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Chronological terminology

The chronological terminology in the following 
articles follows Swedish usage:

Iron Age
Early Iron Age 
Late Iron Age 
Migration Period 
Vendel Period 
Viking Age

Middle Ages

500 B.C. - A.D.1050 
500 B.C. - A.D.400 
A.D.400 - A.D.1050 
A.D.400 - A.D.600 
A.D.600 - A.D.800 
A.D.800-A.D.1050

A.D.1050 -1500
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The most important 
medieval- and post- 
medieval towns 
mentioned in the 
articles.

1. Sigtuna
2. Visby

4. Gamla Lödöse
5. Stockholm
6. Uppsala
7. Arboga
8. Västerås
9. Örebro

10. Nyköping
11. Strängnäs
12. Enköping
13. Linköping
14. Skänninge
15. Söderköping
16. Kalmar 
17 Jönköping
18. Östhammar
19. Gävle
20. Hedemora
21. Köping
22. Södertälje

24. Torshälla
25. Norrköping
26. Vadstena
27. Skövde
28. Lidköping
29. Falköping
30. Hjo
31. Bogesund
32. Nya Lödöse
33. Växjö
34. Västervik
35. Vimmerby
36. Eksjö
37. Hästholmen
38. Sala
39. Falun
40. Lund



Rural Settlements 
mentioned in the 
articles.



Introduction

Medieval archaeology in Sweden has undergone dynamic 
development over the past thirty years. In 1962, medieval 
archaeology became established as an independent academic 
discipline at the Institute of Archaeology of the University of 
Lund. The expansion of society, which began in the 1960s has 
increasingly affected medieval remains through redevelop
ment. As the only centre in Sweden for research and education 
in medieval archaeology the Institute of Archaeology in Lund 
has set its mark on all work on the subject in the country.

Most fieldwork in medieval archaeology in Sweden has been 
carried out through excavations caused by urban redevelop
ment. The Swedish law on the protection of the cultural 
heritage gives ancient monuments fairly good legal protection, 
and also the developer is responsible for the costs of excava
tion.

Most of the fieldwork on medieval sites is today carried out 
by the Central Board of National Antiquities (RAÄ) through its 
excavation unit (UV) which is responsible for the majority of 
the rescue excavations in Sweden. The unit is separated into a 
number of regional offices each responsible for a specific 
geographical area. The regional offices of Stockholm and 
Uppsala employ more professional medieval archaeologists 
than the whole of the rest of Sweden, and many of these 
maintain links with Lund by being members of the research 
seminar there. In this way there have long been easy contacts 
between research/education and practical field archaeology.

The great number of excavations resulting from the 
fieldwork of the offices of the central archaeological unit have 
formed an important but so far hardly utilized potential for 
research into medieval Sweden. As in many other countries, 
publication of the information resulting from rescue excava
tions in Sweden has not kept pace with the excavations 
themselves. Too much of the archaeologists' time has been



Introduction

taken up by the administration of the excavations and the 
fieldwork itself. Conventionally, excavation reports have con
centrated more on facts than on advancing knowledge.

This book has to be seen against this background. It includes 
fifteen articles, the authors of which work as medieval archaeo
logists at the excavation offices of UV in Stockholm, Linköping, 
Uppsala and Visby. The subjects of the chapters are connected 
with the authors' own field experience and research interests. 
Thus the book has many objectives. It makes the results from a 
number of important excavations available to a wider audience, 
and it is also intended to generate debate on some problems 
central to medieval archaeology. The articles presented here 
should provide a starting point for future and more detailed 
studies of the subjects with which they deal.

Most of the articles concentrate on the medieval towns of 
Sweden. This is a consequence of an archaeological situation 
which was prevalent for a long time: the urban redevelopment 
of the 1970s and 1980s which encroached on medieval deposits. 
A number of different themes are dealt with. The introductory 
articles are general surveys of the process of urbanization in 
Sweden and urban archaeological research; they are followed 
by sections dealing with certain specific towns. The remainder 
discuss methodological problems of chronology and the rela
tionship between written sources and archaeological remains, 
and also questions of production and consumption in medieval 
and post-medieval towns. These subjects have been debated 
fairly fully within archaeological research for a long time but 
this book also includes examples of some areas which have so 
far been more neglected: stratigraphy in medieval towns and 
archaeological remains from more recent times.

The three articles in the book which deal with the medieval 
countryside cannot be tied in so closely with previous archaeo
logical debates, as research into agrarian development in the 
middle ages has mainly been undertaken by historians and 
cultural geographers. The first article is a research survey and 
describes the situation and potentialities up to the 1990s.
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The second is a presentation of two of the largest rural 
excavations in central Sweden, the results of which will be of 
great importance for future work on early agrarian develop
ment in the region. The subject of the third article is the particu
lar problem presented by castles in the medieval countryside. 
In contrast to previous research, where sites were primarily 
studied as separate entities, this article deals with the castle and 
its hinterland in an overall social and economic perspective.

This book is the first substantial presentation of recent 
medieval fieldwork in Sweden to be designed for a foreign 
readership. It reflects the archaeological and research situation 
at the beginning of the 1990s, a situation which is on the point 
of change. The great encroachment on medieval town centres 
has now more or less ceased, while excavations in the 
countryside are becoming more common and the most 
important rescue excavations of the 1990s are likely to be in 
rural areas. At the moment an extensive rebuilding of the 
infrastructure in the central districts of Sweden is being 
planned; this will affect the early cultural landscape and its 
remains.

Increasing theoretical awareness and a pronounced desire to 
pursue a more problem-orientated approach to excavations has 
characterized most of Swedish rescue archaeology in the 1980s. 
There is every reason to believe that such a positive develop
ment will be strengthened in the 1990s. It is our hope that this 
book will make a contribution to this.

Lars Ersgård
Institute of Archaeology 
Lund

Marie Holmström
The Central Board of 
National Antiquities 
Stockholm
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Urban Archaeology in Sweden 
- Yesterday and Today

By Birgitta Broberg and Margareta Hasselmo

Introduction

One of the reasons for the present state of urban archaeology in 
Sweden is the firm support given to it by the Ancient Monu
ments Act. Since the end of the 19th century, occupation 
deposits have been regarded as archaeological monuments but 
until the 1960s legal protection was invoked in only a few 
towns, for example, Lund, Sigtuna and Lödöse. Opportunities 
for archaeological activity in towns changed radically at the 
end of the 1960s with the clearance of areas of old urban 
settlement. As a result of this redevelopment, urban archaeo
logy became for the first time a defined area of antiquarian 
interest and activity, and the act was applied to layers in all 
towns, that is, in all medieval towns. Parallel to this develop
ment, medieval archaeology was established as an academic 
discipline in Lund in 1962 and urban archaeology became an 
accepted area of research.

Historical background

Stolpes excavations in Birka at the end of the 19th century may 
be said to have formed the starting point of urban archaeology 
in Sweden. As early as 1873 Stolpe drew up a programme for 
archaeological work in towns and defined how it should be 
carried out. Despite this dynamic beginning, the problem of 
urbanism was not followed up until the turn of the century 
when the principles of modern urban archaeology were develo
ped in Lund. The primary activities of the initial phase were the 
care, cataloguing and presentation of artifacts through exhibi-
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tions and publications. Archaeological recording took second 
place, but things improved once professional archaeologists 
were associated with the work. This aspect was later developed 
by Blomqvist who was the driving force behind archaeology in 
Lund for many decades. His pioneering work on specific 
groups of material led to fundamental typologies associated 
with stratigraphic contexts. In addition to this, Blomqvist 
originated a holistic topographical approach. The Thule 
excavation (Thulegrävningen) of 1961 directed by Blomqvist was 
the first really large professionally conducted urban excavation 
in Sweden and its publication is now regarded as a standard 
work.

In the 1920s Schiick published 'Det svenska stadsväsendets 
uppkomst och äldsta utveckling', a work which is still of 
fundamental importance for research into urban history. The 
emphasis of Schiick's work is on the topography and chrono
logy of towns, key questions in the 1920s and 1930s.

The physical aspect and age of towns were also questions 
which stimulated the large excavation projects which began at 
that time in many of Sweden's best known medieval towns. 
Famous names in urban archaeology were associated with 
these projects, some of them, such as Strömbom in Gothenburg 
and Stjerna in Uppsala, were influenced by the research 
tradition of Lund.

However, the dominant school of thought at that time aimed 
more at generalization: hypothetical total reconstructions 
which owed more to models than to material evidence. These 
reconstructions were not always very well founded in fact and 
there was an overall lack of stratigraphic awareness. Prominent 
representatives of this generalizing tradition in Swedish urban 
archaeology include Lundberg (mainly associated with 
reconstructions of medieval Söderköping), af Ugglas (who 
devised a total picture of the urban area of medieval Lödöse), 
and Sundquist (with an attempt to reconstruct the topography 
of medieval Uppsala).

The 1920s and 1930s were a very active period in urban

14
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research in Sweden, even when compared with the work taking 
place elsewhere in Europe. The decades from 1940 to 1970 were 
ones of stagnation, in both historical and archaeological 
research. The exception were Lund and Stockholm where 
Blomquist and Hansson were working.

Urban archaeology today

At the end of the 1960s the massive clearance of old town 
centres and the introduction of a different and more rational 
building technique radically changed the opportunities for 
urban archaeology. The areas affected were often very large, 
sometimes covering whole blocks, and archaeological recor
ding could no longer keep pace with the new building activity. 
So it was necessary to organize archaeological work afresh. In 
this phase the main responsibility was taken by RAÄ and at the 
end of the 1960s excavations were organized through a national 
excavation unit although some archaeological investigations 
continued to be conducted by other institutions. Following the 
Ancient Monuments Act of 1942, the overall costs for ex
cavations began to be claimed, and today archaeological work 
is totally financed by developer funding.

Methods for urban archaeology were developed by the 
national archaeological unit. Current archaeological methodo
logy had to be changed and urban archaeology became a 
matter of importance for archaeologists. Specialized qualifica
tions became available when the teaching of medieval archaeo
logy began in Lund at the beginning of the 1960s. In the long 
run this influenced the theoretical development of the subject.

In the 1970s the demolition of town centres expanded from 
the comparatively limited situation of the 1960s to affect 
virtually all towns of medieval origin. Large-scale excavations 
took place, and quantities of archaeological material were 
retrieved. During this initial phase there were no general rules 
for the way in which the work should be conducted, for

15



instance excavation methods and report writing. RAÄ took the 
initiative in mapping the archaeological potential of towns by 
setting up the Medeltidsstaden project which ran from 1976- 
1984. The main thrust of the project was archaeological but it 
also had an input of academic research.

Urban archaeology continued to expand until the middle of 
the 1980s after which time the number of excavations declined 
drastically. The obvious reason for that was that by then most 
town centres had been redeveloped, but today there is also a 
greater appreciation of preservation and, alongside that, we 
now realise that there will soon be no occupation deposits left. 
RAÄ has initiated a project designed to develop methods for 
so-called non-destructive foundations, that is, to devise tech
nical methods which will avoid encroachment on the stra
tigraphy. The aim of this developmental research is to preserve 
the archaeological deposits, and this is also the prime aim of the 
law on ancient monuments. The preservation of the built 
environment is also more appreciated today.

All this means that excavations in the centres of medieval 
towns are now small in area and mainly exploratory. Archaeo
logical work now concentrates on the outskirts of medieval 
towns and there is also a new area of interest: the archaeology 
of post-medieval towns of the 16th and 17th centuries. This 
new aspect is supported by the law on the cultural heritage 
which mentions occupation deposits but does not specify their 
date limits. So we now have a very wide spectrum of excava
tion objectives, as can be seen from the present publication.

Urban Archaeology in Sweden------------------- --------------------------------------------------------

A young discipline

As archaeological activity has been centralized in RAÄ for 
more than 30 years its responsibility may largely be seen as an 
adjunct to social planning in that its main responsibility is to 
record and remove field monuments. Research did not figure in
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the early organization, an objective report being the final 
product. What was at first a comparatively modest activity 
increased rapidly as urban redevelopment expanded. Over the 
years an enormous quantity of archaeological material has 
accumulated, and the deficiency of opportunities for integrated 
research has become evident. The result of all the work is that 
now we have no archaeological synthesis, but we have 
developed high competence in field archaeology. Modern 
urban archaeology has grown up in a positivist research 
tradition - the collection and description of data.

So we are now in a position where archaeological material 
has been accumulated but has hardly been worked on or 
published, in other words it cannot be used for academic 
synthesis. The absence of a research design - or perhaps the 
fact that it has been and still is so limited - is the reason for this. 
This does not mean that significant research objectives have not 
been formulated. In 1965, Erik Cinthio, the first Professor of 
Medieval Archaeology in Sweden, outlined the aims of urban 
archaeology as quoted below.

We want to know when the town began, how it grew and 
sometimes stagnated, what it looked like during different ages, 
how, when and why it changed from century to century. This 
refers not only to the town but equally to the people who lived 
ln i*, the conditions under which they lived, the things which 
they made, their health and their households, their food and 
their work. The relationship between urban dwellers and 
countryfolk, commercial exchange with the surrounding count
ryside or foreign countries are equally of interest. In short, we 
want to know more about people and their conditions in an 
urban context'.

Cinthio s statement contains numerous proposals for 
defined and tangible research results which have, however, 
hardly been taken into account by practical archaeology up to 
uow. In other words, the research perspective has not been 
regarded in everyday field work. His statement constitutes the

2-929038 RAÄ 17



academic background against which the Medeltidsstaden 
project grew up. The project has led to an intensification of the 
debate about urban history. It has been important for practical 
urban archaeology in Sweden but it has not led to an increased 
input into urban research.

In conclusion, urban archaeology today is a legacy from the 
1970s when it acquired its present form and content. But we are 
now in a position when the aims and content must change. 
Archaeology must no longer act merely as a service, its purpose 
must now be the increase of knowledge. The competence built 
up by RAÄ and others, and the evidence which has been 
accumulated, are now regarded as a resource to be used by the 
universities.

Urban Archaeology in Sweden----- —-------------------------------------------------------------------
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Urban Development in Sweden in the 
Middle Ages

By Birgitta Broberg and Margareta Hasselmo

Medieval Sweden in time and space

In Sweden the Middle Ages comprise the period c. 1000-1500. 
At that time the area of Sweden was rather different from it is 
today; the southern part belonged to Denmark, the south
western part to Norway, and Finland was a part of Sweden 
(fig. 1). In the 17th century the provinces of Scania, Halland and

NORWAY

(FINLAND)

SWEDEN

Fig 1. Sweden's 
boundaries in the 
Middle Ages.

300 km
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Blekinge were captured from Denmark; Jämtland, Härjedalen 
and Bohuslän were wrested from Norway. The Swedish state 
acquired its present boundaries with the loss of Finland in 1809.

This article deals with the 39 towns which belonged to 
medieval Sweden. The six towns which lay in the Finnish part 
of the kingdom are not mentioned. 16th- and 17th-century 
towns are included as they have become increasing important 
in archaeological work over recent years.

The definition of the town in Sweden

The definition of a town acquired its present form in Sweden 
through the Medeltidsstaden project, 1976-1984. This project 
was set up to map the state of urban archaeology and to form a 
basis for defining archaeological priorities in urban excava
tions. The reports on specific towns were also intended to serve 
as starting points for future research. The project dealt with c. 
70 medieval towns, that is all the medieval towns in modern 
Sweden.

The Medeltidsstaden project defined a town using three 
criteria: functional, topographical and legal.

Functional criteria are those which describe a place's rela
tionship with its hinterland and other places. Thus with their 
help one can describe the places which are parts of a spatial 
system. By using functional criteria one can discover to what 
extent the place was a central place.

Topographical criteria are those which enable the morpho
logy of a place to be described, put simply, the picture given by 
the settlement and the settlement plan. Topographical criteria 
enable one to discover to what extent the place was a nucleated 
centre.

Legal/administrative criteria define the place's legal status: 
urban privileges, town law, council, burgesses, its own seal etc. 
These criteria will show whether a place was a town in the 
formal legal sense.

20
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The high-medieval and late-medieval towns are fairly easy 
to define as they are mentioned in written sources, but the 
written sources for early-medieval towns are strictly limited. 
There are no distinct archaeological definitions in use today, 
but two of the above criteria can be used: the functional and, 
perhaps most importantly, the topographical.

The systematic survey made by the Medeltidsstaden project 
provides us with a good picture of the chronological de
velopment of the towns of the Middle Ages. Urban develop
ment may be divided into three main phases: Early Medieval 
c. 1000 - c. 1200; High medieval c. 1200 - c. 1350; Late Medieval 
c. 1350 - c. 1500. The founding of medieval towns ended in 1471 
with Bogesund in Västergötland; it was not until 1562 that the 
next new town, Hudiksvall in northern Sweden, emerged. Then 
began a new period of town growth which lasted until 1680.

Early-medieval towns, c. 1000 - c. 1200

The first Swedish towns - Lödöse, Sigtuna, Skara and Visby - 
belong to these two centuries. As the map (fig. 2) shows, they 
were widely distributed throughout the country. All early- 
medieval towns may be characterized as places with major 
central functions, economic, but more importantly political/ 
administrative with powerful royal/ecclesiastical influence 
being evident. The topographical criterion is fulfilled in that 
nucleated settlement has been discovered through archaeolo
gical excavation.

Sigtuna on Lake Mälaren is the oldest of the early-medieval 
towns. Recently concluded archaeological excavations exposed 
a close-knit settlement with a regular system of plots going 
back to the 970s. As early as the first decade of the 11th century 
Sigtuna was a multi-functional place with evidence for minting 
and a royal manor. In the 1070s it was described by Adam of 
Bremen as civitas magna, that is a bishop's seat.

Skara, in western Sweden, is mentioned as the seat of a
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Fig 2. Early-medieval 
towns in Sweden.

1. Sigtuna *
2. Visby

Gania LötJöse
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bishop at the same time as Sigtuna. Scattered remains of occu
pation from this period have been discovered, but Skara cannot 
be defined as a town before the second half of the 12th century.

Lödöse, in the west of the country, has also revealed traces 
of 11th century occupation. There was both a royal manor and 
a mint from the middle of the 12th century when Lödöse 
appears as a town with administrative and economic functions, 
as well as a regular settlement-pattern.

Visby has a unique position in this group as it lies on an 
island between the Continent and Sweden; this led to Visby 
fulfilling a very special function as a transit station. Evidence of 
occupation from the late 10th century has been found here. 
There are signs of a regular plot layout from the turn of the 
llth/12th centuries when Visby was an economic central place, 
but present information cannot define the beginnings of the 
town any more closely than to the second half of the 12th 
century. At that period the settlement expanded immensely 
and many churches were built.

In addition to these early-medieval towns there were also 
central places of mainly ecclesiastical or economic character. 
Research into these early central places is a fairly new deve
lopment and we have not as yet got a clear overview. Many are 
mentioned in late 12th century written sources as bishops' seats 
and deaneries. Archaeological evidence shows that there also 
were other central places with a more economically-orientated 
function. In the 13th century, many of these centres developed 
into towns, particularly in the Mälaren region and Öster
götland. Some early-medieval central places became towns in 
the 14th century but there are also examples of central places 
which developed no further, for example, Köpingsvik on Öland 
and Pa viken on Gotland.
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High-medieval towns, c. 1200 - c. 1300

From c. 1200 there was a great increase in east-coast towns, 
particularly in central Sweden and Östergötland (fig. 3). The 
reason for this can be seen in socio-economic developments 
and the consolidation of central power. The economic develop
ment relates to what was happening in the Baltic area at the 
time, but mining was also a significant factor. The towns of the 
High Middle Ages also acted as centres for royal admi
nistration. In western Sweden there was not the same growth 
in urbanization, rather, towns which were already there, such 
as Lödöse and Skara, expanded. New towns did not emerge 
there until the Late Middle Ages.

High-medieval towns are characterized by a regular layout 
with market places and town halls. Their institutional structure 
was fully developed and may be said to have been a measure 
of the place's importance and stability. Most of the high- 
medieval towns had numerous churches, friaries, hospitals, 
houses of the Holy Ghost, and in some cases royal castles.

All but four of the towns which developed during the High 
Middle Ages show continuity of occupation back to the 11th or 
12th centuries. No pre-urban occupation has been found in 
Kalmar, Örebro, Stockholm and Jönköping even though there 
have been extensive archaeological investigations there. These 
towns are marked by a very regular urban layout where the 
organic connection between town plan, church and market 
place seems to be evidence for the foundation of these towns 
through direct royal command.

The high-medieval towns can be divided chronologically 
into two periods: 1200-1250 and 1250-1350.

Many towns on the north shore of Lake Mälaren derive from 
the first period of high-medieval urbanization: Uppsala, En
köping and Västerås; Skänninge and Söderköping in Öster
götland, and Kalmar on the coast of Småland. Towns founded 
in this period are also distinguished by having the first
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mendicant friaries, mainly established in the 1230s. Friaries 
were also established in the early-medieval towns at the same 
time, and there were also other changes there. For example, the 
settlement pattern was regulated in Lödöse, and stone houses 
began to be built in Visby.

During the second period new towns continued to develop 
in the same areas as before: Örebro, Arboga, Strängnäs, and 
Nyköping in central Sweden, and Linköping in Östergötland. 
Småland acquired the two new towns of Jönköping and Gam
leby. As in the earlier high-medieval towns, the foundation of 
friaries - mainly in the 1260s - was closely connected with 
urban development. The presence of royal authority in the 
towns became more tangible through the erection of many 
royal castles. At the end of the 13th century high-medieval 
town formation reached its final form; the towns were 
governed by a council, and some even had their own town law.

Late-medieval towns, c. 1350 - c. 1500

During this phase new towns emerged in economically 
important marginal areas although the emphasis still fell on the 
Mälaren district and Östergötland. Most of the new towns 
developed north of Lake Mälaren in connection with the 
expansion of mining, and mining was also significant for towns 
founded south of Lake Mälaren and in Östergötland. Western 
Sweden and Småland also saw an increase in towns (fig. 4). 
There were 17 new towns in all. If the five late-medieval towns 
in what was then Swedish Finland are taken into account, 
Swedish towns nearly doubled in number during the Late 
Middle Ages. Like the high-medieval towns, continuity of 
occupation can be traced in the late-medieval towns, in some 
for as much as 200 years. Thus, even late-medieval urbanism 
had its roots in an earlier central-place system.

The late-medieval towns seem not to have played the same
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Fig 4. Late-medieval 
towns in Sweden
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18. Östhammar
19. Gävle
20. Hedemora
21. Köping
22. Södertälje
23. Trosa
24. Torshälla
25. Norrköping
26. Vadstena
27. Skövde
28. Lidköping
29. Falköping
30. Hjo
31. Bogesund
32. Nyo Lodöse
33. Växjö
34. Västervik
35. Vimmerby
36. Eksjö
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part in overall social development as the early- and high 
medieval towns. There are indications of many factors behind 
their growth. The decline of central power which marks the 
14th century may have contributed to the founding of some 
towns by private individuals with strong economic interests. 
Two of the towns from this phase, Vadstena in Sweden and 
Nådendal in Finland, are also examples of foundation through 
the direct initiative of a monastic order.

The restructuring of society in the Late Middle Ages led to a 
change in both urban functions and topography. The functions 
of the towns became more narrowly concentrated on the 
economy and the towns also played a less dominant ad
ministrative role. As the functions changed so did the topo
graphy. In contrast to the high-medieval towns which had an 
institutional superstructure, the later ones had no friaries, 
houses of the Holy Ghost or hospitals, and usually only one 
church.

The period 1350-1400 was characterized by crises, both eco
nomic and political. The possible influence of the Black Death 
on towns has also been discussed. Nevertheless, this period 
saw a large number of new foundations, mainly in the old core 
areas: Köping, Norrköping, Södertälje, Trosa, Vimmerby, Växjö 
and Östhammar.

The towns founded after 1400 can be said to lie less centrally 
in the Swedish kingdom, a development which can be seen as a 
precursor of the economic policy marking the 16th and 17th 
centuries whereby the central power deliberately invested in 
the marginal areas. Two new foundations of the first half of the 
15th century - Gävle and Lidköping - exemplify this. For the 
first time towns emerged north of the Mälaren valley: Gävle 
and Hedemora. Västergötland stands out at this time in that it 
acquired no fewer than four new towns. The removal of Lödöse 
to a new site indicates active interest on the part of the central 
power and strengthens the picture of deliberate investment in 
western Sweden during the late part of the Middle Ages.
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Fig 5.16th- and 17th- 
century towns in Sweden
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16th- and 17th-century towns

As shown by the map, (fig. 5) Swedish towns of the Middle 
Ages lie in the core areas of the state, in the Mälaren valley and 
the central settlement regions of Västergötland, Östergötland 
and Småland. The siting of the 16th- and 17th centuries towns 
shows that there was a geographical expansion towards the 
periphery of the country and towards the economically im
portant interior. The new towns were mainly founded in the 
coastal area north of Gävle, in Bergslagen, and along the 
important trade route from Lake Vänern to the Göta river and 
the North Sea. The three towns founded latest in this period - 
Karlshamn, Karlskrona and Strömstad - may be regarded as 
consolidations of the newly conquered regions of Blekinge and 
Bohuslän. The outstanding characteristic of this period is that 
the towns were founded by royal authority, and their location 
illustrates the geographical expansion of the central power. 
They must have been intended to be settlements which could 
function fully as administrative, economic and military units.

The towns of the 16th and 17th centuries may be divided 
chronologically into three phases: 1582-1611, 1619-1652, and 
1659-1680. The first is characterized by the central power's 
attempt to strengthen control of peripheral parts of the king
dom, mining districts and transport routes. Town foundation 
reached its climax during the second period with their locations 
showing a marked concentration in three areas: the coast of 
Norrland; the mining districts of Bergslagen; and the stra
tegically important county of Älvsborg with Gothenburg. The 
final period is closely associated with the defence of Sweden's 
newly-won status as a great power, and new towns were 
founded in those areas conquered by Sweden. This may be re
garded as an expression of Swedish nationalism.
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From Early-Medieval Central-Places 
to High-Medieval Towns
- Urbanization in Sweden from the End of the 
10th Century to c. 1200

By Margareta Hasselmo

Abstract: The purpose of this article is to give a comprehensive 
survey of the early-medieval central-places which can he traced in 
Swedish towns mainly high-medieval in order to produce a more 
detailed picture of the process of urbanization in Sweden. The 
evidence provides new angles of approach. Previously, the early- 
medieval towns of Sigtuna, Skara, Visby and Gamla Lödöse have 
stood alone but new archaeological material has shown that 
alongside these early-medieval towns there was a system of 
important central-places with its emphasis in the Mälaren valley and 
Östergötland. These central-places formed part of a system of royal 
control points with mainly economic functions, but they were also 
ecclesiastical bases for the Christian mission. The strong growth of 
13th-century towns in the Mälaren valley and Östergötland, can not 
only be explained purely in terms of socio-economic development and 
the consolidation of royal power, it had also roots in the system of 
early-medieval central-places.

Introduction

In urban research the predominant opinion has been that trade 
was the driving force behind urbanization. The Medeltids
staden project and more recent urban research have, however, 
toned down the role which trade was thought to have played in 
the emergence of early- and high-medieval towns.' It is now 
thought that the origin of towns reflects a fundamental 
structural change in society. The towns were spatial power- 
bases for the growing central authority and had a formative
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function, not only for control and organization but also for 
technical innovations. The towns' diminished significance as 
commercial centres suggests that trade and markets were 
under central control.

The current view is that the emergence of towns in 
Scandinavia was intimately bound up with the expansion of 
medieval society and the growth of Christian states. In 
Denmark a Christian state can be discerned at the end of the 
10th century, in Norway from about 1000. Although the 
beginning of a unified state can be seen in the 11th century, it 
was not until the 12th century that Sweden can be said to be 
any sort of political unit. The chronological difference between

Fig 1. Towns in Scandinavia 
1000-1150. The size of the \ 
town relating to the 
number of churches 
in each town.
After Andrén 1989. , _
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the development of the Scandinavian kingdoms is evident from 
the number and size of their early-medieval towns (fig. 1). 
Scandinavia as a whole was a marginal and backward area of 
medieval Europe, and in Norway and Sweden the physical 
conditions were such that only certain areas had the potential 
for density of population and thus the growth of towns2 (fig. 2).

Only four places in medieval Sweden can be considered as 
towns before 1200: Sigtuna, Visby, Skara and Gamla Lödöse. 
(For the definition of 'town' see previous chapter). Even so, 
there are great chronological differences between these towns. 
The recently completed excavations in Sigtuna revealed a dense 
settlement with a regular lay-out of plots going back to the

Fig 2. Medieval towns in 
Scandinavia 1000-1150 
in relation to ecolo
gical zones.
After Andrén 1989. (

(T) Nffnofol zone 

(?) Ekyeo- nemorol zone 

(3) Boteet and alpine zone 
0 300km
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970s. In the other three towns no such dense occupation can be 
proved before the middle or second half of the 12th century. 
So, for almost two hundred years Sigtuna was the only town in 
Sweden. There is another difference between them: Sigtuna 
was a planned town, the other three grew up through natural 
growth.3

In the Mälaren valley and Östergötland a number of places 
with various central functions developed in parallel with these 
towns (fig. 3). They differ from the early-medieval towns, 
which display a dense and regular settlement, by having only a 
sparse and limited area of occupation. Some appear to have 
been bishops' seats or rural deaneries. The centrality of most 
places seems to be marked by two or three churches close 
together. Common to all these central-places is that they later 
developed into towns, mainly in the 13th century.

When trying to explain early-medieval urbanization in 
Sweden it is therefore important to consider not only the towns 
of the 11th- or 12th centuries but also early central-places.

Before starting to make comparisons between the central-

Early-medieval central-places

Central-
place

Early
written
record

Bishop’s Rural
deanery

Churches Thing/
market

Archaeol. 
proof for 
early-med 
settlements

Stones
Eskilstuna
fragments

Hoards

Uppsala 1160s G Up 1160s 2 X X X

Enköping 1160s 2(3?)

Strängnäs c. 1120 1 X X X X

Eskilstuna c. 1120(?) 2 X X X

Södertälje 1070 1 X X

Nyköping 2(?) X

Västerås 1160s 2(3?) X X X

Linköping c. 1120 2 X X X

Skänninge 1178 2 X X X

Söderköping 2 X X X

Norrköping 2(?)

Växjö 1170s 1
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Fig 3. Towns and central-places 
in Sweden 970-1200

O early-medieval towns
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2. Visby

4. Gamla Lödöse
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5. Uppsala
6. Enköping
7. Strängnäs
8. Eskilstuna
9. Södertälje

10. Nyköping
11. Västerås
12. Linköping
13. Skänninge
14. Söderköping
15. Norrköping
16. Växjö
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places, it must be emphasized that the comments about simi
larities and differences which are made here must be regarded 
as very preliminary. This is mainly true of the conclusions 
drawn from archaeological evidence, because much of it has 
not yet been studied in detail. Also, the archaeological evidence 
for this period is still fairly limited, both because it has only 
recently been given attention and because it has been dis
covered only in limited areas of medieval towns.

This section will start with the conditions which are com
mon to central-places, that is their geographical and admi
nistrative situation. An attempt will then be made to define and 
date the various central-places, using both written and, mainly, 
archaeological sources. Then, signs of possible connections 
between central-places and growing royal power will be com
mented on. Finally, early urbanization in Sweden will be dis
cussed.

--------------------—--------------------------------------------------- From Central-Places to Towns

The geographical and administrative situation

Central-places are sites which, from a communications point of 
view, are situated at nodal points where land and water routes 
crossed. Usually, they stand in a narrow inlet or on an estuary, 
most often the former (Uppsala, Enköping, Eskilstuna, 
Nyköping, Västerås, Södertälje, Söderköping and Norrköping). 
The situation of Strängnäs is different, for most of the water 
routes by-passed it, but it stand at the intersection of many land 
routes. Land communications were most important for 
Skänninge and Växjö. Despite its inland situation, Linköping is 
strategically sited beside an important waterway and land 
routes.

The central-places grew up in regions, densly populated al
ready in prehistoric time. The potential of many of them was 
greatly increased by lying in suitable places for water mills and 
salmon fishing.

All the central-places, apart from Strängnäs, lie on or imme-
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diately beside boundaries between two or more hundreds. 
Hyenstrand, who has done most work on the siting of central- 
places in relation to hundred boundaries, thinks that a site 
beside the estuary of a river which is also a hundred boundary, 
plus the presence of many parish churches, gave a place im
portance in trade, administration and religion. Using archaeo
logy, Hyenstrand has tried to prove that the hundred divisions 
stretch back into prehistoric times and he concludes that each 
central-place was founded in order to link up a number of 
hundreds.4

There are now no contemporary sources which support the 
connection between central-places and hundred boundaries. 
The boundaries known from written evidence are much later. 
The siting of the places could be motivated by economic and 
communication factors whereas the rivers were natural boun
daries between territorial divisions. The proximity of central- 
places and hundred boundaries may thus be quite accidental.5

The fairly regular distance between the central-places may 
imply that they were part of an organized set-up.

Central-places in the ecclesiastical administration

The central-places Strängnäs, Västerås, Linköping and Växjö 
are all mentioned in the 12th century as bishops' seats. 
Eskilstuna may also be included.6 Information about diocesan 
centres shows which places were considered to be important 
enough for the Church to concentrate its higher administration 
there. The ecclesiastical divisions were also connected to the 
main 'things' in a province, which were also the most im
portant market centres and perhaps also cult centres. The most 
significant of these were Distingen in Uppsala, Samtinget in 
Strängnäs and Lionga ting in Linköping.

Strängnäs and Västerås are the only diocesan centres from 
which archaeological evidence of early-medieval settlement or
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activity has been obtained. In Strängnäs7 remains of early- 
medieval settlement have been recovered from two sites; in 
Västerås8 they have been found on one site. Their occupation 
may be divided into two phases: the earlier, from the 11th 
century, has no definite remains of occupation but there is 
evidence of fine metalworking in bronze and copper (Västerås) 
and ironsmithing (Strängnäs), and also wattle fences. Not until 
the later phase, the 12th century, are there true remains of 
settlement: a sparse settlement of wattle-and-daub and timber 
buildings. Ironworking and shoemaking were practised in this 
phase. Plot boundaries in the form of ditches and wattle fences 
may suggesting that there was a permanent plot layout already 
during the 12th century.

The fine metalworking which took place in 11th century in 
Västerås is of particular interest. It is difficult to trace the 
presence of fine metalworking as this is so far the only example 
of this craft in the early-medieval central-places. Fine metal
working for the production of luxury goods in early-medieval 
towns is assumed to have been connected with royal power." 
The craftsmen accompanied the household on its journeys 
between the royal manors where they made the goods as 
ordered. From the middle of the 11th century the craftsmen 
acquired more permanent quarters in the towns but they were 
still not free to sell their products as they wished.111 We may 
assume that in Västerås, early metalworking was connected 
either with the king, a local nobleman, or with the bishop.

As mentioned earlier, structures and artifacts from early- 
medieval settlement have been found in only two of the five 
bishops' seats, and in both cases only to a limited extent. The 
absence of archaeological evidence may result from factors 
such as the limited nature of archaeological excavations and the 
conditions of preservation, but may also stem from the special 
functions of diocesan centres. They may have been largely 
without permanent occupation in the Early Middle Ages apart 
from that which was directly connected to the cathedral or a
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possible royal manor. People other than the inhabitants of 
cathedral or manor have assembled there only on holy-days or 
at the time of fairs. The strong ecclesiastical influence probably 
strengthened the importance of these places later and 
contributed towards their gradually developing into towns in 
the formal sense. The presence of a central ecclesiastical admi
nistration may therefore have been the factor which made a 
central-place live on as a town. This may have been the case at 
Strängnäs and Växjö.

Central places with economic functions

In addition to the central-places which were involved in 
ecclesiastical administration, there were central-places in an 
economic respect. They served their surrounding region and 
also were transhipment sites for commodities carried by long
distance trade. These 'economic central-places' are charac
terized by strategic situations with regard to communications 
and their importance and central functions are reflected in the 
presence of many churches." There is also archaeological evi
dence from many of these sites indicative of fairly advanced 
early-medieval settlement with associated trade and crafts. 
Two of them, Uppsala and Enköping, are mentioned as rural 
deaneries so they must also have had ecclesiastical impor
tance.’2

There is archaeological evidence from the Early Middle Ages 
for Uppsala13, Nyköping14, Skänninge15, Söderköping16 and 
Södertälje17, although, remarkably, still none from Enköping 
and Norrköping. One of the reasons for the lack of early- 
medieval evidence in the latter group may be that they have as 
yet been subjected to fairly few archaeological excavations, and 
those have not been on the right sites. Another reason may be 
their conditions for preservation which has resulted in the 
early-medieval features being obliterated. An important con-
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sideration is also that in many of the central-places the archaeo
logical evidence for the Early Middle Ages has only recently 
been obtained. So we can hope that in the future we also shall 
find early-medieval material in Enköping and Norrköping.

The early-medieval settlement in these central-places seems 
to have been of very limited extent in comparison with the later 
towns. Most building remains and artifacts have been found in 
a small strip along the river banks, showing that proximity to 
the water was the primary concern. At Skänninge and Söder
tälje the settlement stood on a ridge, but still close to the water.

In those places where conditions for preservation are favou
rable, early-medieval occupation deposits up to lm thick have 
been discovered indicating quite intensive activity. As in the 
bishops' seats of Strängnäs and Västerås, some of the economic 
central-places have revealed an earlier and a later phase in the 
occupation deposit. This is most obvious in Söderköping where 
the earlier phase is represented by hearths, rubbish pits, post- 
holes and a jetty; the later phase shows sparse settlement with 
ditches and wattle fences which may indicate plot boundaries 
(fig. 4). From this evidence we can outline a development from 
seasonal activity resulting in no true settlement to a more per
manent and regulated permanent occupation (fig. 5 and 6).

So, remains of buildings can first clearly be observed in the 
later phase. Although they are fragmentary, two building-types 
can be distinguished: clay-daubed houses (Södertälje, Skän
ninge, Nyköping), and blockhouse-type buildings lafted or 
timber-framed (Nyköping, Söderköping). Some of the buil
dings have been interpreted as dwellings because they con
tained hearths; those without hearths may have been booths or 
stores.

At present the archaeological evidence is much too limited 
for us to be able to discuss the local or long-distance trade 
which was carried on at these early-medieval central-places.
And also, the material has not yet been approached or analysed 
with these questions in mind. Two types of trade which existed 
in parallel might be discussed in this context: a free trade in

-------------------------------------------------- ------------------------- From Central-Places to Towns
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Pamunder SÖDERKÖPING
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Fig 4. Reconstruction of Söderköping during 11th- and 12th centuries.

utilitarian goods and an elitist trade in luxuries18. What we can 
say at the moment is only that there was some form of trade in 
the central-places. The discovery of balances and iron bars in 
Söderköping and Uppsala indicates this. And also the 
topographical situations of the central places underline their 
trading functions. The fact that the suffix -köping meaning 
trading place is part of the name of several of these central 
places - Söderköping, Norrköping, Nyköping, Enköping - 
underlines their trading functions. The same thing can also be 
said about Linköping a central-place with more pronounced 
ecclesiastical function.

Even though it can be questioned whether objects of foreign 
provenance can be equated with direct trading contacts, the 
pottery does give some indications of foreign trade. Early 
blackware of late-Slavonic type occurs in all the places 
throughout the early-medieval period, and in mid-12th-century
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Fig 5. Söderköping c. 1000-1150.
Fig 5-7. With the known archaeological evidence as a background Söderköpings 
development from market-place to town can be illustrated with the following three
pictures. Reconstruction by Margareta Hasselmo and Sten Tesch. Drawings by Anders Eide.

Söderköping there is also blackware of so-called west- 
European type.19 This suggests that in Söderköping there were 
changes in trading contacts similar to those found at Sigtuna: a 
shift from eastern to western Europe.2"

The importance of craftworking in early-medieval trade is 
also little discussed. 'Domestic' or 'itinerant' crafts were pro
bably the type practised in the early-medieval central-places. 
'Domestic' means production for personal consumption and 
'itinerant' means production for distribution within a limited 
market.21

It is not until the 12th century that different types of crafts 
can be seen in the more economically orientated central-places. 
The crafts which were then practised were mainly antler wor
king and leather working. The extent of craftworking appears
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Fig. 6. Söderköping c. 1150-1200.

to be not very widespread.
In conclusion, we can definitely say that both trade and 

crafts were practised in the early-medieval central-places 
although its extent and organization remain obscure. An 
important research project for the future will be to use the 
archaeological evidence to elucidate the extent and importance 
of trade and crafts in these places.

Dating early-medieval central-places

In the 11th century and until 1150s the dominant type of 
pottery was early blackware of late-Slavonic type. The problem 
here is that this type of ware lasted for a long time during 
which it underwent only few changes. There were also local 
variants, and these further undermine its dating potential. The
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Fig. 7. Söderköping 12th century.

problem is further compounded by there being no real study of 
late-Slavonic pottery discovered in Sweden. Research is how
ever now going on into the great amount of late-Slavonic 
pottery found in Sigtuna and which spans our period of inte
rest, the 11th century to c. 1200.22

Because of land elevation there is a limit to the date when 
some of the waterside settlements could have been founded. 
This means that many of the central-places (Strängnäs, Ny
köping, Västerås, Söderköping) could not have supported 
settlement before the 11th century. This 11th-century date is 
supported by a few finds, for example a brooch, keys and coins 
discovered in the earliest deposits at Södertälje, Söderköping, 
Nyköping and Skänninge. At Uppsala, on the other hand, there 
is as yet no archaeological material to support a date before the 
middle of the 12th century.
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The end of the central-places coincides with the time when 
they can be defined as towns. This can be etablished most 
precisely in Söderköping. The archaeological evidence and 
dendrochronology can date when the early-medieval sparse 
occupation was replaced by an extensive and regular urban 
settlement. This expansion process began at the begining of the 
13th century, and a couple of decades later the town appears to 
have achieved its maximum medieval extent (fig. 7). Thus the 
early-medieval central-place of Söderköping must have ended 
at the beginning of the 13th century. Because of the absence of 
comparable archaeological and dendrochronological evidence 
it is not possible to say when the change from central-place to 
town took place at the other sites. Written sources, particularly 
information about the establishment of friaries, can be used to 
divide the emergence of high medieval towns into several 
phases. In the first half of the 13th century, Uppsala, Enköping, 
Västerås and Skänninge probably became towns; this happened 
a little later, in the middle of the 13th century in Strängnäs, 
Nyköping and Linköping. It is not clear when the central-places 
of Södertälje, Norrköping and Växjö were abandoned as they 
did not become towns until the Late Middle Ages, and Eskils
tuna was not urban until the 17th century (see previous chap
ter).

Connection between the growth of royal power and 
central-places

There are no contemporary sources which tell us anything 
about the connection between central-places and the growing 
royal power during the Early Medieval Ages. Documents from 
the 13th and 14th centuries clearly indicate a connection 
between the high-medieval towns and royal power, but it is un
certain whether this was also the case in the Early Middle Ages.

The picture of viking age/early-medieval society which we
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have today through archaeological evidence shows that there 
were not only royal estates but also manors and estates in the 
hands of local noble families. These families were the primary 
bases by which the royal power could expand and on whose 
support its sovereignty relied, mainly in the area of ecclesias
tical and power politics.23 These administrative/social struc
tures can be traced through archaeological evidence such as 
rune stones and rune-inscribed monuments the so-called Es
kilstuna sarcophagae (fig. 8).

A distinct connection between central-places and the nobi
lity as marked by rune stones can be seen at Skänninge, Linkö
ping, Eskilstuna, Strängnäs, Uppsala, Söderköping, Södertälje 
and Västerås. Eskilstuna sarcophagae are particularly re
markable and occur at Eskilstuna, Linköping, and Skänninge 
and also in the countryside, with definite concentrations 
around Eskilstuna and Skänninge. Fragments of Eskilstuna 
sarcophage have also been found in Strängnäs, Västerås and 
Söderköping.

There is evidence for at least two churches in most of the 
central-places discussed here. As previously mentioned, the 
importance and central function of central-places is often 
reflected in the presence of several churches. In the last few 
years the building of churches in the Early Middle Ages has 
been interpreted as a manifestion of power on the part of mag
nates and an evolving royal family. The occurrence of west 
towers, balconies and the like is usually regarded as a sign of 
this. However, this type of evidence is not relevant in the 
present cases, as most of the churches are in a fragmentary state 
of preservation.

The presence and initiative of the growing royal power can 
eventually also be traced in town plans. This is evident earliest 
in Sigtuna. Results of archaeological excavations in recent years 
show that there was a regular, dense and permanent settlement 
there right from the beginning; it was a planned town.2’ Behind 
this there must have lain an organization and access to 
resources which at this period can hardly have been anything

—----------------------------------------------------------------------- From Central-Places to Towns
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Fig 8. Early Christian graves in the form of an Eskiltuna sarcophagae or rune- 
inscribed slabs suggest the occurence of an early timber church from the mid-llth 
century or later. The type of grave is usually thought to be connected with a
nobleman. Photo: Antikvarisk-Topografiska Arkivet (ATA).
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other than royal. Comparable archaeological evidence for royal 
initiative may be seen in Söderköping, but in this case it is 
reflected in the high-medieval town plan. The archaeological 
material shows how the early-medieval sparse occupation was 
replaced by an extensive and regular urban settlement (fig. 7). 
This expansion process started at the beginning of the 13th 
century but only a couple of decades later the urban settlement 
had already reached its maximum medieval extent. As the 
settlement became denser the building technique also changed.

