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Important dates in the history of Gamla Uppsala

3rd century

5th century

6th century

7th century

8th century

1159/60

c. 1230

1523-35

1846/47

2000

Occasional farms are built.

The first hall in (Gamla) Uppsala is built.

The kings' mounds are constructed.

Boat graves at Vendel and Valsgärde.

Foundation of Birka.

Ansgar comes to Birka.

Foundation of Sigtuna.

Adam’s of Bremen history tells of (Gamla) Uppsala.

(Gamla) Uppsala is chosen as the bishop's seat.

Dedication of St Lawrence's Cathedral in (Gamla) Uppsala.

Murder of King Erik Jedvardsson (the Holy).

Stefan, a monk of Alvastra, is consecrated as the first archbishop of Sweden 
with his seat at (Gamla) Uppsala.

Snorri Sturluson visits Sweden.

Snorri Sturluson writes Heimskringla, in which he tells of (Gamla) Uppsala. 

The archbishopric is moved to the present-day Uppsala.

Gustav Vasa speaks from the Mound of the Assembly about ten times.

Karl XI takes part in Olof Rudbeck's excavations.

Excavation of the East Mound.

Excavation of the West Mound.

Odinsborg opens.

Opening of the Gamla Uppsala Historical Centre.
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1. Gamla Uppsala Historical Centre 
Meet 2,000 years of myth, might, and man.

2. East Mound
Dated c. 550 AD. Excavated in 1846-47. The finds were difficult to 
interpret, but the deceased was probably a woman who had been 
cremated on a pyre along with precious objects.

3. Middle Mound
The mound is dated to the start of the sixth century AD. The actual 
grave has not been excavated.

4. West Mound
Dated to the end of the sixth century AD. Excavated in 1874. The 
finds testified to high status, and they included fragments of a 
man's bones.

5. Cemetery
From the Iron Age. Much of the cemetery has been destroyed by 
gravel extraction. There are about 250 graves left today.

6. Votive grove
Since the seventeenth century this area has been pointed out as 
the site of a sacrificial grove and several wells.

7. The Rectory (private)
In 1973 four boat graves, a horse grave, and five cremation graves 
were found in the rectory grounds. In one of the boat graves, a 
woman had been buried with jewellery and fine clothes.

8. Disaglrden
An open-air museum showing what Swedish peasant culture was 
like in the nineteenth century.

9. Rampart
Remains of a rampart have been found in arable land. The rampart 
probably marked the boundary of the royal demesne in the sixth 
century AD.

10. The northern and southern plateaux of the royal demesne
Halls once stood on these plateaux.

11. Viking Age settlement site
In the Viking Age this arable land was a settlement site. Traces have 
been found of the dwelling house and craft work.

12. Gamla Uppsala church
Built as a cathedral in the mid-twelfth century. After a fire about a 
hundred years later, the cathedral was converted into a parish 
church. The archbishop's seat was moved to Östra Aros, where a 
new cathedral was built.

13. Odinsborg
A restaurant built in national romantic style in 1899.

14. The Mound of the Assembly
Probably a burial mound, not excavated.

Dotted line
Route of the St Erik procession.
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Gamla Uppsala during 
the Migration Period
Bo Gräslund

Individual and name are inseparable for us; we can scarcely imagine a world in 
which people have no names. The eternal question of who is buried in the great 
mounds at Gamla Uppsala is therefore a natural one. There was no doubt a 
long, living tradition about this, but it is now irretrievably lost. And since our 
ancestors did not furnish their dead with an identity card and a curriculum vitae, 
we cannot determine who is buried in these mounds or what their names were.

We have about twenty early written sources, some of them mutually independent, 
including Ynglingatal and Beowulf, which name a series of kings of the Ynglingar 
dynasty in Uppsala. Some of them can be placed in the age of the great mounds, 
the end of the fifth century and the major part of the sixth century, apparently 
representing historical figures. They include Aun, Egil, Ottar, Ale, and Adds. 
Ynglingasagan declares that Aun and Adds were buried in Uppsala and Ottar in 
Vendel. For this reason, earlier scholars pointed out that the assumed dating of 
the Middle Mound coincides with the estimated time of Aun’s death in the latter 
part of the fifth century. Among the few bone fragments from the East Mound 
were the remains of a young adult woman, and some would also identify a 
young person aged about 12, interpreted on archaeological grounds as a little 
prince. This runs against the old idea that Egil, who may have died shortly 
before 521, is resting in the East Mound. In the West Mound, with its typically 
male grave goods, there were the bones of at least one man and a woman. The 
dating to the time just after the mid-sixth century is at least not incompatible 
with the estimated time of Adds’ demise. The assumption that Ottar, who may 
have died around 525, is resting in the monumental Ottar’s Mound in Vendel is 
not contradicted by the dating of the finds in the mound, nor by the traditional 
name of the mound in folklore. Yet even if it is possible that some of these 
figures were buried in the mounds in question, it is scarcely possible to prove it.

For a better understanding of the burial mounds at Gamla Uppsala, which 
number four if we include the Mound of the Assembly, let us look more closely
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at the society that created them. Let us first observe that Scandinavia was by no 
means an isolated corner of the world but a society that was relatively well 
developed and well integrated with Europe in terms of economy, culture, and 
technology. Craftsmanship was at the highest artistic level, especially the art of 
the goldsmith. It was also a society capable of supporting an aristocratic elite in 
organized forms. This is what is reflected in the monumental burial mounds.

The economy was primarily based on animal husbandry, grain cultivation, 
and production of and trade in iron and hides. Settlement mostly consisted of 
villages with three to five scattered farms centred on a large long-house and with 
fenced infields. A village had perhaps twenty-five to fifty inhabitants, but there 
were also larger villages. One farm often distinguished itself from the others, not 
infrequently by having a large separate hall for feasts. The labour to run the 
farm was provided both by the people of the household and by slaves. The 
population was scarcely smaller at that time than it was in rural Sweden three 
or four centuries ago.

The archaeological finds show that there had already been extensive settle
ment at Gamla Uppsala for a couple of hundred years, with versatile and 
advanced crafts. There was no doubt a splendid banqueting hall, where people 
were entertained, in almost ritual forms, with food and alcoholic beverages, in 
the company of distinguished guests and poets (skalds) and the leading men of 
the lord’s retinue. There is much to suggest that it is this concept of hall (Old 
Norse salr, plural salir) - the symbol of might and supremacy - that is the 
second element in the name Uppsala.

Life in such aristocratic settings was in large measure coloured by ideas of 
power, leadership, wealth, kinship, honour, courage, strength, skill in the use of 
arms, generosity, hospitality, eloquence, and sworn loyalty. A present-day 
person with ideas of social and economic equality, levelled-out gender roles, and 
life without violence would scarcely have felt at home in this environment.

Everywhere in archaic, agrarian societies in Europe we find a basic pattern 
which clearly contradicts the concept of “kin society” that used to be so 
common, based on the idea that the land was collectively owned and tilled by 
distinct kindreds counted on the male side. While it is true that the whole 
society was permeated with ideas of kindred and ancestors, kinship was 
reckoned on both the father’s and the mother’s line, and the concept of kin was 
perceived from the viewpoint of the individual and the family, just as it is today. 
In other words, kin groups overlapped and were constantly changing. There 
were thus no constant kinship units which could function as landowners.
Instead, ownership was in principle private and individual, apart from the use 
of some common farming land. It is a different matter that the kings of the 
Ynglingar dynasty at Uppsala needed to legitimate their power by invoking a 
mythical, divine, distant origin on the male side.

As the archaeological evidence shows, the ownership structure of the farms 
was fairly stable over time. This means that the farm was not split up by
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inheritance but was primarily taken over by one person, by all appearances 
usually the eldest son. Initially, then, only one daughter in the family, on 
average, could marry into another farm. It is easy to see that if landless younger 
sons went on living on the farm of an older brother and started families there 
with landless daughters of other families, there would soon be a large groups of 
people without property, the population would rise dramatically, and general 
poverty would result. Nothing suggests that any such development took place. It 
is therefore likely that younger landless siblings initially stayed at home 
unmarried, as free helpers in the work of the farm. Young men could also have 
taken service in the retinue of a lord or as craft specialists, farm stewards, or 
rune carvers. It was in fact important that there should be a reserve of free-born 
young people who could fill vacancies in farm-owning marriages caused by 
sudden deaths on account of violence, disease, accident, or childbirth. In this 
way, younger siblings could sooner or later acquire a farm after all and start a 
family, while the population, settlement structure, and agrarian production 
could be kept in some kind of equilibrium.

The usual form of marriage was monogamy. As a rule, the bride moved to 
the man’s hereditary farm, when she received a dowry from her family as an 
expression of her share of the inheritance. Marriage was less a matter of 
romance than a planned, strategic family arrangement. Gender roles were 
explicit, with female dominance in internal matters and male dominance in 
external affairs.

According to literary and archaeological testimony, the leading stratum in 
society followed roughly the same pattern that applied to the inheritance of 
landed property. Kingship was thus hereditary within the kindred, primarily on 
the male side. Yet the female line could also qualify, as is shown by the example 
of Beowulf, king of the Geats and opponent of the kings of Uppsala in the sixth 
century: he inherited the throne from his maternal uncle. Royal marriages were 
arranged in the same way as in the rest of society. To ensure long-term political 
alliances and maintain the repute of the dynasty, wives were taken from other 
distinguished families or from royal families in other kingdoms. The system 
must have given the wives of the aristocracy excellent opportunities for political 
influence.

Scandinavia at this time appears to have been divided into small kingdoms 
varying in size, strength, influence, and alliances, a system that probably 
comprised subordinate petty kings and other regional leaders. The oldest written 
evidence for the name Svearike, “the kingdom of the Swedes” (modern Sverige) 
is found in Beowulf in conjunction with Egil, king of the Swedes. Such “king
doms” were rather loosely organized political federations rather than states in 
the historical sense. According to a uniform literary tradition, the rule of the 
Ynglingar dynasty in Uppsala was one of the most influential, famous, and 
legendary kingdoms in the Iron Age.

Society as a whole was rather violent and martial. With their suites of sworn
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retainers, the lords and kings enjoyed raiding and pillaging each other, and 
blood vengeance was common. Even though justice sometimes sat “on the head 
of a spear”, there was a certain judicial order, especially for the village 
community, handed down by people versed in the law and applied through 
collective decisions at the assembly or thing, or through pronouncements by 
chieftains. This was no doubt the case in Uppsala at this time. A society without 
writing but still of relatively great complexity could function, partly owing to 
the huge collective store of memory.

As was common in archaic peasant societies of this kind, there was a complete 
pantheon of gods and divine beings with partly differing functions, of human 
form but with supernatural powers. Since they were believed to influence life on 
earth, people honoured them and sacrificed to them in great earnest. Even 
human sacrifices sometimes occurred. The kings of the Ynglingar dynasty, with 
their supposed divine origin, appear to have had a special responsibility for 
maintaining good relations with higher powers on behalf of the people.

