used for entertaining and a chamber. Jens Bang’s house 
likewise did not have the kitchen in the main building. This 
was also the case in the buildings at Strandgade 28 in 
Christianshavn (Copenhagen). The house had its gable fac
ing the street and was laid out roughly like a Gothic house 
with a passage running all along one long wall, except with a 
staircase, and with the living-room facing the street and the 
chamber and kitchen looking into the yard (Engqvist 1989,
p. 60).

In other houses the vestibule ran the entire width of the 
building, as in the Gyllenpalm house in Malmö (Sandblad 
1931, pp. 10 f.). This form of plan was similar to that of late 
Gothic brick houses.

The exterior design of the buildings was characterized by 
the sturdy gable ends, with carved stone ornaments in the 
form of scrolls and circles. These often followed the edge of 
the window reveals and the edges of the gable end, which
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were emphasized in this way. The houses often had carved 
doorway surrounds, and some also had carved window sur
rounds. A doorway in Hans Michelsen’s house in Malmö had 
ornamental fixtures, carved diamonds, and a lion mask 
(Sandblad 1949, pp. 382 f.).

With the Renaissance houses, architects and specialized 
master builders began to take over the design and construc
tion of houses (Villadsen 1979, p. 68). In addition, the houses 
were heavily influenced by contemporary castles. For exam
ple, several burgher houses were built in Renaissance style in 
Helsingør in conjunction with the construction of the royal 
castle of Kronborg. Similar examples are known from 
Haderslev (Villadsen 1979, p. 58). Despite the many simi
larities, however, between the magnates’ castles and the con
temporary stone houses in the towns, Sandblad (1949, p. 
380) believes that the burghers’ houses are far from being 
copies. He thinks that the relationship is not so simple that 
the town houses can be described as mere copies of noble 
architecture; instead, the buildings can be grouped accord
ing to the architects. The groups could contain a large number 
of house types such as burghers’ houses, castles, and churches. 
The house owners, the upper class of society, should there
fore be interpreted as a unit which had formerly been di
vided into different categories.

The Renaissance stone houses represent a distinct change 
of trend in the prevailing architectural culture. The houses 
had previously been built in accordance with a collective cos
mos as regards design and choice of materials. In the new 
tradition, much of the design of the building represented not 
just the owner but also - and even more so - the architect. It 
may be said that the earlier type of building culture was based 
on a regional collective tradition, while the stone houses 
emphasized an international and individual knowledge cre
ated in a literate context. It must of course have been a delib
erate choice on the part of the owners to express this mes
sage through their individual houses (fig. 15).

Private life made public - an epilogue
How can the homes of the burghers contribute to a discus
sion on the subject of class formation and class emergence? 
Is it relevant at all to speak about classes before the concept
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Fig. IS. 
Exterior of 
the Ulfeld 
house in 
Kristianstad. 
After 
Sandblad 
1949.

of class was established by Marx, or without the possibility 
of substantiating class consciousness by means of historical 
sources? Marx and Engels used the concept of class as an 
analytical tool for social relations chiefly manifested in rela
tions of production. The disadvantages of their definition 
have been frequently pointed out, and they are indisputable. 
The fundamental and immediate criticism is ethical: people - 
not economic structures - create class. Both Thompson and 
Lindqvist give the concept of class an all-embracing dignity 
which means that it is not specific to any particular period in 
history (as Marx’s definition tended to be). These definitions 
also make archaeological source material and archaeological 
methods useful. This article, however, studies the cultural 
mobilization of burgherdom, not their specific relations of 
production.

The ethnologist Mats Lindqvist (1987, p. 147) describes 
the emergence of the working class in two stages: first they 
transgressed the frames of the ruling class, and then they took 
control and initiative of the rules governing social and cul
tural space. As a result of this, the values of the new class 
made their mark on the concrete social structure. This proc
ess also involved alienation and distance (Ågren 1988, p. 151), 
some kind of collective unity, and some type of cultural dis
tinction. When performing an analysis based on archaeologi
cal sources, it should be possible to study the changing utili
zation of space and symbols in order to learn about the emer
gence of class consciousness. This may be studied on two 
levels.
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The first level comprises the collectively built manifest 
remains in the towns. Anders Andrén (1985) has shown that 
the character of the town changed in the late twelfth and 
early thirteenth centuries. From having been open towards 
the surrounding countryside in the early Middle Ages, the 
town became a closed unit. Walls or ramparts were often 
constructed around the town, and Gothic churches were built. 
This should be interpreted as collective manifestations of 
burgherdom as a unit, a definition of space and exclusion in 
the feudal landscape. But this was complex. At the same time, 
the town as a phenomenon was, as we have seen, a feudal 
power symbol. The feudal system thus recognized and en
couraged the emergence of an autonomous new social class. 
This phenomenon can also be studied in the emergence of 
the working class in Sweden. Lindqvist (1989, p. 163) be
lieves that part of the reason for the growth of this class may 
be found in the bourgeois recognition of social mobility.

The other level comprises the development of the burgh
ers’ everyday life. This article has worked on the assumption 
that class consciousness was preceded by efforts at collective 
cultural unity in everyday life. There are indications that 
building culture was homogeneous in town and country un
til the fourteenth century, when people began to build stone 
houses in the towns (although there were already examples 
of stone houses in the thirteenth century). The stone houses 
may be interpreted as dual manifestations. On the one hand, 
they may be interpreted as signs of an emancipation of 
burgherdom, and on the other hand as expressions of com
petition between townspeople (a symbiosis of status and 
sociality) as a consequence of changed forms of lordship in 
feudal society. The new forms meant that the burghers could 
receive mercantile fiefs. Previously this had been reserved for 
the nobility and the king himself (Andrén 1985, pp. Ill f.). 
The forms constituted an expression of an urban idiom which 
communicated social representations and social role play. 
According to Werne (1994, pp. 78 ff.), this is symptomatic 
of societies where people represent themselves and play a 
role, in this case as burgher or merchant or craftsman or 
noble. As we have seen, the square plots with stone town 
houses in the middle - the søgningsgårde - represent the role 
of noble, while large stone houses with the gable facing the 
street represent the role of merchant. The show houses were
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thus also markers of social distinction in the town.
Social manifestations in the town can also be studied at 

the transition from timber-framed houses to Renaissance stone 
houses. The change in idiom between the two types of build
ing may be understood in terms of the pair of concepts de
scribed above: presentativity and representativity (Werne 
1994, p. 81). The timber-framed houses present someone who 
is present, mostly through decorative elements. The idiom of 
the Renaissance houses should rather be regarded as repre
sentative and absent. The structural elements are often con
cealed behind elements which merely represent structural 
details (Werne 1994, p. 79). An example of this is the gable 
ends dominating the faęade, which are related to house types 
with the gable facing the street. This should be interpreted as 
a duality between the old, present burgher class and the new, 
absent upper class (or at least aspirations to belong to this). 
The new upper class, as revealed in the architecture, was a 
conglomerate of earlier classifications.

Social role play can also be studied in the utilization of 
space in the town. In Malmö the mayors, with few excep
tions, lived until the eighteenth century in the mercantile centre 
of the town (Thomasson 1993). In addition, corner plots in 
the blocks were particularly attractive. This was especially 
noticeable in the period from the middle of the sixteenth cen
tury until the middle of the following century (fig. 16).

The corner plots should be regarded as especially signifi
cant in the medieval town. By building and owning a corner 
plot along the main street, one ensured that the house domi
nated the visitor’s field of vision. The use of space in the 
town was thus influenced by the quest for prestige in the 
burghers’ role play and their claim to the mercantile centre. 
The diagram (fig. 17) shows a decline in the number of may
ors living in corner plots in the second half of the seven
teenth century (Thomasson 1993). In attempting to under
stand this, one should relate it to the greater development of 
burgher housing. This development may be summed up as a 
demythologizing of an older architectural idiom and the 
breakthrough of a new idiom - a remythologizing: the myth 
of rational thought.

The toning down of the significance of corner plots coin
cided with several parallel phenomena that went hand in hand 
with the emergence of rational thought in relation to burgher
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Fig. 16. Map of Malmö showing the location of mayors’ houses, 1300-1699.

housing. An example of this is the abandonment of the equa
tion of a room with a house. In this process the living-room 
- stuga - was broken up into several smaller constituents 
such as kitchen, vestibule, and chamber, and the addition of 
a shop, a hall, and a privy to the building. At the same time, 
the home was given a mercantile value. Before this, the home 
had been regarded as organically linked to the person who 
lived in it, but in the sixteenth century it came to be regarded 
as a commodity. It is symptomatic of this development that 
the nobles abandoned their town houses during the same 
century. When the town house was no longer the same fixed 
point and did not enjoy the same symbolic distinction, the 
socio-economic need for it disappeared. This is even clearer 
in the case of the timber-framed houses. The perfect form of 
these was a symbiosis: rational structure combined with ar
chitectural ornament guaranteed the value of the capital.

Max Weber (1986, pp. 47 f., 80 f.) viewed the rational 
organization of everyday life, of which the view of the home 
should be regarded as part, as one of the crucial factors in 
the origin of Western capitalism. He also saw an intimate 
connection between the introduction of Protestantism and 
the spirit of capitalism. He believed that the foundation of 
Protestantism - that one should obey God more than man - 
was one of the most important pillars of modern individual-

724



Private Life Made Public

<-1499 1500-1549 1550-1599 1600-1649 1650-1699

Fig. 17. 
Diagram 
showing the 
percentage 
of mayors of 
Malmö liv
ing in houses 
on corner 
plots.

ism (Weber 1986, p. 93). In Denmark, Protestantism was 
officially introduced in 1536, but in practice it had been pre
ceded by a few decades of theological dispute and power 
struggle. On one side stood the rich burghers as advocates of 
the new doctrine, while the nobles represented Catholicism. 
It was during this period that the burghers for the first time 
acted as a social class (Andrén 1985, p. 117), defended their 
interests, and showed an interest in class-related issues. 
Andrén (p. 119) argues that the Reformation, paradoxically, 
meant a reduction in the power of the burghers. The confis
cated church property was to be the foundation for the eco
nomic and political power of the new aristocracy.

The burghers, however, constituted a cultural space - or 
an island - in the feudal sea. Despite their dwindling influ
ence in the period 1550-1750, their specific values were re
flected in the concrete social structure. The concept of the 
dwelling shows some interesting dialectic characteristics in 
the rational mythology of the burghers. There was a gradual 
divergence of the members of the household (also including 
the servants) by means of the growing number of rooms. In 
Matthew Johnson’s view (1996, p. 81), the household in the 
English countryside was originally regarded as a collective 
unit. He bases this view on the fact that the medieval houses, 
like the early medieval houses in Danish towns, had a com
munal living-room. Johnson interprets the increase in room 
divisions as showing changed relations within the household, 
with the collective world view being abandoned in favour of 
an individualist outlook. Such an interpretation appears to 
be valid for Denmark as well.

Despite the increased privatization of the rooms, the house
hold became more public with the move of the living-room
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towards the street, while the kitchen function continued to 
be located at the back of the house or in a side building, 
facing the yard. Everyday life was not concealed; it must in
stead have been regarded as a virtue, something clean which 
could be shown off on the stage of the street. At the same 
time, however, entry into the house was as complicated or 
more complicated than before. Coming from the street, one 
had to pass through at least one room before entering the 
living-room.

Private life was inaccessible but public.
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Small Details Concealed
Patterns of Charcoal in an Agrarian Settlement
Lena Beronius Jörpeland

C
harcoal belongs to the category of find which, 
together with cracked stone, burnt clay, and per
haps animal bones, is most common in occupa
tion layers in rural contexts. The presence of char
coal in the earth may sometimes even be the only thing to 

tell an archaeologist whether the layer contains archaeologi
cal information. An abundance of charcoal is, among other 
things, a result of a fundamental human need, reflecting the 
significance of fire for heating and cooking. Of course, it is 
possible that there may be natural explanations for the pres
ence of charcoal, such as forest fires. Traces of fires at settle
ment sites are, for some reason, extremely rare, however, at 
least when it comes to obvious fire layers covering a large 
area. We can nevertheless safely say that charcoal occurs in 
virtually all forms of human settlement from all eras and in 
most geographical areas.