In many of the early-medieval central-places the settlement 
appears to have been regulated, for example in the 12th century 
when sparse settlement with plot boundaries in the form of 
ditches and wattle fences can be seen. As these have been 
discovered only within very small areas it is as yet impossible 
to draw more wideranging conclusions from the evidence.

Mills are proof of royal presence in the Early Middle Ages. 
Thun has shown that water-mills were of outstanding impor
tance for early town formation in Scania (Denmark) (llth/12th 
centuries). By controlling mills and mill-streams the royal 
power could profit from surplus in agrarian production by 
charging tolls and fees.26 The topographical essentials for mil
ling are that there should be one or more waterways of 
sufficient current, and that they should flow through a crop
raising area. These conditions are met with in almost all the 
central-places. It is remarkable that mills are very seldom 
mentioned in the written records and there is information for 
only Uppsala (1280s), Söderköping (1253) and Norrköping 
(1318). Lack of mention should not be interpreted as there 
having been no mills. A survey of Swedish diplomataria from 
the middle of the 13th to the middle of the 14th century 
produced only about 30 letters mentioning royal mills. These 
sources deal mainly with donations of fees and exchanges, not 
with the mills which were already owned by the Crown at an 
earlier period and formed part of Crown property.2'
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Early urbanization in Sweden

The purpose of this article has been to give a comprehensive 
survey of the early-medieval central-places which can be traced 
in Swedish mainly high-medieval towns in order to produce a 
more detailed picture of the process of urbanization in Sweden.

The fact that the early-medieval evidence from the central- 
places is very limited and still not fully researched means that 
at present no very far-reaching conclusions can be drawn. The 
evidence, however, provides us with new angles of approach. 
Previously the early-medieval towns of Sigtuna, Skara, Visby 
and Gamla Lödöse stood alone. The new evidence has shown 
that alongside them there was a system of important early- 
medieval central-places with its emphasis in the Mälaren valley 
and Östergötland.

It is characteristic of the early-medieval central-places, that 
they stood in strategic situations for communications, often at 
the crossing of land and water routes, on hundred boundaries, 
close to prehistoric settlement regions, and with good potential 
for milling and salmon fishing. The central-places are also 
distinguished by having grown gradually, from seasonal 
activity with no true settlement to more permanent and regular 
occupation. Some of them probably acted as transhipment and 
market centres, and some also participated in international 
trade. Others were part of the ecclesiastical administration. 
Their different emphases, either economic or ecclesiastical, are 
perhaps reflected in the extent and character of their early- 
medieval settlement.

The driving force behind the early urbanization is a debated 
question. Recent urban research has toned down the role which 
trade was thought to have played. The growth of royal power 
is now considered to bee the most important factor for early 
urbanization.

Within Scandinavia the question of the town and royal 
power has mainly been checked from Danish evidence. Using
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the 13th-century King Valdemar's land survey as the starting 
point, the Crown land (kungalev) and the hereditary land 
(patrimonium) can be reconstructed and related to Danish 
urbanization. The reconstruction shows that the greatest towns 
grew up where true royal power was weakest.28

As in Denmark, the royal possessions in Sweden were 
divided between the Crown and the royal dynasty. In Sweden 
it is considerably more difficult to map one type of land- 
holding against the other because there is no such evidence as 
that provided by the Danish land survey. Information about 
royal manors crops up only sporadically in written sources 
which do, however, indicate that most hereditary land (arve
gods) lay in the Göta provinces.29 Early monastic establishments 
associated with powerful royal families, for example Varnhem 
abbey in Västergötland and Alvastra and Vreta abbeys in 
Östergötland, also suggest this .

As mentioned above, certain circumstances suggest that true 
royal power was strongest in the Göta provinces and weakest 
in the Mälaren valley. As in Denmark, Sigtuna may have been 
an expression of the need to centralize political and ideological 
control in an area where royal power was weak.30 This view of 
Sigtuna as a power-political stronghold in an area where royal 
power was weakest could explain why Gamla Lödöse and 
Skara and to some extent Visby only became towns con
siderably later. These places lay in the Göta provinces where 
royal power was strong or, as in the case of Visby, where there 
was a strong nobility.

While Sigtuna seems to have been founded as an expression 
of royal power the central-places have a more pronounced eco
nomic and ecclesiastical function, which does not exclude their 
importance also in a political respect. Archaeological evidence 
such as rune stones and rune-inscribed monuments the so- 
called Eskilstuna sarcophagae found in the central-places and 
near-by indicate a connection with the nobility. The central- 
places relation to hundred boundaries and the fairly regular
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distance between the central-places may imply that they were 
part of an organized set-up.

In the 11th century, both in Sigtuna and in the early central- 
places, the dominant contacts seem to have been with the 
Slavonic areas. At the beginning of the 12th century the 
contacts shifted to western Europe and they were totally domi
nant after the middle of the 12th century. Gamla Lödöse, Skara 
and Visby developed as towns alongside this change. The 
central-places expanded; this is reflected in a more permanent 
and regular settlement pattern. Behind these changes lay both 
the growth of royal power and important economic changes in 
southern and western Europe. By the middle of the 12th 
century at the latest the Baltic Sea basin was opened up to west 
European trading expansion. One result of this was a trading 
treaty between Henry the Lion (of Lübeck) and Visby which 
was to have great significance for Swedish development:1

The rapid growth of 13th-century towns in the Mälaren 
valley and Östergötland must, therefore, be explained not only 
in terms of economic/social development and the consolida
tion of royal power, it also had a system of early-medieval 
central-places as a background.
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The Late-Medieval Towns of Sweden 
- an Important Research Resource

By Birgitta Broberg

Abstract: The number of towns in Sweden increased by about 50 
per cent in the Late Middle Ages. The main period of expansion was 
from the middle of the 14th century to c. 1420, that is during a time 
marked by decline and crisis and when the foundation of towns in 
neighbouring countries had ceased. Late-medieval towns have always 
been regarded as less important than their earlier forerunners and 
this has probably contributed to their comparative neglect in 
historical research. The systematic descriptions of medieval towns 
published by the Medeltidsstaden project (1976-84), have shown that 
the late-medieval towns were of a specific type, distinct from high- 
medieval towns in various ways such as their lack of religious 
houses, hospitals etc. and by the fact of their having only one church. 
Ecclesiastical organization suggests that late-medieval urbanization 
was a continuous process, with earlier villages developing into 
towns. Concentrations of ancient monuments around many of the 
towns suggest their ancient roots. At present archaeological evidence 
from the end of the prehistoric period has been discovered in so far 
two of the towns.

Introduction

In the Late Middle Ages, that is c. 1350-1500, Sweden (which 
also included Finland at that time) acquired 24 new towns; 
thus, during this period the number of towns increased by over 
50 per cent. Town foundation in the Late Middle Ages was 
mainly concentrated in the second half of the 14th century and 
during the first two decades of the 15th century (fig. 1).

The foundation of late-medieval towns coincided with a 
period in Swedish history characterized by political unrest,
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First urban criteria (legal/admin.)

1387
1441
1413

1374 
end 14th

Norrköping 1350
Skövde 1413
Södertälje 1378
Torshälla 1317
Trosa 1383
Vadstena 1400
Vimmerby 1350
Västervik 1433 (site change)
Växjö 1342
Östhammar 1368

Swedish towns
Bogesund
Eksjö
Falköping
Gävle
Hedemora
Hjo
Köping 
Lidköping 
Nya Lödöse

1471 
1406 
1441
1413
1414 
1413 
1349 
1446 
1473 (site change)

Finnish towns
Borgå
Nådendahl
Raumo
Ulvsby
Viborg

Fig 1. Chronology of the late-medieval towns.

economic decline and population decrease. Elsewhere in 
Europe this decline had begun to make itself felt in the early 
decades of the 14th century and was accentuated by the 
ravages of the Black Death in the middle of that century.1 From 
a Scandinavian point of view, 1300-1500 was a regressive pe
riod in settlement history. The middle of the 14th century was 
particularly marked by desertions and very low land rents, 
prices and wages. The crisis can be traced in varying degrees 
throughout Scandinavia apart from Finland and possibly the 
Danish islands. In Sweden the main areas to be affected were 
the border regions with Denmark and Norway where many 
farms were deserted. Desertions were less pronounced in cent
ral Sweden.2

So it is not surprising that late-medieval urbanization is
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most apparent in central Sweden. The periods of urbanization 
in the High and Late Middle Ages are separated chronologi
cally by a short space of time, the first half of the 14th century, 
when almost no new towns appeared. Measured by the num
ber of towns, urbanization in the Late Middle Ages was just as 
great as in the High Middle Ages. In the second half of the 14th 
century many new towns grew up in the Mälaren valley and 
Östergötland and, somewhat later, new towns were founded in 
the area of colonization north of Lake Mälaren. Eventually the 
towns of western Sweden acquired charters. The Finnish late 
medieval towns, five in all, show the same pattern with those in 
the central area first, and then those on the periphery (fig. 2).

1-24 Late-medieval 
towns
Early-medieval 
towns
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The towns which grew up during the last phase of the Late 
Middle Ages heralded a development which was to become 
marked in the urban policy of the 16th and 17th centuries: the 
towns were founded by royal authority and also illustrate the 
geographical expansion of the central power.3

Compared with the rest of Scandinavia, the great expansion 
of towns in Sweden in the second half of the 14th century is 
very interesting. For instance, no new towns were founded in 
Denmark 1350-1400, probably the result of the Black Death and 
the agrarian crisis which affected Europe at that time. Town 
foundation began anew in Denmark c. 1400, but the total num
ber of new towns was less than during the High Middle Ages.4 
No towns at all were founded in Norway in the second half of 
the 14th century and only two were established during the Late 
Middle Ages. On the other hand, a number of so-called 'central 
places' of great economic importance did grow up; they were 
mainly along the coast and resulted from fishing and trade.5

------------------------- ---------------------------------------------------------------Late-Medieval Towns

Towns and the late-medieval crisis

Scandinavian historians, particularly those from Norway and 
Sweden, have largely attributed population decline and 
desertion in the second half of the 14th century to the Black 
Death. However, in some parts of Scandinavia desertion may 
have resulted from a restructuring of settlement which in itself 
resulted from the increasing importance of commerce and 
fishing. It has been suggested that the Norwegian fishing 
settlements along the Atlantic coast expanded and increased in 
number. In Denmark, also, it has been shown that on Falster 
settlement moved to the coast.6 Urban development has also 
been accounted for in this way. In Norway, the sometimes 
heavily pronounced desertion around the towns of Oslo, 
Trondheim and Stavanger has been attributed to immigration 
into the towns.'
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As far as Sweden is concerned, the indications of only slight 
desertion in the central areas may suggest a reorganization of 
settlement rather than a true contraction of population.8 Swe
den has no evidence strictly comparable with that of Norway 
for this period but it is likely that the totally new infrastructure 
resulting from the establishment of a large number of new 
towns would have involved some immigration from the count
ryside. Even though the late-medieval towns were small and 
insignificant, emigration from the countryside could have been 
influential. This may have been accentuated by the protec
tionist policy of the Crown which was intended to strengthen 
the political and economic influence of towns by concentrating 
trade and crafts in the towns and to their burgesses.4

It is uncertain how the Swedish towns were affected during 
the late-medieval crisis but it is assumed that they also suffered 
the same decline as did the countryside. Processing of the 
archaeological material from Swedish medieval towns has not 
yet reached the level where it is possible to draw general 
conclusions about changes in occupation. There are, however, a 
few examples such as Lund, Uppsala and Örebro where decline 
during the second half of the 14th century can be postulated.10 
Uppsala was one of the greatest towns of medieval Sweden and 
also the centre of a very fertile lowland area. Settlement- 
changes showing desertion have been noted on two sites on the 
outskirts; the decline seems mainly to have affected the 
periphery rather than the centre of the town" . The effects of the 
late-medieval crises can also be seen in the structure of the 
cathedral which was then being built. The work deteriorated 
markedly during the second half of the 14th century and this 
may imply that there were fewer skilled craftsmen available.12

It also seems that there was a deterioration in the timber 
buildings in the towns, but results are still preliminary. In the 
13th century the carpentry is marked by the high quality of the 
raw materials and skillful craftsmanship both of which decline 
in the 14th century. It is unclear whether this can be explained
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by poorer conditions for preservation or by other reasons, for 
example more limited access to good quality timber, restric
tions on certain types of trees, oak for example, or whether it is 
a sign of general crisis and decline.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- Late-Medieval T owns

The late-medieval town in urban research

Early- and high-medieval towns are regarded as the basis of 
Swedish state formation and they mark the emergence of a new 
society. No common ideology can be glimpsed behind late- 
medieval towns, only materialistic economic interests. As early 
as 1933, Adolf Schiick, 'the father of Swedish urban research', 
stated that the late-medieval towns grew up because the central 
power wished to suppress uncontrolled trade with the 
countryside by concentrating trade and industry in the towns. 
He characterized the late-medieval towns as 'of slight im
portance, more like fishing villages or markets'.13 In comparison 
with the earlier towns, the later towns were little more than 
villages with charters.14 Because of these opinions the origin 
and development of late-medieval towns in Sweden have never 
figured largely in urban research. The fact that Sweden 
acquired a large number of new towns at a period when urban 
foundations were at a standstill in the rest of Scandinavia has 
never been discussed. Recently, scholars have called late- 
medieval towns 'boom towns' with the exploitation of iron ore 
and other forms of iron production in the Bergslagen region 
being behind their development. Elsewhere in Sweden, pas
toral farming was an important factor.15

Town charters were officially issued by the king but we 
know that private initiative, in this case that of the church, was 
influential in a few cases. The role of the bishop in the foun
dation of Växjö has been discussed, and Vadstena and 
Nådendal (Finland) are unique in having been founded 
through the direct intervention of a religious order, the Bri- 
gittines. In Vadstena the convent was also in control of the
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town council up to the Reformation16. At this time there was 
also strong aristocratic interest in the economically viable parts 
of Sweden17 and it is not improbable that feudalism played 
some part in late-medieval urbanization.

The formation of early- and high-medieval towns was the 
first to attract interest and has mainly set its seal on historical 
research into urban history and also on archaeological exca
vations. From the archaeological side interest has been directed 
towards the more varied and well preserved occupationlayers 
from the Early and High Middle Ages whereas the less well- 
preserved and intangible layers from the Late Middle Ages 
have had only summary treatment or been dug away in order 
to reach the more 'important' periods. This means that there are 
not many well recorded remains from the late-medieval period. 
Uppsala is a significant exception in that it has much archaeo
logical evidence from the 12th to the 17th centuries. Vadstena 
has been the most thoroughly excavated of late-medieval 
towns. The excavations in the secular layers have profited from 
the early and intense interest in the Birgittine abbey.

Recently there has been a change in archaeological interest 
to the late-medieval and post-medieval periods. This may part
ly be explained by the law of 1989 which has given a boost to 
the excavation of more recent occupationlayers and which can 
be seen in the conservation of late-medieval towns. A growing 
interest in late-medieval towns as a phenomenon may also be 
discerned.

Late-Medieval Towns---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

A late-medieval town-type

The Medeltidsstaden project (1976-84) has enabled us to com
pare all the late-medieval towns. Although we regard them as 
being less important than their predecessors, they show very 
interesting characteristics.

The late-medieval towns share strong mutual similarities, so 
we can speak of a specific late-medieval type of town which
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diverges in several aspects from the towns of the High Middle 
Ages. There is a very great difference in the cultural deposits. A 
fact well known by Swedish archaeologists is that occupation 
layers diminish radically in thickness during the Late Middle 
Ages. 13th-century layers are characterized by very abundant 
cultural deposits but become much slighter early in the 14th 
century. Wooden building structures are usually in a very poor 
state and organic material largely missing. Most of the finds are 
of pottery or metal. The most frequently proposed explanation 
for the decline in stratigraphic growth is the improvement in 
the cleaning of towns in the Late Middle Ages. Refuse, dung 
and other rubbish which had previously been left lying in 
streets and yards was then taken away; this also means that 
organic material would be broken down more rapidly and the 
occupation deposits be thinner and with less content. For 
Uppsala, the change in deposition has also been attributed to 
the changing role of the town in the Late Middle Ages. It was 
previously 'semi-agrarian' in character but in the 14th century 
the agrarian aspect disappeared.18 It is uncertain if this should 
be seen as a general explanation for the change in cultural 
deposition. In other places, Söderköping for example, there are 
no layers of dung to suggest agrarian activity in the town 
centre in the 13th century; on the contrary, the settlement was 
so dense that there was no room for any but the most limited 
agriculture. But just a little outside the centre we find stables, 
barns etc. and the plots being more extensively used, probably 
with space for keeping animals and growing crops.

The thing which is most striking on going through the 
Medeltidsstaden reports on late-medieval towns is the almost 
total absence of charitable institutions and religious founda
tions. In contrast, high-medieval towns are characterized by a 
multitude of different institutions: friaries, houses of the Holy 
Ghost, hospitals and churches whose often monumental buil
dings dominated the townscape. In the late- medieval towns it 
was only the church, and sometimes not even that, which rose 
up above the low roofs of the houses. In Sweden the foundation

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- Late-Medieval Towns
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of religious and social institutions mainly took place in the 13th 
century in the early- and high-medieval towns. Those which 
were founded in the Late Middle Ages were, almost without 
exception, sited in the earlier towns. The establishment of 
friaries in Sweden had mainly ended by the second half of the 
13th century although there are exceptions such as in the late- 
medieval towns of Växjö and Vadstena. The fact that they were 
both of great ecclesiastical importance, Växjö as the seat of a 
bishop and Vadstena as the centre of the Brigittine Order, must 
certainly have influenced the siting of their friaries. The general 
absence of other social and religious institutions and charitable 
bodies may be explained by the new towns being incorporated 
in an already established organization. This is known from Ös
tergötland where there was one hospital in the eastern region 
and one in the western.The two late-medieval towns in the 
province, Norrköping and Vadstena, were subsequently incor
porated in this organization.

It is characteristic of late-medieval towns that they have only 
one church, and in two of the towns there is no evidence for a 
church at all. This is in stark contrast to the early-medieval 
towns in particular which are characterized by an elaborate 
parochial system, but also to most of the high-medieval towns 
which had at least two, and often more, churches. Most of the 
Swedish late medieval towns originated in earlier central places 
where the town adopted an old parish church. In the late- 
medieval towns the church was not necessarily administra
tively separated from the surrounding countryside as it was in 
the High Middle Ages. In the deliberately founded towns the 
connection between church and town was solved in a different 
way. In Lidköping a new urban congregation was formed by 
making inroads into the previous parish organization. In the 
Late Middle Ages neither Gävle nor Östhammar had its own 
church but each stood in the centre of the old parish. This 
means that the towns were never distinguished from the earlier 
rural parish. It is possible that there were small chapels, but 
these towns did not acquire their own congregations until the
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17th century. Andréns opinion is that the ecclesiastical orga
nization reflects how the towns emerged and the dominance of 
an open ecclesiastical organization, that is, connection with a 
country parish, suggesting that urbanization in late-medieval 
Sweden had a more continuous connection with early villages 
which developed into towns.20 The ecclesiastical organization in 
late-medieval towns can also be assumed to have been a result 
of the adaptation of parochial organization to a harsher eco
nomic climate which resulted in a diminution in the number of 
parishes through amalgamation and closure. This development 
was introduced with the reforms of the 13th century and 
accentuated by the economic crisis of the second half of the 
14th century.21

With certain exceptions, neither written sources nor 
archaeological evidence give a great deal of information about 
the organization of settlement in late-medieval towns. For 
example, town plans are known only from early maps which 
generally date from the 17th and 18th centuries but which seem 
largely to reflect the medieval situation. A detailed analysis of 
the elements of town plans will not be presented here, but the 
earliest maps suggest that most late-medieval towns were small 
and had a very simple and irregular plan. There is a tendency 
for the church to stand beside the market-place but no 
conclusions can been drawn from this. In some towns it is ob
vious that earlier routeways were of predominant importance 
for the formation of the town plan; Bogesund and Köping (figs. 
3 and 4) are examples of towns where the settlement was main
ly orientated according to a through route. The Västergötland 
towns of Falköping and Skövde display the same feature but 
appear to be more developed (figs. 5 and 6); here there is the 
classic enlargement of the road into a triangular space, in older 
literatur referred to as a Othonian market place.22

A smaller group of towns have plans which give a more 
deliberately organized impression: Gävle, Lidköping and Vad
stena (fig. 7). As mentioned above, Vadstena has an unequalled

5-929038 RAÄ 65



Late-Medieval Towns

66



L ate-Medie V AL T OWNS

Fig. 4. The earliest map of Köping, 
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Fig. 5. The earliest map of Falköping, 1696.

quantity of evidence from a late-medieval town. Unfortunately 
the secular evidence from the town is almost totally un
researched but it is sufficient for a summary discussion of the 
medieval town plan. The street-pattern has been discovered 
through a large number of archaeological excavations which 
have shown that the earliest map from 1642 reflects late- 
medieval conditions. Vadstena's town plan gives the im
pression of being fairly strictly organized with good topo
graphical reasons for it. As in many other late-medieval towns, 
there was pre-urban settlement in Vadstena. Apparently, the 
town did not need to pay any attention to the earlier settlement, 
of which only a royal manor of the 13th century and a parish 
church are known, and it was laid out on virgin ground. In the 
earliest phase of the town, the first half of the 14th century, the
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Fig. ö.The earliest map of Skövde, 1687
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Fig. Z.The earliest map of Vadstena, 2642

settlement was concentrated beside the water, between the 
abbey and the present area of the castle. The area of the town 
was defined by a moat, in or immediately beside present Main 
street. In 1467 the burgesses petitioned to construct a new moat 
which made a new boundary to the town and almost doubled 
its size. This remained as the town's boundary until the 
beginning of the 17th century. It is not certain how much of the 
town was built up. Information from the 16th century shows 
that large areas of the outskirts of the town were taken up by 
gardens and smallholdings whereas the centre of the town was 
more intensively occupied.

We are not sure whether the late-medieval towns were de
fended or not. A letter of 1467 in which Vadstena seeks 
permission to dig a moat around the town states that other 
towns in the kingdom have defences. Nya Lödöse's foundation
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charter of 1473 indicates that the town should be defended by a 
rampart, turf wall and wall.23 In Vadstena a ditch 6m wide has 
been discovered, and archaeological excavations in Nya Lödöse 
have revealed a ditch 20 m wide and 2 m deep, strengthened by 
a stockade on the town side.24 It is, however, not clear whether 
these defensive structures should be regarded as general phe
nomena but as specific to Vadstena and Nya Lödöse, both of 
which were exposed to strong external threats at the time.

Continuity or new foundation

It has already been stated that urbanization in late-medieval 
Sweden was of a more continous nature with early villages 
developing into towns.25 Only a few towns, Gävle, Lidköping 
and perhaps Östhammar, seem to have been newly founded. It 
is also noteworth that many of the late-medieval towns stand in 
the centre of or associated with highly developed prehistoric 
settlement areas. From this we can conclude that the factors 
which were relevant to the the foundation of prehistoric settle
ments were also important for the siting and development of 
late-medieval towns. In other words, the regional or local 
conditions for the late-medieval town stretch back into pre
history. Whether the settlement development was continuous 
or not is another question.

Torshälla in the Mälaren valley is the town which is most 
remarkable from this point of view. Large cemeteries, rune 
stones and hoards show that the area around the town was of 
central importance in the Viking Age and up to A.D. 1100. 
There is another example in Trosa which is close to the densest 
concentration of great burial mounds in the Mälaren area. It too 
must have had an administrative function at an earlier period. 
The Småland towns of Eksjö, Vimmerby and Västervik stand 
among concentrations of field monuments, indicating that they 
were regional centres in an early administrative system. There
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are very large concentrations of monuments around Falköping 
and Skövde. At Hedemora, in the colonization area north of the 
river Dalälven, there are many monuments, mainly from the 1st 
Millenium A.D. The areas around the Östergötland towns of 
Norrköping and Vadstena do not display similar quantities of 
prehistoric monuments but are remarkable for the density of 
12th-century churches. For Östhammar there is a theory that 
the town had its origins in a viking-age settlement and trading 
place where subsequently a parish church was founded. Some 
of its functions later moved out to the coast where Östhammar 
grew up, with the church remaining on its original site. A 
similar connection has been proposed for Gävle: an earlier 
centre upstream and Gävle close to the coast.26

At present only two late-medieval towns can show con
tinuity from prehistoric to modern times. Future archeo-logical 
work will certainly increase this number.In Södertälje, situated 
beside a waterway which was of crucial importance for com
munications in the Mälaren valley in the prehistoric period, 
viking-age/medieval occupation layers have been discovered 
over a large area immediately north-east of the church, and a 
Christian cemetery has also been found. A church was founded 
in the 12th century and at the end of the 13th and beginning of 
the 14th century the place was described as a meeting place for 
the church and the king. In 1345 it was described as Villa' and 
is first mentioned in written sources as a town in 1378.27 The 
other town is Vimmerby where a viking-age cemetery of 300 
graves lies within the town itself. A church was built c. 1200 
and Vimmerby is first mentioned as a town in 1350.28

Written sources indicate that many late-medieval towns go 
back to the 12th century and show that they varying degrees of 
central functions. Växjö became the seat of a bishop sometime 
between 1164 and 1170 but only acquired its town charter in 
1342. The Västergötland towns of Falköping and Skövde were 
significant religious centres of local importance with a shrine 
and market several centuries before they became towns in the 
first half of the 15th century. The churches of Norrköping,
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Tor shälla and Vadstena show that they were centres of early 
parishes. In the 13th century Hjo and Trosa parishes are 
mentioned and their churches are dated stylistically to the same 
century. Köping is mentioned in 1287 as 'Köping the lawless', 
suggesting that it was trading considerably earlier. In the 14th 
century Eksjö had a centralized legal function and Eksjö parish 
is mentioned in 1328. At Bogesund a coin hoard from the 
middle of the 14th century has been found and this shows that 
the church is more than 100 years older than the first urban 
criterion. As far as Östhammar is concerned, it seems that there 
was some settlememt there before the town charter of 1368.

-------------- --------------------------------------------------------------------------Late-Medieval Towns

Conclusion

Finally, it must be emphasized that late-medieval towns in 
Sweden have been badly neglected both by historians and 
archaeologists. There is still much to be done by historians; 
many of the histories of late-medieval towns are very out-of- 
date and usually written by amateur local historians with little 
experience of urban research. Most of our new knowledge will 
come, however, through archaeology. Research into the 
archaeological material already retrieved should increase our 
knowledge, but most new information will probably come in 
the future through new excavations. The late-medieval towns 
are an important research resource for archaeologists and his
torians, and they have excellent potential for inter-disciplinary 
studies.
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Vadstena
- a Swedish Pilgrimage Centre
By Lena Lindgren-Hertz

Abstract: The article is a short account of a late-medieval Swedish 
town whose rise and prosperity was entirely dependent on the 
foundation of an abbey. Before the establishment of the town there 
was a royal manor called Vadstena, and a parish church. The 
transformation of the royal manor into the mother house ofBrigittine 
Order was the reason why Vadstena developed into a town. There is 
a long archaeological tradition in Vadstena, concentrating mainly on 
the surviving stone buildings. The potential of Vadstena and the 
need for further research is emphasized.

Introduction

We came to Vadstena in the evening before the great feast and 
found there an overwhelming number of foreigners from 
various nations. There were many nobles, and others had come 
from Denmark ... and also Germany, Holland and Scotland 
and other lands, as well as from Sweden and Norway.

(The Venetian, Pietro Querini, 1432)

Vadstena aquired urban status in 1400 and is thus a late- 
medieval town. In the High Middle Ages, from the middle of 
the 13th to the middle of the 14th century when Sweden was 
ruled by the powerful Folkunga dynasty, Vadstena was one of 
their royal manors. Afterwards the manor was transformed 
into the mother house of a new religious Order, founded by 
Scandinavia's only canonized saint, St Birgitta. The abbey 
rapidly developed into an important shrine which attracted a 
steady stream of pilgrims from near and far. The town grew up 
in the shadow of the abbey on which it was at first entirely de-
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pendent. This is unique in Sweden and Vadstena holds a 
special position among Swedish medieval towns.

Vadstena

Location

Vadstena lies in the middle of the Götaland provinces of 
Sweden, on the east shore of the great lake, Vättern, which 
divides the area into the two provinces of Östergötland and 
Västergötland. The waterways across the lake were com
munication routes from an early period. Lake Vättern bound 
together not only these two provinces, but also connected them 
with Småland to the south and Närke to the north. The 
settlement at Vadstena grew up on the crest of a ridge which 
runs up to Vättern from the south. The land route through the

Fig. 1. When Vadstena grow up 
on the east shore of lake Vättern \ 
there were already five towns in 
Östergötland.

1. Vadstena
2. Söderköping
3. Norrköping 
U. Linköping
5. Skänninge
6. Hästholmen
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through the fertile Östgöta plain followed the ridge and was at 
Vadstena connected with one of Sweden's most important early 
roads from the south-west northwards to the Mälaren pro
vinces. This ran along the east shore of Lake Vättern so that the 
ice could be used in the winters.1

When Vadstena received its charter there were already five 
towns in Östergötland. Two of these, the early-medieval port 
and trading centre of Söderköping and the milling and fishing 
site of Norrköping, lay at the eastern edge of the province 
beside inlets of the Baltic Sea. The bishop's seat of Linköping 
and the early market centre of Skänninge lay on the plain in the 
middle of the province. In the west, some 20km south of 
Vadstena, there was Hästholmen whose role as a mercantile 
centre on the Östergötland bank of Vättern was superseded by 
Vadstena2 (fig. 1).

The parish church

At an early stage Vadstena had a central function in relation to 
its hinterland. It is even assumed that one of Östergötland's 
earliest parish churches was built on the ridge on the site where 
the Gothic brick church, St Per, and its Romanesque stone 
predecessor, were later erected. The assumption is based on the 
dating to the 11th century of skeletons discovered through 
archaeological excavations by the brick church.3 The skeletons 
lay in a Christian burial ground. Their early date means that 
the first church built at Vadstena may have been a wooden 
church from the missionary period.

In the 12th century a small Romanesque stone church 
without a tower was erected on the site. Its foundations have 
been revealed by archaeological excavations but the settlement 
which must have been associated with the church has not been 
located, its position is uncertain and also whether it was of 
village character or was an aristocratic manor. A rebuilding of
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the church, when it was provided with a tower and an 
extended chancel, has been attributed to the foundation of a 
royal manor in Vadstena in the 13th century.4

The church of Vadstena was far from being an ordinary 
parish church. When it is first mentioned in 1346 in the will of 
King Magnus Eriksson and his queen Blanche of Namur, the 
bodies of the royal couple were to be lodged in the parish 
church in anticipation of later burial in the planned monastic 
church.5 The parish church and its congregation were amalga
mated with the abbey in 1380.6

Thus, in Vadstena there was a settlement and parish church 
long before the foundation of the town. This church probably 
acted as the church for the burgesses in an early phase of the 
town. The chronicle of Vadstena abbey, 'Diarium Vazstenense', 
records that the parish church was burnt down in 1423, 
together with the main part of the town.' The brick church of St 
Per, in Baltic Sea Gothic style, was probably built as the result 
of this destruction. The later church was demolished in the 19th 
century after a long period of decay but parts of the west end 
and the tower still survive.8

The royal manor

The place-name Vadstena seems to have been formed from a 
combination of the words 'vatten' (water) and 'stenar' (stones), 
meaning 'the stone house by the water'.9 In the middle of the 
13th century a great masonry building, the so-called Folkunga 
palace, was erected on a low headland in Lake Vättern a couple 
of hundred metres north of the Romanesque church. The name 
Vadstena also appears in written sources for the first time then 
and for the next century it is regularly mentioned in its 
character of a royal manor.10

The builders of the palace were an aristocratic family with 
extensive landholdings, mainly in the Göta provinces, parti-
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cularly Östergötland. Traditionally, the name of the dynasty is 
the Folkunga dynasty, and it ruled Sweden for over a hundred 
years until the 1360s. During that time Vadstena was a royal 
manor. The exact site of the manor and its appearance were 
long unknown, but a large-scale structural survey associated 
with the restoration of the monastic walls made a sensational 
discovery. One of the claustral buildings of the nunnery was a 
medieval adaptation of the long-lost royal palace. The building 
was of large dimensions in Swedish medieval terms: 56 x 14.5 
m, that is, a good 800 m2, and of three storeys. The halls on two 
of the storeys were large and spacious and the exterior was 
magnificently ornated with mouldings and paintings. The 
manor consisted of at least five masonry buildings in addition 
to the palace. There was a garden beside the lake and the 
manor was probably defended by an earth rampart on the 
landward side.11

St Birgitta and Vadstena abbey

Birgitta visited the royal manor in the 14th century and through 
her initiative it was converted into an abbey. Birgitta is one of 
the most colourful and fascinating figures of the Swedish 
Middle Ages. She became famous for her revelations which 
were recorded and widely distributed even in her lifetime. 
Birgitta was born into the highest level of society. Her father, 
who was a knight, Councillor of State and sheriff, held one of 
the highest positions in the kingdom. On her mother's side 
Birgitta was a member of the Folkunga family and thus related 
to the ruling royal house. Her husband was also a knight, 
Councillor of State and sheriff. They had eight children. Birgitta 
periodically visited the royal court where for a time she acted 
as the mistress of the robes to King Magnus Eriksson and 
Queen Blanche of Namur. She criticized the lifestyle of the king 
and his manner of rule in the form of revelations. Her inter-
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ventions were not confined to Swedish political life. She also 
felt called to intervene in the Hundred Years' War between 
England and France and to pass on God's solution which was 
that the English king Edward III had the stronger claim to the 
French throne. She addressed herself to Pope Urban VI with a 
political programme for the reorganization of the Church. 
Birgitta lived in Rome from the middle of the 14th century but 
after her death in 1373 her bones were carried home in triumph 
to Sweden, and to the abbey of Vadstena.

Birgitta's familiarity with the royal manor of Vadstena has 
been presumed from her detailed planning of the abbey. 
Judging by the foundations uncovered by archaeology, the plan 
of the abbey derived from and was modified by the existing 
manorial buildings.12 In the 1360s the manor, its possessions 
and farms were donated to the abbey and its adaptation, 
following Birgitta's ideas, was begun shortly afterwards. The 
establishment of the abbey involved not only rebuilding but 
also an extensive campaign of new building works and the 
foundation of the monastic church. The monastic population 
began to assemble in the 1370s but the dedication of the abbey 
did not take place until 1430. The abbey of Vadstena was the 
head of the newly formed Brigittine Order and came to be the 
mother house for many abbeys in other countries. By the end of 
the Middle Ages there were about 30 Brigittine houses, five of 
them in Scandinavia and the rest in England, Germany, the 
Netherlands, Poland, Estonia and Italy.

Birgitta's detailed planning also included the Rule of the 
Order which she wrote herself. The abbey was to be a double 
house for nuns and monks over which the the local bishop had 
visitation rights. In this way the Brigittine Order became 
directly attached to the ecclesiastical work of the diocese in 
which the convent were situated.13

The abbey of Vadstena grew to be a cultural centre in 
medieval Sweden. Many of the monks were learned and 
prominent men who had studied abroad, some were elected as 
bishops of Swedish dioceses and so the brothers’ house became
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a sort of university college.14 Much Swedish medieval literature 
has been lost but a rich collection of manuscripts has been 
preserved from the abbey. The nuns of Vadstena were famous 
for their great production of liturgical textiles for use in 
cathedrals and parish churches.15 The abbey, where the relics of 
St Birgitta were held, was also a well known Swedish shrine 
which attracted great bands of pilgrims. After the Reformation 
its importance declined but it lived on as a nunnery until 1595 
when it was dissolved and the last nuns moved away. The 
church and some of the buildings have survived and even 
today they colour the picture of the town.

The town

When Vadstena received its charter in 1400 more than thirty 
years had passed since the conversion of the royal manor to the 
Birgittine abbey had begun. There are no urban criteria for 
Vadstena before the foundation of the abbey. The establishment 
of the town and its rapid expansion and prosperity can mainly 
be attributed to the abbey, to which it was subject right from 
the beginning. The abbey was the owner of all the land on 
which the town grew up. It was also a cultural centre and an 
important shrine visited by foreigners from near and far. Its 
influence on urban life, commerce and industry must have 
been enormous. In the 15th century Vadstena was a highly 
important Swedish town but its period of greatness was short
lived as the abbey which was fundamental to the town's 
existence lost its power at the Reformation. Its decline was 
slowed down, however, when Vadstena was chosen as the site 
of one of the country's new royal castles in the middle of the 
16th century. Today, Vadstena is a small town with an un
usually large number of surviving medieval buildings and thus 
one of the few Swedish towns which still bear the stamp of the 
Middle Ages.
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The earliest map of Vadstena is from 1642. When the map was 
drawn up the town had been in existence for two and a half 
centuries and 300 years had passed since the building of the 
abbey had begun. The map shows the town delimited on three 
sides by a custom's fence with three toll gates leading into the 
town on north, east and south. To the north-west the town is 
defined by the shore of Lake Vättern along which jetties and 
boat-houses are marked. The town as shown on the map is 
dominated by two opposite poles. In the north-east there is the 
medieval abbey with its church and large gardens. In the south
west there is the square Renaissance castle with artillery 
towers, ramparts, moat, outer ward and a large garden. The 
town is squeezed between these two power centres of different 
periods. In the town centre St Per's church, the town hall in the 
market square, and a mint are marked. The street-pattern is 
fairly regular. Seven streets run parallel to the shore of Lake 
Vättern, one of them being the main street between the church 
and the market square. Transverse streets lead down to the 
shore. In the central parts of the town the plots are small in size 
but are larger towards its south-east edge (fig. 2).

Fig. 2. Vadstena, the earliest map of 1642 by Sven Månsson Falk.
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The 17th-century street plan can be traced easily in modern 
Vadstena. The greatest changes have taken place along the 
shoreline where there has been reclaimation. A new square was 
laid out at the end of the 17th century at about the time when 
the main street was straightened and extended eastwards.16 
Archaeological excavations indicate that the town plan on the 
17th-century map largely reflects the medieval plan; many 
medieval streets discovered through excavation correspond to 
the 17th-century street pattern.1 Clearly, the monastic precinct 
with the rebuilt palace were already dominant in the town in 
the Middle Ages. As far as the Renaissance castle is concerned 
we know from archaeological evidence that a complete quarter 
of the medieval town was demolished when the castle was 
built.18

*

The medieval town of Vadstena was surrounded by a moat. A 
letter of 1467 issued by the mayor, councillors and townsfolk 
petitions the abbess, nuns and monks for permission to dig a 
moat around the town for defensive purposes. The letter states 
that it should be 10 ells (5-6 m) wide with an internal bank of 
the same width. The moat should be placed as recommended 
by the abbey but the burgesses were to be responsible for its 
cost and execution. A letter of 1479 mentioning 'stadens 
plankor' indicates that the structure was also reinforced with a 
plank fence or a palisade. There is documentary and archaeo
logical evidence that the plans were carried out but the line of 
the moat is not known in detail. It has been located in the 
south, a block inside the custom's fence which defined the 17th- 
century town. In the 1540s the fortifications seem to have been 
so decayed that they no longer provided any protection and 
King Gustav Vasa tried, unsuccessfully, to persuade the inhabi
tants of Vadstena to fortify the town anew.19

The moat which is the subject of the letter of 1467 was not 
the first, as a moat in Vadstena is already recorded in the 1420s. 
After the construction of the new moat there are references to
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the position of the earlier one in order to differentiate them. The 
earlier moat seems to have lain on or beside what is now the 
main street.20 It encircled a much smaller area than did the later 
moat, as is to be expected because of the rapid expansion of the 
town in the 15th century.

*

The earliest settlement in the town of Vadstena lay south-west 
of the abbey. Its progressive growth can be traced through 
written sources. At first, settlement was concentrated in the 
area between the shore of Lake Vättern and the earlier moat. 
The town's harbour and loading wharf stood on the shore of 
the lake immediately west of the abbey. Written sources from 
1440 onwards mention plots south of the main street and they 
have been interpreted as meaning that by that time the town 
had begun to grow beyond the moat. By the 1460s, settlement 
in the town had increased considerably and the burgesses 
asked permission of the abbey to dig the new moat.21 The me
dieval town also comprised a western quarter, whose popula
tion was evicted before the middle of the 16th century and the 
castle was built on that spot. Written sources name this area as 
the Sand. Archaeological excavations within the castle court
yard have revealed a concentrated timber settlement. The 
houses lay alongside five metalled streets leading down to the 
shore and connecting with another metalled street along the 
shore.22

The main street of Vadstena ran parallel to the shore of Lake 
Vättern, from the church of St Per in the east to the town hall 
and market square in the west. For the abbey, which owned all 
the land of the town, the plots along the main street and 
around the market square were particularly valuable as the 
mercantile activities were concentrated there. When the 
burgesses purchased houses, the abbey excluded plots for 
market stalls by the main street and the market square. Each of 
those plots was 6 ells (3-3.5 m) wide on the street frontage and 
8 ells (4-5 m) long. On these the abbey built timber market stalls
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Fig. 3. Vadstena, 1 The Abbey, 2. The Renaissance castle, 3 St Per's church, 4 The Market 
square, 5 The Bishop's houses, 6 'Kommunitetet', 7 The schoolhouse, 8 The Town hall,
9 Merchant's house, 10 The house of the Holy Ghost, 11 Mårten Skinnares house. Existing
medieval stone-buildings of which 
there is archaeological or 
documentary evidence.
Map from Medeltidsstaden 36, Vadstena.

which were rented by the burgesses. Behind the stalls, 
withdrawn from the street, the houses of the burgesses were 
erected.23

Apart from Stockholm and Visby where the buildings were 
predominantly of masonry, the medieval towns of Sweden 
consisted of timber buildings with the occasional exception. 
Vadstena has a comparatively large number of masonry 
buildings, both ecclesiastical and secular (fig. 3). In Sweden, 
masonry buildings are assumed to be a late-medieval or post- 
medieval feature. A connection between masonry buildings 
and an ecclesiastical milieu can be shown, for instance, in the 
archdiocese of Uppsala and the diocese of Linköping where the 
construction of ecclesiastical buildings in masonry encouraged 
the erection of secular urban buildings in stone. Where 
Vadstena is concerned, its numerous stone buildings can be
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explained both by the fact that the town was founded in the 
Late Middle Ages and under the aegis of an abbey which had a 
strong influence on the town.

Vadstena's masonry buildings are concentrated on the main 
street. Some of them, either known from archaeological exca
vations or still surviving, lie withdrawn from the main street in 
positions which show that the space between buildings and 
street was for the monastic market stalls. Most of the surviving 
masonry buildings, however, stand on the street frontages and 
were built after the Reformation at a time when the abbey no
longer had any control over the urban plots.24

*

Immediately south of the monastic precinct the church of St Per 
stood on site of the church established in the Early Middle 
Ages, long before the foundation of the abbey and the growth 
of the town. After 1380 the church was administrated by the 
abbey. The bishop's houses lay in the block south of the church. 
According to the Rule of the Brigittine Order the work of the 
abbey was the concern of the bishop of the local diocese as he 
was its 'pater et visitator'. In this capacity, the bishop of 
Linköping made regular journeys to Vadstena to visit the abbey 
and induct the nuns and monks.25 On these occasions he lived 
in his house beside the church, on land granted by the abbey.

The bishop's house is first mentioned in 1390 in 'Diarium 
Vazstenense', the Vadstena chronicle. The same source records 
that the houses were burnt down in the great fire of 1423. Two 
stone buildings were erected on the bishop's plot in the 1470s. 
The larger stood beside the street and was probably an 
economic building. It was demolished in the 19th century but is 
shown on early maps. The smaller was a dwelling, lying a little 
back from the street, and it, with a 16th-century extension, is 
one of the oldest surviving buildings in the town centre (fig. 4). 
The original dwelling was a square, granite tower-like house 
containing a single chamber on the living floor and an attic and 
cellar from which the house was warmed by a hypocaust.

