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Abstract 

This thesis offers the first comprehensive comparative study of Viking-Age chamber graves 

across eight European countries: Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Germany, Poland, Finland, 

Russia and Ukraine. Dating roughly to 750-1100 AD, chamber graves represent one of the 

most architecturally elaborate mortuary practices during the Viking Age.  

     While previous studies have tended to search for ethnicity, status, identity and cultural 

origin, this study focuses instead on how these graves were constructed, used and 

integrated into different communities. Through a synthesis of 699 burials, the thesis explores 

spatial and temporal patterns, construction techniques and the relationships between 

graves, settlements and networks of communication. 

     Methodologically, the thesis combines a comparative analysis with a theoretical 

framework informed by Pragmatism, particularly as articulated by Charles Sanders Peirce. 

Its approach shifts the emphasis from representationalist interpretations to the lived 

practices and social consequences of grave-making. The study demonstrates that chamber 

graves were not markers of a single ethnic or religious identity, but rather products of 

interconnected communities negotiating new places and social configurations. 

     Results indicate a clear interconnectivity: Spatial analysis shows that chamber graves in 

Scandinavia were often associated with urban trading sites such as Birka and Hedeby, those 

in Eastern Europe clustered in other key trade centres like Gnezdovo, Shestovitsa and 

Timerevo. Temporal analysis shows a marked increase in the 10th century, followed by a 

decline that coincides with the fall of Viking-Age long-distance trade, and the rise of new 

religious and social constellations. These patterns suggest that chamber graves were both 

the result of and enabled by networks of mobility, exchange and urbanisation, serving both 

pragmatic and semiotic purposes.  

     As such, the thesis reformulates Viking-Age chamber graves as results and facilitators of 

connected communities, challenging long-standing assumptions and offering new 

interpretive frameworks for understanding mortuary practices during the Viking Age.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

The period known as the Viking Age (ca. 750-1050 AD) was one of transformation, movement and 

expansion. The last 200 years of scholarly interpretations have long highlighted these concepts as both 

violent and alien, yet intriguing to the point where a supposed óViking ancestryô can simultaneously 

be something both desired and shunned. The Viking Age and those we might now refer to as Vikings 

were, to say the least, complex phenomena. To study the burials of the Viking Age is also inevitably 

to study contemporary ideas about ethnicity, origin and identity. However, this thesis is not a study of 

ethnicity, identity or even ñVikingsò; itôs a study of how and why a specific type of grave was created 

and used.  

     The following thesis is the first comprehensive survey and comparison of Viking-Age chamber 

graves from the eight European countries in which they have been found. Although no consensus 

regarding definition exists, chamber graves are usually described as large, rectangular or square 

subterranean spaces where the body and grave goods were placed. Since the discovery of the well-

publicised Danish burials at Jellinge and Mammen in the middle of the 19th century, scholarly focus 

has been on trying to apply the most fitting definition to this funerary phenomenon based on social, 

cultural and religious labels. While their objectives and interpretations vary greatly, few studies have 

moved beyond the search for these labels and categories. Thus, where previous studies have been 

selective and focused on representationalist interpretations of identity and origin, the present study 

aims to offer the first comprehensive overview of the entire corpus. In doing so, it will challenge 

previous notions and offer alternative perspectives.  

     The thesis is guided by an exploratory and synthesising principle that will systematically analyse 

699 graves from Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Germany, Poland, Finland, Russia and Ukraine to 

showcase their breadth and what might unite them. To do this, the thesis will utilise the analytical 

tools of Pragmatism formulated by, among others, Charles Sanders Pierce and William James, where 

the focus lies on practices and purposes. Rather than asking who the people buried in chamber graves 

were, or what their ethnic, religious or geographical affiliation was, this thesis will investigate how 

these graves were built and used. Through doing so, it will be argued that Viking-Age chamber graves 

need to be understood not as connected to any specific nationality, identity or religion, but rather as 

forming part of the practices, architecture and needs of connected communities in the making.  
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Aims and objectives 

Given the need to re-evaluate current interpretations that have centred around ñwho?ò and ñwhat?ò 

questions, the current thesis will ask ñhow?ò and ñwhy?ò. This will be done through one primary and 

one secondary aim, both of which will be addressed through an empirical comparative analysis and 

analytical tools inspired by Pragmatism. As a school of thought that highlights the need to analyse 

mental concepts and material culture through their practical effects, pragmatism asks questions about 

how people were trying to do something, rather than what they were trying to convey or say. Thus, the 

main question that will guide the analysis is:  

 

ǒ How did Viking-Age chamber graves act as mortuary practices? 

 

With this question in mind, the primary aim of the thesis is to: 

 

ǒ Investigate the chamber grave phenomenon by analysing the practical effects of constructing 

such a grave. This aim will be addressed by interpreting the collected data with the help of a 

pragmatic and semiotic epistemological framework.  

 

Grounded in the results of the comparative analysis, the second question that will guide the 

interpretation is:  

 

ǒ Why were these mortuary practices chosen by those building chamber graves during the 

Viking Age?  

 

With this question in mind, the secondary aim of the thesis is to: 

 

ǒ Discuss and offer new possible explanations for the patterns seen among the whole, 

previously unstudied corpus. This secondary aim will be addressed by comparing the results 

from the comparative analysis with previous interpretations of chamber graves and the Viking 

Age.  

 

     To achieve the aims, the main objective of this thesis is to conduct a comparative study of the 

entire corpus of available funerary material. As the thesis does not aim to set new criteria of what 

constitutes a chamber grave, two criteria for inclusion were used. The first criterion for inclusion 

applied to those graves previously synthesised and already identified as chamber graves from the 

Viking Age. This criterion met the need for both the first and second aim, as it allowed both 

discussing previous interpretations and seeking out new patterns in the same dataset. With the help of 
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this criterion, chamber graves from the Viking Age were located in Denmark, Germany, Poland, 

Russia and Ukraine. The second criterion for inclusion applied to those burials in areas that had not 

previously been synthesised: Sweden, Norway and Finland. For these areas, the metric size criteria 

outlined by Gräslund (1980) in her study of the Birka chamber graves were utilised. The objective 

behind choosing Gräslundôs metric size criteria rather than, for example, Lammôs (1973) or 

Eisenschmidtôs (1994), was that it is more inclusive, placing the minimum width of the chamber at 

0.9m (rather than 1.2m in the case of Eisenschmidt). Had the former been used, many important 

burials mentioned (but not studied) in the previous literature would have been excluded. Additional 

criteria set out by Gräslund to distinguish chambers from coffins (e.g. the presence of weapons and 

horses, or a seated position of the individual) have not been observed. Only the metric size criteria 

were used.  

     Through the exploration of the identified funerary data, four thematic groups of variables that 

could be used to compare the whole corpus and answer the chosen questions were identified:  

 

ǒ Chronological developments 

ǒ Geographical distributions 

ǒ Buried individuals 

ǒ Construction details 

 

The objective of this structure was to establish the foundation for an interpretative framework that 

would enable the addressing of both the primary and the secondary aims. The reasons for not using 

artefacts as a variable were both practical and intellectual: practical in the sense that a large portion of 

the analysed graves are antiquarian discoveries with often limited information about the grave 

contents, and intellectual in the sense that, rather than artefacts, the focus of the thesis lies on practices 

that, from a pragmatic perspective, are best studied through events and contexts rather than artefacts.  

     As data from Sweden and Norway had not been previously synthesised, special attention has been 

given to the graves located in these countries. Chapters 6 and 7, therefore, include a more detailed 

description of the graves than those in other areas.  

     

In summary, the thesis aims to offer:  

 

ǒ The first attempt at a complete synthesis of Viking-Age chamber graves in Sweden, Norway, 

Denmark, Germany, Poland, Finland, Russia and Ukraine.  

ǒ A detailed presentation and comparison of their local and regional variation, as well as spatial 

and temporal patterns. 

ǒ An interpretation of this funerary phenomenonôs purpose and meaning, through the study of 

its use and practical effects. 



17 
 

ǒ A re-evaluation of the previous assumptions regarding, for example, ethnicity, identity and 

religion, and how well they correlate with the new synthesised dataset. 

Terms and definitions 

Throughout the thesis, several specific terms will be used. As they are central to the arguments and 

interpretations, they will need a definition for the sake of clarity.  

 

Chamber grave 

By far the most frequently used term is chamber grave, which requires both a short introduction and 

explanation of how it will be used. Burials from the Viking Age that have been labelled as chamber 

graves are inhumations that have been found across large parts of Europe, dating to approximately 

750-1100 AD. As will be shown, they cluster especially in Scandinavia and eastern Europe, but also 

in e.g. northeast Germany. The funerary space of a chamber grave was larger than an average coffin 

and often held multiple people and a large range of grave goods. However, many were also single-

occupancy graves and completely unfurnished.  

     The term óchamber graveô is not unique to the study of the Viking Age but has been used to refer 

to graves from a wide variety of contexts and periods. As such, the word or concept does not have a 

fixed definition with specific attributes, but is generally used to describe a funerary space for the body 

and accompanying goods that is larger than a coffin.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Distribution of Viking-Age chamber graves. 



18 
 

This is also how the term will be used throughout this thesis: as an inclusive term to refer to the 

graves that are being studied. It should primarily be understood as a descriptive tool, rather than a 

fixed idea of what they are.  