What is charcoal?
Charcoal is wood which has been charred by a carboniza
tion process. It is usually impossible to determine whether 
the charcoal comes from a wood fire or a source of heat in 
which charcoal was burned. One characteristic of charcoal 
that is significant for the archaeologist is that when wood 
has burned and a carbonization process has taken place, the 
charcoal is very stable, at least as regards normal ground- 
chemical and microbiological decomposition processes 
(Dimbley 1978, p. 96). On the other hand, charcoal has very 
low mechanical strength, especially in damp conditions. If 
the ground has been cultivated by slash-and-burn (swidden), 
the composition of charcoal in the ground layer is naturally 
changed; the charcoal that formerly lay in the ground is 
combusted (Strucke, pers. com.).
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Where does charcoal come from?
The charcoal that is found in the layers is assumed to come 
from the cleaning and emptying of hearths and fireplaces, 
general cleaning of floors and yards, slash-and-burn, or fires. 
The frequency of charcoal naturally has to do with the in
tensity of the activity, and it depends on where the charcoal 
comes from and how it ended up in the layer.

The example of Säby
The writing of this article was prompted by the material re
trieved by the archaeological investigations of the medieval 
village sites of Valsta and Säby in Norrsunda parish, Uppland. 
My example derives from the excavations of Säby in 1992- 
93.

The village of Säby is documented in written sources from 
1349. In fiscal records from the sixteenth century, Säby con
sisted of one leasehold farm owned by the church and one 
owned by the crown. The oldest map from 1710 has been 
used to draw up a historical overlay map (see Hållans and 
Andersson in this volume, fig. 1). When the excavation was 
completed, it showed that Säby had been more or less con
tinuously inhabited from the third century A.D. until the 
beginning of the twentieth century.

The initial investigation of the village sites of Säby and 
the neighbouring Valsta applied a method by which sample 
excavations were carried out; test squares measuring 2x2 m 
were dug in a systematic network covering the whole area 
which the preliminary investigations had shown to contain 
occupation layers. The aim of this sampling was to gather 
date-indicating finds and also to ascertain the complexity 
and degree of preservation of the entire occupation layer. 
This was established by drawing up distribution maps of 
pottery (black earthenware, red earthenware, and stoneware), 
animal bones, bricks, charcoal, and burnt clay for each layer. 
By piecing these distribution maps together, we obtained an 
idea of which parts of the occupation layer contained ar
chaeological information, and also which areas seemed un
clear and required further investigation (Andersson & Lundin 
manuscript). The sampling also tested which constituents 
were to be registered as relevant for answering the questions
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posed before the investigation. For example, the occurrence 
(not the frequency) of gravel, charcoal, cracked stone, and 
stone was systematically registered. The information obtained 
was intended to provide a knowledge and understanding of 
the layer-formation processes and the taphonomic process.

The assembled material from the sampling has great po
tential, but for this article I have chosen to use only the dis
tribution of charcoal in layer 1. Layer 1 covered roughly 
half the excavated area north of Ströms Väg (fig. 1).

Layer 1 was interpreted after the sample excavation as a 
ploughed cultivation layer from the later settlement in the 
village, probably from the eighteenth and nineteenth centu
ries. The layer was dated chiefly on the basis of its 
stratigraphical position, directly under the youngest plough 
layer from the 1960s, but also on the basis of the high fre
quency of brick and late red earthenware from virtually the 
whole area. It was established that the layer had been 
ploughed, since artefacts were found scattered in the layer, 
both laterally and vertically. Plough marks were also visible 
in the untouched soil under the layer at several places. In the 
section it was clear that the boundary between layer 1 and 
the untouched soil underneath was diffuse; streaks of hu
mus had been drawn down into the untouched sand.

The layer was described as brown, humus-rich fine sand 
and silt, containing occasional burnt bones, pieces of char
coal and brick, small stones, and gravel. The layer varied in 
thickness between 0.1 and 0.5 m. The most common thick
ness was roughly 0.1-0.2 m. In the greater part of the area, 
layer 1 was directly on top of the untouched soil. In the south
ern part especially, however, around the site of the eight
eenth-century farm, layer 1 overlay one or more layers.

Distribution maps showing the occurrence 
of charcoal
To help to understand and identify the areas of layer 1 that 
were undisturbed and had the potential to provide archaeo
logical knowledge, a distribution map was compiled of the 
layer and its pottery content (black earthenware, stoneware, 
and red earthenware), brick and animal bone (with the fre
quency of these objects classified by weight), and cracked

731



Lena Beronius Jörpeland

Fig. 1. Extent of layer 1 in the excavation area. The house symbols from the
1710 map are added.
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stone, charcoal, and gravel. The map showed that these con
stituents were generally spread, but a certain increase in the 
frequency of brick and late red earthenware in particular 
was observed in the southern part of layer 1, that is, in the 
place where the eighteenth-century settlement had been lo
cated. The distribution of charcoal, on the other hand, 
showed a clear, sharp boundary running east-west at the 
centre of the layer’s extent (fig. 2). The northern part of the 
layer totally lacked charcoal pieces. In the southern part there 
was an even distribution of charcoal in the test squares.

As mentioned above, there were no observations, either 
in the description of the colour or constituents of the layer 
or in the distribution of other artefacts, to show the exist
ence of any form of boundary. Was the boundary real or had 
it arisen as a result of our excavation method? Was it related 
to the hearths or buildings of the underlying settlement, and 
did it have anything to do with the thickness or excavated 
volume of layer 1 ? Was there a difference in the deposition 
of charcoal in layer 1, or were there differences in post-depo
sition processes - or a combination of the two? How was 
the boundary to be explained?

It seemed clear that the boundary had nothing to do with 
our excavation method, since all the test squares were in 
principle excavated in the same way, and the composition of 
the teams that excavated layer 1 had not changed.

As for the relation to the underlying hearths, or underly
ing layers, it was likewise impossible to demonstrate any 
difference (fig. 3). The untouched soil under the occupation 
layers was wholly dominated by well-sorted fine sand 
(Gembert manuscript, p. 2), and no difference within the 
layer could be distinguished. Nor could we detect any differ
ence in the thickness of the layer or the excavated volume.

It was not possible to explain on the basis of the archaeo
logical remains why the pieces of charcoal could be found 
only in the southern part of the layer. However, the oldest 
map was able to shed light on the limit to the lateral spread 
of the charcoal. As a result of the large-scale overlay map 
which had been drawn up before the excavation, it was pos
sible to transfer the information on the oldest map to the 
plan of the excavation. The northern limit of the charcoal was 
found to coincide perfectly with the boundary separating the 
tilled field from the meadow land beside the village site (fig. 4).
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Fig. 2. Hatched areas mark the occurrence of charcoal pieces in the excavated 
test squares in layer 1.
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preserved
archaeological

deposits

Fig. 3. The distribution of hearths and the area with preserved occupation layers 
in the northern part of the excavated area.
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Fig. 4. The occurrence of charcoal in relation to fences according to the 1710 map.
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Two explanatory models
Two models could then be set up to explain why this was the 
case. One was that there were different approaches to the 
deposition of charcoal at different places within layer 1. The 
other was that post-deposition processes preserved the char
coal in the layer.

The deposition of the charcoal - how it had ended up in 
the layer and where it had come from - could result from its 
having been spread on the field along with manure. This 
would mean that only the southern part of layer 1 had been 
manured. It is not clear, though, how the charcoal could have 
ended up in the manure. This depends on how we envisage 
the method for waste management. Pottery that is spread on 
arable fields has long been interpreted as a result of manuring 
(Sjöström & Pihl 1993, p. 4). If, on the other hand, the char
coal was ploughed up from the underlying hearths, then those 
parts of layer 1 that lay directly above the hearths should 
have had the richest charcoal content (fig. 3).

If the charcoal derives from the cleaning of fireplaces, 
then the cultivation plots closest to the house - the cabbage 
patch and the cultivated plots within the actual settlement 
site - should have been richest in charcoal. This explanation 
would have been more likely if the charcoal had been pre
served only within the site boundary and not in the meadow 
land - unless the charcoal represents an earlier settlement 
phase in which the meadow was part of the site. The pres
ence of the charcoal in the meadow may result from the land 
having been subjected to slash-and-burn so that it could be 
used as a meadow (Aronsson 1979, pp. 75f.). There is also 
information to suggest that meadows were fertilized with 
ashes, partly to prevent moss from spreading and reducing 
the yield (Aronsson 1979, p. 81).

The post-depositional processes - that is, processes that 
affect and reshape remains, either by natural means or be
cause of human activities - are the other explanatory model. 
The pieces of charcoal that lay in the arable in the northern 
part of the layer were quite simply worn down by the plough 
over such a long period that they had been broken up and 
crumbled. The layer inside the meadow land and the village 
site had been ploughed during a relatively brief period, prob
ably only in the twentieth century. The problem with this
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argument is that the plough ought to have brought up the 
charcoal from the hearths and thus fed the layer with new, 
unbroken pieces of charcoal. Yet it is also conceivable that 
the plough actually did have a level that it did not go below, 
and the hearths that were damaged by the ploughing then 
lay relatively undisturbed under the plough layer.

Conclusion
The conclusion is that the pieces of charcoal registered dur
ing the excavation actually are contemporary with the land 
use as mapped in 1710. The charcoal comes from slash-and- 
burn and/or the spreading of ashes over the site of the house 
and the meadow land. If there was charcoal in the part of 
the layer that was tilled over a long period, this was prob
ably crumbled by the plough. This theory, however, is con
tradicted by the fact that the meadow and the house site 
were also ploughed, at least in the twentieth century.

The significance of details
My intention in this article has been to show how the con
stituents of documented layers can be used in the interpreta
tion and discussion of material remains from a settlement. 
The archaeological deposits at Säby and Valsta were docu
mented in detail; sometimes the documentation was criti
cized for being too detailed, but this has made it possible to 
carry out a qualitative study of the content of the layers. 
Other analyses of layer-formation processes can also be per
formed on the basis of the documentation from the two exca
vations, but they would be beyond the scope of this article.
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The Stratigraphy of Buildings
Examples of the Methodology of Buildings Archaeology
Gunhild Eriksdotter

B
ecause of the diffuse legislation in Sweden, build
ings that are interesting as cultural history and 
unique settlement environments are gradually van
ishing before our eyes. The problem of our obscure 
legislation has previously been discussed in many articles 

and essays (e.g. Sundnér 1984; Jansson 1985; Andersson 
1985). The consequence is that a great number of renova
tions and reconstructions are still being implemented with
out any examination by buildings archaeologists being 
planned or undertaken. Every renovation, however, is an 
intervention which reduces the degree of preservation. As 
the natural consequence of this, it should more often be de
manded that archaeological recording be carried out. The 
already meagre material for basic research - of which little 
has been published - impedes the development of the sub
ject on a methodological as well as a theoretical level. A 
change in attitudes is needed here.

In order to argue for the need for archaeological investi
gations of buildings, we must present clearly formulated goals 
for what we want to do and why. Measuring a building 
should never be an uncritical act in which every spider’s web 
and knothole is drawn because of fear of making priorities 
and interpreting in the field (Morris 1994, p. 17). Opinions 
about what is worth recording are not static either. Our age 
reflects our conception of what should be measured, de
scribed, and interpreted. Therefore the recording of a build
ing can never be seen as complete as long as new traces of 
intervention are added. To supplement and deepen previous 
investigations and problems, archaeological recording ought 
to be seen as a self-evident element in recurring renovations.

In this article I will present some examples of the build
ings archaeologist’s possibilities in the field, and I will also 
give a detailed description of how the Harris Matrix can be 
applied in a number of different cases. In one of the exam-
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pies the analysis in terms of buildings archaeology will be 
supplemented by information from other disciplines, such as 
the results of archaeological excavations, written source 
material, and dendrochronological datings.

The origin of buildings archaeology
Treating standing buildings as archaeological artefacts is a 
relatively new approach in archaeology. Studies of the his
tory of buildings have previously been the province of art 
historians and architects, with their formalistic outlook 
chiefly leading them to devote themselves to pure descrip
tions of monuments (Samson 1990, p. 4). The purpose has 
above all been to date the building on the basis of style and 
technique. To determine dates solely on these grounds is haz
ardous, however, one reason being that architectural elements 
can be reused or stretch over a long period of time.