In a world where the threads of life were often fragile, it was natural that
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people should have a fatalistic outlook on life and rely on the secure prospect of 
a life after death. They expected to meet deceased relatives and continue their 
former social community in the realm of the dead. The equipment with which 
the dead were furnished was believed to accompany them, metaphorically, to the 
realm of the dead. The body normally embarked on the journey dressed in the 
best clothes, provided with food for the trip, jewellery, weapons, and other signs 
of dignity and rank, sometimes also with useful animals. This applied in 
particular to the distinguished people buried in the great mounds at Gamla 
Uppsala. The modern saying “You can’t take it with you would not have made 
any sense to people in those days. There was no greater equality on the other 
side than here on earth, where land, property, and gold, ancestors, freedom, and 
much besides were unequally divided.

The fact that people willingly gave up such enormous material treasures as 
they did when burying their dead in the past shows how important it was to 
come well equipped to the other world. Not being buried, or not being buried in 
the correct way, meant being excluded from the next life and being forced to 
wander around eternally, a spirit without a home. Slaves were no doubt buried 
in some way, both to avoid any bother from their homeless spirits and to be 
able to count on their services in the next world. It also happened that slaves 
were killed at burial ceremonies, to accompany their masters into the realm of 

the dead.
All this is comprehensible only in the light of the notion of the soul at the 

time. There were at least two, perhaps more, categories of soul with partly 
differing functions. A person’s last breath at the moment of death was regarded 
as the evaporation of the life principle into some common primeval source of life 
in the world of the gods, in nature, or in the universe. In addition, there was a 
“dream soul” or “free soul” which was active outside the body only during 
sleep, ecstasy, trance, or unconsciousness. The conscious self, with its emotions, 
intellect, and will, was localized in the body, perhaps in different parts of it. The 
important point was that this soul was believed to stay in the body immediately 
after death, to be released only when the body was broken down by putrefaction 
or cremation. Then the soul started its journey to the other side, perhaps 
through the intermediacy of the free soul.

If the dead person was to have all his or her goods on the journey, logic 
required that the equipment should be there when the body was broken down, 
that is to say, when buried in the grave or cremated on the pyre. No one would 
have dreamed of anything as crazy as furnishing a buried body with burnt grave 
goods or providing cremated bones with unburnt goods. The strict consistency 
with which this principle was followed is proof enough that people had a 
complex concept of the soul and were serious in their beliefs about grave goods 
as necessary equipment for the afterlife.

The concept of the soul is very different in the high cultures of history, where
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the principle of life and the personality are usually combined in a uniform soul 
that is assumed to leave the body at the moment of death. This means that grave 
goods in the proper sense are meaningless, and they are therefore absent in, for 
example, Christian and Muslim burials.

This conceptual system was of course embraced by the rulers who were buried 
in the great mounds at Gamla Uppsala, since they were efficiently cremated in 
keeping with the custom of the time. The need felt by the aristocracy to dis
tinguish themselves from the masses is instead manifested in the size of the 
mounds, the might of the pyre, the ceremonies, and the princely grave goods in 
the form of clothes, tools, weapons, jewellery, and regalia. Most of this went up 
in smoke, leaving nothing in the remains of the pyre but incinerated metal 
fragments and distorted pieces of the bones of humans and animals. The pyre 
was so skilfully constructed that the heat reached 1,400 degrees, much greater 
than in a modern cremation furnace. In this way there was an extra massive 
pillar of smoke which could quickly and surely raise the princely dead to the 
heights of the afterlife.

Although the art of writing had been known in Scandinavia for several 
hundred years by this time, it was used mostly for magical purposes and only by 
a few people skilled in runes who served in the courts of the lords. Occasional 
individuals who had served in the late classical kingdoms of southern Europe 
may have returned with a knowledge of Latin or Greek, but they had little use 
for this at home, where most people were illiterate, and no one had crammed 
classical languages at school.

In settled, oral cultures, especially in aristocratic circles, great importance is 
attached to oral eloquence and the recitation of songs, myths, legends, and epics. 
One example is Beowulf, an epic masterpiece in verse, which in its written form 
is Anglo-Saxon but which partly reflects an oral Scandinavian tradition from the 
sixth century, dealing with, among other things, wars between the Swedes and 
the Geats. A developed oral culture required a memory capacity that we can 
scarcely fathom today, and a much more concrete and situation-bound conceptual 
world, with special forms for memorization, narration, and composition. The 
oral literary tradition was particularly prized in the magnificent banqueting 
halls. We may safely assume that the royal seat at Uppsala was a leading centre 
for this oral culture.
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The Kings' Mounds
The Grave Finds in the Light of Archaeology

Jan Eric Sjöberg

“This evening we reached the goal, 69 feet from the 
first frame. ... The way was blocked by a wall of very 
large boulders. ... The wall does not rise vertically, 
instead seeming to be the lower part of a vault. ”

This is how Bror Emil Hildebrand, National Custodian of Antiquities, described 
the situation on Tuesday 15 September 1846, when he had reached the centre of 
the first of the kings’ mounds to be excavated in Gamla Uppsala, the one he 
called Odin’s Mound, known today as the East Mound. A month previously his 
men had started to dig a passage in towards the centre of the mound, at the 
same level as the original top of the ridge on which the mound was raised. Since 
the mounds are mainly built of sand and gravel, the 2,5-metre passage into the 
centre of the mound had to be lined with planks and shored up with wooden 
frames at regular intervals, as in a mineshaft.

The immediate reason for the excavation was the doubts expressed in the 
1830s that the Uppsala mounds really were the work of human hands. Since the 
site had long been regarded as a national symbol, Hildebrand took the initiative 
for an excavation in 1846, in the hope of finding the grave of an early Swedish 
king. The National Custodian of Antiquities received active support from the 
Crown Prince, later King Karl XV, who had a keen interest in prehistory. The 
complicated excavation work was directed, under Hildebrand’s supervision, by 
Lieutenant Colonel Carl Stål of the Engineers. He had at his disposal a number 
of carpenters from the Uppland Regiment, who dug their way 25 metres under 
the East Mound, risking their lives to reach the grave concealed in the cairn at 
the centre of the mound.

Work was interrupted on 26 September 1846, to be resumed in June the 
following year. The stone wall mentioned above was actually the cairn at the
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A selection of finds from the East Mound. 
The objects are depicted on different scales.
Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg.

a. Fragment of a repousse bronze helmet 
plate. Length 29 mm.

b. The fragment drawn on to a similar 
plate with "dancing warriors" on the 
helmet from Sutton Hoo. Drawing after 
Birgit Arrhenius from Signums svenska 
konsthistoria - stenåldern, bronsåldern, 
järnåldern.

centre of the mound, on which the large funeral pyre had been built and then set 
alight. With great toil and skill, the diggers continued into this cairn until 
finally, in the light of tallow candles, they found a simple clay urn “roughly 8 
inches tall”, filled with cremated bones, standing between the stones on the 
bottom of the cairn. Over and around the urn was a thick layer of charcoal and 
bones, along with fragments of the grave goods, incinerated beyond recognition.

The East Mound is the biggest of the three “king’s barrows” at Gamla 
Uppsala. It is oval, measuring 75 by 55 metres, and rising 9 metres above the 
surface of the ridge. The stone wall that was found at the end of the shaft was 
the outer edge of a 15-metre-wide and 2.5-metre-high cairn forming a vault over 
the cinerary urn. The actual mound raised over the cairn consisted entirely of 
gravel and sand, with a thin layer of turf on the outside. Since the urn and the 
majority of the cremated bones were reburied in the mound after the excavation 
was completed, it has been difficult to determine with certainty the sex and age 
of the deceased. After several examinations of the preserved bones - in the 
1840s, 1995, and most recently 1999 - there is some consensus that the person 
buried in the East Mound was a young individual aged between 10 and 14, 
identified on archaeological grounds as a male. In addition, there are the 
remains of an adult, possibly a woman. It is now impossible to determine which 
of these is the main person. On the basis of the masculine character of the grave 
goods, however, archaeologists have chosen to regard a high-born young man as 
the person over whom the mound was primarily raised.
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c. Detail of a gold plate decorated in 
filigree technique.

The parts of the grave goods that were found in and around the urn, which 
were to help in determining the status and rank of the deceased, were severely d. Game pieces of bone of the

damaged by the cremation fire and extremely fragmentary. We may nevertheless hemispherical type that was common
suspect that it was a person from the top stratum of society, with access to during the Iron Age.

weapons and other equipment of the highest quality. The most striking objects 
among the finds are some small fragments of repousse bronze plates which 
suggest that the deceased was given a helmet of the kind known from a number 
of boat graves in eastern central Sweden, chiefly Vendel and Valsgärde in 
Uppland. One of the fragments is impressed with almost exactly the same motif 
of a dancing spear carrier as is found on the helmet from boat grave 7 at 
Valsgärde, and on the even more famous helmet from the boat grave of Sutton 
Hoo in East Anglia. Of the other parts of the helmet in the East Mound, 
however, there are no other traces apart from some fragments of similar plates, 
roughly the size of a thumb nail. It is understandable that the existence of the 
helmet in the grave has been questioned. An alternative that has been suggested 
is that the plate may have been mounted to a leather helmet. Some of the 
fragments have been compared, albeit hesitantly, to similar plates from the boat 
graves at Vendel. It is more certain that the deceased was given a board game in 
the grave, judging by about ten whole and fragmentary game pieces of bone, of 
the hemispherical type that was very common in the Iron Age. Some thirty lumps 
of molten glass show that one or more glass beakers were melted down by the 
intensive heat of the pyre. The type of the vessels cannot be determined, but
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glassware of this kind must have been imported from a Frankish area in Western 
Europe. At least one bone comb was also included in the dead youth’s equipment. 
A small bird figurine of bone, resembling a duck and only 14 millimetres long, 
has puzzled scholars. It is probably the head of a bone pin of the kind that was 
widely spread in Scandinavia during the Migration Period. The only iron objects 
in the find are a small number of rivets which probably held wooden boxes 
together. Nothing survives of the boxes or their contents. Knife whetstones are 
an almost obligatory part of the personal equipment of Iron Age people, and 
this is the case in the East Mound. Of the two that have been found, one is only 
a couple of millimetres thick and has a polished surface. It has therefore some
times been interpreted as a make-up palette, since similar objects have also been 
found in princely Frankish graves. A drinking horn with mountings around the 
rim may also have been included in the equipment. The objects interpreted as 
mountings are a small, gilded bronze plate impressed with early animal 
ornamentation, and a cast animal head of bronze. Mountings like the latter have 
been found, for example, on a drinking horn from boat grave 7 at Valsgärde.

