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Dealing with Scandinavian Burial Ritual 
— an Introduction

Approaching ritual

If this small volume on Scandinavian burial ritual can be said to have a main 
purpose, it is to underline and exemplify the social and religious complexity 
expressed in collective ritual behaviour and symbolism in different regions 
and periods of Scandinavian prehistory. The general and fundamental mean
ing that was mediated through burial ritual can be described as the continu
ous creation of a history and the upholding of ideology and cultural identity 
at varying social levels. Ihe material remains of burial rituals - the graves, 
monuments and burial-grounds — are in the present papers understood as 
assemblages of collective social memories set in relation to a specific physi
cal as well as mental space - the land, the dead and history.

The authors of the papers are active at the Archaeological Excavations 
Department of the Swedish National Heritage Board or at 'Ihe Museum 
of National Antiquities in Sweden. What is unique for contract archaeo
logical research is that there is always direct contact with newly excavated 
material, and this makes research at the Swedish National Heritage Board 
(Riksantikvarieämbetet/RAÄ) quite different from the type of research tradi
tionally carried out at our universities. At the heart of contract archaeologi
cal research is an applied interpretation of the material culture but from a 
historical perspective. National Heritage Board research has focused upon 
the construction of chronologies and material presentations. Analysis and 
applied interpretation have been placed on the sidelines, but this does not 
mean that contract archaeology, generally speaking, is theoretically unaware. 
Rather, it is simply that the questions being asked are frequently related to 
a particular place and/or region. Generalisations about humans as cultural 
beings are always based on the connections between material and place, 
something which is clearly demonstrated in the articles in this volume.
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The book you are holding in your hand is the result of a collaborative effort; 
fifteen researchers and archaeologists from the different regional offices of 
the Swedish National Heritage Board have on several occasions met and 
exchanged experiences. The purpose of these meetings has been to discuss 
the material record of burial practice as a basis from which to create a better 
understanding of ritual in prehistoric societies and what it possibly meant 
to people. During the past few years there have been theoretical and meth
odological changes in the way contract archaeology deals with the remains 
of burials, and our hope is that this book will give some indication of the 
range and depth of current Swedish burial archaeology.

Excavating and interpreting the remains of burial ritual has always been 
of central importance to archaeology, and it is hard to imagine an archae
ologist lacking an opinion as to what burials are . Different theoretical ap
proaches are easy to describe, and perhaps most clear-cut, when it comes to 
their use in burial studies. In our opinion, the study and understanding of 
burial rituals have not only been enriched by new theoretical approaches, 
but in Swedish archaeology certainly also by new excavation standards de
veloped within contract archaeology. One such method, employed com
petently for about 15 years, is the opening of large surfaces at prehistoric 
burial-grounds with the help of machines. Until fairly recently, the indi
vidual monument and grave was the obvious focal point of burial archaeol
ogy. The option of large-scale soil removal, combined with the theoretical 
approach of understanding burials as parts of complex rituals, has intro
duced a vast range of important perspectives. Through modern excavations, 
burial ritual can now be studied in actual context in a way not possible for 
archaeologists earlier. Not surprisingly, the remains of roads, cult buildings, 
sacrificial devices, palisades, cremation sites and many other previously un
known kinds of mortuary structures, can now be identified. In combination 
with results from the natural sciences, and given these new possibilities, we 
can now undertake the study of rituals as patterns of meaningful actions. 
We can now exploit a whole range of interpretative possibilities, and our 
prehistoric cemeteries can sometimes be understood in a way dramatically 

different from before.
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Entering prehistoric ritual

Collective ritual is a creative process, and ritual is the tool through which 
social contexts are transformed. Even the continuous upholding of a certain 
ideology for centuries through ritual is an active choice and a sort of con
tinual taming of the transformative capacities of ritual. Traditions are never 
natural; they have to be created and upheld, and sometimes they come to an 
end. Rituals always mediate a change of circumstances. They do something 
to their contexts, whether simply by providing a focal point for mourners 
from which they can leave enlightened, or by transforming and structuring 
an entire landscape for centuries through the construction of an immense 
monument. Due to their nature as meaningful practices, collective death 
rituals are often related to the cores of cultures or collective ways of life in 
general. They are often directly linked to central normative ideas, patterns 
of behaviour and conceptual values, and consequently they are particularly 
rewarding for the archaeologist to study and interpret. Burial rituals are hot 
and important issues for the researcher of prehistoric ways of life. Due to 
the specific cultural circumstances of the modern world, however, the extent 
to which this is true is difficult to grasp without some effort.

One of the basic ideological concerns of contemporary Western society 
is the strict separation of the living from the dead. In secularized societies 
most of the basic ritual concerns and traditions of religion have been elimi
nated to such an extent that Rudolf Otto’s Homo religiosus is almost extinct 
everywhere except in our research. As a consequence of this separation of 
the world into ‘profane’ and ‘sacred’ spheres, dying, death and the dead 
have become hidden phenomena in the present. Collective rituals related 
to death and the dead have in the West been brought to a social minimum 
for ordinary people. In present-day Scandinavia this is very much the case. 
This mental and physical separation is a product of modern science and so
ciety, and this presents difficulties for those trying to understand prehistoric 
ways of life. The separation of‘religion’ and the placement of death rituals 
within this imagined separate sphere make it hard for us to understand the 
full range of cultural meanings and functions of such collective practices 
in the cultures where they are fully socially integrated.
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Originating from the philosophy of Kant and the social theories of 
Dürkheim, studies in anthropology and sociology often stress that religion 
and ritual, in the modern world, have developed into something of a social 
deception for the collective and the individual. Some say that the minimiza
tion of collective rituals in our lives has deprived us of the main social forum 
in which we learn about the structure of reality (Thomas 1987; Rappaport 
1999). As archaeologists concerned with the relation between ritual action, 
its socio-religious meaning and its expression in material culture, we are 
thus studying a dimension of prehistoric life that in modern society is part 
of a separated realm. From a contextual point of view, the situation causes 
problems since the dead in prehistoric Scandinavian religion and tradition 
were obviously not separated from the living society, neither in idea nor 
in practice.

The first thing to do, then, when trying to delve into the realm of the 
dead from a secularized perspective, is to forget the idea that there ever 
was such a separate realm. It must also be understood that, although death 
rituals are part of a ‘religious’ sphere of today, the present-day restricted 
concept of religion is inadequate when it comes to an understanding of the 
meanings embedded in prehistoric burial behaviour. Death rituals were just 
as much social patterns of action as they were religious, and there was no 
dividing line. They were collective practices of great importance in highly 
integrated cultural worlds.

A holistic archaeology 
of death ritual
From the reasoning above follows that a theoretically informed archaeol
ogy of conceptions related to the dead and death cannot exclusively be the 
archaeology of death ritual. Studies and interpretations must strive to un
derstand rituals in a truly holistic social and religious sense, as parts of an 
undivided integral whole existing in past realities. Collective rituals of such 
a contextual whole simply cannot be seen as separate spheres or subsystems. 
They had a wide range of‘social’ and ‘religious’ meanings and functions in 
their communities, and the aim should be to understand them as complex 
phenomena.
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In recent years such advances have been made in theories and methods that 
holistic perspectives are now an option in Scandinavian burial archaeology. 
We already mentioned the surface-orientated excavation techniques. This 
method of excavating cemeteries has advantages in that it enables the ar
chaeologist to adopt a theoretical perspective in which these sites are seen 
as complex patterns of collective action manifested in many kinds of traces, 
and not just in graves and monuments.

From the late 1980s and onwards, the theories of Victor Turner, Anthony 
Giddens and Pierre Bourdieu have had considerable impact on Swedish 
burial archaeology. Earlier, rituals were viewed as ‘religious’ and more or 
less passive reflections of religious myths and socio-economical structures. 
The ‘rethinking’ of ritual as practice means the opening up of a vast range 
of new perspectives and possibilities. Ritual, or, to be more specific, ritual
ized practice, is a special kind of practice distinguished for strategic reasons. 
Certain actions are distinguished from others and given greater importance, 
and thus are best described as privileged practices (Bell 1992). It is then ob
vious why ritual in general, and burial ritual in particular since its remains 
are best known, becomes especially interesting for the archaeologist in new 
ways. Burial evidence is the remains of privileged practices filled with mean
ing for prehistoric people. What was done in the cemeteries did not just 
reflect prehistoric myths and beliefs. Neither can the meaning of ritual be 
explained by the ideas of reconstructed religions. There is clearly so much 
more to ritual. Though archaeologists no doubt have the ambition to un
derstand great ritual systems and find general ritual traditions that are more 
or less typical for entire cultures, the latest theoretical developments clearly 
underline the importance of a holistic perspective.

Sacralization or the social turn?

The Swedish university departments that conduct research excavations of
ten lack the financial and other resources with which to investigate large 
sites, such as entire cemeteries, with high-quality methods. This is regu
larly done in contract archaeology, however. In recent years the National 
Heritage Board has carried out many detailed excavations of cemeteries, 
which have led to publications informed by contextual perspectives on
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burial ritual (e.g., Bennett 1987; Kaliff 1997; Artelius 2000; Runds 2002; 
Andersson 2004). As a result, recent Swedish archaeological studies of burial 
ritual have reflected a number of new perspectives and trends. One obvious 
trend is the archaeology of religion’. This direction may be described as a 
rekindled interest among Scandinavian archaeologists for what is nowadays 
defined as ‘pre-Christian religion, in which the study of mythology, ritual 
and sacrificial deposition - elements of ‘religious manifestations’ - have 
been crucial. The perspective is partly based on a body of anthropological, 
sociological, psychological and phenomenological theory and the co-op
eration between archaeologists and historians of religion that intensified 
from the late 1980s and onwards. As outlined by Kristina Jennbert, there 
are some principal problems embedded in this line of research, foremost 
in the concept of‘religion’ itself (Jennbert 2000). As already mentioned, 
to most people in the West ‘religion’ signifies a separate sphere of life, sepa
rated from the ‘secular’ world of economy, social structure, etc., as in the 
dichotomy of sacred-profane. This perspective is awkward when studying 
non-Western societies in general and societies of the past in particular (cf. 
Asad 1993). Religious action and manifestation become secondary to my
thology, ideology or religious beliefs in general. This tradition in the study 
of rituals has been thoroughly analysed by Catherine Bell (1992) and need 
not be discussed further here. The archaeology of religion has been criticised 
for achieving a ‘sacralization’ of the past. Through all its positive achieve
ments it is sufficient to say that the ‘archaeology of religion’, in the same 
sense as the more conventional cultural historical research tradition, could 
be made more holistic.

On the other hand, there are many scholars of burial archaeology who 
like to stress the distinctly profane sides. Amongst others, Ian Morris has 
opposed the idea that rituals should primarily be seen as parts or functions 
of religions or systems of belief. His studies of social structures in classical 
antiquity stress this view (1992, 2000). In the Scandinavian archaeology of 
the Iron Age, studies by Lars Jørgensen have had a very distinct social focus 
(e.g., Jørgensen 1990). The idea that grave groups really can correspond to 
families has been confirmed in a burial-ground study in Germany where 
Jørgensen's family plot idea was corroborated with help of analyses of genea
logical traits in the teeth of the dead (Jørgensen, Alt & Vach 1997). Similar
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studies of Bronze Age cemeteries (e.g., Roymans & Kortlang 1999) seem to 
confirm many of Jørgensens results concerning what a cemetery was in a 
social sense. This ‘social turn, however, certainly needs to be complemented 
by the above-related understandings of what a cemetery and death rituals 
were in a cosmological and religious sense.

It is thus a point easily made, but nonetheless an important one, that 
neither a religious nor a strictly social perspective can thoroughly describe 
or do justice to the many dimensions and meanings of prehistoric burial 
rituals or cemetery evidence in Scandinavia. Mythology, cosmology, cul
tural identity, systems of belief, social structure, inheritance systems, gen
der relations and economic factors — all these things and more were part 
of the multidimensional character of burial rituals. It is also worth noting 
that the most important ancient remains are the image of peoples enduring 
abandoned ideas. These ideas, more than anything else, have formed us and 
our world. Awareness that we do this from a subjective point of departure 
has, however, varied.

Perspectives and papers

The shift in position from a processual to a contextual perspective has had 
great effect on archaeological research at the Swedish National Heritage 
Board, and it can be said that the research results related to questions of 
prehistoric systems of belief have been extensive. This is clear from the fact 
that the archaeological results, at an increasing pace, are becoming of inter
est and use to researchers in other disciplines.

As mentioned earlier, the research related to religious ideas and ritual 
practice is linked to theories developed within other disciplines. The theo
ries of anthropology and psychology, religious phenomenology and cultural 
geography have been mentioned. Our ways of making religious ideas visible, 
from burial sites, graves and burial customs, follow certain traditions that 
can be seen as a practice that incorporates cultural historical, settlement ar
chaeological, phenomenological and ritual theoretical traditions. In recent 
decades many Scandinavian studies of religious ideas have been based on a 
theory of ritual that was developed within sociology and social anthropol
ogy. Victor Turner’s development of van Gennep’s theoretical model of the
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threefold meaning structure of transition rituals is used for the analysis of 
both the inherent symbolism of burial practices and for the structure and 
organisation of the burial sites and monuments. In order to highlight reli
gious ideas, a theory of the significance of collective religious ritual is used 
which works from the premise that religion is ritual and ritual is religion, 
an idea found in the theorising of scholars such as Claude Lévi-Strauss and 
Roy Rappaport. Through its contextual and holistic perspectives, the dis
course has created the space needed for ‘probability archaeology’, a current 
practice in Scandinavian interpretation.

With a contextual perspective there is an understanding that ritual struc
ture and religious ideas have intrinsic value. In ritual analysis the aim is to 
illustrate a cosmological structure and by extension illustrate also its relation 
to the social organisation and the economic structure of society. Central 
to all this is that it is human actions and the function and symbolism of 
artefacts, which in themselves are related to the different meaning phases 
incorporated in ritual, that are meaningful and important to define. It is es
sential to decide which symbolism can be connected to the different phases 
of meaning in ritual. The answers both create and limit the possibilities for 
analytical comparison (Artelius 2000; Andersson 2004).

In the case-studies of graves and collective religious rituals presented in 
this volume, the time range is extensive; the geographical diversity, counted 
in kilometres, is far-reaching; and the social and religious frames of reference 
are extremely varied. The symbolic universe within which people lived their 
lives during the Roman Iron Age in the Mälaren Basin of middle Sweden 
was, needless to say, very different from the idea systems that formed the 
basis of reality for a Stone Age population in Scania, south Sweden.

As mentioned earlier, research at the Swedish National Heritage Board 
is first and foremost a regionally anchored practice. This has often meant 
providing information with regard to burial practice in Uppland during 
the Migration period, or demonstrating the cultural identity of the Viking 
Age in Halland through the graves and burial customs of the region. 
Comparisons with other regions are often used as background to analysis. 
This is evident in the articles in this book, but just as apparent is that re
search perspectives are changing. In a geographically extensive country such 
as Sweden it could be said that many archaeologies are produced today. To
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simply move regional perspectives from a regional level to a national one 
would be unproductive since this in turn would only mean that a new, in 
relation to the prehistoric settlements, artihcial construction would be in 
use. A change in direction from the regional as meaningful must instead 
acknowledge the local and specific as significant in analysis. In this way the 
knowledge we gather and our understanding of prehistoric ways of life will 
have a more generalising value.

No chronological order has been favoured by the editors of this volume, 
and consequently the reader will find that archaeological perspectives on 
burial sites from the Neolithic are mixed with analyses of Bronze Age cult 
sites and early Iron Age burial-grounds as well as Viking Age religious sym
bolism. It is apparent that the authors of these articles present issues that 
are of a more general character. The people and their ideas about reality are 
the focal point, even if the cultural being is usually hidden behind stones, 
symbols and religious contexts. It is the material being analysed that has a 
regional anchoring, not the research issues per se.

This is evident in the first article in the volume, where Janis Runds shows 
that the ideas present during the Neolithic were anchored in a very specific 
representation where the landscape defined many of the structures lived in 
both physically and mentally. Variation in burial practices, and presumably 
also in conceptualisations, suggests this. Runcis points out how space and 
movement are the elements that create the landscapes mental and physi
cal structures.

In his text Gunnar Andersson depicts how burial tradition, in a concilia
tory situation, was expressed at the end of the Viking Age. Through analysis 
of the symbolism connected to the Thor hammer-rings, as found at two 
burial-grounds in Uppland, this situation can be linked to the ‘belief-battles’ 
of the IIth century AD. Andersson analyses the significance of the symbolism, 
which he sees as articulating a complex religious identity in the transition 
to Christian traditions in the IIth century in this province.

As an osteologist and archaeologist, Caroline Arcini has chosen to direct 
justifiable criticism at Scandinavian archaeologists’ long and more or less 
fruitless search for sites of collective cremation. By using examples from 
Bronze and early Iron Age burial-grounds, she shows that features com
monly interpreted as burials are instead often the traces of cremation pyres.
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In her opinion this criticism ought to lead to a re-evaluation of traditional 
environments of Scandinavian archaeology, for example the urnfields from 
the pre-Roman Iron Age.

In the fourth article Fredrik Svanberg suggests new ways to understand 
how house constructions were used in aristocratic mortuary rituals during 
the Bronze Age. The use of houses in burials is proposed to be an example 
of a general parallelism between the world of the living and the contexts 
constructed for the dead. Examples of such practices can be found in many 
parts of Europe.

A clear change of use at a burial-ground did not imply that it lost its 
identity as sacred’. Lisa Larsson shows us how such a ‘profane’ occupation 
as forging can be perceived as the logical continuation of ritual activity at 
two burial-grounds from the early Iron Age in the province of Östergötland. 
Larsson shows how our desire to separate the sacred from the profane leads 
us away from a deeper understanding of the burial-ground’s significance 
for the people of the past.

Anders Kaliff calls for an increased awareness amongst archaeologists 
and asks that they reflect upon the use of concepts and terminologies. He 
believes that the concepts used are connected to perspectives of interpreta
tion that become the result of archaeological projects. The archaeological 
documentation in itself, along with what are perceived as quite neutral but 
in actual fact deeply significant operative concepts such as ‘grave’, ‘grave-gift’ 
and ‘sacrifice’, structure and limit perspectives and choice of analogy.

Several archaeological excavations of recent years have brought the mat
ter of the concept of grave to a head, in particular investigations of monu
ments in which no remains have been found at all. Kajsa Häringe Frisberg 
uses examples from newly discovered burial-grounds in Uppland, which 
until recently have not been recognised as early Iron Age, to show that the 
burial practice has been more concretely coherent than previously under
stood. In interpretations of the ‘empty’ graves, it is emphasised that the 
people of the past have had a holistic view of human beings; the dead have, 
in this tangible Scandinavian tradition, been ‘re-used’ by the living for both 
religious and social purposes.

Berit Sigvallius has chosen to study in detail a special group of burial 
monuments. Her examination of a ship-formed burial monument in eastern
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Sweden shows the complexities of the burial concept. What might seem to 
be an unambiguous monument is revealed to be multidimensional when 
archaeologically investigated. Instead of viewing the stone ship as a single 
grave, it now seems more plausible to interpret it as the burial site for a 
group the size of a large family, or perhaps of a larger kinship group.

Tore Artelius and Anna Kristensson discuss how the religious ideas of the 
late Iron Age are expressed in the organisation of burial environments. A 
demarcating fence construction in a burial environment from the time of 
the Christianization of Scandinavia appears to be connected to changes in 
people’s understanding of the landscape and the cosmos. In the example, 
the burial fence around the Christian burials is perceived as an expression 
for the Christian idea that humans are separate from nature.

Ewa Ryberg presents an analysis of the Neolithic gallery-graves in the 
interior of southern Sweden. Here it is the landscape and how the burial 
monuments are placed and made visible that is in focus. A new way of 
thinking appears to be reflected in the introduction of this new type of 
burial monument.

That the presentation of symbolism was important for the re-telling of a 
specific set of circumstances in the Bronze Age conceptual world becomes 
evident in Håkan Aspeborgs article. On the basis of an example where a 
natural hill formation was ‘re-formed’ to look like a monumental burial 
mound, he illustrates two important matters. For Bronze Age people there 
was a central symbolic interest in constructing large mounds in important 
places in the social landscape. The monument linked ideas with reality. He 
also shows how these representations can be related to the central myths of 
Scandinavian mythology where mountains are the worlds of the dead.

Petra Nordin analyses two burial environments from the Iron Age from 
a gender perspective. Why is there a dominance of women buried at both 
sites, and why are the female burials more exclusively equipped with grave- 
goods? How does this fit with the traditional image of male domination 
in Iron Age society?

The large contract archaeological projects in Sweden during recent years 
have provided many new results and perspectives. An increasing profession
alism amongst the Swedish field archaeologists also implies that old types of 
ancient remains are examined in new ways. Thomas Eriksson presents new
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results from central Sweden in relation to the complex practices of dealing 
with the dead in the Bronze Age. The bones of the dead have been treated 
on settlement sites. Furthermore, it seems that earlier theories which state 
that inhumation was practised in the early Bronze Age and then replaced 
by cremation during the late Bronze Age, ought to be abandoned because 
the two practices - cremation and inhumation - obviously existed con
comitantly during both the early and the late Bronze Age.

Weapons were deposited in many Viking Age burials, often in connec
tion with buried men. During the final phases of a burial at Dalstorp in 
western Sweden, however, five spears were driven into a female burial. Tore 
Artelius suggests that this action illustrates the living’s concrete need, for all 
eternity, to secure the deceased in the grave. To pin down those who could 
not be incorporated into the norms of society was a need that had several 
ideological and mythological dimensions.

Tore Artelius & Fredrik Svanberg
The Swedish National Heritage Board
The Museum of National Antiquities in Sweden
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The Burial-Ground at Borgeby
POINT OF DEPARTURE FOR A TENTATIVE 

NEOLITHIC TRAVEL ITINERARY ♦ JANIS RUNCIS

Introduction and a brief review

In spite of all the preparations prior to a rescue excavation, the unexpected 
can sometimes occur during fieldwork. Such experiences raise the question 
of whether or not the background research has been satisfactory or even 
if the field methods are suitable for the specific circumstances of the ex
cavation at hand. Perhaps the most important question relates to the find 
circumstances: is this phenomenon a deviation from what we believe to be 
normal — why doesn’t it fit into the picture of the prehistoric reality we be
lieve we know so well? One example of this dilemma is what is known as 
the unmarked inhumation burial-ground’ at Borgeby, in south-west Scania, 
excavated five years ago. At this site only young children and youths were 
buried, along with artefacts characteristic for the time period of the early 
phase of the Middle Neolithic (MNA). In all, 17 burials were excavated and 
these were situated within a restricted space, i.e., the area where the planned 
road was to be constructed. An in-depth presentation of this material along 
with a creative interpretation can be found in an earlier publication (Runcis 
2.002). In this article the excavation results will only be summarised, but 
hopefully they will generate new questions and lead to a critical re-reading 
of older material, too.

In earlier interpretations attention has focused upon the idea of ‘pair 
symbolism’, because this is a recurring theme related to certain types of 
artefacts and it was discernible in the spatial relations between the burials. 
Tliis pairing pattern has been understood as a metaphorical link related to 
a culturally divided society that was constantly renegotiating new balance, 
or opposition, through burial ritual. This symbolism has a long history, 
and its roots possibly stem from the very early farming communities of the 
Middle East and the Mediterranean. For some time it has been seen as a 
prominent element in the language of Neolithic burial practices, and per
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haps even more so in the symbolic world of the Bronze Age (see Kristiansen 
1999). In this article my point of focus is placed upon the ritual practices 
which are literally dynamic tools, with the power to transform.

Background
The burial site used here to exemplify the deviation from known patterns 
was the result of a small project: the building of a road through an area 
which was known to be rich in ancient remains from the entire prehistoric 
period. In this area the Stone Age distinguishes itself in its usual way: mega
lomania and surplus in strong contrast to the sometimes extremely sparse 
remains from other periods. Separating the remains chronologically is not 
always an easy task, but this particular environment has always been gen
erous and the attraction of ‘good’ sites is, as a rule, unwavering. The area 
in its entirety is still attractive for settlement as well as for commercial ac
tivities, such as farming or small-scale industries. Needless to say making a 
distinction definition-wise between ‘area and ‘place’ is not to be taken for 
granted, and here I use the term area as a form of extended spatial context 
in which the idea of place is positioned. As such, the area is constituted by 
the content of the places through the practices and conscious actions of 
people (see Tilley 1994).

The geographical restrictions of what is perceived as an area are on the 
one hand psychological experiences, and on the other they are strongly de
pendent on physical aspects, for example the option of moving comfortably 
through the landscape from one place to the other. Furthermore these places 
can also be seen as multifunctional arenas with meaning ascribed to them. 
Places are reproduced through repeated social interaction together with 
the impressions communicated by the natural topographical conditions, 
in other words places are a subjective but context-dependent experience. 
‘Place’ in this sense can incorporate several types of activities in different 
sectors that are usually linked to each other in a pattern of convention, and 
these spatial subgroups can then be defined as locations or sites. The burial- 
ground in focus here is, in accordance with this argument, part of a larger 
ritual context in which there are also locations for sacrifice and other types 
of deliberate deposition. The image of ancient remains, as seen on a map,
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can on closer inspection reflect patterns of the ritual itinerary of movement 
through a section of the landscape.

The burial-ground (Ancient Monument no. 7) in Flädie Parish was situ
ated in a coastal location by the northern section of the shallow Lomma Bay 
close to the Öresund Sound separating Denmark from Sweden (fig. 1). Just 
north of the burial-ground, the Lödde River has its outlet in the Sound. 
From the site to the centre of the city of Lund it is approximately ten kilo-
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Fig. 1. Map of the Borgeby burial site Location. Graphics by Henrik Pihl. RAA.
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metres, and the distance to the city of Malmö in the south is about the 
same. The local topography has its own particularities, and about the same 
time as this site became a burial-ground an immense transgression was in 
progress. This meant that the sea level rose approximately four metres above 
the present-day sea level only to sink again, about one metre, within a very 
short space of time (see Welinder 1973). The burial-ground was constructed 
on a beach ridge, which is still clearly visible today along certain parts of 
the Öresund coast where the environment has not been disturbed. Beach 
ridges have, even in recent times, been used as natural communication 
routes along the coast, and from time to time the sandy earth has also been 
partially colonized or cultivated. Therefore any burial coverings that might 
have existed, for example smaller heaps of earth, must have been destroyed 
over the years. Another factor to take into consideration in these processes 
is the continually shifting sands. Furthermore, south of the burial-ground 
immediately next to a small farm there is a wet meadow where a brook 
runs, now a sewage dam, and close to this former wet meadow a number 
of artefacts, axes and bladed tools have been collected whilst farming the 
land. These probably originate from ritual depositions that occurred in the 
periodically very wet environment during the Stone Age, both before and 
after the burial-ground was in use.

The ancient remains environment surrounding the burial-ground is 
dense and varied, and the Stone Age is well represented by both monu
ments and diffuse, less prestigious, settlement indications. There are sev
eral passage-graves and even a dolmen, and the well-known and excavated 
passage-grave at Gillhög in Barsebäck is situated on the peninsula like a 
landmark, approximately ten kilometres north-west of the burial-ground. 
Also in the north-west, next to the Lödde River, there is a causewayed en
closure at Stävie which is understood to be a centre for ritual activities — an 
interpretation which perhaps ought to be discussed - and this site could 
be contemporaneous with the burial-ground. This image of a particularly 
vital Stone Age community in the region is enhanced even further by the 
innumerable stray finds that nowadays can be found in collections on farms 
or stored in the museum archives. From a quantitative point of view, it 
would appear that this image of ancient remains at first glance might be 
culturally homogeneous and representative for the Neolithic landscape in
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southern Scania and even for the Danish island of Zealand on the other 
side of the Sound.

Closer inspection of the qualitative content shows, however, that this is 
not quite the case; instead the differences in the Middle Neolithic period 
become apparent through the peculiarities in the material in certain kinds of 
tools and utensils. This epoch of the Stone Age, in several areas of southern 
Scandinavia, is renowned for its cultural diversity; the notion of culture in 
this instance alludes to the archaeological variety, which from the onset was 
defined through the spatial distribution of specific artefacts, in particular 
the pottery. The distribution patterns were believed to reflect territorially 
separate populations which expressed their ethnic identity through cultural 
manifestations, for example burial customs, pottery decor and stone tech
nology. Even if the ethnic aspects have since been toned down, the idea that 
similarities in the material reflect shared ideological ethics is still inherent. 
Here the term culture will only be used in an operative manner.

A brief account of the excavation results

The excavation was carried out during the year 2000 in two successive stages, 
and the burial-ground turned out to contain no less than 17 burials (fig. 2). 
The discovery of the site was purely accidental and also due to the collec
tive experience of the field-archaeologists. The expectations, based on what 
was known about the ancient monuments in this area, were that settlement 
remains ought to be found, and they were. However, at the site where the 
burial-ground was situated the settlement traces seemed to disappear, which 
in itself was an interesting phenomenon. The burials are unmarked today, 
but there is reason to believe that some kind of markings once existed and 
remained visible for quite some time during prehistoric times. These were 
most likely destroyed in more recent times by, for example, intensive land 
cultivation. A gravel pit, which later was used as a rubbish dump by the 
local community, made up the eastern but not the original border of the 
burial-ground in relation to the settlement site.

The first burial to appear was an oval-shaped, slightly dark discoloration 
oriented in a north-south direction. Initially it was presumed to be a rub
bish pit at the edge of the settlement, which was located further east towards
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the north. The pit was excavated, and at one end were found ceramics with 
what appeared to be Middle Neolithic ornamentation, together with a small 
amount of cremated bones that later proved to be animal bones. There was 
also a small earth-coloured object which on closer inspection turned out to 
be a double-edged axe of amber, and here alarm bells went off immediately. 
This particular type of artefact is well known from the excavation of several 
megalith graves, including the nearby Gillhög.

After that, the rest of the pit was excavated with extreme care and at
tention, and the results were astounding. This slightly dark discoloration
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turned out to be just one part of a coherent structure. Eventually the puz
zle pieces began to fit, and quite soon there was no doubt that this struc
ture was a grave dug down in the loose sand. The southern section which 
appeared much darker turned out to be a connecting pit containing three 
large stones in a row placed in the centre and around which the finds, in
cluding several amber amulets, were assembled. This feature was interpreted 
as a votive pit. In the northern section, the actual grave - two very distinct 
concentrations of tooth fragments — was discovered. The distance between 
these concentrations clearly indicated that this was a double burial. More 
amulets were found beside the teeth and each concentration had its own 
flint blade, unused and most likely struck from the same flint core. A pre
liminary diagnosis from the osteologist made it quite clear that an age could 
be estimated for one of the individuals. This was, without a doubt, a child 
somewhere between the ages of seven and eleven. In spite of the fact that the 
age of the other individual could not be determined we decided, based on 
the similarities of the circumstances, that this too might be a child, maybe 
a twin to the former. The results that were to follow proved this assumption 
— two child burials — to be quite feasible.

Compared with what was to follow and with hindsight, it is easy to see 
that this particular burial was relatively uncomplicated. The shifting sandy 
soil had brought with it continually recurring layer displacements, and the 
repeated surface clearance in a variety of weather conditions left the picture 
in a constant state of change. The discolorations of the burials were some
times extremely difficult to determine and on many occasions they changed 
both size and shape the further down they were excavated. Besides the dis
colouring of the sand, it became apparent that the safest criteria available 
to determine whether or not we were dealing with a burial was the sporadic 
occurrence of stones or finds of amber. The stones, unwashed by the sea, 
were foreign objects in this kind of soil, and the amber was easy to recognise 
by the redness of the sparks made when the tools we were working with 
inadvertently struck its surface, at times even breaking this fragile material. 
The tooth fragments and the reddish brown discolouring from the residues 
left behind by the bodies were all that remained of the buried, and these as 
a rule turned up in close vicinity to the amber amulets. Presumably these 
had been worn around the neck, held in place by some kind of string. The

The Burial-Ground at Borgeby 25



reddish discolouring might also have originated from the custom of sprin
kling red or yellow ochre over the deceased, a common practice in hunter- 
gatherer burials. This could not be determined with the resources at hand, 
however, and the question therefore remains unanswered.

One early observation was the tendency of paired structures amongst 
the burials. The first excavated burial was quite explicit: two individuals 
buried head to toe along with compatible artefact assemblages. Several of 
the burials, that were initially presumed to be single graves, later turned 
out to be two burials sharing the same pit. There were also those where the 
internal spatial relation had compelling similarities in spite of the fact that 
the burials appeared to be separate. This uncertainty could be due to the 
faint discolorations in the sand which at times were extremely difficult to 
recognise and interpret. Yet the idea of pair relations grew more resolute 
amongst the excavators because the contents of the graves situated next to 
each other shared such persuasive resemblances. From a wider perspective 
there were also greater differences when compared with the other paired 
groups. Needless to say the amber miniatures added to the overall impres
sion and the pair symbolism did seem latent in the dominant categories 
- the double-edged axes and the ‘two-headed’ clubs.

Also worth mentioning with regard to the composition of this place is 
another site that was excavated at the same time, only a few hundred metres 
north of the burial-ground: a ‘workshop’ area for the production of flint 
axes. It was situated approximately 250 metres north-east of the burial- 
ground, within a restricted area, in a layer beneath the topsoil. In this layer 
a concentration of worked flint weighing a total of 26 kilos was discovered 
(fig. 3). The particular characteristics of this manufacture waste suggest 
that small-scale axe production had taken place on the site, and even if the 
contemporaneity of the burial-ground and axe production cannot be di
rectly proven, the spatial proximity, along with the tangible manifestation 
through the symbolic tools in the burial assemblages, does leaves us with 
some interesting possibilities as to the potential connections, previously of 
little interpretative interest.

A similar situation was present at Dösjebro, just over ten kilometres 
north of the child burial-ground. Here an enclosed space, separated by a 
brook from a Battle Axe period burial-ground, a ceramic deposition and
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a nearby large axe-producing workshop were excavated (Andersson et al. 
2004:235fr). The structural relations seem apparent, and the close spatial 
proximity provides yet another contextual dimension to the interpretation. 
Even at the passage-grave Storegård in Barsebäck, not far from Gillhög, an 
abundance of half-manufactured tools and waste products were discovered 
(Hansen 1930). There are other examples from both prehistoric and his
toric times where the waste products from other manufacturing processes 
are ‘recontextualised’ and given new meaning, firmly anchored in ideolo
gies, for example fire-cracked stones or iron slag in burials and other craft 
waste in unusual environments (see e.g., Ersgård 2002). The transforma
tion of material and meaning can be read as a structural analogy to death

Fig. 3. Waste from the axe production in situ. Photo by Henrik Pihl. RAA.
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as a process. It gives an account through metaphor of bodily decay and of 
displacement from a bodily state to a spiritual one.

Finds from the graves

In eleven of the 17 excavated burials tooth fragments were found, and all 
of these were judged to have come from individuals between the ages of 3 
and 18 years. Furthermore amber amulets were present in all graves with the 
exception of four, and in these instances there were other criteria that deter
mined they were graves. The amber amulets and amber beads made this, in 
numbers, one of the largest collections discovered in southern Sweden: al
most 200 objects from 13 of the graves. Only a few passage-graves in Scania, 
including Storegård, Gillhög and the one at Gantofta in the Helsingborg 
region, have contained more finds in this category, and the total amount 
of amber objects recovered from the passage-graves is estimated to be ap
proximately 1000 in number (Strömberg 1971:246). The majority of amu
lets in the child burials allude to tools or other objects that can only have 
been intended for ceremonial use. The double-edged battle axe is the most 
frequent type of artefact, but its apparent dominance is greatly due to the 
amount of this particular type being present in the first excavated burial. 
The clubs with shaft grooves are otherwise more proportionately distrib
uted between the burials, even if some graves are over-represented in this 
category, too.

In the find register there are also a number of more difficult to define 
shapes amongst the amulets, but based on our current knowledge of the 
material they all lead to associations with other kinds of axes, of normal 
size; remarkably they even lead to types that should not be, without fur
ther deliberation, inserted into the chronology for the Middle Neolithic 
period (fig. 4). There is, for example, one that is very similar to an axe with 
a pointed butt and another that appears to be a copy of a simple shaft-hole 
axe. These types belong chronologically in the Early and Late Neolithic 
periods, respectively. Since these objects are miniatures and not exact cop
ies, it must be strongly emphasised that this judgement mostly depends 
on impressionistic associations. Furthermore two of the burials contained 
a number of round, flat discs with a groove running along the edge, and
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Fig. 4. A selection of amber amulets and beads from the burials. Photo by Staffan Hyll. RAA.



finds such as these also exist in full-size versions and in more consistent 
material. These were found, amongst other things, with clubs and other 
stone artefacts in the accumulated bog finds from Torup in the Bara district, 
not far from the flint mines in Södra Sallerup, half a mile west of Malmö. 
Boat-shaped or half-moon-shaped amulets were also present in burials that 
contained the discs, and in other burials the amber collections consisted 
primarily of small cylindrical beads. What is remarkable here is that these 
different types were not proportionately distributed. Some burials could 
be completely dominated by a few types in combination, for instance discs 
together with the boat-shaped or half-moon-shaped types. In one burial 
there was also a miniature club in the rather unusual material jet. A kind 
of fossilized wood, jet is similar to amber in its physical traits and appears 
sporadically in Scandinavian ritual contexts as bracelets/arm rings and in
sets in jewellery in burials or as rosary beads, primarily during the Viking 
Age or early Middle Ages (see e.g., Danielsson 1973).

Other frequently occurring artefacts were the ornamented ceramics; in 
most cases these were fragments, but in some of the burials there were re
mains of complete vessels. Flint blades and manufacture waste were also 
part of the burial treasure, and one of the buried children had been given a 
small, but complete, polished stone axe. The stone chosen to make this axe 
is quite remarkable. It is a rare sort of amphibolite interspersed with small 
red garnets which can be found in north-west Scania on the peninsula of 
Kullaberg, an area known as a centre for the Scandinavian Pitted Ware cul
ture. According to experts, this finely ground axe must have been a real eye- 
catcher with its extraordinary but subtle display of colours when exposed 
to immediate light (small flashes of red on the originally dark stone). The 
redness of the stone appears to have some connection to death and burial, 
or there seems to be some kind of structural relationship to amber (perhaps 
more so in the case of children) expressed in the choice of colour and the 
embedded meaning in this luminous red when used in connection to death 
and Stone Age burials (red ochre is another example).

The graves are dated solely on the basis of the vessel shapes and decor, 
which are of definite Funnel Beaker type and most likely from the earlier 
part of MNA. There were, however, a few fragments and a couple of com
plete vessels which had traits belonging to a later period, and which made
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them not quite fit into the acknowledged picture of what is typical south
ern Scandinavian ceramics from this period. The proportions of the ves
sel sections and the disposition of the ornamentation are what make these 
particular vessels different and what make them appear to have more simi
larities to the form language of the Pitted Ware pottery.

Representativity

During excavation it was already becoming apparent that the material was 
unique, quite simply a ’rare bird’ with no room to move within the frame of 
reference of our knowledge of the Middle Neolithic Funnel Beaker culture 
in southern Scandinavia. There are one or two examples of Middle Neolithic 
inhumation burial-grounds from Zealand in Denmark, probably also in
tended for children and with similar artefact assemblages (see Liversage 1981; 
Lund Hansen 1974), but not in Scania. Colleagues familiar with the Stone 
Age landscape were long convinced that the child burial site was in fact the 
remains of a destroyed megalith tomb; and that is not such an unusual phe
nomenon in this environment, where the ancient place names sometimes 
bear witness to the fact that large stone monuments have previously been 
present. All the same it would seem, in my opinion, that Scanian archae
ologists still have some fanciful notion whereby the Megalithic era totally 
dominates interpretations for most of the Neolithic material. From the ce
ramics found at the child burial site it is evident that both an earlier and a 
later phase of MNA (Funnel Beaker culture) are represented, and presum
ably this is also the case with the amber. The amber amulets are, however, 
in my view not suitable for the construction of a detailed chronology in 
spite of attempts made with the material in Denmark (Ebbesen 1995; 2002) 
and the find assemblages containing amber in closed find contexts are at 
present too few. Furthermore the questions are not really relevant in this 
context either, because regardless of the internal chronological sequence I 
believe that the same set of ideas is present during the entire period of the 
burial site.

The most important issue for future archaeological activities is whether or 
not this burial site is unique in the Middle Neolithic Funnel Beaker culture, 
or if there are other factors that can explain its otherwise total absence in
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the Scanian material. Naturally the vast acres of cultivated land have to be 
taken into consideration. In addition there is also the problem of finding 
this particular type of burial on this sandy beach ridge or in other types of 
soil built up of mixed layers, which have also been hard hit by the build
ing of housing estates and other types of shore constructions. The image 
of MNA as a period where burials in large stone monuments prevail ex
clusively does not help either in the quest to discover more of these types 
of burials. Furthermore, pottery concentrations usually deposited in pits 
and containing shards from several vessels are not unusual on settlement 
sites from this time period, though these are often interpreted as votive pits 
with connections to some kind of private homestead cult. To miss a diffuse 
or completely transgressed discolouration that might be a burial in these 
kinds of circumstances is very easy. In addition, abundant depositions of 
broken ceramics or complete vessels are something commonly found at the 
entrance to burial chambers in the megalithic monuments.

Cross-cultural relations

The presumption that the Funnel Beaker culture was the dominant MNA 
group in southern Sweden and on Zealand is an obstacle that prevents a 
broader view of the burial custom complexities. The Pitted Ware hunter- 
gatherer culture — with burial practices that in many ways are similar to the 
ones at the Borgeby burial site — is according to the acknowledged archaeo
logical categorisation assigned to only a few smaller geographical enclaves, 
peripheral to the central Neolithic districts. I would like to argue that the 
coastal areas of the Lomma Bay provide this picture with nuances. Most 
probably a more in-depth examination of the material collected from this 
region would show a significantly broader distribution along the west coast 
of Scania and therefore also soften the sharp, constructed borderlines drawn 
between these archaeological culture groups. The child burial site is, in this 
context, a key location for an understanding of the cultural mosaic of the 
Middle Neolithic and in particular south-west Scania.

In the stray finds from the Lomma Bay area, and even in the material 
that has been recovered during archaeological excavation, there is a remark
able presence of inventory that is classified as not belonging to the Middle
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Neolithic Funnel Beaker culture group. There are, for example, flint tools 
and ceramics that are characteristic for the coastal bound hunter-gatherer 
culture groups, the Pitted Ware people, which in some regions completely 
dominate. In Scania they are primarily represented on a larger scale on the 
Kulla Peninsula and in the north-eastern part of the landscape; and fur
ther east they are found along the latitudinal but jagged Blekinge coast (a 
province north-east of Scania). The dominance as well as the particularity 
is, however, not as apparent as in the more northern parts of Sweden, and 
this kind of material in Scania appears instead to have many traits in com
mon with the Funnel Beaker culture; as such, some kind of cultural duality 
where the one excludes the other is therefore hardly feasible. The subsistence 
economy, ideas about form and technology are linked to something which 
perhaps should be interpreted as an economical, social and ideological sym
biosis in harmony and balance. It is remarkable that, for example, the large 
centre’ at Stävie, situated in one of the province’s core areas for the Funnel 
Beaker culture, consists of an artefact inventory that is characteristic for the 
Pitted Ware culture. Not far from this site, on the other side of the Lödde 
River, there is an excavated passage-grave, Ljunghög, which ought to have 
some chronological parallelism with the Stävie site but instead the Funnel 
Beaker material dominates the artefact collection completely (see Andersson 
2004). Another example of interest in this context is the farm collection 
of stone artefacts found in the former wet meadow next to the burial site 
(fig. 5). Here the material mainly consists of artefacts from the later part 
ol the Neolithic, and two objects appear to belong to the category of the 
Pitted Ware culture’s most distinguished principal artefacts.

One of these is a polished flint axe of the so-called ‘middle-bladed’ type. 
The axe is almost flat with hollow-ground edges on both sides. The nar
row sides and the oblique butt are also polished, and the edge is roughly 
retouched and might possibly even have been deliberately removed. In its 
present state it has a white/pink coloured patina which clearly indicates that 
the axe had lain for quite some time in a moist environment, and the same 
applies to the other artefacts in the collection. Another particularity for the 
axe was that, when touched, for example when tapped slightly or stroked/ 
rubbed, a slight, musical, whining noise was emitted. Axes of this type are 
extremely rare in the entire southern Scandinavian material collection but
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Fig. 5. The farm collection from the wet meadows surrounding the spring water source. The 

tanged arrowhead is number 2 from the left in the top row. The middle-bladed axe is on the 

far right in the picture. Photo by Staffan Hyll. RAA.



relatively common at Pitted Ware burial sites on Gotland (see Stenberger 
et al. 1943; Janzon 1974). The distribution pattern otherwise shows that this 
type of artefact is primarily present along the Scanian coast, round the Baltic 
Sea and in the north Jutland fjord landscape in Denmark (Becker 1973).

Another artefact in the farm collection worth mentioning is a three- 
sided, long and slim tanged arrowhead with a beautiful patina of transpar
ent, warm reddish brown colour. Even this type is strongly associated with 
the Middle Neolithic hunter-gatherer culture, and some of the most com
mon circumstances concerning the find contexts of these points are worth 
presenting. Firstly both artefact types, the tanged arrowhead and the mid- 
dle-bladed axe, appear together in burials and can be said to belong to the 
Pitted Ware culture; and secondly they sometimes appear sporadically as 
exotic features in non-everyday contexts, even in other Middle Neolithic 
culture groups. This has been recorded in, for example, a Scanian burial 
(the long barrow at Hindby) of mixed content that included a battle axe 
combined with Middle Neolithic ceramics and beads of amber (Burenhult 
1973). Another example is a Battle Axe burial in Sannagård, in the province 
of Halland in western Sweden, which besides the usual inventory contained 
no less than eight tanged arrowheads (Artelius & Thorsberg 1990). I believe 
that these intentionally selected artefacts are significant resources used in 
endeavours to bridge cultural differences. Furthermore I also believe that 
the artefacts in the farm collection have a strong connection to events at the 
child burial site, and I will return to this matter a little later on.

Even the burial practice at the Borgeby burial site has similarities with the 
Pitted Ware culture, but this conclusion can be deceiving, in part because 
of the obvious gap in the material corpus and in part because inhumation 
is such an elementary and timeless way of dealing with human remains at 
the time of death. From what we know today, inhumation appears to have 
been practiced parallel with other types of burial throughout prehistory, 

even during periods when, for example, the practice of cremation was to
tally dominant, almost to the extent that these were read as markers of a 
specific culture or time period. In the same way, we often find cremations 
close to inhumations from the Neolithic and onwards. Human sacrifice 
has commonly been suggested to explain the presence of deviations, but I 
would rather argue that variation in burial practice is characteristic for the
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Neolithic in its entirety even if preferences differ over time and space. It is 
quite probable that these varied burial customs are regulated by what for 
us is a coded pattern. The Borgeby burials could, for example, suggest that 
a specific kind of burial is reserved for a particular age group and perhaps 
even for individuals with special social positions. Once again, however, no 
simple conclusions can be drawn, especially if we bear in mind that there is 
also evidence of child burials in the Megalith monuments, which are usu
ally understood as the place of final rest for the elders. A closer tie between 
the ideas behind these child burials and the ideology of the Funnel Beaker 
culture is strengthened further in this case by the similarities in the way the 
ceramics have been deposited.