In Sweden the renovations of the nineteenth century in
volved the devastation of historical buildings in order to cre
ate structures of pure style. This norm is represented by, for 
instance, C. G Brunius and H. Zettervall, whose eagerness 
to recreate the medieval stylistic ideal meant that younger 
building elements were removed (Lindahl 1953, pp. 87 f.). 
After heated discussions and strong opposition in public 
opinion, however, this doctrine was abandoned at the begin
ning of the twentieth century, when a more archaeological 
principle of restoration began to spread. Historical authen
ticity was sought through minute investigations of building 
history, which meant, for instance, that traces of later addi
tions were to be saved for posterity. S. Curman, the founder 
of the series Sveriges kyrkor (“Sweden’s Churches”) and di
rector-general of the Central Board of National Antiquities, 
who coined the expression “Conserve, don’t reconstruct!”, 
became a central figure in this antiquarian approach (Curman 
1906, p. 245). Despite the interest in the history of buildings 
and their transformations, one cannot speak of buildings 
archaeology in a modern sense. Instead it was the establish
ment of the Department of Medieval Archaeology in Lund 
in 1962, under the leadership of Erik Cinthio, and Iwar 
Anderson’s thorough investigations of the Vadstena estate 
and convent in the 1950s (Anderson 1972), that opened ar
chaeologists’ eyes to remains above ground. Iwar Anderson
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put the emphasis on letting “the masonry and the remains 
speak” and thereafter supplementing the examination with 
written documents. Likewise, he was careful to keep sepa
rate his descriptions and interpretations from previous theo
ries and speculations on the history of buildings. The result 
is a form of comprehensive account which is still current in 
buildings archaeology today.

In buildings archaeology, unfortunately, reports and analy
ses are still being written in much the same way as the monu
ment descriptions of the old days, which are often isolated 
from other branches of research, despite the fact that the 
rest of archaeology has developed radically in the last dec
ade, with, for instance, the admixture of sociological theory 
and the utilization of spatial analyses (Larsson and Saunders 
1996, pp. 4L). The stock of medieval buildings above ground 
is unique and has an important function in archaeological 
research, since it reflects society and the individual from as
pects which no other material is able to represent. It ought 
therefore be a matter of course more often to take advan
tage of the potential held by the buildings, as for example in 
the Ystad Project, where archaeological examinations of the 
churches in the area have been the basis for studies of, for 
instance, topography, demography, economy, technology and 
social structures (Anglert 1989, p. 167).

Archaeology and analyses of standing buildings
Simply by observing a standing building, certain initial ques
tions may often be answered before an archaeological re
cording begins. Through this preliminary examination we 
obtain certain information about the building, which can 
form the basis of an understanding of the potential value of 
an investigation, and we get an opportunity to make a fairly 
reliable description of the project without having to do any
thing to the building. This resource is something we build
ings archaeologists must utilize, since our participation is 
often already strained by shortage of time and finance. This 
should also be seen as a clear advantage in contrast to re
mains under ground, where only a preliminary investigation, 
involving some interference with the remains, gives an idea 
about, for instance, the degree of preservation, the thickness 
of occupation layers, and the type of structures. Another dif-
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ference is that remains under ground are excavated and most 
often taken away in order to be analysed more closely. In 
buildings archaeology, on the other hand, no such complete 
investigations exist, unless the building is demolished, since 
one is constantly restricted by an aspiration to intervene as 
little as possible. Many elements remain concealed behind 
plaster and previous reconstructions. It is therefore of the 
utmost importance that available remains are recorded as 
consistently and adequately as possible.

The understanding of a building’s history can be deep
ened during the interpretation process if one takes into con
sideration excavations beside standing historical buildings. 
Building layers, activity areas, and debris may reflect func
tions and changes in buildings, and date-indicating artefacts, 
such as coins and pottery, can give more precise datings of 
different building periods. The interplay between standing 
buildings and remains under ground can also be described 
the other way around. Studying building techniques and 
materials in standing buildings can be of help in reconstruct
ing, for example, walls and roof structures in fragmentary 
remains under ground.

The buildings archaeologist in the field
Measurements and drawings take up a great deal of the build
ings archaeologist’s fieldwork. Most often this means manual 
measuring, which can mean two different procedures: either 
the masonry is analysed parallel to the drawing, which is 
preferable, or the considerably more hazardous method is to 
measure in the field and do the interpreting afterwards. In 
the latter case there is no way of checking any uncertainties 
afterwards. Measuring, describing, and interpreting should 
thus never be seen as three separate elements of recording 
but more like a continuous phase in the analysis of the build
ing. In Richard Harris’s description a similar scenario is de
picted.

I have to draw in order to see. Of course I can take a look 
round a building and suggest interpretation without mak
ing drawings, but I never see the building clearly until my 
observations have been tempered with the discipline of mak
ing a drawing on paper. I used to think that this was a per-
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sonal failing but as I have repeatedly found that interpreta
tions published by people who do not draw tend to become 
inaccurate as soon as the building becomes tricky, I have 
come to the conclusion that it is reasonable to assert that, as 
a general rule, drawing a building carefully is a discipline 
that assists interpretation. (Harris 1994, p. 248.)

In certain cases one can come a long way with ocular inspec
tion and rough measurements; depending on the purpose of 
the examination, it is not always necessary to make a com
plete measurement. Most often, however, the buildings ar
chaeologist is faced with the task of trying to solve the 
stratigraphical problems of the building, as for example to 
distinguish different periods of building, to ascertain mate
rial and building techniques and to establish a masonry ty
pology (Parenti 1988, p. 17). The method used in this case is 
archaeologically accepted: by reading the buildings 
stratigraphically one establishes changes in the building’s 
history in a relative chronology. On the macro-level it can be 
a matter of elucidating the relative chronology of different 
sections of a larger complex, for example, a church with a 
chancel, nave, tower, and porch, while on the micro-level it 
may mean looking for more detailed changes in masonry, 
such as recently opened windows, older openings walled up, 
joins between different building stages in the masonry, and 
so on. The majority of historical buildings are often made 
up of very complicated masonry with multiple events which 
it must be possible to clarify in the archaeological analysis 
and interpretation. Here it is therefore beneficial to have a 
clear and consistent method. Parallel to the work of measur
ing the building and reading it stratigraphically, one can there
fore present the relative chronology of changes in a diagram, 
the Harris Matrix.

In the spring of 1992 I participated in a project, drawn up 
by Dr Roberto Parenti of the Department of Medieval Ar
chaeology in Siena, Italy, where I had the opportunity to study 
in depth the application of the Harris Matrix to complicated 
sections of masonry. When I have used the matrix in the field, 
it has served as a tool in presenting clearer relations in the 
chronology of the building components, whereas in the post
fieldwork processing it has come to serve as an instrument 
for deepened analyses of the recorded material. It is thanks
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to the positive experiences I have from this time that I have 
chosen to further occupy myself with the methods of build
ings archaeology, for instance, testing the method on the 
dwelling house of the Dalby royal demesne. Below I will de
scribe in greater detail how, in combination with a strati- 
graphical way of reading, one can apply the Harris Matrix 
to buildings.

The application of the Harris Matrix
The Harris Matrix was created during the analysis of the 
material from the large-scale Winchester excavation which 
took place in the 1960s (Harris 1993, p. 7). After this the 
method spread, above all to urban excavations with compli
cated layer formations in Britain during the early 1970s 
(Harris 1979). Today the method is accepted globally. The 
Harris Matrix is used when digging stratigraphically, that is, 
taking into consideration the actual and topographical dis
tribution of layers and structures. All units of archaeological 
stratification, such as layers, negative traces of things like 
clearances and pits, and also remains of buildings, have a 
place in a relative chronology through their relation to other 
units. The relations are clearly presented in a diagram, the 
Harris Matrix. According to the law of stratigraphical suc
cession (Harris 1979, p. 46), there are three different 
stratigraphical relationships between the units: (1) contem
poraneity without direct stratigraphical connection; (2) 
superposition of younger strata over older strata; (3) corre
lation of identical parts of a once-whole deposit which now 
have no physical contact (fig. 1). During the processing of 
the findings, the contexts are grouped together according to 
their stratigraphical position, thus forming phases or peri
ods in the stratigraphical sequence.

Analysing buildings stratigraphically is, as mentioned ear
lier, an accepted archaeological method when interpreting 
remains above ground. The application of the Harris Ma
trix to buildings, on the other hand, is still a young disci
pline. With certain modifications it has been used in, for 
example, Italy, Australia, and Zimbabwe, by archaeologists 
such as Parenti (1985, 1988, 1991), Davies (1994), and 
Chipunza (1994). In Italy the application of the method to 
buildings started in the early 1980s after Barker’s Techniques
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Fig. 1. Three different types of stratigraphical relations described 
graphically according to Harris’s law: no stratigraphical conn
ection (A), superposition (B), or once parts of the same context 
(C) (after Harris 1979, p. 46).

of Archaeological Excavation and Harris’s Principles of Ar
chaeological Stratigraphy had been translated into Italian in 
1981 and 1983 respectively (Di Gangi 1991, p. 72). The 
method has thereafter been successively developed at the De
partment of Medieval Archaeology in Siena under the guid
ance of Dr Roberto Parenti. In Tuscany there has been work 
for fifteen years on large building complexes, fortified vil
lages, castles, and even entire blocks of medieval buildings 
in cities (for example Rocca San Silvestro, Montarrenti, Santa 
Maria della Scala in Siena), which have been excavated 
stratigraphically with the application of the Harris Matrix. 
Analyses of the excavation results and remains above ground 
have been performed simultaneously and have been connected 
to each other in the overall interpretation of the complexes. 
The recent entry of the discipline into the field of buildings 
archaeology is however still emphasized, and the opinion is 
that published articles on the subject should be seen as a 
basis for discussions aiming at further refinement of the 
method (Parenti 1988, p. 270).

The purpose of a stratigraphical analysis is to seek to dis
cern positive and negative events in the masonry. Positive 
events can consist of the construction of the masonry and 
layers of plaster and paint, while negative events can consist 
of, for instance, actions of chipping away or natural erosion. 
Parenti likens the building to a basin with deposits in three 
dimensions, on the floor, walls, and ceiling. Superposition is 
not only visible in horizontal bands, that is, from lower to
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Fig. 2. Sketch 
showing the 
stratigraphy of 
a building 
(after Parenti 
1988, p. 270).

higher sections but also from exterior to interior and vice 
versa (fig. 2). Thus, not only events that appear in a horizon
tal stratigraphy are treated but also the activities in a vertical 
course of events (Parenti 1988, p. 254). A standing building 
otherwise shows stratigraphical relations similar to those of 
remains under ground, that is, contemporaneity and 
superposition (fig. 3). What is determined in the matrix is 
the relative chronology between different building elements. 
In this phase, which belongs to the fieldwork, it is more im
portant to decide the relative than the absolute chronology, 
which may perhaps be determined afterwards with the aid 
of scientific methods and written sources.

As mentioned earlier, masonry can be analysed on both a 
macro- and a micro-level. The use of the Harris Matrix as 
an aid in such different kinds of investigations is what I in
tend to show with two examples. For analysis on the macro
level I have chosen an ongoing project dealing with the thir
teenth-century towers of Siena, Tuscany, which is run by Dr 
Roberto Parenti of the Department of Medieval Archaeol
ogy in Siena. In order to describe the analysis of a building 
on the micro-level, I will give an account of my own investi
gation of the dwelling house of Dalby royal demesne.
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2

Fig. 3. Examples of stratigraphical relations: contemporaneity (A), superposition 
vertically and horizontally (B and C), and results of intervention in the building 
creating negative traces (D) (after Parenti 1988, pp. 273 ff).

The thirteenth-century towers in Siena 
- a project with many buildings
The method has shown to be very suitable as a form of pre
liminary investigation, when a large number of objects have 
to be surveyed and recorded to provide an overview. On the 
basis of the results of the preliminary investigation one can 
then conduct detailed analyses of selected buildings. In Si
ena I participated in a project of which the first phase had as 
its purpose to make a survey of the number of tower build
ings from the thirteenth century situated within the city walls 
of medieval Siena. From the plentiful written source mate
rial it has been estimated that Siena in the thirteenth century 
had up to 90 towers (De Vecchi 1949, p. 8). As a result of 
the survey, we know that about 50 of them survive, in a 
greater or lesser state of fragmentation. The towers can be 
identified with the aid of their characteristic building mate
rial, limestone ashlar, which is generally called pietra da torre, 
“tower stone”. In some towers there has also been found 
reused Roman building material, which presumably was cut 
in large blocks from ancient buildings and then incorporated 
in a wall.