The three gold objects found in and around the cinerary urn - which are 
mainly responsible for the royal status ascribed to the burial - are unfortunately 
the most difficult to identify. They consist of a small, irregular gold foil, 
decorated with filigree technique in horizontal bands all over the surface, and 
yet another gold foil measuring 10 by 15 millimetres, with impressed decoration 
in early animal style and adorned with filigree in the typical coils of animal 
ornamentation. The third, seriously damaged gold object is part of a mount for 
garnets; no garnets survive, however. It has been suggested that all three gold 
fragments adorned a single-edged knife of the type known as a scramasax. The 
filigree plate would then have decorated the sheath of the weapon, while the 
animal plate could be part of the scabbard rim, while the garnet mount could be 
part of the pommel. An interpretation that is at least as plausible is that the two 
latter fragments are parts of a splendid belt buckle with garnet inlay of a type 
known from Norway, Holland, and England from the same time. It then 
remains to explain the function of the filigree-ornamented gold foil and why no 
traces of the scramasax blade are preserved.

Summing up the picture painted by the finds from the grave in the East 
Mound, we may note that at least two individuals were cremated on the spot 
where the large mound was then raised: an adult, possibly a woman, and a 
teenager who is assumed to be a male aristocrat. Accompanying him on the 
funeral pyre was equipment consisting of a helmet decorated with bronze plates 
of the kind we recognize from other grave finds in Uppland. He may also have 
had a magnificently decorated scramasax or a precious belt for the coat that 
befitted a chieftain. There may also have been a shield, a drinking horn, and one 
or more glass beakers, along with a board game for his amusement. The 
personal equipment included a comb, a whetstone, and perhaps a make-up 
palette, and one or more boxes with unknown contents. Both burnt and unburnt
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animal bones show that the deceased was accompanied by at least three dogs 
and a falcon. Parts of horse, ox, and sheep may be interpreted as food for the 
long journey. Seven burnt claw phalanxes of bear show that the deceased rested 
on a bearskin, a common custom in Iron Age burials.

With our knowledge of the character of the finds we can say that the burial 
probably took place in the mid-sixth century. Is it then a son of an Uppland 
chieftain or even a person of royal birth whose remains rest in the East Mound, 
and if so can we say who it is? We shall return to that matter when we have 
looked more closely at the results of the excavation of the second of the Uppsala 
barrows, namely, the West Mound.

In the summer of 1874, Stockholm hosted the seventh international archaeo
logical congress. For the benefit of the participants, Bror Emil Elildebrand had 
yet another of the Uppsala barrows opened, this time Thor’s Mound, the one 
known today as the West Mound. Once again it was a military man, Lieutenant 
J. G. Hagdahl, who was in charge of the digging. A huge trench was excavated 
in the south side of the mound, from the top all the way down to the bottom 
and in towards the cairn at the centre.

The West Mound is oval, measuring approximately 67 by 51 metres and 
rising more than 10 metres above the ridge. A three-metre wide layer of clay had 
been laid directly on the surface of the ridge, and it was there the funeral pyre 
had been built. This took the form of a wooden chamber, perhaps in the form of 
a charcoal stack, daubed with clay. The clay was fired into brick by the 
tremendous heat, which must have reached a temperature of 1,470 degrees. 
Obviously, not much was left of the remains of the deceased and his grave 
goods. After the cremation, the remains of the pyre had been gathered in a little 
pile in the middle of the layer of clay and a modest cairn, roughly 1.6 metres in 
diameter and just over a metre high, had been built over it. Then the mound had 
been raised, first with a four-metre-thick layer of sand, then with a five-metre 
layer of clay, and finally coarse gravel covered with turf.

Thanks to the open trench and the improved excavation techniques, we may 
assume that the finds retrieved here are much more complete than those from 
the East Mound. Despite this, it is difficult to interpret the evidence.

As in the East Mound, the majority of the human bones were reburied after 
the 1874 excavation. According to the original identification of the bones, “at 
least one man and one woman were buried” here. An osteological analysis of 
the bones in 1999 was able to identify one adult individual with certainty. Here 
too, the character of the grave goods indicates that it was a man. From the 
preserved animal bones we see that the dead man was accompanied by at least 
two hounds and a goshawk. The latter was no doubt a trained hunting bird. 
Falconry was part of the lifestyle of the continental Germanic upper classes.
From this time onwards, gerfalcons became common in the graves of Swedish 
chieftains, a clear sign of close contacts with the princely courts of the continent. 
A bear phalanx shows that a bearskin had served as a bed for the deceased.
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The participants in the seventh international archaeological congress in Stockholm in 1874 
visit the excavation of the West Mound in Gamla Uppsala.
Drawing by G. Broling, Dansk Illustreret Tidende, August 1874.

Smaller quantities of bones of horse, pig, and domesticated hen no doubt come 
from the food with which the dead man was provided.

Let us look first at the clearly identifiable finds. The personal equipment 
includes two bone combs, one of which had been reduced to a multitude of 
incinerated fragments, and six whetstones. A belt loop of iron with niello 
(oxidized silver) inlay shows that the dead man had a belt, to which we shall 
return later. It is not entirely certain whether this loop comes from the West 
Mound or the East Mound.

The man in the West Mound was also given a board game, but the turned 
cylindrical pieces of ivory are of a type that is foreign to Scandinavia, most 
likely of eastern, late Roman origin. Parts of four game pieces survive. Also from 
the same origin are the glass beakers, probably two in number, which survived 
in the form of twenty or so lumps of molten glass.

We now come to the finds that are more difficult to identify. Roughly thirty

18 MYTH, MIGHT, AND MAN



millimetre-wide strips of gold tinsel were woven into some kind of textile, 
probably of Frankish origin. A number of fragments of various objects in 
cloisonne (garnets inlaid in gold) are included in the finds, chiefly parts of a 
probably Frankish sword hilt. The most easily distinguishable is the pommel, 
which was severely damaged by the fire. It consists of triangular cellwork of 
gold with some stones remaining which may have been the middle field in a 
garnet-inlaid pommel of a kind similar to the one in boat grave 5 at Valsgärde. 
An oblong cloisonne fragment, now deformed, with garnets arranged in steps, 
can be identified as part of the ring of a magnificent belt buckle of a type similar 
to what was assumed to have been deposited in the East Mound. Perhaps the 
loop mentioned above belonged to this belt. The belt may possibly have been a 
baldric for the sword, but no traces of the sword blade have been found yet. Yet 
another remarkable gold fragment must be discussed. It is an oval animal head, 
measuring just 3 by 6 millimetres, with two staring eyes like an owl’s. The eyes 
are surrounded by a thin beaded thread, gold filigree. Figures exactly like these, 
but designated lizard heads, occur on the magnificent gold collar from Möne in 
Västergötland, but only there in the whole corpus of Scandinavian material from 
the Migration Period. Could this fragment be the only surviving trace of a gold
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A selection of finds from the West Mound. 
The objects are depicted on different 
scales.
Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg.

a. Fragments of different objects in 
cloisonne (garnets inlaid in gold). The 
larger fragment is part of a sword 
pommel.

b. Belt loop of iron with niello inlay.

collar among the grave goods that accompanied the deceased on the pyre in the 
West Mound? The idea seems improbable.

One half of a four-centimetre-tall bone cylinder with a relief carving of a 
frieze in early animal ornament has been of crucial significance for the dating of 
the burial in the West Mound. However, the function of the object is more 
difficult to determine. Suggestions include everything from a game piece to a 
royal sceptre. It is no doubt wisest to state that the bone cylinder was a 
mounting for some object of as yet undetermined character.

Finally we have the most remarkable and exotic objects in the grave. These 
consist of three small cameos, approximately 10-15 millimetres in diameter, and 
fragments of a larger cameo, roughly 25 by 30 millimetres, of onyx or sardonyx. 
Of the smaller cameos, one can be identified as a cupid blowing a horn, while 
one fragment of the larger cameo shows a recumbent bull. Yet another fragment 
of a sardonyx cameo was later found among the cremated bones. Cameos like 
these are totally unique in Scandinavian finds from the Migration Period. They 
originate in a Sassanid area in the Near East (present-day Iraq) at the end of the 
fourth century. How did these cameos end up in the West Mound at Gamla 
Uppsala? Late classical cameos of a similar kind have been found decorating 
objects such as ornate book covers in Western Europe from the sixth century 
onwards. Could a book like this or perhaps a decorated box have been among 
the grave goods in the West Mound? Or were the cameos secondary additions to 
a helmet, as has been suggested by another scholar, although no other traces of
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c. Game piece and fragment of a game 
piece, of turned ivory.

any helmet are attested among the finds? The cameos are nevertheless eloquent
testimony, along with some of the other exotic finds, to the long-distance d. Fragment of a bone cylinder, decorated
contacts maintained by the powerful chieftains, or petty kings if you will, on the w't*1 a *r'eze of early animal ornament. 

Uppsala plain in the sixth century.
As we did for the East Mound, let us sum up the picture that the finds paint 

of the man who was buried in the West Mound at Gamla Uppsala.
In the latter half of the sixth century, perhaps around 580, an adult man was 

cremated in a chamber pyre which had been built on a spot just south of the 
two earlier mounds on the ridge at Gamla Uppsala. The fire reached an 
extremely high temperature so that both the deceased and his rich grave goods 
could be transferred to another world by means of the consuming power of the 
flames. The deceased had been laid on a bearskin, accompanied by his favourite 
hounds and his goshawk. Meat from other animals was provided as food for the 
journey, or perhaps represents the remains of a ceremonial meal eaten at the 
funeral. He was dressed in an expensive costume which included Frankish cloth 
with gold tinsel. At his side was his sword, adorned with gold and garnets, of 
Rhineland Frankish origin. Around his coat he wore a belt with a magnificent 
cloisonne buckle. At his other side were a couple of glass beakers, probably of 
south-east European origin, as well as a board game with ivory pieces from the 
same area. Combs and whetstones were also part of his personal equipment, 
perhaps placed in a bag at his belt. Whether he was also wearing a gold collar of 
south Scandinavian type, which at the time of his death would have been an old
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Detail of the gold collar from Mime 
church, Västergötland, with an inset 
enlargement of the little lizard head of 
gold from the West Mound. Rows of 
similar animal figures surround the locking 
mechanism on the Möne collar; they are 
quite unknown in other contexts.
Photos: Museum of National Antiquities and Bengt A. Lundberg.

family heirloom, we shall leave unsaid. Who might he have been, then — a 
priest? He must surely have been an important figure, judging by the oriental 
cameos. Perhaps they adorned the cover of a gospel book, of the same kind that 
Pope Gregory sent to the Langobardic queen Theodolinda around 600? The idea 
seems improbable, but it is known that such books existed in Europe at the time 
of the burial. The cameos were obviously part of some object, a box being 
another conceivable possibility. Six iron rivets among the finds were probably 
from a box or chest. The little decorated bone cylinder, however, is indigenous 
work, probably from Uppland. Similar ornamentation occurs on metal objects 
from both Vendel and Valsgärde. It may have adorned a staff. The man in the 
West Mound must have been a lord, perhaps even a king. Yet it is not primarily 
on account of the precious grave goods that we would call him that. For in a
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The four unique cameos of oriental origin from the West Mound.

Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg.
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modest burial mound, only six metres in diameter and just over half a metre 
high at Skärvsta in Botkyrka parish in Södermanland, a man was cremated at 
the same time with grave goods at least as precious, of the same kind as in the 
Uppsala mounds, if we disregard the most exotic features. It is instead the size of 
the mounds at Gamla Uppsala, which required enormous labour, that shows the 
deceased to be in a class of their own.

