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Erik Olsson (1919-2007) was a good friend of mine and
was very happy when I wanted to use his paintings in my ﬁrst
book Gutarnas historia. After the release of that book he
made a few more paintings of the Gotlandic history, which
he also made available for my coming books. He very much
appreciated my efforts to bring forward our Gotlandic history.
Erik Olsson was a Gotlandish artist and church curator on
Gotland. He has been active in most of the Gotlandic churches. He has painted paintings, both natural images as well as
historical subjects. He was also a musician and initiator of
Kovik’s chapel.
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Fig 1. Historical maps often show that Gotland is located outside the sailing routes and shipping, when Gotland instead was
the center for shipping in the Baltic Sea region. We know that until the mid-1300s the trafﬁc from Germany to Riga went over
Gotland. Even Snorri Sturluson says that already in the 1020s the way from Norway to Novgorod went on the coast up to
Öland and then over to Gotland.
During the summer, anyone can sail to Gotland. It is just to navigate by the clouds above Gotland, which in the blue summer
sky, in the distance, show its exact location. Almost everywhere the water is deep into the beach. You just have to watch out for
the ‘shelf ’ near the beach. On the other hand, to sail in to the Swedish coast is a different matter. The archipelago’s islands merge
until one is up close to them. Then, however, one is already far in among the surf, which in the day breeze rolls towards the shore
and is almost invisible from the sea.
An interesting observation, that Erik Olsson has made in his book ‘Gotland mitt i Östersjön’, is that far down in the southern
Baltic Sea, Gotland can be seen through the high clouds over land.
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Foreword

The purpose with this book is to get an understandable picture of the history of the Baltic Sea region
and the Gotlandic history. The need for such an
overview has been acute. With my ﬁrst book, ‘Gutarnas historia’, it was the ﬁrst time a serious attempt
was made to give an overall picture of the history
of the Baltic Sea region and the Gotlandic history.
‘Gotland, Östersjöns pärla, centrum för handel och
kultur i Östersjöområdet under 2000 år’, was a further development on the subject with three years of
additional research. The German edition was still a
further development and the present English edition has added 16 more years of research to earlier
editions.
We still suffer badly from earlier generations’ ‘Swedish - centered’ historical research. History was always written by the victors.
The ‘history’ of the defeated and that of conquered
territories is usually being ignored or even misinterpreted. This is true, not only for Gotland but for
all those landscapes which were conquered in the
1600s and also, mutatis mutandis, for those parts of
the old Sweden which were lost. Who now knows
anything about the Middle Ages of Karelia or of
Ingermanland or, for that matter, of Finland?
When Gotland was annexed by Sweden in 1679 it
was the winners history that became ruling. Gotlandic history became irrelevant.
To understand the history of Gotland, one must
fully realize that Gotland was an independent Merchant Farmers’ Republic, and the hub of the Baltic
Sea region, which from time immemorial had its
relations mainly east and south. The Gotlandic history is misleading and difﬁcult to understand if it is
bundled with the Swedish history, which so far has
been done. They both have their separate history.
There are some deadlocks in Swedish history which
have blocked the view for a broader perspective. I
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here think of the Roman sources about the Baltic
Sea region. In the 1600s when Sweden was a superpower they had to give it a story that matched its
position in the world and when they in the Roman
sources found peoples and places that started with
an ‘S’ they immediately concluded that it must be
‘Svear’ and the ‘Scandinavian peninsula’.
The Roman name for the Scandinavian peninsula
was, however, still in the 500s THULE.
This historical picture was created by Johannes
Magnus, and continued by Olof Rudbeck in ‘Atlantica’. Still today many writers without thought are
copying these old delusions that the Roman writers
would have written about some mighty Svear at the
beginning of our era (note 1).
Let us look at the archaeological evidences and
take such a simple example as the 7500 Roman
coins from Tacitus time and there about, denarius, found in present day Sweden. 6500 of these are
from Gotland. Only 80 are from the Lake Mälar
area. Or take the quantity of bronze bowls from
the Capuan factory outside Naples found on Gotland. How can Swedish scholars with this quantity
of ﬁnds on Gotland from the Roman Imperial time
pretend that Gotland did not exist? Tacitus wrote
about Suionum Civitate. He accordingly tells about
the people who lived in Mare Suebicum (the Baltic Sea), i.e. the Gotlanders, who already then had
reached a high cultural level and had trade relations
all over Europe, including the Roman Empire. He
continues: “Upon the Suiones, border the people
Sitones; and agreeing with them in all other things,
differ from them in one, that here the sovereignty
is exercised by a woman. So notoriously do they degenerate not only from a state of liberty, but even
below a state of bondage. Here end the territories
of the Suevians.” The Sithones lived in the Lake
Mälar area and are what we later call Svear.
From the archaeological ﬁndings we can accord-
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ingly establish that trade relations between Gotland
and the Roman Empire were intense. No Svea kingdom as such existed yet at that time. Tacitus says
that the people in the Lake Mälar area were ruled by
a woman. Still in the Beowulf epos, probably written down in the 700s, the people in the Lake Mälar
area are not known as Svear but as Skilﬁngs.
It is quite clear that historical observations can not
only be based on name similarities, but one must
ﬁrst look at the map, the archaeological ﬁnds and
the chronological development and only secondarily try to match the names that different peoples
have had in different areas at different times, and
when these names ﬁrst appear in written sources.
The early history is a piece of myth, oral tradition
and fragmentary records. From all this can suddenly
emerge a pattern, the outline of a process that may
not be scientiﬁcally inviolable, which it never really can be. Yet it is nearer the truth than you could
ever reach with ‘scientiﬁc accuracy’. If you take the
Guta Saga, written down about 1220, and the Beowulf Epos, written down in the 700s, as serious
as Snorri Sturluson’s ‘Nordiska kungasagor’, written down about 1220, has been honored - i.e. as
evidence in lack of better sources, there will open
up a new, breathtaking perspective regarding Gotlandic, Swedish and Scandinavian history during the
Roman time of the emperors and the Migration Period. Yes also that of Europe.
Already in the Bronze Age and early Iron Age there
are signs of Gotlandic trading Emporiums on the
east coast of the Baltic Sea and all the way to the
river Volga.
Trade, especially amber trade, experiences in the
Bronze Age a large bloom. The Gotlanders seem
to have controlled the amber trade with trading
Emporiums in the Vistula area. The extensive trade
relations convey inﬂuences from outside. From
southern cultural centers, Egypt, Crete, Mycenae,

spiritual impulses stretched their effects also to the
Baltic Sea region and Gotland.
The immigration of the Herul Royal family (Svear)
to the Lake Mälar area in the early 500s, when they
bring a new ruling dynasty and a new religion to
the area (what we today know as the Ynglinga dynasty and the
Æsir religion), is mentioned in several sources. Their
entrance on the stage changes the situation in the
Baltic Sea region. The wars between the Skilﬁngs
(Svear) and the Gotlanders are mentioned in the Beowulf epos.
The Guta Saga tells that the Gotlanders always kept
the victory and their right: “Many kings fought
against Gutland while it was heathen; the Gotlanders, however, always held the victory and constantly
protected their rights. Later the Gotlanders sent a
large number of messengers to ‘suiarikis’ (Svear), but
none of them could make peace before Avair Strabain of Alva parish. He made the ﬁrst peace with
the ‘suja kunung’ (king of the Svear).”
The Trade Treaty between the Gotlanders and
the Svear, probably from second half of the 500s,
means that the Gotlanders could freely trade on
the new kingdom in the Lake Mälar area and its
conquered lands east of the Baltic Sea. There were
large Gotlandic trading Emporiums, i. a. in Grobina (Latvia) ca 650-850 CE, an area at that time
conquered by the Svear. Helgö and Birka would be
trading places with large Gotlandic inﬂuence. E.g.,
writes Adam of Bremen in his story, Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontiﬁcum, that “Birka is a
Gotlandic (Gothia) town located in the middle of the
country of the Sveoner.”
A new way of burial appears in the Lake Mälar area
in the 500s, as well as the introduction of the Roman calendar. If we accept that the Heruli settle
in the Lake Mälar area at this time, as mentioned
by Procopius, it explains a lot. Actually this in fact
explains the rise of the Vendel era, which in the
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Lake Mälar area starts ﬁrst half of the 500s and
continues until the beginning of the Middle Ages.
On Gotland it starts about 50 years earlier and is
explained by the Gotlanders’ close contacts with
Theoderic’s Gothic kingdom. The ﬁrst writer to
mention some people on the Scandinavian peninsula (THULE), except Tacitus Sitonens in the Lake
Mälar area, is Prokopios who wrote in the 500s.
With the discovery that the Beowulf epos is about
the Gotlanders in combination with the Heruls immigration to the Lake Mälar area we have been able
to shed new light on the Gotlandic history. Indeed
the history of the whole Baltic Sea region has come
in a whole new light. We now have a link between
the Beowulf epos, Guta Saga and the archaeologi-

cal ﬁnds from the 400s and 500s.
Roman gold coins known as solidi have been found
on the three Baltic Sea islands: Bornholm, 150,
Öland 298, Gotland 270 + 47 on the market place
Helgö in Mälaren. The latter have been intended as
raw material and are according to the researchers
most likely derived from Gotland. It is obvious here
to see Helgö and then Birka as Gotlandic trading
venues, as implied by the archaeological sources.
Gotland’s importance for trade and culture in the
Baltic Sea region during the ﬁrst millennium can
also be illustrated by the coin ﬁnds in the present-day Swedish soil. The table shows the Gotlandic ﬁnds in relation to the total coin ﬁnds in present-day Sweden.

Type

of which Gotland

Total number Sweden

Roman silver denarii
Sasanian Empire (500-651)
Islamic Caliphate (698-1013)
Byzantine coins
Swedish coins (1013-1050)
German Coins (950-1140)
English coins

7500
182
85 585
576
781
92890
41525

From the 500s until the 1000s the Gotlanders have,
according to Swedish researchers, been considered
to rarely be mentioned in ancient sources. They
are, however, well known in Arabic and Byzantine
sources as al-Rus’ and Varangian merchants (note
2). The word Varangian was used by Arabs, Greeks
and Kievan Rus’ for the merchants from the island
in the Baltic Sea region (the Gotlanders). It probably
came from the old Norse word ‘vár’, which means
‘union through promise’, and was used by a group
of men to keep them together in an association, and
under oath observe certain obligations to support
each other in good faith and to share the resulting
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6500
78
67 260
491
423
62144
25785

% Gotland
86.7
42.9
78.6
85.2
54.2
66.9
62.1

proﬁts. It was a common word, when trading adventures were undertaken by Gotlandic tradesmen
on the Russian rivers. They closed a business contract with each other and pledged to defend each
other. Another meaning of the word was for the
Gotlanders who acted as mercenary soldiers to the
rulers of Khazaria, Miklagarðr (Constantinople)
and Garðaríki (Kievan Rus’).
The Gotlandic Varangian Guard was an elite unit of
the Byzantine army formed under emperor Basil II
in 988. At that time was also the ofﬁcial Christianization of the Kievan Rus’ by Vladimir I of Kiev.
Gotland that very early was a sovereign Merchant
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Farmers’ Republic and cultural leader in the Baltic
Sea region, was founded on the free trade. They had
probably in the middle of the 500s CE concluded
that in the Guta Saga famous trade agreement with
the recently immigrated Heruls (Svear), and gathered
most of their treasures through trade.
Gotland and the Gotlandic Merchant Farmers’ Republic was the center for free trade whilst the incoming Hanseatic League, formed in 1358, represented monopolistic trade. Gotland dominated the
trade in the Baltic Sea until the Hanseatic League
ousted the Gotlanders and assumed control over
trade in the Baltic Sea in the later 1300s.
Note, Visby never joined the Hanseatic League and
never became a Hanseatic City.
The only physical contact the Hanseatic League had
with Visby was in 1525 when Lübeck made a surprise attack on Visby and burned the City.
There were no Vikings in the Baltic Sea region.
The word Viking is not known there. The Vikings
were warriors from Denmark, the west of Sweden
and Norway, and the Viking Age starts with the attack on Lindisfarne in 793.
There is a clear line in the river Elbe between Vikings and Varangians. East of the river Elbe there
is no mention of Vikings, only Varangians.
In the Baltic Sea region the Gotlanders, after the
signing of the trade and peace treaty in the 550s,
controlled the trade under Svea protection on the
areas controlled by the Svear.
End 700s when silver from the Islamic Caliphate
started to ﬂow, the Gotlanders entered the Russian
rivers all the way to river Volga and the Kaspian Sea.
The Gotlandic Merchant Farmers were on the Russian rivers called Varangians and al-Rus’ (expeditions
of rowing ships). It is documented in Byzantine sources that from late 800s and forward there were larger
Gotlandic contingents stationed in Miklagarðr.
As mentioned above, it is only in the early 500s that

sources start to talk about some powerful people
in the Lake Mälar area, except for Tacitus Sitones
who he considers degenerated as they were ruled
by a woman.
1st. Prokopios tells us about the Heruli or Earls
who settle next to the Gauti.
2nd. Snorri tells us about the Asia men who introduce a new religion and settle in Sigtuna. The excavations at Old Sigtuna reveal major changes in the
early 500s with large increase in people and horses.
3rd. The Beowulf epos talks about the conditions
in the Baltic Sea region and the antagonism between
the immigrant Svear and the Gotlanders.
The real name of the island in the Baltic Sea is
Gutland or the island of the Gutar. In the trade
treaties from the 1100s it is called ‘Gutniska kusten’
(Gotlandish coast), and the people are called Gutar.
The Couronians called the Gotlanders for Gudi.
Jordanes talks about Gothiscandza as the linguists
have translated with the ‘Gotlandic coast’, or the
coast where the Gotlandic trading colonies were located on the southern shores of the Baltic Sea. The
word Scandza means just the coast, later ‘Gutniska
kusten’, which is the island Gotland. The word Gotland is a Latin form that alludes to the Roman name
for the Goths, who called themselves Guthiuda and
Gutans. The Gotlanders were thus independent
until the end of the 1300s and then self-governing, ﬁrst under pirates (including removed foreign kings).
From 1530 until 1645 Gotland was a tributary state
under the Danish king. All that time the Gotlandic Merchant Farmers’ Republic functions de jure.
The Gotlanders choose Things judges and the large
Gotlandic ‘national seal’ with the ewe is used until
they later in the 1500s do not want to acknowledge
a too uncomfortable Danish decision. Instead they
explain that the seal has been lost. On paper the
Gotlandic Merchant Farmers’ Republic exists until
the beginning of the 1600s but is gradually abol-
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ished. Important here is a Danish decree in connection with the ‘rettertingskommission’ in 1618, when
the country judge (landsdomare) Thöger Kärne from
Burs was displaced and imprisoned. From a Gotlandic point of view this action is completely illegal.
Legally Gotland would be able to claim the right
to independence along with what the Baltic states
have done. After 1679 Gotland was incorporated
into Sweden and a prolonged Swediﬁcation process
was started.
The Gotlandic Merchant Farmers’ counted
their birth position and their social class socially higher than burghers and peasants of
other nations. The difference can obviously be
explained, that they were aware, that they had
a higher form of freedom, namely to be free
from land lords and liability to taxation. The
Gotlandic society before the 1600s was considered to be an ‘ethnie’, a group with a perceived
common origin, language and history.
The Gotlanders had early close contact with the
Byzantine Ortodox Churh and a trade agreement
was signed with the Emperor in Miklagarðr (Constantinople) dated in the year 911. The document
was signed by the Emperor Leo VI and Karl, Ingjald,
Farulf, Vermund, Hrollaf, Gunnar, Harold, Kami,
Frithleif, Hroarr, Angantyr, Throand, Leithulf, Fast,
and Steinvith. The treaty regulates the status of the
colony of the Gotlandic Varangian merchants in
Constantinople. The text testiﬁes that they settled
in the quarter of Saint Mamas. Al-Marwazi, reports
that the al-Rus’ abandoned their wild pagan ways
and raids, settling into Christianity in 912.
No one was able to force their will on the Gotlanders, not even the Catholic Church.
The Gotlanders are one of the few peoples who
themselves determined the conditions for the connection to the Pope and the Catholic Church. It is
important that we are aware that the Gotlanders
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had experience of many Christian and non-Christian doctrines of faith. Åke Ohlmarks, among others, believes that there is evidence of Arian-Christian graves on Gotland as early as the 500s. The
Bishop in Linköping, who the Gotlanders concluded contracts with, “because he was closest to them”,
seems not to have been able to interfere in the decision making in the Gotlandic Church. He was only
contracted to perform dedication ceremonies and
tours of inspection as required. He did not even
have a say in the selection of priests, although he
protested to Rome. Even the compensation, that
the bishop received, was decided by the Gotlanders.
The basis for this book is published in a number of
articles, archaeological reports and books, preferably in conjunction with various types of evidence
and usually limited to very short time segments. See
the sources. I have in my work largely tried to focus on the wealth of facts those skilled researchers/
authors have produced. In addition, I have tried as
far as possible to integrate ﬁndings and events in
the right time sequence to make comparison possible with the outside world. Without the help of the
computer, the work had been impossible. Since I in
my profession as a consultant in problem solving
am used to distinguish what is related and signiﬁcant, this work has been very interesting. The fact
that I also am ‘urgute’ (Gotlander since early times) with
my roots deep into the story told has also contributed to this my commitment. Already in the late 1950s
I sacriﬁced much time at the local archive in Visby,
where I recorded my family’s history and managed
to go back to the 1400s. I came in contact with the
late Gunnar Fritzell who has made great efforts to
shed new light on the history of Gotland. In this
work, I also had access to parts of his research.
Burs April 17, 2013
Tore Gannholm
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Fig 2. Front page of
Guta Saga.
Photo Royal Library
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The Gotlandic Chronicle
or Guta Saga

The Guta Saga (note 3), as the preface to Gut Lagh,
is the popular name of the Gotlandic Chronicle. It
deals with the earliest history of Gotland, how the
Gotlanders saw it when it was written down in the
beginning of the 1200s, until the acceptance of Roman Catholicism.
Guta Saga and Guta Lagh are written in the Gotlandic language, ‘Gutniska’, clearly distinct from other
Nordic languages and is very close to the Gothic
language. It lacks any counterpart on the Swedish
mainland. Gotland, from distant times and even
well into modern times, was an independent Merchant Farmers’ Republic with its own history and
its own distinctive culture. Gotland’s own formal
world developed early. Gotland was the center for
the rich Baltic Sea culture. Guta Saga is also a literary masterpiece, which according to Adolf Schück
shows that the Gotlanders early had reached an advanced stage in the narrative arts. An interesting linguistic difference between Gotlandic and Swedish
is the Swedish word ‘arv’, inherit, that in Gotlandic
is called ‘lutum, liautr’.
In addition to the few sources of written nature
and the many descriptive picture stones there is a
very large archaeological material. It not only complement the written sources. It is also independent
research material relevant to in particular the Late
Bronze Age, Roman Iron Age, Vendel era, Viking
Age and earlier Medieval history on Gotland.
With the name Tjelvar the Gotlandic history begins.
Some Danish and Norwegian researchers have associated the name Tjelvar with the name of Thors
agile servant Tjalvi, where ‘a’ under the rules of
the Nordic ‘i’ sound should have passed over to an
‘e’. Such an interpretation is likely considering the
mythological character that the Guta Saga undoubt-
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edly has. The Thor cult seems to have had a wide
expansion on Gotland. Thor and his servant who
belong together as mythical nature beeings were
well known. Thor was the god of thunder and lightning and was looked upon to cause thunder-storms
‘tordön’.
According to the Guta Saga, Tjelvar had a son by
the name of Havde, who married Vitastjerna and
with her had three sons, Gute, Graipr and Gunnfjaun. From these three originated since the entire
Gotlandic people. Thus the Guta Saga ties in with
the triad, which is so common in most origin myths
all the way from the Biblical story of Noah’s three
sons, from which all nations of the earth descended.
All here mentioned names are formed in a typically
Nordic way except for the name of Havde’s wife
Vitastjerna. This name stands there like an exotic
ﬂower in an otherwise entirely Nordic name ﬂora.
In the Low German translation the translator has to
the name appended the following statement, translated into English, “it is by far the wisest hereditary daughter”. If you agree with the Low German
interpretation it gives the Guta Saga still another
mythological dimension. With the wisest it could
refer to the goddess Athena in Greek mythology.
In the Guta Saga it says that some Gotlanders emigrated to Greece. Athena is the goddess of wisdom,
courage, inspiration, civilization, warfare, strength,
strategy, female arts, crafts, justice and skill.
It is interesting to compare Tacitus Germania with
Tjelvar and his family, where Tacitus talks about the
Germanic gods in the ﬁrst century. According to
Tacitus, Mannus is the son of Tuisto and the progenitor of the three Germanic tribes Ingaevones,
Herminones and Istvaeones. Note that Wodan and
that group of gods are not known at that time.
The Guta Saga and Guta Lagh are probably written
down around 1220 on the recommendation of the
Archbishop in Lund, Andreas Sunesen. He was in
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Fig 3. The ﬁrst ﬁre on Gotland. Painting by Erik Olsson.

1207 passing through Gotland. There is preserved
a letter from him to Bishop Bengt in Linköping in
which he stresses the beneﬁts of having the law
written down. He also points out that the law must
be suitable to the country, adding: “It is noted that,
like the island Gutland, through a long sea stretch,
is separated from other countries in the same way
its inhabitants are so different from other people as
concerns regulated law and customary right both
the secular and spiritual.” This Gotlandic distinctiveness had a long history.
What is not mentioned in Guta Saga is the ‘Bulverket’ in Tingstäde träsk which was probably built as a
fortiﬁcation in relation to ravages by Norwegian Vikings and a winter trading place. If so, the ‘Bulverket’ has not been built later than the end of the 900s
or early 1000s, the time when these Viking kings
ravaged Gotland. In 1007 came a Norwegian ﬂeet
under the 13 year old Olaf Haraldsson (later Christianized and called Olaf the Saint) on a ravaging expedition
to the Baltic Sea. The campaign was however led
by the king trainer Hrane who had been on Viking

ravaging expeditions several times before. As Olaf
was the most famous Gotlandic saint when Guta
Saga was written down, this could of course not be
mentioned.
Both documents show the way beyond themselves,
deep in the ancient world, where only the abandoned settlements, burial grounds, picture stones
and prehistoric ﬁnds speak for themselves in its
dumb but expressive language. People came to
Gotland already in the Paleolithic, during the time
of the Ancylus Lake, when the climate was warm
and moist and Gotland was abounding with water,
and prey of all kinds were swarming. But for how
long has there been a social organization? Can we
ﬁnd any hint to the cause and origin of the Merchant Farmers’ Republic?
What do our Stone Age discoveries say? Yes, they
speak in the beginning of a people of seal hunters
and ﬁshermen. Of astronomers who were able to
read the sky and document an astronomical calendar. They must have had knowledge of what we
today call the Metonic cycle. The Metonic calendar
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assumes that 19 solar years are equal to 235 lunar
months, which is in turn equal to 6940 days.
Seal hunting was certainly in the blood of the
Gotlanders. It survived as a prehistoric adventure
through all forms of civilization, and it was penetrated by archaic customs and surrounded by
written and unwritten laws well into later times.
We know of Säve’s and others’ depictions of seal
hunting, e.g. that it at Näsudden was conducted in
a Stone Age like manner even in the 1800s, and the
hunt was organized in a seal hunters guild, whose
statutes are preserved.
The power and glory of the old Gotlanders was
built, as we know, on foreign trade far more than its
own products. How far back can we trace the merchandizing on Gotland? At least to the Neolithic
period. It is quite clear that the Gotlanders early begun to use the good trading position of their home
island for trade.
Already the boom during the Bronze Age would
have meant a strong community organization
where we can see the great piles of stones, cairns,
and those for Gotland unique stone ships.
The outlines of an organized form of society with
trade contacts with the Roman Empire can on Gotland be traced back to at least around the beginning
of our era.
This seems at the beginning of the Roman Iron
Age, also called ‘Time of emperors’, to have been
one of the Gotlandic ancient culture’s most prosperous economic booms. Roman authors like Pliny
the Elder and Tacitus write about the mighty people
on the island in Mare Suebicum (Baltic Sea). This
culture was built on regular trade exchange with the
continental tribes, and directly and indirectly with
the Roman Empire, where the Roman basilicas appear to be prototypes for the large Gotlandic halls
of that time known as ‘kämpgravar’.
The structure of this society appears to have had
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that in the Nordic region character of ancient great
family. The peculiarity of this cultural image is precisely the singular style of the break between people
with their artistically trained, partially reﬁned personal luxury and world-knowledge and their daily
lives in a district of simple shepherds. For those
who built the huge halls in accordance with ancient
inherited traditions and laid Roman wine ladles from
Capua in Italy in the tombs and lost Emperor silver
denarius behind the headboard must have been not
only wealthy but also globetrotters. (see ‘The largest
known Nordic building from the Roman Iron Age’ with the measures 67 x 11 metres).

The Gotlanders most probably
controlled the northern part of the Amber Road
and were at the right place when the Gothic federation was formed. In Roman times, a main route ran
south from the Baltic coast in Prussia through the
land of the Boii (modern Czech Republic and Slovakia) to
the head of the Adriatic Sea (modern Gulf of Venice).
They had probably seen the military drill in the
garrison camps at the Rhine border and the column-lined bathing houses in Colonia Agrippinensis
and Carnuntum and could perhaps even mangle a
provincial Vulgar Latin. Greek silk fabrics were safe
under ingenious wooden locks in cofﬁns, while they
themselves were dressed in hearty wool garments
and rode with their feet almost dragging the ground
on the furry forest ponies between folds where the
bleating and bellowing of cattle huddled together.

The Guta Saga
in the Nordic propaganda

From the pirate time in the 1400s it was conducted
propaganda in Denmark and Sweden about Gotland’s correct afﬁliation. Here becomes Tjelvar
from the beginning a central key ﬁgure. He is re-
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garded, at that time a historical person. In their reasoning, his seizure of Gotland is therefore of direct
legal importance when it comes to determining the
ownership of Gotland. It is he who takes possession of Gotland by ﬁrst of all land and make a ﬁre.
Gotland was from the end of the 1300s and during
much of the 1400s in the hands of pirates, who
among other things built and lived on Visborg castle. These pirates were encroaching on both Denmark and Sweden and could therefore not be tolerated. Therefore they tried to ﬁnd arguments for the

annexation of Gotland and get rid of the pirates.
Both the Swedish and Danish sides produced great
effort to prove Tjelvars correct domicile and nationality. In Denmark they argued with great clarity
his Danish origin. This was from the Swedish side
with equally strong ‘evidence’ refuted for his Swedish heritage. Of course, none of them could prove
anything because Gotland was the oldest state of
the three, and never had belonged to anyone. The
Gotlanders had ruled themselves since time in memorial.

Fig 4. Winter Evening in the hall. The house was reconstructed after the foundations of houses known as ‘kämpgravar’. It
seems to have been a common building form in the beginning of our era. Such houses were still in use in the Viking Age. The
origin of these huge halls is considered to be the Roman art of building and especially the Roman basilicas, which during the
earlier part of the Empire, even when they were quite appropriate buildings, rather had the character of a low building with the
entrance on the gable. With its double in the length direction of the hall arranged rows of columns or pillars they can be seen as
excellent role models. The Gotlandic trading voyages took them far and wide. When they returned home again and all hardships
were forgotten, then came the stories and tales presented by the ﬁrelight, the good heat and the food.
Painting by Erik Olsson
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The Guta Lagh,

a legacy from Gotland’s greatness

Guta Lagh is an actual book of law. It contains literally adopted and ratiﬁed texts, which have normative force. This is not the case with the oldest
Swedish provincial laws such as the Västgöta and
Östgöta Law Acts, from which Guta Lagh differ
markedly. These are merely records of the applicable law, made by any law knowable man for better
memory’s sake. Gotland’s legal division is quite different from other Germanic areas. It must have occurred on Gotland itself in line with there prevailing
conditions and customs. As new requirements have
come about, they have taken examples from where
they could ﬁnd them. In particular, it is striking that
the Guta Lagh has not a single reference to any king.
The foreword, Guta Saga, does not even claim Tjelvar or Havde to be kings on Gotland. Nor Avair
Strabain is portrayed as a king. This he is, however,
in the Beowulf epos, which is about Gotland, but
is recorded in eastern England, if we accept that
Beowulf and Avair may be the same person. It is
clear that the Merchant Farmers have portrayed the
characters in the chronicle as an image of themselves. There are features pointing east, towards the
Baltic-Finnish peoples. Place names and folk tales
from Estonia are not talking about kings, but well
about associations, councils, people’s organizations.
There are also many similarities in place names with
Old Prussian.
In Guta lagh, which was recorded in the early 1200s
but which holds the remains of an earlier judicial
system, we meet an Old Norse society. Thing is
its legal and administrative unit. At the head of
every Thing was a district judge (tingsdomare), and
the Things were formed into six higher administrative units, ‘Sättings’, which apparently have a very
old tradition, and the six ‘Sättings’ constituted the
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Gutna Alþingi, the Gotlandic ‘government’. That is
the authority that was symbolized by the seal from
Duss with the proud ewe. The Chairman of the
Gutna Alþingi, ‘landsdomaren’ was the Merchant
Farmers’ Republic’s highest authority. The judges’
dignity seems to have been inherited in some families, and thus linked to some more substantial farms.
Within the self-ownership, the peasantry was thus
educated into a kind of ofﬁcial career, whose traditions were well looked after far down into present
times. To these we can relate the one on Gotland
already since the 1500s exerted continental window
gift, which meant that the country gentlemen, in
particular, to the district judge gave windows with
magniﬁcent painted arms and name inscriptions.
The basis for the written and by agreement established Guta Lagh is an oral memory, in which the
Gotlandic law throughout the ages has been designated and preserved. Various provisions have very
different age. They may of course in many ways
have changed as time progressed, before they ﬁnally
have the formula written down. In Guta Lagh are
also traces of Arabic laws. It is said e.g. that the
molestation of women is severely punished. This
can not be found in Swedish provincial laws but in
Arabic laws.
The Guta Lagh gives in all its brief a true and clear
picture of the social conditions on Gotland in old
days. Gotland was governed by the Gutnalthing
(Gutna Alþingi) and the elected district judges. The
leading class in the society was made up of the
peasant proprietors, and it is probably exclusively
from this class the Gotlandic Things judges came.
The peasant proprietors could, as the number of
farms in the early Middle Ages indicate, be estimated to at least 2300. The Guta Lagh is therefore a
peasant law. It is the Gotlandic landownership, that
in course of time has built the Gotlandic society. In
the different speciﬁcations and enactments of the
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law there have been experiences, and sense of justice has manifested itself. It was only the farmers
who had full civil rights in this society.
A peculiar provision in Guta Lagh refers to ‘non
Gotlandic men’s’ rights on Gotland. Here it is probably provided for foreign merchants who visited
Gotland e.g. Kievan Rus’, Courians, Danes, Svear
and Germans. Guta Lagh states also that one can
not elicit confessions through torture. “If you torment somebody he says what you want him to say.”
The Guta Lagh is of course intimately connected
with Gutnaltinget (Gutna Alþingi) or ‘land alt’, later during the late Middle Ages called ‘landstinget’
and ‘gutestuven’. This was the Gotlandic supreme
legislative, judicial and decision-making authority
and probably very old. Already Tacitus says: “Their
popular assemblies consist of Things in which men
present themselves armed”. A Germanic Thing can
be found in a relief on the Column of Marcus Aurelius (193 CE).
The Thing originally consisted of all the judges, and
at some time at important decisions of two or four,
according to custom, chosen representatives from
each Thing. With the adoption of Pope Christianity,
as ofﬁcial religion, came the three deans and later,
when Visby got its council also its two mayors.
Its leader was by virtue the elected ‘landsdomaren’,
who alone bore the title unlike the ‘Sättings’ and
‘Things’ judges of which there were several. The
country judge was chairman of Gutna Alþingi and
its formal ‘Head of State’. Here were appeals by the
courts, but also cases in the ﬁrst instance were admitted or rejected. Here were issued written rulings
and evidence of various kinds, signed by the country judge (landsdomaren) and two other judges present,
and was ﬁtted with its seal where the ewe as the
ancient Gotlandic symbol has a central place. This
seal which has a feminine symbol is reproduced in
the center of today’s Gotlandic ﬂag in white on red

Fig 5. Gotland’s ‘Sättingar’ and ‘kastaler’ after Steffen
Source: Gotländskt Arkiv 1981

background.
Guta Lagh that is ancient and unique was in force
in Gotland until 1595, in practice up to 1645. Visby
broke away from Gotland at the civil war in 1288
and there was then Visby City Law ruling.
Gotland was completely unaffected by the medieval
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feudal system. The Gotlanders were also, at least
apparently, unfamiliar with the medieval three- and
four-class division. They distinguished instead between free and unfree people, and between Gotlanders and non-Gotlanders. The farmers, or farm
owners, were the political leading layer. Only the
priests were owing to their learning ranked equal
with them. Non-Gotlanders lacked political rights.
The thralls were not free, but slavery was in the late
1200s under winding up. Changes were in the coming, especially in Visby, but the rural peasantry still
retained its position.

forests roamed aurochs, elk, deer and wild boar.
Tree stumps in the seabed prove this.
During the Yoldia time it was a warm period. There
grew pines and junipers on Gotland, and bog and
bog soils were formed. When the connection with
Kattegat was broken, due to land uplift, the Baltic
Sea waters became sweet, and the lake was named
the Ancylus Lake after the freshwater snail Ancylus
ﬂuviatilis. The outlets in different eras have been
Svea älv at Degerfors, Dana älv in Stora Bält and
the Öresund River. The rising Ancylus Lake may
have drowned some of the Gotlandic forests. Other forests had probably frozen to death already at
a cooling catastrophe that happened about 10,300
years ago. The trees are located in different direcThe withdrawal of the ice
tions.
During the last ice age the ice sheet reached to Ber- In Guta Saga it is reported that Gotland in prehislin. About 15,000 years ago the melting began, and toric times was an enchanted land, which “Daghum
about 12,500 years ago the withdrawn ice line had sanc oc natum var uppj”, that it sank during the
reached Gotland.
day and rose from the sea at night. The Gotlandic
11,500 years ago, perhaps only the highest parts of researcher P.A. Säve recalls this story as he tells how
Gotland were above the surface of the Baltic Ice the island was created in the sea, and the sea has a
Lake. The surface of the Oceans was then much few times risen and fallen around its coasts in the
lower than now, because the water was still tied up remote geological ages, dug caves in the cliffs, and
in the ice sheets.
left wreaths of raised beaches, all the way up on the
When the Ice verge about 11,400 years ago reached country’s highest places. We can listen to his clever
the cross ravines at Billingen in Sweden at its north- words: “In considering these ocular increases and
ern tip, the Baltic Ice Lake broke through to Kat- varying reductions in the distant era of the island’s
tegat and sank so much that its surface was in level making, when she was still only a ﬂock of scattered
with Kattegat. The hollow between Billingen and islands which often lay hidden beneath the seathe ice verge was lower than the Kattegat area, and mists and the rushing breakers, return in memory
a bay was formed. Salt water penetrated into the easily the ancient legend about Gotland ... “
Baltic Ice Lake, which was named the Yoldia Sea The water became again cut off and became a lake,
after the scallops Portlandia (= Yoldia) arctica. At and ﬁnally with fresh water, the so-called Ancyleast in some of these periods Gotland should have lus Lake. It was the Gotlandic Professor Henrik
had land connection with northern Germany and Munthe who made this important discovery and
south-eastern Sweden, and migration of animals with ingenuity and boldness drew the far-reaching
and plants seem to have kept approximately the consequences. On the barren plateau, just south
same pace as immigration to Öland. In the deep of Visby, where hardly a blade of grass grows, the
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waves from the Arctic Ocean ﬂushed the rock clean.
There he found at the mill Högan as a young student in 1887, in a beach grass about 38 m above the
sea-wall, shells of freshwater molluscs, including
Ancylus ﬂuviatilis.
When the Ancylus Lake reached its greatest extent
much of Gotland was seabed. The ridge to the west
formed a low steep, and in the north was a sparsely populated archipelago, where Othem church hill
and the cliffs in Rute rose as low islets. So also did
Torsburgen and the mountains at Östergarn.
In the middle of the country, at Stånga church, shallow bays forced the country into a narrow isthmus
that in Hemse and Rone swelled to a prehistoric
Storsudret. And 30 km out to sea from there, the
sea broke against the Sundre island and Hoburgen.
In this archipelago there was a mild and pleasant
climate, with gentle winters and humid hot summers. Sea winds swept through the lush forests,
where deer herds strove among succulent pastures
and water birds chattered ﬂuting in the undisturbed
quiet of the vast marshes. To this country came the
ﬁrst human beings.
It took a long time before Gotland started to rise up
out of the Baltic Sea, which at that time was a lake
with outlet through Öresund and the Belts. Simultaneously with Gotland the surrounding areas also
rouse. During this raise the bedrock, which in several places was exposed to the Baltic Ice Lake, was
subjected to its waves. At lower levels were even
formed river sand and beach gravel.
The organisms, which during this time and later
were embedded in the layers, which were deposited
in lakes, have been studied by geologists and vegetation biologists. The success of these studies have
made it possible to fairly fully present Gotlands
evolutionary history.
The study of these deposits have shown that several
plant species immigrated during the Baltic Ice Lake,

e.g. Arctic forms of the polar willow (Salix polaris),
white dryas, (Dryas octopetala), Arctostaphylos alpina
and others. In the lakes were during the same time
also some lowly animal species living, including
those of the arctic forms, namely crustaceans and a
few mollusks. Somewhat later even some species of
mosses immigrated.
About the middle of the Ancylus time the lake’s
surface began to climb, an ascent, which continued
until Gotland comprised only about 1300 square kilometres. (The current size of Gotland is about 3000 square kilometres). At this point in time the raise stopped, and
beach ridges (the Ancylus ridge) were formed around
the island. Even mighty caves were formed during
this stage in the limestone mountains. The Ancylus ridge is located in the far north around 45 m
above sea level, in the Visby area approximately 38
m above sea level and in the far south around 19 m
above sea level.
Curiously enough, no remains of vertebrates have
been found in layers from the Ancylus Lake, but
ﬁnds from southern Sweden suggest the possibility that both the aurochs, moose and beaver during
this time have been on the island. Shells of several
land molluscs have however been found in the Ancylus layers on the island.
The regression, which started after the maximum
extension of the Ancylus Lake, proceeded so far
that Gotland had an extention approximately equivalent to the present. It is not inconceivable that the
island on this occasion had land-lines to the south.
The South Baltic area was namely higher than now,
which among other things can be seen from the peat
layers, which are found in the seabed off Bornholm
and the southern coast of Skåne. During the latter
part of the Ancylus Lake there was immigration
of inter alia lime (Tilia europaea), a red cornell (Cornus
sangvinea), alder (probably Alnus glutinosa), oak (Quercus
robur), and others. Already now has on the island
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probably been meadows of the kind, which have
abundantly been found, and pine forests. Apparently the climate has improved further. It is likely that
the wild boar entered the island during this stage
simultaneously with the oak.
In the latter part of the Ancylus Lake occurred in
the South Baltic area a land depression, which ﬁnally had as result that a new connection was created
through Öresund and the Belts. The Ancylus Lake
soon again became an INLAND SEA with salinity,
which was approximately twice as high as the current one. Two types of Litorina sea snails, Littorina
littorea and Littorina rudis tenebrosa were particularly common in that sea, why it was named the
Littorina Sea.
The Ancylus Lake became the Littorina Sea when
rising oceanic levels broke through the Great Belt
(between 6000 and 4000 BCE) and covered considerable
parts of the island. At its maximum extension partly strong embankments were thrown up (the Litorina
border wall = LG). This embankment is at the farthest
north approximately 27,5 m above sea level, in the
Visby area approximately 24 m above sea level and
in the far south around 14 m above sea level. The
size of the island was during this time about 1900
square kilometres. After the maximum extension of
the Littorina Lake a colder period entered and the
land ‘rose’ again. Between 3200 and 2800 BCE the
water level was much lower due to a freezing period
and Gotland reached the present size. It was so cold
that the ‘Iceman’ froze to death in the Alps and
plants, today dated with C14, froze in the Andes. It
is during this period the famous Gotlandic grooves
were grinded. About 2800 BCE it became warmer
again and the water level became higher again.
The Littorina period, which means a salter water
and within which most of the stone age settlements
took place, would have lasted until 1000 BCE.
About the climatic conditions during this time the

22

opinions among the experts are divided. Probably
it has at its later part been a warm maritime climate
with dry summers. The temperature seems at least
at times to have been higher than today. One can’t
exclude, however, that at the end of the Littorina
time a deterioration of the climatic conditions occurred.
At about 500 BCE a cold period started. That is
probably what has been called ‘Fimbulvinter’.

Fig 6. Late Baltic Ice Lake around 8,300 BCE, with a channel near Mount Billingen through what is now central Sweden.

The Gotlanders’
unique history

Gotland is located in the middle of the Baltic Sea.
At all types of voyages before shipping of another
kind, where the paddle was the driving force, the
island must have been a signiﬁcant between-station
on voyages across the sea. The composition and
richness of the Gotlandic ancient ﬁnds show that
the Gotlanders in all times have drawn ﬁnancial ad-

Gotland the Pearl of the Baltic Sea

Fig 7. Ancylus Lake around 6700 BCE. The relic of a
Scandinavian Glacier in white. The river Svea älv formed an
outlet to the Atlantic Sea.

vantage from this position. Here became good seamanship and skill in shipbuilding qualities of great
value for proﬁtable trading.
To Gotland, one could only travel by sea. So did according to Guta Saga the ﬁrst Gotlander, ‘urguten’
Tjelvar. Signiﬁcantly, it is also a huge stone ship that
in folklore is considered as ‘Tjelvars grave’ (ﬁg 27).
The stone ships together with the boats on the only
rock carving found on Gotland, at Hägvide in Lärbro, are the oldest depictions of ships that we know
from the island. They originate from the Bronze
Age.
The boats, or rather with paddle propelled canoes
of different sizes, and maybe also design, were
common and played an important role in the Nordic countries during this time, as shown by thousands of ship pictures on rock carvings. We don’t
know if among these also are included pictures of

other, more advanced ship types, perhaps originating in the far south lying cultures. Separate visits by
expeditions from the Mediterranean should not be
considered as incredible even if conclusive proof is
still lacking.
At Lauterhorn on Fårö, at the northern tip of
Gotland, beginning previous century, there was a
strange beach ﬁnd. Lauterhorn is located adjacent
to Gamlehamn, a Viking Age harbour location on a
protective cove. For those who from the north ﬁrst
get the island in sight it is the most natural mooring
site. What was found was a bronze head originating
in the ancient Mediterranean world.
Its dating should be around the birth of Christ,
and it must have been used as an ornamental detail, either on a large piece of furniture or a ship.
The probability that a larger piece of furniture was
shipped to the northern tip of Gotland and there
been evicted in the ocean would be less than a ship
from the Mediterranean region has come here and
perhaps remained here. The latter should in all cases be considered as a possible explanation for the
strange discovery.
Trips to the north, that Roman writers speak of,
may have been more common than previously believed. A wind-driven Italian ship came once in the
Middle Ages to the Norwegian coast and parts of
its crew actually went back along roads over land.
There are records preserved that conﬁrm this. Why
should such not have occurred earlier, as more or
less well-planned trips by commercial interests, or
discovery and learning as a reason?
Bronze Age paddled canoes were probably large
enough and had many men on board. Along the
coastal areas and in restricted waters, they were
excellent carriers of men and cargo. But over the
open sea, they should not have been safe vehicles
other than in very good weather. The new ship type
was quite different, and the plank-built boat with
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Fig 8. “Well, we
live centrally, in
the middle of the
Baltic Sea.”
Photo the Royal
Library
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raised bows became dominant in the marine context to the present day.
When paddled canoes were exchanged for plank
built rowing ships that must have been a very big
change in the Baltic Sea region and also elsewhere
in the North. It was now possible for many men to
travel across wide waters, and previously peaceful
coasts now became unsure settlements. Rethinking
for protection and defense was now necessary. The
farms should henceforth lie so far inland, that it was
time to gather the people for defense against predatory attackers. But in other ways than before, when
coast travelling dominated, could now also cultural
contacts be mediated over before dividing water expanses.