Since it was initially difficult to grasp the whole of the 
material, a survey showing where in the city the towers are 
situated was called for. The buildings were localized and 
marked on a detailed map. Thereafter simple schematic 
sketches of the buildings’ exteriors were made, where visible
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interventions in the masonry were marked. The interventions 
that could be distinguished when we examined the buildings 
more closely were, first and foremost, “positive” activities: 
the structure of the towers, the building technique and mate
rial were noted. Original window and door constructions 
also belonged to this category. Secondary, “negative” events 
were the joins between different extensions and reconstruc
tions and later window and door openings, which often in
volved interfering with the older masonry. Some joins were 
very well executed, which made it more difficult to discover 
secondary interventions. Furthermore, changes in the plan 
in certain cases resulted in older openings being walled up, 
and these were also noted as secondary interventions. By 
thereafter placing all of the events in a stratigraphical se
quence, a relative chronology could be established and made 
visible in a matrix (fig. 4). In that way we quickly obtained 
an idea of the towers’ original degree of preservation, mate
rial, and building technique. The next step in the project 
involved detailed analyses of selected towers, looking for 
more precise dates by comparing different building materi
als and stone-cutting techniques, and attempts to trace a chro
nology in the execution of door and window openings 
(Parenti 1992, pp. 15 ff.).

The investigation was not taken any further than that in 
1992, which does not necessarily mean that the project has 
been terminated. There are chances of continuing the analy
sis of the rest of Siena’s medieval buildings. Studies of the 
handling and production of material could also bring a deeper 
knowledge of how society and the individual have utilized 
and affected the resources of the surroundings. With this 
form of preliminary investigation method, however, I want 
to show that in a short period of time one can obtain infor
mation about a large amount of buildings in a specific area. 
This knowledge can then be used as a basis for in-depth stud
ies.

The Dalby case
- investigating a building in detail
The strategic location of the Dalby royal demesne on the 
south-western slope of the Romeleåsen ridge was of signifi
cance as early as the initial stage of the Middle Ages (fig. 5).
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Fig. 4. Sketch of one 
of Siena’s towers 
situated on Via di 
Calzoleria. All events 
in the masonry have 
been numbered and 
can be found in the 
matrix, where the 
relative chronology 
between different 
parts of the building 
have been detennined. 
Not to scale.

The majestically located demesne, which was investigated 
archaeologically in 1965-66, was most probably erected at 
the same time as the stone church. Sven Estridsen is sup
posed to have started building the church when he appointed 
Egino bishop of Dalby in 1060 (Cinthio 1989, pp. 22 ff.).

751



Gunhild Eriksdotter

KYRKA

Fig. 5. Survey of the Dalby royal demesne as it is today.
1 - dwelling bouse, 2 - stable, 3 - storehouse, 4 - smaller 
dwelling house, 5 - workshop, 7 - not in use (previously stable 
and pigsty), 8 - machine house (previously byre), 9 - stable 
(previously pigsty), 10 - tractor garage. The dwelling house (1), 
the stable (2), and the storehouse (3) are medieval in origin.

The demesne was situated to the west of the church, and on 
the basis of archaeological investigations it has been inter
preted as having been connected to this by a gallery (Cinthio 
1983, p. 91). When Egino moved to Lund in 1066, after the 
death of Bishop Henrik, he ordained a brotherhood of priests. 
The monastery in its earliest stage most probably belonged 
to the Benedictine order (Lorenzen 1929, p. 9; Cinthio 1989, 
p. 19). At the beginning of the twelfth century, however, the 
monastery was reformed into a house under the rule of St 
Augustine (Lorenzen 1929, p. 10). At the beginning of the 
thirteenth century the chancel of the church was lengthened, 
presumably to provide more space for the members of the 
monastery (Lorenzen 1929, p. 125). It is considered that, in 
conjunction with the extension, the construction of the four
winged monastic complex north of the church began (Cinthio 
1989, p. 24). The present dwelling house of the royal de
mesne constituted the western wing of this complex.
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In connection with the renovation of the dwelling house 
in 1994-95, I performed an archaeological examination of 
the former western wing (fig. 6). After almost all of a cover
ing layer of lime-cement plaster was chipped off, the house 
turned out to consist of a virtually intact medieval brick build
ing (fig. 7) (Eriksdotter 1996). Besides a detailed measure
ment on the scale of 1:20, all the parts of the building were 
recorded in detail on a specially drawn-up form where de
scription and interpretation were carried out. A matrix was 
also compiled. Also drawn up in the field was a matrix show
ing the stratigraphical relations of the elements of the build
ing. During the analysis of the material, the matrix was di
vided into periods with certain more precise dating land
marks (fig. 8).

Without going too deeply into the history of the building, 
I would like to mention some crucial events that are clearly 
reflected in the archaeological records. As mentioned ear
lier, one can determine from this type of analysis the devel
opment of the dwelling house in a relative chronology. Ar
chaeological investigations in connection with the building

Fig. 6. Dalby royal demesne, the eastern faęade of the dwelling house after the 
plaster was chipped off (photo: G. Eriksdotter 1994).
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Fig. 7. Dalby royal demesne, section of faęade measurements of the 
eastern long side of the dwelling house (measurement: G. Eriksdotter 
1994).

periodD

Fig. 8. Matrix of the dwelling house, eastern faęade. Events which took place
during the Middle Ages: the oldest parts of the monastery (A), repairs (B), 
destruction (C) and reconstruction (D).
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have served as a complement to confirm the results of build
ings archaeology. Fires, reconstructions, and demolitions are 
occurrences which can be recorded both under ground and 
in standing masonry. We know when these different events 
have occurred in relation to each other, but without being 
able to establish any more precise datings. It is here that the 
written sources can be of help. In older records we can find 
absolute datings concerning fires, destruction and major reno
vations, which, it is to be hoped, can be linked to observa
tions in the masonry. By also applying dating methods from 
the natural sciences such as dendrochronology, we can more 
closely date, for example, the addition of different timber 
elements in the roof-truss construction.

It is the application of all the above-mentioned disciplines 
- buildings archaeology, archaeology, written sources, and 
scientific methods - which jointly create an adequate picture 
of the building’s history. Below I will give an account of some 
dating problems which became obvious when I had delved 
more deeply into different events in the history of the build- 
ing.

The medieval written sources do not refer explicitly to 
the monastery wing as a building. It is instead through re
corded descriptions of historical events that we indirectly 
obtain an idea of what may have occurred in the immediate 
vicinity of the wing. It is however as a result of the wing’s 
externally well-preserved medieval structure that it is possi
ble to confirm whether the events actually did take place.

For example, traces of repairs and the almost complete 
destruction of the wing have been established by the archaeo
logical analyses. The repairs were visible as superficial plas
ter applied to the older masonry, which had been scratched 
with imaginary joints to resemble the surrounding brick wall 
(fig. 9). The repairs were in all probability occasioned by the 
need to remedy bricks which had suffered damage, for ex
ample, after a fire or destruction. The damage, on the other 
hand, proved to have left more distinct traces in the form of 
an irregular join between two large brick surfaces. All that 
had remained of the building was fragmentary walls and at 
most the cloister, which escaped destruction because of the 
solid vault structure (fig. 10). Furthermore, traces in the soil 
testify to a fire which enveloped the entire eastern faęade. 
The sooty layer contained a great amount of charred wood
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Fig. 9. Traces of repairs on the eastern faęade of the monastery wing. The plaster has 
been scratched to resemble the surrounding brick wall (photo: G. Eriksdotter 1994).

Fig. 10. Reconstruction of the western monastery wing after the reconstruction, 
viewed from the south-east (reconstruction by G. Eriksdotter based on observa
tions of the monastery).
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and window glass. Can we connect this devastation to writ
ten records and in this way arrive at more precise datings? A 
mention of an extensive fire, which took place in 1388 and 
affected the entire monastery (Cinthio 1989, p. 26), and a 
later notice describing Karl Knutsson’s inroad into Dalby in 
1452 (Lorenzen 1929, p. 130), are two reliable sources which 
can be used in the interpretation. Now the question is what 
historical event is to be connected to the above-mentioned 
destruction? Since I am of the opinion that there are many 
possible solutions, I have reconstructed two likely chains of 
events by examining the masonry and the written records.

Hypothesis 1. After the fire in 1388, fire-cracked bricks 
were repaired with plaster which was scratched to resemble 
the surrounding bond (period B - repairs). Karl Knutsson’s 
devastation of Dalby in 1452 meant an almost complete de
struction of the monastery, with the western wing being left 
as a virtual ruin (period C - destruction). The wing was there
fore rebuilt during the second half of the fifteenth century 
(period D - reconstruction) (fig. 11).

Hypothesis 2. The reason for the repairs to disintegrating 
bricks (period B - repairs) is an earlier event which cannot 
be connected to anything in the examined written sources. 
The devastation after the fire in 1388 is clearly visible in the 
masonry as a longitudinal join dividing the brickwork into 
periods before and after the fire (period C - destruction). 
The rebuilt part is visible as period D - reconstruction. No 
traces in the masonry of Karl Knutsson’s ravages in Dalby in 
1452 can be discerned in the western wing.

One interesting and important question must be put: Did 
they have the resources needed to rebuild the wing at the 
end of the fourteenth century or in the middle of the fif
teenth century? We know that the monasteries were flour
ishing at this time, which indicates a speedy rebuilding project 
as a possible solution after a destruction. There are, how
ever, reasons to wonder to what extent the renovation was 
carried out. Was the whole monastery rebuilt or was it only 
the western wing that needed this? In that case, why? Ac
cording to sources from the end of the sixteenth century, in 
fact only the western wing of the four-winged cloister re
mained at this time, which indicates that the reconstruction 
involved only the western wing. The rest of the buildings 
were probably abandoned and left to go to ruin after the
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Fig. 11. Reconstruction of the western monastery wing after 
reconstruction, viewed from the south-east (reconstruction: G. 
Eriksdotter).

fire. But if the monasteries, as the sources say, were flourish
ing at the end of the fourteenth century, one wonders why, 
for instance, the eastern wing was not rebuilt, since this was 
of considerably more importance from a religious point of 
view.

In the 1470s, on the other hand, there was a demoraliza
tion in the monastery, which perhaps implies that there was 
no great interest in starting extensive rebuilding work. In
stead it seems possible that all energy was actually applied 
to the western wing. This, as we know, symbolizes the secu
lar contact, the king, who wanted to get at the monastery 
and its property. It is also reasonable to place the raising and 
widening of the stable wing in this context, since this exten
sion concurs very well with the monastery wing as regards 
time, shape, and structure. Stud-farming was furthermore a 
keen interest of Kristian I. Could it be that it was this king 
who commissioned the renovation project?
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The hypothesis that the rebuilding took place after the 
fire of 1388 seems increasingly improbable. (This argument 
does of course presume that the monastery wing only burnt 
down once, which is something we cannot be completely 
sure of, but which seems most plausible.) The most prob
able explanation seems therefore to be that the wing was 
considerably damaged by Karl Knutsson’s raid in 1452 and 
that the reconstruction took place afterwards. Dendro- 
chronological datings of older parts of the roof structure 
confirm a time of origin close to 1510-1520. If the roof 
trusses can be connected to the reconstruction, it seems as if 
the renovation went on into the first decades of the sixteenth 
century. Architectural details in the masonry do not give us 
any close dating criteria but suggest a rather late medieval 
style. Pointed arches like those in Dalby can be traced to 
several late medieval buildings, in both Malmö and Lund. 
As is well known, the double-stretcher Flemish bond, known 
in Swedish as munkförband (literally “monk-bond”), still 
existed even some way into post-Reformation times.

Since the other medieval buildings of the Dalby royal de
mesne, such as the stable wing, have not been the subject of 
archaeological analysis, it is of the utmost importance that 
such an investigation should be conducted, so that contin
ued research into the entire demesne complex can be under
taken. We have seen how buildings archaeology has given a 
deeper and more complex picture of both the western wing 
and the complex as a whole. Consistent and thorough re
cording has helped to bring up new hypotheses, which hope
fully will make it possible to ask more detailed questions in 
the future.

Conclusion
After this presentation we ask ourselves whether the Harris 
Matrix can be of assistance in recording standing buildings, 
and if so, in what respects? I see the matrix as mainly serv
ing as a tool for the practician in the field. The method is 
efficient since one is forced to make clear the stratigraphical 
position of every building element in a relative chronology. 
It is furthermore applicable to buildings of completely dis
parate potential, irrespective of size, material, and building 
technique, as regards both preliminary investigations and
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recording in detail. In a finished report the reader gets closer 
to the object through the writer’s observations and can then 
also more easily filter out the interpretative aspects. The de
scription is needed so that the reader can make a selection. 
By explicitly presenting method and result, there is a poten
tial for later attempts to interpret the basic material without 
the investigation having to be redone. I would say that this 
is of the utmost importance, because without a discussion of 
the method that is used, I question whether the reader really 
can profit by the material.