King Gustav Vasa took over the bishop's houses at the
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Fig. 4. The Bishops house. Reconstruction of its appearance at the 
beginning of the 16th century. Drawing by Iwar Anderson.

beginning of the 16th century. He extended the dwelling and 
probably lived there on his visits to the town. When Vadstena 
castle began to be built in the middle of the 16th century the 
labourers' provisions were stored in the old bishop's houses, 
and when the castle was finally completed they were converted 
to a parsonage.26

In the 1470s another stone building, the so-called 'Kommu
nitetet', was erected in the same block. It was demolished at the 
end of the 17th century but has been locatedby rentals and 
surveys and early maps. Its foundations were discovered 
through digging in the early 1900s. The stone building was 
designed as a college of priests of the parish church of St Per. 
The college had been instituted on the intiative of King Erik of 
Pomerania when the abbey was dedicated in 1430. On the 
directions of the king, ten priests under the headship of a rector 
were to be responsible for the religious services in Vadstena's

88



Vadstena

parish church. The priests should eat at the same table and be 
together night and day all in one house. It took until the 1460s 
before the priests' college was finally established and permis
sion given for suitable buildings to be erected.2'

In the Middle Ages the schoolhouse lay between St Pers 
church and the bishop's houses and, as in other places, was 
probably associated with the parish church28. The schoolhouse 
has been identified with a stone building which seems to have 
been erected in the 1470s and demolished early in the 19th 
century. The school is first mentioned in 1439.21'

Vadstena's town hall stood in the town's only medieval 
market square, north of the main street. It is of granite with 
doors and windows framed in brick and is assumed to have 
been built c. 1490; it is the only medieval town hall still 
surviving in Sweden (fig. 5). A council chamber in Vadstena is 
first mentioned in 1417.10

Fig. 5. The town hall of Vadstena is the only medieval town hall still surviving in 
Sweden. Photo: D.v. Essen, 1903, Östergötlands länsmuseum.
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At the corner of the market square stood a merchant’s house 
which in the Middle Ages consisted of two abutting stone 
buildings, one of the 15th century and the other from the 
middle of the 16th century. Remains of six stone market stalls 
along the street wall, each with doorway and hatch facing the 
main street, make the house unique among the early 
merchants' houses of Sweden. The building probably had two 
upper storeys, the first of which was most likely used as a 
dwelling.31

A charitable institution, the House of the Holy Ghost, occupied 
a block south of the main street. Houses of the Holy Ghost were 
fairly common in the medieval towns of Sweden and they took 
care of the sick, the poor, and the orphans of the town. The 
houses also provided accommodation for burgesses who could 
no longer live at home on account of their age and who could 
pay for their care.

The Houses of the Holy Ghost usually lay on the edges of 
towns near to running water. Their buildings usually com
prised a chapel and rooms for the inhabitants. In Vadstena the 
House was built on land belonging to the abbey, as was the rest 
of the town. A building survey has revealed that two buildings 
of the House have been preserved. There was a stone building 
gable-end to the street, 10x20 m in area, and of three storeys, 
the doors and windows framed in brick. On the other side of a 
narrow lane there was a brick house with one long wall beside 
the main street32 (fig. 6). Archaeological excavations in the block 
have revealed remains of another brick house and also wooden 
buildings, probably the economic quarters.33

The House of the Holy Ghost in Vadstena was first men
tioned in 1401. In 1487 the Vadstena chronicle records that a 
devastating fire began in a building opposite the House, on the 
other side of the main street. The fire badly damaged the 
House. The stone building which overlies part of a brick 
building may have been erected after the fire. At the Re
formation the House of the Holy Ghost was acquired by the
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Fig. 6. The house of the Holy Ghost with a stone building 
gable end to the main street and a brick house with one 
long wall beside the street. Reconstruction G. Malm.
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Crown and its original function was abandoned in 1532 when 
Gustav Vasa decreed that its activities should be transferred to 
the charity hospital founded by Mårten Skinnare.34

Mårten Skinnare's house in Vadstena is one of Sweden's best 
preserved late-medieval dwelling houses. In the 1520s there is 
information about a hospital founded by Mårten Skinnare. 
Subsequently, on the initiative of Gustav Vasa, his foundation 
was amalgamated with the House of the Holy Ghost and all 
health care in Vadstena was concentrated in Mårten Skinnare's 
charitable foundation: the hospital east of the monastic 
precinct. The building which survives has the character of a 
private dwelling. It is of brick, has two floors with a lofty
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vaulted cellar on the ground floor, and internal staircases35 
(fig- 7).

Vadstena castle came into being as a part of a kingdom-wide 
programme of defence inaugurated by King Gustav Vasa in 
1544. The castle was sited on a natural promontory in the 
western part of the town where a whole area, the Sand, was 
destroyed to make room for the fortification. The original 
building was planned as a fortification which was completed 
by the middle of the 1550s. It was a regular, square, defensive

Vadstena------------------------------------------------------------------- -------------------------------------

Fig. 7. Mårten Skinnare's house in Vadstena is one of Sweden's best preserved late- 
medieval dwelling houses. Photo: A. Lindahl, 1973, Östergötlands länsmuseum.
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structure of castellum type adapted to artillery by a wide moat, 
strong ramparts, and four strong, low, round cannon towers at 
the corners. The royal residence consisted of a large two- 
roomed blockhouse of two storeys within the castle yard. At 
the time of its completion the building plan had been changed 
in order to make it a princely residence.36

Epilogue

Archaeological investigations in Vadstena up to 1982 have been 
brought together by the Medeltidsstaden project. Even by then 
a basic research problem was stressed: excavations in the centre 
of the town had increased progressively since the 1960s but 
post-excavation work and publication had not kept pace with 
it.37 Archaeological investigations and building surveys have 
made considerable contributions to knowledge of and theories 
about medieval Vadstena. Most of the interest has, however, 
been concentrated on the monastic precinct and the surviving 
masonry buildings in the town centre. The abundant material 
retrieved from the excavated occupation layers in the town has 
not been subjected to co-ordinated research and analysis.

The part of the town which contains early occupation layers 
and which is therefore protected by the Ancient Monuments 
Act is an area of about 1 km2. The legal protection has meant 
that all disturbance of the soil within the town centre has been 
preceded by archaeological investigation. With the support of 
the law, c. 200 investigations have been carried out over the 
past 50 years, about half of them during the last decade. Most 
have been small in scale because Vadstena is a small town in 
which there has not been much redevelopment. This also 
means that a comparatively small proportion of the town centre 
has been dug away and that there still are large cohesive areas 
where the occupation layers are intact and preserved for future 
investigation.

93



Vadstena

The occupation deposit in Vadstena is fairly thin. Because of 
this most of the organic material has decayed and wooden 
building remains have been greatly compressed. Its lack of 
thickness may probably be attributed to the fact that the 
deposit accumulated in the Late Middle Ages when a general 
change in the formation of occupation layers is noticeable in 
most Swedish towns. In the Early and High Middle Ages the 
urban layers built up rapidly, in the Late Middle Ages the 
accumulation was much slighter and refuse deposits are rare.1“

In Vadstena, early-medieval occupation deposits which 
should have accumulated from a settlement associated with the 
Romanesque church have not been located, nor have high- 
medieval layers been discovered within the town itself. The 
occupation layers which have been excavated in the town are 
mainly from the 15th century and later.

Co-ordinated research and analysis into the abundant 
evidence from excavations are necessary for interpreting the 
secular development of Vadstena. This analysis is not only 
desirable but essential for future research-orientated in
vestigations. For that reason UV has initiated a research project 
with the aim of making detailed analyses of the archaeological 
evidence from the urban occupation layers.

The finds from the urban area include everyday artifacts, 
tools, manufacturing refuse, and animal bones.

In what ways this material is typical or atypical of a late- 
medieval town in Sweden, and how the dominance of the 
abbey and the presence of bands of pilgrims affected urban life 
are important questions which will be addressed by the 
analysis. Furthermore, detailed research into the indigenous 
15th-century pottery, so far virtually unknown, is urgent. 
Osteological analysis should give new information about the 
keeping of animals and diet in late-medieval Vadstena. The 
finds should also be used to compare three different areas - 
town, abbey and castle - all of which are represented here.

The remains of buildings at Vadstena are of many different 
types, for instance, wooden ground-sills, blockhouses with
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corner-joints on sill-stones, dwarf walls with timber above and 
foundations supporting stone or brick walls. Their chrono
logical or functional significance awaits detailed research. It 
should also be possible to work out the arrangement of the 
buildings in the urban plots during different times. Remains of 
structures connected with the provisioning of the town have 
been discovered, for instance, breweries, workshops for iron 
and goldsmithing. An analysis of the evidence should forward 
debate on social divisions within the town; different types of 
provisioning and other activities were probably concentrated in 
different areas. In addition to buildings, the excavated layers of 
the town have revealed many other features such as streets, 
lanes, pavings in the plots, wells, fences and ditches. A co
ordinated analysis of all this evidence, together with the 
building remains, will initiate discussion of the structural 
changes of the town throughout its history.

First growing up under the shadow of the abbey and its 
shrine, Vadstena developed into a pilgrimage centre and also 
one of the most important secular towns in Sweden in the Late 
Middle Ages.
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Occupation Layers as Historical 
Evidence for Visby
- Problems and Interpretations

By Nils-Gustaf Nydolf, Christian Runeby,
Eric Sw anström and Leif Zerpe

Abstract: The article deals with the topography of the area, the 
establishment of the town of Visby, and the deposition and 
preservation of occupation layers. It also discusses the way in which 
changes in building methods have influenced our present ability to 
interpret the development of the town through surviving occupation 
deposits.
Conditions of preservation of occupation layers vary within the 
town. Some early layers were already extensively dug out in the 
Middle Ages and redeposited elsewhere. The article presents the 
archaeological potential and problems involved in interpreting the 
development of the town through its occupation layers.

Introduction

The history of the town of Visby can be said to have already 
begun in the Vendel Period. The instigation was a simple but 
well sheltered harbour for fishermen and occasional merchants. 
Gradually during the Viking Age a small but well organized 
settlement developed; this shows itself aręhaeologically 
through a system of permanent building plots.

In the course of less than a hundred years from the middle 
of the 12th century there was an explosive development when 
German immigrant merchants founded a merchants' hanse in 
Visby, 'The Company of German Gotland-travellers'. Visby 
grew into a great international town and a dominating centre in 
commerce between west and east. What was originally small 
scale was converted into a great magnificence and wood was
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replaced by stone as the main building material.1 Visby became 
the only town in the Swedish area with a fully developed settle
ment of masonry buildings, largely because of its access to 
easily worked limestone.

But by the end of the 13th century there was a shift of power 
towards Lübeck and from 1299 Visby was in economic decline.

During the expansion of the town the accumulating occu
pation deposits and Visby's particular topography provided it 
with an archaeological structure which distinguishes it from 
any other town.

The aim of this article is to review the archaeological 
potential in the form of the surviving occupation layers, to 
discuss the reasons for their accumulation and condition of 
preservation, and to elucidate some problems of interpretation.

Early harbours on Gotland

Visby's earliest development and character can still best be 
described with reference to other Gotlandic harbours which 
emerged in the prehistoric period.

By the beginning of the 8th century a number of harbours 
were growing up along the coast of Gotland. The sites which 
were selected had good natural resources and were protected 
from bad weather. Many of these have been discovered 
archaeologically.2 Archaeological excavations have revealed 
rich finds indicative of a multitude of activities. We must 
assume that Visby was on parity with the largest of the thirty or 
so prehistoric harbours and trading places so far located (fig. 1).

Two of the most important excavations have taken place at 
Paviken in Västergarn parish and Nymans in Fröjel parish, 
both on the west coast of Gotland south of Visby.

Paviken, near the village of Västergarn, was a prehistoric 
market centre and harbour.1 Vendel Period and Viking Age 
crafts suchas boat-building, ironsmithing, bronze working, the
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Fig. 1. Gotland, showing the placees 
mentioned in the text.
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polishing of precious stones, amber working and glass manu
facture have been discovered there, and bone and antler were 
also fashioned into combs, pins, gaming-pieces and dice. The 
settlement is thought to have been seasonally occupied.

The harbour of Nymans in Fröjel parish has produced 
evidence from the 7th century and later. Here, as at Paviken, 
remains of various crafts have been discovered, including bone 
and antler working in the form of refuse and waste products, 
and half-finished artifacts such as pins and combs.4 A cemetery 
nearby suggests that occupation might have been permanent.

The number of farms on Gotland during the Viking age has 
been estimated at between 1100 and 1350.5 Co-operation 
between farms centred on a landing place, a form of fusion, 
may have led to the emergence of many of the harbours around 
the island. The earliest harbours, as well as being fishing ports, 
may have acted as landing places for freight brought from 
other of the island's harbours. They may also have formed the 
home ports for the merchant-farmers, that is men who were 
both traders and peasants, who were active in long-distance 
trade from an early period.

The original topography of Visby

The thing which originally attracted people to this site was an 
easily accessible beach in a marine bay the entrance to which 
was almost cut off by sand-spits, and which lay on a coast with 
few other good landing places.6 The pebbly shoreline sloped up 
for a couple of metres to merge into a flat beach-plateau. To the 
east, this long and narrow flat ground ended in a quite sharp 
ascent to two further plateaux connected to each other by steep 
slopes. The uppermost plateau ended in a sheer limestone cliff 
with the island's flat land at the top. The area was dissected by 
streams and in many places the underlying limestone was close 
to the surface. The streams were surrounded by more or less
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Fig. 2. Visby with the sites mentioned in the text.
I Stora Torget, 2 Klosterbrunnsgatan, 3 S:ta Katarina, 4 Annexet, 5 Repslagaren,
6 S:ta Maria, 7 Österport, 8 Schweitzergmnd, 9 Strandgatan, 10 Donners plats,
II Apoteket.

swampy ground. An extensive area of sand dominated the 
second plateau and this had once been the site of a Pitted-ware 
Culture settlement - at a time when the shoreline was about 14 
m higher than today. It was on this terraced slope that the town 
of Visby gradually grew up (fig. 2).

Why did Visby become Visby?

The Gotlandic rural harbours were in existence from the 
Vendel Period to the Middle Ages. They formed important 
nodes in the network of easterly trading and cultural contacts 
which the Gotlanders developed and maintained.

The written sources can be used to outline briefly Gotland's, 
and particularly Visby's, role in Baltic Sea trade. When the
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Germans' interest in the Gotlanders markedly increased in the 
first half of the 12th century conflicts in commercial politics 
arose which remained unresolved for some time. In 1161 Henry 
the Lion of Lübeck promulgated the Artlenburg Treaty in order 
to bring peace between the trading partners; this was designed 
to regulate the trading interests of Gotland and Lübeck. No 
specific places on Gotland are mentioned in the treaty, it speaks 
only of trade with the Gotlanders.7 We assume that this means 
that at that time Visby was on a level with other Gotlandic 
harbours. From the document it may be inferred that there had 
been an earlier, less successful, treaty at the end of the 1130s.

In 1157 Henry the Lion enabled the German merchants then 
in Hedeby to move to Lübeck (which he had founded) when 
Hedeby was destroyed in 1156-7. He established a mint, market 
and customs post there.8

When Germans, Danes and other merchants began to 
pursue trade from Gotland in the second half of the 12th 
century they favoured Visby, and in the 13th century it became 
the centre for trade between eastern and western Europe.

There were many reasons for this. Its site was probably one 
of the best natural harbours on the island. There was abundant 
access to fresh water and building materials - but a number of 
the other viking age harbours had similar resources close at 
hand.

There are other factors which were probably more 
influential. The Gotlandic 'Allting' met in the middle of the 
island: in Roma, about 20 km from Visby. Although some 
distance away, Visby was its nearest harbour.9 The property 
holdings of the Allting, and also the common political interests 
shared by the Gotlandic Allting and Henry the Lion, may have 
led to trade being concentrated in Visby.

The importance of the site as a pagan cult centre, sub
sequently the site of the first Christian church, may have also 
been influential. For example, in Gutasagan (first written down 
in the 13th century) it is said that the first church which
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became permanent, that is, was accepted by the people, was 
built below the cliff in Vi. Vi is the term for a pagan cult-site. 
The name Visby, first recorded at the beginning of the 13th 
century, is usually derived from this word.

The Earliest Visby

Visby grew from an ordinary fishing port established some 
time during the Vendel Period or Viking Age into a more 
permanent settlement.

There was a cemetery on a fairly flat site and on the west- 
sloping land south of the harbour. It was discovered in 1897 
when foundations were being laid for the block called 
Hypoteket close to Donners Plats.10 Other burials have since 
been found in the vicinity. The precise number is not known 
but there seem to have been about twenty.

Five more inhumation graves were discovered when central
heating pipes were laid in 1987. They contained no or few 
grave-goods, perhaps a simple knife. One of the graves 
contained a single-edged sword from c. A.D. 700."

When more space was needed by the settlement this 
cemetery was probably replaced by one further south at 
Kopparsvik, with about 300 graves, 90 per cent of them male.

At a greater height north-west of the harbour, near the 
church of St Nicolai, three viking-age burials have been dis
covered."

Vendel Period and Viking Age Visby has also produced 
about fifty stray finds of datable brooches and pottery.

We can see from the limited evidence from excavations in 
the viking-age area that there was a system of single or double 
plots laid out at right angles to the shore in the area between 
present Strandgatan and Stora Torget. The plots, separated by 
lanes, were c. 7 m wide; some were double that width with two
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Fig. 3. Excerpt from Johan Meier's map of1646.

rows of buildings. Most of the buildings in the settlement were 
probably small and timber-framed.13

In comparison with early towns such as Ribe, Birka, and 
Sigtuna the earliest phase of the Gotlandic harbours may be 
seen as the spontaneous growth of settlement uninfluenced by 
royal power or other authority.

Visby first emerged as an organized settlement in the Viking 
Age-

A part of the existing street-plan in the waterside area of 
Visby reflects the situation in the Viking Age. The viking-age 
inheritance is even more obvious in Johan Meijer's 17th century 
map of the town; about thirty lanes shown on that map are no 
longer in existence (fig. 3).

The change to building in stone coincided with the 
transformation of Visby, in the second half of the 12th century, 
from a harbour and trading place to a town with a central role 
in Baltic Sea trade. External influences and immigration, 
particularly from Germany, gave the town a wide international
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catchment with cultural contacts which must have left their 
mark on the Gotlanders. Visby came to dominate Gotlandic 
trade at the cost of the rest of the island. The independence of 
the town became more and more marked and this was 
emphasized by the building of the town wall. The activities in 
the town were defined and protected by a wall 3,500 m long 
which was completed, in its earliest phase, by the middle of the 
13th century. The urban administration was organized after 
German models so that even in its jurisdiction it was separated 
from the surrounding countryside. The conflicts between town 
and countryside resulted in direct confrontations at the end of 
the 13th century and were not settled before the direct 
intervention of the Swedish king. The result was that the town 
and the countryside were separated and Visby came under 
direct rule from the Swedish king.14

In 1361 the town and the rest of the island came under 
Danish rule. By this time Visby's importance as a Hanseatic 
town had already diminished considerably. The north German 
port of Lübeck was by then the leading Hanseatic town of the 
Baltic. In the late Middle Ages Visby was drawn devastatingly 
into the battle for power and dominance in northern Europe. 
The town had played out its part as a central place in the 
Hanseatic network throughout the Baltic region and Gotland 
had retreated to the periphery of trading politics.15

Occupation layers

In Visby, as in few other towns in Sweden, the medieval 
settlement itself has destroyed the earliest occupation deposits. 
The cellared stone buildings of the 13th century often 
effectively removed the traces of earlier settlement. In the cases 
where the medieval streets and lanes coincide with the viking- 
age street-plan we must assume that most of the street-front 
occupation from the period before the stone buildings has
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disappeared. On the other hand, the central plots behind the 
street-front occupation still contain their deposits intact.

During the period of Visby's expansion phase up to the fully 
developed masonry town comparatively thick occupation 
deposits accumulated. One area of rapid growth of deposits has 
been found by excavations around the ruined church of St 
Karin, from Stora Torget in the north to Klosterbrunnsgatan in 
the south where an area with waterlogged layers has preserved 
organic material and the remains of wooden buildings.

Today the ground surface in this area lies a good 3 m higher 
than when it was first occupied some 4500 years ago. A 
settlement of the Pitted-ware Culture deposited a thick occu
pation deposit. After that there are no signs of occupation until 
the end of the 11th century. In the Early Middle Ages a deposit 
c. 1.5 m thick accumulated and the layers have revealed re
mains of timber-framed buildings. The layers are undisturbed 
because a Franciscan friary was founded on the site c. 1230 and 
the area lay within its precinct and was not built on.16

In the higher parts of the town the conditions of pre
servation for organic material are mostly poor. The occupation 
layers are comparatively thin and dry and the deposits are 
seldom more than 1 m thick. Because of their composition, 
often with a great admixture of cobbles, the occupation deposit 
is poorly stratified. Differences in the relative accumulation of 
deposits, resulting mainly from the differences in preservation 
between dry and wet conditions, make for difficulties in 
interpretation as a thin layer in a dry environment may corres
pond to a thick layer in a wetter one.

A large area has recently been excavated in St Maria 12/13, 
in the north-east part of the town.1 The occupation deposit was 
1 m thick, dry and very rich in finds. There were many de
finable structures made up of post-holes, hearths, pits etc. Des
pite the number of structures and finds it is very difficult to 
interpret the site stratigraphically and to reconstruct the acti
vities there because of the compressed nature of the layers.
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The soil conditions can vary radically because of localized 
circumstances. In Schweitzergränd, immediately south of 
Klosterbrunnsgatan, organic material is well preserved even 
though the site lies on gravel on a considerable slope. Layers 
from the 12th and early 13th centuries have preserved wood 
chippings and animal dung.18 The reason for this may be a 
subterranean stream from the higher plateau which was diver
ted as a result of later settlement.

Most of the archaeological excavations in Visby have been 
undertaken in connection with masonry buildings. The con
ditions of preservation in the surrounding layers have probably 
been influenced by the presence of the stone buildings, re
sulting in poor conditions of preservation for organic material.19

The masonry buildings do not necessarily mean that there is 
an absence of early occupation deposits. In Apoteket near the 
old harbour there are layers with preserved organic material 
and remains of wooden buildings beneath the present 
buildings.20

The medieval redeposition of material

The thickest occupation layers are encountered along the 
viking-age shoreline where they may be many metres thick.21 
Their proximity to the water means that the conditions of 
preservation for organic material are good. To a great extent 
the layers consist of redeposited material in the form of refuse 
and the upcast from the hundred of cellared stone-buildings. 
The upcast from the construction of the buildings alone can be 
estimated at more than 50,000 m3.

As Visby stands on a steep slope down to the sea it was 
simplest to tip rubbish into the water. This was obviously the 
case from the beginning and possibly up to the construction of 
the sea wall in the middle of the 13th century. Its mere 
existence was an effective obstacle to uncontrolled tipping.22 At
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Fig. 4. The still undeveloped watermeadows by St Goran's hospital, where refuse 
was brought from the inner town. Photo taken from the cathedral tower towards the north, by 

Einar Stenquist 1888. (Permission: W. Falck)

least, after its construction all tipping must have taken place 
under more regulated conditions and been concentrated in 
other areas. There is evidence to show that refuse was carted 
over fairly long distances.

Recent excavations in the once extensive watermeadows 
north of Visby below St Goran's hospital have revealed a 
widespread occupation layer many decimetres thick. It was 
disturbed and contained potsherds, slag, charcoal, animal 
bones etc.23 Although there were many artifacts no structures 
were found. Most of the finds date from the 13th century but 
some of the sherds were of the Pitted-ware Culture (fig. 4).

Watermeadows usually have a very thin turf and earth layer 
which accumulates slowly. The area below St Goran's hospital 
proved to have considerable quantities of organic material and
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gravel. The presence of stone-age pottery may explain the 
appearance and existence of these layers. The area must have 
lain many metres below sea level during the period of the 
Pitted-ware Culture, but the sherds are not water-worn.

The place of origin of this material may be sought within the 
walled town. The Pitted-ware site lay in the middle of the 
town, and then at the beginning of the 13th century this area 
began to be occupied by cellared stone buildings. The upcast 
from the cellars was probably taken out to the fields to the 
north and spread out in order to improve their agricultural 
potential.

It is difficult to know whether this area continued to receive 
household and latrine rubbish. The relatively narrow dating of 
the finds to the 13th century suggests that this was not so.

The few excavations which have taken place around the 
town have not shown whether there were similar depositions 
of rubbish elsewhere. The dominant factors in the choice of site 
may have been the topography, the structure of ownership and 
earlier land-use.

The disposal of latrine waste and other refuse

Are the thin and sometimes almost non-existent occupation 
layers in high-medieval Visby the result of the prevailing 
conditions of preservation, or are there other reasons, such as 
an active and apparently exemplary cleansing policy? If other 
towns are considered, hygiene does not emerge as being 
specially convincing, neither for the carting away of building 
rubble nor for the disposal of dung and so on. In the centre of 
medieval Söderköping, for instance, excavations in Folk- 
skolegatan revealed a deposit c. 3 m thick which had accumu
lated in little more than a hundred years - from the 13th to the 
middle of the 14th century.24 Four blockhouse-type timber buil
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dings on corner stones had been superimposed on the growing 
mound of rubbish, wood chippings and dung.

We cannot determine how consistently the streets were 
cleaned and the rubbish removed but there are examples of 
rubbish dumping in Visby after the 13th century. Only the fact 
that there are larger or smaller quantities of later material in the 
inner town shows that there was some uncontrolled dumping, 
perhaps in connection with the manuring of smallholdings etc.

There certainly was some accumulation of occupation layers, 
sometimes even to an extent which demanded some adaptation 
by the stone buildings. Quite often additional steps were built 
onto a cellar entrance. In other cases, below the present ground 
surface, steps have been found from a staircase whose function 
was made useless by the build-up of the ground. Is the 
presence of more permanent structures, such as the stone 
buildings, usually influential in the accumulation of deposits or 
is Visby exceptional in its lack of refuse layers? There are 
examples from other towns where stratigraphic accumulation 
continued when there were stone buildings and where it finally 
entailed the abandonment and demolition of the existing 
buildings.2"

One category of rubbish which is difficult to map is the 
human waste from latrines and the way it was dealt with.26 The 
town laws occasionally have regulations about the location of 
privies, but generally not.27 We do not know whether re- 
sposibility was a private concern or organized in common. It is 
unlikely that there was unrestrained deposition of the latrine 
waste between the buildings, so their contribution to the 
growth of occupation layers must have been very marginal. On 
the other hand, dung from domestic animals may have made 
more considerable impact.

Visby is clearly differentiated from other medieval towns in 
Scandinavia by the presence of latrine cellars.28 Latrine cellars, 
which are always associated with the stone buildings, are 
subterranean tunnel-vaulted rooms dug into the ground or
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Fig. 5. A stone-lined and tunnel-vaulted subterranean latrine cellar. Its volume was 
between 5 and 10 m3. This cellar in St Gertrud was intact on discovery in 1990.
Photo: L. Zerpe

sometimes into the rock. Some have an opening through which 
they could be emptied, but others have none. They are 
connected with the buildings through channels in the stone 
walls. Many latrine cellars are connected with constructed 
subterranian channels which allowed flushing with water. The 
size of the latrine chambers is usually between 5 and 10 cubic 
metres. About 70 have been discovered so far (fig. 5).

There were many hundreds of stone buildings in Visby in 
the Middle Ages.29 Set in this context, the latrine cellars were an 
exclusive luxury with only marginal importance for the abrupt 
diminution of occupation layers once at the time when the 
stonetown was built.

Cleansing the town was less likely to have been the result of
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an increased awareness of the environment, more one of 
necessity. The new stone buildings had a longer life than had 
the timber buildings. Many of the streets were metalled with 
smooth limestone flags and others were laid with wood. The 
rubbish had to be removed for practical reasons, so that the 
stone buildings were not 'buried' or the wells polluted.

In many towns the laws, which were all fairly similar in the 
middle ages, stipulated that each plot-owner was responsible 
for keeping the street outside his plot clean and for the 
metalling of it. We can see that the laws were obeyed from 
excavations in some towns where the street surface, usually 
wooden, changed character at the plot boundaries. This 
regulation was not part of the Visby town law nor has it been 
possible to discern any difference in the stone-paved streets at 
the plot boundaries. There may be two reasons for this, one 
practical and one organizational; either the limestone slabs look 
very similar making it impossible to see changes, or there was a 
common organization responsible both for the metalling of the 
streets and for keeping them clean.

The archaeological evidence shows that hygiene in high- 
medieval Visby was different from other towns. The topo
graphy and the growth of the stone town contributed to this. 
There may also have been an organization imposed on the 
whole town, if this were so it would be unique to Visby.

A block with stone buildings in central Visby

Annexet lies in the middle of the inner town of Visby and just a 
block away from the medieval harbour. Its medieval settlement 
is comparatively well known through a number of archaeolo
gical observations and excavations beginning early in the 20th 
century.30 The block still has extant buildings with medieval 
origins. Results from the investigations can illustrate the effects
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Fig. 6. Foundations of the high-medieval stone buildings in Annexet. In the centre, a 
lane dividing the two blocks. A modern water-cistern lies among the foundations.
Photo: U. Abramson
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of the stone buildings on the accumulation of occupation layers 
from the earliest phases of the town (fig. 6).

On the slope of the gravel banks from the early shoreline 
there were, in the Middle Ages, three long and narrow blocks 
which today make up the present block. An excavation in the 
southern part of the block in 1989 enabled a detailed study of 
the medieval settlement in the area to be made.

The excavation of a plot 400 m2 revealed the foundations of 
at least eight medieval stone buildings, divided into two blocks. 
The blocks were separated by a lane and each block consisted 
of two parallel rows of abutting buildings. On the south medie
val block the two parallel rows of buildings were separated by 
an eavesdrip, whereas the buildings in the other block made 
use of a common wall. The buildings were from 20 to 35 m2 in 
ground area, much smaller than the great warehouses along 
Strandgatan nearby.

The abutting rows of buildings were probably warehouses. 
The warehouses of the Visby merchants came to dominate the 
picture of the medieval town and the surviving examples still 
give it its characteristic stamp. Only a few stone-built dwellings 
are known. One of the buildings in Annexet was provided with 
a lavatory; there was a shaft inside the wall which opened out 
into a latrine cellar outside the house. This probably means that 
the building was also a dwelling with the latrine being added 
secondarily.

The earliest occupation deposits from before the the stone 
town, consisted of a very gravelly layer of earth c. 0.25 m thick. 
It was preserved in an area of 70m2 but had probably originally 
extended over the whole excavated area which was disturbed 
by later activity. Evidence of craftworking was found in this 
layer: a furnace, moulds, fragments of tools and metal waste 
(fig. 7). There were also many pieces of amber and glass beads 
and also much domestic pottery and butchering waste (fig. 8). 
The contents of the occupation layer suggest that the area was 
used for both dwelling and working.
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Fig. 7. Moulds and metalworking refuse formed part of the many traces ofcrafis in 
the occupation layers beneath the stone buildings in Annexet. Photo: u. Abramson.

The amount of refuse must have been influenced by the 
development of the town from an ordinary settlement with 
small-scale but diversified manufacture to a specialized trading 
centre. There was a marked change in the excavated area when 
the stone buildings were erected. Deposits from this period are 
very limited so it is difficult to define the character of the 
activity in this area from the archaeological layers. By using the 
building types and other non-archaeological sources we may 
assume that the emergence of the stone buildings represented 
the presence of a new group of people in the area: the mer
chants. The craftsmen whose crafts have left their traces in the
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Fig. 8. There was much amber, both worked and unworked, from the earliest 
occupation in Annexet. Photo: U. Abramson

earliest occupation layers may also have been active as mer
chants but it is more likely that they moved, or were moved, to 
more peripheral parts of the town. The owners of the stone 
buildings were specialized, there was no manufacturing in 
their areas. The newly erected stone buildings were used as 
warehouses, apparently with a limited dwelling function.

Almost all the medieval stone buildings had partially or 
completely subterranean cellars. The stone buildings on the 
plot occupied c. 320 m2 or 80 per cent of the area. The remai
ning part, other than some 10 m2 without traces of occupation, 
was taken up by the lane between the blocks.
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The earliest occupation layers had mainly been removed by 
the foundations of the stone buildings. There were traces of 
earlier material and layers in the lane but the layers were very 
disturbed and the construction of drains, probably contempo
rary with the erection of the stone buildings, had dug deep into 
the ground.

Thus, 80 per cent of the occupation deposit which must have 
originally extended over the whole area was removed during 
medieval development.

The volume of the layers which were removed can be 
approximately estimated. In the area where it was preserved 
the deposit was on average 0.25 m thick. If it were of this 
thickness over the whole excavated site then there must 
originally have been c. 100 m3 of occupation deposit in the area. 
More than 80 m3 were removed or mixed up when the stone 
buildings were erected.

The foundations of the stone buildings did not only destroy 
the occupation deposits, a large amount of natural gravel must 
also have been taken away. The lowest storeys of the stone 
buildings were variable. They may have had wholly or partly 
subterranean cellars or a lower storey mainly on ground level 
where only the foundations of the building were dug down 
into the ground. In all cases they must have involved the 
removal of a great volume of earth. In Annexet, where all three 
types of basements are attested, about 250 m3 must have been 
removed. The total volume of earth, both occupation deposit 
and natural gravel, which was removed from this area must 
have been more than 300 m3.

The results obtained from this excavation are probably 
representative of the centre of Visby. This means that at least 80 
per cent of the early occupation deposits were removed and 
deposited elsewhere, either inside or outside the town. Vast 
quantities of earth containing much archaeological information 
were carted away at great pains. It is some small comfort that 
the destruction has not been the result of our own modern
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land-hunger, but that it happened in the Middle Ages in a time 
of exploitation and building activity unique in Scandinavia.

Expansion and regression

Repslagaren, situated immediately inside the east gate, is today 
in the centre of the town but it was peripheral to medieval 
Visby and virtually unoccupied in the 12th century.31 The 
stratigraphy dates from the 13th and 14th centuries with little 
from later periods.

The great expansion and development in the central parts of 
the town also influenced the urban outskirts. With the sub
sequent economic decline there ought to have been a reversion 
to an earlier settlement structure.

At the end of the 17th century the area around the block 
consisted of simple wooden buildings with barns an stables, 
and agricultural land and smallholdings.

So, in the second half of the 12th century and most of the 
13th century the boundaries of the town were stretched out, 
reaching their maximum, represented by the definitive 
boundary of the town wall, at the end of the 13th century. The 
areas which were the last to be built-up were the first to suffer 
from the economic decline after the end of the 13th century. 
The town shrank and the stratigraphic accumulation in the 
peripheral districts ceased.

The situation which finally emerged is depicted on the 17th- 
and 18th century maps of Visby, showing fields, smallholdings 
and some wooden buildings. The settlement areas which were 
not occupied in the expansion phase of the 13th century are 
hardly represented at all in the 14th, 15th and 16th centuries.
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Epilogue

Visby's economic decline is reflected in the decay of many of its 
churches and finally in their ruination after the Reformation. 
Its secular buildings were also influenced and as early as the 
16th century the medieval warehouses had begun to fall into 
decay.

When the need for warehouses diminished the buildings 
often could fulfil no other function. There may have been a 
movement of craftsmen from the peripheral areas to the centre, 
and the warehouses could have served their purpose. But large 
storage spaces without the means of heating them remained 
unused and this speeded up the process of decay.

Structurally it was difficult to solve all the problems associa
ted with the subterrranean streams which underlay the town. 
The cellars were abandoned and filled-in, buildings were de
molished. This period is reflected archaeologically by rubble in 
stone cellars or by destruction material from buildings which 
were abandoned and flattened. In those buildings which 
survived, latrine cellars were in use at least up to the 18th 
century.32

Visby's history is palpable. The many medieval buildings 
and the ruined churches give the past a physical reality. 
Unavoidably, our expectations of the historical evidence under
ground are great but the occupation layers do not entirely live 
up to these expectations. Topographical and cultural factors 
have resulted in large parts of the occupation layers being 
fragmented or preserved only in changed contexts. But what is 
missing in the archaeological sources is well compensated for 
above ground. No other Swedish town has maintained the 
medieval as has Visby and its history can be read both above 
and below ground.
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The Formation of Occupation Layers 
as an Archaeological Source

By Lena Beronius-Jörpeland

Abstract: This article discusses the questions and problems of the 
formation of occupation layers in Swedish medieval towns. The 
factors which influence the formation of layers and problems of 
recording and interpretation are discussed. The development of 
stratigraphy from three excavated blocks in Uppsala is compared 
with that from one block excavated in Lund.

Introduction

Interest in the formation of occupation layers as an archaeo
logical source has increased in recent years. Stratigraphy as a 
measure of the level of urbanization in towns has attracted the 
most interest. Our understanding of how these layers accumu
lated has not increased to the same degree.

We are all aware of the importance of recording strati
graphy, but in recent excavations the study of layers has been 
far from the first priority. The location of structures and their 
function and date have come before an understanding of the 
actual process of accumulation - the creation of the layers. They 
have been used mainly to verify the stratigraphic conditions 
and the stratified finds have been used to date phases or 
settlement levels.

There are anumber of questions which can be asked of the 
stratigraphy:

* Why and how were occupation layers formed?
* Why have they survived?
* Can we establish any regularity in their stratigraphic 

disposition?
* What does the stratigraphy represent?
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* What does the absence or presence of layers mean?
* How did cultural traditions influence the stratigraphy?

The aim of this article is to elucidate the problems associated 
with the recording and interpretation of occupation layers and 
their formation. Interest is primarily focused on whether study 
of their growth alone can demonstrate chronological changes 
and, if this is so, whether it reflects the changes which took 
place in town and society during the Middle Ages.

Many problems arise in the interpretation of layers and their 
formation. Archaeologists in general have limited knowledge 
of soil science and soil processes, which leads to a subjective 
interpretation of how and why the stratigraphy was formed.

The problem of recording layers both adequately and 
consistently is partly due to the almost complete lack of metho
dological discussions. Recording has mainly been left to 
individual archaeologists. Terminology, what aspects need to 
be investigated and what needs to be recorded, often only arise 
when the profile is being drawn at the end of the excava
tion.

The definition 'occupation layer'

There is a multiplicity of terms which confuse recording, that 
is, the precise description of the constituent parts, morphology 
and structure of a layer - and the interpretation of the forma
tion of that layer.

The term occupation layer is usually used in two ways. The 
wider definition is one which comprises all layers and features 
formed through human activity. A more limited definition is 
that of accumulated layers within, for example, an urban 
context.

Many archaeologists have discussed the definition and 
defined the growth of layers.1 Here I shall take up the definition
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set out by Järpe, Redin and Wahlöö2, and the methods of 
recording and analysing layers in the field as discussed by 
Golembnik.3

All of them have the same objectives in that they aim to 
produce a generally applicable method for the recording and 
interpretation of layers, mainly in medieval towns. Järpe et al. 
start by reviewing what a section-drawing should contain in 
order to record the stratigraphy fully.4 They show that volume, 
relationship and content are usually present in all section 
drawings but that the formation of layers is seldom accounted 
for. Their conclusion is that interpretation must be an integra
ted part of recording.

Järpe et al. suggest that the layers should be divided into 
different types according to how they were formed. There are 
two main groups: accumulated layers and deposited layers. 
"The term occupation layer is reserved in the strict sense for the 
successive accumulation on the ground surface of a settlement 
area as a result of human activity. The occupation layer is 
regarded as an accumulated or sedimentary formation. One 
may speak of culture-sedimentation. What is meant by 
deposited layers is stratigraphy arising from activities designed 
to organize an area through infilling or levelling off.5 A better 
alternative definition is one using broader terms 'remains of 
abandoned dwellings, settlements or working places plus 
formations which arise from the use of such dwellings or 
working places'.6 By using this broad definition there is less 
danger of confusing description and interpretation.

The division of the layers into accumulated or deposited 
may lead to problems in establishing the original formation of 
the stratigraphy. Thus it is more important to determine if 
possible whether the layer is the result of a particular activity 
or if it came about for a specific purpose.

For example, layers may be characterized according to their 
formation in the following ways: refuse layers (from occu
pation or crafts), levelling layers (e.g. levelling off the ground
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surface), construction layers (e.g. 'clean' layers of wood chip- 
pings, bricks or mortar), destruction layers, fire layers, flood 
layers etc. This demands that the layer should be set in its 
stratigraphic context and related to find complexes and struc
tures. Interpretation of its formation must take place conti
nuously in the field while the layer is being excavated.

When the original formation of the layer has been deter
mined it is necessary to decide whether it is in situ or not, that 
is, if it is accumulated or deposited. Now comes perhaps the 
most difficult problem of all - how can we decide whether it is 
accumulated or deposited and which criteria can give that in
formation?

Andrzej Golembnik of the University of Warsaw has shown 
that by analysing in detail every layer in the field it is possible 
to answer satisfactorily the question of whether a layer is depo
sited or accumulated; this includes analyses of the structure, 
components, distribution of finds and the stratigraphic context 
of the layer. The speed of accumulation can also be determined. 
Excluding all other divisions with homogeneous recorded 
layers, the rate of accumulation can be established. This pre
sumes that the layer and components of the layer are com
paratively well preserved. In this way, it can be seen if the layer 
had lain exposed for some time (the organic material is badly 
decayed) or covered over quickly (the organic material is well 
preserved). In thick layers, analytical samples must be taken 
from many levels within the layer. The components of the layer 
and the distribution of finds can also contribute to estimates of 
the speed of accumulation.

The detailed analyses are assembled on a record card which 
includes the character of the layer, that is, if it is natural, the 
result of occupation or levelling, a settlement layer or a fire 
layer. This field method can be combined with laboratory 
analyses with more defined and specific questions.

Golembnik thinks that layers are our primary source and

130



Occupation Layers

that unless we understand their character and formation our 
conclusions will always be questionable.8

He recommends that the responsibility for analysing all the 
layers from an excavation should be in the hands of one person 
co-operating with the digging archaeologists. In this way wide 
variations in layer descriptions can be avoided.

Interpretation of the original formation of the layer should 
be integrated with the recording. And then the question of 
whether it is in situ or not has to be answered. In this way the 
source value of the layer can be estimated during fieldwork. 
The factors on which the interpretations are based should be 
stated in the record.

Previous research
- layer growth and rubbish disposal

Archaeologists have mainly been interested in occupation 
layers because of the finds and the representativeness of the 
finds, that is, the source value of the layers. Current discussions 
about layer-growth have focused on their development as a 
measure of the urbanization of a town and on the disposal of 
rubbish during the Middle Ages.

Andrén has discussed the growth of occupation layers in or
der to discover the possibilities and limitations of bulk finds.' 
He states that the occupation layers are at their thickest in the 
10th to 13th centuries and diminish or disappear completely 
from the 14th century.10 Late-medieval settlement layers do 
occur but the stratification is usually extremely thin. The 
explanations for this include the increasing use of manure, but 
also that as the towns became more permanent with enclosed 
plots and paved streets they were easier to keep clean. Finally, 
a cultural change can probably also be seen; rubbish and 
manure increasingly became regarded by the population as 
filth. Andrén thinks that the towns became more 'urban' and
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separated themselves qualitatively more and more from the 
surrounding countryside.11

Ersgård deals with problems concerning stratigraphy in the 
Late Middle Ages in a discussion about expansion and change 
in medieval Uppsala.12 More effective cleaning is usually the 
reason given for the decline, but Ersgård does not think that 
this is the whole truth. Rather, the cause can be attributed to a 
change of living conditions in the towns; from agrarian 
activities in early medieval settlements to more urban ones in 
the Late Middle Ages when different quarters of the towns 
with topographical characteristics and specialized functions 
emerged.

Some general thoughts about the accumulation of layers and 
problems of urban origins and development are outlined by 
Solli.13 The accumulation of occupation layers may have some
thing to do with the presence or absence of a functioning admi
nistration. An intensification of public cleansing may show that 
the administration put its authority behind the desire for 
cleansing and the removal of rubbish. Layer-growth thus be
comes a measure of the town's organizational capacity and 
level rather than as previously thought changes of provisioning 
in medieval towns. She points out that systematic studies in 
which the speed and change of layer-growth are combined 
with general problems of urban origins are a potential area of 
research.

The written evidence for rubbish and its disposal in English 
medieval towns, and the character of urban deposits and their 
relationship to written sources has been studied by Keene.14 He 
stresses the importance of distinguishing between the different 
conditions prevailing in streets, houses, and yards. He also 
shows that the inhabitants themselves were responsible for 
their own rubbish. Much was probably taken away, a large 
proportion being dumped into the water. At the end of the 
middle ages an employed workforce was used to clean the 
streets of London.

Occupation Layers----------------------------------- --------------------------------------------------------
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Rubbish disposal in the Middle Ages has also interested 
Molaug, who touches on it in an article on the representative
ness of finds.15 The quantity and character of the refuse in a 
town depends on at least four factors: amount and type of the 
refuse produced; open space or available opportunities for 
rubbish disposal; the use of refuse as, for example, manure or 
infill; and official rules and ordinances.

According to Molaug, one probable hypothesis is that the 
rubbish generated within a plot was also dumped within the 
confines of that plot. It is also likely that more of the original 
deposited material survives from earlier periods with more 
open settlement than from later periods with more dense 
settlement.

Stratigraphic formation processes: 
further possibilities

If the build-up of layers was greatest in the 10th to 13th 
centuries this may be connected with the fact that settlement 
expansion was also at its height then. Substantial accumulation 
may partly result from the need to modify the original 
topography during the initial phase of a town; natural hollows 
were filled in, waterside settlements were made more per
manent and not so exposed to spring floods etc. Thick layers of 
wood chippings were formed in the initial phase when buil
dings were first being erected. In later periods timber and 
building materials could be reused to a greater extent, when 
also there was an increased use of stone and brick.