As regards the Middle Mound, which has only been partly excavated, we 
know that it contained a cairn that is bigger than those in the other two 
mounds. It was the site of a funeral pyre like that in the East Mound, but we 
know nothing about the contents of the grave. The mound was built in two 
stages, first a lower one which was then raised higher, perhaps to match the size 
of the other mounds. The Middle Mound is the oldest, built some time at the 
start of the sixth century. Then the East Mound was raised around 550, and 
finally the West Mound towards the end of the sixth century. But we do not 
know whether the so-called kings’ mounds are the oldest burials at the site. 
South-west of the West Mound there are four more large barrows, and to the 
south of these a cemetery which once had several hundred small burial mounds. 
We know next to nothing about their age other than that a few are from the 
fifth century while others are from the Viking Age.

Large, lavish burials are usually associated with times of political unrest, when 
new rulers must have felt a greater need to manifest their power and status. If 
we rely on uncertain sources such as Ynglingatal and later Icelandic sagas, the 
Ynglingar dynasty established itself in Gamla Uppsala towards the end of the 
fifth century. Perhaps it is the establishment of the new royal dynasty of which 
we see traces in the form of the mighty barrows on the crest of the Högåsen 
ridge. Is it then the predecessors of the Ynglingar dynasty that are buried in the 
smaller mounds, or is it the succeeding kings from times when the situation had 
been stabilized and there was less need for large outward manifestations?

Whereas early scholars associated specific kings from the old sources with 
individual mounds, it is very seldom that modern archaeology can confirm this. For 
example, it used to be claimed that the Swedish kings Aun, Egil, and Adds of the 
Ynglingar dynasty were buried in the three mounds at Gamla Uppsala. According 
to this research tradition, Aun, known as the Old, who became feeble because of his 
great age, rests in the East Mound. However, modern archaeology and osteology 
have shown that the East Mound was raised over a boy in his early teens.

There is a great deal to suggest that the so-called Mound of the Assembly, 
north-east of the other three, is also a burial mound, but we know nothing 
about its contents. Much research remains to be done before the archaeological 
picture of Gamla Uppsala is clarified. The newly discovered royal hall north of 
the church and the finds from the fields to the north of it are helping to supple
ment and qualify our image of one of the most important central places of the 
Swedish Iron Age.
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The Myths and the Gods
Olof Sundqvist

Adam of Bremen, in his description of the cult at Uppsala, mentions the gods 
Wotan, Thor, and Frikko. These also occur as Odin, Thor, and Frey in Icelandic 
sources, but there they are depicted in a rather different light. The Poetic Edda 
and Snorri’s Edda are the most important Icelandic texts dealing with gods and 
myths. The Poetic Edda consists of poems composed in Norway and Iceland. 
Some of them may date from pre-Christian times. Snorri’s Edda was written by 
the Icelander Snorri Sturluson around 1220, more than two hundred years after 
the conversion of Iceland. Snorri cites the Eddie poems and tells us about the 
myths in the Poetic Edda.

Adam does not describe Norse mythology. The Icelandic sources, on the other 
hand, paint a detailed picture of the pre-Christian world-view, the myths and 
the gods. According to Snorri, mortals live in Midgard. At the centre of Midgard 
is the fortress of Asgard. This is the dwelling of the gods (Æsir). At the well of 
Urd in the centre of the fortress grows the ash Yggdrasil. This is where the 
Norns, the goddesses of fate, live. Outside Midgard is Utgard, and beyond 
Utgard is the ocean, where the giants live along the eastern shores.

Adam may have known of the beliefs about Yggdrasil and Urd’s well. A 
scholiast notes in the margin that a very large tree stood at Uppsala, always 
green in summer and winter alike and with wide-spreading branches. Beside the 
tree was a spring where the pagans made their sacrifices. Adam’s history has 
incorporated mythical material in his description of Uppsala.

In Icelandic mythology there are two families of gods, the Æsir and the Vanir. 
The Æsir, who number gods such as Thor, Tyr, Balder, and Heimdal, are martial 
and aristocratic. Their chief is Odin. The Vanir, who include Njord, Frey, and 
Freyja, are fertility divinities. The two families of gods warred against each other 
but then made peace and have since lived together in Asgard. The giants are 
huge, skilled in magic, and malicious; their home is Jotunheim. They are forces 
of chaos who want to destroy the world of gods and men. In mythic society the 
Æsir are at the top of the hierarchy while the giants are the lowest in rank.

In Snorri’s Edda Odin is the most powerful of the gods. He is the god of
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Thor catches the 
Midgard Serpent on his 
hook. The story is told 
in an Eddie poem. 
Picture stone from 
Altuna, Uppland.
Photo: Bengt A. Lundberg.

Thor's hammer 
found in Skåne. It 
may have been 
used as both an 
amulet and a 
piece of jewellery.
Photo: Museum of National 
Antiquities.

death and war, of knowledge, seid (magic), and art. At the same time, he is the 
ruler, the father, a womanizer and a vagabond who appears in many guises. He 
has many different names. He is sometimes called All-father. He is the father 

and lord of the Æsir.
In his account of the Uppsala cult, Adam paints a somewhat different picture. 

He describes Thor as the mightiest, occupying the throne in the middle of the 
chamber. Wotan wages war and gives people strength to combat their enemies. 
He is armed and resembles Mars. When war threatens, people sacrifice to him. 
In the Icelandic myths Odin does not take part in wars; there he is a cunning 

tactician and warmonger.
Odin probably did not have the same position in Uppland as in Denmark and 

the West Norse areas. Uppland does not have many place-names with the 
element Odin. In Västergötland, by contrast, he was important and worshipped 
as Gautatyr, god of the Gauts or Geats. Odin was worshipped by the upper 
classes, by lords, poets, and rune carvers. Wednesday is called after him.

In Icelandic literature, Odin’s son Thor is a god of thunder and war. Thor is 
simple, uncomplicated, muscular, red-haired, with a red beard. He eats and
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Odin sacrificed an eye in the well of Mimir. 
Perhaps the bronze figure from Lindby in 
Skåne depicts the one-eyed Odin.
Photo: Antiquarian Topographical Archives.

drinks a great deal. His most important task is to fight against the giants and to 
protect the home of the gods against the forces of chaos. Thor owns the hammer 
Mjolnir, which he throws at the giants. He always hits his target, and the 
hammer always returns like a boomerang. The hammer also had functions in the 
cult. It was used to wed couples and to bless funeral ships.

Adam has a different picture of Thor. Thor presides over the sky, governing 
thunder and lightning, wind and rain, fair weather and crops. He bears a sceptre 
in his hand and resembles Jupiter. If plague or famine threaten, people sacrifice 
to his idol. Adam makes Thor into a kind of fertility god. Place-names support 
this picture. Torsåker shows that Thor was worshipped as lord of fields and 
meadows. It is natural that a sky god should be worshipped as the god of 
weather and fertility, since thunder brought rain for the farmers’ fields.

Thor was probably one of the most popular gods of the North. He was the 
god of farmers and freemen. Thursday is called after him. His name occurs both 
in place-names and on runic stones in Sweden. A picture stone in Uppland 
shows Thor catching the Midgard Serpent. That myth is preserved in an Eddie 
poem. Amulets with Thor’s hammer have been found in Östergötland and 
Uppland.

Snorri says that Frey is the son of Njord and brother of Freyja. Frey governs 
rain and sunshine and the fertility of the soil. People invoked him for rich 
harvests and peace. Snorri portrays Frey as a god of fertility. An Eddie poem 
tells of how he courted the giantess Skadi. The frequently found gold-foil 
figures, guldgubbarna, perhaps depict that relationship.

Adam describes Frikko in a similar way. He says that the god bestows peace 
and pleasure on mortals. His image has an immense phallus. People sacrifice to 
him when marriages are to be celebrated.

Frey appears to have had a special position in eastern Scandinavia, especially 
in the Mälaren region. Place-names like Frösåker, Frösvi, Fröslunda, and 
Frötuna are common there. In the West Norse tradition it was said that Frey 
was “the sacrificial god of the Swedes”. According to Icelandic tradition, he is 
the divine ancestor of the Ynglingar, that is, the kings of the Swedes.

Many other gods and beings were worshipped in the Mälaren valley, such as 
the fertility goddess Freyja. Sometimes Freyja was called Vanadis. She belonged 
to the collective fertility beings called Disir. A disablót (sacrifice to the Disir) 
and a disathing (assembly of the Disir) were held at Uppsala. In the Middle Ages 
there was still a market called distingsmarknad. Snorri mentions a dtsarsalr, that 
is, the hall of Freyja the Dis, in Uppsala.

28 MYTH, MIGHT, AND MAN



The god Frey? 

Statuette found at 
Rällinge, 
Södermanland.
Photo: Antiquarian 

Topographical Archives.



Kungsgården, the royal demesne north of the church, depicted by Arnvidsson in 
1709. One can see burial mounds on the Southern Plateau and below that in 
the arable field. They are the remains of the cemetery that was started after the 
rebellion against Anund of Uppsala in 837 (according to Lindqvist 1936).
Photo: Antiquarian Topographical Archives.
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The Viking Age: Conflicts and
Compromises at Gamla Uppsala
Władysław Duczko

The image of the Swedish Viking Age has long been dominated by Birka, the 
merchant town on the island of Björkö in Mälaren - rightly so, it should be 
added. The town was the only one of its kind among the Swedes, an 
international point for the exchange of goods and ideas, and a place where the 
Christian mission gained its first foothold. Birka has always exerted a huge 
attraction for research, and it is hardly surprising that scholars unintentionally 
lost sight of another historic site — Gamla Uppsala. This happened easily, since 
all the available knowledge indicated that the famous central place of the Swedes 
declined considerably in importance during the Viking Age. It required intensive 
investigations and studies in the 1990s to change this view. Initially, however, 
new findings suggested that it was correct. What was particularly clear was the 
disappearance of parts of the older settlement at the start of the Viking Age - 
the huge centre created within the royal demesne in the sixth century. After 
almost three hundred years of use, the halls and the rampart within this special 
area had been destroyed or left to decay, and the place itself had been trans
formed into a burial ground. Was this not clear evidence of the lost status of 
Gamla Uppsala? It was thus true, as scholars believed, that the kings moved to 
Hovgården on Adelsö to be able to control Birka on the other side of the fiord. 
The discoveries also seemed to agree well with the interpretations by historians 
and archaeologists of the data in Vita Anskarii, the life of Ansgar, written in the 
870s by Rimbert, archbishop of Bremen. The Vita contains a description of 
Birka and the acts of the German missionaries there; it mentions the Swedish 
kings but does not say a word about Gamla Uppsala. Despite all this, it is 
actually possible to arrive at a different interpretation.