The ﬁrst traces of humans

In Gotland’s history plays the man and his settling
on the island a major role. To the bewitched island
arrived, says Guta Saga, a man named Tjelvar. He
lit a ﬁre on the island, and then broke the spell. It
fell no more, and he and his descendants could take
possession of it. The people’s memory has given on
Gotland this mythical compatriot a beautiful monument. It is a stately stone ship from the Bronze Age
in the forest at Tjelders in Boge known traditionally
as Tjelvars grave.
In reality we do not know much about those ﬁrst
inhabitants. They seem to have arrived about eight
thousand years ago. Maybe it was wind-driven ﬁshermen, who did not know any way back to their
settlements beyond the cruel sea. But it was this sea
that primarily gave them their livelihood. The ﬁrst
settlements should have begun as early as during
the time of the Ancylus Lake. With certainty we
know that people lived on Gotland at least through
the transition period between the Ancylus and Li-

torina times, and during the last stage there were
relatively large settlements around the island’s
shores. The culture, that characterizes Gotland’s
ﬁrst settlements, is relatively undifferentiated. It is
closely related with primitive habitation with ﬁshing
as its main occupation, which we during the Neolithic period ﬁnd widespread around the Baltic Sea
beaches. Already at this point in time we can discern
certain characteristics that signiﬁcantly differentiate
the Gotlandic Stone Age culture from neighboring
areas. Therefore already during this time Gotland
seems in several respects as a cultural entity. This
position has Gotland at all times preserved.
A small area of land, with the sea as its natural frontiers, is in itself enclosing good conditions for settlement and has always had great potential to create
a distinctive and vibrant culture, provided that its
location allowed easy access to nearby major cultural areas. Such an area has easily been able to receive
and on its own land translate alien cultural impulses.
At the same time the isolated location allowed that
Gotland’s peculiar nature was maintained.
As example can be mentioned Cyprus, Crete and
Sicily in the Mediterranean Sea, Bornholm and
Öland in the Baltic Sea.
Gotland has formerly held the greatest potential for
the creation of such an island culture, mainly due to
its location in the middle of the Baltic Sea. Gotland
has virtually since the Stone Age controlled shipping and trade in this area.
One ﬁnds stone-age people resident adjacent to
the contemporary coastline. Among the oldest that
have been found are those in gravel pits at Svalings
in Gothem, Gisslause in Lärbro and Lilla Stux in
Bunge. There in a thin layer of black carbon mixed
soil that has poked up simple tools. Mostly bone
tips and ﬂint chips, which may have been used for
various things.
One of the oldest skeletons in Fornsalen is from
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Bjers in Stenkyrka and is about 9000 years old. According to Professor Lars Larsson, the Gotlandic burial sites are undoubtedly the oldest dated in
present day Sweden, and also one of the oldest
burial sites during the Mesolithic period in Europe.
When the Ancylus Lake broke its dams to the Kattegat it formed the so-called Litorina Sea, which had
higher salinity than the nowadays Baltic Sea. The
old settlements were abandoned and new built, still
along the beaches. Tools became more and more
developed. You will ﬁnd stone axes of varying types,
in some places in such abundance that you get the
idea of a specialized mass production. At Nasume
in Tofta and Norrbys in Hall have 600 respectively
500 ﬁnely pounded grain-axes been taken care of.
An interesting phenomenon are the ﬁre pits from
ancient historical times that have been excavated
e.g. in Ganne ancient village in Burs. The pits are
circular, about 40 - 60 cm in diameter and about
15 - 30 cm deep. At the bottom they have a layer of
ﬁst size granite, many of which have burst apart by
ﬁre. Surrounding the stones is the soot and black
soil. The ﬁre pits have probably been the hearth
of ancient dwellings. They gave the heat and were
hearth for cooking.
In a pit the ﬁre keeps longer, and you can keep the
embers from day to day. If the ﬁre (the embers) were
extinguished you had to go to the neighbors and
‘borrow ﬁre.’ Black soil patches (ﬁre pits) have long
been known in both Burs and other parishes. They
are visible at deep plowing. Even in the gravel pit
there are black soil patches, but only a few will be
recognized. Fire pits are usually located close together in groups, a few hundred or a thousand meters apart.
Towards the north shore of Stora Karlsö opens up
the huge cave, Stora Förvar, 25.5 m deep and up
to 6.5 m high. During the ﬁnal stages of the Stone
Age was here less space under the roof. The cave
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Fig 9. Stora förvar

was used as a dwelling place and a mighty waste
storage had for centuries raised the ground level. In
1888-93 the 4 m thick cultural layers were examined.
They contained numerous items from the Stone
Age people’s everyday lives, primarily meal residue.
In the older layers there are seal bones and bones of
prey. In the younger layers, however, the bones of
domestic animals dominated, especially pigs. The
picture was taken at the archaeological survey of
Stora Förvar after the enormous habitation layer
had partially been cut away.
An interesting Stone Age settlement, dating back
to early neolitic time i.e. the time from about 4500
BCE, is Ajvide in Eksta where excavations have
been undertaken in recent years. Here has inter alia
been found 6000 year old pottery. About 3200 BCE
Ajvide was abandoned. A sudden cooling period
started all around the world and the water levels fell.
It has been estimated that if the waterlevel fell with
9 m the beach went out over 600 m. Therefore the
habitation moved from the old localities out to the
new beach.
From the Stone Age is known a ‘string of pearls’
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of settlements around the Gotlandic coasts. Those
who lived here have essentially been seal hunters
and ﬁshermen, and most settlements may show
ﬁndings from the Pitted Ware culture, but also older
cultural strata are represented. The Pitted Ware culture (ca 3500 BCE – ca 2800 BCE) was a hunter-gatherer
culture. This is the time when the famous Gotlandic grooves are ground. Coastal bondage is very tangible, and only a few settlements have so far been
found in Gotland’s inland (Nihlén 1927, Stenberger 1943).
In southern Scandinavia was developed during the
Late Stone Age a higher culture with agriculture
and animal husbandry, as the basis for a permanent
settlement, where an organized agricultural society
could take shape. There was also impressive stone
chamber tombs, dolmens and passage graves for
the family’s dead. But on the Baltic Sea coast and
around the water systems in the inland forests a remainder of a primitive population stage survived,
but not completely unaffected by the farming culture. It is customary to call them ‘ﬁsh farmers’.
They learned to cook and store their food in earthen vessels, which they decorated with simple lines
and trenches. This Pitted Ware culture continued to
perform at the Gotlandic settlements and show that
these were connected with the mainland ﬁsh farmers. Perhaps they also had new additions from there
in the form of refugees and emigrants. The archaeological material is largely the same on i.e. Gotland
and in Östergötland, but in one important respect
the major settlements on Gotland: Visby, Hemmor,
Gullrum and Västerbjärs are different from their
Swedish mainland counterparts. They are rich in
graves and will therefore have a steady and stable
character and can not, as they were previously, inclined to be regarded as mere seasonal ﬁshing villages. Furthermore seal hunting emerges as a selected main occupation on Gotland.
The remains of seal dominate in most settlements,

and it is no exaggeration to call the Stone Age in
Gotland for a people of seal hunters. Soup of the
seal, dark bubbling with blood and white fat, the
meal for a hungry stone-age family to crowd around!
Seal beafs or pancakes fried in seal grease is still a
feast in the coastal parishes, even if the seal is now
a rare game. The strong skin was many times useful, and the sharp, gleaming teeth were for men and
women their most treasured ornaments. Ineradicable went seal hunting the Gotlanders in the blood.
Today’s seal hunting with modern ﬁrearms has lost
touch with old times, but still in the 1800s it was
carried on, especially on Fårö and at Näsboudd at
Burgsvik’s Bay, in accordance with primitive methods that hardly differed signiﬁcantly from those the
Stone Age people used. Linné relates from his visit
to Näsboudd: “Seals, over 20, drawn up from the
midst of the water, one after the other when we
crossed the water. This isthmus is the ﬁnest seal
trapping place on Gotland, especially at a sand bank,
making a crescent, with an inlet of a low water, over
which the seals go into the calm, when the inhabitants sneak up there, close the opening with several
nets in parallel, the one after the other, then run
the souls out of the cavity within the crooked reef,
when they get them in the nets.”
Right here at Näsboudd had ﬁve farms an old
privilege for seal hunting. The owners were called
‘kutbussar’ and were organized into a kind of guild,
and the hunt was conducted just as Linné described.
When the boy struck his ﬁrst seal he was included
in the team. One of the older anointed him in the
face with seal blood. He was thus ‘crowned’ and a
good ‘kutbuss’.
The method to close in the quarry with nets or
fences to be able to kill at peace and quiet was even
used for ﬁshing. It is still happily used by primitive
peoples. Even the seal hunting organization gives
the impression of a great age, and you may feel
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tempted to in the baptism in blood of the expectant
‘kutbuss’ at Näs see an ancient initiation, which also
may have ancestry from the Stone Age. Perhaps it
was the oldest form of human organization that
passed away when the seal hunters’ guild in 1865
was dissolved in Näs.

The INDO-GERMANIC
immigration

There have been a few waves of immigration to
Gotland which can be seen in the archaeological
material. One wave arrived about 3500 BCE. It was
a civilization that corresponded to the megalitic culture, but designed under different conditions and
with other practices. It was probably conﬂict and
upheaval, and ﬁnally a cultural fusion. One particular tribe, who were skilled astronomers, came evidently to Gotland. The Pitted Ware culture, which
ﬂourished on Gotland from about 3500 to 2800
BCE had begun (note 4).
The Pitted Ware culture skeleton graves on Gotland
are among the most magniﬁcent Neolithic tombs
we know in Europe. The dead have rich grave goods
of bone needles, axes, pottery, amber, cereal offering, and jewelry of bird bones and seal teeth. Particularly striking are the many tails of pierced seal
teeth, and collars of wild boar tusks, worn by both
men and women. Many different types of coat tails,
both longer and shorter, have been worn, where the
pierced seal teeth often served as edge applications.
In some cases, especially at the Visby settlement, bikinis of seal teeth are found in female graves. The
best kept coat tail was lifted from the grave by a
nylon string tied on both sides of each seal tooth to
maintain the exact relationship between the different beads and rows.
The graves are usually prepared in a simple way in
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the settlement camp, but in many cases, especially in
the settlement at Västerbjärs in Gothem, they show
for Stone Age conditions, unusually rich grave inventory. This manifests itself mainly in the form
of weapons such as daggers and axes. Additionally they contain jewelry. From a historical point of
view this settlement, which was examined as late as
in the 1930s, is particularly interesting. It is located
in a classic stone-age area in Gotland, dating from
the time of the early hunting peoples. Its position
was fairly open on an isthmus between an ocean
bay and the estuary of Gothemsån. It should be
noted how this location takes account, not only of
the ﬁshing and seal hunting, but also of the trafﬁc routes into the country! At that time there were
good communication routes from Gothem bay
along the rich water ways that reached up to the
mighty Roma bog. From there led other water ways
down towards the coast at Västergarn. Västerbjärs
had, in other words, a prime commercial location.
And the richly furnished graves bear witness that
this good trading position was used. It is primarily
through these tombs that we have in many respects
a new idea about the ﬁnal stage of the Gotlandic
Stone Age.
With the introduction of stock-raising and agriculture a deciduous forest conversion to forest meadows had begun. But the ﬁndings have still more to
tell. The settlements were not isolated from the outside world. They had in a previously unknown way
been in contact with it. This was in particular the
case for Västerbjärs but also for Visby. Both were
mercantile emphasized and constituted Gotland’s
ﬁrst trading centers. Especially the Västerbjärs settlement impresses by its wealth of imported objects. The many ﬂint axes are imported from southern Scandinavia, arrowheads of slate are from the
Mid-Swedish or perhaps Norrland direction, amber
beads in some graves have likely arrived from the
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Amber Coast in the southern Baltic Sea and in a
few tombs are found battle-axes of Swedish and
Jutlandish type. These are testimony for the Gotlandic settlements’ cultural contacts with the cultural
circles that in late Stone Age were strongly in force
in the entire southern Scandinavia, the Baltic Sea
states and Finland, namely the Central European
Battle-axe culture.
The Gotlanders had for a long time been a seafaring
people. The Battle-axe people who ruled in southern Scandinavia never came as invaders to Gotland.
Even before the time of the Battle-axe culture the
Gotlanders had contact with the megalithic peoples’
high cultures in the southwestern Baltic Sea region,
and this relationship developed and intensiﬁed now.
The Gotlanders began to realize that their island
was good for the Baltic Sea region and that this situation could be exploited economically. The trade
became an industry. The date when this occurred,
can be ﬁxed at about 2000 BCE.
There seems no doubt that the Gothem people on
Gotland were the ﬁrst Merchant Farmers. They
lived at Guteån or Gothemsån as it is now called.
Thus they laid the foundation to an environment
of peculiar structure, which lasted for more than
three thousand years and at different periods occupied a prominent position in Northern Europe’s
economic and cultural life. The grave inventory at
Västerbjärs reﬂects on the trade routes over which
the cultural contacts were reached. Characteristic
for the Gotlandic society and culture is its ability
to independently and with distinct individuality
process and transform foreign patterns. The import objects in the graves indicate links in several
directions. There are battle-axes of the Danish and
north German type, but also decorated bone plates,
deposited in pairs with belt ﬁttings, which have
their counterparts in East Prussia. Mediterranean
snail shells have also been found in Neolithic graves.

This opens up the roads, on which a few centuries
later the metal culture would wander in and in ancient times expand to important places down to the
Black Sea coast.
We now know some thirty Stone Age settlements
on Gotland, all around the coasts. Strangely enough
no settlement has with certainty been observed in
the marshes and swamps in the interior of Gotland,
where it seems to have been very good living conditions for the Stone Age people.
Coastal habitations often seem to have had a
strange naked and vulnerable position. At the Visby
settlement there are cultural strata overlain by beach
gravel, which may well have been witness to a storm
catastrophe. In general, there is not much to see at
the settlements. In most cases it is a common ﬁeld,
where stone axes were found when the plow turned
up black culture soil. Some ancient atmosphere is
difﬁcult to elicit. Strong imagination is needed to
see a surf come, where there is now a modest edge
pulling up, and to turn plow and harrow to sealskin-canoes pulled up on the seaweed shelf. Should
you want to get adequate contact with the Stone
Age you have to come down through the millennia.
You have to be part of an archaeological excavation
on a very rewarding place.
Let us make a visit to the large settlement under
the main square in Visby! The most fruitful excavations took place in 1924 and 1936 -37. This opened
up the well of the time, and made its way through
medieval paving and Iron Age through empty centuries-old layers of pine forests down to the gravel
beach where the trappers from the Chamber Tumulus time built their huts and shelters. It was pristine
Neolithic land. We let the ﬁnds tell us about the
living conditions.
For sustenance we know hunting and ﬁshing, mainly
cod, pike, pike-perch and id, that were caught with
the harpoon and hook and certainly also with nets
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knotted with lime bark. But from herring, which for
centuries played the greatest role in the Gotlandic
ﬁshing, are hardly any traces. Probably the time was
not yet ripe for this demanding sea ﬁshing which
needed stable boats. The hunting of game was in
addition to seals mainly elk, deer and wild boar, but
bones of sheep, goats, swine and cattle show that
animal husbandry played an important role in the
settlement for the people. The pig seems to have
been the main pet. To use its sharp-edged tusks as
knives, hooks and other purposes was to some extent a Gotlandic specialty.
Several hard stomped hut ﬂoors and stone-lined
hearth pits were also encountered. In an occasional
hut it was found that its people were sleeping the
eternal sleep. Under the hut ﬂoor has been put the
dead in the position in which he passed away, and
beside him a little burial gift, a spearhead, a precious
ﬂint dagger and a clay pot with food. Several carefully prepared graves have also been found in the
dwelling layers in the huts neighborhood. There is
a woman with a necklace of tubular mussels, which
must have been purchased at the North Sea coast,
and at her head a sharp south Scandinavian ﬂint ax
hidden in a big lump of red paint, made from iron
ochre. Perhaps such a color has been used for ritual or tattoo painting. It has also been found sharp
bone needles, which some researchers interpret as
tattooing implements. Another woman was buried
wearing her best dress, of which now only the short
skirt fringe of seal teeth remains. And here lies a
hunter with the ﬁlled quiver at his side. He also has
his best ﬁshhook with him. That the arrows are not
only aimed at the forest’s game shows a skeleton,
in whose chest the slate tip caused the man’s death.
It is not easy to say when and how the settlement
of these Neolithic villages ceased. The ﬁnal stages
of the Stone Age, the cist time that also on Gotland has left large limestone slabs and built burial
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caskets, was a time of profound cultural shifts and
upheavals. Probably they gradually abandoned the
old settlements, and the beach forest wandered in
over the blackened and moldering remains of the
seal hunters residences. But we do not really know
where the people went. Maybe they moved up into
the inner parts of Gotland as the peasant livelihood
grew in importance. The stray ﬁnds from the end
of the Stone Age follow the bow of sand and moraine marl earth, which with its loosen soil and natural drainage is best suited for primitive agriculture.
The population grew and spread over the entire island. But a picture of urban concentrations may we
only get much later.

Fig 10. The depot from Hogrän with sixteen elegant ﬂint axes
is an expression of relations between Gotland and southern
Scandinavia during the middle Neolithic period. State Historical Museum, Stockholm. Photo Ivar Anderson

Gotland the Pearl of the Baltic Sea

Astronomical calendars

A number of astronomical calendars that appear in
the form of approximately 3700 precision ground
grooves, of which about 750 occur in the solid limestone outcrop and the rest divided among approximately 840 soil solid blocks have been registered
on Gotland. The latter often consist of hard rock
such as granite or gneiss, but also soft rock such
as sandstone occur. The direction of 1253 grooves
has been measured and found that they are deliberately targeted in some directions that can only have
resulted from the observation of objects in the sky.
Of particular interest is that the two groups of solid rock and soil solid ﬁxed blocks have the same
orientation distribution. This is a peculiar phenomenon for Gotland.
The grooves on Gotland are largely dispersed
throughout the island (Note 5).
The actual grinding grooves often have a length of
60 to 100 cm and its bottom typically follows the
circular line both cross-line and longitudinally. The
circles usually have a radius of 193 cm or 283 cm.
There is a stone with 4 grooves, reused as the stemstone in a Bronze Age stone ship at Digerroir in
Garda.
Some ﬂat bedrocks with remains of grooves have
been broken up and reused as picture stones.
Some people have suggested that picture stones
with such grooves were made later. However scientiﬁc examination shows that the picture stones are
secondary, and that the grooves were there when
the stone slabs were broken, and the picture stones
were made. Various picture stones with grooves
clearly show that rock with grooves have been broken and used as picture stones although in some
cases parts of broken grooves are still visible.
One such stone is published in Gotländskt Arkiv
1988, page 47, where it is very clear that the slab
with grooves has been broken from the outcrop

Fig 11. Sun orb of carved limestone at Högbro in Halla, one
metre high and one and a half metre in diameter.
Photo K. E. Gannholm

and made to a picture stone with some part of a
groove has been left.
There is a picture stone in Hejde close to the church
where the root carries broken grooves. It was only
discovered when the stone fell and the root became
visible.
At the Department of Astronomy in Uppsala Fil.
Dr. Göran Henriksson has dated a number of these
calendars (grinding grooves) to the Stone Age, Pitted
Ware culture, between about 3300 BCE to about 2000
BCE.
A number of groups with grooves have been dated in
this way. They are directed towards the northeast and
northwest of the full moon’s rise and set at the winter
solstice. The grinding grooves have an east-west direction and are ground to the directions in which the full
moon has risen or its setting at the vernal equinox
(generally about 19 years between the grindings).
Henriksson’s ﬁndings were presented at the Conference, ASTRONOMY of ANCIENT SOCIETIES
of the European Society for Astronomy in Culture
(SEAC) associated with the Joint European and Na-

31

Tore Gannholm

tional Astronomical Meeting (JENAM)
Moscow, May 23-27, 2000 and edited by Prof. Tamila Potemkina & Prof. V. Obridko. The ﬁndings are
published by the Institute of Archaeology, Russian
Academy of Sciences.
Before the Gotlanders began to mark the movements of the heavenly bodies in stone, they had
probably developed a system to highlight movements of heavenly bodies by means of for example wooden sticks, or carved directions on bones
or other materials. One can at least conclude that
the knowledge has grown step by step and that the
Gotlandic Neolithic observers according to Henriksson knew about the Precession almost 3000
years before the Greek Hipparchus. They also had

Fig 12. Grooves, the one at left at the edge of another one, Rone
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knowledge of the Metonic cycle. The Metonic calendar assumes that 19 solar years are equal to 235
lunar months, which is in turn equal to 6940 days.
The Sicilian historian Diodorus, who lived in Julius Caesar’s time, wrote of an island “north of the
north wind” where the god went back every 19th
year. This ﬁts exactly with the grinding grooves in
Gotland.
The longest continuous calendar dated by Göran
Henriksson is at Hugreifs in Gammelgarn. The
grooves in this calendar have been ground between
the years 3151 BCE and 2568 BCE. The oldest
dated grinding groove on Gotland is dated to 3294
BCE. At Stonehenge the surrounding circular earth
bank and ditch, which constitute the earliest phase
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Fig 13. Grooves in a fan-shaped pattern and with one crossing, Hörsne

of the monument, have been dated to about 3100
BCE.
At a Symposium at the University of Uppsala discussing the age of the Gotlandic grooves on May
23, 1991 it was pointed out that parts of Gotland
could have been submerged when the lowest laying
rocks obtained its groves. However, it was stated
that the Gotlandic uplift does not follow current
theories and that it is little explored.
There are still many mysteries surrounding the grinding grooves, but it has become more exciting now
that one can say exactly not only the year but also
the day when they began. The Gotlandic ancestors

seem to have been skilled astronomers. There are
also grooves in north-western Skåne and Halland.
In Gantofta located 14 km south of Helsingborg a
face of sandstone rock is engraved with thousands
of grooves. So far no plausible explanation for their
making has been accepted. The positions of the
grooves suggest that they could have been made
with movable wheel constructions. Grooves have
also been found in Tavastia in Finland and in Luxembourg. In France they are considered to be from
the Stone Age and are called Polissoir. Grooves in
l’Aube lasted about half a millennium, from 2500 to
2000 BCE. It developed in late Neolithic or Chal-
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Fig 14. The northernmost and oldest part of the large series with 32 grinding grooves at Hugreifs in Gammelgarn. The north
direction is to the right of the image. Photo G. Henriksson

Bronze Age

about 1800 - 500 BCE

colithic or more precisely in the Copper Age. The
men who built the dolmens, erected the menhirs
and made the grooves belong to the culture known
as Seine-Oise-Marne who also dug the tombs of
Coizard-Joches. The l’Aube district had more than
130 megaliths including 49 grooves before 1927.
Today there remain only 34 prehistoric monuments
including 16 grooves. Many stones were cut into
roadstones or building blocks for homes. During
the 1800s an awareness has prompted the owners
to give the megaliths of Troyes to the Museum.
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During the course of a few centuries the amalgamation of the cattle-raising immigrants with the resident population was completed, which would result
in a uniform culture, circa 1500 BCE.
There was a warm climate during the Nordic Bronze
Age that began with a climate change around 2700
BCE (similar to that of present-day central Germany and northern France). The warm climate permitted a relatively
dense population and good farming. Grapes were
grown in Scandinavia at this time. Geographical
and geological evidence show that in the middle
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Bronze Age, around 1200 BCE, the water level of
lakes and marches fell, indicating that a warm, dry
period had been followed by a cold, wet period.
A small change in climate between 850 BCE and
760 BCE and a more radical one around 650 BCE
brought in a deteriorating weather and colder climate (supposed to have given rise to the legend of the Fimbulwinter).
There is not much known about the Nordic Bronze
Age religion. A pair of twin gods are believed to
have been worshipped, and is reﬂected in a duality
in all things sacred (sun and moon). Sacriﬁcial artifacts
have been buried and are often found in pairs. A
female or mother goddess is believed to have been
widely worshipped. Sacriﬁces of animals, weapons,
jewelry and men have been connected to water and
small lakes. Ponds have often been used as holy
places for sacriﬁce and many artifacts have been
found in such locations.
With the Bronze Age there is a marked change in
tomb forms. Its mature stage is characterized by the
burial mounds and barrows of impressive dimensions. They are often located near coasts and dominant high points in the landscape. The over-looking
location on the mountain summits at coastal strip
roads mark the contact with the sea highroad and
distant waters. The mighty piles have been designed
to capture the seafaring’s look. We live in a maritime era. Trade, especially amber trade, experiences
in the Bronze Age a large bloom. The Gotlanders
seem to have controlled the amber trade with trading Emporiums in the Vistula area. The extensive
trade relations convey inﬂuences from outside.
From southern cultural centers - Egypt, Crete, Mycenae - spiritual impulses stretched their effects also
to the Baltic Sea region and Gotland. Both the external design of the graves and the lavish burial gifts
bear witness to a rich and self-conscious upper class.
The Bronze Age is the most uniform of the

pre-historic ages. Its object stock is limited and easily transparent. Its principal products are weapons,
jewelry and cult objects, while things that represent
the working life, everyday world, are scarce. This
high culture occurs suddenly and is very similar to
Phoenician culture as well as Mycenaean. It meets
us thus as a typical rich man’s culture. Certainly has
also the one to the bronze connected civilization
been carried by an upper class strata. With mastery
over the means of production, with effective weapons in hand and with new powerful gods they have
built the Nordic bronze age state more or less after
foreign patterns. The highly increased trade, which
apparently was this culture’s most distinguished basis, required a permanent organization of society.
So does the agriculture and animal husbandry, and
the now accepted sun cult.
What was it that made it possible to promote a
large trade? The facts give the question its justiﬁcation. Gotland is badly favoured by nature. It owns
no abundant natural resources, which can induce
a large freight trafﬁc. What it could provide in exchange of domestic goods for the bronze and ﬁnished bronze objects it has received, may not have
been of any great signiﬁcance. Maybe it was the tar
and wax, perhaps also livestock to some extent. But
this is not enough to build a rich society, which had
from outside fetched metals that owe their existence.
It must have been something else that formed the
real basis for its prosperity. Here we have the island’s position.
Gotland has been a central point, that implicitly
uses its naturally designated trade position in the
Baltic Sea region. Gotland had already at that time
developed into a transit country between the fur
suppliers in the forested areas in the north and east,
and the factories to the south, where the bronze
was available, raw bronze, weapons, jewelry. It is
questionable whether any present day Swedish
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landscape can submit such a sample of products
from different culture areas during the Bronze Age
as Gotland. This was Gotland’s ﬁrst heyday.
During the Late Bronze Age, which occurred
around 1000-500 BCE, the Gotlandic trade was
intensiﬁed. Many of those of Gotlandic design inherent objects are reminiscent of a large number
of foreign products imported in the Early Bronze
Age. This provides a perspective of far greater
scope. Trade had become what we in modern language would call international. Not that the Gotlandic merchants always personally visited the areas
where these objects have been produced. By their
own and others activities and initiatives they had
been members of the mercantile community, in a
business eager with merchant waggon loads and
crafts, that were busy to criss-cross Europe. It was
not only with its neighbors to the west, south and
east and the nearest outside those located business
circles the Gotlanders were connected.
Gotland was reached by goods produced in distant
countries, in Western and Central Europe, yes even
in the Caucasus region. The Achmulova grave ﬁeld
in the Volga region shows more than 1000 Gotlandic graves dating back to 800-500 BCE. The items
from the latter area are expected to have entered
via a trade route through current Russia. Particularly
lively were, however, relations with northern Germany, eastern Scandinavia and the Baltic Sea region,
while by all accounts, the Danish-Scanian area for
some reason now come more into the background.
We know from rock carvings (on Gotland, there are only

emonies.
On Gotland, in the transition between the Bronze
and Iron Age, there is a ﬁnd of horse and carriage
trimmings, giving special attention to adhere to a
pierced sun disk of bronze with sounding rattle
sheets, which apparently decorated the pole on a
cult car. This strangest sacriﬁce ﬁnd from the Gotlandic Bronze Age belongs to the end of the period.
It is the major ﬁnd, which in 1886 was found at the
rectory in Eskelhem. It consists of several bronze
objects, among which is a considerable, pierced
bronze plate with tin rattle, that has probably been
sitting on the front of a pole. Furthermore there
are 12 round, slightly arched bronze dents, which
should have been decorating the harness to the
bridle, openwork bronze ornaments, parts of two
bronze vessels, two bridles, one of which had bit of
iron. Apart from the one vessel, which is of Nordic
type, all objects of this ﬁnd are imported from the
south, from Central Europe. This latter is in itself
less remarkable, since many other ﬁnds from Late
Bronze Age have evidence of the strong inﬂuences
that Gotland has received from that direction. The
Eskelhem discovery also reveals information about
the ﬁrst appearance of iron on Gotland.
The entrance of iron was thus at a time when the
Bronze Age yet ruled. The circumstances are the
same as during the cist era, when stone was still
dominant at the arrival of the ﬁrst bronzes. As in
the Stone Age the impulses came from the continent. This time they came from a culture centre in
the southeast, which was extremely important for
a few minor ones as rock carvings are mainly in hard rock and the spread of the Iron Age culture in central and
Gotland is limestone) and other ﬁnds that these were northern Europe. The culture, which after a rich
linked with rich ceremonial, magniﬁcently staged tomb at the small town Hallstatt in Austria, has
processions and cult ceremonies. This we can imag- been called the Hallstatt culture. Through this culine in many places on Gotland. Where there are ture’s mediation the iron became known in the Norcairns, stone circles and stone ships we can surely dic world.
in its connection imagine processions and cult cer- The Bronze Age was ending. In the Nordic coun-
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Fig 15. Part of the depository ﬁnd from Eskelhem’s rectory. Top
bit to bridle with cheek
bars. In the middle
pierced disc with rattle
sheets, bottom right
round rein ornation.
Photo Ivar Andersson

37

Tore Gannholm

tries the transition fell during a time of severe climatic interference resulting in a stunted development,
slowing progress in stark contrast to the proud ascending curve of development, which marked the
transition between the Stone and Bronze Age.
At excavations at Digerroir in Alskog have been
found costume needles of iron from about 600
BCE.
The Gotlandic bronze ﬁnds suggest that Gotland
was at the height of her ability within the artistic
bronze smith-work. But they also suggest close
connections in different directions, particularly east
and southeast. Gotlandic ships landed on the Baltic
Sea coasts and found their way, two thousand years
before the Viking Age, up the Russian rivers. As
a monument from this Gotlandic trade expansion
can be found in Estonia and Latvia as well as in the
Västervik area in Sweden stone ships of Gotlandic
type. The Gotlanders were, from what we can read
from the archaeological material, present with their
Merchant Emporiums there and further down towards the Vistula area when the Gothic federation
was formed. Probably the Gotlanders played a signiﬁcant role in this formation, hence we have the
same name for Gotlanders and Goths, Gutar and
Gutans, Guthiuda. As mentioned above we also
have in the Volga region from the late Bronze Age
and early Iron Age the old Achmulova grave ﬁeld,
where there are more than 1000 graves of Gotlandic type dating back to 800-500 BCE.
When considering these and other testimonies of
a high civilization, it seems strange that so few remains of buildings from the Bronze Age people
have been preserved. Maybe we can ﬁgure out
where cultivation strings have gone, but we can not
ﬁnd safe housing concentrations. Of great interest
is the bronze age location at Stora Bjers in Stenkyrka inside the Lickershamn Bay found in 1953. Here
was exposed a layer of rock compaction of partially
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Fig 16. The large, high-arched cairns from the Bronze Age
group up with predilection along Gotland’s shores. Close to
them lie stone ships from the Late Bronze Age and the oldest
Iron Age. It is the most magniﬁcent tomb form from prehistoric time that Gotland has to offer. The map prepared on the
basis of the National Heritage Board antiquarian stocktaking on Gotland 1938-40
Source: Det forntida Gotland

brittle burnt rocks with scattered ﬁnds of burned
and unburned bones, ﬂint pieces and pieces of slag
and beside this a number of pits, of which at least
three have been cooking pits and one an apparent
pole hole, which may indicate the presence of a hut
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of some kind. A few pieces of burnt clay with impressions of sticks can be interpreted as remnants
of a ﬂoor. In the settlement there are two stone
ships stem to stem. The ﬁnds made so far permit
no other timing than the Late Bronze Age.
Yet we lack not completely opportunities to make
ourselves an idea of how a Gotlandic house may
have looked like during the Bronze Age. The custom of burying the dead’s ashes in pottery in the
form of house models originally comes from Italy. Sporadically, such house urns are found, ten on
Gotland and ﬁve on the Swedish mainland. It is
thought that most of the continental house urns
were not intended to reproduce human living quarters, but rather barns and warehouses for grain storage. The Gotlandic ones, however, are depicting
round huts with conical roofs and have a round or
square door. This indicates that huts for residential
purposes have been the model.
This strange custom to bestow the death vessel the
shape of a miniature house has outside Gotland
had quite a large spread in some northern parts of
the continent, e.g. in Pomerania, Mecklenburg and
Denmark. In the latter country it is in particular in
Jutland. It is from the North Germanic region it
reached Gotland, probably via the Oder area. Ultimately it has come here from far distant countries,
from central Italy, where at this time the iron started to come into use. We know nothing about how
the custom was brought about between Italy and
northern Europe. As they on Gotland and in northern Germany, on the Jutland peninsula and in Italy
buried in the same way, it expresses in an excellent
manner the cultural community which existed on
the basis of a densely covered network of routes
of communication. This network united European countries with each other during this mercantile
stressed, political calm and peaceful time. In this
way a ritual practice tied together Gotland and Italy,

where a culture began to emerge, which is led by
Mars and Mercury and eventually came to be in bed
with most of Europe. The center of this culture
was in Rome. Yet, it would be long before the ﬁrst
inﬂuences from there reached Gotland.
Besides the grave ﬁnds and stray ﬁnds there is another great discovery group from the Bronze Age.
This is associated with the religious life in particular
in its younger part. It is the so called sacriﬁce ﬁnds.
Collections of valuable bronze objects have been
laid out in the ﬁelds, with preference in swamps or
bogs, like offerings to some higher power. To a particular large extent it is the women’s jewelry, which
has been sacriﬁced in this way. Even axes, swords,
and sometimes other things that belonged to the
man is part of this ﬁnd category. At the same time
as this practice grew in importance the old custom of providing the dead with larger and more
valuable items was restricted more and more. Triﬂes had to replace them and the youngest graves
appear on Gotland, in general, to be quite empty
of objects. But just therefore are for our research
sacriﬁce ﬁnds important. For the Gotlandic part
they are neither particularly numerous nor particularly signiﬁcant. If you, however, count all ﬁnds of
artifacts from the Bronze Age on Gotland, grave
ﬁnds and stray ﬁnds and offering ﬁnds, you reach a
respectable high ﬁgure, so much even that in present day Sweden, Gotland is second only to Skåne
the richest Bronze Age province quantitatively. And
new discoveries are constantly being added.

Cairns

Gotland has an unusually large number of stone
cairns of considerable size. There are over 1300
stone cairns registered on Gotland, which are from
ten metres in diameter and upwards. Of these 400
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Fig 17. Magniﬁcent jewelry from the Late Bronze Age
Gotland. - Photo Sören Hallgren.

are so-called large cairns. Most of these are Bronze
Age graves and is an early manifestation of the
Gotlandic independence in form of burial. The
Bronze Age burial barrows accumulate preferably
in courses along the coasts. The largest of these
could certainly serve as landmark for the mariners.
This applies particularly to Uggarde råir in Rone,
which measures about 45 metres in diameter and
is about seven metres high. This is Gotland’s and
one of Scandinavia’s most powerful funerary monuments from the Bronze Age, which emerges, yet
untouched by the treasure diggers and archaeologists, among several smaller mounds on the deserted beach moor. One km south of it lies the ancient
fort, Gudings castle.
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A characteristic detail of the cairns is the cone,
crater-like pit that is in the head. These craters
found in many cairns were once thought to be
the residue of prey diggings. Modern studies
have shown that they instead formed complex
structures with a single tower-like building of
drywall like Kauparve in Lärbro. In the center
of the cairn has been a grave building or cofﬁn
of stone or wood, that has collapsed and thereby
caused the sag in the middle of the cairn. In this
regard the cairn at Grauns cliff is of special interest. The Cairn was limited by a terrace wall of
limestone chips, and the center under the deep
crater was surrounded by a cylindrical wall 2,5
metres high. In the cavity next to the wall was
found a similarly walled cofﬁn with the skeletons
of two individuals. A bronze needle dates the
tomb to the early bronze age.
They have probably not all been so lavish, but in
many of the larger cairns can be traced so much
of constructive thinking, mathematical and technical knowledge, that we can talk about architecture. They are built of granite, on the northern
part of Gotland also of limestone. Occasionally
they have later been covered with earth (Godsbacken in Burs).
The ﬁrst tomb building has thus arisen as a real
architecture, a tower-like mausoleum on the open
beach slope. This tomb has since been expanded
to the current heap. The large cairns are leading
worship and burying places of the social order.
Most mounds are graves with several people and
have been used for a long time. In the cairns are
found both skeletons in cofﬁns and burnt bones
of humans scattered among the stones. These
built cairns are no Gotlandic specialty but they
have on Gotland obtained a strong concentration. They belong to a broad range of Western
European burial buildings, and ultimately have
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Fig 18. Uggarde råir

their roots in the Cretean and Mycenaean domed
tombs. The cairns represent the ﬁrst stone building
art, which has been practiced on Gotland, 20002500 years before the time of the oldest churches.
The cairn was the dead man’s house. There he
lived a shadowy life after the earthly life was extinguished. As elsewhere in Scandinavia during the
Early Bronze Age the dead body was laid in a cofﬁn made of stone. So it was in the Koparve cairn.
Or in a log cofﬁn, which was found in a mighty
cairn in Väskinde, where admittedly the cofﬁn is
now gone, but where a trough-shaped stone cairn at
the bottom clearly stated the kind of form of burial. The buried had been a man, with bronze sword
with him in death, and whose mantle in the front
was held by a graceful small bronze buckle. This
grave was from about the same time as the cist in
the cairn at Koparve.
Inhumation was the way of burial in the Early
Bronze Age, as it was on Gotland since at least the
days of the Västerbjers community.
Already during the time of the large cairns on Gotland, a new burial custom began to gain ground
in the Nordic countries. The dead were burned at

the stake. This practice would then come to exist,
sometimes sole prevailing, sometimes side by side
with inhumation, throughout the remainder of the
prehistoric period until the introduction of Christianity, when inhumation was the only permissible
way of burial. Quickly had cremation graves spread
across Europe. Quickly it was also accepted in the
Nordic countries. Already at the beginning of the
Late Bronze Age, the corresponding time around
1000 BCE, it had almost completely superseded
the old way of burying. The dead lived no longer
a shadowy underground life under a heavy stone
burden, but had been released by the burning of
the earthly existence.
During the time of inhumation graves, weapons
and tools of occasionally very magniﬁcent and
expensive kind were laid in the men’s graves. The
women were endowed with beautiful jewelry. After the cremation gained ground it also changed the
practice of large burial outﬁts. The dead no longer
had need for such things. The richness of the tomb
was changed gradually into poverty and only one
or other triﬂe was enclosed with the burnt bones, a
small knife made of bronze, a button, a gadget. At
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Fig 19. The photo shows a large burial mound in Hörsne parish which was investigated in 1957. The construction, which over
the centuries gradually has been expanded, consisted of ﬁve concentric stone rings and outside the outer circle a pair of small,
round secondary graves. From an original central tomb, whose cofﬁn has been spoiled, has the construction grown out as new
burials occurred.
The ﬁrst tomb was probably built at the beginning of the Bronze Age, and the cairn was then used with some interruptions for
more than thousand years. The area should also have been used as a place for worship. A large number of animal bones that
were scattered over the area suggest offerings to the dead. It may be that even human sacriﬁces occurred. From Bronze Age has
three inhumation graves and nine cremations been dated. In addition there are a large number of stray ﬁnds, which probably
originate from other funerals. The secondary graves, the small rounds in the mound periphery, show that the facility after an
intermission came into use again during the Iron Age.
Photo Erik Nylén and Bengt Schönbeck.
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the same time the memorial to the dead became
all the plainer. The mound or cairn decreased in
size, and ﬁnally a clay urn with the burnt bones
from the pyre was put down in the ﬂat ground or
on the edge of a mound or a cairn of old time.
This process can also be seen on Gotland. The
island had a lively contact with the outside world,
and willingly took inﬂuences from there and this
not least in the area of faith life. The practice of
burning the dead has obviously reached Gotland
early, already at the middle of the Early Bronze
Age. Such an example is the important grave
ﬁnds at Stora Hallvards in Silte. When Viking
Age graves on the large ﬂat land cemetery just
north of Silte church were excavated there was
suddenly a cremation grave, even this one located under ﬂat land. It consisted of a tiny pit in the
subsoil with plenty of burnt bones, among which
was a dress needle of bronze with a big, spire
loupe curled head. There were also two bracelets of bronze. The jewelry in this ﬁnd provides
an inescapable evidence that the tomb was built
during the Early Bronze Age and therefore they
at that time already, to some extent, had started
to burn the dead.
It is tempting to believe that the large cairns
ceased to be built when the cremation graves seriously broke through. It was the change in perception, which prompted the suspension of this
practice. The dead man’s home was no longer a
problem. The burning at the stake completed the
separation from life on earth. This did not end
the requirement to give the deceased a digniﬁed
burial with framing.
A new burial form appeared on Gotland during
the late Bronze Age, which was more widely
known there than in any other Nordic area, and
for some centuries to come would make its mark
in cemeteries around Gotland. It is the stone

ships, the most beautiful tomb form from prehistoric times on Gotland. In monumentality it competes with the large cairns.
In the ancient monument rich area at Stavgard
in Burs was excavated in 1984 an earth covered
mound popularly known as ‘Godsbacken’. This
mound is of a type not previously found on Gotland, the peat-covered large cairns. This type of
large mounds are also found in Denmark and Skåne
in Sweden.
During the late Stone Age, about 2000 BCE, the
tomb remained open for burial and cult acts, certainly surrounded by a wooden palisade. The investigation of the mound has in detail shown, in what
times, and how it played its role 3000-4000 years
ago.

Fig 20. Hanging vessel
Period V
and house urns from
Rute. Drawings by
Sven Österholm
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Fig 21. ‘Godsbacken’ at Stavgard in Burs
2300-1800 BCE
The three metre long rock cofﬁn and the four inner stone circles with coldwall constructions are built and operated in open condition. No fewer than 22 individuals have been like sardines in a tin piled on each other at different times.
1800-1200 BCE
The outer edge chain is added. Burial and cult acts are still done and the internal structures are open and visible.
About 1200 BCE
A core cairn is added over the grave's central part. If the peat mound has been built directly at this occasion, or if it came in
connection with the burial during the Late Bronze Age, can not be determined.
900-700 BCE
Urn graves with burnt corpses are placed on the mound’s south side.
(Burenhult, Speglingar av det förﬂutna, p 344)
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Fig 22. Stone ship at Djupvik in Eksta. Painting by Erik Olsson

Stone ships

dating back to 800-500 BCE.
The
religious idea, its archetypal meaning content,
As early as the Early Bronze Age the trends that
Gotland is emerging to become an independent is reasonably always the same. We can hardly ascultural area are to be traced. These trends are sume that the Gotlandic tradition arises out of a
highly prominent during the late Bronze Age. The nothing in period IV. The background must again
appearance of stone ships is likely to be perceived be sought in the fact that the ship is covered by a
religiously meaningful content. What is expressed
as a locally developed grave form.
From the Late Bronze Age, period IV, visible stone in the Gotlandic stone ship is the religious meaning
ships are built in large numbers on Gotland. The of the content of social function facilities.
Gotlandic stone ships do often contain a number During the Bronze Age it was the sun that was worof funerals. As many as seven occur within a single shipped in the religious cult. The sun was pulled
monument. The funerals are shaped in the same across the sky by a horse. At night it returned to
way and the tradition can be proven over about 300 the east in a boat. Even the ship-shaped burial was
years from the middle of period IV and V. During with this belief an associated symbol. The ship was
the period VI and into the oldest pre-Roman Iron believed to carry the dead man’s remains over the
Age the tradition is changing on Gotland. During dark waters to another country. But the many stone
the oldest Iron Age there are skeleton graves in ships along the coasts of Gotland offer also somecompletely buried small boat-shaped stone cists. thing different, something more worldly and mateSee also Achmulova grave ﬁeld in the Volga region rial. Gotland was a seafaring country and the ships
where there are more than 1000 Gotlandic graves expressed the importance of trade and transport.
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Fig 23. Among Gotland’s over 350 stone ships one of the most powerful with its impressive length of 45.5 metres is at Gnisvärd ﬁshing village in Tofta parish. It is now hidden by a dense and relatively young spruce forest, but formerly the stone ship
sailed out over the sandy meadows, visible at long distances.

Perhaps were they also erected primarily over persons, who in an efﬁcient way had been involved in
commercial dealings with foreign countries.
In the stone ships at Rute were found four house
urns, three of them had been placed in a stone cofﬁn containing the burnt bones of two adults and
one child. The house urns on Gotland have been
dated to period IV-V (1100-600 BCE). Its speciﬁc linkage to the island’s stone ships is an indication that
the stone ships can be seen as a concrete expression
of the basis for collected ideas and religious beliefs.
To be buried in house urns is a tradition of continental origin and the transmission of the tradition
to Gotland supports undeniably the obvious, namely that this area was a key trading region during this
period. This is also manifested by the inclusion of
continental ideas in local Gotlandic traditions. The
Gotlanders were part of these Bronze Age mari-
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time groups with networks that extended across
large parts of northern Europe and with links further to the south. A network maintained due to the
increasing dependence on bronze and other important raw materials as a means of social status
and cultural dependency.
Bronze was imported to Scandinavia from the south,
and the Gotlanders were part of these peoples who
conducted the trade and formed the networks.
There is no extravagance in deposits in the graves
in stone ships in relation to the grave ﬁndings made
in the cairns and stone circles. House urns which
can be considered as an import of a continental
idea imagination are in Gotland only found in stone
ships. Here we observe an example of transfer of a
religious belief from other cultures. The excavation
of the stone ship at Tängelgårda in Lärbro has documented a funeral with ﬁndings of i.e. razor and
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Fig 24. Stone ship at Gannarve in Fröjel. Photo K.E.Gannholm

tweezers from the Bronze Age period V (900-600
BCE).
Gotland has over 350 stone ships, which are about
2500-3000 years old. Many of these are astronomically directed towards the maxium points of the sun
or moon or to the south. The Bronze Age represent
a ﬁrst high ﬂow in Gotlandic cultural development
on the basis of trade. Gotlandic ships landed on
the eastern shores of the Baltic Sea and found their
way up the Russian rivers. During the late Bronze
Age the Gotlandic element in the Baltic Sea countries is much stronger, and now we can see graves
of Gotlandic types. In fact, in the Baltic Sea region
north of Daugava the artefacts are predominantly Gotlandic. Already in the period 1000-750 BCE
the Daugava link is considered to be the signiﬁcant

trade route between the East and Gotland and further on to the Scandinavian peninsula. As monuments of this Gotlandic trading can also be found,
on the west coast of the Gulf of Riga in Courland, stone ships that is the most distinctive grave
type from the Gotlandic Bronze Age. Here we have
clear evidence of a Gotlandic colonization. There
are at least twelve stone ships, eight in the circuit
Talsi, one in the adjacent circuit Ventspils, and there
are a few more hints of stone ships in the previous
circuit. Most of them show features, which we only
know from Gotland. They can not be interpreted
otherwise than that they are built by people who
have emigrated from Gotland to the other side of
the Baltic Sea! These Gotlandic colonists could be
part of those peoples who formed the core of what
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the Romans later called Goths (Gutans). Through
fortunate circumstances and good access to food,
they multiplied greatly and in the second century
CE spread out down towards the Black Sea.
Those on Gotland so richly represented stone ships
are from the Late Bronze Age and appear in two
versions, the above mentioned, and the boat-shipshaped cofﬁns which apparently intentionally have
been hidden under ﬂat ground. There they have
been elaborated with smaller stones and limestone
chips into ‘shod’ trenches in ship shape around the
tomb recesses with burnt bones. They belong to a
relatively common Gotlandic form of burial and
the time is apparently parallel with the more monumental, standing stone ships. We are probably dealing with a highly varied complex of ships forms on
Gotland during Late Bronze Age and the transition
into the Iron Age, where some graves are designed
as cofﬁns buried with unburned corpses.
Another obvious Gotlandic grave ﬁeld as mentioned before is this in the Volga region, from the
late Bronze Age and early Iron Age, old Achmulova
grave ﬁeld. There are more than 1000 graves dating
back to 800-500 BCE. In this cemetery are many
of the skeletons encased in a ship-shaped wooden
structure in the ground, but there is no indication
above ground. Similar tombs are known from the
same time only on Gotland. It seems quite clear
that relations between Gotland and the Volga region during the late Bronze Age and early Iron Age
were already then direct (note 6).
Like the cairns the stone ships are erected in the
coastal areas. Usually there are one or two stone
ships near or immediately adjacent to the large
cairns. Several stone ships are often on the same
site. But they also exist isolated in the landscape.
They appear particularly numerous in the border
area between Vallstena and Boge parishes. This
seems to have been a large and important district
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Fig 25. Mari region with old Achmulova grave ﬁeld.
The republic is located in the eastern part of the East European Plain of Russia, along the Volga River.

Fig 26.

in the Bronze Age. Further they can be found in
Alskog, Lau, Burs and Rone parishes and in a continuous strip on the west coast with Silte in the
south to Västerhejde in the north. Many occur in
the hinterland north of Visby and even Fårö has a
few. Unusually monumental stone ships, are lying
near Gnisvärd ﬁshing village in Tofta.
The so-called Gålrum beside the road between Alskog and Lau has seven of the large granite-built
stone ships with stems in each other’s wake. At Lif-
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gladly with increasing rail line to the sometimes
more than man-high counter blocks. In a stoneship at Digerroir in Garde a stone with grooves has
been reused as stem. The grooves probably had no
meaning any longer as the grooves are on the part
of the stone that is below ground.
The Gotlanders were in close contact with the East
Baltic area during the early Metal Age, Bronze Age
and pre-Roman Iron Age. For Estonia and Latvia,
with their stone circles and stone cofﬁns of the
Gotlandic type the distribution limit goes somewhere along the present Russian state border.
The community, which by the Romans was known
as the Goths (Gutans), was shaped in the centuries
before CE in the Vistula area. According to recent
research, it was a number of peoples who formed a
new League of Nations where the Gotlanders (Gutar) would have taken a leading position. In ‘Gothic
Connections, Contacts between eastern Scandinavia and the southern Baltic coast 1000 BCE-500
CE’, Anders Kaliff shows that the southern Baltic
area was a cultural center with Gotland in the middle.
The stone ships are indicating that the art of shipbuilding during the transition from Bronze Age to
Iron Age was highly developed on Gotland. Ship
types vary signiﬁcantly. The slendered semi-tapered
Fig 27. Famous is also the stone ship at Tjelders in Boge
stone ships with an elegant leap in the rail line beparish, the so called Tjelvars grave, 18x5 metres.
tween high stem stones are in their way testimony
According to one tradition, the one in Guta Saga mentioned,
of the high ship building art among the Bronze Age
Thjelvar should be entombed here.
Gotlanders, which now had advanced far beyond
fride in Lärbro just beside the highway to Hellvi are hollowed oak logs and sealskin canoes from the
ﬁve small ships in a row located next to each oth- stone age. They are a reminder of the dead man’s
er. At Tjelders in Boge is e.g. the so-called Tjelvars life on the ship’s table and on his extensive travels
tomb, which is built with care and craft with deck but also symbols of a divine vessel, the sun ship,
carrying the dead over the waters of oblivion.
marked by an increase between gunwale blocks.
There
are plenty of stone ships in Scandinavia, but
In some cases the ships are built with comparatively
on
the
Swedish mainland, they mainly belong to a
small and low blocks, arranged in series. In other
much
later
part of the past, namely the Viking Age.
cases they are built of large blocks, set on end and
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turning points that can be told from the direction
of the rocks. When multiple lines, against one of
the sun or moon max points, appear in stone circle
after stone circle, whether they have 6, 7, 8 or 9
circuit blocks, then it is almost 100 percent proven
that the Gotlandic stone circles are astronomically
oriented. We can only guess which events and ceremonies may have taken place in the Gotlandic stone
circles. Already during the pre-Christian time there
was developed great glory, so it was probably not
bare rocks in the stone circle on ceremonial occasions.

Fig 28. Stone circles at Trullhalsar in Anga. The stone
circle is located in the northwest corner of Trullhalsar old
burial ground. It has large burial mounds on three sides
and should therefore be older than the cairns. It consists
of nine circuit blocks and two center stones. The blocks
of stone are large and weigh several tons each, why they
have probably not been disturbed by any living trees. The
northeastern middle stone (10) exhibit burst damage (by
ﬁre?). Were the centre stones a place of sacriﬁce?
Drawing by K. E. Gannholm

How did the Gotlanders
become merchants?