 

Viking Age 

As a contested term with competing definitions, the use of the term óViking Ageô should also be 

viewed as a referencing feature rather than a recognition of the graves as relating to, for example, a 

specific ethnicity or identity. As the corpus of burials in this thesis spans eight countries, it is neither 

possible nor advisable to refer to those interred and the builders of the graves as a unified category. 

However, as special focus has been granted to Scandinavia (particularly Sweden and Norway) and 

areas where written sources place Scandinavians (e.g. Russia), the period under study in this thesis 

will be referred to as the Viking Age.  

     The word that has come to define this period is contentious, and debates regarding its etymology 

and suitability of use have been ongoing for at least a century (e.g. Jesch 2015). There is currently no 

consensus regarding the origin of the word óVikingô. Theories range from being connected to the 

Scandinavian word óvikô (English: bay), perhaps referring to a maritime ability, to the old Baltic word 

ówicô, meaning harbour or trading place, perhaps referring to trading activity (e.g. Jesch 2015: 4, 

Brink 2013: 5). While the word óvikingô was likely in wide use in both Scandinavia and western 

Europe at the time, Scandinavians operating in east Europe were instead referred to as óRusô  by their 

contemporaries (probably referring to the Swedish area Roslagen) or Varangians (Swedish: väring; a 

person who had sworn a military service to the Byzantine ruler) (Duczko 2004).  

     From the varied contemporary descriptions, we are likely not talking about a single, unified people 

or culture. Because of this, paired with the great variety in Scandinavian material culture, it has been 

suggested (e.g. Svanberg 2003) that what we refer to as the óViking Ageô is a modern construct and 

that the notion of a pan-Scandinavian identity is an illusion. However, much of the archaeology dating 

to this period in these areas does share many similarities, and it is possible that what constituted a 

Scandinavian culture left room for regional and individual variety (e.g. Price 2013). The thesis will 

also refer to ówesternô and óeasternô groups of burials, which should be understood as another 

analytical tool rather than a reflection of past realities.  

     The thesis will also refer to the early Middle Ages, a period that differs depending on which part of 

Europe you are referring to. However, for the purposes of this thesis, dealing with Scandinavia and 

central and eastern Europe, the early Middle Ages refer to the centuries following the Viking Age, 

from approximately the mid-11th -13th century.  
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The Viking Age - a brief overview 

The traditional starting point of the Viking Age has often been placed at the 793 AD raiding of the 

monastery of Lindisfarne on the coast of Northumberland, northeast England. Today, most scholars 

agree that no single event or point in time can stand as the start of the period, but that this occurred 

sometime in the early to mid-8th century. Following the English scholarly narrative, the traditional end 

of the Viking Age has often been placed at 1066 AD, with the Norman invasion of England and the 

failed campaign of Norwegian king Harald Hårdråda the same year. However, based on both funerary 

material, artefacts and settlement types in Scandinavia, it is probable that the culture of the Viking 

Age continued there well into the 11th and possibly early 12th century. For these reasons, the Viking 

Age should be viewed as a material horizon, rather than a sharply defined historical period. For the 

purposes of this thesis, where the material ranges from the early 8th century to the late 11th (or 

potentially early 12th century), the Viking Age is considered to span between 750 and 1050 AD.  

     Depending on different academic traditions, the Viking Age can also be viewed as a prehistoric or 

historical period. Among Scandinavian scholars, it is most often treated as prehistoric due to the lack 

of written sources, while Western scholars often tend to view it as historical because of the 

contemporary, written depictions of Scandinavians in Britain and Ireland. There is also a flourishing 

community of scholars studying the Viking Age with the help of the Icelandic medieval writing and 

compilations, primarily those by the Icelandic poet and politician Snorre Sturlason. Despite these 

differences in archaeological tradition, the period has been marked by nearly two centuries of shared 

studies into artefacts, typology, settlement patterns and funerary material, highlighting among other 

things the periodôs large-scale mobility, cross-cultural exchanges and religious transitions (e.g. Brink 

and Price 2008, Hedeager 2011, Imer and Sindbæk 2020). In particular, settlement archaeology has 

transformed our understanding of the Viking Age. Excavations at places such as Hedeby (Germany), 

Ribe (Denmark), York (England), Dublin (Ireland) and Birka (Sweden) have revealed dynamic and 

complex contexts that tell us about crafts, trade, governance and the life and death of its inhabitants. 

According to Sindbæk (2007), these sites did not operate in a vacuum, but were nodal points in a 

much wider network of movement, exchange and cultural interaction. While places such as these have 

been given much attention, the vast majority of Scandinavians during the Viking Age lived in rural 

areas, and according to Fallgren (2008: 67ff), the character of rural farms and villages changed little 

from the previous period to the Viking Age. One of the major shifts that can be seen during these 

periods, however, is the transition from the single-storey, three-ailed house to the sometimes two-

storied, one-ailed house. According to Fallgren (2008: 68), this type of two-storied, one-ailed house 

entered eastern Scandinavia from the Baltic and Slavic areas. Aside from seemingly small changes 

such as these, the largest changes during the Viking Age most likely occurred in the religious and 

ritual lives of people. In particular, the mortuary archaeology of the Viking Age has shown great 

diversity in tradition, hybridity and new religious affiliations.  
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     Regarded as a period of transition, the Viking Age was multifaceted and difficult to place into 

fixed categories and definitions, something that can be seen clearly in its funerary rites.   

Viking-Age funerary archaeology 

Across Scandinavia and the diaspora (where Scandinavian Viking-Age contexts are found), burials 

come in the shape of both cremations and inhumations, as well as in more uncommon structures such 

as boats, wagons and chambers. In northern Europe, cremation was the most common burial type for 

most of the Viking Age. Cremations involved the burning of the body together with accompanying 

grave goods that were placed either in urns or scattered on or under the ground. Although the tradition 

to keep the body intact and unburnt (inhumation) gained popularity towards the end of the period, 

there are several examples of inhumations from the preceding periods as well. Even more than the 

cremations, Viking-Age inhumations showcase a remarkable diversity, having been constructed both 

with and without a coffin or container, often richly furnished but sometimes completely lacking in 

grave goods. Among the more unusual grave types, occurring as both cremations and inhumations, are 

those where the body/ies are placed inside a boat or wagon. While boat and wagon burials have been 

found as both cremations and inhumations, chamber graves are only found as inhumations.  

     Similar to the variety in the choice of body treatment and internal features, external grave 

morphology varied, ranging from mounds several metres in height to flat, anonymous graves. In 

Scandinavia, however, the vast majority of Viking-Age graves were marked with a mound, and the 

cemeteries are characterised by a series of mounds placed on the outskirts of a farm or village. From 

the 11th and 12th centuries, unfurnished coffin burials tend to mark the transition towards Christian 

burial practice (e.g. Nilsson 2010:34), and it is just before this transition that chamber graves increase 

in numbers.  

    The list of scholars and their different approaches to funerary Viking-Age archaeology is long and 

can not be adequately represented here. However, some of the more prominent approaches relevant to 

the methodology and theory in the present thesis are worth mentioning briefly. Although large-scale 

studies of Viking-Age funerary material are rare, those that have been conducted have been influential 

(e.g. Svanbergôs 2003 study of the late Iron-Age burial rites in south and southeast Sweden, Anne-

Sofie Gräslundôs 1980 study of the Birka funerary corpus and Skreôs 2007 work on the Kaupang 

funerary material). Other types of large-scale studies have focused on Viking-Age genetics and 

migration (e.g. Margaryan et al. 2020, Strand et al. 2022), objects and personhood (e.g. Härke 2014, 

Pedersen 2014, Hem Eriksen 2020), robbery or re-openings (Bill and Daly 2012, Klevnäs 2016) and 

larger aspects of the metaphysical (e.g. Hedeager 2011, Andrén 2013, Price 2019).  

     According to some scholars (e.g. Lund 2013), there has been an ongoing shift in Viking Studies 

from merely studying religion to analysing mentalities and ontologies. While this may be the case, the 

early, important studies of Viking-Age funerary material were heavily influenced by a culture-



21 
 

historical narrative, typological classifications and interpretations about ethnicity and identity, which 

made a lasting impact that is still felt today. In these early studies, a large focus was placed on the 

artefacts associated with the burials and what they could tell us about their manufacture, chronology 

and provenance, etc. Discoveries of burials such as those at Oseberg, Gokstad, Ladby and Jelling 

helped to fuel the focus on richly furnished, spectacular and (most often male) high-status contexts. 

Although this type of narrative has largely given way to other theoretical and methodological 

frameworks, it has had a lasting impact on the study of the Viking Age. For example, unfurnished 

graves or those belonging to females or children have been less studied, leading to a potentially 

skewed understanding of Viking-Age society as primarily male-dominated (e.g. Arwill-Nordbladh 

1998). Although funerary archaeology has helped to highlight new perspectives, the focus is still very 

much on social categories and identities. This can largely be explained by the post-processual shift 

towards, for example, funerary performance, identity formation, memory-making and cosmology (e.g. 

Price 2019, Williams 2016). While this shift has helped to steer the study of Viking-Age graves more 

towards analysing the death events (for example, the grave construction, treatment of the body and 

burial context/placement), the aim is often still to study these to uncover social structures, identity and 

religion. This approach has left a void in our understanding of the actual death practices themselves. 