The kingdom of the Swedes in the Viking Age was a loose organization 
consisting of the districts around Lake Mälaren. The Swedes were governed by 
local magnates, among whom there was a family of chieftains with royal 
authority. The seat of the family was in the core settlement area of the Swedes,
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Three of the five known runic stones 
that existed at Gamla Uppsala in the 
1060s. Two of them were raised by 
siblings and cousins of the brothers 
Vifast and Vidjärv, and one stone was 
raised by a son and mother, probably 
related to the former family.

a. Stone by the master Fot for Vifast, 
which stood among mounds north of 
the church (fragmentarily preserved).

b. Stone for Vidjärv by Sigvid the 
England-farer. It is walled into the south 

side of the church's apse.

c. The rune master Åsmund Kårason's 

stone for Ale and Ingefast. The stone has 
disappeared, but originally stood by the 

River Samnaån.

All pictures from Antiquarian Topographical Archives.

Svetjud, medieval Uppland, and was associated with the cultic and political 
centre of Gamla Uppsala. Royal power was far from being absolute, however; it 
was subject to the control of other power institutions, above all the assembly or 
thing, which had the important function of choosing the king. Kingship was 
elective, not hereditary. The kings were chosen from the chieftainly family. In 
practice only the eldest sons were elected, but even this selection criterion was 
sufficient for the system to generate constant conflicts. No one benefited from 
continuous unrest, so people felt compelled to arrive at various compromises. 
One of these was to divide the kingdom. The Swedes acquired two kings, one 
residing at Gamla Uppsala, the other at Hovgården on Adelsö, with his part of 
the kingdom by Lake Mälaren. It was the kings on Adelsö who, thanks to the 
great profits obtained by protecting foreign merchants at Birka and participation 
in trade with Russia, succeeded in building up a tremendously strong economic 
and political position. The kings of Uppsala were slightly weaker in economic 
terms, but they did command high respect. These differences were of no
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significance for the extraordinary position of Gamla Uppsala; it was not on the 
kings alone that its unique status was based, but on the cult, the assembly, and 
the market associated with both of these, the supra-regional distingsmarknad.

The prevailing system prevented the concentration of power in one person, 
but it could not prevent conflicts from arising. One such conflict, which is 
mentioned by Rimbert because of its anti-Christian character, occurred in 837. 
The German mission was established in Birka after the arrival of Bishop 
Gautbert. In 832 he built a church there and started his work. After five years 
his spiritual work came to an abrupt end when the rebellious Swedes killed one 
of the priests, destroyed the church, and chased the bishop away. It was not 
until 844 that a new priest was sent from Bremen to Birka, and it was at 
roughly the same time that a previously banished Swedish king named Anund 
appeared in the town. He had a Danish fleet with him, which he used to 
terrorize the townspeople into paying him huge sums of money. It soon turned 
out that Anund wanted more than plunder. He began talks with the people, paid
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back the money, got rid of the Danes, and received permission to stay. Who was 
this Anund? The Swedish kings’ chronicle which is appended to the Icelandic 
Hervararsaga has the answer. It mentions Björn and Anund, sons of the Swedish 
king Erik Björnsson. After the death of their father, the brothers divided the 
kingdom between them, with Björn taking his seat “at the Mound” (at Haugi), 
one of the mighty burial mounds at Hovgården on Adelsö, while Anund, whom 
the chronicle calls Anund of Uppsala (Anund upsale), took up residence at 
Gamla Uppsala. Björn was the king whom Ansgar met on his first visit to 
Sweden, and Anund was the king banished by the Swedes. By all appearances, 
the expulsion of Anund took place during the revolt that ended with the fall of 
Gautbert’s church. The “fanatical fury” against the Christians in Birka was just 
the final effect of more extensive unrest. Rimbert states that the king, that is, 
Björn, had no part in this; it was “a plot among the people”. It was in fact a 
conflict between the people and Anund of Uppsala. What did the king of 
Uppsala do that forced the Swedes to rebel? Because of the violence at Birka we 
may suspect that Anund was bold enough to try to introduce Christianity. When 
a Nordic king in the Viking Age showed an interest in the Christian doctrine, 
this should not be regarded as a religious conversion but as a clear sign that he 
was looking for more power. The increasing visibility of the Christians among 
the Swedes encouraged Anund, who was under the impression that the time was 
ripe to enlist the aid of the Christian god to initiate a change that would benefit 
him. He duly put a proposal before the assembly at Uppsala, but this was 
mercilessly rejected. The king was furious, resorted to violence, and found 
everyone against him. A revolt broke out, the venerable South Hall of the royal 
demesne at Gamla Uppsala was torched, and after this act the rebellion began to 
spread over Svealand. Anund forfeited his position as king and was forced to 
leave the country.

The king’s shameless attempt to expand his power had activated the groups 
that had long been worried about the growing influence of Christianity. There 
was similar anxiety all over Scandinavia, resulting from the increasing mobility 
of the Norsemen, their Viking expeditions, as they brought home not just 
plunder but also Christian teachings. The Norse societies tried to ward this off 
by means of a pagan renaissance, when ancient customs were revitalized, the 
excellence of the native gods was publicly manifested, and art was filled with 
indigenous mythological motifs. The same reaction also occurred at Gamla 
Uppsala. There are indications that, after the rising against the power-hungry 
Anund, the Swedes were confronted with the necessity of far-reaching changes. 
One of them was the decision not to use the large hall complex of the royal 
demesne any more. To show that this decision was definitive, the hall terraces 
and the land around them were used for burials. A similar fate also affected 
other parts of the royal demesne. In the garden of the present-day rectory, an 
older settlement site was transformed into a burial ground. Four boat graves
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from the first half of the ninth century were discovered here in 1972. The boat 
with a woman richly adorned with jewellery may be regarded as an explicit 
pagan manifestation. It was probably one of the first female boat burials among 
the Swedes, who had hitherto stuck strictly to the custom of arranging boat 
burials only for men. This grave may be associated with the growing attention 
paid to women, which was reflected in the Viking Age pagan renaissance and 
was connected with the special responsibility of women for the religious cult, 
both private and public.

The disappearance of the former centre should be viewed against the back
ground of the new role that the people had decided for the king. Part of the 
responsibility for the cult was removed from the king and transferred to other 
people, priests of a kind. This decision was also accompanied by another one, 
the creation of a new cult complex. Hitherto many of the religious ceremonies 
had been performed in one of the big halls on the plateaux, where the king 
officiated and where the obligatory cultic feasts took place. When this part of 
the royal demesne could no longer be used, another place had to be chosen, with 
new buildings which would clearly demonstrate the strength of the traditional 
religion. In their efforts to meet the Christian threat, a magnificent centre was 
erected, with a banqueting hall and a temple, a separate building with a special 
room for statues of different gods. Where this new centre was located is a tricky 
question because of our insufficient knowledge of ownership conditions at 
Gamla Uppsala. It is envisaged that some parts were at the disposal of the king 
while others were public. One of the royal parts was Kyrkåsen (Church Ridge), 
where the kings had their residence until the twelfth century. If people had 
decided to separate the royal sphere from the public sphere, it must mean that 
the new cult complex was built outside Kyrkasen. There are some sites where it 
may conceivably have been located, but it is better not to speculate about them 
in the current state of our knowledge. The division, if it was implemented, 
became even more prominent starting in the late tenth century, when the kings 
became Christian. Before this, some upheavals had taken place, initiated by Erik 
Segersäll (the Victorious), a king with visions and the ability to accomplish most 
of his plans. In the latter part of the 970s the kingdom of the Swedes was 
divided between Erik, the king in Uppsala, and his brother Olof, king on Adelsö. 
After the death of his brother, Erik took over Olof’s share, forced the rightful 
heir, his nephew Björn, out of the country, and thus became sole ruler. Then, 
having closed down Birka, he founded a town of his own, Sigtuna. The new 
town was intended as a centre for the future Christian kingdom of the Swedes. 
Erik’s son and successor, Olof Skötkonung, followed his father’s line and 
regarded Sigtuna as the main seat of the Swedish kings. The town proved to be 
viable, but it was not able to replace Gamla Uppsala as the centre of the 
kingdom. Olof finally realized that, if the Swedes were to be converted, he must 
create a foothold for the Christian religion in Gamla Uppsala. Olof was already
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a Christian when he was elected, but it was not until 1008 that he and his two 
sons received baptism at the hands of mission sent from Poland by the Saxon 
bishop Bruno of Querfurt. Bruno noted that a thousand people from seven 
districts were baptized, but it was not long before a rebellion put a stop to the 
missionary work. The reason for the rebellion was probably Olof’s attempt to 
coerce the Uppsala assembly to carry through a change of religion or to establish 
a bishop’s seat in Gamla Uppsala. Anund’s experience was repeated once again: 
the Swedes refused to let the king have his way. However, they did offer Olof a 
compromise. He was allowed to continue as king of the Swedes on condition 
that he pursued his missionary work in Västergötland. There was obviously no 
obstacle to a Swedish king being Christian as long as the pledges he made when 
elected were carried out to the letter.

Olof’s sons, Anund Jakob and Emund, were less inclined to clash with the 
assembly when they were kings between 102z and 1060. Both sons were 
Christians, and it was during their reign that many lords and free peasants also 
converted. Most of them did so on their own terms, without any royal involve
ment. They manifested their new status by raising many runic stones. In the 
1060s five stones were raised at Gamla Uppsala by three related families. We do 
not know with what right these families placed the stones at Gamla Uppsala. 
Their Christian presence does not correspond well to the current image of a 
pagan centre with its golden temple, described in such detail by Adam of Bremen. 
This image is only seemingly contradictory, however. Gamla Uppsala had retained 
its supreme position as the site of the assembly, the cult, and the market, and as 
the central point that gave the Swedes their identity. The cult complex that was 
created after the rising in 837 was still there, being used according to the old 
customs until the Uppsala assembly made the decision to change religion. It is 
possible that the aged building with the idols was refurbished in the eleventh 
century, re-established its reputation, and attracted the attention of Adam, who 
took the opportunity to make it into a powerful symbol of the stubbornness of 
the pagan Swedes. The Swedes were certainly stubborn, but for the reason alone 
that they managed to construct a political system with which they were content. 
As a result, the Viking Age in Gamla Uppsala was able to end the way it had 
begun. In the 1070s the Swedes summoned a royal descendant named Anund 
from Russia to make him king. He proved to be a very pious Christian, which 
was not considered inconvenient, but unfortunately he was incapable of 
compromising, a property that cost him the crown. He refused to do sacrifice in 
Uppsala, and for this crime he was evicted from the kingdom and chased away 
from the assembly.
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The Uppsala Cult
Olof Sundqvist

There are not many written sources about the pre-Christian religion of Scandi
navia, but through Adam of Bremen we know something about the pagan cult 
at Gamla Uppsala. He provided a fairly trustworthy description in the eleventh 
century. Adam was an ecclesiastical writer attached to the archbishopric of 
Hamburg-Bremen. He told of a famous temple that was called Uppsala (Ubsola), 
not far from Sigtuna. In the temple people worshipped the images of three gods. 
Thor, the figure in the middle, was the most powerful. On either side sat Wotan 
(Odin) and Frikko (Frey). Adam describes the functions of the gods, the 
appearance of the idols, and their characteristic features. He also mentions that 
the Swedes worshipped mortals who had been made into gods. There were 
priests who had to offer sacrifices on behalf of the people. Every nine years a 
large feast was solemnized by all the provinces of Sweden. Everyone was obliged 
to attend. Kings and people all sent gifts to Uppsala. Those who had already 
adopted Christianity had to buy the right to exemption from participation.
Adam describes the ceremonies in detail. Of every living male creature they 
offered nine heads. The bodies were hung in a sacred grove near the temple. 
Dogs and horses and men hung there together, a total of 72 bodies. Unseemly 
incantations were sung at the sacrificial feasts.