Gotland is the area in the Nordic countries, not to
say northern Europe, where the ﬁnds from prehistoric times show by far the largest concentration
in relation to the relatively small area. Even more
pronounced is this relationship, if you consider that
this surface only a few centuries ago was much less,
before the system of lakes and rivers was drained,
and cultivation destroyed what had previously characterized Gotland’s nature and the impact on the
cultural design of the landscape.
The importance of this lake system for Gotland’s
early prosperity as a trading center may not be
Stone circles (Judgement rings)
underestimated.
The harbour locations far inland
These consist of a thin stone circle, that on Gotland almost always consist of 6-9 circuit blocks. (On that the lake system could offer was good prothe Swedish mainland, it is usually 10-15 circuit blocks in a stone
tection against hostile interventions from the sea.
circle).
The ships’ design and slight depth made it possible
The diameter of the stone circle varies between 5 without much difﬁculty to have the boats dragged
-15 metres, but there are larger stone circles. The past or through narrow waterways and operate the
stones can be quite small, 35 x35 x 50 cm, but there shallow lakes, around which, already in the Roman
are also stone circles with boulders of several tons. Imperial time, rich areas appear to have been esThe Gotlandic stone circles are astronomically ori- tablished. This is radically different from conditions
ented, and it is the sun, moon and sunset at the on Öland, where virtually all settlements must be in
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dangerous proximity to the seashore.
A signiﬁcant feature in the ﬁnd material on Gotland, from the prehistoric stage to the Middle Ages,
is that without either cultural or economic failure
these time segments turn into each other and in
which religious changes seem to proceed without
major conﬂicts and dramatic events. This is shown
in some 700 known treasure ﬁnds, and new ones
are discovered all the time. One must stress here
the word known, as it can be assumed that a very
large number of such ﬁnds have been found without leaving any trace in ofﬁcial statistics. During
the centuries before such statistics were kept, large
amounts of treasures must have come to light,
been melted or dispersed, only to give contribution
to the rich treasure of legends and rumors with
treasure motives, which still ﬂourish on Gotland.
These time segments on Gotland may be more pronounced than elsewhere in the Nordic countries.
Although Gotland in ancient historical times more
than most other areas show a high degree of autonomy in form and decoration, it is not until late
in the Bronze Age that a more typical Gotlandic
bronze craft emerges that includes buckles, socalled hanging containers and a number of sometimes very original needle types. At this time we are
strictly speaking inside the Iron Age.
The Gotlanders also had contact with the Scythians
who lived north and west of the Black Sea, where
the Goths eventually emigrated. The archaeological
ﬁnds also indicate that Gotlandic relations during
the Late Bronze Age have even been areas further
east than eastern Russia. In particular, these relations are valid for the Caucasus, where during the
relevant times a very rich culture ﬂourished. Already here does the ram come into the picture. At
Rovalls in Vänge has been found a bronze pin with
a ram’s head. Such ram heads are typical for Caucasian artefacts from the time in question. One must

imagine that Gotlandic merchants during the late
Bronze Age had trading Emporiums on the eastern
and southern side of the Baltic Sea and took to the
roads from there. In signiﬁcant degree the Eastern
inﬂuences have certainly been mediated by just the
Gotlanders to the other tribes in the North. There
is also indication of a Gotlandic trading Emporium
in the Volga Bend from that time.
In the transition from Bronze to Iron Age, we know
from Estonia, especially along the north coast of
Saaremaa, Hiiumaa and Muhu, ﬂat usually round
heaps of stones, cairns or stone mixed piles. In
these have been found one or more male long cofﬁns of limestone slabs usually containing skeletons,
but sometimes with cremation. Such tombs, namely
bones in stone mixed piles with cofﬁns, we know
so far only from Gotland, where they are likely to
occur as early as the last period of the Bronze Age
and certainly are testiﬁed during the ﬁrst period of
the Iron Age. Even these graves would seem to be
evidence of Gotlandic colonists.
Professor K.B. Wiklund sees, in the language research, traces of Gotlandic trading colonies in
the Baltic states at the Roman Imperial time. This
should be the same Gotlandic colonies as have
been seen in the earlier stages, and further proof
of kinship between Gotlandic colonists (Gutar) and
those who formed the Goths (Gutans).

The Climate deteriorates

At about the middle of the ﬁrst millennium BCE
we see a rapid and signiﬁcant cultural decline for
which different explanations have been searched.
Geologists, especially R. Sernander, believes primarily through study of the sequences in peat bogs,
that he has been able to note, that at the end of the
Bronze Age or at the transition to Iron Age a sudden climatic deterioration occurs.
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On Gotland, with its location in the middle of the
Baltic Sea, the effects of climate deterioration were
less noticeable than on the Swedish mainland. There
is hardly any doubt that the agriculture was hard hit.
It must have been difﬁcult to keep the cattle alive
through the winter. On it rested the existence of the
settlement more than on anything else. The agriculture changed character and for a time it must have
been difﬁcult to feed the entire population. However, that must not mean that a disaster occurred. We
have rather good reason to believe that the change
in climate strongly contributed to the formation of
steady habits of life. People had to ensure the acquisition and storage of winter feed for cattle and
keep them inside during the winter. An important
part of the peasant economy emerged, mowing of
the hay and collection of leaves.
From the Scandinavian mainland are ﬁnds that
highlight this critical earlier time, i.e. the time
around 500-300 BCE, both few and insigniﬁcant.
Gotland is on the other hand in this respect considerably richer, even if the ﬁnds are far less than from
earlier periods. The enterprising spirit among
the Gotlandic population and the long voyages
have continued as in the past, even if they later
become focused on more limited goals.
Apart from stray ﬁnds we have on Gotland a number of graves from this stage which is Gotland’s
oldest Iron Age. It is both cremations in accordance with the practice during the Late Bronze Age,
and strangely enough skeletons in mounds or under
ﬂat ground constructed stone cofﬁns. It is fundamentally the same way of burial as the Early Bronze
Age.
Skeleton graves are even more numerous than cremation tombs and show a tendency to gather into
actual burial grounds. Such we have in the woods
behind Ardags in Ekeby. Another is possibly at
Nybjers in Hörsne. Individual graves are found all
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Fig 29. Map of Gotland from 1646 that shows the perception of the island at that time and its easily trafﬁcable lakes
system around which the villages seem to be concentrated maybe
with traditions back to the beginning of prehistoric settlements.
Prepared by J. Mejer, Kungl. National Landsurveying
archives. Nr. H4.

over Gotland, e.g. at Gute in Bäl, Autsarve in Fole,
Grinds in Vallstena, Lekarehed in Lärbro, Butreifs
in Norrlanda. The appearance of skeleton graves is
surprising. Apart from some such on Öland, that
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from this time and several centuries to come would
follow the same trend line as Gotland, no skeleton
graves from the earliest Iron Age have come to light
on the Swedish mainland.
These early Iron Age graves on Gotland are poor
in antiquities. The dead persons have poor outﬁt
or none at all. At best they have a buckle of bronze
or hook of iron, which join the ends of the belt, or
a couple of simple pins made of bronze or iron
which have been deposited at the shoulders. In its
simplicity it links to the poor or from ﬁnds empty
tombs of the late Bronze Age. The objects as such
have little in common with the Bronze Age form
world. It is a new culture that these humble Iron
Age graves reveal. It has its roots in the south but
especially in northwestern Germany, where the iron
at that time comes into general use in the manufacture of small tools and jewelry.
It is clear that Gotland had good contacts with surrounding countries and not at least with the emerging Iron Age culture in northwestern Germany that
also spread to Jutland and the coastal communities
in western and southern Sweden. Even the inhumation on Gotland should be related to inﬂuences
from outside. It is natural to expect western Poland
and Schlesien as activators. In these areas there are
skeleton graves from late Hallstatt time with rich
subject content, especially needles of varying types,
the same as we ﬁnd on Gotland.
In addition to climatic deterioration there were the
political events in the world that put a brake on the
development.
The comparatively quiet progress of the Bronze
Age, as far as we can judge, had been replaced by
large, moving events on the continent. Again the
tribes were on the move. The continent became
during the centuries BCE the scene for a power
and cultural development of world historical significance. The Celtic tribes, who had their camp town

in southwestern Germany and thereabouts, had
already in our late Nordic Bronze Age started to
expand to the northwest. They reached and later
occupied the British Isles and penetrated into Gaul,
the current France. They made around 400 BCE
or shortly thereafter an attack on Bohemia, which
likewise became a Celtic country. This is roughly
the same time as an Iron Age culture began to germinate in the other Nordic countries. Likewise, the
Balkans and parts of Asia Minor were drawn into
the Celtic sphere of inﬂuence. To the south their
onslaught stretched into Italy, where Rome itself
was threatened. The older social structure in Europe was once and for all over.
Just as suddenly as inhumation appeared on Gotland, as suddenly it seems to have gone out of use.
From where did the inhumation practice in the oldest Iron Age come? The question is difﬁcult to answer. It may be one in the two Baltic islands spontaneously springing up way of burial, a temporary
revival of old customs. It may even be one from the
southeastern continental direction introduced use.
The fact that some ship-shaped stone formations
with skeletons belong to this time seems rather to
speak to the accuracy of the former assumption.
After an extremely poor ﬁnd period the grave ﬁnds
increases once again in number and are grouped in
extensive ﬁelds. Then it is nothing but cremation
graves.
In the tracks of Celtic energetic and military activity,
a distinctive, reﬁned culture developed under invigorating inﬂuence from the ancient cultures on the
Mediterranean coasts. Celtic ﬂavor became normative also for the non Celtic Europe.
Both in Western and Eastern Europe the relatively
warm period in the Roman Iron Age was followed
by a markedly cooler and wetter period during the
400s CE. The climate became warmer again in the
700s.
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The coming of the Iron Age

There is a new culture that emerges with modest
Iron Age graves. It had its roots in the south, but
especially in the southwest, in northern Germany,
where the iron at that time came into general use
in the manufacture of small tools and jewelry. This
culture was based heavily on inﬂuences from the
Hallstatt culture in the heart of the continent, but
was strongly locally colored (note 7).
It is from this north German circuit the Gotlanders become familiar with the most important of all
metal techniques, namely the way to process iron.
Probably they imported the metal ﬁrst as pig iron.
Gotland’s oldest Iron Age culture should be considered to have been simultaneous with Bronze Age
period VI.
The earliest Gotlandic iron objects show a typical
local creative spirit. They are indeed inspired from
outside, but are creations of domestic crafts. The
Gotlanders clearly had the ability to transform objects in their own taste. The craft was shaped independently, but no real development did come into
existence. We have evidence that a speciﬁc contact
with the Celtic Empire in the south existed. We
have some grave ﬁnds that with certainty can be
counted to this mysterious dark stage. It has been
found in these graves objects that have been manufactured in the Celtic workshops on the continent.
This does not apply for the older Iron Age on the
Swedish mainland where there is only poor ﬁnds.
Only Gotland is an exception with relatively numerous ﬁnds, which show a certain evolution from
Bronze Age forms. Celtic traces are found in the
antiquarian material, and pretty grave forms with
carefully placed concentric stone rings occur.
The previous poverty is succeeded by a wealth of
ﬁnds. They are so numerous that Gotland is richer represented from this time than any other part
of present day Sweden. The graves are not con-
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spicuous but mostly consist of low mounds with
a diameter of 2-5 meters, often surrounded by an
outer and an inner ring of neatly laid granite. The
dead have always been burned. The residues from
the pyre have been swept up and then transferred
to the burial ground and usually put on the ground,
after which a modest cairn was built over them.
Collections of such tombs have been detected and
studied at Bläsnungs in Väskinde, Vallby in Hogrän,
Guffride in Alskog and at various other places. As a
rule, such burial grounds are in direct contact with
collections of tombs from younger time, and often
appear to have continued to be used as cemeteries
during virtually the entire remainder of the ancient
world. This can only be understood in one way. The
settlements have become stationary in ways never
seen before. The foundation of the current Gotlandic districts has taken place during this era.
Gotland and Öland to some extent represent during
the Pre-Roman Iron Age an exception to the rest of
Scandinavia. On Gotland a qualiﬁed early pottery
has arisen which made the low, heavily ﬂared clay
pots on a well-trained foot. They have no equivalent elsewhere in the Nordic region and form the
prelude to a beautiful ceramic manufacturing that
had its ﬁrst conclusion during the Late Iron Age. In
the design inﬂuences from Roman bronze vessels
can be traced. A tight, restrained ornamentation of
dotted horizontal lines, sometimes replaced with

Fig 30. Capuan bronze bowl from Sojvide, Sjonhem.
Photo ATA.
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narrow embossed tape, increases the favorable impression of the Gotlandic ceramics. The uniform
performance suggests the presence of certain production centers on Gotland, potters who worked
for sale. In almost every Gotlandic skeleton tomb
from pre-Roman Iron Age there is such a vessel.
Gotlandic containers have also been exported to
Öland.
The period around 150 BCE-Zero has been characterized by a great material boom on Gotland. Large
burial grounds, which were common for a few
farms, or a limited district begin to appear.
The great cultural upswing comes at the time of the
start of CE. Curiously enough we are in these historically obscure stages better informed about living conditions and may have a sharper close-up of
human environment than during the later stages of
the Iron age. First as last, we note that the culture
we encounter here on Gotland is admirably high. It
is also quite comparable with the high Viking Age
Gotlandic culture, and can in some respects even be
said to surpass it. We have here close contacts with
the Roman Empire in its powerful expansion and
culture optimum. The Roman authors Pliny and
Tacitus mention the people on the island in the Baltic Sea (‘Suionum hinc civitates’). Rightly the ﬁrst three
centuries of our era are also named Roman Iron
age or Imperial time.
On Gotland and Öland we are so fortunate that we
are still largely able to discern the older Iron Age
districts. In many places where they have not joined
together with later crops, they are practically still
intact, with houses and farms, inﬁelds and outﬁelds,
fences, livestock cattle close ups and wells.
Inside the forest east of Alskog church is a wooded meadow, Visnar meadow, and there is below the
grass a number of house foundations originally
containing seven farms established in the ﬁrst two
centuries of our era. They consist of low smooth

Fig 31. Snakehead armring of gold, type B from a treasure
ﬁnd at Burs in Källunge. Gotlands Museum.

ridges in extended nearly rectangular horseshoe
shape, surrounded and linked by stone strings,
known as ‘vast’. Such relics are called in Gotland
‘Kämpgravar’, which means the same as the Ölandic giant tomb. In the imagination of the people
they became over time unexplained formations out
in the ﬁelds, tombs for ancient giants. But at Visnar
the legend tells that there had once been a parish
that died out during the Black Death and was hidden in the woods. This legend, which at the earliest may have been formed during the Middle Ages,
clearly preserves the memory of devastated human
habitations.
Against the geologists previous assumptions, we
have seen some instances of bog ore. In addition,
we now also know of several Gotlandic furnaces
for iron production from the centuries immediately
preceding zero. Here they used the East Celtic ‘shaft
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furnace’ type which is known mainly from Poland.
From habitat surveys there is iron slag that indicate
that forging has occurred. There are also occasional
slag ﬁnds in graves from the early Iron Age.
The Gotlandic farms and cemeteries from Roman
Imperial times give us essentially the image of a rich
and prosperous farming community with strong
elements of international trade relations with the
Roman Empire, embossed with luxury. That impression may remain, but there is no harm with a
reminder, that all was not as lush and rich. Also on
Gotland were distant desolate areas where life had
harsher features and the struggle for existence was
not more than life’s most basic necessities.
At Hauglundar, out on the desolate forest moor between Lickershamn and Ihre on the northwestern
coast, John Nihlén excavated a group of foundations from Roman Iron age and Migration Period,
i.e. from the ‘classic’ Iron Age on Gotland. It was
clear that the living conditions for the people who
settled there were very different from those who
built farms and villages in the major growing areas.
Agriculture and animal husbandry can out here in
the backwoods only have had limited proportions.
Around it spreads thin ﬂat rock ground. But the
austerity and poverty provide a dense atmosphere
at this ancient district. The people at Hauglundar
has lingered in a sort of Stone Age presence with
sheep farming and seal hunting as main occupation. One of the foundations proved to be a large
sheepfold of a type that is much later found in Iceland. No other Iron Age settlement on Gotland has
given such a quantity of seal bones. The image of
a distant poor district on the moor is completed
with the grave investigations. The burial ground,
covering some thirty graves, was located near the
village on the rocky ground. It has nothing of the
monumentality of the great cemeteries that reside
in the parish, e.g. at Moos in Stenkyrka. Flat and
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inconspicuous it is hiding under thin junipers and
bearberry. The ashes from the dead could not be
buried. Four slabs were set on edge and granite
and limestone chips were propped up around the
cofﬁn. The burnt bones together with the carbon
from the pyre had been put in the cofﬁn. In a few
cases apparently the dead man’s remains were put
in a wooden box with resin seal but not the least
grave gift had he with him. We know nothing about
the ceremonies which were performed at the burial. Perhaps the parting words were here simply as
sometimes even today: ‘Ja, de va gutt att han ﬁck
släutä.’ (Yes, it was good that he was allowed to leave).
Hauglundar tells its own chapter in the Gotlandic
farming history. And there were probably other areas as poor as this, though they have not caught the
researchers attention and interest.

Close contacts with the
Celtic empire

During the Celtic Iron Age 300 BCE to zero there
seams to be close Gotlandic commercial relations
with the Celtic empire. The equipment that the
Gotlandic warrior wore was, however, virtually the
same as the East Germanic tribes on the continent
in the Vistula area had. It had little in common with
Celtic weapons.
There have been identiﬁed Gotlandic trading Emporiums on the south eastern shores of the Baltic
Sea from the Bronze Age to the Viking Age (note 8).
Some of these trading Emporiums are in the center
of where we consider the formation of what we later call the Gothic people (Gutans) took place. After
the tribes at the Vistula area had formed under one
group of leaders they called themselves Guthiuda
and emigrated from there down to the Black Sea
region.
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Fig 32. Provincial Roman wine ladle with strainer, pottery and bronze ﬁttings for two
drinking horns from woman’s grave from the early Roman Iron Age at Skällhorns,
Källunge parish. Photo ATA.

The Gotlandic artefact population is Celtic La Tène
characterized at this time and exhibit almost excessively rich ornamentation, especially characterized
by hemispherical rivet heads differently grooved
and cross ornated with pearl lines and grooved surfaces of plates and other items. Everything is made
with superior technology, both in bronze as in iron.
It is particularly the belt garniture (group C about 50
BCE - zero), which changed design, may be due to
late inﬂuence from Schleswig-Holstein in parallel
with the previous group B (c. 100-50 BCE), where ring

Fig 33. Back Button
Buckle of silver with garnet
cloisonné of gold from a
tomb at Trullhalsar, Anga.
Buckle length is 5.9 cm.
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types dominate. Now are the artiﬁcial combinations
of iron cast in bronze gone, and in many cases the
rough technical procedure. It should be recognized,
however, that there are good works also from time
Group B, but these can not be matched with subsequent group.
Gotland is strangely lonely in the Nordic region
with this artistic boom. Several of those ornamental details described here can be found in Stradonice
but occur to some extent also elsewhere in the Celtic area. It is probable that Gotland has been reached
by these inﬂuences with Bohemia along the Oder.
Stylistic features, as reﬂected by the time group C,
continue on Gotland in D and even down into Roman times. To judge from the ornamental details,
and almost identical hardware found in both these
areas it can be more reliably ascertained that relations existed with Bohemia and the region around
the upper reaches of the Elbe at the time around
BCE/CE. It seems that already in late La Tène time
the trade routes between Gotland and Bohemia
would have been open. These routes with the Marcomanni kingdom, after the ﬁrst years in CE, have
been considered to have had great importance on
the Baltic Sea culture.
A major scene change took place on the continent
during the centuries around BCE/CE. The game
about the hegemony over the countries and peoples
moved on. Two new sophisticated participants enFig 34. Drinking Horn Fittings of bronze. These seizures
sat on the horn end of the clip. The use of horns as drinking
vessels were a Germanic custom. In the Roman workshops
they made even drinking horns of glass for sale to the Germanics. The Roman proﬁle rings on the rod ends alter the
course of the Roman Iron Age, and one can therefore use these
in chronological typology. Many of these seizures are in the
ground from the Roman Empire, but some may also have
been made on Gotland, where seizures are widely distributed.
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tered the scene and the ﬁght between them would
continue for centuries. The Celtic power had to
move from attack to defense. From the South their
positions were attacked by the military better organized Romans. From the north by the warlike
Germanic hordes. This double edge attack settled
in a comparatively short time the Celtic fate. The
Germanic tribes pushed into their core countries

in Central Europe. With irresistible force the Roman legions advanced into Gaul from the opposite
end, which from the year 51 BCE was completely
in Roman hands. The Romans laid shortly thereafter wide areas in the east and north under the Roman Empire. Thus was the Celtic world out of play.
Over its ruins met Romans and Germanic tribes.
Rhine and Danube were during four centuries the

Fig 35. Prehistoric foundations of houses, traditionally called ‘Kämpgravar’ are on Gotland known in great numbers,
about 1800. They have at scientiﬁc investigations generally been dated to the Roman Iron Age and Migration Period and
are located in uncultivated areas, which have been well suited for cattle breeding. It has been established that this type of settlement ceased during the 500s CE. Foundations for the houses, often in groups of 4-5, appear in the terrain as low ridges.
They are often elongated, hall-like buildings which have obtained its character from the high, Saw-sedge covered saddle roof,
resting on low stone walls. The largest known hall is in Burs, measuring 67x11 m. The picture shows a house foundation
at Lojsta, now reconstructed.
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border between them. A new power grouping had
occurred in Europe. For the Nordic countries and
not least for Gotland this was a continuing process
of critical importance. The meeting between Roman and Germanic cultures laid the foundation for
a development within the Germanic world, whose
effects have to some extent asserted itself into our
time.
A real revolution had taken place after the hard times
that had been prevailing. This lavish, almost proﬂigate surrender to iron things for the dead means
that there was a good supply of iron. The iron had
become public property. Gotland certainly had now
learned how to extract iron from lake and bog ore,
which was mostly imported from the Swedish mainland. The small needles, from the oldest Iron Age
graves, when the iron for its costliness and rare sake
was formed into simple jewelry is past. The jewelry, especially buckles of various types, were made
mostly of bronze, which once again become easier to obtain. But in the men’s graves weapons are
telling that this young Iron Age not only has been
wealthy, but also warlike emphasized. It is rather
long swords with one egg, slender iron spearheads
and high, conical buckles, who sat in the middle of
the handle of the elongated wooden shield. It is the
ﬁrst time we have evidence of the existence of the
ancient principal protection in Gotlandic graves. It
is likely that Bronze Age warriors also had shields,
which then were made of wood or leather or both,
but lacked ﬁttings of metal.
From the archaeological ﬁnds, we can safely assume
that the Gotlanders (Gutar) had close contact with
the Goths (Gutans), both when they were in the Vistula area and when they pulled away to the south, to
the Black Sea. As we have seen above we have Gotlandic trading Emporiums in the Baltic Sea region
from the late Bronze Age. These trading Emporiums are not so far from Hiiumaa, where the Guta
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Saga indicates was the ﬁrst stop in the Baltic Sea
region for the emigrant Gotlanders.

THULE and the island in
Mare Suebicum (Scandinavian
peninsula, Gotland and the Baltic Sea)

The Gotlandic Roman Iron Age estates and cemeteries give us basically the image of a rich and prosperous farming community with strong elements
of one of international trade embossed luxury.
Particularly well documented are the connections
between Gotland and the eastern Baltic Sea region
during the time of the Roman Empire. The Gotlanders with their trading Emporiums in the amber
area seem to have dominated the amber trade and
beneﬁtted very much from this trade. It is mentioned by Pytheas who made a voyage of exploration to northwestern Europe at about 325 BCE.
Three key factors that characterize the Gotlandic
culture from 100 BCE to about 200 CE:
1) A technically accomplished goldsmithing, especially in ﬁligran technique.
2) A similar, Celtic-inspired formworld, especially
in the distinctive, uniform, hardware-intensive manufacture of arms, and ﬁnally
3) an advanced furnace type for iron of Celtic origin.
Tacitus, who wrote in year 98 CE, tells about the
mighty people in Mare Suebicum (Baltic Sea), which
he calls ‘Suionum Civitate’ and that they live on an
island in the ocean straight out from the Vistula. He
also says that the people in the Lake Mälar area, the
Sithones, are ruled by a woman.
As seen above the Gotlanders had trading Emporiums in various places on the east and south coasts
of the Baltic Sea from the Bronze Age to the Viking Age. The Romans called the people with their
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trading Emporiums in the Vistula area Gutones.
What should they call the related trading people on
the island in the Baltic Sea? It was easier to refer to
them as the people who lived on the island in Mare
Suebicum, ‘Suionum hinc civitates’.
Tacitus lists the Eastern peoples, going from south
to north, and mentions Lugians, Gutones and Rugians out on the coast. Then he turns to the west and
mentions Lemovians, after which he goes straight
out into the Baltic Sea and mentions ‘Suionum Civitates’. From there he goes due east to the mainland,
and mentions the Aestyan nations. Furthermore, he
says that ‘Suionum Civitates’ had close contact with
another people called Sithones, ruled by a woman,
who lived further north from Gotland. The latter
were probably the suppliers of the beautiful skins
that the Gotlanders conveyed to the Romans.
Even Tacitus depiction of the Germanic society in
the north of the continent or to them related peoples contains many observations, which in an interesting way can be compared with farm and village
remains on Gotland. Such a comparison has also its
special value, because the Gotlanders on Gotland
at this time, as mentioned above, in many respects
were close to the continental Germanic peoples, especially the Goths at the Vistula.
According to archaeologist T.J. Arne, Fv 1931 p
291: “Gotland was already at the time of the birth
of Christ a center for international trade in Northern Europe. The result makes itself known in many
ways, including the large silver treasures, which
landed on Gotland.”
Swedish scholars have taken it for granted, without
bothering about the overwhelming archaeological
and geographical facts, that ‘Scadinavia’ should
mean what we today call the Scandinavian peninsula, without reﬂecting that it originated from Johannes Magnus’ (1488-1544) ‘Historia de omnibus
Gothorum Sveonomque regibus’ and Olof Rud-

beck’s (1630-1702) book ‘Atlantica’ which are to some
extents pure fantasies. The Roman’s name for the
Scandinavian peninsula was THULE.
If you stand down at the Vistula it is Gotland you
have straight out to sea, and you discover the island
at a distance on the cloud formations over Gotland.
To instead reach the Lake Mälar area directly from
the Vistula area you have to pretend that Gotland
does not exist. The idea is totally ludicrous that
the Romans would not have known of the great
trading center in the middle of the Baltic Sea, with
which they evidently had close trade relations. On
the Scandinavian peninsula, that the Romans called
THULE. Tacitus only mentions Sithones, who are
ruled by a woman (note 9).
If, after this description, someone claims that ‘Suionum Civitates’ means some at that time unknown
Svear in the Lake Mälar area as has been maintained
by Swedish historians, it is necessary for those persons to take a better look at the map. However,
there is no misunderstanding regarding the Roman
idea about the Scandinavian peninsula. Still in the
500s the Romans called the Scandinavian peninsula
for THULE. E.g. Prokopios says about the Heruli
that they moved to THULE and settled alongside a
mighty tribe called Gauti.
Already Pytheas, who lived in the 300s BCE knew
the Scandinavian peninsula as THULE. He writes
that THULE is said to be a very fertile land, rich
in fruits that only late in the year come to maturity.
The people there used to prepare a drink of honey. They threshed their grain in large houses, which
depended on the prevailing ‘cloudy weather and the
heavy rain.’ For a southerner, accustomed to threshing in the open and constant sunny skies, indoor
threshing was a peculiarity worthy of mention.
What Pytheas says bears the character of sincerity
and is consistent with known Nordic conditions. It
is not in any inhospitable lighting THULE is de-
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Fig 36.

picted, but rather as a fairly good country with a
farming population.
Pliny the Elder who died in 79 CE tells about the
island ‘Scadinavia’ (Dumézil comments that the ﬁrst element
Scadin must have had - or once had - a connection to ‘darkness’)
which lays straight out from the Vistula estuary
and the people who live there, ‘illa Suionum gente’.
Pliny also speaks about a Roman knight, who in the
literature has been called the Amber Knight.
Ptolemy, a Greek-Egyptian astronomer said in his
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geography from the 100s CE that to the east of the
Cimbrian peninsula are four islands called ‘Skandia’.
The largest and most easterly is north of the Vistula
estuary. This is the island that you think of when
talking about Skandia. In addition it is consistent
with the size of Gotland. The Archaeological ﬁnds
from Gotland from this period are overwhelming.
Uppland was mainly yet subdued under water. If
we only look at the coins, Roman denarius, found
on Gotland compared with the Lake Mälar area, the
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ﬁgures are astounding. Gotland has more than 6500
silver denarius from 64 CE and forward, whilst in
the Lake Mälar area only 80 silver denarius have been
found. In the treasure from Sindarve in Hemse is a
coin for the emperor Nero, who ruled from 54-68
CE, the same time as the Roman Knight was here.
Already the superintendent (bishop) on Gotland
Jöran Wallin, who wrote his ‘Gotländska samlingar’,
published in 1747 and 1776, believes that it is Gotland, that Ptolemy speaks about. Wallin regretted
that Olof Rudbeck, who tried to place the Roman
description of the Gotlanders in the Lake Mälar
area, had such poor knowledge of Gotland and its
culture. (note 10).
For Jordanes, who wrote the Gothic tribal story in
the 500s, the tradition goes back to the Baltic Sea
region and its tribes.
He writes: “ The same mighty sea has also in its arctic region, that is in the north, a great island named
Scandza, from which my tale (by God’s grace) shall
take its beginning. For the race whose origin you
ask to know burst forth like a swarm of bees from
the midst of this island and came into the land of
Europe. But how or in what wise we shall explain
hereafter, if it be the Lord’s will.“
“And at the farthest bound of its western expanse
it has another island named THULE, of which the
Mantuan bard makes mention:
And Farthest THULE shall serve thee.”
It was not just in the sense of national pride that
he could say “Scandza insula quasi ofﬁcina gentium
aut certe velut vagina nationum” (Scandza, as from
a hive of races or a womb of nations).
It is as much a telling characteristic of a world history that says that the Goths came from the island
Gothiscandza or just Scandza which is straight out
of the Vistula mouth and looks like a lemon leave.
In addition, he says that ‘Gothiscandza’ was located
at the side of THULE.

German researchers say that Gothiscandza can be
translated as the Gotlandic coast, which was the
ofﬁcial name of Gotland in later preserved trade
treaties.
The following sentence is very interesting: “For the
race whose origin you ask to know burst forth like
a swarm of bees from the midst of this island and
came into the land of Europe.”
The Gotlanders moved out of Gotland and created
trading Emporiums all over the southern coasts.
It must be regarded as far-fetched, and in the light
of the archaeological ﬁnds unlikely, that the Roman
narrations would hint at the Scandinavian peninsula
(THULE) and some not yet existing Svear. The origin
of the word Svear is disputable and the confusion
with Roman names of other peoples seem to exist.
Those we today call Svear or Svioner do not step
into the light until the early 500s, when a new ruling dynasty, according to the sources, immigrated
from the south and brought a new religion with
them, the Æsir-belief. However, still in the Beowulf
epos, probably written down in the 700s, they are
not known as Svear but Skilﬁngs. There are interpretations that the word Svear would come from
the ‘pig-people’ that is the people who worshipped
the pig Sæhrímnir. Sweden was previously called
Svitjod, ﬁrst mentioned by Snorri Sturluson in the
1200s. When Christian scholars confronted Roman
sources and found the Latin words that resembled
Svioner they used just these words for the Svear.
On Gotland the word ‘Sueus’ is proven already
at the end of the 300s on the Kylver stone from
Stånga. The etymological derivation of the Roman
name Suiones is in dispute. It has, however, by Professor Elias Wadstein been interpreted as the people from the country that has been drained. It is
interesting here how the Guta saga begins: “At that
time Gutland was so bewitched that it sank by day
and rose at night.” The Scandinavian peninsula is
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Fig 37. Gamla hamn (old harbour) at Lauters on Fårö was during the Viking Age a lagoon harbor. In the bay, which had
a length of 90 metres, traces have been found of ballast stones from the Baltics and bricks and other remains from ancient
seafaring. The harbor was probably already in ancient times an important port. Here has been found a bronze head from a
Roman ship from Roman Imperial time. The bronze head is now in Gotland’s Museum in Visby. Nowadays, the old harbour
is completely silted and a large gravel bank has cut it off from the sea. This may have occurred in the early 1300s, when heavy
storms raged in the Baltic Sea and North Sea, and large parts of Helgoland and Rügen were washed away in storm tides. Near
the bay are the remains of foundation walls to a small chapel and several graves. The chapel was called St. Olaf ’s chapel, and is
probably from the1000s, when Olaf the Saint from Norway was on Gotland. It was probably built from wood.
.
Painting by Erik Olsson

by the Romans, from Pytheas time in the 300s BCE
to Prokopios in the 500s CE called THULE. When
the term Scandinavian peninsula ﬁrst began to be
used is unclear, but this was probably quite late in
our time.
If you look at the archaeological ﬁnds, it is clear
that there can not be any Svear in Uppland in the
Roman time handling the transit trade with the Romans. The prehistoric ﬁnds point very clearly to the
fact that it is Gotland the Romans refer to. Gotland
is located centrally in the Baltic Sea and is therefore
ideal for the task to be in charge of the transit trade
in the Baltic region, which also all archaeological
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ﬁnds too clearly testify to.
During the late Bronze Age, early Iron Age (500300 BCE) the Gotlanders had trading Emporiums in
Estonia and Latvia. This we know from Gotlandic
graves on the spot. The trade contacts stretched all
the way to the Caucasus.
It also seems quite clear that relations between Gotland and the Volga region during the late Bronze
Age and early Iron Age were direct. In the middle
Volga area the graveﬁeld at Achmulova has more
than 1000 graves from 800-500 BCE of a type of
graves that only have similarities on Gotland.
Professor Birger Nerman writes that a signiﬁcant
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portion of the eastern inﬂuences as early as the late
Bronze Age - Iron Age certainly have been conveyed by the Gotlanders to the other tribes in the
North.
Roman contacts with the Gotlanders during the
ﬁrst century is also evident in the picture stones.

Roots of the oldest picture stones are dated by archaeologists to this particular time.
It is no wonder that historians and linguists have
searched in vain for information about the ‘Svear’
in Roman sources.

Fig 38. Bronze head from a Roman ship found in Gamla hamn at Lauters on Fårö. The dating is about the birth of Christ.
A Roman ship which reached the Baltic Sea, but never returned? Source: professor Erik Nylén.
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Roman knight and Gotland?

The Roman writer Pliny, who died in the destruction
of Pompeii in 79 CE talks in his 37th book about a
Roman knight who during emperor Nero visited the
Amber Coast on the Baltic Sea and brought home
large quantities of amber. He talks about ‘commercia’, venues where the amber was gathered and
where commerce was conducted. We can assume
that those venues for the most part were located at
the estuary of the Vistula, where we also ﬁnd Gotlandic trading Emporiums. During the time of the
Emperors these trading Emporiums were visited by
merchants from the Danube provinces and Quadiis
country, who came to buy raw amber. This amber
raw material was transported along a well-organized
trade route over the Vistula and the Oder outlet
areas through the Moravian gateway to Hainburg
east of Vienna and further to Carnuntum at the
middle Danube. From here it went to Sopron and
Szombathely in Hungary, Ptuj, Celje and Ljubljana
in Slovenia and reaching the sea at Aquileia, which
was famous for its amber workshops. The Amber
Knight, as he is called in the literature, according
to Pliny also visited the major venues in the Baltic
Sea region.
Erland Hjärne has in a doctoral thesis in 1938, ‘Bernstensriddaren och Tacitus’, addressed this very
subject and he writes: ‘Commercis ea et litora peragravit’, he traveled to the trading venues and coasts
there. With these words he mentions the Knight’s
movements after arriving in the amber country.
The expression ‘litora peragrare’ is used in the Latin literature, not infrequently, about voyages by sea
along a coast. We have no deﬁnite opinion from
Plinii words how far the Baltic trip by the Amber
Knight has been extended. This journey along the
coasts of the Baltic Sea can not have been too short
as it has been considered worthy of special mention.
Hardly has it only been a minor excursion between
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two points on the very small coastline of the amber
area. The Gotlanders had various trading Emporiums on the southern coasts from the Bronze Age
to the Viking Age and nothing seems to prevent the
adoption that the trip was extended to the Gotlandic communities out there in the ocean. Pliny specifically mentions voyages by sea along a coast. If we
study Pliny and Tacitus‘ descriptions of the Baltic
Sea region, it appears that these authors seem to
have had access to the same source and that source
has personally visited these places. Both Pliny and
Tacitus’ descriptions of the island in the Baltic Sea
are so rich in detail that the travel narrator himself
must have seen the place.
If the Knight has been a member of the Roman
equestrian order, it would with regard to its traditions not have been surprising that his business interests stretched beyond the temporary assignment,
which brought him to the amber coast. Furs is a
commodity, that may have been the subject of export from the Baltic Sea region. Luxary furs in the
ancient cultural world have during the end of the
Roman Imperial time been more popular, probably
due to increased contact with northern European
nations and even oriental inﬂuence. There is a vague
hint of its presence even during past centuries.
If this Roman makes a trip to the Gotlandic commercial Emporiums on the Baltic Sea coasts, he
obviously does not avoid visiting the trade center
in the middle of Mare Suebicum, namely Gotland,
which already at that time was considered to have
been the center for trade in the Baltic Sea region.
Tacitus description is quite clear here. He says, you
go straight out from the Vistula estuary to meet the
powerful people in the Baltic Sea. From there it is
due east and you come to the Baltic Sea coast. Already in the early Iron Age we know that the Gotlanders had trading emporiums there and professor
Birger Nerman believes that the Gotlanders were
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the mediators of culture and commerce to the rest
of the Nordic tribes.
The great attention Tacitus devotes to the Gotlanders becomes fully understandable if one imagines
that his description reﬂects a single speciﬁc travel
trip by one person who says what he himself observed. This trip, from which the information about
the Gotlanders originated, would not have had its
end point on the Amber Coast. After a longer or
shorter pause it seems the traveller himself continued the journey by sea to the north, the people on
the island in the middle of the Baltic Sea, ‘Suionum
Civitate’.
The reason for such an extent of the trip may have
been curiosity, egged on by the opportunity to learn
about a people from one for the Roman people
strange and distant world.
Pliny’s note shows undoubtedly, that at least in one
case, a Roman himself reached the Amber Coast,
probably the Sambian Peninsula. Accordingly Tacitus information about conditions there, and in adjacent areas, has not required to have passed through
Germanic intermediaries. Analysis of the speciﬁc
details in the narrative of the Gotlanders, the people on the island in the middle of Mare Suebicum,
also give the impression that they reﬂect direct observations from a particular trip and that the observer was not a Germanic, but a Roman.
If we now go to Tacitus ‘Germania’, we can right
from the start establish that the source for this part
of Germania is oriented from the Vistula estuary
and that it is linked to the amber trade, and especially that it is of commercial origin. If the source
is of commercial origin, it is likely that the selection of the facts, that incurs its author’s attention,
and that of him after his return related to others, to
some extent is determined by the trading interest.
On a trip, undertaken for trading purposes, one will
of course above all have the opportunity to both

observe, and get information from the people with
whom one comes into contact as well as hearing
about such events and conditions that are related to
trade. A conspicuous example of that now said is
the lengthy description of amber and thus what is
related, which occupies a large part of Germania’s
forty-ﬁfth chapter.
It is also to this time we can, according to Peter
Manneke, trace the oldest Gotlandic picture stones
carved with Roman tools. Even the Havor treasure
is from this period. So is a coin with emperor Nero
that has been found in a treasure on Gotland.
Trading in Late Antiquity has a long history
throughout the past eras. The Romans all the times
tried to extend their trade to countries far remote
with which to a growing extent followed the import
of new goods and the appearance of new luxuries.
It should therefore not be unreasonable to suppose
that an enterprising Roman businessman, in the
time of Nero, who had already reached important
commercial centers wished to avail himself with the
opportunity to visit other venues. It is interesting to
note that at Gamle hamn habour at Lauters on Fårö
has been found the above mentioned bronze head
from a Roman ship from this period.
Excavations in Poland show that there was a cultural commercial center at the mouth of the Vistula in
the ﬁrst centuries of our era.
The Vistula estuary played a special role in the
whole Baltic Sea region as a gateway for relations
with southern and southeastern Europe. This was
the exact center for the Amber trade. Amber was
extracted in large quantities from the rocks on the
Sambian peninsula and collected on the beaches
of Livonia and Courland, and was exported to the
Romans over the Amber Road. Gotland had trading Emporiums and was linked to groups in what is
now Latvia and to the lower Neman region.
Throughout the region during the ﬁrst decades of
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our era we experience signiﬁcant changes in building structure and cultural development in the Wielbark culture, formerly known as the Goto-Gepidic civilization. The basic archaeological detectable
characteristics of this culture remained unchanged
throughout its existence until the early 400s.
Amber was not the only product that was attractive
on the Baltic Sea trading Emporiums for traders
from far and wide.
There were other items that are not so easy to spot.
Such are skins of Arctic animals, imported by the
Gotlanders from THULE (Scandinavia), which were
valued very highly (UE Hagberg 2, 1967, p. 109-125, ﬁgs
56-57.)
Based on information from Jordanes it is estimated that people from THULE (Scandinavia) joined the
Goths on the Baltic Sea’s southern coast in the ﬁrst
century CE. (H. Lowmianski I, 1963, p. 259-261). The meeting between such an estimation and the chronology
of the oldest cemeteries of Scandinavian type, after the middle of the same century, is striking. All
cemeteries in zone B, as well as the western group,
in Area A were abandoned in the late 100s or early
200s CE. (Fig. I A3, R. Wolagiewicz 1981 p. 85). This would
be consistent with our assumption that the Goths
moved south just at this time (year 238 their attendance is
noted at the Roman Limes on the Danube).

The Gold Ring from Havor

It was in 1961 that one of the most remarkable archaeological ﬁnds, ever found in the Baltic Sea region, came to light in the Havor ancient castle-fort
in the south of Gotland. But not only is this ﬁnd
scientiﬁcally important, it was also a genuine fairytale treasure of everything that one associates with
it. There was a large bronze vessel, with its richly ornate ﬁttings covered with a ﬂat stone, under
which there was a huge, richly decorated ring of
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shiny gold.
In the vessel was also a set of drinking vessels, and
two bells made of bronze.
Most of the objects found were fairly easy to date,
among other things through punched stamps and
likeness with things previously found in the rich
Italian ﬁnding sites, Pompeii and Herculaneum.
The time for the manufacturing of the big bronze
vessel and drinking vessels is the ﬁrst century of
our era, and the origin is Capua outside Naples, Italy as shown in the manufacturing stamps.
The most puzzling object was, however, the large
gold ring. Only four close relatives to this were
previously known, one from Denmark, where it remained alone in a bog, and three from Southern
Russia. Two were from a treasure ﬁnd in Kiev and
one from a tomb in Olbia on the Black Sea coast,
each with uncertain dating. What keeps this group
of rings together is the rich, in detail similar ﬁligran
ornamentation and the design of the end buttons.
However, none of the four can compete with the
Havor ring in size and rich ornamentation. It is
even so large that it could have been sitting on an
image of a god.
Otherwise there are among Scandinavian gold
discoveries only a few double-conical pearls with
The Havor set is a classic example of an Early Roman
drinking set with a situla for carrying the wine, strainer for ﬁltering it and ladle for pouring out both the wine and the water
into a saucepan (or other vessel), from which the wine was then
served out into drinking beakers of silver or glass. Wine ladles
and buckets from Capua in Italy, in whose handle sometimes
is a fabrication stamp with the wording ‘PI POLYBI’, indicate that it comes from the Capuan bronze caster P Cipius
Polybius workshop, whose family made most of the bronze
vessels found in Pompeii and Herculaneum. Three such buckets were included in the Havor treasure of which one carries a
Polybius stamp. Such buckets are considered to be mainly from
the period 50-100 CE (next page).
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Fig 39. The Havor treasure
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similar dating to the early centuries CE and some
charms probably from earlier production. This indicates that the choice of motifs and ornamentation is related to the ring.
The neckring worn by the Persian ruler Darius III
in the battle at Issus against Alexander in 333 BCE,
as depicted on a mosaic from Pompeji now in the
Archaeological museum in Naples, looks very much
like the Havor ring. And the size agrees with the
Havor ring.
We may in the Havor ring have the most beautiful
example of the goldsmith’s art, which originated in
the Greek-Scythian-Celtic cultural area around the
Black Sea, and when it reached Gotland became the
starting point for a native Gotlandic goldsmithing
that reached its ﬁrst zenith in the Havor ring and
its relatives, and was later on to culminate in such
remarkable technical masterpieces as the great gold
collar from Möne in Västergötland .
The Havor ring belongs to the object-category Celtic torc. These rings were a form of status symbol.
In gold they were apparently relatively common, to
judge by the information provided by Roman authors (Goessler 1929, p. 27 and references therein). Despite
this, ﬁnds of gold torcs are relatively rare, especially
after the third century BCE when rings of this sort
seem to cease being deposited in graves. They also
seem to have become a speciﬁcally male attribute
after this date. Their origin according to Goessler is
to be sought in the East where the Celts would have
adopted their use from Iranian, Old Persian, and
even Schytian cultural areas (Goessler 1929, pp. 25 ff.).
An interesting similarity is the torc around the neck
of the famous marble statue known as ‘The Dying
Gaul’. The original of this so-often illustrated Roman copy of a Hellenistic work of art is thought
to have been made in Pergamon around 200 BCE
to commemorate the conquest won by King Attalus of Pergamon around 230 BCE over the Gala-
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tians, the easternmost of the Celtic tribes, who had
settled in Asia minor south of the Black Sea. That
ring, like the Havor ring, has a twined hoop and
has two relatively large tightly closed terminals that
must have been furnished with a locking device. It
thus appears that this type of ring could have been
known in eastern Celtic areas at a relatively early
date.
Insights into the culture-historical prerequisites for
the Havor ﬁnd can be obtained by linking the dating of the bronze vessels, their production sites (including master stamps), and their distribution, both
within and beyond the Roman Empire.
The Havor situla and its parallels within the Roman
Empire are dated to pre-Augustan times (before 27
BCE) or at the latest from the beginning of the Augustan period (27 BCE-14 CE) until the end of the
reigns of emperors Claudius (41-54 CE) and Nero
(54-68 CE).
Thus it can be concluded, with regard to the Havor
hoard of Roman bronze vessels, that the situla,
ladle, strainer and saucepans are all Early Roman
products from workshops which were active in the
period from around the reign of emperor Octavianus until a little into the second half of the 1st century CE.
The situla is probably the earliest of the bronze vessels to have been produced, i.e. in the ﬁrst half of
the 1st century CE. The ladle and strainer sets were
produced at the earliest just before the middle of
the 1st century CE though such sets continued to
be made right through to the end of the 1st century
CE. The three saucepans share approximately the
same production period as the ladle and strainer set.
Saucepan I has stamped on the handle (P CI) PI
POLYB. This is a stamp from P. Cipius Polybius
workshop. Saucepan III also has a stamp on the
handle IPI (?).
It cannot be ascertained whether the situla, ladle,
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strainer and saucepans were combined into a drinking set on the Continent or on Gotland.
However, most certainly the vessels have reached
Gotland via the Amber Road where the Gotlanders
had direct contact with the Romans.
It is certain that the bronze vessels in the Havor
hoard comprise a classic drinking service of Roman
inspiration. Drinking sets in Earlier Roman times
comprised vessels for containing wine and maybe
also water (such as situla and Ostland-type kettles), vessels
for taking up the wine (e.g. saucepans), vessels for ladling out and ﬁltering the wine (ladle and strainer sets)
and vessels for drinking the often watered wine
(such as silver cups or glass beakers). Drinking sets and
their high-status function were adopted at the reign
of Augustus Octavianus by the Germanic peoples
outside the Roman provinces. They almost always
constitute standard equipment in rich graves, both
male and female.
The Havor set is thus a classic example of an Early
Roman drinking set with a situla for carrying the
wine, strainer for ﬁltering it and ladle for pouring
out both the wine and the water into a saucepan (or
other vessel), from which the wine was then served
out into drinking beakers of silver or glass. Drinking beakers are, however, being absent from the
Havor hoard. The products in the Havor hoard are
quality wares.