In doing so, we have overlooked what the practical realisation and consequences of building and 

living close to a burial can tell us about life and death during the Viking Age. This thesis is an attempt 

to utilise what has been overlooked and fill this lacuna.  

Structure of the thesis 

The thesis is structured into three main parts. The first part will introduce the topic as well as give a 

background and rationale for the main comparative study. Following this Introduction, it incorporates 

chapter 2, Literature review, chapter 3, Theoretical framework and chapter 4, Methodology. 

     The second part of the thesis is made up of the presentation of data in a comparative analysis, and 

is structured around the eight countries in which chamber graves have been found. This part includes 

chapter 5, Birka, chapter 6, Sweden, chapter 7, Norway, chapter 8, Denmark, Germany and Poland 

and chapter 9, Finland, Russia and Ukraine.  

     The third part of the thesis comprises the analysis and discussion of the results. This part is made 

up of Chapter 10 Housing the ancestors (discussion and results), and Chapter 11 Patterns of practice 

(conclusions and future research). The thesis closes with a summary, followed by a catalogue of the 

analysed 699 burials, presented as Appendix I.  
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Chapter 2. The shifting landscape of interpretation 

 

Introduction 

Before commencing a new analysis of the chamber grave phenomenon, a thorough review of previous 

research is needed. The reason for this is that the aims of this thesis grew from an identified need to 

shift the research focus away from representationalist interpretations.  

     As a result of different socio-political and archaeological trends, narratives about Viking-Age 

chamber graves in Europe have long been dominated by selective studies on limited datasets that 

aimed to define this funerary phenomenon by identifying the ethnicity, identity and origins associated 

with the chamber grave phenomenon. In Scandinavia, research has been ruled by a relatively small 

number of individual discoveries, focusing on artefacts and single burials. In contrast, research in, for 

example, Russia and Poland has been conducted around large-scale studies on the cultural and ethnic 

origin of the phenomenon. While these two main narratives have included discussions on some of the 

most well-known Viking-Age burials such as those at Mammen, Jelling and Birka, these have usually 

been done through a representationalist lens of typology, ethnicity and religion where the burials are 

interpreted as fossilised mirrors of concepts of social categories.  

     This chapter divides the history of research on Viking-Age chamber graves into two parts: the first 

focuses on burials in northern Europe and Scandinavia, and the second focuses on burials in central 

and eastern Europe. This has been done because these are the primary areas in which chamber burials 

cluster, and because of the clear divide in research tradition between east (including Poland in central 

Europe) and west (including Scandinavia). This division in the following discussion should, however, 

not be viewed as a representation of Viking-Age realities, but merely as a representation of scholarly 

trajectories thus far.  

Scandinavia and the famous discoveries of the 19th century 

In 1821, what was to become one of the most well-known chamber graves was found. The grave was 

built like a wooden structure in a mound to the north of the church in the village of Jelling, Denmark, 

and hence referred to as the north mound. The mound, originally a Bronze-Age grave, had been 

frequently visited by farmers using the water gathered in a pool on top of the large hill. This had 

subsequently dried out, prompting the farmers to dig into the mound in search of water. As the 

discovery of a burial within the mound was made, an excavation was conducted under the leadership 

of Jacob Kornerup, and a 17m2 burial chamber was found. Jelling had a long history as a royal Danish 

centre, as evidenced by two runic inscriptions on standing stones mentioning some of the countryôs 

earliest royal individuals, and had been under royal ownership until the early 19th century. Because of 
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the long history and royal association, the chamber grave was interpreted as having been the final 

resting place of Queen Thorvi (Thyra), wife of 10th-century king Gorm the Old and mother of his 

successor, Harald Bluetooth (Magnusen & Thomsen 1827). At the time of the discovery of the burial 

in the north mound, it was supposed that the nearby south mound must contain the grave of Gorm the 

Old and in 1861, an attempt was made to find it. However, all that was found inside the south mound 

was several large stones, later interpreted as forming part of a ship setting grave (Krogh 1993: 260ff). 

The chamber grave inside the north mound was the first of its kind to be excavated in Denmark and, 

as was the research tradition at the time, the scholarly focus was on the burial assemblage, typology 

and the religious and cultural affiliations of the funerary display. Even though it was seemingly a 

novelty in Scandinavian archaeology, few or no attempts were made to better understand the grave 

type at the time of its excavation. Instead, the interpretations offered by Kornerup (1875) centred 

around the dubious religious nature of the two mound features, and even though he considered the 

construction of large burial mounds to be a pre-Christian tradition, the presence of two possible 

decorative crosses inside the north chamber led Kornerup to leave the question regarding their 

religious affiliation as unsettled. 

    In the 1940s, further excavations confirmed that the south mound did not contain a chamber burial, 

and together with investigations of the nearby church at Jelling, Dyggve (1948, 1955), offered an 

interpretation still widely accepted today. According to this theory, both King Gorm and Queen 

Thorvi had been buried in the north mound and later transferred to the church, where a chamber grave 

was also discovered in the chancel area of a predecessor to the current stone church. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Woodcut 
depicting a cross-
section of the North 
Jelling mound when 
excavated in 1821. 
After Magnusen & 

Thomsen 1827.  
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The person responsible for the transfer was thought to have been Harald, the son of Gorm and Thorvi, 

who, as a Christian king, would have wanted a Christian burial for his parents. If the theory holds and 

Gorm and/or Thorvi were transferred from a mound to a church, it is interesting to note the possibility 

that it was not the internal chamber but rather the external mound or church that signified religious 

affiliation. The idea that Gorm and Thorvi were transferred has, however, been contested and several 

other theories have been put forward (e.g. Holst et al. 2013).  

     Only seven years after the excavation of the south mound in Jelling, another, similar burial was 

discovered at the village of Mammen in Bjerringhøj, near modern-day Viborg in Denmark. The find 

was first reported by Arthur Feddersen in Samlinger til jydsk Historie og Topografi (1868-1869), but 

was not extensively published and researched until after a second excavation in 1986 (Iversen et al. 

1991). The Mammen burial contained a male with, among other things, a decorated axe, an 

embroidered tunic and dress details associated with an eastern cultural sphere. With its well-preserved 

conditions and unique artefact assemblage, the Mammen-burial became one of the most influential 

contexts for our understanding of the Viking Age. Despite this, few studies have discussed the actual 

grave type in detail. In the 1991 anthology that followed the second excavation, Müller-Wille (1991: 

181ff) wrote a short article about the chamber grave phenomenon in the old Danish Kingdom 

(modern-day Denmark, northwest Germany and parts of south Sweden), where he discussed a number 

of graves and cemeteries that, according to him, belonged to the same tradition. As mentioned in 

chapter 1, most early archaeologists who discussed the phenomenon focused on the cultural and 

geographical origin of the funerary phenomenon, a tradition followed by Müller-Wille when he 

referenced Grªslundôs (1980) view on the origin of the phenomenon, based on Swedish archaeologist 

T.J. Arneôs (1931) theory (see further below). According to Arne, the tradition can be traced back to 

7th-century continental contexts in what is now Westphalia-Lower Saxony, and so Müller-Wille 

concluded that the Viking-Age chamber burials, such as those at Mammen and Jelling, followed a 

Merovingian-Carolingian continental tradition. This theory is still one of the most cited by scholars 

dealing with any aspect of this funerary phenomenon (e.g. Eisenschmidt 1994, Ringsted 1997, 

Stylegar 2005, Janowski 2015, Mikhailov 2016) and will be discussed further below.  

     At the time of the discovery of the Mammen and Jelling burials, similar burials were also being 

discovered elsewhere in Scandinavia, especially in Norway. As many of them were found by non-

professionals and when the methods of recording archaeological discoveries were still in 

development, few are suited to more in-depth study. Nonetheless, several interesting discoveries made 

it into museum yearbooks and overviews of Norwegian antiquarianism in the mid-late 19th century 

(see further chapter 7). Another early discovery was made at the Nedre Haugen farm on the 

Norwegian island of Rolvsßy, where the widely published óTune-shipô burial was excavated by Olof 

Rygh. Even though most of the documentation and artefacts are now lost, this burial has received 

more interest than the chamber burial found three years earlier in the same cemetery. Found by local 

farmers and only later recorded by Rygh, the chamber grave was a 3.5 m square, timbered 
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construction containing a presumed male. In 1921, A.W. Brøgger described the finds at Rolvsøy and 

dated the burial typologically to around AD 900, making it contemporary to the Tune-ship, which has 

been dendrochronologically dated to AD 905-910 (Bonde & Christensen 1993). Today, we know of 

other similar burials in Norway, such as Tussehaugen in Sogn og Fjordane, excavated in 1909 

(Shetelig 1912) and considered one of the most well-known mounds in Sunnfjord. However, until 

Frans-Arne Stylegar (2005) compiled the first list of possible chamber burials in Norwegian Vestfold, 

no published work had discussed this particular funerary type in Norway. The reasons behind this 

may be sought in the fact that the Viking-Age chamber burials known at the time were often built in 

proximity to contemporary boat burials, which received most of the attention, potentially because they 

are easier to define and theorise about than chambers.  