Many scholars believe that Adam’s account is largely reliable, but some are 
sceptical. Adam was not an eyewitness; his report was based on hearsay. He 
wanted to show that the Swedes were barbaric and needed to be turned into 
Christians. In the country of the Swedes, Adam writes, there is an immense 
wasteland, inhabited by Amazons and Cyclops with just one eye in their 
foreheads, creatures that hop around on one foot, and those who like eating 
human flesh. The barbarian Swedes had to be redeemed and civilized. Adam 
deliberately denigrates the pagan cult. His reports about human sacrifices are no 
doubt exaggerated; they are not confirmed by other sources. Many Christian 
writers at the time claimed that the pagans worshipped gods made by men. It 
was argued that the pagans lacked “proper” gods. This was their way of 
belittling paganism. When Adam speaks of priests (sacerdotes) in Uppsala, he is 
probably thinking of the old priesthood in classical Rome or the medieval
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Sacrifices to Odin had to be hung in trees. 
Perhaps the picture stone from Stora 
Hammar in Lärbro parish on Gotland 
depicts one such sacrifice. The eagle may 
be a symbol of Odin. The scene has been 
compared with Adam's of Bremen 
account of the rites in Uppsala.
Photo: Antiquarian Topographical Archives.

Catholic clergy. There was no class of priests in Scandinavia. It was the kings 
and chieftains who conducted the public ceremonies and rites at cultic feasts.

There are other details in Adam’s account that agree with the information in 
other sources. The Icelander Snorri Sturluson says that the Swedes periodically 
celebrated a great sacrificial feast in Uppsala: “At the time when heathendom 
still prevailed in Sweden, it was an old custom there that the main sacrifices 
were held at Uppsala in the month of Gói [15th of February till the 15th of 
March], Sacrifices were to be made at that time for peace and victory for the 
king.” Place-names all over Scandinavia testify to the worship of the gods Odin, 
Thor, and Frey. The sacrifices were partly held outdoors in sacred groves, as we 
know from many sources independent of Adam. The place-name Torslunda in 
Uppland shows that Thor was worshipped in a grove (lund). In the medieval 
laws of the Swedish provinces there is a prohibition on this kind of cult. The 
Law of Uppland (1Z96) writes: “No one shall sacrifice to idols or believe in 
groves and stones.” Adam’s temple has been discussed by many scholars. Many 
now believe that there was no temple in Uppsala, that is to say, no building with 
solely religious functions. Adam’s temple may have been a hall. Archaeologists 
have found a hall on a plateau north of Gamla Uppsala church. They have also
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Adam s of Bremen work is not 
preserved in the original, only in 
copies. The picture shows a page 
from the Vatican manuscript. On 
the fourth row can be read: 
Nobilissimum ilia gens templum 
habet quod ubsola dicitur.
"That folk has a very famous 
temple called Uppsala."

found traces of a pre-Christian building, or several buildings, under the church. 
A number of activities were performed in the hall. This was, for example, where 
the king held his ceremonial feasts. The images of the gods may have been 

placed there.
There is thus no reason to doubt Adam’s statement that Gamla Uppsala was an 

important cult site among the Swedes until the second half of the eleventh century.
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Gamla Uppsala church, from the kings' mounds.
Photo: G. Ekelund 1959. Antiquarian Topographical Archives.

From Pagan Temple 
to Parish Church
Ann Catherine Bonnier

An atmosphere of grey antiquity hangs over the church in Gamla Uppsala, whose 
unplastered granite walls and heavy towers seem to grow out of the Uppland clay. 
Preceding the archaic stone church, one of the oldest in Uppland, there were several 
buildings on the same site. One of them has been assumed to be the famous pagan 
temple in Uppsala, and there are also signs to suggest that at least one wooden 
church preceded the stone church. The church we see today was built in the mid
twelfth century as a cathedral for the first Swedish archbishop. His cathedral, 
however, was twice as big as the present parish church. Let us begin, however, 
with a brief history of research.

The Pagan Temple
It is scarcely possible to write about the churches in Gamla Uppsala without also 
mentioning the Uppsala temple described by Adam of Bremen in the 1070s. Count
less later chroniclers and historians build their accounts in one form or another on 
Master Adam, and as early as the fifteenth century it was argued that the temple 
had been located in present-day Uppsala. The controversy heated up again in the 
seventeenth century when the philologist and antiquarian Olof Verelius claimed 
to have found proof in an old manuscript that the pagan temple had been at Gamla 
Uppsala. He was supported in this conviction by Olof Rudbeck, who was con
vinced that the church tower, with its walled-up arched openings, was a relic of 

the actual temple.
Rudbeck was the first person to undertake archaeological investigations at 

Gamla Uppsala. In the 1670s he found charcoal and ashes, molten gold and silver 
around the church, and also the foundations of something that he interpreted as 
the anteroom of the pagan temple. It was not until the mid-nineteenth century that 
the architect and professor of Greek, Carl Georg Brunius, was able to demolish the 
myth that the temple was incorporated in the walls of the present church. 
Rudbeck’s “anterooms” received a natural explanation in 1896, when Carl M.
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Kjellberg excavated the foundation walls of the twelfth-century cathedral, which 
were still there under the ground surface to the north, south, and west.

Sune Lindqvist, professor of archaeology, was one of those who believed that 
the pagan temple had stood in Gamla Uppsala. In connection with a restoration 
of the church in ipz6 he had the opportunity to investigate occupation layers 
under and outside the walls. He found that a great deal had happened on the 
site even before the cathedral was built. There were early Christian graves, two 
clay layers of different thickness with hard-packed surfaces and holes left by 
wooden posts. On the basis of the earliest clay layer and some of the post-holes, 
he reconstructed Adam’s pagan temple as a huge wooden building with sides 
measuring more than zo metres around an interior square.

Latter-day researchers have dismissed Adam’s account as a learned construction, 
based on biblical descriptions of Solomon’s temple and on Roman writers. The 
Danish archaeologist Olaf Olsen pointed out in his doctoral dissertation that the 
cultic acts of the Norsemen were associated with the banqueting hall (hof) of the 
king or the chieftain, not with a temple. In 1990 a large Iron Age hall was 
excavated on the plateau north of the church, and some of the post-holes under 
the church may be remains of yet another royal hall.

The Church of the Royal Demesne
Professor Lindqvist found at least two graves which had been dug before a 
cathedral was built on the site. There was thus an early Christian cemetery, and 
other evidence likewise indicates the existence of an earlier church. The nave of 
the cathedral was oriented in a different direction from the chancel, and the 
walls of the north transept were not parallel. This is explicable if the builders 
had to adjust to a church that was still being used when the foundations were 
dug for the stone church. The area north of the mounds was part of the Swedish 
kings’ estate, so the church probably belonged to the royal demesne.

We recognize this pattern from Denmark and Norway, where the first churches 
were built in the Viking Age beside royal estates and important meeting places. At 
that time people could not yet build in stone, so the first church at Gamla Uppsala 
must have been a wooden church. The museum man Harald Wideen and other 
scholars have assumed that it was under the north transept of the cathedral, since a 
row of post-holes follows its north wall. The posts may have been part of a roof
bearing row of the same kind as found in the remains of the big stave churches from 
the eleventh century in Lund, such as Sancta Maria Minor and Trinity Church.

Perhaps a large stave church was the immediate predecessor of the cathedral. 
There are also signs, however, that there was an even older wooden church. One 
of the early graves, although it was found under the north transept, does not lie 
in the same direction as the post-holes there. Graves in a medieval cemetery 
normally lie parallel to the church, so this grave must have belonged to another 
church. The first royal church may therefore have been a very small stave church 
which served as the king’s private chapel.
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Olof Rudbeck proceeded from traces on 
the church tower when he did his 

reconstruction of the pagan temple. 
After Olsen 1966.

The foundations of the 
cathedral, excavated 
and measured by Carl 
M. Kjellberg. The nave 
and the south transept 
are skewed in relation 
to the surviving part of 
the church, which is 
marked black. Control 
measurements have 
shown that the nave 
was not quite as 
skewed as it is shown 
on the plan.
After Kjellberg 1896.
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Sune Lindqvist reconstructed the pagan temple as a large square building with a raised 
middle section. Model in Uppsala University Museum, photo: o. Lindman.

The Cathedral
When Sweden in 1164 received the pope’s permission to form a separate eccle
siastical province, the archbishop’s first church was placed in Gamla Uppsala 
and built on land belonging to the royal demesne. It is likely that the planning 
and construction of the cathedral had been started a few decades earlier, possibly 
in 1138 according to an uncertain report from the seventeenth century. The 
cathedral was over 60 metres long and twice as large as the present parish 
church, which functioned as the chancel and central tower of the cathedral. It 
was a simple granite church with massive walls, which could not compare with 
contemporary cathedrals in Europe.

The excavation in 1896 showed that the cathedral had consisted of a chancel 
with apse and a central tower (both of them preserved) along with apsed 
transepts and a broad, three-aisled nave. The nave extended all the way to the 
present churchyard wall to the west, which was actually built on top of the 
remains of the cathedral’s west gable. Inside the nave there were two rows of 
pillar foundations, which showed that the church had been divided into a wide 
central nave and narrower aisles at the side. The central tower was connected
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The interior of the parish church after the 
restoration in 1926. The vaults, the wall 

paintings, and the chancel crucifix date 
from the fifteenth century. The sculpture to 
the left possibly depicts Saint Erik, the 
church's most famous saint. In the aisle of 
the nave the saint's grave is marked by a 
medieval limestone slab, later moved to 

the high altar.
Photo: Antiquarian Topographical Archives.

with the chancel, the transepts, and the nave by means of large arcade openings.
The interior was probably covered by a flat wooden ceiling; stone vaults were 

built only over the altars in the apses and perhaps in the aisles. The nave was built 
like a basilica, that is to say, the nave was higher than the aisles and had its own 
windows. The windows were probably small and too few in number to light up 
the interior of the church. On the outside of the north wall of the chancel one can 
still see the traces of the outer surround of two of the original windows.
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We do not know how the cathedral ended to the west. The foundations can 
be interpreted in several ways; a new excavation might give more information. It 
is also possible that the cathedral was not completed before it was struck by a 
disaster. Some time before 12.45 it was damaged by a violent fire, the effects of 
which can still be seen today in the form of fire-cracked stones in the masonry 
of the tower. At that time it was natural for cathedrals to be located in towns, 
so permission was sought to move the seat of the archbishop to a suitable place. 
As we know, it was moved in the 12.70s to Östra Aros/Uppsala. The relics of 
Saint Erik and the bones of the buried archbishops were moved to the new 
cathedral, which was under construction for a century and a half.