The ancient exodus in the
Guta Saga and the
Goths’ wanderings

“Subsequently, from these three men, the population of Gotland increased so much over a long period of time that the land was not able to support
them all. Then they cast lots to send every third
person away from the island, on the understanding

that they should have a right to keep, and take away
with them, everything that they owned in the way
of movables.”
The Guta Saga tells of an ancient emigration. It
may have occurred a larger emigration at the beginning of the Iron Age, possibly related to climate
deterioration. It is clear from the archaeological material that it has been a number of relocations to the
eastern coasts of the Baltic Sea from Gotland with
Gotlandic trading Emporiums having been established.
The Gotlanders had various trading Emporiums on
the south eastern shores of the Baltic Sea from the
Bronze Age to the Viking Age. We know that the
Gotlanders had trading Emporiums in Estonia and
Latvia during the late Bronze Age and early Iron
Age (500-300 BCE). Even professor Birger Nerman
tried to show an exodus from the heavily populated Gotland during the Late Bronze Age. Moreover,
there are archaeological ﬁnds in Poland that indicate further Gotlandic emigration during the second century CE, e.g. slightly before the Goths took
off towards the Black Sea.
Torsburgen, that is also mentioned in this context
in the Guta Saga, may well go back to that time.
Professor Erik Nylén in ‘Bygden, Skeppen och
Havet’ asks when and by whom the giant ancient
forts such as Torsburgen and Gothemhammar were
built. These were constructions, whose origins and
defense claimed a large, concentrated power over
many men. He believes that the origins of these
fortiﬁcations point to the Bronze Age. However,
archaeological investigations failed to demonstrate
any signiﬁcant activity at Torsburgen before the
300s CE.
Some of these Gotlandic trading Emporiums are in
the center of where we consider the formation of
what we later call the Gothic people (Gutans) took
place. After the tribes at the Vistula area had formed
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Fig 40. Torsburgen in Kräklingbo Parish, the largest ancient castlefort in Scandinavia, clearly indicate the Gotlanders’ need for
effective defense installations during the Iron Age. It has a nearly two km long limestone wall. This vast plateau within one of
Gotlands large forest areas has semi-natural defenses by the steep slopes. ‘Situation map over Torsburgen’ prepared by F. Ljungberg. The Antiquarian-Topographical Archives, Stockholm.
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under one group of leaders they called themselves
Guthiuda and emigrated from there down to the
Black Sea area. As the Gotlanders were the leading
people with their trading Emporiums in the formation area it is natural that they took the lead in the
new formation and the Gotlandic language became
the language of the Gutans.
When the Goths (Gutans) in the second century
started their move towards the Black Sea area other groups of people joined the nucleus of Gutans.
Even people from the Scandinavian peninsula took
the chance to follow.
In Guta Saga it says: “And up through Russia they
went, so far away that they came to Greece. There,
they requested from the Greek king to settle in new
and below. The king promised them that, and he
thought it was not for more than a month. When
the month was over he wanted to show them off,
but they replied that new and below was always and
forever, and they insisted that it was them promised.
This dispute of theirs came at last to the notice of

the queen. She then said, ‘My lord the king, you
promised them that they could settle in new and
below, then it is for ever and ever, so you cannot
take that promise away from them.’ So there they
settled and live there and even today they have in
their speech track of our language.”
We know that the Goths in the 200s settled on
the western and northern shores of the Black Sea,
including the Crimean peninsula, either through
crossing the lower Danube, or travelling by sea. The
area had been a Greek colony and then independent under the name of the Bosporian Kingdom. It
had its own king, but was formally a tributary kingdom to the Roman Empire. The Goths occupied
the greater part of this kingdom, and took possession of its ﬂeet. With this ﬂeet they made several
raids from the Sea of Azov and undertook many
bold and far-reaching raids. They ravaged the Balkan Peninsula and Anatolia as far as Cyprus, sacking Athens, Byzantium, and Sparta. By the 300s the
Goths conquered Dacia, and were divided into at
least two distinct groups separated by the Dniester river, the Thervingi led by the Balti dynasty, and
the Greuthungi led by the Amal dynasty. Centered
around their capital at the Dnieper, the Goths ruled
a vast area which at its peak under the Kings Ermanaric and Athanaric stretched from the Danube
to the Volga river, and from the Black Sea to the
Baltic Sea.
Later we know them as Visigoths, Ostrogoths and
Crimean Goths. The ﬁrst two, which were christened in the Arian faith, moved later westward. The
Crimean Goths became Orthodox Christians before the apperance of Arianism and remained in
the Crimea. At the Council of Nicea in 325, when a
Fig 41. Wine ladle from Roes in Rone. The Roman wine
uniform Christianity was established, they were repladle formed on Nordic soil a much coveted article of commerce, resented. They established a bishopric in the Crimea,
which can hardly be interpreted otherwise than that they from
which lasted until the 1700s and where they for a
the South found their way here.
long time maintained the Gothic language (note 11).
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In 1253 the Flemish Franciscan monk Willem van
Ruysbroek on behalf of the French King Louis the
Saint undertook a journey from Constantinople
well into Asia where he passed the Crimea on the
Black Sea. He says in his itinerary that there were
‘Goti’ who spoke an ‘ydioma Teutonicum’, a Germanic language. Three hundred years later came a
Flemish Ambassador, Busbecq, in 1554 to Constantinople as an ambassador for his country. He became interested in a Germanic people fragment and
did write down 84 of their words. It was the above
mentioned Crimean Goths that he encountered.
We can thus follow the Crimean Goths, which Busbecq encountered, from the 200s and all the time
until our time. They lived not far from the island
Berezan out in the Dnjepr estuary, which the Gotlandic Varangian merchants used as a stopover for
river trips and for the voyage across the Black Sea
towards Byzantium and Miklagarðr (Constantinople). There has also a Gotlandic picture stone been
found. It’s the only people we can ﬁnd that speaks
a similar language as the Gotlanders. As we can see
from the Guta Saga it ﬁts well with this emigration
and the recognition of the Crimean Goths during
the Middle Ages. The Guta Saga was written down
in the early 1200s.
Gutans, or the Goths as they were called by the Romans, seem when one compiles the known fundamental research to be related with the Gotlanders
and according to language scholars have spoken the
same language. The question arises, whether it is
the earlier mentioned Gotlandic trading Emporiums that constituted the nucleus of what became
the Goths and with other groups formed the Gothic people at the Vistula beginning of our era?
According to professor Björn Collinder, Beowulf
p VII: “The Gothic people descended from Gotlanders who emigrated to the Vistula area at the beginning of our era. They multiplied rapidly, and in
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the 200s began making world history. They made
early contact with Byzantium. By the middle of the
300s Ermanarik - Jormunrekr from the Sämundar
edda - was the ruler of an empire that stretched
almost all the way from the Baltic Sea to the Black
Sea and from the Danube to the Volga. Ermanaric
was killed in the battles against the Huns, probably
in 375.”
According to Ammianus, Ermanaric was “a most
warlike king” who, faced with the aggression of the
Alani and the Huns, who invaded his territories in
the 370s, eventually committed suicide (note 12).
See also ‘Gothic Connections. Contacts between
eastern Scandinavia and the southern Baltic coast
1000 BCE - 500 CE’ by Anders Kaliff.

Largest Nordic building from
Roman Iron Age

The Stavgard area with its old harbour at Bandelunda in Burs was for a long time the center for this
part of Gotland and with continuity can be dated
back to the Stone Age.
The Stavgard district includes the largest known
building foundations from the Roman Iron Age
‘Stavar’s house’ (67x11 metres), an ancient harbour
which at least goes back to the beginning of our
era and the in 1984 excavated burial mound ‘Godsbacken’ (see ‘Cairns’ above), which from the Neolithic
period has functioned as a grave mausoleum.
Near Stavar’s ‘Brya’ (waterhole) a Viking Age farm
complex (Stavar’s farm) was in 1983-1984 dug out.
Several silver treasures came to light there.
Because Stavar the Great is assumed to have fallen
in the year 1000, there is the possibility that this is
Stavar’s farm rather than the above-related ‘kämpgrav’ from the Roman Iron Age (See ‘The Ravages by
Viking kings’).
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Besides the large cairns and the stone ships from
the Bronze Age the ‘Kämpgravar’ (large halls) are the
most prominent monuments from Gotland’s rich
ancient world. You ﬁnd them everywhere on Gotland, next to the modern farms and in the middle
of the ﬁelds, where their toppled rocks cause farmers a good deal of detriment, but in general they are
somewhat remote from contemporary buildings
and often in areas where at the present day conditions for the pursuit of agriculture are lacking.
The ‘Kämpgravar’ reveal themselves in the terrain
with low, rectangular walls with carefully paved edges. A slight dip in either or both ends denotes the
space for the entrance. The length can vary from a
few tens of metres to over 60 metres.
Where the original environment is untouched by
later-day cultivation the foundations are usually in
groups gathered in districts or ‘Gårdlag’. The value
of these settlements from the cultural point of view
is extraordinarily large. This provides opportunities
not found elsewhere in mainland Sweden, with the
exception for Öland, to get insight into the topographical situation of coherent, pre-historic settlement areas.
A normal Gotlandic farm during the Roman Imperial and Migration Periods seems to have consisted
of 3-4 larger and smaller buildings. Among the most
important ‘Kämpgrav’ districts can be mentioned
Vallhagar in Fröjel, which has one of the largest intact iron age building settlements throughout the
Nordic region with a total of 16 building foundations. Others are the beautifully situated building
foundations at Salsängar in Sproge, Visnar meadows in Alskog with some twenty house foundations
and the so-called Fallet in Tingstäde. May the future
realize the importance that these sites are preserved.
This is not merely a desire, it is a requirement.
The proximity of the ‘Kämpgravar’ to the meadows is a long established fact. This connection be-

tween the wooded meadow and house foundations
have had their generally accepted explanation as the
crucial prerequisite for the industry, on which the
‘Kämpgrav’ culture primarily depended, namely cattle. Far from always we ﬁnd the ‘Kämpgravar’ with
the best soils. Often they are found in remarkably
thin, sometimes almost sterile terrain, on solid rock
and in pine forest areas, which strongly contrasts
with the bright meadows, which give this building
its natural frame. In several cases the reason for this
is probably to search in dehydration that eventually
deteriorated the nature of the ground. This has radically transformed the landscape since the time of
the ‘Kämpgravar’, which phenomenon is also the
reason why many ancient remains now are in the
wilderness, where not much want to grow. However,
during the Bronze Age there existed prerequisites
for development of a soil, which has now disappeared. A number of recently surveyed barrows,
as well as a ‘Kämpgrav’ on rocky ground, has also
proven that they rested on a relatively thick layer of
sand soil, which the surroundings lacked.
Of approximately 1800 characteristic and clearly
marked stone foundations with surrounding systems of fencing walls, located on Gotland, almost
all surveyed have been found to contain ﬁnds from
the Roman period or Migration Period, with a clear
predominance of the latter stage.
In addition there are about 100 ancient forts, some
also known as castles, of varying kinds. Some consist of walls or berms landscaped to enhance the
natural height. The plan is thus irregular. Others
are on the pitch, sometimes marshy ground and
have a more regular shape. Embankment, or levees
may have been a palisade or other timber structure.
Varying design with single or double walls or berms
straight on level ground have e.g. Gudings castle in
Eke and the one 3600 m south of it located Ronning castle in Grötlingbo. The two mentioned forts
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Fig 42. The fourth silver treasure on Stavar’s farm was taken as preparation to be dug out under laboratory conditions. The
205 silver coins were packed together in ﬁve rolls, as they once were transported in the 900s, maybe all the way from the Orient.

have a striking similarity which should not be a coincidence. They measure 150 x 90 m or 150 x 140
m. The time for construction of the forts is still in
most cases uncertain. Several appear to have been
built during the early Iron Age (500 BCE - 200 CE) and
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some may have arisen in the Bronze Age (1500-500
BCE).
How does a Gotlandic house from the Roman Imperial time appear after it is through scientiﬁc study
stripped from its soil cover? As classical seems the
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Fig 43. The third silver treasure. Three massive, heavy silver bracelets with stamped ornamental art, so typical for many of the
Gotlandic silver treasures. But this also contained something that made its connection to Stavar’s treasure even more signiﬁcant:
a ﬁnger ring of exactly the same type as that one found in the ﬁrst treasure 1975. Just with the difference that this one was
completely undamaged. Can the rings have been the farm’s signature, the owner’s clan tag? In any case, here we are ﬁnding yet another proof of the farm’s wealth, and an important part in our knowledge of the function of the silver treasures in the Viking
Age society.

excavation that Fredrik Nordin carried out in the
1880s, with four foundations at Rings in Hejnum,
whereby the type of building relic was deﬁnitely established. Among the most rewarding excavations
is the one which professor John Nihlén made for
one of the largest houses from the Scandinavian
prehistory. It is a 67 metre long and 11 metre wide
house foundation at Känne in Burs. The ﬁndings
from the excavation place the abandonment of this
settlement to the 500s CE. There were fragments of
terra sigillata, meaning Roman pottery with pressed
decoration. It was at the time the only ﬁnd of this
kind made in Scandinavia. In the Nordic countries
it can only be found its match in Danish ﬁndings.

The 2000-year-old chief ’s farm in Burs consist of
ﬁve buildings. It is identiﬁed in the legends as the
hero Stavar the Great’s abode and becomes therefore popularly Stavar’s house. The origin of this and
similar enormous halls in Gotland (known as ‘Kämpgravar’) is considered to be the Roman art of building
and in particular the Roman basilicas.
In the older part of the empire, even when these
basilicas were quite appropriate buildings, they had
rather the character of low houses with entrance
on treated gable facades. With its twin rows of columns or pillars arranged in the length direction of
the hall these basilicas make an excellent prototype.
Under the big house, built one or two centuries
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after the beginning of CE, were found the foundations of an older building, probably built BCE,
and remains of an even older construction. When
digging in one of the other houses in the ancient
courtyard even there were ruins of an earlier building unearthed. Originally the farm consisted of no
fewer than ﬁve houses, and it can together with a
number of similar Gotlandic ancient farms be described as one of Scandinavia’s most remarkable
house complexes from ancient times. A small house
in the structure has also been investigated and there
has been found a very beautiful worked and decorated bronze sword-belt, probably from the 500s.
When the foundations were excavated they found
a number of beautiful ﬁnds from the beginning of
our era, which in a rare full-bodied way show us
how they built and lived on Gotland nearly 2000
years ago. This is the people Tacitus talks about and
with whom the Romans obviously had close mercantile contacts.
The northern half of the nave has apparently been
the residential part and there they found particularly rich cultural layers. The usual household things
were richly represented: mills, spindle whorl, weaver’s weights, clay strainer, pans and other containers
for beverages and cooking of food. At the building’s abandonment there were left a lot on the walls
where the benches stood. Traces of various crafts
are included in the main hall. A bonemaker has left
beautiful samples of his work in an artistically polished shaft, prickers, needles and various semi-manufactured articles, partially of antler.
Forging operations are covered by a large number
of slag pieces, grinding and honing stones, knives
of iron, ﬁttings and rivets. A pair of game pieces
reminiscent of games and merriment around the
ﬁre and some exquisitely beautiful jewelry made of
bronze for female lust for ornaments. The latter include a ﬁnely worked ring from the end of the 100s
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and a so-called crossbow ﬁbula from the same time,
and a pendant of a completely unique kind, three
buckles hanging from each other, strung in a spiral
ring of bronze. They have apparently never been
intended to be used as buckles as the needle holders are compressed together around the needles. All
the jewelry is completely unharmed and could at
any time be used.
The presence of Roman ﬁnds is extremely large.
There are fragments of at least three Roman glass
goblets, two of thin white glass with soldered blue
wires, one or perhaps two of a maroon ‘marbled’
material that has not previously been found in
present day Sweden, all representing the era’s ﬁnest handicrafts. Among the treasures in the waste
layer can also be seen about 20 parts of a couple
of red containers with classical ornamentation. It is
Roman ‘porcelain’ (terra sigillata) imported from the
Roman Empire. Finally, a pair of delicate mosaic
beads that may possibly have been made in Egypt.
Roman silver coins are common ﬁndings in Gotlandic early house foundations. Among the many loose
ﬁnds in the house there are no fewer than 27 pieces
of silver, of which 20 Roman silver coins, minted
for various emperors and empresses in the 100s CE.
Coins with the following emperors have been identiﬁed in this building: Trajan, Hadrian, Antonius
Pius, Marcus Aurelius, Lucius Verus, Lucilla (consort
of the last), Crispina (wife of Commodus). Most coins
have been found on and in the stone walls that led
up to the high ceiling. Apparently they have stuck
away their valuables in the angle between the wall
and the ceiling. The ﬁnd circumstances are of great
interest. In two cases groups of ﬁve coins with similar jewelry (rings and buckles) from the late 100s have
been found. This suggests that the coins reached
Gotland relatively quickly after the imprint, which is
very unusual. These are memories of the certainly
very extensive trade as the chief of the farm indi-
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rectly or directly operated with the Romans. One of
the coins have been found to be highly leaded. After all appearances, it is an outright counterfeit coin,
made by the Romans and has been uttered among
Nordic merchants. Even more remarkable are three
of the coins. They are barbaric after stampings. The
material is probably an alloy of silver and bronze.
In one case they have obtained two-sided embossing by soldering together two thin unilateral stamping coins. The emperor’s image is well made but the
strange letters have been formed with rings and arcs.
Seven of the found coins are Islamic i.e., several
hundred of years younger than the Roman. These
coins seem to speak to the fact that the big house
has also been used during the Viking Age.

The Baltic Sea Region

In the history of Gotland are some of the key
threads in the development of the entire Baltic Sea
region gathered. This is a meeting place for Gotlanders, Curonians, Kievan Rus’, Danes, Slavs, Svear
and later Germans. Gotland has through its position as a continental outpost in the north or Nordic
outpost to the south, on the border between East
and West, a cultural key position. Gotland plays a
similar role for the Baltic Sea region as Cyprus and
Sicily have played as intersections for the Mediterranean countries’ trade relations and cultures.
As a result, one can through most of the time not
only note a marked individual character in the
Gotlandic culture, but also lively contacts with the
countries bordering the Baltic Sea region. Much
of what in the Gotlandic culture seems foreign to
Scandinavian culture, has counterparts in the East
and South.
When the Bronze Age turns into the Iron Age, it
does not happen with the ﬁrst iron but with a new
shape world during a relatively long transition-

al stage. At that time an important technological
change seems to have taken place. The ships will
now have a size and design that allows the transport
of many men over wide waters. Coastal trafﬁc is
replaced partly by sea journeys and shipping. Julius
Caesar tells in the Gallic War, III. 12-14 how the
ships looked like that the Veneti had on the coast
of Brittany:
“The Gauls’ own ships were built and rigged in a
different way from ours. Their keels were somewhat ﬂatter, so they could cope more easily with
the shoals and shallow water when the tide was ebbing; their prows were unusually high, and so were
their sterns, designed to stand up to great waves
and violent storms. The hulls were made entirely
of oak to endure any violent shock or impact: the
crossbeams, of timbers a foot thick, were fastened
with iron bolts as thick as a man’s thumb, and the
anchors were held ﬁrm with iron chains instead of
ropes. They used sails made of hides or soft leather, either because ﬂax was scarce and they did not
know how to use it, or more probably, because they
thought that with cloth sails they would not be able
to withstand the force of the violent Atlantic gales,
or steer such heavy ships”.
One can distinguish two consequences of this development.
Firstly one could now carry out surprise raids on
distant shores. This has forced the settlements to
leave the dangerous shore and move further inland.
Secondly the developments have been in a more
positive direction. It was now possible, through
easier communication along the southern coasts of
the Baltic, to form a common cultural area, a Baltic
culture, with central points on Gotland, Öland and
Bornholm.
This culture is characterized by three major factors:
1) a technically accomplished goldsmithing, particularly in the ﬁligree.
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2) a similar, Celtic-inspired, shape-world.
3) and ﬁnally an advanced furnace for iron production.
After having lived through the period of colder climate and the entry of iron, the 150 years BCE are
characterized by a great material boom on Gotland.
The previous poverty was succeeded by wealth of
ﬁnds, so numerous that Gotland is richer represented from this time than any other part of nowadays
Sweden.
During the remainder of the period, until 500
CE, Gotland’s position was unique. No other part
of the Baltic Sea region was so rich and had such
close ties with the mighty Roman Empire and the
Greek-Byzantine culture of the Black Sea. This culture included picture stones with whirl sunwheels.
Very pale, barbarized copies can later be found in
the Lake Mälar area.
The graves are ‘veritable iron mines’. In a single
grave at Vallby in Hogrän were thus part of at least
eight swords, eight spears, and two buckles. This
clearly expresses that Gotland now had entered a
real Iron Age.
The shape of objects reveals the same desire for an
independent creation, which could be observed in
the limited but highly individualistic shape in the
oldest Iron Age on Gotland. This is especially the
case for jewelry items, which are largely Celtic from
about 300 BCE.
The relations with the continent is mainly oriented
in the same direction as in the oldest Iron Age, i.e.,
to the northeastern part of Germany. There was
the Celts’ large kingdom. However, during the ﬁrst
century BCE, a big change of the scene on the continent takes place. The Celtic power had to move
from attack to defense. From the South their position was attacked by the military better organized
Romans. From the north they were attacked by the
warlike Germanic hordes. This double edge attack
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settled in a comparatively short time the Celtic fate.
In this way the Celtic world came out of play. Over
its ruins met Romans and Germanics. Rhine and
Danube was for four centuries the border between
these peoples. This new power grouping was of
crucial importance for the Nordic countries and
especially Gotland. The meeting between the Roman and Germanic cultures laid the foundation for
a development within the Germanic world, whose
effects have to some extent asserted itself into our
time.
Under foreign inﬂuence, Roman, Marcomanni and
Gothic, Gotland developed during the Roman Iron
Age a domestic craft, which is characterized by high
technical skill. Forms and shape are breathing a
classic sense of style and sophistication. Gold and
silver was brought to Gotland by trade, and an art
in precious metals arose, which was inspired from
Roman direction and got lively encouragement by
inﬂuences from the Gothic culture circuit. The
ﬁligree technique, i.e. the method in regular patterns to organize twisted wires and grains of precious metals, became extremely popular and was
practiced with impressive skill by Gotlandic goldsmiths. Splendid bracelets of gold and silver were
produced as was probably the famous gold collars
found on the Swedish mainland. As for artistic and
technological quality in Scandinavian Migration Period jewellery, nothing surpasses the three famous
gold collars from Ålleberg, Färjestaden and Möne.
The bronze founders accomplished great things,
sleek buckles and other things for the female dress.
Belt ﬁttings and other for the men intended decorating details were also manufactured.
The early Roman period was also a ﬂowering of the
ceramic craft. On Gotland a qualiﬁed early pottery
was developed with low, heavily ﬂared clay pots on
a well-perfected foot. They have no equivalent elsewhere in the Nordic region and forms the prelude
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to a beautiful ceramic manufacturing that lasted until the Late Iron Age. In the design inﬂuence from
Roman bronze vessels can be traced. A tight, restrained ornamentation of dotted horizontal lines,
sometimes replaced by narrow embossed tape, increases the favorable impression of the Gotlandic
ceramics. In almost every Gotlandic skeleton tomb
from ancient Roman Iron Age there is such a vessel
of uniform workmanship. It suggests the presence
of certain production centers on Gotland, potters
who worked for sale. Suitable clay known as potter’s
clay came to Gotland with the cold disaster about
10 300 years ago. It can be found in Havdhem and
Eke. The earlier Land ice depositions, when the ice
boundary passed Gotland around 12,500 to 12,000
years ago was, however, ‘bleke’ a useless scrape off
from the limestone bedrock.
It was not only manufactured goods, which were
brought the long way to Gotland. There are deposits of over 6.500 Roman silver coins, known as denari, perhaps deposited in the Earth in connection
with past unrest or as safekeeping under the ﬂoor.
They are at earthworks found a little here and there
on Gotland. They have been found on Gotland in
larger quantities than in other areas in the North.
86,7% of all Roman silver coins found in present
day Sweden are from Gotland. Their transportation
here has occurred along the eastern trading routes,
which links the Baltic Sea region with the Mediterranian in the south. The earlier ones have probably
arrived on the Amber Road. Of the total of about
6500 silver coins found on Gotland 1500 are from
a single ﬁnd, which came to light at Sindarve in
Hemse. No less than 20 Roman rulers are represented among the coins in the Sindarve treasure.
The oldest is beaten for the emperor Nero, who
ruled from 54-68 CE. The youngest for Emperor Septimus Severus, who ruled 193-211 CE. The
majority of found Roman silver coins would have

come to Gotland during a short period between
175 and 200 CE.
The same orientation as the denarii shows a different object from Gotland, belonging to the 200s
CE. It is the famous rune spear head, which was
found at Moos in Stenkyrka, but unfortunately not
expertly excavated. There is no doubt that it comes
from a tomb. It was acquired from a collector in
1916 along with another iron spearhead and a shield
buckle of bronze with an indication that all this
would have been in the same grave. The object has
on one side of the blade a silver-added inscription
consisting of ﬁve characters with the letter ‘sioag’,
whose meaning is disputed. The Moos spear head
is an outstanding example of Gotland’s during the
100s and 200s vividly effective relationship with the
Black sea Goths. It is remarkable not least by the
reason that it is the oldest so far found runic inscription in present day Sweden.
The Roman writer Tacitus’s famous words about
‘Suionum hinc civitates’, which according to him
lived ‘out in the ocean’, i.e. the Baltic Sea (by the Romans called Mare Suebicum) and who was ‘mighty not
only by men and weapons, but also by ﬂeets‘ and
where ‘wealth was in honor’ ﬁts exactly on the Roman Iron Age Gotlanders.

Markomannic inﬂuence

Already Cimbrian and Teutonic peoples, who had
their settlements on the Jutland peninsula, had
passed through the current German territories and
made their way into Gaul. They had then turned
against the heart of the Roman Empire, but eventually been beaten on Roman soil. These thrusts were
soon followed by another in the Germanic king
Ariovistus, who also led his troops into Gaul, but
was defeated by the Roman governor Julius Caesar. This happened in 58 BCE. Even at the early
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time of Augustus Octavianus, the Romans had had
bitter experience of Germanic tribes on the warpath, their morale and combat effectiveness. At the
Rhine fought, among others, the Germanic tribe
the Marcomanni. The Marcomanni settled in the
Main River valley soon after 100 BCE. To escape
Roman aggression they in 9 BCE migrated east to
Bohemia, where their king Maroboduus established
a powerful kingdom that Octavianus now known
as Augustus perceived as a threat to Rome. Before
he could act, however, the war in Illyria intervened.
Eventually Maroboduus was deposed and exiled by
Catualda (CE 19), a Gothic nobleman, who had been
exiled by Maroboduus but returned, perhaps by a
subversive Roman intervention, and defeated Ma-

roboduus.
Tacitus, in the late 1st century mentions (Germania
I.42) the Marcomanni as being under kings appointed by Rome.
During the ﬁrst two centuries CE the Marcomannis
developed into a leading Germanic cultural area in
Central Europe, who in good agreement with the
Romans maintained vibrant mercantile relations
with the Roman provinces in the south and became
cultural mediators between the Roman Empire and
the rest of the Germanic world including Gotland.
There was an important trade route along the Elbe
which brought lots of Roman industrial products,
especially precious vessels of silver and bronze,
up to the North. Especially for Denmark this way

Fig 44. Rowing ships round Hoburgen. Such ships are mentioned by Tacitus. The axe formed image stones have stylized ships
with high stems and a tent-like house in the middle of the ship with shields on the sides. They have paddles but no sails, seven
pairs of oars as the picture stone from Sanda, which was found during the restoration of the church in 1956. The stone lay on
the ﬂoor at the door to the sacristan. Its upper part was found in the churchyard wall at the beginning of the 1900s.
Painting by Erik Olsson
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was signiﬁcant. The Danish islands became a West
Scandinavian powerhouse, which formed a counterpart to the Marcomanni kingdom further south.
The Marcomannic culture, brightly colored with
classic taste, has set aside numerous tracks on Gotland in the presence of both imported products as
such, and products produced on Gotland in Markomannic spirit. The Gotlanders natural connection line with the South, however, was the way over
the Vistula, the Amber Road.
In this regard, as well as in other respects, Gotland
is more consistent with the countries around the
Vistula estuary than with the Danish islands. Undoubtedly this is also the road on which the old
Roman inﬂuences reach Gotland. During the later
stages Gotland and Northern Europe in common
are affected by the gothic culture ﬂow, marked e.g.
by the appearance of ﬁbulas with back bent needle holders, gold neck rings and runes. The partially provincial roman imported goods in glass
and bronze, from this period, have also come via
Denmark, with which Gotland towards the end of
the period strengthens its relations. What concerns
the Roman silver coins, the denari, of which more
than 6500 (87% of all denari found in present day Sweden)
are found on Gotland, it is supposed that they have
reached the Baltic Sea coast along the Vistula. The
import of denari reaches its peak on Gotland during
Antonius Pius’ and Marcus Aurelius’ time, as is the
case in Scandinavia as well as in northern Germany,
Silesia and Galicia. This has been associated with
the Goths who in the middle of the second century advances up the Vistula down to the Black Sea
and from there maintain connections with the area
around the river’s lower reaches. In support of this
assumption more than 20,000 of this type of coins
have been found in Poland.
This state of relatively peaceful contacts between
the Germanic peoples and the Romans stopped

Fig 45. Clay vessel. Sojvide, Gotland.

at the second half of the 100s. The Marcomanni
took up arms and attacked the Roman Danube line.
For the Germanic world began a time of general
unrest and large population displacements. Even
the Gotic tribe-association, namely those in the
Vistula estuary resident Goths (or Gutans as they called
themselves), were snatched up in its movements, attracted by the South’s wealth. During the latter
half of the 100s the Goths or the major part of
their tribe-association broke up from the Vistula
area and marched south to ﬁnally reach the Black
Sea coasts, where they settled. Here in the south
of Russia was a Gothic kingdom established, which
willingly received impulses from the Greco-Roman
culture. Through its power, high cultural position
and the maintenance of its national character they
became for a long time a source of great cultural advances among other Germanic peoples. New
forms and techniques, and even new burial customs,
inherent in the cultural wave, which from the Goths
new home now went back to their remote tribal
kinsmen, especially Gotland. The most important
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gift that came from the Goths, however, was the
knowledge of runes. The route along which the
news reached the Baltic Sea region, was the Vistula
and Oder valleys. The importance of the Vistula
track ceased very soon due to barbaric Slavic tribes
from the east, who came with the popular movements that prevailed in Europe. The Slavs trickled
slowly into the heavily depopulated country along
the southern Baltic Sea coast, and took residence
there. The Vistula line was broken between north
and south, and relations between the Baltic Sea region and the continent must be placed farther west.
This is largely the political background against
which progress on Gotland during this stage must
be considered. The period has been called the Roman Iron Age. It covers the ﬁrst four centuries of
our era and is divided in the early Roman Iron Age,
and the younger Roman Iron Age, each covering
200 years.
In Bohemia on the continent and on the Danish islands in the northwest, during the early Roman Iron
Age, there grew up dominant Germanic states. Gotland has obviously come to play a similar role in the
Baltic Sea region. The rapid development, which
characterized Gotland during the Celtic period was
maintained with great success in subsequent centuries. Gotland has left a larger number of archaeological ﬁnds from this period than any province
on the Swedish mainland. It is again its favorable
trading position in the Baltic Sea region, that made
this boost possible. Gotland was part of a second
golden age, which only after four centuries of progress would be overthrown.
It is especially the grave ﬁnds, that tell us about the
Gotlandic culture conditions during this time, and
the island’s participation in international trade relations. A strong population growth occurred. Cemeteries from the Roman Iron Age, which generally go
back to the previous period, are not only extremely

84

Fig 46. Wine ladle from Capua in Italy, in whose handle sometimes is a fabrication stamp with the wording ‘PI
POLYBI’, which indicates that it comes from the capuan
bronze caster P Cipius Polybius workshop, whose family
made most of the bronze vessels found in Pompeii and
Herculaneum. Such buckets are considered to be mainly from
the period 50-100 CE. The size of the wine ladles that have
been found varies sharply. The entire length of the object
can be 20-30 cm, the diameter of the ladle 11-17 cm and a
height of 6-10 cm.

numerous, but besides considerably more extensive
than the older. Through a series of systematically
planned archaeological excavations the manner of
burial is well known. Of special importance are the
studies conducted in cemeteries at Havor in Hablingbo, Bläsnungs and Kornettskogen in Väskinde,
Backhagen in Tingstäde, Bjers in Hejnum, Barshaldar in Grötlingbo and Little Sojvide in Sjonhem.
The graves are during the Celtic era made of ﬁre
layers in modest, round mounds. During the latter
part of the period they are ﬁre layers in small stone
cofﬁns under ﬂat land. Now also a new burial custom comes, which broke in with great strength.
For the third time inhumation won inroads on Gotland. This started probably already shortly before
the turn of the millennium and was in Roman times
generally applicable and at times dominant. It was,
however, not possible to suppress the old cremation
custom. All the Nordic countries had soon accept-
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ed the new way of burying, which in itself allowed
the practice of providing the dead with generous
equipment. The women were buried with a large set
of jewelry, mostly made of bronze but also of gold
or silver, with tools, pottery, and, if resources so allowed, drinking vessels. Silver appeared for the ﬁrst
time on Gotland at that time. In the men’s graves
are weapons, among which the double-edged sword
is the most prominent.
The skeleton graves are sometimes constructed
over ﬂat ground, but usually covered with a rather
ﬂat mound of large granite, which may have a diameter of close to 15 metres. Inside the cairn the dead
is located under a cover of limestone shelfs. The
original tomb room was probably made of wood,
or in a casket built of limestone, mostly oriented
in roughly north-south. The stone cofﬁns can be
very magniﬁcently rendered, such as the example
was with a cofﬁn on Annex-hemmanet in Hall. This
2,3-metre long chamber was composed of only four
slabs, uniform thickness and with chastened edges,
a slab on each side, and on these a single slab lies as
a lid. Only a little soil had forced its way into this c.
1800 year old tomb with the skeleton of the woman
who was given this lavish and great stone treatment.
She was placed free on the tomb ﬂoor. The grave
was from the 200s CE.
The tomb from Annex-hemmanet in Hall is distinguished by its solid construction method. The
burial gifts were, however, completely consumed by
the ravages of time in the air-inﬂated and of water
percolated room.
As an example of a noble woman’s grave from Gotland with rich grave goods from around the same
time as the tomb in Hall may therefore a cofﬁn excavated in 1918 at Smiss in Eke serve. It consisted
of one exact north-south built about 3,5 metre long
stone chamber, which was covered with slabs and
on the bottom was the well-preserved skeleton lying

Fig 47. Clasps, belt rings and strap end ﬁtting. Gotland.

with the head in the north. The dead had been laid
down on a bearskin, on which the surviving claws
in each of the four corners bore testimony. She was
dressed and wearing her most precious jewelry. On
each shoulder she had a bronze buckle under the
chin and a third buckle, which was of silver, slender in shape and adorned with added silver threads.
Around her neck she had beads of gold, bronze
and glass. On each wrist was a spiral laid bangle of
silver. At the right hand was a knife of iron. The
considerable length of the grave is explained by the
amount of objects, which were accumulated at the
deceased’s feet. Here was a bone comb and iron key
to a wooden box. Here was also the place for an
earthen vessel, at the handover certainly ﬁlled with
a refreshing drink, and next to it had been placed
two, with elegant bronze ﬁttings supplied drinking
horns, and as the most precious treasure, a wine
strainer of bronze, brought to Gotland from the
present day Netherlands. On the inside of one of
the cofﬁn slabs was also carved the image of a ship,
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equipped their ships, when in the spring and early summer they went on business trips to southern
markets. The ﬁne bronze strainer, the woman from
Smiss had with her, can serve as an exponent of the
loads their trading ships brought home in return.

Fig 48. A beautiful summer evening in 1954 a farmer in
Fole found on his newly gravelled forest road ﬁve rare noble
gold jewelry, a necklace and four richly decorated bangles, total
weight of 800 g. The treasure had come from a gravel pit in
Burs in Källunge and probably been buried in the 200s CE.
The Gotlanders used during troubled times their gravel slopes
as safes and happy coincidences have meant that many of these
treasures in our day have again come into the light.
Photo: Raymond Hedström, Gotlands Museum

whose afﬁxing here in the abode of the dead is to
be seen as example for the same symbolism as the
Bronze Age people expressed by giving the tomb
monument the ﬁgure of a ship.
The grave ﬁnd from Smiss in Eke gives an insight
into the religious beliefs of the time. It also reﬂects
the care with which the burial of the mistress of a
wealthy Gotlandic farm a few hundred years into
CE could be done. The bearskin she was put on
was a precious gift, imported as it must have been
from the fur-producing Scandinavian mainland. It
was with such things, skins and furs, the Gotlanders
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Fig 49. Snake head ring of gold. Vestrings, Gotland.

Popular movements and
great material boom

The importance of the Vistula area ceased very
soon due to the appearance of the Slavic tribes
from the east, who joined the popular movements,
which prevailed in Europe.
At the end of the 300s the Huns turned on Europe.
It was a Central Asian nation, which for centuries
had been in ceaseless motion in the interior of Asia.
They subjugated those in the east living Germanic tribes and got others to embark on Roman soil.
The peoples came in general movement. Some Germanic crowds surely made their way in a northerly
direction, back to the countries in the north, where
they originally came from. On the continent the unrest was intensiﬁed. It broke the link between north
and south, and relations between the Baltic Sea area
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and the continent must go farther west. First it was
the Oder, then the Rhine, which became the main
trade routes. This is largely the political background
against which we must consider the development of
Gotland during this period. The Goths broke into
Italy and the Roman Rhine line was broken through
by other Germanic tribes. The West Roman collapse was sealed when the Germanic chieftain Odoacer in 476 deposed the emperor of the Western
Roman Empire and had himself proclaimed king.
For the Nordic part it entailed, how strange it may
sound, that the fateful events in the continent
brought with it a great material boost. During the
last part of the period, as Swedish archaeologists
call the Migration period, i.e. 400-550 CE, great
wealth was gathered in the Nordic countries, not
least gold in considerable quantity. This must mean
that the relationship has been most vigorous between the warring and conquering Germanic tribes
on the continent and tribal kinsmen in the north.
The 400s became more than other ages the age of
gold in the Nordic countries and especially Gotland
had its fair share of this abundance.
Gotland’s high prosperity in the 400s is reﬂected in a rich metallic art. Gold has been found in
various guises, some in the form of Roman gold
coins, known as solidi. There is worked gold like
bracteates, that is one-sided embossed circular pendants of gold, made after the pattern of Roman
medals, and ﬁnally raw gold in the form of ingots,
rods and rings. Simultaneously, the picture stones
develop into a monumental art, which form one for
the Gotlandic culture peculiar tombstone shape. It
has lived many truly signiﬁcant artists on Gotland
during this time.
The link to the previous era was unbroken. Large
cemeteries bear witness to a numerous and evenly distributed population, which continued to bury
their dead at those of age used burial slopes. Broad-

ly speaking, graves were the same as before with
cremation and inhumation applied in the same ﬁeld.
The Roman Iron Age monumental shaped mounds,
however, had ceased to be built and were replaced
with more modest hills, which only rarely reaches a diameter of 10 metres. To a large extent the
dead were laid in stone cofﬁns in the ﬂat land, but
this occurred even earlier. Such ﬂat-ground tombs
could be richly provided with objects, and recall in
this connection the chief tombs from the Roman
Iron Age.
After the dark times with ﬁre and desolation during
ﬁrst part of the 500s of which the abandonment
of some ‘Kämpgrav’ districts tells us, the prosperity returned to the Baltic Sea region, and this
boom seems to some extent to be associated with
the Herul immigration to the Lake Mälar area in
the early 500s, and their expansion on the eastern
shores of the Baltic Sea region during the 600s and
700s and the founding of new Gotlandic trading
Emporiums, particularly in Grobina. It is during
this period that the people of Uppland develop
their shimmering grave luxury with buried ships,
and it is quite rightly that the time bears the name
after the burial ground at the church in Vendel.
It is now that the Gotlandic goldsmith art with jewelry forms, totally based on indigenous traditions, is
creating its ﬁnest works in the form of back button
buckles with inlaid cloisonné garnets and richly decorated animal head and dosage form clips. And at
the end of the period, about 800, the remarkable
Broa master, named after the rich ﬁndings from
Broa in Halla, perfected his gilded bronze ﬁttings in
a sophisticated style that is related to the Oseberg
ship carvings.
At the same time a third phase in the monumental
art in the picture stones comes about. These form
one for the Gotlandic culture peculiar tombstone
shape with eastern inﬂuences and a new religion.
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Fig 50. Popular movements in Europe in the 300s and 400s,
The Huns incident

The earliest known
rune inscriptions

The two earliest inscriptions from present day
Swedish territory, have been found on Gotland,
Moos in Stenkyrka dated to the 200s and the Kylver
stone in Stånga with the old runic alphabeth, the
Futhark, to the end of the 300s. The origin of the
runes has long been discussed, and from the late
1800s, a number of different theories have been
put forward. The runes are considered to have occurred during the 100s CE, probably in the Vistula
area before emigration. This conclusion is directly
supported in the oldest ﬁnd distribution. The oldest rune ﬁnds were found on the Goths’ former
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residence locations in the Vistula area and its extensions to the north, namely Gotland. Among the
oldest ﬁndings are the ﬁve spearheads from Moos,
Dahmsdorf, Kowel, Rozwadow and Stabu, which
represent a typologically uniform group, with the
exception of the heavily ﬁre-damaged Stabu, which
shows a markedly Pontic element in its silver inlaid
ornamentation (note 13).
Otherwise, most inscriptions written with the older
Futhark are found in Denmark and Skåne. Of these
the oldest are dated to around 200 CE. In Denmark
in particular Lolland and Zealand, have also richly
furnished graves been found from the Roman Iron
Age, which might show that the Danes had served
in the Roman army. Presumably the returning sol-
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Fig 51. Goldbracteats from Ringome in Alva and goldrings
from Gudings in Alva

diers and ofﬁcers acquired some degree of reading
and writing skills, and the writing they were familiar
with was the old Roman italic, rather than the Roman capital writing. If one was to design an alphabet suited to a Germanic language, the Roman italic
was therefore closer at hand as a model than capital
writing.
From West Germanic side there are no counterpart
to these accomplishments, and it was only when

the Roman Empire collapsed in the south and west,
that the borders ﬁnally opened to the West Germanic tribes in the north towards Gaul and Britain.
At the beginning of the 400s the East Germanic
invasion had penetrated as far as the western parts
of the Roman Empire, and there new Germanic
kingdoms developed, Vandals in Africa, Visigoths
in Spain and Aquitaine, Burgundians in the Rhone
valley and later Ostrogoths in Italy.
Only in this perspective can the ancient Germanic
cultural development be understood, and only in
this light does the rune problem show itself in clear
lines. It is true, as has been said, that the runes are
not a dead thing, a commodity, but a living culture
of substance. Therefore, they have not come on
to the scene from the out-of-the-way corner and
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walked on remote and unfamiliar roads from tribe
to tribe. They have followed powerful cultural currents and followed an ancient Germanic royal road
from south to north. There is no other material
that so objectively shows us an important line in
the Germanic cultural development. This material
culture, highlighted by rich archaeological material ﬁnds, was very sensitive to various changes including changes in fashion. This culture we know
only in late and unevenly distributed residues. But
the runes have both form and content, and they
have preserved their individuality throughout its
life. They are therefore one of our best criteria for
consideration of the Nordic cultural individuality.
In no other direction has the rune tradition been
preserved so long as in Scandinavia, and we can
follow it in unbroken continuity through seventeen
centuries until the present day.

with the Goths. It is remarkable also for the reason
that it is the oldest so far found inscription in the
North. It consists of ﬁve runes, ‘gaois’.

The Kylver stone

The famous Kylver stone in Stånga dates from the
end of the 300s. It is a grave-slab with a full futarkh
(runic alphabet) inside the grave, the ﬁrst known in the
world.
The Kylver stone is inscribed with the earliest known
sequential listing of the 24 runes of the older futhark. It may be observed that two of the runes are
facing runes. The usual is that the ‘bistavar’ have its
place on the right side of the main piece in the reading direction. Moreover is here the R-rune stooped,
while it usually has upward ‘bistavar’. There is also
a word, ‘sueus’. A word that has been considered

The Moos spearhead

Like the silver coins the Moos spearhead has reached
Gotland via the Vistula area. There starts the Amber road that linked that Baltic Sea region with the
Mediterrean Sea at Aquileia. The spearhaed belongs
to the 200s. What we are talking about is the famous rune spearhead found at Moos in Stenkyrka.
Although not studied expertly when found, there
is no doubt that it comes from a tomb. The Moos
spearhead represents an outstanding example from
Gotland in the 200s and its busy working relations

Fig 52. The spearhead from Moos, Stenkyrka, Gotland. On
the blade are ﬁve runic characters ‘gaois’ inlaid with silver.
Drawing. Max Roosman.
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Fig 53. Gothic runic alphabet with 24 runes
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Fig 54. The Kylver stone

difﬁcult to interpret. It’s a palindrome, obviously a
spell, which can be read from both directions.
The Suebi or Suevi comes from Proto-Germanic
*swebaz based on the Proto-Germanic root *swemeaning ‘one’s own’ people.
The Romans called, in fact, the Baltic Sea for Mare
Suebicum, the ‘Suebish sea’. The Suebi is root related with Tacitus word for ‘Suiones’.
It is very possible that the Goths are the key to the
riddle’s solution. ‘Gutans’, the Goths own name for
themselves must for the Romans have meant the
people who lived in the Vistula area, later on the
Black Sea.
The relatives who lived on the island were identiﬁed
by the Roman name Suiones i.e. the people in the
Suebian Sea.

Religious Wars?

The fact that we encounter such a large amount of
gold on Gotland from the late Migration Period,
early Vendel era means not only that the island was
a rich country, where the values have largely made
their way from the outside. Something special has
occurred, which led the population to hide their
most precious treasures in the soil. The coins show
that the gold deposition occurred during a comparatively limited stage, between 500 and 560. The
other two large Baltic islands, Öland and Bornholm
have also gold deposits from that period. For their
part the coins indicate a period which, on Öland
cover the period 450-490 and on Bornholm 475525. The majority of the coins on Öland seem to
have come from Hungary and Germany.
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At the middle of the 400s, after the death of Attila,
the Heruli had founded a kingdom in Upper Hungary. When Odoacer in 476 overthrew the Western
Roman Empire a large part of his army consisted
of Heruli. After the Ostrogoths had overthrown
Odoacer and the Lombards had beaten the Heruli kingdom in Upper Hungary, some of the Heruli
royal dynasty, after being displaced, about the year
505 moved to THULE, (note 14).
A couple of events on Gotland, at that time, give
indication of disturbances. It is the destruction of
a number of the old historic houses. It has been
found ca 100 ancient forts, and approximately 1800
major foundations, which for some reason have
been called ‘Kämpgravar’, but are huge houses, very
reminiscent of old Roman imperial basilicas. Many
of them were destroyed at that time. As the ﬁgure
1800 refers only to those foundations that have
been preserved and discovered in our days, the ﬁgure originally may have been higher, because many
foundations have probably over the last few centuries been destroyed by cultivation or otherwise.
In terms of Gotland as a whole, it is obvious that
almost all the farms that exist at the ﬁrst mapping
of the island, and which also remain today, have a
Fig 55. North Germanic warrior in full armor from the time Viking Age past. Many, if not an overwhelming majority of those farms, would also have its origins in
about mid 300s. The rider is dressed in chain mail, helmet
the Iron Age farms from the beginning of our era.
with protective plates for the forehead, cheeks and chin, and,
In other words, a two thousand year old history is
moreover spears and swords. The Vadenienses, are an old
Ibero-Celtic people of ﬁghters and horsemen who to every horse reﬂected in the Gotlandic farms.
Surveys so far, show that some ‘Kämpgravar’ have
had two warriors, one to ride and the other to ﬁght on foot to
been abandoned at the same time as many gold
help protect the horse and knight. They lived on the Asturian
plateau and in the mountains and further on in northern Italy, treasures have been hidden in the earth. There is
Austria and Bohemia. They were a travelling people. They
thus a clear connection between these two occurmight have met the people from Gotland in the Bohemian area. rences, gold treasures and abandon of buildings.
In their homeland they had picture stones, and might have
The scientiﬁcally excavated foundations have also
inspired the Gotlandic picture stones.
in many cases proved to have been burnt, which
gives further support to the idea of a disastrous
past. Gotland has therefore in the ﬁrst half of the
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500s suffered a great afﬂiction, which had such serious consequences that earlier urban areas only in
modern times have again been cultivated and put
into use.
It can thus be regarded as fairly certain that violent
upheavals have taken place on Gotland during the
ﬁrst part of the 500s. On Öland the event had so
disastrous effects that the development hastily was
hampered for several hundreds of years. So bad was
it apparently not for Gotland. Cemeteries, which
show a decline in the 500s, have sharply grown
during the 600s and 700s. From various factors it
is clear that the Gotlandic community recovered
quickly and strongly after the disasters in the 500s.
Gotland has even become strong enough to expand
its borders of interest with new trading Emporiums
on the Baltic Sea coasts in the east.
The Goths who had inherited the Vanir cult became inﬂuenced by eastern cults. In the 300s the
Vanir and Æsir religion existed together in present
day Romania, practiced by the Goths, ‘Gutþiuða’,
and their allies the Heruls. And ﬁnally with the immigration of the Heruls to the Lake Mälar area, the
cults emerged combined in Scandinavia. The fertility cult never vanished, but was completed with and
overrun by the Æsir cult, which nominally won, but
in practice they shared in half between Oðin and
Freja who reigned together, but were not married.