Birka and beyond 

While the Danish discoveries of the 19th century saw little focus on the chamber graves as a distinct 

funerary type, the discovery and subsequently published results (Arbman 1943) from the cemeteries at 

the Swedish Viking-Age town of Birka in Lake Mälaren sparked a new interest in the phenomenon. 

With a strategic position on the island of Björkö, Birka was situated at a junction between two main 

trade routes: one leading to the southern Baltic, Gotland and Hedeby, the other to the eastern river 

routes beyond the Gulf of Finland. Although archaeological investigations had taken place on the 

island of Björkö since at least the 17th century and continue to the present day, the extensive work by 

Swedish geologist Hjalmar Stolpe between 1871 and 1895 has been instrumental in our understanding 

of the Birka funerary traditions. Stolpeôs detailed field notes and drawings still form the main source 

for much of what has been proposed about the funerary traditions of the Viking Age, not least the 

chamber burials.  

     In the decades following their discovery, the over 100 chamber graves at Birka were often 

interpreted as a funerary element foreign to Scandinavia, as few other similar graves were known at 

the time. As their funerary inventory was often rich, they were also interpreted as belonging to the 

town's elite and possible founders. As a consequence of the interpretation of the phenomenon as 

associated with wealthy foreigners, much of the earliest discussions about chamber graves in Sweden 

focused on trying to decide the ethnicity of the dead. For example, in 1909, Knut Stjerna (1909: 

210ff) argued that Birka was founded by merchants from Frisia, relying heavily on a contemporary 

stereotype of the Scandinavian people as uncultured and unable to conceive of and run a sophisticated 

trading town such as Birka. This interpretation was also partly based on the presence of many objects 

with a non-Scandinavian origin in the Birka chamber graves, and, as was tradition at the time, these 

foreign objects were taken to mirror the foreign identity of the dead. Although the Frisian hypothesis, 

and similar ones like it, have since been criticised (e.g. Schück 1910:4ff, Sawyer 1971: 196), the idea 

that the chamber burial phenomenon is a foreign element seems to have taken deep root and also 
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travelled outside of Scandinavian scholarship. It was also further fuelled by the influential 1931 article 

by Arne on óScandinavianô burials in Ukraine, which claimed that the tradition originated in northwest 

Germany (Westphalia-Lower Saxony, in particular the Iron Age cemetery at Soest), from where it 

spread to Scandinavia and further east to Russia and Ukraine. This is the hypothesis that was picked 

up by Gräslund (1980) and carried over to most other contemporary scholars, and will therefore be 

given detailed consideration later in this chapter.  

     After the publication of the Birka material (Arbman 1943), it soon became the baseline reference 

not just for discoveries of chamber graves, but for discoveries from the Scandinavian Viking Age as a 

whole. For example, when Erik Floderus excavated eight burials at Hov in Swedish Västra Götaland, 

he interpreted them as chamber graves of a similar type as those found in Birka and Ukraine, 

referencing both Hjamlar Stolpe and T.J. Arneôs works (Floderus 1938: 360). Due to its rich grave 

inventory, Birka also dominated much of the second half of the 20th centuryôs research on the Viking-

Age chamber grave phenomenon, when most studies still focused on studying the social and 

economic aspects of those interred through their associated artefacts. In 1954, Leciejewicz (1954:14ff) 

concluded that the graves belonged to merchants, while Steuer (1969: 212ff) discussed the possibility 

of differences in portable wealth as the explanation for the differences in the number of artefacts in 

the burials. In contrast, the study by Lebedev (1970: 180ff) theorised that the graves belonged to 

members of the royal hird (military retinue).  

      While these theories were well-formulated, it wasnôt until the early 1980s that the Birka funerary 

material was fully synthesised and studied in full, when Ann-Sofie Gräslund (1980) published her 

substantial synthesis on the Birka cemeteries and their more than 1000 burials. Grªslundôs publication 

has had a lasting impact on the current narrative about and definition of Viking-Age chamber graves. 

By comparing and differentiating the grave types at Birka, Gräslund labelled 119 of them as chamber 

graves. This is 20 more than Arbman had recorded in 1943 (Arbman 1943: 490ff), due to their 

difference in the distinction between coffins and chambers. According to Grªslundôs definition, 

chamber graves at Birka were at least 1.14m wide (usually over 1.2m), but never less than 0.9m in 

width (Gräslund 1980: 12). 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3. Birka grave 
Bj.496 shows the 
level of detail in 
Stolpe's late 19th-
century 
documentation. After 

Arbman 1943. 

      



27 
 

However, Gräslund also defined burials over 0.9m in width as coffins, rather than chambers, because 

she had worked out different width bands, where different grave types could occur in the same width 

band. For example, in the width band 0.9-1.1m, burials with and without coffins predominate, but four 

chamber burials have also been assigned to this band (Bj.520, Bj.708, Bj.845 and Bj.973) (Gräslund 

1980: 12). The reason for this is the traces of wood on walls and floor as well as the existence of a 

horse platform in one (Bj.708), which she identified as a common feature in chamber graves. 

According to Gräslund, the burials assigned to the chamber burial category are also generally deeper 

than inhumations with and without a coffin. For Gräslund, the characteristics of a Birka chamber 

burial (beyond measurements) are also that a) it had a rectangular shape, b) it contained weapons and 

c) had a seated position of the individual interred within.  

     In her discussion, Gräslund (1980:34) mentions a small number of other Swedish burials that she 

defines as chamber graves (the graves at Långtora, Rasbokil, Holm and Hov). It is noteworthy, 

however, that she does not mention the Viking-Age graves that were later defined as chamber burials 

by John Ljungkvist (2008) at the nearby, and by then already well-known, cemetery of Valsgärde. 

This is also the case for Vendel (Stolpe and Arne 1912), Tuna i Alsike (Stolpe & Arne 1934) and 

Tuna i Badelunda (Schönbeck 1994), where later scholars have noted the presence of chamber burials. 

The absence of these burials in Grªslundôs and othersô more recent overviews of chamber graves 

shows the lack of consensus and the difficulty in defining what constitutes a chamber grave. It is also 

a symptom of the boat burials, present at Valsgärde, Vendel, Tuna i Badelunda and Tuna i Alsike, 

having received much more attention, while the nearby chambers were forgotten.  

     Even though Grªslundôs definition was devised mainly as a tool to distinguish chamber graves 

from other grave types at Birka in particular, it was also the first of its kind and therefore became 

heavily cited and used in publications discussing chamber graves. Further, Gräslund also endorsed 

Arneôs notion of a cultural origin in modern-day Germany. Although she noted the chronological gap 

between the Birka chamber graves and the similar graves at the German Soest cemetery, containing a 

variety of burials dating to between the 6th and 8th century, she solved this by asserting that a small 

number of the Birka chamber burials could in fact be dated to the late 8th century. This assertion is 

problematic, however, as Arne (1931: 301) stated that the latest Soest chamber burial dates to the late 

6th century, creating a chronological gap of 200 years.  

     After Grªslundôs influential 1980 publication, 17 years were to pass before another large-scale 

study of the Birka chamber graves was conducted. In 1997, Swedish archaeologist Nils Ringstedt 

published an article based on a statistical analysis of the total economic value among the artefacts in 

the Birka chamber graves. Among Ringstedtôs findings was an apparent stratification of chamber-use 

across several socio-economic groups, a relatively high ranking of some of the female graves and, 

based on the artefacts, an ability to demonstrate that the burials belonged to foreigners (Ringstedt 

1997:140ff). As background to his study, Ringstedt reviewed previous research and interpretations 

and largely followed the dominant narrative about the phenomenon originating in continental, 
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northwestern Europe. Despite discussing previous research on the actual burial phenomenon, his 

analysis focused on artefacts and their perceived economic value rather than including any burials 

beyond Birka. Yet, Ringsted still offered an interpretation of the chamber grave phenomenon as an 

ancient, international funerary rite utilised to enhance the status of the leading class in a society 

undergoing a state formation (Ringstedt 1997: 143). Although Ringstedtôs study provided a valuable 

contribution to the understanding of socio-economic life at Birka and the often-rich assemblages in 

the chamber graves, the study did not add to our understanding of the grave type itself.  

     From the onset, the chamber graves from Birka were made to stand as the archetype of the Viking-

Age chamber grave, and their importance cannot be underestimated. However, given the lack of new 

basic research on the Scandinavian chamber graves located beyond Birka, it could be argued that the 

Western scholarly discussion about this phenomenon has been too heavily reliant on them and their 

associated interpretations about ethnicity, identity and class. 

Locals and foreigners 

Despite Birka looming large over the study of Viking-Age chamber graves during the early 20th 

century, discoveries were being made that challenged the dominant narrative. In 1936, Holger 

Arbman published an article in the Swedish antiquarian journal Fornvännen that described his 

excavation of a male inhumation at Långtora farm in Swedish Uppland. In the article, Arbman 

concluded that the Långtora grave was of the same type as the Birka chamber graves, but, in the spirit 

of early 20th-century archaeology, his research focused on typology, provenance and religion. 