The amber miniatures, and here I primarily mean the double-edged 
axes, have formerly been interpreted as principal artefacts in the Middle 
Neolithic Funnel Beaker culture assemblage because of their abundant pres
ence in the megaliths. However, if we turn to look at the full-sized origi
nals the picture becomes more nuanced and as such more complex in its 
interpretation. The axes in question are, according to some researchers, just 
as connected to the Funnel Beaker culture as the tiny, miniature ones (see 
Ebbesen 1984). 'Ibis might be likely but they also have a strong link to the 
Pitted Ware groups, at least in south and central Sweden, where, amongst 
other places, they have been found on settlement sites at Alvastra in the 
province of Östergötland, Siretorp in the province of Blekinge, and Jonstorp 
in north-west Scania. They are also present in accumulated Scanian hoard 
depositions. This axe type is, on the other hand, not common in Pitted Ware 
burials and neither are the miniatures. The occurrence is, however, known 
in a few but significant cases (see Janzon 1974) and as such emphasises the 
exclusivity of the symbol.

The Borgeby burial site’s contribution to the dilemmas of defining 
the divisions separating archaeological culture groups during the Middle 
Neolithic is that they are definitely less relevant for the highly populated, 
attractive regions of southern Scandinavia. The contact channels for im
pulses from different directions here are many, and the subsequent cul
turally rich and materially diverse system of exchange has meant that the 
cultural borders have tended to be diffuse. In spite of this I do believe that 
differences have existed, and these have been understood and consciously
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upheld. What might appear strange and deviating in the personally worn 
artefacts could have been intended for neutralising possible dichotomies 
and conflicts that might have prevented the acquirement of a peaceful and 
for all parties rewarding co-existence. They might also have been intended 
to give the bearers access to the exotic and unknown. The Borgeby burial 
site is a good example of how a burial custom and ritual can serve strate
gic objectives that go beyond the reproduction of a societal system or the 
maintaining of asymmetrical inter-human relations.

Ritual movement patterns 
in the landscape

It has been suggested that it might be possible, through a reading of ancient 
remains data, to discern a hypothetical pattern of ritual movement in space. 
A funeral is not to be regarded as a momentary, place-bound event, neither 
in prehistoric times nor in the present. To reconstruct a series of events in 
detail is needless to say not possible, but in the contents of the environment 
surrounding the Borgeby burial site a network of relations can be imag
ined (fig. 6). Based on the structuring terms area, ‘place’ and ‘location’, an 
interesting picture develops of the disposition of the non-economic land
scape. First I would like to grasp the burial site’s peculiarity and at the same 
time search for those places or locations in the area that have at least one 
common denominator culturally and chronologically, though with some 
reservation for the latter parameter because in my opinion chronologies at 
times rest upon quite fragile foundations and are subject to continual revi
sion. Contemporaneity, at present, can only be tentative.

The area in this case is limited to the environment surrounding the 
Lomma Bay and the large watercourse the Lödde River, a good distance 
upstream. The drawing of boundaries might appear somewhat arbitrary 
but I consider them feasible. The point of departure for continued reason
ing is focused on three locations, where the character is such that these are 
presumably the sites of actions related to the pattern-bound sequences of 
ritual. The locations themselves are the burial site, the sacrificial spring and 
the axe workshop, all situated in the vicinity of the beach ridge. Needless 
to say the settlement site has also played a central role in the ritual process
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Fig. 6. Map of the area around the burial site with the various ancient remains categories 

marked. The coastline, showing sea level 5 metres above present day, is marked with a dotted 

line. Map edited by Henrik Pihi. RAÄ.

— it is the hub - but it is not certain whether the settlement remains im
mediately next to the burial-ground are contemporaneous with it. There is 
nothing that argues against this, though, even if no recognisable structures 
could be discerned amongst the traces. However, there is another reason for 
removing this potential settlement site from the equation, the burial site 
was most likely used by more groups than just the individual family units, 
and the place with its components was a sort of prominent centre of meet
ing for different kinds of activities at different times. Even if we assume that 
death consequently sets into motion a series of events, the sequence and 
the nature of the relations in the continued process are unclear. One of the
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uncertainties lies with the axe workshop and its role in the burial ritual. It 
is difficult to believe that axe production would be instigated because of a 
death or burial unless it was a matter of producing a tool of a certain dig
nity, over and above regular production, and as such was meant for a special 
kind of use. The symbolic value of the axes is apparent in the abundance of 
replicas in miniature format found in the child burials, but some restraint is 
motivated because we do tend to ‘ritualize’ phenomena when we are unable 
to relate to them rationally, economically or functionally. Generally speaking 
deviating behaviour patterns are often sorted into the activity categories of 
‘cult’ or ‘ritual’, and in the long run these terms get worn out.

It would appear that the children buried at Borgeby were blessed with a 
privileged position in society. What this position was based on is unknown, 
but whatever the case the sudden break in their life cycles would have been 
of interest far beyond the children’s own family circle, and this is where the 
communicative aspect enters into the picture and the geography of the ritual 
widens. Messages and people move along the paths and watercourses avail
able, in the first place along the beach ridge, the shelving coastline and the 
banks of the Lödde River; and the passage-grave Gillhög on the Barsebäck 
Point would be a likely stopping station. The same types of amber amulets 
have been found at this passage-grave, along with similar stone axes and 
large amounts of decorated ceramics. Furthermore there appears to have 
been a flint workshop directly connected to the monument, and the struc
tural similarities are very striking with the exception of the enormity of the 
monumental grave. Is this site a meeting place for several groups along the 
coast and river, or alternatively does it represent a separate group with a set 
°f shared ideas and rituals? It is of course important to distinguish between 
the original intentions, when the monument was erected, and how it was 
to be used later on. Some would maintain that its construction represents 
a powerful symbolic claim to newly colonized and untamed territory, but 
this hardly seems completely relevant for this region of coast in south-west 
Scania which had been fully colonized for some time. Its function as a 

groups genealogical monument and as a marker for new societal organi
zation patterns is feasible, however. It can then be assumed that a shift in 
meaning and significance would occur successively as territories and power 
relations consolidated, lire monuments came instead to serve as places that
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regulated social relations between the settlers spread throughout the land
scape (Andersson 2004). Perhaps Gillhög was tied to the exclusive child 
burials through collective activities such as gift exchange, sacrifice rituals, 
mourning ceremonies, the recitation of origin myths and festivities, all with 
the explicit aim of strengthening group identities and regulating worldly 
antagonisms. In a way it is possible to maintain that the burial rituals were 
the perfect arena for these otherwise unobtrusive actors, where the locked 
structures could be critically tested, undermined and eventually disbanded 
to the advantage of something new.

Whether or not the Gillhög monument was the first, the only or last 
visiting station for the ‘procession’ is difficult to answer, and there are other 
factors that indicate the route continued further inland, upstream. The area 
was densely populated with an abundance of settlement sites, small cul
tivated plots of land, pasture lands and burial monuments, and the local 
Neolithic network of contacts ought to have included a significant number 
of family and kinship groups spread throughout the entire region which also 
contains an accumulation of megaliths. How the Stävie site was connected 
to the child burial site and the surrounding Funnel Beaker environment is 
uncertain. The settlement site inventory suggests a possible connection, but 
the ceramics are of a different kind and have been dated to the final phase 
of the Middle Neolithic. This does not, however, mean that the activities 
there did not take place further back in time.

When the processional journey returned to Borgeby, if it ever started 
there in the first place, it was time for the actual funeral. Presumably this 
was a significantly shorter but more sombre event compared with the ritu
als preceding it. At the actual burial site there are no traces to suggest this 
particular stage included any larger ritual activity. In the few post-holes and 
hearths present, at the periphery of the burial site, there were finds that 
seem to belong to a later settlement from the late Bronze Age and early 
Iron Age. It is possible that sacrifices were carried out at the spring water 
source and in the symbolic deposition of production waste nearby. These 
might even have taken place at other times, long after the burial site ceased 
to be in use. Sacrifices and rites could still have been structurally connected 
to the burial site by proxy of its meaning, and when needed activated a re
membrance of the buried children as well as a new faith in the future. By
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removing focus from the actual burial site and the events that took place 
there it is possible to reach some deeper insight into the communicative 
and uniting strategies of ritual.

That communication is an active, functioning instrument in the fu
nerary rituals can be more clearly observed in another and better known 
phenomenon, close both in time and space. The Battle Axe period ‘linear 
burial-grounds’ laid out in long rows, for example, are generally acknowl
edged as having followed known routes along the rivers and watercourses 
in the Scanian landscape. The stopping stations have, however, often been 
missing from the archaeological picture. One outstanding exception is, 
however, the Dösjebro site which was briefly mentioned above. A meeting 
point in the rituals communicative network was revealed during the ex
tensive excavations carried out at the end of the last century when a large 
enclosed meeting place next to a brook, a number of burials, and a site for 
the production of flint axes were discovered, and these phenomena could 
also be proven to be contemporaneous. Furthermore paired structures were 
recovered amongst the burials, and there were traces of a longhouse in close 
connection to the burials. From the regularities in the planning this could 
be deemed as an architectural masterpiece with the main facade, unusu
ally facing the west, directed towards and parallel to the axis of the linear 
burial site. Another similar example is the so-called stone-packing graves in 
Jutland, which are seen as roughly contemporaneous with the child buri
als at Borgeby (Fabricius & Becker 1996). The twin pattern is also most 
prominently expressed in the form language of the burial architecture. These 
burial sites can stretch for kilometres in their characteristic formations, al
most like the tracks of a three-legged or limping hare, and on the greater 
scale of things it is also possible to detect their spatial relationships to the 
megaliths: stopping stations along the ‘ritual road’. A clear pattern seems 
to be emerging more and more in the Neolithic burial material, and there 
is reason to study Neolithic burial customs from a significantly broader 
perspective that what has so far been done. More than anything it is per
haps time to get rid of the rigid notions amongst archaeologists that the 
early populations categorised their environment in terms of bounded and 
oppositional cultures, because there is certainly more to the picture of the 
archaeological map than first meets the eye.
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With Thor on Our Side
THE SYMBOLISM OF THE THOR HAMMER-RING IN 

VIKING AGE BURIAL RITUAL ♦ GUNNAR ANDERSSON

Introduction

Within the framework of pre-Christian cremation customs practiced dur
ing the Viking Age in Scandinavia an abundance of different rituals were 
carried out. Needless to say some are of a more general character and have 
been noted in many places in different parts of Scandinavia, but there are 
others that seem to reflect more local traditions (see e.g., Artelius 2000; 
Svanberg 2003, with reference to present-day southern Sweden). In this ar
ticle I will focus upon a burial ritual regionally anchored to a cultic sphere 
in the eastern part of pre-Christian Scandinavia and perhaps more specifi
cally to the district of the eastern Mälaren Basin, namely the ritual practice 
of placing a large iron ring with attached, dangling miniatures, known as 
the Thor hammer-ring, next to the cremated remains of the deceased. The 
ring was usually placed on top of or inside the urn that also contained some 
of the remains.

I will argue the aims of the ritual as well as the meaning of these rings in 
a somewhat different way than has previously been suggested. Furthermore 
I also believe that the dates of these rings are in need of revision and conse
quently that these rituals took place at a later time than is presently main
tained. The practice can to some extent be explained by the religious and 
ideological turbulence of the late Viking Age in the eastern Mälaren Basin. 
Earlier assumptions with regard to the Thor hammer-rings and the ritu
als attached to them are connected to the circumstances at two excavated 
burial-grounds geographically situated in close proximity to each other. 
The first is in the old village of Valsta in the parish of Norrsunda, and the 
second in the village of Skälby in the parish of Solluntuna. Both of these 
burial-grounds are located in the province of Uppland, and both are situ
ated in what is sometimes known as the Thor hammer-ring centre’ (see 
Ström 1970:148; Nilsen rgpaifig. 8).
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What, how, when and where?

A Thor hammer-ring is a “circle-shaped ring of (one) iron rod with a catch 
that can be opened, and on which is threaded dangling attachments of iron” 
(Ström, K 1970:1, transl. Fiona Campbell). The iron rod is usually twisted 
and the catch can be formed using a number of different shaped hooks, 
which are either hooked into one another or are a hook and eye combina
tion. The dangling attachments come in a variety of shapes as well. The 
most common is the hammer-shaped one, but even small round rings, 
round sheets of iron, spirals and staffs’ occur. The Thor hammer-ring is 
something more than an artistic piece of jewellery and is different from the 
pendants shaped like a Thor hammer — often of silver — that also occur in 
the material culture of the Viking Age. This is very clearly reflected both in 
the material and in the archaeological contexts by the fact that the majority 
of the hammer-shaped pendants do not originate from burial contexts but 
instead are part of treasure finds (see e.g., Ström 1984:134).

Fig. 1. Thor hammer-ring on top of the cremation urn in the stone-setting A22, RAÄ 291/ 

293, Skälby. Photo by Agneta Åkermark Kraft, RAÄ.
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It is a well-established assumption that the Thor hammer-rings, in burial 
contexts, reflect some kind of Thor cult, i.e., worship or invocation of the 
Asa god Thor, even if few appear to wonder why this might be a suitable 
practice at the time of someone’s death or funeral (see e.g., Selling 1951:2936 
Ström 1970:26; Gräslund 1992:190). The artefacts’ (and the rituals’) strong 
ties to the eastern Mälaren Basin have also raised the question as to whether 
or not this might be some kind of praxis, that is, a collective set of ideas 
with regard to ways of perceiving the world, specific for this part of Iron 
Age Scandinavia. These ideas have only inspired false hope, however, even 
when the religious significance of the artefacts was toned down and em
phasis was instead placed on aspects related to ethnic identity construction 
(Nilsén 1992:34 including works referenced therein). In several works the 
Thor hammer-rings have also, directly or indirectly, been understood as 
individual personal belongings and, as such, a reflection of the person’s re
ligious conviction. This notion is mainly based on the idea that these were 
neck rings worn whilst the person was still alive - although some schol
ars have been more explicit than others with regard to the latter supposi
tion (Selling 1951:293; Ström 1984:137; Horn Fuglesang 1989:16; Hultgård 
1994:292; Bertell 2003:195). With regard to the dating of the Thor hammer- 
rings there has been a consensus, from the later part of the 20th century, 
that these originate from the 9* and torh centuries AD (see Ström 1970:37; 
1984:135!?). Sune Lindqvist, who took an interest in the Thor hammer-rings 
as early as 1915, believed, however, that they were still being produced up 
until and during the 11th century (Lindqvist 1915:114!?), though this hypoth
esis has been questioned (see e.g., Selling 1951:293).

In my opinion there is reason to doubt that the Thor hammer-rings have 
been neck-rings, as presumed by others — including the implications of 
these presumptions — but with regard to the idea that these are connected 
to ritual within pre-Christian cremation practices there is no doubt at all. 
One connection that has been known for some time in association with the 
burial urns is the fact that the rings — as opposed to other types of jewellery 
and personal belongings — never came into contact with the funeral pyre 
flames, and this is a good basis for assumption. This is seldom commented 
upon, but I believe this is a clear indication that the Thor hammer-rings 
were not mere personal belongings.
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There are also occasions when the Thor hammer-rings have been recovered 
in ‘profane contexts’, for example in settlement site layers (see e.g., Beronius 
Jörpeland & Sander 1996:37; Reisborg 1994:46; Ström 1970:260 but these 
examples are very rare when compared to those discovered in graves. At 
settlement sites small amulet rings have been found that appear to have 
morphological similarities to the larger ones (see Arrhenius 1961; Hållans 
& Svensson 1998:490, but the Thor hammer-rings found at settlement sites 
lack a definite context of use. It might be possible that these have played 
some role in rituals connected to the settlements, either as a kind of recur
ring theme or in connection with single significant events, but here we can 
only speculate.

In cremation burials, on the other hand, the rings occur in such a way 
that it is presumed they had a particular function during the burial cer
emony itself. In Krister Stroms study of the Thor hammer-rings discov
ered in the eastern Mälaren Basin, it is evident that just over half the rings 
(53 %) were found on top of or inside the burial urns. Ström believes that 
the percentage could be higher because there are more reports stating the 
presence of Thor hammer-rings in connection with the burial urns (Ström 
1970:24). There is a very strong tie between the Thor hammer-ring and the 
burial urns, and this link does not just seem to be a local derivation but 
rather a regional one found within the entire region of the eastern Mälaren 
Basin. Furthermore, approximately 95 % of all ‘Swedish’ Ihor hammer-rings 
have been discovered in the province of Uppland and in the border zones 
connected to the province of Södermanland. This ‘centre’ encompasses an 
area east and north-east of Birka within which more than 80 % (of the total 
95 %) have been found. As mentioned earlier it is possible that we are deal
ing with some kind of praxis, i.e., a larger collective body of ideas related to 
a world-view connected to Viking Age cremation practices. But how does 
this relate to the contexts at Valsta and Skälby?

Local differences

At Valsta there were 36 cremation burials, and we are relatively certain 
that 20 of these can be dated to the period AD 800-950. The others are 
later and constructed during the period 950-c. 1100. In spite of the large
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Fig. 2. Thor hammer-ring 

from A14, RAÄ 291/293, 

Skälby. Sketch by Fransisca 

Sieurin-Lönnqvist.

number of Viking Age cremation burials however, the Thor hammer-ring 
was present in only four graves (Andersson 1997; 2004). In three of these 
graves there was a clear connection between the rings and the burial urns, 
and in the fourth case the Thor hammer-ring was found in the cremation 
layer. Chronologically the graves with Thor hammer-rings can be divided 
as follows: three of these belong to a phase after 950, and a dating up to 
the middle of the 11th century is possible in all three cases. Only one ring 
was found in a chorological and chronological context with a dating to the 
9th century.

At Skälby there were 17 Viking Age cremation burials, all originating 
from the period 950—c. 1100. Nine of these contained Thor hammer-rings, 
one of which even contained two (Andersson 2003: table 1; 2004) and all
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the burials containing Thor hammer-rings were arranged in the same way: 
the rings were found inside or immediately next to the burial urns. From 
a chronological perspective the burials needless to say originate from the 
period after c. 950, but in three of the cases the dating was with great cer
tainty placed in the IIth century.

Studies of the dangling attachments also indicate that there are differ
ences between the sites. On the rings at Skälby there is abundance in both 
number and type of attachments. The ring with the most attachments had 
15 pieces, i.e., nine hammers and six rings, all of which were attached to a 
half-circle-shaped extra rod which in turn was linked to the big ring. The 
ring was found in one of the burial-ground’s largest mounds, which via an 
Arabic Samanid has been given a terminus post quern date of 928/929. The 
other objects present indicate, however, that the dating is more likely to be 
c. 1000 (Andersson 2003:54, fig. 37). At Valsta none of the Thor hammer- 
rings had more than two attachments.

In a comparative study between the Thor hammer-rings at Valsta and 
Skälby several aspects of tradition and ritual can be discerned.
— First, it is apparent that ritual practices have been more common at 

Skälby than at Valsta. In Skälby the Thor hammer-rings occur in 53 % 
of the site’s cremation burials whilst the corresponding percentage at 
Valsta is only 11 %. A chronologically synchronised comparison does not 
change these differences to any great extent: Thor hammer-rings occur 
in 19 % of the Valsta cremation burials constructed after c. 950.

— Second, there are quite substantial differences with regard to the appear
ance of the rings, at each location as well as between them. The shared 
traits are the material (iron), the shape (closed ring) and the fact that all 
have at least one hammer-shaped dangling attachment.

— Third, there appears to be a strong tie between the Thor hammer-rings 
and the burial urns. At Skälby the connection is absolute, but even 
amongst the small number of Thor hammer-rings at Valsta there is a 
definite link to the burial urns.

— Fourth, it is possible — based on the information in point three — to 
maintain that the rituals connected to the Thor hammer-rings have had 
a different kind of significance, perhaps even subordinate, to the ones 
connected to the burial urns.
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Fig. 3. The percentage of graves with 

Thor hammer-rings was significant

ly higher at Skälby than at Valsta. 

This reflects different traditions and, 

perhaps, religious strategies at two 

contemporaneous geographically close 

locations.

The percentage of Thor-hammer-rings 
in cremation burials, Skälby

Without T-ring

(9) 53 %

The percentage of Thor-hammer-rings 
in cremation burials from 
c. AD 950 and on, Valsta

Without T-ring 
(13) 81 %

With T-ring 
(3) 19 %

The percentage of Thor-hammer-rings 
in cremation burials, Valsta

Without T-ring 
(31) 89%

With T-ring 
(4) 11 %

— Finally, it would appear that the tradition/ritual at Valsta has fluctuated 
during the Viking Age, occurring more frequently during the later part 
of the Viking Age than during the 9* century, and a dating to the 11th 
century is quite common.

Even if the circumstances at Valsta and Skälby indicate a strong link between 
the Thor hammer-rings and the burial urns, it would seem that this con
nection is only one aspect of the religious significance in this pre-Christian 
cremation burial tradition. The differences between Valsta and Skälby, with 
regard to tradition practices during a specific time period and the extent
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to which the Thor hammer-ring occurs, make it difficult to imagine that 
these were part of some kind of general praxis for burial. The differences 
between the sites are too great in this one region, namely the ‘Thor ham
mer-ring centre’, for it to be possible to suggest this.

The significance of the Thor hammer-rings

As mentioned earlier, it is a well-established notion that the Thor hammer- 
rings expressed some kind of Thor cult, and that the imbalanced spatial 
distribution can be seen as an indication of regional differences in belief 
and ritual expression between the different ends of what is now Sweden (see 
Ström 1970:61, including references therein; 1982:504). A similar explana
tion is proposed within the history of religion research, namely that in the 
Nordic cult area there are great regional variations with respect to eschato
logical ideas and cult practices (e.g., Ellis 1943:1990.

It is quite true that significant variations exist. However, with regard to 
the Thor hammer-rings in burial contexts the differences must have arisen 
in connection with the practice of the cult, because based on Old Norse 
literature it is evident that Thor must have been worshiped and revered in 
the western Nordic regions just as much as in the eastern Nordic regions. 
There is no shortage of artefacts expressing this either, and in addition to 
the actual hammer itself the unusual figurine from Eyrarland, which is 
generally acknowledged as a representation of Thor, can be mentioned 
(e.g., Perkins 2001). Within the western Nordic region, however, it would 
appear that the hammer symbol was more commonly used in jewellery in 
the form of pendants, rather than as attachments on large iron rings (see 
Gräslund 1992:190).

An alternative interpretation of the Thor hammer-rings has been put 
forward by Gunnar Nilsén in his Bachelor Degree thesis. Nilsen plays down 
the ‘sacred’, religious significance of the artefact and promotes instead its 
‘profane’, ideological significance, and he places it tentatively in a specific 
social and societal context. The hammer-rings, in this context, are under
stood as ‘identity legitimating symbols’ developed “during societal competi
tive situations of political and economic stress” (Nilsén 1992:30, transl. Fiona 
Campbell). It has been suggested that the reasons for this might have been
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some kind of inter-regional intervention (from the region of Götaland) in 
the Viking Age community, in the Mälaren Basin, which amongst other 
things resulted in the rise and expansion of the Birka community. The Thor 
hammer-rings could, in this context, have functioned as ethnic identity 
markers for a specific social group (the Sveas) that saw themselves in op
position to the influence of Birka (Nilsén 1992).

The reasoning is appealing and interesting but there is room for doubt. 
Apart from (the big) question of the role of Birka and what this site repre
sents, it ought to be apparent that the ethnic group - named the Sveas by 
Nilsén — that used the Thor hammer-rings as their specific symbol cannot, 
to any great extent, be seen as representing the majority of those living out
side Birka in the Mälaren Basin. What the ethnic group ‘the Sveas consists 
of is still a very open question.

The rings are not gender particular and occur in both male and female 
burials (Ström 1970:27; Nilsén 1992:19), and they do not appear to be age 
related either. At Skälby one ring was discovered alongside the remains of 
an infant around 0-7 years of age. Furthermore, from the burial site in its 
entirety there is a clear female dominance, something that has seldom been 
deliberated and to which I will shortly return. What also contradicts any 
possible link between the Thor hammer-rings and the Birka centre - as 
suggested by Nilsén — is that the rituals connected to the Thor hammer- 
rings had in all probability their peak at approximately the same time as, 
or shortly after, the abandoning of Birka. The trends at Valsta and Skälby 
are very definite on this particular point: the Thor hammer-rings in these 
locations are strongly anchored to chronological contexts from and includ
ing the later half of the tenth century, otherwise the majority of these ought 
to have been recovered in ninth-century contexts at Valsta. The chronol
ogy of these artefacts and traditions is probably the main reason that these 
Thor hammer-rings occur in only about 5 % of the Birka burials (see Nilsén 
1992:22, 29, and references therein).

In my opinion the tradition of the Thor hammer-rings in burial contexts 
ought not to be disconnected from the religious elements of society. Nilsén 
does not entirely mean this either, but the Thor hammer-rings have not 
been the kind of ethnic markers he proposed. If we consider that these had 
their time of greatness from and including the late 10th century and into
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the IIth century, then we come closer to Sune Lindqvists almost 90-year-old 
interpretation — that the hammer-rings and the rituals connected to them 
are intimately linked to the ‘belief battles’ of the 11th century (Lindqvist 
1915:121). The fact that he then came to the wrong conclusion, with regard 
to the reasons that these became popular and how they were used — i.e., 
worn around the necks of the living — is a diEerent matter altogether.

We now come to the question of what the rings actually symbolise and 
express, and here 1 will focus on two diEerent hypotheses. The first empha
sises the rings’ long assumed connection to the god Thor, and the second is 
concerned with the complexities of the symbolism of the artefact.

Thor - the protector

In the first hypothesis the Thor hammer-rings are active components in a 
specific burial ritual where the aim has been to cover all eventualities for the 
living and for the deceased on their arrival to the other side. This has been 
attempted by establishing a kind of direct link or relationship between peo
ple (living and dead) and the god Thor. The ritual has not, however, been 
of an individual kind in the same way as those linked to the burial urns 
where the human remains have been disembodied and separated. Rather, 
it was the concern of a larger group of people and it is this that results in 
the fact that not all the burials from one and the same time period contain 
Thor hammer-rings. To see the Thor hammer-rings as a kind oi personal 
belonging that primarily testified to the eschatological belief of the deceased 
is, I believe, incorrect.

If it is accepted that the tendency to bury Thor hammer-rings in graves 
increases from and including the later half of the to,h century, then it must 
also be asked why this ritual was in need of intensification at this particular 
time. The reason can possibly be found in a combination of the religious 
and ideological currents that flourished in society at this time as well as in 
the particular characteristics of the deity. With regard to the currents in 
society it could — as Nilsén suggested - be of significance to see it from a 
more profane perspective. The biggest stumbling block ought to have been 
the ideological diEerences between Christianity and paganism, where the 
former to a greater extent stood for centralisation and conformity in fa
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vour of an active, expanding, centrally controlled power, both in a sacral 
(the church) and profane (‘real’ big men and kings) sense. Christ was not 
in himself a threat, but rather it was how he was to be used. The Asa god 
Thor was in this situation the natural and obvious god to turn to when 
prevailing values were being threatened by other norms. In the preserved 
ancient Nordic literature Thor is presented, with his impulsive temper and 
erratic actions, as the most affable of the gods in the entire ancient Nordic 
pantheon. He is the righteous upholder of law and order against threatening 
bouts of chaos, whether these are treacherous giants or ghastly monsters and 
he is, par excellence, the defender of both the gods and the people (Clunies 
Ross 1998:315; Bæksted 1997:90—123).

In history of religion sources it has also been pointed out that the im
age of Thor, in surviving ancient literary texts, is developed in an exchange 
between the pre-Christian and Christian beliefs. This is revealed in the dif
ferent versions of the myth about Thor’s battle against the Midgård serpent. 
In earlier versions, possibly from around AD 800, the ending is slightly 
different and expresses a much more even battle between the combatants, 
resulting in the balance of the powers being restored. In later versions, e.g., 
Snorre Sturluson’s Gylfaginning, the monster disappears way down deep only 
to return as Thor’s destroyer at Ragnarök (the twilight of the gods) (Clunies 
Ross 1998:315fr, including literature referenced therein).

There are other indications that Thor acquires a much greater and more 
central role within pre-Christian religion during the later part of the Viking 
Age, and he has a prominent role in many of the genuinely late Icelandic 
and Norse sagas (see Bæksted 1997:1170. Moreover in Adam of Bremens 
missionary work from around the year 1075 Thor is described as the Nordic 
peoples’ most significant god, who is given a central place in the temple at 
‘Gamla Uppsala’ (Old Uppsala) (see Adam of Bremen 1984:224).

The life-generating hammer

Working from the second hypothesis the Thor hammer-ring’s connection 
to Thor is not clear-cut, neither in his capacity as an individual god or as 
the subjugator of the powers of chaos. In his role as master of the weather 
forces like thunder, lightening and rain he is also a god of fertility, and as
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such he has been given a place in burial ritual where, like so much else, this 
alludes to matters of re-birth and social reproduction

His hammer, Mjölner, seems in this connection to have been the active 
tool. When it is thrown through the air thunder and lightening occur, which 
in turn forebode and appear together with the rain providing nutrition to 
the giving earth. Using Mjölner he also blesses the pyre of the god Balder, 
who - in my opinion - is then given the chance to return from the realm of 
the dead. In Trymskvädet - which tells of how Thor loses his hammer and is 
forced to take part in a ridiculously scandalous wedding between himself, 
dressed as Freya, and the king of the giants, Trym — his hammer Mjölner 
is used in the bridal ceremony and is placed in the bosom of the bride. In 
the story of Thors voyage to Utgårdaloke, Mjölner functions once again as 
a life-giving instrument when Thor, with the help of his hammer, revives 
the he-goats slaughtered the night before (see Bæksted I997:i02f, 115,160; 
Näsström 1995:1810.

Taking these representations of Thor’s hammer into account, even in 
their capacity as glimpses into a fragmented mythological material, it is 
hardly surprising that the artefact is present in burial contexts and that it 
most likely played an important role in the funerary rituals. But why must 
the Thor hammer(s) be threaded onto a ring?

The reproductive and protective ring

Needless to say the other common attachments on the Thor hammer-rings 
— the rings, spirals and perforated discs — are more difficult to explain, and 
they do not have the same apparent connection to Thor as the hammer
shaped ones. One conclusion might be that they are attributes to one or 
more of the other gods who in mythology are linked to fertility/reproduc
tion and life on the other side. The Thor hammer-rings could in other words 
not only be directed solely towards Thor but also to other mythological 
figures in the ancient Nordic world of the gods.

Those that first come to mind are Odin and Freya who both make their 
homes — Valhall and Folkvang — available to those recently departed from 
life on Earth. In the myths that deal with Odin and Freya there is, however, 
an explicit heroic, warlike element where they divide the number of fallen
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warriors between them, but both Odin and Freya also had rings and other 
types of jewellery in their possession which can be seen as having a more 
or less everyday link to the human world, with characteristics that can be 
associated with reproduction and rebirth.

Odin’s ring, Draupner, reproduced itself every ninth night by dropping 
eight similar rings out of itself (Bæksted 1997:72, 93). Draupner was, a gold 
ring and perhaps this is why the associations primarily tend to be related 
to wealth and reproduction materials. Freya’s special attribute was called 
Brisingamen, and whether or not Brisingamen has been a ring (neck ring) 
or some other type of amulet jewellery is not clear. There has been much 
deliberation due to the metaphorical language structuring in the literary 
sources (see Ellis Davidson 1993:109) but Birgit Arrhenius, in an article from 
1962, identified the piece as a probable button-on-bow brooch with inlaid 
garnets. Based on the well-known pendant from Hagebyhöga in the prov
ince of Östergötland — on which a female figure bears a large button-on- 
bow brooch at neck height — and other Vendel and Viking Age female de
pictions where similar jewellery is apparent, Arrhenius argues convincingly 
that this is the case. She also presents as evidence the magical, mythological 
images that through time have been connected with the sparkle of red gar
nets, as well as providing an etymologic interpretation of the name: Brisa 
and brisheitur mean flame/warmth in the New Norwegian and Icelandic 
languages, and men means ‘neck jewellery’ in Icelandic as well as in Old 
Norse (Arrhenius 1962:79—101).

The woman from Hagebyhöga, and whoever it was she might have rep
resented, has been diligently discussed through the years (see e.g., Steinsland 
& Meulengracht Sørensen 1998:64). Most, however, believe that she, in 
one form or another, alludes to Freya and her characteristics, regardless of 
whether these were of a divine or other nature (see Price 2002:157^ with 
works referred therein). It is also my understanding that this woman por
trays Freya, and the jewellery composition provides a possible hypothesis 
connecting Freya to the Thor hammer-rings. One general understanding 
is that Brisingamen and its owner Freya have had some special function in 
connection with childbirth (see Näsström 1995:80,184; Bæksted 1997:1461). 
The Hagebyhöga woman is, as Arrhenius points out, portrayed in meticu
lous detail. In addition to the button-on-bow brooch other details can be
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seen, such as the foot length skirt, the strange head dressing, and a large 
four-row pearl necklace across her chest. From the shoulder and button-on- 
bow brooch there is — in a strange way — a large ring that also encompasses 
the entire figure. But most strange is the woman’s stomach. This has been 
depicted disproportionately large and from her posture, where the arms are 
held together beneath the swollen tummy, it protrudes even more: her entire 
being brings it, so to speak, out. And in accordance with Birgit Arrhenius, 
who in a later article returns to the symbolism of the jewellery (Arrhenius 
2001:306), I too believe that this piece obviously depicts a pregnant woman, 
and that she is encompassed and protected by a large ring.

Fig. 4. The piece of jewellery with the preg

nant Frey a, from Hagebyhöga in the province 

of Östergötland, is a burial find. It is made 

out of silver and is 3.8 cm high.

In this context it might also be of interest to mention some of the thoughts 
proposed by Birgitta Johansen concerning the serpent motif in the Viking 
Age symbolism (Johansen 1997) and link these to the Thor hammer-rings’ 
encompassing, serpent-like appearance and to the spiral attachments that 
occur on some of the rings. Johansen understands the serpent (actually a 
dragon-serpent) as one of the primary metaphors in Viking Age cosmology. 
The animal and its depictions, in both a figurative/linguistic and literal
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sense, alludes to the secrets of life, the transformation and crossing between 
life and death as well as being a distinguishing demarcation between the 
inside and outside. As protector and guardian it is also a motif, according 
to Johansen, linked to women and the female sphere (Johansen I997:i05ff 
along with works referenced therein).

Several of the themes and phenomena that the serpent motif alludes to 
ought to have been central even in burial rituals, and that these were ex
pressed symbolically on or with Thor hammer-rings is in my opinion highly 
likely. Interesting in this context is of course that the rings at Skälby mostly 
occur in female burials.

Conclusion

The Thor hammer-rings and the rituals that adhere to them are of more 
multidimensional significance than what is usually ascribed to them. The 
rings express more than just a personal invocation of Thor, and with their 
help it was also possible to turn to Freya and perhaps a few other divine 
sources. These are, however, not easy to identify with the aid of the frag
mentary mythological sources.

The material of the Thor hammer-rings, the shapes and the different 
characteristics of the dangling attachments, the mythological traits that the 
artefacts are associated with and the strong links to the burial urns, all in
dicate that these rings were connected to religious practice. The aim of the 
ritual is fundamentally the same as in several other burial rituals, and the 
rings are a symbolic, material expression insuring stability in the sense of 
eternal fertility and rebirth, i.e., both social and biological reproduction. 
This is something manifest in connection with death, and even more so if 
the time periods in question are also affected by ideological and religious 
turbulence. We know that this was the situation during the IIth century 
AD in the eastern Mälaren Basin, which is probably why so many of the 
Thor hammer-rings, found in places other than Birka, appear to originate 
in contexts from that time period. The circumstances at Valsta and Skälby 
are clear indications of this. That the hammer-rings were earlier thought 
to belong to the period AD 800—900 has been due to other factors (see 
Andersson 2004:72!').
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The rituals attached to these have also been the concern of a group con
sisting of both the deceased and the living, and the Thor hammer-rings have 
therefore not been personal belongings in the way ordinary jewellery might 
be. In spite of their strong links to the eastern Mälaren Basin it is not likely 
that they have been understood as some kind of ethnic marker or that they 
have been part of some generally applied praxis similar to the burial urns. 
In addition, the variations that existed between the different places within 
this supposed ‘Svea’ region were too great.

How can we then understand the differences between Skälby and Väistä? 
Rebirth and reproduction have also been central themes at Väistä, but why 
are there so few rings there? Well, we really don’t know the answer, but one 
possibility is that we are faced with some local tradition that is of relevance 
at a village or family level. How strict these possible boundaries in tradition 
at times could be, can be seen in the distance separating Skälby from Valsta. 
There are only seven kilomotres between them — as the crow flies.
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Pyre Sites before Our Eyes
CAROLINE ARCINI

On the wrong track from the start

For almost half a century the search for Bronze Age and early Iron Age 
pyre sites has been in progress in Europe. Already from the start archaeolo
gists were of the opinion that the pyre sites were collective, which in turn 
meant that from the very beginning they were on the wrong track. As far 
as I know there has never been any evidence to suggest collective pyre sites, 
i.e., where cremations have occurred repeatedly, in spite of the vast amount 
of burial sites excavated. The situation is somewhat different for Bronze Age 
cremations under mounds. These tend to be regarded, at least by Danish 
researchers, as pyre sites that have been used on only one occasion (Haach 
Olsen & Bech 1996). One possible explanation for this is that these pyres 
usually have the shape of a cremated individual, as well as often being bet
ter preserved than their counterparts in burials in flat ground. Pyre sites 
belonging to flat-ground burials have perhaps originally only partially been 
covered, and the part not covered has been washed away due to weather 
conditions. The belief that pyre sites were collective and used repeatedly 
has led to the search for larger pyre sites with traces of repeated cremations, 
which is expected to generate an abundance of charcoal and fire-burnt soil. 
When nothing has been found to support the notion of collective pyres, it 
has been presumed they were situated outside the burial-ground. In fact 
pyre sites have frequently been discovered and documented, but because 
of their size, location and seeming insignificance they have not been con
nected with this particular function.

New modes of detection

Thanks to new results, the conditions for interpreting the contexts have 
now improved. Until quite recently, features containing only small amounts
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of cremated bone were interpreted as cremation pits, stone-settings with 
scattered cremated bone, or as stone-packing layers with scattered cre
mated bone. There are two main reasons for these diffuse descriptions: the 
absence of definite indications that these were pyre sites used repeatedly; 
and the unsatisfactory explanations for the variations in the amount of 
cremated bone present in burials. One interpretation was that the deposi
tion of bone was not always carried out with the same accuracy for each of 
the deceased. It has been suggested that for certain individuals only a sym
bolic amount of bone was placed in the burial. Another theory is that the 
cremated bone collected may have been deposited elsewhere, for example 
scattered into watercourses or on the fields (Gejvall 1961; Kaliff 1995,1997). 
The idea that certain individuals were only symbolically buried through a 
smaller amount of bone is difficult to comprehend, because this ‘symbolic 
action’ cannot be traced in burial site environments where the graves are 
extremely well preserved. Well-preserved burial-grounds indicate instead

Fig. 1. The marked section 

of the temporal bone is ter

med ‘pars petrosaGraphics 

by Staffan Hyll. RAÄ.
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that a great amount of care and attention has been given equally to both 
high- and low-status burials.

There is a tendency amongst archaeologists to describe the variation in 
burial custom on the basis of damaged burial sites rather than seeking an
swers in the more intact sites. Osteologically it is often the case that analyses 
of intact burials provide similar results with regard to the degree of pres
ervation, which parts of the skeleton that are represented and the amount 
of bone. My ten years of osteological experience analysing material from 
features interpreted as ‘cremation burials’ have shown that there is a certain 
pattern as to which types of bones are recovered in the different types of 
‘burial features’. This pattern makes it difficult to accept the explanation 
that certain individuals are represented with a smaller amount of bone in 
relation to the others. In order to examine objectively whether the observed 
pattern has any relevance, it was decided prior to a planned excavation to 
select one bone category and record the extent of its frequency in the dif
ferent types of ‘burial features’. The bone chosen is a paired bone (pars 
petrosa) (fig. i), which is easy to identify even if not complete and which, 
thanks to its compact structure and protected location in the cranium, has 
good chances of being preserved. For the case study three osteological ma
terials were selected (fig. 2): from Gualöv and Simris in Scania, and from 
Mellby in the province of Västergötland. The burials at Gualöv are dated 
to 1100—850 BC (Arcini & Svanberg 2005), those at Simris to 1100—700 BC 
(Stjernquist 1961), and the burials at Mellby are from 50 BC to AD 200 
(Sahlström 1951). All three bone collections were recovered during rescue 
excavations. The osteological analysis of the material from Gualöv was car
ried out by the author, and the other two materials were analysed by the 
osteologist N-G. Gejvall (Gejvall 1951, 1961; Arcini & Svanberg 2005). A 
determining factor in this study was that Gejvall placed great importance 
on whether or not pars petrosa was present in the material. An inspection 
of all the features interpreted as ‘burials’ showed that pars petrosa was rep
resented in 61—94 % °f ah the cases where bone was situated in some kind 
of vessel of stone, ceramic or some perishable material. In contrast, pars 
petrosa was recovered in only 5—10 % of the cases where bone was found in 
features interpreted as cremation layers, cremation pits, bone layers, bone 
pits, scattered cremated bone, charcoal stains with meagre bone fragments
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or bone deposits with sparse bone fragments. Why this difference? One ex
planation could be that, after the cremation, great care was taken to retrieve 
all the bones from the pyre site, and that the majority of the features not 
containing pars petrosa were simply the pyre sites - pyre sites containing the 
small amount of bone left behind after collection. It is easy to imagine bone 
specimens concealed under pieces of sooty charcoal, making them difficult 
to detect by those collecting the remains when the pyre had cooled. One 
example that illustrates the great effort put into the recovery of the bones

Fig. 2. The burial sites included in the pilot study. Graphics by Staffan Hyll. RAÄ.
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Skull fragments 
Phalanges of the hand 
Metatarsals 
Phalanges of the feet

< 90% of the skeleton

Fig. 3. The pyre site under the mound at the burial-ground at Gualöv. The grey scale marks 

the relationship between the remaining amounts of bone at the pyre site. The figure shows 

which bone could be identified. Graphics by Staffan Hyll. R AÅ.

is the pyre site at Gualöv (fig. 3). At this site the human bone had been 
meticulously gathered and only a small amount of such bone, consisting 
of tiny fragments, remained, whilst the entire remains of a cremated dog 
had been left behind. This example shows that there was a definite aware
ness as to where on the pyre the human had been placed and that it was 
the human bone, and not the remains of the dog, that were to be gathered 
and deposited in the grave.

A pyre site like the one at Gualöv is easy to understand and accept. It 
is more difficult, however, to accept that the half metre large, patchy, and 
at times irregular, pits containing only a few cremated bone fragments and 
slightly blackened soil are in fact the remains of cremation sites and not 
burials. It might be easier to identify these as traces of pyre sites if there was 
a recognised body of knowledge about the diverse ways to construct pyres
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during different periods in prehistory. The most important thing in pyre 
construction is that the air can circulate in order to increase the oxygen 
supply. From the archaeological excavations at Gualöv we could ascertain 
that there were two main types of construction. The first is a pyre built of 
wooden logs resting upon larger stones to create draught. The other type 
is that in which draught is created by placing the pyre on top of a dug out 
pit. The latter construction usually, though not always, leaves significantly 
fewer and weaker traces to posterity. The traces are especially poor where 
the earth has not been cleared, and the pit has been dug down through the 
existing ground level. In these cases the traces of the pit, the amount of 
bone, and the charcoal and soot fallen into the pit can be very modest. The 
use of pits for cremation is a well-known practice (Dubois & Beauchamp 
1943; Wahl & Wahl 1983). That pyre sites under mounds are more obvious 
to archaeologists compared with those under flat ground is due to the fact 
that these are covered and as such better protected. What makes pyre sites 
difficult to observe, primarily under flat ground, is when the bone container 
is placed in the pit, which thereby partly changes the pyre sites original ap
pearance. The studies showed that in the majority of cases a container with 
cremated bone is placed very close to the pyre site or in the pit used during 
cremation. This practice explains the term 'urn-cremation-pit; that is, the 
container is placed in the pit, and the soot, charcoal and bone not collected 
from the surface are brushed down on top of the container. In some cases 
the pit has not been deep enough to house the bone container, and the pit 
has had to be dug deeper. This explains why the bottom, beneath the bone 
container, is sometimes free from soot.

What is it, then, that characterises a pyre site? The majority of pyre sites 
from the Bronze Age reveal themselves as sooty patches in a range of sizes, 
with a varied degree of sootiness and amount of bone. Human bone has to 
a great extent been removed from the pyre site. In several cases a shallow pit 
has been constructed under the pyre, a pit that when discovered has been 
termed ‘cremation pit’. My results indicate that it has been just as common 
to place the bone deposits where they have been kept on the pyre site or 
very close to it; likewise it has been easy to move the bone deposits one or 
two metres from the pyre site. Circumstances, however, sometimes require 
that the bone collection is placed further away. In one particular case at
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Gualöv the bone deposit was placed six metres from the pyre site. Studies 
of well-preserved burial environments from the pre-Roman and the Roman 
Iron Age show, however, that during these periods the bone containers were 
usually placed in the pit of the pyre site (Sahlström 1948,1951).

On cremation burial sites the graves sometimes lie quite close to one 
another. This is the case at Gualöv, and the question is how it was possible 
to build the pyre between them. Presumably the pyre sites have had space 
between the graves thanks to the fact that several years or perhaps even 
decades passed between funerals. Of the pyre sites nothing was visible, and 
of the small mound that covered the pit in which the urn was placed only 
a slight bump remained. If it was possible to make a section drawing of an 
area densely populated with burials and pyre sites, then it might be possible 
to show how the pyre sites overlapped and at the same time cancelled each 
other out. Amongst the burial and pyre sites there is also the presence of 
what archaeologists term ‘bone deposits’, i.e., areas containing a few frag
ments of cremated bone. These bones could either be from damaged graves 
or from destroyed pyre sites.

It is important to point out that not all features categorized as crema
tion pits are pyre sites. The conclusion as to whether it is a burial or a pyre 
site can only be drawn based on in-depth archaeological and osteological 
analysis. Osteologically a pyre site is recognised because it contains a small 
amount of bone from the roof of the skull, the roots of teeth, fragments of 
bone shafts, finger and toe bones. In a well-preserved burial several body 
regions are usually represented. One exception is of course in the crema
tions of young children, where several bones are still in cartilage form and 
therefore completely destroyed. There are also major difficulties when burial 
sites are poorly preserved, for example from ploughing. The bone types used 
in this case study are, however, very resilient and ought to be well preserved 
if these are burials, even if the graves are damaged.

What is important prior to new archaeological excavations is to be aware 
that traces of a pyre site can exist next to a burial deposit. These traces are 
sometimes only discernible through the presence of slightly discoloured 
sooty patches, oval or round with a diameter of about 0.5 m, which could 
be the remains of a pit. In the sooty patch there could be a large or small 
amount of bone or no bone at all, depending upon a number of factors,
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like the degree of preservation, the cremated individual’s age, how well the 
bones were gathered from the pyre, how long the pyre site was exposed to 
the elements before being covered, and whether it was intentionally covered 
or if this occurred naturally. As previously mentioned, the bone deposit and 
the pyre site could have been situated some distance apart, and for some 
reason only one of these is discovered. The best conditions for answering 
questions about whether a feature is a grave or a pyre is to establish col
laboration between the archaeologist and the osteologist during the initial 
phases of excavation.