Gotlandic picture stones

No poets celebrate in song Gotlands’ peaceful or
military exploits in the East. On the other hand
Gotland has plenty of beautiful and proud monuments in form of picture stones, the only monumental art we possess from antiquity. They were
originally attached to the tombs and had certainly
religious-magical functions. The earlier stones had
the sacred form of the axe-blade and were tastefully

decorated with sun symbols and ship images, reminiscent of the Bronze Age ornamentation. One of
the ﬁnest of these picture stones, which dates back
to Roman Iron Age is embedded in Bro church
tower wall.
Picture stones are a human expression, that in a
single interpretation can provide a perspective far
beyond the horizon of Gotland. If you compare
the picture stones from before and after the turbulent times about 520 CE we note that there are two
entirely different religions that exist.
The older picture stones up to the 500s describe
sun and nature worship while after that time there
is a new religion emerging suggesting that the Æsir
belief has taken over.
The idea to raise neatly carved, ﬂat stone slabs on
the graves, which ﬁrst meet us in the Roman Iron
Age, had lived through the storms of the time.
The Gotlandic picture stones are unique and are
nowhere else in Scandinavia to be found. The older stones are elegantly shaped image blocks with a
sparse geometric decoration of a symbolic nature,
that is indicative of an artistic balance and elegance
in the alignment, which closest speaks of a sophisticated culture. The sun wheel occupies a central
place in this world of images. This is complemented with the symbolic images of animals and ships,
drawn with a few elegant lines. These show clear
signs of inspiration from Roman culture. Gotland’s
main deities here and ever since ancient times have
been the heavenly bodies, mainly the sun and moon.
There have apparently lived talented artists on Gotland during this time and later times.
The earlier Gotlandic picture stones are mostly
connected with the Iberian peninsula and southern
France. The Ibero-Celts are the most likely bearers
of the pictorial agenda that is introduced on Gotland for the earlier picture stones.
In the Iberian peninsula, the Vadenienses, an old
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Ibero-Celtic people have left very special gravestones, decorated with blades of ivy, corn ears
and specially designed horses. It was a people of
ﬁghters and horsemen, who to every horse had two
warriors, one to ride and the other to ﬁght on foot
to help protect the horse and knight. Their most
common form of grave decoration during the
pre-Christian Roman period is exactly of the same
character as the early stones on Gotland. They contain a lot of signs that could be understood as sun
and moon. The moon is often made as bulls horns.
This whole style is unique for the Iberian peninsula
and depends probably on Celtic inﬂuence among
the Romans.
The Gotlandic picture stones correspond with the
pre-Christian stones from 100-300 CE. The Vadenienses worked within the Roman legions, and were
also mercenaries ﬁghting for whoever made it worth
while. Their ﬁghting techniques have been reported by Roman soldiers who observed it among their
German enemies. At other occasions they have also
witnessed it with the eastern Goths in the time of
Attila. They lived on the Asturian plateau and in the
mountains and further on in northern Italy, Austria
and Bohemia. They were a travelling people. They
might have met the people from Gotland in the Bohemian area (see Marcomannic inﬂuence).
We today know of about 570 Gotlandic picture
stones, dated roughly to the period 200-1100. Peter Manneke has shown roots of picture stones that
date back to the 1st century in certain cemeteries.
According to Peter Manneke: “The consummate mastery of the stone material from the 300s and 400s in the
form of perfect curbed stone circles of dressed sand- and
limestone, and technical high-image blocks within these circles
presupposes partly unknown, earlier stages on Gotland and
partly the fact that the craft as such, came to Gotland from
outside. These early stages can be found on Gotland.
The idea to use cut stone as a material for edge- and picture
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Fig 56. Picture stone from Bro church

stones and the necessary technical skills came probably from
the south and if so, mainly from the vast Roman Empire
with its perfect architecture in stone, with whom Gotland had
intensive trade and other relations. The idea for the older image blocks and its imagery, with its compass-drawn geometric
ornaments, their burdensome ship and its fabulous animals
that sometimes have rear-facing heads, probably stems from
several areas in the south and southeast.
The ﬁndings on the grave-ﬁelds, burial forms, etc. indicate
that the stones date back to the ﬁrst century. In the Duero
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Fig 57. Spoke grave at Barshalder in Grötlingbo.
Aerial Peter Manneke.
valley in Spain/Portugal e.g. is a picture stone from the ﬁrst
century, showing among other things, two swivel wheels (which
is prevalent on the Gotlandic picture stones) and a rosette ornament
resembling the basic shape of the Gotlandic highly developed
spoke graves with intricate stone circles outside the cairns,
especially those at Duckarve in Linde and Barshaldar in
Grötlingbo.
The picture stones from the Duero area are from the days
when Roman bronzes and silver coins began to appear on
Gotland. On Gotland these offshoots of different cultures
and design worlds met Celtic, Germanic, Roman and that
from the Goths.”
It is clear that there is a considerable difference between the older Roman Iron Age mystical religious
images, and the younger Germanic Iron Age more
readable narrative picture scenes.
That the art in the 500s changed its expression is an
important observation. Similarities and differences
in this shift should be compared with the transition
from a pre-Christian Nordic art to a Romanesque
Christian art in the late 1000s. Professor Nylén
writes in the book ‘Stones, ships and symbols’ about
some sort of religious change around 500 CE.
In connection with possible disturbances it may also
have been the bubonic plague, known as the Jus-

tinian bubonic plague, that ravaged. It appeared in
Italy 541-543 and harvested close to half the population of the Roman Empire. We also know that
the Flanders was hard hit. The explanation for the
burned foundations of the houses can be that they
had to burn away the evil disease. It is then natural
to move to new settlements, which also happened.
A distinctive feature of this later time is a particular
art, the Nordic animal ornamental art, which only
has survived in small metal objects, but that reﬂects
a lost monumental art in wood.
Alongside these works, which certainly originally
had a symbolic-magical signiﬁcance, is a monumental group that gives us a very different conception
of the society of the time. It is the next face of
Gotlandic picture stones. Here we ﬁnd the image

Fig 58. Picture stone from Austre I Hangvar. The great
‘worm’ is, according to Göran Henriksson a perception of
Enckes comet that was visible this close to the sun, because it
was a total eclipse, in 292 CE.
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Fig 59. Picture stone found on Väskinde cemetery, now
in Gotland’s Museum. It dates back to the 400s CE. The
picture stones are elegant variations of Gotlandic memorial
stones and a singularity for the island. These well cut memorials are always decorated on one side in a ﬁnely lined relief. The
stones have been colored, but traces of it are now missing. The
oldest stones have a straight shape and stylized decoration. In
the younger stones (600s up to 1000s) the image area talks with
a rich fantasy of travel and war, about stories and legends, historically important image documents, where the literary sources
have been lost. The sun wheel is an ancient religious symbol,
here surrounded by horned animals.
For the earlier stones already prepared ﬂat surfaces next to
Stone Age grinding grooves were used. However, sometimes
part of a grinding grove happened to be included in the cut
slab. (See Fig. 60 next page)

perhaps also in the Gotlandic national epos Beowulf.
The stones grew in size and the ‘head’ had a stronger curvature. At the same time they appear to
some extent to have been freed from its connection with the graves and may well largely be seen as
memorials for seafarers who have been gone. Their
task was thus the same as the later Lake Mälar rune
stones, though they are much older than the rune
stones and spoke with images in stead of words.
They often depict on the stones an armed horseman, who from a woman is offered a drinking horn,
and a ship under sail.
part of the depictions that are repeated in the later The relationship between Troy and Asgard and
Icelandic sagas, but also scenes of ritual acts, whose the religion of the Ynglinga dynasty may perhaps
meaning we only vaguely suspect. Here is the Val- also be interpreted in these later Gotlandic picture
halla, the kingdom of death, and the battles that stones. In an article in the journal ‘Tor’ the British
brought the heroes there, here are characters in the linguist Michael Srigley has interpreted the image
poems the bards sang, fragments we only partially sequences of three of the best preserved Gotlandunderstand. From the circuit of the Niebelungen ic picture stones from the Vendel Period. He tries
poems the Nordic poets have downloaded material to show that the sequences on the picture stones
for their heroic songs, but their works are not pre- tell of the Trojan War. Even some not so well-preserved, only the picture stones. We can trace them, served picture stones, he believes, show episodes
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from the same events.
Why would one tell about the Trojan War on
Gotlandic picture stones? According to the Edda
the old Asgard was identiﬁed with just Troy. The
Heruls who immigrated to the Lake Mälar area in
the 500s and became the Ynglinga kings lived there
during a long time. Although the Edda was written
in the 1200s, it is based on traditional material including the Gotlandic picture stones that go back
hundreds of years. It was not Snorri, who thought
that Asgard and Troy would be the same thing. It
can be traced back to older sources. If you go to
Islendingabók it tells about Yngve, the ﬁrst king of
the Ynglingar, that he was called ‘Turkia konungr’
i.e. the King of Turkey.
During the Vendel era these stones culminated. The
stones were larger than ever before, and they were
produced in large quantities. Artistically and technically the stones from the Vendel era are very inferior to those from the Roman Iron Age, in which
classic taste and artistic sense come into play. They
are often of a very large format and with an abundance of rich images. They reproduce the entire
sequence of events from the fairy tales or the real
world. They glorify changes of weapons and heroic
deeds. This is what one rightly could await after a
restless past ﬁlled with struggle.
From this period are derived the two large stones
from Smiss in Stenkyrka and Hunninge in Klinte,
which are exhibited in Gotland’s fornsal. The largest of all the Gotlandic picture stones, namely the
one at Anga in Buttle measures from the ground
3.9 metres.
If you compare the Roman Iron Age art with the
art from the Germanic Iron Age - Viking Age the
differences can be interpreted as a shift in the 500s
from religious images with an enigmatic content to
images, using religious motives to legitimate the ruler’s power position.

Fig 60. Picture stone Sanda church

These changes in image content can be seen in the
development of the Gotlandic picture stones.
The motifs of the ﬁrst group are primarily geometric and ornamental with occasional human and animal ﬁgures. Very commonly there is a dominating
‘spiral whorl’ or similar design borrowed from the
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timeless patterns of woodcarving. An oared vessel,
always similar in shape, is often carved below the
dominating geometric motif.
The successors to these well-cut large stones were
small ‘dwarf stones’, sometimes trimmed and
carved on both faces and with a more distinctly
curved upper edge. The decoration is still geometric or heavily stylized. Duck-like birds or ships with
vestigial sails are common motifs. Stones of the
second group have been discovered in their original
positions. They stood outside, yet connected with
the outer edges of graves.
The third group of stones is the ﬁrst on which ‘free’
art was totally dominant. The stones may be about
the same size as the earlier ones but they are not so
well trimmed. They must have been very unstable
when erected because of their shallow bases. Their
shape, like a split mushroom, has given rise to many
interpretations, the most common being that they
are phallic symbols.
An older group of stones from the Roman Iron Age,
which are decorated with hard to understand symmetrically arranged ﬁgures and abstract symbols are
followed by Vendel-Viking Age picture stones with
storytelling, representations later documented in
Norse mythology.
During the 700s and 800s the picture stone art had
its heyday. The mighty monuments, some, as mentioned, over three metres high, now depict in horizontal sequences an epic content. It might be an
episode from the deceased’s life or a passage from
a Nordic hero poem, Helge Hundingsbanes saga
or Brage the Olds Ragnarsdrapa or something else.
There are many suggested interpretations. The pictures appear in very poor relief, which was initially
enhanced by painting in vivid colors. The style is
rigorously ornamentally decorative but lives together with a fascinating expressionism. For the Gotlandic art history these picture stones have an out-
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Fig 61. This picture stone from Tängelgårda in Lärbro parish
could depict a Gotlandic sailor, his last battle and ﬁnal entry
into Valhalla.
Another interpretation is that it shows the Greeks’ departure
as they left the famous Trojan horse behind them, and the
welcome the Trojans gave the horse. It dates back to the 700s
CE and is now housed in the National Historical Museum,
Stockholm.
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Fig 62. Also this picture stone from Tängelgårda in Lärbro
parish could depict a Gotlandic sailor, his last battle and the
ﬁnal entry into Valhalla.
The interpretation should be the same as the previous picture
stone as they are from the same place and are dated to same
time back to the 700s CE. It is now housed in the National
Historical Museum, Stockholm.

standing importance as fragments from the ancient
art we have had in wood and fabric, but that time
has claimed.
A braided pattern is e.g. found around several of
the Gotlandic picture stones representing a style
known already from Sutton Hoo. This woven pattern is known from the Lindisfarne Gospels from
about 698, produced in the monastery Lindisfarne
in Northumberland. The Gotlandic stones are dated to the 400s.
Viking Age picture stones do not have the older sober style and decorative security. The relief will be
higher and is reminiscent of ﬂat cutting in wood.
Finally, the picture fades, and on those with Christian cross, the rune sling comes in.
Why stones were hewn, carved and erected has
long been the subject of discussion. To remember, honor and religion has had varying degrees of
importance in this context and is more than likely.
The youngest stones are rune-inscribed as are also
several medieval grave slabs. The practice to raise
rune stones, which mainly occurred within the Lake
Mälar area, is of a similar ornamentation to judge,
concurrent with the youngest picture stones. About
Swedish mainland rune stones we know that they
have been raised as memorials, but also had religious, magical and legal links. The latter probably as
a kind of death certiﬁcate for the succession taking.
The role of religion in the picture stones’ genesis
is interesting from the following standpoint. We
know very little about ancient religion in Scandinavia. Hypotheses and assumptions are based on
too few facts. There are, however, a few individual
milestones. Finds of undoubted cult objects and
motifs in the rock carvings from the Bronze Age
suggest that the sun was worshiped during this time,
perhaps along with other divinities. How long sun
worship continued is uncertain. The solar disk and
the ship seem to have had symbolic value in this
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stones and there frequently the inscriptions testify
to the Christian faith but not always to the Christian
spirit.
On some older stones from pre-Christian times the
same dominant position often appears with another
motive. There is a woman, who with mead horn in
her hand welcomes a rider. Sometimes the horse has
eight feet. It could then be Sleipner, Odin’s steed. A
house gable may also be in the picture. The stones
of this kind have often on the lower ﬁeld a ship image with large squared sails. What the upper scene
represents, most researchers don’t agree. Is it the
dead man’s arrival in Valhalla, the abode of the God
chief Odin, the paradise of warriors? There was exercised perpetual struggles, and immoderate thirst
was satisﬁed. There was always the boar Särimner
brought again back to life for his good pork.
Fig 63. Picture stone from Havor Hablingbo
religion. Otherwise we know with certainty that
Christianity ﬁnally replaced the Æsir religion in
Scandinavia around and after 1000 CE. How long
this faith personiﬁed the gods Odin, Thor and Frey
then worshiped, we do not know. It rather seems
that the pre-Christian religion has been pretty inconsistent but quickly consolidated itself during
the coming of pressure from Christianity. Obscure
hints in the extant literature in Iceland, which essentially has provided us with knowledge of the Æsir,
may provide a basis for speculation about some
kind of religious change around the year 500 AD.

By Boat to Hades

The boat in the older stones has previously been
interpreted as the death ship. Boats and ships are
common motives in rock carvings and the solar
disk is also frequently represented. Late Bronze
Age on Gotland exhibit most burials in stone vessels, known as stone ships, and this custom to bury
also appears to have originated on Gotland. Sun
cults and ships tend to go together. For Gotland, it
is also natural to think of a boat, necessary to reach
a God-realm, where the sun disappears behind the
western sea horizon. To interpret the rowing ships
and the picture stones as the dead man’s craft to
the sun is logical if not provable. A simple analGotlandic picture stones as history for ogy is also that, if in two probable cases of four
Scandinavian religion
picture stone’s, the dominant motive had religious
About the religious symbols on the picture stones signiﬁcance, this may also apply to the other. The
we know and can perhaps assume the following. Gotlandic picture stones would thus be of particuIn the youngest picture stones the Christian cross lar importance for the interpretation of the Nordic
is depicted on the dominant upper ﬁeld. It is also region’s religious history, if you dare consider Gotfound on the Swedish mainland contemporary land as characteristic for the rest of Scandinavia.
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Fig 64. Picture stone from Smiss in När from the 600s.

Gotland and its relations to
the Black Sea area

The Guta Saga like the Goths tribal saga speak of
a southern emigration from Gotland to the Black
Sea area and the Byzantine Empire. We know from
Byzantine sources that the Goths settled in the Bosporian Kingdom and took possession of its ﬂeet
with which they for some time ravaged in the Mediterranean. As we have seen above, we have, already
in the late Bronze Age, Gotlandic trading Emporiums on the Baltic Sea coast where the river roads
lead down to the Black Sea and Byzantine Empire.
Even at the time when the Guta Saga was recorded,
in the early 1200s, it is not startling when the author of the Guta Saga notes that in Greece (Crimea
belonged to Greece with Miklagarðr, as its capital), there lived
a group that “settled and live there and even to-

day they have in their speech track of our language”
(note 15).
One can therefore assume that the contemporaries with the Guta Saga, when they traveled to the
Black Sea area, without too much difﬁculty understood the language of the Crimean Goths. It may
not have been much more difference between their
own language and that of the Crimean Gothic than
between current Danish and Swedish. Especially
silver ﬁndings prove that the Gotlanders during the
Viking Age were frequent travelers to the area concerned. Although the coins are minted further east
in the Caliphate, they will in many cases come just
from this area, as they were used as means of payment there.
Other evidence that the Gotlanders travelled in
the areas closest to the Crimea is the rune stones
on Gotland. It can be mentioned the stone from
Pilgårds in Boge, from the end of the 900s, which
tells about the Gotlander Ravn together with some
brothers who came to Aeiphor, a stream in the
Dnieper, not far from the Crimea.
One of the attractions with the Byzantine Empire
can be attributed to the proximity of the ancient
Troy. A trip to the Byzantine Empire was not only
a trading trip, but could also be a pilgrimage to the
region for the mythological home of the Æsir even
if the exact location was not known.
Saxo Grammaticus (1150-1220)describes how a gold
image of Odin was sent to Byzantium from the
northern kings as an act of homage. This may have
been regarded as a visit by the God in his former
homeland as is told in an episode in Snorri’s Ynglinga Saga. There it tells how King Sveigdir travels to
the Turk country in search for Odin and the home
of the gods. According to Snorri Sturluson he was a
descendant of Yngve, the king of the Turks.
Several other traditions show how well established
the belief was that the Norse gods originally came
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from Troy.
When the people in the Baltic Sea region went on
crusades to the Holy Land they followed the same
road, and the journey went over Gotland, as it says
in Guta Saga: “Before Gutland in seriousness appointed a bishop, bishops came to Gutland, who
were pilgrims on their way to the holy Jerusalem, or
went home from there. At that time the road went
east across Russia and Greece to Jerusalem.”
Already Saxo in his chronicle tells how king Erik
Ejegod from Denmark on his pilgrimage to Jerusalem with his queen and a splendid retinue of knights
and attendants about the year 1103 pass Visby.
The most detailed records of Byzantine court activity, diplomacy and administration are the compilations by Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos (94559): ‘Book of Ceremonies; a treatise on Governing
the Empire’, dedicated to his son; and another ‘On
the Themes’. These reﬂect a practical need to prepare Romanos II for his imperial role, and it draws
on a long tradition of books of guidance. The two
treatises deal respectively with territories and rulers
beyond the empire, and the regions under imperial
control, the themes. Both include much geographical information about the different terrains, mountains, rivers and the characteristics of their inhabitants.
In the section on Byzantium’s northern neighbors,
Constantine gives a detailed account of the way the
people from Novgorod, Smolensk and other cities
in Kievan Rus’ take, who gather in Kiev and sail
down the river Dnieper to the Crimea, and thence
across the Black Sea to Miklagarðr. He describes
the seven rapids or cataracts on the lower Dnieper
and how they may be negotiated. At the ﬁrst, which
is called Essoupi, which means ‘Do not sleep!’, the
water crashes against rocks in the middle ‘with a
mighty and terriﬁc din’. To provide a sense of scale,
he reports that this cataract is as narrow as the polo
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ground in Miklagarðr. Here the Rus’ disembark the
men and guide the boats around the rocks in the
middle of the river on foot, also punting them with
poles.
At the fourth barrage, the big one called in Rus’
Aeiphor and in Slavonic, Neasit, because the pelicans nest in the stones of the barrage ... all put into
land. They conduct the slaves in their chains by land,
six miles, until they are through the barrage. Then
partly dragging their boats, partly carrying them on
their shoulders, they convey them to the far side of
the barrage.
They continue to the seventh barrage and on to
Krarion, where there is a ford as wide as the Hippodrome and as high as an arrow can reach if shot
from the bottom to the top. This is where the Pechenegs come down and attack the Rus’.
How did Constantine have so detailed knowledge
about the Varangians or al-Rus’ (Gotlanders) travel to
Miklagarðr (Byzantium)?
From Arab sources we learn that the al-Rus’ (Gotlanders) had close contact with Miklagarðr (the Byzantine Empire) during the 900s and 1000s. Al-Marwazi,
reports that the al-Rus’ abandoned their wild pagan
ways and raids, settling into Christianity in 912.
There is a trade agreement from the year 911
signed by the Byzantine emperor Leo VI and a Gotlandic trade delegation represented by Karl, Ingjald,
Farulf, Vermund, Hrollaf, Gunnar, Harold, Kami,
Frithleif, Hroarr, Angantyr, Throand, Leithulf, Fast,
and Steinvith.
The Gotlandic Varangian Guard was an elite unit of
the Byzantine army formed under emperor Basil II
in 988, following the ofﬁcial conversion to Christianity of the Kievan Rus’ by Vladimir I of Kiev.
Kiev was a Slavic settlement on the trade route between the Baltic Sea and Constantinople, and was a
tributary of the Khazars, until seized by the Varangians in 882. Under Varangian rule, Kiev became a
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capital of Kievan Rus’.
The word Varangian was used by Greeks, Arabs and
Kievan Rus’ for merchants from the island in the
Baltic Sea (Gotlanders).
The etymology of the name al-Rus’/Rhos (Rhos vocari dicebant) needs clariﬁcation.
Sven Ekbo (1981) convincingly connects the word
to Old Norse ro r meaning ‘expedition of rowing
ships’.
As early as 902 Varangians are mentioned as ﬁghting
as mercenaries for the Byzantines. About 700 Varangians served along with Dalmatians as mariners
in Byzantine naval expeditions against the Emirate
of Crete and a force of 629 returned to Crete under
Constantine Porphyrogennetos in 949.

Fig 65. Our ancestors played board games. Both dice games
and board games were popular especially among the Romans.
From the Roman Empire the games spread to the Germanics.
The Romans called the game Ludus Latrunculorum - the
name means the soldiers’ game - a precursor to draughts. The
components of such games from about 400 have been found in
grave ﬁnds from Ihre in Hellvi and Sojvide in Sjonhem. They
consist of small chips of bone or glass and dice.

The Hildur Saga

From the 500s and later the belief spread through
Europe that the peoples of Europe came originally
from the Black Sea region or Asia Minor, and that
they had a special connection with Troy. Both Visiand Ostrogoths who dominated much of the world
at the time, like the Heruli, came closest from there.
Interesting to note is that the Goths in Jordanes story are trying to link themselves back to the Trojan
War.
The spread of this belief coincides with the period when the new type of picture stones ﬂourished
on Gotland. These were placed in groups close to
major roads and meeting places. It is therefore reasonable to connect them and see the picture stones
as written accounts of the Nordic belief descended
from Troy. The Picture stones have then ﬁlled the
same role as different tabulae iliacae in Rome, that
they tell about the origin and the feats of their heroes and gods back in Troy. At the same time the
Asgard-Troy for the Vikings represented the other
world, the land of bold warriors, where they were
promised daily battles and nightly feasts. This is the
Gotlandic counterpart to Virgil’s Aeneid.
The other world was based on an inﬁnite Trojan war.
This can be seen in the Hildur Saga, where Snorri
says that the repeated battles between warriors can
end only with Ragnarök.
By linking the core of the Nordic mythology of a
ﬁnal catastrophe to the fall of Troy it suggests the
possibility of the existence of a Nordic tradition,
possibly brought with the Heruli, about the Trojan
War. However, the Gotlanders with their close links
to the Goths have been linked to the classical tradition and hence the Gotlandic picture stones are
closely associated with this tradition. It is for example odd, that in both traditions sea serpents played
an important part in the downfall of an ancient city.
The fall of Troy is linked in some ways to the two
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sea serpents sent by Apollo. After they had crossed
the bay, as well as the tide swept over the country,
they did not stop until they reached the high fort.
In the same way the downfall of Asgard is heralded
by the Midgard serpent working its way through the
sea water, and then get up on land to attack Asgard.
Professor Sune Lindqvist has tried to interpret the
Gotlandic picture stones to the Hildur Saga but has
obtained some unexplained events since the Hildur
Saga is slightly different from the original story. If
one, however, like Srigley has done, applies the Trojan story on the picture stones, suddenly all the sequences have an explanation. Srigley has analyzed
the sequences of three picture stones and thereby
succeeded in achieving full compatibility between
these sequences and the Trojan story.

The Beowulf epos

There is something called the Beowulf epos, from
the beginning of the 500s, which is the oldest known
Germanic epos, by some regarded as the Germanic-speaking peoples counterpart to the Greek Iliad
and Odyssey. Historians and linguists have tried in
various ways to interpret and ﬁt the epic into the
Swedish history without much success. However, it
is most likely that it has its home in the Gotlandic history. Together with the Gotlandic picture
stones and Guta Saga the Beowulf epos constitutes
Gotland’s ﬁnest historical records. The Gotlandic
picture stones indicate intensive contacts with the
literary world of the time. From these sources you
can also read the historical relationship between the
Gotlanders and they in the beginning of the 500s
immigrating Heruls (Svear). The Beowulf epos is the
ancient Germanic world’s great epic poem.
According to professor Björn Collinder: “The Beowulf Epos argues well its place among epics in
world literature. And it contains lyrical passages of
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great beauty.” “A fastidious reader discovers in the
Beowulf epos some contradictory details. But the
contradictions are not worse than those found in
the Gospels and the Acts.”
“The Beowulf epos contains much that is difﬁcult
for contemporary people to understand. The Epos
writer could make do with hints when it came to
events and inherited legends which were renowned
for his audience.” “To understand and appreciate
the Beowulf epos we must put ourselves in the ancient Germanic view on life and death, danger and
glory, and it should not be entirely impracticable.”
Since several people, who ﬁgure in Beowulf, are
also mentioned in other independent tales, we must
assume that they are historical, and if so should the
rest of the characters also be historical. From Gregory of Tours reference in Historia Francorum, we
know that Hygelak died in battle in Friesland about
the year 521. Although we have no other source
that says that Beowulf has lived, it should still have
been so. His name was probably not Beowulf but,
according to Collinder, rather Älfhere (Alvar, Avair).
He is the prototype of a Scandinavian hero, stronger and braver than any of the ﬁghters of his time
and wiser than most, and he is a good king, with all
that it implies.
The Sagas refer brieﬂy to the wars between Gotlanders and Danes, and Gotlanders and Frisians,
between Skilﬁngs (Svear) and Danes, the Danes and
Frisians and Danes and Heathobards. The only
conﬂict told in detail is between Gotlanders and
Skilﬁngs (Svear), which is described in one story inside another story. Interestingly, in the verses 24722473 it says: “There was hostility and strife between
Skilﬁngs (Svear) and Gotlanders, discord and violence across wide waters.” This by wide waters has
been difﬁcult for previous researchers to explain
as they have not been aware that this was with the
Gotlanders. However, if we talk about Svear and
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Gotlanders it falls completely natural. In addition, then, if you wish me to expose myself to such peril,
it says in verse 2954, when the Svear talk about the three wergilds (note 16), one for myself, a second for
Gotlanders: “to resist the men from the sea.”
my begotten son and a third for my wife.’ Because
he was wise and skilled in many things, just as the
We can now probably connect Beowulf tales go about him.”
Beowulf has historically been dated to the beginwith the Guta Saga:
ning of the 500s. The battles between the Svear and
“Many kings fought against Gutland while it was
Gotlanders should have been in the ﬁrst half of the
heathen; the Gotlanders, however, always held the
500s. Procopius information that the Heruls (Svear)
victory and constantly protected their rights. Later
would have immigrated to the Lake Mälar area
the Gotlanders sent a large number of messengers
about the year 512 ﬁts in.
to the Svear, but none of them could make peace
By comparing the various testimonies I have dated
before Avair Strabain from Alva. He made the ﬁrst
Avair Strabain to mid 500s.
peace with the king of the Svear. When the GotIn the Beowulf epos the geographical framing is
landers begged him to go, he answered, ‘You know
Denmark and the land of the Geats (older source:
that I am now most doomed and ill-fated. Grant me

Fig 66. Beowulf sails from Gotland to Stevns klint in Sjaelland. Painting by Erik Olsson
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Gotland. The main characters are Beowulf
and to some extent, his uncle Hygelak, Rex Getarum. The story begins by describing the monster
Grendel who haunts the Danish king. Then it tells
how Beowulf decides to help the Danish king and
makes his way on a two-day voyage across the open
sea, after which he kills Grendel. The story continues to talk about the wars between the Geats and
the Svear, who are still at that time not known as
Svear but Skilﬁngs, and ends with a description of
the death of Beowulf when he tried to rob a grave.
In the story it is presupposed that the audience is
familiar with contemporary history. Many people
and events mentioned in passing, are relevant in
this context. Thus the audience was expected to
know how Hama some hundred years earlier and
in another part of the world had stolen the Brisinga
jewel from the Gothic King Ermanarik.
This suggests that the Geats stood in close relation
to the Goths. Even the Goths’ rich culture has given the Gotlanders a lot of new injections, reﬂected
in the Gotlandic society, when the Goths moved on
to the Black Sea. The archaeological and linguistic
testimony suggests that the Goths, the oldest name
is Gutans and their kingdom Gut-thiuda, had close
relationship with the Gotlanders.
In addition, we must not forget that the tribal kinsmen the Ostrogoths were Christians of the Arian
faith, and that parts of their bible are now preserved in Uppsala, the Silver Bible. It is therefore
very likely that some Gotlanders were familiar with
Christian doctrine already at this time. Even some
contemporary burial customs on Gotland suggest
Christian elements, according to several archaeologists. It is interesting to note that the Bible was
translated into Gotlandic by the Goths 1200 years
before it was translated into Swedish. Since the Beowulf poem holds quite some Christian expressions
and thoughts, it did not ﬁt into the idealized image
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of the Swedish pre-Christian times that among other, Tegnér tried to produce. This should be a cause
to the poor circulation of what we then thought
was a Swedish epos. The Heruls (Svear) had at their
immigration early 500s the Æsir belief with them
and would therefore be promoted as ‘barbaric’.
The archaeologist Gad Rausing has attacked the
problem with Beowulf and the Geats in a very
conscientious way. He has, as probably the only researcher, actually traveled ‘Beowulf ’s way’ and identiﬁed the geographic characteristics.
He has published his ﬁndings in Fornvännen 80
(1985) (note 17).
Already Grundtvig, Danish cultural personality
from 1783 to 1872, guessed at the time that the
Geats in the Beowulf epos could be the same as
the Gotlanders. Since he did not elaborate on this
assumption and did not come with good reasons
for this conclusion, other scholars regarded it as
uninteresting. It was at that time the scholars had
decided that the Geats ought to be the Götar in
Västergötland.
However, some scholars protested to this Västgöta position as it clearly says in the Beowulf epos
that the battle between Svear and Geats occurred
over open water and the Geats also were called the
men from the sea. As we know, there are not any
open water between the Lake Mälar area and Skara
in Västergötland. We have, however, vast waters between Gotland and the Lake Mälar area.

Professor Bo Gräslund writes in
Folkvandringstidens Uppsala p. 199:
“According to Beowulf, Ale fell in the struggle
against his nephew Adil, after this one had obtained
help from the Geats i.e. the Gotlanders, from across
the sea. There is no evidence either in the Beowulf
epos or other older sources that the Uppsala King
would have, as suggested by some scholars, made
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war against the Västgötar over the waters of Lake
Vänern and subjugated them. The Uppsala king’s
battles with the Geats in the 500s should therefore
have applied to the Gotlanders. These battles were
fought in this case, both on the land of the Svear
and on Gotland.”
In the previous, gold discoveries, vacant homesteads
and forts have been interpreted as memories for serious martial events on Gotland during the ﬁrst part
of the 500s. It is also striking to what extent the
number of graves in the large cemeteries decrease
in the transition to the 500s. This again suggests
that something of profound importance occurred
during the Migration Period on Gotland. During
the ﬁrst part of the 500s, unrest passed Gotland
according to professor Birger Nerman. In the latter
part of the same century a strong inﬂuence from
the Svea kingdom is apparent. It is at this time the
Gotlanders would have signed the trade- and defense agreements with the Svear, which the Guta
Saga mentions. It can thus be regarded as fairly certain that a violent upheaval occurred on Gotland
during the ﬁrst part of the 500s.
The interesting question now arises whether Beowulf as told in the Beowulf epos is the same as Avair
Strabain in Guta saga who makes peace and a trade
treaty with the Svear? The idea is not impossible.
Professor Collinder says that Beowulf ’s real name
was probably Älfhere (Alvar, Avair), the same name
as Avair Strabain. Of both are told: “He was a wise
man with great and varied learning” and chief of
his people. Both were big and tall men. Beowulf
made a covenant with Adils with whom we think
Avair Strabain concluded his peace treaty.
Although the Beowulf epos is a euphemistic hero
story, it is no doubt that in the bottom is a historical reality. The problem is to be able to see what
is reality and what is euphemistically hero worship.
Both stories are written from two totally different

angles. The Beowulf epos was for centuries used
as moral teaching material for the Anglo-Saxon
sons of chiefs. The Guta Saga is the preface to the
Guta Lagh, written down in the beginning of the
1200s. It is intended to prove the independence of
Gotland in the Baltic Sea region at a time when the
Catholic Church tried to usurp power, but without
success among the Gotlanders. We also know from
the archaeological ﬁnds that during the 600s and
700s, when the Beowulf epos is deemed to have
been recorded, there were close contacts between
Gotland and eastern England.

Gad Rausing’s ﬁeld studies
We will now do a quick abstract of Rausing’s analyses, Fv 1985, and his comments in Fornvännen
1995, and look at his results, which ﬁt well into the
framework of the Gotlandic history.
“Can Beowulf be used to test the value of the earliest Norse sagas as historical sources?
Since at least one, and possibly two, of the persons
and of the events mentioned in Beowulf can be
corroborated and dated with the help of contemporary chronicles we must, until the opposite can
be proved, accept the rest of the accounts as historical.
Since several persons who ﬁgure in Beowulf are
also mentioned in other, independent sagas, Ynglingatal, the Ynglinga Saga and Widsid, we must
assume them to be historical and, if so, also the rest
of the cast of these sagas.
The geographical notices in Beowulf also appear
to ﬁt reality and the conclusions appear to be conﬁrmed by the distribution of the archaeological
material. Thus, those modern historians who have
denied the historical value of the sagas appear to be
wrong, since they have not taken into account all
the material available. Beowulf should be taken as
‘history’ and so should all the sagas with the same
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cast, Ynglingatal, the Ynglinga Saga and the Sköldunga Saga.”
The Beowulf epos seems to have formed one
‘chapter’ in a series of epics, the ‘index’ or framework of which was a dynastic saga of Ynglingatal’s
type. Beowulf being the main actor, the saga was
most likely a Geatic one, associated with a Geatic
royal dynastic saga.
“The lay of Beowulf describes the court of king
Hrothgar, who resided in the largest and most magniﬁcent of halls, who rewarded his warriors with
golden rings and with magniﬁcent arms, among
which ring-swords are speciﬁcally mentioned (verse
2042), in terms which suggest the Roman Iron Age
or the Migration Period.”
Apparently the Sköldunga kings had conquered
Denmark some generations earlier and the dynasty
appeared well established when an enemy, Grendel,
attacked. “So Grendel became ruler”. “The war
lasted for a long time, twelve years being mentioned.
Finally Beowulf, with fourteen companions, came
from Geatland to Hrothgar’s aid. The description
of his voyage and of his landfall is quite clear.”
“For his enemies Grendel could have seemed an inhuman monster. However, he seems to have been
human enough to have blood ties with King Hrodgar. He paid wergild for Beowulf ’s companion
Hansico, who was killed by Grendel, despite the
fact that Beowulf and his men had volunteered to
ﬁght the later.”

Geographical Features
“It is clear that they sailed the open sea, and reached
the country as planned after two days on a coastline
with white cliffs and headlands, reaching far into
the sea. Modern commentators have always found
this description of Danish geography and topography contrary to what they considered to be the site
of the Leire kingdom.
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Few commentators, if any, have been sailors accustomed to Nordic waters and few seem to know the
topography of the Danish lands”.
What conclusions can be drawn from the actual
geographical conditions and the distribution of archaeological ﬁnds? The question is important because if the fragments of personal history as preserved in Beowulf and geographical observations
describe a reality, and if the conclusions would be
proved by archaeological material we must take the
results seriously.

Danish archaeological material
“Is it possible to draw any conclusions from the actual distribution of the Danish archaeological material from the Iron Age in accordance with geographical features described in Beowulf ? It is clear
that only map reading is not enough. In order to be
able to draw any acceptable conclusions it must be
observations that have been made at sea. You have
to see the geographic details how Iron Age man saw
them, on foot, on horseback and from a relatively
small, open boat.”
“In the later Roman Iron Age, the 300s and 400s,
the richest cemeteries were concentrated in the
southeastern part of the island of Zealand, with
Himlingøje as an important place with seven ‘royal’
burial mounds and a large number of rich burials.
There are also other rich cemeteries in the area like
Valløby, Varpelev and others. This area with Stevns
in the center seems to have remained the richest part
of Denmark through the Migration Period into the
500s and 600s. At least, here the greatest number of
gold objects have been found from this period, including the largest number of known gold rings in
Denmark, found in Hellested on Stevns. The large
number of paved roads and fords that span the
valley and river which almost have cut off Stevns
from the rest of Zealand also indicate that the area
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was particularly important. Nothing like it has been
found elsewhere in Scandinavia.”

Stevns Klint
“There’s only one place in Scandinavia, which ﬁts
the description. Tall white cliffs jutting into the
ocean, a nearby beach for landing and a paved path
leading to the royal residence of the late Roman
period and Early Migration Period: Stevns Klint in
Denmark.”
Thus, it is determined where Beowulf traveled.
Now we must also determine where he came from,
i.e. where is the Geat country?

The journey from Gotland
“If we accept the description of the actual journey
with the wind directions prevailing in the southern
Baltic Sea in early summer we get the following picture. It is obvious that Beowulf made landfall on
the second day after leaving the Geat country. Furthermore, it is expressly stated that they used sails.
As the escort consisted of only 15 men the boat
would have been quite small.
The distance from Cape Hoburgen, the southern
tip of Gotland, around the southern tip of Öland
and Utklippan island, between the Hammers of
Scania and of Bornholm, the latter a high cape visible from a great distance, and onwards, along the
Scanian coast but largely out of sight of it, to the
cliffs at Stevns, is 229 nautical miles. For this distance to be covered in 48 hours, an average speed
of no more than 4.8 knots is required, well within
the capability of a Gotlandic sixern (tremänning) of
today in the prevailing fresh easterlies of early summer.
However, when returning home, Beowulf is reported ﬁrst to have sighted the ‘cliffs of the Geats’,
probably cape Hoburgen and the ‘raukar’ at its foot.
If Beowulf calculated his landfall as do modern

sailors, i. e. from the moment the 36 m high Hoburgen sank into the sea to the moment he raised the
40 m high cape Stevns and his eye-level, in an open
boat, was about 2 m above the waterline, his sailed
distance was no more than 198 nautical miles and
required an average speed no more than 4.1 knots.
It thus appears likely that the island of Gotland was
the land of the Geats.
We do not know how Beowulf himself pronounced
the word written ‘Geat’. This spelling, which indicates a diphtong, is recorded from the Beowulf
manuscript, whereas the Liber Monstrorum, also
from an anglo-saxon scriptorium but older by 200
years, has ‘Getae’, without a diphtong. The scribes
spelled the names as they, themselves, pronounced
them, in their own local dialect. We can not draw
any conclusion as to how the Geats of the early
500s pronounced their name or that of their country from the way west-Saxon scribes of the 700s
and 900s spelled them.”
Interesting is also that the Gotlanders in several
places were called ‘vädurmarksbor’ (ram), ‘vädurgutar’ etc. Gotland is known for its anchient type of
sheep.

Beowulf ’s funeral
When Beowulf was dying, he asked to be buried at
Hronesnäs. On the southern part of Gotland we
have several ancient forts which in size are comparable to the royal fortiﬁcations in the Svea kingdom belonging to the Ynglinga kings. This shows
the great power and wealth of the families who
built them. The ancient fort at Havor in Hablingbo,
which was excavated in 1961, is the most famous.
Even the ‘Kämpgrav’ near Stavgard in Burs, which
is the largest known building on Gotland measures
a full 67 x 11 metres, was still used at that period.
Among the grave-ﬁelds such as Barshaldar graveﬁeld in Grötlingbo and Broa in Halla they have
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such a wealth of tombs which is mentioned in
the poem from that particular time. As we can see
in the poem the Svea king Angantyr fell in battle
against the Geats. According to popular tradition
Angantyr’s tomb is to be found in Grötlingbo.
“Beowulf ’s ’Hronesnäs’ is suggested to derive from
the Anglo-Saxon ‘hron’ which means whale. Could
it be that ‘Rone’ is derived from ‘Hron’ as the place
where they caught the dolphins? In the beginning
of the Beowulf epos it says that the Skyldungs had
settled alongside the whale route.”
“Although whaling is usually associated with the Atlantic, until recent times it played a very important
part in the economies of south Scania, Öland and
Gotland. The dolphins, (Phocaena phocaena, L.) who
enter the Baltic in spring and leave in the autumn,
were netted by the thousands. Their meat, fat, bone
and hides were all utilized.”

The Gotlandic pre-Vendel era

According to professor Birger Nerman one can
from the rich archaeological ﬁnds from the 400s
deduce that it is a continuation of previous centuries. Most object types are typically Gotlandic, and
this applies more now than before. One can largely
describe the period as domestic. Relations with the
outside world are busy, especially with the Frankish
area. From there are imports in the ﬁrst instance
from the current Belgium of glass and bronze vessels. From the continent combs come with handles,
although most are made on Gotland.
Within the Nordic region, relations have been very
busy especially with Öland, but also with Uppland,
western Finland, Norway and Denmark. It is also
clear that Gotland has exported more than it has
imported.
At the end of the 400s the picture changes somewhat. Except for Gotlandic forms the foreign in-
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ﬂuence is stronger. It is import objects from the
Ostrogoths in Italy, which now come in and lay the
foundation for the future Vendel culture, which
starts on Gotland.
The Ostrogoths were asked by the emperor Zeno
to expel Odoacer from Italy in 489 and they took
over the power after his defeat in 493, with their
capital in Ravenna.
One can observe signiﬁcant imports from East
Prussia, namely the Memel area. Truso-Elbing was
an important transit hub to the south. See the earlier mentioned Amber Road. The strength of the
foreign inﬂuence is evident in the many foreign object forms that are copied and manufactured locally. Among other things, there are Gotlandic workshops for sword manufacture. Much suggests that
the objects found in central and northern Sweden
and western Finland, either are imported from Gotland or manufactured after Gotlandic models. Also
in East Baltikum it has been found safe ﬁnds that
prove Gotlandic inﬂuence.
After the Hunnic empire had perished at the battle
at Nedao in 454 new contacts between Scandinavia and the Ostrogoths were made possible. The
result was not only that the Ostrogoths became free
and came in direct revenue-generating contact with
the Roman Empire, but also that communications
were opened up again between the north and south.
The Huns had swept through continental Europe
since the end of the 300s. It was their presence that
seems to have been the most important factor to
cut off the previous contacts between Scandinavia
and the south, that in the 300s had brought gold to
Scandinavia. It was also probably the reason why
the Goths were split into Visigoths and Ostrogoths.
The Visigoths came under Roman patronage while
the Ostrogoths remained in the Hun Empire.
The renewed contacts with the South also resulted,
e.g. in the import of a large number of gold coins
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known as solidi, used as rawmaterial in the Gotlandic gold craft, and started a real golden age in
Scandinavia. Imports of solidi continued as long as
the Ostrogotic kingdom existed. The wealth during
this period is for Gotland parallel to the Ostrogotic
rule in Italy, and declines towards the end when the
Ostrogotic empire falls, and the Ostrogoths disappear from Italy. The tribal kindred the Ostrogoths
ruled northern Italy with their capital in Ravenna
493-552.
According to the researchers the Vendel era is considered to start on Gotland second half of the
400s, and spread to the Lake Mälar area. After the
peace agreement mid 500s, when the Gotlanders
went into a trade and defense agreement with the
new rulers in the Lake Mälar area, the immigrated
Heruls (Svear), the high Gotlandic culture could also
be exported to the Lake Mälar area.
During the migration period Gotlandic jewelry
forms evolved and reached during the Vendel era
a rich development. Metal artisans on Gotland
worked on a schedule, prepared by the Gothic artisans on the continent. The buckle was a pendant
in front of others on the woman’s costume, called
‘ryggknapps’ -buckles. It was worked partly in the
one from the south borrowed technique of inlaid
semi-precious stones, round buckles and animal
head shaped buckles. During the following period,
the Viking Age, these forms were to develop further. The jewelry is decorated with patterns, that are
normally called Germanic animal ornament, created on the continent, and from there transferred to
and partially reconstituted by the Gotlandic metal craftsmen. During the later part of the period
a strong inﬂuence from the Irish-Celtic art is also
reﬂected.
Again, the link with the previous era is intact. Large
cemeteries bear witness to a numerous and evenly distributed population, which continued to bury

their dead in the of age utilized grave slopes. It
was ﬂat ground tombs richly provided with objects.
These tombs recall the ﬁnest tombs from the Roman Iron Age.
A beautiful example of this almost royal splendor
of death offers a grave in Barshaldar’s large cemetery on the border between Fide and Grötlingbo
(note 18). The Barshaldar grave is one of the richest
that has been found on Gotland from that time. It
is probably from about the year 500.
There is therefore no question of anything else but
that the high prosperity during the Roman Iron Age
remains on Gotland during the next following period. Again, we observe the same relationship that
we have many times before, namely the multitude
of ﬁnds on Gotland in comparison to the rest of
Scandinavia. Grave ﬁnds are more common here
than elsewhere and so-called solidi are found on
Gotland in large quantities.
Grave ﬁnds on Gotland from the oldest Vendel era
are technically and artistically also in close contact
with Niello ornamental art, similar to that on the
northern Italian cemeteries. It is therefore very likely to assume that the relations between Theodoric’s Gotic kingdom and Gotland during this period
were very lively, and brought with them the impetus
that set the stage for what we call the Vendel era.
The Vendel era has after ﬁndings at Vendel in Upland been dated from about the 550s. However, one
can not, as seen above, generalize and say that the
same applies to Gotland. Here the imported items
occur, which form the basis for the Vendel era, in
large amounts at least 50 years earlier than in the
Lake Mälar area (note 19). Large burial grounds with
very rich tombs from that period including Broa
in Halla and Barshaldar in Grötlingbo have been
excavated, and the documentation of the material shows that Gotland’s greatness during this time
can be compared with the outside world. As the

111

Tore Gannholm

mediator of the continental currents, which led to
the emergence of the ‘Vendel era culture’, Gotland
has played an important role during this era. For
the migration period as the Iron Age as a hole, in
the case of ﬁnding riches, Gotland is far ahead of
other present day Swedish landscapes. Furthermore,
Gotland’s culture has a strong local color.
According to Fagerlie, who probably has undertaken the most profound analysis of solidi in Scandinavia from the end of the 400s and early 500s, it is
almost certain that the largest single ﬁnd of such
coins found on the market place Helgö in the Lake
Mälaren came from Gotland. It’s a ﬁnd of 47 gold
coins. Helgö’s prosperity may well be a result of
Avair Strabain’s trade treaty with the Svear. When
the slave and fur trade gained momentum it moved
over to Birka, which was better suited for that type
of marketplace.
The Trade agreement in the Guta Saga between
the Gotlanders and the Svear was surely to the delight for both sides and concluded probably at this
time. It opened up for the Gotlanders to be able to
export their products and culture to the new Svea

Fig 67. Gold treasure consisting of spiral ring and 47 Roman solidi from Helgö, Ekerö Uppland
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kingdom and take care of its trading at e.g. Helgö in
the Lake Mälaren and later Birka and the areas east
of Gotland like Grobina. In particular, iron mining in Bergslagen, northern Uppland and southern
Gästrikland may be assumed to have been interesting for the Gotlanders who were skilled blacksmiths.