The Parish Church
The former cathedral was degraded to a parish church after the removal of the 
archbishopric to Uppsala. The nave and the transepts were demolished, and 
most of the arches in the central tower were walled up. One of the western 
arches was used to give the church a new main entrance, and a porch was built 
in front of it.

The old cathedral chancel was big enough to hold the congregation, and 
perhaps the place closest to the high altar was demarcated by a simple railing.
At the same time, a sacristy was probably built to the north-east to store the 
vestments. The windows were evidently modernized, at least in the apse, for in 
the eighteenth century there were still High Gothic glass paintings depicting the 
church’s most important saints, Saint Lawrence (Lars), to whom the cathedral 
was dedicated, and Saint Erik. New Gothic wooden sculptures were purchased 
for the parish church, and the thirteenth-century font was probably placed in the 
tower, close to the entrance.

In the fifteenth century the church, like many other churches in Uppland, was 
modernized. On the exterior the gable of the chancel and the sacristy was raised 
with corbie gables which were given decorative friezes with whitewashed 
grounds, like blind windows. The tower was lowered and given a steep roof at 
the same time as the rest of the church. In the interior the old ceiling was 
replaced with a brick vault, and a large arch was opened between the tower and 
the rest of the interior. To crown it all, the walls and vaults were painted with 
murals, of a style suggesting that they were done in the mid-fifteenth century. 
Perhaps they were added to commemorate the 300th anniversary of the 
foundation of the archbishopric.

At the end of the seventeenth century the church was ravaged by yet another 
fire, and in the mid-nineteenth century the church was in need of a major 
renovation. The apse at that time had serious cracks and was demolished and 
rebuilt in the same shape. The excavation in 1926 also revealed the site of Saint 
Erik’s grave, which was marked by a medieval limestone slab. This slab still 
functions as the top of the high altar.
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The villages of Gamla Uppsala and Myrby. Drawing by Truls Arvidsson, the original of Johan Peringskiöld's 

copperplate in Monumenta Up/andica per Thiundiam (1710). Antiquarian Topographical Archives.

Gamla Uppsala during the Middle Ages
Sigurd Rahmqvist

The Village of Gamla Uppsala
In the Middle Ages Gamla Uppsala was the biggest village in Uppland, especially as 
regards the area of farming land it had. The village consisted of two main parts, one 
belonging to the manor, the other to the tenant farmers. At the end of the Middle 
Ages the eastern part, which was often called Kyrkbyn (“Church Village”) or 
Gamla Uppsala by (“Old Uppsala Village”), consisted of twelve equally large farms, 
and it had been owned throughout the medieval period by the crown. The arable 
fields of the tenant farmers’ part lay to the east and south.

At the end of the Middle Ages the western part, that occupied by the manor, 
consisted of four farms of equal size, paying rent to the crown, and three large farms, 
located west of the church, belonging to the cathedral chapter. The crown farms 
were together known as Kungsgården (“The Royal Demesne”), while the other farms 
were called Prästgården (“The Presbytery”), Ovanberga, and Backa. The farms in 
the western part of the village had their arable fields to the north and west.

The land at the disposal of the cathedral chapter had been successively donated by 
kings in the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries. An important donation was made,
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Map of the village of Gamla Uppsala in 1640, Geometriska jordeboken A5, p. 78. 
The letters in the original map have been replaced by hatching to give a better 
view of the lands held by the different farms. From Från Östra Aros till Uppsala: 
En samling uppsatser kring det medeltida Uppsala, 1986.
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for example, by King Sverker the Younger in 12.00. This land was divided off in 
different places from the land that had long since belonged to the Royal Demesne. 
There was also an archbishop’s estate during the time when the church in Gamla 
Uppsala was a cathedral, but we do not know where in the village it was located.

The village also owned large areas of meadow land. The church village had its 
meadows at Byängen around the upper course of the River Samnaån. The royal farms 
had their meadows at Faxan north of the River Fyrisån, while the cathedral farms 
had portions of meadow in an area beside Fyrisån west of Bärby. Gamla Uppsala’s 
outlands consisted mostly of pasture which stretched south along the ridge to the 
stream Svartbäcken at the outskirts of the town of Uppsala (the former Östra Aros).

Uppsala öd
The concept of Uppsala öd (or Uppsala öde) was used in the Middle Ages to 
designate the totality of the crown lands in Sweden, that is, the property at the 
disposal of the kings. In principle, these lands were not to be given away, but instead 
handed over to the next king. In the royal code of the Law of Södermanland we read 
that the newly elected king, on his royal progress through the kingdom, had been 
confirmed as king by the lawmen of all the jurisdictional districts, “then he was 
confirmed as owner of Uppsala öde”. This included the places named Husaby, 
literally “House Village”, which mainly occur in central Sweden, especially in 
Uppland and Södermanland; these had an administrative function as the king’s points 
of support. A number of royal estates in the provinces of Götaland and Norrland 
were also counted among this property. The Law of Hälsingland, which applied to all 
of Norrland, names six different properties which belonged to Uppsala öd.

Since the Old Swedish word ödhe means “landed property, estate”, Uppsala öde 
must be interpreted as “Uppsala’s landed property’ or, more explicitly, “the estate of 
Uppsala”. This estate cannot be anything other than the extraordinarily large crown 
property of (Gamla) Uppsala, which we have been able to chart with the aid of 
cadastral records and early maps. This property is quite simply the original Uppsala 
öd proper. It probably goes back to the Late Iron Age, most likely the period when 
the kings’ mounds were built and when the kings really did have their seat in Uppsala.

Throughout the Middle Ages, the property constituted the core of the crown’s estates, 
even after parts of the arable belonging to the royal demesne had been donated to the 
church in Uppsala. The Husaby sites, the royal estates, and other property which was 
part of Uppsala öd in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries were presumably acquired 
by the kings and added to Uppsala öd, that is to say, to the property of the crown.

The Parish of Gamla Uppsala
The Parish of Gamla Uppsala in Vaksala Hundred was not formed until the latter 
part of the thirteenth century, after the archbishopric had been moved to Östra 
Aros (New Uppsala) and the fire-damaged cathedral had been converted into a 
parish church. Uppsala Cathedral owned large amounts of land in the parish, in 
several villages such as Björkby, Arna, Bredåker, Hämringe, and Fullerö.
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On this map of seventeenth-century Uppsala and the surrounding district from Rudbeck's 

Atlantica one can see the former temple of Apollo marked beside Gamla Uppsala in the 

top left corner.



Cothicism: From 
Glorification of History 
to Hope for the Future
Bo Grandien

For many centuries, Gamla Uppsala was the symbol of everything great that had 
ever been achieved, and which was to be achieved once again. People made 
pilgrimage there to drain history’s beverage of wisdom from the mead horn and 
to make pledges for the future. They hailed the ancient people called Geats, who 
were viewed as personifying courage, fortitude, and the spirit of conquest. From 
Sweden, it was believed, the Geats had emigrated, spread all over Europe, and 
defeated classical Rome. The Geats (Göter) were thus equated with the Goths 
(Goter) of the Migration Period, but later it was sufficient that a Geat was 
considered to be the archetype of the ancient, healthy Swedes, the people of the 
Viking Age. It is these romantic historical notions about the Geats and Goths 
that go under the covering term Göticism or Gothicism.

It began in the Middle Ages, and the movement made an early impact with 
the major work by Johannes Magnus, Historia de omnibus Gotborum 
Sveonumque regibus (“History of all the Kings of the Goths and Swedes ), 
which was published in Latin in Rome in 1554. Johannes Magnus had been 
Archbishop of Sweden but had gone into exile in Rome. He was able to relate 
that Gamla Uppsala had been founded by Ubbo, great-grandson of the biblical 
Noah and king of the Swedes. He interpreted the name Uppsala as “Ubbe’s 
Hall”. According to Johannes Magnus, the temple in which the idols of Odin, 
Thor and Frey had been worshipped had been built in a later period of decline.

With the seventeenth century, Gothicism had its first true period of glory. Sweden 
had become a great European power, and it was important to be able to show off as 
brilliant a past as possible to the other countries of Europe. The favourite way to 
elevate the country in other people’s eyes was to claim a close link between 
Scandinavia and both the biblical and the classical world. The giant of scholarship 
Olof Rudbeck in Uppsala went so far as to point out Gamla Uppsala as the centre 
of the mythical Atlantis, the primeval source of all human culture and science. The



Swedes were in fact, he believed, the people known to classical writers as the 
Hyperboreans, a Greek term which, according to Rudbeck, was really a corruption 
of the Norse word yverboren, that is, highborn, born of the line of Bore.

This was the subject of Rudbeck’s huge work Atlantica, which appeared in 
several volumes in Swedish and Latin at the end of the seventeenth century. Here 
he put forward the view that the ancient pagan temple in Gamla Uppsala - of 
which he supposed that there were traces in the church - had initially been a round 
temple dedicated to Apollo. From this place the gods themselves, both classical and 
oriental, had migrated. He therefore believed that Apollo was Balder and that the 
name Jupiter was in fact a distortion of Old Swedish Jo-pitter, that is, Thor, just as 
Hercules should really be read as the Norse Här-Kålle or “army leader”.

One benefit of Gothicism of the seventeenth century was that it fostered a 
genuine interest in history and archaeology in Sweden. In the eighteenth century, 
however, there came a reaction against the grandiose and fantastic ideas. The 
poet Olof von Dalin wrote in his history of Sweden, Svea rikes historia, in 1747: 
“Wherever Plato’s Atland may have lain, whether in old Scythia or in the 
Promised Land, or in this philosopher’s brain, or if it was drowned back in the 
Great Flood, is and will always remain an undecided matter.”

The second heyday of Gothicism came at the start of the nineteenth century. 
This time it was not Swedish victories that unleashed a new wave but the exact 
opposite: the loss of Åland and Finland to Russia in 1809. This meant losing one- 
third of the area of Sweden and a quarter of its population. In certain influential 
circles the defeat created a desire for revenge and the demand for the education of 
the whole people which would make such disasters impossible in the future. Once 
again, the models held up were the ancient Geats, but now personified in the 
Viking at sea or in the freeman ready to defend his patch of land with weapon in 
hand. The ideal was the Old Norse assembly of the people, the thing.

It was in this spirit that Götiska Förbundet (“The Geatish Association”) was 
founded in Stockholm in 1811 by a group of academics, officials, and officers. 
At their meetings the members drank mead from horns and adopted the names 
of Old Norse heroes. In the journal of the association, Iduna, Erik Gustaf Geijer 
contributed poems such as Vikingen (“The Viking”), Manhem (“The Home of 
Man”), and Odalbonden (“The Freeholder”), and Esaias Tegnér published his 
patriotic Svea and the more romantic Fritjofs saga. Another member was Pehr 
Henrik Ling, the father of Swedish gymnastics. The heir to the throne Karl 
Johan - later King Karl XIV Johan - encouraged these Geatish currents and was 
acclaimed on a visit to Uppsala in 1811 by students singing “The Geats in 
bygone days drank from horns”.