Meticulous recording is necessary for us to be able to 
employ the material and go further within other areas of 
archaeological research, as for example in spatial analyses 
and studies of different settlement environments. But the re
cording also has another purpose: to serve as a basis for 
future renovations so that these can be executed as sensi
tively as possible. The recording can give hints, for example, 
about whether medieval masonry may be found under the 
plaster, or whether there is an intact roof truss. Having this 
knowledge before the renovation begins makes it easier to 
establish sensible maintenance programmes.
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Historical Monuments as 
Archaeological Objects
Anna-Lena Eriksson

W
hen an archaeologist of today, in order to en
hance his or her comprehension of Scandi
navian medieval society, turns towards pre
viously investigated historical monuments, 
certain difficulties may be anticipated. Traditional discipli

nary boundaries have to be transcended and unaccustomed 
methodological paths must be trodden in order to integrate 
that type of source material along with other material re
mains and written evidence.

The investigation and interpretation of historical monu
ments has traditionally been the domain of that heterogene
ous group of scholars, the building antiquarians. Among the 
pioneers from the nineteenth century can be found a diver
sity of professions, but they rarely included historians or 
archaeologists. It was most frequently architects, art histori
ans, and fortification officers who on a large scale uncov
ered and restored remains of castles, monasteries, and ca
thedrals at the end of the nineteenth century and during the 
first decades of the twentieth century. Their preferences for 
architectural style, plans, elevations, and defence arrange
ments have made a significant imprint on the methods of 
monument investigations almost up to the present day. Many 
aspects of these early achievements were positive, such as 
the punctilious documentation of masonry and the acknowl
edgement of a European context.

Less positive was that archaeological as well as historical 
methods often were neglected. The extensive uncovering of 
monuments during that period can rarely be classified as 
regular archaeological excavations, since they generally 
lacked a stratigraphical dimension. Accumulated deposits 
of habitation layers surrounding buildings were conceived 
as dull and burdensome loads of soil that had to be removed 
in order to bring the remains of the building to the surface.
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Another common deviation from the regular archaeo
logical approach was the estimation of objects found by ex
cavations. The finds were of interest mainly when they could 
have some bearing upon the interpretation of the architec
ture. Consequently, a range of selected building details was 
collected, but they rarely included ordinary iron implements 
such as nails, hinges, and cramps. Objects with some kind of 
intrinsic value were occasionally collected, such as coins and 
other objects of precious metals, works of art, or plain curi
osities.

Attempts at a methodological expansion were seen now 
and then as individual scholars made stratigraphical observa
tions and, in addition to details of buildings, also collected 
some of the more common small finds. These attempts, how
ever, were rarely recorded in print, which gives rise to the 
suspicion that they were more or less unconscious. Accord
ing to what we can see today, neither the small finds nor the 
stratigraphical observations were used in the interpretative 
process or even motivated by explicit questions.

With some justifications, archaeologists of today have re
garded that type of excavations with deep misgivings and 
seen them as distressing examples of how to destroy informa
tive stratigraphy along with the scientific potential of arte
facts. To generalize about the archaeological uselessness of 
the legacy of building antiquarians and restorers may, how
ever, be a mistake that in certain cases could deprive us of 
valuable information.

There is no need to uphold the old borderlines or create 
new borderlines between closely related disciplines. On the 
contrary, investigations of historical monuments ought to 
be seen as interdisciplinary studies of material culture in re
lation to culture as a whole.

In order to find adequate methodological ways to make 
at least parts of this neglected store of source material gen
erative, evidence from a number of Norwegian castle exca
vations has been examined (Eriksson 1995). The large royal 
castle of Tunsberghus, situated in the present-day town of 
Tønsberg on the west coast of the Oslo Fjord, has been cho
sen to serve as an illustration, being representative of the 
scholarly proceedings and offering the largest amount of re
corded material (fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Important medieval towns in Norway.
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Masonry remains at the castle cliff of Tunsberghus were 
investigated in a series of campaigns from 1877 up to 1934 
(fig. 2). The first building remains to be uncovered inside the 
curtain-walls were those of the late-twelfth-century church 
of St. Michael and the great central tower of king Magnus 
Lagabøter (“the Law Amender”, 1263-1280).

The first excavator, Haakon Thorsen, an architect by pro
fession, was commissioned by the Society for the Preserva
tion of Norwegian Ancient Monuments (Fortidsminne- 
foreningens årbok 1877, p. 288; Johnsen 1929, pp. 147- 
153). He was alarmingly efficient and had the foundation 
walls of the church uncovered and emptied down to the bed-

• Approximate;

ca. 1300

100 M
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rock in a few summer months. Nothing was left either inside 
or within about 1 metre on the outside. As there is no writ
ten recording, only plans, sections, and drawings of stone 
and brick details, it is not known how the excavation was 
carried out and what was found in addition to the masonry 
walls. Apart from stone or brick details, there are no small 
finds listed in the relevant museum catalogues. It is remark
able, especially as St. Michael’s became a pilgrimage church, 
that there are no registered coins from the interior of the 
church. Usually excavations at Scandinavian churches tend 
to yield a certain amount of coins. It is quite obvious that no 
consideration was paid to anything other than the fabric of 
the church.

Later the same autumn, when the foundation of the great 
central tower was partly uncovered and emptied, the meth
ods seems to be almost identical, only this time a handful of 
small finds were registered (Fortidsminneforeningens årbok 
1878, pp. 368 f.; Johnsen 1929, pp. 160 ff.).

It is possible this description does the excavator an injus
tice and that there originally existed a written description of 
the proceedings and the thoughts behind them, but as things 
stand, almost no new knowledge can be generated on their 
basis.

The next excavator began his work in 1898. Johann Meyer 
was an architect and was commissioned by the same society 
as his predecessor. He concentrated his efforts on the re
mains of the thirteenth-century hall, Breida stova (Fortids
minneforeningens årbok 1898, p. 161; Johnsen 1929, pp. 
153-159).

If we look only at the published record, the same severe 
judgement would fall upon Meyer’s excavation and record
ing methods as on his predecessors. Preserved unpublished 
drawings as well as a large collection of small finds demon
strate, however, that Meyer had some knowledge of regular 
archaeological field methods. An absolute novelty in Nor
wegian monument investigations is a detailed plan of the 
distribution of finds inside and directly outside the walls of 
the hall. The accompanying list of finds occasionally notes 
the depth under the surface, the kind and succession of de
posited layers and concentrations of artefacts, bones, and 
burned debris. Not even fair copies of these drawings and 
lists were made, however, so we must assume that this re
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cording achievement not was used. We can only speculate 
about the reason. This type of recording was not imitated 
for a long time by the building antiquaries in Norway, and 
not even Meyer himself repeated the feat when in 1926 he 
completed the uncovering of the great central tower (Eriksson 
1995, pp. 27 f.).

The next excavator at Tunsberghus was an architect too, 
Gerhard Fischer, the most recognized of Norwegian build
ing antiquaries and certainly the one who has investigated 
the largest number of historical monuments (Fortidsminne- 
foreningens årbok 1990).

Fischer carried out extensive excavation and restoration 
work on the defence system of the castle between 1924 and 
1934. Flis excavation results from Tunsberghus were never 
properly published, and most of the finds have disappeared. 
However, a preliminary report, extensive diaries, drawings, 
and photographs have made it possible to reconstruct how 
the work proceeded and the methodological considerations 
that lay behind (Fischer 1922-34, unpublished report, let
ters and diaries; Enger 1925-1932, unpublished diaries). 
Fortunately, most of the artefacts were recovered in 1989 in 
the local museum, where they had been hidden during the 
occupation years and then been forgotten.

The record as a whole makes it quite clear that Fischer’s 
main preoccupation was the fabric of the buildings, although 
he occasionally noted stratigraphical data in the diaries and 
instructed his assistant to collect artefacts and even bones. 
Small finds were collected per day, week, or month and their 
locations in relation to different buildings were noted, but 
not the vertical stratigraphical context. It is uncertain whether 
there were any rules about what to collect. A noticeable fact 
to be seen in the find material itself is that about 80 per cent 
can be identified according to function. This uncommonly 
high percentage indicates either a selection in the field or a 
later “pick over”. The animal bones that were gathered, seem
ingly more or less at random, never reached the laboratories 
(Eriksson 1995, pp. 28 ff., 85, 90).

The small finds were obviously seen as being second-rate 
source material and were never used in serious interpreta
tion work or in accordance with information deduced from 
the building remains. It seems peculiar and inconsistent that
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so much effort was invested in collecting material that was 
conceived as useless.

Is this type of slumbering source material indeed useless 
or can it generate new knowledge, with appropriate treat
ment? How then can it be activated, and what type of ques
tions have a reasonable chance of being answered?

The two main objections against the use of this kind of 
artefact material are those of representativeness and dating, 
both essential issues in archaeology.

The different kinds of information losses that deposited 
archaeological material can be subjected to are manifold, 
and an enumeration of ordinary decomposition processes 
and particular interferences can be made both extensive and 
penetrating (Schiffer 1976, pp. 12 ff.; Solli 1989, pp. 84- 
94). The way in which the taphonomic processes may have 
affected the artefact material from Tunsberghus will only be 
touched upon here.

The ordinary decomposition processes include the effects 
of air, water, and soil quality. The thickness of the humus 
layers on the actual castle cliff varies considerably but has 
everywhere a distinct element of rubble from buildings: stone, 
brick and mortar. This makes the soil porous and easily 
drained, resulting in the inevitable decomposition of most 
organic matter with the exception of bone and antler, which 
is preserved by the lime mortar.

To the more specific circumstances belong the fact that 
Tunsberghus was captured and burnt in 1503. The remains 
reflect the swift and violent end of an active castle milieu, 
not a prolonged abandonment. This indicates that one may 
expect a disproportionate number of artefacts from the late 
fifteenth and the earliest sixteenth century, but this is likely 
to be balanced by the loss of surface finds during the follow
ing centuries when the castle area was used as a local quarry. 
There are, however, no traces of any form of digging at the 
castle ruins before the start of excavations, so it is possible 
to assume that the medieval deposits beneath the masonry 
debris then were relatively undisturbed.

Tracing the fate of the small finds in the subsequent peri
ods of investigation, recording, preservation, and storage, is 
a depressing exercise, as the representativeness diminishes 
with each step forward. The small finds were on the whole
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conceived as by-products of the excavations and were treated 
accordingly. It is obvious that not all uncovered finds were 
collected, and of those which were, not all were recorded in 
drawing or writing. A small part of the iron material did 
undergo proper preservation treatment while the rest is badly 
corroded and difficult to identify. To make matters worse, 
parts of the surviving artefacts in the museums have lost their 
numbers and been mixed.

What is left for analysing amounts today to about a thou
sand items, not counting building details of brick and stone. 
Compared with the vast artefact material from urban de
posits, it must be estimated as a relatively small corpus. Only 
one per cent of the material came from the diggings in 1877, 
about 10 per cent from Meyer’s excavations and 84 per cent 
from Fischer’s campaigns.

Furthermore, one of the most deficient points when it 
comes to representativeness is that only minor parts of the 
castle area of 60,000 square metres have been investigated. 
The actual finds represent only those areas or those build
ings where they were found, not the castle as a whole. The 
conclusion is that the limited representativeness of the arte
fact material from Tunsberghus will make any suggested in
terpretation tentative.

The time dimension is inconclusive in the surviving finds. 
Owing to the absence of vertical stratigraphic observations, 
the small finds are almost unusable for dating purposes, the 
time limits being too wide. It is impossible to model an in
ternal relative chronology with any credibility. The majority 
of the artefacts, about 90 per cent, are however linked to 
specific buildings. This spatial connection gives an opportu
nity to search for building equipment and functions (Eriksson 
1995, pp. 84 ff.).

In order to make a quantitative analysis, all finds were, 
when possible, categorized according to function (fig. 3). As 
one of the original objectives of the investigation was a com
parison between artefact pattern in town and castle, a 
quantitative analysis of urban material from Tønsberg was 
used as model for the categorization (Lindh 1992, pp. 8, 
217; Eriksson 1995, pp. 88-92; Eriksson in press).