The Varangian Age (550-1050)

The immigration of the Heruls to the
Lake Mälar area in the 500s

The second half of the ﬁrst millennium is normally in Swedish history divided into the Vendel era
and the Viking Age. The Viking Age is the term for
the period in European history, especially Northern
European and Scandinavian history, spanning from
late 700s to the 1000s. This is probably right for
the west of Sweden, Denmark and Norway. This
era coincided with the Medieval Warm Period (800–
1300) and stopped with the start of the Little Ice
Age (about 1250–1850). The start of the Viking Age,
with the sack of Lindisfarne 793, also coincided
with Charlemagne’s Saxon Wars, or Christian wars
with non-Christians in Saxony. It is unknown what
triggered the Norse expansion to the west and the
conquests. Historians like Rudolf Simek and Bruno Dumézil theorise that the Viking attacks may
have been in response to the spread of Christianity
among non-Christian peoples. Interesting to note
is also the word ‘Viking’. The word does not exist
in the Baltic Sea region or on the Russian rivers. It
can only be found west of the river Elbe and north
from there.
In the Baltic Sea region, on the other hand, there is
one continuous era that clearly starts with the immigration of the Heruli (Svear), when in the early 500s,
suddenly a kingdom in Lake Mälar area emerges
strong enough to wage war on the Gotlanders out
in the Baltic Sea. It is more correct to call the time
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Fig 68. Shield from late Iron Age. The mountings are from
one of the boat graves at Vendel in Uppland, and after them,
the circular wooden shield has been reconstructed.

550-1050 in the Baltic Sea region when the Gotlanders dominated trade the VARANGIAN AGE.
Where did these mighty people in the Lake Mälar
area come from? In the Swedish 1600s propaganda
Olof Rudbeck in his Atlantica claimed, that when
the Roman writer Tacitus wrote about the powerful
people, Suionum Civitate, in Mare Suebicum (the
Baltic Sea), he would have meant a nation called Svear.
However, this was wishful thinking at a time when
Sweden was a superpower. There are no archaeological ﬁndings, that indicate that it would have
been some mighty Svear at Tacitus’ time. Most of
their future land was still under water at that time.
Already professor Birger Nerman was highly skeptical to the old notion of the Svear, although he with
a sigh accepted it and says in his book, ‘Det svenska
rikets uppkomst’ (The Rise of the Swedish State) p. 16:

“That the ‘Svear’ in Tacitus’ time should have dominated the Scandinavian peninsula and the eastern
part is not a reasonable conclusion. Of the following, in both classical and Germanic sources we ﬁnd
that the position of the ‘Svear’ for a long time is
considerably more modest, and it is not likely, that
the ‘Svear’ in Tacitus’ time extended their dominion
over territories, which they later lost.” “However,
the ﬁndings in the former Götaland and the Baltic
islands undoubtedly testify richer settlements than
in the Lake Mälar area, which, however, on the other hand, need not exclude that the few Svear have
been more powerful”.
When Tacitus refers to the powerful people in Mare
Suebicum (Suionum Civitate), there can be no other
people than the Gotlanders to whom he refers.
We can now continue our line of thought when we
have removed the misunderstanding of some ‘Svear’
as a mighty people before the early 500s. The Heruli
(Earls) were a Scandinavian people that with Gutans,
or Goths, that the Romans called them, ravaged in
the Black Sea, Asia Minor and the Mediterranean
from the 200s CE. Having been subjugated ﬁrst by
the Goths and then by the Huns, who spoke a Turkish language, these Heruli established, at the mid
400s, a kingdom in upper Hungary. They also seem
to have been good sailors. They were sought after
as soldiers in the Roman Imperial Guard. According to Roman sources they were a more primitive
people than other Germanic peoples as they had
not adopted Christianity as the Goths, preferring
their own acquired blend of gods. Odoacer’s troops
who seized power in the West Roman Empire in
476 were composed, according to the sources, to
a large part of Heruli. This kingdom was, however,
in its turn pretty soon overthrown by Theoderic’s
Ostrogoths.
Prokopios says that some years later the Heruli
kingdom in Upper Hungary was crushed. He refers
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to the Heruli, who emigrated to South Russia and
ﬁrst obeyed the Ostrogoths and Huns, but after the
downfall of the Hunnish empire established an independent kingdom on the north side of the Danube, on the border between present day Moravia
and Hungary. About the year 505 they were forced
by the Lombards to leave this region. Some of the
Heruli settled in Illyria under the Byzantine emperor’s patronage, but another part could not, Prokopios says, decide to cross the Danube, but settled in
the very outermost parts of the inhabited world.
They returned to THULE (Scandinavia) and settled
down next to the Gautoi (Västergötland). At the same
time it is noticed that an empire with mighty kings
is emerging in the Lake Mälar area.
HISTORY OF THE WARS, VI. xv. 1-6: “led by
many of the royal blood, traversed all the nations
of the Sclaveni one after the other, and after next
crossing a large tract of barren country, they came
to the Varni, as they are called. After these they
passed by the nations of the Dani, without suffering violence at the hands of the barbarians there.
Coming thence to the ocean, they took to the sea,
and putting in at THULE, remained there on the
island.”
THULE is a very large island, Prokopios continues,
over ten times larger than Britain. Most of it is desolate, but in the inhabited part are thirteen populous tribes, each of which have a king. A populous
tribe there was the Gautoi, and it was next to them
(not among them) the Heruli newcomers settled.
Much later, guesses are both at the end of the 520s
and mid 540s, the king of those in the South still
remaining Heruli was killed and that these Heruli, in order to get a new king of the old dynasty,
sent messengers to that in THULE resident family
portion. Here they found many of royal blood, and
chose the one they liked best. During the trip south,
however, he fell ill and died in the country of the
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Danes. In order not to come back empty-handed
they were compelled to go back to THULE.
By this they were so behind in time, that their principals despaired of success and were persuaded by
emperor Justinian, as their king, to swear allegiance
to one in Constantinople brought up Heruli. When
at last the messengers from THULE came back
with their royal subject, however, the emperor’s
protégé was abandoned in favor of the latter.
It is interesting to note that while the Heruli settle beside the Gautar (Västergötland) a new Ynglinga
kingdom is thriving in the Lake Mälar area with
mighty warriors and war ﬂeets. So we have here two
different names for the same people, Heruli and later Sviar (Svear) or perhaps more properly the people
who worshipped the pig.
According to Folke Ström, ‘Nordisk hedendom.
Tro och sed i förkristen tid’ (Nordic heathendom. Beliefs and Customs in Pre Christian Time) p 73: “Completely
different appears the statement that in the Vaner
war a mythical reﬂection of social contradictions is
seen. According to this approach the contrast Æsir
- Vaner would respond to a social division and stratiﬁcation in the Nordic society. On the one hand, an
aristocratic social class with a martial way of life
and martial ideals, on the other hand, a peasantry
with a materially oriented fertility ideology. The
Æsir would then have been the religion of the martial master class and the Vaner worship that of the
peaceful peasant population. In accordance with
the fundamental needs of human beings a state of
balance in life, the conﬂict would be settled peacefully. Such a created basis for social peace and lasting order forms was the myth’s innermost function
and meaning.” p 184: “It is a well known fact that
Iranian culture and religion exerted a powerful and
diverse inﬂuence on surrounding cultures. This
inﬂuence has been through various intermediaries
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conveyed over considerable distances in space and
time. It would have reached Scandinavia through
the offshoot of Iranian religion, which after its creator, religion founder Mani is called Manichaeism.
This doctrine was in the 300s widely spread outside
what was then the Persian Empire.”
A new form of burial appears in the Lake Mälar
area during the 500s. The form of burial is very
ritual-bound, suggesting that religion through a prescribed ﬁrm ritual has governed the treatment of
human beings for the afterlife. During a short period this ritual was introduced throughout the East
and Middle-Swedish area.
Examinations of the Uppsala mounds, according to
Sune Lindqvist have shown that the cremation pyres
have been designed similarly as the cremations of
the Roman emperors. This should be related to the
aforementioned Heruli (Svear) immigration where
the leading aristocracy brought a new religion.
In the Ottar’s Mound in Uppland a Roman coin
from the year 476 has been found, the same year
as the last western Roman emperor was deposed
by the Heruli. The coin was pierced and probably
worn as jewelry. It was also very hard worn and
probably used for a long time. The helmets in the
Vendel graves are also remarkable. They are identiﬁed as Roman Imperial Guard helmets of the model that was used during the 400s. They are considered to be based on the Sassanian helmets of the
Persian Empire and have been manufactured in the
Ostrogotic workshops on the Black Sea. We know
from pictures that the Germanic mercenaries in Roman service wore these helmets. The helmet from
Vendel XIV is the only extant in Europe, decorated helmet of the highest ranking class, the Roman
imperial house and military. Those for Vendel XIV
peculiar facial protectors of entirely Roman model
emphasize the solidarity with the Roman army.
The astronomer Göran Henriksson has made a

Fig 69. Clasp to a purse

compilation of the “Riksblot” (State Sacriﬁce) in Uppsala, noting that the Svear used the Roman Julian
solar calendar which he believes was introduced in
Uppland around 500 (note 20). Still in the 1600s the
‘disting’ day in Uppsala was calculated according to
this calendar.
Such a mighty people like the Heruli do not settle
next to the Gauts and then disappear into oblivion!
The Gauts lived in Gautland (Västergötland) on the
western side of Tiveden and the Heruls settled east
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of Tiveden. Archaeological ﬁnds and written sources can not be ignored. It has been suggested that
the Svea immigration would mark the prelude to
the Vendel era-Viking Age (Varangian Age). According
to known sources, this is very likely.
Another interesting information in Procopios is,
that after the surrender at Vesuvius, which in 552
ended the Ostrogotic empire in Italy, he says, the
Goths, who so wished, had the right to remain as
peaceful farmers in Italy. Since Prokopios uses the
word Goth for all before this time in Italy resident
Germanics, the related information is likely mainly
to refer to those who already before the Ostrogotic arrival had received the ‘herulian plots’. Another
part of the Goths, and thus referred probably to
the Ostrogoths in the strict sense, i.e. those who
nearest supported the now collapsed empire, did
not stay on, but pulled away from Italy, and we do
not know where.
It is very possible that the Goths went to England.
The ﬁnds in the graves at Sutton Hoo are in that
case memories of them. In the eastern part of the
tomb there has been found a wide range of household containers including two curved bronze cauldrons of Gotlandic type, ﬂat unfolded estuary edge,
and twisted iron handles. In particular the contacts
are reﬂected in the famous Gotlandic bracteates
found in eastern England. The swords and art objects produced in Gotlandic workshops at that time,
and found in several Gotlandic graves, are closely related to the corresponding English art. In the
Beowulf epos, which is considered written down
in England in the 700s, the Gotlanders are called
‘geta’ and the Goths contemporary tribal tale called
‘getica’. This may explain the link between the Gotlanders and Sutton Hoo. Probably the Gotlanders
continued their previous relationship with the Ostrogoths.
Professor Sune Lindqvist says in ‘Sutton Hoo och
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Beowulf ’: “It is clear in any event, that an immediately made compilation of grave ﬁnds from Sutton
Hoo and the contents of the Beowulf epos was
properly justiﬁed and encloses great opportunities.
By all accounts, these two documents, on an excellent way, complete each other. Both gain in clarity
by comparison.“
In support of Ostrogotic involvement in Sutton
Hoo, a large silver platter was found. The bottom
of the dish has inside the deep foot ring two hallmarks from the emperor Anastasius time. He ruled
over the Eastern Roman Empire between 491 and
518 i.e. when the Ostrogoths ruled Italy. The plate
was then already an antiquity when it was put down
in the grave in East Anglia.
According to professor Sune Lindqvist, it is not
Denmark, but the eastern parts of Scandinavia, primary Gotland and Uppland, which have got a lasting inﬂuence from the Roman culture. Towards the
end of the Roman Iron Age and during the next
period, these areas survived and developed, based
on received impulses, even long after the immediate
contact with the Roman culture had been broken.
Lindqvist tells of a powerful cultural span of a
bridge, which from Italy in a huge culture bridge
led all the way to Uppland.
He points out that the Germanic Stilico, in the early
400s was commander of Roman troops, and recalls
Odoacer’s and Theoderic’s signiﬁcant contributions.
With them in mind it’s easier to understand why
Germanic antiquities found in Italian soil, will have
their closest counterparts in southwestern Germany, and that many of them, quite close to the new
forms, are known from graveyards on Gotland
from the 400s and 500s and later in Uppland.
The ﬁndings show, however, far more. The Nordic
areas, to which we in this case refer, have “longest
preserved the beneﬁts and lessons learned, when
on service in the Roman army.” This has not only
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been fruitful in the culture of the Baltic Sea region,
in matters of substance, but has also given numerous members of the Nordic great dynasties a valuable military and political training. It may be added,
that it probably greatly promoted Svea expansion
in the 600s. There is a strong correlation between
Svea and Roman border watchtowers. In this context, the so-called defense towers, solid stone towers of square or round shape from the earlier Romanesque era should have its attention. The basis
for Old Swedish Kastel (even kastelle, kastale) is latin
Castellum, diminutive of castrum ‘with wall and
graves surrounded camp’. We know a whole series
of round stone strongholds from Rogsta in the Hudiksvall region in the north to Kalmar in the south.
It is not a coincidence that the ancient Germanic
literature is richest represented in the Nordic region
as well as the runes. One can even here see traces
of a coherence.
The Baltic Sea region’s role as a tradition bearer can
not only be explained by its peripheral location. Before the Germanic units separated from one another and were largely assimilated by the Roman world,
the Baltic Sea region was the target for powerful
impulses, which were primarily the result of cultural progress in the East Germanic area. During a
short period after the 500s the Baltic Sea region was
powerful enough to convey reﬂections to the Germanics on the continent. The new order in Europe
in the centuries that followed led to the fact that
the Nordic countries at the beginning of the Viking
Age were the real free and undisturbed Germania.
The Vendel era is a powerful and internally Baltic
Sea region development of the Migration Period
culture, a parallel phenomenon to the increasingly
powerful Franks on the mainland. From the Germanic point of view the Baltic Sea region does
not appear as a relic area but as the central point
of a strong and original cultural tradition, which

becomes thinner, more mixed, the further away
from the Baltic Sea region you come. During this
distinct development, on the other hand, naturally non-Germanic innovations - regardless of the
degree and nature of the external dimension - had
more difﬁcult to assert themselves in the Baltic Sea
region than among West Germanics. This is clearly
apparent e.g. in mission historical terms.

The Icelandic Sagas

There are additional links that we now shall analyze. Snorri Sturluson tells in Heimskringla about
the Æsir (the Asia men) and the origin of the Ynglinga
lineage. In Heimskringla you can read: “Odin was a
soothsayer and his wife as well, and by that wisdom
he found that in the northern part of the world
they would keep his name out loud and honor him
above all kings. This meant that he wanted to go
from the Turkish Land, and he brought with him
a host of people, young and old, men and woman,
and they brought many precious things. And where
they traveled through the countries it was said many
praises on them, and the people thought they resembled gods more than people. And they did not
stay on their journey until they came north to the
land now known as Saxland. There Odin dwelt
quite some time and conquered a large part of the
country. Odin appointed to the country’s defence
his three sons.”
“Then Odin began his journey northward and came
to the country they called Reidgotaland, and assimilated in the country whatever he wanted. There,
he put as country caretaker his son Sköld. His son
was named Friedleif. From them the family is called
‘Sköldungar’. They are Danish kings, and what was
then called Reidgotaland is now called Jutland.
Then he went north to the land now called Svitjod. The king was called Gylfe. When he heard that
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the Asia men, who were called Æsir, were on their
way, he went to meet them and invited Odin to get
as much power in his kingdom as he wanted. And
the luck went their way, that wherever they dwelt in
the country, there were good years and peace, and
everyone thought they had power over such things.
The local aristocrats saw that they were different
from other men that they had seen, in both beauty
and good sense. Odin imagined there were beautiful plains and fertile ground, and he chose a castle
town, now called Sigtuna. There he dispensed with
the chiefs in similar way as it had been done in Troy,
and put twelve captains in the town to judge according to the law, and he administered justice in
all Things like it formerly had been in Troy, and the
Turks had as the habit. Then he drove north until
he reached the lake, which they believed lay around
all the countries, and sat there his son over the kingdom which is now called Norway, his name was
Säming, and the kings of Norway count their lineage to him and likewise earls and other magnates,
as they say in Håleygjatal. But Odin had with him
his son Yngve, who was king in Svitjod after him.
From him the lineages are produced that are called
Ynglingar. The Asia men took wives of the land and
some chose wives for their sons, and the clans were
strong in numbers, and around Saxland and thence
across the northern half of the world they spread,
that the Asia men’s tongues were indigenous in all
these countries.”

ples show a lot of horses and an intensiﬁcation of
activities in the ﬁeld. This can hypothetically be interpreted as meaning that the activities of the old
Thing and sanctuary were extended with e. g. marketing activities (note 21).
Professor Ingemar Olsson has in an article in Fornvännen developed the notion of an likely Celtic inﬂuence on the Tuna-names. He says that the Celtic
dunon, fortiﬁcation, fortress, is in its latinized form
Dunum, which was not unusual to name the Roman army camp. The Tuna-names occur mainly
around the Lake Mälar area, that is within the area
where the Heruli settled at just the time when the
names probably were introduced. They have probably played a major role in the early nation-formation and were the mansions of the time. When the
Heruli were Roman mercenaries, they must certainly have been familiar with the word Dunum. Therefore it’s no wonder they call their own fortiﬁcations
with similar names.

The sailing fairways

Historical maps often show that Gotland is located
outside the sailing routes and shipping, when Gotland instead was the center for shipping in the Baltic Sea region. We know that until the end of the
1200s all transports from Germany to Riga went
over Gotland.
During the summer, anyone can sail to Gotland.
It is just to navigate by the clouds above Gotland,
which on the blue summer sky in the distance show
its exact location. Almost everywhere the water is
The age of Old Sigtuna
Old Sigtuna, which is located in Upplands-Bro Mu- deep into the beach. You just have to watch out
nicipality on the other side of the water from the for the ‘shelf ’ near land. In contrast, to sail in to
current Sigtuna was excavated in the late 1980s with the Swedish coast is a different matter. The islands
pollen analysis and C14 datings clearly indicating of the Swedish archipelago merge into one unthat the use of the landscape radically changed at til you are close up on them. Then one is already
the beginning of the 500s and onwards. The sam- far in among the surf, which in the day breeze roll
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towards land and is almost invisible from the sea.
Gad Rausing suggests that the Gotlanders may also
have been assiduous pilots who have taken good
payment from foreign sailors to steer them from
Gotland into the Swedish archipelago.

The relationship between
Gutar and Svear

In the Guta Saga we ﬁnd: “Many kings fought
against Gutland while it was heathen; the Gotlanders, however, always held the victory and constantly
protected their rights.”
This information should, in its brief, give an accurate picture of Gotland’s history. The numerous
coin ﬁnds in the Gotlandic earth bear witness not
only to the Merchant Farmers’ trading and great
wealth, but also about troubled times and attacks
by foreign powers. We can to some extent by the
composition and character of the coin ﬁnds determine the periods when ravages were most violent.
Gotland has at the beginning of the 500s suffered
a serious scourge.
There is nothing in the medieval form of society
suggesting that Gotland for any length of time
would have been occupied by outside invaders. The
absence of a ruling class and the even distribution
of land between the free farmers speak of a steady
expansion without annoying interference from outside. Still at the entrance of modern times all farms
on Gotland, with the exception for the twelve monastery farms, belonging to Roma monastery, are
free farmers homesteads. This is surprising when
one considers that in Denmark and Sweden in the
1500s there is only about 5% free peasant homesteads.
The Guta Lagh also bears witness to a free farmers
society without royal ﬁnes and other royal preroga-

tives. The society we encounter in the early Middle
Ages is a democratic Merchant Farmers’ Republic,
ruled by Gutna Althingi, consisting of the 20 district judges, elected by the farmers themselves within their own circle.
In order to obtain protection for their trade, which
suffered damage due to the wars, the Gotlanders
thus negotiate a trade and defense treaty with the
newly in the Lake Mälar area immigrant Heruli
(Svear). The need for such a pact comes in new light
when you take all the above facts into consideration.
The scope of the agreement and the meaning is
clear from the account in the Guta Saga which is
composed, partly from a popular tradition, tied to
Avair Strabain and partly by an abstract of one, that
it seems, existing treaty.

Did they sign the Trade agreement in the 550s?
We do not know when this agreement was concluded. However, if we focus on the wars and the colonization of areas across the Baltic Sea, we get a pretty
clear picture. The Heruli royal family and the group
around them immigrated according to Procopius to
the Lake Mälar area about the year 512 and became
the ruling power there. It was unrest until the 550s
and great cultural upheaval with a new religion in
the Lake Mälar area. Then we ﬁnd the Gotlanders
with new trading Emporiums around the Baltic Sea
region, and in some cases with the Suiarikis’ (Svear)
military for protection, as in Grobina. If this is
what the Guta Saga refers to, Avair Strabain’s trade
and peace treaty is negotiated in the middle of the
500s. If we also take into consideration that the
Gotlanders probably also were affected by the socalled Justinian bubonic plague, they have become
temporarily weakened, and therefore needed the
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Fig 70. Avair Strabains’ homecoming
Around 1220 the Guta Saga was recorded as the preface to the Guta Lagh and shows at the time how the Gotlanders saw their
history. Avair Strabain is the ﬁrst Gotlander who emerges from the fairy tale mysteries. Painting by Erik Olsson

breathing space, that the agreement meant.
Professor Birger Nerman suggests it is as good
as both literary and archaeological evidenced that
Gotland, about the year 550 entered into a voluntary union with the Svear, which the Guta Saga
mentions. It shall then be under the mighty king
Adils’ reign (d. about 575).
“Later the Gotlanders sent a large number of messengers to the Suja kunung, but none of them could
make peace before Avair Strabain of Alva parish.”
The Guta Saga relates about the trip to the Suja
kunung by Avair Strabain and how he manages to
achieve a peace agreement between the Gotlanders and Suiarikis. There are also discussions with
Gutna Althingi, particularly regarding the compensation that he requests in the form of triple wergild.
Underlying this is undoubtedly a popular coloured
tradition, which mainly appears in the exchange
of words but also in some alliterative word pairs
(faigastan and fallastan) to suggest a model in bound
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form. This is also pointed out by the author of the
Guta Saga, who concludes by adding “Because he
was wise and skilled in many things, just as the tales
go about him.”
Avair Strabain is said to be from Alva parish in
Hoburg ‘Sätting’, the southernmost ‘Sätting’ on
Gotland. The Gotlanders entered an agreement
with Suiarikis, to trade freely in their areas, and if
necessary to get the protection from their war ﬂeet.
This agreement has in no way violated the sovereignty of Gotland and it continued to be an independent Merchant Farmers’ Republic.
The fee is surprisingly low, if compared with the ‘ledung’ fees, paid by the free farmers in Denmark and
Sweden. There these are usually one mark silver per
freeholder unit. However, here it is rather a tribute
to trade freely than a regular tax.
According to the Guta Saga the fee has been set
by the Gutna Althingi before Avair left Gotland. In
this case it means that the Gotlanders dictated the
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decision. While the narrative provides a Gotlandic
coloured picture of the events, it is in itself nothing
unreasonable in the thought. The same procedure
to decide the fee we ﬁnd when the Gotlanders in
the 1100s make the agreement with the bishop in
Linköping.
In the 1100s the tributary fee is supplemented when
crusades against non-Christian peoples are undertaken, with an agreement on ‘ledung’ obligation for
the Gotlandic Merchant Farmers. This has to do
with the spread of Christianity and relates only to
war against non-Christian countries, so-called crusades. The beneﬁt for the Gotlanders in connection
with these crusades was the possibility to strengthen their trade.
Population-wise and economically, it should at that
time have been no major difference between Gotland and the Suiarikis, which at that time covered
only the Lake Mälar provinces and Roden. The
Gotlanders, who were traders, were culturally and
commercially on a much higher level, while the Suja,
who were warriors, had a war ﬂeet to be reckoned
with. The trade and defense treaties concluded with
the Suja were surely to the delight for both sides.
In the early 1200s an Englishman, Bartholomaeus
Anglicus, wrote an encyclopedia, De proprietatibus
rerum. If one looks up the word ‘Gothia’ it says
“Huic regioni adiacet insula quedam nomine gothlandia, gothorum terra dicta que a gothis fuit antiquitus habitata.” This can be translated as: “Adjacent
to this region is an island called Gotland, known as
the Goths country and in ancient times inhabited
by Goths.” Further it says that Gotland is an important trading center. To this island all kinds of
merchandize come from the other countries, which
thereafter are sent across the sea to Germania, Gallia, Britannia and Hispania. The origin of this is the
‘Geographia Universalis,’ a kind of geographical
dictionary from the 1200s by an anonymous author.

The Trade Agreement

The Guta Saga says remarkable things about the relationship between Gotland and the Suiarikis. After
the wars, mentioned in Beowulf and in the Guta
Saga, there was apparently a time of consolidation
with a noticeable inﬂuence of Gotlandic trade and
culture in the Lake Mälar area. The Guta Saga has
its own exposition of the matter. It recounts the
chief Avair Strabain from Alva, who went to the
Suja kunung to make peace with him and offer him
tribute. “In this way,” it says, “the Gotlanders went
into a treaty with the Suja kunung, of their own free
will, in order that they might travel everywhere in
the lands of the Suja, free and unhindered, exempt
from toll and all other charges. Similarly the Suja
also have the right to visit Gotland, without ban
against trade in corn, or other prohibitions. The
king was obliged to give the Gotlanders protection
and assistance, if they should need it and request
it. In addition the king, and likewise the jarl, should
send messengers to the Gotlanders’ Gutna Althingi
and arrange for their tribute to be collected there.
The messengers in question have a duty to proclaim
the freedom for the Gotlanders to visit all places
overseas that belong to the king in Uppsala, and
similarly to those that have the right to travel here
from that side.”
This remarkable story can be interpreted in several ways. It is certainly not pure poetry. It can be a
Gotlandic story-teller’s attempt to explain away the
embarrassing fact that Gotland had come in some
dependency to the Suja kunung, by giving the impression that the Treaty was a Gotlandic initiative.
But it may also reﬂect the true relationship. Gotland’s tributary under the Suja kunung would then
only be a trade policy move, whereby Gotland
smoothly could make itself part of the economic boom, that is now emerging in the home lands
around the Lake Mälaren, and in the areas that the
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Suja kunung will conquer on the other side of the
Baltic Sea, among others Grobina. This is nothing
that is contrary to the ancient Gotlandic attitude
and mentality, which has always been more inclined
to appeal to the silver scale than the sword. Anyway,
this story is the ﬁrst evidence of a Gotlandic trade
and defense treaty with the Suja kunung. When
this happened is a question which evades our best
present knowledge, but archeology ﬁts well into the
period around 500-600, when the ‘Kämpgrav’ districts on Gotland have been deserted and the Vendel culture got its big boost.
The tribute situation was at the advent an inexpensive way for a distant island to get access to an expansive and mighty emerging sea power. This sea
power pledged to provide protection and assistance
when required and was at the same time forced to
refrain from all forms of aggression in its dealings.
It also admitted self-management and peaceful relations.
“So the Gotlanders went of their own free will under the Suja kunung, so that they could freely and
safely travel to any destination in the Suiariki without customs and other charges. So may also Suiar
go to Gotland, without ‘kornband’ (trade in corn) and
other prohibitions.”
The Gotlanders are with this agreement released
from customs duties and fees when visiting harbours under Suia rule. In the future this will mean a
lot to Gotland’s role in the Viking age and Medieval
commerce.
Against the Gotlandic relief in the Suia kingdom
answers a provision for the Suia, the right to go
to Gotland, without ‘kornband’ and other prohibitions. The Gotlanders promise therefore, not to
prohibit the export of grain to the Suiarikis or other
similar export ban. This should be interpreted as if
the Gotlanders had a surplus of grain, or by their
contacts had good access to the product, which ap-
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parently has been of great importance for the new
Suiarikis, which had a sharp increase in population.
There can be no doubt that the trade clause is the
core of the Treaty. It contains also a safeguard
clause, where the Suja kunung promises to give the
Gotlanders protection and assistance when they request it. From this clause it shows the military focus
of the Suiarikis. It is the Suia who promise the Gotlanders help without any counter obligation as prescribed from the Gotlandic side. The Suia should
only help the Gotlanders if they directly asked for
it. They could not intervene unless a request came
from the Gotlanders.
The agreement ends with the provisions of how the
tribute was to be paid. This is a clear proof of the
sovereignty of the Gotlandic Merchant Farmers’
Republic. According to the rules, the king’s and the
earl’s messengers should arrive at the Gutna Althingi, in order to receive the tribute, collected by the
Gutna Althingi through the agency of the judges.
If the above assumed timing is correct, it means
that the Gutna Althingi existed already in the 500s,
and probably long before that time, and is thus several hundred years older than both those on the
Faroes and Iceland.

How the tribute is paid

Still at the end of the 1200s this Gotlandic sovereignty is clearly recognized, as evidenced by Magnus
Ladulås letter to the Gotlandic Merchant Farmers’
Republic October 7, 1285. This letter, which refers to the collection of tributes and ‘ledungslame’,
states that the dues must be on the ‘king’s own expense,’ picked up by the king’s own empowered
about John the Baptist’s day.
The difference between the Gotlandic Merchant
Farmers’ Republic and the City of Visby’s politi-
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cal status in relation to the Svea kingdom, after the
brake away from the Gotlandic Merchant Farmers’
Republic at the civil war in 1288, is clear from the
corresponding provisions in the City of Visby’s
submission letter Aug. 9, 1288, in which the City
promised to forward the agreed sums of money at
speciﬁed terms and times to Kalmar “on the City’s
own risk and expense.” Here is probably Visby’s
massive interest in the marketplace in Stockholm,
largely populated by trading families from Visby, of
importance. Stockholm is considered to have been
founded in 1252 with merchants from Visby.
The above shows that, at the end of the 1200s a
clear legal distinction exists between the City of
Visby and the Gotlandic Merchant Farmers’ Republic relative to the Svea state. The sovereignty of the
Merchant Farmers’ Republic at the time is not yet
in question.

Proclaiming the Gotlandic
trade inviolable

The Suja kunung and earl were according to the
Guta Saga to send delegates to Gutna Althingi in
order to receive the prescribed tribute. These agents
will then proclaim peace over the Gotlandic trade.
This protection is separate from the Treaty provisions and goes far beyond these. “The royal envoy
proclaims peace for the Gotlanders to freely and
unhindered go to any country over the seas ruled
by the Suja kunung. And the peace shall apply to all
those who from the outside want to go to Gotland”.
The one in the Guta Saga said protection applies
not only to Gotland’s own trade with the outside
world but also for all those with trade are seeking to
go to Gotland. In other words, a recognition of the
Gotlandic trade policy instruments, the free trade

on Gotland at the time the agreement was reached,
and the contract will therefore have a greater range
than previously thought.
In the Guta Saga you can read:
“Many kings fought against Gutland while it was
heathen; the Gotlanders, however, always held the
victory and constantly protected their rights. Later
the Gotlanders sent a large number of messengers
to the Suja kunung, but none of them could make
peace before Avair Strabain from Alva. He made
the ﬁrst peace with the Suja kunung.”
“he entered into a binding treaty with the Suja
kunung. Sixty marks of silver in respect of each
year is the Gotlanders’ tribute, divided so that the
Suja kunung should have forty marks of silver out
of the sixty, and the earl twenty marks of silver.
Avair made this statute in accordance with the advice of the people of Gotland before he left home.
In this way, the Gotlanders went into a treaty with
the Suja kunung, of their own free will, in order
that they might travel everywhere in the lands of
the Suiariki free and unhindered, exempt from toll
and all other charges. Similarly the Suia also have
the right to visit Gotland, without ban against trade
in corn, or other prohibitions. The king was obliged
to give the Gotlanders protection and assistance, if
they should need it and request it. In addition the
king, and likewise the earl, should send messengers
to the Gotlanders’ Gutna Althingi and arrange for
their tribute to be collected there. The messengers
in question have a duty to proclaim the freedom of
the Gotlanders to visit all places overseas that belong to the king in Uppsala and, similarly, to those
who have the right to travel here from that side.”
See also the next chapter how this Treaty protected
the Gotlanders in e.g. Grobina.
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Fig 71. Map over Latvia showing the place for the Gotlandic trading Emporium at Grobina

Expansion eastward

The trade agreement makes possible the Vendel era
and Viking Age expeditions in the Baltic Sea region
and opens the high-way to the East where the Gotlanders become known as al-Rus’ and Varangians.
It seems that the Gotlanders were sufﬁciently strong
soon after the wars in the 500s to establish trading
Emporiums in the eastern Baltic coastal areas, such
as Grobina (Seeburg?) in Courland (Latvia), Apuolé in
Lithuania, Elbing (Truso) in West Prussia and Kaup
at Wiskiauten (todays Mohovoe). Truso is probably the
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place over which the Gotlanders had their contacts
with the Romans and later the Goths. The Courland stone ships suggest that there have been Gotlandic settlements even during the late Bronze Age.
In Latvia at Grobina, just east of Liepeja, has been
found three separate burial grounds near each other.
One of these, according to the surveys by Professor
Birger Nerman, in connection with the excavations
undertaken by him in 1929-1930, had nearly a thousand tombs before it was damaged by gravel pit.
The dead are cremated and have with them as grave
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goods weapons and women’s jewelry to the very
distinct forms one only ﬁnds on Gotland. There
is still another of the cemeteries that is Gotlandic, but the third is of quite a different sort. While
the graves on the ﬁrst two cemeteries, according to
Gotlandic practice, are not marked above ground or
had a now vanished marking of wood, the third is a
‘mound cemetery’ with objects that bear witness to
links with the Lake Mälar area.
During the 600s, people from the Lake Mälar area
have undertaken expeditions across the Baltic Sea
and conquered these areas. At Grobina there is also
a castle with ramparts and in the castle have objects been found, similar to those found in the Lake
Mälar area.
The Gotlandic cemeteries began to be built at the
middle of the 600s and have been in use into the
800s. The Gotlanders have in accordance with the
trade agreement established trading Emporiums on
conquered Svea land on the Baltic coast.
The purpose has primarily been to conduct trade. It
is the largest Gotlandic trading Emporium we have
found so far on the Baltic Sea coasts.
The Couronians, however, have after some time
driven out the Svear. The Gotlandic trading Emporium remained and the Gotlanders stayed another
half a century.
By leaving Grobina this does not mean that the
Gotlanders gave up their interests in the Baltics. On
the contrary, their interest has only been addressed
in other directions. At Wiskiauten in East Prussia
a large cemetery has been found with elements
of Gotlandic type and also with tombs containing
objects of Middle Swedish character. As Nerman
rightly points out the foundation of this colony
should have been a conscious political action to secure the trade relations into Russia along the main
road, which formed the river Memel (Njemen).
Recently localized settlement remains are situated

directly beneath the coastline of the former Curland Lagoon with good conditions for Viking Age
navigation. An early radiocarbon dating from the
700s to 900s CE out of the occupation layer analogical to the settlement traces in area 3 might indicate
an early phase of settlement activities in the vicinities of the barrow cemetery near Wiskiauten/Mohovoe. At the moment further radiocarbon samples
are under examination. Answers are expected to the
question whether this settlement could belong to
the missed multi-ethnical trading place where Prussian and Gotlandic merchants lived peacefully together. In the surrounding area should be searched
for harbour facilities.
The Gotlandic colonization in Courland (Latvia)
during the Vendel era can despite its limited duration have formed the prelude to the manifestation
of power and mercantile expansion that characterized Gotland in the Viking Age and Middle Ages.
Gotland’s third position as a great power had begun
and lasts right up until the 1300s when the German
Hanseatic League, formed in 1358, takes over control of trade in the Baltic Sea region.
This is a new colonization not to be confused with
the earlier in the Late Bronze Age/Iron Age.
The Gotlandic archælogical relic forms from the
Vendel era are so characteristic, that their identity
can easily be determined in whatever environment
in which they occur. Nerman believes that Paviken stage two is the prototype for Grobina. Even
the Gotlandic tombs are similar in both locations.
The remains of the ancient Gotlandic city facility at
Grobina are similar in style to Sliesthorp (Haithabu)
in Denmark and Birka in the Lake Mälar area and
as mentioned stage two of Paviken on Gotland. In
a semicircle around the old town area lie the three
cemeteries and, like Birka, it has also had a stronghold as support point.
In roughly the same area, not too far from where
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the Gotlandic settlements seem to have existed at
the end of the Bronze Age, as shown by the Courland stone ships, there has accordingly been a large
Gotlandic trading Emporium in the Vendel era beside a smaller Svea settlement. The latter, according
to Nerman, has mainly consisted of warriors, while
the Gotlandic colony apparently enveloped both
women and men from Gotland and was primarily
mercantile emphasized.
Slightly further south, in the old Courland (now Lituania) there is at the village Apuole one of the largest
hill forts in East Balticum. Excavations have among
other things, provided a bronze needle of Gotlandic type and ceramics that could be Scandinavian. A
variety of arrowheads in the wall is the memory of
some violent attack, an assault in prehistoric time.
The archaeological detectable Svea military inﬂuence in the Baltic Sea region is also known through
literary sources.
It is likely that these two sites may be associated with
a note appearing in the Vita Anskarii, the saint’s biography over Ansgar, written shortly after his death
(865). It is said that in connection with Ansgar’s second trip to Birka (c. 850) the Svea king Olof, when
he heard about an unsuccessful Danish campaign
against Courland, at which the Couronians took
a great booty of gold and silver from the Danes,
gathered a great army and went over the sea to the
same area, where the Danes suffered defeat. After
he plundered the Couronian city of Seeburg he besieged, for eight days, another town, Apuolé. The
Couronians submitted to the king’s conditions and
redeemed themself of the gold and silver they had
captured from the Danes, and something more, left
hostages and found themselves in that they would
be under Svea rule. In connection with this description, we know that the Couronians previously had
been controlled by the Svear, but rebelled and had
thrown off the foreign yoke. It is very possible that
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Grobina is identical with that of the Vita Anskarii
mentioned city of Seeburg and fairly certainly that
Apuole is the Apuolé in the saints legend.
Archaeological ﬁnds, from the east of St Petersburg
in Russia, show that there may have been Gotlandic settlements early in the Viking Age, i.e. from
the 700s. At excavations extensive ﬁndings of Gotlandic women’s jewelry appeared that makes you
think that it was not only temporary visitors, but
may have been a colonization. Women’s jewelry is
very local, especially those from Gotland, and there
has been found a large quantity of them east of St.
Petersburg, including at Staraya Ladoga (Aldeigjuborg).
At another spot across the Baltic Sea traces of a
Gotlandic colony has been found. It is near Elbing
in the Vistula, where presumably the commercial
city Truso, spoken of in the late 800s, has been located. The trade Emporium in Truso appears in the
600s primarily have consisted of Gotlanders. First
in the 800s are there traces of Svear. A large burial
ground has been found. The 25 graves investigated
are all, according to Gotlandic practice, cremations
on ﬂat land. Some contain Gotlandic jewelry from
the 700s, but others are well into the Viking Age.
One can interpret these ﬁndings as meaning that
a Gotlandic trading Emporium from the 700s and
onward has been there near the Vistula mouth. It
had one for Gotland’s merchants natural position.
The cemetery does not constitute any Gotlandic
conquest of this area, rather it has been a peaceful
trading Emporium in the Slavic city.
The archaeological material thus clearly shows that
the Gotlanders and the Svear during the 600s-700s
were in an expansion phase. The Baltic Sea coasts
were their natural area of interest, but the Gotlanders also maintained close contacts with Western Europe, especially eastern England and Sutton Hoo.
As memory of this time, living narratives remain
obscurely left in Beowulf and the Icelandic Sagas
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with great deeds and strange personalities, Ingjald
Illråde, Ivar Vidfamne, Harald Hildetand and Sigurd
Ring. But still we are completely beyond the graspable border among vague shapes that may have existed, but that have become legendary heroes. Only
during the following stage, the Viking Age, we encounter people who we know are historical realities.
With the Viking Age we have come to the historical
time limit in the sense that there are written sources,
although not too rich and secure, but they at least
give us some information on the events of the time.
For Scandinavia, we really only obtain data in Rimbert’s biography of Ansgar, Vita Anskarii, in Adam
of Bremen’s church history, in the two well-known
travel descriptions by Ottar and Wulfstan, who are
attached to Alfred the Great’s Orosius translation
and in some poetic songs. The Icelandic Sagas are
written much later and are therefore highly questionable as historical sources and the runestones
are laconic and, unfortunately, often in a standard
inscription form. However, there are many similarities between the Icelandic Sagas and the Gotlandic
picture stones. What is told on the picture stones on
Gotland has moved to Iceland and there been told
much later in the Icelandic Sagas. The Gotlanders
are on the other hand well documented in Arabic
and Greek sources as in the Novgorod Chronicle.
According to Bruno Ehrlich on the Prussian Viking Age trading centre Truso, ‘Der preuszischwikingische Handelsplatz Truso’: “The signiﬁcance
of the ﬁndings in Elbing is peculiar in that it demonstrates a migration of north Germanic people and
more speciﬁcally Gotlanders already 150 years before it is expected that the real Viking Age began.”
“As to the Truso question it entails an important
conﬁrmation, that there already c. 600 CE in the
Elbing area were trade relations between the Gotlanders and the Baltic Prussians. Soon thereafter,

the Gotlanders founded a trading Emporium there.
In the 800s, there are also signs that the Svear have
been there”.
Truso was a base for trade relations in the southern Baltic Sea region. Here met two major world
trade routes, one is the one that Wulfstan used, and
which connected East with West. The second is the
one that since the Neolithic period has conveyed
the trafﬁc between the Black Sea area and the Baltic
Sea region.
Gotland’s role in the Baltic Sea trade is given. Both
earlier and later, Gotland had a key role, both as
giving and receiving party. Not least the Vendel era
picture stone ships, fully manned and with billowing sails, clearly document that relationship.
According to Davidson, Kiev is a striking parallel to
Grobina regarding the description Professor Nerman has made on the development there. Garðaríki
(Kievan Rus’) was founded in the 800s by Gotlandic
Varangians and Kiev was a hub for Gotlandic trade
with Miklagarðr. Davidan mentions that a treasure
from the 900s, found in Kiev, contains six gold arm
rings probably imported from Gotland over the
Dnjepr road. Aldeigjuborg (the Norsemen’s name) or
Staraya Ladoga, which it is now called, was also a
similar type of venue, which apparently was ousted
by Holmgarðr (Novgorod).
We see the Gotlanders in the 800s when they pull
inwards onto the Russian rivers attracted by the
Islamic silver. We must not forget that the sailing
routes from the northern Baltic Sea region to trading places in the southern Baltic Sea crossed Gotland. This trade was mediated by the Gotlanders.
Already Jordanes tells how the Gotlanders mediated
skin of black foxes from northern Sweden to the
Ostrogoths.
When the Gotlanders saw the opportunity to participate in the oriental silver, they changed their system. It was now long-distance voyages to the East,
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Khazaria and Volga Bulgaria. They formed between
end 700s and ﬁrst half of the 800s the Rus’ Khaganate which was a state, or a cluster of city-states all
through Russia to the Volga. The Spilling’s Treasure
can be dated to the Rus’ Khaganate.
Later they settled in Garðaríki (Kievan-Rus’) and
Holmgarðr (Novgorod) where Gotlandic Varangians
became the ﬁrst rulers. Gradually they opened Emporiums, ‘Gutagårdar’. Several such ‘Gutagårdar’
are known.
East Baltic peoples, who also wanted to take some
of the silver outﬂow, had no reason to take the detour over Gotland. It is therefore a reasonable assumption, that the Gotlanders at the time, traveled
more over the Baltic Sea than East Baltic people
did. On the way to the east the Gotlanders ought to
have had good opportunities to socialize with East
Baltic colleagues and meet women, who in some
cases became their wives. The East Baltic jewelry
on Gotland can then be explained, and the absence
of younger Gotlandic women jewelry in East Baltikum can be explained by the fact that the East Baltics had no reason to travel to Gotland.
The fact that the Oriental silver river dried up at
the end of the 900s does not appear to have affected the eastern Gotlandic trade contacts, which
had been stabilized for about a century. The trade
changed, however, the nature and the basis for slave
trade disappeared, and with it the slave- and leathermarkets such as Birka.
The Icelandic and Norwegian sagas, recorded in
the 1200s though they go back to prehistoric songs,
commemorate the success of the Svea kings Ivar
Vidfamne and Harald Hildetand. The ﬁrst, who died
around 700 CE, is said to have conquered Courland, Saxland and Eisland and all the countries in
the East to Garðaríki in Karelia (the Hervarar Saga).
After his death the dynasty came to an end, but his
daughter’s son Harald Hildetooth again established
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Svea rule in these same lands. The Svea expansion
along the eastern Baltic coast in the period 650-750
is archaeologically attested. Further, events are recorded by Rimbert in Vita sancti Anscarii, in which
there is a detailed description of the wars waged
by Danes and Svear against the Curonians in the
middle of the 800s.