Many possible models for the accumulation and change of 
occupation layers have thus been put forward. Clearly, the 
growth of layers varies both chronologically and spatially, 
which makes interpreting layer-growth complicated. The prob
lem is two-fold: what factors influenced layer-growth and how 
can they be traced, and how can we interpret the stratigraphy?
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Does thick stratigraphy over a short period (i.e. rapid accu
mulation) mean intensive activity? Is thin stratigraphy over a 
long period (i.e. slow accumulation), a result of extensive 
activity? Is slight and insignificant layer-growth a reflection of 
increased cleansing, a qualitative change of the town, and con
versely, is thick stratigraphy an indication of the lack of 
cleansing?

The thickness of individual layers may be influenced by:

Primary factors (true deposition)
* the activity from which the layer derives - and 

consequently, what the layer consists of and the volume
* where the layer is situated (backyard, street etc.)
* the duration of the accumulation

Secondary factors (after deposition)
* rubbish disposal and cleansing (the layer or parts of it 

taken away, or the rubbish never dumped within the plot 
or the town)

* mechanical influence ( damage after the layer was 
deposited)

* conditions of preservation (geology, soil chemistry, 
climate, stratigraphic position of the layer)

If possible, all factors which influenced the accumulation of 
layers and the stratigraphy excavated should be investigated 
and determined for each specific layer. Certain factors may 
perhaps have to be investigated scientifically, for example, the 
chemical composition of the soil. It is probable that few 
archaeological excavations can provide the evidence according 
to this ideal, so it is unlikely that all the factors can ever be 
investigated.
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Fo.rMr Mkae/ //S.gr.c/rtz^,

Fig. 1. Lund, with the excavated block marked. Andrén 1980.

Source material and source criticism

This paper is based on a study of section-drawings from some 
archaeological excavations in Uppsala.16 They will be set along
side a section from an archaeological excavation in Lund (fig. 1) 
and its layer-accumulation discussed. Emphasis will, however, 
be placed on the Uppsala evidence.

The limiting of this study to Uppsala results from access to 
the material and the format of this article. My intention is to 
study and compare several Swedish medieval towns such as 
Söderköping, Strängnäs, Nyköping and Örebro where geologi
cal conditions etc. are varied and where layer-growth is diffe
rent from Uppsala.
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Fig. 2. Uppsala, with the three excavated blocks marked. Andersson & Redin 1976.

The three excavations which have been selected to form the 
basis of the discussion of layer-accumulation in Uppsala are 
from the blocks Kransen, Pantern and Rådstugan16 (fig. 2). A 
section from Apotekaren 4 in Lund has been chosen as a 
starting point for discussion (fig. 3). The reason why Lund has 
been selected as a comparative example because it has pre
viously been noted that layer-accumulation diminished or 
stopped in the town during the Late Middle Ages.17

The state of preservation of the layers or how they may have 
been influenced by climatic conditions, chemical soil processes 
etc. is not discussed here. Obviously this is an omission, but it 
has been impossible to deal with all aspects within the frame
work of the present paper. Tendencies within layer-growth can 
still be studied.

Uppsala was chosen because of its many well-conducted
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excavations, at least two of the larger ones having been pub
lished, but on looking into the excavation reports only a few 
proved to be suitable for the study of layer-growth.

Few of the early excavations were dug stratigraphically. The 
layers were usually not interpreted as to their formation or 
function and fine-dating of the layers was not presented in the 
excavation reports. Only in Pantern was the excavation dug 
stratigraphically and only in Rådstugan are the layers inter
preted as accumulated or deposited in the excavation records.
The choice of the sections was limited by the fact that few of the 
sections were phased and dated. Another complication is that 
many archaeological excavations have not yet been written up.

Originally the study was intended to obtain an extensive 
spatial and chronological distribution of excavations within the 
same town. This is based on the fact that the peripheral areas of 
a town most often have layers which are thinner, "drier" and 
with less preservation potential than those in the central areas'”. 
Unfortunately the three excavations which form the basis of 
this analysis, all lie within the same area of the town. Also the 
chronological criteria are difficult to meet with since in Upp
sala, layers from the 11th century are lacking, or have not been 
discovered up to now. Thus none of the excavations used in 
this study has any layers from the 11th century and they all 
cover the same period, 13th/14th century to 17th century.

In choosing the excavations the following criteria had to be 
met: the layers in the excavations should be dated and their 
formation interpreted, if possible. In none of the excavations 
can individual layers be dated, though all the sites have been 
stratigraphically phased and general dates assigned. The pha
ses are grouped in centuries in order to get an idea of layer- 
growth during each century. There are great problems both in 
attributing each layer to a specific phase and also in dating the 
phases with precision.19

Only one section from each of the excavations in Kransen, 
Rådstugan and Pantern was available for study, but each can

-------- --------------------—----------------------------------------------------------- Occupation Layers
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be regarded as representative of the excavation in chronology 
and settlement character.

On a cautionary note, it must be remembered that due to the 
wide variation in stratigraphic conditions over a large site, the 
conclusions which may be drawn from a single problem con
tain inevitable limitations.

Kransen 1978 (fig. 4). The block is centrally situated in the 
town. Seven settlement periods from 1300-1650 were recorded. 
Before 1300 the area was used as cultivable land or pasture and 
a cobbled street laid out. This street was in use throughout the 
whole period recorded. In the 14th century a settlement with 
timber buildings grew up along the road. In the 15th century 
there was more intensive utilization of the land, with remains 
from merchants and crafts. At the beginning of the 16th century 
a decline in settlement can be traced. The built-up area of the 
town shrank, but from the middle of the 16th century there are 
signs of expansion and reuse. In the middle of the 17th century 
there was extensive reorganization of the town and an im
provement in sanitary conditions.

The average total thickness of the excavated layers: c. 3.5 m.20

Pantern 1990 (fig. 5). A relatively central location. Seven phases 
with settlement remains were recorded, dating from the second 
half of the 13th century to the 16th century. The area contained 
two lanes or streets crossing each other, and associated timber 
buildings. The most striking discovery was that of a 15th- 
century workshop where cauldrons were cast.

The average total thickness of the excavated layers: c. 1 m.21

Rådstugan 1981 (fig. 6). The block now is part of Kransen. 
Eight settlement phases from the end of the 13th century to the 
end of the 16th century were recorded. As in Kransen 1978, a 
lane could be traced through all phases except the latest. 
Buildings stood beside and around the lane. Phase 3 (c. 1325- 
1375) is described as a 'period of decline' as there was no settle-

138



Occupation Layers

ment around the lane even though the lane itself was im
proved.

The average total thickness of the excavated layers: 1.5 m.22

Apotekaren 1979-80 (fig. 3). Centrally located by the market 
place in Lund. The layers are dated by dendrochronology and 
coins from the 11th century to the second half of the 14th 
century. The excavation revealed a group of market stalls.

The average total thickness of the excavated layers: 4 nV'

Stratigraphic analysis

This analysis aims to study the layers on a micro- and a macro
level. That is, to study the individual layers and also layer- 
growth within each block, and finally within the two towns.

Lund lies in Scania which was part of Denmark until 1658. 
The town's prosperity was at its height in the Early Middle 
Ages, and it was an important central place as early as the 11th 
century. In the 14th century it seems that Malmö became the
economically dominant town in Scania.24

The profile from Apotekaren 4 (fig. 3) shows that a layer c. 1 
m thick built up during each century from 1000 to 1300. The 
stratigraphy is broken in the 14th century; later activity on the 
site has destroyed the layers from the second half of the 14th 
century. The disturbed layers are up to lm thick.

The stratigraphy in general shows that a fairly homogeneous 
dung-mixed layer had been laid down during the 11th century. 
This was sealed by a flood layer after which an accumulated 
layer built up. Towards the end of the century more and 
thinner layers appeared but still with a strong admixture of 
dung. The stratigraphy was quite different in the 12th century - 
many fire layers succeeded one another and the stratigraphy 
was also more complicated, remains of wood and layers of clay 
suggesting that occupation intensified. Dung-mixed accumu
lated layers were again present in the 13th and 14th centuries
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Fig. 3. Part of the eastern section, Apotekaren 4, Lund. Andrén 1986.
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but they were greater in number and thinner than those from 
the 11th century. The dung layers were also interspersed with 
clay layers indicating settlement.

Thus the layer-growth is more 'extensive' (few thick layers) 
in the 11th century and more 'intensive' (many thin layers) in 
the succeeding centuries. The stratigraphy may here be directly 
connected to the market-stalls which stood on the site during 
the greater part of the Middle Ages.

The question of what happened to layer-growth during the 
Late Middle Ages is difficult to answer as no surviving layers 
are recorded in the section.

The number of layers which had been formed in the various 
centuries gives a telling picture:

11th century - 7 layers including the flood layer
12th century - 18 layers
13th century - 17 layers
14th century - 9 layers (not a complete phase)
In contrast to Lund, we have a more regular accumulation 

over time in Uppsala. The earliest evidence for any form of 
urbani-zation in Uppsala dates from the end of the 12th century 
and the beginning of the 13th century when the town of Aros is 
mentioned as a mint.2"

The first settlement was established in the 12th century on 
both banks of the river. The settlement expanded inland in the 
13th and 14th centuries but in the later part of the 14th century 
signs of abandonment and stagnation can be observed. The 
town expanded anew in the 15th and 16th centuries.2"

The section from Kransen (fig. 4) shows that layer-growth 
was at its greatest in the 15th century when the layers are also 
at their thickest. The part of the profile illustrated here shows 
that in the west there was a lane or street which was relaid 
many times throughout the period. The west side of the profile 
shows what are thought to have been smallholdings in the 15th 
century. Comparison of L43 with L24 shows that the street was 
frequently relaid but there are no signs of associated layers. 
The likely explanation is that activity was continous on the site 
and that the layers accumulated progressively.
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EAST WEST

Fig. 4. Kransen, Uppsala. Part of the south section, trench B. Elm & Gustafsson 1984.

The layers of this period contained more dung than those of 
the 14th and 16th centuries when the amount of wood chip- 
pings was correspondingly greater. The occupation layers for
med between the different phases of street metalling are iden
tical: comparatively 'clean' occupation material with no marked 
admixture of wood chippings or dung.27

The section from Pantern (fig. 5) also shows a fairly con
sistent layer-growth throughout the whole period. The greatest
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Phase 7 16 th. cent.
Phase 6 1450-1500 
Phase 5 1350-1450 
Phase 4 middle of 14th.cent.

Phase 3 1300-1350

Phase 2 
Phase 1 1250-1300

Fig. 5. Pantern, Uppsala. Part of section 6.

Fig. 6. Rådstugan, Uppsala. Part of section K24-U24.

Phase 7 1500-1550 
Phase 6 1450-1500

Phase 5. 1400-1450

Phase 4 1375-1400

Phase 3 1325-1375

Phase 2 12/1300 
Phase 1 end of 13th.cent.

1m
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accumulation took place in the 14th century, both in number 
and thickness of layers, but no remarkable difference in growth 
can be established between the earlier and later phases. For the 
most part the layers consist of 'occupation soil' with a greater 
or lesser admixture of dung or wood chippings. It is note
worthy that the layers which can be attributed to the casting of 
cauldrons on the site in the 15th century are comparatively 
thin.28

The section from Rådstugan (fig. 6) also indicates that layer- 
growth had taken place fairly continuously from the end of the 
13th century to c. 1550. A more or less dung-mixed 'layer of 
occupation soil' was formed in connection with the lane. As in 
Kransen, some regularity in the sequence can be observed with 
paved lane/overlying occupation soil in many of the successive 
phases. The thickest layer accumulated in the latest phase 
dated 1500-1550. A fairly thick dung-mixed layer also built up 
during phase IV (1375-1400) even though the phase lasted only 
25 years. The features in Phase III have led to its interpretation 
as a period of decline but this is not visible from the stra
tigraphy.29.

Occupation Layers--------------------------------------------------------------------- ----------------------

Conclusion

The assertion that the formation of layers declined during the 
late middle ages has not been supported by this analysis. 
Uppsala emerges as a town with abundant evidence for late 
medieval layers. Uppsala's layer-growth can be characterized 
as continuous accumulation. Relatively few layers with fairly 
similar thicknesses were formed during the period of study; 
no marked difference can be evidenced in comparison with 
Uppsala's expansion phase. On the contrary, a relative increase 
of layer-growth can be established in the 14th century in 
Pantern, and in the 15th century in Kransen.

Stratigraphic analysis also shows that in the cases where
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activity can be proved, in Kransen where the excavated area 
was partly made up of market gardens in the 15th century or in 
Pantern with its casting workshop, there are differences in the 
layers which cannot be explained merely in terms of geology or 
soil-chemistry.

Layer-growth in Lund, illustrated by the section from Apo
tekaren 4, shows a change from the stratigraphy of the 11th 
century to that in the 12th-13th centuries, but no change in the 
thickness of the layers in specific centuries can be established. 
The profile selected here does not show that the layers are 
missing in the late middle ages but rather that they become 
greater in number and proportionately thinner. One difficulty 
for the interpretation is that no layers from later than the 
second half of the 14th century have survived.

A more positive difference between the two towns lies in the 
total thickness of the occupation deposit; in Apotekaren it goes 
up to 4-5 m, in Kransen the maximum thickness is 3.5 m. This 
may have a simple explanation in that Lund has remains from 
the Early Middle Ages and Uppsala has not. But the differences 
must certainly also be accounted for by geological conditions, 
preservation potential etc.

This analysis shows that layer formation and accumulation 
is largely a result of the activities on the site. For example, 
agricultural work produces different types of layers from 
craftworking.

As mentioned above, it has not been possible to prove any 
changes in layer-growth with regard to their thickness in the 
Late Middle Ages. The changes recorded in the profiles reflect 
changes in occupation and economy independent of chronolo
gical factors.

But it is likely that layer-growth varied within plots, blocks 
or different parts of the town. This may have depended on the 
factors which primarily and secondarily influenced accumu
lation of layers and also that the socio-economic topography of 
the town changed during the Middle Ages. The reasons behind 
this change may have been economic, social or political.
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In this analysis I have aimed to show the potential of the 
study of stratigraphy. At the same time I should like to point 
out that I have not been able to study fully the primary and 
secondary factors which influenced layer-growth in these 
particular blocks. This cannot be done once the fieldwork has 
ended. Written sources, settlements and finds all illustrate a 
dynamic process which - with the present standard of 
recording - are only partly visible in the archaeological source 
of stratigraphy. We have no available knowledge about layers 
and what they represent, in particular of how expansion or 
stagnation are reflected in the stratigraphy.

The importance of meticulous recording and analysis of in
dividual layers in the field must be emphasized again: descrip
tions of layers, morphology, horizontal and vertical find- 
distribution, and interpretation of formation.30

Unless we take a stand on the important question of the 
formation of the layer and possible speed of accumulation we 
can never incorporate stratigraphic processes in our interpre
tations of cultural history.

It is also of the greatest importance to study the relationship 
between types of layers and associated activities. By analysing 
these plus the correlation between a certain type of layer 
formation and the finds and features within it, we can achieve a 
more detailed picture and deeper knowledge of layers and 
their growth. Only when this has been clarified is it possible to 
draw more general conclusions about the change of layer 
formation in time and space, the models which are the most 
relevant, and the economic, social and cultural changes which 
may be reflected in layer accumulation.

Occupation Layers-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Notes

1 For example, see Carlsson 1981, p. Iff. Here the occupation layers are 
defined as/... a large deposit which contains building remains and refuse 
from housholds and working places, laid down and superimposed 
chronologically, here called occupation layers'.
In the project 'Tromdheim i fortiden, Folkebibliotekstomten...' the 
layers were characterized in the best way possible and related to the 
settlement. The functions of the layers were interpreted: construction 
layers, activity layers, destruction layers and rubbish layers. See Walaker 
Nordeide 1988, 47.

2 Järpe et al 1979, 2ff.
3 Golembnik 1990, 3.
4 Järpe et al 1979, 2.
5 Järpe et al 1979, 5.
6 The definition according to the law on the protection on ancient 

monuments. See Ancient Monuments Act, 12 June 1942, published in 
Högner 1979, p. 27 and elsewhere.

7 See further Golembnik 1990, 3ff.
8 Golembnik 1990, 8.
9 Andrén 1986, 263ff.
10 According to Andrén, occupation layers consist, in principle, of two 

different types of accumulation: layers directly associated with settlement, 
and intervening layers, 'cultural debris', flood layers etc. Andrén 1986,
262.

11 Andrén 1986, 263ff.
12 Ersgård 1986, 95f.
13 Solli 1989,138ff.
14 Keene 1982, 26ff.
15 Molaug 1989, 233ff.
16 Ehn & Gustafsson 1984, Kransen is published, the other two excavations 

have only preliminary phasing and dating and have not been finally 
researched.

17 See Andrén 1986, 263 and literature cited there.
18 See, for example, Tesch 1982, 2.
19 Phasing as applied to the dynamic process represented by layer-growth 

only has the aim of dating the layers. The individual layers from these 
excavations have not been dated.

20 Ehn & Gustafsson 1984,14ff.
21 Pers. comm. Ulla Bergqvist, RAÄ.
22 Syse 1984,36ff. Profile and phasing supplied by Bent Syse, RAÄ,

Uppsala.
23 Andrén 1986, 260.
24 Andrén 1980, 6ff.
25 Andersson & Redin 1976, 6.
26 Ersgård 1986, 88ff.
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27 For description of the layers see field drawings and interpretative 
drawings from kv Kransen 3, profile trench B, south side. Dnr 4639/77. 
All drawings are deposited in Antikvariskt-Topografiska Arkivet, ATA, 
Riksantikvarieämbetet.

28 Profiles and layer descriptions have been placed at my disposal by Ulla 
Bergqvist, RAÄ, Uppsala. The excavation report is in preparation.

29 Profiles, layer descriptions and datings have been placed at my disposal 
by Bent Syse, RAÄ, Uppsala.

30 Golembnik 1990, 3ff.
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Early Town Plans in Later Cartography
- the Source Value of Maps from the 
17th and 18th Centuries

By Jan-Åke Ljung

Abstract: This article mainly deals with the issue of the degree to 
which medieval and contemporary conditions are reflected in 17th- 
and 18th-century maps of the towns around lake Mälaren. The 
cartographic evidence for Örebro is compared with available archaeo
logical results. Variations of the source value of maps for other 
central Swedish towns is briefly reviewed on the basis of the pub
lications of the Medeltidsstaden project.

Introduction

The centres of many central Swedish towns display fragments 
of an early lay-out whereas in others traces of old street- 
patterns etc. have been obliterated by more recent settlement. 
Thus, their early structure has been looked for in the earliest 
surviving maps, mainly from the first half of the 17th century.

One of the problems with 17th-century town maps is the 
extent to which they reflect both early and contemporary 
conditions. Such questions may encompass all the information 
about the town included in the definition 'town plan', that is, 
the qualities which, according to Andersson, make up the 
physical lay-out of a town.1 The definition also has room for 
numerous more or less self-evident elements which may be 
functionally defined.

In Sweden, discussion of town plans in the Middle Ages has 
mainly been based on early cartography, and pursued from an 
art historical/historical point of view. As Andersson has 
pointed out, very little archaeological information has been 
taken into account. One example, perhaps old-fashioned but
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nevertheless illuminating, is that of Eimer who stressed form- 
analysis more than function in his view of town plans. He 
belived that the idea of strict form which characterized the 
towns of Swedish 17th century, was also applicable to the 
Middle Ages, with only the expression of this formalism vary
ing at different periods.2 Using 17th-century maps he attributed 
towns to different medieval phases. He grouped the towns 
according to criteria dependent on their lay-out, and related 
them to foreign, primarily German, models.

Eimer suggested that the early towns of the 11th century 
were mainly distinguished by an 'Ottoman' triangular market
place, for example Skara which he compared with Liege.3 
Lundberg and Blomqvist also saw'Ottonian town architecture' 
in the triangular market-places.4 Another type of town was the 
chartered town, mainly of the 12th century and distinguished 
by loosely organized colonies of merchants grouped around 
churches, as at Visby or Sigtuna.

According to Eimer early 13th-century towns were mainly 
characterized by square market-places. The form was originally 
copied from towns such as Havelberg, Speier, and Würzburg. 
Laholm and Sölvesborg are cited as Swedish examples.

He maintained that Lübeck had the greatest influence on the 
shape of Swedish medieval towns, mainly in the second half of 
the 13th century. Many central Swedish 13th-century towns fall 
into this category: Stockholm, Uppsala, Visby and others. Their 
typical plan is of two main streets from which run a number of 
smaller cross streets. Finally, Eimer dealt with influence from 
the east German areas in the 14th century and the 15th-century 
towns of the Teutonic Knights. In the former case the plan was 
characterized by square blocks with straight streets and large 
plots. The market place usually contained a centrally placed 
town hall which, as in Uppsala for instance, resembled Langer 
Markt in Danzig. Numerous examples of 14th-century towns 
show east-German influence: Stockholm, Arboga, Örebro, Bo- 
gesund, Uppsala and many others. Their prototypes included
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Kiel, Neustadt, and Greifenberg in Pomerania. Fortified towns 
were typical of the Teutonic Knights and there are some Swe
dish examples from the reign of Erik of Pomerania.

Even, other scholars have argued that details of medieval 
town plans can be deduced from later maps. In the former 
Danish towns of Ystad and Lund, and in Visby, Améen thought 
he could recognize the streets inside the town walls which were 
obviously laid out after the first maps were compiled; the 
remainder should then reflect the extent of the medieval settle
ment.5

Archaeological evidence from Visby show a more varied 
settlement development as almost all the walled area was occu
pied by the late medieval period.6

The Medeltidsstaden project has published a short survey of 
earlier research and suggested the possible contributions which 
archaeology can make.7

The project concluded that a map is really an assemblage of 
diachronic expressions. If these expressions cannot be sorted 
out chronologically then no reconstruction of early conditions 
or changes can be made. For instance, 17th-century maps can
not throw any light on earlier, truly medieval, street regu
lation.6

With the development of urban archaeology during the last 
three decades much more archaeological information can be 
used in discussions of town plans. The aim of the present 
article is to use Örebro as an example in which topographical 
and other results from archaeological excavations can be 
combined with the cartographic evidence. Maps from other 
central Swedish towns and their variations will also be cited. 
Most of this information is taken from the publications of the 
Medeltidsstaden project, and is summarized below.

Early Town Plans--------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ------------
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Maps and towns in the Mälaren provinces

The earliest town maps in central Sweden are known from the 
first half of the 17th century. They are rather earlier than other 
land-survey maps in Sweden and instructions for the drawing 
of maps survive from 1628.' All Swedish towns were mapped 
in some way in the 17th and 18th centuries.

The primary aim of the earliest cartography was to lay a 
foundation for changing the town plan10 and presumably not to 
give an idealized picture of the town or the extent of its 
settlement. Some of the early maps are designs for street 
regulation which show town plans which were only partly 
completed or which for practical reasons took a long time to 
complete. Strängnäs is a good example of the latter; as late as 
the 1870s landowners were asked to regulate their plots, after 
fires, conforming to the current town plan.11

A few of the 17th-century maps have a military purpose. 
They proposed thoroughgoing changes which, together with 
other proposals for town plans, very largely remained only on 
paper (fig. I).12 Many of the maps are, however, depictions of 
towns before, after or connected with a specific regulation.

In Uppsala for example, and also in Nyköping which did not 
really belong to the Mälaren towns, the earliest surviving maps 
from the middle of the 17th century show a Renaissance plan 
with straight streets and regular blocks imposed on an older 
and more irregular network of streets. Both the towns seem to 
have acquired their new lay-outs fairly rapidly during the 
course of about a decade. Regulation was easy in Nyköping 
which was devastated by fire in 1665.13

The situation was similar in Södertälje where a widespread 
fire in 1650 facilitated regulation. The earliest known map of 
Södertälje has a specific source value as it was drawn up 
between the two great fires of 1630 and 1650 and shows the 
town as it was in 1648.14

The map of Västerås from 1688 presents a completely
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Fig. 1. An idealized plan of the fortifications of Örebro drawn in 1690. The map 

survives only in a copy of 1798. (Uppsala universitets bibliotek, UUB, 44502).

different picture for it depicts a partially completed street 
regulation which was planned in the 1640s. Thus the 1688 map 
shows considerable parts of the town before the 1640s 
regulation. The risks present in deriving medieval conditions 
from such evidence where there is no chronological continuity 
have been pointed out.15
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The old town of Stockholm may be an example of regulation 
during the Middle Ages; medieval cellars have been discovered 
beside what are probably late-medieval streets.Ih Such changes 
may have taken place because of the numerous fires in Stock
holm in the Late Middle Ages.1

There are also maps of apparently almost totally 
unregulated towns such as Arboga where 17th-century or later 
regulation must have been unnecessary. Extant medieval buil
dings there indicate that its town plan was comparatively 
regular in the Middle Ages.18 Torshälla is another example of a 
town which was regulated neither at the time of its earliest map 
nor later.19

Successive small changes to the street lay-out of Strängnäs 
have taken place since the 17th century.20 These regulations 
were connected with the proposed town plan of the 1640s and 
then after a great fire of 1871.21

In the century after the great fire of 1799, Enköping also 
underwent a total regulation and very little of the plan depicted 
on its earliest map, of 1795, can be discerned today.22 One of the 
difficulties in the cartographic study of Enköping is that the 
evidence is comparatively recent.

For Västerås, Gustafsson has used both early and late 
cartographic material, including contour maps and early 
information about plots, to build up an overall picture of the 
topography of the medieval town. Archaeological evidence was 
also used.23 The actual extent of the settlement or possible 
variations throughout the Middle Ages are tentative, mainly 
because of the sparsity of the archaeological evidence.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- Early Town Plans

Örebro

There were many reasons for choosing Örebro as our example. 
It was not regulated until quite recent times. The proposed plan 
of 1654 was not realized until after the great fires of 1843 and

155



Early Town Plans

Uppsala

jSigtuno-

Stockholm

Södertälje

Fig. 2. Map of towns in the Mälaren valley. After Ambrosiani 1977.

1854 and this means that the fairly numerous maps from the 
18th- and 19th centuries can be compared quite easily with the 
17th-century examples. There are two further but not unimpor
tant factors. Firstly, a gravel ridge running through the town 
has been charted and can be seen as a significant feature of the 
topography of particular importance for settlement develop
ment.24 Secondly there are results from numerous large and 
small archaeological excavations in widely differing parts of 
the town.

The town lies in the province of Närke, in the most westerly 
districts of the Mälaren region beside Lake Hjälmaren. Despite 
its lake communications with other Mälaren towns and the 
Baltic Sea it is considered to have been an inland town during 
the Middle Ages (fig. 2)25, not least because of the medieval 
artifacts which have been recovered from there. The central 
areas of the town lie on and along the N-S gravel ridge beside 
the river Svartån which flows from the west into Lake 
Hjälmaren (fig. 3).26
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Fig. 3. Map of Örebro with the excavated sites mentioned in the text marked. 
After Redin 1978.
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The earliest town map was drawn by Johan Toring in 1652 
and shows a totally unregulated town with two or three main 
streets N-S along the crest of the ridge. Shorter streets run from 
these at right angles to the ridge (fig. 4).27

What was the area of the town in the Middle Ages and later? 
The 17th-century maps show that the town was defined by toll 
gates and a'town fence'. The boundaries of Swedish towns 
were made permanent by an ordinance of 1622 concerning the 
charging of tolls. Medieval boundaries, walls, ramparts etc., 
were often used even in later times.28

The street pattern is elongated, more than 1km long and 400 
m wide. All this area was by no means built up in the 18th or 
early 19th centuries; this is evident from the later maps29 where 
large parts were given over to small holdings, herb beds, pas
tures or fields.

There have been more than a hundred archaeological 
observations in over thirty blocks and squares and in numerous 
trenches in the streets of central Örebro, but only a handful 
have revealed medieval remains. Secular features occur only to 
the south of the river Svartån. The observations show, however, 
that there was a limited medieval settlement stretching from 
Västra gatan2" the long street along the west side of the crest of 
the ridge, for 100 m to the east down the slope. The settlement 
extended in the north to the square beside the church, and in 
the south to the cross-roads where two of the main streets from 
east and west met in a market place, called Yxhammar stor g on 
early maps.

Excavations in the blocks called Rådhuset, Tryckeriet, 
Bromsgården, Tennstopet and in Köpmangatan south of the 
river Svartån, show that the earliest settlement from the Viking 
age to the beginning of the 13th century was sparse, almost 
rural, and confined to the ridge. None indicates that the settle
ment at that period was directed towards any town plan 
similar to that of the 17th century. Towards the end of this 
comparatively long period wooden paving began to be laid on
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Fig. 4.1652 map drawn by 
Johan Toring,
(Lantmäteriverkets arkiv, Gävle, 573:2.2).

the probable Östra gatan of the Middle Ages. The street lay on 
the east side of the ridge and it was gradually reinforced on the 
sides as it was anchored by piles and filled out.31

There seems not to have been any planned settlement 
immediately east of the street until after the middle of the 13th 
century. Plots and lanes were laid out and the settlement
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Fig. 5. Settlement 
in Bromsgården 
and Tryckeriet 
blocks in the first 
half of the 
14th century.

Köpmangatan

Tryckeriet

gradually began to take shape up to the middle of the 14th 
century.

The picture of an apparently fully developed settlement 
structure is clearly evident in the first half of the 14th century 
(fig. 5). The settlement seems to have been split up into small, 
narrow plots defined by numerous wooden lanes, eavesdrips, 
fences etc. At this phase of development, Plot 4 still seems to 
have been unoccupied although building was beginning at its 
eastern end. This structure corresponds only roughly to the 
picture provided by the 17th-century map on which there are 
only two streets, Östra gatan and what is called Tunn
bindaregränd on 18th-century maps. The 1652 map shows the
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the second half of the 14th century. Changes from the 
beginning of the 14th century include the conversion 
of two plots and a lane to an open space at the east end 
of the excavated area.

□ m 17
i

. ia)| Bromsgården
iih iff

Köpmangatan

S

latter to have been straight and regular. The archaeological 
evidence suggests that it was not straightened out in the post- 
medieval period. There were small changes from 1350 to the 
end of the Middle Ages and in the 16th century; they altered 
the plot patterns only marginally, but must be accounted as 
fairly substantial functional changes. This may be illustrated by 
the emergence of a large open space at a spot previously 
occupied by Plots 6 and 7 and a narrow lane (fig. 6).32 Using the 
results from excavations in Köpmangatan,33 Bromsgården and 
Tryckeriet, a reconstruction of the block division from the 
beginning of the 14th century can be worked out for a fairly 
wide area, (fig. 7).
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As mentioned above, most of the archaeological obser
vations produced post-medieval information, mainly from the 
17th and 18th centuries. This has given us the chance to 
interpret the maps later than 1652. Apart from a few maps from 
the second half of the 17th century, on planned street regu
lation, there is a map of the town from 1709.34 This shows the 
1680s straightening of Västra gatan and two new and regular 
blocks, Smedjebackarna, on the north side of the river imme-

Fig. 7. Arrangement of lanes, blocks amd plots. The archaeological evidence for the 
medieval streets has been copied onto the 1652 map.

Early Town Plans----------------------------------------- --------------------------------------------------
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Fig. 8. Map of Smedjebackarna. Drawn by Gabriel Toring, 1680,

(Uppsala universitets bibliotek, Dav. 1416).

diately north-east of the castle. Some other rectilinear blocks 
had obviously been planned in the south part of the town.

What happened in Smedjebacken (fig. 8)35 was a deliberate 
establishment of a new dwelling and working area for weapon- 
smiths who were forcibly brought in from the countryside at 
the beginning of the 1640s.36 It was a large-scale project, plots 
and streets were staked out, but only a few smiths were 
attracted here. Trial excavations have shown that Smedje
backarna was a virgin site at the beginning or middle of the 
17th century and housed only a limited population long 
thereafter. The southern part of Smedjebackarna differed from 
the northern part in being laid out as plots owned by the 
burgesses of the town.37 The official directive shows that at least 
the smithies should have lain within the limits of the 
jurisdiction of the town,38 but in practice the northern part of 
Smedjebackarna lay outside the toll gates. Contemporary
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written sources show that much infilling was necessary in 
order to use the land in parts of Smedjebackarna.39

Trial excavations also show that the area immediately west 
of the crest of the ridge, beside the straightened out street, now 
called Drottninggatan, settlement is completely lacking during 
the entire 17th century even though it is clearly shown on the 
1652 map. The earliest occupation in these parts dates from the 
first half of the 18th century and is mainly grouped along 
Drottninggatan. One reason for the late settlement here may 
have been the very steep slope towards the west which was 
unsuitable for building; it was so unsuitable that new foun
dations in the 17th century were preferentially located outside 
the boundaries of the town.40

This makes it easier to understand the total picture of the 
town given on the 18th-century maps. Although it may be an 
accidental or illusory trend, it seems as if those parts of the 
town shown by archaeology to be of medieval origin are 
depicted on the maps (fig. 9)41 by long and narrow plots 
arranged according to a street lay-out adapted to the topo
graphy. The areas which were laid out in the 17th century have 
the regular, rectangular pattern following the Renaissance 
ideal; the 18th-century settlement is marked by bigger buil
dings and much more variable plots and yards.

Early T own Plans------------------------------------------------------------- -----------------

Conclusion

In this article, the source value of 17th- and 18th century maps 
is discussed, mainly with reference to the extent and structure 
of medieval and contemporary town settlement. It is also 
emphasized that it is important to know what factual infor
mation the earliest map of Örebro set out to record.

Furthermore, the validity of early maps of towns around 
lake Mälaren, are compared as sources.

The 1652 map of Örebro is used as an example. The map
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Fig. 9. Map of Örebro drawn by Eric Nyberg 1784, (Lantmäteriverkets arkiv, Gävle, S73:1.8).
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does not present a true picture of the main features of the or
ganization of the medieval settlement, neither of the disposition 
and appearance of the plots and lanes, nor of the extent of the 
town. This seems also to be the case for the 17th-century town. 
For instance, the maps do not show that the outer fringes of the 
town were completely unpopulated in the medieval and more 
recent periods and did not even have regular streets. At the 
same time, other areas outside the town and beyond the limits 
of the map were established presumably during the 1640s.

The earliest map records one or two centrally-situated 
streets on the crest of the ridge which can be shown by ar
chaeological observations to have a character and situation 
deriving from the end of the 13th century. Archaeological 
evidence for a dense medieval settlement is present only in a 
couple of central and adjacent areas south of the river and in 
connection with the main streets. Here the settlement was 
divided into narrow plots defined by paths or eavesdrips be
tween the buildings. In some cases the lay-out of the medieval 
plots can be partly discerned on the 18th-century maps. The 
parts of the town in use in the early period can thus be 
distinguished from later plots or settlement both on the 18th- 
century maps and by archaeological observations. However, 
the cartographic evidence can really only be interpreted when 
archaeological results are available.

Something which scarcely appears even on the most detailed 
map but which can be traced by archaeological excavation are 
the continuous and small changes which took place in the 
Middle Ages within an apparently permanent plot structure. 
These may have been insignificant for the overall town plan but 
were important for the function of the town. The laying down 
of a small paving or the demolition of a modest building, as in 
Tryckeriet block, may hint at substantial changes in land-use 
even though the plots or main streets were not necessarily 
affected.

In essence, the early maps show the areas which a town had 
under its jurisdiction. The 17th-century maps of Örebro display

Early Town Plans--------------------------------------- -----------------------------------------------------
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a large area within the toll gates that legally belonged to the 
town or to its burgesses. As in many other towns, the legal 
boundaries were also physical boundaries in that they were 
defined by a fence. Within this defined area the maps show the 
17th-century street plan but only, at least in the case of Örebro, 
in rough outline.

An overview of the early maps of other Mälaren towns 
displays a heterogeneous picture although they are all of 
roughly the same date. They are variable: unregulated towns 
such as Arboga or Örebro or highly regulated towns such as 
Västerås. Stockholm is another example where street regulation 
may have taken place in the Middle Ages. Other source-critical 
questions arise when dealing with comparatively late maps, for 
example in Enköping, or Södertälje where the earliest known 
map was drawn up between the two fires of the 17th century.
Thus, maps provide information of variable worth from town 
to town, depending on which phase in the development of the 
town is recorded. The final conclusion from the above survey of 
the towns around Lake Mälaren must be that there can be no 
methodological generalizations when dealing with early maps, 
nor can we draw any general conclusions about medieval 
towns from the cartographic material alone.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- Early Town Plans
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Clay Pipes and Copper Coins as 
Means of Dating
- a Source-critical Presentation

By Boje Persson

Abstract: This article shows that there is a discrepancy between 
copper coins and clay pipes for the dating of occupation layers, 
particularly those from the 17th and early 18th centuries. Exca
vations in three east Swedish towns, Falun, Nyköping and Stock
holm, have been chosen for an analysis of these two categories of 
finds. The results show that clay pipes are better than copper coins 
for precise dating.

Introduction

Is it possible to give fine dating to settlement layers with the 
help of clay pipes? How does the dating compare with that of 
copper coins and other finds? Is it more reliable? These 
questions came to the fore during an excavation in the block of 
Biografen, Nyköping 1987-88. Study of the finds showed that 
the copper coins indicated dates for the settlement phases 
which were different from the dates given by the pipes. In 
order to check whether this discrepancy was evident elsewhere, 
a survey was made of pipes and copper coins from two other 
excavations of post-Reformation sites: Helgeandsholmen in 
Stockholm and Dalpilen in Falun. Both sites had copper coins 
and pipes, and Helgeandsholmen also had good written 
sources which gave a good indication of the chronology.
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best which can be expected are rental maps and rental lists, 
censuses, inventories and fire-insurance lists. The ideal 
situation is when both written sources and archaeological finds 
can be used for dating the occupation and the phases on 
archaeological sites. Detailed information about the structure 
and settlement of the plots is, however, difficult to find in the 
written sources and often only a rough chronology can be 
obtained.

Usually, pottery, coins and clay pipes, as well as dendro
chronology have been used as dating instruments in archaeo
logical excavations of the post-medieval period. The most 
common type of pottery, late redware, has proved to be dif
ficult to use for fine dating. Late redware occurs frequently 
from the Late Middle Ages to the 19th century and there is still 
no valid typology with chronological relevance. Faience is more 
useful for dating post-medieval remains although it is less 
common than redware.

Great reliance has usually been placed on coins but 
difficulties in ascertaining their period of circulation is a draw
back.

In Sweden, clay pipes have previously been used for fine 
dating in only a few cases.' Pipes have mainly been used only 
for divisions into periods, for example, before or after 1600 or 
1700. They seem, however, to be particularly suitable for dating 
settlement and occupation deposits of the 17th-18th centuries, 
not least because they are such a common artifact in Swedish 
towns. The shape and size of pipes changed quite rapidly and 
they had a short period of use.2 They were also comparatively 
cheap, and smoking was widespread in all classes of society; 
thus they provide better contextual conditions than do coins. 
As always, however, the greater the quantities the better the 
evidence for dating. From four to six pipes in each phase must 
be considered as limiting the date range of a phase to c. 30 
years. Identifiable makers' marks can bring the time down to c. 
10 years.3 Source-critical factors must of course be imposed
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upon this material. For example, popular forms may have 
survived for longer.

Clay pipes have mainly been studied in Sweden during the 
past three decades, mostly in connection with underwater 
investigations.4 Quite a large number of authors have discussed 
the import of tobacco pipes, the use of pipes, stray finds and 
pipes from shipwrecks.5 In England, Holland, USA and Canada 
pipes have been used for dating purposes since the Second 
World War and much has been written about them in these 
countries.6

Background

Clay pipes

Tobacco was first imported into Sweden in the 1620s through 
the agency of the South Sea Company.7 There is earlier evi
dence for the use of tobacco in customs accounts from 
Hudiksvall in 1595 in which tobacco is said to have been 
imported and a custom paid.8 It should be added that tobacco 
may at first have been used as medicine, as was common in 
other parts of Europe at that time.9 The earliest known datable 
clay pipe in Sweden comes from the royal ship Wasa, 10 
August 1628.'°

The import of pipes is mentioned for the first time in 1637.11 
They were first brought mostly from England, but Holland 
grew more and more important and by 1746 was the main 
exporter to Sweden.

In the 1650s two Dutchmen acquired a licence for the 
manufacture of pipes in Stockholm but it is not known if it ever 
started. At the beginning of the 18th century some Swedish 
merchants acquired the right to found factories12 but manu
facture did not really begin until the middle of that century. 
This was the result of a ban on the import of tobacco pipes
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Fig. 1. Interior of a Flemish inn. Oil painting by David Teniers. Nationalmuseum, Stockholm
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imposed in 1747, and also because the Board of Trade at that 
time had an indulgent attitude to private initiative.13

By 1758 there were clay-pipe factories in many Swedish 
towns such as Alingsås, Arboga, Falun, Karlskrona, Norr
köping, Stockholm and Varberg.14

Copper coins

The minting of copper coins began in Sweden in 1624 and 
remained predominant in comparison with the minting of 
silver and gold until the middle of the 18th century. It was 
originally designed to be a provisional measure resulting from 
costly wars15 and a shortage of silver.16

As with all other coins at this time, copper coins were of full 
value, that is the value of the metal coincided with the face- 
value of the coin. Copper was cheap in comparison with silver 
and thus copper coins were heavier.17 Before 1624 Sweden's 
currency was based on silver, the silver standard. The intention 
was that the country should have a double standard, that is free 
coining in either metal. In that way the coins would be mu
tually interchangeable. After a short time the equivalence of 
value was changed as the metals had their own price set by the 
free market. Sweden then acquired a parallel standard with two 
main coins, where coins in different metals circulated.18

Copper mining was an important source of income. The 
policy of the state administration was that the more the price of 
copper sank, the more should be minted in Sweden. If the price 
rose, the copper should be exported and Swedish minting 
should diminish. High prices for copper meant that it was 
advantageous for even private individuals to export it and in 
order to prevent this the Crown on several occasions issued 
bans on exports.19 Depending on the price of copper, the fre
quency of minting coins varied in the 17th and 18th centuries.20

The minting of copper coins stopped in 1686 and the break
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continued until 1707 The prevailing prices gave a better return 
to the Crown if copper were exported unminted. Nevertheless, 
private individuals were at liberty to mint their own copper.21

We can get some impression of the value of copper coins by 
examining the prices of goods in the 17th and 18th centuries. In 
order to discover the true costs we must set the prices of goods 
and services against wages.22 In 1670 the wage for one day's 
hard manual labour was from 1 daler.23 4 öre to 1 daler 16 öre in 
copper (KM).24 The same year the price of one mark25 of fish 
was 5 öre. In 1725 a housemaid earned 40 daler KM each month 
and a mark of pike cost 8 öre KM.2"

Comparative investigations

Helgeandsholmen and Biografen have comparatively good 
written sources from the 17th and 18th centuries. For Dalpilen 
there is only a schematic map from 1628 without indications of 
plots, and it is not until the second half of the 18th century that 
there are maps on which these are shown.

Pipes from the whole or parts of the material from these 
three excavations were dated. The dates were then compared 
with coins27 in order to establish correspondences or discre
pancies between the two. Post-excavation work on Biografen 
also used faience and dendrochronological samples for dating 
the phases. The results from these are also reported here but 
these two instruments have not been used to date the phases in 
Falun and Helgeandsholmen. Only the phases which contained 
both clay pipes and coins have been compared. The pipes have 
been dated by typology using available publications.23 Dutch 
clay-pipes dominated the finds from all three sites although 
English pipes were present at Biografen and Dalpilen. Most of 
the coins were of copper and of low denominations, usually 
one sixth, one quarter and one half öre. According to the wages 
mentioned above, these coins had very little value.
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The phasing proposed by the excavations has been used as a 
framework for the survey, and the finds have been compared 
within these phases. The finds from Helgeandsholmen have 
been treated as belonging to one phase although it may be 
possible to subdivide it. I have not had access to all the contexts 
in which the coins were found and so I have not attempted a 
subdivision here.

The post-excavation work on Dalpilen is not yet completed 
and so the interpretation of the phasing may possibly be 
changed in the future.

Biografen, Nyköping

The excavation was carried out 1987-88 and comprised five 
urban plots whose occupation could be split into three to five 
phases. Most of the settlement derived from after the street 
regulation which took place in 1665. A contemporaneous layer 
of burning was found in all plots and was interpreted as the 
remains of the great fire of 1719, known through written 
sources. These events form two chronological fixed points. 
Written sources about changing plot boundaries and individual 
craftsmen allowed more detailed dating of some of the phases, 
but in order to be sure that the archaeological and historical 
sources were correctly associated we needed to define periods 
of no longer than 20 years each. The three categories of finds 
mentioned above were used for this purpose.

Thirteen copper coins and 24 pipes, spread among nine 
phases and five plots could be used for comparison. Overall, 
the coins are dated earlier than the pipes (fig. 2). Only in phase 
5 on plot 17 was there reasonably good correlation in the dates 
of the three categories of finds. In many of the phases the clay 
pipes cover a long period. The faience provided a generally 
later date than did the coins and clay pipes.