Although Arbman was likely aware of Arneôs 1931 article that proposed a continental, 6th-century 

German origin for the phenomenon, he did not mention it in his article. Instead, Arbman (1956) was 

to propose an indigenous origin of the chamber grave funerary phenomenon a few decades later. It is 

worth noting that in the article about the Långtora burial, Arbman considered it normative for a 

Viking-Age inhumation chamber burial to have the deceasedôs head placed to the west, facing east, 

according to Christian custom. However, the Långtora burial was oriented in the opposite direction 

(see further chapter 6), giving another example of the difficulty in pointing towards a shared 

definition of this funerary phenomenon. It suffices to say that even though Arbmanôs article about 

Långtora is one of the most commonly referred to in published works mentioning the chamber burial 

tradition in Sweden, there has been no further research on, for example, its construction. This is 

particularly surprising as Arbman had found a similar female burial three years earlier (1933), at 

Tibble in Rasbokil parish, Uppland, something that could have prompted a comparison between the 

two. However, the female chamber burial at Tibble (ATA 2674/36) was not published in the same 

manner as the Långtora find, pointing to a scholarly bias towards male burial artefacts.  

     In the early 1940s, several burials in Valsgärde in the parish of Gamla Uppsala were excavated 

under the supervision of Bengt Schönbeck, then professor of archaeology at Uppsala University. 
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While most inhumation graves discovered at Valsgärde were boat burials, a small number of 

elongated rectangular chamber burials were also found. An early disagreement regarding the handling 

and publication of the finds after the excavation led the Valsgärde material to still remain largely 

unpublished. The fact that the chamber graves were made to stand in the shadow of the boat burials in 

the Valsgärde cemetery was not an isolated incident but happened at numerous Scandinavian 

cemeteries. A similar situation occurred at the Swedish sites Tuna i Badelunda and Tuna i Alsike, 

where chamber and boat burials were found in proximity. While the boat graves from both sites have 

been well-publicised, the chambers are less well-known. For example, the title of the Tuna i Alsike 

publication makes its focus clear: Das Bootgräberfeld von Tuna i Alsike (The boat grave cemetery at 

Tuna i Alsike), published by Arne in 1934. Similar to Grªslundôs study of Birka, the chamber graves 

in these cemeteries were only labelled as such to distinguish them from other types of burials and not 

because of their similarities with other chamber graves. In Norway and Denmark, chamber and boat 

burials also occur simultaneously in cemeteries such as Rolvsøy, Gulli, Myklebostad and Hedeby. 

The boat burial at Myklebostad, a cremation, is thought to be the largest Viking-Age boat ever 

discovered in Norway and thus relatively famous, while the early 8th-century chamber grave is much 

less well-known. Despite this, a handful of scholars have written about the other inhumations and 

cremations in these boat grave cemeteries. For example, according to Ljungkvist (2015: 26), the 

chamber burial tradition bears a close resemblance to the practices evident in the boat burial tradition, 

and it is possible that a link existed between them.  

     With the early 1930ôs excavations of the gravesites of Hedeby in modern-day Germany, the 

chamber burial tradition gained further interest and started to move beyond the dominance of Birka. 

Apart from the well-researched burials at Jelling and Mammen, those at Hedeby are undoubtedly 

some of the most investigated from a construction point of view. In a 1952 German article, Ekkehard 

Aner discussed the construction of the Hedeby chamber graves and engaged closely with their 

artefacts and dating. Aner (1952a: 62) identified two different types of chamber burial constructions 

distinguished by the way their walls were built; while the first type used a vertical plank-construction, 

the second type featured horizontally stacked planks. The latter group is also divided into two types 

by Aner, depending on the use of corner posts or iron or wooden nails to fixate the corners. Aner 

suggested that it is impossible to say whether the corner posts were stationary or used to support a 

temporary roof and later removed before the grave was filled in. He also noted that the only chamber 

burial with a mound at Hedeby was the boat chamber burial, while all others appeared to have been 

flat. He saw this as a contrast to Birka, where over a third of the chamber burials had a clear mound.   

     When it came to the variety of funerary practices during the period in question, Aner discussed 

how the previous clan-type community began to disintegrate during the Migration Period (approx. 

375-550 AD) and the inheritance laws of, for example, army veterans began to take hold in the 

Germanic area. Based on this argument, Aner (1952a: 102) suggested that the sometimes-high number 

of artefacts in the burials from the Viking Age, not least chamber graves, had less to do with religious 
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change and more to do with how personal property of certain individuals was not inheritable and 

instead followed them to their grave. Furthermore, as other chamber graves appeared during the 10th 

century in areas where place names ending in ó-byô can be attested, Aner (1952a: 111) theorised that 

the chamber grave phenomenon was associated with the Swedish colonisation of the Danish area. 

This theory stands in direct contrast to the one proposed by Arne (1931) and later endorsed by 

Gräslund (1980), who both saw this funerary tradition as a foreign element to Scandinavia, originating 

on the continent. What they all have in common, however, is the view that the tradition is of non-local 

origin. Other scholars, such as Becker (1953: 163), writing about a 10th-century female burial in a 

large stone construction on the Danish island of Bornholm, favoured a local origin for the chamber 

burial tradition of the Viking Age. According to Becker (1953: 163), similar chamber-like burials 

already existed by the 7th and 8th centuries, and he did not rule out that the practice was a native 

development from South Scandinavia. However, the burial that Becker based his indigenous theory on 

was a stone construction without traces of a wooden chamber, yet another important reminder of the 

lack of consensus regarding what constituted a chamber grave.  

The Cold War silence and a new synthesis  

Between the 1960s and 1980s, there was almost no new Scandinavian/Western scholarship on the 

Viking-Age chamber grave phenomenon. As will be shown, this was while the eastern scholarship 

about the Scandinavian influence (and hence chamber graves) in eastern Europe during the late 

Viking Age reached its peak. The reason behind this apparent geographical shift in scholarly outputs 

could be several, but likely included factors such as the lack of discoveries in the Western 

distribution, new theoretical trends and eastern political motives. Chamber graves in, for example, 

Russia and Ukraine were frequently discussed among eastern scholars as part of the larger debate 

regarding the level of Scandinavian influence on the formation of the Rusô (and hence Russian) state 

during the Viking Age. In the West, however, this debate was not as prominent, and it is possible that 

the chamber grave phenomenon came to be associated with a debate that Western scholars were either 

not interested in or considered too politically charged. This silence is still largely ongoing, with 

exceptionally few new publications from Scandinavian and Western scholars in the last 30 years. As a 

result, those few studies that have been published have had a significant impact.  

     One example of this is the large-scale syntheses of Viking-Age chamber burials discovered in the 

former Danish territory (Denmark, northern Germany and southern Sweden) that was published in a 

Kiel University master's thesis by Silke Eisenschmidt in 1994. In order to gather her corpus, 

Eisenschmidt devised a metric definition according to which the chamber graves in the former Danish 

territory varied between 1.8m and 6.75m in length and between 0.9m and 2.8m in width 

(Eisenschmidt 1994:18ff). Further, she distinguished between wooden and earthen chambers, where 

the latter lacks any evidence of wood but can still be labelled a chamber grave based on its size, 
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which, according to Eisenschmidt, needs to exceed 1.70m in width. Those graves without wooden 

remains that are under 1.7m in width should, according to Eisenschmidt, be regarded as a separate 

type of óshaft-burialô. When it comes to the identity of the deceased, Eisenschmidt interpreted them as 

Danish aristocrats and did not agree with the leading theory regarding a continental, Carolingian 

origin (as proposed by Arne in 1931), but favoured an indigenous origin.  

     As the first synthesis on Viking-Age chamber graves beyond Birka, Eisenschmidtôs study has been 

frequently cited by scholars discussing the funerary phenomenon during the last 30 years (e.g. 

Stylegar 2005, Janowski 2015, Mikhailov 2016). However, as the work was published in German, 

there are inherent barriers to many scholars in engaging with her material in more detail. Another 

notable exception to the late 20th-century silence is the 2005 article by Norwegian archaeologist 

Frans-Arne Stylegar, which followed the metric definitions set by Eisenschmidt in order to gather and 

discuss a number of possible but unpublished chamber graves in the Vestfold area of Norway. Despite 

utilising Eisenschmidtôs definition, Stylegar did not follow his predecessors in offering theories about 

the cultural origin of identities of the dead but stopped at simply stating that chamber graves are found 

in large parts of western, northern and eastern Europe (Stylegar 2005: 162). While most previous 

studies had focused on the phenomenon in Sweden (Birka), Denmark and Eastern Europe, chamber 

graves in Norway had not previously been discussed. Thanks to Stylegar, it has been demonstrated 

that this funerary rite also occurred in Norway, a notion that has also been confirmed by several more 

recent discoveries in Norway, such as the burials at Gulli (Gjerpe 2005), Revheim (Bertheussen 2008) 

and Hestnes (Østmoe, forthcoming). Regarding Finland, where the phenomenon is only present at one 

site, albeit in a large number (Luistari), the literature on Viking-Age chamber graves is close to zero 

(although see Lethosalo-Hilander 1982).  