The Gotlandic coast
Gutniska kusten

It has often not sufﬁciently been taken into account
that the Gotlanders dominated the trade in the Baltic Sea region long before the Germans entered the
Baltic Sea end 1100s and long thereafter. Before the
1200s, the Gotlandic Merchant Farmers generally
lived in rural areas. There were several local market
places, for which some special legal provisions were
in place, which can be found in the Guta Lagh. The
real large trade has probably taken place in the harbours. Gotland was the main staging post for the
seafaring merchants of the Baltic Sea region.
P.E. Müller in his Saxo Grammaticus edition pointed out that with Garn it is meant Västergarn, which
of course is very likely, because any other harbour
with the name of Garn is not available on the West
coast of Gotland, which is closest to the Swedish
mainland. Västergarn during the earlier medieval
times was an important and easily accessible harbour. There has existed a defense tower. Such defenses are found speciﬁcally in the vicinity of most
Gotlandic harbours.
The term ‘Gotlandic coast’ would probably mean
the Gotlandic harbours and associated trading places. These were in the earliest times fairly equal. In
the 1100s Visby has become more important and
due to the Artlenburg Treaty of 1161 the inﬂow
of merchants accelerated. Visby attracted German
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Fig 72. Map of important locations and routes during the Viking Age

immigrants and more and more trade was concentrated to Visby, to the detriment of other harbours
which resulted in their subsequent decline.
The Gotlandic trade in the two previous eras, as a
great power, was directed towards the east, south
and southwest. Avair Strabain was from Hoburg
‘Sätting’, the most southernly, so was Beowulf.
When the emerging Svea kingdom gains momentum in the Vendel era the interest from the Gotlandic viewpoint increases in that direction, even
if trade had occurred on both Uppland and Western Finland earlier. With the Trade and Protection
Treaty the Gotlanders now had free access to the
trade in the entire Svea kingdom. Now we need the
harbours on the west side as well. Among other
Paviken and Ridanäs in Fröjel are constructed with
shipyard, trade and crafts. When we arrive in the

Viking Age, the focus has shifted to the northwest
and there it is Bro ‘Sätting’ that is playing a dominant role.
There were probably since ancient times several key
harbours on Gotland. If we focus on Gotland’s division into six parts, each with coastlines, the ‘Sättings’, they are considered to go back to pre-Christian times. They were individually responsible for
taxation, jurisdiction and summons to arms. When
unrest and hostile attacks against Gotland were imminent the beacon system was important. The practice of establishing beacons is extremely old.
The warships or ledung ships used were called
‘Snäcka’. There are a number of harbours that have
snäcka in their names such as Snäckgärde in Väskinde, Snäcku in Sanda, Snäckhusvik in Vamlingbo, Snäckgärde in Lau, Snäckåker in Kräklingbo,
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Fig 73. Harbours and loading places around the
Gotlandic coasts
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Snäckänge in Anga, Snäckgärde in Othem, Snäckhagen in Lärbro, Snäckers in Lärbro and Snäckänge
in Tofta. In addition, Professor Nihlén has dug out
a ‘snäck’ house at the harbour in Bandelunda Bay.
With such a wide power of authority it is possible
that also the trade organization could have been
in the hands of the ‘Sättings’. It would thus have
been a need for at least one central harbour in each
of these. We know of some such harbors such as
Paviken in Hejde ‘Sätting’. From Burs ‘Sätting’ we
have Bandelunda Bay, Rute ‘Sätting’ Bogeviken and
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Harbours and loading places around the Gotlandic coasts
1.
Paviken, Västergarn
2.
Snäcku, Sanda
3.
Snäckhusvik, Vamlingbo
4.
Snäckhus, Burs
5.
Snäckgärde, Lau
6.
Snäckåker, Kräklingbo
7.
Snäckänge, Anga
8.
Snäckgärde, Othem
9.
Gamlehamn, Fårö
10.
Snäckhagen, Lärbro
11.
Snäckers, Lärbro
12.
Snäckgärde, Väskinde
13.
Snäckänge, Tofta
Viking age harbours according to Ingemar Olsson and Per
Lundström’s research about ‘snäck’ names. ‘Snäcka’ is an old
name for warship.

Already during the Middle ages known harbours
14.
Visby
15.
Västergarn (Garna)
16.
Sågholmen, Sanda
17.
Klintehamn
18.
Nymans, Fröjel
19.
Stora Karlsö
20.
Burgsvik
21.
Stuckviken, Öja
22.
Närshamn
23.
Slite
24.
S:t Olofsholm (Akergarn)
25.
Kyllej, Hellvi
26.
Fårösund
27.
Lauterhorn, Fårö
28.
Kappelshamn

Fig 74. The free trade on the Gotlandic coast. In the time of the Sagas when the Gotlanders were a free people, the Gotlandic
Merchant Farmers sailed and traded with whomever they wished. At that time the Gotlanders decided that the island’s trade
would be free for all mariners. It was the free trade that made us rich!
Painting by Erik Olsson
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Bro ‘Sätting’ in Heideby parish the later Visby. Ridanäs in Fröjel is another harbour in Hejde ‘Sätting’
just outside Vallhagar. In Hoburg ‘Sätting’ we have
Snäckhusvik.
The area inside the Bandelunda bay is very interesting. Here we can trace the concentration of
power back to the Neolithic period. The Chieftain
grave ‘Godsbacken’, excavated in 1984, has been
the graveyard, mausoleum, for the chiefs in the
area from 2300-700 BCE. Not far away from there
is the largest known chieftain hall ‘Stavars house’
(67x11 m) from the ﬁrst century with remains of an
older smaller hall under this one. It was excavated
in 1928-1931 and gave a wealth of ﬁnds from the
Roman time of emperors.
Then there is the Viking Age Merchant farm which
was excavated in 1983-1984. More than 50,000
ﬁnds were recorded. Moreover about 250 kg of animal bones emerged. Of great importance by the
spread of the ﬁnds it is to some extent possible to
establish the function of the various house bodies.
The concentration of boat rivets in one area makes
it likely that the house in question can be interpreted as a workshop or smithy, while the weights, silver
coins, keys and other ﬁne objects are concentrated
in a completely different location within the excavation area. On the last day of excavation a hoard
of 205 Arabic silver coins were discovered. These
were intact in the rolls as they once were transported wrapped in leather, just as banks now supply
coins in paper rolls. It was the ﬁrst time in present
day Sweden so old coins were found in the original
container in this way. The silver coins come from
10 different minting locations in the East, all with
exotic sounding names.
Excavations have been undertaken at Ridanäs in
Fröjel in the second half of the 1980s. The ﬁnd
material is spanning a period from 600 until the
Middle Ages. There are also some objects includ-
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ing coins from the 1500s and 1600s. Excavations in
Paviken indicate that Paviken dates back at least to
the Migration Period, and was still used in the 1000s.
Paviken consists of several stages. Siltation caused
the harbour to move further out to sea and eventually they had to abandon this city facility.
The ofﬁcial name of Gotland is ‘Gutniska kusten’.
In all trade agreements it is ‘Gutniska kusten’ and it
applies to no single harbour. The Gotlandic coast
was ﬁrst mentioned in written sources in the 500s
by Jordanes when he talks about the history of the
Goths.
If we take a look at how the Gotlandic society was
structured, you will see that it mostly is done on
private initiative, e.g. when building churches. It
is therefore natural that harbours and commercial sites also were based on private or rural joint
initiatives. Probably there were a large number of
harbours during the Vendel era and the Viking Age.
Dan Carlsson has in his inventory so far counted
more than 40 harbours. The Gotlandic coast had in
later times many ﬁshing villages and many of them
should already have been there at the time of the
Gotlandic Merchant Farmers’ Republic.
Jordanes says that the Goths came from the island
‘Gothiscandza’ or just ‘Scandza’ which is straight
out of the Vistula mouth and looks like a lemon
leave. In addition, he says that ‘Gothiscandza’ is located at the side of THULE. This he seems to have
obtained from the oral tradition.
A historian, Rolf Hachmann, mentions in his book
‘Die Goten und Skandinavien’ p 109 that linguistically one can equate ‘Gothiscandza’ and ‘gutisc
andeis’ which means the Gotlandic coast. Jordanes
says that “the Goths gave the land the name ‘Gotlandic coast’, and it is still so called today”.
As mentioned above, the interesting thing is that
‘Gutniska kusten’ is the ofﬁcial name of Gotland in
the oldest trade agreements from the 1100s.
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Helgö - Paviken-Ridanäs

Helgö near Birka shows an ancient settlement from
the Roman Iron Age, 300s CE, that goes into the
Viking Age. It ﬂourished in the Vendel era ca 600
CE. It is difﬁcult to ﬁt Helgö into a widespread distribution system other than as a link in a long chain
of Gotlandic trading places. Objects with decorations similar to the moulds on Helgö have, among
other things been found on Gotland. Helgö may
well have sprouted under Gotlandic inﬂuence like
Gotlandic trading Emporiums on the eastern coast
of the Baltic Sea. The activity is very similar to Paviken and Ridanäs and other Gotlandic craft centers.
The Gotlandic craft workshops are considerably
older than those on Helgö. Furthermore, the newly
immigrated Heruls probably needed the Gotlandic
commerce to develop their own economy.
Could this have been one of the reasons for the
low tribute to carry on trade on the new kingdom
in the Lake Mälar area! If the above statements are
correct the harbours at Paviken and Ridanäs were
founded to maintain trade with the emergent new
power later known as Svear. The suddenly ﬂourish-

ing new kingdom needed imports, which the Gotlanders could provide them with, among other glass.
Also Helgö needed raw materials for own products
in its own workshops for its own market. The ‘Suia
kunung’ thus secured the transport routes and the
Gotlanders took care of the trade and access to a
wider market. Sailing routes to the continent went
over Gotland.
Paviken shows two stages of development. The
older is inside Paviken at the outﬂow of Idån. This
harbour, market place, ship repair yard and crafts
area is located on one from communication view
well chosen, dry and well-drained area. There have
apparently been shipyards to build the boats in several places around the Gotlandic coasts. At Paviken it is the ﬁrst time we encounter such an ancient
shipyard facility. Above the beach the ground is
strewn with thousands of clinker-nails. The manner in which these rivets have been cut down shows
that there has been ship repairs on a large scale.
Per Lundström’s investigations in Paviken are illustrative. On a comparatively small area, extensive
traces of both craft and commerce, as well as ship-

Fig 75. Paviken i Västergarn
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building directly adjacent to Idån and adjacent to
the former bay at Paviken, were found during the
archaeological investigations 1967-1973. Nothing
on the surface tells today that here are substantial
and signiﬁcant traces hidden below ground.
Seven groups of different crafts have been possible to identify: boat building, iron smithery, metal
casting and bronze handicrafts, gem polishing, amber processing, glass industry, and bone and horn
handicrafts. For all these craft disciplines it has been
possible to more or less follow the manufacturing
process from raw material over a process that deposed miscellaneous waste, etc., until the ﬁnished
product. The different crafts have such a disparate
caracter, that they hardly could be in the hands of
a few Jack of all trades artists. Specialists must have
been active on the site. Import of raw materials
is characterized largely by local trade, where they
through trade contacts around the Baltic Sea region
could buy various commodities.
The next development step is the semicircular
Västergarn Wall at the entrance to Paviken. The wall
has long been compared with the Viking Age city
walls at Birka and Sliesthorp. Siltation of the entrance to Paviken and larger vessels have probably
contributed to the harbour beeing moved closer to
the sea. As mentioned earlier the ancient Gotlandic
city facility at Grobina in Latvia is similar in style to
stage two of the Viking Age Paviken on Gotland,
Sliesthorp in Denmark, Birka in the Lake Mälar and
Kiev in Garðaríki (Kievan Rus’). This type of settlement is obviously of Gotlandic origin.
The extensive Viking Age material found in Gotland suggests that the island had a very lively exchange with its environment, not least reﬂected in
the presence of numerous silver treasures. No area
in northern Europe has such a concentration of silver from the Viking Age as Gotland. This is clear
evidence of a very extensive and lively commerce.
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In recent years, Dan Carlsson has excavated a harbour and trading center in Fröjel, Ridanäs, also
on Gotland’s west coast, 14 km south of Paviken. A limited excavation of approximately 50,000
m2 ‘black earth’ yielded abundant evidence of intense activity. The thickness and distribution of the
cultural layer together with the large ﬁnd material
shows signiﬁcant activities.
The ﬁnd material provides further suggestions that
here has occurred handicraft trade and shipbuilding.
The material shows very great similarities with what
has emerged in surveys of the harbour facility at Paviken. Among other, raw materials are found in the
form of bronze bars, bone and horn, semi-ﬁnished
pins, combs and an animal head style buckle from
the 600s. Even pearl manufacture should have taken place at the site, as shown by the glass slag and
the discovery of glass mosaic and a multicolored
glass rod.
During the Viking age, Ridanäs was a harbour city,
and an important point of departure between the
Baltic Sea region and the Danish Sliesthorp. The
residents of Ridanäs participated in an extensive
exchange system, marked archaeologically by the
presence of lots of trade goods. Trade items included amber from the Southeast Baltics; rock crystal from the Black Sea; walrus ivory from the North
Atlantic; glass from Italy; carnelian, rock crystal and
amethyst from the Arabian peninsula; cowry shells
from the Indian Ocean; and silver coins of Arabic,
English and German origin. There are, including
several burial grounds, many relics of houses in the
form of post holes and groundsill stones, as well as
even a well-built paved well. Nothing of this was
visible above ground, or at all known earlier.
Saxo Grammaticus, end of the 1100s, mentions in
his depiction of the Bråvalla battle in the 700s that
the Gotlandic ‘ledungs’ ﬂeet waited for the Svear
in a harbour called Garn (Västergarn) and that it was
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Fig 76. Map over Västergarn and the Paviken area

agreed that they should meet with the Svear on a
speciﬁc time somewhere between ‘Vik’ and ‘Verundia’ (note 23). Note that Saxo end 1100s calls the
Gotlanders and Svear ‘Gothis obviam Suetis’.
According to E. Sperber the weight system that
for long periods was used in Paviken was the Arabic that had been ﬁxed by Caliph Abd al-Malik in
696/697 (note 23). Kubooktaedric weights have been
found in Bandelunda Bay in Burs and in Birka and
Sliesthorp (Sliaswich) belonging to the same weight
system.
We have earlier had a very poor knowledge of
where these harbours have been, how many they
were and the types of tracks and facilities that might
be hidden under the ground surface.
Gun Westholm’s studies of Visby, according to Strelow founded in 897, give a hint about what may be
there if the preservation conditions are good. Well
preserved wooden relics have been found, as well as
streets, alleys and manholes. Although the organic
material is no longer available, there remain a good
deal in other types of materials, such as bone, metal
and stone.
Analyses of Gotland’s silver treasures have demonstrated that they were very common on every major
Viking Age farm in Gotland. This would suggest

that a Gotlandic farm facility could support both
the production of fairly advanced products and
imports of foreign silver. Even bronze manufacture was common on Gotland. In Helgö the gold
appears to come from Gotland. The largest single
ﬁnd of Roman gold coins at Helgö is considered to
have originated from Gotland. It’s a treasure of 47
gold coins found on the market place at Helgö in
the Lake Mälar area.
The workshop functions at the Helgö settlement
were probably no different than in those other similar major urban centers. The example of Gotland
can throw more light on the situation on Helgö as
well as to its industrial organization.

The Kaupungs (Merchant farms)

Kaupungs stands for trading Emporium. Gotland
had already in the Bronze Age a widespread international trade. Gotland was in the ﬁrst century CE
the centre for trade in the Baltic Sea region with
close trading contacts with the Roman Empire, a
fact that the Romans knew very well. The Gotlanders probably controlled the nothern end of the
Amber Road between Kaliningrad on the Baltic Sea
and Aquileia on the Mediterranean Sea.
This central role is accentuated even more in the
900s when the large treasures of Arabic coins were
hidden in the Gotlandic soil.
It was the Gotlandic Merchant Farmers (Varangians,
also called al-Rus’), who carried this trade. Around the
Gotlandic beaches, berths grew up for their ships,
the ‘Gotlandic knarr.’ Some of these harbour sites
were also marketplaces, of which some evolved
into real venues with a permanent settlement and
a permanent resident population, composed mainly
of artisans but also of merchants and ﬁshermen.
These venues were more or less selfgrown and had
arisen at the old cult places and Things, which un-
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der the protection of the peace that prevailed at the
sacriﬁce and sacriﬁcial ceremonies had developed
into market places.
Gotland, which evolved into a democratic Merchant Farmers’ Republic, did not have kings when
you meet it in the written sources, and hence no city
founders. Therefore Gotland is a free-trade country
without customs duties and fees. This, combined
with the geographic location, was probably one of
the prerequisites for Gotland’s development into a
major trading power.
One can almost certainly say that the Kaupungs
found in Ardre, Östergarn and Gothem parishes
have been linked to major trading centres, where
also foreign merchants have come. Of these, it
seems from what we currently know, Kaupungs in
Ardre and possibly Kaupungs in Östergarn have
from the beginning been non-Christian places of
worship. For that reason, they had attracted people from large areas. It is also possible that all three
Kaupungs later evolved into permanent venues. In
any case, this appears to have applied to the harbour berth in Ljugarn and that one in Sandviken.
Whether the same also applies to Malmudden at
Gothemsån can only be determined through archaeological investigations.
Visby that according to Strelow (Cronica Guthilandorum), was founded in 897 is the only one of the
wharves on Gotland, that has evolved into a city.
This should have been due to extremely favorable
conditions, including a good location on the coast,
and for those days an excellent harbor where the
bottom conditions outside was rock not sand. It has
also been a signiﬁcant place for worship. Västergarn (Paviken) seems to long have been the leading
harbour with emerging urban areas but was due to
siltation abandoned in favor of Visby.
Apart from the eight harbours, where in the 1600s
‘Shore riders’ were stationed, the other trading plac-
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es on Gotland apparently had a brief heyday and
disappeared already in late medieval and early modern times. Included in these remaining eight were
Ljugarn and Sandviken.
The later decline is probably due to the fact that the
Gotlandic Merchant Farmers own trade was largely strangled by the emergence of the city of Visby,
and its later dominant role. The German penetration from end 1100s in the Baltic Sea region, which
resulted in the formation of the monopolistic German Hanse in 1358, played a decisive role.

Christianity, Judaism
or Islam?

When did Christianity or other related religions
gain footing on Gotland? We know nothing about
it. However, we know that the Gotlanders were tolerant against dissident religions. We must be aware
that the Gotlanders had experience of several
Christian and non-Christian beliefs. The tribal kindred, the Goths, were early Arian Christians and we
have several examples of early Christian symbolism
on Gotland and in the rest of southern Scandinavia.
Åke Ohlmarks, among others, believes that there is
evidence of Arian Christian graves on Gotland as
early as the 500s. Gotlandic merchants have surely met with Christians on their trading voyages to
the South already in the 300s and came very early
in contact with different types of Christianity. This
view is supported by the simple and factual story
in Guta Saga: “Although the Gotlanders were heathen, they nevertheless sailed on trading voyages to
all countries, both Christian and heathen. So the
merchants saw Christian customs in Christian lands.
Some of them then allowed themselves to be baptised, and brought priests to Gotland”.
To understand the earliest Christianity in the Nor-
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dic countries it is also required to answer the question why there are no Christian churches at that
time. The answer is very simple. The original Arian
Christian church had no church buildings, clergy or
a Pope. All this is a compromise in areas where you
had to give up old traditions with cult buildings and
an autocratic clergy. From this time we ﬁnd in Gotland and Sweden burial grave orbs with carved patterns which clearly go back to Capernaum, which in
381 is mentioned as an important pilgrimage. Later
Syrian stonemasons were fetched to Ravenna for
the construction of Theoderic the Great’s grave
mausoleum. Characteristic features of the decoration of the mausoleum are found on jewelry in the
Nordic countries from the same time.
Features of the Baltic Region Sea art, and the archaeological ﬁndings, suggest that in the 600s there
were trade relations between the British Isles and
the Baltic Sea region, mainly Gotland. The peoples
along the Baltic Sea coasts were within the orbit
of the Iro-Scottish mission in the 700s. The Anglo-Saxon church historian Bede Venerabilis (673735) mentions that even the Irish missionary Egbert,
a precursor to the Frisian missionary Willibrord, at
the end of the 600s had the intention to visit these
peoples. The idea was apparently to carry out missionary work and get these peoples to trading partners. From the sources we can see that Willibrord
also visited the ‘savage pagans’ of Denmark and
tried to convert them, probably about the year 700.
Assuming that it was a pretty strong Christian inﬂuence from England in southern Scandinavia, Gotland and central Sweden during the 700s, it is much
easier to explain the cultural development during
the same time. In the 700s there were at Broa in
Halla a workshop that produced gilded bronze
crosses as components to horse head ornaments.
From this it is, however, impossible to determine
whether Christianity gained some successes at that

time. However, one can detect northwest European
elements in the artistic design.
Willibrord represents a style with a braided pattern,
which among other things, is found around several
of the Gotlandic picture stones. This woven pattern is later known from the Lindisfarne Gospels,
an illuminated Latin manuscript of the gospels of
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John in the British Library. The manuscript was produced in Lindisfarne
in Northumbria in the late 600s or early 700s, and
is generally regarded as the ﬁnest example of the
kingdom’s unique style of religious art, a style that
combined Anglo-Saxon and Celtic themes, what is
now called Hiberno-Saxon art, or Insular art. Since
Willibrord’s braided pattern style has been so pervasive, it is likely that a number of missionaries appeared simultaneously.
There are many graves without ﬁnds on Gotland
from the end of the 700s and throughout the 800s.
This usually means that Christians were buried, because it is a non-Christian custom to add items to
the dead. If ﬁnds occur, mostly simple jewelry, they
sometimes have Christian motifs. These jewelry
come from all the countries with Christian traditions with which the Gotlanders in those days could
come into contact. One can thus detect both Irish,
Frankish-Carolingian and Orthodox inﬂuence. A
cist stone from Ire in Hellvi, which is dated to after 600 can be interpreted as a representation of
Christ’s resurrection. Even this one is surrounded
by a border with the ‘braided pattern style’ (Fig 76).
The archaeological ﬁnds accept the premise that
there has been a period of overwhelming Western-Christian inﬂuence in the 800s, which may have
begun as early as the end of the 700s.
Using the Guta Saga and treasure and grave ﬁnds,
the Christianizing sequence can be outlined thus:
about 800 the Christian idea is permanently rooted in Gotland, mediated by missionaries and those
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Fig 77. Cist stone from Ire Hellvi. Dated after 600.
who the Gotlanders encountered in their international relations. The Christian minority is believed
to take the actions it is able to secure for their salvation (e.g. earth free funeral). At the end of the 900s,
most population in the upper layer is believed to
have become Christians.
In the Gotlandic Merchant Farmers’ Republic the
prerequisites for the introduction of Christianity as
exclusively a state religion and subservience to foreign masters as bishops on the mainland to the east,
west or south is not in their interest. As we have seen
the Gotlanders want to put down their own conditions. However, the Christian social group one has
apparently still not sufﬁcient means to self-enforce
even that a Gotlandic Church is accepted.
Byzantine-Christian motives in the tomb ﬁnds from
this period such as necklaces and painted eggs of
clay are found in graves on Gotland, on Helgö and
on Björkö from the second half of the 800s.
In the 800s the Gotlanders also had lively contacts
with Judaism in Khazaria and Islam in Volga Bulgaria. The later had converted to Islam beginning
of 900s. In 912 the Gotlandic merchants in Constantinople embraced the Christian faith according
to al-Marwazi and in late 900s Christianity does ap-
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Fig 78. Grave Orb is the name for a petrosphere that was put
on the tomb of a deceased. Grave Orbs were made throughout
Scandinavia from the Pre-Roman Iron Age until the Vendel
era. Some grave orbs are engraved with ornaments, such as
the orb at Inglinge ‘hög’ or barrow of Inglinge near Ingelstad
in Småland. The barrow was in 1869 donated to Svenska
Fornminnesföreningen. Hög is from the Old Norse word haugr
meaning mound or barrow.

pear to be well established in Gotland (note 24).
We must also take the Archbishops of Hamburg-Bremen into account, who had the Pope’s
explicit commission to mission in the Scandinavian countries. They had the papal legate for the
Nordic countries. It is not possible that they would
not have cared to have their version of Christianity
spread on Gotland, the most important country for
the entire Baltic Sea trade. The Church’s missionary policy has always been that whenever there is
a viable Christian community, to appoint a bishop,
and to charter the local church organization with
ordinances that were only reserved for a bishop.
And from this diocese work towards neighboring
countries.
The Gotlanders did not accept that any church
could indirectly gain power over them through religious blackmail and other such means. Therefore
was the Gutna Althingi the higest authority over the
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Gotlandic Church. Not the Pope.
The Guta Saga remembers very well that bishops
came to Gotland, although in memory immediately
attach themselves to those who were pilgrims on
their way to the holy Jerusalem.
On Gotland, there were different ideas about the
dead man’s journey into the kingdom of death
(heaven). Then it is not much outside inﬂuence
needed for a change in form of burial. We ﬁnd
different types of graves, cremations and skeleton
graves, abundant food for the journey and equipment and almost no equipment at all, a boat, a
symbol of the boat and the direction in which the
skeleton lay.
Gotland’s long-distance trade relations from end
700s went largely to the east and southeast. The
Gotlanders were known as Varangian businessmen
and al-Rus’ from the island in the Baltic Sea, and
their trips were in the beginning primarily to the
Volga Bulgaria Muslims and the Jewish Khazaria
kingdom.
In 911 the Gotlanders signed a trade agreement
with the emperor in Miklagarðr Leo VI and during
the 900s and 1000s the Gotlanders also served as
mercenaries in Miklagarðr and came in close contact with the Byzantine religion. The Gotlandic
Merchant Farmer was a powerful person who could
inﬂuence his immediate surroundings with the new
ideas he had come in contact with in the East.
On Gotland is a ﬁnd category, called cemetery ﬁnds.
Since the 1800s, on a wide range of Gotland’s more
than 90 rural cemeteries, the grave digging and excavation for lightning conductors, etc. have come
across skeletons of corpses. These have been buried with full sets of costume buckles and other jewelry, combs, knives, keys, etc., all in late Viking Age
forms.
This ﬁnd category has puzzled the scientiﬁc researchers. However the cemetery ﬁnds on Gotland

seem to be Christian, as evidenced by the fact that
one can observe a strict separation of the graves
of women north of the church, and the men in the
south. This can not be done until there has been a
church building (note 25).
Similar tombs are found on Björkö, usually locally
separated from the usual non-Christian graves.

The Russian rivers

In 750 the Caliphate moved its centre from Syria to
Iraq. There were excellent rivers for transport and
communications in Eastern Europe. The Gotlandic
expansion to the east side of the Baltic Sea, in accordance with the trade and defence agreement, between the Gotlanders as merchants and the Svear as
warriors had begun earlier. Until end 700s this was
limited to Svea conquered Baltic Sea coastal states.
From the ﬁrst part of the 800s the ﬁnd material
bears evidence of long-distance connections by
Gotlandic merchants between the Baltic Sea and
the countries north of the Caspian Sea.
According to Arab and Greek sources Gotlandic
merchants were called al-Rus’ and Varangians. The
pattern from the Bronze Age seems to be repeated.
The Rus’ Khaganate was a polity that ﬂourished in
what is today northern Russia, roughly from the
late 700s to early-to-mid 800s (note 26). A predecessor to the Rurik Dynasty and the Kievan Rus’, the
Rus’ Khaganate was a cluster of city-forts, set up by
a people by the Arabs called al-Rus’. The regions
along the Russian rivers were the places of operation for these adventurers and merchants.
The population where the al-Rus’ (Gotlandic merchants)
founded their bases was at that time composed of
Baltic, Slavic, Finnic and Turkic peoples.
According to contemporaneous sources, the population centers of the region were under the rule
of a chief using the Old Turkic title Khagan. The
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al-Rus’ (ro r) and came from the Baltic Sea region
(‘comperit eos gentis esse Sueonum’). Old Norse ro r
meaning ‘expedition of rowing ships’. Their leader
they called Khacanus.
A coin from Emperor Theophilos (829-842) was
found in the Spilling treasure.
Ibn Khordadhbeh depicts that probably about the
year 846 al-Rus’ merchants visited Miklagarðr and
Baghdad. In 860 there was the ﬁrst hostile al-Rus’
expedition against Miklagarðr.
From what we know from before, al-Rus’ were Gotlandic merchants from the Baltic Sea region. These
Fig 79. Neman river
merchants were also called Varangians, according
Rus’ Khaganate period marked the genesis of a dis- to Greek, Arab and Kievan Rus’ sources. These
tinct al-Rus’ ethnos, and its successor states would Varangians emerged not only as slave hunters, but
include Kievan Rus’ and later states from which were primarily known as merchants. Ibn Khordadhbeh (c. 820 – 912): “The al-Rus’ come from the
modern Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine evolved.
We know from the sources that in 838 Gotlandic farthest corners of the Slav’s country. They travel
merchants travelled along one of Eastern Europe’s over the Roman Sea to Constantinople and sell their
rivers to Miklagarðr saying they were called Rhos, goods, furs of beaver and black fox and swords”.

Fig 80. Image from the Skylitzes illuminated manuscript in Madrid, showing Greek ﬁre in use against an enemy ﬂeet.
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Fig 81. The Russian rivers

Ibn Rustah’s description (note 27):
“What the al-Rus’ concern, they live on an island,
surrounded by a lake. This island, on which they
live, have an extent of three days’ journey (about 120
km) .
It has even been said that the ruler in Garðaríki (Kievan Rus’) was a great merchant, who ran the trade
with the products, which he received as tax from his
subordinates. The Varangians settled down inside
the East Slavic area, forcing their subordinates to
feed them and obtain merchant goods.
Around the year 700 travelling Radhanites (later
known as Jewish merchants) from Khazaria had founded Kiev (Turkish for “beach settlement”) at the Dnieper
River. The place was during the 700s and 800s an
outpost for the Khazar Khaganate.
As Kiev became an important station on the trade
route between the Baltic Sea and Miklagarðr, it was
seized by the Gotlandic Varangians in 882 and became under Varangian rule Garðaríki, a Kievan Rus’
capital. From Arabic sources we know that one of
the al-Rus’ trade routes ended in Miklagarðr (Istanbul) where they sold furs and swords.
Garðaríki (Kievan Rus’) was after that ruled by a resident Varangian nobility, that became the nucleus

of the Kievan Rus’ polity, whose ‘Golden Age’ was
from late 800s to mid 1200s, when it disintegrated
after the Mongol invasion. (1237–1240).
They are referred to as Kievan Rus’. The 1100s Kievan Primary Chronicle, says that a group of Varangians known as the al-Rus’ settled at the ‘Rurik fort’
at Novgorod in 864, under the leadership of Rurik
(Rörik, Hrörekr).
Other centres were Staraya Ladoga (Aldeigjuborg) at
Lake Ladoga, Gnezdovo at Smolensk and Timerevo in Yaroslavl (note 28). Typical of these centers is
that they are located on waterways, and that craft
and trade is well developed, and the material culture
is international.
According to Davidan the activities of the Varangians were mainly linked to the proto urban centers
of Eastern Europe and those that emerged along
the Volga river trail.
According to Davidson, Kiev is a striking parallel to
Grobina regarding the description professor Nerman has made on the development there, which in
its turn is a parallel to Paviken on the west coast
of Gotland. There are many notes in the Byzantine
and Arabic literature about the Varangians as merchants in Eastern Europe.
The Christianization of the Rus’ Khaganate.
The most authoritative source on the ﬁrst Christianization of the al-Rus’ is an encyclical letter of
Patriarch Photius, datable to early 867. Referencing
the al-Rus’-Byzantine War of 860, Photius informs
the Oriental patriarchs and bishops that, after the
Bulgars turned to Christ in 863, the al-Rus’ followed suit so zealously that he found it prudent to
send to their land a bishop.
According to Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos,
who authored a biography of his grandfather, Basil
the Macedonian, it was his ancestor who persuaded
the al-Rus’ to abandon their pagan ways. Constantine attributes the conversion to Basil and to Pa-
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triarch Ignatius, rather than to their predecessors,
Michael III and Photius. He narrates how the Byzantines galvanized the al-Rus’ into conversion by
their persuasive words and rich presents, including
gold, silver, and precious tissues. He also repeats a
traditional story that the pagans were particularly
impressed by a miracle: a gospel book thrown by
the archbishop into an oven was not damaged.
Although Byzantine sources provide the most detailed account of the Christianization of the al-Rus’
in the 800s, the contemporary Muslim authors seem
to corroborate their evidence. Ibn Khordadhbeh,
when describing the al-Rus’ in the 880s, notes that
“they style themselves as Christians”. The phrasing
suggests that he did not take these claims seriously. Al-Marwazi, reports that the al-Rus’ abandoned
their wild pagan ways and raids, settling into Christianity in 912 (see trade agreement of 911).
According to the ’Primary Chronicle’, the earliest
chronicle of al-Rus’, the territory of the future Kievan Rus’ state was divided between Varangians and
Khazars. The Laurentian Codex says:
In the year 859: Varangians from over the sea imposed tribute upon the Chuds, the Slavs, the Merias,
the Veses and Krivichs, but the Khazars imposed it
upon the Polians, the Sieverians and Vyatichs.
However, in 860-862, “The tributaries of the Varangians drove them back beyond the sea and, refusing them further tribute, set out to govern themselves. There was no law among them, but tribe rose
against tribe. Discord thus ensued among them,
and they began to war one against the other. They
said to themselves, “Let us seek a prince who may
rule over us, and judge us according to the Law.”
They accordingly went overseas to the Varangians
(al-Rus’). The Chuds, the Slavs, the Krivichs and the
Ves then said to the al-Rus’, “Our land is great and
rich, but there is no order in it. Come to rule and
reign over us”. They thus selected three brothers
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Fig 82. One of the major Gotlandic Varangian trade routes
in the 700s–1000s was the Volga trade route which ended in
Atil and was the major commercial outpost from which trade
extended into the far reaches of ‘Deep Asia’.

with their kinfolk, who took with them all the alRus’ they could and migrated.
The three brothers, Rurik (the oldest), Sineus, and Truvor, established themselves in Novgorod, Beloozero and Izborsk, respectively. After two years, Rurik’s
brothers died leaving Rurik sole ruler. He in turn
installed his nakhodniks to assist him in governing
the land. The principal cities became Novgorod
ruling over Ilmen Slavs, Polotsk – Krivichi, Rostov
– Merya, Beloozero – Veps, and Murom – Muroma.
The chronicle names him as the progenitor of the
Rurik Dynasty. The Primary Chronicle says:
Two of Rurik’s boyars, Dir and Askold who were
not blood-related to Rurik, asked him to go with
their families to Tsargrad. Going down the Dnieper
River they noticed a settlement named Kiev which
they liberated from the Khazars’ tribute and settled
there, conquering the rest of the Polians’ land.
The principality of Kievan Rus’ was founded by
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Prince Oleg (Helgu in Khazarian records). The territory
of his state was much smaller than the later state
of Yaroslav the Wise. During the next 35 years,
Oleg and his warriors subdued the various Eastern
Slavic and Finnic tribes. In 882, Oleg deposed Dir
and Askold subordinating Kiev directly to himself
and choosing it as the capital city. In 883, Oleg
conquered the Drevlians imposing a fur tribute on
them. By 884 he managed to subjugate the Polians,
Drevlians, Severians, Vyatichs, and Radimichs while
at war with the Tivertsi and the Ulichs. The latter
were located in the area known among the Greek
historians as the Great Scythia (lands of lower Dniester
and Dnieper rivers).
In 907 Miklagarðr was attacked by the Kievan Rus’
under Oleg, who was seeking favourable trading
rights with the empire. The Emperor Leo VI paid
them off, and they left (ﬁg. 155, p. 383).
However, in 911 a trade treaty was signed by a Gotlandic Varangian delegation represented by Karl,
Ingjald, Farulf, Vermund, Hrollaf, Gunnar, Harold, Kami, Frithleif, Hroarr, Angantyr, Throand,
Leithulf, Fast, and Steinvith and the Byzantine Emperor Leo VI. The text testiﬁes that the Varangians
were settled in the quarter of Saint Mamas. In the
concluding lines of the treaty the Byzantines kiss
the cross, while the Varangians swear by their arms,
invoking what the Primary Chronicle calls Perun
(god of thunder and lightning) and Veles.
When the Gotlandic Merchant Farmers (Varangians)
went on their voyages to the East, they chose the
transportation of the time, the water trails. The
large main rivers that led to Byzantium and the Caliphate were the Dnieper and Volga. Even Dniester
should be counted here.
To these it was possible to come from the Baltic
Sea region up the river Neva, Daugava, Neman, and
Vistula. On none of these was it possible to go directly to the main rivers. They must travel there via

other rivers, and mostly even over the watershed.
The main road to the Volga has been the Neva. On
the Neva they came to Ladoga. The route that is
usually mentioned is: Neva - Ladoga - Svir - Lake
Onega - Vytegra - short portage - Kovscha - Lake
Bjeloozero - Sjeksna. The most difﬁcult stretch was
probably between Ladoga and Onega, that is up
the Svir. There were some obstacles in the form of
rapids. Here, the Gotlanders had to use rapids fellows, who were actually dragging their boats past
the rapids.
To the Dnieper one could come on all these ‘access
rivers’. The most common would have been Neva
and Daugava. Neva was thus common for trips to
both the Volga and the Dnieper. The itinerary was:
Neva - Ladoga - Volchov - (Novgorod) lake Ilmen Lovat - portage at about 8 km - Usviat - Daugava (at
current Suraz) - short distance on Daugava - Kapplya
- Lake Kasplya - Udra - Molodaya - portage of 6 km
(possibly 2 km) - Oljitja - Dnieper.
On Daugava they came directly to the current Suraz. After that trip the same route as above (Neva
- Dnieper). Even for this route a hypothesis has been
set, over a route that was much shorter, from Daugava to Dnieper, namely via Berezina.
The Neman route to the Dnieper was the only route
which probably did not have to pass a watershed.
The itinerary was: Neman - Sciara - not mentioned
river - Jaselda - Pripet - Dnieper.
The Vistula route to Dnieper was: Vistula - Bug portage of 6 to 30 km - possibly tributary of the
Pripet - Pripet (or portage - direct Pripet) - Dnieper.
From Bug it is possible to switch to the Dniester.
It is clearly proven by the archaeological material
and/or literary sources, that the Varangians traveled
on the Volga and the Dnieper, and on ‘the tributaries’ to these main routes, from the north. Even
the Daugava route should essentially be included in
the itinerary. Clear evidence exists for its lower part,
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between the Baltic Sea region and to the vicinity of
Polotsk. However, ﬁndings are not nearly so rich
after this river as along those mentioned above.
Arbman has made probable, that there was a route
that went through Poland during the period’s ﬁnal
stage. He mentions Vistula, without deﬁnite position on how to get over to the Dnieper. He suggests
Pripet as possible (that would be the Vistula - Bug - portage - Pripet). He believes it is more likely with a more
southerly route, through Volhynia or Podolia, without going into the bay. The Neman and Dniester
are also highly probable waterways.
Any special route for the Gotlanders can not be
substantiated. Looking at the distances, Neman
seems most likely. Up to now the ﬁndings are very
few along this river, except at its lower course. One
can only assume that it was used. The Vistula route
also seems a likely option. It is also proven archaeologically that Gotlanders lived in Truso (Elbing) until about 900, close to the Vistula estuary. It seems
highly likely that the men went on trading voyages
from here. Any future discoveries may clarify these
problems with the Gotlanders’ routes.
The Arabs have helped a great deal in their Viking
Age literature to clarify our understanding of the
difference between Varangians and Vikings.
The fact is that the contemporary western sources of the Baltic Sea region’s history, during the socalled Viking Age, ﬂoat very sparingly.
For the Vikings in Western Europe, Latin and Old
English chronicles give some data. Also Arabic
chronicles from Spain broadly conﬁrm the Western
chronicles information.
For the Varangians in the Baltic Sea region and on
the Russian rivers the ﬂow from Arabic and Greek
sources is much richer. We also have from the Baltic
Sea region contemporary runic inscriptions.
The Arab geographers and travel writers from the
800s have quite a lot to say about the al-Rus (Varang-
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ian) merchants from the island in the Baltic Sea. It is

a material that should be more valuable, and like the
runic inscriptions, we can expect it to slowly and
steadily be increased with new discoveries.
One result, already clear from the oriental sources,
must be particularly noted. They differentiate very
clearly between two types of travelling northerners.
Those travelling west were called Vikings. In the
East, however, there were no Vikings, they were
called Varangians and al-Rus’. It was Fritz Askeberg,
who in his dissertation, ‘Norden och kontinenten
i gammal tid’ (Uppsala 1944), made a clariﬁcation of
this essential distinction.
If one only takes into account the contemporary,
authentic sources, it is a clear-cut border that runs
between the West Nordic and East Nordic language
area and in the south continues along the Elbe line.
West of this line, there are no Varangians, east of
it, there are no Vikings. One of the few apparent
exceptions is a Viking word on a rune stone in
Uppland, but Askeberg shows that the inscription
speaks of a Norwegian immigrant there.
Askeberg’s discovery has unfortunately not been
noticed in 1958 by M. Canard in his meritorious
translation of ibn Fadlan. Canard is talking about
‘Swedish Vikings’ in Eastern Europe. That is an
impossible statement.
Askeberg had, however, no knowledge of the oriental sources and was therefore unable to extend
the evidence with the Arabic use of the language
(Vikander, Araber, Vikingar. Väringar).
The Arabs acknowledge in their own way strikingly
Askebergs main thesis. They consistently use different names for the Western Vikings and Eastern Europe’s Varangians. In the east they have essentially
two names for them: Warang and al-Rus’ (with long u),
in the west in the Spanish-Arabic authors writings
only a single name, Madjùs.
The word Varangian was used by Greeks, Arabs and
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Kievan Rus’ for merchants from the the Baltic Sea
island.
The etymology of the name al-Rus’/Rhos needs
clariﬁcation. Many scholars have wrongly maintained that the word al-Rus’ must be identical with
the Finnish word Ruotsi and Estonian Rootsi.
Sven Ekbo (1981) convincingly connects the word
to Old Norse ro r meaning ‘expedition of rowing
ships’.
On the Russina rivers there were rowing Gotlandic
merchants which they accordingly called al-Rus’.
In Finland and Estonia there were rowing Svear
who conquered their land, Ruotsi and Rootsi.
This linguistic usage tells us already a lot. In Eastern Europe, the Arabs have thus had time to peacefully get acquainted with the Gotlanders, and from
them make two Gotlandic words. Warang is the Old
Norse Vaeringi, al-Rus’ connects to Old Norse ro r
meaning ‘expedition of rowing ships’. In the west,
however, the Arabs have not had a clue about the
Vikings’ language, and therefore in their perplexity
seized back on an old word for the pagans, that from
the Quran familiar word madjù, ‘magician’. It ﬁts
pretty good with the fact that we in the west mostly have to do with sudden passing military assaults,
which did not allow any linguistic contact. The only
exception would be a travel book by al-Ghazal. In
Eastern Europe, however, the merchants from the
the island in the Baltic Sea and the Arabs met frequently and had the opportunity to exchange not
only goods but also ideas. In a way, this is of course
evident from ibn Fadlan’s travel journal.
Scientiﬁc use of the Arabic and Persian sources is
difﬁcult. They can only be properly examined by
researchers, who are both at home in the Oriental
languages and in the historical problems that these
bring about. Here it is a matter of stressing the necessity of this material ﬁnally be admitted to serious
scrutiny.

Khazaria and Volga Bulgaria

The Khazars, a semi-nomadic Turkish people closely related to the Bulgarians, established one of the
largest polities of medieval Eurasia, with Atil as the
capital (note 29). Their territory was comprising much
of modern-day European Russia, western Kazakhstan, eastern Ukraine, Azerbaijan, large portions of
the northern Caucasus (Circassia, Dagestan), parts of
Georgia, the Crimea, and northeastern Turkey.
They played a role in the balance of powers and
destiny of the world civilization. After Kubrat’s
Great Bulgaria was destroyed by the Khazars in
the 600s, some of the Bulgars ﬂed to the west and
founded a new Bulgar state (present day Bulgaria) near
the Danubian Plain, under the command of Khan
Asparukh. The rest of the Bulgars ﬂed to the north
of the Volga River region and founded at the big
bend in the Volga in Russia’s heart, where the river
Kama ﬂows into the Volga, the Volga Bulgaria kingdom with its capital Bolghar. The Volga Bulgaria’s
heyday occurred in the 900s. At that time they adopted Muhammad’s teachings.
The area south of the kingdom of the Volga Bulgars, between the Caspian and Black Seas, accordingly belonged to the Khazars. Khazaria had an ongoing entente with Byzantium. The Khazars aided
the Byzantine emperor Heraclius (reigned 610–641) by
sending an army of 40,000 soldiers in his campaign
against the Persians in the Byzantine–Sassanid War
of 602–628. They also served their partner in wars
against the Abbasid Caliphate.
Sarkel (a Turkish word meaning White Fortress) was built in
the 830s by a joint team of Greek and Khazar architects to protect the north-western border of the
Khazar state. The chief engineer during the construction of Sarkel was Petronas Kamateros who
later became the governor of Cherson.
Khazaria was the ﬁrst feudal state to be established
in Eastern Europe. According to ibn Khordadhbeh
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Fig 83. The Khazar Khaganate, between 650 and 850. The period when the Khazars had their greatest power corresponded
with the European Dark Ages, and took place at a very important time for the creation of capitalism. Its strategic importance
between China on one side and the Middle East and Europe on the other, temporarily gave all of Eurasia incredible riches.

the Khazarian Jewish merchants (Radhanites) were responsible for the commerce between southwestern
Asia and northern Europe, as well as the connection
to the Silk Road. The name ‘Khazar’ is found in numerous languages and seems to be tied to a Turkish verb form meaning ‘wandering’ (Modern Turkish:
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Gezer). Pax Khazarica is a term used by historians to

refer to the period during which Khazaria dominated the Pontic steppe and the Caucasus Mountains.
The Gotlandic Varangians made regular commercial trips to the Khazar capital Atil at the lower Volga and the city of Bolghar in the country of the
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Volga Bulgars in the region of Kamas’ inﬂow in the
Volga river.
After ﬁghting the Arabs to a standstill in the North
Caucasus, Khazars became increasingly interested
in replacing their Tengriism with a state religion that
would give them equal religious standing with their
Abrahamic neighbors. During the 800s, the Khazar
royalty and much of the aristocracy converted to a
form of Judaism. Yitzhak ha-Sangari is the name
of the rabbi who converted the Khazars to Judaism
according to Jewish sources.
Khazars were judged according to Tōra (orders of the

the Varangians refused to accept anything else but
jingling silver coins for their goods.
Between 965 and 969, Khazar sovereignty was broken by the Kievan Rus’. Sviatoslav I of Kiev defeated them in 965 by conquering the Khazar fortress
of Sarkel. Two years later, Sviatoslav conquered Atil.