Most of the dendrochronological samples proved to be not
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Fig. 2. Dating of clay pipes, coins and faience by plot and phase, Biografen,
Nyköping.

very useful. Many were from secondarily used wood and 
others did not have a sufficient number of rings for reliable 
dating.
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Helgeandsholmen, Stockholm

The excavations at Helgeandsholmen, Stockholm, 1979-80 re
vealed occupation deposits and settlement from the 13th to the 
17th centuries. For this study I have selected the so-called 
Lådmakargården which got its name from the manufacture of 
gun-carriages, Tådor' (boxes). In the course of time the activity 
grew and the site developed into a large workshop for the 
production not only of gun-carriages but also for sculpture, 
pewter, casting and other types of metalworking. Many of the 
craftsmen were from Holland. Written sources enabled the site 
to be attributed to 1600-45. Before its establishment there was

HELGEANDSHOLMEN

DATING
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* = COINS □ = CLAY TOBACCO PIPES

Fig. 3. Dating of clay pipes and coins from Helgeandsholmen, Stockholm.
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no settlement on the site, and in the 1640s it was replaced by a 
great palace. This means that the finds from here were from a 
chronologically defined complex.29

The finds include 25 datable clay-pipes and about 40 copper 
coins. All the pipes can be dated 1600-50. The earliest coin dates 
from 1608, the latest from 1637. Thus there is an almost com
plete agreement in the dates of the coins and the pipes (fig. 3), 
and they coincide chronologically with the written sources.

Dalpilen, Falun

The origin of Falun is connected with the copper mine whose 
earliest written source is from 1288 although the town did not 
receive its charter until 1641. In the 17th century Falun was one 
of Sweden's most important towns with close contacts with the 
Continent.30 Unfortunately the written sources from this period 
have many gaps.

Six phases were recorded in Dalpilen, settlement being 
present from phase 3 onwards. There was a thoroughgoing 
change in phase 5 with a layer of slag more than lm thick being 
deposited. Only fragmentary remains of structures were 
preserved from the following phase.

Twenty-four copper coins and 17 clay pipes were retrieved 
from phases 3-5. The pipes and coins coincided in date in phase 
3, both groups being from the beginning of the 1630s to the 
1650s (fig. 4).

In phase 4, the pipes could be divided into two groups: one 
giving dates 1635-85 and the other 1665-1740. The coins largely 
coincide with the earlier group of pipes, although their chro
nological emphasis seems to fall slightly later than the pipes. 
The explanation for the date of the later pipe-group is probably 
that it really belongs to phase 5. All the pipes derive from the 
same feature which was used as a rubbish dump in this phase.31 
An additional pipe dating from 1665-85, and many coins from
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Fig. 4. Dating of clay pipes and coins by plot and phase, Dalpilen, Falun.
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Conclusions

This survey shows that only at Helgeandsholmen, is there a 
close coincidence between the dating of coins and clay pipes. 
Even though only a small part of Lådmakargården was exca
vated, it produced the greatest quantity of finds, perhaps 
because it was an industrial area where a lot of people were 
brought together in a confined space. It could also be that the 
excavation conditions were the best there for there are good 
written sources and distinct stratigraphy.

In Dalpilen the dates from coins and clay pipes agree in the 
earliest phase and there is also a fairly good correspondence in 
the next phase even though the emphasis of the coins falls 
towards the end. The later dating of the pipes from phase 4 
probably demands a technical/methodological explanation and 
they probably belong to phase 5. In this case there is a dis
crepancy between the two types of artifacts. It seems that clay 
pipes are the best instrument for fine dating in this case.

At Biografen the datable finds were few in all the phases and 
in some phases the pipes had a wider date-range than they did 
in the other two excavations. Therefore the pipes alone are not 
sufficient for fine dating. A combined study of finds, written 
sources and stratigraphy was necessary to arrive at a date- 
range for the phases of 20-60 years. Nevertheless the clay pipes 
are probably the best single dating intrument for the phases. 
Overall it can be said that the coins generally give an earlier 
date than do the pipes. Most of the coins date from before 1666. 
Biografen was first occupied after 166532 so it is obvious that in 
this case the coins give unreliable dates.

The results of this survey are that in phases which date from 
before the 1660s both pipes and coins correspond closely. When 
the phases date from the second half of the 17th century and 
the beginning of the 18th century the pipes seem to be more 
reliable dating instruments. The coins from these phases tend 
to give dates which are too early, probably because of a long
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period of circulation. A good example of copper coins re
maining in circulation for a long time comes from one of the 
plots in Biografen. Thirteen copper coins of low denominatioir 
were found within an area a couple of metres square, all in the 
fire layer of 1719. Ten of the coins were datable, the latest being 
minted in 1670.

As mentioned above, there was a break in the minting of 
copper coins between 1686 and 1707.33 This period may be re
flected in the finds from Biografen and Dalpilen. Coins which 
were struck before 1686 were still in circulation at the be
ginning of the 18th century and much earlier coins still re
mained as currency, with up to 60 years circulation not 
unlikely. So copper coins must have had a longer period of 
circulation towards the end of the 17th century and at least at 
the beginning of the 18th century.

The period of circulation of copper coins was probably 
influenced by the fact that they 'circulated' also as consumer 
goods and not only as currency, because of the fluctuations in 
numbers of new issues, the ban on exports in the 17th century, 
the lacuna in minting, inflation etc. Clay pipes had a more 
regular distribution, not being affected by the Crown and the 
economy of the country.

So we must conclude that the dating of settlement and 
occupation layers by copper coins alone, particularly those 
from the 17th and 18th centuries, should be avoided. As many 
other types of artifacts as possible should be used and clay 
pipes should be regarded as an important instrument for 
dating.

Clay Pipes--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Notes

1 Rosborn 1978,15; Stenholm 1973, 76; Wallin 1982.
2 Puktörne 1968, 63.
3 Oswald 1975,127.
4 Wallin 1982, 7.
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5 Puktörne has written about the import of tobacco pipes from Gouda and a 
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smoking, and pipes found in the royal ship Wasa (1966). Kaijser has 
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pipes and tobacco in Sweden (1985). Ljung and Nelson have reviewed the 
results from an archaeological excavation of a wholesale stock of clay 
pipes at Södermalmstorg, Stockholm (1985).
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other authors who are not mentioned here.
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9 Cederlund 1966, 41.
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considered the earliest (Kaijser).

11 Bonds 1977, 35.
12 Bonds 1980, 276.
13 Puktörne 1968, 75; Bonds 1977, 36.
14 Bonds 1980, 276.
15 Nathorst-Böös 1981,154.
16 Tingström 1984, 28.
17 Tingström 1985, 36.
18 Tingström 1984, 31.

Daler silver coinage (abbreviated daler SM) and daler copper coinage 
(abbreviated daler KM) were two methods of reckoning which did not 
always coincide with a minted coin. The difference between these two 
methods was based on the progressive devaluation of the copper öre 
coins against the silver öre. In 1624-33 the official ratio was 1:1; in 1633-43 
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19 The first copper coins were minted in values of 2,1, and 11/2 öre and 
(only in 1624) 1/4 öre. 21/2 öre coins were also minted in 1660. The 
quantities of copper in the coins should correspond with the same values 
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0.5 öre KM (Tingström 1984, 24,41).

20 Tingström 1984, 35 f., 4.
21 Tingström 1984, 43.
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23 1 daler = 32 öre.
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minted coin (Tingström 1984,12).

25 1 mark = 425g.
26 Lagerqvist.& Nathorst-Böös 1984, 72, 78.
27 All the coins were dated by Myntkabinettet in Stockholm during the 

excavations. The coins discovered while going through the remaining 
finds were mainly copper of low values.

28 For Holland: Duco 1981; for England: Oswald 1975. Five years have been 
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(Wallin 1982, 29; Gullöv and Kapell, 235; Skre 1981, 300).

29 Jacobson (Helgeandsholmen) 1982, 325 ff.
30 Andersson and Holmström 1990, 75 ff.
31 A large quantity of bone refuse was found here, and there were also some 

pipes (pers. comm. Andersson C.).
32 Only one house from the period before regulation has been discovered. 

This stood on plots 12 and 13. Two coins were found above and below 
this structure: from 1635 and 1633-44. No pipes were discovered in this 
phase.

33 Tingström 1984, 45.
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Acquiring, Using and Discarding
- Consumption Patterns in the 17th Century 
Town of Nyköping

By Ann-Mari Hållans and Carolina Andersson

Abstract: During the last decade interest in post-medieval 
archaeology has developed in Sweden. This period gives us a unique 
opportunity to correlate written sources with archaeological remains 
whereby we can achieve a more complex and balanced interpretation 
of post-medieval society, and a prime example of this combination of 
evidence may be found in the study of consumption patterns. To 
interpret these patterns in excaveted material it is vital to under
stand the underlying consumer behaviour and the important part it 
plays in the accumulation of archaeological deposits.

At the end of the 1980s an investigation took place in a 17th- 
century block in the town of Nyköping, central Sweden. This article 
presents an analysis of consumption patterns based on the archaeo
logical material found at the excavation. The written sources imply 
that there were socio-economic differences between the households on 
the various plots in the block. The analysis focuses on the ar
chaeological bulk-finds and examines whether they have the potential 
to elucidate differences in socio-economic status. The materials we 
have chosen to concentrate on is ceramics, bones, and structures.

Introduction

During the last decade the number of excavations in Sweden 
concentrating on remains from the 17th and 18th centuries has 
increased. Most of these excavations have been in towns, but 
more recently there have also been excavations in rural settle
ments.

There are many reasons why interest in the archaeological 
remains of the post-medieval period has arisen only in recent 
years. The main reason has been a blind faith in the written



sources and a belief that they could give us a complete picture 
of post-medieval society. It must be stressed that the 17th 
century was a period of great expansion in Sweden when its 
rulers were trying to extend Sweden's territories on the Euro
pean continent. This meant that it was necessary to create a 
powerful image, and as a result the written sources are some
times tendentious and often difficult to interpret. Another 
reason is that Swedish archaeologists have been working with 
medieval remains, primarily with those from the period of ur
ban foundation.

The post-medieval period gives us a unique opportunity to 
correlate written sources with archaeological remains whereby 
we can achieve a more complex and balanced interpretation of 
society in the 17th and 18th centuries. A study of consumption 
patterns is an example where both types of evidence can be 
combined. In order to interpret consumption patterns it is 
important to understand the underlying consumer behaviour. 
This behaviour plays an important part in the accumulation of 
archaeological deposits.

At the end of the 1980s a large-scale investigation took place 
in a 17th-century block in the town of Nyköping, central Swe
den. Vast numbers of artifacts and structures were recovered. 
These form the basis for this research into consumption pat
terns. During the course of our work we have been inspired by 
recent work in the USA.1

Acquiring, Using and Discarding-------------------------------------------------------------------------

The town of Nyköping and its market

Nyköping is one of Sweden's earliest towns (fig. 1). The town 
stands on a waterway, the Nyköping river, which flows into a 
sheltered bay of the Baltic Sea, a strategic position for trade and 
the exchange of goods. In the Middle Ages the town of Nykö
ping grew up on both banks of the river. The development of 
the urban centre was closely connected with the activities in
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Fig. 1. Sweden and the town of Nyköping. The extract shows the Biografen block at 
the western edge of the town. The area excavated in 1988 is indicated

Nyköpingshus, a fortification founded at the beginning of the 
13th century. In the following centuries the royal presence in 
the castle contributed to the prosperity of the town, which also 
became an important port for overseas trade.

The end of the 16th and beginning of the 17th centuries was 
one of the most flourishing periods in the history of Nyköping.
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It became the centre of the principality of Prince Karl, later 
King Karl IX. This influenced the commercial potential of both 
merchants and craftsmen in a positive way. Manufacturing was 
also brought into the town: brass-production, printing, glove
making, and textile-produktion. The proximity of the court and 
the administration in the castle, the increase in trade, and the 
newly-founded industries all encouraged the immigration of 
craftsmen into the town. In its turn, this led to the general 
stimulation of the whole economic life of the town and its 
hinterland. At the beginning of the 17th century the town of 
Nyköping was ranked as ninth in the kingdom. When Prince 
Karl became king in 1599 the town lost its position as an 
important centre of princely administration and its trading and 
manufacturing role also diminished. But even in the 1680s, 4.5 
per cent of the country's exports, mainly iron and brass, went 
out through Nyköping.

Catastrophic fires occurred regularly in Swedish towns. 
When fires began, the closely-packed wooden buildings had no 
hope of survival. The best-documented fire in Nyköping is that 
of 1665 during which virtually all the town was reduced to 
ashes. The town soon recovered, and had largely been rebuilt 
nine years after the fire. The newly-built town had a completely 
different appearance from the earlier: it was changed from one 
with an erratic pattern of streets and lanes to one with streets 
arranged at right angles and with regular blocks. Throughout 
the 17th century, the Swedish royal house had ambitions to 
reorganize towns according to continental models. The rapidity 
of the rebuilding of Nyköping was partly due to its being 
granted freedom from royal taxes for six years. This made it a 
favourable place in which to work and live. The demand for 
craftsmen was met by the newcomers being quickly enrolled in 
the town's guilds. It was hoped that in this way they would 
continue their activities even after the town had been rebuilt, 
and that the tax-paying potential of the craftsmen would in the 
future contribute to increasing prosperity in Nyköping.

The citizens of Nyköping had only fifty years in which to
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enjoy their new town. In 1719, during the final phase of the 
Nordic War, the Russians harried the Baltic coast and Nykö
ping was one of the towns which was destroyed by fire. A new 
remission of taxes was granted, this time for eight years, which 
led to another wave of immigrant workers needed for re
building the town. In 1720 there were about 80 craftsmen in 
Nyköping; a decade later this number had risen to 116. Despite 
this, the population remained small and numbered roughly
2,000 in the middle of the 18th century. Of these, about 24 per 
cent were craftsmen distributed among 33 different crafts, 
whereas only 7 per cent were merchants and manufacturers.2 It 
may be clearly seen that the urban economy was thus domi
nated by craft production.

The archaeological excavation

The archaeological excavation in the block called Biografen, at 
the western edge of Nyköping, began in 1987 (fig. 1) and 
continued for six months. The trial trenching of the site showed 
that the surviving remains dated mainly from the 17th and 18th 
centuries. A rentals map of 1674 showed that eleven 17th- 
century plots would be destroyed by the redevelopment of the 
site. Five were selected for excavation: plots 1,19, 17, 13 and 12 
(fig. 2). One important factor which influenced selection was 
whether the occupation deposits were intact, but a more sig
nificant factor was the position of the plot within the block. The 
1674 map showed that the size of plots varied very con
siderably. The larger plots lay beside the major street, Västra 
Storgatan, the smaller ones beside the back street, Västra 
Kvarngatan.

The results of the excavation may be briefly described as 
follows. The plots revealed remains of urban properties built 
after the fire of 1665. They had partly been rebuilt and extended 
until the fire of 1719. The written sources record several
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Fig. 2. Rental map from 1674, showing the inhabitants and their occupations. The 
plots excavated in 1988 are indicated

successive households on plots during the period 1665 to 1719. 
Plots 1 and 17 revealed traces of two workshops, a bakery and 
a tannery. Unfortunately, the properties rebuilt after 1719 had 
been badly disturbed by later stone foundations and were 
therefore difficult to reconstruct.3

The excavation also generated a vast quantity of finds, about
13,000 objects in all. The largest category of artefacts was
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vessels - late redwares, faience, porcelain and glass - which 
made up 46 per cent of the total. Other large groups included 
manufacturing refuse (25 per cent) and constructional details 
(17 per cent). Objects of everyday use, tools, clothing, footwear, 
horse trappings and coins together made up only 12 per cent of 
the whole. Diagram 1 (fig. 3) shows the distribution of all finds 
throughout the five plots. Plots 19 and 13 had the greatest 
finds-density, between them 59 per cent of all the finds.

By using the stratigraphy and datable artifacts such as clay 
pipes, coins and faience, it was possible to associate the finds 
with specific households who, according to the written sources, 
dwelled on particular plots.

PLOT 13 
23%

PLOT 19 
36%

Fig. 3. Diagram 1 - the 
total quantity of finds 
distributed 
percentually over the 
five excavated plots

PLOT 17 
10%

PLOT 1 
20%

PLOT 12 
12%

The written sources

The quantity of written sources greatly increases in the 17th 
century. The sources also become more individualy-based 
because of the registration of the inhabitants of Sweden, for 
example in parish registers.4 State officials, and particularly 
parish priests, provided information to the Crown from an 
early date. Unfortunately, many town archives, of which the 
church documents made up a part, were destroyed by the
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numerous devastating fires. This was also true of Nyköping. Its 
parish registers were destroyed by the fires of 1665 and 1719 
and so it is difficult to obtain precise details about the people 
who had lived in the town. However the parish registers can be 
supplemented by the censuses of population in which were 
entered the names of everyone obliged to pay the poll tax. They 
do, however, have some shortcomings for they do not include 
all the inhabitants. Socialgroups such as aristocrats, priests, 
Crown appointees and sailors were exempted from the tax, as 
were children, the elderly, and the sick.5

Rental lists and rental maps form another important source. 
They record the owners of the plots who had to pay rent to the 
town for their plots. The earliest recorded rental is from 1668 
and gives the names and occupations of the owners of plots in 
the newly-built blocks. The rentals also record the size of the 
plots and whether they were freehold or owned by the town. 
The map of 1674 is based on the rental list of 1668 and is 
therefore to be regarded as a reconstruction.

From the written sources we can obtain biographical in
formation about the people who lived in Nyköping. It is, on the 
other hand, more difficult to find information about the lay-out 
of the urban plots. Nevertheless, inventories drawn up at the 
death of an owner give details of personal property, and some
times even of structures. Further information about the plots 
can be obtained from the Claim for Reparations of 1719. After 
the Russians burned Nyköping in that year, a list was drawn 
up of all inhabitants whose property had been destroyed.

Acquiring, Using and Discarding----------------------------------------------------------------——

Method and choice of material
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of consumer behaviour. Comprehensive archaeological ma
terial can here be combined with abundant written sources.

The terms consumption and consumer behaviour have been 
defined in many different ways depending on the outlooks and 
needs of different disciplines. A definition that draws from the 
many-sided character of the term has the greatest relevance, 
consumer behavior - the behavior that consumers display in 
searching for (acquiring), using, evaluating, and disposing of 
products, services, and ideas which they expect will satisfy 
their needs.6 The analysis outlined here will mainly focus on 
what influenced or directed the decision to acquire a commo
dity, and more indirectly the using and discarding of that com
modity.

The archaeological evidence, for example an artefact, has 
passed several biases (fig. 4). Firstly, the decision to acquire a 
commodity is influenced by many factors; this is the prime 
issue of this article. Secondly, it is not certain that the com
modity was discarded during the lifetime of the household. 
The delay in discarding depends on how the commodity was 
used. It may have been carefully treated or had a secondary 
use. Thirdly, once the commodity was discarded it is uncertain 
whether it was secondarily moved through rubbish disposal.

Of all these source-critical aspects, the treatment of refuse 
dumps is probably the most problematic. Legislation stated 
that refuse should be removed, but we do not know how the 
collection of refuse was organized, nor whether the inhabitants 
complied with the regulations. The occupation deposits in 
Biografen varied very considerably from plot to plot. In plots 13 
and 19 the deposits were very substantial at the backs of the 
plots whereas in plots 1 and 17 they were rather thin. Does this 
reflect differences in the disposal of household refuse? The fact 
that some plots had thin occupation layers may mean that these 
households had the economic potential to have their refuse car
ted away. But the removal of refuse may also have a practical 
reason, that is, lack of space. A craftsman with structures occu
pying a lot of space would need to use the whole area of his
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Fig. 4. The archaeological dilemma
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plot. There is another explanation. Some plots may have been 
used as dumping places for refuse from other households. The 
differences in the deposition of refuse may mean that there are 
considerable differences in the quantities of archaeological evi
dence. So we have here tried to avoid making quantitative com
parisons.

Research shows that there are many factors which in
fluenced consumer behaviour.7 The factors which we have 
found to be both important and verifiable through written 
sources are as follows: access to a market, the composition of a 
household, the permanence of a household on a plot, the life- 
cycle of a household, and its social and economic status. Access 
to a market is easy to check as the selected households lived 
and worked at the same time and in the same town, even in the 
same block. We also have a basic knowledge of the lifetime of 
the household and, to a certain extent, its composition (mainly 
the adults and the servants). We lack information, however, 
about the true size of the household and its life cycle as there 
are no surviving parish registers.

The written sources imply that there were social differences 
between the households on the various plots in the block. Thus 
we can work out if and how their socio-economic status in
fluenced their consumer behaviour. Economic status implies 
differences in access to material resources, income, wealth and 
security, while social status includes good name, esteem, res
pect, reverence etc.8 A group of people with the same social and 
economic status probably had the same values and attitudes. 
As the two status-terms are so closely associated we shall use 
the general term 'socio-economic status'.

Choice and ranking of households

The basis of analysis was formed by four plots. The fifth plot, 
plot 12, proved to be very disturbed with more than half the 
area being dug away by later buildings. Each plot represents a
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well defined spatial unit, that is, the plots had clearly visible 
boundaries. Consequently, this analysis is based on the 
hypothesis that structures and objects which were discovered 
within the boundaries could therefore be certainly attributed to 
an individual plot.“ If there were differences between the 
households in the treatment of the refuse they may only have 
reduced the amount of archaeological material. For each plot 
we chose one household as the analytical unit. A household 
consisted of those who, 'stood in some relationship to the head 
of the household, such as wife and children, parents or other 
kin, servants, journeymen or lodgers'.10 The selected house
holds had all occupied the block at about the same time:

Plot 1 the household of Staffan Casche,
baker, 1675-1715

Plot 13 the household of Johan Samuelsson, 
fisherman and boatman, 1668-1717 

Plot 17 the household of Johan Andersson, 
tanner, 1689-1719

Plot 19 the household of Olof Olsson, 
turner, 1687-1719

The written sources enable us to rank the households in relative 
order of social and economic status.

Acquiring, Using and Discarding---------------------------------------------------- --------------------

Size and position of the plots

The rental lists and rental maps provide information about the 
size of the plots. Originally, the amount of rent was related to 
size but through time it came to be more symbolic, 
unconnected with size." The large plots often lay in attractive 
positions, for example by a main street or a market place. The 
right to the tenancy of a large plot with its need for re
presentative buildings and 'finer' activities must certainly have 
commanded a certain social and economic status in the town.
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Buildings and personal property

After the fire of 1719 each fire-damaged property in the town 
put in a claim for damages to the municipal court. These claims 
give an idea of the economic status of the households. The 
claims are divided between permanent property and personal 
property. We can assume that the claims were probably in pro
portion to true value.

Inventories are another source of information about the 
value and make-up of personal property, although they can be 
very summary when treating simple and cheap objects.12 Only 
one of the selected households, that of the turner Lax, has a 
surviving inventory from which it appears that most of the 
'domestic equipment' was lost in the fire of 1719. Despite this 
the inventory includes objects of copper and pewter, linen, 
napkins and table cloths etc.13 Such information supplements 
the archaeological evidence, as objects which are true indicators 
of status are seldom found.

Employed workforce

The employment of a workforce by a household implies a 
certain economic status and the townsfolk who had employees 
were probably merchants and craftsmen. The number of emp
loyees was often only one per household, and the most was 
three.14 To have only one employee seldom involved an in
crease in production leading to the betterment of the economic 
situation of the craftsman.15 The poll tax returns sometimes 
include information about employed people, that is, servants 
connected to a household. They are mostly described as maids 
or farm-hands, but sometimes apprentices and journeymen.
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Trade of the master

Many investigations into conditions in the 19th and 20th 
centuries have shown that the strongest indication of the social 
and economic status of a household is the trade or profession of 
its head/master.16

The trade of the master is commonly mentioned in poll tax 
returns and rentals. Plots 1, 19 and 17 had a head of household 
who was a craftsman: baker, turner, tanner. These craftsmen 
were all masters and were enfranchised, that is, they had the 
right to practise a craft, to own their own workshop and to 
have employees.

It is difficult to say in general whether some categories of 
crafts in the 17th century had a higher status than others. 
Studies of taxation registers from the 16th and 17th centuries 
have shown than some craftsmen, for example goldsmiths, 
were often taxed at a higher rate, whereas others such as car
penters were taxed considerably less. But there were often great 
discrepancies between craftsmen within the same category.17

Crucial factors in whether a craft was capital-intensive, 
thereby demanding steady and high profits, were production 
time, the extent of the permanent structures, and the price of 
the raw materials.18 Production time means the period between 
obtaining the raw materials and the completion of the finished 
product. The crafts in question here - baking, turning and tan
ning - did not have the same need for investment. The baker 
mass-produced a cheap commodity and the size of bakeries 
varied.'1' Baking, like brewing, was often on a large scale and 
therefore needed some capital investment, for example a large 
oven.20 Tanning was also often large-scale. The tanneries had a 
long production time, up to one year, and tanning also needed 
capital investment in the form of raw materials and large per
manent structures.21 On the other hand, wood-turning needed 
little capital investment, only a lathe which the turner could 
make himself and a number of small tools. Neither was the raw
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material expensive.22 Thus, these craftsmen form a very hete
rogeneous group as far as their economic status is concerned. 
So we have to look further at the economic position of each 
individual craftsman. In addition to these three craftsmen there 
was one household which had no franchise: that of the boat
man / fisherman.

It is difficult to find out about a person's social status, that is, 
the respect and prestige which he commanded in society. A 
public function which is expressed in a title can say something 
about social status. Lax the turner was both a master and a 
town councillor, suggesting that he had high prestige in the 
town. There are, however, more problematic cases which are 
connected with trade or profession. For example, was the 
tanner low in the social order because his trade was foul
smelling? Was it respectable to be a boatman in the service of 
the Crown even though his income was erratic and small?

The relative order of rank of the households can be sum
marized as follows.

The baker and the turner occupied large plots with a 
prominent position in the block. Judging from the claims for 
damages, their properties must have been extensive and in 
good condition. They seem also to have had flourishing 
economies as they employed a number of people. In contrast, 
the tanner claimed little in damages. The plot may have been 
unoccupied or the business was closed at the time of the fire as 
the tanner was dead by then. But craftsmen's widows could 
also inherit the franchise and continue the craft, so the above 
scenario need not be correct.23 The tannery may have been 
small-scale as there is no record of employees. The boatman on 
his small plot had a very low damage claim, and therefore 
ranks lowest on the list.

The written sources cited above suggest that the households 
of the baker and turner had a higher economic status than those 
of the tanner and boatman / fisherman. There seems to have 
been a comparatively great difference in socio-economic status 
between the households.
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Choice of archaeological material

The sources which archaeologists have at their disposal are 
artefacts, structures and layers.

The choice of material is a two-stage process. Firstly a 
category of finds?4 must be chosen which can be thought to 
express differences in socio-economic status. Secondly se
lections must be made from that category25 of finds which are 
assumed to have significance for socio-economic status.

The natural inclination may be to study the occurrence of 
pure luxuries but this involves the problem of defining the 
term luxury and its representativeness and interpretation. In 
the first place, it is not clear what was regarded as luxury in the 
17th and 18th centuries. Secondly, the term luxury is relative; 
what is a luxury for one is a necessity for another. Thirdly, 
luxury goods, if they occur at all, make up an exceedingly small 
proportion of archaeological finds.

In conclusion, we must start out from the archaeological 
bulk-finds and examine whether they have the potential to 
elucidate differences in socio-economic status. We must try to 
discover which elements of this evidence served the needs of 
everyday life, and which were regarded as luxuries.

In the analysis here we have chosen to concentrate on 
ceramics, bones, and structures: three very different types of 
finds. These categories fulfilled a wide spectrum of needs and 
had different priorities in a household budget; we have thought 
this to be an advantage. Above all, it was important that the 
groups were quantitatively large, and therefore probably repre
sentative of consumption in a household.
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Analysis

Ceramics: Redware

From Biografen the following ceramics were retrieved: por
celain, faience, stoneware, and redware. Except for redware 
there is very little pottery, only some twenty sherds from each 
household. The redware alone is of sufficient quantity to be 
statistically viable.26

There was a large production of redware in the 17th and 
18th centuries. This means that there was a great demand for 
redware vessels and consequently that they were economically 
accessible for a great number of people. Despite this, redware 
can be used to elucidate consumer behavior from a socio-eco
nomic viewpoint.

As it is primarily the price of the commodity which deter
mines its economic accessiblity, studying prices is the most 
obvious way of finding out if a certain type of ceramic was 
economically inaccessible. Unfortunately this information is not 
available.

Instead, we have used the conclusions from north American 
research to try to distinguish the characteristics which made 
some pottery vessels more expensive than others, and therefore 
confined to the wealthier classes. Studies of the prices of 
different types of ceramics have concluded that it was the de
coration which dictated the price.27 The decoration of a pottery 
vessel probably involved a costly part of production as it was 
time consuming and also demanded a special skill.

* Households of higher socio-economic status had quantitati
vely more decorated redware vessels than did households of 
lower socio-economic status.

In addition, some vessel forms were more often decora
ted than were others. The open forms such as bowls and 
dishes displayed their decoration and were therefore more
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inclined to be decorated. In their character as serving accout
rements, bowls and dishes were a table decoration. Table 
manners were a cultural aspect of the presence of bowls and 
dishes. To lay the table with serving dishes and perhaps 
with personal place-settings may also have been a sign of 
high social status.

* Households with high socio-economic status had quantita
tively more dishes and bowls - serving dishes - than did 
households of lower socio-economic status.

Interpretation

Diagram 2 (fig. 5) shows that the tanner's household had the 
greatest quantity of decorated ceramics, followed by that of the 
boatman. These were the households which the written sources 
record as being of the lowest socio-economic status in the block. 
The same picture emerged if body and base sherds are in-

Fig. 5. Diagram 2 - the households' consumption of redware. The relationship 
between undecorated/decorated rims

Baker

Turner

Fisherman

Tanner

100%

decorated undecorated
based on the amount of rimsherds
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Fisherman

Baker

Turner

Tanner

100%

open forms

based on the amount of rimsherds

closed forms

Fig. 6. Diagram 3 - the households' consumption of redware. Relationship between 
open/closed vessel forms

eluded. It should be pointed out that the relationship between 
undecorated and decorated vessels in all households is fairly 
even, that is, roughly half and half. The relationship between 
open forms (bowls and dishes) and closed forms (cooking pots 
and jugs) as shown in Diagram 3 (fig. 6) also indicates that the 
tanner's household is marked by the greatest quantity of 
bowls/dishes. The households of the turner, baker and boat
man correspond closely. There is little over representation there 
of open forms.

In other words, the archaeological evidence produces a pic
ture quite different from that provided by the written sources. 
There are two possible interpretations:

* Redware expresses socio-economic differences, which either 
means that there were no wide differences between the 
households or that there were differences, but the evidence 
is insufficient for various reasons.
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* Redware does not express socio-economic differences. There 
were proportionately wide differences in the socio-economic 
status of the households.

Adding the results of the analyses of bones and structures 
may crystallize these interpretations.

Bones

The bones represent both everyday consumption and less 
accessible animal products. Some foods were probably difficult 
to obtain, for example the hunting of game was confined to 
certain social groups and therefore acquired social status. The 
acquisition of certain foodstuffs was also dependent on eco
nomic status. Thus, a wealthy household would be able to buy 
exotic foods such as oysters, venison etc.

A detailed study of the meat consumption in the various 
households has shown that a good 75 per cent of the meat was 
made up of cattle, sheep/goat and pig, with the remaining 25 
per cent comprising fowl, fish and game. The bones from fowl, 
fish and game are so few that they may represent a single 
animal. For this reason they are not usable in the study of socio
economic status of the household.

On the other hand, study of the relationship between the 
remaining 75 per cent of the bones from cattle, sheep/goat, and 
pig may indicate the degree of domestic consumption in 
relation to access to land outside the town.

In the 17th and 18th centuries most Swedish towns pos
sessed fields outside their boundaries which could be used for 
cultivation and pasture. Investigations into the ways in which 
the town land was divided among the townsfolk have shown 
that the leading citizens, the town councillors, controlled most 
of the land; this was probably inevitable as it was these officials 
who controlled the land divisions.2“ Thus, a remarkably small 
number of townsfolk had access to enough land to carry on any
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type of domestic economy in the form of husbandry and crop
raising. In other words, it was only the households of high 
social status who had extra-mural land for the growing of crops 
and the raising of animals. In addition, employees were needed 
to keep up the rural properties.

Most urban households had small cultivable areas within 
their plots, and if space allowed they also kept a pig and some 
fowl.

The inventory of Lax the turner records that he had had two 
fields outside the town and also two hop fields and a small
holding. One of the hop fields and the smallholding lay within 
the block. The fact that Lax was a council official may explain 
why he had access to so much land that he had grain for sale. 
The inventory also records four cows and fifteen sheep.29

Lack of pasture outside the town must have meant that the 
household had to buy in the greater part of its consumption of 
beef and mutton/goat, although pigs could be reared inside the 
town. Access to land and therefore the opportunity to keep 
more animals suggests that slaughtered whole animals were 
delivered to the urban household. Consequently, both food re
fuse (bones from good joints) and butchering refuse (bones 
from unproductive parts of animals) are to be found in these 
households. The households which did not have access to land 
and so kept few animals must have bought their meat from a 
butcher. This would lead to over-representation of bones from 
good joints. On the other hand, very poor households would 
not have been able to afford good meat, and would have had to 
make do with the cheaper cuts such as those suitable only for 
boiling.

* Households with higher socio-economic status have quanti
tatively more butchering refus from cattle, sheep/goat and 
pig than do households with lower socio-economic status.

The amount of bone is about 20 kg for each household apart 
from that of the tanner which has about 2 kg.2" As the fragments
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of bone found on the tanner's plot consist only of seventeen 
from good joints and twelve from cheaper cuts, the evidence is 
statistically insufficient for analysis.

Interpretation

Diagram 4 (fig. 7) shows that butchering refuse dominates in 
the turner's household, followed by that of the baker. 
Butchering refuse from pig is also most abundant in the 
turner's household, followed by that of the boatman.

In other words, the analysis shows that the turner's house
hold must have had the greatest degree of self-provisioning; 
this corresponds closely to the information about landholding 
given in the inventory. The baker's household must also have 
had some form of self-provisioning. In contrast, the boatman's 
household has quantitatively less butchering refuse so the 
household must have been forced to buy in most of its beef and

Fig. 7. Diagram 4 - the households' consumption of meat. Relationship between 
food/butchering refuse

Cow, baker 

fisherman 

turner

Sheep/Goat, baker 

fisherman 

turner 

Pig, baker 

fisherman 

turner

I Butchering refuse \Z, } Food refuse

based on the amount bones/mS
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mutton/goat. It probably had its own pigs, quite possible in an 
urban plot.

Structures

Some structures imply a great work-input. A specific plot 
owner may, of course, have carried out the labour but he 
probably employed people to do it, that is, he bought a service. 
Some structures also demanded technical skill which would 
only have been available through using specialized groups of 
workers. Thus, these structures are an expression of socio
economic status.

All four plots revealed the remains of blockhouse 
buildings.31 Only the foundations were preserved, the walls and 
roofs having decayed or been dismantled. Most of the 
foundations were of timber, but there were also some masonry 
foundations. In addition to the differences in material used, 
there were also differences in construction, particularly in the 
way in which the buildings were insulated. It was important to 
insulate urban buildings because they were built on damp 
occupation layers, the growth of rotting organisms attacking 
the sills and floors. A common way to insulate the buildings 
was to dig away the damp earth and replace it with dry 
material : sand, clay or slag. By doing this the foundations and 
floor joists could be protected. Technical publications of the 
18th century describe this method (earth raft) but it was already 
known in the 17th century as we can see from surviving 
buildings.32 Archaeological remains from the middle ages show 
that internal and external banks of earth were used for this 
purpose. We do not know when earth rafts were first used.

Urban buildings sometimes had cellars. They were usually 
built of stone, or of a combination of stone and brick, and had a 
vaulted brick ceiling. The cellars were used for storage, mainly 
for foodstuffs.33
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Buildings with earth rafts and cellars demanded extra labour 
and technical skill, and so should be regarded as structures 
indicative of high socio-economic status.

* Households of high socio-economic status have more buil
dings with earth rafts and/or cellars than households of 
lower socio-economic status.

Interpretation

Diagram 5 (fig. 8) shows that buildings with earth rafts stood in 
the plots of the baker, tanner and turner but none in the boat
man's plot. Half of the buildings on the tanner's plot, one third 
of those in the baker's plot, and a quarter of those on the 
turner's plot had earth rafts. Cellars were present on two plots - 
the baker's and the turner's - those which are thought to have 
had high socio-economic status.

Fig. 8. Diagram 5 - the households' consumption of services. The relationship 
between houses with and without earth raft

Tanner
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Turner

Fisherman
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Five buildings were shown to have had earth rafts: three 
dwellings and two workshops. All three dwellings lay beside 
the street, the two workshops lay behind. There were no re
mains of the boatman's buildings beside the street as this part 
of the plot was destroyed by later foundations. The two crafts
men who needed workshops of more specialized kinds - the 
baker and the tanner - had invested in good insulation in their 
workshops.

Cellars were preserved in the baker's and the turner's plots 
which, on the basis of meat consumption, seem to have been 
capable of self-provisioning. With their own means of produc
tion they would have needed storage space for large quantities 
of fresh food such as meat and butter.

The households of the baker and the turner, and to some 
extent the tanner, must have had economic resources to invest 
in structures demanding great labour-input and specialized 
skill, for example the building of a vaulted cellar.

Conclusions

The consumption patterns of households should reflect their 
socio-economic status, and archaeological evidence is very 
suitable for the study of consumption patterns. The diversity of 
archaeological remains makes it essential to take advantage of 
the potential of this variety. We chose three very different types 
of evidence for analysis - redware, bones and structures - 
partly because they formed quantitatively large groups.

The consumption of redware was roughly the same in all the 
households. The proportions between decorated and un
decorated vessels and dishes/bowls and cooking pots/jugs is 
identical so that there is no qualitative difference between the 
households' consumption of redware. If we assume that the 
consumption of redware indicates social differences, the ana
lytical results suggest that all the households were socially
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equal. That is, the price of decorated dishes and bowls was not 
high enough to dissuade purchase.

The relationship between food refuse and butchering refuse 
ranked the households in the block according to their degree of 
self-provisioning. Thus, self-provisioning may be one of the 
socio-economic status indicators.In addition, self-provisioning 
probably influenced the chance the households had to increase 
their consumption in ways other than through food. The ana
lysis showed that the households with high socio-economic 
status had a large amount of butchering waste and thus were 
predominantly self-provisioning.

The households did not have the same amount of structures 
demanding technical expertise and labour. The question is 
whether this means that the households had differing economic 
potential, or whether they had differing needs. Therefore, plots 
with cellars and perhaps also earth rafts indicate that the 
households of the baker, turner and perhaps the tanner had a 
higher socio-economic status.

Our analysis has shown that bones and structures indicate 
socio-economic differences between the households, while the 
redware is less significant.

Epilogue

In the future, research would benefit from studying households 
where pronouncedly high and low status are indicated by writ
ten sources. Analysis of the bulk finds from these households 
ought to provide a clearer picture of their socio-economic diffe
rences. Then it should be possible to isolate the most significant 
factors in the archaeological bulk-finds. Only when we under
stand how the extremes are reflected in the archaeological ma
terial shall we be able to interpret the slight variations indi
cative of social differentiation.

The origin of this analysis was the realization that consumer
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behaviour is a part of a cultural process which has influenced 
our archaeological material. As the study of consumer be
haviour must be based on individual households it is important 
to state that the archaeological evidence was produced by the 
single household in question. This involves knowledge of the 
treatment of refuse. We have seen that some households had 
thicker refuse layers than others. This means that efficiency in 
the treatment of refuse must have varied between the house
holds. We therefore need to decide what proportion of the total 
refuse from a household needs to be available in order to give a 
realistic picture of consumer behaviour.

The prerequisite for archaeological analysis of consumer 
behaviour is the availability of abundant written sources. That 
is why archaeological evidence from the 17th and 18th cen
turies has here been used for the anlysis of consumption. The 
conclusions reached should be relevant to the archaeological 
interpretation of earlier periods.

Notes

I Consumer Choice ed. Spencer-Wood 1987.
Historical Archaeology, vol. 25 1991.
Hampton, Adams and Boling 1989.
Deetz 1977.
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A Medieval Cauldron-Foundry
- Craftsmanship and Craftsmen 
in Pantern, Uppsala

By Johan Anund, Ulla Bergquist, Mathias Bäck 
and Karin Pettersson

Abstract: This article describes a recently excavated foundry in the 

block called Pantern, Uppsala, which specialized in the production of 
tripod caiddrons. The method of casting is described from the 

features and finds discovered through archaeological excavation. The 
craft is set in a wider economic and social context using written 

sources and comparisons with other foundries in Scandinavia.

Introduction

When Pantern, on the edge of the medieval town of Uppsala, 
was chosen as the site for a new shopping precinct, excavations 
were conducted by UV Uppsala in 1990. A thick layer of char
coal, soot and burnt clay was found not far beneath the ground 
surface. This was first interpreted as the remains of one of the 
fires which devastated the town in the 17th to 19th centuries, 
but this proved to be incorrect. The layer contained refuse from 
a late-medieval foundry - mainly in the form of thousands of 
mouldfragments. Remains of foundries are extremely rare but 
this excavation revealed most of the working processes.

Research into the material is not yet completed and the 
results which are presented here must be regarded as prelimi
nary. The article is a detailed study of a professional, market- 
orientated, late-medieval craft. The master himself is probably 
mentioned in written sources.
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Uppsala in the Middle Ages

In the 1970s RAÄ's excavation unit began to work in Uppsala. 
Before that, large parts of the medieval remains and occupation 
deposits had been removed without archaeological investi
gation. Extensive redevelopment has largely affected the area 
to the east of the Fyris river which from the Middle Ages to the 
present day has been the commercial centre of the town. Rede
velopment has not been so intensive on the west bank (fig. 1). 
That area was dominated by the institutions of the Church and 
the Crown. Since there has been less archaeological research 
there, medieval remains have been preserved to a greater de
gree.1

The predecessor of Uppsala was present Gamla (Old) 
Uppsala where the Svear celebrated their sacrifices, held their 
'thing', and had a market. In the Viking age it was one of the 
seats of the Svea king. Present Uppsala, called Östra Aros at 
that time, acted as the harbour for his ships with the route to 
Gamla Uppsala continuing overland. In the first half of the 12th 
century Gamla Uppsala became a bishop's seat and in 1164 it 
became the centre of the archdiocese.

In time the centre of importance moved to Östra Aros which 
occupied a better site from the point of view of commu
nications.2 Archaeological evidence shows that in the 12th cen
tury there was a riverside settlement on both banks of the Fyris. 
At the end of the 12th century it is mentioned as a rural 
deanery and it emerged as a central-place.3 By the beginning of 
the 13th century Uppsala had a pronouncedly urban character 
and both the secular settlement and ecclesiastical institutions 
expanded.4 For example, Uppsala had three parish churches, 
and a Franciscan friary was founded there in the middle of the 
13th century.

The archbishop's seat was transferred to Östra Aros at the 
end of the 13th century through decisions of the king and the 
pope.5 The market and 'thing' also moved there. After the
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transfer the cathedral began to be built to the west of the river 
on land granted by the king. The church kept the old name and 
by the 1280s Östra Aros was renamed Uppsala.6 Östra Aros/ 
Uppsala was also the site of a mint; coins carrying the names 
'Aros' and 'Östra Aros' dated 1167-1250 have been found. A 
mint house in Uppsala is mentioned in King Magnus Ladulås's 
will of 1285/

Mid-13th century written sources record that the king cele
brated his wedding at 'Förisäng' - probably the royal manor of 
Föresängen in Uppsala. In 1338 a king's manor called Island is 
mentioned; it should be situated on the east bank of the rivet* 
although there is no archaeological evidence for this. In 1990 an 
archaeological excavation was carried out in the block of Bryg
garen (fig. 1) and it seems that it touched on the royal manor, 
according well with written sources about Förisäng and Island/

HogneHc'vanhi/d

\BrunhHd : Gunnar

Gudrun

Fyns forget

Domen Ka nik en. Munken

Trädgården Stads trädgården

Fågelsången

'-** Jtschaktat område iheit eller delvis) UPPSALA

':Kampha\

Fig. 1. Exploited areas in Uppsala.The larger excavations are hatched. After Redin 1976.
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The population of Uppsala at the beginning of the 14th 
century has been calculated at between 600 and 800 indi
viduals. In international terms it was small, although one of 
Sweden's most important towns. The term town (civitas) is first 
used in 1269.10 The town stopped expanding in the middle of 
the 14th century. Its stagnation is most clearly evident in the 
peripheral areas to the east of the river."