     Another rare but influential study is the 2010 article by archaeologist Neil Price. Although focused 

more broadly on the innate variation in Viking-Age mortuary behaviour, it was an important 

contribution to a new interpretation of chamber graves. In the article, Price built on the ideas that 

Martin Carver developed in conjunction with his studies of the 6th- 7th-century Sutton Hoo burial 

complex in southeast England (e.g. Carver 1992, 1998). Taking inspiration from Carver, Price 

theorised that case-specific mortuary performances conducted by the grave site (ómortuary dramaô) 

can help to explain the multitude of variations found in the burials of the time. Price built his 

argument with the help of several types of material and written sources, arguing that Viking-Age 

burial rituals involved the acting out of scenes or dramas from the life of the deceased. Although 

Priceôs study was speculative and relied heavily on written, Icelandic sources and selective 

archaeological material, his approach brought new perspectives to the chamber grave phenomenon, 

which, according to Price, could be viewed as the remnants of an underground performance stage 

(Price 2010: 125). This article and others by Price (e.g. 2011) are relevant to the present study as they 

are the only ones that highlight the importance of studying the practices and events at the site of the 
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chamber grave, rather than just focusing on quantitative studies of pre-determined categories (Price 

2011: 86).  

     With the exception of the few Western publications mentioned above, the study and discussion of 

the Viking-Age chamber grave funerary rites have been largely stagnant since the 1930s. Even though 

several important publications studied the phenomenon during the latter half of the 20th century and 

the beginning of the 21st century, most continued to do so through limited datasets and with the help 

of questions regarding cultural origin, ethnicity and identity. Thus, it can be argued that the narratives 

introduced by scholars such as Arne (1931) have been carried through and influenced the few and far 

between Western publications of the last 90 years. It is this identified stagnation that the current thesis 

aims to remedy.  

The legacy from the Migration Period 

Chamber graves are not unique to Europe or the Viking Age, and it is not uncommon to find 

comparisons with or uses of definitions based on similar graves from other periods. One period in 

particular that is often highlighted is the Migration Period (ca 375-550 AD), from which several other 

famous chamber-like graves date. As these graves have seen a broader scholarly interest in the West 

than those dating to the Viking Age, interpretations about Migration Period chamber graves were 

often carried over ad hoc and applied to the Viking Age. Because of this, a brief overview of these 

interpretations is appropriate.  

     One scholar frequently cited in discussions of the Viking-Age chamber burial phenomenon was 

Swedish archaeologist Jan Peder Lamm. In his 1973 thesis, Lamm studied the Migration Period 

chamber burials at Lovön in Uppland, Sweden, and was also the first Scandinavian scholar to define a 

chamber burial. According to him, the classic definition of a chamber burial (Swedish: kammargrav) 

is a grave with an inner wooden construction meant to hold the deceased and their belongings (Lamm 

1973: 84). He further argued that the only way to separate a coffin from a chamber is to consider if the 

wooden structure is either stationary (chamber) or portable (coffin). In the definition proposed by 

Lamm, the chambers are referred to as being made of wood, which makes the non-wooden Viking-

Age burials (e.g. Tuna i Badelunda and Hov) problematic. Despite this, Lammôs definition of a 

wooden non-portable container has been commonly used in the research about Viking-Age chamber 

graves as well.  

     Among other scholars who have dealt with the Migration Period chamber grave phenomenon is 

Per Ramqvist, professor at Umeå University, Sweden, who studied the funerary tradition in the north 

of Sweden. Most notable is his involvement in the publication of the results from the excavations at 

Högom (Ramqvist 1991), where several rich burials dating to approximately 500 AD had been 

discovered 50 years before Lamm devised his definition. Ramqvist is known for his interpretation of 

the Migration Period chamber graves as symbolising a house or a hall, ideas which could also be 
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found among the eastern scholars of the early 20th century studying the Viking Age (see further 

below) and which were also alluded to by Gräslund (1980: 34, 45) in the study of Birka.  

     More recently, Swedish archaeologist Richard Grönwall (2008, 2011) studied what he saw as a 

continuity of the chamber grave funerary practices from the Roman Iron Age (approx. 0-375 AD) to 

the Migration Period in Uppland. Grönwall theorises that the tradition evidenced a regional 

aristocracy with a martial element. His interpretations were later critiqued by Fischer (2013: 409), 

who did not see enough evidence for continuity in the comparison between burials from different 

periods in Uppland. This critique was articulated in the publication of the Uppsala University project 

Deathôs Snug Chamber, which was led by Frans Heschend and employed a supraregional and 

chronological approach to study the Migration Period chamber burials. The project emerged just as 

the most recently found Migration Period chamber burials in Sweden were discovered at Lilla Sylta, 

Uppland (c. 2002). The project used a multivariate analysis and, by comparing the chronology of the 

chamber graves with the spread and dating of Roman gold solidi, was able to show that peaks in gold 

solidi use corresponded to the peaks in use of the chamber burial phenomenon during the Migration 

Period. According to Fischer (2013: 419), they therefore concluded that the individuals buried in the 

chamber burials were somehow connected to the importation of the solidi.  

     Another important finding from the project was that the burials from Scandinavia seemed to differ 

from the contemporary ones on the continent and, according to Fischer (2013), the tradition must be 

regarded as exceptional and related to certain periods of cultural influx. As such, the interpretations in 

the Deathôs Snug Chamber-project are similar to those made about the Viking-Age chamber graves 

insofar as they have most often been thought to represent foreign elements. In contrast to Fisherôs 

interpretation of the graves as exceptional, another recent publication (Nordberg & Wikell 2006) on 

Migration Period burials in Sweden suggests that the number of chamber burials in Uppland could be 

far greater than previously thought, as their survey of the Uppland countryside found several new 

features interpreted as possible chamber burials. There is, however, no way of determining this 

without archaeological intervention.  
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     Looking beyond Scandinavia, the study of the Migration Period chamber burial phenomenon has a 

long history in Western Europe, due to famous so-called princely burials in, for example, Morken in 

modern-day Germany (Müller-Willie 1976) and Prittlewell, England (MOLAS 2004). The fact that 

burials of this kind are more numerous on the Continent has naturally led to a larger amount of 

research and publications about this region. Publications such as the edited collection Kammergräber 

in Barbaricum (Abegg-Wigg & Lau 2014) are a testament to the research tradition being more active 

on the continent than in Scandinavia. However, as no Viking-Age chamber graves have thus been 

found in France or on the British Isles (for example), a longer research history of the Migration Period 

graves falls outside the scope of this thesis.  

Chamber graves in East and Central Europe 

In contrast to Western tradition, research on chamber graves, or ólog burialsô as they were first 

referred to, in Eastern Europe has been much more abundant among scholars working on material 

from areas in the former Soviet Union. Research on this funerary phenomenon in this region has long 

been attached to questions surrounding the founding of the old Rusô state and, consequently, the 

origin of modern-day Russia and Ukraine. As will become apparent, the seemingly arbitrary 

ethnographic affiliations which archaeologists observed in the eastern chamber graves often placed 

this phenomenon at centre stage during the nationalistic quests of the 19th and 20th centuries. The 

discussion regarding who was among the founders of the Rusô state during the 9th and 10th centuries 

has long been a theme entangled with nationalism and contemporary political agendas. In relation to 

this, it is possible that the Western lack of new chamber grave scholarship since the mid-20th century 

has had to do with the choice or need to distance itself from the rising Eastern nationalism. When 

Western nationalism and the culture-historical focus on origin and cultural affiliation lost (some of) 

their appeal, it seems to have led to a lack of reframing and to old and dated ótruthsô being repeated 

and kept alive even to this day. It is also possible that the lack of new scholarship was a symptom of 

what, among others, Anthony (1990) has labelled as a fear of the topic of migration (in this case, 

possible Scandinavians migrating to Russia) among archaeologists of the 20th century.  

19th and 20th century - Log burials and cultural origins 

The remainder of this chapter will present the theories and interpretations of Viking-Age chamber 

graves in what is now Russia, Ukraine and Poland, and how these can help shed light on some of the 

issues surrounding this research field today.  

     The first graves in central and eastern Europe, which today could be labelled as chamber burials, 

came to light in the mid-19th century in Kyiv and Chernihiv in Ukraine. The burials were discovered 

by amateur archaeologists and referred to as ñunderground wooden crypts built like a log-frame 

houseò (Antonovich 1879). The description of the burials as resembling log-frame houses was to 
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continue throughout the coming decades and set the tone for their interpretation among the eastern 

scholars. Another of the first larger discoveries was made in 1892 near the Desyatinna church in Kyiv, 

where, among approximately 50 graves, several were described as having a large, wooden frame 

(Khoinovsky 1893). Other discoveries included several ñlog-frame burials'' or ñunderground crypts'' 

during railway works in Gnezdovo, in the Smolensk region, modern-day Russia. Unfortunately, as is 

often the case with early excavations, there is little or no documentation from these discoveries. The 

first more well-documented excavation at which ñlog-frame gravesò were found took place between 

1908 and 1914 in the Church of the Tithes, Kyiv, where two burials were recorded and described as 

large wooden crypts, arranged like log-frame houses (Velmin 1910:138).  

     One of the first scholars to systematically study this grave type was the well-known archaeologist 

Dmitry Samokvasov (1916), who explored several cemeteries in Chernihiv, Ukraine, in the late 19th 

century. In contrast to the early discoveries in Russia and Ukraine, the first find of a chamber grave in 

Poland was made in Cedynia as late as the early 1970s (Malinowska-Ğazarczyk 1982). Together with 

the finds at Sowinki (Krzyszowski 1995), these discoveries contributed to a newfound interest in the 

burial phenomenon, as it became ever more closely linked to discussion about a possible 

Scandinavian origin and influence.  