The ﬁrst permanent church

It’s difﬁcult to say from where the second phase
of Christianity won entry into the Gotlandic sociKhagan; coming from the root Tōr meaning customs; unwritten ety. Al-Marwazi, reports in 912 that the al-Rus’ (the
law of people in Old Turkic) (Modern Turkish: Töre), while Gotlandic merchants) abandoned their wild pagan ways
the other tribes were judged according to their own and raids, settling into Christianity. When the ﬁrst
simple stave churches were built on Gotland has up
laws.
to
now not been possible to establish.
Being a surprisingly tolerant and pluralistic society,
even its army incorporated Jews, Christians, Muslims and Pagans at a time when religious warfare
was the order of the day around the Mediterranean
and in Western Europe. By welcoming educated
and worldly Jews from both Christian Europe and
the Islamic Middle East, Khazaria rapidly absorbed
many of the arts and technologies of civilization.
As a direct result of this cultural infusion, they became one of the very few Asian steppe tribal societies that successfully made the transition from
nomad to urbanite. Settling in their newly created
towns and cities between the Caspian Sea and the
Crimean Peninsula on the Black Sea, they became
literate and multi-lingual agriculturalists, manufacFig 84. Constantinople and the Byzantine Empire has left its
turers and international traders.
mark in the form of religious items, jewelry, and not least in
The Islamic Bulgars in the Volga river bend and coins. The trade treaty signed in 911 by a Gotlandic VarangKhazaria were the two main cross points for the ian delegation and the Byzantine Emperor Leo VI testiﬁes that
Arab trade routes. The main imported goods traded the Varangians were settled in the quarter of Saint Mamas.
in these markets were furs, slaves and weapons.
The Treasure from Ocksarve in Hemse contains 123 ByzanAccording to ibn Rustah and ibn Haukal, al-Rus’ tine coins, representing Constantine VII 913-959, Basileios
delivered the ﬁrst two mentioned in Khazaria and II 976-1025, Romanus III 1028-1034 and Constantine IX
Volga Bulgaria. Ibn Rustah and Gurdesi explain that 1042-1055
Photo Gotland’s Museum
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There are many indications that the actual church
building period began with Byzantine painted stave
churches in the 900s, to be completed with stone
churches before the end of the 1200s. After that
time, probably very few new congregations have
come about on Gotland. A painted board from Eke
is after a dendrochronological analysis carried out
in 2005 dated to after 920.
The Gotlandic stave churches were carved, an art
that did not end until well into the Christian period.
The dating of the four most famous stave churches is uncertain. In the old days they were perhaps
carved with ﬂoral ornament and painted green, if
one is to draw a parallel to the green vines that alRus’ merchants (Gotlanders) according to ibn Fadlan
year 922 had tattooed on their bodies.
The Guta Lagh give us information how to go about,
if you wanted to build a new church. These provisions are included as a detail in the section on tithes
(§ 3 of the Guta Lagh). Under these provisions it appear that parish formations on Gotland have been
the result of purely private initiative, without the
involvement of superior ecclesiastical authorities or
individual chiefs. Any other patronage holders than
the merchant farmers can not be demonstrated on
the Gotlandic countryside. On the Swedish mainland the concession of the bishop was needed, and
in some places the king’s consent, if you wanted to
form new parishes. This of course meant a reduction in the farmers’ autonomy.
On Gotland parish formation is completely free
from such inﬂuence. This is another proof, that
Gotland at this time was a supreme Merchant
Farmers’ Republic, without external inﬂuences.
Some merchant farmers join together to form a
community of interest, build a church, and get a
priest, ‘for greater convenience.’ After the church is
completed and consecrated, by a bishop, they leave
the old church. Thereafter they have to pay tithes
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to the new church community. The law creates safeguards for its continued existence by making it impossible for those who have been involved in the
construction and inauguration to run away from
their responsibilities and return to the old church.
The law outlines carefully the evidence rules that
will be applicable.
It is likely that the free and independent position,
the farmers had on Gotland, contributed to the fact
that here one ﬁnds, in relation to the population, a
very large number of parishes. Of course it also
depends on the Gotlandic merchant farmers good
economy at the beginning of the 1000s, making it
possible even for very small groups of merchant
farmers to form a parish and build a church.
The Gotlandic parishes hold a special position,
which is not only related to the Gotlandic Church’s
autonomy in relation to the Bishop of Linköping,
but equally to the position of Gotland as a separate
country next to the Svea kingdom, Denmark and
Norway.
The Gotlandic Church gives its parishes, in some
cases, a very substantial autonomy when it comes
to matters which have to do with the parish’s internal character. Its interests are primarily tied to
the church and the maintenance of the priest (Tithe),
but the parish is also responsible for matters relating to discipline and morality. These concepts have
through Christianity obtained a new content. To
this will later be added poor relief, that becomes a
Christian duty in the parish framework, rather than
a clan affair.
When the old law with its roots in the Germanic
clan society in the 1200s was written down it was
revised and adapted to the new Christian faith
and gave the new internal church matters to the
church-parish to deal with. In contrast, those in
the clan society statutes, which were central to the
everyday coexistence (issues such as manslaughter, assault,
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Fig 85. The Kievan Rus’ at the beginning of Sviatoslav’s reign, showing his sphere of inﬂuence in 972. Sviatoslav was the
grandfather to Yaroslav the Wise.
theft, inheritance, and purchase of property), remain in full
force and are decided within the Thing organization. This division was easy because the parish was
a completely new and relatively autonomous legal
entity. The parish had under the Guta Lagh not only
the right to pass judgment but also impose ﬁnes.
These ﬁnes are then allocated between the priest,
the church and parish. This is due to the fact that
these violations exclusively affect the congregation
as such and not the greater Thing congregation.
In 988 Vladimir I ofﬁcially converted to Christianity
the Kievan Rus’ and married the sister of Emperor
Basil II. This must also have had a major impact
on the Gotlandic society, with its intimate contacts
with Miklagarðr (Constantinople), Garðaríki (Kievan
Rus’) and Holmgarðr (Novgorod).
As seen above the Gotlanders had close contact
with the Byzantine empire during the 900s and

1000s with Gotlanders even employed as mercenaries. The Gotlandic Varangians were settled in the
quarter of Saint Mamas. They came in close contact with the Byzantine religion, churches and its art.
The Byzantine art must have made an impression
on them. Surely there must have been artists among
those Gotlanders, who got training in Byzantium,
and brought back the Byzantine art to Gotland, and
embraced it in the Gotlandic high standing art tradition and made it a Gotlandic art, as the Gotlanders always have done with foreign impulses. Surely
this is the reason to the painting in the Gotlandic wooden churches in the 900s and 1000s and in
the early stone churches. Only planks are left from
these wooden churches on Gotland but it is enough
for the art historians to decide the motives.
There are similarities in church art in some churches on Gotland, in Kiev, Novgorod, Pskov, Vladimir,
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Suzdal and Staraya Ladoga. This church art seems
to come from craftsmen and painters with independant roots in craft schools in Byzantium.
There are still a few stone churches left with Byzantine paintings on Gotland but many, probably also
with Byzantine paintings, were demolished in the
1200s and replaced with larger western inﬂuenced
churches.
Kiev was a Slavic settlement on the trade route between the Baltic Sea and Miklagarðr (Constantinople),
and was a tributary to the Khazars, until seized by
the Gotlandic Varangians in 882. Under Varangian
rule, Kiev became the Kievan Rus’ capital (note 30).
The word Varangian was used by Greeks, Arabs and
Kievan Rus’ for merchants from the island in the
Baltic Sea.
The etymology of the name al-Rus’/Rhos needs
clariﬁcation. Many scholars have wrongly maintained that the word al-Rus’ must be identical with
the Finnish word Ruotsi and Estonian Rootsi.
Sven Ekbo (1981), however, convincingly connects
the word to Old Norse ro r meaning ‘expedition of rowing ships’.
On the Russian rivers there were in the 800s rowing
Gotlandic merchants who the Arabs accordingly
called al-Rus’.
In Finland and Estonia there were later rowing
Svear who conquered their land and their name
for Sweden became Ruotsi and Rootsi, also derived
from ro r.
Yaroslav the Wise, Grand Prince of Novgorod, with
the active support of the Novgorodians and the
help of Varangian mercenaries, defeated his brother Svyatopolk and became Grand Prince of Kiev
in 1019. The Swedish king Olof Skötkonung, when
he came in conﬂict with king Olaf in Norway, who
was engaged to his daughter Ingegerd, broke the
engagemant and quickly married off his daughter
to the new ruler in Kiev. This resulted in Ingegerd’s
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brother the Swedish king Anund Jakob having at
his side a bishop of the Byzantine church, while he
at the same time fought off the Hamburg Church’s
power demands.
Christianity, in some areas on Gotland, may also
have come from England, whose missionary activity
in the Swedish provinces is well documented. The
English saint name Botulf, in its Gotlandic form
Båtel, which otherwise is highly unusual in Scandinavia, is numerously represented on Gotland, both
in place names as well as personal names. The name
has a special concentration to areas around Burgsvik and Fröjel. There are the two main harbours of
entry from the southwest to the west coast of Gotland. It is in this context illuminating that both Öja
Church, in whose parish Burgsvik lies, like Fröjel
church next to the Ridanäs harbour are consecrated
to English saints.
According to Adam of Bremen it was Harald Bluetooth of Denmark, who encouraged a merchant
on Gotland to build a church. However there were
already Byzantine wooden churches on Gotland..
Around the year 960 Harald Gormsson Bluetooth
(c. 950-986) became the ﬁrst king in the Nordic countries to join Pope Christianity according to the German church and decided to Christianize all Denmark (Jutland). Harald Bluetooth conquered even the
Lejre kingdom (the Danish islands and Skåne) as well as
Norway and the country around Sliesthorp.
On the Jelling stone raised by Harald Bluetooth in
983, it says “the Harald who won for himself all
Denmark and Norway and the Danes were Christianized.” After the murder of Harold about 986 his
son Sven Tveskägg (Forkbeard) loosened the country
from the German church Christianity.
The ﬁrst Gotlander, who built a Christian church
on Gotland, was according to ‘Guta Saga’, Botair
from Akebäck. But the time was not yet ripe and
the Gutna Althingi, where the Æsir belief faction
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still had the majority had it burnt. The place where
the church had been was thus named Kulstäde, i.e.
the charcoal place.
Akebäck, where the ﬁrst church on Gotland is said
to have been located, is in Dede Thing. It is one of
the most important Things on Gotland. Within its
borders lies not only Visby, which apparently is the
Thing’s original harbour, but also Roma, which is
an important central place in the middle on Gotland and the place for the Gutna Althingi. Through
Dede Thing goes the old main road from Roma
over Akebäck and Träkumla straight to Visby. The
antiquity of the road is conﬁrmed by the chain of
Iron Age tombs lining the road between Träkumla
and Visby.
“Some time after, it was sacriﬁce in the Vi. There
he built a second church.” What is depicted in this
section is not a local incident linked to Visby, but an
event of decisive importance in Gotland’s history,
namely the last ﬁnal battle for and against Christianity. On the Christian side is Botair of Akebäck,
one of the leaders in Dede Thing, who against the
Gutna Althingi defends his newly built church in
Vi. He may thereby be supported by his father in
law Likkair, who might have been ‘landsdomare’ i.e.
leader of the Gutna Althingi, as it is said about him
that ‘He ruled most at that time’. He had most to
say on Gotland. Perhaps he pointed out that the
church stood in a holy place - it was in Vi - where
violence was not allowed to be committed, and that
several doctrines of faith were allowed on Gotland.
This meant that the church could remain. The decision can thus be compared with the later Icelandic
Althing decision of the year 1000, when Christianity
was ofﬁcially introduced in Iceland.
The event, which is depicted here, has apparently
taken place in Visby. Both the events described by
the ﬁnal decision, that the Church would remain,
are apparently linked to one time and one place,

namely Visby.
The seafaring Arab al-Tartûschî visited Hedeby (Visby) about the year 973 and says that there were a
few Christians and a small church. He should have
recognized this for he came nearest from Christian
countries. Did al-Tartûschî see Botair’s church?
What al-Tartûschî mean by big city seems to indicate that he calls a monastery, Fulda, in the Frankish
country, for a large city. Fulda consisted of several
houses and was walled (fenced). He describes Hedeby as a large but poor city in the world ocean’s outer
edge. He took particular note of the good supply
of drinking water, the woman’s free status and that
a small number of the inhabitants are Christians.
One of the reasons why Visby grew was the good
supply of drinking water.
Some researchers have presumed it to be Schleswig.
However, Ansgar had already in 849 got permission
to build a church i Sliaswic. It is more logical that it
is Hejdeby on Gotland. Hejdeby stretches to Visby
and no one knows the name of the place for the
sacriﬁcial place (Vi) in the Viking Age. ‘At the outermost edge of the world ocean’ ﬁts better in with
the place Vi (Visby) than with Sliestorp (the name of
the place in Frankish royal annals from the year 804) founded
latest 770 CE. Sliestorp-Schleswig is located inland
and not at the extreme edge of the ocean, while
Visby may well seem to.
‘Guta Saga’ tells about Olaf the Saint and Christianity. Gotland, however, was Christianized long before Olaf the Saint came to Gotland. As mentioned,
several doctrines of faith fought for the souls. At
Olaf ’s second visit in 1030, as a Christian, Ormica
is likely to have converted to Olaf ’s religious belief.
Olaf had converted to Christianity in Normandy
in 1015 and belonged to Pope-Christianity. The
Gotlanders had close contacts with the Byzatine
Emperor and were probably mainly afﬁliated to the
Eastern Ortodox Church.
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According to Snorri, Olaf at his ﬁrst visit took tribute from the Gotlanders in order not to ravage. This
must be the visit in 1007 when Olaf was still not a
Christian. Olaf became famous only after he had
fallen in war, as an opportune tool for the new religion. He was canonised in 1164 by Alexander III.
When Church Christianity had a ﬁrm footing on
Gotland it was relatively rapid accepted. “After the
Gotlanders saw the customs of Christian people,
they then obeyed God’s command and the teaching
of priests. Then they received Christianity generally, of their own free will, without duress. That is,
no one forced them into Christianity.” The Guta
Saga emphasizes with clarity, that it happened voluntarily and without coercion. This is clear from the
Church’s later development on Gotland.
The ﬁrst church that the Gutna Althingi left unburnt, was according to legend, the church in Visby.
After that was built, according to Guta Saga, churches in Stenkyrka, Atlingbo and Fardhem, a church
in each trisection. “From those, churches spread
everywhere in Gotland, since men built themselves
churches for greater convenience.”

The Silver Stream
over the Baltic Sea

To ﬁnd the cause for this ﬂourishing commerce, we
must look outside the Nordic countries. It is the
economic development in Europe and the Caliphate, which gave Gotland a place in the centre of the
contemporary world trade.
Islam conquers North Africa in the 600s and at the
beginning of the 700s also Spain. There the Gotlandic kinsmen the Visigoths were conquered in 711.
The Mediterranean, which was previously a Roman
inland sea, becomes the border between the world’s
two major power groups. These are ideologically di-
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vided in an Islamic bloc, the Caliphate, and a Christian with a Catholic bloc and the Greek-Orthodox,
with the Frankish kingdom and Constantinople as
central powers. In 794 Charlemagne establishes his
capital at Aachen, on the border with Germany, and
Scandinavia is drawn into the Carolingian Empire’s
sphere of inﬂuence. This leads for the Baltic Sea
region to changing economic conditions, that will
have the greatest importance.
In the region of Samarkand and Tashkent, away in
Asia, extremely rich silver mines are discovered in
the 600s within the Caliphate area. They are said to
have given the Caliphate an annual income that was
25 times higher than the world production of silver
around the year 1500. From about the year 700 silver is coin metal in the caliphate. The silver spread
to the West and according to the Arabic literature
there was a lively trade between the caliphate on the
Iberian Peninsula and the Frankish kingdom. For a
few centuries Muslims were to determine the trade
and economy of the then known world.
Professor Sture Bolin, who spent a lifetime of research on the coin ﬁnds in northern Europe and
on Gotland, has in a fascinating essay entitled ‘Muhammed, Karl den store och Rurik’ treated the silver stream from Asia and its impact on the Baltic
Sea trade.
Gotland’s wealth of ﬁnds with Viking Age objects
of gold and silver is unique. In relation to its surface Gotland can show a larger number of Viking
Age treasure ﬁnds than any other area in the world.
Above all, Gotland is known for its many silver treasures often with considerable quantities of coins,
jewelry and bitsilver (pieces of cut up objects). Still almost every year there is a new contribution - large
or small - to the already large amount of silver ﬁnds.
Ways to ﬁnd a silver treasure varies. Treasures are
found during retrieval of gravel from the gravel pit,
digging of foundations for houses, by rabbits dig-
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ging holes in the ground, in storm-felled trees, the
bursting of stumps, at excavation for golf courses,
etc. To the most part, however, treasure ﬁnds of
different types are found at ﬁeld work. Only in rare
exceptional cases they are grave goods in Viking
Age graves. At that case these are single pieces or
very small quantities of coins.
Sometimes there are traces of storage containers,
such as clay pots and copper vessels, in which the
treasure has been stored. There are also examples
of iron caskets and metal cutting, but most common are boxes made of birch bark. This has been
shown in recent years when the remains of the hidden treasure have been taken to the laboratory in
plaster for preparation and investigation.
The Gotlandic silver-treasure ﬁnds are dated to
the period between about end 700s and 1140 with
some concentrations at different times. The older
treasure ﬁnds are evenly distributed over Gotland.
It is likely that most of the Gotlandic Merchant
Farmers in some way or other have taken part in
the silver import.
The era of the Arabic coins is not a single stage.
We can draw a line about the year 900. Prior to that
time the treasure ﬁnds show that trade has gone
on different paths, both over the Caucasus and the
Caspian Sea as well as the caravan route Khiva-Bulgar. After 900 we can in the treasure ﬁnds only observe the latter route, but this trade has ﬂourished
the more vivid. From the last decade of the 800s
there are mainly coins from the Samanidian rulers,
that have reached the Baltic Sea region and Gotland. These coins are minted mainly in Samarkand,
Tashkent and Bukhara. An important observation
is, that during the 800s the Arabic coins distribution
on different time sections and imprint areas is similar in all Rus’ Khaganate and Gotlandic treasures.
A major addition is the world’s to date largest Viking
Age silver treasure, the Spilling’s Treasure found in

Fig 86 Silver arm rings from the Spillings treasure

1999 at Spillings in Othem.
The treasure weighs 65 kg before preservation and
includes about 14,300 coins (about 17 kg, with few exceptions, Arabic), 486 arm bows, 25 ﬁnger rings, 34 needles and a large number of spiral rings and other bit
silver. The treasure was divided into two depots (25
and 40 kg) which were hidden at a distance of three
metres from each other under the ﬂoorboards of
a Viking Age house. No rests of containers were
found but the shape of the depots with slightly
rounded corners (about 40 x 50 cm) may indicate that
the silver objects were stored in bags of textile,
hides or leather. In the smaller depot were the re-
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mains of a wooden box, about 17 x 18 cm, in which
mainly coins were stored.
The weight of about 65 kg (325 marks of silver) can
be compared with the statement in the Guta Saga
that all Gotlanders together each year had to pay
60 marks of silver (12 kg) in tribute payment for the
trade and peace treaty to the Svea king. That means
that the tribute is about 7 grams per farm and year
(there should have been at least 1800 farms on the Viking Age
Gotland).
The items are mainly Scandinavian, but also Eastern and Western Europe are represented. All items
can be considered to be pure means of payment,
valued by weight and silver content. Much of the
material has been joined together to regular units
of weight based on the Gotlandic weight system,
where a silver mark is equivalent to 200 grams. By
all accounts, the silver treasure constitutes an unusually large stock of raw materials and cash that
for some reason never has been utilized. The ﬁnd
place is located just north of Bogeviken, which
during the Viking Age was one of Gotland’s most
important and best protected harbors.
The oldest coin is from 539 and the youngest from
870/71. Several coins can be dated to 257 after hijra, corresponding to 29th of November 870-17th
of November 871. The terminus post quem of the
discovery is formally in 870, but probably one or
more of the coins were minted during the year 871.
A possible date of deposit in the soil is 5-10 years
later, preferably 875 - 880. The scientiﬁc value of
the Spillings ﬁnd will be large. The ﬁnds from the
800s are fewer and smaller than the ﬁnds from the
900s, but the discovery of the Spilling’s Treasure
has changed all statistics. A partly new picture of
the relationship between the 700s and the 800s is
growing. Coin production in the Islamic Empire
(Caliphate) was between 700-815, although uneven
as seen on an annual basis, generally very high. It
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Fig 87. The ﬁnd from Hammar in Fårö parish was in 1863
found in a ﬁeld. Youngest coin is from 804/805 and the treasure consists of seven Arabic and one Persian coin, a spiral
and seven smaller pieces of silver. Photo Gabriel Hildebrand,
Royal Coin Cabinet.

is well known that the coin production fell slightly
in the 800s, but the Spilling’s Treasure and other
large 800s ﬁnds provide a different picture of the
quantity of the ﬁnds. The period 833-871 (the al-Rus’
Khaganate) shows a higher annual average than previous periods. While the average number of coins
per year before the year 833 is 35.9, the number
rises to 44.3 after the year 833. The high proportion
of coins from the last decades is reﬂected on the
pitch identical coins, each of which comes from the
northernmost coin varieties. The coins have left the
Caliphate through Armenia and the Caucasus.
The coin on next page (ﬁg 87)has been dated to the
830s CE. It can be connected to an issue of coins
with the name of the mint, Ard al-Khazar (the land
of the Khazars), as a part of its stamp. On one side of
the coin there is an inscription that says, ‘Moses is
the prophet of God’. The inscription is a parallel to
the Islamic confession of faith ‘Muhammed is the
prophet of God’. The inscription about Moses is
known earlier from four other coins but it has never
been found with this obverse stamp, which in this
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Fig 88. The unique coin from the Spillings Hoard with the
inscription ‘Moses is the prophet of God’ dated to 837-838.
Photo: Kenneth Jonsson

case links the coin to the Khazars.
Thanks to its location, the Khazar realm between
the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea could beneﬁt
from the trade between the Varangian and Muslim
merchants. The Khazars are famous foremost for
two things. They stopped the Islamic attack in Caucasus so that the Muslims could not get to Europe
from the East and they, or at least those in a leading
political position, adopted Judaism. Quite a number

of written sources mention the Khazars as Jews.
The composition of the Spillings treasure is very
exciting and already several unique and highly interesting coins have been found. Four Nordic ‘penningar’ are from southern Scandinavia (nowadays
Schleswig) and probably minted in Sliesthorp approximately in 825. Sliesthorp was during the Viking
Age Denmark’s most important trading centre. Two
coins are imitations of Dorestad penningar. The
other two images are on one side a face (beaming face)
and the second a deer. In the hoard is also a Byzantine coin (in the denomination miliaresion) coined for
emperor Theophilos of Constantinople in the 830s.
The oldest oriental coins in the Viking Age treasures
are of Persian type and they exist naturally in the
Spillings treasure (Sasanidian and Arab-sasanidian drachmas
and Tabaristan half drachmas). Most coins are Islamic dirhams. They are also known as Arabic, because the
language and the writing is Arabic. The writing style
of the coin inscriptions has given a third name on
these coins: kuﬁc (after the City of Kufa in Iraq).
The Spilling discovery means a sharp rise in the early Islamic coins in Scandinavia (of which 78% comes
from Gotland). The Umayyad coins, which are named
after the Umayyad dynasty, will apparently be multiplied.
The Umayyad dynasty was succeeded by the Abbasid, which in 749 took over power in Islam. Islam’s centre was moved from Syria to Iraq. Baghdad
was built and from 763-64 we have the ﬁrst Abbasid coins from there. On them is always Baghdad’s Arabic name, Madinat al-Salam, or ‘City of
Peace’. Islam’s main coining place is also the most
common coining place for the Spilling hoard. The
Abbasid coins dominate in all the 800s ﬁnds.
A reform of the Islamic coin type was conducted in
79/698-699. In 725 the Byzantine emperor Leo III
believes that God is only spirit and commands that
all the images of Jesus and the saints in Christian
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churches to be destroyed. Thus begins the ‘iconoclastic controversy,’ - a campaign against icon worship - that will last for decades to come. Supported
by the Koran and the religious tradition, images of
living beings were also banned within Islam.
On the coins there are quotes from the Koran and
a statement of coining place and year.
In the mid 1000s, the Gotlandic silver treasures become fewer but larger, while they are increasingly
found along the coasts. Apparently the silver import was concentrated in ever fewer hands. Other
source material (surveyed settlements, pollen analysis, etc.)
suggest that the Gotlanders at the time were forced
to, or choose to specialize. Probably more distinct
occupations are now growing up, such as merchants,
craftsmen and farmers.
Around 1140 the import of silver coins ceases, while on Gotland the ﬁrst minted indigenous
coins appear, ‘penningar’, with nominal value. The
Gotlandic coining is by all accounts made by the
Guthna Althingi and presumably developments in
the Baltic Sea trade required a more sophisticated
method of payment.
The coins that reached the Baltic Sea region were
not used here as a coin in the strict sense. They were
used as means of payment according to weight and
silver content, and therefore considered together
with pieces of silver in the balance scales of bronze.
Also all jewelry, such as bangles and other arm ornaments, have been used as means of payment, as
they seem to be tailored to speciﬁc weights. There
are also silver treasures which clearly show that
several jewelry and rods have been joined to larger
units of weight.
For a detailed terminology and culture-historical
study of the Viking Age trading it is also interesting, but a somewhat ignored fact, that the Gotlandic weight and monetary value mark in 857 is mentioned in England, where it was introduced by the
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Danes. In the 1000s it reached Germany, where the
ﬁrst proof is from the year 1045 from the important commercial city Cologne. It forced out the one
until now supreme reigning Roman pound. Then it
spread rapidly throughout Western Europe, among
others also to Friesland. The Gotlandic öre, dating
probably from the Roman Empire, and the mark,
which became the Viking Age gift in return to the
continent, are together with many other factors eloquent testimony of the Gotlandic Varangian’s trading activities during a whole millennium.
The following brief comments can be made about
Gotlandic treasure ﬁnds from the Viking Age:
The oldest silver treasure is from Hammar in Fårö
parish, found in 1863, (see ﬁg. 87).
The youngest silver treasure is from Burge in Lummelunda, found in 1967, weight 10.4 kg, dated to
about 1143. It is also the second largest ﬁnd by
weight (after the Spilling’s treasure found in 1999). In the
Burge treasure also the oldest known copy of the
ﬁrst Gotlandic coin with face value was found.
Minting on Gotland was initiated around 1140.
The earliest found silver treasure with known ﬁnding place of Arabic coins in accordance with written information was found in 1676 at Visborg castle, when the Danes after the liberation of Gotland
from the Swedes strengthened the fortiﬁcations.
The second largest number of coins (after the Spilling’s
treasure) is the silver treasure from Stale in Rone with
5922, coins, of which 5304 are German and 421
English. The hoard was found in 1838 and dated
to after 1070.
At that time trade and handicrafts on Gotland were
not concentrated to any particular city or harbour.
However, there were some places along the coast
with larger harbours, which seem to have been used
as starting points for long trips, and where they engaged in handicrafts and trade. Paviken is the best
known example of this. The ﬁnd material in those
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Fig 89. The Silver treasure from Stumle in Alva parish was
found almost intact in a ﬁeld 1989. The treasure includes
1310 coins, which were kept in a bronze box with a lid. The
plow had just lifted the lid and spread out a few coins, before
the silver treasure was discovered. It dates back to after 1053.
Photo Ulf Abramsson.

is very similar to that encountered in Helgö and Birka. Pieces of silver seem almost wastefully strewn
over the ground.
Viking Age silver and silver treasures have been
found in all parishes except in Hejdeby. Most Viking Age treasure ﬁnds are found in Grötlingbo and
Stenkyrka parishes, each with about 25 ﬁnds.
New silver treasures appear regularly if not every
year but at least a few every decade.

The Frankish transit land

In the trade between the Franks and the Caliphate
we can doubtless identify that silver has been exported from the Islamic to the western European
cultural sphere. Furthermore, it is no doubt that
furs and slaves were the main export goods to the
Caliphate.
The Iberian peninsula was conquered by Islam in
711 and the Pyrenees became the border between
Islam and the Pope Christian Europe.

As the Frankish state lacked both of these items,
they must be imported. In the international trade,
the Frankish state was thus a transit land between
the fur and slave-producing countries of Northern,
Central and Eastern Europe on the one hand, and
the Muslim world on the other side of the Pyrenees,
on the other hand.
When the demand of slaves and furs in the Caliphate rose the Franks must import more. As a result
of this, the route that passed between Western Europe and the Baltic Sea region was very lively. The
Frisians, based in Dorestad, seem to have been responsible for this trade on the Frankish side. The
signiﬁcance of the relations between the Frisians
and the Baltic Sea region has been stressed by both
archaeologists and philologists.
As a result Sliesthorp is founded (also known as Sliaswich and later Haithabu) where the Frisian and Gotlandic merchants met and exchanged goods.
The Frisian culture, as reﬂected in the period 400 750, has by no means an advantage over the Baltic
Sea region culture. The archaeological ﬁndings have
a general North Sea Character, where during the
500s there is also a Nordic element and during the
600s there is mainly a strong English inﬂuence, especially through the so-called sceatta-coins and impressions from the highly developed goldsmith art
in Kent. This inﬂuence from England showed its
strength by the English mission at the end of that
century. During the period 750 - 1000 Friesland was
remodeled as a part of France with a medieval provincial government, but it did not quite lose its old
character. Thus, one can not assert that the Frisian
trade rested on a political, cultural or industrial advantage. It was in origin and nature a typical transit
trade and was conditioned by Friesland’s position
between large production and consumption countries, between France, England, the Baltic Sea region and the Rhineland.
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Frankish monetary policy

The evidence of the Frankish transit trade is most
signiﬁcant during the earlier Carolingian period.
The Muslim inﬂuence on the Frankish coins makes
itself felt with particular strength about the middle of the 700s. However, we do not know of any
ﬁnds of Arabic coins from the Frankish kingdom.
The reason is that the Frankish kingdom applied
a monetary policy that only allowed domestic currency was used. The Arabic coins that came to the
Frankish kingdom needed to be recoined to Frankish denarii to be valid.
The great changes in world trade meant that the
Baltic Sea region and especially Gotland came at
its center. It is signiﬁcant that ibn Khordadhbeh
alongside the Radhanites (Jewish merchants) in Khazaria mention the Baltic Sea al-Rus’ (the Gotlanders) as
the bearers of international trade (note 31).
The Gotlanders thus played a key role in this trade.
The countless coin ﬁnds from that period made
in the Gotlandic earth testify to this. According to
calculations made a few years ago, the Gotlandic
ﬁndings count for 25 percent of all the Arab coin
ﬁnds throughout Northern Europe and 78 percent
of all Arab coins found in present-day Sweden. Viking Age Gotland has much more silver treasures
than the rest of present day Sweden together. It
is an amazing ﬁgure in view of the island’s small
area. These treasures consist during the period end
700s-970s almost exclusively of Arabic (kuﬁc) coins.

The founding of Birka and
Sliesthorp (Sliaswich)

As a result of the Frankish transit trade, cities were
founded in Sliesthorp (Sliaswich, later also known as Haithabu) latest 770 CE, and Birka about the same time.
There is no evidence that the Frisians were involved
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in the founding of Birka and Sliesthorp, or that they
even had any direct trading in the Baltic Sea region.
The sites at Birka and Sliesthorp correspond to a
particular type of Gotlandic trading Emporiums
that in old times developed in the Baltic Sea region.
Professor Birger Nerman believes that stage two of
Viking Age Paviken on Gotland is the prototype for
Seeburg-Grobina (650 CE), Sliesthorp in Denmark,
Birka in Lake Mälar area. Later Kiev in Garðaríki
(Kievan Rus’) is similar in style. We know Kiev as a
Gotlandic Varangian trading Emporium and later
the capital of Kievan Rus’.
In the Frankish royal annals from the year 804 we
ﬁnd the place Sliesthorp which is called so because
it lies inside the river Slien. It is mentioned by Alfred the Great, King of Wessex from 871 to 899, as
aet Haethe (at the heath). A later Old Norse name is
Heiðabýr which is old Scandinavian for the type of
vegetation in the area.
The Frankish interests tried to make themselves
felt in the Nordic countries by trying to convert
the Nordic peoples into Pope Catholic Christians.
As the trade in the middle of the 800s took other
roads the Frankish mission had played its day. One
factor contributing to the trade diversion can also
be a council decision from Meaux in the year 845,
which states that Jewish and other merchants, who
went with pagan slaves through Christian countries
and sold them to the inﬁdels should be banned for
the future.
In the Frankish national annals for the year 804 is
also said that the Danish King Godfrey arrived with
his ﬂeet and his cavalry to a place that is called Sliesthorp on the border between the Danes and Saxons. Four years later, in 808, the annals talk about
King Godfrey, who was at war with a Slavic tribe,
the Oborites, and had destroyed a competing slave
centre named Reric. It was possibly in the neighborhood of Rostock, and he had the merchants moved
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over to Sliesthorp. This is the ﬁrst written information about a city on a Nordic base.
Sliesthorp lay on the Jutland peninsula in the border area between Denmark and Germany approx.
30 km up the Schlei river from the Baltic Sea. The
location was extremely important. The city controlled the great trade route from the North Sea to
the Baltic Sea and one can understand that it would
become a bone of contention between Danes and
Saxons. A short time from the late 800s to 934,
when Henry I, the Fowler conquered the area with
Sliesthorp, it was also held by a dynasty that came
from central Sweden. There is pretty much remaining in Sliesthorp. A huge semi-circular wall is joining down to the water where the city’s harbour and
its docks were located. The Embankment, which
has been improved several times, is at its highest 10
m and the space it encloses is 240 000 m2. From this
wall there is a system of other walls that stretches
18 kilometres on the Jutland peninsula to the city of
Hollingstedt by the river Treene, a tributary to the
Eider ﬂowing out into the North Sea. Hollingstedt
was the harbour at the North Sea side where trading
vessels could reach the rivers.
In Hollingstedt the goods were loaded on to wagons or carts and transported across the isthmus under the protection of the walls. In Sliesthorp other
ships waited to take the precious cargo out on the
Baltic Sea. On that trade route northwards, Frisian
cloth bundles in bright colours, spices, luxuries
such as glass and much more from Friesland at the
Rhine tributary reached the Baltic Sea region. The
main merchandise that the Gotlanders had to sell
in Sliesthorp must have been furs and slaves which
were of course transported in the opposite direction to Hollingstedt. Sliesthorp was built as a transit
harbour and certainly an important customs station.
In written sources there are also some information
about the merchants in Sliesthorp. In Rimbert’s bi-

ography of Ansgar in the year 849 one can read:
“The king most kindly granted this permission and
allowed him to build a church in a part belonging
to his kingdom, called Sliaswic, which was specially
suitable for this purpose and was near to the district where merchants from all parts congregated;
he gave also a place in which a priest might live, and
likewise granted permission to anyone in his kingdom who desired to become a Christian. When our
lord bishop obtained this permission he at once did
what he had long desired. And when a priest had
been established there, the grace of God began to
bear much fruit in that place, for there were many
who had already become Christians and had been
baptized in Dorestad or Hamburg, amongst whom
were the principal people of the place, who rejoiced
at the opportunity afforded them to observe their
religion. Many others also, both men and women,
followed their example, and having abandoned the
superstitious worship of idols believed in the Lord
and were baptised”.
Apparently the Saxons and Frisians played a major
role in the Sliesthorp trade. If someone became
permanent resident there, we don’t know. The location of Sliesthorp on the route from the North
Sea to the Baltic Sea indicates that the city has been
involved in transit trade. In the near vicinity there
are very few ﬁnds of Viking import items. It has
obviously not been a major market in these parts
for goods that were brought to Sliesthorp. The city
had no hinterland. The goods were shipped further
into the Baltic Sea region. But Sliesthorp was not
just a transit point. We have, however, found waste
from workshops where bronze-casters made jewelry, which were exported out over the Baltic Sea
region.
It was a big surprise, when analyzed, that iron waste
from Sliesthorp was found to be ore with origin
from Swedish lakes. It is likely that it came from the
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sea ore rich Småland. Iron management is an area
that is very little known, but which could be worth
a thorough investigation.
Rimbert informs that Birka was rich in precious
metals and rumor about it soon attracted marauding
ﬂeets. The 800s have been a relatively peaceful time
for the city, when there was a strong royal power,
but eventually the situation became more uncertain.
During the 900s Birka had to introduce more efﬁcient defenses. It was important to create a continuous fortiﬁcation girdle around the city. It was not so
easy as the whole country side was unprotected. A
half circle wall, similar to Sliesthorp but lower was
created. It was originally equipped with a powerful
wooden super structure, from which at an excavation in 1932 clear traces were found. Some regular
gaps in the wall mark the likely locations for the
wooden towers. Maybe one can best form an idea
of how Birka’s defense system once looked like, if
you think about the Visby city wall of wood. In addition, Birka was against the sea very vulnerable.
At some point, about the year 900, judged from the
ﬁnds, a change occurred. As the slope was quite
steep, a metre-high terrace of gravel and stone was
made and it thus resulted in a relatively even plane
between Borg and the western hillocks.

Was Birka a Gotlandic
trading Emporium?

The Gotlanders had trading Emporiums all around
the Baltic Sea region during various periods. Professor Birger Nerman, in an article in Fornvännen
1954, states that as early as the late Bronze Age, in
the Baltic Sea region north of the river Daugava,
predominantly Gotlandic articles have been found.
Furthermore, there are groups of graves of Gotlandic type in these areas from the Late Bronze
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Age and early Iron Age. They are skeleton graves
in stone mixed piles with cofﬁns. Such tombs, we
know according to Nerman only on Gotland, which
would indicate that the settlements were Gotlandic.
Even a number of slightly older Gotlandic ship tumulus graves are found in the Baltic States as well
as in the Västervik area on the Swedish mainland.
Even these are indicative of Gotlandic settlements.
There is no doubt that Gotland was already at that
time the centre for trade and culture in the Baltic
Sea region. Nerman writes that a signiﬁcant part of
the Eastern inﬂuence has certainly been mediated
by the Gotlanders to other tribes in the North. A
craftsmanship on a larger scale had already been
developed. We can then follow the Gotlandic craft
tradition through the centuries, about how they
embrace ideas from outside, and incorporate them
into the Gotlandic craftsmanship. As early as the
late Bronze Age there are a number of Gotlandic
distinctive forms e.g. bowl pins, which are sometimes made in very large dimensions. Other types
are buckles with plates of asymmetrical oval shape
and nearly straight inner edges. One of the strongest evidences of the richness and quality of the
late Bronze Age culture on Gotland is the depot
ﬁnd in Eskelhem rectory. Even pottery of Gotlandic origin is well known.
When we come further in time, Beowulf ’s time, i.e.
the 500s, we have the trade and crafts site Helgö in
Mälaren. This place also seems to have been under
Gotlandic inﬂuence. The largest ﬁnd in current day
Sweden of Roman gold coins, 47 pieces of coins
in a ﬁnd, was found at this location. This ﬁnding is
considered to have accrued on Gotland and intended for use as feedstock in Helgö’s workshops.
In the 600s we can from the ﬁndings in e.g. Endre Backe and Vallstenarum demonstrate Gotlandic sword manufacturing. The Gotlanders needed
raw materials from Swedish ore deposits for their
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Fig 90. The ‘Snäck’ harbor Snäckhusvik in Vamlingbo. There may have been an activity similar to that in Paviken.
Painting by Erik Olsson

workshops. They are deemed to have been skilled
blacksmiths. These swords are closely connected
with the swords found in Imola and Herbrechtingen (Italy, Germany).
Even close ties with England are demonstrated at
that time. The English goldsmith’s art from that period seems to have had much in common with that
of the Gotlanders.
Some items from Uppland in Vendel era graves can
be shown to come from Gotlandic workshops. The
Gotlanders have once again trading Emporiums in
the Baltic Sea region.
Eventually they seem to have shifted operations
from Helgö to Birka, probably in the late 700s. The
slave trade to the Islamic world over Sliesthorp and
on the Russian rivers became very proﬁtable.
There is no evidence to the perception that the
Frisians would have been involved in Birka or that
they should have run a direct trade in the Baltic
Sea region. Rimbert who wrote the story of Ansgar knows nothing about any Frisian merchants in

Birka. However he says that merchants from Birka
occasionally visited Dorestad in Friesland and there
converted to Christianity. The establishment of
Birka in Sweden and Sliesthorp in Denmark show
a common special Nordic type, which in ancient
times developed in the Baltic Sea region. What we
are talking about here is the Gotlandic commercial
Emporiums across the Baltic Sea e.g. Grobina and
Paviken which are direct models. Sliesthorp was a
transit harbour and therefore terminus for the Frisian trade. The Frisian koggs did not reach Sliesthorp. They stayed in Hollingstedt. The goods were
then transported on trolleys between Hollingstedt
and Sliesthorp or vice versa.
There are many links between Gotland and Birka.
Birka is very centrally located for trading in the
Lake Mälar area and on the sea line from Gotland,
which at that time was open straight up from Södertälje. The archaeologist Gustaf Trotzig has 1991
published a booklet on ‘Viking burial vessels of
copper and copper alloys from Birka and Gotland’.
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This type of grave ﬁnds are found in the Baltic Sea
region, Birka and on Gotland. Finds of such containers in East Prussia occurs in combination with
ceramics of the same type as found on southern
Gotland.
If you go into individual ﬁnd areas on Gotland you
get a picture on the graves location that is similar to
the one in Birka. The graves with metal containers
are grouped in the same way. This is i.e. shown in
the cemetery at Barshaldar in Grötlingbo.
This type of graves in Birka are considered to accommodate foreign merchants, while graves on
Gotland would have Gotlanders. Of course, the
Gotlanders who died in Birka were also buried there.
Another relation to Gotland is Adam of Bremen’s
words. He says in his history: “Birka is the city of
the Gotlanders (Gothia) situated in the middle of the
country of the Sveon (Gothia habitant usque ad Bircam,
postea longis terrarum spatiis regnant Sueones).”
Birka’s location in the Lake Mälar area made the city
suitable as the pivot for an internal trade in the winter markets on the Lake Mälar ice when the skins
are the best, and summer markets, where the ships
could meet in the city’s harbour. The presence of
imported objects from the Orient and Western Europe in the tombs at many Uppland burial grounds
could indicate that Birka to a large extent sold their
imported goods on the domestic market.
One must be cautious with the conclusions. There
were other ways for the trading ships, such as waterways through Roden (Roslagen) from the coast to the
interior of Uppland. The fact that Birka traded with
the rural people is quite clear. Bones of eider and
other waterfowl in Birka’s garbage heaps show that
the residents in the archipelago provided merchants
in Birka with food, and reindeer testify trade to the
north. The information in Ansgar’s biography, that
Birka had its own Thing, indicates that the city
occupied a special position in relation to the sur-
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rounding countryside and had remote commerce.
Transit trade between east, west and north was Birka’s lifeblood. When it could not be maintained any
longer, the city disappeared or lost in any case its
role shortly after the middle of the 900s.

The Mästerby tool chest

From the Late Iron Age no iron production sites
are known on Gotland. On the other hand weapon graves indicate e.g. that in the 600s there were
workshops in Endre Backe and Vallstenarum for
the production of excellent swords and other iron
objects in genres similar to those found in Italy,
Germany and England.
At settlement excavations hints of forging cinder
can be found here and there. Especially Paviken with
its mark of craftsmanship site has had a fairly extensive forging. In the excavated surfaces have been
found around 20 kg of cinder and iron bars, most
likely imported from the Swedish mainland, and a
lot of waste material in the form of bars, rods and
plates. This together with ﬁndings of small equipment seems closest to point to simpler wrought in
connection with boat repairs, such as the manufacture of rivets and spikes. The semi products show
that clinker nails were forged on the spot.
On Gotland there are primary depot and sacriﬁcial
ﬁnds that relate to the Nordic iron abundance in
the Viking Age. The tool chest from Mästermyr
and the sacred site at Gudings ﬁelds in Vallstena
with its many weapons are by far the largest. In addition there are a number of other ﬁnding places
with arms, equipment and substance of iron. A signiﬁcant feature of the Gotlandic Viking Age is also
the ﬁnds of many axes, often heavy specimen. In
the group of stray ﬁnds there are also noted the
many rough keys where some are made entirely of
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iron, while others have a combination of iron and
bronze.
Life on a Viking Age farm was certainly based on
self catering, as it largely has been on our farms
until the Industrial Revolution. But there have also
been groups of more specialized craftsmen, professionals who either had their operations on a certain
place, such as gold- and silversmiths and bronze
founders, or have been wandering craftsmen, who
in recent times have a pale counterpart in cutter
grinders, who went from farm to farm to sharpen
knives and scissors. It is likely that migratory artisans mainly lived in more densely populated areas.
From the very densely populated island of Gotland
during the Viking Age is a ﬁnd that in an extraordinary way illustrates such a wandering artisan’s life.
In the south of Gotland was once a large lake,
Mästermyr, which is now completely dry. In 1936
a farmer who was plowing his ﬁeld where it was
previously lake bed found an oak cofﬁn ﬁlled with
various tools and at the side of the chest a couple
of large, broken bronze cauldrons. It is a tool chest
of the kind craftsmen used well into later days. One
can assume that the man with the cofﬁn either had
broken through the ice during the winter or that
his boat capsized in the summer on the lake. He
has lost his entire suite of tools, which are now recovered. The man was extremely versatile. He could
perform almost all different jobs they had need for
on a large farm. A series of hammers, a pair of
supports or ‘mothåll’, a rough smith tongue and a
so-called ‘nagelbom’ for production of nails show
that he was a blacksmith. But he also had with him
a complete set of delicate wrought. There were a
couple of small supports, so-called sparring horns,
a hacksaw, a plaster for the soldering of iron and
a pair of punching pads. For frail forging perhaps
even a small punch whose striking face shows two
triangles with their points back to each other and a

surface of lead where ornaments from other punches are marked. The plate has been used for testing
the punches. Very often one ﬁnds punched ornamentation in silver and bronze objects, but probably the punch has been used for ornamentation of
iron objects. The small beam-scale of iron in the
man’s work box has such a punched ornamentation.
He was also a copper hammerer. In the cofﬁn
there were two driving hammers, one round with
the shaft down the back to be able to deal with the
inside of a copper vessel, a so-called ‘utställs’ hammer. Furthermore there were shears and a pair of
punching tools. The two bronze vessels he had with
him were old and torn. He has had them to cut off
some pieces, when he as tinker would mend other
bronze buckets.
Except for forging dies, he had a fairly complete
set of carpenter’s tools. Here are entire series of
axes, both regular and joint axes, and auger, rasps
and ﬁles, and an excellent handsaw, the only one
of all the tools of which the wooden handle is not
completely decomposed. To the carpenter’s equipment is also included the dross he used when he
would proﬁle the edges of the strips or as tables in
a boat. It is a precursor to the later times moulder.
A narrow chisel is of the type usually used by coopers, and it can imply that the man also has been
producing casks. The discovery contains, except
the tools, a number of objects, which further highlights his business. As ﬁnished products of his own
production probably a few keys and padlocks may
be considered, and three large cowbells of copper
covered iron sheet. Extraordinarily elegant is the
beam-scale with which he weighed up his goods. It
is carefully tied to a particular mark-scale. It is very
close at hand, that the man sold some of his goods
by weight in the same way that even today in the
Orient they sell silverware after weight regardless of
the quality of work, or that they in Sweden before
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Fig 91. Tool chest from Mästermyr. Through its series of tools, hammers, drills, saws, ﬁles and cleaning it provides a unique
insight into a high-gear culture and a high degree of craftsmanship. Photo author (SHM).

sold locks (Lima, Dalarna) by weight.
In addition to all these tools and ﬁnished products
there is a fairly large ﬂares basket of iron. It consists
of a square grid that is suspended in four chains.
This form of ﬂares baskets were used as lamps.
They are hung up at the ceiling and on the grid lay
burning torches.
Tools from this discovery, which because of the
keys and shape of the padlocks and groove ornament can be dated to the end of the Viking Age,
seem in many respects surprisingly modern. One
can ﬁnd almost exactly the same tools from the
1800s. In addition, the iron in the bog is preserved
extraordinarily well. The farmer who found the objects could easily cut sheet metal with sheet metal
shears.
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This shows that even the people during the Viking
Age had useful tools for both wrought as copper
punching and carpentry. There was no need to
change them until a new time came with new materials and other methods.
The man whose set of tools has been found in Mästermyr was probably an itinerant craftsman, whose
work box has gone around the district. Probably
he has performed a variety of jobs, both new orders and repairs. One must imagine that he longer
or shorter times may have been installed on farms,
hung up his ﬂares basket for light when it grew dark,
stayed until there was nothing more to do and then
moved on to ﬁnd new work. That does of course
not hinder the farm people themselves to have
been good blacksmiths and carpenters, but a man
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as him could at least be very helpful with ﬁner and
even more serious works.
This ﬁnding has, in addition to the tools, also raw
material, partly in the form of two substance iron.
In this case it is about two feet long rods with tapered ends, and a large number of pieces of rods,
sticks and metal clips. Together they testify to a variety of substances of iron.
A form of iron, in intermediate form, that has in
many cases been found on Gotland is ring-iron.
Iron rings are part of larger or smaller numbers
in many hoards. The most famous discovery from
Dungårda in Dalhem contained about 1400 rings.

Gotlandic craft workshops

Since previous epocs, we know that there were a
number of craft workshops inland Gotland. We
know quite a number of places in the interior of
the island which were in use during the Viking Age.
There are signs of advanced ironwork. From the
Late Iron Age there are no longer any iron sites
known. On the other hand the weapon graves in
e.g. Endre Backe and Vallstenarum indicate that
in the 600s, there were workshops for the production of excellent swords and other iron objects in
genres similar to those found in Italy, Germany and
England. Several places with remnants of bronze
casting have been found, including bronze ingots,
bronze scrap and semi-ﬁnished bronze jewelry.
A rather special crafts branch, which is proven on
the Gotlandic countryside during the Migration period - Vendel era, is the manufacture of glass beads.
Molten glass has probably, as in other Nordic countries, been imported in the form of shards of glass
vessels and mosaic pieces. Crucibles with glass material have been found in several places on Gotland
and also mosaic pieces at Stånga annex in Stånga,
Nymans in Fröjel and in Paviken. In no other part

of the Nordic countries has, been found so many
places with such rich material from specialized craft
as on Gotland.
To get an insight into how bronze objects were
made, one can study unﬁnished such among the
ﬁnds. It is not just Gotlandic object shapes but also
oval clamping dents and other ornaments characteristic for the Scandinavian mainland. In fact, the
ﬁndings provide further evidence for production of
Scandinavian mainland jewelry rather than Gotlandic jewelry. This is an indication of export industry.
The largest craft ﬁnd of this kind was found when
trenching in 1869 at Smiss in Eke. This discovery
is from the 900s. The ﬁnd contains, besides a number of tools, two bronze moulds, a series of bronze
jewelry. Some are old and ragged. These are obviously scrap, destined to be melted down. Other objects are carrying signs of not being used, and some
are not yet ﬁnished. Some buckles have no pierced
hole, why a needle could never be ﬁxed, and some
pendants have no pierced hanging loop. These ornaments, as appears to be caster’s own products,
consist of a dosage form buckle and a tung formed
pendant, which is typical for the rest of Scandinavia,
as well as some more general Scandinavian items.
Among the jewelry the caster made himself is probably a now broken Baltic Sea region costume needle with large triangular head, decorated with cables
and animal heads in a Scandinavian style.
The jewelry, the bronze caster at Smiss in Eke has
made, seems to be not only intended for sale on
Gotland, but also on the mainlands east and west
of Gotland. That the craftsmen on Gotland made
simple bronze jewelry types that are not used on the
island, however, is a strong indication that Gotlandic craft was comprehensive. In addition, it indicates
that the Gotlanders traded with their own handicrafts and probably other goods outside the island.
This is conﬁrmed by archaeologists.

165