The same categories were used when analysing the arte
fact distribution in the different buildings at the castle. A 
statistically sufficient number of artefacts had been found in
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Fig. 3.
Function categories.

the hall, the central tower, the two gateway towers, and in 
two round towers attached to the curtain-wall at the east 
side of the inner courtyard. The all-over distribution at the 
castle constituted an average against which the other build
ings could be compared (figs. 4-7).

There were some minor deviations from the norm for 
building material (01). The northern gateway tower and the 
small round towers shows a larger amount of iron imple
ments. That more nails and hinges were used in these towers 
than in the vaulted ones was probably because of a greater 
use of timber in floors, ceilings, and perhaps external shoot
ing galleries.

When it comes to household equipment (02), the highest 
percentage, surprisingly enough, was found in the small round 
tower number 4 and not, as expected, in the hall and the 
central tower. Why this is so is somewhat difficult to ex
plain; it probably has to do with social practices in the last 
period of the castle’s existence.

FUNCTION CATEGORIES

01 BUILDING EQUIPMENT

02 HOUSEHOLD EQUIPMENT

03 CLOTHES, PERSONAL ADORNMENTS

04 PERSONAL HYGIENE

05 WEAPON, HORSE GEAR

06 PLAY AND GAME

07 SPIRITUAL LIFE

08 DOMESTIC HANDICRAFT

09 HUNTING AND FISHING

10 AGRICULTURE

n LEATHER WORK

12 METAL WORK

13 BONE AND ANTLER HANDICRAFT

14 BUILDING

15 EXCHANGE AND COMMUNICATION
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The last category of any significant size was that of weap
ons and horse gear (05). This kind of material was mainly 
found in the hall, the central tower, and the southern gate
way tower. The other towers had few finds of that type, giv
ing the impression that defence activities were not their nor
mal function.

The rest of the categories were too small to be of statisti
cal importance, but the distribution pattern was interesting 
as a basis for tentative interpretations. The pattern was al
most identical in the hall, the central tower, and the south 
gateway tower.

A comparison of the patterns from the two gateway tow
ers indicates clearly they had different functions besides that 
of being entrances. The south tower, which faces the town 
and the harbour, has a developed architectural style and dis
plays a high-status pattern comparable to the residence build
ings in the inner courtyard. The north tower faces the coun
tryside and the road, and has plain functional architecture 
and an artefact pattern with fewer weapons, adornments, 
and coins.

The two round towers displayed some minor differences 
in artefact pattern; the household equipment in number 4 
has already been mentioned. In addition, this tower contrib
uted almost all the artefacts in the castle used for finer textile 
work: thimble, scissors and needles. It is tempting to see this 
tower as temporary quarters for a group of women.

As a whole, the analysis of the finds demonstrates that, 
although the material is relatively small and has limited rep
resentativeness, information can be extracted if not dated. A 
slightly more developed categorization would probably have 
been an advantage, however.

Quantitative and functional analyses of artefacts together 
with spatial concepts and scientific dating methods are pos
sible to try as ways to make neglected artefact material from 
excavations of historical monuments more generative. Sys
tematic approaches to the artefact material can give new as
pects as to how functions changed and shifted in the built 
environment. In a wider context these aspects can also give 
the chance to expand our historical understanding.

It is essential, however, that source criticism is applied 
when needed. As to the source material itself, there may be 
three main obstacles to cope with. The first concerns the state
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01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 11 12 13 14 15
Sum 726

Fig. 4. Tunsbergbus - function categories as percentages.

Fig. 5. Tunsbergbus - function categories in the hall and the 
central tower as percentages.
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40

01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 11 12 13 14 15

N. GATEWAY TOWER S. GATEWAY TOWER

Fig. 6. Tunsbergbus - function categories in the gateway towers 
as percentages.

01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 11 12 13 14 15

3RD ROUND TOWER 4TH ROUND TOWER

Fig. 7. Tunsbergbus - function categories in round towers 3 and 
4 as percentages.
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of the actual building remains - that is, whether it is possible 
today to discern what part of the fabric is original and to be 
trusted as source material. Many of the monuments that were 
investigated in the last century have undergone repeated res
toration work under the influences of different restoration 
principles. Single features as well as a particular period’s style 
may be added, or the remnants from other periods totally 
removed from the fabric. When such modifications are not 
recorded, they can invite serious misconceptions today.

The second concerns the recording material. One of the 
first measures is to get rid of any prejudices against the docu
mentation practice of the restorers and the age of the actual 
excavations. The original records must be checked and evalu
ated because no rules can be anticipated when it comes to 
individual practices. It is possible to find excellent and elabo
rate records at an early stage and, unfortunately, also the 
opposite. We have in addition to face the serious problem of 
disintegrating archival material. Original records written in 
lead pencil or ink fade away without any fair copies having 
been made. These records may be our last means to get to 
know what was done, found, and thought at the older exca
vations.

The third relates to the artefact material. The questions 
concerning representativeness are often uncomfortable but 
cannot be neglected. The answers to these questions are im
portant for the information potential of the material and may 
be decisive for further analyses and interpretations. How
ever, it can often be difficult to investigate the problem of 
representativeness not only because of missing records but 
also because of missing finds. It is not unusual that artefact 
material from older investigations of historical monuments 
not has reached the relevant museums but lies scattered in 
local storerooms or homes. As this material has not received 
the appropriate preservation treatment, much of it has disin
tegrated. Unfortunately, the preservation conditions have not 
always been very favourable in ordinary museums either. 
Rescue work is needed in museum storerooms as well as in 
archives.
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Medieval Buildings 
as Historical Documents
Gunilla Gardelin

B
uildings contain information of different kinds and 
can be used as historical source material. My aim 
here is to study the values of different social groups 
as expressed in the buildings they constructed. One 
approach can be to study the building materials and the de

gree of working applied to them. The choice of building 
material may have different underlying causes, both practi
cal and ideological. The working of stone can give us insight 
as to who fine-dressed stone in Sweden, but the worked sur
face should perhaps not just be viewed from a purely techni
cal aspect. It is my hope that a study of the surface structure 
will be able to show how a certain period expressed itself. 
My interest will be focused on the province of Östergötland 
in central Sweden. There is a good supply of suitable build
ing stone in Östergötland, with crystalline basement, mar
ble, sandstone, and limestone. In the Middle Ages people 
used the easily quarried limestone. An inventory of quarries 
has shown that the limestone quarries above all lie in west
ern Östergötland, while there are occasional quarries in the 
eastern parts of the province (Kathol 1997) (see fig. 1). The 
quarries are not dated, but they do show where it was possi
ble to quarry stone (Sundnér 1996). The great number of 
limestone buildings from the Middle Ages shows that the 
stone was quarried on a large scale.

Stone-cutting techniques and their significance
The first churches were built of wood, but from the start of 
the twelfth century these were replaced by stone churches. 
The monastery churches differ from the parish churches in 
some cases by their use of ashlar. An early example of this is 
the church of Alvastra Monastery from the mid 1140s 
(Swarding 1981, p. 3). Vreta Church, built at the start of the
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Fig. 1. The 
distribution 
of quarries 
in Öster
götland. 
Map by Stig 
Englund, 
Fornsalen 
Data, Visby.

twelfth century beside a royal demesne, has masonry con
sisting of dressed limestone. The church was taken over by 
Benedictine nuns in the mid twelfth century, but no exten
sions were made to the church in this period. After a reor
ganization of the convent in 1162, when it changed to the 
Cistercian order, several sections of well-worked ashlar were 
added (Lundberg 1964, pp. 5 ff.). The church of Vadstena 
Abbey, which dates from the start of the fifteenth century, 
was also constructed of finely worked ashlar (Andersson 
1991, pp. 57 f.). Ashlar was not just used for monastery 
churches but also for buildings such as Linköping Cathe
dral.

The cathedral was built in the twelfth century of dressed 
limestone, but no parts of this survive today above ground 
(Romdahl 1932, p. 14). From the thirteenth until the six
teenth century, builders used ashlar, which was worked with 
various tools, for all renovations and extensions. Different 
trends and traditions can be discerned in ashlar technique,
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and this is clear in the masonry of Linköping Cathedral. When 
a new cathedral was erected in the first half of the thirteenth 
century, finely worked ashlar was used. The stone was cut 
with a broad chisel and the surface of the stone was worked 
diagonally. A new cutting technique, using a toothed char
ring chisel or claw, was introduced in the middle of the thir
teenth century in Östergötland and Gotland (Cnattingius 
1987, p. 316). Working stone with a claw leaves a dotted 
surface which differs from the surface left by a broad chisel. 
The cutting is still done diagonally. The way of working the 
stone is the same, but the tool looks different and gives a 
different surface effect (fig. 2).

The claw technique was used again in the first half of the 
fifteenth century when work began once more on the con
struction of a new chancel. The stone was further dressed 
during this period by grinding the surface with the ambition 
of making it very smooth (fig. 2). The use of a claw was 
practised in Östergötland from the middle of the thirteenth 
century to the start of the fifteenth, or for less than two hun
dred years. In Sweden as a whole, the technique was highly 
uncommon in the Middle Ages.

From 1487 until 1500, the stonemasons working on the 
cathedral came from Cologne (Cnattingius 1987, p. 347). 
The technique that was used was once again the broad chisel, 
as in the thirteenth century, but the look of the surface is 
different. The chisel marks are widely spaced and usually 
vertical, running almost from one edge of the stone to the 
other. The practice of cutting diagonally had vanished. The 
ambition to make the surface as smooth as possible had also 
been abandoned. Instead these widely spaced tracks make a 
relief effect in the stone (fig. 2). This type of cutting occurs 
at the end of the fifteenth century and in the early sixteenth 
century, for example, in Linköping Cathedral, Lund Cathe
dral, Aachen Cathedral (St Anne’s Chapel), Ulm Cathedral 
(the main tower), and elsewhere (Friederich 1988, pp. 85 
ff.). The Renaissance led to a return to classical ideals; for 
example, Brunelleschi’s San Lorenzo and the Pazzi Chapel 
of Santa Croce in Florence, and Leone Battista Alberti’s San 
Francesco in Rimini and Sant’Andrea in Mantua were influ
enced by buildings from classical antiquity and their archi
tectural elements (Janson 1983, pp. 396 ff.). These buildings 
all date from the second half of the fifteenth century, and
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1.1230-1250

3.1308-1360

5. 1487-1500

2.1250-1296

4.1408-1420

Fig. 2. Stone-cutting techniques 
from Linköping Cathedral, 
scale 1:250.
1) 1230-1250. 2) 1250-1296. 
3) 1308-1360. 4) 1408-1420.
5) 1487-1500.
Photo: B. A. Lundberg, 1995.
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one feature of them, the fluted columns, may have inspired 
the more widely spaced stone cutting at the end of the fif
teenth century (Sundnér 1996).

We know very little about stone cutting techniques in 
Sweden or where the workforce came from. In the case of 
Linköping Cathedral, there are signs that labour from Ger
many may have been used on the stages of the building from 
the 1250s until the sixteenth century. In the thirteenth cen
tury the stone was worked with a claw, a tool that appeared 
in Östergötland at this time. It is possible that it was Ger
man masons who cut the stone for the cathedral, since the 
technique of working stone with a claw had not previously 
been known in the province but was common on the conti
nent. There is reason to believe that German masons worked 
here at the start of the fifteenth century. A memorial tablet 
placed in the eastern chancel in Linköping Cathedral depicts 
Master Gierlach along with his tools, a hammer and com
passes. An inscription says that “Magister Gierlach de 
Colonia fecit istam capellam. Orate pro me” (Master Gierlach 
of Cologne made this chapel. Pray for me.). The pair of com
passes indicates that he may have had the position of archi
tect, and the hammer that he also acted as master builder 
(Romdahl 1932, p. 134). According to a written source from 
1487, the construction of the chancel had begun, costing 
great sums to bring masters, sculptors, and masons from 
Germany (Cnattingius 1987, p. 347). We thus know that 
German artisans took part in the building of Linköping Ca
thedral at the end of the fifteenth century. From written 
sources we know that it was mainly foreign stonemasons 
who worked in Sweden in the seventeenth century as well 
(Axel-Nilsson 1950, pp. 95 ff.). Perhaps the knowledge of 
the ashlar technique had no real foothold in Sweden either 
in the Middle Ages or the seventeenth century, and so the 
country was dependent on foreign labour in these periods.