     Based on Russian and Ukrainian finds, according to Samokvasov (1916: 77), chamber burials were 

graves covered with wood on the walls and ceiling but not covered with earth (a mound). Other than 

in Samokvasovôs study, little interpretation of the burials took place during this time, and although a 

Scandinavian presence had been noted earlier in some of the contemporary burials in these areas, it 

was not until Swedish archaeologist T.J. Arne (1931) shone a light on their similarity with the graves 

recently excavated in Birka. The material that caught Arneôs attention had been excavated between 

1925 and 1927 near the village of Shestovitsa, Ukraine. Here, the All-Ukrainian Archaeological 

Commission under the leadership of P.I. Smolichev had revealed several rich burials, some of which 

were described as the same type of underground wooden crypts as previously found in Kyiv and 

Gnezdovo. Smolichev himself only had time to publish brief notes on his discoveries before he was 

exiled to Central Asia. In his 1931 article, Arne 1931: 285) states that most of his material is based on 

notes and drawings by Smolichev, which most likely were made available to him during a trip to 

Chernihiv in 1928. The trip came about after he had been notified of the many Scandinavian artefacts 

in the burials, and thought it was best that a Scandinavian scholar had a look at them first-hand. As 

was noted earlier in this chapter, Arneôs 1931 article has had a profound impact on the interpretations 

of Viking-Age chamber burials, and will therefore be discussed in detail.  

     In the article, Arne described the Ukrainian burials at Shestovitsa and argued for their clear 

resemblance to the chamber burials at Birka and Hedeby. For example, they were both large wooden 

structures built in the ground for the burials of both men and women, sometimes with wooden posts at 

the corners, and covered with a mound (in contrast to Samokvasovôs 1916 definition). The 

Scandinavian artefacts in the Ukrainian burials were mainly associated with male attire, such as 
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weapons and dress accessories. Accordingly, he interpreted them as belonging to Scandinavian 

warriors (Arne 1931: 298) while also noting the lack of female Scandinavian artefacts. It was also in 

this article that the now widespread theory regarding a Western European, Frankish/Carolingian 

origin of the chamber burial tradition originated. After describing the Shestovitsa burial chambers, 

Arne discussed the wider chamber grave phenomenon in other geographical areas and attempted to 

trace its geographical spread and origin. The ultimate proposal of a Continental Frankish/Carolingian 

origin for the funeral phenomenon was based on Arneôs comparison with the 6th- to 8th-century burial 

ground in Soest, northwest Germany, where chamber-like graves date to the second half of the 6th 

century. Despite the temporal gap of more than 200 years, Arne believed these to be the precursors to 

the Scandinavian Viking-Age chamber burials, which later spread to Ukraine in the 10th century.  

     With reference to the Migration Period chamber grave at Lilla Jored, the only place where Arne 

did not exclude the possibility of an unbroken tradition between the Migration Period and the Viking 

Age was Norway (Arne 1931: 300). He did not, however, believe they constituted the same tradition 

as the Viking-Age phenomenon found in Birka and Hedeby, as he thought that their building 

techniques differed. Although Arne did not state in what way their construction differed, it is not 

surprising that Arne comes to this conclusion regarding Norway as the only place with an unbroken 

tradition, as few of the other Swedish Migration Period chamber burials that are well-known today 

(e.g. Högom, Tuna i Badelunda, Fullerö and Valsgärde) had been excavated at the time of his writing.  

     During the 1940s and 1950s, Soviet archaeologists started to systemise the study of some of the 

excavated cemeteries in Kyiv and Chernihiv, and one of their tasks was to refute the ideas about a 

strong Scandinavian presence, which had started to surface thanks to scholars such as Arne. The 

reasons behind this task were many and complex, mainly associated with recent political events and 

various nationalist agendas. The so-called ñNormanist problemò or theory, which centred around the 

indications of a Scandinavian influence in the foundation of the Rusô state, was taking shape and 

influencing research on chamber burials. For example, in an attempt to steer away from the 

Scandinavian explanation, Rybakov (1949) discussed the ñlog burialsò found in Chernihiv, in which 

he saw an influence from the descendants of ancient nomadic tribes. Similarly, Blifeld (1954) thought 

that the log graves, or chamber burials, were a Slavic phenomenon. There were also scholars such as 

Karger (1958) who, while rejecting a nomadic or Slavic origin of the tradition, still questioned the 

degree of Scandinavian influence in the funerary rite, most likely to avoid political repercussions. 

Although the question regarding their ethnic affiliation was contested, most scholars studying so-

called log burials in the middle of the 20th century still agreed they were the dominant funeral rite of 

the social elite in Kievan Rusô.  

     Later, in 1968 and 1970, when excavations began at the now well-known Viking-Age settlement 

complex and burial grounds of Staraya Ladoga, Russia, the discoveries of chamber graves prompted a 

new interest in the funerary phenomenon as a whole. These discoveries were to contribute to a 

strengthening of the theory about a Scandinavian influence in the formation of the Rusô state, mainly 
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based on the presence of Scandinavian-style artefacts. As a result, by the 1970s and 1980s, most of 

the leading Soviet archaeologists adhered to the theory that chamber graves belonged to Scandinavian 

and Rusô warriors of the Viking Age (e.g. Korzuhina & Davidan 1969, Nosov 1985, Nazarenko 

1988).  

     Over the following decades, several publications gathered and discussed burials in relation to what 

had previously been said about the rite. For example, Avdusin & Pushkina (1988) discussed three 

burials from Gnezdovo, while Dubov & Sedyh (1993) studied the cemetery and chamber graves at 

Russian Timerevo. In 1994, Fedir Androshchuk were among the first scholars working with Eastern 

European material to utilise the criteria of a chamber grave developed by Gräslund in her 1980 study. 

On this basis, Androshchuk (1994) identified 27 chamber burials from Kyiv, Chernihiv and 

Shestovitsa that, according to him, showcased the Scandinavian idea that the dead still played a part in 

the society of the living.  

     Despite several more recent overviews (e.g. Musin 2002) and other studies forming part of 

research on larger cemeteries (e.g. Nazarenko 1985, Androshchuk 1999), research on chamber graves 

in Russia and Ukraine has declined since the 1970s and 1980s. According to Mikhailov (2016: 22), 

this could partly be explained by a lack of new discoveries, but also perhaps by the shift in research 

focus from burials to settlements. Another possible explanation is that since the eastern study of 

chamber graves had been so closely linked to the question of identity and ethnicity, new research 

became obsolete when most scholars agreed they were of Scandinavian origin.  

A newfound interest 

After a period of relative quiet, when chamber graves were mainly analysed in relation to and as part 

of larger cemetery and settlements complexes in eastern Europe, the last decade has seen two PhD 

theses on the subject, written concurrently in Poland and Russia. Janowski (2015) and Mikhailov 

(2016) were the first to gather and analyse a larger number of chamber burials in the eastern part of 

Europe in the same way as Eisenschmidt (1994) had done for Denmark, Germany and Swedish Scania 

20 years earlier. Although Janowskiôs and Mikhailovôs theses follow an almost identical 

methodological and analytical structure, broadly focusing on the overall funerary make-up and the 

identity of those interred, their interpretations and conclusions differ significantly.  

     The aim of Janowskiôs 2015 thesis was to discuss a number of selected issues related to chamber 

graves discovered in Russia, Ukraine, Poland and parts of northwest Germany, areas that were 

inhabited by Slavonic tribes, according to Janowski (2015: 8). His thesis discussed problems relating 

to definition, the role of Christianity and whether the graves belonged to a local elite or a foreign 

community. It included a catalogue of 213 burials, which have previously been defined as chamber 

burials. Even though, in his opinion, the definition should be as broad as possible, the one he proposed 

could be said to be quite narrow. According to Janowski (2015: 168), a chamber burial is an 
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inhumation grave in an immobile wooden structure in the shape of a small building/chamber erected 

over the body of the deceased on his burial site.  

     In the comparison between the rites in the different geographical areas, Janowski saw a clear 

difference between the Western and Eastern areas. For example, in Poland and Germany, all burials 

under investigation were flat, while in Russia and Ukraine, a mound (or kurgan) was most common 

(Janowski 2015: 39ff). He also noted that a supine position was the dominant position of the body in 

the western area (Poland and Germany), while he recorded a sitting position in 13 of the burials from 

Russia and Ukraine. Janowski concluded that the Russian and Ukrainian burials seem to have had 

some things in common with the Scandinavian chamber burials (primarily Birka and Denmark), while 

the Polish and German ones, on the other hand, differed from them (Janowski 2015: 73ff). However, 

the conclusion that the Russian and Ukrainian graves are similar to the Scandinavian chamber burials 

is based only on the burials in the former Danish area (Eisenschmidt 1994) and on Birka (e.g. 

Gräslund 1980). As no previous work has been done to synthesise all of the other chamber burials in 

Sweden and Norway, there is currently no reliable interpretation of what constitutes a ñScandinavianò 

chamber burial, upon which such an interpretation can be based.  