There was a recovery in the 15th century with some new 
building, and this continued during the 16th century. The diffe
rence in character between the two sides of the river was more 
evident than before. The west bank had a marked official stamp 
with the cathedral, castle and stone buildings. The east was the 
citizens' quarter of secular character, with wooden buildings in 
burgess plots grouped around stone-paved yards.12

The Cauldron-Foundry in Pantern

The environs

In the High Middle Ages the area lay at the edge of the town on 
the east side of the river (fig. 2). Settlement in the area began in 
the 13th century (phases 1-2). The earliest structures included a 
palisade and ditch, probably the eastern boundary of the town. 
This was replaced in the Late Middle Ages by a stone-paved 
lane: medieval Allmänna vägen (Common road).

In the south of the excavated area, at right angles to the 
palisade and Allmänna vägen, there was a stone-paved lane of 
13th-century and later date. It is very likely the medieval Breda 
gränd (Broad lane) which is mentioned in written sources from 
the 1230s and is one of Uppsala's earliest known streets. South
west of the block lay Our Lady's church and churchyard. To the 
south was probably the deanery, and excavations in the block 
called Draken have revealed a great stone building of the 14th 
century together with several smaller buildings and stone
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Fig. 2. Uppsala in the Late Middle Ages. Map compiled by Mathias Bäck

1. The excavated area in Pantern.
2. 'Breda gränd'.
3. 'Allmänna vägen'.
4. Franciscan friary.
5. Cathedral.
6. Holy Trinity church.
7. St Per church.

8. Mill.
9. House of the Holy Ghost.
10. Market square.
11. Site of Our Lady church.
12. The excavated area in Draken.
13. The excavated area in Sandbacken.
14. The excavated area in Bryggaren.

pavings.13 To the north the still surviving Smedsgränd (Smith's 
lane) has a medieval predecessor. The earliest phases in Pan- 
tern revealed much smithing slag but there was nothing to 
suggest that smithing took place on the site. The slag had pro
bably been dumped as rubbish and infill.

Dating and settlement

The seven settlement phases at Pantern have been dated 
through dendrochronology and finds.14 The dates provided by
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the finds - combs, pottery and shoes - coincide closely with the 
dendrochronology. Most of the finds from phases 1-2 were 
early redwares and near-stonewares. Stonewares dominated in 
phases 3-4 but there were still near-stonewares. From the early 
phases there were thonged-shoes and strap-shoes. The combs, 
all of them of the composite double-sided type, came from the 
earliest layers. In phases 5-6 the predominant finds were late 
redwares and stonewares, and front-laced shoes. In Sweden 
late redwares and stonewares are usually found in layers from 
c. 1350 and later.15 Front-laced shoes were in use from c. 1350 to 
C.1600.16

Phase Date

1-2 Mid-second half
13th century

3 First half- 
mid-14th century

4 Late 14th century

5 End 14th century- 
first half 15th century

6 Late 15th century 
16th/17th century

7 16th/17th century-
-modern Well.

Fig. 3. Preliminary dating of the phases in Pantern

Description

Establishment. Town boundary 
(palisade and ditch). Stone-paved 
lane. Wooden buildings.

Lane. Wooden buildings.

Lane. Wooden buildings, one 
brick building. Possible wood
working (boat-building?).
Prob, cauldron-casting.

Two lanes. Brick buildings. 
Cauldron-foundry.

Cauldron-foundry.
Wood and brick buildings.

Lane. Wooden buildings.
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In the Middle Ages Pantern lay at the eastern edge of the town. 
The area was first settled in the 13th century, a period of urban



expansion. A wooden palisade and ditch (phases 1-2) probably 
formed the eastern boundary of the town and suggest that the 
excavated area lay outside the true urban area. The area was 
occupied up to the middle of the 14th century or a little later 
with a fairly sparse settlement of wooden buildings. The func
tions of these buildings have not been determined but it is 
likely that the area was used for other than purely dwelling 
purposes. The intensity of settlement seems to have diminished 
in the middle or end of the 14th century (phases 3-4) and part 
of the area may have been unoccupied. Elsewhere in the town 
there was a break or change in settlement after the middle of 
the 14th century. This has been attributed to the general decline 
and fall in population in the later part of that century.17

Uppsala began to expand again in the early 15th century and 
stone buildings became more common. The foundry was pro
bably established in phase 4, but expanded in phase 5. At the 
same time the settlement became denser with more stone buil
dings, and a stone-paved lane (Allmänna vägen) was laid out 
to the west. The dendro dates associated with cauldron-casting 
fall into the interval 1337-1408 (phases 4-5). Thus, the foundry 
was established in the mid-late 14th century and was active to at 
least the end of the 15th century, fit has not been possible to 
discern whether it continued later or whether it was 
abandoned. The foundry was still in existence in phase 6 but 
the dating is unclear and may cover a long period of time.
There are few finds from the last two phases, the occupation 
layers are thin and partly removed. The main layers with 
casting evidence are partially overlain by a settlement with 
wooden buildings, suggesting that the foundry was abandoned 
in the Middle Ages. The activity may have moved to the north 
of the town. Excavations in the block called Sandbacken have 
revealed fragments of moulds (but no workshop structures) in 
a layer dated early 16th century.18

—------------------------------------------------------------------- A Medieval Cauldron-Foundry
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The manufacture of moulds

Until 1972 when a foundry was discovered in Visby, our 
knowledge of medieval casting techniques was very slim. It 
consisted of speculations based mainly on surviving cauldrons, 
medieval documents about bell-casting and excavated bell-pits. 
Bell-casting was described by Theophilus in the 1120s,li and it 
also appears in some medieval illustrations. There is also in
formation about the materials which had to be bought when 
church-bells were cast. It is possible to draw analogies between 
the casting of bells and cauldrons, particularly because the 
same workforce was used in both activities. All the same, the 
comparison is difficult because bells and tripod cauldrons are 
very different in both shape and function. The technique used 
in the casting of bells has remained virtually unchanged since 
the Middle Ages - the lost-wax method.

Engeström, Veliev and Drescher have described the proce
dure for the manufacture of moulds for cauldrons.20 The fol
lowing remarks are based on these works and the analysis of 
the finds from Pantern.

As Theophilus says that the moulds for bells and for vessels 
were built up on a horizontal rotating spindle it is likely that 
moulds for cauldrons were made in the same way. The im
pressions of ropes evident on the insides of the inner moulds 
confirm this. A rope wound around the spindle would give a 
basic shape on which the inner mould could be modelled. It 
may have been changed to the correct shape by using a temp
late. When the clay of the inner mould was dry the spindle and 
the the rope could be removed. The advantages of this method 
were that it needed less clay than if the inner mould were solid, 
and the risk of cracks appearing in the mould during firing was 
diminished.

A wax model was built up on the inner mould in the same 
shape as the intended body of the cauldron. Then clay was 
packed around to form an outer mould. The attachment of

A Medieval Cauldron-Foundry--------------------------------------------------------------------------
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additional features (such as handles and feet) was probably 
problematic, both because the wax feet and handles had to be 
of the right shape and their attachment to the body had to be 
correct. The feet and the handles had to resist stress when the 
cauldron was in use, and the metal walls of the cauldron were 
extremely thin (often only 2-3 mm in thickness).

Some surviving cauldrons show that the results were some
times less than successful. The handles were often set at an 
angle to the rim and they or the feet were sometimes broken 
off. In the 18th century the handles were not attached to the rim 
of the cauldron but a little lower down on the body of the 
vessel, perhaps to make the construction stronger. Some finds 
of miscastings from Pantern - defective feet and parts of the 
body - show that casting was a complicated craft which some
times went wrong.

When the whole of the mould was complete it had to be pre
fired. This firing drove the water out of the clay and solidified 
the mould. At the same time the wax melted out. If the mine
rals in the clay fused, the mould became stable. The firing was 
needed to gasify the organic material so gases did not cause 
bubbles in the solidifying metal during casting. However, it 
may have been an advantage not to fire the moulds so highly 
that the tempering was completely burnt out. Reduction of the 
interior of the mould during casting would prevent the molten 
metal from sticking to the mould.21

The last stage in making the mould was to assemble its pre
fired parts (fig. 4). The outer mould had to be sawn into two or 
three pieces in order to loosen it from the core. The surfaces 
which were to come in contact with the metal were highly 
polished. The mould fragments from Pantern show that a fine 
slip mainly consisting of powdered bone, had been applied in 
order to give a smooth surface.22 A gap between the inner and 
outer moulds was maintained by inserting spacers when the 
mould was assembled. These were small slivers of metal. The 
metal used for the spacers had to contain more copper than the
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Fig. 4. Mould for tripod cauldrons. Schematic drawing.
1

1. Lid
2. Ingate
3. Outer mould
4. Inner mould
5. Cavity
6. Rope impression

Shading indicates the 
oxidized parts of the 
mould.

Drawing: Johan Anund
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melt. They should not themselves melt completely if they were 
to fulfill their function.23 As the spacers did not completely 
merge with the casting metal they might gradually come loose 
from the cauldron through corrosion. Sometimes the damage 
was repaired by pouring new metal into the holes. Many 
cauldrons have a mark on or just below the rim. This is the 
master's or foundry's maker's mark which was scratched into 
the mould in mirror-image.

The moulds

The objects which can be associated with metal-casting came 
from both the structures and a refuse layer. The latter was very 
widespread and covered virtually the whole of the excavated 
area (c. 350 m2). It was 0.20-0.40 m thick and consisted of occu
pation deposit with a great deal of charcoal, soot, baked clay 
and mould fragments. It was very similar to a fire layer with 
bricks. Almost 3,000 fragments of moulds have been recorded. 
Moulds for tripod cauldrons dominated but tripod, flat bot
tomed skillets had also been manufactured.
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On first sight the moulds seem to be very heterogeneous in 
that the shape, colour, and clay quality vary considerably. 
Some fragments are highly fired and reminiscent of earthen
ware, whereas others crumble at the slightest touch. Most of the 
mould fragments have one red-baked oxidised surface and one 
dark reduced surface. There is often a crack at the transition 
between the two surfaces. Two different types of tempering 
(organic and unorganic) can be distinguished. These charac
teristics may be explained by the method of production.

The moulds from Pantern have been divided into nine types 
(fig. 5). The ingates (141 fragments) and ingate canals (62 frag-

Fig. 5. Mould fragments 
from Pantern

1. Lid
2. Ingate
3. Ingate canal
4. Parts of outer mould
5. Parts of inner mould
6. Moulds for feet

Photo: Johan Anund
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merits) are usually highly fired and well preserved. They are all 
very similar and seem to have been formed on a patrice. In one 
example part of a bronze sprue is preserved in the ingate canal. 
The parts of moulds applied to form the feet (290 fragments) 
are also highly fired. They show that the feet, like the ingates, 
were not made at the same time as the rest of the mould. Be
cause the feet of the cauldrons were triangular in section 
longitudinal cracks appeared in these parts of the mould after 
casting. Thus the foot-parts of the moulds are rectangular slabs 
c. 1 cm thick. Each foot was either completely smooth or deco
rated with one, two or three longitudinal mouldings. They 
usually had a flat base but some of the moulds for the feet 
terminated in three-dimensional 'paws'.

The moulds for the bodies of the cauldrons have been di
vided into two groups: 1,175 fragments of outer moulds and 
449 fragments of inner moulds. About 650 of them show the 
casting surfaces. The cauldrons were provided with one or 
more horizontal ridges, sometimes arranged in pairs. The dia
meter of the body was in most cases 24 cm, but there were 
many different sizes. There are also 148 fragments of moulds 
for everted rims and 13 fragments of bases. There is another 
group of 21 fragments, probably lids for moulds. The lids are 
biconical, lentoid or conical. There are examples of each type 
which show traces of having impinged on the ingate canal 
when the mould was filled with molten metal. Possible expla
nations for the use of lids is that the founders wanted to 
lengthen the cooling-down time and prevent oxidation of the 
melt or evaparation of zinc.

The subsoil in Pantern is made up of glacial clay, very 
suitable for moulds. Many large pits dug into the subsoil were 
discovered, probably clay pits. Mineralogical analyses have 
shown that the moulds were made from clay from the site.24
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Fig. 6. The foundry during excavation
1. Stone-paved street (‘Allmänna vägen'). 2. Stone-paved street (‘Breda gränd'). 
3. Recent well. 4. Building. 5. Casting-tray. 6. Foundation of furnace.
Photo: Svante Forenius

Furnace and fuel

The activity in Pantern can be elucidated by the features in the 
foundry (figs 6-7). They are of different dates - the activity 
went on for about a hundred years - and not all were in use at 
the same time. The foundry reached its greatest importance in 
phase 5 in the first half of the 15th century.

For casting, the metal must be heated to c. 1100° C. We do 
not know the melting technique used by Scandinavian crafts
men, nor do we know what fuel was used. Today, bell- 
founders think that wood and an updraught furnace are best. 
Medieval sources mention charcoal and furnaces with blast, but
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for purposes other than cauldron casting.25 Medieval represen
tations of furnaces show that they in Pantern were rectangular 
and of brick. In some cases furnaces have been found in con
nection with bell-pits.26 There the furnaces stood in close 
contact with the casting-pits as the molten metal must not cool 
before casting.

Half a metre from the casting-tray (see below) there was a

Fig. 7. Plan of the features in the foundry (several phases)
I. 'Allmänna vägen'. 2. 'Breda gränd'. 3-5. Casting pits. 6. Fireplace.
7. Charcoal store. 8. Building. 9. Casting-tray. 10. Foundation of furnace.
II. Casting pit. Drawing: Johan Anund

A Medieval Cauldron-Foundry------------------------------------- -------------------------------------
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rectangular depression (c. 2.5 x 2 m) in the sterile clay (phases 
5-7). The depression was filled with big stones, and crushed 
bricks lay around it. It is not clear what this feature was but the 
most logical interpretation is that it was the foundation of a 
furnace (fig. 7). A foundry with a high level of production must 
have had a permanent furnace. The fragments of brick surroun
ding the stone foundation suggest that the furnace had brick 
walls. In the plot where the foundry stood there was a depres
sion (phase 6) which supports the medieval sources' infor
mation about the fuel. The depression was rectangular, 2.10 x 
1.70 m and c. 0.30 m deep. It was filled with charcoal, some 
pieces of green slag and fragments of brick. It must have been a 
store for charcoal used in casting (fig. 7).

Crucibles

There is a remarkable absence of crucibles from this and other 
foundry sites excavated in Scandinavia. When casting cauld
rons it is essential to pour all the molten bronze in one action. 
This means that there has to be a crucible big enough to contain 
c. 0.30-1.50 litres of molten metal. Crucible of this size should 
be easy to spot in the excavated remains. Bearing in mind that 
they could not be used for more than a few castings, a hundred 
years of activity should have resulted in large quantities of 
discarded crucibles. One explanation for the absence of cruci
bles may be that the furnace had a canal which enabled the 
molten metal to be sent directly to the mould, but it is more 
likely that vessels other than traditional crucibles were used. A 
description from the 16th century shows that iron ladles with 
internal clay linings were used for casting large objects.27 After 
one or two castings the clay lining was knocked out and re
placed by a new one. It could be that iron ladles were used in 
Pantern. Curved fragments of clay which could have been the 
linings of ladles were found. The clay is hard-baked, partly 
slagged, and sometimes tempered with quartz.
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Fig. 8. Imaginative reconstruction of the excavated area in the 15th century.
Drawing by Pernilla Flyg

Casting

In casting, the mould must be heated to c. 700° C. Then it is 
placed in a casting pit. A tripod cauldron had to be cast as a 
whole and in one action, the casting has to take place quickly. 
When the molten metal was taken out of the furnace its 
temperature would sink rapidly after only a few seconds, so 
much so that it became unsuitable for casting. The molten 
metal was poured into the ingate canal, the mouth of which 
was in the middle of the base of the cauldron (fig. 4). If all went 
well the metal then spread out from there to the rim and finally 
up to the feet where the mould was open. The openings for the
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feet of the cauldron also provided exhaust channels for air and 
the gases caused by the casting. When the metal had stabilized, 
which had to happen slowly, the mould was dug up and bro
ken. It could not be reused. If the casting had been successful 
little further work was necessary apart from the removal of the 
sprue. The outer surface of the cauldrons was not of much 
importance; surviving cauldrons often have parts of the sprue 
remaining and the casting seams have not been filed down.

Five features in Pantern were used for casting. Four of them 
were casting pits (phases 4-6) (fig. 7). The size varied - the big
gest was 2.80 m long and 0.90 m wide - and the depth varied 
between 0.30 and 0.70 m. All the pits were filled with fragments 
of moulds, charcoal and soot. Some also contained pieces of 
brick, clay or red lustrous slag. In two of the pits there was a 
strong green precipitation.

The most remarkable construction was a large wooden 
casting-tray (phase 5), (figs 6-7, 9). It was 3.60 x 1.80 m in size 
and 0.60 m deep. The tray was made of heavy planks carefully 
jointed together with dowels apart from one end which was 
easily removable. This at first seemed very strange but an ex
planation was found. At the tops of the sides there were holes 
for dowels. The tray may have had another layer of planks but 
it is more likely that it had a lid which protected the contents 
from damp when not in use. The joints between the planks 
were caulked with tarred cloth. On the inside clay had been 
wedged between the base and the walls. This ensured that the 
construction was watertight.

The infill consisted of sand, charcoal, soot, fragments of 
moulds, slag, baked clay and metal waste. There can be no 
doubt that tripod cauldrons were cast in this tray. In the middle 
of it there was a circular depression insulated with moss into 
which the hot mould had been sunk during the last casting. An 
almost complete inner mould which lay in one of the corners of 
the casting-tray probably derived from this last casting. The 
loose short side facilitated work when the sand had to be
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Fig. 9. The casting-tray. Photo: Mathias Bäck

packed around the mould or removed. The same technical so
lution is used today in modern bronze foundries. One of the 
planks from the tray has been dendrochronologically dated 
1408. This object is the only one of its type to have been found 
in Scandinavia.

Apart from occasional pieces of sheet metal and rods, com
paratively small quantities of metal were discovered in the 
foundry. Bronze must have been so valuable that almost all 
spillages would have been collected and reused. But in and

238



A Medieval Cauldron-Foundry

around the casting-tray there was about 1kg of metal waste. 
Most was of solidified drops of bronze - spillage from casting.

The remains of two superimposed buildings lay in direct 
connection with the features from the foundry. The earlier 
(phase 4) was timber-framed on sill stones and seems to have 
been quite small: c. 4m x 3.60 m. Subsequently a bigger 
building on a heavy stone foundation (phase 5) was erected on 
the same spot (figs. 6-7). Its walls were at least partly of brick.

Olof and other cauldron-founders

Comparatively few written sources from Uppsala have been 
preserved and they are mainly documents on vellum con
cerning the purchase of land, inheritance transactions etc. Thus 
archaeology is an important source for our knowledge about 
craftsmen in the Middle Ages. From the period around 1300 
some 40 burgesses of Uppsala are mentioned in bills of sale and 
similar documents. Using these, it has been estimated that there 
were between 75 and 100 merchants and craftsmen. In 1560, 
some 150 years later, there were in Uppsala 140 people with 
bourgeois occupations, most of whom were craftsmen28.

There is evidence for five cauldron-founders in Uppsala in 
the Middle Ages:29

Hanusse Cauldroner

Olof Cauldron-founder

Michel Cauldron-founder

1405

1410,1413

1437,1444

...received 14 öre 
from the will of 
Jösse Johansson

...bought land from 
Lifsten in Jadra 
and later from 
Peter in Tuna

...Michel's plot is 
referred to in a 
purchase of land
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Ærewaster Cauldron-founder 1462 ...transfers land
outside the town to 
Hans the Carpenter

Magnus Cauldron-founder 1482 ...councillor, wit
nesses an inheri
tance transaction

As the information does not derive from tax lists or the like it is 
impossible to know whether there were more founders in 
Uppsala than those mentioned in the 15th century nor is it 
possible to know whether more were active at the same time. 
The foundry in Pantern was established in the mid /late 14th 
century and was in existence until at least the late 15th century. 
All the named founders could have worked there in different 
phases of the 15th century!

The casting-tray has been dated by dendrochronology to 
1408, two of the cauldron-founders could have been in pos
session of the foundry at that time. One is Hanusse, but the 
information about him is unfortunately very scanty. In contrast, 
there is very interesting information about Olof. On 13 August 
1410 he bought the land adjoining his property.3" The details of 
its position are rather vague - the plot lay on the east side of the 
Fyris and there is a reference to the church of Our Lady. The 
church stood a good 100m from the excavated foundry (fig. 2). 
Unfortunately we cannot infer from the document whether 
Olof needed that plot in order to expand his foundry or 
whether he intended to build a dwelling there. Olofs foundry 
must have been profitable as on 11 August 1413 he purchased 
more land.

Finds of two fragments of moulds with maker’s marks give 
us further opportunity to discover who worked in Pantern (fig. 
10). On two occasions Olof had bought land and the deeds are 
still extant. The seals on the documents should enable us to 
identify the owner of the maker's mark. Unfortunately it is not 
possible to discern whose were the different seals on the deeds.
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Fig. 10. Marker's mark on a 
fragment of mould.
Drawing by Mathias Bäck.

On another occasion Olof acted as a witness. On that document 
one of the three seals is missing - and that is Olof's.

If Olof and Hanusse did not have a colleague unknown to us 
(which does not seem likely) it must be one of these two who 
put his maker's mark on the moulds from Pantern. The time 
and the place both point to Olof Cauldron-founder. It is ex
citing to think that we may know the name, or perhaps the 
names, of the craftsman who worked in the newly discovered 
foundry almost 600 years ago. At least four of the five whom 
we know were freeholders. Hanusse was bequeathed money by 
someone who otherwise donated his wealth to the friaries and 
churches in Uppsala. Magnus, who was a councillor, must have 
had his 'own inheritance', that is, freehold land. The 15th- 
century cauldron-founders in Uppsala appear all to have been 
prosperous.

Foundries discovered in Scandinavia

Bronze cauldrons for cooking were fairly common in the Late 
Middle Ages. They are mentioned even in the inventories of 
people who did not belong to the social elite. Contemporary 
documents show that at times there was more than one 
cauldron-founder in a town. Despite this, remains of cauldron
founding are very uncommon. Small quantities of foundry 
refuse have hitherto been discovered in some places, but 
foundries are only recorded in three Scandinavian towns:
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Visby, Uppsala (two foundries) and Odense. In addition, an 
interesting discovery has recently been made in Västerås. An 
exploratory excavation revealed layers with mould fragments 
deriving from cauldron founding. We know that a cauldron- 
founder owned a plot in that very block in the 17th century. At 
the time of writing it is uncertain whether the area will be sub
jected to an archaeological excavation.3'

In 1972 an area within the medieval town of Visby was 
excavated and its occupation deposit contained almost 5,000 
fragments of moulds for tripod cauldrons. The material dates 
from the later part of the 13th century.32 There were no direct 
traces of structures from the foundry. The other discovery of a 
foundry in Scandinavia came to light in Odense in 1979.33 
Remains of a foundry where bells, cauldrons and smaller ob
jects were manufactured were discovered very near the Domi
nican friary. The foundry seems to have been in operation 
during the regime of the friary. There were almost 3,400 
fragments of moulds. The foundry was dated by pottery and 
coins to the second half of the 13th century. The foundries in 
Odense and Visby were thus active at about the same time. 
Another foundry was discovered in Uppsala (Sandbacken) in 
1980. The finds showed that many different crafts were carried 
on there, and 485 fragments of moulds were found. The 
foundry itself seems to have lain outside the excavated area. It 
was dated to the early 16th century.34

The economic and social position of the craftsmen

Written sources
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based on information from Stockholm. At the period, Stock
holm had a special position in relation to other Swedish medie
val towns, and it was the capital of the country from the 1520s. 
The sources reveal a great deal about the condition of crafts
men, even though they cannot be applied directly to other 
places, Uppsala for example.

The sources to be used are as follows: Stockholms skatte
böcker (tax-lists) 1460-8, 1501-10, 1516-25 (no tax-lists are pre
served from any other central-Swedish town), Stockholms stads 
tänkeböcker (town-council minute-books) 1474-92, Stockholms 
stads jordebok (ownership lists) 1420-74, and various charters 
and bills of sale.

The sources span the period from the beginning of the 15th 
century to the 1580s (late-medieval to early Vasa period). 
Many problems and sources of error are involved in the 
sources. For example, it is difficult to decide on the true cash 
value from decade to decade. The principles for taxation also 
changed over time. Sometimes, for example, foreign craftsmen 
were included in the lists, and information about the groups to 
be taxed changed. It is difficult to decide, for instance, if 
craftsmen who were included in the list but did not pay tax 
were exempt because they were in the service of royalty or 
nobles, or for some other reason. The source-critical problems 
are much too complex to be gone into here but they should be 
borne in mind.

Crafts and trades in medieval towns

Craft specialization was not so pronounced in Sweden as it was 
in the great towns of medieval Europe:
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Town Number of trades Date

Paris 350 Middle Age

London 138 1500-1700

Leading German towns 100-200 Middle Age

Lübeck 110 -1384

Stockholm 50-70 1460-1611

Fig. 11. The number of trades in some European towns in the Middle Ages35

Even in Sweden there were differences between the towns in 
regard to the number of trades. Stockholm was in a special po
sition and had most. Its greater number may partly reflect the 
poor sources for other towns. Craftsmen made up about one 
third of the burgesses in Stockholm at the end of the 16th cen
tury.36 The total number of craftsmen in the town fluctuated 
and did not increase regularly while the town was growing. 
Craftsmen were a rather vulnerable group, very sensitive to 
changes in the state of the market. For example, crafts en
couraged by the Crown in the 16th century led to continuing 
differentiation.

The economic and social position of cauldron-founders

The number of master founders in Stockholm in the 15th-16th 
centuries remained comparatively stable:

1460-1468 1501-1510 1516-1525 1582-1586

8-12 c. 9 7-10 2-10

Fig. 12. The numbers of master cauldron-founders in Stockholm 1460-1586.37
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In each period there were at most c. 10 master cauldron- 
founders in Stockholm. In comparison with about 20 other 
crafts groups the founders are just below average in the 
number of masters. The goldsmiths and the cauldron-founders 
were fewer than, for example, the median numbers of tailors or 
shoemakers; this is of course because the latter had much 
greater potential markets. There is much to suggest that 
goldsmiths and cauldron-founders had profitable employment. 
It is interesting that both goldsmiths and cauldron-founders 
had the greatest number of assistants: pages, workmen and 
apprentices. Even though not all the employees were paid it 
appears that there were both need and resources to have 
employees. This may only have been true of the 'great town' of 
Stockholm. If we move from the old town centre to the 
outskirts the number of employees declines markedly. Sur
viving written sources indicate that craftsmen in the provincial 
towns usually worked without employed assistants.38

The good financial position of the cauldron-founders is 
emphasized in Stockholm's tax-lists. The founders, goldsmiths, 
bakers and butchers had the highest liability for tax and taxable 
potential of all craftsmen. (It might also be mentioned that in 
the first decade of the 16th century the famous Swedish church- 
painter Albertus Pictor paid about the same in tax as the 
cauldron-founders). If all tax payers are taken into account, 
though, the cauldron-founders paid less than the average.

The craftsmen of the Late Middle Ages and early 16th - 
century were strongly influenced by the political events of the 
time. Six of the eight cauldron-founders mentioned paid no tax 
in 1463-4. This period coincides with the conflicts between the 
Danish king Kristian I and the Swedish king Karl Knutsson and 
the uprising against him by the Swedish nobles under the 
leadership of archbishop Jöns Bengtsson Oxenstierna.31' In the 
prevailing circumstances it was difficult to collect taxes and the 
town scribe complained about this in 1464. In the tax-lists for 
the period immediately after these conflicts three of the original
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eight cauldron-founders have disappeared completely, and two 
have a diminished tax payment. A similar decline is clearly 
evident in the document of 1522-3 when Gustav Vasa besieged 
Stockholm in order to end Kristian II's Danish rule. Five of the 
seven cauldron-founders paid no tax in these years. There is 
also evidence to suggest that those who could not help in the 
defence of the town were driven from it.40 A couple of founders 
continued to work there throughout the disturbances, perhaps 
in the service of Kristian II.

The earliest craft guilds in western Europe date from c. 1100. 
In the earliest phase of European guild organization the guilds 
were not completely independent. They were adminstered by a 
supervisor, appointed by the authorities, who did not belong to 
the guild itself.141 In the Swedish king Magnus Eriksson’s town 
law of the middle of the 14th century there was a categorical 
prohibition against practising more than one craft. This pro
hibition may have been the reason why some craftsmen found 
it difficult to survive before the guilds regulations were for
mulated. The earliest surviving guild regulation in Sweden is 
that of the Tailors' Company in Stockholm, promulgated by 
Magnus Eriksson in 1356. The favourable position of craftsmen 
in Sweden in comparison with the rest of Europe is emphasized 
through their organizations being independent right from the 
beginning - the craftsmen themselves held the most important 
posts of supervisor or alderman.

The guilds were forerunners to our present trade unions. 
Crafts were very exposed to market pressures and the guilds 
were set up to counteract them and to prevent uncontrolled 
competition. Anyone who achieved the title of master should 
have the ability to live by his work - the idea was good but the 
results variable. As long as the craftsman kept to the regu
lations of the guild and produced good work the organization 
functioned well as a form of insurance. The whole idea of the 
guild system emenated from an unusually strong idea of 
justice. If, for example, someone found himself to be short of
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raw materials and a guild brother bought up the supply the 
greedy brother would be told to distribute the goods equitably 
among the guild. So, the guild regulations had strong corpo
rative tendencies.

The guild of cauldron- and vessel-founders was established 
in 1545.42 This is very late and it has been suggested that its 
origins should be sought much earlier. The system of master 
trials, whereby the applicant master should prove his skill, was 
one of the basic tenets of the guilds. This demanded great skill 
by a cauldron-founder and it is difficult to think that a master 
trial was not necessary before 1545. The master trials usually 
involved the casting of a cauldron, a kettle and a mortar. Sur
viving maker’s marks, including the two from Pantern, show 
that at least at the beginning of the 15th century there was some 
control on cauldron-founding in Uppsala. Such a trade-mark 
most frequently arose on the initiative of the guild, so that it 
could maintain a standard and high quality.

In Sweden the craftsmen were given positions of trust as 
magistrates. In this there was a difference between Sweden on 
the one hand and Denmark and the Continent on the other. In 
Denmark a royal ordinance of 1442 proclaimed that no crafts
men should be taken into the town's justiciary.43 This can be 
contrasted with the fact that in 15th-century Uppsala one of the 
known cauldron-founders was a magistrate. In Sweden there 
was much less difference between craftsmen and merchants 
than there was on the Continent. It is remarkable that there 
were so many more merchants than craftsmen on the town 
councils. One reason for this may be that to be a town 
councillor one had to be a 'freeholder' and this included many 
craftsmen. In order to become a master it was also necessary to 
own some property. One explanation may be that most 
craftsmen did not achieve the economic and social status of the 
merchants. They simply had no time (or inclination) to act as 
councillors. In the smaller towns most craftsmen had no, or 
few, assistants who could conduct the business during the 
sometimes time-consuming council work.
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Stockholm's tankebok for 1482-3 enables us to glimpse the 
life of some of the guild brothers among the cauldron- and 
vessel-founders. It is clear that the brothers and even their 
workmen gathered together in their leisure time. On the day 
before Christmas Eve in 1482, Karl the cauldron-founder was 
'at beer' with labourers who worked for Claus and Botvid, 
cauldron-founders (thus Karl was out drinking with his 
colleagues' workmen). On the way home the group fell into an 
argument with a servant of Niels Sture because they had 
molested Niels Sture's wife. The goldsmith Peder Swartte, 
obviously one of Claus's companions tried to mediate between 
the parties with the result that the beer drinkers were fined, but 
they claimed that they did not have the means with which to 
pay. An agreement was made that the fines should be paid in 
cauldrons instead.
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Silbojokk
- a Place Founded by the Crown
By Ylva Roslund

Abstract: The article gives an introduction to Silbojokk, a mining 
centre which existed in northern Sweden in the middle of the 17th 
century. An archaeological excavation carried out in 1983-84 has 
provided new information about the settlement which grew up there 
inassociation with the mining. The material culture of Silbojokk as 
reflected in the archaeological find is compared with that of other 
places in 17th-century Sweden.

The history of mining

In medieval Sweden, mining was of much more importance 
than it was in the other Scandinavian countries. Three metals 
were sought: silver, copper and iron, with iron being dominant. 
Mining became increasingly commercially significant in the 
14th century and was subjected to state supervision.1

Mining was in the main a folk activity in which the miner 
was also a peasant. The miners were brought together in so 
called 'bergslag',(in Sweden 'berg' means 'mountain' and 'lag' 
means 'team') business organizations based on the mountains 
where there were mines. They gradually became of importance 
for the settlements and foundry operations in the areas which 
they controlled. The whole of society was built up around the 
mines and around them an early medieval colonization was set 
in train. Eventually the word ’bergslagen’ became a collective 
regional expression for the main concentrations of these teams 
in the provinces immediately north and west of Lake 
Mälaren.The phenomenon is also found in other parts of 
southern Sweden, for example Östergötland.2

The government issued general rules for the 'bergslags', mi-



SiLBOJOKK

ning rights, which form a basic source for our knowledge of the 
economic and political conditions in the Middle Ages.3

The mining of silver and copper fell mainly under state 
control. The annual production of silver was always very small 
compared with that of iron, but the value of metals then was 
very different from today. Silver was a rapid and practical 
means of payment and any surplus went into the state treasury. 
In 1486 the export of silver was prohibited.

Rulers, bishops and other nobles were very interested in sil
ver mining and appropriated a proportion of the production of 
new mines. In addition to these, there were also peasant-miners 
of varying importance.

Silver was certainly always imported as the demand for it 
exceeded the native production. From the Middle Ages we 
have records of Swedish bars of silver. The Franciscan friar Bar- 
tholomeus Anglicus wrote that there were silver mines in Swe
den in the 12th century.

The earliest evidence for native silver mining is a mention in 
1354 of Västra Silverberget in Norrbärke parish, south Dalarna.4

The greedy gold-rush in California and Australia in the 19th 
century had its equivalent in the 15th- and 16th- century silver- 
rush in Bergslagen. The culmination was Salberget c. 1510. 
Before that, Östra Silverberget, Lövåsen and Falun in Dalarna, 
and Glanshammar in Närke had begun to be worked.5

The Crown achieved almost a monopoly of silver mining 
through the mine at Sala.6

The 17th century was a time of war and political unrest in 
Europe. Sweden's position as a great power was beset on all 
sides. At the same time the colonization of the Lappish areas 
had begun, with its subsequent prospecting for ores (fig. 1).

The colonization of Norrland

With the beginning of large-scale mining the colonization of 
Lappland started seriously. Before then, in the Middle Ages,
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Fig. 1. Silver-works, earlier 
than and contemporary with 
Silbojokk.
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Norrland was regarded as the common land of Hälsingland 
where everyone had the right to hunt, fish, conduct trade and 
settle. Trade with the Lapps was mainly conducted by the 
'birkarlar' (rich peasants from Tornedalen) who also collected 
the taxes from the Lapps.7

Before the 17th century colonization by the Swedes was 
mainly along the coast but it also took in large parts of the 
inland forest. The new settlements were mostly agricultural 
smallholdings, with hunting and fishing as important adjuncts. 
The discord between the Lapps and the Swedes was mainly the 
result of the new methods of irrigation in the watermeadows 
and pastures which destroyed both the fishing and the expan
ses of lichen.8 At the same time the Lapps were increasing their 
reindeer herds and needed more space. Before that, when the 
Swedes' economy was based on hunting and fishing and when 
the Lapp's reindeer herds were smaller and needed less land, 
there was certainly better agreement between them.

During the reign of Karl XI (1672-1697) governmental cont
rol over trade with the Lapps was introduced with the estab
lishment of annual fairs at specific places: Lycksele, Arvidsjaur, 
Arjeplog, Jokkmokk, Jukkasjärvi and Karesuando. Many of the 
coastal towns of Norrland were founded in the 17th century 
when mining also began at the silver mines of Nasafjäll, Kedke- 
vare, Alkavare and elsewhere."

The 17th-century settlement which grew up in Lappish Pite 
was dependent on the silver mine at Piteå. When, later, the 
mine was worked out much of the surrounding settlement also 
disappeared. The importance of the Nasafjäll's epoch for co
lonization was that it indirectly contributed to making Lappish 
Pite better known, and when the settlement later expanded 
again communications were improved because of the mining. It 
was thus the swing of the pendulum: better roads = more 
settlement, and this in turn gave rise to better upkeep of the 
roads. A similar situation probably held good for other silver 
mines in the Lappish area.10
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The social structure of the early mining communities of the 
17th and 18th centuries was very similar to a labour camp with 
strong male dominance. Because of the dreadful working con
ditions, the cold, and the isolation, the housing was for the 
most part temporary and, in addition, inflicted on prisoners 
and recruits.

New technology was introduced at the end of the 19th 
century and then working arrangements became more rational 
than before. This resulted in a more permanent population with 
a middle-class which enabled places such as Malmberget and 
Kiruna to develop into large and permanent settlements.

The development of large-scale mining brought with it the 
expansion of the Church. The earlier plan by Karl XI to estab
lish new rural deaneries in Lappland was easier to carry 
through once the mining communities were established. The 
conversion of the Lapps was also to be hastened."

The prerequisites for foundry settlements, for example 
Silbojokk, was that they had good communications and access 
to water power. There was usually no earlier settlement on 
their sites. The towns established in the 17th century along the 
Norrland coast, each with a 'thing', church and harbour were of 
great importance for foundry and mining settlements in 
Lappland. The metal from the mining districts was taken to the 
towns for transhipment to Stockholm." The pattern is com
parable with the mining districts of Bergslagen whose products 
were transported to the towns in the Mälaren valley for further 
conveyance to Stockholm.

History of Piteå silver-works

From 1635 to 1659 Piteå relied on the silver-mine of Nasafjäll 
and the foundry at Silbojokk where the stream flows out into 
Lake Sädvajaur in the parish of Arjeplog.

A silver-works is an industrial business where many
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activities take place. The catchment area of Piteå silver-works 
was some 400 km, from the mining of ore in Nasafjäll in the 
west to the final stage of silver production at the refinery in 
Piteå in the east.

The year after the seam of silver was discovered in Nasafjäll 
in 1634 the extraction of the ore began and a foundry was built 
in Silbojokk. A settlement of labourers quite quickly developed 
into a functioning community. At the beginning the state had 
the greatest interest in the silver-works but after a few years the 
silver content declined and the state removed its interest. In 
1649 the silver-works went into private hands, the burgesses of 
Piteå, who, thanks to their special privileges, were able to con
tinue production.

The activity at the silver-works needed great quantities of 
charcoal and wood. Charcoal-burners, charcoal-labourers, 
wood-fellers, and foundry workers without qualifications were 
recruited from Västerbotten.13 The higher officials and profes
sional specialists came mainly from the silver mine at Sala. 
There was a maximum of 400 men working at any one time. 
The transports between Nasafjäll and Silbojokk were carried 
out by the Lapps.

There was a priest in Silbojokk by 1635, but the church was 
not completed until 1647.

In 1659, during the war against Denmark, Silbojokk was 
captured by a Norwegian fighting force under the leadership of 
Preben von Ahnen. Work at the mine and foundry ceased after 
this attack but there was a church there until 1777.14

Mining began again at Nasafjäll 111 years later, but then the 
foundry was at Laisälven in Adolfström; this continued from 
1770 to 1810.15

From 1635 to 1659 880 kg of silver and 250 tons of lead were 
extracted; from 1770 to 1810 there were only 136 kg of silver 
and 26 tons of lead.16
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The archaeological excavation

The foundry area comprised two large slag-heaps with a 
concentration of buildings between them. To the south of the 
buildings there was a big midden from which many artifacts 
were recovered. North of the building complex along the south 
bank of the waterfall were the remains of a foundry. North of 
the waterfall there was a smithy, and to the east on Kyrkudden 
there was a charcoal-burning site. The church also probably 
stood there, and remains of a building have been discovered
(fig- 2).

In 1983 and 1984 the building complex was excavated in 
advance of the construction of a power station (fig. 3). Beneath 
the turf, c. 0.20 m in depth, there was a fill of gravel, sand and 
stone. Slabs of slate covered the whole area, probably from the 
roofs and sills.

Fig. 2.
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Reconstruction with the key to numbers.
1-9. The building complex. 10. Storage. 11. Smokehouse. 12. Baking- and brewery- 
house. 13. Mill for sawing and meal. 14-15. Foundry. 16. Storehouse for charcoal. 
17-18. Slag-heaps. 19. Midden. 20-21. Smithy. 22. Church. 23. Other feasible 
houses which we saw from a boat as wooden remains on the bottom of the lake.

The whole building complex lay on an east-facing slope 
down towards the lake. So almost all the east walls of the buil
dings were constructed on stone sills and with substantial earth 
banks (fig. 4).

The foundry area consisted of two buildings, one of which 
stood partly on rock and partly on a substantial stone foun
dation. According to written sources, it contained two high 
furnaces and a 'krumugn', an unknown type of furnace. The 
other building was adjacent, with a well-laid slate floor into 
which a charcoal box was sunk, and a small brick-built furnace.

Two occupation phases could be distinguished in only one 
of the buildings. The first foundry stood in the building
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Fig. 3. The building complex after cleaning. Photo: Jan Norrman.

complex and when it proved to be too small it was demolished 
and moved up to the waterfall, and the remaining building 
converted into a dwelling. A wall ended under the new house 
and the demolition refuse from the foundry's furnaces was left 
as hard core under the new floor.

As the subsoil consisted of well drained yellow sand the 
excavation area was in a dry state. Organic material is usually 
poorly preserved or non-existent in these conditions but thanks 
to the cold and long winters with frost for up to ten months 
each year quite a lot of organic remains had been preserved
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Fig. 4. Features 5 and 6 in the east part of the building complex. Ground-sills 
exposed. The east side has a higher stone footing because of the slope.

here. They were in an almost freeze-dried condition. Despite 
the fact that the layers were somewhat damper in the midden 
the organic material there was also fairly dry.

The bones were similarly well preserved. A total of 160 kg of 
animal bones was collected, 70 per cent of these from the 
middens.
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The society of Silbojokk

Working life

As all the products from the foundry and mine were taken to 
Kvikkjokk no artifacts were discovered which directly related 
to the foundry. The tools, 85 in all, were of general types: 
knives, hammers, pick axes, spades, shears, planes and sledge 
hammers.

Fishing is attested by 127 net floats made from more or less 
unworked but rolled-up birch bark. Near the floats there were 
twelve net sinkers made of two pieces of birch bark sewn 
together to form a pouch containing a stone; one of them con
tained a lump of slag rather than a stone. Such floats and 
sinkers are common finds but there were also four sinkers of 
horn with holes horred at each end. This type has been found 
only in north Scandinavia and may reflect Lappish influence 
(fig. 5). Further Lappish influence can be seen in a harness 
mount with typical decoration of interlace and notches along 
the edges.

Personal equipment

The 16 rock crystals found evenly distributed throughout the 
buildings must be considered as unusual personal equipment. 
They must have been pocketed by the miners when the ore was 
crushed and the crystals released .

Three bone purse-frames with south- and central-Lappish 
decoration and notches were found. Four of the 14 bone spoons 
were decorated with typical south- and central-Lappish pat
terns of interlace and notches. A more unusual Lappish object 
was a drumstick of horn found in the midden (fig. 6). It was T- 
shaped with a fairly long handle which had presumably been
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Fig. 5 Net float and sinkers.

Fig. 6. A drumstick of bone.
Drawing by Ylva Roslund.
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covered in leather. The decoration was pierced and notched. In 
the upper edge there was a depression which had probably 
been filled with a different material. This drumstick must have 
been an important possession and presumably ended up on the 
midden after a quarrel, perhaps instigated by a priest at the be
ginning of his mission. Through the troll drum the shaman 
could get into contact with the gods. There was also an axe
shaped pendant of Lappish origin and another pendant with a 
stylized 'M' for Ave Maria of copper alloy. Similar chains with 
pendants are known from Lappish silver collars which fasten 
clothing.

Two of the 22 clay-pipe bowls were repaired with lead. The 
pipes were probably bought wholesale from Stockholm and 
some must have been broken during the long periods between 
consignments.

The seven coins which were found: three Kristina coins, one 
of Karl XI (1682), and one 12 'skilling' from Oscar I (1852), must 
be considered as personal possessions rather than indications 
of trade.

There was no evidence for organized crafts, only for essen
tial domestic activities such as sewing. There were two thimb
les with dot and band ornament and some needles.

The earth-bank houses at Silbojokk

The buildings whose walls were unsheltered had earth banks: 
the walls to the east, on the downslope, and the walls to the 
south and north where there were no sheltering buildings 
alongside. No building had earth banks on the upward-sloping 
side to the west. They were certainly not subterranean buil
dings but the floor level had lain directly on the ground and 
had therefore not been similarly vulnerable to draughts. The 
earth banks did not act as foundations for the wooden walls 
but their timber revetments continued up as walls. The internal 
partitions were of dry-stone construction on slate foundations.
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Their infill was of gravel and sand, yellowish-brown, and 
mixed with charcoal and soot. In one wall the cavity contained 
birch-bark floats. Its infill had probably been taken from a 
midden.