Perhaps one way of cutting stone was consciously pre
ferred to another, so as to give a special expression to the 
stone. The divergences between the different techniques are 
sometimes radical. Or perhaps the cutting technique was only 
a technical tradition shared by a group of masons. There are 
many questions about the working of stone, and only a de
tailed study of the cutting techniques found on Swedish ash
lar buildings in comparison with other European ashlar build
ings can lead to a deeper knowledge of the subject.
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The significance of building material as an 
indicator of a social group
Finely worked stone has sometimes been used for secular 
buildings. An example is the palace of the Bjälbo dynasty in 
Vadstena, built in the mid thirteenth century (Andersson 
1972, p. 45). It was built by the royal dynasty as a magnifi
cent reception hall, and the material - brick - was highly 
exclusive for this period and this province. The palace was 
built in two stages, the first of which used furrowed brick, a 
type that occurs rarely in the second stage. Another differ
ence is seen in the decorative details in the finely dressed 
limestone. During the first stage, the limestone was worked 
with a broad chisel, while a claw was used in the second 
stage. The building has been dated roughly to the middle of 
the thirteenth century (Andersson 1972, p. 179). The stone 
technique can be compared with that of Linköping Cathe
dral. The transept of the cathedral is dated to 1230-50, and 
it was likewise built in two stages; in the first stage the stone 
was cut with a broad chisel and in the second with a claw. 
The datings of the transept of Linköping Cathedral and the 
palace in Vadstena are not wholly certain, but they are from 
roughly the same period. It is possible that the same masons 
produced the stone for both buildings. In the Vadstena pal
ace it is the architectural details that are made of finely 
worked limestone, while the entire masonry in the cathedral 
is of this material.

Another example that is interesting to compare with 
Linköping Cathedral is the bishop’s palace in Linköping. It 
stands just west of the cathedral, and the area was surrounded 
by a wall (fig. 3). The first stage, dated to the thirteenth 
century, consists of a house built of dressed limestone with 
occasional ashlars. The ashlars show two types of cutting, 
which are mixed here and there in the masonry, suggesting 
that the material was reused. In the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries the bishop’s palace was expanded with the addi
tion of several parts built of brick, which had become in
creasingly common. Each change of bishop appears to have 
occasioned an addition to the palace, which suggests that 
each bishop felt a need to manifest his position by building 
an extension. At the same time that the bishop’s palace was 
receiving brick extensions, the cathedral was being expanded
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Fig. 3. Plan of Linköping Castle and Cathedral. After the 1651 map of Lin
köping by E. de Rogier. ATA.

with ashlar. At the Reformation the bishop’s palace in Lin
köping was taken over by King Gustav Vasa, when it was 
transformed into a castle with the addition of further brick 
buildings (Lovén 1996, pp. 245 f.).

Why was the same building material not used for the two 
buildings? The same commissioner chose brick for the pal
ace although stonecutters were working to produce ashlar 
for the cathedral. Was ashlar considered a particularly eccle
siastical building material? In the palace of the Bjälbo dy
nasty, finely worked stone was used for details while the 
building itself was of brick. Dressed limestone was used for 
the oldest parts of the Linköping bishop’s palace, and the 
ashlars that occur in the masonry were probably reused; the 
other parts of the building are mostly of brick or fieldstone. 
When Linköping Cathedral was built, ashlar was retained 
through all the stages from the thirteenth to the sixteenth
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century, even though brick had become a more common 
building material. Does this mean that there was a social 
stratification which can be detected in the building material 
and the degree of working? There is a great deal to support 
this assumption, but there are factors that speak against it. 
For example, finely worked stone occurs mainly in ecclesias
tical architecture but it is uncommon in secular buildings, 
apart from isolated details. Several different building mate
rials and different degrees of working may have existed in 
parallel within a social group. The resources needed to use a 
particular type of building material may have been confined 
to a certain group or to some individuals in society who 
controlled, for example, certain quarries in the province. This 
means that a study of building material and stone-working 
techniques may result in a complex picture of the people 
who lie behind the construction of the buildings.

Values expressed in buildings
A building expresses the values of the architect or the com
missioner and is an expression of his needs. In this way it 
has a communicative function, conveying the commission
er’s status and role in society (Rapoport 1990, p. 11). It may 
be difficult to discern whether it is the commissioner’s or the 
architect’s values that are expressed, but I think that it is 
above all the values of the person who uses the building that 
are expressed. It is he who chooses to occupy the building 
and to show through it who he is or wants to be. As we have 
seen, the bishop’s palace in Linköping was extended virtu
ally every time a new bishop came. By having a house built, 
the resources and status of the commissioner become vis
ible. He shows who he is through the buildings he owns.

The archaeologist Donald Sanders (1990, p. 46) says that 
architecture can only be understood in its cultural context. 
This view is also expressed by the architectural theorist Chris
tian Norberg-Schulz (1986, p. 222), who argues that people 
are born into a system of symbols which are learned by ex
perience. This symbolic system is culture-specific, being un
derstood only by those who share the culture. The symbolic 
meanings of the medieval world have been lost today, and 
the medieval remains that survive are fragments of past soci
ety. Today we can only attempt to reconstruct a picture of
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the medieval world. In these reconstructions we uncon
sciously project our own values on to medieval society, and 
it is difficult to avoid this.

Is it meaningless to try to understand values in medieval 
society on the basis of material culture? I believe that it is 
not. Each individual perceives today’s material world in a 
different way, and we likewise perceive past society differ
ently. Any attempt to read material remains must be viewed 
as significant. To elucidate the ability of a building to com
municate medieval values, we require both general and spe
cific studies of individual buildings. The general studies can 
give the opportunity to understand the underlying reasons 
for the form of a building and the choices and possibilities 
that affected the process. This article should therefore be 
seen as a first attempt to approach the problem.
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In Search of a Zeitgeist

Kristina Josefson

H
ow can we find a key to the medieval conceptual 
world? Is it possible for me, with my pre-under
standing, to form an idea of how people thought 
, in the Middle Ages, and can medieval remains 
be used to detect thoughts from that era? These questions 

are the point of departure for my quest for the medieval 
Zeitgeist.

In studies of medieval archaeology it is common to start 
from an area to understand the medieval landscape. Can we 
as medieval archaeologists also start from historically known 
persons to form an idea about the spirit of the age in medi
eval times? In studies focusing on people we have to develop 
other methods than those commonly used in medieval ar
chaeology. Human nature is ambiguous, and this ambiguity 
is a distinctive feature that we must seize on.

Medieval people have left behind sources of diverse char
acter, both material and written sources. These different types 
of sources convey direct and indirect messages, and it is the 
task of the archaeologist to try to understand their meaning. 
When studying medieval personalities, we must let both ar
tefacts and texts talk to us. The language is difficult to inter
pret, but by carefully approaching the problem through a 
combination of the two types of source, we may be able to 
recreate a conceptual world.

Carl-Axel Moberg, professor of archaeology, has criti
cized traditional archaeology for its find-positivism. Muse
ums and cultural heritage management have led to a con
centration on finds and their description in undergraduate 
teaching in archaeology, since the primary necessity has been 
considered to be training people to excavate, to catalogue 
finds, and to exhibit artefacts. According to Moberg, the 
result of this is that the only information sought concerns 
chronology, geographical regions, and the nature of the find 
spots. These questions have been more important than those 
concerning people and their lives. Yet if archaeology is not 
to have its wings clipped, it is important that it should be
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supplemented with an archaeology that approaches history 
(Moberg 1978, pp. 221 ff.).

A discussion has been in progress for some time in the 
discipline of history about how historical personalities may 
be studied. During the seventeenth century the philosopher 
Descartes advocated a history that turned away from people 
towards nature, since nature is supposedly unadulterated by 
humanity and hence free of subjectivity. The ideal of the 
philosopher was a science wholly founded on the exact lan
guage of mathematics (Liibcke 1988, pp. 106 ff.).

The opposite of this view was expressed by the rhetori
cian Giambattista Vico (1668-1744). Vico argued that what 
we can truly understand or know is not nature but what we 
ourselves have created, that is, phenomena bearing the stamp 
of humanity. We can understand these from the inside, since 
we can repeat them in our imagination. We know what it 
means to be a human and, for example, to have feelings. On 
the other hand, we cannot understand natural phenomena. 
They are outside us; we cannot grasp what it means to be, 
say, a bush. What we meet in history is a world created by 
people, a world of human experience and actions (Liibcke 
1988, pp. 575 f.). Vico believed that we should understand 
history as the knowledge that we have of a friend, about his 
character, his way of thinking and acting, and the intuitive 
sense we have for nuances in his personality, feelings, and 
ideas (Berlin 1976, pp. xiii ff.).

Writing the history of historical personalities may be con
sidered a subjective description. Anyone who makes such a 
description is coloured by his own experiences; one can never 
arrive at true and objective knowledge - in the sense under
stood in the natural sciences - about human experience.

This subjectivity should not be disdained. It is not to be 
equated with relativism; behind interpretations of this kind 
there should be careful critical deliberation. It is not a case 
of “anything goes” as regards methodology. There must be 
great caution about approaching human experience.

The Swedish philosopher Hans Larsson, in his book In
tuition (1892), writes that we should strive for an encounter 
of thought and emotion. He takes history as an example. 
First the historian goes through a stage when data are col
lected. These are tested, causal connections are established, 
and events are made concretely perspicuous. It is then a matter
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of knowing the driving forces and the moods that provoked 
the actions. We must use concrete examples and then collect 
pictures so that we achieve a uniform feeling of their total 
effect. With the aid of intuition we must turn round and 
“look out over it all again”; surely then “the bird of mood 
will come once again and settle beside us” (Larsson 1892, p. 
44).

The philosopher, archaeologist, and historian R. G. 
Collingwood puts it differently. He distinguishes between 
external and internal circumstances in an event. The exter
nal circumstances are the data about the event, while the 
internal circumstances are the thoughts associated with it. 
In a historical research process one can first study the exter
nal circumstances, after which one must pay attention to the 
internal ones. It is a matter of not just studying the actual 
event but also the conscious action, which means that the 
underlying thoughts must be sought out. We must go behind 
what is directly observable, to find the thoughts and under
stand them. Imagination is an important tool for arriving at 
an understanding. Collingwood compares the historian’s 
work with that of a detective. A detective takes clues of vari
ous kinds and tries to construct from them, with the aid of 
his imagination, a picture of how the crime was committed 
and by whom. However, the detective, unlike the archaeolo
gist, often receives a confession from the culprit (Collingwood 
1994, pp. 241 ff.).

Now, however, a question arises. How can I, with my 
experience, understand people who lived in a different age 
and in completely different circumstances? The philosopher 
Martha C. Nussbaum claims that it is a matter of being open 
and sensitive. She takes an example from the work of the 
anthropologist Martha Chen, A Quiet Revolution (1986). 
The example deals with the education of women in rural 
Bangladesh. A group of development assistance workers were 
aiming to increase literacy among women in some parts of 
the countryside. The people behind the project were con
vinced that an improvement in the women’s literacy would 
improve their chances of a good life. This skill was consid
ered closely associated with other important values such as 
economic development, independence, and self-esteem. Yet 
this conviction did not stem from the villages’ local tradi
tions, where the women in fact had little independence and

789



Kristina Josefson

had no experience of education; the conviction arose from 
the development workers’ experiences and reflections. The 
group as a whole lacked experience of the rural women’s 
way of life. The insufficient contextual knowledge on the 
part of the development workers made it impossible for them 
to succeed. The women felt that what they were being of
fered was boring and irrelevant to their lives. But the failure 
made the group change their attitude. On the one hand, they 
did not abandon their conviction that literacy was impor
tant for these women. On the other hand, they recognized 
that it was necessary to make a greater effort to understand 
these women’s lives and thoughts. In this way, they acquired 
a much more refined understanding of the situation by grasp
ing the network of relations in which these women acted 
and the specific characteristics resulting from their poverty 
and limitations (Nussbaum 1995, pp. 153 ff.).

This is how one can arrive at an understanding. We can
not impose our own values on the material; we must be sen
sitive to the context, the unique and specific setting. It is 
possible, however, to study a different cultural situation. 
According to Nussbaum (1995, pp. 159 ff.), there are cer
tain features common to all people, which make it possible 
for us to understand other people’s thoughts and actions. 
These features are fundamental experiences which are cru
cial to the human situation, such as fear of death, or our 
need for affinity with other people. These features serve as a 
bridge between different cultures.