It was precisely an early and intensive collaboration between the ar
chaeologist and the osteologist that made this reinterpretation possible, 
of solving the problem of where and how to look for pyre sites. Without 
collaboration it is very likely that the above-mentioned ’cremation layer’

Fig. 4. The burial-ground 

at Gualöv with the pyre sites 

and bone deposits marked. 

Graphics by Staffan Hyll. 

RAÄ.

Sl •
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under the mound at Gualöv would have been the only one interpreted as 
a pyre site. Instead we now have detected 29 pyre sites (fig. 4). At Gualöv 
most of the pyre sites were discovered in very close proximity to the bone 
deposits, but traces of pyre sites could not be found for a few of the burials. 
In one instance it would seem that the bone deposit was probably situated 
outside the area of investigation, because the pyre site was located right on 
the edge of the excavation site. In the other cases the bone deposits might 
have been destroyed, but it is also possible that these were located under 
the tree stubs not removed at the site.

Important consequences

What are the consequences of the discovery of pyre sites with regard to our 
interpretations? Most important is that it affects our judgement of the way 
in which we review the demographic picture of the past. The number of 
buried become fewer when the pyre sites are no longer counted as graves. 
The most profound effect, however, concerns burial-grounds where graves 
and pyre sites have been spatially separate, that is, where the burial depos
its are not buried in the remains of the pyre or in the draught-pit of one. 
In cases where bone deposits are placed in the pyre remains, it is usual that 
the soot, charcoal and bone fragments found outside the urns are deemed 
as belonging to the individual in the urn, without considering the possibil
ity that this was the actual pyre site that had been discovered. The relation 
between the age groups is also influenced, because the pyre sites for infants 
and small children are much smaller, more insignificant and therefore also 
more difficult to detect. In addition, the bones of a young child become 
fragmentised more easily and are more difficult to identify compared to the 
bones of an older child or an adult, especially on a pyre site that has only 
been partially covered. This means that, even if these are found, it is not 
certain they can be proven as pyre sites for young children. Another conse
quence of the discovery that each burial has had its own pyre site is that it is 
now evident that pyre sites were used only once. No indications of collective 
pyre sites, in the sense of being used on several occasions, have been found. 
Several individuals could, however, have been cremated simultaneously on 
the pyre, individuals who died within a short space of time.
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In connection with new excavations we should establish whether there 
are any factors that could explain why some bone deposits were placed in 
the pyre remains, and others a short distance away. Is there a behavioural 
pattern to be found, and how does this coincide with the various param
eters such as age, sex, status and time? The discovery of pyre sites within 
the burial grounds shows that the act of cremation occurred very close to 
older burials, manifesting an apparent continuity with respect to the site 
and the forefathers.
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House Symbolisin in Aristocratic 
Death Rituals of the Bronze Age
FREDRIK SVANBERG

Parallel worlds of the living and the dead

The idea that there was a close connection between the social world of the 
living and the organisation of Bronze and Iron Age burial sites in Northern 
Europe is an old one. It is obvious that at a general level there was a parallel
ism between the world of the living and that of the dead, both in thought 
and in how their respective places were very practically expressed in the land
scape, and that this parallelism can be traced over a long period of time.

In recent decades this idea has been supported by a number of archaeo
logical studies. One example is the study by Roymans & Kortlang of late 
Bronze Age Urnfield cultures on the plains of north-west Europe. Here it 
was typical for three to six families to share a territory and bury their dead in 
an urnfield. The burial-grounds symbolised different family group identities 
and reflected their internal structure (Roymans & Kortlang 1999). Another 
example is Jørgensens analysis of north European Iron Age burial-grounds. 
Jørgensen maintains that it was typical for groups of graves within a burial- 
ground to correspond to family burial plots (Jørgensen 1988, 1989, 1990). 
This idea has been confirmed with the help of the analysis of genealogical 
similarities in teeth (Jørgensen, Alt & Vach 1997).

It is therefore not surprising that parallels between the sites of the living 
and those of the dead can be found in many examples of longhouses used 
as symbolic houses in funerary rituals. The house is an important symbol in 
the world of the living, with many meanings, and in recent years more and 
more houses have been found in burial contexts in Scandinavian regions, 
at the same rate that archaeologists are learning to identify them. House 
constructions actually appear to have been quite common in burial rituals 
for a certain class of people.

Up until quite recently Scandinavian archaeologists did not pay much 
attention to the role houses played in the burial rituals, and misunderstand
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ings have affected the discussion. These misunderstandings are first and fore
most connected to the way houses were used in burial rituals, and the most 
obvious connection, between the houses and the graves, has been ignored. 
The most common interpretation is that a settlement site existed prior to 
its use as a burial site’. Another misunderstanding is that the houses found 
in funerary contexts were some type of ’temple’ or cult building.

The situation in Holland is a good comparative example of the last men
tioned. Structures known as long-beds have been found at late Bronze Age 
burial sites. They consist of low earth embankments surrounded by ditches. 
Long-beds were first interpreted as cult sites’, but as more and more were 
excavated it was realised that they were in fact burial monuments (Kooi 
I979:i3°ff; Roymans & Kortlang 1999). The stone-built cult houses’ of the 
Scandinavian Bronze Age are examples of the same misunderstanding, and 
I will return to this matter later.

In this article I will focus upon a number of examples of real and sym
bolic houses in burial contexts. The aim is to call attention to the important 
role of house symbolism in death rituals, which in my opinion, generally 
speaking, is a kind of parallelism between the world of the living and that 
of the dead. Here I will primarily focus on the Bronze Age, but will briefly 
mention even the Neolithic, where examples can also be found. The rea
soning is limited to the use of real or symbolic, larger, houses in the mortu
ary rituals. It would have been interesting to include the chamber-graves’, 
which are connected to house symbolism, as well as the wood-constructed 
‘cult houses’ from the late Bronze Age, which truly do seem to be connect
ed to a death cult but do not appear linked to the actual burial ceremony 
(Kaliff 1997; Svanberg in press a).

The utilisation of the house appears to have been a phenomenon as
sociated with a group of people in society that maintained an aristocratic 
life-style. Most of the discussed death rituals clearly emphasise upper-class 
status in the show of wealth and elaboration of the ceremonies, and it is this 
aspect that the title of this article alludes to. The aristocracy’s general con
nection to the symbolic house and the matter of differences in burial rituals 
between the different social groups are interesting questions, although they 
will not be deliberated further here.
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The subject matter of this article has been presented in the publication of 
the results from the archaeological project related to the extension of mo
torway E22 in southern Sweden, and includes a more in-depth analysis of 
the material. My research on the subject is also discussed in a publication 
from the Nordic Bronze Age meeting in Göteborg 2004 (Svanberg in press 
a and b).

Longhouses in burial rituals - 
a Scandinavian cult of heroes?

In the following I differentiate between the use of real longhouses in burial 
rituals, which will be discussed first, and the use of more symbolic houses, 
which will be deliberated later.

Remembrance and worship of the dead were important aspects of the 
different aristocracies’ legitimisation of their rights and claims to power 
in regions of Greece during a time comparable to the late Bronze Age in 
Scandinavia. It is interesting to compare the Scandinavian situation with the 
circumstances further south, because these are better known and in some 
ways remarkably similar to some of the contexts here. In particular the dif
ferent kinds of hero worship can be illuminating in this matter. The worship 
of heroes in Greece was established during the early Greek Iron Age, some 
time before its peak in connection with the spread of the Homeric poetry 
in the 8th century BC. In principle all the Homeric heroes were these kinds 
of heroes. Worship could apply to either mythic heroes, or real people who 
during their lifetime or after their death attained epic fame. More than any
thing else a hero was a deceased person who influenced others from that side 
of the grave and who therefore demanded the proper respect in the form 
of sacrifice and votive gifts. One such grave, a heroon, and the cult con
nected to it played an important role. These heroes, and the influence they 
were considered to have, were in contrast to the gods always connected to 
special places and areas (Burkert r985.-2.03ff; Morris 1988; Mazarakis Ainian 
1997:3491!). As Mazarakis Ainian shows (1997:351!!) it is probable that these 
well-known hero cults initially appeared in connection with the spread of 
the Homeric epics. Hero worship existed prior to this, but at that time it
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was a question of worshiping real people who were perceived as exceptional 
during their lifetimes and the cults were more or less limited to (aristocratic) 
family groups. This seems to have been the case in the matter of Lefkandi, 
an example worth taking a closer look at.

In Lefkandi on the island of Euboea in Greece a monumental apse 
house was built, used and ruined c. 1000-950 BC. The architecture and 
dimensions alone explicate that this was a matter of an aristocratic build
ing (fig. 1). In the middle of the buildings central room a burial chamber 
was discovered along with another chamber where four sacrificed horses 
had been placed. In the burial chamber the skeleton of a woman and the 
cremated bones of a man were found. They had been buried equipped with 
prestige goods. The connection between the house and the grave was obvi
ous. In the central room of the house there were a number of remains that 
were evidently related to the burial. Directly after the burial ceremony, or 
a short while after, the house was demolished and a large mound was built

Fig. 1. The so-called Heroon, in Lefkandi, Greece. The distribution of the large apse house 

is marked in grey and the graves in black. The house was demolished and covered by a large 

mound after the burial ceremony inside. Images from Popham, Calligas & Sackett 1993 and 

Popham & Lemnos 1996.
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over the house remains and the grave. The area in front of the entrance to 
the house in the east then started to be used as a burial-ground (Popham, 
Touloupa & Sackett 1982; Popham, Calligas & Sackett 1993).

It has been suggested that the aristocratic apse house in Lefkandi with 
its prestigious grave was a heroon — the burial site of a hero that became 
the object of a cult. The example at Lefkandi is an interesting background 
to understanding the group of known burials from the late Neolithic and 
the Bronze Age in southern Scandinavia with very clear ties to real houses. 
This has been mentioned by Randsborg (1995:204), but there is reason to 
take a closer look at the phenomenon.

Prior to this, however, it is also worth mentioning the circumstances in 
Etruscan north Italy. Even here graves and death cults were clearly an im
portant activity for the local aristocracy, as evidenced by the chamber tombs 
that imitated the inside of exclusive houses. These graves were covered by 
mound-like constructions and were, from at least c. 700 BC and onwards, 
a salient feature in the burial sites. It is generally accepted that the archi
tecture of the house-graves reflected the shape of the dwelling houses, and 
that it was possible to make a direct comparison between the foundations 
of the graves and the houses. Needless to say some researchers have com
pared this Etruscan burial cult with the hero worship in Greece (Barker & 
Rasmussen 1998; Donati 2000).

But to return to Scandinavia, there is one example from Denmark that 
ought to be mentioned. It is a site with probable traces of a late Neolithic 
funerary ritual that involved the ruins of a longhouse. The site is Divershøj 
on Jutland where there was a settlement during the late Neolithic and where 
three longhouses have been documented. The houses were identified be
neath a cultural layer damaged by a wooden plough. The destruction was 
not too extensive, however, since it was possible to discern areas that had 
been dug out in the central parts of two of the houses. In connection with 
the destruction of the most southerly longhouse, a burial occurred in or 
just above the northern section of a centrally situated cavity in the house. 
That this is a grave is evident from the presence of a late Neolithic flint 
dagger as well as fragments of amber beads (typical components of a late 
Neolithic burial assemblage). From the circumstances it seems that a grave 
from the early Bronze Age disturbed what we assume, with good reason, is
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Fig. 2. The house grave under Divershej. An attempt to reconstruct parts of the burial rit

ual. 1. At the site there is a late Neolithic longhouse, a seemingly ordinary dwelling house.

2. After the house has been more or less destroyed and the surface slightly ploughed with a 

wooden plough, a grave is constructed in the central section of the house. Around this burial 

pit a stone-setting is built and over this a 'mortuary house’, most likely intendedfor cere

monies in the burial ritual. 3. The mortuary house is burnt down. 4. A large cairn is con

structed. Based on plans from Asingh 1988.

a late Neolithic grave. (Asingh 1988 argues in more detail for the presence 
of a grave.) Also linked to the burial ritual was a quadratic stone-setting 
and what looked like a ‘mortuary house’ construction. In connection with 
the burial ritual the mortuary house was burnt down, and a large cairn was 
erected over the house remains. It is remarkable how the grave was placed 
with great accuracy into the cavity in the central part of the house. It is also 
interesting that an unusual inner post and standing timber construction 
in the mortuary house is clearly connected to the destroyed remains of the 
northern wall of the house. Everything points to the fact that the longhouse 
had been a more or less well-preserved ruin when the mortuary house was 
constructed and the burial rituals were carried out (fig. 2.).
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The graves connection to the central room of the house is interesting, in that 
the house was more or less a ruin at the time of the burial ceremony. This 
relationship is a recurring theme in the three examples from the Bronze Age 
periods II—III, which will now be discussed: Handewitt in North Germany, 
Trappendal and Hyllerup in Denmark. It is enough just to see and compare

Handewitt

Trappendal

Tranarp

Fig. 3. Bronze Age houses from periods II and III stratigraphically covered by graves and 

mounds at Trappendal (top left), Handewitt (top right) and Hyllerup (bottom lefi). The 

burial pits are marked in black. Bottom right is a grave from Tranarp from period V that 

has been added for comparison. This is a house constructed especially for mortuary ritual 

(see next section fig. 6). For references see the text.

House Symbolism in Aristocratic Death Rituals of the Bronze Age 79



the plans from these sites (fig. 3) to understand that these houses must have 
had some connection to graves. At Trappendal the house fits neatly within 
the kerb of the mound; the central grave is almost exactly parallel with the 
house, and furthermore it is placed accurately over an unusual construction 
dug out in the central room of the house. It would seem that those who 
planned and performed the burial ritual were aware of the houses, but the 
question is to what extent they were used in the rituals.

At Irappendal (Boysen & Wulff Andersen 1983), Handewitt (Bokelmann 
[977) and Hyllerup (Pedersen 1987) the houses were probably built before 
the graves, and these house constructions are in accordance with ordinary 
dwelling houses, i.e., longhouses.

What is interesting to see is the unusual large cavity, supported by wat
tle and daub along the edges, located in the central room of the house at 
Trappendal. The upcast from the cavity had simply been left in the house 
and not carried out, and this along with the hole must have made the house 
awkward to use. Boysen & Wulff Andersen argued that the cavity had ‘some 
religious function in connection with the house being torn down or with 
the constructing of the burial mound. Such a function could have been a 
lit de parade for the two individuals whose cremated bones were placed in 
separate log coffins in a pit over, parallel to, and centred in relation to the 
large cavity. The house at Irappendal was burnt down after the use of this 
central hole, and a mound was constructed over the house remains and 
the graves. At Hyllerup the house had been burnt down as well. Here the 
soil had been repeatedly ploughed over the house ruin before the cremated 
remains were placed in a coffin. The house at Handewitt had not been 
burnt. In this house there was a large, but not particularly deep, cavity in 
the central room - perhaps with space for the lit de parade of the log coffin 
that was later placed in the layer only a few decimetres above the central 
room of the fallen house.

To judge from the documented remains, there seems to have been a 
curious disposition of the area under the mound at Handewitt and in par- 
ticulai with regard to the inside of the house. First, it is apparent how the 
kerbstones are adapted to fit the extent of the house. Is it coincidence that 
there is a large gap in the kerb where the house in the east sticks out of the 
area, or that there is an opening in the north that appears to correspond to
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the door area in the north side of the house? In other words, it would seem 
that the kerb can be linked to the initial phase of the actual burial ritual 
rather than to the covering phase at the end. Second, the disposition of the 
inside of the house is unusual, as can be seen in the reconstruction of the 
rows of posts dividing the space into rooms, and it would seem that the 
door sections of the inner walls have been sealed off to create three separate 
rooms, each of which could only be reached by their own separate doors 
in the outer walls.

We have now discussed four examples of how longhouses were used in 
burial rituals. The examples clearly indicate similarities. It is obvious that 
the destruction of the houses — that these were turned into ruins — was an es
sential part of the ritual. With regard to Divershøj it is possible to see that 
the house had to be destroyed in order to construct the mortuary house 
with its inner stone-setting. There had to be an intimate knowledge of how 
the ruin was placed in order to be able to position the mortuary house so 
accurately into it. At Trappendal and Hyllerup the houses were burnt down 
in connection with the burial ritual. The Handewitt house was first used for 
some kind of ceremony, and afterward was destroyed. (The grave appears 
to have been placed in a layer above the house remains.) It is interesting to 
note that without exception the graves were placed in or above the central 
room of the house.

Over and above the actual significance of the house site as a setting for 
the grave, the use of the longhouses in the burial rituals seems to have be
longed to an early stage in the burial rituals, before cremation and long before 
the actual burial. In the three Bronze Age examples I have suggested that 
lit de parade was an important function of the houses. It is easy to imagine 
costly and well-attended ceremonies in these cases, with large groups of 
visiting relatives. The necessity of a house at the burial site seems therefore 
quite natural.

It is hard not to see the similarities between the Scandinavian exam
ples and Lefkandi. Were the buried Scandinavian aristocrats in fact heroes 
buried in their residences? It is quite probable. In the house burial rituals, 
memories were created as reminders of the extravagant burial rituals in a 
culture where ‘the writing of history’ was, so to say, identical with the trading 
of collective memories. The monumental mounds that covered the house
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graves became in themselves important manifestations in their local envi
ronments, and the construction of such enormous monuments reasonably 
assumes the establishment of burial cults. These cults can naturally have 
been more or less intense and long-lived

Symbolic houses

From different parts of the Bronze Age there are a number of examples of 
house buildings used in burial ritual that differ from ordinary longhouses.

In the area around the lower Elbe in North Germany, in other words 
inside the acknowledged geographical frame for the Scandinavian Bronze 
Age culture, there are several burials with mortuary houses known from 
the Early Bronze Age, and the mortuary houses are covered by mounds. At 
Grünhof-Tesperhude several burial constructions were discovered (Kersten 
1936). One of these consisted of a large stone-packing which functioned as 
a floor and base for a post-built house construction (fig. 4). The construc
tion had in all probability a roof. Inside the house an adult woman and 
a child had been placed in a log coffin. The entire construction had then 
been burnt. The graves were dated to period III. A series of similar kinds of 
mortuary houses have been discovered in this area, all dated to the Bronze 
Age periods I to III (ibid, Ehrich 1949).

Jg at Grünhof-Tesperhude. 

After Kersten 1936.

Fig. 4. The mortuary house
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destroyed A

Fig. 5. House grave ritual from period VI at the site ’Kvarteret Glasrutan' in Linköping.

1. The deceased is cremated, and the majority of cremated bone is removedfrom the pyre.

2. A house model is constructed over the pyre site. 3. The house model (broken line) is torn 

down and a stone-setting is built, within which a new and larger post-built house is con

structed. Within this a ceramic vessel is placed containing the collected bones and the grave 

goods. 4. The second house construction is burnt down and a fire-cracked stone-packing is 

placed on top.
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At the site Kvarteret Glasrutan in Linköping in Sweden, a fire-cracked stone 
heap with the remains of a kerb was excavated. The feature turned out to 
contain traces of what the archaeologists interpreted as two different houses, 
one appearing to have replaced the other (Karlenby, Knape & Klockhoff 
1991). The first house construction was most likely situated on the original 
ground surface. The house was only 3.25x1.5 m in size. This house was in 
my opinion a striking parallel to a ‘house model’ constructed on top of a 
pyre site underneath the mound at Lusehøj in Danmark (see below). The 
remains in the house model, which the excavators interpreted as a hearth, 
and the scattered cremated bones near by are in all probability the residue of 
a cremation site (see Arcini in this book). Just like the situation at Lusehøj, 
the pyre site had been sifted out and partially destroyed when the house 
model was built. After this the house model stood at the site a short while 
before being destroyed. On top of this a stone-setting was constructed, and 
in connection to this a new and larger house construction was built. In the 
latter the actual burial was carried out. The grave was not well preserved, 
but consisted of a pit containing cremated bone. It also contained a razor 
dated to period VI, a finger ring of bronze, as well as fragments of a ceramic 
vessel, most likely the burial urn. According to the excavators, the house 
stood for quite some time, and after being torn down it was covered with a 
fire-cracked stone packing. Since the fire-cracked stone mound contained a 
thick, dark, sooty layer, it is presumed that the second house was burnt after 
being used in connection with the construction of the grave. A summary of 
the stages of development for the monument can be seen in fig. 5.

One example that is similar to the site at Kvarteret Glasrutan was dis
covered at the burial-ground at Klinga in the province of Östergötland, 
Sweden (Stålbom 1994). In a cultural layer area with traces of several pyre 
sites and three urn-graves, the remains of a large post-built house construc
tion were found. The house appeared to have been constructed around a 
large pit with pyre remains.

At Tranarp in the province of Scania, Sweden (Andersson 1997), a cir
cular area had first been prepared at the site where cremation was carried 
out (fig. 6). The preparation consisted of removing the turf and a layer of 
soil and replacing them with a layer of alluvial sand that had been retrieved 
from elsewhere (most likely a nearby wetland - which in itself is interesting).
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Fig. 6. Burial ritual with house at Tranarp. 1. The area for the chosen site ofthe burial rit

ual is prepared. 2. A cremation is carried out and the removed cremated bone is placed in a 

ceramic vessel (probably the kerb was constructed during this phase j. 3. A house construction 

is erected immediately north of the cremation site, ceremonies are performed. 4. The house is 

torn down, the burial urn is placed in the residue of the pyre, everything except the kerb is 

covered by a mound.
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In the alluvial layer a three-aisled house was constructed with roof-bearing 
posts. The post-holes were exclusively filled with alluvial material that cor
responded to the layer of alluvial sand. If the house had stood at the site 
prior to preparing the surface, a different kind of filling would have been 
expected in the post-holes. The cremation at Tranarp took place in direct 
connection with what must have been the southern wall of the house. If we

grave AO

Fig. 7. Different manifestations under the large mound Lusehøj (the boundaries of the 

mound are indicated with a drawn line). Small mounds (grey), the large longhouse (broken 

line), post-holes (black), house model, pyre site GX and grave AO. After drawing in Tbrane 

1984. The arrow indicates the possible movement of the cremated bone from GX to AO.
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work from the idea that this house really had been a longhouse then it most 
likely was constructed after the cremation, because otherwise the cremation 
would have taken place right next to a wall with a roof of flammable material 
(this would also have been impractical space-wise). After cremation the bone 
was removed from the pyre and placed in a ceramic vessel, and the pyre site 
was covered with a thin layer of alluvial sediment. Most likely it was now 
that the house was built. But what function did it have? After cremation, in 
this particular case, all that was left was an especially striking, ceramic vessel 
with decoration, filled with the bone of the deceased. It seems quite likely 
that the vessel was put on display for admiration — lit de parade — either in 
the house or at the edge of the cremation layer where it now or somewhat 
later was to have its final resting place. It can therefore be assumed that the 
house was intended for a ceremonial gathering in which a significant aspect 
was the admiration of the displayed burial vessel. After this the house was 
torn down, and everything was covered by a smaller mound.

Lusehøj on southern Fyn in Denmark — a large mound with prestige 
burials, which in its entirety is undoubtedly a true aristocratic manifestation 
- has been the object of detailed publication (Thrane 1984). Thrane’s inter
pretations have, however, not been subject to discussion in spite of the fact 
that the remains of the house, the large mound, the graves and all the other 
things were complex, difficult to evaluate in relation to each other, and in 
each instance not at all unambiguous (Thrane 1984,1998; Jensen zooz^ydff 
discuss the same interpretations). Regardless of the fact that traces of a long- 
house have been found partially covered by a number of small mounds, as 
well as what in all probability were the remains of a house model that can 
be linked to one of the graves, discussions of house symbolism in burial 
contexts received little attention in the publication.

In the first place there were traces of a longhouse under the large mound s 
southern section. The group of excavated post-holes in this area ought to be 
the remains of the south-eastern gable section of a larger house. A hypotheti
cal reconstruction of the house is presented in fig. 8. The house had been 
demolished, and it seems as if the remains had been ploughed through. At 
the time of construction of the first in a series of small burial mounds at 
the site the house was most likely already a ruin, which follows the general 
pattern of the other longhouses connected to mortuary rituals, mentioned
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above. The two most southerly ‘small mounds’ were placed over the remains 
of the house construction, and bearing in mind what was discussed earlier 
about houses and mounds, it appears reasonable to assume a connection 
between these graves and this house.

Just north of the burial site with the small mounds and the house ruin, a 
very special cremation was carried out. The pyre site, Thrane’s grave GX”, 
can be identified with the help of a larger pit with pyre remains surround
ed by smaller post-holes which contained the residue of the burial pyre in 
the filling. A particularly exclusive grave assemblage followed the deceased 
into the cremation pyre. These finds indicate without doubt a dating to 
the Bronze Age period V.

A mat of hay was placed over the pyre site, and around the site was built 
a ‘fence’ of small posts and wattle, 3.1x1.7 m large and 0.55 m high. Thrane 
did not dismiss the possibility that the fence could have been a symbolic 
house. He noted, too, that some of the reed stalks found at ground level 
around the construction could be-the remains of a roof. The construction is 
proportionately typical for the smaller dwelling houses from the late Bronze 
Age (e.g., Tesch 1993). It is worth mentioning the double posts at the north 
side of the fence, which bear a strong resemblance to the double wall posts 
at the entrance of a real house. To summarise, it appears reasonable to re
construct the little fence as a house model with wall, roof, entrance, and 
straw floor - in other words as a symbolic house.

What function would such a house model, constructed right on top of 
a pyre site, have? A good deal of work had been put into its construction, 
presumably so that it could stand for a certain period of time and be ad
mired. One interesting aspect in this context is that the wattle walls lacked 
wattle in a zone halfway up the wall posts - which could have enabled 
viewing into the house model, even if it had a roof. Could the purpose 
have been to present, not only the house model in itself, but also a possible 
exciting content?

Here we have a pyre site where the majority of cremated bone has been 
removed. The most common practice with removed bones during the late 
Bronze Age has been to place them in a burial vessel. But what has hap
pened to the burial vessel at Lusehøj? The large mound contained a large 
number of urn-graves, but only one of these seems to connect to the pyre
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site GX ’s extraordinary exclusive character — namely, the renowned urn- 
grave that was discovered in 1861, where a large amount of bone and ex
clusive artefacts were placed in a Central European bronze vessel. Thrane 
identities with good reason the stone collection ”AO” just outside one of 
the small mounds as the remains of the small stone cist where the urn-grave 
was recovered in 1861. It has been established that there was a pyre site, GX, 
which had been emptied and contained no urn-grave, and an urn-grave, 
AO, which had no pyre site. Both of these are exceptionally exclusive, both 
can be dated to period V, and both were covered by the same large mound. 
It does not seem improbable that there is a connection between the two. It 
is also worth mentioning the urn-grave from 1861. This was a spectacular 
bronze vessel with a lid of bronze, covered in resin into which a number of 
amber and bronze pieces were pressed. It is easy to imagine that this bur
ial urn had been placed in the house model for lit de parade before being 
moved a few metres away to the burial site with the small mounds, where 
it was placed in a stone cist prior to the construction of the large mound. 
This could explain why the hypothetical roof on the house model lost its 
function and was torn down before the mound was built.

To summarise, a common trait is that the mortuary houses were con
structed at the site of the actual burial and that these were used after the 
time of cremation. The house models, like those at Kvarteret Glasrutan 
and Lusehøj, could have been built over the cremation sites. The mortu
ary houses were burnt or torn down in ceremonies just before the graves 
were covered.

Stone-built house graves 
of the late Bronze Age

The so-called cult houses of the Bronze Age have in recent years been the 
subject of a number of new excavations and studies. During the 1980s the 
Burenhult excavations of the Tofta mounds in Sweden and the Kaul results 
from Sandagergård in Denmark received a great deal of attention (Burenhult 
1981; Kaul 1987). Sandagergård has been described as a temple’ and been 
presented as one of the best examples in Europe of the remains of Bronze 
Age religion (Randsborg 1995:1126; Harding 2000:3096).
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Victor has recently compiled a catalogue of the known cult houses in 
Sweden (2002). According to her study, there are around 60 ‘cult houses 
of the stone-foundation-type’ currently known in Sweden. There are also a 
few examples in Denmark (Sandagergård) and Norway (Joakim Goldhahn, 
personal communication.). The cult houses usually consist of 16—25x6—12 m 
large ”walls” or embankments, usually more than 1.5 m wide. In central 
Sweden the majority are constructed using stone materials. In southern 
Sweden and in Denmark all known walls consist primarily of stone frames 
filled with sand or earth (fig. 8). These wall embankments create a long, thin 
inner area in the ‘houses’. The inner area is, in the case of the cult houses in 
southern Sweden, usually a sunken area, i.e., below the ground level outside, 
and this is due to the fact that the material needed for the walls was taken 
from here. In a few cases there are gaps in the walls that could be entrances, 
but most typically the walls are unbroken and lack entrance sections.

A number of cult houses with stone foundations have been archaeologi- 
cally examined earlier, but during the last 30 years only Sandagergård, the 
houses at Tofta mounds, the Håga ‘church’ and the house in Hågahagen 
(Victor 2002) as well as the houses at Gualöv in Scania (see below). Of these 
only Sandagergård and the Gualöv houses have been completely excavated. 
Several researchers have presumed that the houses had roof constructions 
and walls of timber or other material. Archaeological evidence that can prove 
unquestionably the presence of roofs is, however, sadly lacking. It is appar
ent that the house at Tofta mounds has had a row of smaller ‘wall posts’ 
between the inner kerbstones and the actual wall. No similar remains of a 
timber construction have been found at either Sandagergård or Gualöv, but 
Victor points to comparable examples from central Sweden (2002:118).

The cult houses of stone-foundation-type were open constructions in the 
form of stone walls with distinct entrances, sometimes with wall or palisade 
constructions connected to the inner kerbstones. These, then, were not 
‘houses’ in any strict sense of the word but rather open structures. The term 
‘house’ is still applicable, however, in that this is clearly a matter of house 
symbolism. The dating of the cult houses has been a difficult matter. It is 
nevertheless obvious that the majority of the excavated houses were used 
during the late Bronze Age, and in the cases where their frames of references 
can be evaluated it would appear that the cremation burial environments
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Fig. 8. Examples of’cult houses of stone-foundation-type’from Sweden and Denmark (San- 

dagergdrd). Pictures from Wigg 1990 and Victor 2002 (the Håga and Agdatorp houses).



from this period were their typical contexts. Evidence that houses of‘stone- 
foundation-type’ were constructed before period III does not exist.

A number of different interpretations as to what ‘cult houses’ actually 
are and how they were used have been presented earlier, and it has been 
suggested that they functioned as, e.g., Viking Age feasting halls, dwelling 
houses, inhumation enclosures, graves, spirit houses, enclosures for sacrifi
cial animals, or some kind of‘temple’, ‘cult site’ or ‘ritual feature’. The idea 
that these were dwelling houses gradually lost merit during the late 20th 
century concomitant with improved knowledge with regard to cult house 
dating and a better understanding of how the Bronze Age post-built dwell
ing houses were constructed.

Victor emphasised a general burial symbolism and viewed the cult hous
es as a collective phenomenon that ‘complemented’ the graves in different 
types of ritual and as a kind of sacred space’ for communication with the 
gods (2002). Using Sandagergård as his point of departure, Kaul has chosen 
to speak about the cult houses as ‘cult buildings’. He maintains that they 
could have been sites for transition rituals and initiation rites for youths on 
their way into society (Kaul 1998:415). Both Randsborg and Jensen have 
accepted Kaufs interpretation, and both acknowledge that Sandagergård 
has been a real building designed for rituals (Randsborg 1995:1145; Jensen 
2002:4426). As we have seen, however, the cult houses of stone-foundation- 
type were not buildings with roofs, and probably only in some cases did 
they have real walls. This is a problem for those that choose to understand 
these constructions as cult buildings, and as I have discussed elsewhere 
(Svanberg in press b) they can hardly be seen as temples in the conventional 
sense of the word.

At Gualöv in Scania, southern Sweden, a burial site from the late Bronze 
Age was excavated in the autumn of 2002 with three so-called cult houses 
of stone-foundation-type (Arcini, Höst & Svanberg, in press). The excava
tion provided some interesting information about the construction of the 
cult houses and their connection with the graves. The three cult houses 
were all built in the same way. They consisted of long trough-shaped cavi
ties. Kerbstones were placed along the sides of the cavities, and the upcast 
from the cavities was used to construct rectangular embankments around
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the pits. Any traces of possible roof constructions or timber walls connected 
to the kerbstones were not found.

It was especially inspiring when the urn-graves from the Bronze Age 
period IV could be connected to at least two of the cult houses, and when 
possible traces of a burial ritual were found connected to the third. The 
graves were constructed in such a way that they unarguably had a direct 
connection to the cult houses — first the cremation and placing of the urns 
in pits, and thereafter the constructing of cult houses over the grave pits. 
These definite graves were all richly endowed and have to be regarded as 
burials of affluent people.

Based on the results from the most detailed excavated examples — 
Sandagergård and Gualöv, where the house constructions contained graves 
— it is probable that, generally speaking, the cult houses of stone-founda- 
tion-type should be understood as burial monuments, either because they 
have functioned as burial constructions, or because of the fact that in con
nection with burial rituals they are linked to the actual graves in the form 
of mounds or cairns. According to Victor’s analysis (2002:78) around 90% 
of the known cult houses of stone-foundation-type are situated in close 
proximity to burial structures.

In summing up, it could be said that the most common contexts for cult 
houses of stone-foundation-type are burial sites from the late Bronze Age. 
Most likely these have often or always functioned as monuments for indi
vidual burials. The monument’s dimensions and location in the burial sites, 
as well as, at this point, the unmistakable results from Gualöv, all show that 
the monument in question can be connected to the social elite of the late 
Bronze Age — i.e., people from aristocratic families with probable influence 
at a local level at least. As has been shown from the earlier examples, this 
type of cult house during the late Bronze Age was built on a long tradition 
of house symbolism in burial contexts. With regard to the constructions, 
however, these are from the final phases of the burial rituals, those phases 
that left tangible monuments in the landscape. The timber-built houses that 
were destroyed during ritual left mere memories behind, whilst the stone- 
built houses were of a more permanent character.
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Final reflections

That the houses found primarily in Bronze Age burial environments can 
neither be explained as settlement before the mound’ nor as temples’ for 
recurring collective ceremonies is becoming all the more apparent. The 
houses are primarily connected to specific burial rituals.

With regard to this particular use of the house, it therefore seems feasible 
to search for a background in the family group’s strong connection to, and 
identification with, the longhouse. In her in-depth study of farmsteads and 
houses within the Pryssgården settlement in the province of Östergötland in 
Sweden, which is mainly from the late Bronze Age, Borna-Ahlkvist implies 
that it is likely that three generations of family lived on the farmsteads. She 
maintains, in agreement with Ian Hodder, Richard Bradley and others, that 
it is important to understand houses as symbols of identity and belonging 
for those that lived in them. Borna-Ahlkvist argues that, when responsibil
ity shifts from one generation to another and a new household is created, 
the building of a new dwelling house is probably instigated. It is possible 
to see how the new houses were usually built in close proximity to the old 
ones, which ought to indicate continuity. Borna-Ahlkvist speaks of’house 
generations’ on the farmsteads (2002, section 3.3 and p. 126ff). Her discus
sion is based on the Pryssgården settlement, but her perspective could be 
applied to other Scandinavian settlement landscapes of the late Bronze Age. 
The strong ties between the house and the family group could explain the 
house constructions role in burial rituals. The house in these rituals ought 
to mark the status of the deceased as the head of the family. This sugges
tion has also been made by Roymans & Kortlang in connection with the 
long-beds (see introduction).

In the owner’s extravagant burial ceremonies, where a marking of social 
status was particularly important, we subsequently find an extensive use 
of house symbolism. At the same rate as the refinement of our excavation 
methods, we archaeologists can now find more traces of these houses at 
the burial sites.

The house grave could well have shared common traits with the monu
ments associated with the Greek hero cults, discussed in the introduction. 
In this article this perspective was mentioned in connection with possible
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uses for ‘real’ longhouses, but perhaps it could even apply to the stone-built 
symbolic houses from the late Bronze Age, themselves visible monuments 
in the landscape.

The uses of houses in burial rituals exemplified in this article are var
ied and subject to change. Examples of different uses have been presented 
— real longhouses, ‘mortuary houses’, house models, stone-built monu
ments. Some of the buildings may have been used for ceremonies, and as 
I have suggested, lit de parade could have played an important role in this 
respect. The real longhouses appear to have been part of the earlier phases 
of the burial rituals. The ’mortuary houses’ appear, on the other hand, to 
have been used after cremation. During the late Bronze Age the stone-built 
symbolic houses were most common. These were constructed during the 
final phases of the rituals as more permanent monuments.

To deal with the dead in the Scandinavian Bronze Age did not mean to 
set them apart from the world of the living. The organisation of the sites of 
the dead as well as burial rituals was imbued with the same symbolism that 
was active in the living social world. The house was an important symbol 
there, and consequently had an important role to play when dealing with 
the dead.
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Hills of the Ancestors
DEATH, FORGING AND SACRIFICE ON TWO 

SWEDISH BURIAL SITES ♦ LISA K. LARSSON

Burial sites are traces of ritual processes — expressions of human ideas. A 
prehistoric burial site seldom contains only buried human remains, and 
even sites which during excavation appear relatively unassuming can of
ten reveal themselves to be particularly complicated environments. Ritual 
practice has also been a very complex matter in burial contexts, and at sites 
that have been in use for remarkably long periods of time there is usually 
also a lot of variation.

A break in continuity of use is discerned at many Swedish burial sites 
dated to the late Roman Iron Age and Migration Period, and at some sites 
from the Vendel Period and Viking Age there are signs of a gradual re-use 
for burial and other ritual activities, for example sacrifice. This reconnection 
to the past implies that the people of the past were aware of the burial sites’ 
very long histories, and it also shows us how people, through cult actions, 
related to earlier times. Reconnection can sometimes also be discerned in 
the remains of craftsman activities at burial sites, for example forging and 
iron production, and in my opinion these could be traces of ritual action. 
In this article the re-use of burial sites is explained as an accentuation of 
ritual, with somewhat transformed composition.

The break in continuity in the middle of the Iron Age has been explained 
as an expression of troubled times and vast social reform, and if this was 
the case then the need to re-stabilise the social and mythological order in 
the period that followed ought to have been great. Ritual practice during 
the late Iron Age can therefore be described as society’s ritual response to 
the upheavals. The cult actions may have functioned as a kind of assurance 
for individual and/or collective survival; the treatment of humans, the vari
ous sacrifices and iron production functioned as upholders of stability and 
permanence in their capacity to symbolise creation, life, fertility, birth, re
birth and productivity.
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The examples used in this article are two burial sites in close proximity to 
each other, located on the hills at Linköping Airport, in the province of 
Östergötland: namely Bo Gård and Östra Bökestad. Even though these 
sites were only partially excavated it was possible to determine that they 
were in use from the early Bronze Age up until the early Middle Ages, and 
that they contained traces of other activities besides burials. The burial sites 
proved to be much more extensive, complex, and to have a greater time 
span than was first assumed.

The archaeology of complex sites

These two individual burial sites are the point of departure for this study, 
and I have chosen to work from a micro-level perspective. This viewpoint 
focuses on the locally specific, but it is not to be confused with the micro- 
archaeological perspective where focus is placed on actions and practices 
even if attempts are made to include both perspectives here. Within archae
ology there are constant deliberations as to the choice of perspective (see 
e.g., Lundqvist 2000:i3ff, zif) and in recent years the micro-archaeologi
cal perspective has been discussed on several occasions (see e.g., Cornell & 
Fahlander 2002).

Archaeological remains do not speak for themselves; it is a compli
cated task to interpret them and to try to understand how prehistoric 
humans might have acted. Even more troublesome is to understand why. 
Archaeology at the micro-level can be described as ‘site archaeology’ where 
knowledge is accrued from the very small elements since it is in the details 
that the complexities, variation and specificity are found. The collected em
pirical material from individual sites can then be related to general, theo
retical models in order to test ideas and hypotheses, and in this way micro 
and macro perspectives complement one another (Rolöf 2005:49ft).

The sites have their own history created by the people that lived and 
worked in these spaces, and in our capacity as archaeologists we divide the 
sites into sections of time, chronologically, and into areas of use in order 
to better understand the biography of the sites (Rolöf zoo5:48ff). To give a 
biographical account of a site is, however, not that easy. The complexity of 
the burial site, for example, often exposes the dilemmas of our terminology,
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and the sites dealt with in this article are of course more than just graves 
— as is the case with most prehistoric burial-grounds in general. Needless to 
say, when working with the traces of the complex rituals which most likely 
occurred at these burial sites and which in turn are representations of hu
man perceptions there is always the problem of which terms ought to be 
used. Anders Kaliff has discussed the matter of archaeological terminology 
and interpretation on numerous occasions, and he argues that the operative 
concept of grave, which is often used unreflectively, instantly becomes an 
interpretation of the primary function of a feature. This is an example where 
terminology and interpretation sometimes become one and the same, and 
this in turn clearly indicates the necessity of clarifying what the interpreta
tion actually is (see e.g., Kaliff 2004:i9ff Kaliffin this volume).

Within the discipline we need to use the nomenclatures, terms and con
cepts that we, ourselves, know and recognise. At the same time perhaps we 
should reflect more often upon our own ingrained ‘truths’ because we need 
to interpret the prehistoric remains actively and at the same time dare to 
re-interpret them.

A revised picture — the results of 
the archaeological excavations

To put it mildly, the impression we had of the sites when we first began 
excavating had to be strongly revised. At Bo Gård we had expected to find 
a medieval farmstead, as indicated by the place name and the fact that no 
burials were previously known there; and at Östra Bökestad only three scat
tered stone-settings were known. The extent of the sites’ presumed dating 
to the late Iron Age and high Middle Ages, the idea that burial sites were 
places reserved solely for burial — everything had to be revised. Furthermore 
it became possible to approach the burial sites’ biographies and phases of 
their histories from conception, through periods of intensive utilisation, 
to temporary breaks in use, to re-use and abandonment. And on top of all 
this, it turned out that there were good reasons to acknowledge both these 
sites as one unit (see Rolöf 2005:586).

I will first present a brief summary of the results from both sites, even 
if not all the details can be presented in this article. Something that should
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be noted here is that no houses or other remains to indicate dwelling were 
found, neither on the burial hills nor in the surrounding areas.

Bo Gård
Bo Gård took its name from the medieval farmstead located close to a 
prominent ridge, and it proved to contain, amongst other things, graves 
(Larsson 2003:8ff). The entire hill was covered by a stone-packing — in itself 
a monumental construction — that overlay all the burials. The stone-packing 
can hardly be defined as a traditional grave-type in Swedish archaeology, 
in spite of the fact that such large stone-packing layers were observed more 
than 30 years ago (see e.g., Nilsson 1972:8), even in other parts of Sweden 
(Lindman 2002:56). This stone-packing had been carefully laid by hand, 
which in itself is an indication of the amount of time and energy spent by

Fig. 2. Photograph of the burial site at Bo Gård. The connected stone-packing contained 

cremation burials from the early Bronze Age up until the Viking Age. On the crown of the 

hill, next to a large erratic block, were the remains ofa forging site that covered the older 

graves. From the north-west. Photo by Magnus. Rolöf. RAA.
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those using the site, and the environment gave an impression of empha
sised completeness. Through the large stone-packing it felt as if there had 
been a desire to call attention to the collective rather than the individual. 
During the fieldwork we did search for individual superstructures inside 
the packing and even if we, after quite a bit of puzzling, thought we might 
have discovered some, these were extremely difficult to discern.

The stone-packing contained a total of 46 cremations of various shapes 
and sizes. Some sections of the packing appeared to have a more central 
function than others, and in some places the grave deposits almost con
verged with each other. The hill had first been claimed as a site for burials 
during the early Bronze Age. These graves were situated at the top of the 
hill next to a large erratic block, and with time the stone-packing gradually 
grew down the sides of the hill. Burial was most intense during the pre- 
Roman and Roman Iron Ages, and the site continued to be in use up until 
the end of the Viking Age. The latest burials were found at the outer edges
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of the stone-packing, and if we are to rely solely upon the results from the 
HC-analyses of cremated bones then two breaks in the use can be discerned: 
first during the transition from the Bronze to the Iron Age, and again during 
the Migration Period. The latter is, as previously mentioned, a well-known 
phenomenon and a recognised general trait in many parts of Sweden, often 
visible in the re-location of entire homesteads and burial sites.

The artefact material was relatively sparse in the cremations, but there 
were finds of iron knives, a curved knife, a ferrule that belonged to a small 
sword, and the rim of an imported Roman glass bottle. There were also 
scattered ceramic shards and a number of glass beads from the late Iron 
Age in the stone-packing. The osteological analyses showed that both chil
dren and adults had been buried at the site, and moreover that two of the 
bone pits contained only animal bones from cattle and sheep/goat, and 
goat/sheep respectively (Sigvallius 2003:8). These animal bone pits were

Fig. 4. Clearance of the stone-packing at Bo Gård. The hill of Östra Bökestad can be seen in 

the background to the left of the huts. The two hills are situated only 200 metres apart. From 

the west. Photo by Magnus Rolöf. RAA.
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situated in the outer sections of the packing, and one of them was dated 
to the Vendel Period.

At the highest point of the hill, immediately on top of the earliest graves, 
a forging site had been constructed. The forge originated from the Vendel 
Period and was as such contemporaneous with the later graves further down 
the hill. At least two forges as well as an approximately 40 cm thick layer 
of soot which contained fire-cracked stones, iron slag, prill, some smaller 
iron artefacts, burnt clay and cremated bones, all testified to the practice 
of forging at Bo Gård, an activity which was pursued during the Vendel 
Period and some parts of the Viking Age. After this time period the entire 
site ceased to be used.

Östra Bökestad
Only 200 metres east of Bo Gård is Östra Bökestad (fig. 4). The site is 
located on a long, thin moraine ridge, and both the western and eastern 
sections have most likely originally formed an interconnected prehistoric 
environment. On the eastern slope there were three burial superstructures, 
one of which was a quadratic stone-setting, and the western section of the 
site was situated at the crown and composed an almost natural space sur
rounded by protruding, exposed bedrock. At first glance this section of the 
site appeared to consist of one large stone-packing, but on closer inspection 
separate, individual stone-settings could be discerned, even if in most cases 
they were damaged and disturbed.

The southern section of the site was first excavated in 1973. At that time 
nine graves, including one quadratic stone-setting, were discovered. Based 
on the finds, which among other things included perforated ceramic vessels, 
the burial site was dated to the early Iron Age (Nilsson 1979). Furthermore 
our excavation of the site confirmed what was suspected 30 years ago: the 
burial site was larger and continued much further up and along the hill, 
and it was also clear that the site had been used during the final phases of 
the Bronze Age as evidenced by a couple of hearths. It appeared, however, 
that it was first during the pre-Roman Iron Age that the site was used for 
burials, and this practice continued throughout the entire early Iron Age.