An indication of social hierarchy can be seen by the separate 
houses which stood some distance from the building complex 
to mark their differentiation from the foundry workers. The 
written sources mention houses of the foundry master and 
other people of high rank. These houses stood at some distance 
from the dwellings of the foundry workers and from their 
description they were well adapted to the environment, but 
when the excavation took place they had been submerged 
through the river regulations of 1943 and 1953.

Diet

Bones from reindeer dominated the food and butchery refuse. 
Reindeer were of great economic importance as draught and 
pack animals. The domestic animals represented in the finds 
were cattle, sheep, goat, pig and dog. There were no bones of 
fowl.

Bones from birds caught by hunting in the forests and lakes 
dominated, the ptarmigan being the most common. Occasional 
bones from squirrel, forest hare and ottar were also discovered.

In Sädvajaure fishing was also of great importance. Finds of 
cod vertebrae show that there was also trade with coastal 
fisheries.

The osteological evidence shows that the animals around 
Silbojokk were from the forests (hare), mainly from coniferous 
woodland (squirrel, capercaillie and black grouse), the open 
mountainsides (ptarmigan) and streams abounding in fish 
(ottar). There was the potential for cattle breeding because of 
the rich mountain pastures.
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Environment

The change in the natural surroundings resulting from the 
establishment of Silbojokk foundry is important from the point 
of view of environmental protection. Written sources have 
many references to the coniferous forests which were once 
common and which had disappeared to be replaced by birch. 
These references are supported by the botanical evidence. From 
the silver-works period period up to the present day no coni
ferous forest has regenerated around Sädvajaure. The coni
ferous forest has been replaced bymountain birch. This is of 
great importance for the debate about the clearance of moun
tain forests.

Activity before 1635 and after 1777

Artifacts indicative of activity after the abandonment of the 
chapel include a 19th-century clay-pipe bowl, a 12 skilling coin 
of 1852 from the reign of King Oscar I, and two cartridges with 
the legend Nürnberg H, Utendoerffer. The pipe-bowl and the 
coin were discovered on the Lappish site at the top of Kyrk- 
udden and the cartridges were found in a cellar.

The cellar was a permanent building, mainly built of stone, 
so it must have been in existence for the longest period of time 
and was used for storage. There are no surviving remains of 
timber in most of the buildings. Over the centuries their buil
ding materials must have been used either as fuel or reused in 
barns etc. when a 19th-century colony and hay meadows were 
in use.

There was a Lappish seasonal settlement to the north of the 
building complex and this continued in use after the silver- 
works were abandoned. Perhaps this site was the original 
settlement of Silbojokk. The route to Norway probably had its 
roots in earlier times. RAÄ's inventory made in the 1940s 
revealed many stone-age settlements around Sädvajaure, in
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eluding Silbojokk. The area may have had a continuity of occu
pation from the first stone-age settlement to the 19th-century 
colony which is mentioned in written sources but of which we 
found no traces through visual examination around the actual 
excavated area. There were, however, various suitable sites for 
buildings but it was impossible to pin-point likely plinths in the 
stony terrain. The bogs have been used as watermeadows until 
well on in the 20th century.

Differences between Swedish 17th-century towns 
and the foundry community of Silbojokk

General

The only artifactual evidence contemporary with Silbojokk 
comes from urban excavations. There has as yet been no other 
excavation of a settlement comparable with Silbojokk.

The finds from Silbojokk are very similar to those retrieved 
from 17th-century towns in Sweden. Artifacts indicative of 
work, domestic activities and personal equipment are identical. 
On the other hand, there are few remains from trade and crafts
manship.

The finds of more divergent character are those with Lap
pish influence: the harness mount and personal equipment.

The objects which were in common use at Silbojokk show 
signs of having been repaired and reused. They emphasize the 
isolation of the settlement from the outside world.

Household

The pottery discovered at Silbojokk was redware, stoneware 
and faience of the same character as that found in Swedish
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17th-century towns. Porcelain, which begins to appear in the 
towns at the end of the 17th century, is completely absent at 
Silbojokk. One redware bowl from Silbojokk had an unusual 
marbled decoration of white pipe-clay applied to the interior of 
the vessel which would then have been rotated to produce a 
marbled effect. This type of decoration has been found in some, 
but not all, 17th-century Swedish towns such as Gothenburg, 
Nyköping and Falun.

A type of artifact found in all 17th-century towns is stove- 
tiles, none of which has been found in Silbojokk. On the other 
hand, window glass was found in all buildings apart from the 
foundry. In general the buildings were built in a substantial 
fashion with earth banks above the floors. The settlement 
structure with a yard surrounded by earth-bank houses and 
without tiled stoves differs from the traditional urban layers in 
the 17th century.

Buildings with earth banks were in use throughout Scan
dinavia in the Middle Ages. In southern Sweden both high-loft 
houses and simple outhouses such as smokehouses had box- 
benches filled with earth and stone which were used as sitting 
or sleeping places.17 In the northern part of the country where a 
transhumance economy was dominant and where farming had 
a more extensive character the simpler buildings such as 
shielings, hay-making huts and forestry huts had fire-places 
and earth banks serving as sitting and sleeping places.18 This 
life-style with its associated building-type continued in 
northern Sweden until well into the 20th century.

In the towns where buildings were erected on top of earlier 
settlement remains there was a great danger that the founda
tions would rot so it was better to have an infill under the floor 
of clay rather than soil. This was a factor which did not nor
mally have to be taken into account in the countryside where 
the buildings were usually erected on virgin ground and there 
was little danger to the foundations.
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Conclusion

Silbojokk is an example of a place founded by the Crown 
whose isolation from Swedish society, contacts with other eth
nic groups and the harsh climate is reflected in the archaeo
logical finds. It is also interesting to see how the silver-works 
influenced the environment, as illustrated by palaeobotany and 
osteology.

Perhaps historical remains outside towns will be studied in 
more detail by archaeologists in the future. As excavations of 
medieval rural sites become more common the continuity 
between prehistoric and historic times will probably prove to 
be more visible in the archaeological material than has pre
viously been believed.
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Archaeology and East-Swedish 
Agrarian Society A.D. 700-1700

By Anders Broberg

Abstract: Settlement archaeology in central Sweden in the 1960s 
and 1970s can, in general, he said to have been characterized by 
large-scale studies of settlement and population development through 
time. The modern foundation of research into central Swedish 
settlement-archaeology was laid by Björn Ambrosiani in 1964 in his 
doctoral dissertation, 'Fornl'dmningar och bebyggelse'.1 Ambro
siani's method, derived in part from earlier works by Oscar Almgren 
(1912) and Hans Hansson (1936, 1937), was to some extent based on 
written sources and early land-survey maps, but relied mainly on 
evidence from a large number of rescue excavations of prehistoric 
cemeteries in the Stockholm area.2 By dating recorded but un
excavated cemeteries, Ambrosiani was able to reconstruct regional 
settlement- and population-development in the eastern Mälaren 
valley over a long period of time.

Whereas large-scale investigations of prehistoric cemeteries and 
medieval town-centres were characteristic of rescue excavations in 
the 1960s and 1970s, excavations of rural settlements were charac
teristic of the decade from 1980. Until that time only a handful of 
settlements from the Late Iron Age and Middle Ages had been 
subjected to archaeological investigation. Our knowledge today is 
quite different from that of earlier decades.

We are now in a situation where we have substantial settlement 
evidence from large parts of central Sweden and southern Norrland. 
The sites represent different social strata and milieus, and also 
various ecological and topographical zones. This means that we can 
now discuss problems of settlement and household structure, 
methods of production, distribution of goods, consumption patterns, 
and economic relationships from completely new empirical stand
points.

The immense inflow of data from the rescue excavations ofrecent 
years has strongly influenced settlement archaeology in central Swe
den. This may be described as a progression from a quantitative to a
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qualitative outlook, a movement from regional studies of the spatial 
distribution of settlements and cemeteries towards social 
arrangements of specific sites - the farm, the households and the 
individual.

Agrarian Society----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Introduction

Two inter-related archaeological terms which are often referred 
to in slightly derogatory fashion are rescue archaeology and 
archaeological bulk-finds. Nevertheless, rescue excavations and 
bulk finds are often the prerequisites for a detailed qualitative 
understanding of the processes and conditions of early society. 
This is particularly true of discussions of the conditions on an 
individual or household level. Although Swedish written sour
ces for some historical periods and events are extensive and 
comprehensive, most sources are limited and incomplete. 
Apart from a couple of thousand runic inscriptions, there are 
only 121 surviving documents from the period before 1200, 
both originals or copies, which deal with conditions in Swe
den.1 These can be supplemented by 44 documents from the 
Finnish part of the kingdom. The following 150 years up to the 
middle of the 14th century have c. 5000 documents. In com
parison with continental material, this evidence appears insig
nificant and its representativeness all the less when we consider 
that the overwhelming majority of the documents were 
produced by the Crown, the Church or the aristocracy while 
remarkably few refer to the medieval rural population which 
comprised approximately 95 per cent of the whole. Most of the 
surviving medieval documents deal with political and eccle
siastical affairs and the property of the Crown, the Church and 
the aristocrats. As the written sources are mainly connected 
with the secular and ecclesiastical powers, the spatial represen
tativeness is extremely uneven. Whereas the central parts of the 
Göta provinces and the Mälaren valley, with a dominant pre-
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sence of king, church and aristocracy, provide a comparatively 
large quantity of written sources, there are almost none from 
Värmland, Norrland and Gotland - in other words from re
gions which were dominated by an independent peasant class. 
Not until the middle of the 16th century did fiscal documents in 
the form of Crown land surveys cover the whole country, and 
even so written sources in general did not increase appreciably 
until the 17th century. It is against this background that the 
significance of the archaeological evidence for the study of 
early society in Sweden must be seen.

Early agrarian society in eastern central Sweden 
- a survey of research

Eastern central Sweden, and above all, the Mälaren provinces 
display exceptionally favourable conditions for the archaeo
logical study of settlement history, showing developments over 
long periods of time. Quantitatively extensive and mostly very 
well preserved archaeological sources and special topogra
phical conditions have given research into the settlement ar
chaeology of this area a rather different direction from, for 
example, that in Scania and western Sweden.4 The continuous 
shore-displacement in the Mälaren district has entailed a cor
responding settlement displacement, with the result that early 
settlement sites and complexes of field monuments now lie on 
the peripheries of modern central settlement areas.5 This is par
ticularly noticeable in the case of bronze-age settlements and 
cemeteries which today often lie in wooded areas above the 20 
m contour but which originally lay in immediate contact with a 
landscape of archipelagos and bays. Shore displacement com
bined with the broken landscape of the Mälaren valley where 
most of the ancient monuments are situated along morainic 
and rocky ridges, has contributed to few monuments being re
moved through cultivation or other damage. The result is that
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Fig. 1. There are almost 150,000 recorded field monuments in Uppland, most of 
them late iron-age graves. The monuments mainly concentrate in the south and 
central parts of the province, those in the north mostly lying beside the great 
waterways (RAÄ).

today we know almost 150,000 monuments from one province 
alone, Uppland: mainly iron-age graves (fig. 1). For a long time 
research on settlement archaeology concentrated on this type of 
evidence. As with other field monuments, the cemeteries are 
recorded and briefly described in the Register of Ancient Mo
numents at Riksantikvarieämbetet in Stockholm.'’ The function 
of the graves as property markers of prehistoric settlements has 
long been appreciated and is recorded in provincial laws of the
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Fig. 2. Hans Hansson (1936,1937) was the first archaeologist to bring together 
fiscal sources, early land-survey maps and field monuments in an attempt to 
describe settlement development over a long period of time. The above example is 
from Bromma parish west of Stockholm, and shows how the iron-age cemetery 
(marked in black) relates to the medieval and 17th-century settlement. It illustrates 
the spatial continuity in central Swedish settlement patterns. (Hansson 1937, fig. 8)

Middle Ages, and in 16th-century writings such as that by 
Olaus Petri.7 The cemetery evidence has also been combined 
successfully with early land surveys in synthetic analyses of 
settlement development over long periods of time (fig. 2f 
Grave-goods and the superficial shape of graves have been
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used for settlement chronology, and possibilities of estimating 
the prehistoric population from unexcavated evidence have 
been discussed.1' The cemeteries have also been used in ana
lyses of social-structures although these have largely concent
rated on the great burial mounds and boat graves of the Iron 
Age.10 These types of monuments have also been associated 
with specific place-names in attempts to reconstruct early ad
ministrative systems.11

Whereas cemeteries have played a great part in archaeo
logical research in the Mälaren valley, occupation sites and re
mains from cultivation have hitherto been little used. This is 
primarily due to the fact that iron-age occupation sites are not 
as easily visible in the terrain as, for example, contemporaneous 
cemeteries of burial mounds and often fail to be noticed. In 
addition, a considerable proportion of late iron-age settlements 
are concealed beneath modern villages. So, our factual know
ledge of agrarian settlement in the Mälaren provinces has been 
very limited up to now but rescue excavations in recent years 
have proved that remains of early occupation beneath modern 
villages can been remarkably well preserved.12 These results, 
and recognition of relict agricultural remains culled from the 
work of historical geographers have extended the use of field 
evidence in archaeological settlement-research. Cemetery 
evidence is primarily suited to generalized spatial analyses, 
whereas the settlements and cultural landscape provide quite 
different potentialities for micro-analyses of the appearance, 
size and resources of individual units. Building remains and 
rubbish heaps, like fossil and relict cultivation traces, enable the 
use of resources and social organization to be elucidated in 
greater detail than is possible from cemetery evidence alone. 
This is particularly true as the natural sciences such as osteo
logy and palaeobotany play a central part in settlement investi
gations. The same is true of the investigations of fossil land
scapes in which radiocarbon, pollen and macrofossil analyses 
are crucial for dating and for establishing the function of early 
fields and resource potentials.

Agrarian Society-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Datings from historic maps and philology have also been 
used in settlement archaeology. In addition, there are written 
sources, mainly fiscal, which from the 16th-century land regis
ters onwards provide a comprehensive picture of the settle
ment situation and which together with the early land-survey 
maps can be used for retrospective settlement analyses.1'

Archaeologists have suggested that settlement in the Late 
Iron Age was one of isolated farmsteads.'4 This opinion derives 
from calculations of population based on totally excavated 
cemeteries which give a fairly small number of individuals per 
settlement unit. As contemporaneous cemeteries are uncom
mon in many of the settlement units in question, the idea that a 
process of village formation began in the prehistoric period has 
been rejected. The emergence of villages has been regarded as 
the result of changing social conditions in the Middle Ages of 
which the introduction of land taxation, the privatization of 
land ownership and a subsequent mixture of ownership were 
of overwhelming importance.15 Historical geographers have 
suggested that the village settlements mentioned in the central 
Swedish provincial laws may have been established as early as 
the Iron Age through the concentration of previously isolated 
farmsteads into villages, that is, that villages were preceded by 
a poly-focal settlement pattern.16 The prime reason behind the 
process of village formation has been seen as an agrarian so
ciety's internal need for a reorganization of land, for example, 
in connection with the introduction of two-crop rotation but 
also connected with the introduction of land taxation and con
sequent taxation of landed property. Dating has depended on 
metrological analysis of crop-rotation maps and fossil field- 
systems, but also on pure field dating, mainly radiocarbon 
analyses of charcoal from beneath droveways, field boundaries, 
fences etc.17 Village formation and the introduction of the 
fallow-field system, previously attributed to the Roman Iron 
Age/Migration Period, have recently been dated later, from the 
Late Iron Age or Middle Ages.18 This view fits in with the re-
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suits from a number of archaeological excavations mainly from 
the 1980s which indicate that the settlement pattern in the 
Mälaren provinces was not uniform and immutable in the Late 
Iron Age. This new evidence suggests that there was a poly- 
focal settlement structure.19 These observations need not neces
sarily contradict the view that the viking-age settlement of 
eastern central Sweden was one of isolated farmsteads, but it 
leads on to the question of whether poly-focalism may reflect a 
forerunner of the medieval village in the form of farmsteads co
operating for reasons of production.20 An alternative explana
tion of the phenomenon could be that the settlement pattern 
and graves indicate variable social groupings within the 
peasantry: a landowning peasant class, and serfs and slaves.21

The viking-age and early-medieval settlement pattern in 
eastern central Sweden has benefited from recent research but 
this is not the case for the production potential of agrarian 
society. Most discussion in archaeological publications has 
emphasized the importance of pastoralism, with the expansion 
of arable farming being seen as a medieval phenomenon.22 The 
view rests less on fieldwork and actual analyses of ecofacts 
than on the picture of the spatial distribution of cemeteries and 
the predominance of pasture-indicative place-names. At the 
same time, cultural geographers' research on the Mälaren 
valley has come to be focused more on arable farming even 
though fossil droveways and other signs of pastoralism have 
long been subjects of discussion.21 Field datings show that two- 
crop rotation had probably emerged in some parts of the 
Mälaren provinces by the early phase of the late Iron Age, but 
was not introduced everywhere at the same time and was a 
long drawn-out process.24 Janken Myrdal's studies of arable and 
pastoral farming in the Iron Age and Middle Ages are also of 
great interest; they are based on written sources and surviving 
tools.2, Myrdal suggests the great importance of the intro
duction of iron-shod tools in the Early Middle Ages. For 
example, the iron-shod spade radically altered the ease with
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which new land could be brought into cultivation and ditches 
dug, and the ard with long iron share was essential to effective 
management of fallow land.26 The use of the ard was obviously 
still prevalent in the Mälaren provinces in the Late Middle 
Ages when barley was the main crop.27

The release, through shore displacement, of large areas of 
land suitable for pastoral farming and the favourable climate 
have been used by archaeological research as a background 
explanation for the settlement expansion which took place in 
the Mälaren provinces during the Late Iron Age and Early 
Middle Ages.28 This expansion seems to have involved both the 
original core areas of settlement and the marginal areas in 
north and south. Most archaeological interest in this wave of 
settlement expansion has concentrated on its spatial mani
festations in a regional perspective, hardly at all on the actual 
course and developmental cycle at a local level. This con
centration has resulted in an obvious imbalance between great 
quantitative knowledge of overall settlement development in 
the Mälaren provinces and a comparatively inadequate qua
litative knowledge of the factual social and production con
ditions of the individual settlement units.

Knowledge of population development over a long period is 
extremely important for understanding social and settlement 
development of the time. Research into settlement history so far 
has mainly started out from estimates of the prehistoric popu
lation, calculations of population numbers based both on ce
metery evidence and on historical information from the 17th 
and 18th centuries.29 Family size, and death and birth rates in 
agrarian communities in the 17th/18th centuries should be 
comparable with those of the prehistoric period and Middle 
Ages, at least in part. But discussion of medieval population 
and settlement development is difficult because of the con
siderable length of time which separates viking-age cemeteries 
from 17th-century parish registers and censuses. It is possible 
to reconstruct settlement and population in north Uppland at
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Fig. 3. Reconstruction of population development in Hållnäs parish, north-east 
Uppland, 1100-1700 (Dahlbäck 1974, Broberg 1990, 91ff.). The population is that of 
adults above the age of 14. The numbers of population c. 1100 are calculated from 
the 23 viking-age cemeteries in the parish, each representing a farmstead with four 
adults. The 14th-century calculations are based on the following alternatives:

A. The land tax was a collective tax which was levied from each taxable unit
B. The land tax was a tax on individuals.
If alternative A is taken, each household should be assumed to be of four adults; 

alternative B implies that there was an equal number of men and women.
Calculations based on the 1550s written evidence also start out from the 

assumption that each household consisted of four adults.
From the early 17th century and later the total number of adults can be 

calculated from fiscal and parish registers.
It should be noted that the population and settlement area of Hållnäs increased 

very rapidly from the middle of the 17th century, probably connected with the 
establishment of an iron foundry (Lövsta Bruk) c. 1640. This led to a total change in 
the economy of the previously independent woodland peasants.
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the beginning of the 14th century through a taxation document, 
the markgäldslängden, of 1312. " This means that for at least a few 
parishes in central Sweden we have firmer ground on which to 
base a discussion of population development in the Late Iron 
Age and Middle Ages, and to set the changes in population 
against the development of the cultural landscape and settle
ment development over time (fig. 3).

The 1312 source has also been used to try to elucidate, from 
medieval population development, the agrarian crisis of the 
Late Middle Ages.31 By comparing the 1312 record with the 
16th-century land registers we can see that there was con
siderable settlement regression in north Uppland during the 
intervening years. The picture of a population and settlement 
regression is strengthened by some settlement units deserted in 
the Late Middle Ages, for instance Lingnåre in Hållnäs parish 
(fig. 4).32 The population and settlement development in north 
Uppland in the High and Late Middle Ages seems to be con
nected with contemporary phenomena in large areas of Scan
dinavia and western Europe.33 Desertions in central Sweden are 
most no-ticeable in the forest and archipelago areas and are 
more difficult to see in the central plains.34

This survey of research clearly shows that knowledge of 
agrarian society in eastern central Sweden in the Late Iron Age 
and Early Middle Ages still has great gaps despite intensive 
research over the past 25 years; the social and economic con
ditions of society on a micro-level are still in need of research. 
One reason for this is that, with some exceptions, archaeo
logical fieldwork in the Mälaren provinces before 1980 was not 
directed towards viking-age and medieval occupation sites.35 
Where there were excavations, they exposed only limited parts 
of a village or farm, and most discussions were based on the 
prolific cemetery evidence. This can be explained as a result of 
the development of the rescue archaeology in central Sweden 
over the past 30 years.

Looked at from a longer perspective, the rescue archaeology
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Fig. 4. The central area of ownership in Lingnåre, Hållnäs parish, north Uppland.
The settlement which was established in the early 10th century was abandoned in 
the middle of the 14th century. This is one of the best preserved viking-age and 
medieval rural sites in Sweden

of the 1960s can be said to have been marked by the large-scale 
excavation of cemeteries, for instance, in the environments of 
Stockholm. These, with the initial recording of field mon
uments, formed the basis of Björn Ambrosiani's seminal 
doctoral dissertation, Fornlämningar och bebyggelse (1964). 
Information from rescue excavations and recording made it 
possible, at the beginning of the 1960s, to discuss regional 
settlement and population development over a time-scale of 
two or three thousand years. Ambrosiani's work, and also that
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of Hyenstrand (1974), have long been the standard for settle
ment archaeology in central Sweden.

In contrast, the 1970s and early 1980s were dominated by 
large-scale excavations in the core areas of early towns. The 
Medeltidsstaden project was an attempt to sum up and syn
thesize the work in medieval towns.36 Excavations in Uppsala, 
Söderköping and at Helgeandsholmen in Stockholm, for ex
ample, produced a good picture of urban development and the 
character of settlement, but also retrieved much information on 
material culture from the bulk finds - bones, pottery, slag etc.

If now, in the early 1990s, we were to take a long-term view 
of what will characterize rescue archaeology in the present de
cade it would be the many large-scale excavations of settlement 
sites. So far these have not really been noticed, partly because 
so many of them remain unpublished. These excavations, many 
of which are very extensive with excavated areas of more than
20,000 m2, give evidence on a household or individual level 
which supplements that from the settlement studies of the 
1960s. In particular, the bulk finds from the urban excavations 
of the 1970s enable us to discuss settlement structure, pro
duction, consumption patterns, exchange of goods and the 
results of redevelopment with much greater precision.

From chiefdom to state

Society in central Sweden underwent many great changes in 
the Late Iron Age and Middle Ages. The Late Iron Age was 
probably dominated by short-lived and unstable chiefdoms 
and small kingdoms which were based on redistributive econo
mies in which raiding and long-distance trade in luxury goods 
played an important role.37 The central areas of settlement had 
long been socially stratified and dominated by a local aristo
cracy of landowners and chieftains. At the end of the 10th cen
tury a central power emerged in central Sweden, probably as
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the result of external pressures and state-formation in Den
mark.38 ft first became evident in the Mälaren area but its roots 
may lie in the Göta provinces where the royal family had 
possessions.” In the 12th century, and particularly the 13th cen
tury, the Crown and Church tried increasingly to participate in 
agrarian production through royal laws, various forms of feu
dal rents and ecclesiastical tithes, all of which were paid in 
labour, cash or kind.40 This social process may also be described 
as a transition from a society based on chieftainship and re
distributive economy to a feudal state, something which seems 
to have happened in the Svea provinces over a period of rather 
more than 300 years from the late 10th century to 1300.41 The 
term feudal as used here does not equate with the 'classic' 
feudalism known in western Europe 1000-1250 and which has 
been discussed in detail by, for instance, Marc Bloch.42 Rather, 
the term indicates an economic and social system in which the 
feudal rent was the dominating form of exploitation of small- 
scale peasant production and where the exploitation took place 
through political, legal and ideological means.43

We can see that central Sweden was not socially homo
geneous in the Iron Age and Middle Ages through the pre
sence, in a province such as Uppland for instance, of great 
mounds and rune stones: monuments assumed to represent an 
aristocratic class (fig. 5-6). Signs of this iron-age aristocratic 
class are mainly evident in the southern and central parts of the 
province, and are almost entirely absent in the north. The divi
sion of land ownership between the Crown and the nobles in 
the southern and central districts, recorded in the middle of the 
16th century, shows that the Crown and the aristocracy domi
nated the settlements there which, five hundred or a thousand 
years earlier, had shown signs of the existence of an aristocratic 
class.44 At the same time, royal and secular power was slight in 
the northern area. The evidence clearly shows the social dua
lism which characterized Uppland and eastern central Sweden 
over a long period - royal authority and nobles on the one 
hand, an independent peasantry on the other.
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50 km

Fig. 5. Rune stones in Uppland. The grey area marks the hundreds with more than 

20 inscriptions (Broberg 1990, fig. 6)
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50 km

Fig. 6. Social stratification in Uppland as reflected by greatmounds and late- 
medieval aristocratic and Crown land. The hundreds with more than 5 great 
mounds (diameter 20m) are marked with black circles. Grey areas show the 
hundreds with fewer than 50 per cent independent peasants (Broberg 1990, fig. 8)
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Rescue archaeology and excavations in villages

As redevelopment, which regularly generates new archaeo
logical data, is widespread and involves settlement units of dif
fering social character and size and also varying topographical 
and ecological situations, the resultant evidence shows a high 
degree of representativeness. This is true even though most 
redevelopment has taken place in the eastern Mälaren valley 
where, consequently, most new settlement data have been ac
quired.

The first totally excavated occupation site from the Late Iron 
Age and Middle Ages within the area of the early Swedish state 
was Björka in Hälsingtuna parish, Hälsingland, excavated by 
Riksantikvarieämbetet 1982-1983. The excavation, brought 
about through the construction of a large traffic intersection, 
was carried out over two seasons and comprised an areas of
22,000 m2. Occupation sites, graves and fossil field-remains 
were discovered. There are written references to Björka in the 
royal land-survey of 1542 when it comprised two average-sized 
taxation units. Archaeologically, the settlement can be traced 
from the 6th century to the Late Middle Ages but the excavated 
occupation site is not identical with the position of Björka 
village in 1764 which is recoreded on the land-holding re
distribution map as lying several hundred metres to the south. 
Iron-age burials and stray finds at the latter site suggest that 
there may have been two contemporaneous prehistoric farm
stead units within the later village area.

The excavation of Vail in Valbo parish is another example of 
rescue work arising from road building. Vail is recorded in a 
written source of 1443 when it was the parsonage and residence 
of the dean of Gästrikland; with its markland it was one of the 
greatest parsonages in the Uppland diocese.45 At the Refor
mation the property went to the Crown and was redistributed 
as four average-sized rural units. The archaeological excavation 
comprised parts of the village and showed that the parsonage
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was founded at the end of the 13th century, although an ad
jacent viking-age cemetery implies that Vail has roots in the 
Late Iron Age. The excavation covered not only the medieval 
parsonage but also two of the 16th/17th-century rural farm
steads, thus that the archaeological data from Vail cover two 
socially differentiated groups.

The small, coastal, woodland village of Isättra in Österåker 
parish is quite different from Vail. This village was first re
corded in the 1520s when it was church land, but a small 
viking-age cemetery suggests that the settlement probably 
already existed in the Late Iron Age. This assumption was 
strengthened by the limited excavation of a viking-age settle
ment from the 11th century. A coin hoard from the late 14th 
century has also been reported from Isättra; this indicates that 
there was activity on the site in the Late Middle Ages. It is 
interesting to note that the suffix of the place-name - sättra - 
indicates that the site was originally used as summer pasture.

In 1984 Gredelby in Knivsta parish was extensively exca
vated in advance of redevelopment. There was total excavation 
of almost 15,000 m2 of the village recorded on the 1636 land- 
survey map. The village is noted in a written record of 1303 and 
in the Middle Ages was tax-free (nobleman's) land. The ar
chaeological excavation comprised parts of both the viking-age 
and medieval settlement and also the adjacent prehistoric 
cemetery.

Excavations along the route of the major road E18 at Pöllistä 
in Övergrans parish, some 15km west of Sigtuna, comprised 
the greater part of the viking-age village - 12,000 m2 in all. 
Pöllistä, which lies next to a large iron-age cemetery, is first 
mentioned in a written source in 1420. According to the 1542 
land survey, the village then consisted of two small tax-free 
units. The excavations of 1986/90 showed that a village had 
existed as early as the late 10th century and consisted of three 
farmsteads. This was the first archaeological evidence for a 
prehistoric village in the Mälaren provinces. Earlier excavations

Agrarian Society-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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had only revealed a part of a village or, as in the case of Björka, 
indicated a poly-focal settlement pattern of isolated farmsteads.
There are other examples of village excavations from Da
larna and Östergötland. The large-scale changes to the modern 

Swedish infrastructure through the building of roads and 
railways which began in 1991 mean that there will have to be 

many rural excavations in eastern Sweden alone in the next few 
years. Some of these will be total excavations, others will be the 
excavation of the greater part of a settlement. We can expect the 

archaeological evidence to increase rapidly in the near future.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Agrarian Society

Production, consumption, social environment and 
social development

In this section some examples from the Mälaren provinces and 
southern Norrland will illustrate the problems about agrarian 
and social communities which may be solved by archaeological 
bulk finds. I hope here to choose examples which can also 
illustrate the breadth and quality of the recently acquired data. 
The emphasis will be laid on osteology which is undoubtedly 
our most important source of information but which up to now 
has been used to only a limited extent.

Research into methods and volumes of production and 
settlement-structure in late iron-age and medieval agrarian so
ciety in Sweden needs access to sites with well preserved field 
remains, such as dwelling sites and relict landscapes. These will 
be sites where the monuments and landscape can give a total 
picture of an individual unit of use.

Lingnåre in the archipelago parish of Hållnäs in the most 
northerly part of Uppland is one of these.46 It was noted in a 
written source of 1312 as a village with tax-paying inhabitants 
but was deserted by c. 1350 (fig. 4). The village remained 
deserted until the middle of the 16th century. So Lingnåre is 
preserved today as a virtually intact early medieval landscape
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Fig. 7. Section through a kitchen and stone-lined well in the medieval settlement of 
Lingnåre, Hållnäs parish. The occupation deposit in and around the kitchen 
produced large quantities of bones and macro-fossils. The kitchen, datedll00-1350, 
had three floor levels, the earliest two being paved with stone.

with field, meadows, cemetery, rune stone and settlement sites 
(fig. 7). The area was investigated 1980-85 by the University of 
Stockholm with the aim of elucidating land-use and resources 
of a viking-age and medieval farmstead. The central parts of a 
viking-age and medieval farmstead were excavated and re
vealed large quantities of ecofactual and artifactual evidence.

The identifiable bones from viking-age Lingnåre comprised 
1,025 units, those from its medieval successor 3,065 units. 
Between 50 per cent and 80 per cent of these were of fish, bird 
and small wild animals (fig. 8). There has been no attempt to 
make a quantitative estimation of domestic-animal size through 
the use of the MIND (minimum number of individuals) 
method. Rather, the number of identifiable fragments of cattle, 
sheep, goat and pig have been brought together so that the 
percentages of domestic animals may be estimated. Behind this 
calculation lies the assumption that the bones from these 
species were butchered and distributed in an identical manner. 
Even though the number of pig bones is rather greater than 
those of cattle, sheep and goat, the distribution between the 
types may be assumed to be representative of the original spe
cies distribution. A considerable limitation of this method is
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Fig. 8. Osteological evidence from the site of Lingnäre (excluding fish scales). The 
number of identifiable fragments

that it can only be used in situations where we have reason to 
believe that most of the animals were slaughtered and con
sumed locally. From medieval urban evidence we know that 
this was not always the case for, for example, sheep were trans
ported to the consumers in the form of carcasses.4 Because of 
various factors, the relative proportions of other groups re
presented in the bones cannot be calculated in the same way as 
domestic animals. The variable size of the bones and their 
tendency to fragmentation through hunting and methods of 
prepartion influence the composition of the bones. Bones from 
fatty fish such as salmon and herring seem to break up more 
readily than bones from cod and perch, and also the scales of 
perch seem to be very resistent and thus well represented in 
osteological material. Seals were probably butchered at the 
hunting sites and then transported in the form of blubber, oil 
and skin with the result that the only traces archaeologically
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Fig. 9. The number of beasts per household in Hållnäs parish 1599-1641. The values 
are based on information in taxation records and livestock registers

observable on a settlement would be an increase in phosphate 
content and occasionally phalanges from the skins.

Seventeenth-century grain and livestock registers are fiscal 
sources long used by Swedish historians and historical geo
graphers for research into agrarian history. The registers, com
piled by the Crown in winter after the autumn slaughter, list 
stalled livestock and record the individual owners' possessions 
of livestock broken down into categories by species and age. 
The reliability of this evidence has been discussed by David 
Hannerberg and Lars Olof Larsson who think that despite 
some lacunae the registers give an adequate picture of livestock 
on the farms of the period.4S Information about the ownership 
of livestock can also be found in occasional earlier sources but 
the advantage of these registers is that they present the si
tuation over a longer period of time and not just for a single

■ Horse 
□ Cattle
■ Goat 
* Sheep
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Fig. 10. Percentual relationship between cattle, sheep/goat, and pig in Hållnäs 
parish in the Viking Age, Middle Ages, 17th century and 1796-1867. The viking- 
age and medieval values derive from the bones from Lingnåre, the 17th-century 
values are taken from fiscal sources, and the most recent values from inventories.

year. For Hållnäs, the registers for the whole span 1620-41 have 
been used and been supplemented by information from taxa
tion documents of 1599 and 1601 (fig. 9).49 These sources enable 
us to reconstruct in detail the ownership of livestock in the 
parish and on individual farmsteads during the first decades of 
the 17th century.

A comparison between the percentual proportions of cattle, 
sheep/goat and pig during the Viking Age and Middle Ages as 
represented by the osteological evidence from Lingnåre and the 
quantitative relationships illustrated by the 17th-century live
stock registers, shows a species composition in Hållnäs ap
parently unchanged over time (fig. 10). Sheep and goat had a 
numerical preponderance over cattle, and pigs were compa-
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Fig. 11. The relative proportions of meat consumption in three different social 
milieus - medieval Lingnåre, medieval Vail, and 17th-century Vail. The values are 
based on the number of species-identifiable fragments which cannot, of course, give a 
picture of the consumption of meat-type per kilo (from Vretemark 1985).

ratively few. That the values calculated from the osteological 
material are so close to the 17th-century information shows that 
the method of calculating the relative composition of livestock 
which has been used here is reliable, at least on the premises 
outlined above. It may be noted that later sources such as 18th- 
and 19th-century inventories, show a similar composition of 
livestock in later centuries.50

Data from many contemporary settlement sites representing 
various spatial and social milieus also make it possible to dis
cuss variations in consumption patterns. This may be illustra
ted by the consumption of meat on the medieval taxation unit 
of Lingnåre, the medieval priest's household of Vail, and the 
17th-century Crown possession of Vail. Here we set out from
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the number of identifiable fragments of cattle/elk, sheep/goat 
and pig (fig. 11). It can be seen that the Lingnåre household did 
not seem to consume cattle to any great extent, whereas the 
priest's household acquired meat in already slaughtered form.
The Crown peasants at Vail, on the other hand, had a great deal 
at their disposal, particularly cattle. This is shown through a 
comparison of the proportions of species as shown by the 
bones, with the information on the domestic animals at Vail 
provided by the livestock registers of the first half of the 17th 
century. This can also be seen from the ages of slaughtered 
animals and observations of whether whole animals or only 
parts of them are present in refuse layers. It is to be expected 
that the priest's household at Vail acquired meat through tithes 
and other revenues and that the 17th-century peasants sold 
parts of their production to the neighbouring town of Gävle.
On the other hand, what could not be read from the written 
sources was that the priest's household had a very high 
consumption of cattle and elk whereas the peasants disposed of 
their cattle and ate sheep and pig meat. This, together with 
many other observations from the 1984 excavations (including 
the high frequency of coins in the excavated layers) suggests 
that the 17th-century peasants of Vail were involved in a mo
netary economy with production for a commercial market. 
Concerning the consumption of elk in the priest’s household, it 
may be noted that in the Iron Age and Middle Ages elk is only 
found on central Swedish sites with high-status consumption 
patterns - that is, the type of consumption which is evidenced 
at the priest's household at Vail. This will be returned to below.

In the same way we can observe how consumption patterns 
changed over time. In 'Urban and rural consumption patterns 
in Eastern central Sweden AD 1000-1700' (BAR Int Ser 366,
1986), Broberg and Svensson used artifactual evidence from a 
number of different social and economic milieus to elucidate 
changes in consumption patterns over time to try to explain the 
observed variations against the background of social deve-

------------------------------- -------------------------------------------------------------- Agrarian Society
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lopment during the period in question.51 Evidence from a num
ber of well documented settlements representing varying geo
graphical, social and economic milieus in the 11th, 14th and 
17th centuries was evaluated. Then, the number of fragments 
or examples of two artifact groups considered to have been 
produced in non-rural conditions (urban products or commo
dities acquired through urban intervention) was calculated. The 
11th century was represented by combs and beads, the 14th 
century by combs and stoneware, the 17th century by late red- 
ware and stoneware. The quantitative relationships were then 
shown as numbers of fragments per 1000 m2 excavated and 
centuries.

The results of that survey may be summarized briefly as a 
tendency for these 'urban products' to be consumed in towns. 
Nevertheless, a larger proportion of 'non-agrarian' products 
found their way to agrarian communities during the Viking age 
than in the 14th century (fig. 12). Closer investigation shows 
that the quantity of finds from Late Viking Age rural settle
ments varied considerably and those sites which lay in the 
neighbourhood of Sigtuna - Gredelby and Pöllistä - displayed 
the lowest frequency of urban products. Broberg and Svensson 
interpreted this as meaning that as early as the 11th century the 
inhabitants of Gredelby and Pöllistä stood in a dependent 
situation to an authority which could profit by a surplus pro
duced by the peasants, whereas the inhabitants of Lingnåre and 
Björka still stood in an independent and freer relationship to 
the evolving central power. This tendency is even more pro
nounced when we consider the agrarian milieus of the 14th 
century which showed remains of urban products. This inves
tigation showed that only one of the sites, the parsonage at Vail 
in Valbo, revealed more unusual finds. The villages of Gredel
by and Björka contained neither combs nor stoneware.

A similar pattern can also be traced in the osteological evi
dence. The bones from both the viking-age and medieval 
phases at Lingnåre show that cattle were slaughtered at an
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Fig. 12. Consumption of externally produced products in the 11th and 14th century 
in different social milieus. Percentual distribution per 1000m of settlement area 
through the centuries (from Broberg & Svensson 1987).

early age.52 Only a third of the calves and a fifth of the lambs 
lived to maturity. The early slaughter of pigs was even more 
pronounced, and all were slaughtered before reaching 3.5 
years.53 The explanation for this is probably that the young 
animals which were not needed to replenish the stock were 
slaughtered once their growth was no longer proportionate to 
their need for fodder. The problem of winter fodder no doubt 
also played a part. The osteologist Maria Vretemark has used 
written evidence of agricultural economy in the first half of the 
20th century to reconstruct how the age of slaughter should be 
allocated in an 'ideal' sheep flock.54 The number slaughtered 
annually is less than a fifth of the mature beasts, more than half 
of the previous year's lambs, and less than a third of the 
yearlings. The reconstruction of the age structure of the
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Yearlings 
One year 
Mature

Fig 13. Reconstruction of the age at slaughter of sheep, based on the bones from three 
viking-age settlements in Uppland - Lingnåre, Pollista and Sigtuna (from 
Vretemark 1989)

slaughtered animals can be set against the osteological evi
dence from a number of contemporary settlements, in this case 
the late viking-age farmsteads of Lingnåre and Pöllistä, and the 
urban occupation of earliest Sigtuna (fig. 13). The comparison 
shows that a site such as Lingnåre had an age distribution close 
the the ideal situation and suggests that the farm neither sold 
nor bartered parts of its production. In this Lingnåre clearly 
differs from Pöllistä where previous year's lambs are missing 
and form only about 10 per cent, whereas meat from mature 
animals dominates the diet. The lambs which are missing at 
Pöllistä are present in the neighbouring town of Sigtuna where 
they represent about 80 per cent of the sheep bones. It is highly 
likely that late viking-age Sigtuna acquired its sheep from Pöl
listä although there is no evidence of how this exchange hap
pened - in the form of trade or through direct dependence or
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coercion. The low consumption level at Pöllistä suggests the 
latter. Observations from north Uppland in the 14th century 
show that at that time the country folk used coinage to some 
extent, but only in transactions with authority - the Crown, the 
Church - monetary and market economy only became common 
much later."5

Even though there is much evidence to suggest that agrarian 
society in central Sweden occupied a strongly spatial and social 
continuity over time, some investigations of specific sites in
dicate the contrary. The conflict between written sources and 
archaeological data is particularly evident at Sanda in Fresta 
parish, about 25 km north of Stockholm.* A settlement c. 10,000 
m2 in area was excavated in advance of redevelopment in 1990- 
91. The site is not the same as the farm of Sanda mapped in 
1636, nor of the present Sanda farm. Two cemeteries of iron- 
age type, one beside the modern settlement and the other 
adjacent to the 1990-91 excavation, suggest that in the pre
historic period Sanda consisted of at least two farmsteads. 
Sanda, mentioned in written sources in 1363, is also mentioned 
in the 16th-century land register as a small taxation unit, the 
smallest in the parish. Finds of highest quality discovered by 
the archaeological investigation have shown that from its 
establishment in the 7th century up to the high Middle Ages 
Sanda diverged from the common pattern and it could well 
have been connected with the royal site of Sigtuna. The 
building types and the extent of the settlement also suggest that 
in the prehistoric and early medieval periods Sanda was more 
important than the usual taxation unit of the late Middle Ages.

The potential of the information from osteological analysis 
leads to the need for close examination of the domestic refuse 
from Sanda. The main question is whether the bones show 
signs of an aristocratic consumption pattern and if, and in what 
way, Sanda exploited the production of neighbouring settle
ments.

The above summary has tried to give a picture of the
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archaeological contribution to a study of the conditions and 
processes of Swedish agrarian society in the Middle Ages. The 
potential of the information derived from rescue excavations on 
settlement sites and the questions which arise from it have also 
been discussed. Evidence for late iron-age and medieval settle
ments will undoubtedly increase in the future through large- 
scale redevelopments. This must not prevent us from remem
bering that certain milieus and areas which are subjected to less 
development will be less well represented in the future. This is 
true, for example, of Gotland whose iron-age and early me
dieval rural settlements produced a considerable surplus and 
which had a monetary economy at an early stage. When this 
happened and how and to what extent the general population 
of Gotland produced goods for a market economy can only be 
elucidated by archaeological investigations. The questions will 
not be answered by rescue excavations. In the future we shall 
have to rely on research excavations financed by external funds 
and university institutions.
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Pollista and Sanda
- two Thousand-year-old Settlements in the 
Mälaren region

By Cecilia Åqvist

With a contribution by LENA FLODIN

Abstract: This article presents the two excavated sites of Pöllistä 
and Sanda which both lie in the south of the province of Uppland. 
When comparing the two sites one of the most important questions 
has been to determine whether, after they were founded, they dis
played continuity of site or area; another, to try to identify different 
settlement units and see whether they changed over time. It was also 
intended to identify differing building techniques and variations 
within them.

Both sites underwent great changes c. A.D. 900-1200. Although 
the comparisons are limited to only two sites it may indicate that the 
changes could be general throughout the Mälaren region.

The final result from these investigations will be excellent star
ting-point for studies that might elucidate the reasons for the 
changes.

Introduction

Since the beginning of the 1970s medieval towns have been the 
subject of large-scale archaeological excavations and have given 
us good insights into the living conditions and economic cir
cumstances of the urban inhabitants. In contrast, our know
ledge of rural conditions in the Middle Ages still has many 
gaps.