History is what people have done and what has happened 
to them. Man is intrinsically three-dimensional in time and 
space. He is a subject who must obey the laws of nature, 
who needs food and shelter, who must reproduce. These laws, 
which do not appear to have changed over the millennia, 
underline collective human activities. Besides this, we can 
study people’s emotions and thoughts, but for this, accord
ing to Isaiah Berlin (1980, pp. 105 ff.), the historian of ideas, 
we must use our common sense and our creative imagina
tion.

The historians of science Allan Janik and Stephen Toulmin 
have stressed the importance of contextual studies. In their 
work on Wittgenstein’s Vienna (1973) they seek to under
stand the background to Wittgenstein’s ideas and thoughts. 
They state that:

790



In Search of a Zeitgeist

Despite the valiant efforts of the positivists to purify phi
losophy of historical dross and reframe its questions in the 
kind of abstract, general form already familiar in mathemat
ics, the philosophical problems and ideas of actual men - 
the young Ludwig Wittgenstein, as much as anyone - con
front us like geological specimens in situ; and, in the proc
ess of chipping them free from their original locations, we 
can too easily forget the historical and cultural matrix in 
which they took shape, and end by imposing on them a 
sculptural form which reflects the preoccupations, not of 
their author, but of ourselves (Janik and Toulmin 1973, pp.
27 f.).

The authors say that we must understand the context to avoid 
misunderstandings. It is only in subjects such as pure math
ematics that one can detach arguments and concepts from 
the historical and cultural setting in which they were invented 
and used. In such studies it may be possible to weigh up 
weaknesses and benefits in isolation from the setting. How
ever, this is not possible in subjects like philosophy and his
tory. Janik and Toulmin (1973, p. 29) consider Vienna in 
Wittgenstein’s childhood, with the political and social prob
lems that existed, the main cultural preoccupations and the 
general philosophical conceptions that were common prop
erty to all kinds of thinkers, not only academic philosophers.

It is important to understand the economic, political, and 
cultural situation of the time. To go on to grasp the ideas 
and thoughts we should use different types of sources - for 
example, written, artistic, and architectural - which convey 
conceptions and ideas. If we can combine these sources, they 
may perhaps give us a picture of the medieval way of think
ing. But how is this combination to be made, when the sources 
differ so much in character?

The medieval archaeologist Anders Andrén (1988, pp. 
17 ff.) argues that a combination of artefact and text can 
give us a broader understanding of the Middle Ages. Through 
these different media we can study people’s physical condi
tions, actions, conceptions, language, music, movement, and 
speech. We can, in his view, come closer to the human total
ity, even if no medium can paint a complete picture.

When medieval archaeology uses written sources as well 
as archaeological, it comes close to the discipline of history 
but also has the advantage of studying material remains. Both
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artefact and text communicate conceptions and ideals, al
though in different ways. The question is, how can they come 
together? They can complement and support each other. The 
art historian Richard Krautheimer has examined this. He 
writes that it can be difficult to understand what meaning 
medieval people ascribed to architecture. When medieval 
texts compare two buildings and say that one is like the other, 
the similarity may appear improbable to us. According to 
Krautheimer (1969, pp. 116 ff.), this is because the medi
eval perception of what made buildings comparable differs 
from our perception. In the Middle Ages, for example, there 
was not so much emphasis on geometrical figures. Anything 
with more than four corners could be a circle.

Can the combination of sources give us insights that would 
otherwise have been alien to us if the comparison had not 
been made? Can the knowledge thus gained give us a gen
eral idea of the Middle Ages? To arrive at a deeper under
standing of the medieval conceptual world, one possibility is 
to start from individual examples: people about whom we 
have sufficiently detailed information that we can form a 
view of a unique conceptual world. The historical person 
may give us a glimpse of how medieval people thought. With 
some reconstructive imagination we should try to recreate a 
mood, a Zeitgeist. The individual person’s way of thinking 
is influenced by the environment in which he or she lived, 
and we ought to be able to reach an understanding of this by 
being cautious and open. The caution consists of sensitivity 
and a critical attitude, while the openness refers to an ability 
to see what makes the Middle Ages distinctive. I want to get 
to know the medieval person as one strives to get to know a 
good friend. Yet friendship must contain a certain distance. 
I cannot become so engaged that I lose my critical gaze. It is 
not a matter of enraptured engagement, but of a desire to 
see the changing features of the medieval person. The pic
ture is ambivalent, for such is human nature. This must be 
accepted, since the material is rooted in a living tradition 
and is therefore not universal.

In thirteenth-century Visby on the island of Gotland, there 
was a monk named Petrus de Dacia (c. 1230-1289). He be
longed to the group of people who had had an opportunity 
to pursue a higher education in Europe. Petrus was able to 
study at the universities of Cologne and Paris.
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Visby at this time was in a period of intensive creative 
activity, with churches being built and art being produced. It 
was a great age, during which the town acquired more 
churches than any other. Diversity, welfare, and Christian 
devotion prevailed (Lagerlöf and Svahnström 1990, pp. 13 f.).

In 1250 the Dominican order, to which Petrus belonged, 
took over an older church building and reconstructed it ac
cording to new ideals, simplifying the stylistic features. The 
interior of the church was expanded to hold more people, 
the tower was demolished, and the apse removed. The new 
church is characterized by clear, elegant proportions.

Petrus de Dacia wrote a biography of the Beguine sister 
Kristina of Stumbelen. The biography and the letters ex
changed by the two have been preserved for posterity. Petrus’ 
own thoughts and ideas are expressed in the text, reflecting 
himself as much as Kristina.

After meeting the Beguine for the first time, Petrus was 
deeply affected by her humility and piety, and the meeting 
led to a sincere, loving friendship that lasted for many years. 
The biography has a theme running through it: how the two 
can live a virtuous life so that they can be united in Christ. 
Their whole life is steered by their conception of God. The 
book gives us historical facts, but above all it is the story of 
a life, a book full of thoughts from the Middle Ages.

In Petrus’ text we can discern ideals that agree well with 
those of scholastic philosophy. The whole of life is built up 
in a hierarchical order. At the top of the hierarchy stands 
God - the supreme good - while at the bottom is pure mat
ter. Man is above all other objects in nature, since he is 
equipped with reason. The finite can to a large extent under
stand the infinite, but this knowledge of God is limited, since 
it is through revelation that we can arrive a deeper knowl
edge of God’s essence. Through her ability to see revelations, 
Kristina is higher up the hierarchy than Petrus is himself.

The style of the church and Petrus’ text have similar fea
tures: the aspiration for a simple lifestyle in which everyone 
knows his or her place in the system. The lack of towers in 
the church and Petrus’ belittlement of his own value clarify 
the message that people should not rise above their stand
ing. The world view is characterized by a totality in which 
everything has its given place.
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551, 553, 554, 673 
Turkey 241 
Tuscany 747, 748 
Tvååker 26 
Tynnelsö 574

Ukraine 437, 441 
Ulfsby 322 
Ulvåsa 485
Uppland 81, 139, 144, 146, 217, 219, 223, 

229, 257, 354, 369, 382, 385, 387, 500, 
588, 614, 626, 730

Uppsala 82, 139, 142, 146, 208, 211, 214, 
220, 224, 226, 232, 292, 322, 411, 419,
422, 574, 578, 614, 626, 627 

Uppåkra 428
USA 303 
Utrecht 420

Vadstena 82, 83, 485, 558, 577, 613-615, 
618, 619, 622, 742, 778, 782 

Valbo 223 
Valsgärde 358
Valsta 144, 146, 354-358, 360-363, 366-370, 

588-602, 730, 738 
Varberg 27, 192, 195
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Index of Places

Varnhem 558 
Ven 112
Venice 281,282, 288 
Vesslunda 187, 188, 193 
Vestfold 433 
Vestland 206 
Vetlanda 576 
Viborg 405, 613 
Viby 608 
Vienna 790 
Viken 206
Visby 166, 284, 292, 317, 411, 613, 792,

793
Visingsö 576
Vreta 557-564, 571-573, 617, 777 
Vreta Kloster 559, 560 
Vågan 232, 233 
Vårdsberg 616 
Vä 676
Väla 107, 108, 110, 114, 115, 120, 121,

123
Värend 223,421
Värmland 180, 210, 223, 540-544, 546-548, 

551, 553, 554 
Västerbotten 208, 214 
Västergötland 26, 27, 82, 180, 190, 206,

421, 524, 525, 553, 554, 557, 558, 587 
Västerlösa 608 
Västra Alstad 405 
Västerås 82, 133, 322 
Västmanland 139, 146, 150 
Växjö 421,422,574

Wales 335, 336 
Winchester 746 
Wroclaw 287

Xanten 457

York 420-422 
Ystad 16,717,743

Zealand 529 
Zimbabwe 746

Åbo (Turku) 208, 220, 230, 322, 574 
Åland 146 
Åland Islands 513 
Ålborg 718, 719
Ångermanland 208, 210, 211, 214, 217, 224- 

226,230 
Århus 13

Öckerö 526
Öckerö Islands 516-518, 523, 525-528, 531- 

536

Ödåkra 108, 110, 114, 115, 123 
Öland 81,83,487
Önnerup 412,413,680,681,683-689 
Örberga 617 
Örebro 85
Öresund 112,206,528 
Ösel 652 
Österbotten 513
Östergötland 43-47, 50, 52, 55, 62, 64, 65, 

68, 70, 74, 82, 206, 207, 375-377, 389, 
472, 485, 491, 493-497, 500, 502-504, 
507, 510, 557-560, 564, 565, 572, 575, 
578, 603, 604, 606-612, 614-617, 620- 
623, 690, 777-779, 781 

Övedskloster 84
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Map of Scandinavia with major place-names mentioned in the texts.
1. Arboga
2. Birka
3. Dalby
4. Enköping
5. Falkenberg
6. Falsterbo
7. Finspång
8. Gothenburg
9. Halmstad
10. Helgö
11. Helsingborg
12. Kalmar
13. Kristianstad
14. Kungahälla
15. Kungsbacka
16. Köping
17. Laholm
18. Linköping
19. Lund
20. Lödöse
21. Malmö
22. Marstrand
23. Motala
24. Norrköping
25. Norrtälje
26. Sigtuna
27. Skanör
28. Skara
29. Skärininge
30. Strängnäs
31. Söderköping
32. Uppsala
33. Vadstena
34. Varberg
35. Visby
36. Vä
37. Västerås
38. Växjö
39. Ystad

40. Copenhagen 
4L Haderslev
42. Helsingør
43. Kalundborg
44. Køge
45. Odense
46. Ribe
47. Ålborg
48. Århus

49. Bergen
50. Kaupang
51. Oslo
52. Stavanger
53. Trondheim
54. Tønsberg

55. Åbo
56. Viborg

57. Flensburg
58. Haithabu
59. Lübeck
60. Schleswig
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Visions of the Past
Trends and Traditions 
in Swedish Medieval Archaeology

The Swedish artist Richard Bergh’s painting of 
the town wall of Visby (I 894) is a vision of the 
past. A medieval fleet is sighted out to sea. Is 
this an imminent attack on the prosperous town, 
or is it a trading fleet returning home after a suc
cessful enterprise in Lübeck or Novgorod? It is 
up to the observer to decide.

By observing and interpreting the material re
mains of bygone times, we can reconstruct and 
describe the landscape of the past. Systematic 
processing and analysis of archaeological source 
material is the working method of the medi
eval archaeologist. Ultimately, the scholarly in
terpretation - just like the artist’s painting - is 
a vision of the past.

Visions of the Middle Ages, conjured up by 
Swedish medieval archaeologists at the end of 
the twentieth century, make up the content of 
this book. The articles deal with a variety of 
subjects, such as deer parks in early medieval 
Denmark, outland farming in Värmland, power 
and resistance in Hälsingland, early Christian 
missions to Scandinavia, Byzantine artefacts 
unearthed in Sigtuna and Lund, the popular 
myth of thunderbolts and the presence of Stone 
Age artefacts in medieval deposits, and much 
besides. The articles likewise range over a long 
time span, from the Viking Age to the early 
modern period, and over extensive geographi
cal areas, from northern Fennoscandia to By
zantium. The authors work at Lund University 
and the Central Board of National Antiquities.

Central Board of National Antiquities 
Almqvist & Wiksell International