The stone-settings in the east contained no grave deposits, but in the 
quadratic stone-setting there was just over 1 kg of ceramics, including frag-
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Fig. 5. Photograph of the western section, the crown, at Östra Bökestad burial site. The bed

rock with cup marks surrounds the stone-packing, in which there are human burials from 

the early Iron Age and animal bone deposits from the late Iron Age. On the other side of the 

bedrock, a Vendel and Viking Age iron production site were discovered. From the south

west. Photo by Magnus Rolöf. RAA.

merits of perforated vessels. Ole Stilborg, who studied the ceramic material, 
concluded that at least eight vessels had been deposited in the monument, 
several of which were complete, including a cooking pot and a number of 
perforated cylindrical vessels interpreted as censers (Stilborg 2004:4!!). At 
the western section of the site five or six bone deposits were found in four 
of the graves, along with a heap of fire-cracked stones containing cremated 
bones, and these features were more or less devoid of finds. Human bones 
were confirmed present in only two of the graves and were also found in 
the heap of fire-cracked stones, which was subsequently interpreted as a 
possible cremation site (Sigvallius 2003:3!').

The Migration Period break in continuity was also detected at Ostra 
Bökestad, because the practice of burial ceased during this time and only
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two hearths in the east could be dated to this period. The use of the site in
tensified once again during the Vendel Period, but at this time something 
must have happened because the site was no longer used as a burial site. 
On the crown of the hill in the west people had returned to the location, 
but instead of taking the older graves into consideration these construc
tions were partially destroyed; the stones were rearranged and in several 
places cremated animal bones were deposited (Sigvallius 2003:30. During 
the remainder of the Iron Age, the Vendel Period and Viking Age, cremated 
animal bones had been deposited at the site, and a large carved stone also 
appears to have been brought here during this phase of the site’s history. It 
has not been possible to establish whether the carvings are runes, but the 
carved characters were made by human hand (Gustavson 2003). On the 
crown of the hill a bronze shield-boss was also discovered, probably from 
the Viking Age, and several glass beads were scattered over the entire area. 
In addition to this at least 12 cup marks were discovered on the protruding 
boulders surrounding the stone-packing areas.

In the eastern section of the site, six pits next to a large boulder repre
sented the late Iron Age and early Middle Ages. These were interpreted in 
the field as flat-ground burials from the early Iron Age, but it eventually be
came evident that they were much younger and contained cremated animal 
bones. The majority of bones, with the exception of one fragment from a 
horse or cow, belonged to the category pig, making this the main animal to 
be cremated and buried (Sigvallius 2003:3!). Amongst the pig bones there 
were also ceramics. The ceramic material deviated a lot from that of the 
early Iron Age: the goods were clearly more homogeneous, in spite of the 
fact that the shards in the different features did not usually come from the 
same vessel, and complete vessels were lacking (Stilborg 2004:96).

Contemporaneous with the activities of the late Iron Age there was an 
iron production site close by, and only 20 metres from the older graves 
— down on the west side of the crown’s exposed bedrock — was a furnace, 
hearths, a large heap of fire-cracked stones, as well as iron artefacts and sev
eral kilos of slag, 'throughout both the Vendel Period and Viking Age iron 
had been manufactured at Östra Bökestad, and the site was not abandoned 
until sometime in the early Middle Ages.
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Fig. 6. Plan of the western (6.1) and eastern (6.2) sections of the burial site at Östra 

Bökestad. Graphics by Lars Östlin. RAA.



The use of sites

Archaeology deals to a great extent with the human use of space: which 
sites have been chosen to utilise, which have been ignored, and which were 
chosen to return to. But what are the selection processes and what have the 
sites meant at different times, and how has the significance of the sites been 
changed and affected? Both sites at Linköping Airport were in use more or 
less continuously over a long period of time, if in very different ways.

Bo Gård had been used for burial between the early Bronze Age and 
the Viking Age, and the site has a time span of nearly 2500 years. With the 
onset of the Vendel Period, and the final phases of burial usage, other parts 
of the site were utilised for iron forging. Forging was performed even as 
the monument continued to expand; burials were still being carried out at 
the site in the same tradition of the ancestors, i.e., by extending the stone
packing and placing new graves beside the older ones.

The use of the hill at Östra Bökestad was in progress almost as long, 
between the late Bronze Age and the early Middle Ages, a time span of al
most 2000 years. At this site it seems that the primary function of space 
up until and during the early Iron Age was burial, but during the late Iron 
Age there was a shift, primarily to animal bone deposition. The space grew, 
in two ways, during the Vendel Period; iron production was not only in
troduced as a function of the site but was also established on previously 
unused territory.

The results from the excavation gave rise to a number of questions about 
the relationships people had to these sites. Why were the sites so signifi
cant for such a long period of time, and how had the perceptions of these 
changed over the 2000-year period? It is apparent that when conducting 
new activities there had to be an awareness of the older remains — their 
proximity, appearance and function. This means that all new actions were 
practiced in relation to what had already happened there and in relation to 
the identity these sites had. When monuments are built in the same place, 
or built at a site being re-used after a period of absence, then different sets 
of choices apply. There is a choice of where in that space the new actions are 
to be carried out. It is possible, as at Bo Gård, to ‘show respect’ and place 
the newer graves side by side with the older ones and allow the site to ex-
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pand. It is also possible to choose to establish something new on top of the 
old, as with the introduction of iron forging on the crown of the hill. The 
choice of the forging site did not just connect with the burial sites earlier 
phases, but it also meant that production was visible from a distance. At 
the same time there must have been a conscious decision to open and 'de
stroy/disturb’ the earlier Iron Age burials at Östra Bökestad, just as there 
had been a choice to establish an iron production site at the side. This is 
why it is not just the primary function linked to the actual construction of 
the individual monuments within an ancient remains site that is interest
ing, but also consideration for and use of the various remains in later phases 
(Selling & Sundström Petersson 2002:69).

The burial sites at the airport show continuity breaks; the HC-analyses 
make visible certain voids, in the first place in terms of the construction of 
graves. The first break in burial occurred at Bo Gård between 800 and 400 
BC, during the late Bronze Age/early Iron Age. Several of the hearths in the 
eastern section at Östra Bökestad testify, however, to other activities during 
this time period. The second break is clearly evident at both sites. This occurs 
during the late Roman Iron Age and Migration Period, AD 350-550. A recent 
study shows that burial site continuity throughout the Iron Age in this area is 
an exception, and of 30 excavated burial sites in the Linköping area from the 
Iron Age 23 of them indicate without doubt some kind of break during the 
Migration Period. The material shows a general pattern of a break in burial 
construction and the moving of burial sites, and amongst the 30 burial sites 
only four contain graves that have been positively dated to the Migration 
Period (Larsson 2005:74!!). The district, which is now an airport, has never 
been depopulated, however. From the Migration Period there are a few spo
radic remains, and even if we talk of a break in the use of the site we could 
just as easily be talking of an unbroken awareness of the same. During the 
Vendel Period, after a period of 200 years, there was reconnection with both 
sites, and although these had partly changed in significance and undergone 
transformation they still maintained their ritual functions.

It is not uncommon that graves and other monuments, even much later 
on, are involved in the selective process of choosing to re-use a site, e.g., 
for new burials (see e.g., Selling & Sundström Petersson 2002:6iff; Artelius 
2004:99fr) because even in prehistory people had a history. The living cre
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ated identities through the sites and at the same time they themselves could 
recreate/fill the spaces with new contents and introduce new ways of us
ing them (Nyqvist 2001:79; Rolöf 2005:50). By returning to the burial sites 
and beginning to use them again they took possession of the site's history. 
Exploitation by earlier generations may also have given them the right to 
use the place, but at the same time the older graves might have symbolised 
the presence of ancestors in this place, and as such this space was also the 
dead’s connection to the living and vice versa. Needless to say, altered so
cietal conditions can also affect the significance of how a place is activated 
and reactivated.

At Bo Gård and Östra Bökestad the older graves were used in the ritual 
practices of the later phases. It is obvious from the traces of these later ac
tions that the religious, ritual and symbolic powers of attraction of these sites 
‘survived’ the absence of people (Larsson 2005:76). It is also probable that 
these hills continued to be regarded as sacred even when abandoned. The 
‘destruction’, i.e., use of the older graves at the crown of Östra Bökestad, 
can be seen as a utilisation which acknowledged history and which cre
ated social and religious stability (Artelius 2004:115). The impression made 
at Bo Gård, with one monumental superstructure for all the burials, is 
of a collective identity and of community ideals. The construction of the 
stone-packing links not only a remarkable span of time but also different 
perceptions and ways of living. Bo Gård and Östra Bökestad have been of 
special significance in the collective consciousness of the people. The very 
long histories of the sites have been known and acted upon accordingly. 
The burials and other ritual practices are related to the earlier remains, and 
through cult practices links to the past were made tangible.

Ritualised iron technology

Apart from the obvious fact that iron technology is a set of production proc
esses, it is not possible for me to interpret these elements at Bo Gård and 
Östra Bökestad in any other way than as being ritual activities consciously 
placed at sites of ritual significance for thousands of years. It is not by any 
means uncommon for iron works to exist close to graves or for iron slag 
to be discovered in burial contexts (Burström 1990:261). Several research-
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ers have also noted blacksmith tools in graves and discussed the role of the 
blacksmith in Iron Age society. Compared to other craftsmen the blacksmith 
is believed to have held a unique position because s/he possessed knowledge 
that only a select few had privileged access to (Gansum 2004:122 including 
literature referenced therein).

The presence of forging and iron production furnaces in the centre of 
older burial sites has at times been interpreted to mean that the original 
function of the site has been forgotten and therefore lost its sacred signifi
cance (Artelius 2004:116). With regard to the sites in this article I do not 
believe this to be the case, and perhaps even other cases of prehistoric iron 
production sites are in need of reinterpretation as the remains of cult prac
tices. In the Linköping region there are innumerable examples of graves 
containing the remains of iron production (Larsson 2005: appendix), which 
implies that ideas and thoughts concerning iron production have been more 
than just technological.

The production of iron was a long and complicated process, a series of 
events that had to be carried out in a specific order, and this pattern of ac
tivity could be perceived as a kind of ritual. It has been noted that there are 
several structural similarities between the iron slag and graves; they are both 
transformative processes, they represent dead things, they are connected to 
fire, they are traces of ritual and of the activities that become monuments 
in the landscape (Burström 1990:626!!).

Terje Gansum has recently presented some interesting ideas and hypoth
eses related to the production of iron and iron objects during the early Iron 
Age (Gansum 2004; Gansum & Hansen 2004). His theory is that iron is 
born, and that the Eddie poem Voluspa, verse 40, can be interpreted as a 
description of this birthing process where the furnace symbolises the preg
nant woman and even the female sexual organs (Gansum 2004: 122ft). It 
has also been suggested that the furnace can be perceived as a living being 
through its need of oxygen, its ‘moaning’ and its unpredictability (Burström 
1990:268).

The tempering of the iron was just as demanding in terms of energy and 
knowledge as the process of blasting, and in order to achieve success in both 
the production of tempered iron and wrought iron bone charcoal could 
be added (Hägg 1963). Several archaeological excavations have also shown
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cremated bone in forging contexts (Gansum 2004:136 including literature 
referenced therein) and Gansum has presented the hypotheses that certain 
cooking pits in close proximity to burial sites could have been reduction 
furnaces and that bone could have been taken from graves to be transformed 
into bone charcoal. In this way the dead, i.e., the cremated bones, were 
mixed into the tempered iron. This use of bone, from animals and perhaps 
even from humans, opens up perspectives and allows technique, ritual and 
symbolism to conflate (Gansum 2004:139!!).

Furthermore Gansum attempts to explain why iron production and 
burials are often closely connected in the landscape. Iron can, like humans, 
be seen as being subject to different ritual stages when it comes into be
ing. A personality is created, the characteristics change; strength, patience, 
flexibility, perseverance/stamina and sharpness increase, and magnificence 
is produced. Many parallels can be drawn between the production of raw 
iron and the teaching of a warrior, and if human remains were used in the 
tempering it is possible that the traits and qualities of a known warrior 
were mixed into the weapon; his strength and power were transferred sym
bolically to a practical and functional tool. The use of bone incorporates 
death into the craftsmanship. Death can be both carried and born into the 
wrought iron, and in this case death is given a vital role in rebirth through 
the transformative powers of the fire (Gansum 2004:137ft).

These hypotheses, I believe, can be applied to the material from the late 
Iron Age. At Bo Gård and Östra Bökestad iron production can be seen 
both as an accentuation and a transforming of the ritual. At the sites the 
blacksmith has been active on the sacred hills where forging, next to other 
ritual praxis, has been linked to death. Death was most likely one of the 
most important transitional stages. In analogy with the various ritual stages 
of the iron, which in turn comprises fertility and birth, death may symboli
cally have contributed to rebirth especially if bone was used in connection 
with the production process. With regard to Bo Gård and Östra Bökestad 
it is quite feasible that animal bone was used in the iron production and 
that the animal characteristics and qualities were incorporated into the iron 
objects. As far as we can tell animal bone was significant at both sites. The 
sacrifice of animals has clearly taken place by means of cremation sacrifice, 
a matter that I will return to later on.
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Sacrifice in the rites

Apart from the forging and iron production sites, the most manifest change 
at both sites during the late Iron Age is the deposition pattern. From a situ
ation where only human remains have been deposited there is now evidence 
of animal bone, ceramics and unburnt beads. This occurs at both sites but 
to a greater extent and in a slightly different way at Östra Bökestad, which 
also yielded the stray find of a shield boss as well as cup marks and a carved 
stone. It is well established that a remarkable change took place in the burial 
practice patterns during the Migration Period, but this is usually connected 
to the fact that large numbers of animals, of different species, are placed in 
the graves alongside the human remains (Mansrud 2004:87). In my opin
ion the deposits at Bo Gård and Östra Bökestad should not, however, be 
interpreted as grave-goods or as food for the dead to consume on their jour
ney to the other side. I prefer to interpret these deposits as sacrificial offer
ings, an interpretation that is equally supported by the empirical material. 
The use of animals and objects is not a coincidence; it can be linked to the 
culturally constructed notions that were shared by people during this time 
period. Furthermore parallels can be seen in the more extensive Lunda site, 
in the province of Södermanland in Sweden, where sacrificial places from 
the Vendel and Viking Age contained cremated bone, waste products from 
iron production, beads, balls of resin and arrowheads (Andersson 2004:i6ff; 
Andersson et al. 2004:17).

A sacrifice is a ritual that necessitates a giver and a receiver, and though 
the actions of sacrifice can appear in many guises, it is often assumed to 
be some kind of sacred meal (Näsström 1996:67; Mansrud 2004:92). As 
Terje Oestigaard has pointed out the actual burial is included in the sac
rificial ritual, where the dead can be seen as a gift to the gods, prepared in 
a number of different ways for the gods to feast upon: raw, cooked or cre
mated (Oestigaard 2000:41).

To interpret an action as sacrifice often demands more conclusive evi
dence than a burial interpretation, but as Kaliff has suggested this can be 
explained by the archaeologists’ habit of using the concept of grave unreflec- 
tively, which in turn decreases the chances of finding traces of more com
plex rituals (Kaliff 2004:216) Kaliff in this volume). Sacrifice is, however, a
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more stable but varied element in prehistoric cults (Mansrud 2004:91 and 
referenced literature) and both fire and cremation sacrifices appear to have 
been quite common ritual actions (Kalifi& Oestigaard 2004:94).

Ceramic deposits

Sacrificial deposits of ceramics began during the early Iron Age. At Bo Gård 
scattered ceramic shards were present in the stone-packing, and the quad
ratic stone-settings at Östra Bökestad contained only ceramics. Stilborg 
believes that the deposits in one of the quadratic stone-settings indicated 
conscious, formalised ritual action. Some of the perforated vessels are inter
preted as censers (Stilborg 2004:7,17), which indirectly suggests ceremonial 
activity. The remains of perforated vessels have been found at several sites 
in connection to features associated with forging and iron production, but 
in the case of Ostra Bökestad there are several hundred years between the 
deposit of the perforated vessels and the working of iron, so we can only 
speculate as to whether or not these two are connected. Something that 
argues against this is that the ceramics themselves suggest that changes oc
curred with regard to their role in ritual during the late Iron Age. According 
to Stilborg, the unusual practice of ceramic deposits in animal bone pits 
from the late Iron Age can be interpreted as structured waste sacrifices, pos
sibly a kind of symbolic burial, marking or initiation (Stilborg 2004:17), and 
one can wonder what, if anything, these ceramic vessels contained.

Harg - cup marks, stone and bone

Cult and sacrificial sites in Nordic countries are often called ‘hargs’. In the 
Eddie poem HyndluljóS, verse 10, a ‘harg’ is described as a place where one 
sacrifices to the gods by colouring stones red with the aid of animal blood, 
and in Grimnismdl it is also mentioned that Njord “rules over high-timbered 
hargs”. The ‘harg’ here has been interpreted as a stone cairn built in a spe
cial way, but the word ‘harg’ can also mean ’stony ground’ (Thall 1995:152; 
Näsström 2004:57).

It is possible that Bo Gård and Östra Bökestad during the late Iron Age 
can be perceived as hargs, i.e., sacrificial sites of stone, and if hargs consisted
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of stone cairns then the site of the stone-covered hill at Bo Gård could have 
been one. These graves were not just perceived as a resting place for and a 
memorial over the dead; this was also a site where different ritual activities 
were carried out. That the word ‘harg’ can mean stony ground where sacri
fice occurred reminds me of the crown of the hill at Östra Bökestad where 
the hills formed a natural room encircling the stone-packed surface.

The cup marks are yet another unusual element at Östra Bökestad, and 
it is possible that they have been used in ritual practice as libation vessels for 
animal blood. The traditional image of cup marks, as connected to water and 
originating from the Bronze Age, is in the process of being revised, and it 
is now accepted that cup marks have been continuously used from the late 
Neolithic up until our own time and that they have been present in burial 
practices up until the conversion to Christianity (Bengtsson 2004:62!!). The 
cup marks at Östra Bökestad might then originate in principle from any of 
the prehistoric time periods, but it seems highly likely that they have been 
used during both the early and the late Iron Age.

It has also been suggested that cup marks have been used in sacrificial 
rituals to the memory of the ancestors. Like the site itself, the cup marks 
have for long periods of time been regarded as sacred, and proximity to 
a central cult site, i.e., to the harg, may have made them especially effec- 
tive (Bengtsson 2004:836). Cup marks have even been associated with the 
symbolism of female fertility and the reassurance of the rebirth of the dead 
(Bengtsson 1999:3096). Here there are parallels to the furnace as representa
tive of female fertility, giving birth to iron objects. Another hypothesis is 
that these rock carvings have symbolised a fertilising between heaven (the 
air) and the hill (the soil). With fertilisation the cosmos is recreated and 
the surface, i.e., the hill and the stone, becomes the meeting place for cos
mological celestial bodies (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2004:94).

In the Eddie poem Grimnismdl, verse 40, it is described how the world 
is created through the sacrificing of the giant Ymer’s body and how this is 
a condition for new life. The hills are created from Ymer’s bones, and as 
such hills/stones in mythology are given a direct connection with bone. It 
is therefore possible that the bones of dead humans and animals were desig
nated special and life-giving qualities (Thall 1995:78; Mansrud 2004:10). At 
Bo Gård and Östra Bökestad the link between hills and bones could have
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been made through the cremation sacrifice of animals and the deposition 
of their bones in the stone-packing layers.

Animal sacrifice

The presence of animals is common and varied in archaeological contexts. 
Animal bones in or near graves are usually interpreted as grave-goods or 
some kind of sacrifice, e.g., food, libation, or cremation sacrifice (Kaliff 
2004:28). During the late Iron Age the presence of animals is particularly 
common in burial contexts (Jennbert 2002:109!!), and from the Migration 
Period onwards animal sacrifice connected to burial appears to have played a 
more important role in ritual (Mansrud 2004:82!!). Animals were integrated 
both practically and ritually into the prehistoric human world, not just as 
significant symbols in rituals but also in Nordic mythology, where they were 
important to people, the gods and other beings (Jennbert 2002:i05f).

At Bo Gård animal sacrifice is represented by the two bone-pits contain
ing sheep/goat and cattle, and sheep/goat respectively. These animal bone 
pits, one of which is dated to the Vendel Period, were situated in the same 
section of the stone-packing as the grave deposits from the late Iron Age. 
At Östra Bökestad there were substantially more animal bone deposits, and 
the bones were scattered in the pits. Some were of pig, but also horse and 
cattle bones were discovered beside a large boulder, and some of the animal 
deposits were on top of the earlier graves. The animal bones were dated to 
the Vendel Period, the Viking Age and to the early Middle Ages. At both 
sites it seems that the bones were of important ritual significance; they were 
cremated, crushed and deposited on and in the stone-packing.

Only domestic animals have been determined osteologically, and of these 
the pig appears to have been a popular sacrificial animal. The animals on 
the farm were of course important economically, but they also had a signifi
cant religious symbolic function. Considering that domestic animals appear 
more important in the archaeological material than what can be discerned 
in the ancient Nordic poetry, it has been suggested that these represent a 
more folkish element in ritual usage (Jennbert 2002:120f). Domestic animal 
finds might also indicate that the deposition had been preceded by ritual 
feasting (Mansrud 2004:94!!). Animals are perceived in many societies as
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both like and unlike human beings, and the domestic animal may have ac
quired a kind of middle position, neither human nor wild animal, which 
may have made it suitable as a symbol and as an instrument in ritual con
text. As our incorrect interpretations in the field show, human and animal 
bodies are treated in similar ways, which once again illustrates that the con
cept of grave is more ambiguous than what is commonly supposed. In the 
Eddie poem Grimnismdl, verse 18, and in Snorre Sturluson’s Gylfaginning 
it is described how the pig Sdrimner is slaughtered and served in Valhall. 
Each day Sdrimner is resurrected because his meat never dries up, and as 
such he contributes to the feasting of the warriors every day. Ele is cooked 
in the cauldron Eldrimner, “sooty from the fire”, by Andrimner, “sooty in 
the face”. In the same poem it is described how the goat Heidrun stands 
on the roof of Valhall, endlessly producing mead from its teats, and how 
the mead is emptied into the horns of heroes (Thall 1995:324; Johansson 
& Malm 1997: 63b Enoksen 2000:119; Mansrud 2004:95). The pig and the 
goat symbolise animal species that had the ability to produce and repro
duce food. The sacrificing of animals with their life-bearing qualities can 
have been perceived as fruitful for the entire society. In Särimner’s case the 
fire and soot also had a significant role, this in analogy with cremation sac
rifice. Yet another pig is present in Nordic mythology, namely Gyllenborst. 
He was forged by ancient blacksmiths and had the task of pulling Frey’s 
vehicle (Thall 1995:323; Johansson & Malm 1997:81,113; Mansrud 2004:96) 
and as such the pig as species has connections to forging as well.

The rites of sacrifice

The animals and objects occurring in ritual actions and the ways in which 
they were used are connected to regional and local traditions. A number 
of hypotheses have been presented that are related to the function of sac
rifice and the increased frequency of sacrifice in burial rituals during the 
late Iron Age. It has been suggested that sacrifice aims to fight death, that 
it is used as an identity marker, or as a manifestation of power, and that 
it can be perceived as symbolising the gods, the family or sexual identity 
(Mansrud 2004:916" and referenced literature). What we might experience 
as a change in the sacrificial rites during the middle of the Iron Age could
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be signs of the end of a long process of societal change (Fabech 1991:291). 
It has been proposed that ritual sacrifices are more frequent during periods 
of societal upheaval because rituals are the tools that maintain social order 
(Bloch 1987:227). In recent research the function of sacrifice is explained as 
a symbolic guarantee for the continued existence of the universe; it serves as 
a contact with, an explanation for and a renewal of cosmological origins and 
the actual creation process (Jennbert 2002; Mansrud 2004; Näsström 2004), 
and in mythology it is the sacrifice of Ymer that is necessary for creation.

Concluding remarks

The risk of intepretation is that we are often left with more questions than 
answers, and this attempt is no exception. One of the questions put forward 
here was concerned with how the sites are transformed in people’s con
sciousness over time. How should we understand, for example, the inher
ent meaning of the burial practices and ceramic sacrifices of the early Iron 
Age in relation to the burial practices, sacrifice, forging and iron produc
tion of the late Iron Age? The symbolism has a partly unchanged content 
even if this, in a very concrete manner, has completely changed externally. 
During the late Iron Age there is both a re-use/return and a continuance 
of ritual practice, and the modified cult practices did not mean that the 
sites lost their identity.

For the rituals during the late Iron Age at Bo Gård and Östra Bökestad 
there are a number of common denominators such as fertility, reproduction, 
birth, rebirth and life-giving powers - in other words, fruitfulness. There is 
also emphasis on contact with the past, the dead and creation.

The use of the ancestors’ resting place can be seen as a custom that ac
knowledged history and that created social and religious stability. The sac
rifices have also had the function of upholding and reproducing the social 
order. The rituals were a guarantee for the continued existence of the uni
verse and human life, for the creation of permanence and the survival of 
death, regardless whether it was a matter of individual or collective survival. 
This may have been more important during times of societal upheavel, or 
during periods that followed times of great transformative societal change. 
The different acts that occurred on the hills can therefore be seen as the
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past society’s ritual answer to change, and as an indication that the need to 
restabilise the social and mythological order was being satisfied.
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The Grave as Concept and Phenomenon
REFLECTIONS ON THE RELATION BETWEEN ARCHAEOLOGICAL 

TERMINOLOGY AND INTERPRETATION ♦ ANDERS KALIFF

Interpreting other people’s thoughts and feelings is difficult, even in a situa
tion one knows well and is a part of. It is easy to make mistakes, something 
most people have comical and bitter experience of. Attempting to under
stand when it comes to prehistory can therefore seem quite impossible. The 
interpretation of other people’s views always implies an attempt to interpret 
from ones own subjectivity another likewise subjective experience belonging 
to somebody else. This is particularly striking when attempting to translate 
cognitive matters of the past, not least the cosmological and religious rep
resentations suggested in the traces of different rituals. To study prehistoric 
rituals, and attempt to touch the myths and ideas behind them, is therefore 
problematic on several levels.

By way of introduction, I would like to stress that the following reason
ing does not just apply to religious representations but to representations 
in general. This article is concerned with the remains connected to the 
ritual treatment of dead people, even if the text primarily contains general 
reflections about how we as archaeologists choose to term and interpret our 
material remains, and even if it might seem that the text is focused upon 
how we gather our points of departure for interpretation. Burial rituals 
can definition-wise be both profane and religious or (more likely) consist 
of a mixture of both. Furthermore ritual action can also be both religious 
and profane in character, even if the word ritual usually implies religious 
(Stausberg 2002:z6ff; compare Kaliff & Sundqvist 2003:32-52).

During the last decade archaeologists began to discuss and question a 
number of different interpretation perspectives related to prehistoric graves 
and burial practices. This has brought to the fore the problematical in con
ceptual terminology and definition, not least with regard to ‘features’ (a par
ticularly common term used to cover archaeology’s most broadest definition 
of an excavated object) that are excavated at prehistoric burial-grounds.
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In spite of this there are still many routine interpretations and even more 
often a non-reflective use of nomenclature and conceptual terminology, 
and even when there is an awareness of the complexities of prehistoric buri
als this has not always been followed by discussion as to how we term our 
finds or how this in turn affects our interpretation, consciously or subcon
sciously. In my opinion terminology and interpretation are often one and 
the same, especially when these are the starting point for more advanced 
interpretation. When compared to the wide-ranging discussions connected 
to archaeological interpretation perspectives, it would seem that matters re
lated to terminology and concept appliance are seldom deliberated. This is 
especially apparent when operational concepts and interpretations are not 
kept sufficiently separate. On many occasions the same term is used both 
as an operative concept and as an interpretation of a phenomenon. Grave 
is such a term — a seemingly unproblematic concept used to describe fea
tures in field excavations but which in fact is an advanced interpretational 
device.

Needless to say each categorisation is in itself a simplification, and in the 
construction of systematic and comparative regulations we cannot remove 
ourselves from the construction. However, in my opinion an awareness of 
this problem contributes to a more open forum for our interpretations and 
makes us more attentive to the fact that our archaeological terminology can 
be misleading. The problems of interpretation have been deliberated for 
quite some time, i.e., the subjective dimension etc., but the matter is more 
problematical than what has often been acknowledged and this includes 
both our choice of language as well as the conscious and subconscious as
sociations attached to our terminology and concepts.

In this introduction I will focus upon the archaeologists’ way of dealing 
with terminology and interpretation in general, and based on this discus
sion and by means of practical examples I will discuss further the features 
we term ‘cremation-graves’ and ‘burial-grounds’. Some of the questions 
dealt with below have previously been discussed in an article written in 
Swedish (Kaliff 2004) and the text that follows is a revised and updated 
version of that article.
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Terminology and interpretation — a metaphor

The connection between terminology and interpretation can be illustrated 
with a metaphor, one that I sometimes use when holding lectures for stu
dents. I start by crushing a piece of paper into a ball and I throw it out 
among the students. That the paper is creased and thrown is in itself a phy
sical action — it is possible to register objectively, at least from a classical 
physical perspective. This crumpled piece of paper, as a physical object, 
can be seen as a metaphor for archaeological fieldwork; it can be measured, 
weighed, documented photographically, etc. At this moment — of physical 
registration of the object - there is relatively little subjectivity built in be
cause we assume that the registered object exists outside ourselves, some
thing 1 believe that we archaeologists are allowed to presume. If this is not 
the case then we immediately find ourselves dealing with a dilemma of 
philosophical/metaphysical dimensions so vast it becomes impossible to 
discuss the specificity within archaeology.

In practice the registration is of course actually subjective, depending on 
what we choose to register and how we name it, and even more subjective 
is our interpretations of the events leading up to the registered context — in 
this case the paper ball on the floor. The subjectivity increases even more 
once interpretation of the motive is initiated, i.e., why I crushed the paper 
and threw the ball in the first place. In the lecture situation I reveal the 
reasons for my action, but in other cases this knowledge would be hard to 
obtain. The possible explanations would be many and this is, in principle, 
the situation we meet in the field.

How, then, do we name this ‘find’? Is it a ball, a piece of paper, or a 
crushed piece of paper? None of the terms are necessarily wrong, but is one 
more right than the other? Why in that case, and how does our choice of 
terminology affect our interpretation of the situation? Will the interpreta
tion be different if we are told that there is a ball lying on the floor, com
pared to our reaction if we hear that there is a piece of paper on the floor? 
The answer to that question is undoubtedly yes’. Is this not also the case in 
archaeological circumstances? Do the terminologies and concepts not steer 
a good deal of the interpretation? I believe that this is exactly what happens 
when we read archaeologically documented material. Someone has seen,
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registered and excavated a grave in the field. We read and see the docu
mentation material. The question is how much of our own interpretation 
is steered by the fact that the term grave is used? Would the associations be 
different if instead we read the terms ‘stone-setting’, cremation pit’, ‘fire- 
cracked stone mound’, etc.?

Needless to say we do not usually just write the word ‘grave’ but tend 
to define in detail using additional terms like ‘cremation pit’, ‘bone pit’, 
‘scattered cremation bone’ or by providing other details. And this is all very 
well, but the term ‘grave’ is still in itself a very specific translation. What 
is it that makes a stone-setting a grave at all, what more do we mean with 
the term ‘grave’ in this context? Is it the present-day cultural significance 
embedded in the term ‘grave’ (which is by no means unambiguous) or 
something else? The so-called alternative interpretations of ‘burial sites’, 
e.g., that graves contain traces of sacrifice, often demand more evidence 
when compared to the interpretation ‘just a grave’. What is it, for example, 
that makes altars and sacrificial sites more advanced interpretations whilst 
grave is perceived as an unproblematic term? Is there really any compel
ling evidence that stone-settings are normally graves, beyond the fact that 
we, from the beginnings of archaeology, have called them such? (see Kaliff 
1997; 1998). Even if this is the case then the question is which definition of 
grave are we using? The fact that stone-settings often contain bone, which 
complies with the idea of graves in our own time and culture, is of course 
one reason. The question remains, however, as to whether this ought to be 
enough to allow us to categorise them as graves, especially if the amount 
of bone (as in most cases) usually only represents a small portion of the 
remains of humans.

My own text above also focuses upon another terminological dilemma: 
the difficulty of discussing the problem of the concept of grave without 
using the word ‘grave’. To make this reasoning understandable the term 
‘grave’, which is the problem in itself, has to be used, something that un
fortunately at the same time impairs the intelligibility/comprehensibility 
at another level.

Returning to the metaphor of the ‘paper ball’ above: there are similari
ties in the reasoning connected to graves in that we definition-wise choose 
to call this kind of paper-find a ball (cf. grave), possibly even more specifi-
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cally a paper ball (cf. stone cist, cremation, etc.). This could be based on 
the fact that we associate to a ball when we see this kind of artefact, i.e., it 
is closest to what we know in our own time and reality. But just imagine 
if it is not a ball that is intended. When we find a half crunched up piece 
of paper, that was definitely not meant to be any kind of ball, is it then a 
thing that is essentially different from the ball or something that is closely 
related to one?

If I had crushed the paper a little less hard it would not have become a 
ball, but the aim could have been the same as here, i.e., a discussion con
cerned with the paper/ball/crunching up and metaphor expounded on this 
artefact. The only thing that can be established about the object is that it is 
a piece of paper even if we, from a subjective perspective, obviously thought 
it was a ball (or another object if I had made it into a paper kite, swan or 
aeroplane instead). The paper, with a specific description of its shape, would 
be the only non-interpretive alternative left with which to describe the ob
ject. Some people would probably object that paper is also an interpretation 
and I would of course agree, but only in the same way that it is possible to 
establish whether something is made of stone, soil, charcoal, etc. Needless 
to say it is possible to write off all interpretations of reality as subjective, but 
it is hardly sensible or constructive even if it is logically unimpeachable.

Analogous with this I believe in principle that a stone-setting, stone 
cist, etc., without using the word ‘grave’ at all, is the best way to name the 
features we find at a ‘burial-ground’. I am of course aware that the suffixes 
— setting, -cist, etc. — are also interpretations. These are, however, interpre
tations with a much more neutral meaning for us in our time and culture 
than the word ‘grave’. The term ‘burial-ground’ also shows how deep the 
connections between terminology and interpretation really are. Many ar
chaeologists today maintain, myself included, that we ought to interpret 
at the same moment as we document artefacts and remains, and that we 
ought to accept that documentation is in fact interpretation. At the same 
time it is important to try to make everything that is interpretation explicit. 
The situation at present includes many grey areas, where we sometimes in
terpret even though we do not think we are doing so. Perhaps the opposite 
is also true: that we exaggerate what is interpretation, compared with what 
is presumed to be (but not necessarily is) human experience.
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I will return to this discussion on the interpretation of the features we term 
graves at the end of this article, but first a few words about my view of the 
role of archaeology as an interpretative discipline and its relationship to fun
damental ontological questions. In my opinion, a lot of attention is given 
today to the role of archaeology in its relation to fundamental existential 
and ontological matters, of the kind that are not specific to archaeology. 
The question is whether it is matters such as these that we as archaeologist 
serve best, especially if we acknowledge that so many other fundamental 
questions related to terminology and interpretation within our own disci
pline are in need of elucidation.

Ontology, knowledge and archaeology

The choice of operative terminology is closely related to the dilemmas of 
interpretation and conceptualisation. How are our interpretations, for ex
ample, affected when we use words as operative terms that are emotionally 
charged in our own time and culture? Grave is a term that fits this category 
well. Are we enticed, when we use the word ‘grave’ as an operative term, to 
subconsciously understand prehistoric human views of burial ritual (itself 
problematic terminology) as being similar to our own?

It is conceivable that prehistoric human beings had a similar cosmological 
view to the one that we, in Western society, have today (and of which there 
are a number of variations), but I find this highly unlikely. The categorisa
tion (often in terms of binary opposition) that we construct for the different 
activities in society (in our case the prehistoric), for example religious/pro
fane and ritual/functional, is based on how we perceive the world. It is not 
necessarily wrong, seeing as how it is done for ourselves and it is our own 
time in which we carry out our interpretations. Translation into compre
hensible ideas of reality in our own time and culture is necessary, but at the 
same time it is important that we are not seduced into experiencing inter
pretation as a genuine text, something that happens too easily. A reflection 
over this dilemma is just as important as the terminology itself.

I do not want this article to be misunderstood as an attempt to discuss 
our understanding of reality, from a general perspective. This has been dealt 
with by other archaeologists from a different perspective than the one I am
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presenting here (e.g., Karlsson 1997,1998). I will only briefly touch upon my 
view of things because ontological matters are fundamental in understand
ing our surroundings, both inside and outside the field that we as archae
ologists are competent to analyse. These matters are therefore in many ways 
meaningless to focus upon within archaeology. There are, however, those 
who believe that the role of archaeology should not be limited to the disci
pline’s traditional areas of knowledge, but rather that the boundaries ought 
to be deconstructed. In the past ten years a number of dissertations have 
been produced here in Sweden that have analysed the character and condi
tions of the discipline, where the research has been about archaeology rather 
than doing archaeology (e.g., Hegardt 1998; Notelid 2000; Andersson 2005; 
cf. Svestad 2004; Wienberg 2004 and discussion in META 2005:1: Cornell; 
Hegardt; Karlsson; Notelid; Rundqvist; Herschend; Kristiansen).

During recent years it has been argued that analysis of the discipline 
should not be separated from the doing of it, and this is something 1 have 
difficulty agreeing with. Self-analysis can easily end up as an opinionated 
relationship to the subject that in other contexts would be considered dis- 
empowering. Distanciation to the matter being studied is, I believe, a good 
thing, and I wonder if the study of the history of archaeology is not better 
left to experts from other disciplines (history of ideas, behavioural science, 
even philosophy) rather than being done by archaeologists. Archaeologists 
are in my opinion best at studying archaeology. I write this very much aware 
that not all archaeologists share my opinion on the limits to the field of 
archaeological expertise. Likewise I am also aware that what I am writing 
here can also be seen as a manifestation of the same kind of analysis that I 
have just criticised.

Ontological matters are just as relevant to our understanding of the re
ality around us today as they are to understanding the past we want to in
terpret, and any discussion of this easily gets caught up in its own dilemma 
and the entire matter fast approaches the world of metaphysics. Matters 
concerning our perception and understanding of reality are fundamental 
for each kind of relation we have to the world around us. The fact that they 
are generally applicable makes constantly having to relate to them within 
each individual discipline irrelevant, if that discipline is not specifically de
signed for the task of studying the history of ideas or dealing with matters
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concerning the fundamentals of reality. I do not mean that these questions 
are not of interest to an archaeologist. My scepticism is directed instead to 
the studies we pursue (the discipline as such) as something we have already 
defined within certain boundaries, within stipulated postulates for how re
ality is constituted. This does not mean that the boundaries of the subject 
are locked down, but we cannot declare ourselves experts within something 
other than what we are experts of.

If archaeologists want to stretch the borders of the subject then they are 
of course free to do so. It is, however, not the archaeologist alone that has the 
right to decide where this subject starts and ends, not if we wish to be active 
in respectful dialogue with the world around us. If an archaeologist wishes 
to give attention to/devote time to philosophy, sociology or the history of 
ideas, then of course this is quite all right, on the condition that they are 
judged and compared with researchers within these disciplines. If not, then 
the role of the archaeologist risks becoming amateur and auto-didactic.

I believe that archaeology, as an academic construction, needs its bounda
ries in order to keep some semblance of order and make thing reasonably 
understandable. The subject could be compared to a box. What we have 
chosen to study (when we call ourselves archaeologists) is what is in the 
box, or alternatively, that which is of such character that we can put it 
into the box for analysis. The box is of course continually being renovated, 
but we can never fully observe the outside from inside. If we have chosen 
to be active in one box (archaeology) then we do our job from inside it. 
Those who wish to look at the outside of the box do this, quite naturally, 
better from the outside (in other words not as archaeologists). To be both 
inside and outside at the same time is, as I see it, not possible. If we dis
solve the present-day disciplinary borders then we dissolve the sides of the 
box, but then there are no sides left to study at all. The question is whether 
there would be anything left to pin knowledge onto? Dissolved discipli
nary boundaries would demand that individual researchers would need to 
have both an academic width and depth that no one is capable of attain
ing today, when the amount of work being published seems endless even 
within a limited field of knowledge. I personally believe more in intimate 
collaboration between experts from different disciplines rather than hav-
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ing archaeologists themselves attempting to be philologists, philosophers, 
religion historians, sociologists, etc.

Analogisin — possibility or coerced?

Ihe dilemmas of operative concepts, and likewise terminology in interpre
tation, can also provide perspective to our use of analogism and choice of 
analogies, and it is here that our understanding of the relationship between 
ourselves as interpreters and the world around us is relevant. What are our 
implicit and subconscious points of reference? Most would agree that a criti
cal stance is necessary, with a conscious use of analogies. The question is how 
much agreement we as archaeologists are in as to what an analogy is?

Deeply embedded in this question of how we name and interpret an arte
fact or phenomenon is the matter of where we find our points of reference. 
Is there such a thing as an unconditional interpretation? At a fundamental 
level the answer is undoubtedly no’. As individuals we are always affected 
by the world around us. Even our most personal thoughts and emotions 
are related to something else, which does not for that matter detract them 
from being our own.

To give a general answer as to which kind of analogy is best to use is 
difficult, perhaps even impossible. It varies from case to case. It is therefore 
perhaps easier to answer the question: what makes a bad analogy? I would 
argue that it is the absence of a conscious analogy. On the surface such a 
statement could be perceived as a contradiction: if analogies are not being 
used then there is no problem with them, but in my opinion we always use 
analogism even if it occurs subconsciously.

If we do not consciously choose analogies then we unreflectively use our 
own points of reference, and our own time, as analogy. What would we do 
otherwise? Ihe problem is that this particular analogy usually does not work 
too well within archaeology. The source criticism directed against analogy 
is unevenly distributed. We examine our consciously chosen analogies criti
cally, especially when they are taken from contemporary (or older) so-called 
exotic environments (ethnographic analogies), but seldom pay attention 
to what the alternatives are. To believe that unconditional interpretations 
are possible is just an illusion, based on the misapprehension that our own
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powers of observation function within a closed system, disengaged from 
the influence of the world around us.

For better or worse we cannot liberate ourselves from our own subcon
scious analogism, but we can complement this with careful and consciously 
chosen analogies. Such analogies are an invaluable source of inspiration for 
interpreting the diversity of archaeological contexts (see Parker-Pearson 
2002; KaliflF& Oestigaard 2004; Oestigaard 2004). How to choose is in it
self a complex matter. Different criteria of significance can be discerned, for 
example social structure, technical knowledge, natural environment, indus
trial, geographic and/or time-related proximity as well as religious beliefs. 
Our own time and culture often function badly as points of departure, a 
statement that (put in this way) can hardly be questioned.

It is here that part of the problem behind why certain words, used as 
operative concepts, steer our interpretations at a subconscious level. It is 
quite simply impossible to use a word like ‘grave’ or grave-gift’ in field 
documentation contexts without being affected by the meaning of the word 
in our own cultural context. An awareness of this does not push the en
tire problem to one side, but at least facilitates things so that we can focus 
upon the chosen analogies that we often perceive as more difficult to man
age. The chosen analogies are, I would argue, much more translucent and 
foreseeable, but this is not the same as automatically being more relevant 
and fruitful. Our system of reference, with its conscious and subconscious 
analogies, also affects the way in which we perceive different meaning-laden 
elements in general. This is especially apparent when we, as Western archae
ologists, view ritual elements in human cultures. This also applies to how 
we view religious phenomena.

Ritual is an example of a concept/term that once again is in focus in sev
eral disciplines of the humanities, even in Sweden, but this has not always 
been the case. During the first half of the 20th century and a good way into 
the second half many researchers felt antipathy towards acknowledging rit
ual as a fundamental part of human culture. During more recent decades, 
however, there has been a counter-reaction from both anthropologists as 
well as experts of religion (Stausberg 2002). It is now quite evident for many 
researchers, amongst others Victor Turner, that ritual is an important factor 
in the understanding of societal structure. In The Ritual Process. Structure
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and Anti-Structure (1995 (1969)) Turner describes his own gradual awareness 
of the significance of ritual during fieldwork, because when starting out he 
did not share this conviction (Turner 1995:5).

When it comes to a re-kindled positive approach to the significance of 
ritual it is possible, which Michael Stausberg has proposed in an excellent 
summary of the history of ritual research (Stausberg 2002), to also detect a 
somewhat reserved attitude. It is possible once again to emphasise ritual as a 
societal cornerstone, but a religion-phenomenologist would find it difficult 
to be taken seriously if s/he were to emphasise the significance of religion 
in a similar way. The latter would easily be dismissed as being a ‘religion
ist’ (ibid.upf). This might provide us with some perspective on our own 
position with regard to the concept of ‘ritual’ as well as to the concept of 
‘religion’ within archaeology, but also to how unevenly the criticism is di
vided within academia in general. What is convincing during one period 
and seldom questioned can be perceived as completely irrational during the 
next, only to resurface once more in a new guise.

Documentation and interpretation — 
different worlds or all the same?

A recurring problem is that the questioning of established interpretations/ 
terminologies is easily understood as not just a questioning of matters but 
also as a kind of‘mission to replace one terminology with another. This is 
also the case even when the questioning of a concept or definition is not 
intended as an argument for some kind of replacement. Questioning can 
be unconditional, something that is worth bearing in mind when dealing 
with terminology and concepts used so frequently that they in themselves 
become ‘true’. In my opinion the terminology for certain common find 
categories is problematic in this respect.

Grave-gift is one particular term that is seldom recognised as problematic. 
The term is a kind of collective term for objects that have been consciously 
placed together with the deceased in the grave. Exceptions are usually made 
for the vessel in which the bone, cremated or not, is placed, and sometimes 
also for artefacts which have most likely been on the deceased’s clothing and 
therefore not necessarily intentionally placed in the grave. Animal bones
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found in graves are sometimes categorised as grave-gifts, likewise traces of 
(other) food remains. Here we are approaching an interesting boundary, be
cause sometimes such finds are no longer categorised as grave-gifts but rather 
as potential sacrifices: food offerings, libation offerings, burnt offerings (if 
cremated animal bone). Suddenly the definition changes character in a strik
ing manner and what we have now is an advanced interpretation — a sacrifice. 
Why are these remains not interpreted as grave-gifts? The question is relevant, 
but unfortunately we are now approaching a more pressing problematical 
definition — the grave-gifts themselves. What are grave-gifts anyway?

We use the word ‘grave-gift’ as the name of a category — not only as an 
operative concept — without actually providing it with its own content. As 
an archaeological term the word is used extensively. As I see it, it only seems 
to mean an object placed with the deceased in the grave’ (possibly as a gift). 
The word functions quite well as an operative concept seeing as how it has 
no apparent meaning (except archaeologically) in our time and culture. All 
the same it steers our interpretation, because the words that form the term 
‘grave-gift’ — grave and gift — do have meaning on their own.