When his son Oscar - Crown Prince from 1818 - was staying in Uppsala in 
1819, a large patriotic event had been planned in Gamla Uppsala for 1 December. 
Log fires were to burn on two of the kings’ mounds and on the third, surrounded 
by torches, the students intended to hail the Crown Prince in the ancient way by
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lifting him on a shield. Since the weather was bad, however, and since the king 
was also present, the ceremony was moved to the courtyard of the university 
building, Gustavianum. Karl XIV Johan visited Uppsala four times in all, and on 
the last occasion he received the homage of the Uppsala students at the mounds 
on 3 June 1834, when he was 71 years old. This event is immortalized in a 
famous painting by the university drawing master, John Way.

The tradition of student singing in Uppsala was highly influenced by these 
sentiments. When Denmark was compelled to cede Norway to Sweden in 1814 
with the Treaty of Kiel, the song Vikingasäten, åldriga lundar (“Seats of Vikings, 
Ancient Groves”), with words by Per Daniel Amadeus Atterbom and music by 
Friedrich Haeffner, the university’s director musices, was sung for the first time.

Through time, the foundation for the patriotic propaganda in the Geatish 
Association began to weaken. Attention was diverted to other, contemporary 
problems. The association ceased its work in 1833 and was formally disbanded 
in 1844. Yet it would not be long until a third period of glory for the Geatish 
ideas arrived; this time it was Scandinavianism that was the triggering factor.

The basis for Scandinavianism was the new idea that ethnic groups which 
resembled each other in culture, language, and traditions should unite politic
ally. This created the dream of a powerful Scandinavia. The motivation differed 
- in Denmark it was mainly seen as a way to obtain support against Germany - 
but the enthusiasm was shared. It was above all students, young university 
lecturers, and liberal politicians who championed the movement.

The divisions between the countries involved difficulties, however. Denmark and 
Sweden been at war as recently as the start of the century, and Norway was in an 
enforced union with Sweden. How could unifying bonds be found? The solution was 
to imagine that the Scandinavian countries in the past had constituted a unit with the 
same language and culture. This idea was admittedly in large measure a fantasy, but 
it did have great symbolic value. Looking back to the Norse past thereby meant 
reviving the common features; the past became a hope for the future...

Students assembled for mass meetings in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. The 
high point was the Scandinavian students’ meeting in Uppsala in 1856. Mead 
was served at the mounds from a multitude of drinking horns and silver 
tankards, and fiery speeches were delivered from the Mound of the Assembly; 
the meeting was called “The Assembly of the Ynglingar in Uppsala”, referring 
both to the ancient royal dynasty of the Ynglingar and to the Swedish word 
ynglingar, “young men”. The political union of the three countries that the 
participants dreamed of was never realized, but bonds of friendship were forged 
which would last for life. The year after the dissolution of the union of Norway 
and Sweden, 1906, one of the participants wrote to a Norwegian friend, whom 
he had met in 1856: “At present it is fifty years since the youth of Scandinavia 
at the Uppsala mounds made the pledge and drained the mead horn together, 
with ardent eyes and pounding hearts. I see and hear it as if it were yesterday!”
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Olaus Rudbeck. Plate on the fly-leaf of the Atlantica volume of plates.
Library of the Royal Academy of Letters, History and Antiquities.

Scholars at Camla Uppsala
Jan Eric Sjöberg

Olof Rudbeck the Elder
Olof Rudbeck the Elder (1630-1702) was basically a natural scientist, but he 
had many humanistic strings to his bow. He is probably best known for the 
magnificent work Atlantica, published 1679-1702. It is here that Rudbeck, with 
pyrotechnic argumentation, tried to prove that Atlantis, the ideal state described 
by Plato, was in fact identical to Gamla Uppsala, and that all the cultures and 
languages of the world had originated in the Scandinavian peninsula just after 
the Great Flood. In support of his ideas, Rudbeck also referred to his own 
excavations at Gamla Uppsala. He was thus the first to do archaeological field 
studies in Sweden. When Rudbeck excavated the burial mounds at Gamla 
Uppsala, the idea of carving them was probably inspired by the working method 
to which he was accustomed in his anatomical theatre in Uppsala. He was thus 
the first archaeologist to introduce what is still the most common archaeological 
excavation method today: the section.

Rudbeck initially had some followers, the Rudbeckians, but there were even 
more critics. In the eighteenth century the author Thomas Thorild wrote about 
Rudbeck’s Atlantica: “to write with so much genius a large work about a 
historical nothing, to be able to fill us with such convincing lies, and to this end 
to drain all the wells and springs of learning”, this was more than most other 
people had been capable of.
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Bror Emil Hildebrand. 
Xylographie portrait from 
Ny Illustrerad Tidning, 
no. 32, vol. 10, Stockholm, 
8 August 1874.
Photo: The Royal Library.

Bror Emil Hildebrand
In the 1830s some natural scientists began to voice suspicions that the kings’ 
mounds in Gamla Uppsala could be natural formations. The National Custodian 
of Antiquities, Bror Emil Hildebrand (1806-1884) was then urged by the Crown 
Prince, later King Karl XV, to resolve the issue by means of an excavation of 
Odin’s Mound, which today is called the East Mound. A 25-metre trench was 
dug to the centre of the mound in 1846-47. The seemingly scant remains of a 
cremation grave, which in addition were interpreted as coming from a woman, 
were no doubt a disappointment for those who had expected the grave of an 
ancient Swedish king.

In 1874 Hildebrand excavated Thor’s Mound, the present-day West Mound, 
there too with meagre results. Archaeological knowledge was still not ripe 
enough to be able to interpret the finds properly, and interest in Gamla Uppsala 
cooled for a while.
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Royal Cabinet of Coins, Swedish Economic Museum.

Commemorative medal for Sune 
Lindqvist's 65th birthday, 20 March 1952.

Sune Lindqvist
In 1927 Sune Lindqvist (1887-1976) became professor of archaeology at 
Uppsala University. For many years Lindqvist devoted his research both to the 
archaeological material from Gamla Uppsala and to the early sources dealing 
with the history of the place. In his major work Uppsala högar och Ottarshögen 
from 1936, Lindqvist summed up all previous information about the site and, 
like his colleague Birger Nerman, felt able to name the kings of the Ynglingar 
dynasty whom he believed were resting in the big kings’ mounds. Both scholars 
relied on data in Ynglingatal and Snorri Sturluson’s sagas of the kings. The 
findings of the two scholars, however, have not been able to withstand modern 
source criticism or a renewed analysis of the archaeological finds.

Lindqvist also did some excavations of his own in Gamla Uppsala; 
particularly the famous excavations under the church which led to the 
interpretation that a pagan temple had possibly stood on the site.
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An Arrow through the Celestial
Sphere - A Place-Bound Exhibition
Stefan Alenius

Space for them was spherical. During the time retold by this exhibition, 
however, this perception of space encountered another one in which space has 
direction. We simultaneously bear within us these two different readings of the 
world about us - both now and in the past. Humans, in building their cultures, 
have allowed either one or the other to dominate.

We tend to associate the new directional perception of space with Christian 
influences - the Franks were Christians - but it originally comes from classical 
culture. There the reading of space is about the meeting with the Other, a god or 
a fellow human being, or the relation between yourself and things in the sur
rounding world, one after the other.

A motive like this for the form of the exhibition does in fact exist far back in 
my head. The spherical space of the large exhibition hall is crossed by a directed 
arrow of time!

But this is at the same time the opening move in a polysemous reading of the 
broad lines of the exhibition. The arrow of time is also the Midgard Serpent 
swimming in the sea of chaotic forces. Or even Thor’s lightning, as it flies 
through the blue space above Gamla Uppsala. Standing under it are the three 
kings’ mounds made of wood and the large model of the archbishop’s church.

In the course of the work, the arrow of time has also been called The Long 
Serpent: a long, narrow ship, upside down and slowly sinking to the bottom of 
the sea. In this case we the visitors are standing on the sea bed looking up 
towards the surface.

On the bottom of the sea of time, perhaps? If so, fragments from the history 
of the place come down towards us - so little is known about this, fragments of 
memory which together constitute the narrative of the exhibition.

And why not? The whole building may be compared to an eye, regarding 
through the great pupil of the outlook window the powerful main figures of 
Gamla Uppsala, the three mounds and the church. If the eye had been there all 
the time, it would have seen everything that has happened here. What we see in
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The Midgard Serpent coiling around the disc of the earth 
on which Utgard and Midgard are located. At the centre is 
Asgard. Rising up through the horizontal world is Yggdrasil, 
the world tree. As we walk up the outlook steps, the floor of the 

exhibition becomes increasingly visible. There are 
three mound shapes. Is it the disc of the earth 
with Midgard and Gamla Uppsala that we see? 
The vertical chimney - is it the world tree?

The ceiling above is the celestial vault or perhaps 
the crown of Yggdrasil. But that arrow shape 
hanging between heaven and earth - what is it? 
An arrow of time, Thor's lightning, or perhaps a 
ship sinking through time-space? The Midgard 
Serpent again?

the exhibition is thus the few remaining memories inside this eye. Or head?
The fragments of memory are now arranged in chronological order under the 

arrow of time. The great barrows of the Migration Period, the boat graves of 
the Vendel Period, the first churches, the large Romanesque church. From the 
great barrow in Midgard - the time of spherical space - via the directed, pointing 
boat graves at the boundary of Midgard, to the orientation of the church 
between the entrance in the west and the encounter with Christ in the east.

And behold! The most important phenomena are correctly placed in relation 
to each other in the exhibition hall, resembling their counterparts outside. The
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What has the eye with 
which the museum can 
be compared seen 
through the ages, and 
what few fragments of 
memory now remain to 
make a narrative of?

Sketches by the author.

geography of the place has moved into the exhibition.
Time meets us from the east. The ceiling of the exhibition hall - the celestial 

dome - is darker at the eastern side of the room than at the west, where the 
skylights and the large outlook window make the room bright.

If we come from the direction of the River Fyrisån, the ridge delineates itself 
with the graves, the hall, and the church, all placed on its top. Just as the 
exhibition room with the mounds, the hall, and the church does, when we meet 
the exhibition from the entrance by the window. The one with the large stair
way leading upwards...
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For visitors to the Gamla Uppsala Historical Centre, this exhibition catalo
gue will prolong the experience. If you are planning a visit, it is an excellent 
preparation for getting to know the place.

The book contains ten essays connected with the exhibition “Myth, 
Might, and Man” The authors are well-known scholars who communicate 
their knowledge of the legendary site in a concise and accessible form.

There is also a map of the site and a list of the museums that have lent the 
objects on show in the exhibition stands.
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