Up to the end of the 1970s excavations on rural settlements 
were rare in central Sweden. Excavations of prehistoric burials 
and cemeteries totally dominated archaeological fieldwork. The 
few settlements which were excavated were discovered when 
cemeteries were being investigated, either because the ceme-
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teries had been laid out on top of earlier settlements or because 
the cemeteries and settlements were adjacent.

Because of this imbalance between settlement sites and 
cemeteries, archaeological studies of settlement development in 
the Mälaren region have taken cemeteries rather than settle
ments as their starting point. This in turn has led to the con
clusion that the settlement-pattern in the area in the 1st mille
nium A.D. consisted of isolated farmsteads and that village 
formation did not occur until the end of the Viking Age at the 
earliest.1

The numerous settlement excavations in the 1980s have 
produced abundant evidence which, when it is fully re
searched, will provide a more detailed picture of settlement de
velopment in the area. A remarkable number of these settle
ments date from the Pre Roman and Roman Iron Age and even 
the Late Bronze Age is well represented. In comparison with 
these, there are surprisingly few from the second half of the 1st 
millennium A.D.

Through settlement excavations in south Scandinavia we 
have been able to prove continuity of site from the end of the 
Viking Age into historic times. It is not yet totally clear whether 
this is also true in central Sweden.

Until the beginning of the 1980s village sites were not co
vered by the Ancient Monuments Act unless they were 'perma
nently abandoned'. A changed view of the village as a monu
ment led to even existing villages in some cases being in
corporated into the law so that large-scale excavations could be 
conducted in them before redevelopment, as had previously 
been done on occupation sites of an earlier date.2

These village excavations have revealed remains from both 
the Viking Age and Middle Ages, and in some cases it can be 
seen that the villages were first established in the Migration 
Period. Thus, there might not be a lack of settlement in the Late 
Iron Age. As the excavated sites are so few it is still uncertain 
whether central-Swedish villages generally originated in the 
Migration Period.

--------------------- ----------------------------------------------------------------------Polusta and Sanda
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The Mälaren region is characterized by a fissured landscape 
with rock and moraine ridges surrounded by plains consisting 
of glacial and post-glacial clays. The ridges were probably out
lying land, whereas the clay lowlands were very suitable for 
arable and animal farming. Lake Mälaren and its associated 
waterways were of great importance as means of commu
nication in the prehistoric period (fig. 1).

Polusta and Sanda------------------------------------------------------------------------------- .-----------

Fig. 1. The Mälaren region with viking-age waterways and the two sites. Modified 
map from Ödman, 1987.
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Research up to now has assumed that both prehistoric and 
historic settlements were confined to the rocky outcrops in the 
fields and to the dividing zone between the outlying lands and 
the areas with fields and pastures. Recent excavations have, 
however, shown that in some areas settlements were also si
tuated in the modern fields.3 Our increased knowledge of the 
Mälaren region suggests that this region was fully colonized 
from the Early Iron Age.

This article will present the two excavated sites of Rollista 
and Sanda which both lie in the south of the province of Upp
land. Rollista is situated in a rich agricultural region, whereas 
Sanda lies in a narrow rift-valley with small cultivable areas.
They are contemporary in part but display rather different cha
racters. Written sources indicate that Rollista was a village in 
the Middle Ages while Sanda consisted of a small taxation unit.
It must be emphasized that both sites are still in the course of 
post-excavation processing.4

Both sites were excavated in advance of redevelopment; this 
normally means that only the area under threat can be dug. At 
Rollista negotiations between the county administration and 
the developer enabled the whole village to be investigated, so 
the site was totally excavated. At Sanda, a new housing estate 
was to be built immediately east of the medieval farm, an area 
previously regarded as being without ancient monuments. 
Exploratory excavations revealed, however, a c. 10,000 m2 sett
lement on a rocky outcrop. Here the entire site was also totally 
excavated.5

The excavation at Rollista began in 1986; that at Sanda in 
1990. The sites differed considerably in that the remains at San
da, in contrast to those at Rollista were mainly unaffected by 
settlement in recent centuries and this facilitated the interpre
tation and treatment of the remains and artifacts.

The settlements at both sites spanned a considerable length 
of time and were not entirely contemporary. The earliest occu
pation at Rollista goes back to the Viking Age whereas that at 
Sanda began as early as the 6th century. Both underwent great

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- Polusta and Sanda
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changes, c. A.D. 900 when the settlement expanded into several 
units, and towards the end of the 12th century when occu
pation declined. When comparing the two sites one of the most 
important questions has been to determine whether, after they 
were founded, they displayed continuity of site or area; an
other, to try to identify different settlement units and see 
whether they changed over time. It was also intended to iden
tify differing building techniques and variations within them.

In order to answer questions about resource utilization and 
consumer patterns it is essential to understand the functions of 
and activities within the buildings, either in a postulated settle
ment unit or in the settlement as a whole. An important but still 
not quite achieved aim is to try to distinguish social differences 
or other dissimilarities between the two settlements.

The excavations

Pöllistä

Pollista lies in a rich agricultural region with strong continuity 
of area from the Bronze Age (fig. 2).

100 m north of Pöllistä there is a cemetery of at least 70 
graves. They are mainly of late iron-age date but some show 
earlier features.

The earliest written evidence is from 1420 when Olof Ha
raldsson exchanged land with Uppsala cathedral. In 1542 the 
village consisted of two tax-exempt farms, and in 1609 there 
were three.6 In the vicinity of Pöllistä there are many villages 
with medieval written sources.

The earliest surviving map of Pöllistä is from 1712. It shows 
three settlement units, a picture which agrees in the main with 
the hundred map drawn up in 1860.

The earliest datable structures from the archaeological ex
cavations were some hearths which have been radiocarbon-
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Fig. 2. Pollista from above. Photo ]. Norrman.

dated to the Bronze Age. There are no other signs of settlement 
from this period but there are bronze-age settlements nearby to 
east and west.

A fibula from the 5th century A.D. was discovered during 
the excavations and some hearths have been radiocarbon-dated 
to the same period. Some of the graves in the cemetery assu
med to have belonged to the village could also belong to this 
period. Nevertheless, no migration-period settlement could be 
proved within the excavated area although high phosphate va
lues indicate that an early settlement may lie immediately 
north-east of the area under investigation.

The earliest settlement from Pöllistä may be dated to the 
beginning of the 9th century on the basis of the artifacts. Its ex
tent is still unclear but by the 10th century it had expanded into 
several units. One of the difficulties has been to establish the
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lifetime of the settlement. It seems as if the intensity of occu
pation declined in the 12th century but it is very probable that 
there was a continuity of occupation right up to 1963. The 
written sources mention that in the 15th century Pöllistä 
consisted of at least one farm, in the 16th century of two, and in 
the 17th century of three farms. Sometime towards the end of 
the 19th century the farm units were reduced to one, and the 
last burnt down in 1963. The most recent farm stood in the 
south part of the village which means that the early settlement 
is more disturbed there than further north.

The viking-age/early-medieval settlement was mainly erec
ted on the flat parts of the outcrop. The positions of the buil
dings were adapted to and made use of the natural topography 
and in many cases the rock had been used as a foundation for 
ground-sills (fig. 3). Three or four contemporary buildings were
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Fig. 4. One example of Pollista's buildings with an internal partition.

discovered in one of the units, grouped around an open space. 
This settlement-pattern existed throughout the whole of the Vi
king Age. The buildings were of different sizes and constructed 
either of wattle-and-daub or timber-framing. Most were rec
tangular, 7-12 m long and 4-5.5 m wide; some were square and 
4-5 m in size. Many of the buildings had one or more hearths, 
usually situated a little away from one gable, and the floors 
consisted of simple earth or clay. The longer buildings very 
often showed traces of internal partitions forming either one 
small room a at one gable end or two rooms with a cross
passage in the middle of the building (fig. 4). One sunken-
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floored building was also found. Some big pits were discovered 
within the excavation area; they are reminiscent of sunken- 
floored buildings but as they show no signs of roof con
struction it cannot at present be decided whether they actually 
were buildings or rubbish pits.

The various buildings within each unit seem to have had 
special functions, such as dwellings, byres or barns. Between 
the units there were indications of plot boundaries in the form 
of post-holes or stake-holes and ditches.

Most of the artifacts consist of domestic items such as early 
blackware, spindle-whorls and loom-weights, tools, and agri
cultural objects such as an ard. There are also some finds of 
more unusual character such as imported jewellery, elephant 
ivory, fragments of balances, precious metals, keys, a Thor's 
hammer and an iron cross (fig. 5).

Polusta and Sanda----------------------------------------------------------------------------- --------------

There was no sign of large-scale craft production within the 
exavated area.

The excavations also produced stoneware, coins and some 
combs probably dating from the 13th and 14th centuries. It is 
uncertain where on the outcrop the settlement from this period 
stood. It is not impossible that some of the buildings which
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have been assumed to belong to the early-medieval unit were 
in fact rather later.

Some of the buildings can be attributed to the 16th to 19th 
centuries. Some had brick-walled raised fire-places, usually si
tuated in a corner. The buildings usually had wooden floors, 
but some floors were of stone. Late redwares were found.

Sanda

In the area around Sanda there is a widespread system of stone 
field-walls of early iron-age date (fig. 6). There are also two late

Fig. 6. The northern part of Fresta parish showing the field-wall system from the 
Early Iron-Age.
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iron-age cemeteries in the vicinity. One, with more that 60 
graves, lies c. 100 m south of the excavated area; the other is c. 
300 m to the west and has at least 40 graves. The presence of 
the cemeteries suggests that in the prehistoric period Sanda 
consisted of two units.8

Sanda is first mentioned in written sources in 1363. The 
information given there is rather vague, but in 1409 we know of 
a 'Thomas in Sandom'.9

The earliest surviving map of Sanda is from 1636 on which 
Sanda is shown as a farm c. 300 m west of the excavation area, 
in the same position as the present Sanda farm. A 1708 map 
shows the excavation area as pasture.

The earliest excavated structures lay in the central and eas
tern parts of the outcrop: remains of at least ten multi-func
tional, post-built long-houses. The earliest were erected in the 
Migration Period (fig. 7). In the initial phase a larger (c. 20x7 m) 
and a smaller (12x6 m) long-house stood parallel or at right 
angles to each other. Towards the end of the 8th century as 
many as five long-houses stood at the same time, apparently 
grouped around a common open space. Associated with them 
was a fence system made up of a combination of posts and 
rows of stones. The south-east corner of one of the earliest buil
dings was connected up with a stone field-wall. The preferred 
position for the hearths was centrally in the building, but some 
of the larger long-houses had no hearths. It is difficult to decide 
whether those buildings were intended for a purpose other 
than dwellings or whether their hearths have been destroyed 
by ploughing the recent field in the eastern part of the area. The 
floors in the buildings were of earth and clay. The artifacts in
cluded a gold finger-ring from the Migration Period, a cruci
form fibula of the same date, a quatrefoil brooch and a key, 
both from the Vendel Period. In c. A.D. 700 a stone-lined well 
was sunk immediately south-west of the most north-westerly 
long-house.

The settlement changed towards the end of the 9th century. 
This first manifested itself by a decrease in the number of long-
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Fig. 7. The multi-functional buildings in Sanda.

houses and the introduction of a new building type. The settle
ment was supplemented by four sunken-floored build-ings. 
They were not dwellings, but were a weaving hut, a cooking 
place, and a flax-retting or smoke-house. All had raised fire
places.

At about the same time another change in building tech
niques was introduced. The number of long-houses declined 
progressively and towards the end of the Viking Age only one 
survived in the northern part of the area; this maintained its 
shape and position until c. 1150. The most easterly part of the 
settlement was abandoned and, partly on top of the earlier 
group of long-houses, some 30 buildings on stone ground-sills 
were grouped around various open spaces. Remains of fences 
and a drove road leading to the north ran between the buil
dings. Most of the buildings had a raised fire-place, usually in
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Fig. 8. In the begining of the 8th century the settlement maintained a polyfocal 
structure. The houses were built on stone ground-sills and had raised fire-places, 
usually in a corner.

Fig. 9. Detail of one of the fire-places (No 399 in house XXIII).
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one corner (fig. 8 and 9). The slabs forming the top of the fire
places were often made of broken millstones. The floors con
sisted of clay or earth, or were paved with small stones. Some 
of the buildings may have had wooden floors. Some buildings 
in the south have been interpreted as byres or stables.10

The artifacts associated with this settlement, that is 10th 
century to c. 1150, are very abundant and include more costly 
items than have hitherto been found from settlements of this 
date in the Mälaren region. Apart from the usual utilitarian 
objects there was a bronze bowl, an early-medieval belt-mount 
with animal decoration, a scabbard chape, coins, weights, raw 
gold, parts of balances and a gilt key for a barrel padlock (fig. 
10). The settlement seems to have been abandoned towards the 
end of the 12th century.

After c. 1150 only a limited settlement of 6-8 buildings seems 
to have survived, in the most westerly part of the area. The fire
places were bigger and constructed as stoves, and positioned 
slightly away from the walls. Floors were mostly of wood

Fig. 10.- The gilt key for a barrel padlock from Sanda. Photo r. Edenmo.
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although there were some of clay and earth. The artifacts were 
not as rich and diverse as they were in the previous period. 
One of the buildings was probably a forge for fine smithing; an 
almost complete set of tools and many knives and mounts were 
discovered. A German ointment-jar, probably from the middle 
of the 14th century, and both early and late blackwares were 
discovered in other buildings.

The latest settlement in the area lay in its north-westerly part 
and consisted of a two-storeyed block-house 22 x 8 m in size, 
artifactual evidence suggesting that it can be attributed to the 
early 17th century. In one of the two rooms there was an stove 
in a corner, and in the other room the stove was beside the 
outer gable wall. Around the stoves the floor was paved with 
stones but the rest of the floor in both rooms was of wood. A 
brick-floor had been added in the west end of the entrance 
room. The bricks were partially secondarily burnt and showed 
signs of mortar. As brick floors were not common in 17th- 
century rural settlement it is likely that the bricks were brought 
from the church of Fresta nearby, where a vault was destroyed 
in 1630.” A cellar in the west of the excavated area probably 
also belonged to this phase.

Polusta and Sanda-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Evaluation and discussion

Pöllistä is known to have been a small village in the 15th cen
tury; Sanda was a single farm. The excavations in Pöllistä were 
carried out on the place marked as a village on the 1712 map. 
Sanda's conformity with early cartographic evidence is poor 
and on a map from the early 18th century the site of the ex
cavated settlement is marked as 'Kalvhagen' (pasture) (fig. 11).
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Fig. 11. The map from 1709 illustrating the northern part of Fresta parish. The 
present Sanda farm is situated in the centre of the figure.

Foundation

Pöllistä was founded in the Viking Age. In its vicinity there are 
many settlements from both the Bronze Age and the Early Iron 
Age, indicating strong continuity of area; this may explain the 
radiocarbon dates from these periods.

At Sanda a fairly extensive settlement of long-houses was 
established on the east and central parts of the outcrop, as early 
as the Migration Period. It had a system of fences built of posts 
and rows of stones.
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Continuity

At Pollista there was site continuity from the 9th century until 
1963. Sanda shows continuity from its initial phase until at least 
1150. The comparatively few buildings and sporadic artifacts 
which can be dated to the period between 1150 and 1500 sug
gest that the area was not totally deserted at that time. The 
finds and structures are not comparable with those from the 
Viking Age and Early Middle Ages but compare favourably 
with the written sources which mention one taxation unit.12 In 
this context it is worth noting that an ointment-jar was found in 
one of the houses, together with early and late blackwares. No 
or extremely few purely medieval artifacts are discovered in 
rural excavations and this has resulted in the assumption that 
medieval farms moved. The pottery assemblage mentioned 
above indicates that we should probably attribute a much 
longer time-span to 'viking-age pottery' than we have pre
viously done. Medieval rural settlements were virtually purely 
prehistoric in appearance, just with a little impact from the 
artifacts which could be found in the towns. Poor conditions for 
preservation on rural sites mean that wooden objects are rarely 
if ever found; they are discovered in large quantities in the 
towns.

It seems as if Sanda consisted of two units in the Viking Age, 
one on the site of the present Sanda farm and one on the exca
vated site. This is indicated by the two cemeteries; the one to 
the north of the modern farm contains more late grave-types 
than does the one immediately south of the excavated area. If 
there were resources for only one farm in the post-medieval 
period, this would explain why no settlement within our area 
of investigation is marked on the 1636 map. It is puzzling, 
though, that the latest building in the western part of the area is 
not marked on the map even though there is archaeological 
evidence for a large blockhouse with cellar up to the early 18th 
century.

Polusta and Sanda--------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ----------
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Settlement structure

The earliest settlement in Sanda lay in the most easterly and 
central parts of the area. Between c. A.D. 500 and 800 the buil
dings were mainly in pairs, either parallel or at right angles to 
each other, except for a time at the end of the 8th century when 
there were five contemporary long-houses. These were grou
ped around an open space. We cannot as yet say if this settle
ment represents an early polyfocalism.

Both Pöllistä and Sanda in the Viking Age and Early Middle 
Ages consisted of defined groups of several small buildings 
with separate functions. In Sanda each of these groups sur
rounded an open space. The constraints of the topography at 
Pol-lista allowed only marginal changes in the positioning of 
the buildings. At Sanda the greater part of the outcrop was 
utilized throughout the period and the positioning of its buil
dings was more variable. In addition, the number of buildings 
within their respective units changed over time.

Building technique

The earliest settlement in Sanda was made up of traditional 
multi-functional buildings which are not represented at Pöllistä 
where the earliest buildings from the 9th century are small and 
of post-construction.

At the beginning of the 9th century the long-houses at Sanda 
were supplemented by four sunken-floored buildings, all with 
raised fire-places or stoves. At the transition to the 10th century 
a new building type was introduced which progressively re
placed the earlier long-houses. More than 30 buildings on stone 
ground-sills were erected partly on top of the earlier settlement 
although one of the long-houses remained until the middle of 
the 12th century. When all the buildings from this phase ceased 
the surviving stone ground-sills do not enable us to decide if
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the buildings were of framed, stave or laft construction. There 
may have been some lafted buildings at Sanda as early as the 
end of the Viking Age. Their ground-sills were somewhat more 
substantial that in others, but as the joints themselves are not 
preserved this is only a tentative assumption. Lafting in itself 
may at first have limited the area of the buildings, probably be
cause the technique had not been fully mastered; this may be 
illustrated by the comparatively small size of the stone-sill buil
dings. The fire-places were made of quite sturdy dry-stone 
foundations rising to c. 20 cm above the surrounding floor. It is 
noteworthy that the slabs were often from broken millstones. 
The fire-places were usually in one corner. The type does not 
occur at Pöllistä.

Late viking-age ground-sill buildings at Pöllistä were fewer 
but larger than the ones at Sanda. They probably had timber
framed walls although the possibility of lafting in the Early 
Middle Ages cannot be excluded. Stone ground-sills, posts and 
the living rock all acted as foundations, sometimes mixed to
gether in the same building. At about the same time a sunken- 
floored building was added.

It is still unclear when lafting technique made its full impact 
at Sanda although it can be assumed that the buildings from 
1350 onwards were lafted. As with some of the late viking-age 
buildings, their ground-sills are more substantial than those 
from the preceding period.

Towards the end of the Middle Ages lafted buildings must 
have been predominant.

Function

The earliest long-houses at Sanda were multi-functional. In the 
9th century sunken-floored buildings were introduced to supp
lement the long-houses in Sanda and the timber-framed buil
dings in Pöllistä. They probably did not act as dwellings other 
than in exceptional circumstances, but represent the beginning
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of a functional separation within the areas. Features and finds 
indicate that at Sanda they served as cooking places, weaving 
sheds and smoke- or flax-retting houses.

In the 10th century both Pöllistä and Sanda consisted of a 
number of small buildings with different functions. It is re
markable that most of the more than 30 millstones found in the 
stone-sill buidings at Sanda were secondarily used as slabs in 
fire-places, so they must have performed their primary function 
at the time of the long-house settlement.

One of the long-houses in the north of Sanda survived in use 
up to the middle of the 12th century. In the 11th century an arti
ficial terrace was built up around the long-house; this suggests 
that its status was being emphasized. The reason for main
taining a single long-house whose plan and position did not 
change throughout 600 years was probably that there was a 
need for a building with a very large floor area. It may have 
been a collection point for taxes or market produce, or an as
sembly room and lodgings for itinerant merchants at certain 
times. The comparatively abundant imports and status goods, 
some with direct connection to Sigtuna, may be interpreted as 
an expression of close ties between Sanda and Sigtuna.

It could also be that the long-house had a cult or religious 
function. The mid-12th century bronze bowl was discovered at 
the top of the well outside the long-house (fig. 12). Such bowls 
are common as grave-goods at Birka and on Gotland, but this is 
unique in a settlement context.13 They seem to have had a cere
monial function and may have been used as drinking vessels.14 
A very rare gilt key for a barrel padlock of c. A.D.1100 was 
found immediately outside the long-house. Its gilding means 
that the key could not been used for its real purpose and so 
must have been symbolic in some way.

In Sanda, and to some extent in Pöllistä, there were some ob
jects indicative of trade in the Viking Age: balances, weights, 
coins and raw gold.

The animal bones from Pöllistä indicate that there was some
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Fig. 12. The bronze bowl found at the top of the we. These are called 'Hanseatic 
bowls'. Photo ]. Dunér.

form of surplus production of sheep as there is an under-repre
sentation of one-year old lambs, and an over-representation in 
Sigtuna.15 This has been interpreted as meaning that Sigtuna 
may have been the market for the lambs from Pöllistä.

One of the buildings from the middle of the 14th century at 
Sanda was a workshop, probably for fine smithing. An almost 
complete tool set, about 15 identical knives and many mounts 
were discovered there.

Conclusion

The similarities and dissimilarities between Pöllistä and Sanda 
have been described above.



Pollista and Sanda

Pollista lies in a landscape of clay lowlands and displays 
strong continuity of area since the Bronze Age and site con
tinuity since the Viking Age. Sanda's surroundings are more 
broken with comparatively little agricultural land which was 
not possible to inhabit or cultivate before the Iron Age because 
of land elevation. Since c. A.D. 500 Sanda had site continuity, 
probably until the early 18th century.

What the two sites had in common was primarily that both 
went through the same changes at the same times. The changes 
can be seen in that both sites maintained a polyfocal structure 
to c. 900 when the functions were split up among many small 
buildings in Sanda, and the number of buildings increased in 
Pöllistä. Towards the end of the 12th century occupation de
clined at both places.

The greatest mutual dissimilarities lies in the details of the 
building techniques such as construction and plan, and also in
ternal construction elements such as the fire-places.

The settlement units suggest that up to the end of the 12th 
century there were some social differences between Pöllistä and 
Sanda. In Sanda the settlement was of another character and 
extent and some of the artifacts have an almost aristocratic 
stamp. It is not clear how Pöllistä should be interpreted al
though it seems that it was a more 'ordinary' settlement unit, 
closely tied in with its surrounding agricultural lands, and 
which periodically produced a surplus contributing to its pros
perity.

Although the comparisons are limited to only two sites they 
may indicate that the changes were general throughout the Mä
laren region, because of the fact that they went through de
cisive changes at the same time in spite of their being situated 
in two different agricultural zones. The great differences in 
building techniques might depend on local traditions or 
possibilities, but it might also be an expression of a different 
social position.

After their decline, the two places had an divergent deve
lopment. From the 15th century and onwards it seems that
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Pollista was more affluent than Sanda. For example, 15th 
century coins and stoneware have been discovered at Pöllistä 
but are not nearly as well represented at Sanda. According to 
the written sources Pöllistä expanded at the beginning of the 
17th century so that the village became three tax-exempt farms 
whereas Sanda remained a small taxation unit throughout the 
Middle Ages, and today consists of one farm.

The final result from these investigations will be an excellent 
starting-point for studies that will elucidate the reasons for the 
changes.

Pöllistä and Sanda------ ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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The Landscape of Power in a Medival 
Marginal Area
By Mats Mogren and Kenneth Svensson

Abstract: A number of excavations of medieval castles and other 
centres of power are used as the starting point for a discussion of the 
necessity for a deeper understanding of the functions of the sites 
beyond that given by the written sources. The ecofacts from the sites 
are used to examine some aspects of the appropriation structure 
within the southern coniferous-forest area of central Sweden, and 
finally some crucial questions are put about control of resources and 
the limits of the exercise of power.

Introduction

As a result of the debate on the definition of feudalism in the 
1970s and subsequent widening of views about it, there has re
cently been a discussion about 'the landscape of power' in 
feudal society whereby the definition has been expanded to 
include more than just fortifications. Scholars have also dis
tanced themselves from earlier research in so far as the control 
over resources is now considered as important a motive for the 
location of power bases as the military aspects. In a polemic 
about the earlier view C.G. Harfield1, for example, has sug
gested that it is necessary to have a broader data context than 
that which is directed by the military perspective of the inves
tigations. He also thinks that the starting point should be 
within the context of the hinterland if we are to understand cor
rectly all the functions of centres of power, with fortifications 
being only one among many expressions of lordship. The geo
grapher Robert A. Dodgshon suggests both that there is a spe
cific feudal landscape and that the spatial structuring of social 
relations itself forms part of the essence of feudalism.2 For Swe-
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den, Hans Andersson3 has chosen to treat the term 'landscape 
of power' with similar overtones in an attempt to structure the 
analysis of the social relationships within the agrarian societies 
of southern Skåne. The Swedish discussion initially drew nou
rishment from a discussion of the role of the church in medie
val society. The term 'defence church' has begun to be questio
ned and re-evaluated. The question of from whom the church 
was defended and what was it defending has been asked4, and 
the term 'defence' is ever more frequently being replaced by 
protective5, and the role of church buildings as exponents of 
social status put forward.6 The discussion about the churches is 
itself an excellent expression of shifting emphasis within re
search, from the military aspect of feudalism to its socio-eco
nomic aspect, like the attempt to widen the data base from 
defensive structures only to a spectrum of phenomena which 
reflect the landscape of power.

In the last decade interest in research into castles in Sweden 
has been revitalized after a long period of neglect. With Anders 
Ödman's thesis there began a phase of lively debate on the 
subject. He based his evidence on investigations in Stockholm. 
There have been a number of smaller excavations in Väster
götland and the castles in the province have been recorded and 
catalogued.8 In Skåne interest has largely been concentrated on 
manors", not always fortified, and the castles in the northern 
part of the province which were founded specifically to control 
the iron production.10 Many excavations have been carried out 
since 1985-86 in the extensive forested areas north of the plains 
around the great lakes of Vänern, Hjälmaren and Mälaren. 
Many of these projects are still in progress. Borganäs in Dalar
na11, Faxeholm in Hälsingland12 and Styresholm in Ångerman
land13 are all of importance. Smaller investigations at Trolleborg 
and Edshult in Småland are also significant.14 In addition there 
have been excavations on non-fortified sites of central character 
such as royal manors or rural deaneries, for example Gårds
tånga in Skåne15, Husby-Backa in Södermanland16 and Vall in
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Gästrikland17, and also the excavation of a small donjon at Totra 
in Gästrikland.18 New projects are constantly being started, for 
example Tibrandsholm in Jämtland, Edsholm and Saxholm in 
Värmland and Alsnö Hus in Uppland.

These investigations have produced new evidence which, if 
set in a theoretical framework, may reflect the medieval appro
priation structure. This evidence may also elucidate the func
tions of the sites beyond the information given by the written 
sources, the interaction with the surrounding agrarian settle
ment, and the question of what it is that sets the limitations on 
the exercise of power.

In this article our aim is to discuss some aspects of the ap
propriation structure and the function of the sites, using the 
available artefacts and ecofacts. The study of the interaction of 
castle and agrarian society and the problem of the limitations of 
the exercise of power also demand comparative material from 
the agrarian environment which does not fall within the terms 
of reference of this article. The article must be regarded as an 
attempt to illustrate the potential of the material.

Landscape of Power------------------------------------------------------- ------------------------------------

Theory

Today, many scholars consider society in medieval Sweden to 
have been in all essentials feudal. This is also taken as the pre
mise for the present article: it was a society with a production 
system in which the direct producers (primarily the peasants) 
through so-called non-economic forces were compelled to sur
render a part of their production, as rents in kind, cash or la
bour, in order to support a privileged elite. The Crown and the 
Church can be assumed to have acted as feudal lords just like 
secular landowning gentry. Thus the tenurial structure cannot 
be said to be fundamental for whether an area can be con
sidered as feudal or not. Units in the landscape of power, such 
as castles, royal manors, rural deaneries etc., can be assumed to 
have emerged with the primary purpose of controlling
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resources. The possibility of carrying out this control was limi
ted, however, by the appropriation technology, e.g. soldiers 
and their equipment, horses and their trappings, laws, taxation 
and communication systems. It was also limited by the physical 
nature of the land and the benefits derived from it by the pea
santry.

A marginal area

We have chosen the provinces of Hälsingland, Dalarna and 
Gästrikland as our research area. The area lies north of the cli
matological, vegetation and cultural border known as Limes 
Norrlandicus, approximately corresponding to the northern li
mits of oak and the southern boundary of transhumance hus
bandry. Through the investigation area runs another important 
vegetational boundary: south of it the growing period is more 
than 180 days per year, north of it less.

Although the provinces may show mutual differences which 
have to be considered, they can be seen as a unit differentiated 
from the Mälaren valley by many specific cultural-geographical 
conditions. The most important of these are:
* a general absence of towns. There are only two medieval 

towns, Hedemora and Gävle, and both are very late (second 
quarter of the 15th century).

* a total dominance of peasant allodial land over all other 
types of tenure.

* an agrarian system largely dependent on pastoral farming 
with transhumance.

* an economy displaying a marked element of non-agrarian 
production, primarily iron working but also hunting and 
fishing.

* a landscape dominated by forests and bogs in a fairly broken 
terrain.

* a comparatively small population over a wide area.
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These features give the three provinces the character of mar
ginal areas which make the social structures very distinct and 
provide excellent material for the study of the limits of power.

Landscape of Power------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Power centres in the marginal area

Grådö is a site which lies in a very strategic position beside the 
river Dalälven close to where Hedemora later developed. It can 
be roughly dated c. 1350-1400. Excavations were carried out in 
1965 and 1968-70. The development of the fortification can be 
divided into two phases. In its later phase Grådö was a good 
example of a site of castrum-curia type, built entirely in timber 
and spread over three mounds. It comprised an area of c. 4,500 
m2.

Borganäs stands further up the river by the early royal ma
nor in Stora Tuna. In many respects it seems to have been the 
successor to Grådö and dates from the 1390s to 1434. It com
prised three mounds and covered an area of c. 10.000 m2. We 
excavated the surviving part of the castrum in 1985 and traced 
three constructional phases.19 Borganäs was also of timber but 
certain elements in its two later phases were of a more power
ful character than could be seen at Grådö.

Faxeholm was founded on a small island in the interior of an 
inlet which cuts into Hälsingland from the gulf of Bothnia, be
side the site where the town of Söderhamn was established in 
1620. It may be dated 1395-1434. A research project directed by 
one of the present authors (Mogren) has been concentrating on 
the site since 1986.'" Excavations have shown, at least in some 
parts of the site, that there were two constructural phases. The 
castle was mainly timber-built and covered an area of c. 8,000 
m2.

All three seem to have acted as military bases and centres for 
the administration of their respective provinces. They were, 
however, obviously of differing status. Faxeholm, which
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Fig. 1. Map of Sweden with the 
area of investigation shaded. 
The hatching with broad lines 
indicates Limes Norrlandicus. 
The broken line shows the 
boundary which separates • 
the area in the north, 
with a growing period 
of less than 180 days, 
from the area to 
the south, with a 
growing period 
of more than 
180 days.

1. Borganäs
2. Grådö.
3. Faxeholm.
4. Totra.
5. Vall. 
ó.Styresholm.
7. Tibrandsholm.
8. Alsnö hus.
9. Husby Backe-
10. Hedemora.
11. Gävle.
12. Västerås.
13. Nyköping.
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throughout its existence acted as a county centre21 was a fairly 
complex and strong structure. Borganäs, despite its large size, 
seems to have been somewhat simpler, most probably a forti
fied part of a more extensive royal-manor complex. At the be
ginning of its existence it was subservient to the castle of Väs
terås and only became the centre of its own tax district in the 
early 15th century. Grådö probably never governed an inde
pendent administrative unit, but was a military base subordi
nate to the castle in Nyköping. It is also the simplest and smal
lest of the three, probably having originated as a fortified estate 
centre, and may be said to represent an earlier phase of deve
lopment.

The province of Gästrikland does not have any of this sort of 
site although for a few years in the 1390s there was a small for
tification which could have developed into one. It does have, 
however, an early type of fortified site, the lordly estate of 
Totra with its small donjon.22 It was excavated in 1986 and 1988 
and has been dated broadly to the 12th - 14th centuries. A rural 
deanery at Vail has also recently been excavated.21 The 
organization of rural deaneries in the three provinces which 
make up our research area was still the same as that which was 
introduced to Sweden in the 12th century: one rural deanery in 
each folkland. Hälsingland was rated as two folklands and thus 
had two rural deaneries. Gästrikland and Dalarna (like the 
neighbouring provinces of Värmland, Närke, Medelpad and 
Ångermanland) had one each. In contrast to the rural deans in 
the Mälaren valley, these folkland rural deans still enjoyed a 
high social position.24 They served as the bishops' sheriffs and 
judged in cases of ecclesiastical relevance.

The dwelling of the rural deanery of Vail was unusually 
large even in ecclesiastical terms; it seems to have originated as 
a large landholding where the economy included iron working 
and which, in the 13th century, was donated to the church. The 
Romanesque stone church for the parish of Valbo was built on 
its land.2’

Landscape of Power---------------------------------------------------------------------------- --------------
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Written sources

The written sources for administration, the collection of taxes 
and the function of the castles provide a picture of a division 
into subsidiary areas (counties) each of which had to provision 
its castle. The garrison of the castle collected the ordinary taxes 
which were largely paid in coin (usual in the peripheral areas), 
and in kind, such as furs (Dalarna), linen (Hälsingland) or iron 
(Gästrikland).

In addition, a part of the feudal rent was paid to maintain 
the castles themselves. This was regulated by a statute of 1403 
and was exacted from groups of four peasants. Each group had 
to supply: 1 cow, 2 sheep, 1 pig, 2 geese, 4 hens, 40 eggs, 40 
loads of timber, c. 254 kg of butter, c 127 kg of rye, and 1 mark 
of hemp. This had to be delivered in winter, and half as much 
again had to be provided in the summer. Each peasant should, 
in addition, perform 24 days' work of corvee labour (12 days in 
counties without a castle) and provide 2 wagon-loads of hay.26

As far as the income of the rural deans is concerned, they re
ceived the usual tithes and 'perquisites' (fees for baptism, 
marriage, churching, burial, requiem masses etc.) in cash in 
Gästrikland and in linen in Hälsingland, plus prescribed offe
rings five times a year and extra provisions beyond the tithe to 
be paid three times a year as prescribed in the church codes of 
the provincial laws. The church codes remained valid until the 
end of the Middle Ages even after the introduction of a national 
law in the secular jurisdiction.

For the priest, the tithe was one third of the total arable tithe, 
full tithe on cattle (possibly made up in butter or cash), butter, 
birds, game (for Hälsingland there was a clause which sti
pulated a shoulder of every elk and bear) and small fish, and 
also a part of the tithe of salmon, herring, seals, furs, linen, 
hemp and hops. (The stipulations differed in particular details 
in the various judicial provinces, depending on the basis of the 
economy and the extent of the use of currency). This income 
was supplemented by the proceeds of the parsonage land
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which was exempt from tax. The thing which distinguished the 
rural deans from other priests was the economic and demo
graphic basis: the rural deans virtually always occupied the 
richest parish, and when internal colonization changed the 
demographic conditions, the entire rural deanery moved to a 
richer parish.

So the different types of state taxes, as well as the varying 
donations to church and priest, should be traceable in the 
archaeological evidence. The starting point for such an analysis 
must be that laws and regulations, such as those referred to 
above, should be considered as normative documents. Can 
archaeology and other disciplines elucidate the true exaction of 
tax and by that throw light on the extent and limitations of 
power?

The finds which may be able to illuminate the exaction of 
taxes are primarily ecofacts such as macrofossils from grain, 
and some of the osteological material. The conditions of pre
servation in these types of sites usually means that organic ma
terial such as textiles and leather does not survive (although 
bones and carbonized grain usually do) so that remains of the 
linen tax are unlikely to survive. Finds of iron currency-bars 
and coins are possibly indications of the tax which was exacted.

Osteology

The bones from Borganäs, Grådö and Faxeholm2 and those 
from the rural deanery of Vail and the small donjon of Totra2” 
have been analysed. The evidence from Borganäs is of par
ticular interest here as the province of Dalarna normally ren
dered ordinary taxes in squirrel skins and marten skins. This 
seems to be clearly reflected in the composition of the evidence 
for fur-bearing animals at Borganäs (fig. 2) but the osteological 
evidence does not consist only of phalanges as might have been 
expected. Analysis has shown that whole animals were taken to 
the castle and skinned there. This may imply that the in-
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Fig. 2. Proportions of bones of fur-bearing animals at Borganäs (after Sten 1988a).

habitants of the castle/royal manor had themselves hunted fur
bearing animals, and the discovery of a smoothing-tool sug
gests that some sort of fur-preparation had also taken place 
there/“

The additional taxes of 1403 should also be reflected in the 
evidence of domestic animals. By studying variations in the 
relationship between butchering waste and food remains we 
can get an idea of the animals which were slaughtered in the 
castle and those which were taken there in the form of joints of 
meat. Age determinations can also give an indication of wheth
er the castle had its own herds of animals.

The percentual proportions of cattle, sheep/goat and pig bo
nes at Borganäs (fig. 3) accord closely to the figures in the 1403 
tax if we take into account that cattle were slaughtered in the 
castle but that sheep and pig meat was taken there in the form 
of legs of mutton, shoulders of pork and hams; this was pro-
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Fig. 3. Proportions of slaughtered animals at Borganäs (after Sten 1988a).

bably so because of the problems of transportation. If the age at 
slaughter of the sheep and pigs at Grådö and Borganäs is 
compared, we find that at Grådö the animals were slaughtered 
at a fairly advanced age whereas they were younger at Borga
näs. This suggests that Grådö, which was in existence before 
the 1403 tax, was relatively self-sufficient whereas Borganäs, 
whose period of existence fell mainly within the lifetime of the 
tax, was more dependent on renderings in kind. This con
clusion is strengthened by the absence of goose bones at Grådö 
and their occurrence at Borganäs.311

The animal bones from the rural deanery of Vail are also 
extremely interesting. They show that the consumption pattern 
of this household was definitely luxurious, with cattle repre
senting about 50 per cent of the domestic animals and with a 
considerable contribution from elk, particularly from the 
shoulders and the loins. There is also a marked proportion of
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fish bones, and bones from woodland and sea birds.31 This 
undoubtedly reflects the documentary evidence of the tithes. It 
is interesting that shoulders of elk should have been conveyed 
to the rural deanery of Vall. Gästrikland was subject to Upp- 
landic law where the tithes did not stipulate elk meat. In this 
case, Hälsingland law must have been adhered to; here also, 
archaeology has been able to provide information about 
something on which the written sources are silent.

Paleobotany

Palaeobotanical sources can give us even more information. 
Rye, mentioned in the 1403 statute, should be preserved as 
macrofossils. Rye was found at Borganäs, alongside wheat, 
barley and oats32, but the quantities are too small for statistical 
analyses. At Faxeholm, however, a great amount of grain of 
various types was found in one building, interpreted as a gra
nary. The proportions of grains can be seen in fig. 4.33 Wheat 
and rye made up an exceedingly small proportion, and the 
wheat was probably imported from further south. The domi
nance of barley is to be expected in northern Sweden. Its pre
sence at Faxeholm may be interpreted as grain for bread but 
may also be seen as a supplement to the feudal rents mentioned 
above, i.e. the provision of feed for the horses in the castle. 
Barley seems to have been the most common fodder in the 
Middle Ages, oats only becoming dominant in the 16th cen
tury.34 That as much as 9 per cent of the grain at Faxeholm was 
oats is somewhat surprising. From a historians point of view 
there should have been hardly any oats at all. The oats may 
have been imported from south-west Finland where they 
formed a part of taxes in kind in 1387, but they may also be 
wild oats which can infiltrate other cereals. The very small 
proportion of rye at Faxeholm may be interpreted in various 
ways. Rye has been discovered from agrarian settlements of the
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Fig. 4. Proportions of cereal types at Faxeholm

Iron Age and Middle Ages in Hälsingland, but in very small 
quantities. The simplest explanation is that this cereal was so 
unimportant in Hälsingland that it could not form any part of 
the tax, and was replaced by barley. We do not know, however, 
if it is ordinary rye or swidden rye. Slash-and-burn cultivation 
in this province is attested by 14th-century written sources. 
Turnips and rye were the most common crops on this sort of 
land. If it were not restricted to growing turnips alone, the 
absence of rye at Faxeholm may imply that only permanent 
infield agriculture was taxable. In that case we are approaching 
the physical boundaries of power, and also the opportunities 
for the peasantry to withold parts of its production from 
taxation. This question is, however, very complicated and 
needs further research.
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Artefacts

In Gästrikland and south-east Dalarna most of the normal taxes 
had to be rendered in iron. Some 68 per cent of the 3300 arte
facts from Grådö are nails and there are also 17 currency bars15, 
perhaps 'osmund iron'. The finds from Borganäs, 1,211 objects, 
comprise 62 per cent nails and one currency bar. Thus, at both 
sites currency bars form only a fraction of the finds but even so 
there is a tendency which corresponds fairly well with the taxes 
exacted from the different districts. For Hälsingland there is no 
information about state tax on iron but a document of 1398 
mentions a barrel of raw iron at the castle, and the archaeo
logical evidence includes a piece of possible 'osmund iron' 
type, and a chopped-off piece of an iron bar. It is noteworthy 
that at Faxeholm, some reduction slag was found in the outer 
ward; this may indicate that there was an iron-smelting furnace 
within the castle itself. This would be something quite un
known from written sources, but similar furnaces have recently 
been found in castles in Småland.1”

Archaeology’s new insights into the landscape of 
power

Finds indicative of certain types of craftsmanship are to be ex
pected on a castle site: smithing, carpentry etc. Some other evi
dence noted in this article, such as that of the hunting and skin
ning of fur-bearing animals, the smelting of iron etc., are less 
than obvious from the written sources. For these archaeology 
can provide a more detailed picture of the functions of the cast
les and pose questions about the socio-economic relationships 
in society.

Such questions are:
* Is it right to regard castles as purely administrative and/or 

military bases, or did they fulfill an 'urban' function in the
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marginal regions where there were no true towns?
* Did the castles pursue an 'entrepreneurial' function, acting 

with the powers of, but beyond, the original reason for their 
foundation?

* Did the castles have sufficient resources to exact the taxes 
which were needed for them to fulfill their functions?

* Were the true limitations of power more tightly restricted 
than those of the nominal tax districts of the castles? What 
factors defined the limitations? Imperfections in the 
technology of power? The physical landscape? The 
opposition of the peasantry?

The new questions proposed by archaeology can be applied to 
written sources and they may be brilliantly and unexpectedly 
elucidated, as in a letter of 1439. There a lower official, Birger 
djäkn, who was commissioned to run the administration of 
Dalarna after the peasant uprising of 1434-38, complains to his 
superior Mats Ödgislesson, Councillor of State. His commission 
obviously comprised the rebuilding of Borganäs castle which 
have been destroyed five years earlier. The letter shows that he 
had serious problems particularly with the deliveries of provi
sions; he said that his people were reduced to eating eggs, milk 
and fish. He had acquired a young pig from a peasant but 
otherwise there was no fresh food. In Hedemora he had 
borrowed hops for the brewing of beer, he had no grain and 
cart-horses, the broken mill was unrestorable, a butter delivery 
had disappeared, he had difficulty in collecting outstanding 
claims and, above all, the peasants refused to carry out the 
stipulated days of corvee labour.37 This letter can be connected 
with the archaeological results, whereby extensive but uncom
pleted works indicate an attempt to repair the castle after the 
revolt.

A similar situation even before the revolt may be read from 
the palaeobotanical evidence from Faxeholm (fig. 5). The grain 
is heavily polluted with weeds, indicating that the grain had 
been delivered threshed but not cleaned. This may be inter-
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Fig. 5. Proportions of cereals, hay and weeds in the seeds from Faxeholm.

preted as a quite sophisticated attempt at tax evasion.38
So it is obvious from both the archaeological and the written 

sources that limitations really were placed on exploitation by 
the aristocracy, as, for example, Rodney Hilton39 has suggested. 
This is very clearly apparent in the forest region of central Swe
den, a marginal area which can be considered as the furthest 
outpost of the complex of similar but regionally specific social 
systems which are given the common name of European feu
dalism. A quotation from the Swedish 16th-century church re
former Olaus Petri is better than anything else as a summary 
and conclusion to this short survey, 'Sweden is a land so pro
tected by bogs, mountains and forests that the peasants cannot 
for long be suppressed by compulsion and power, because they 
have great opportunity to rise up against their lords'.40
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