Problems occur when the operative concept of grave-gift is used as inter
pretation. Even in interpretative texts we can read of grave-gifts — a gift that 
is placed in the grave. But the question is, for what purpose? This particular 
matter is seldom seen as problematical, and when it is then the concept of 
grave-gift is to no avail. It would be much better if it was only used as an 
operative concept but this is not the case at present. Grave-gift functions 
as an interpretation in a way that is comparable to grave, but without the 
meaning of the word being analysed, and as such the word steers our view 
of the objects in the graves regardless of any additional explanation as to 
which function the ‘grave-gifts’ might have had. It has been proposed that 
these objects are, for example, intended to follow the deceased to the realm 
of the dead, to a new existence where s/he has use for them; or that they 
indicate the status of the family (the living); or that they have followed the 
deceased because they were personal belongings; or that they are sacrificial 
offerings (to the dead, the ancestors or to some deity). But if they are sac
rificial offerings, is it then correct to call them grave-gifts at all?

Sacrifice is in itself a pretty well defined concept, which presupposes 
that there is a giver and a receiver (deity). Nothing excludes grave-gifts
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from being sacrifices and in some cases it is highly probable. These could 
be transferred to the deceased, on the condition that at this stage they had 
reached divine status. They can also be understood as the deceaseds own 
sacrifices to a deity.

The question of whether ‘grave-gifts’ are sacrifices or not is quite obvi
ously an interpretation. But if something is a grave-gift in the literal sense 
of being a gift, how should this be characterised? Is the concept of grave-gift 
really an interpretation, and if not, what is it? Quite obviously this is not 
just an operative concept. There appears to be a fluid boundary between 
the operative concept, which in itself is associated with a kind of interpre
tation, and a more obvious, specified interpretation.

Feature is yet another operative concept that is often used by archae
ologists. In this case it is quite clear that the word is not an interpretation. 
As such the word ‘feature’ is far too vague in its meaning. The word states 
that there is some kind of physical remains (not a stray find or an artefact, 
in the sense of a free-standing artefact) that has not yet been interpreted. 
Sometimes the word ‘feature’ is used, or more often feature types, even after 
interpretation. Grave is one operative concept that is also a type of feature, 
like post-hole, well, hearth, etc., whilst grave-gift accordingly is not. More 
complex structures, for example house remains, are usually not described 
as features. Instead it is the parts that make up the whole - the post-holes, 
hearths etc. — that are the features. The term ‘construction is used for more 
complex combinations of features without any definitive interpretation.

This applies, however, mostly to settlement site excavations and to fea
tures at burial-grounds not immediately categorised as graves. This is a 
strange way of doing things, or possibly rather a strange way of not doing 
things! There is a collection of ‘feature types’ that are present at ‘burial- 
grounds’ and that non-problematically are designated as graves already 
during field documentation. These include, for example, stone-settings as 
well as pits with large or small amounts of bone, sometimes even without 
bone. The term ‘grave’ can therefore be used to denote a stone-setting and 
the bone deposit placed in it. In both cases the word ‘grave’ becomes both 
an operative concept during field documentation and an interpretation of 
the feature. It is extremely confusing and leads to the question: when do we 
really interpret ‘graves’ and based on which preconceptions?
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As mentioned earlier there are linguistic problems here. What should we 
call these places and features if they are not graves? In my opinion the term 
‘burial-ground’ can also be misleading. If the features on which the termi
nology is based are not necessarily graves, then the term for the site con
taining these features is precarious. On the other hand, to continue calling 
them graves would be both unwise and incorrect, if we suspected that this 
term was misleading. If we continue to name features as graves then we must 
be prepared to continue embracing a lot of special cases too: find-empty 
graves, graves with very little bone content, cenotaphs, etc. The interpre
tation as grave has become the norm, but what is it that makes us presup
pose this? What is it that allows us to find it probable that, for example, a 
quadratic stone construction devoid of human bones is in fact a grave? Is it 
a calculus of probability that draws us to this conclusion, comparison with 
other interpreted features, or simply because we use the word ‘grave’ as an 
operative concept for empty stone constructions as well? In this way the 
interpretation grave also becomes primarily more or less subconscious and 
interpretation feeds interpretation...

There is yet another dilemma that needs to be taken into considera
tion. This is based on the idea that the concept of grave means at least two 
things for us as archaeologists. One of these meanings is highly emotional 
for most of us, namely the significance of our contemporary graves, those 
that have some meaning to us because our loved ones (and one day our
selves) are buried in them. At the same time I believe that most archaeolo
gists consciously think that what we, in archaeological interpretative con
texts, call graves do hold a different kind of meaning. The boundaries that 
divide these points of view are not especially clear-cut and for this reason, 
at least, the concept of grave is problematic. I believe that the content vari
ation that different archaeologists classify as a grave is very great. When the 
term ‘grave’ is used, some might think that the meaning behind the word 
is in accordance with the meaning that most people in our culture apply to 
it — i.e., a resting place for a dead body.

I suspect, however, that this relatively unproblematic way to use the term 
‘grave’ is in itself one of the reasons we have difficulties in finding traces of, 
as I believe, the complex rituals that occurred at ‘burial-grounds’. We tend 
to treat features partly as graves (those we think we understand) and partly
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as traces of burial rituals or recurring rituals connected to the dead (that 
which appears more elusive and difficult to interpret). In earlier attempts 
to problematize the term ‘grave’ I have suggested that the interpretation of 
a particular stone-setting as an altar or sacrificial site could be arguably just 
as probable as the interpretation grave (KaliffippyffiSff; 1998). Symptomatic 
of this, I have since heard that there is a view (of me) that I interpret stone- 
settings as altars, yet archaeologists who continue to term stone-settings 
as graves are not perceived as interpreters because, of course, they are only 
calling the features ‘what they are’, i.e. graves.. .etc. My point of departure 
was, however, not to argue for an alternative interpretation but rather to 
question the unambiguous interpretation as graves, and there was no ambi
tion to provide a new categorical interpretation. My intention was to point 
out (and this is important) that an interpretation as grave has neither more 
nor less support in the factual empirical material than what an interpreta
tion of altar has. The reason I chose altar as an alternative was, however, 
not just a spur of the moment decision, [here are relevant historic-ethno
graphic parallels for the connection between graves and altars, with graves 
as a meeting place between worlds and as a place for transition and power 
transference (see Edsman 1987; Eliade 1958; Staal 2000 (1983)).

Why, then, is an advanced interpretation such as grave regarded as un
problematic even when it applies to stone-settings lacking bone content? 
Why would we rather interpret these as cenotaphs, find-empty graves (what 
this idea-wise might actually mean) rather than something else? Why does 
it appear to be so important to term these as ‘graves’ instead of some other 
form of ritual feature? Is this lingering sceptical attitude to everything ‘cult’ 
related to the antipathy that existed within the faculties of the humanities 
only a few decades ago, not least within archaeology? This scepticism can be 
exemplified by using Mary Douglas’ defence of rites and ritual as concepts, 
during a time when ‘ritualists’ were being harshly criticised (see Douglas 
1978 (i97o):2iff; Stausberg 2002:2of). For a long time the evidence that was 
demanded for a site to be allocated ritual interpretation was much greater 
than for a profane site. During this period it was not uncommon to hear 
archaeologists propose that ‘cult’ interpretations were only presented when 
no profane (read more reasonable and rational) interpretations were pos
sible. Talk about using one’s own time and culture as analogy!
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There was of course one exception: the burial-ground. Was this due to ra
tional, scientific considerations or only to the fact that the burial site was 
the (seemingly) only ritual site that we in our time could identify ourselves 
with? In recent years in Scandinavian archaeology the occurrence of ritual 
or cult sites is almost legion. Questioning the sites problematically has not, 
with few exceptions, occurred at the same rate as the increased frequency of 
interpretations. Perhaps there are still some lingering conservative doubts, 
half subconscious, that allow interpretation in spite of everything to fit into 
our own time’s way of perceiving what is rational. Graves consequently have 
an advantage over, for example, altars because the latter are not as present 
in our daily lives.

The question of how we as archaeologists create our analogies and opera
tive concepts and how this works together with our interpretations is com
plex. There is a need for more detailed analysis than has been possible in this 
article and it is my hope that more archaeologists deliberate these matters, 
not least with regard to interpreting ritual remains like graves. It is also my 
hope to return to this issue in more depth at some time in the near future.
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Where Are the Dead?
EMPTY GRAVES FROM EARLY IRON AGE UPPLAND 

♦ KAJSA HÄRINGE FRISBERG

A burial-ground hard to find

The setting for this article is the excavation of a number of burial-grounds 
prior to road repairs on the Euro Route, north of Uppsala, between the years 
2002 and 2004. Ten years earlier an 8o-kilometre stretch of this road had 
been surveyed, and a number of previously unknown remains had been 
registered. Amongst these, settlement sites from the Roman Iron Age were 
the predominant element. The settlements in this area are located beneath 
what today is intensively cultivated land. On the arable fields, and in the 
zone between the present-day fields and woodlands, the burial monuments 
still stand, and though most of them consist of relatively low stone-settings 
they are still quite discernible in the landscape.

In the landscape of Uppland there are also some extremely prominent 
ancient remains that include certain types of burial monuments as well as 
fire-cracked stone mounds, stone fences and rock carvings. The remains 
that are less noticeable are the settlement sites, but these do leave traces at 
ground level that we have learnt to recognise. A third group of remains are 
those not visible above the ground at all, and therefore they are not part 
of our knowledge bank or our conceptual categorisation. The graves and 
burial-grounds of Uppland, with no visible, external markers above ground 
level, fit into this group and in this region these types of burial have mostly 
belonged to the transition period between the Bronze Age and the early 
phases of the Iron Age. In all, nine burial-grounds of this type were dis
covered in connection with the excavations of settlement sites along the 
road being repaired. Four of these will be dealt with in this text, namely 
the burial-grounds at Fullerö, Vallby, Snåret and Älby (Björck et al. 2005; 
Häringe Frisberg et al. 2005; Seiler 2004).

The external conditions were remarkably alike, primarily in the nature 
of the topographical location in the landscape: all four burial-grounds were
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situated on the boundary between present-day arable land and forest. The 
monuments were constructed directly on top of high boulder frequency 
surfaces that consisted of gravel and silt moraine, and in all cases the mo
raine ridges, where the burial sites were located, were prominent peninsulas 
or promontories in the fields.

All that was visible of the burial-grounds on each moraine hill was a 
slight elevation, in some cases merely as indiscernible collections of stones. 
The terrain was difficult to traverse, filled with trees, undergrowth and grass, 
large blocks of stone and some smaller ones that protruded. This made it 
hard to move around, and these external conditions were only hampered 
further by the discovery of the burial-ground.

Even at the time of construction these burial monuments must have 
been hard to see, unless they had some kind of markers above ground that 
are impossible to detect today or that have been destroyed over time. The 
positioning of the burial sites is hardly coincidental and appears to have 
been a conscious choice, in which the burial sites were connected to the 
settlement site and their surroundings in a subtle way (Seiler 2004:11).

So why were there no traces of markers above ground at these burial- 
grounds? Perhaps the natural stone blocks functioned as grave markers 
and that the idea behind their construction was that the graves should be 
elements of the natural environment. The graves were, so to speak, a part 
of nature.

The burial-grounds were all situated close to communication routes: the 
burial-grounds at Fullerö and Vallby were situated next to larger rivers, and 
at the two other sites, Alby and Snåret, there were roads instead. The Alby 
burial-ground was situated in close proximity to the Uppsala ridge, and at 
this level the prehistoric roads functioned as central communication routes. 
At Snåret there were clearings that have been interpreted as roads linked to 
the settlement and the burial-ground.

The burial-ground becomes visible

The ancient remains environments around these four burial-grounds vary 
quite considerably. Two of them are situated in cultivated landscapes — 
Fullerö and Vallby. At Fullerö the burial-ground is surrounded by forest,
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Fig. 1. The burials at Vallby, directly connected to the southern section of the settlement site. 
Graphics by Anders Biwall and Kajsa Häringe Frisberg.



with individual monuments and burial sites located at the edges of the forest 
on elevations in the terrain. Close to the Vallby burial-ground only a few 
individual monuments have been registered, whilst in the villages nearby 
there are several burial-grounds. Presumably many of the ancient remains 
were destroyed during periods of cultivation and as such have long since 
disappeared. At Snåret there were no registered burial remains prior to the 
time of the excavation, but remains from settlements dated to the Middle 
Neolithic, Bronze Age and Iron Age have been excavated (Björck 2005). 
Compared to the others areas, the ancient remains environment at Alby was 
meagre and only one small settlement from the Iron Age is known.

A total of 26 burial monuments were excavated at Fullerö, 20 at Vallby, 
seven at Alby and a further nine monuments at Snåret. All can be described 
as stone-settings or as stone-setting-like. These had different external shapes, 
including irregular, round, oval, rectangular, quadratic and three-sided. A 
distinguishing characteristic was always the great number of larger stones 
or boulders included in the constructions, but this is perhaps not so unu
sual in this region.

After removal of the topsoil layer and several scrapes of the trowel the 
monuments began to reveal themselves clearly. Several boulders and stones 
became visible and it was possible to see that the monuments had definite 
borders, but there were surprisingly many that had rather badly constructed 
edge-settings. In some cases it was also difficult to determine which stone 
material was part of which monument, and in all the edge-settings the 
stone material was mixed, both in size and shape. In addition to this there 
were several boulder blocks included as part of the edge-settings. In con
nection with the surface clearing at the Fullerö burial-ground a terraced 
construction was discovered along with a stone-fence-like construction at 
the northern end of the burial-ground, and several burials were part of this 
construction. In this region this practice is more commonly associated with 
Bronze Age burials and in these instances stone fences are interpreted as 
burial enclosures (Victor 2002:44).

As mentioned there were many common denominators at these sites, 
both with regard to the external and internal features of the burial designs. 
The external features were constructed, with only a few exceptions, using 
one layer of stone-packing that measured between one and seven metres in
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diameter. Several of the stone-packing layers were next to or beside larger 
stones or boulder blocks, and in some monuments there were several layers 
of stone-packing next to the same boulder block. In some instances there 
were even stone-packing layers next to the edge-settings. Needless to say 
one of the problems was a lack of knowledge with regard to this particular 
form of ancient remains - the stone-setting monument - that lacked all 
traces of the actual grave itself.

The internal conditions and the finds

At the time these burial-grounds were in use, the late Bronze Age and the 
early Iron Age, this particular type of burial custom was predominant in the 
region, and there was a wide variety of practices connected to how the bones 
were taken care of after cremation. The bones were deposited in different 
ways, but deposition in cremation pits, urn burials and layers of bone were 
amongst the most common. Burials containing sparse accumulations of cre
mated bone were also common (Bennett 1987:78) and these types of burials 
in many ways appear to be related to the bone-empty graves. In Scandinavian 
archaeology, however, sparse amounts of cremated bone are not acknowl
edged as a form of burial, and if the burial-ground has been located next to 
a settlement these sparse, cremated, bone accumulations are instead usually 
interpreted as part of the material record of the settlement site.

In spite of the fact that there are variations in the four burial-ground 
locations, the internal conditions of the burials are similarly constructed 
because there were no indications of central chamber find concentrations 
present in the monuments and the cremated bone found was scattered and 
in very small amounts. At Fullerö cremated bone was present in eleven of the 
26 graves, which might seem a considerable amount but the total amount 
of bone from this entire site was only 23.5 grams. At Vallby cremated bone 
was recovered in only two of the graves. The monuments at Alby had no 
burial chamber find deposits either, and only one contained a cremated 
bone fragment. At Snåret there were no monuments whatsoever contain
ing cremated bone. It should be mentioned here that the amount of bone 
was so small and the bone so fragmented that no osteological analysis to 
determine the sex and age was possible (Björck 2005).
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Fig. 3. The excavated burial-ground at Alby with no traces of burial. In the stone-packing 

layers a number of grinding stones were found. Graphics by Anders Biwall and Kajsa 

Häringe Frisberg.



In comparison to other burial-grounds the artefact deposits were, to say the 
least, somewhat limited. The artefacts found were, however, interesting even 
if in accordance with finds from other, similar burial-grounds in the region 
(Appelgren & Nilsson 2000 a and b). At the burial-grounds dated to the 
transition between the Bronze and Iron Age the stone material is usually 
especially interesting, and all four burial-grounds yielded grinding stones, 
which are often found in settlement site environments. These typical settle
ment finds have in burial contexts been ascribed a different kind of use. 
In settlement contexts the grinding stones are used for grinding flour and 
other kinds of food. Grinding stones in burial contexts suggest the grind
ing of cremated bone for scattering. Besides finding four grinding stones 
in one of the graves at Snåret there was also a quern, making this a com
plete grinding kit. At Fullerö there were similar finds of querns in two of 
the burials, and at Alby the number of grinding stones was two. All in all, 
five grinding stones were discovered in four graves, but it was the complete 
grinding kits that provided the necessary evidence to argue that grinding 
really did occur in burial contexts.

Even other stone material was recovered at the sites. At Fullerö two egg- 
shaped stones were discovered, a type of find previously interpreted as a fer
tility symbol or as a symbol for food. Like the funerary globe, it has been in
terpreted as having the symbolic significance of bread (Kaliff 1997:88). Other 
worked stone material in the burial monuments included hammer stones, 
polishing stones, chisels and whetstones. In addition to the three grinding 
stones found at Vallby, a worked stone shaped like a stone pellet was found. 
One interesting observation was that at least one and sometimes several grind
ing stones were found in the burials most prominent in the landscape.

Dating

Besides a lack of bone accumulations with datable material, there were only 
a few fragments of charcoal left to provide us with some understanding 
of the age of the monuments. At the Fullerö burial-ground food remains 
crusted on three different vessels found in three different graves were there
fore used instead. Two of these were dated to the time period 600—390 BC, 
whilst the third was dated to between 800 and 480 BC. At Vallby cremated
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bone from one monument was dated to the period 520-380 BC, and at 
Alby there was no suitable material. At Snåret, however, one test provided 
the considerably earlier dating of 1160-970 BC, that is, earlier compared 
with the dates from the other burial-grounds.
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Cup marks

At three of the burial-grounds - Fullerö, Vallby and Snåret - a number of 
cup marks had been made in the boulder blocks next to the monuments 
or in the boulder blocks that were an inherent part of the layers of stone
packing. At the Fullerö burial-ground there was even one small cup mark in 
the grave material. One of the problems with cup marks, however, is dating 
them. In the Mälaren Basin region there are cup marks linked to locations 
with Bronze Age remains, but they also occur at burial-ground sites from 
other times, including medieval contexts. To try to interpret this phenom
enon chronologically is therefore almost impossible.

Needless to say, theories about the function of cup marks are frequently 
connected to ritual and cult. One question of interest is whether the occur
rence of cup marks at burial-grounds indicates some kind of recurring ritual 
that is not actually burial related. Cup marks have even been found in burials 
outside the region, and in several cases they can be connected to cremation 
sites. In these instances they have been interpreted as ritual fires lit at the 
burial sites using so-called fire-drilling in the cups. In ancient India fire-drill
ing was a symbol for the powers of human re-creation, and there is evidence 
of ritual fire-drilling from historical times in Celtic regions. There has even 
been a tradition of lighting seasonal bonfires by means of fire-drilling in the 
Nordic countries up to and including the 20th century (Kaliff 1997:112!').

Empty burial monuments

That empty graves exist in most burial-grounds is more of a rule than an 
exception in Scandinavian archaeological contexts. Since the end of the 
19th century there have been many deliberations about this phenomenon 
— with many different interpretations as a result. The interpretations have 
varied, but one recurring theme has been to perceive these empty graves 
as cenotaphs: memorial monuments honouring, for example, someone 
who died somewhere else. These theories have gradually been turned into 
Scandinavian archaeological truths, primarily due to a lack of alternative 
interpretations. But still the idea that empty graves might be memorial 
monuments continues to thrive (Björkhager 1992:66). One alternative is
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that the empty monuments could be inhumations where the skeletal bones 
have completely disappeared, and there are also interpretations that sug
gest the absence of bones is due to the fact that these were child burials 
(Ambrosiani 1973:125).

As mentioned, the four burial-grounds were registered in connection 
with settlement site excavations. At Vallby, Fullerö and Snåret it was ex
tremely hard to draw a physical border between the settlement and the 
burial-ground sites, and the settlement sites appear to have been utilised 
continually during long periods of time. The earliest sections of the settle
ments at Vallby and Fullerö coincide with the construction of the burial- 
grounds, and in the settlements there were houses with dates similar to the 
ones from the burial-ground. The houses were, however, not situated in 
close proximity to the burial-ground. Other types of structures also had 
dates that synchronised with the burial-grounds, but these were not lo
cated in direct contact with the burials either. One such structure was a pit 
at Fullerö containing amongst other things a dog jaw, ceramics and a red 
stone. These contents are rather unusual for a refuse pit and are, perhaps, 
more reminiscent of a rite and the sacred nature of a burial-ground.

In this type of complex remains environment it is usually the burial- 
ground that is the earlier remains whilst the traces of the settlement site 
closest to the burial-ground usually have a later dating, and this brings us to 
reflections about the relationship between burial-grounds and settlements. 
When and how is a burial site forgotten? Are there protected burial sites? The 
time span between the earliest and latest dates from the settlement sites at 
Vallby and Fullerö was around 800 years, and the question is how long the 
burial-grounds were in use and being used for burials. If the burial-ground 
was visible but no longer in use, it is still possible that the site continued 
to be a conscious feature of the settlement environment for a long period 
of time even after it had been abandoned as a site for burial. Since the later 
settlement remains were partially located on the burial-ground, it is hard 
to decide whether the burials were difficult to detect even then or if a con
scious decision was made to use the site for settlement in order to be close 
to the ancestors. Furthermore, there were no structures or features at any 
of the settlements that directly indicated ritual or ceremonial significance 
that could be connected to the religious context of the graves.
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Thought — action — interpretation

The results from the burial-ground excavations are difficult to interpret. 
One important point of departure in interpretation is that it is hard to 
know whether the burial-ground was excavated in its entirety. If this is not 
the case, is it possible to interpret the entire burial-ground to the best of 
our abilities? In our contemporary and secularised Western way of under
standing, the grave is primarily a repository for the remains of the deceased. 
It is a place that we return to in order to remember the dead and perhaps 
something more than ourselves. If something unexpected happens, i.e., if 
the dead cannot be buried, we are frustrated by the fact that we do not have 
a ‘normal’ grave to go to.

In prehistory there was a different way of perceiving the dead. Burial- 
grounds, like the ones excavated, where no remains were found, suggest 
that after cremation the dead were taken care of in a different way. What 
were the thoughts behind the process of building empty monuments? Or 
are these not empty at all? Do the grinding stones and querns tell us that 
the remains of the dead were treated in such a way that we can no longer 
identify them? Have the ashes of the dead been scattered to the wind? Were 
the burial-grounds like our present-day memorial groves? The bone-empty 
monuments could be compared with our contemporary memorial groves, 
where the ashes are scattered in the wind, and this has been suggested, but it 
is not entirely valid if we bear in mind that cremated bone did occur in some 
of the graves. One appealing interpretation, which does ring true, and which 
might explain the meagre amount of bone recovered from the burials, can be 
found in distant Nepal, where the cremated body is scattered into the water. 
In the ceremony, prior to cremation, selected parts of the body are dismem
bered and treated in a special way. Even these parts of the body are cremated 
but they are buried in a different place (Kaliff & Oesdgaard 2004:87). This 
procedure is only one part of a complex burial ceremony, but I do believe it 
is possible to use this as a potential analogy to the bone-empty monuments 
in our more northerly latitudes. What is found in the grave would be de
pendent upon which parts of the body were cremated separately.

However, the question remains: where is the rest of the body and where 
is the cremation site? None of the burial-grounds provided any traces of a
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cremation site. Nor were there any features in the settlements that could be 
interpreted as pyre sites, not even as diffuse remnants of such. In Polynesia 
some tribes ended the burial by having the relatives of the deceased grind 
the bones into a fluid that they then drank together. The aim of this was to 
preserve the deceased in a new body and ensure that the deceased would 
always be present. The question is whether we as archaeologists can use anal
ogy in our interpretation of unusual burial contexts. The idea that the dead 
were consumed is still quite probable, but absolutely unverifiable when it 
comes to interpreting the empty graves in Uppland.

Regardless of how the burial rituals were carried out, they were still a 
reflection of the religious myths and as such always carefully ‘contemplat
ed’. The question is whether burial ritual was a reflection of contemporary 
societal ideas, and if so, is it possible in the variation of burial customs to 
read the social structures of a past society? Alternatively there might have 
been some symbolic language with hidden structures, anchored in the re
ligious ideas and myths of the past, and this could be reflected in the ways 
the dead were dealt with (Runcis 1995:21). Interpreting the meaning of the 
burial-grounds in this instance is very hard, but with more varied burial- 
grounds - with well-defined burial customs, with skeletal or cremated 
bone and an abundance of grave goods - there is more room for potential 
interpretation.

One of the conclusions that can be drawn from the excavations of the 
empty monuments in Uppland is that the dead seem to have been cared for 
in a similar manner. The monuments have been constructed in very similar 
ways and this could reflect societal structures. However, it could also be a 
reflection of religious notions where ideas about nature and a relationship 
to the local environment were important elements that controlled the or
ganisation and form of the burial ritual. I believe that a choice was made 
to re-use/recycle the body in some way and that this was why there were no 
traces of the dead in the monuments. Re-use created new life and provided 
better living conditions for those still alive. The dead were transformed, 
becoming symbolic ‘food’ for future generations; and in the always very 
tangibly manifested Scandinavian cult, this could have been achieved by 
ritually scattering the ground bone onto the fields as a fertilising substance. 
In this way the dead lived on.
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It might be reasoned that, in comparison with rich cremation burials, the 
monuments containing a mere few cremated fragments ought to be of no 
interest. Yet a contextual position and an increasing amount of archaeologi
cal data on the ’empty’ monuments allow us to reinterpret the phenomenon 
of ’empty’ that is considered characteristic of the earliest Iron Age burials 
in landscapes in the Mälaren Basin. Traditionally the absence of finds has 
meant that the period has been considered uninteresting from a research 
perspective. Interpretations of the societal organisation have been based on 
analysis of the few burial sites rich in finds and on the large monuments, 
environments that in all probability are connected to a ruling class and its 
ways of perceiving the world. Theories about the earliest Iron Age societal 
organisation have been formed on the basis of analyses of these exceptional 
environments, and in this region the transition between the Bronze and 
Iron Age has been considered a ‘poor’ period because of the few burial, 
deposition and settlement finds. Explanation of the earliest Iron Age soci
ety has been quite simply that we archaeologists have not found the burial 
sites and as such are not able to understand the extent and organisation of 
the homesteads of the past. Furthermore archaeologists have suggested that 
the villages were depopulated during this period, perhaps partly as a result 
of climatic changes. With the discovery of more burial-grounds similar to 
the ones described in this article, it is becoming more apparent that the old 
theories do not hold. I believe we will discover many burial-grounds like 
the ones described here, and the finds do not just suggest that extensive 
villages have existed. The diminutive and subtle forms of these burials also 
show that they were very well planned, and this implies that society must 
have also been well organised ideologically. The uniformity of the minimal
ist burial custom within a larger region further suggests that a well-defined 
cultural identity existed in this area.

The way to see, read and attempt to interpret the prehistoric landscape 
has changed over time. Our understanding has increased and we have 
greater knowledge, mainly because of the large number of archaeological 
excavations carried out during the last 25 years. Throughout this time period 
major infrastructural projects have enabled archaeology and its interdisci
plinary counterparts to take giant steps forward. The increased number of 
archaeological excavations has also changed perspectives with regard to in
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terpreting prehistoric landscapes, and old theories are being reassessed and 
revised not least with reference to the societal structure during the various 
periods. In this article I have tried to show that the cultural landscape still 
contains important information in which we have not yet documented the 
patterns, and the early Iron Age burial-grounds in Uppland are one example 
of such a pattern. By joining all these burial-grounds in an analysis of soci
etal organisation we obtain an irreversible, completely different, picture of 
the different traditions. We can now acknowledge that larger populations 
have been buried than once was thought, and this has consequences for our 
analyses. It is also possible to maintain that the poverty characteristic for 
these burial-grounds, paradoxically through contextual analysis, is trans
formed into a wealth of knowledge.
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Sailing towards the Afterlife
ANALYSIS OF A SHIP-FORMED BURIAL MONUMENT 

AT HELLERÖ BY THE BALTIC SEA ♦ BERIT SIGVALLIUS

In the middle of an agricultural landscape, right next to a ledge 20 metres 
above the sea, a stone ship sails into eternity at Hellerö, Västra Ed Parish, 
in the province of Småland. During the late Bronze Age, when the ship was 
built, water was not far away because the fertile land was then a lake and 
prior to that a shallow bay of the sea.

The ship lies like an outpost against the shore in the west, and to the east 
there is an extensive ancient remains environment with graves from both 
the early and late Bronze Ages and from the early Iron Age (fig. 1). Besides 
the graves there are remains of a settlement from the late Stone Age, copper 
mines and cultivated fields from both the Middle Ages and historical times 
(Ermerud 2004). It cannot be argued that this site has been continuously 
used, either as a burial site or as a settlement. It is a place where people have 
returned for shorter or longer periods of time.

Ship-formed burial monuments 
in Sweden

Ship-formed burial monuments were built over a long period of time, from 
the early Bronze Age up until the late Iron Age, a time span of about 2000 
years. It is difficult to say exactly how many there are in the country, partly 
because their shapes vary quite considerably. Ship-formed burial monu
ments are graves constructed of boulders and shaped like ships. There are 
also some that could be termed ‘ship-formed stone-settings’ because only 
the outer shape makes them different from other types of burial structures 
at burial sites. The shape of these monuments varies: they can be pointed at 
both the stem and the stern, or have a straight stern; they can be built using 
large boulders, but also using smaller stones, sometimes even flagstones; 
there are some entirely exposed to the landscape, but also those hidden un
der large burial mounds; some have been dug down, and mainly date from
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the early Iron Age; and there are some that are really little more than ship- 
formed stone cists. Several ships are large and stand alone, at least nowadays, 
whilst others can be small. There are also those that stand in a row with or 
without mutual stem stones. The majority of exposed ship-formed burial 
monuments are dated to the late Bronze Age, and these are mainly located 
in the coastal areas around the Baltic Sea, on both the Swedish and the 
Baltic coasts as well as the Swedish island of Gotland (Artelius 1996:63). At 
burial sites containing a wide variety of grave constructions solitary ships 
frequently occur. The ship-formed burial monument at Hellerö belongs to 
this category, i.e., one of a kind in an area filled with ancient remains such 
as graves, settlements, fossil fields and mines. The ship-formed burial monu
ment at Hellerö is constructed not of giant boulders but of large stones, 
and it has a filling of fire-cracked stones (fig. 2). It is also pointed at both 
the stem and the stern.

The stone ship

The entire ship-formed burial monument was excavated in the middle of 
the 1980s along with a fire-cracked stone cairn situated nearby and also re
sembling a ship, marked on the map as 17 and 19 (fig. 1). It is not a large 
and majestic stone ship, but has a length up to 19 metres and a width of 
3.5 metres. In the centre there is a large patch of soot with a paved bottom, 
and immediately outside the rocks forming the gunwale a fire-cracked stone 
cairn takes over.

Not far from the ship there are several burials on a stretch of hill to the 
north-east. High up on the ridge there is a cairn, shown on the map as 1 (fig. 
1), and it is this feature in the landscape, standing out like an exclamation 
mark, that catches the visitors eye (fig. 3). The cairn has not been excavated 
and there is no dating, but it was probably constructed during the early 
Bronze Age, i.e., between 1800 and 800 BC. South-east of the cairn there 
is a group of burials, and south-east of the ship-formed burial monument 
there is another burial site. In the latter burial-ground one feature has been 
excavated, marked on the map as 45 (fig. 1), and the ceramics found in this 
grave were from both the late Bronze Age and the early Iron Age (Jankavs 
1989). The finds discovered during excavation were very few, and the bone
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Fig. 1. Map of ancient remains environment at Hellerö, Västra Ed Parish, in the province 

ofSmåland.



remains were only about 6o fragments. This bone material has not been 
osteologically examined.

These early Iron Age graves, which were more or less devoid of finds, are 
actually quite interesting because they often contain very small amounts of 
bone scattered in the entire feature, as in this case. Of course the question 
of whether or not features containing very little bone or only a few, if any, 
artefacts are actually graves at all could be deliberated, but this is a matter of 
definition and will not be discussed further here. What is known is that this 
type of grave existed during the early Iron Age and that tangible evidence 
of this practice can be found over a wide area in Sweden, from Uppland 
in the north to Småland in the south. Its actual distribution is difficult to 
determine because graves lacking substantial amounts of bone or artefacts 
have not been given much attention in the literature.

In between the ship-formed burial monument and feature no. 45 a small 
area was excavated in June 2004 under the direction of Lena Holmquist 
and Michael Olausson from Stockholm University. They were expecting to 
find a Bronze Age settlement, but instead a settlement of the Pitted Ware

Fig. 2. Ship-formed burial monument from the west. Photo by Jonas Hellström.
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Fig. 3. The cairn from the north-west. Photo by Jonas Hellström.

culture was discovered (Ermerud: report in progress). Where the Bronze 
Age people lived is still not known, but the search continues.

A magnificent construction like the ship-formed burial monument makes 
one wonder: Why is there only one such monument when the number of 
grave constructions at the site is so great? Is there a special person buried 
in the ship? Needless to say there are many ideas as to who was buried in 
this ship-formed monument: a Viking chief is one of the more remarkable 
suggestions, considering that the ship was built about 1800 years before the 
Viking Age began. Others believe that it is the man from the beginning of 
time that came sailing in and founded the first settlement in the area. That 
it is a man buried in the ship is quite a common assumption.

In actual fact these solitary, visible ship-formed burial monuments from 
the late Bronze Age appear to contain traces of more than one burial, and 
this is where osteological analyses are such an important component in the 
interpretation of the late Bronze Age burial traditions.

The burials

In the ship at Hellerö there were four concentrations of cremated bones in 
the stem. These have been categorised A—D (fig. 4), and the artefacts found
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Fig. 4. Sketch of the ship-formed burial monument. A—D are bone concentrations. 1—10 

indicate which squares the cremated bone was collected from for ,4C-analysis.



in these date the burials to the late Bronze Age (Janzon 1999). The bone 
concentrations contained bones from several buried individuals. The one 
placed furthest north in the ship (A) was probably a woman belonging to 
the age group adultus (= 18-44 years, Sjøvold 1978) and a child in the age 
group infans I—II (= 0—14 years). The next concentration (B) contained an 
adult individual, even this belonging to the age group adultus, and an infant 
3—6 years old. The third concentration (C) was most likely a man in the age 
group adultus, and the one furthest south (D) was an adult individual be
longing to the age group maturus (= 35—64 years). In all there were four adults 
and two children. Throughout the rest of the ship-formed burial monument 
scattered cremated bones were found, some even outside the rocks forming 
the gunwale, where bone from both adults and children were present.

The ship-formed burial monument at Hellerö is not the only example 
to contain the remains of several individuals. Others have been found, for 
example in the parish of Rute on Gotland (Sigvallius 1982). Even in this 
ship both adults and children were buried.

The most essential question is how many individuals were buried in the 
ship-formed stone-setting. The material has therefore been compared in a 
number of ways, but bearing in mind that little bone was preserved, partly 
because of the high degree of fragmentation, the results can be little more 
than approximate. From the osteological analyses it is apparent that there 
are at least six individuals in the four bone concentrations: four adults and 
two children. It is, however, likely that further burials occurred, and the 
identified, scattered human fragments from a number of different areas in 
the ship-formed burial monument suggest in fact that there were at least 
two more individuals, both children, bringing the total to eight. It is also 
quite possible that there are a further six individuals, three adults and three 
children, which would bring the total to 14 individuals if the similarities and 
differences registered in the fragments are taken into account. If we take into 
consideration the difficulties of determining whether or not the bone frag
ments came from the same or different individuals, it might even be possible 
to argue that more than 14 people were buried in the monument.

There are three possibilities:
— Four graves with a total of six individuals, whose bones were partly con

centrated, partly scattered.
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— Four graves with six individuals whose bones were partly concentrated, 
partly scattered, and a further two burials where the bones were scattered 
within the ship-formed burial monument.

— Four graves with six individuals whose bones were concentrated, and 
an unknown number of scattered bone burials. The unknown quantity 
represents two to eight individuals, perhaps more.

In an attempt to clarify whether or not the scattered bone in the southern 
section consisted of separate burials, all the identified human fragments 
were compared and the adult individuals were compared separately from 
the children. The criteria included the degree of cremation, clean or sooty 
bone, and the appearance of the cranial vault fragments with regard to both 
the thickness and development of the outer and inner compact layers and 
the central porous layer. Where other bone types have occurred compari
sons have also been made, but because the majority of the identified hu
man bones were cranial fragments, it is these that have been the primary 
basis for assessment.

The majority of identified cremated fragments were from human skel
eton: 809.6 grams. The weight of a cremated human skeleton is approxi
mately 2—3 kg (Hoick 1986), so a loss of material has occurred, but it has 
not been possible to calculate the extent of the loss because the number of 
individuals is uncertain. The unidentified cremated material weighed ap
proximately 8 kg, but several animal bones were amongst the identified frag
ments. A total of 463.2 grams came from human cranial fragments, in most 
cases from the cranial vault, and this implies that more than half, 57 %, of 
the identified human bones are cranial bones. This over-representation is 
partly due to the fact that the cranium is easy to identify, but it is also pos
sible that there are other explanations. After the cremation pyre has cooled 
it is easy to collect cremated bone (Sigvallius 1994). Furthermore different 
body parts can be identified in the pyre remains and consequently it is pos
sible to choose certain skeletal parts, for example the cranium, in order to 
grant it special treatment. Perhaps there was a preference for burying cra
nial fragments in the ship-formed burial monument, whilst other skeletal 
parts were scattered elsewhere, possibly in places that the deceased had some 
personal connection to. This kind of selection process could explain why 
some of the material is missing.
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Undoubtedly Bronze Age people, just like people from all ages, even today, 
stressed the importance of rituals at burials. Different types of burial were 
practiced during the time period when the ship-formed burial monument 
was in use. These included buried bone concentrations and scattered cre
mated bones, so it is possible that particular types of bone were scattered 
whilst others were buried. It is also possible that the buried and the scat
tered bones represent different kinds of burial traditions. If there are only 
six human individuals in the ship-formed burial monument it is quite 
likely that certain parts of the cremated skeletons have been buried whilst 
other parts were scattered, but if the number of individuals is more than 
six then certain individuals have only been scattered. Regardless of the cir
cumstances it is evident that bone fragments have been collected after cre
mation and subsequently placed in pits and/or scattered in the ship-formed 
burial monument.

Scattered cremated bone during 
the transition period between 
the Bronze Age and the Iron Age

Scattered cremated bone in graves occurred from and including the end of 
the late Bronze Age, and this was a practice that continued throughout the 
early Iron Age, possibly even longer. This material is difficult to examine 
osteologically and as such the results are always tentative. The greatest un
certainties lie in the number of buried individuals. We do not know how 
the rituals that led to the scattering of cremated bones were carried out, 
but bearing in mind the reverence that people have obviously had when 
burying their dead there is no reason to believe that the scattering was un
intentional, i.e., that they just didn’t bother to collect the bone fragments 
from the pyre or that some were dropped during transferral. Tire scattering 
is an intentional ritual act.

A ship-formed burial monument is a striking vision in nature, where it 
was certainly linked to many notions of death and a life after this one. It is 
perceivable that the flagstoned patch of soot in the centre of the ship was 
the pyre site, and it is also feasible that this was used for a long period of 
time, perhaps even during the Iron Age. That was the theory, at least, when

Sailing towards the Afterlife 167



the dating work was carried out. The three earliest ‘4C analyses were all from 
charcoal, two from the flagstoned sooty patch and one from agricultural re
mains located some distance away from the ship-formed burial monument. 
The later ten '4C analyses were from bone, and if the ship-formed burial 
monument had been used as a pyre site during the Iron Age it was possible 
that some bones could have been from this period as well.

The dating

It soon became apparent that this theory did not hold because all the dates 
fell neatly into the frame of the late Bronze Age (fig. 5) but some were 
placed at the transition period to the early Iron Age: tests no. 1724, 27296, 
27300 and 27301. Test no. 1725 which provided a date of AD 1300 was taken 
from the agricultural remains a distance away from the ship-formed burial 
monument, and as such provides further evidence that this area was in use 
for a long period of time.

There is no geographic succession in that the earlier dates are found, 
for example, in the northern section of the ship and the later are found in 
the south; the datings are mixed. Artefacts found in bone concentration A 
were later (700—500 BC) than the artefacts found in bone concentration D 
(900—700 BC) (Janzon 1999). The datings of bone are the hatched squares 
in the sketch, in figure 4, and they have been numbered 1 to 10 from north 
to south. The three earliest datings, furthest down in figure 5, are from 
charcoal, partly the above-mentioned medieval dating that had no relation 
to the ship-formed burial monument, and partly two datings from the 
fire pit in the centre of the ship-formed burial monument. The latter two 
showed Bronze Age values that cover the same period as the datings from 
the bone. This supports the idea that the pyre site had been built inside the 
ship-formed burial monument.

Looking at figure 5, it would seem that there are two phases of utilisa
tion in the ship. It is of course possible that this is the case, but it is also 
possible that other dated bone fragments existed between the two phases, 
because the time interval between them is not particularly long. It is also 
possible that the phases that appear to exist are due to the Bronze Age dat
ing curve. The calibration of the I4C-values transforms the measured values
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to calendar years with the help of a standard curve showing the I4C vari
ation over time. In the phase particular to the determinations referred to 
here the curve straightens out and therefore becomes difficult to interpret 
(Strucke, personal communication). The datings show that the ship-formed 
burial monument was used as a burial site for 300 to 400 years. This means 
that, even if it is difficult to prove there are a great number of individuals 
in the ship, it would still seem quite natural if there were many. If we work 
from the premise that there are three to four generations in each century 
and if one person per generation is buried in the ship, this would mean 
that anywhere between nine and sixteen individuals could be present. The 
calculation eight to fourteen buried individuals would therefore be a real
istic estimate.

Atmospheric data from Stuiver et al. (1998); OxCal v3.9 Bronk Ramsey (2003); cub n4 sd:12 prob usp[chron]

Ua-27292 2750 -35UP

Ua-27293 2670f=40BP A
Ua-27294 2675= =35BP J
Ua-27295 2720 =35BP Jl
Ua-27296 2535= 35BP li». -
Ua-27297 2550L35BP Ä-
Ua-27298 2905=t65BP

Ua-27299 2785d -40BP ____
, , ,

Ua-27300 2525 =35BP UÉL.
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Ua-1725 640Ł8 )BP —■Ä-
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Calibrated date

Fig. 5. HC-analyses. The first ten were carried out on cremated bone (see fig. 4), the last 

three on charcoal. The last date comes from agricultural remains situated some distance 

away from the ship. The other two charcoal dates come from the soot patches, the probable 

pyre site, in the centre of the ship. Diagram by Ulf Strucke. The analyses were paid for by the 

Berit Wallenberg foundation.
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Conclusion

The ship-formed stone-setting contained the remains of at least eight peo
ple: four adults and four children. Of the four adults one is a woman and 
one a man belonging to the youngest adult group, i.e., 18—44 years. A fur
ther individual was present in the same age group, but the sex could not be 
determined. There was also an older individual, again where the sex could 
not be determined, belonging to the age group maturus, i.e., 35-64 years. 
The four children have been judged as belonging to the age group infans 
I: 0-7 years, infans /—II: 0—14 years and infans II-juvenilis\ 5-24 years. The 
fourth child has been aged more specifically, through the presence of a tooth 
fragment, to 3-6 years of age (Ubelaker 1978).

Over and above these eight individuals a further six individuals could be 
represented in the ship: three adults and three children. This can, however, 
not be proven because the amount of bone is too small, too few body parts 
have been identified, and the fragmentation is great. At the same time as 
it is not possible to prove that there were more than eight individuals in 
the ship, fourteen individuals cannot be deemed either as the maximum 
number possible. It is quite feasible that the scattered bones originate from 
many more.

The custom of scattering cremated bone partially or in their entirety be
gins during the late Bronze Age and continues during the early Iron Age. 
Taking into consideration the small amount of bone discovered during 
archaeological excavations this practice presumably continues to include, 
perhaps, the entire late Iron Age. Where the bone has been scattered appears 
to vary. During recent excavations, areas both on and next to burial sites 
have been found to contain scattered bone. These could be areas of specific 
sacred function for the people of the past. However, these excavations are 
so recent that the results have not yet been published.

From the dating analyses no change in tradition can be discerned to sug
gest that the bone concentrations are earlier than the scattered bone. On 
account of these dates utilisation of the ship-formed monument, as a burial 
site, can therefore be eliminated after the time period of the late Bronze 
Age. The ship-formed burial monument is such a striking burial type that it 
is quite feasible that it has been reserved for a special group of people, per-
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haps a family or kinship group. During a period of 300 to 400 years people
were buried in the ship-formed burial monument, and it is therefore not
surprising that it contains a large number of buried people.
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A Symbolic Farewell to Nature
FENCING AT LATE VIKING AGE BURIAL-GROUNDS 

♦ TORE ARTELIUS & ANNA KRISTENSSON

Introduction

Historians of religion researching pagan practice in Scandinavia maintain 
that the expression of religious meaning in the Viking Age cult was very 
tangible, very practical and functional (Ström 1967; Clunies Ross 1998; 
Näsström zooi). Meaning was incorporated into the ritual form, its ac
tions and symbolism.

Based on one example, this article aims to show how this tangible ex
pression of religious meaning, in what was already an ancient tradition in 
AD 1000, continued to thrive at burial-grounds even after religious be
liefs had changed. The generalisation explored in this example is that the 
Viking Age acceptance of Christian ideas did not always affect the ways in 
which religious ideas and conceptions were expressed. The old, established 
and steadfast ways to express religiously and symbolically continued to live 
on for some time in spite of the acceptance of the Christian world-view. 
Our example, then, will illustrate the collision between a new idea and an 
ancient way of expressing meaning: Christian belief was adopted by peo
ple, but the long-standing means of dealing with religious ideas continued 
to exist. Our point of departure is that the religious cult, as expressed in 
a burial-ground during the period AD 950-1100, can be described as the 
effects of a continuously ongoing religious acculturation. It was a process 
and situation where ordinary people consciously and/or subconsciously 
were influenced by ideas from a different religion and incorporated them 
into their own behavioural traditions without, for that matter, changing 
the fundamental religious structure of their world-view (Hultgård 1992:49!?; 
Andersson 2004-.iof).
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20 Meters

Fig. 1. Section plan of the burial-ground 19 in Rogberga Parish. The burial-groundfence 

follows the eastern and northern boundary of the site.



Ideas in stone and wood

Seven hundred metres north-east of Rogberga Church, in the northern part 
of the province of Småland, an ancient burial-ground was excavated which 
had been used during a period of almost 400 years, from the 8th century AD 
to the final phases of the 11th century AD. A fence of stones, boulders and 
wooden posts had been constructed alongside the latest section of the bur
ial-ground. Without a doubt this was purposely built as a demarcation, as 
a boundary that separated the early Christian graves from the surrounding 
landscape during a period of ideological transition. Coins in the Christian 
graves show that these inhumations are from the later decades of the 11th 
century. From the dates we can see that the pagan burial-ground continued 
to be used some time after the transition to Christian burial custom and 
even after the general acceptance of the Christian world-view.

Ann-Sofie Gräslund has shown how it might be possible to archaeo- 
logically distinguish Christian burials from pagan ones. One of the burial 
categories she has analysed is the rectangular, unfilled and composite built 
stone-settings from the late Viking Age. In her opinion, the individuals 
buried in these stone-settings can be regarded as the first Christians in cen
tral Sweden and in the region of Götaland, i.e., those buried before con
secrated church cemeteries existed. She interprets the heavy stone frames 
surrounding the graves as symbolic markers separating the Christian from 
earlier religious traditions (Gräslund 200i:5zf). In Gräslunds interpretation, 
this boundary functions primarily as a distanciation from paganism. Partly 
in analogy with Gräslunds reasoning, we believe it is possible to interpret 
the stone wall next to the Christian burials at Rogberga as a Christian ex
pression of disassociation. At the same time, however, it would seem from 
the Rogberga example that the organization of the burial-ground during 
the later part of the nch century actually emphasises the physical connec
tion between the Christian and the earlier pagan burials (fig. 1). We do not 
believe that the boundary, separating the Christian graves, should always 
be given the same ideological explanation - where a distancing from the 
earlier religion is emphasised. Instead we would like to interpret the fence 
surrounding the burial-ground at Rogberga as a new element added to the 
pagan ideas — as Christianity’s disassociation from the untamed nature. In
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this specific example the disassociation was expressed in the actual building 
of a wall to keep the ‘wilderness’ out.

The burial-ground at Rogberga

The burial-ground was spread out along the crown and slopes of a small hill, 
which was completely surrounded by fields. It filled an area of only 80x30 
m, and was registered approximately 700 metres from the place which once 
had housed the long-gone medieval church at Rogberga. The entire burial- 
ground has been excavated, and the two earliest burials have been dated 
to the late pre-Roman Iron Age. Most of the site was, however, in use for 
a period of nearly 400 years in the late Iron Age, from the 8th century AD 
until the end of the nlh century AD. During this period of four centuries 
we know that at least fifty people were buried on this small hill. The burial 
styles include everything from traditional pagan cremations to inhumations 
that can be characterised as very Christian in construction.

The burial-ground was made up of three spatial sections. Along the 
crown of the hill there were six larger stone-settings and a three-sided mon
ument. The monuments have been filled with earth, and during the late 
Viking Age these would have appeared as large mounds to visitors. On the 
west side of the hill there were twelve smaller stone-settings that contained 
pagan cremation layers. Immediately next to the eastern and northern hill
sides there were traces of eight, ploughed, burial mounds with impressions 
of encircling ditches that surrounded the pagan cremation layers as well as 
the Christian-influenced burials. North-east of the hill was a group of six, 
Christian, inhumation graves that lacked superstructures.

The boundary

The remains of the fence were discovered in two places. Both in the north 
and in the east it ran alongside the outer boundaries of the burial mounds. 
In the south the fence ended at a large boulder. In the north the construction 
was preserved to a length of just over 13 metres, and in the east 30 metres 
had survived. The width varied, but in general it was approximately one
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metre. The ditch, where the post-holes and the larger stones were found, 
was between 0.2 and 0.4 metres in depth.

During excavation it was first assumed that the construction was the re
mains of a stone-lined ditch built for drainage, but the relation to the burial 
mounds, the filling and the finds, as well as the construction of poles and 
larger stones soon made it obvious that this was not some kind of drainage 
system. In relation to the other ditches in the area this construction was 
orientated in a different direction, a direction not logical if its aim was to 
drain.

Even if the finds of cremated human bone, the odd ceramic shard as 
well as the burnt clay suggested that the fence had been constructed dur
ing the late Viking Age, it was its relation to the monuments that finally 
determined its age. As can be seen in the figures, there are impressions of 
four mounds in the form of preserved encircling ditches and grave deposits 
along the southern edge of the boundary. The fence is directly connected 
to these encircling ditches. At the bottom of the impression of the fence 
there are impressions of larger poles at a distance of four metres apart, 
and between the mounds larger stones have been placed in the encircling 
ditches. This was the case in both the southern and the northern parts of 
the fence. Depending a little on how the stones are perceived in relation 
to the mounds, it can be argued that a larger stone has been placed north
east of each mound. We do not know why the stones have been placed in 
the fence, but it is certain that these are related to the burial mounds. It is 
also worth mentioning that, in several of the larger burial mound sites in 
this region, the remains of standing stones can be found next to the burial 
mounds. At the Kånna Mounds in Finnveden there are several standing 
stones in-between the mounds, so it is reasonable to maintain that the fence 
was constructed, at the earliest, during the final phases of the 10* century, 
though it was more likely to have occurred during the rrth century.

In the introduction it was pointed out that researchers understood the 
pagan Viking Age cult to be a collective ritual practice with a primarily 
functional meaning. In collective religious ritual everything, from the sim
ple folk-magic to the official religions more resolute and substantial con
tent, was made visible. Even if the religious myths of a society were far from 
always projected through its rituals to such an extent that material traces
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were left behind, it is still possible that traces of how central ideas were rep
resented can still be found in the ground. Without entering into a detailed 
discussion here as to the causes, it is possible to argue that a universal and 
timeless method of physically manifesting new religious ideas is to reinforce 
these by the drawing up of concrete boundaries. In a tangible symbolic cult 
like the one during the Viking Age, the construction of walls around new 
ideas would be quite natural.

In the ideology of Christianity there is a marked ideological drawing 
of boundaries against nature and the wild (e.g., Sullivan 1987:324!!). The 
construction of a boundary around the Christian graves within the burial- 
ground at Rogberga can be seen as both a manifestation against ancient ideas 
and as the physical separation of Christians from their surroundings.

A little about other boundaries

Examples of enclosed prehistoric burial sites from the late Viking Age do 
exist, but they are few in number in the archaeological material of southern 
Sweden. In the province of Västergötland and in the north of Småland only 
a few are known, and in relation to Rogberga no truly comparative body of 
material exists. During the 1960s a burial-ground at Såntorp in Eggby was 
excavated, where Viking Age inhumations were discovered inside a circle 
of standing stones (Lundström & Theliander 2004). In the archaeological 
report, the connection between the burials from the late Viking Age and 
the stone circle was explained as being the re-use, during the 11th century, of 
a stone circle dated to either the Roman Iron Age or the Migration period. 
It was not possible to connect any primary Roman Iron Age burial to the 
stone circle (Lundström & Theliander 2004:79). A more likely scenario is 
that the stone circle was constructed in the late Viking Age to demarcate a 
Christian burial-ground. This interpretation has been employed by other 
archaeologists to explain the standing stones that surround the 31 inhu
mations in Såntorp (see Gräslund 2001:50). Another example of standing 
stones around a burial site can be found at what is known as ’Gudahagen’ 
in Näsum in eastern Scania where large standing stones surround a burial- 
ground which, according to the excavation results, was in use from the 5th 
century AD up through the early Middle Ages. In this environment there
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were also late Viking Age inhumations (Wahlöö 1968). Also worth men
tioning here is the feature discovered during excavation of the Viking Age 
mound burial-ground at Nennesmo in Finnveden (Areslätt 1993:54). If we 
compare Såntorp, Gudahagen and Rogberga there are similarities. In all 
three cases Christian burials are clearly separated from their surroundings 
with the help of standing stones, and there is also re-use in these environ
ments. There are also considerably older graves than the Viking Age buri
als in these places.

Another context of interest is the early churchyard cemeteries. In the 
excavation plans of the early churchyard in Löddeköpinge, in the province 
of Scania, the remains of an early medieval wooden church are document
ed. It is also possible to see that within the burial-ground older boundaries 
have existed. In the plans these appear as ditches, and it seems apparent 
that intense burial construction has meant that new boundaries had to be 
built around the churchyard. From the dating at Rogberga it is evident that 
the pagan burial-ground was still being used even though the Christian 
cemetery in Löddeköpinge had been in use for about too years (Cinthio 
1980:115; Galster & Steen Jensen 1980:125). The two inhumations with finds

Fig. 2. Coins from two 

inhumations — Sven Est- 

ridsen (1047—74). The 

intact coin is from the 

late 1040s, and the frag

mentary from the early 

1050s. Photograph from 

The Royal Coin Cabinet.
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of coins at Rogberga are of interest here because the dates clearly show that 
the burials were carried out in Viking Age pagan environments as late as 
AD 1060-1070. In his doctoral dissertation, Fredrik Svanberg maintains that 
it is very probable that the pagan burial-grounds were in use during the 
12th century, and he states that the pagan burial-grounds in Finnveden, the 
western part of Småland, were abandoned during a 50 year period between 
AD 1050 and 1100. The dates from Rogberga fit well into the chronology of 
the transitional period as presented by Svanberg (Svanberg 2003:460.

The construction of burial mounds ceases in central Sweden, in general, 
during the late Viking Age. In most parts of the province of Västergötland 
the situation appears to be the same. The absence of burial mounds from 
the nlh century in places like Såntorp and Vittene is apparent. Ann-Sofie 
Gräslund has suggested that the custom of burying in mounds can be un
derstood as pagan in this region. At the burial-grounds in central Sweden 
mound construction is, as previously mentioned, gradually replaced by

inhumations within unfilled or 
filled rectangular stone-settings. 
Examples of burial-grounds with 
rectangular stone-settings and 
inhumations are many. In the 
province of Uppland alone there 
are 127 burial-grounds registered

Fig. 3. Vertical view of the eastern section of 

the burial-ground. The remains of the fence 

that divided the site appear as a shallow trench 

filled with stones. At the bottom post-holes and 

larger stones were discovered. Photograph from 

Ike County Museum of Jönköping.
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(Gräslund 2001:52). Several similar examples can also be found in the prov
ince of Västergötland, a province closer to Rogberga (Artelius 2004). What 
these burial-grounds have in common is that the environments are both very 
pagan and very Christian. As a rule the rectangular stone-settings, which 
are often built together, are situated on the edges of these environments 
(Gräslund 2001:52; Artelius 2004), and as already mentioned, Gräslund 
interprets these types of monuments as the graves of the first Christians. In 
these burial-grounds the arrival of a new way of perceiving the world was 
manifested through the creation of boundaries around each grave.

The significance of the burial fence

One of the reasons we find Christian burials in these pagan environments 
could of course be that, in politically peripheral areas in the mid-nth cen
tury, consecrated burial-grounds in churchyard cemeteries had not yet 
been established. The Christian burial-grounds that did exist were still of 
a private character. The private ownership of Christian burial-grounds was 
abandoned only when the churchyards were consecrated by a bishop in con
nection with a funeral (e.g., Nilsson 1989:69). Both these explanations, as 
to the continued use of the older burial-grounds within the new tradition, 
are easy in that they do not take into consideration the social complexities 
embedded in the abandonment of the older pagan burial-grounds. People 
are, in these accounts, subordinate to the ideas. It is, however, possible to 
understand the circumstances in another way, one that illustrates how the 
continuity between the pagan and the Christian reinforced a strong desire 
to continue burial practices in these older environments. The reasons that 
the pagan burial-grounds continued to be used for Christian burial and that 
there is Christian influence in the organisation of the actual burial-ground, 
where the construction of a wall is a significant contribution, ought to be 
sought on more levels and not just from the religious-historical perspective. 
Medieval historians claim that the abandonment of older burial-grounds 
must have meant the disintegration/unravelling of people’s social identity, a 
loss of history and the loss of an old way to define the meaning of existence. 
The abandonment also implies a distancing from both the genealogically 
known ancestors as well as from the dead in general. To be buried in one
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of the newly consecrated cemeteries meant that the deceased would now 
become part of the Christian community, and this was something very dif
ferent from the earlier definition which was a family-based historical unit 
buried at the old burial-ground (Geary 1994:40; Johansen 1997:237). For 
the Christian mission it was also important, strategically, to allow the con
tinued use of the older burial sites. Overpowering demands for changes in 
tradition would threaten the fundamental aims of the mission (Andersson 
2004:28; Vibe Müller 1991:368).

The history of ancient Scandinavian burial rituals has, in general, been 
described from a cultural historical perspective that is representative for only 
a minority of the past people’s social conditions and religious ideas. The 
rare texts that mention Viking Age burial rituals are also being examined 
very meticulously. It is quite clear, however, that the descriptions in these 
sources tell of the extraordinary rather than the ordinary, everyday burial. 
These deal with manifestations connected to very special people — gods, 
kings, chiefs and heroes — figures which had limited relevance to what was 
significant in ordinary farming communities and their notions of the world, 
where the continued existence of the Earth, the people and one’s own iden
tity were fundamental. To presume that the content of mythology expressed 
in exceptional circumstances would be representative for the world-view 
of the masses does not seem very realistic. For a small Viking Age farming 
community like the one at Rogberga, the burial-ground was a centre for 
reproducing the fundamental order of the world. At each particular burial, 
ideas and myths were translated and modified, and at each such centre it 
was possible to relate at a local level, genealogically, to the known ancestors 
buried at this particular sacred site. A very important characteristic of the 
burial-ground cult was the continual reconnecting to the past — the norms 
that steered reality’s order were embedded in the past. At Rogberga, just like 
in many other places, the Viking Age burials had been deliberately placed 
directly on top of earlier burials. No physical differences can be discerned 
between the Christian and the pagan burials. The boundaries existed around 
the actual site.

With regard to Småland, it cannot be said that the tradition to build 
mounds was abandoned in connection with the construction of the ear
liest Christian graves. The Christian graves are found under the mounds
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(i.e., Bodin 1994:146). It seems rather that the Christian influence on burial 
practices intensified the construction of mounds. Fredrik Svanberg points 
out in his detailed analysis of the southern Swedish burial-grounds from 
the Viking Age that all 48 registered inhumations in Finnveden, dated to 
the nth century, have been documented under mounds (Svanberg 2003:36, 
38, 44). It is reasonable to think that the visible demarcation of Christian 
burials in this region must have been realised in a way different from that 
in central Sweden and the province of Västergötland, where the stone rows 
were laid around the definite border of the grave. From Svanbergs analysis 
of the Viking Age burial-grounds of central Småland, it is clear that fences 
like the one at Rogberga have not been registered (Svanberg 2003:361!). 
The use of the burial-ground at Rogberga could be seen in analogy to the 
circumstances on Gotland where, during the IIth century, there are church
yard parallel burial-grounds; pagan burial-grounds were being used for 
Christian burials during a period when consecrated grounds existed and 
had been in use for quite some time (Carlsson 1988; Thunmark-Nylén 
1989:150; Liljeholm 1999).

The fence at Rogberga can be interpreted as a corresponding idea to the 
unfilled stone-settings in central Sweden and Västergötland. We believe 
that in the case of Småland we have to be open to the idea that the entire 
burial-ground was dedicated to the new religion by erecting demarcation 
boundaries around the early Christian burials during a time when the early 
churches were most likely being constructed in the region. The finds of coins 
minted in the mid-n,h century suggest that the Christian burials were car
ried out on the site as late as the latter part of the same century. The coins 
were worn and had been used as amulets, and these presumably had been 
in circulation for quite some time before following the deceased into the 
grave. A probable time for burial is somewhere around AD 1060-1070.

Our interpretation is that the fence at Rogberga was not primarily con
structed to separate the Christian from the pagan, but rather as a demarca
tion of’the sacred’ in the landscape and a new, Christian way of relating to 
the elements and to nature. As a consequence of these new ideas, the wall 
surrounding the place became a symbolic distanciation from the untamed 
nature surrounding the ‘holy place’. This conscious drawing of boundaries 
against nature can be seen as a, for the Viking Age, practice of physically
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Fig. 4. This figure is a schematic rendition of what the burial-ground fence might have 

looked like along the eastern side. In front ofeach burial mound there was a stone wall 

with wooden posts. Illustration by Anders Andersson. RAÄ.

dealing with changes in perceiving the relationship between humans and 
nature. The early Christian mission was in many ways directed towards 
upholding the strong ties that pagan ideas had in relation to nature, but 
in the Christian doctrine humans were not nature. It became forbidden to 
practice acts of religion in groves/copses, and no sacrificing was allowed. 
The erection of a fence could be seen as a definite distancing from the older 
ideas related to the numinous structure of nature. In Christianity the realm 
of the dead was outside the dimensions of the lived-in-world.

The final question is related to why the Christians at Rogberga were not 
buried somewhere else, in consecrated ground. One such place ought to 
have existed by the end of the it* century. The dating of the latest burials 
suggests that an early church was already in use somewhere, and we believe 
that the most reasonable explanation has to be that the bonds — not to the 
pre-Christian religion, but to the site and the ancestors — must have been 
a deciding factor in this local community’s choice of continuing to use the 
burial-ground. The risk of losing one’s own history, of losing a fundamental
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identity inherited for generations, was great if the site was to be abandoned. 
What we encounter in this example is a local community’s way of ensur
ing the survival of its identity even whilst existing within a very different 
symbolic universe.
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The Attractive Force
GALLERY-GRAVES IN THE LANDSCAPE ♦ EWA RYBERG

Introduction

To build a burial monument that is visible not just for the local popula
tion but also for those passing through the landscape could be seen as a 
way of expressing alliance to a specific family or place. A burial monument 
is also a memorial, not just in memory of the buried but also the living. 
The family/relatives might have wanted to demonstrate the importance of 
the deceased and/or themselves. Needless to say organisation was required 
to build the actual monument, but the choice of site was also a careful 
consideration. The location in the landscape ought to have been of signifi
cance and a conscious choice. The place was meant to be visible. The burial

Fig. 1. Map of Småland, the 

county of Kronoberg and the 

parish of Göteryd.
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monument did not need to be large or dominant but rather a feature in the 
natural’ landscape. In this way the grave became visible evidence of hu
man construction, with the intention of attracting and affecting people of 
the time as well as coming generations. The significance of enhancing the 
impression of the original site with help of the grave’s inclusion should not 
be ignored either. Its position in relation to the surrounding topography 
was in most cases an imposing sight.

In this article I would like to present my thoughts on what visibility is 
and also some ideas about the means used to make visible. The material re
mains I will work with are the gallery-graves registered in Göteryd Parish, 
in the county of Kronoberg, in the province of Småland (fig. i). I will also 
provide a brief history of the conditions necessary for the establishment of 
the gallery-graves in Göteryd Parish.

Gallery-graves in Göteryd

The megaliths in Sweden are found on the coasts and in the interior, and 
there are differences with regard to the various types. On the one hand there 
are the dolmens and passage-graves which are only found situated along the 
coast, in the provinces of Blekinge, Scania, Halland, Bohuslän and on the 
island of Gotland (Sjögren 2003, fig. 1:2) with two exceptions: Falbygden 
in Västergötland and the Alvastra area in Östergötland. On the other hand 
there are the gallery-graves found both in the interior and along the coast 
(Johansson 1961, fig. 3). Not only Småland but also the entire inland region 
of Götaland more or less lacks the presence of dolmens and passage-graves, 
and of all the megalithic monuments in Sweden the gallery-graves are in the 
majority. They are found in the Götaland landscape, in Värmland, Närke, 
Uppland, and on the islands of Öland and Gotland.

In the county of Kronoberg gallery-graves are the only type of megalithic 
monument, and prior to the introduction of these there was no megalith 
tradition present in this area. The influx in southern Småland was, however, 
quite considerable and 609 of the registered ancient remains in Kronoberg 
County are gallery-graves or sites of destroyed or removed gallery-graves. 
If we also include the number registered as uncertain but possible gallery- 
grave remains we can add another 179. Most of the gallery-graves are loca-
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red in the parish of Göteryd and along the boundaries of the Hallaryd, 
Pjätteryd and Hamneda parishes, in the southern regions of Kronoberg 
County (Ryberg 1990, fig. 3).

Göteryd Parish, with its 119 registered gallery-grave sites, is quite clearly 
the most affluent gallery-grave area with the largest number of sites regis

vanem

VätterrfBohuslän Falbygden

Orust

Fig. 2. Distribution ofdolmens and passage-graves. After Sjögren 2003 fig. 1:2.
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Fig. 3. Dis

tribution of 

gallery-graves. 

After Johansson 

1961 fig. 3.

tered within a restricted area of Sweden. From comparisons of the location 
in the landscape, the size of the cists and, if necessary, the cairns around 
these, as well as comparisons of the orientation of the cists, some under
standing might be gained of how this gallery-grave-affluent area operated 
in relation to other regions.

The Göteryd area is situated in a forested landscape in southern Småland, 
consisting of undulating moraine ridges, hills and dales with valleys and 
depressions, at a height of 104-176 m.a.s.l. One of the more prominent 
ridges, the Hallaryd ridge, is situated alongside the Helge River in a NNE- 
SSW direction and runs through the Göteryd and Hallayrd parishes down 
to the northern border of the province of Scania. The soil types in these 
parishes consist of fine silt and sandy till with stone and boulder surfaces 
included.

The largest watercourse in the area is the Helge River. West of Göteryd 
Parish, more or less parallel with the Helge Rivers upper estuary, flows the 
river Lagan, travelling west with its outlet in the Laholm Bay, in southern 
Halland. Both the Lagan and the Helge Rivers have most likely functioned
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as transportation and communication routes, and as such Göteryd has been 
connected to both the west and the east coast of Sweden. In the south-west
ern parts of these parishes there are several relatively large bogs. A geologi
cal and topographical comparison between Göteryd and its neighbouring 
districts shows an abundance of lakes and watercourses as well as eskers in 
Göteryd Parish. During historical times drainage of the wetlands occurred 
in these parishes and these areas have been incorporated into the arable 
land, but presumably at one time the region consisted of small lakes, and 
the gallery-graves might have been situated next to these at the time they 
were built. In spite of the obvious proximity between the wetlands and the 
gallery-graves I am not inclined to give this aspect too much attention since 
there are regions in southern Kronoberg with wetlands where no gallery- 
graves are registered (Ryberg 1991, figs. 4, 5). What should be taken into 
consideration is the fact that this type of area, with its topographical di
versity, has proffered a wide variety of resources worthy of exploitation. As 
Hyenstrand has pointed out, southern Småland, which he calls the ‘gallery- 
grave centre’, provides good conditions for a mixed economy (Hyenstrand 
1984:49). Hyenstrand also mentions that one of the reasons for the different 
geographical locations of gallery-graves in the entire country could have 
been the utilisation of different resources within the varied topographical 
areas (ibid 1984:54). Kronoberg County, with its wetlands and watercourses, 
has been a rich and varied resource area, not just allowing for the develop
ment of hunting-gathering economies but even potentially prosperous for 
certain farming activities, for example livestock and plant cultivation.

Analysis of the registered gallery-graves in Göteryd Parish indicates that 
these often appear as solitary features in the landscape rather than in clus
ters. There are some exceptions, however, and in a few instances two or 
three gallery-graves can be seen quite close to each other, within view. The 
majority of gallery-graves in Göteryd are found on larger or smaller moraine 
hills. They are not situated at the highest point in the landscape but are 
still visible at a distance. Today there are several gallery-graves almost hid
den in forested areas, but this was not the case when they were constructed 
and in use. Die graves ought to have been visible, if not in all directions 
then at least from some, depending on the terrain. Proximity to lakes and 
watercourses could have been of significance, not only because these were
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resources but also because of the potential for communication between 
different populations/regions. It is primarily via movement over distance, 
through mobility, that new thoughts and ideas take hold.

New thinking - new graves

The practice of constructing large burial monuments meant a great change 
in the ways burial practices were dealt with. To build a gallery-grave, with 
all that this entails in terms of obtaining raw material and transporting it, 
required a strong social community and demanded organisation of the 
group in question. The differences are vast if we compare gallery-grave con
struction with burial in a simple pit in the ground. Christopher I illey has 
argued this in a discussion concerning the transition from the Mesolithic 
to the Early Neolithic in southern Scandinavia where the practice changed 
from burial in a pit to the construction of the first megalithic monuments 
(1996:73). I believe that this can also be argued in the case of the Göteryd 
area during transition from the Middle Neolithic to the Late Neolithic, 
because in this region other megalith traditions were not introduced. Here 
it seems there was a direct change from earth burials to the building of gal
lery-graves. The construction of the grave became an inherent part of the 
social relations within the different settlement groups.

The occurrence of this burial practice, i.e., burial inside a room con
structed of stone, entailed an entirely new way of thinking and marked the 
introduction of a new feature in the Late Neolithic landscape in southern 
Småland. The gallery-grave seems to appear as a phenomenon with obvious 
consequences for peoples perception of the world. The actual treatment of 
the dead, i.e., placing them inside a stone room and covering it with a stone 
cairn, is an action which must be seen in relation to inhumation practices, 
where the deceased is buried underground in a pit with or without some 
kind of marker. There is not much evidence of this particular burial practice 
in the county of Kronberg, but the differences between the two practices 
suggest that they are both different expressions of ways to understand what 
happens after death, on the other side’.

The construction of gallery-graves could also be a way of expressing col
lective affinity. Are these graves perhaps signs of kinship or family relations?
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Welinder believes this is probable, and he has argued that in some parts of 
the country each family would have had its own gallery-grave (1998:20z). 
Working from the premise that this is a burial custom where the connec
tions between homesteads (families) and graves can be discerned is, how
ever, not entirely risk free. Even if the number of gallery-graves in Göteryd 
Parish is great in relation to other areas, it is difficult to make an assessment 
as to whether these graves reflect the population living in this region at that 
time. If this is not the case and only a small proportion of the population 
was buried in the gallery-graves, then the question is whether the remaining 
population was laid to rest in earth burials, around or in close proximity to 
the visible gallery-grave cairns. The material necessary to prove this is lack
ing so these questions will, at present, have to remain unanswered.

The placing of grave markers could also be connected to the resource 
areas being utilised, or the positioning of them could have functioned as 
boundary markers or markers for centres/central regions. The actual grave 
design is not to be connected to specific resources as such but rather was 
meant to mark the area chosen for settlement and for burial purposes.

The appearance and orientation of the grave

The archaeologist Knut Kjellmark, who during the first half of the 20th 
century was also a school inspector in Kronoberg County, spent a great deal 
of time studying the gallery-graves in the region. Kjellmark carried out ap
proximately 70 excavations and restorations of gallery-graves in many parts 
of the county, and from these projects there are numerous reports describ
ing in detail the work carried out (1932—40). Four of the excavated cists are 
located in the parish of Göteryd. According to Kjellmark, a gallery-grave 
can be between 3 and 6 metres long, and between 0.9 and 1 metre wide. The 
covering cairn has a diameter of 15 to 20 metres. The height of the cairn is 
seldom less than 2 metres, and the height of the standing stones is usually 
around 1.5 metres. Analysis of the present-day register for gallery-graves, in 
Kronoberg County as well as in Göteryd, including those recently surveyed, 
showed that the size of the graves and even the cairns had become difficult 
to determine. This is mainly because many of the stones had been removed 
from the majority of the cairns. Some ‘stone-settings’ and cairn foundations
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have of course survived so the diameter can usually be measured, but judg
ing the height is more problematical. Cairn stones have often been used 
for other activities throughout time (e.g., building stone walls, crushed and 
used for patching up holes in the road, etc.) leaving only the cairn founda
tion. The visible diameters of the cairn/foundations are between 6 and 23 
metres, and the visible height is today measured at one metre but in most 
cases even lower. From Kjellmark’s descriptions the cairns have been higher 
than the gallery-grave, i.e., the roof slabs have been covered by the cairn 
stones (Kjellmark 1911:94). The height of the wall slabs also seems to be 
much lower than in Kjellmark’s descriptions, but this could be due to the 
fact that these walls were often dug down and the cairn stones as well as the 
filling in the burial chamber covered the lower part of the slabs.

The gallery-graves in Kronoberg County can be divided into three size 
groups: up to three metres; between three and six metres; and over six metres. 
The width of the cists has not been separated into groups because the same 
width variation, between 0.75 and 2.0 metres, appears in all three size groups. 
It is also more relevant to categorise after length than width when assessing

Fig. 4. Details of the gallery-grave cairns with the pit and cist slabs visible. RAÄ158 

Göteryd Parish. Both the gallery-grave and the cairn have a N—S orientation. Picture 

taken facing north. Photo by Ewa Ryberg. RAA.

194 Dealing with the Dead



the gallery-graves because the basic shape is characteristically rectangular. Of 
all the gallery-graves in Kronoberg County information is available for 56 % of 
them, and these can be placed into the following groups: 51 large (16,5 %), 220 
medium (71 %) and 38 small (12,5 %). Of all the Göteryd gallery-graves infor
mation is available with regard to the length of 33 of the 119 cists and these are 
divided as follows: 8 large (24.5 %), 23 medium (69,5 %) and 2 small (6 %).

The length of the cists is difficult to judge because either one or both 
gables are missing, and in many cases some of the long side wall stones are 
missing, too. The question, however, is whether gable stones have been 
present at all? Perhaps both or one of the ends has purposely been left open, 
i.e., as an entrance into the grave. If we assume that one end has been left 
open to form an entrance, then the orientation of the burial chamber be
comes of greater importance. The orientation could possibly have been an 
indicator of the direction to/from the entrance of the grave. In several cases, 
both in Göteryd Parish and in the county of Kronoberg, there are preserved 
gable stones at both ends so it is likely that both varieties have occurred.

The orientation of the gallery-graves is judged from the length axis of 
the cist. Usually there is only one pit in the cairn where one or several cist 
stones are visible, and in most instances it is not possible to read any orien
tation direction based on the positioning of these slabs. In these cases the 
pit direction is used to determine a possible direction (fig. 4). Stefan Bergh 
points out (1995:125) that burial monuments are often associated with the 
idea that a particular compass direction, for example, is indicated by the 
position of the sun at a particular time. Jonathan Lindström maintains 
that the orientation of prehistoric monuments from the same time period 
is quite often similar and that this presumably indicates some meaning in 
common (1997:123). To some extent I do agree, but I would also like to 
emphasise that interpreting the significance of the direction is a debatable 
point — it could for instance indicate the direction of the ancestral home or 
just as easily even express the possibility of resurrection or ‘moving on into 
another world. I want to assume that the orientation of the burial cham
ber/gallery-grave was important at the time of construction, but afterwards, 
when observing the actual burial cairn, its orientation is not experienced 
as all that significant. At this juncture it is rather its visibility in the local 
topography that determines how it is understood.
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I have been fortunate enough to examine all the known gallery-graves in 
Göteryd, and 38 of these are exposed in all directions. The others are vis
ible in one or several determined directions. None of the surveyed gallery- 
graves was completely hidden in the landscape, but some have been affected 
by the present-day landscape conditions and are now surrounded by trees 
and bushes. Todays vegetation prevents visibility to the monuments and as 
such only visiblity from the monuments is taken into consideration here.
I do, however, believe that these two directions of visibility are equally im
portant (Ryberg 2004).

With regard to the paired gallery-graves where the direction of the cists 
can be determined the same orientation is present in both, for those located 
in close proximity to each other and for those that have a certain visible dis
tance. In the entire gallery-grave material in Göteryd there are differences in 
the orientation between the gallery-graves, but I do believe that the paired 
graves have affected each other. These could have been built concomitantly, 
or the presence of one could have determined the direction ot the other at 
its time of construction.

Analysis of the measurable gallery-graves in the county of Kronoberg 
has enabled the orientation of the cists to be divided into eight groups: 
N-S, NNE-SSW, NE-SW, ENE-WSW, W-E, WNW-ESE, NW-SE and 
NNW— SSE. Information is available for 464 gallery-graves, and 82 cists are 
of unknown orientation. The majority of the gallery-graves, 311 (67 % of 
464), are found in the groups N—S and NNE-SSW. For the Göteryd gal
lery-graves there are orientation details for 71 of the 119 registered. Ihese are 
exclusively found in the groups N—S (20), NNE-SSW (26) and NE—SW 
(22), with the exception of three which had a NNW—SSE direction. Based 
on these results it would appear that there is a clear tendency towards an 
orientation of NNE-SSW.

The visual
What we see today is often a demolished (disturbed) cairn with an oblong 
pit in the middle and a few slab fragments jutting out of the cairn stones. 
How the monument is experienced in the landscape is entirely dependent 
upon the circumstances of the observer approaching it. Both the landscape
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Fig. 5. Gallery-grave cairn, RAA 158, in Göteryd Parish. Photographed on two occa

sions: April1997and October 1999. Both photographs are taken towards the west.

Photos by Ewa Ryberg. RAA.

and the monument are experienced solely from each observer’s individual 
perspective, which is influenced by the observers relation to the grave, the 
season of the year and the reasons that bring the observer to that particular
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place. In other words, experience of the burial monument changes from one 
time to another, and the experiences of one observer are different from oth
ers. I personally experienced this when I visited the site of one gallery-grave 
on two separate occasions with an interval of several years in-between (fig. 
5). Without the concealing vegetation and in bright sunshine one spring day 
the burial cairn appeared clear and distinct and gave an incredibly monu
mental impression. About two years later, during an autumn visit, the pic
ture was quite different. The forested area had been cleared, and concealing 
grassy vegetation had replaced it. The burial cairn now stood more or less 
hidden and was hard to locate at a distance. Had the area around the gal
lery-grave, during the time it was in use, been kept clear?

We must bear in mind that our ways of perceiving and even interpret
ing these monuments today are most likely different from but also can be 
similar to how they were understood during the times they were used. In 
some ways they can perhaps be regarded as sculptures, constructed by peo
ple and placed in the landscape (Tilley 1996:1930. The positioning of the 
burial cairn enhances the visualisation of the site and allows it to be under
stood as something more than what nature has to offer.

It is possible to say that the gallery-graves with their covering cairns in 
general, and Kronoberg County (Göteryd Parish) in particular, adopted 
elements from the surrounding landscape. The Göteryd area consists of an 
undulating landscape containing a large amount of stone. In the area there 
are innumerable more or less prominent raised surfaces, and it is on these 
that most of the gallery-graves are situated. Not every raised surface has its 
own grave, but through the selected positioning of these graves each one 
seems to cover a vast area and can in this way be seen as a marker, an eye- 
catcher in the landscape.

The grave — the final home?

In contemporary Western society great importance is placed on how we live. 
Our houses differ quite considerably (both inside and out) depending upon 
who lives in them. Our burial practices follow a more uniform pattern. The 
body can be cremated or placed in a coffin which is buried in the ground. 
The grave can be quite unobtrusive and the grave marker is usually removed
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after only a relatively short period of time. How our ancestors thought and 
behaved in connection with death and funerals is difficult to say, but the 
constructing of a burial chamber during the Neolithic — a grave that had 
a very visible position in the landscape, which people used - probably had 
a quite different meaning than graves of today. This very solid monument 
caught the eye and made death (and life?) possible to ‘see’.

Summary

The distribution of the gallery-graves is different from the distribution 
of dolmens and passage-graves. There are gallery-graves in the whole of 
southern Sweden, both on the coast and in the interior, and they can also 
be found in the provinces of Värmland, Närke, Uppland as well as on the 
islands of Oland and Gotland. There are a large number of gallery-graves 
in the county of Kronoberg in Småland, and this type of megalith is the 
first and only megalithic monument established in this area. Göteryd in the 
south of this county has the greatest number of gallery-graves. These are 
understood as an expression of a new way of thinking and of new ideas that 
found their way into the resource-abundant inland region that Kronoberg 
County then comprised. With their positioning in the landscape these gal
lery-graves became focal points and functioned as markers of the resource 
areas and/or kinship territories. Constructing these graves also became part 
of the shared affinity, and through their positioning in the terrain the graves 
were made visible to both the locals and the passing travellers. Visibility 
was enhanced by the orientation and position in the landscape. The monu
mental was emphasised by placing them on the moraine ridges that were 
prominent in the landscape, too. The gallery-graves were rarely constructed 
on the crown of a hill, but this did not affect visibility over large areas. The 
orientation has been shown to be relatively similar, and the majority of cists 
have their length axis in a NNE—SSW direction. The compass directions 
as well as an affinity with the ancestors might have been of significance for 
the positioning of the graves. The gallery-grave, or rather the gallery burial, 
is part of what we cannot see or touch, namely that which is human and 
in our thoughts.
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The Dead in the Hills
REFLECTIONS ON THE CULT OF THE DEAD IN THE LATE BRONZE 

AGE AND EARLY IRON AGE OF UPPLAND ♦ HÅKAN ASPEBORG

Introduction

The point of departure for this article is the excavation of a burial monu
ment at Forsa, Tensta Parish, in the province of Uppland. It was in con
nection with the extension of the motorway known as EuroRoute no. 4 
(E4) that a burial monument, classified as a solitary burial mound, was in 
need of investigation. During excavation it soon became apparent that what 
was archaeologically understood to be a large burial mound was in fact a 
natural hill. At some time during the transition period between the early 
and the late Bronze Age a stone-setting was constructed and burials were 
placed in this very mound-like natural feature. Quite simply a choice had 
been made to make good use of the site and nature’s own work to create the 
illusion that a large mound monument had been constructed in this loca
tion. Needless to say, this unusual set of circumstances asks us to consider 
our understanding and perception of terms like ‘grave’ and ‘monument’ as 
archaeological terminology in general, and in particular asks us to reflect 
upon the underlying intentions that at one time steered decisions that ini
tiated the construction of a mound or a stone-setting.

The larger burial mounds of the Bronze Age can to some extent be ac
knowledged as collective burials. They contain traces of several burials, and 
as burial sites mounds appear to have many internal structural similarities 
with their contemporaneous but less spectacular counterparts: stone-set
tings, boulder graves and unmarked graves. Compared to the mounds these 
less spectacular monuments are much more diffuse in appearance, and in 
the province of Uppland these burial types can be found in other kinds of 
landscape spaces, primarily on moraine covered hills. In contrast to the 
mounds, however, they are not at all as visibly created.

From the written sources re-telling prehistoric myths, we know that in 
Scandinavian Iron Age society there was a deeply rooted notion that the dead
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lived their afterlives in their graves and in the hills, and one of the aims of 
this article is to link these ideas to the question of why people chose to build 
mounds and stone-settings in Uppland during this period. Furthermore I 
also believe that this notion, that the dead lived in the mounds as well as 
in the hills, has parallels with even earlier burial traditions. By building a 
mound the image of a hill where the dead were located was created, but 
with the stone-settings this image did not need to be created because these 
graves were placed directly, literally, in natural hill formations. If we work 
from the premise that the burial monument needed to be visible in the 
landscape for social reasons then further considerations arise. On the one 
hand there is the fact that hills and hillocks were not always situated next to 
important communication routes, i.e., in landscapes where the burials were 
best exposed to others. And if we surmise that it was important to combine 
religious representations with social needs then it would seem natural that, 
when the landscape did not provide a natural solution, the best thing to do 
would be to create a ‘hill’ — a very visible burial mound. On the other hand 
nothing could be better than a ‘real’ natural hill formation that could be 
modified to look like a monumental mound. In this way social needs and 
notions of the afterlife could be combined.

It is also my intention with this article to discuss the term ‘grave’. In the 
graves only a small amount of cremated bone was placed, and the question 
is: where are all the ‘missing’ bones deposited? It is presumed that the han
dling of cremated remains, in what we understand as the funeral, was only 
one part of an elaborate ritual process spatially connected to an area that 
ranged further than the site of the burial monument and burial-ground.

The burial monument

The excavations were to focus on one mound and two stone-settings on the 
edge of Tensta district (fig. i). As mentioned earlier the mound was in ac
tual fact really only a stone-setting, but the conscious choice to place it on 
the arched hillock suggests that there was an intention to make this monu
ment appear to be a large mound. For this reason the monument will for 
the duration be referred to as the mound.
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The shape and manner of burial in the two stone-settings situated nearby 
suggest that these were constructed during the early Iron Age. In other words 
these were later than the mound and contained only a few fragments of cre
mated bone. The mound, on the other hand, came to reveal several phases 
of use. In addition to these, next to the mound, a rock with cup marks and 
a clearance cairn from more recent times were discovered.

The graves were situated next to the old main road between two Uppland 
villages. The road has the same route today as it did in the i8'h century. 
Ravines and a rune stone indicate that the road is probably ancient, and we 
can be relatively certain that the graves were constructed with the intention 
that they should be seen from the road. More burial monuments have been 
present along the roadside, but throughout time these have been gradually 
ploughed away. A few previously unknown burial monuments have also 
been discovered, and they are situated on the crown of a forested moraine 
ridge immediately west of the burial mound discussed in this article.

Some time during the transition between the early and the late Bronze 
Age, c. 1300 to 1000 BC, the stone-setting was constructed on the natural 
hill formation (fig. 2) and it is understood that the site was deliberately cho
sen in order to give the burial a monumental appearance. It would seem 
that the first of the burials was of an earlier age than the burial at the more 
renowned, for Scandinavian archaeologists, Håga Mound that is situated 
relatively close by and dated to Period IV. As such, inspiration to create the 
illusion of a burial mound monument ought to have been found elsewhere, 
possibly in southern Scandinavia or the Östergötland plains. The cairn, 
which was the most common type of grave during the Bronze Age in this 
part of Sweden, could also have been a source of inspiration.

Pollen samples from the mound filling and the original ground surface 
beneath the mound have been analysed. When the grave was built the area 
was an enclosure with hazel and birch, and it is likely that the road passed 
by even then. One or several cremation burials are the reason for the con
struction of the stone-setting/mound, and the cremated bone from one or 
more individuals was scattered in the filling.

In the centre of the monument an adult male was buried. The burial 
practice, inhumation, implies that this occurred at the latest in the middle 
of the Bronze Age, but the artefacts found suggest that the burial of this
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Fig. 2. The mound, with the places for the different burials indicated. Graphics by 

Henrik Pihl. RAA.

man occurred as late as the transition period to the pre-Roman Iron Age, 
c. 500 BC. The man was buried in clothing that held an iron pin, and he also 
had a ceramic bowl with him in the grave. The grave had been disturbed, 
perhaps robbed, and it is quite probable that yet another central grave had 
been placed in this monument. This is implied in the flint flakes deposited 
in the grave during burial rituals.
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Furthermore the burial monument had quite definitely been opened during 
prehistoric times. This could be seen in the cranium found with the neck 
vertebrae still attached, implying that the grave must have been opened 
shortly after the burial. A short time after the inhumation one more indi
vidual, who was cremated, was placed to rest in the mound; these cremated 
bones were buried, without grave-goods, in a pit. The mound and the two 
stone-settings are only some of the burial monuments that still stand or that 
have stood in a row along the roadside, and exactly how many monuments 
there were originally we do not know. A further six burials located nearby 
were, however, excavated later on. Four of these were cremation burials that 
lacked any visible superstructure, and one cremation burial was covered by 
a large, round stone-setting. These burials were ^C-dated to the pre-Roman 
Iron Age. The sixth burial was found under a stone ball and contained an 
inhumation from the Roman Iron Age that had been raided. With the 
knowledge we have of this area today, it would seem that the natural hill 
grave is the first to have been constructed in this area. It is also this monu
ment that has been in use, as a grave, for the longest period of time.

The significance of the site

The excavation area lies in the north-eastern part of the region north of Lake 
Mälaren, where the Bronze Age settlement districts are indicated by heaps 
of fire-cracked stones. Even if the fire-cracked stone mounds are fewer than 
in the surrounding parishes they characterise, together with the cairns, the 
picture of ancient remains for this time and region. Furthermore this area 
is situated outside what is understood to be the ‘Uppland rock carving re
gion’, but in spite of this there are a small number of locations with cup 
marks in the Tensta district. In connection with the road work a large Bronze 
and Iron Age settlement site was also excavated at the nearby Ryssgärdet 
(Eriksson 2004), and although the burials in the mound being discussed 
lacked a wealth of grave-goods the gold found at the Ryssgärdet settlement 
implies that this Bronze Age community was prosperous (Eriksson 2004). 
Concomitant with the settlement site excavations, a special survey of the 
area was carried out whereby a ship carving and cup marks were discovered.
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Several stray finds have also been recovered in the area, for example simple 
shaft-hole axes and flint daggers.

In many cultures around the world and throughout time graves are re
markably often constructed along the side of roads (Rudebeck 2002:183!!). 
There are several possible explanations for this, such as various practical mat
ters and communicative aspects, but these can hardly be the only reasons. In 
many parts of Sweden the early flat-earth burial-grounds are found alongside 
the older main roads crossing the landscape (see Fernholm 1982:64), but if 
the graves were not marked, in a way that can be recognised by us, then these 
cannot have functioned as expressions of social communication for people 
outside the local community. One issue often debated when the relation 
between burial monuments and roads is discussed is the matter of which 
was constructed first. Only a few meagre traces of prehistoric roads exist in 
Uppland and these are primarily ravines, but there are several examples of 
how burials are placed alongside them. One of the most impressive can be 
seen close to the Uppsala ridge where a vast ravine system passes by ordinary 
everyday burials as well as large mounds and spectacular burial-grounds. At 
one burial-ground and road excavation the layer sequencing showed that 
the road had been in use before the Roman Iron Age (Biörnstad 1958). On 
the other hand burial-grounds that began during the Late Neolithic were 
also present along this same road (Gräslund 1961). So in spite of the early 
age the question remains as to whether the graves are earlier than the road 
or vice versa.

It would seem that the Tensta grouped burials along the road follow an 
Uppland Bronze Age tradition. The visible monuments are spread out but 
still clustered in small groups and proportionally distributed if the burial 
sites are to be understood as patterns in the landscape. All together the burial 
sites appear to belong to an ideologically significant coherent burial-ground 
complex (see Schönbeck 1959).

It is therefore quite possible that the graves and especially the large 
mound were constructed to be seen by those passing along the road. The 
monument’s position can be perceived as a starting point for the visuali
sation of the myths inherent to this local area and the local people. The 
burial monument became a symbolic image, demonstrating how the land
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was taken into possession and developed. The large monument makes a 
very obvious landmark for travellers, telling them that they had arrived in 
a specific district. Perhaps the mound in this way served some judicial func
tion, quite simply signalling who had the rights to the land by pledging 
allegiance to the buried. Through the construction of the grave the living 
created very visible evidence of ownership, and all who passed through the 
district would see the monument and know that the land was taken. In 
early societies the resources are usually perceived as owned if improved by 
an individual (Earle 1991:97), and if the burial monument was to function 
as an instrument of ownership it had to be visible to all.

The graves are situated on the district border and in a liminal position 
bearing in mind the relationship between the infields and the outlying lands. 
The question is whether the location for the monument was chosen to sym
bolically represent the border between the cultivated and the wild, between 
the living and the dead. In this way the monument becomes a crossing, 
a place where different roads meet. The grave also led the way to another 
existence, and as such its positioning becomes logical in the prehistoric 
cult of past because in the grave the road continues through the world of 
the humans and out of it. From this perspective the buried may have been 
regarded as the guardians of the district and the homesteads, symbolically 
keeping watch whilst standing next to the thoroughfare of the living. From 
here the dead frighten intruders and protect against the natural dangers of 
the hinterlands and beyond, where spirits and souls threaten to take pos
session of land and people.

The grave could also be used to express status, declare genealogies and the 
prevailing power relations in the district, but in general these large monu
ments are markers with claims to the land visible for all that move along the 
road, whether human or supernatural beings. The remains of the past have 
at all times been used to legitimise contemporary ideas (Burström 1996:25), 
and the destruction of older remains is an indication that the old order of 
things no longer applies, just as the abandonment of a burial site reflects a 
distancing from a particular past (Strömberg 2005:231).

From Germanic and Old Norse literature it is apparent that memory and 
posthumous reputation were important aspects of life during the Iron Age. 
This can be seen, for example, in the familiar verse 72 in Havamdl where
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it is written, “Seldom such giant stone can be seen along the road, if not 
kinsmen did erect.” Perhaps things were similar in the Bronze Age as well, 
because the building of large monuments out of imperishable materials fits 
in well with such ideas. The unmarked graves that also existed at this time 
seem more difficult to link with the same set of ideas, but it would seem that 
these unmarked graves in Uppland were often placed in very specific land
scape formations, i.e., on high boulder frequency hills. It is quite feasible 
that entire hills could be regarded in ways similar to an individual mound 
monument. Ihe hill in itself was a revered place. These graves were also 
placed along communication routes, such as watercourses and roads, with 
affection, in analogy with the information found in written sources; when 
travelling through the landscape one was reminded of the dead and their 
deeds by the giant stones standing alongside the road. To travel through 
space was also a journey through time and memory, and even a representa
tion of histories and world-views as portrayed in the central myths.

Ancient remains like the buildings and spectacular natural formations 
hold narrative qualities that are surely always at work but where meaning, 
needless to say, transforms over time (see Burström 1996). The burial mound 
discussed here is a good example to illustrate how memory constructions 
and stories lose their contemporary relevance and how as a consequence 
the ancient remains are forgotten. It is feasible that the monument and 
the grave ‘lost’ their function in connection with a raid and that this was 
intentional. The actual site for the grave can also have been ascribed with 
a religious function long before the burial site was constructed, a meaning 
that the actual burial and erection of the monument enhanced and to a 
certain extent altered (see also Bradley 2000).

Anders Kaliff has studied burial and cult sites that were constructed using 
moraine ridges, which in turn were consciously transformed through the 
construction of large stone-packing layers. He has suggested that embed
ded in this burial practice, during the late Bronze Age and early Iron Age, 
was an understanding that stone was the dwelling place of the soul (Kaliff 
i997:io8ff). Furthermore there is a story in the Ynglinga Saga about King 
Sveigdir that confirms how ideas about stones existed in the North during 
the Iron Age. According to the saga, the king went in search of the home 
of the gods and was invited by a dwarf to walk into a stone so that he could
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meet with Odin. The king walked in and disappeared. This story illustrates 
that not only the road to the realm of the dead but also the passage to the 
realm of the gods can be found in stones (Davidson 1968: 194). Moreover, 
medieval provincial laws banned the belief in stones, which suggests that 
the belief might be connected to a very ancient concept. It has also been 
suggested that a belief in stones and the understanding that burial mounds 
are doors or channels to the realm of the dead may have origins in some col
lective idea belonging to the Indo-European cultures (Kaliff & Oestigaard 
2004). During the late Iron Age similar conceptions existed in Scandinavia. 
From the written sources it is possible to read of several conceptions about 
life after death. In one the dead lived on in the burial mounds with their 
possessions, just like living in houses; and in another the kingdom of the 
dead was in the hills (Davidson 1968:65).

In the Icelandic literature there are several examples of how families 
believed that they would live in some particular mountain or hill close to 
home after death. This notion was connected to specific places and indicates 
the significance of kinship during the late Iron Age (Davidson 1968:87). 
The idea that the soul fled to special sacred mountains is also evident in 
the Saarni tradition (Mulk 1994:125). That the magnificent mountains of 
Iceland and the mountainous regions of the Scandinavian Peninsula have 
been linked to ideas about the sacred is easy to understand, but that simi
lar ideas should have existed on the plains of Uppland seems perhaps less 
likely to the modern-day observer.

Definition and terminology

The question is whether it mattered to the people of prehistory if a burial 
was placed in a natural formation that looked like a mound, or if it had 
to be placed in a monument built by human hand. Personally I believe 
that what was seen (as important) was the shape. The above-mentioned 
Icelandic examples imply that similar conceptions and cults were con
nected to both the built mounds and to natural hills or mountains. This 
does not of course mean that the significance of the actual actions required 
for constructing a mound or transforming or ‘improving’ a hill should be 
toned down. Terje Gansum has, for example, suggested that the building
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of a burial monument can be seen as a burial gift in itself (Gansum 2002), 
and Joakim Goldhahn has emphasised the role of construction in the burial 
ritual (Goldhahn 1999:208).

These visible burial monuments were also surrounded by numerous 
unmarked graves during the Bronze and Iron Ages, and graves of this type 
were usually situated in burial-grounds on high boulder frequency hills. The 
burial-grounds are widespread far beyond the borders of Uppland, and I 
believe that these environments had the same ‘function’ and were perceived 
in the same way as the individual burial mounds. The structural similarities 
suggest that they emanate from the same conceptions. These characteristic 
natural formations with very diffuse burial-grounds, for example the ones 
at nearby Kyrsta (Engström et al. 2002:26) and Fullerö, could have been 
perceived in the same way as the mound in Forsa where at least three bur
ied individuals rest (Häringe Frisberg 2002:26) (fig. 3). Gundela Lindman 
has discussed the internal structural similarities between the West Götaland 
flat earth burial-grounds and the individual stone-settings. Here there is 
one example of a stone-setting monument containing 29 graves (Lindman 
1993) and Lindman notes that this burial monument and burial practice are 
not at all unique. Another archaeological example is the strange ‘burial tell’ 
that was excavated in Varnhem in the province of Västergötland (Elfstrand 
1983). Here graves from the Bronze Age, the Roman Iron Age and the late 
Iron Age have been piled on top of each other in such a way that, after a 
while, only a few monuments remained visible. These appeared to have 
been constructed on a natural hill in the landscape, but in actual fact the 
entire hill was built up of burials.

The reasoning and examples above show that we as archaeologists find 
it hard to define what we mean when we use the term ‘grave’ qualitatively. 
From the examples a paradox is clear. On the one hand there are burial- 
grounds that have obviously been constructed in such a way that, to an ob
server, these look like individual monuments, whilst at the same time there 
is an abundance of burial-grounds with many small and diffuse monuments 
that do not contain any burials at all.

Perhaps the conscious transformation of a natural hill into a mound at 
Forsa and the diffuse stone-setting burial-grounds in Uppland can be ac
knowledged as comparable to the later day Roman columbarium, i.e., col
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lective burial sites for ordinary people that lacked status or the means to 
erect their own individual monuments. The large monuments were reserved 
for the aristocracy, and the neighbouring Håga Mound - in contrast to the 
natural hill at Forsa - is an example of such an aristocratic monument.

The early Bronze Age burial monuments are, as a rule, collective buri
als; that is, they contain several buried individuals (Nilsson 1987:85) and as 
such they become a continuation of the late Neolithic tradition of collective 
burial in gallery-graves. Even with the lack of grave-goods, monuments of 
the type excavated at Forsa have more internal similarities to the Neolithic 
megalith graves than to the aristocratic Bronze Age burial mounds with 
comprehensive burial assemblages. This leads naturally to the question of 
whether or not the secondary burials of the late Bronze Age and early Iron 
Age in mounds, cairns and stone-settings should be regarded as conscious 
acts based on an idea that the monument was a collective grave. What this 
collective represented at the Forsa Mound could not be determined from 
the osteological evidence, but in spite of this it is highly probable that the 
buried represented different generations of a family or household.

Bone deposits and burial practice

It is a well-known fact that the graves built during the period from the late 
Bronze Age to the early Iron Age do not correspond to the total number of 
living individuals. The graves are quite simply too few. Needless to say, how 
the other individuals were buried is a question that has been deliberated for 
quite some time. Have the bodies been treated differently, buried in places 
so that they are next to impossible to find, or buried in locations where the 
bones have perished naturally? Whether only certain individuals were given 
the privilege of a burial whilst others lacked the rights to be buried, has also 
been debated. The scattered bones in the mound at Forsa and the odd frag
ments in the stone-settings nearby are examples of bone placed in graves that 
represent only a small proportion of the cremated. Where the rest ended up 
has also been diligently discussed, and it has been suggested that the majority 
of bones were never buried at all. It has also been proposed that they were 
crushed and ground, deposited in water, scattered on the fields or in pits at 
settlement sites (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2004:85) or even deposited in dwelling
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houses (Carl ie 2004:i43f). If analogy with written sources is to be considered 
illustrative, then Odin’s instructions for burial ritual in Heimskringla ought 
to be mentioned. Here it is stipulated that the ashes should be scattered in 
the lake or buried in the earth, and this clearly indicates that burial might 
occur in a variety of ways. Evidence that bones from the same individual 
have been buried in several different places has been found in a neighbour
ing Uppland burial-ground, and it is therefore quite feasible that parts of 
the bone material were deposited outside the burial-ground. From the Old 
Norse literature the story of Halfdan Svarte is perhaps the best example of 
a body being buried in several places. People from different parts of the 
country wanted to have the king buried in their own region, and in order 
to solve this problem the body was divided into four parts and subsequently 
buried in one mound in each shire (Davidson 1968:100).

To allow the deceased’s body to be dismembered and the bones scat
tered in different places could also indicate that there has been a belief and 
desire to have the ancestors watch over all aspects of the lives of the living, 
the family and society.

At two settlements close to the mound at Forsa human skeletal remains 
were found (Ostling 2003; Eriksson 2004), and in both cases these were 
cranial fragments. It has been suggested that the human bones found at 
settlement sites without any further known context could be the bones 
of slaves whose remains were treated like refuse and that the human bone 
found in fire-cracked stone mounds could be interpreted in the same way. 
Another possible interpretation is that the bone found in settlement contexts 
is related to an ancestor cult, where the bone has been purposely deposited 
at the homesteads as relics whilst the other skeletal remains lie buried in 
other places, for example in a mound or stone-setting. Bone could also be 
deposited in places of significance to the dead whilst they were still alive, 
and as such these were also important to the living.

Skeletal remains at settlement sites are also interesting in that they appear 
as mere fragments, and this suggests that the corpse has been treated in a 
number of separate stages and that the corpse has been allowed to decay. If 
we take into consideration that the skeletal parts found in settlement site 
contexts are not cremated, this could also imply that not all parts of the 
body were cremated.
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The biography of the burial mound

In prehistoric Scandinavian society there were no priesthoods or institu
tions that continually reproduced a normative image of the world or pro
vided a unified ritual praxis for people dwelling in a large region (Sundqvist 
2004:146). This does not, however, imply that there were no religious, myth
ical or ritual ideas and themes spread throughout large regions that with 
time would become ideologically stable. Needless to say this was the case, 
but clearly defined, specific regional and local practices for burial ritual also 
existed because the myths and the content of religious ideas were interpreted 
in different ways in the different districts. Much of what was documented 
at the burial mound at Forsa is connected to the burial practice found in 
larger regions, but there are also local deviations from the normative in the 
monuments. For this reason analysis of material like that recovered from the 
mound at Forsa is important to our understanding of the local traditions 
and the ‘small’ societal structures of the Bronze Age and early Iron Age.

The main aim of burial ritual was always to lead the soul of the deceased 
to its rightful place and to create stability in the social organisation. The 
various elements of ritual have certainly always been complex and many ele
ments have not left any traces. It is therefore usual that the variation in burial 
practice, of each individual, is the ritual action most debated with regard 
to the interpretation of graves and burial-grounds, because it is this action 
that is most obvious in the material. When it comes to cremation burials, 
the organisation and the location of the cremation event itself is yet another 
event to be discussed in connection with the rites and burial of the dead. In 
addition to this the significance of the grave-goods is discussed, and like
wise the sacrifice of people and animals and the ritual crushing of cremated 
bone (Kaliff 1997:88). Generally speaking, however, only a very small frac
tion of all the rites that took place can be dealt with from an archaeological 
perspective. From ancient texts it is possible to read that the time between 
death and burial was filled with many rites. The time between death and 
burial as stated in the Iliad and I bn Fadlan is approximately ten days, and 
these days were filled with rites and a variety of burial preparations. To find 
traces of such preparations is a challenge for archaeology; needless to say an 
understanding of such rituals would in turn provide better understanding
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of prehistoric peoples perception of the world. In many cultures death is 
perceived as a drawn out process rather than a sudden event, and often it 
can take some time before a person who has died is finally buried. There can 
be various reasons for this, both practical and/or religious. Archaeological 
evidence of the ritual removal of flesh from the bones and burial before 
cremation does exist, and there is also evidence to suggest that what we 
often interpret as plundering has in fact been the re-opening of graves as 
part of the burial custom (Wikborg 1996:111). The intentions have been to 
collect both artefacts and skeletal parts, and presumably these actions have 
been connected to beliefs in reincarnation, matters of heritage and ances
tral worship (Steinland 2002:95). 1° many cultures the actual burials are so 
elaborate that these have to be delayed purely for economic reasons, as was 
the case amongst the nobility in Sweden during the 17th century, but burial 
may also have demanded that the preparation time was long.

In the Icelandic Sagas the funeral feast is presented as an important ele
ment of ritual, and it is during such festivities that the dead are honoured. 
At the same time it is during this feast that the heirs collect their inherit
ance. In the 'rit de passage’ of death this was the final phase of the burial 
ceremony and after this life returned to normal (van Gennep 1977). There 
are other ritual feasts connected with burial, for example cannibalism, 
which appears to have occurred in Uppland during the Bronze Age. At any 
rate this is indicated by finds of marrow-split human bone from the Håga 
Mound (Almgren 1905).

Needless to say the graves did not cease to have a function in society af
ter the burial ceremony. The monuments were given new functions instead. 
In the Uppland society of the late Bronze Age and early Iron Age the buri
als were most likely places for cult practices, for establishing contact with 
other worlds in order to gather information. As mentioned earlier, and as 
suggested in the ancient written sources, the idea that the dead lived in the 
mounds has a long history and is presumably just as old as the idea that the 
dead continued to live their lives inside the burial mounds (Davidson 1968). 
But where do these ideas come from? Based on the archaeological material 
it is feasible to suggest that these notions were born out of what were very 
ancient ideas already during the Iron Age, and perhaps their most obvious 
metaphorical link between life and death and dwelling and burial can be
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found in the evidence of Stone Age mortuary houses and the late Bronze 
Age house-urns. At the Broby site in Uppland, which is relatively close to 
the mound at Forsa, there are cult houses (Viktor 2002) as well as huts or 
‘mortuary houses’ (Schönbäck 1959:78).

The idea that burial monuments and burial-grounds were places of an
cestor worship is also old, and the connection to mounds and hills has been 
much discussed. With regard to the inhumations in the mounds it would 
also seem that notions of reincarnation existed (Davidson 1968:113). Olaf 
Geirstadadålf was reborn as Olaf the Sacred (Davidson i968:ff), and in the 
book of Flateyar the story of horstein Uxafotr implies a belief in rebirth 
when a child in the coming generation is named after the one believed to 
be living in a burial mound. The burial mound is, in these cases, only a 
temporary residence for the soul to rest in until a new body is available.

That the mound could be a location for cult practices and a fertility sym
bol sacrificed to is shown in, for example, the story in the Ketil Saga where 
King Framarr worshiped a sacrificial mound ‘of season, or how Bodmóder 
who lived near a ‘wealthy mound’ each year sacrificed to it for good honour 
(Davidson 1968:104). In Scandinavian folklore beings such as fairies and 
elves are particularly associated with mounds (Davidson 1968:111) and elves 
are linked to both the dead and fertility. Based on analysis of locations in 
Östergötland, Anders Kaliff has suggested that elves are sometimes con
nected to the function of the cup marks in burial ritual (Kaliff 1997: mff), 
and the cup marks close to the burials at Forsa suggest that the same ideas 
might have existed in Uppland.

The deceased’s character is sometimes known in sources as Draugr. 
This character appears to have been a guardian of the treasures buried in 
the mound but is mentioned primarily in connection with the fact that it 
creates havoc for the living. With regard to the burial mound at Forsa the 
question remains as to whether the buried man was meant as a sentinel of 
the mound, but because the grave was robbed, or in any case re-opened, 
it is not possible to verify archaeologically whether or not he was guard
ing the material treasures. It is also possible that he was buried in order to 
protect the mound from intruders. The position of the grave at the side of 
the road leading into the village also makes this interpretation seem feasi
ble. Yet another hypothesis is that he was guarding the remains of the oth-
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ers buried here. The dead could also have been subject to cult practices in 
order to reveal various secrets. The custom of ‘sitting on the mound’ has 
been presumed to come from the idea that one could obtain powers and 
inspiration from the dead and also from ideas about rebirth and inheritance 
rights (Davidson 1968:119, 146).

When and why the burial mound at Forsa was abandoned and forgot
ten we do not know. It could have been connected to the raiding and to 
the establishment of new power relations, but this does not have to be the 
case. The burial mound at Forsa was in actual fact a natural hill formation 
in which a grave was placed, and the hill had consciously been formed to 
appear as a monumental burial. In this article I have viewed the mound 
from a number of different perspectives and suggested several possible in
terpretations of the meaning the mound might have had for the living, 
without for that matter intending to deliver any final conclusion or final 
truth as to how it was in fact perceived. Needless to say it is not out of the 
question that people ascribed the burials many functions and meanings 
and that these too changed over time. One interpretation of this complex 
phenomenon need not cancel another one out. Flowever, what we can be 
sure of is that the decision to use a natural hill for burial illustrates that it 
was important to make a particular shape visible to the rest of the world 
— the shape of a large burial mound.
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Wealthy Women and Absent Men
GENDER IN EARLY IRON AGE BURIAL-GROUNDS 

IN ÖSTERGÖTLAND ♦ PETRA NORDIN

Introduction

I have chosen to study burials from the early Iron Age from a post-processual, 
regional perspective (contextually and historically situated). Interpretations 
of symbols are connected to social and cultural identity, and the post-mod
ernism of post-processual theory introduced a new, more individualistic 
way to approach the material. Each study is unique, and each represents 
one interpretation amongst many other possibilities; the same phenomenon 
can be studied from different individual or group perspectives. Post-modern 
research has criticised the standpoints of earlier theoretical approaches, but 
this criticism can also be reversed. “The valueless world of postmodernism 
thus threatens to return archaeology to a strange unmediated empiricism” 
(Moore 1995:52p). At the same time as there are unique opportunities to 
describe a society from different points of view, no perspective is unprob
lematic and interpretation is subjective whichever way one chooses to look 
at it because it is historically and contextually situated, i.e., a product of 
contemporary society. In addition we must remember that what we study 
exists with or without the interpretations we apply to the archaeological 
material.

The concepts of culture, meaning 
and action - socio-cultural studies

Post-processualists emphasise culture as a non-material phenomenon; the 
archaeological material is not dead matter but an expression of symbols and 
actions that are interlinked with people as active individuals. The result is a 
dynamic social study (Hodder 1986). According to Shanks & Tilley (1982) 
the social and religious spheres can be understood as dynamic factors: sym
bols can mobilise and legitimise interests.
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Culture is something we learn, not something we have or become a member 
of (Spradley & McCurdy 1987). According to Roger M Keesing, an ideologi
cal system, that is the knowledge we share, is culture and as such it has to be 
something that people share outside their own social groups. Everyday events 
are social processes (identity relations) and not cultural events (Keesing 1985). 
Keesing (ibid) also maintains that social anthropological studies are fruitless 
if the material is not dealt with in connection to social theories. Ian Hodder 
(1984a) holds the opinion that reconstructions from different social perspec
tives are positive elements necessary to studies in both social anthropology 
and archaeology. Culture is a learnt tradition and not something static, and 
therefore its content changes character over time.

Gudeman, for his part, has criticised the concept of ‘economic man’ 
- a concept based on the idea that humans act according to patterns in 
existence today — and he speaks instead about economy as culture (local 
models) (1986:37).

Gender studies

Marx and Engels spoke about women in industrial society, and the term 
‘mode of reproduction showed the importance of woman’s role as a bearer 
of children, the children being the next generation of workers. Mauss dealt 
with exchange from a historical perspective and differentiated between gift 
exchange and trade (the markets exist parallel); accordingly, reciprocal ex
change is a game of social prestige that includes the exchange of gifts be
tween the aristocracies (Mauss 1972). According to Lévi-Strauss (1963:60!) 
women were included in trading transactions (exchange of women) but 
their status could not be reduced to symbolic signs: women talk. In Rubin’s 
view this ‘exchange of women’ is a production relation (distribution and 
exchange) that includes the property ‘human (men are also ‘trafficked’) 
and the oppression of women. Rubin argues that Lévi-Strauss ‘exchange of 
women’ is an initial step to building concepts in order to describe sexual 
systems (Rubin 1975:157(1).

Elodder, Moore and Keesing have all argued that symbols ought to be 
studied within the framework of a society, and that the gender system is a 
product of or is incorporated into social and cultural processes. Symbols

222 Dealing with the Dead



have previously been dealt with in connection with philosophies and reli
giously/ideologically linked phenomena, and as such they are used at times 
to mystify reality. But perhaps symbols ought to be studied from a socie
tal perspective, where historical situations, context and social reality are 
included. Earlier studies of culture have solely dealt with the actions and 
thoughts of men because they have had the economic and political power, 
but if studies of society include the actions and thoughts of women then a 
more comprehensive understanding of the social reality as well as the per
ceptions inherent to reality, can be achieved. Individual knowledge is de
pendent upon whether you are a man or woman, young or old, whether you 
are a priest or peripheral participant. Women give birth to children (mortal 
temporary creations). Men are associated with the ancestors (continuity). 
Logical iconic symbolism is used to carry disguised sexual meaning (Keesing 
1982; Moore 1986). In Hodder’s studies of decorated pots he showed how 
decoration is an “effective part of the active negotiation of social position 
by women” (Hodder 1984)3:59).

Moore and Hodder speak of reading texts and metaphors (cultural se
mantic approach: action as a coded language) within the frameworks of the 
people being studied, i.e, historically situated and contextual. Gender ideo
logies, however, do not mirror the true nature of gender relations (MacCor- 
mack igSouff; Moore 1986:188), and whilst Hodder focuses upon a perspec
tive that excludes distributed knowledge amongst women, Moore develops 
studies to describe womens situation (knowledge distributed even within 
the womens world) in a male dominant society. Culture studies ought to 
focus on the individual, on knowledge and power as well as on situating 
these aspects historically and contextually (Moore 1986). During the 1990s 
gender studies focused upon relational constructions directed towards rela
tions with others and these studies were based on the idea of what is shared, 
i.e., how differences complement one another, instead of emphasising the 
differences. For example, life cycles and age differences are two distinctions 
that complement one another (Moore 1994).

A ritual does not need to have one meaning but can be interpreted dif
ferently by members of a society. As Keesing discovered whilst studying a 
‘tribal’ society on the Solomon Islands, “What begins as a male focused 
procedure associated with ancestral power at the margins of the clearing is
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brought back into the clearing and the community through the ritual parti
cipation of women” (Keesing 1982:173).

Are rituals and cults (regardless of whether they are carried out by men 
or women individually or in a group) one way of dealing with differences 
and oppositions in society and/or are they dependent upon the sexual af
filiation?

Society — symbol — grave

Researchers never cease to be fascinated by studies of the material record 
of burial. When researchers organised chronologies with typologies as their 
basis these were constructed almost exclusively using burial assemblages. 
Furthermore the artefact categories were also defined in terms of male and 
female artefacts. The burial assemblages have also been used as a base in 
attempts to create a demographic understanding of the bearing capacity 
for different economical and ecological niches (extensive livestock farm
ing, intensive agricultural farming) and consequently the burial sites have 
indirectly indicated the extent of settlement. Internal and external burial 
practices are terms that have been discussed, primarily in connection with 
symbolic interpretations, and the definition of male and female graves has 
been the subject for researchers interested in reconstructing societies be
hind the symbols. These studies rest primarily upon grave assemblages and 
personal attire, but what is typically female and male?

According to Bennet, the perception of death has been more ’spiritual’ 
during the early Iron Age compared with a more corporeal’ understanding 
during the late Iron Age (Bennet 1987:185).

Early Iron Age burials

Are there changes during the transition period between the pre-Roman and 
the Roman Iron Age? Cremations and inhumations co-existed and there 
was great variation in the superstructures of the graves. During the Roman 
Iron Age large stone-settings were built, the number of inhumations in
creased, more grave-goods were deposited, and ‘badly’ constructed smaller 
stone-settings also marked burials.
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Lewis Binford presents three variables that categorise the buried’s position in 
society: treatment of the dead body (inhumation/cremation), grave-features 
(status/size, shape, material, orientation, position in relation to the settle
ment) and grave-goods (gender related) (Binford 1972:21).

Anders Kaliff (1992:89) speaks of external (superstructure) and internal 
(burial deposits) burial customs, and in his opinion the settlement material 
found in connection with graves ought to be treated as parts of ritual or 
cremation sacrifice. Ancestor worship might be an alternative explanation 
for the material presence of settlements at burial-grounds, for example ham
mer stones could be interpreted as empty early funerary globes. At some 
burial-grounds it is possible to see different kinds of treatment for the cre
mated bones. For instance at the Klinga burial-ground in the province of 
Östergötland the cremated bones were consciously ground, and this same 
practice has also been discerned at Skälv where it is likely that hammer sto
nes/grinding stones may have been used to grind the bone.

In the province of Östergötland in Sweden the burial-grounds known 
as Högby 87 and Högby 14 were excavated, and instead of the consciously 
ground bones like those found in the cremation burials at Skälv (Kaliff 
1992:72) and Klinga (Stålbom 1994:48) the cremated bones from Högby 
87 and Högby 14 were relatively whole and the amount of bone per grave 
was relatively great (Helander & Zetterlund 1998:18; Skjoldebrand 1997, 
osteological report). At Högby 87 there were five inhumations and at 
Högby 14 there were nine (three dated to the Roman Iron Age), and all 
morphologically could originate from the Roman Iron Age. Moreover the 
majority of the burials at Högby 87 and Högby 14 were interpreted as fe
male burials, and the grave-goods indicated a wealthy community. There 
was also great variation in the superstructures, but fewer types of graves 
were found in combination with the relatively intact cremation bones in 
the Högby region. Klinga and Skälv on the other hand showed less varia
tion in the superstructures and a greater variation in the burial types and 
ground cremated bone.
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Wealthy women in Östergötland

Prior to the excavation of the Högby burial-grounds a site from the late 
Iron Age had just been excavated. It had received a great deal of attention 
because the majority of the buried were women, a somewhat unusual phe
nomenon, and it was believed that the burial-ground belonged to a larger 
burial complex (where are the men?) and that there ought to be other, 
perhaps smaller and earlier, burial-grounds nearby. The burial-grounds at 
Högby 87 and Högby 14 could be part of this burial complex. A large per
centage of the burials at these two sites were female as well, unlike other 
burial sites from the early Iron Age in Östergötland. Another distinctive 
element for both these burial-grounds was the percentage of inhumations. 
Inhumations were discovered west of the river ‘Stångån’, a pattern noticed 
by Oxelstierna quite some time ago (Oxenstierna 1958).

Wealthy women, buried children, Stone Age burials, relatively large frag
ments of cremated bone (which were not symbolically ground), inhuma
tions, great variation in the superstructures and an abundance of animal 
bones in the graves - these are just a few of the characteristics discerned in 
the material.

Högby 87

Högby 87 was situated on a ridge. At the site a total of 46 burials were dis
covered, 19 of which were classified as ‘above-ground, visible, burial con
structions’. The '4C-datings indicate that the time of use was relatively short, 
c. 200 BC—AD 350, and the typological dates also indicate a use after the 
birth of Christ. As previously mentioned, when compared with other burial 
sites from the same period in Östergötland, there was great variation in the 
superstructures (11 types) whilst the variation in burial types was less. Half 
of the burials were urn cremation pits (23) but the proportion of inhuma
tions, five in all, is worth noting (there were none at Klinga and only one 
at Skälv). The inhumation burials comprised one ship-formed stone-setting 
(N—S), two boulder constructions (N—S), and one E-W oriented burial 
(head in east, facing towards the south and the opening in a ‘horseshoe’) 
in a wooden coEn covered by stone, with a superstructure in the shape of
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a double horseshoe-formed stone-stetting. The fifth inhumation is uncer
tain, but the phosphate mapping showed increased values in a rectangular 
shaped feature with an orientation of E-W (1x2 m).

Högby 14 was situated about 1 km south of Högby 87, and at this buri
al-ground 14 stone-settings, 34 cremation burials and 13 inhumations were 
excavated. The excavation report focuses upon the prestige items and con
tains an in-depth analysis of the inhumations.

At both Iron Age burial-grounds there were standing stones with kerb
stones, a rather unusual burial construction (two at Högby 87 and three at 
Högby 14). To view the standing stone as a phallus symbol and the recum
bent kerbstone as a female symbol seems very easy, and these could be inter
preted as a symbol of fertility. At Högby 87 an inhumation and a cremation 
were discovered under their respective standing stones, and neither of them 
can with certainty be connected to men. Furthermore at Högby 14 there 
were women buried under standing stones during the Roman Iron Age.

Inhumations are usually unmarked flat-ground burials (exceptions in
clude ship-like stone-settings, quadratic stone-settings, standing stones with
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Fig. 1. Florseshoe-formed stone-setting. Graphics by Marianne Grönvall, RAÄ.
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kerbstones, and horseshoe-formed stone-settings with double edge-settings 
at Högby 87). It could not be proven that the inhumations contained male 
remains but it is possible that both sexes were represented.

Osteological analysis of
the bone material from Högby 87

Analysis was carried out on bone from 46 graves in 44 features at Högby 
87. Out of a total weight of 21.5 kg only 4 kg could be identified, and of 
the 46 graves only one contained solely animal bone. In five graves the 
material was unidentifiable. Forty kinds of human bone were recovered. 
In 10 graves it was possible to determine the sex of the deceased: 7 women 
and 3 men and 10 graves with children/juveniles (under 15 years), c. 26 % 
of all the analysed burials. In 37 of the graves not only cranial bones were 
recovered but also the remains of hands and feet (the 10 child burials are 
included here). In more than half of the graves almost all body parts have 
been identified. One child and one adult were found in feature no. 18, i.e., 
a double burial, and it was the child - not the adult - that had grave-goods 
(a comb). Another double burial was found, and both these graves were 
beneath irregular stone-settings about 2.5 m in diameter. In five graves ani
mal bones were recovered and identified: dog teeth, cattle or possibly horse 
(these had not been present in the funeral pyre with the human bone) and 
in three of the burials there was bone from sheep and goat. A bovine tooth 
fragment was present as well (Skjoldebrand 1997 osteological report).

In all four cases animals have been linked to buried women. Needless to 
say the proportion of animal bones (which can be related to the buried wo
men), the proportion of child burials (both with and without superstructu
res) and the proportion of identified women in relation to men are striking. 
It should be mentioned, however, that child burials with grave-goods and 
superstructures as well as adult individuals buried without superstructures 
were also recovered at the burial-ground.
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Högby 14

Only 16 of the 34 cremations were osteologically analysed, and the analy
ses show that female burials dominated (6) whilst the remains of men were 
found in only two cremations. Two child burials and two juvenile burials 
were also identified, and the remaining four burials contained adults whose 
sex could not be determined osteologically (this was, however, possible 
through artefact studies). No animal bones were recovered in the analysed 
material at all, and the cremated bones were unusually large. Furthermore 
all the females buried centrally in stone-settings or next to standing stones 
were adults according to analysis, and whilst several of the 34 graves con
tained between 20-30 dl of bone these were not analysed. At Högby 14 there 
were several ‘wealthy female burials (i.e., an abundance of grave-goods) with 
prestige goods (Helander & Zetterlund 1998:19 and 52).

The chronological relation 
between Högby 87 and 14

A rich variation in the burial superstructures and a parallel use of inhuma
tion and cremation burial suggests that Högby 87, as part of a more ex
tensive burial complex (early and late Iron Age) in the Högby district, is 
older and reflects a society in transformation. The burials are dated to the 
centuries around the birth of Christ, and the latest burials to AD 200-300 
(the woman with a dog). One of the inhumations at Högby 87 was, how
ever, dated to the early Neolithic (dating uncertain) and one cremation was 
dated to the middle Neolithic period (A8). An osteologist/archaeologist 
participated in the field excavation and discovered that two of the burials 
had different characteristics.

Young adults without grave-goods and buried adults without burial su
perstructures were well represented, and a segregation of the population 
was apparent (both with regard to the burial practice and the choice of 
burial location in the burial-ground). Children (with superstructures and 
grave-goods) and female burials suggest that family relations (rank) were 
of significance for the burial type, and accordingly a society with increased 
stratification as well as a rank- and age-related value system can be read
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in the material. Victoria Björkhager (1995) has studied child burials from 
the late Bronze Age/early Iron Age in Östergötland, and she believes that 
child burials are often situated outside the superstructures but still central 
in the burial-ground. Half of the children and juveniles at Högby 87 were 
discovered together with women or adults where the burials were covered 
by a superstructure. One inhumation was a child burial. If childbirth is 
perceived as a power factor then a child is symbolically significant, from a 
female perspective. Perhaps this explains why children were treated equally 
at burial-ground Högby 87, though with fewer grave-goods, because their 
role as fully-grown/complete members of society had not been reached 
prior to death.

The burial-ground Högby 14 shows less variation in the burial supers
tructures and included a number of large stone-settings (18-13 m in dia
meter), three standing stones with kerbstones, and some irregular smaller 
stone-settings. The unmarked inhumations could morphologically have 
occurred during the late Roman Iron Age because three are typologically 
dated to this period (Helander & Zetterlund 1998).

Artefacts

At the burial-ground Högby 87, which was earlier than Högby 14, two heav
ily profiled bow fibulae were found. This design is quite common and of a 
Germanic type with a possible date to the second century AD. The metal 
artefacts from the burial-ground found in the graves were: 4 fibulae, 1 key, 
i sickle, 4 rivets, 3 rings, 4 needles, 5 fittings, 5 knives (two of them curved 
knives), 2 rods, 1 buckle/clasp and unidentified iron fragments, 1 base of 
glass slag and 3 pieces of iron slag, 2 combs, 18 beads as well as 7 chunks of 
melted glass. Chunks of smelted silver were found in the double burial A48 
and the ornamentation could have been family related.

In an inhumation at Högby 14 a prestige artefact was found: a complete 
silver fibula (crossbow construction) with three blue glass studs (the inlaid 
pieces next to the spiral are placed outward; no other example is known in 
Scandinavia, and this suggests that it could have come from Bornholm or 
Poland). Textile fragments were still present around the bow and consisted 
of wool of four-ply twilled cotton. Comparisons can be made with the
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Roman inhumation at Östervarv in Östergötland, where a glass drinking 
horn was recovered along with a fibula with high pin holder and a rosette 
disc above the spiral. The Östervarv burial was dated to the third century 
AD (Montelius 1905:264). Gold-plated silver foil with glass inlay was also 
found in the same burial. The fibulae are unique, compared with the more 
commonly recurring heavy fibulae that are presumably of domestic or 
Scandinavian origin. Another type of heavy profiled fibula, determined as 
a provincial Roman type and known from the Rhine region, was found at 
the Fiskeby burial-ground (Lundström 1970:37). It is worth noting that 
the island of Gotland and the province of Scania have, thanks to their 
geographical locations, had contacts with other cultures and that prestige 
artefacts are often found in these regions.

Generally speaking the grave-goods support the results of the osteologi- 
cal analyses, i.e., that the majority of the graves at both burial-grounds are 
female burials. Keys are symbols associated with women and their status as 
the rulers of the home, and as such Roman custom is reflected in the female 
burials containing keys as grave-goods. Burials with animals are also related 
to women at Flögby 87. Moreover, it would seem that the kinship relations 
have also had significance for the burial type and location.

The grave-goods were not particularly many or distinctive at Högby 87 
in comparison with Högby 14, where the presence of prestige goods clearly 
indicates contact with regions outside Scandinavia and a more wealthy 
population.

The relation male/female — a gender construction 
and a tool that restricts

The characteristics of the finds have created a classification system where 
artefacts are associated with the sexes (female and male attributes) and the 
role of the person in society (gender). At the Högby burial-ground the 
following grave-goods have originated from burials osteologically deter
mined as female: fibulae (prestige fibulae included), knives, needles/pins, 
slag, domestic/domesticated animals, rings, keys, wooden boxes, combs, 
curved knives, rods, strap-ends, pendants, bronze beads, buckles, mount
ings/fittings, ceramics, quartz flakes, glass and glass beads. At Högby 87
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Fig. 2. Standing stone with kerbstones. Photo by Petra Nordin.

there were two empty urn cremation burials that have been determined as 
male burials (adult men).

The combination of keys (associated with the role of farm manager, a 
custom with origins in the Roman Empire) knives, needles and domestic 
animals (economic resource/ sacrifice) indicates societal (gender) roles. And 
the prestige artefacts and jewellery (fibulae) that were placed with the buried 
women at Högby 14 show that societal ranking was also connected to an 
external network. In addition, two potential drinking horn fragments have 
been registered at Högby 14 (Helander & Zetterlund 1998:43fr and 52).

It is interesting that during the Iron Age in the Högby area there appears 
to have been so many and wealthy female burials, a tradition visible over a 
relatively long period of time. The family ties, not just to the daily chores 
of the household, have been significant at burial, and even if less promi
nent grave-goods occur in the early material this does not necessarily imply 
that the importance of the people in society was less. Standing stones are 
normally associated with men, likewise weapons and other male personal
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belongings, but the family is significant for a growing elite. Few men and 
no weapons is a characteristic at both burial-grounds.

Burial-grounds that are used regularly during a long period of time sug
gest stability in an area. Depending on the societal development (increased 
population and increased stratification) and the ideologically changing val
ues it is possible to imagine that after a period of 200 years the choice to 
build other superstructures and other burial types might have been a prior
ity. fhe site as such has been important to return to, but the earlier graves 
as well as the individual constructions may have lost their original societal 
function several centuries later. That we find secondary inhumations from 
the late Iron Age in the stone-settings constructed during the Roman Iron 
Age (Nielsen 1998:16) could indicate that the genealogical ties back through 
time have been significant for the choice of burial site several decades on, 
especially if the area was regarded as a central district.

Ideology and society — today and yesterday

When we talk today of symbols, religion and status we must remember 
that these have been developed in a male dominant society. Needless to say 
matriarchal and matrilineal societies do exist, but the men steer politically. 
If the circumstances were such that during the early Iron Age people lived 
in a society where women dominated both the everyday life and carried 
out the collective cultural rites within the framework of society, and per
haps even were leaders — what would the archaeological material be like? 
Burial-grounds, where the majority of graves belonged to wealthy women 
and children, can be interpreted in many ways (how would these burials be 
interpreted if they had been male burials with prestige items?). It depends 
of course on the perspective from which the remains are studied. Is every
thing a general pattern or do local and regional variations exist? Are leader 
qualities and political competence linked to sex, or is this understanding a 
product of our contemporary society (today it is difficult for women to reach 
prominent positions in society and it is necessary to legislate quotas)?

Women can also raise stones over buried individuals, and on the carved pic
ture-stones from Gotland there are depictions of women with drinking horns; 
glass and horn are symbols linked to burial rituals, and the leaders of society

Wealthy Women and Absent Men 233



during the Roman Iron Age on Gotland manifested their position through 
ritual, i.e., banqueting and drinking ceremonies (Cassel 1998:168!!).

Studies of symbolism that are affected by our ways of thinking and that 
incorporate values developed from our contemporary society work toward 
legitimising the idea that society has always been of a particular mode, and 
they also legitimise the idea that the relation between men and women is 
static and unchanging for all eternity — a biological (and physical) restriction 
in which women are always subordinate to men (and must assert their own 
existence). But what if this has not always been the case and that this assump
tion is only a construction to maintain and legitimise existing interests?

Individuals of the ‘right’ class, regardless of their sex, can be resolute, and 
depending on the leadership qualities and actions positions can be reached 
within a class society. If we only could remove our spectacles!
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Human Bones in the 
Bronze Age of Uppland
THOMAS ERIKSSON

Uppland, in the northern Mälaren Basin, is a northerly outpost for a Bronze 
Age settlement concentration belonging to the ‘Scandinavian Bronze Age’ in 
Sweden. The recognised understanding of Scandinavian Bronze Age burial 
practices is that inhumation was prevalent during the early Bronze Age and 
that later, during periods III to IV, transition to cremation occurred. In ac
cordance with this perception it is accepted that the dead, from the late 
Neolithic up to and including the earlier phases of the Bronze Age, were 
buried in gallery-graves or gallery-grave-like stone cists beneath stone-set- 
tings and cairns. Generally speaking this image is quite correct, but it is 
also in need of revision or, more specifically, in need of nuances because the 
archaeological excavations of more recent years have shown that the mate
rial in the Mälaren Basin is significantly more complex.

One of the greatest problems in the region is that the graves are so rare. 
Individual graves have been excavated, but few burial-grounds have been 
examined. In addition, urn burial sites are more or less missing from the 
Mälaren Basin region if compared with southern Scandinavia. Even secon
dary burials in large mounds and cairns are unusual, and the first real burial- 
grounds, with external grave forms and/or urn burials, do not occur to any 
great extent until the pre-Roman Iron Age (500-BC). The burials typically 
assigned to this period are the cairns and large boulder stone-settings loca
ted in topographically attractive places, and these burials are often situated 
on higher ground, in areas away from settlements (Kjellén & Hyenstrand 
iqyyizyff; Jensen 1989:1440. Cairns of the Bronze Age type can be found 
in the province of Uppland, but they represent only a fraction of the po
pulation from that time period. Furthermore, according to the register of 
ancient remains there are only approximately 970 cairns in the entire county 
of Uppsala, and this would mean that not more than one cairn per year was 
constructed during the Bronze Age. An unknown proportion of these cairns
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Fig. 1. Map of the Mälaren Basin with the site locations mentioned in this article. Sea levels 

refer to the period c. 3000 BP corresponding to Bronze Age period III or IV. Original map 

from SGU. Arranged map by Thomas Eriksson.

could also have been constructed during the Iron Age, and this makes the 
scarcity of graves from the Bronze Age even more apparent.

Research traditions with regard to burials in the region have primarily 
had their roots in the survey of ancient remains. This means that focus has 
been placed on the known burials that are classified but not yet excavated, 
i.e., on their external morphology and location in the landscape. Moreover 
the discussions related to burial practices that have taken place in recent 
years are not based on the particularities of the Uppland conditions, or al
ternatively the graves have been treated from a macro-perspective in regional 
studies, where the topographic location and distribution pattern have been 
the main points of departure. With regard to the late Iron Age, in large parts 
of the Mälaren Basin there is a relatively well-preserved collection of burials 
that to some extent is representative of a population of the past, but this
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is not the case for the Bronze Age and early Iron Age. Needless to say the 
number of burials that are impossible to see without removal of the topsoil 
is too large for the regional surveys to be reliable, not least with regard to the 
Bronze Age. In addition to this it is much more difficult, if not impossible, 
to date the graves solely on the basis of the external morphological features. 
There is also a lack of excavated graves, and until recently the excavation 
of settlements was rare. The last mentioned gap in knowledge is now being 
filled, however, and something that has become evident at the settlement 
sites is the occurrence of human bones. The focal point of this study, then, is 
material recently excavated — material that partly represents a picture much 
more complex and nuanced than the one known to us at present.

One thing that is particular for this region is that which is often interpre
ted as secondary cremation burials in mounds of fire-cracked stone — burnt 
mounds. These remains are particular to the Bronze Age and early Iron 
Age of eastern central Sweden, and initially they were believed to be burial 
mounds. As a result of excavations, however, they have been reinterpreted 
as settlement features even though cremated human bones have been found 
in them (Rentzog 1967; Hyenstrand 1968; Rundkvist 1994:83®; Thedéen 
2004:150!!). At present there are a number of different interpretations as to 
the function of these burnt mounds. One of them is that they are sacrifi
cial mounds and/or the remains of pyre sites (Kaliff 1997:60!!), but these 
interpretations probably cannot be applied to all burnt mounds even if the 
feature type is heterogeneous both in its genesis and in its internal and ex
ternal morphology.

A recurring theme that we often transpose onto prehistoric circumstanc
es is the dichotomy between life and death, the sacred contra the profane. 
Death is something we would rather not think about, and we therefore try 
to distinguish it from our lives both mentally and spatially. There is a similar 
tendency to make these kinds of distinctions in the archaeological material 
as well; that is, we expect the dead to be located spatially separate from the 
settlement areas, and if this is not the case then we expect the settlements 
and graves to be from different time periods. However, even if this idea 
holds quite often in the archaeological record it is just as frequent that we 
discover human bones in more or less profane environments or at least in 
ambiguous and mixed environments, and when human bone is found in
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settlement environments it is quite common to interpret the entire area as 
sacred. In addition, the Swedish Bronze and Iron Age archaeologies have 
constructed their terminologies and methodologies on the basis of burial 
archaeology and in particular on burial monuments and their contents. 
As such, a good deal of our understanding of prehistoric remains rests on 
a discourse founded upon the visible burial monuments and the material 
traces within them. This has meant that focus has been on the normal’ 
grave and its construction and even settlement sites are interpreted in this 
way, where each find is perceived as intentionally deposited. One example 
is the Bronze Age artefacts mainly found in burials and therefore often de
scribed as grave-goods. Many of these types are now beginning to show up 
in settlement contexts, which suggests that these artefacts have been used 
very practically as well as in rites, and the fact that they have then followed 
the deceased into the grave is just one more phase in the life of the artefact. 
From a more ethnographic perspective, the grave and memorial stone are 
only parts of one of the many phases in the rites that the living surround 
the dead with. Furthermore the rites were probably more significant during 
burial in past societies than the features or monuments that we see today, 
and as such the monument was only one phase of many in the rites.

Some examples of settlement sites 
with human bone

As previously mentioned the divisions between burial-ground and settle
ment activities are in practice very distinct, but burials are often located on 
earlier settlement sites, and in the cases where the time proximity is close 
they have probably had some symbolic, social and economic connection. 
There are several examples from the early Bronze Age in Denmark where 
burial mounds have been placed centrally in houses, presumably to em
phasise ownership of the land, and the phenomenon continues even dur
ing other periods (Rasmussen 1993:1746 Baudou 1989; Eriksson 1994:234!'). 
Ascribing finds to either settlement or burial is therefore, at times, a difficult 
thing to do. For example, hearths from different times are often discovered 
at burial-grounds, and these can either be linked to a burial cult or to other 
activities in the outlying lands (Eriksson 1998:2246). Regular houses situated
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on old burials is a less common phenomenon, and this is either because the 
graves have been marked and avoided for settlement purposes, or because 
the locations selected for burial were or had become difficult to build on, 
perhaps because of the nature of the superstructure constructions. As men
tioned there is extensive discussion as to how the burnt mounds should be 
perceived, and my own personal opinion is that the majority of these are 
settlement features, the results of clearing out the fire-cracked stones from 
cooking pits or hearths. Burnt mounds have most likely had some symbolic 
significance as manifestations of the time of dwelling at the site and the ac
tivities carried out, and a smaller number of these mounds are possibly the 
normal remains of cremation pyres, but many of the burials in the mounds 
are most likely secondary burials. Similarities can be found in other prac
tices, for instance the kitchen middens from certain periods of the Stone 
Age or the burials that appear in slag heaps during the Iron Age. It is also 
plausible that fire-cracked stones are connected to ritual activities, including 
the preparation of food and the heating of liquids in connection with feasts. 
The question of the burnt mounds will, however, not be dealt with in any 
greater detail here, and focus will instead be placed on other matters.

The point of departure for this discussion of human bones in settlements 
is the Bronze Age complex at Ryssgärdet in Onslunda, or Odenslunda, as 
the property was originally named.

Ryssgärdet, Onslunda, Tensta Parish

In 2003 extensive excavations of an ancient remains complex with settle
ment, burials and burnt mounds were carried out. The remains can pri
marily be dated to the early and middle Bronze Age c. 1400-900 BC, but 
there were also the remains of burials, houses and other activities from the 
late Neolithic up through the Iron Age (Eriksson & Östling 2004).

The site was situated in a topographically striking location in the inner 
regions of a wide, spacious valley that opened out towards the east. In the 
south, west and north the site was surrounded by moraine ridges, and the 
central settlement site area - with a dozen houses, six burnt mounds and 
three larger pit systems - was located on the inner parts of clay lowland 
plains. The north side of the site was restricted by two very prominent hills
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Fig. 2. Map of Ryssgärdet. Plan by Thomas Eriksson.

that had had some kind of special function. From the hills there was a splen
did view of the entire valley down towards what was then the sea, and on 
the crowns of the hills house constructions were found that are interpreted 
as communal locations or cult houses. Crafts were also carried out on the
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hills including butchering, the dressing of furs and hides, stone work, and 
bronze casting. With regard to graves, however, only a few were visible in 
the vicinity of Ryssgärdet. The closest known example is a stone-setting ap
proximately 300 metres south-east of the excavation site; it was situated on 
a paved area that could be interpreted as a house foundation terrace, and 
as such it could be dated to the Iron Age. Within a radius of o.5-2.0 km 
there are three small cairns but one of these is uncertain, and it should be 
noted that the cairns could be Iron Age and that burials from the Bronze 
Age could be hidden in the anonymous, smaller stone-settings in the area. 
What is clear, however, is that the area today lacks visible burial construc
tions that compare to the extensive settlement complexes from the Bronze 
Age and early Iron Age known in the area (Aspeborg et al. 1995:19!).

Many of the region’s burials from the Bronze Age and early Iron Age 
are nearly impossible to discover in soil that has not been stripped of turf 
because these consist of externally very simple or invisible outer burial fea
tures, for example bone deposits by boulders or scattered cremated bone 
in the moraine. One tradition that is sometimes forgotten by researchers 
today is that inhumations could have continued to a greater extent in the 
Mälaren Basin than was the case in southern Scandinavia. Furthermore 
moraine offers the cremated bone very poor preservation conditions due 
to the low calcium values, and this type of ground is also very permeable 
for water and oxygen.

Unburnt human bone in settlements

In three locations at Ryssgärdet unburnt human bone was found. These 
were fragments of larger bones; two were stray finds and the third was situ
ated in a closed find context. A further find was present but it was dated 
to recent times.

In a shallow pit in the northern corner of a pit system consisting of much 
deeper pits, the frontal bone section of a male cranium was discovered. This 
pit system was centrally situated in a settlement with houses and one burnt 
mound. The pits have primarily been used as resource for the wattle and 
daub of the houses, and the clay in the pits corresponds well with the wat
tle. The pits have been secondarily filled with what could be described as
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waste: cremated and unburnt bone, ceramics, bone artefacts, fire-cracked 
stones and soot. Two of the pits in the system have I4C-dates to periods III 
and IV (2980130 and 2840+35 BP) and a bronze awl in the upper section 
of the pit system does not contest the dating. The man’s age at death was 
estimated to 20-30 years old. No traces of violence could be detected on the 
cranial fragment, and most likely the natural skull sutures have been used to 
separate parts of the cranium when it was free from flesh. The cranial frag
ment has a ,4C-dating to period II (3100+40 BP). It should be mentioned 
that all the pits were excavated by hand, and all bone material has been 
determined osteologically. Since no other human bone was recovered, and 
since the cranial fragment and the animal bones in the pit system were very 
well preserved, it can be concluded that no other human bones had been 
deposited in the pit. It is therefore likely that the man’s skeleton has been 
dismembered and the rest of his body deposited elsewhere. A close parallel 
to this can be found at Svågertorp in Scania, where the cranial section of 
a woman was deposited in a large clay pit dated to periods II-V. Even in 
this case only cranial parts have been deposited whilst the rest of the body 
is missing (v. Rostovånyi & Hydén 2002:54fr, 155 and 289). At Ryssgärdet 
it would appear that the cranium belongs to the earliest phase of the pit 
system, and this could imply that it was placed in the first pit to sanctify 
the later clay pit.

On the slope of one of the hills at the settlement a stray find of a frag
mented, unburnt, thigh bone was recovered that could not be dated, and 
on the crown of the same hill a tooth was found. On the hill three more 
or less definite burials were discovered: two boulder graves and one stone- 
collection. None of these contained definite human bone, but in the stone 
collection it is possible that cremated human bone was present. These visible 
graves belong to the final phase of the hill, and prior to this the site had been 
used for butchering, food preparation and stone crafts. There had also been a 
house on the hill which most likely functioned as a cult house or communal 
hall. The unburnt human bone on the hill is undated and as such cannot 
be linked to either the earlier house phase or the later phase with possible 
cremations. On the eastern side of the hill there was a stone terrace for the 
house as well as a dump layer filled with animal bone, both cremated and 
unburnt, and these features probably belong to the earlier house phase.
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Another example of the presence of sporadic fragments of unburnt bone 
in a settlement environment is at Apalle in southern Uppland. At this site, 
in a layer of fire-cracked stones, a cranial fragment with incision marks was 
found belonging to a younger individual. The bone has been dated to the 
periods IV—V (2820170 BP). In addition, there was a thigh bone, a humerus 
and a frontal bone from one or several adult males in the filling. Osier from 
the lower well construction has been dated to the periods II—III (3iio±30 
and 3090165 BP) (Ulien 1995:14!^ Ulien et al. 2003:2390.

One of the most northerly Bronze Age settlements of the Scandinavian 
type was excavated at Skämsta, Tierps Parish, in northern Uppland. At 
this site houses and pit systems from the late Bronze Age were discovered 
(Frölund & Larsson 2002). In a smaller, possibly, two-aisled house dated to 
the late Bronze Age (800-543 BC), the thigh bone from a foetus or infant 
was found in one of the features (Frölund & Larsson 2002:390. At the set-

Fig. 3. The frontal lobe bone of the cranium (frontale) from a man 20—30years of age 

was found in one of the shallow cavities in a pit system at Ryssgärdet. The cranium has been 

dated to 1430—1310 BC (1 sigma). Photo by Daniel Löwenborg.
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dement there were even parts of an infant cranial vault, but these were re
covered from a well dated to the Migration Period, AD 400—550 (Frölund 
& Larsson 2002: z8f). There are of course many ethnographical examples 
of newborn babies being buried in ways that differ from adults; this even 
applies to Sweden during Christian periods up until the 19th century, and 
the Iron Age houses in Feddersen Wierde are further examples of infants 
buried or placed in pits (Haarnagel 1979). How the Skämsta finds should 
be interpreted is therefore quite uncertain. This is either an example of 
how the bones of the dead were used at settlements, or this is the remains 
of a newborn infant buried in a house without proper burial. The func
tion of the house in Skämsta is difficult to interpret, but it does not seem 
likely that it was used for dwelling and it is more probable that it was some 
kind of outbuilding. One other possible interpretation of the child burial 
is that there could have been a conscious decision to bury children close 
to dwellings and the activities connected to them, in a way similar to the 
circumstances of the child burials in the burnt mounds (Rundkvist 1994; 
Thedéen 2004:1586).

The final and latest example of human cranial fragments in settlement 
contexts is from Tibbie in southern Uppland (Andersson et al. 1994:246ff) 
where a few cranial fragments were found in a well or waterhole with a I4C- 
dating to the early pre-Roman Iron Age (23to±320 and 2310150 BP). The 
dating of other finds in the same feature suggests that even the late Bronze 
Age was represented. From the area south of Mälaren there are also exam
ples of cremated bone in burnt mounds, cultural layers and houses from the 
Bronze Age, and these finds have been connected to a body of ideas linked to 
the act of cremation (Ericsson 2002:62). However, to judge from the above- 
mentioned Uppland finds this phenomenon needs to be seen from a broader 
perspective, one that does not just include the conditions for cremation but 
that also places the treatment of the dead in a wider context.

The above-mentioned examples do share some common traits; they all 
deal with parts of human beings, and even in contexts that should have had 
good conditions of preservation only a select few bone types are present 
and the extremities and the cranium are over-represented. From a purely 
source-critical perspective, finds of teeth can be the result of other, more 
natural processes such as periodontal disease, but there is still the matter of
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the other body parts that must have been consciously buried, too. It is also 
worth noting that it is often the same parts that are over-represented in the 
cremations from the later Bronze Age and early Iron Age, namely the parts 
that are most noticeable on an individual - the head, legs and arms. It is 
not impossible that this could be a matter of older graves being disturbed, 
but nonetheless this seems unlikely. Perhaps instead the phenomenon ought 
to be seen as an expression of the same kind of treatment applied to the 
dead bodies found in connection with the gallery-graves in the region, for 
example at the nearby Dragby or Annelund (Jaanusson & Siiven 1962:5ft; 
Fagerlund & Hamilton 1995:64ft; Stensköld 2004). At these sites the dead 
had originally been buried in complete state; but at a later time they had 
been dismembered, possibly when burying new individuals, and as such 
the older bodies had been pushed to one side or buried in a pit close by. 
Furthermore the bones had also been placed in a particular order with the 
craniums in one group and the extremities in others. At Dragby most of 
the later phase can be dated from a pair of pincers, a double button and a 
,4C-dating to period II, while at Annelund a '4C-dating indicates that the 
burial custom continued to be practised until period II or III (Jaanusson 
& Siiven 196223ft Fagerlund & Hamilton 1995:114ft. 'There are even much 
later examples of bone being moved in burial contexts, in particular at the 
sites of Håga and Varsta.

In the well-known Håga Mound, just west of Uppsala, one of the gold- 
richest cremation burials from period IV in Scandinavia was found. The 
cremated bone had been placed in a wooden construction or oak coffin 
along with a sword, brooch, razors, gold spirals, etc. Beneath the central 
grave as well as in parts of the cairn core and the upper earth mantel, in 
about ten places, the unburnt bones of at least three individuals were found: 
two men and one woman. A thigh bone was also split in such a way that 
it is feasible to argue that this was done in order to obtain the marrow 
(Almgren 1905:31ft Johnsen & Welinder 1993:2260. As Oskar Almgren 
pointed out, it could not be completely dismissed that certain bones had 
inadvertently been enclosed in the mound at the time it was built, but this 
was deemed unlikely and Almgren maintained instead that the bones were 
placed in a manner similar to the abundance of animal bones in the grave. 
In his opinion these bones along with the split thigh bone were a sign of
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human sacrifice, possibly even connected to cannibalism, or possibly to 
rites in funerary customs or to the construction of the mound (Almgren 
1905:440. Regardless of whether this was related to cannibalism or not, it 
is another example of unburnt bone from parts of humans that have been 
treated differently from what is usually deemed an ordinary burial. This 
example does, however, come from a burial mound that is unique in the 
Mälaren Basin. The environment surrounding the mound is also unusual. 
During the middle of the Bronze Age this mound was situated very strate
gically at the entrance of what was then a bay of the sea. This environment 
was clearly ritual in character with two so-called cult houses close by and 
an abundance of burnt mounds. There is also a large settlement in the area 
(Victor 2002:153ft).

A less exceptional, but still deviating find from the normal view of the 
period’s burial customs comes from Varsta in central Uppland, where a bur
ial was situated just west of a burial-ground in Fröslunda Parish (Eriksson, 
Becker & Wigg, in press). Beneath a low stone fence was a shallow pit, one 
metre large, and at the top of the pit some unburnt thigh bones were tidily 
and closely placed together in an east-westerly direction. Beneath these 
there were fragments of a pelvis bone, metatarsus bone and a cranial vault. 
The osteological analysis showed that the thigh bones came from three in
dividuals, and these bones were broken up into 5-24 cm long pieces with 
no signs of cutting or chopping abrasions. In addition, there were parts of 
the humerus, radius, ulna and chin bone, all unburnt and deposited in the 
same east-westerly direction. The cranial parts came from the right parietal 
bone of a teenager or an adult, and even the extremity bones suggest that 
teenagers or adults were present (osteological analysis by Caroline Arcini in 
Eriksson, Becker & Wigg, in press). One of the bones has been ,4C-dated to 
the Bronze Age periods V and VI (2580170 BP), in other words to periods 
where cremation is understood to be the primary burial practice. Besides 
the fact that the dead were not cremated, which from a Scandinavian per
spective is seen as atypical for this period, the exceptional nature of this 
find is the manipulation of the dead. This has been interpreted in two ways: 
the skeletons have either been found at the nearby burial-ground in more 
recent times, perhaps even modern times, and reburied with reverence; or 
bearing in mind the finds from Ryssgärdet, it is also possible that the dead
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Fig. 4. Buried bones in a pit under a low stone fence at Varsta in Fröslunda Parish. One 

of the bones has been dated to c. 800—500 BC. Photo by Lars Eriksson (Eriksson, Becker dr 

Wigg, in press).

were kept in skeletal condition and buried later during the Bronze Age. The 
last mentioned option is at present the one that seems most likely.

If we acknowledge the rearranged human bones in gallery-grave environ
ments as manifestations of the same tradition of rearranging and burying 
particular bones, then this tradition can be dated from the late Neolithic up 
to and including the pre-Roman Iron Age. Traditionally cremation practices 
are perceived as being the most common custom in central Sweden from 
period IV and onwards, but observations during recent years have shown 
that cremation has also been common during the late Neolithic and the 
early Bronze Age. At Ryssgärdet there are at least two cremations with late 
Neolithic dates, and from many other sites there are examples of cremated 
bone in, for example, gallery-graves. In burnt mounds there is cremated 
bone from the late Neolithic and early Bronze Age (Stensköld 2004:129ft), 
and even in areas south of Mälaren there are several examples of cremation 
burials from the early Bronze Age (Darnell 1985). As such the generalisa-
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tion that different burial practices replace one another is not applicable in 
the Mälaren Basin.

In the same way that cremation burial appears during the early Bronze 
Age, it would seem that inhumation continues to be practised during the 
late Bronze Age. In the areas around Uppsala there are examples of inhuma
tions with likely or probable dating to the late Bronze Age. Parallels to this 
can be found in Finland and on Gotland where inhumations are present 
during the period (Schönbeck 1959:72!!; Sørensen 1984:158; Meinander 
1954:108). The Mälaren Basin has had many contacts with the eastern side 
of the Baltic Sea primarily during the late Bronze Age, something that the 
ceramics clearly indicate.

Cremated human bone at Ryssgärdet

As the above-mentioned examples show, cremation burials and inhuma
tions have taken place parallel to each other during both the early and the 
late Bronze Age. Unfortunately the material is still too small to be able to 
say anything about the frequency of these two ways of treating the dead. As 
Gräslund has suggested, there need not have been a different belief system be
hind the introduction of cremation practices during the middle Bronze Age, 
and perhaps decomposition and cremation should instead be understood as 
two aspects of the same process. These may take different lengths of time but 
the aim is the same: to separate the soul from the physical body. When the 
flesh has been separated from the bones the soul is liberated, and presumably 
the notions connected to this are very complex (Gräslund 1983:49ff). The 
graves containing the two, possibly three, late Neolithic flat-ground burials 
with cremated bone deposits at Ryssgärdet were situated in an area where a 
further ten grave-like features with no bone remains were found.

On the basis of the topographical and archaeological contexts, Ryssgärdet 
can be divided into two main sections. In the south there was a low-lying 
settlement site on clay soil, and in the north there were two very promi
nent moraine hills. On the clay plains were found the above-mentioned 
late Neolithic burials as well as the skull vault. On the hills in the north 
there had first been a house, which does not appear to have been an or
dinary house but rather functioned as a communal hall with crafts, con-
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sumption, feasts and most likely sacrifice. On the slope of the eastern hill 
there was a cultural layer rich in finds that was separate from the activities 
on the crest of the hill and its house. In this layer there were bronzes, bone 
and stone artefacts, flint, a gold ring and approximately 17 kg of animal
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Fig. 5. Map of the north-east hill at Ryssgärdet. Plan by Thomas Eriksson.
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bones of which almost a third was cremated, and of all the bone fragments 
the percentage cremated in the layer was almost 6o %. According to strati- 
graphical analyses the cremation of animals and the presence of animal 
bones have continually occurred on the hill, and this has presumably been 
the ritual burning of sacrifices. In the house on the crest of the hill there 
were drinking vessels and storage containers which could have been used 
during ritual feasting; these have probably been complements to a variety 
of different events and rituals, including burial rituals. On the hills several 
stone-setting burials with cremated human bone as well as stone-settings 
without preserved bone were constructed after the house had disappeared. 
The activities on the hill have been dated to periods III and IV and possibly 
even period V. During the final phases of the layer cremation burials still oc
curred. Fragments from one individual, found amongst the cremated bone, 
had been placed in a clay vessel along with a bronze awl, and the abundance 
of wattle and daub from the walls suggests that the house on the hill had 
burnt down. At the site’s most remarkable place, next to a large boulder, a 
child had been buried in a stone-setting that stratigraphically covered the 
house, and it is highly likely that the house and its function were known 
at the time of burial. The bone from the grave has been dated to periods 
V-VI (2465140 BP) but even after this the site has been held in respect.
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Next to a rock, situated below the remains of the burnt down house, frag
ments of cremated bone from several individuals were found, and one of 
these cremated bones has been dated to the pre-Roman Iron Age (2110135 
BP). One other thing that makes this site even more remarkable, besides its 
apparent continuity into the early Iron Age, is the theophoric place name 
‘Odinslunde’ - Odin’s sacrificial grove. The name is known from AD 1302, 
and according to sources the site at that time functioned as a court-place 
for the 'Hundred of Norunda’. Today the settlement of Onslunda is located 
1.5 km east of the excavated site, and the court place has presumably been 
located 2 km east of the site. One speculation is that there has been conti
nuity in this area for a cult, and this leads to the important matter of how 
far back in time this Odin cult extended and subsequently which dignity 
the excavated site has had. It is possible that this is typical for all Bronze Age 
settlement sites, but at present too few have been excavated to make this 
claim legitimate. Alternatively this particular site has been of significance 
for settlements in a wider context.

Concluding remarks

The aim of this article has been to highlight two aspects related to the treat
ment of the dead during the Bronze Age in Uppland. In part it would seem 
there has not been any distinct division between the early inhumation of 
the dead and a later phase with cremation. It would seem that both bur
ial practices have occurred simultaneously during both the early and late 
Bronze Ages, and this connects well to the conditions of the early Iron Age 
where both burial practices have occurred parallel within the same burial- 
ground. No changes in the eschatological perspectives can be seen based on 
any process of development in the ways the dead were treated, but perhaps 
different ways of treating the dead can be discerned. The study of cairns 
and stone-settings in the southern Mälaren Basin shows that these can not 
be seen as reflections of the south Scandinavian mound with their primary 
central graves and secondary later burials. In the province of Södermanland 
central graves are often missing in the cairns, and it would seem that these 
instead have served as funerary rooms for rites related to the dead (Thedéen 
2004:196). On the one hand the Mälaren Basin should perhaps be under-
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stood as a region with local characteristics but at the same time as part of 
some larger cultural district, consisting of a mixture of traits primarily from 
southern Scandinavia but also from the eastern Baltic Sea region. On the 
other hand several of the particularities of southern Scandinavia during the 
late Bronze Age are missing in the Mälaren Basin region, for example the 
urnfields, and it would seem that the burial traditions with rites rather than 
the final burial superstructures have been of primary importance. It has long 
been noted that there is a lack of visible graves from this period, and when 
these are excavated only a fraction of the cremated bones are found buried 
in the graves. Furthermore places like Ryssgärdet, Apalle and Varsta tell of 
a practice of reorganisation of bones at settlements. These customs might 
be comparable to practices in the British Isles during the Bronze and Iron 
Ages where human bone appears to have been circulated amongst settlement 
sites as part of an ancestor cult to mark the economic connection between 
ancestors and food production (Bradley: 1991:58!!), and as previously men
tioned the custom of reorganising human bones in graves was also practised 
in Scandinavia during the late Neolithic and the early Bronze Age.

Other possible interpretations of the scattered unburnt human bones 
at the settlement site include human sacrifice and dismembering that oc
curred after battles or in connection with cannibalism. Examples of finds 
of this kind are known from the Tumulus and Lausitz cultures of Central 
Europe where there are examples of skulls being placed in wells and even 
at settlement sites (Coles & Harding 1979:45 & 361ft Harding 2000:315 and 
333!!). It is clear that human beings have been dismembered, presumably 
via maceration or after the body decomposed naturally, leaving only the 
bone, and there are signs that this has been done with tools on one of the 
skull fragments from Apalle where the cranium had abrasions (Ulien et al. 
2003:239). Even the unburnt human bone in the Håga mound has possi
bly been split and cut into pieces, but we need to wait for more definite 
evidence of cannibalism before such conclusions can be drawn. As such, 
at present, the main interpretation is that this is secondary treatment of 
bones with ties to cannibalism. The cremated person in the wealthy pri
mary grave at Håga has been of middle age and of slender body, whilst the 
fragmented cremated skeletal parts in the mound originate from at least 
three fully grown adults: one woman, a heavy set man, and another man
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of more average build (Almgren 1905:31!!). Because the bones were so scat
tered in the mound filling and even found under the primary grave, they 
have to be interpreted as ritual deposits of dismembered bone. What makes 
the finds from Håga interesting is that the cranial bones are missing but 
not the extremities; and in addition to these, vertebrae and one tooth were 
preserved. The mound filling has not, however, been completely excavated. 
Another interesting point is that the cremated person in the central grave 
has cranial parts in the grave, and this is something that usually occurs in 
cremation burials. Almgren writes that the unburnt human bones occur 
in the mound filling in the same way as unburnt animal bones (Almgren 
1905:35). One obvious difference is that cranial parts were present for such 
animals as cattle, pig and deer, but the equivalent human parts were miss
ing; and this could be seen as the de-personifying of those placed in the 
mound because the most characteristic part of a human - the head - was 
avoided with the exception of a tooth.

Considering also the unburnt skeletal parts at Ryssgärdet, Apalle, Tibble 
and Varsta, one can ask whether this was not perhaps common practice 
— i.e., the usual way of treating the dead — and that it simply has not been 
noticed until now. The most probable explanation of the circumstances 
is that the bones are the result of the ritual treatment of certain people’s 
bones. These bones could have been dug up from the graves and reburied 
in a tradition that might have its roots in the gallery-grave era where there 
are several examples of reburial once the flesh has decomposed, inside or 
just outside of the gallery-grave. The individual does not appear to have 
been so important once the flesh disappeared; but the bones and their or
ganisation into anatomical categorisation were important - the placing of 
craniums from the individual heads in one place, thighs in another, etc. 
(Stensköld 2004:1296). According to Stensköld, rituals connected to the 
dead have consisted of many different phases after the actual burial, includ
ing ritual exhumation, dismembering and re-burial of entire parts of people 
(Stensköld 2004:2046), and aspects of these rituals have probably survived 
in the area throughout the entire Bronze Age. The same treatment seems to 
apply to the skull and extremities, the only exception being the Håga finds. 
At present, however, this mound and its finds are unique in central Sweden 
with regard to the size, construction, the artefact record and even the treat-
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ment of the unburnt humans. In other contexts it is mainly the skulls that 
have been selected and placed in pits or wells — two feature contexts which 
can also be found on the continent. What is interesting is that these oc
cur in settlement contexts in the same way that cremated human bone is 
present in the burnt mounds. The connections recently made between the 
burnt mounds and burials suggesting that fire-cracked stones could be a 
by-product of cremation, cannot be applied to these buried contexts and 
neither can the interpretation; burnt mounds are not settlement features 
because cremations are found in them. At Ryssgärdet three burnt mounds 
were completely excavated, but none of these could be determined as con
taining human bone in spite of the fact that one of the mounds had a very 
advanced construction with a central boulder, outer kerbstones of chiselled 
slabs, an upper kerbstone, as well as five inner kerbstones covered with fire- 
cracked stones and a rectangular outer stone cist in the north-east section. 
Bone-empty graves do of course exist, but the external morphological simi
larities do not necessarily mean that the burnt mound was a grave. On the 
other hand it seems that the construction had ritual characteristics, and one 
of the other excavated burnt mounds is clearly connected to the fire-cracked 
stone production that possibly derived from cooking in pits in and next to 
the mound. The finds of unburnt bone do have some connection to the 
buried contexts, but these body parts have probably not been seen as the 
remains of individuals and could therefore have been deposited anywhere. 
Another alternative is that there is a connection to the vital clay and water 
sources in the form of pits and wells, and that the bone deposits occurred 
in these features for symbolic reasons. It could also be argued that there 
were two different reasons for the different bone deposits. The first strategy 
is the practice of burying parts of the deceased in settlement environment 
to emphasise the social, economic and religious links between the deceased 
and his or her life or perhaps even more so the lives of those still living. In 
this case the depositions do not need to transform the entire context into a 
sacred environment, but on the other hand the depositions in themselves 
are sacred and as such sanctify the context without, for that matter, nec
essarily affecting the economic functions of the clay pit and fire-cracked 
stone mound. The second strategy is the practice of placing the graves on 
older, abandoned houses in order to once again end the context and con
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nect the dead to older activities. Examples of this could be the graves that 
were placed on the hills at the northern end of Ryssgärdet. That there was 
a later, conscious choice to deposit only a fraction of the deceased’s bones, 
with regard to both the inhumations and cremations, ought to be seen as a 
time-typical expression for a ritual where even fragments of bone could be 
seen as representing a whole individual (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2004:850.

Based on this reasoning, our own strict drawing of borders between the 
dichotomies of profane and sacred should be dissolved. The bone deposi
tions occur in what appear to be ‘ordinary’ settlement sites and settlement 
features, and the link between the dead and the living settlement has prob
ably been strong. To be buried in a refuse pit, rubbish deposit, refuse mound 
or burnt mound does not necessarily imply something negative. To be 
placed in a pit that gives clay to pots and wattle, or to be buried in a layer 
with cremation sacrifices or in a mound that has been built during ritual 
cooking, could instead be seen as a mark of honour. In this way the proxim
ity between the dead, their family/kin and property becomes meaningful. 
Furthermore explanations for the cases where bone is missing, whether in 
cremation burials or the mentioned deposits of unburnt bone, might be 
found in the fact that the corpse and bone have been treated in a variety of 
different phases in a tradition that has links to practices in Neolithic times. 
Presumably burials have been carried out in a number of different stages 
with possible burial, reburial, dismembering, maceration and/or cremation 
of complete human bodies or parts of them. There are still reservations, 
however, because even with a place like Ryssgärdet the known deposits and 
graves are too few to be able to fill the settlements that are excavated and 
the ones known in the area that are not excavated. There are probably many 
graves still undiscovered and many bones decomposed or ground down 
forever by anthropogenic and natural processes.
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The Revenant by the Lake
SPEAR SYMBOLISM IN SCANDINAVIAN LATE VIKING AGE 

BURIAL RITUAL ♦ TORE ARTELIUS

The grave by the lake

The starting-point for this reflection on the Viking Age spear as religious 
symbol and ritual tool is a burial-ground in southern Sweden, which to
day has a peaceful setting among tall birches close to a picturesque lake. 
This article, however, deals with such dramatic keywords as spear, death, 
funeral and ghost. A closer study of the archaeological material from the 
burial of a woman in the ioch century shows that the peaceful appearance 
is an illusion.

The archaeological material in question consists of a single burial mound 
located on the shore of a lake at Dalstorp, within what nowadays comprises

Fig. 1. A section of the burial site beside Lake Dalstorp in southern Västergötland, including 

the mound (A24) which was excavated in 2001. Photo by Mats Lindqvist, RAÄ.
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Fig. 2. The burial-ground extending along the shore of Lake Dalstorp in southern Väster

götland. Seven burial monuments have been excavated. The results show that the north

ern part of this environment (71a) is Roman Iron Age. The Viking Age burials are situated 

at 71b. The female grave was placed on top of an urn-grave from the Migration period 

(Furingsten 1980: fig 2; Artelius 2003).
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Fig. 3. Plan showing the inside of the monument. The grave consisted of a centrally placed 

layer of bone. Under and slightly east of this was an earlier urn pit (A24:2). All the spear

heads were located in the southern section of the bone layer (F10, 26, 32, 46and 47). 

Sketch by Mona Larsson, Lödöse Museum.

a sparsely populated but forest-rich district in southern Västergötland. 
Several mounds in the burial-ground were excavated by the Department 
of Archaeology at Göteborg University in the 1970s, and though the entire 
site has not been excavated it can be considered as pagan in character. No 
early Christian traits have been observed in the burials. Two of the burial 
mounds were excavated in September 2001 by the author (Furingsten 1980; 
Artelius 2003), and the archaeological results from one of these mounds 
(A24) forms the basis of this article. The mound was shallow and round in 
shape, about 7 metres in diameter and almost one metre high. It was built 
completely of sand, and covered a grave deposition consisting of a layer of
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scattered bones. In the mound there were two graves: the aforementioned 
remains of a female burial from the 10th century AD, which is the focus of 
this article; and the remains of an urn-grave from the Migration period, 
which is most likely the reason for the mound’s original construction.

Although this discussion is based on a single, specific example, in my 
opinion there is room for generalisation about the archaeological context 
that can be related to Viking Age ways of dealing with notions of reality. 
In my view, the symbolism and actions documented in the female burial 
at the lake show how one ordinary Viking Age community contemplated, 
and protected itself against, the strange and dangerous. Several observations 
made during excavation told a tale of a group of individuals deeply involved 
in a traumatic set of circumstances on the shore of the lake; possibly it was 
a dangerous situation that would eventually be resolved collectively during 
the burial ritual.

Five complete iron spearheads were found in connection with the Viking 
Age burial. They had been driven into the grave in such a way that the sym
bolism cannot be linked to normal practice. The deposition pattern reveals 
that these spears cannot be described as either personal belongings or as 
gifts to the dead. The way in which they were placed in the grave had some 
functional religious significance to the participants. Like religious symbols 
in general, the spears did something at the burial by the lake. For the living 
these objects and the unusual actions connected with them made some
thing invisible visible, made some hidden level of reality perceptible; and 
for the participants in the ritual, the powerful weapons were the tools that 
symbolized both the trauma and its solution.

Burial fragments

A bonfire blazes on the shore, where burial mounds stand in a long row. 
Smoke billows through the reeds and out over the water. The flames eat 
away restlessly, bursting and turning. The woman, her costume and jewel
lery - everything is consumed by fire, earth, water and air. The burial site 
becomes the border zone against the elements and a meeting place for the 
dead with the same. Here on the shore is the place where humans are trans
formed and life ultimately changes shape.
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The woman’s burnt remains are collected from the pyre and taken to anoth
er, well-prepared place. They are laid out within a circle on top of an older 
burial mound. The old mound has been carefully readied for the womans 
grave. The bones are scattered in a thin, circle-shaped layer, together with the 
remains of the objects that followed her on the pyre. Amongst the cremated 
bones are the burnt remains of the woman’s beads, combs and brooches, as 
well as a large number of fire-damaged knives.

Five spears are pushed with great force down through the layer of bone. 
They have been purposely destroyed, twisted and bent. They are left deep 
inside the mound. Later someone digs a small hole in the top of the mound. 
A garment, two beautiful oval brooches and yet another sharp knife are 
placed in the hollow, which is then sealed.

The archaeological traces speak for precision. Nothing has been left to 
chance. This site has been carefully prepared for the womans grave in a 
mound that was several hundred years old. The connection between the 
long dead and the past was significant, and in the Viking age cult it was 
very concretely manifested.

We do not know the cause of the womans death or her age when she 
died, but we do know that she lived during the io,h century AD. The arte
facts in the grave are many. Even when not fully understanding the sym
bolism’s religious meaning it is still possible to comprehend parts of the 
events that, in this particular case, deeply engaged the living. The actions 
and the artefacts speak for what was significant in the complex ritual. The 
overriding religious aim was to insure the woman’s arrival to the other side, 
through the body’s transformation. In my view, it is evident from the spe
cific context that the living truly wanted to make sure that, once she arrived 
in the realm of the dead, she would stay there. She was not to be given the 
slightest opportunity to visit the living. In my interpretation this is the rea
son that the spears were driven so deeply into her grave. The spears bound 
her for eternity into the earth and to death. The many knives reinforce the 
symbolism. In Scandinavian folklore, knives were placed on graves in order 
to prevent the dead from haunting. Through these actions both earthly and 
cosmic order were restored for the people who lived by the lake.
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The spearheads

Nowhere in the rich archaeological history of Västergötland are there paral
lels to the five spears driven into a woman’s burial. Nor can I find examples 
of ten knives in a female burial from the 10th century AD. In other words, 
these finds deviate greatly from the pattern most characteristic for the burial 
practices of this region and period. What is also completely different is the 
deposition. Within an area of only one square metre, five spearheads in a 
more or less vertical position were found. For the interpretation of ritual 
meaning it is important to ascertain that the five spearheads definitely be
long to the later of the two burials in the mound. That this was the case 
was evident from the stratigraphy, but even more so from the dating of the 
spearheads (Artelius 2003).

The spears in the burial were purposely destroyed in that the spearheads 
had been twisted and bent. They had not been affected by fire. They are

Fig. 4. Three of the spearheads. 

These have been twisted and 

bent at the time of deposition 

in the monument. Photo by 

Anders Andersson. RAÄ.
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similarly constructed, and the lengths vary from 20-30 cm. The blades, quite 
short but pliable, are only 12-17 cm long and slightly triangular in shape, 
with long sockets up to 3 cm wide. They do not have the characteristics of 
prestige weapons, and they are missing damascening and other forms of 
ornamentation. I bis particular type of spear occurs mainly in ioth-century 
weapon graves (Stenberget 1979:697). Similar spears have been found at 
Birka (Arbman i94o:taf. 8:9-12; Gräslund 1980). There are also similar finds 
from the province of Västergötland, for example from Norra Åsarp, T arv and 
Hällstad (see e.g., Wideen 1955:68^, E, F, G and J). All these spears have 
been dated to the tenth and eleventh centuries AD. Many spearheads have 
been found in Västergötland, but there are no parallels to the context or the 
finds in the female burial at Dalstorp. The few examples that are similar in 
terms of quantity are from an earlier time, and the contexts are more dif
fuse (Fornvännen 1915:35 tillv. f. 1914; SHM 15273, 15280; Sahlström et al. 
1928:55; Wideen 1955; Salo 1962:6411).

Actions against the dead

The circumstances surrounding the burial of the woman in this already 
ancient, but carefully prepared burial mound allow us to conclude that 
she was socially anchored within this small, lakeside community. The de
viation from traditional contexts and deposition patterns also enables us 
to presume that she was of special significance to those living by the lake. 
No wealth can be found in the grave, no luxury that makes it easy for us to 
understand what it was that made her, as an individual, stand out so much 
in relation to the others buried in this environment. In the mounds sur
rounding her, rest warriors and farmers. These are men with roles that are 
easy to incorporate into our traditional analyses and perceptions of the past 
in that they are deeply embedded in our own society, too. Ghosts, shamans 
and spectres are, however, something we have a shortage of nowadays, and 
as such we find it difficult to locate the social or cultural doors we need to 
open that might allow us to accommodate the woman into our own ways 
of perceiving.

In order to present an interpretation of the meaning of the spear depo
sition, I have chosen two points of departure. Both are based on the fact
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that historians of religion uniformly point out that the Viking Age religion 
was functional in its structure of meaning. Meaning was synonymous with 
the organization of the ritual, its actions and symbolism. I believe that the 
Viking Age written sources about the divine and mythic characteristics of 
the spear and its functions, as well as the information these provide about 
how and why the spears were used symbolically in various social contexts, 
can provide us with some understanding of the composition of the archae
ological remains as well as the womans role in her local community. As 1 
see it, this burial is an expression for the local community in its normative 
use of ‘Words against Death’, a term I have borrowed from the theologian 
Douglas J. Davies. The term describes the formula for the social interac
tion that must be carried out during rituals in connection with treatment 
of the dead and death, the most fundamental challenge that nature directs 
towards humans and societal norms (Davies lyyy.iff). The theory is based 
on Philippe Aries’ classical thoughts on medieval perceptions of death. The 
most central in Aries’ ideas about death was the set of circumstances that 
had an impact on the behaviour of the individual and the collective (Aries 
1981:5!!). For Davies, the ritualized sacred language becomes the medium 
through which both the individual and society can deal with the unavoid
able conflict that death creates. It is possible to methodologically transfer 
Davies’ theories to a pre-Christian Nordic context and to an archaeological 
context. As Emil Birkeli, Folke Ström, Gro Steinsland, Jens Peter Schjødt, 
Britt-Marie Näsström and Margaret Clunies Ross have pointed out, the 
functional is a carrier of meaning in Nordic Iron Age religious practice, 
and it is therefore reasonable to argue that the actions and symbolism of 
Viking Age burial could correspond to the medieval text-bound burial lit
urgy. The collective religious ritual was both the content and the form for 

ritualized communication.
Prior to treatment of the dead, the living devised varied sets of social 

strategies to incorporate the realities of the needs of different representa
tions for different individuals. In a deviating context such as the one in 
this example, I regard the archaeological remains as evidence that the lo
cal community believed the death of this woman demanded an abnormal 
burial, and that very strong ‘ Words against Death’ were clearly manifested 

during the ritual by the lake.
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Spear gestures and spear symbolism

In order to present an interpretation of the religious meaning behind the 
exceptional circumstances of driving five spears into a woman’s grave, it is 
necessary to evaluate the Viking Age spear as a religious/social symbol in 
general. What did a spear represent for people in the to* century, in different 
religious and social contexts? Needless to say, the questions are applicable 
even to the buried individual. Is it possible for the spear to guide us to an 
interpretation of the buried womans position in the local community? One 
way to approach an interpretation could be to evaluate the archaeological 
context in relation to written sources in which the spear is discussed and 
used as a symbol and as an actual weapon in complex social and religious 
contexts. I would like to point out that the choice of information taken from 
these written sources has been based on the following criteria: that spears 
are mentioned, and how they have been used in the described context. All 
analogies related to the religious significance with which the spears are fre
quently associated in the written sources, have been avoided. It should be 
remembered that these texts are representations of events described from 
an early medieval or Christian authoritarian perspective. The texts studied 
are arbitrarily chosen.

In spite of the fact that Mås Hallvardsson walked behind the rest of the 
men crossing the field at Alpta Fjord, he was the first of Snorre’s men to 
fall. In the Eyrbyggja Saga it is described how Steintor after ancient tradi
tion’ and ‘for conquest and victory’ cast the spear over the enemies that 
fatally injured Mås. In the same way Odin, in Völuspd, starts the first war 
of the world. In the Flatöbok, Erik Segersäll is said to promise himself to 
Odin if he receives victory in battle in return. Disguised, the god appeared 
and gave Erik a sharp reed; he told him to throw it at the enemy and at 
the same time shout, “Now you all belong to Odin”. The reed transformed 
mid-air into a spear, and in this way the enemies were pledged to the god 
and Erik (Kuhn 1978; Nordberg 2002:20). These examples alone show that 
a spear was far from being a soulless thing. As a symbol, it had the function 
of making a number of religious, as well as more profane, symbolic mean
ings visible. In ritual the spear became the symbol for everything from the 
numinous to more worldly expressions of power and strength. The spear
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incorporated both images and characteristics. In the symbolic universe and 
monopolitical situation that characterised the social structure of the pa
gan Viking Age, Odin — the supreme guarantor for world order — was also 
known as the Spear God.

Another kind of example is the use of the spear in connection with ritual 
suicide. In Ynglingasaga, Odin allows himself “to be marked with the point 
of the spear” when natural death draws near. The retellings of Odin’s and 
also Njord's death have been perceived as representations of mythological 
prototypes, describing how warriors could sacrifice their lives in order to 
be taken up to the gods, including allowing themselves to be stabbed with 
a spear. Andreas Nordberg has suggested, in an article on weapon deposi
tion in Viking Age burials, that the symbolism expresses a variety of mean
ings. Nordberg proposes that spears, axes and swords that are stuck into 
or thrown down in graves could be traces of rituals based on prototypical 
fundamental features in the mythology (Nordberg 2002).

That the spear in ancient Norse mythology is surrounded by potent 
symbolism and therefore was also accredited with such functions in the real 
world order is to be expected. This is intimated in texts that mention courses 
of events. The function of this symbol in more profane contexts can, in my 
opinion, be divided into a number of separate categories related to differ
ent needs for maintaining order. The Battle of Maidon is an ancient English 
poem that retells the battle between the jarl Byrtnoth and Olav Tryggvason 
in the summer of AD 991. In the text the spear is used symbolically on a 
number of occasions. The symbolism is action-related in that the spear is 
used to gesticulate in different ways. Several order-creating levels are con
tained within it: the spear is used to reinforce power, to call for silence, to 
abuse/insult the enemy, and to threaten (Hansson 1991).

Another quite different symbolism is connected to violent events. Here 
it is the spear itself that symbolizes strength and daring. Several examples 
can be found, for instance, in the Olav Tryggvason Saga. Another layer in 
the symbolism is related to the supernatural, for example, in the familiar 
lines from Njals Saga where the women “weave the spear’s web”. The spear 
is, in several examples, a direct representation for the numinous, for Odin. 
In Bjarkamal it is explicitly mentioned that the dead are pledged to Odin 
by the throwing of weapons into the graves. It is possible that the spear
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found in less audacious burials ought to be interpreted as a development 
of this symbolism, where the practice of pledging to Odin became a more 
widespread death cult towards the end of the 900s (Nordberg 2002).

With regard to the spears in the female burial at Lake Dalstorp, however, 
I do not believe that the above-mentioned examples are applicable in the in
terpretation of this specific symbolic context. Nevertheless, the choice to use 
a spear in connection with the burial shows the strength of the symbolism’s 
significance. In the ancient Scandinavian texts there are descriptions of how 
one sometimes needs to exert oneself in order to ‘re-kill’ ghosts that were a 
threat to the living. One well-known example is from the Eyrbyggja Saga, 
which recounts the terrible tale of Torolf Baegifot who haunted people at 
night and who, protected by the darkness, strangled everyone that crossed 
his path. It was not until his corpse was exhumed and his body put to death 
once more through cremation that this threat to the living could be put to 
rest (Näsström 2001:215). There is a rich body of chronicles that describe 
how various objects are used for protection against supernatural beings in 
medieval Scandinavian farming communities. One can presume that these 
notions have roots that go back to the Viking Age (Hagberg 1937; Raudvere 
2003). It is not possible, in this limited context, to give a detailed account
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of the extensive symbolism connected to objects such as knives, spears and 
axes. I would like to mention, however, that one of the many functions of 
these objects in regard to Viking Age funeral practices could have been to 
prevent the dead from haunting (Hagberg 1937). Leif Häggström has pre
sented an account of the contexts in which knives have been used symboli
cally in such circumstances (Häggström 2005:274). I he symbolism occurs in 
burial contexts, both in the preparation and in the final phases of the ritu
als. In her book När döden gästar (“When Death Comes to Visit ), Louise 
Hagberg describes how knives are placed on the grave in order to prevent 
the dead from ‘waking’. A knife could also be placed on the coffin and this 
would have the same effect. The custom of depositing knives inside the cof
fins is common in very early Christian burials during the late Viking Age. A 
knife could also be placed next to the door of a house to prevent the dead 
from harming the living. The examples are almost countless. In the burial at 
Dalstorp, in addition to the spearheads there were at least ten knives. Some 
had been burnt on the funeral pyre, but one unburned knife had been laid 
on top of the layer of bones, in the small hollow at the top of the mound 
(Artelius 2003:22). In analogy with the written information, spears found 
in cremations under mounds could be interpreted as a way of making sure 
that the dead stayed in the ground for all eternity. Based on this, I believe 
the unorthodox behaviour at the woman’s grave can be incorporated into 
an interpretation. The combination of the five spears and the ten knives in 
the woman’s grave, in analogy with the examples, can be interpreted as an 
extremely powerful way of protecting the living from the dead.

Symbolism’s meaning in burial ritual

It is quite obvious that the spear, during the Viking Age, was a symbol 
characterised by an extensive religious complexity in terms of meaning. The 
symbolism was powerful and clear in the texts, even in relation to other 
categories of weapons. For me it is obvious that the spear had an order-en
forcing and order-creating function in both religious and social contexts. 
Several archaeological results show that the spear and other weapons were 
structurally deposited during the final phase of burial (see Arrhenius 1961; 
Kivikoski 1963; Nihlén 1997; Kitzler 1999; Nordberg 2002; Artelius 2003);
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in other words, they were deposited during the final phase of a transition 
ritual which, according to e.g., Victor Turner, Anthony Giddens and Roy 
Rappaport, is focused upon the recreation and reinforcement of both the 
profane and the sacred order (Turner 1977; Giddens 1984; Rappaport 1999). 
In order to interpret the symbolism’s meaning, it is essential to determine 
during which phase of the burial ritual the spears were deposited in this ab
normal way. The tradition of thrusting or driving a weapon into the grave in 
this manner is defined in religious historical research as part of the second 
burial, that is, the part of the ritual that includes the final burying, where 
the individual is incorporated into a new order and is received by the other 
dead (Thomas 1987:451).

The initial phase of burial, where order is deconstructed — in our example 
by the actual cremation of the dead woman — and even the liminal phase, 
where the living find themselves in a disordered chaotic state, have already 
been experienced by the time the spears are deposited in the grave. The 
spears and other objects in the small hollow, the knives and the jewellery, 
in a sense become the symbols that seal the new order. At the same time 
the choice of the five spears shows the drama of this situation. A traditional 
burial was ended when the grave was closed and the final farewell completed 
in a more peaceful manner. But in this case order was established very force
fully. After the traditional burial the woman had been put to death one more 
time by driving the spears down through her remains. Through this action, 
the living sought to create an assurance that order would be restored and 
maintained. For some reason this woman has been associated with char
acteristics that might have negatively affected the community order. With 
regard to pre-Christian understanding, we ought to view this extremely ex
plicit behaviour as a clear expression of a firm conviction. For these Homo 
religiosus, reality was definitely synonymous with the cosmological ideas and 
their structures. A ghost was a latent and very tangible threat to the living 
in a way that perhaps today can be compared to our own fear of drunken 
drivers and other potential killers. The many knives in the grave reinforce 
the gravity of the actions. The living had to protect themselves, with what
ever means possible, against individuals with traits that could disturb the 
order of things in such a decisive manner. What these traits were we might 
never be able to ascertain, but this complete divergence in an otherwise
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homogeneous Viking Age burial tradition does tell us how the assurance of 
order was carried out. The violence of the living, the powerful spear sym
bolism, the deliberate deformation, the knives on the pyre, and the knife 
in the small hollow above the layer of bone - all reinforce the tenseness of 
the social event and the magnitude of the situation.

The symbolism can also be incorporated into a larger cultural historical 
and geographic context. This is definitely not just a local custom expressed 
at the lake; but rather, it is this particular local community’s way of dealing 
with a tense situation, and it has roots in the religious ideas that belonged to 
a wider North Germanic cultural circle. In the Nordic Viking Age tradition 
it was natural to express these ideas through action. Even today, over a thou
sand years later, we can almost see the drama being performed at the lake. 
Furthermore, we can still touch the traces of this drama. The question that 
still remains is, of course, related to the woman. We can be relatively certain 
that the living believed it was necessary to protect themselves against her, but 
the behaviour we encounter in the archaeological remains perhaps tells us 
more about the views of the people and the structure of their lives than would 
any information about the womans life in this Viking Age community.
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