     When considering the political and social events surrounding the cemeteries and their associated 

settlements, Janowski saw a correlation between the chamber burial rite and social transformation in 

the form of new elites. In terms of the ethnic identity of those interred and the origin of the funerary 

phenomenon itself, Janowski argued that since chamber burials are equally numerous in central and 

eastern Europe, it cannot be a purely Scandinavian invention. This conclusion was reached, however, 

despite the author's recognition that the rite displays regional variation and without considering 

whether they can be said to belong to the same tradition or not. Furthermore, rather than ethnicity, 

Janowski believed that a high social status was the deciding factor in burying someone in a chamber 

grave. In his analysis of the religious affiliation of the burials, Janowski did not come to a definitive 

answer, as the variety is too great and no pattern can be discerned. He was, however, personally 

convinced that the chamber burials belonged to the early Christian elite (Janowski 2015: 173). His 

argument for this was based on the fact that he believed it was members of the elite who first came 

into contact with Christianity.  

     Overall, Janowski argued that the chamber burial phenomenon can be associated with the 

development of a new, possibly Christian but not necessarily Scandinavian, elite. It could be argued 

that Janowskiôs work, although substantial in its scope and with several important findings, followed 

the same aim and theoretical assumptions as previous research on the subject, where ethnic categories 

and identities are presupposed and sought through analysing the material culture of the graves.  

     At the same time as Janowski was working on this thesis in Poland, a similar one was being 

produced in Russia by Kirill Mikhailov. While Janowski used material from Russia, Ukraine, Poland 

and parts of Germany, Mikhailov focused on graves in what he termed the territory of the Old Rusô 

state, located in modern day Russia and Ukraine (Mikhailov 2016: 14). The reason for this was the 
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aim of his thesis which, although only alluded to, seems to partly be to study the formation of the Rusô 

state through analysing chamber graves.  

     According to Mikhailov (2006: 12), it had not been possible to use written sources to provide a 

satisfactory picture of the Russian state formation process, and he therefore believed that archaeology 

was capable of giving the most informative data on the social, cultural and religious changes during 

this period. The basis for Mikhailovôs study was 115 burials from 15 cemeteries, and when it comes to 

defining what constitutes a chamber burial, he referred to Swedish archaeologist Jan Peder Lammôs 

(1973) definition of a larger-than-average immobile wooden construction: the definition that emerged 

from the study of Migration Period chamber graves. Accordingly, in Mikhailovôs analysis and first 

catalogue, only burials with wooden traces were included. The rest, which he considered less likely to 

be chamber graves, were gathered in a separate catalogue but did not form part of his overall analysis.  

     The analysis performed by Mikhailov was very similar to Janowskiôs, focusing on internal and 

external structure, artefacts and statistics about the buried individuals. According to Mikhailov, a 

large number of the chambers in which the wooden structure could be observed were built using the 

ñlogò technique, wherein timbers were placed horizontally into corner grooves. As this was the 

leading house-building technique in 9th-century Russia and the wider Slavic area (Rappaport et al. 

1985), Mikhailov made a case throughout the thesis that chamber graves were constructed to imitate 

contemporary houses, built for the dead. Even though the vertical log-building technique has often 

been considered a Slavic tradition different to the preferred house-building methods of upright timber 

frames in Scandinavian contexts (Clark & Ambrosiani 1991: 141ff), Mikhailov (2016: 65) argued that 

it could not be a purely Slavic tradition, as log-framed buildings have also been found in 11th- and 

12th-century Swedish town Sigtuna. His argument seems to ignore the chronological discrepancies 

between 9th-century Russia and 11th-century Sweden, which, on the contrary, seem to indicate that the 

vertical log-building technique originated in eastern Europe, and only later came to Scandinavia. 

Furthermore, Sigtuna has long been associated with a Slavic cultural influence (e.g. Roslund 2001), 

and the log-frame buildings found there and elsewhere in early medieval Sweden (approx. 1050- 1250 

AD) have long been associated with an eastern influence (e.g. Rosberg 2009). According to 

Mikhailov himself, the only securely known timber log-framed chamber in Scandinavia was found in 

the Gokstad chamber boat-burial (Mikhailov 2016: 67). However, as will become apparent, several 

burials in both Norway and Sweden were built with horizontal logs. It is apparent, that Mikhailov 

favoured a Scandinavian origin for the chamber burial rite; in his interpretation of the geographical 

and chronological spread of the rite he argued that Denmark ought to have been the epicentre for the 

spread of the phenomenon, based on its wide distribution on both rural and urban cemeteries, as well 

as some early finds on Jutland (Mikhailov 2016: 42). 

     Mikhailov believes the chamber burial tradition was observed primarily for the male military elite. 

According to Mikhailov, based on artefact typology, 67% of the chamber graves in Russia belonged 

to males and only 31% to females. These figures, and the interpretation based on them, can, however, 
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be considered problematic as Mikhailov (2016: 77) has assigned all double burials with a male and a 

female to the male and interpreted the female as part of the grave goods. This choice has made the 

number of males proportionately higher than it ought to be. Furthermore, the fact that women were 

potentially killed as part of the grave ceremony is, according to Mikhailov, an argument against the 

chamber burial tradition being a Christian tradition.   

     Even though Janowskiôs analysis is largely based on the same material and methods as those of 

Mikhailov (2016), their interpretations differ on several key points. Janowski interprets the chamber 

burials as belonging to a new, not necessarily Scandinavian, but possibly Christian elite. He is unsure 

of the geographical origin of the funerary rite itself, noting its spread across large parts of western and 

eastern Europe. However, Janowskiôs (2015: 8) mention that his study region was inhabited by Slavic 

tribes is perhaps a clue to his view on the matter. Mikhailov, on the other hand, sees the chamber 

burials as belonging to a pre-Christian military elite and the rituals as well as the buried individuals as 

originating in Scandinavia. The fact that two researchers working on largely the same material with 

the same methods and at the same time have come to such different conclusions is symptomatic of the 

still divided interpretations and the need for large-scale empirical comparisons.  

     As demonstrated throughout this chapter, interpretations of Viking-Age chamber graves that were 

primarily concerned with identity, nationality and religion can be linked to socio-political agendas in 

both East and West in post-War Europe. As such, it is a good example of how archaeologists 

inevitably bring their unique set of assumptions into their research. As discussed, the so-called 

Normanist debate about the scale of Scandinavian influence in the old Rusô state was not so much a 

result as a symptom of the difficult relations between Eastern and Western nations during and after 

the Second World War. Although this debate has largely cooled, we still see the effects in the big 

difference in the amount of research on phenomena such as chamber graves. Despite the fact that the 

few and far between 19th and 20th century studies on chamber graves in the West and Scandinavia 

were concerned with single burials and representationalist interpretations, they still contributed to the 

scholarly discussion. Today, in contrast, this discussion is almost non-existent despite several 

relatively recent new excavations (e.g. Fregeslev in Denmark in 2017 and Hestnes in Norway in 

2020). Meanwhile, several large-scale projects have tried to map and decide the identity of chamber 

graves in Eastern Europe.  

     If a somewhat simplified explanation were to be conceived, it could be argued that Scandinavia, 

for example was less inclined to investigate a politically loaded question (the ethnicity of those buried 

in the chamber graves). Although a vast simplification, what we thus saw in the Western 

interpretations was a focus on individualism, while the East focused on nationalism. It should be 

noted that none of these perspectives can claim to be right or wrong, or true or false, but only that they 

are the symptoms of different contexts. While it lies beyond the scope and aim of this thesis to further 

discuss the cultural context in which previous interpretations were made, they are important to 

acknowledge in order to move forward with alternative perspectives.  
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Summary  

From this overview of previous research on Viking-Age chamber graves, several themes and patterns 

have emerged. The chamber graves at Birka are the ones that have attracted the most interest and long 

served as a baseline for comparison with similar graves. However, in light of the amount of detailed 

research that has been done on them (e.g. Gräslund 1980, Ringstedt 1997), it is surprising that no 

comparative study has so far been made between these and the approximately 40 other chamber 

burials located in the rest of Sweden or Scandinavia as a whole. This is even more notable given the 

overall research history for other Swedish Viking-Age chamber burials, with an upswing during the 

time of the publication of the Birka burial material during the 1930s and 1940s, when burials such as 

those at Långtora and Rasbokil were found. During the following decades, Birka and, to a lesser 

degree, Hedeby continued to dominate Scandinavian research. The discussions during most of the 20th 

century related to the ethnicity and cultural origin of the funerary tradition. Since the mid-20th century, 

this research has been stagnant, and today there is a tendency to repeat older assumptions without the 

support of new data and theoretical perspectives.  

     In Denmark, more has been done both in terms of studying the chamber graves, particularly (e.g. 

Aner 1952), as well as to synthesise the corpus of burials (e.g. Eisenschmidt 1994). Here, detailed 

studies of the burials were conducted and comparisons with other similar ones were made to define 

and discuss the origin and identities of the buried individuals. However, despite sites like Jelling and 

Mammen being some of the most well-known burials from the Viking Age, the actual events and 

practices associated with the funerary rites have since been given little attention. If Sweden and 

Denmark saw few studies, Norway formed almost a complete blank spot in the history of research on 

chamber graves. Currently, one of the few publications dealing with the subject is the 2005 article by 

Frans-Arne Stylegar, which only deals with one specific area (Vestfold). 

     When it comes to studying the chamber-like burials more broadly, more attention has been given 

to the Migration Period, probably as a result of large excavations of their monumental mounds at, for 

example, Valsgärde (Uppland) and Högom (Västernorrland). The attention afforded to these graves 

might help explain how the chamber burial phenomenon came to be considered as primarily a 

Migration Period feature, and only to a lesser degree a Viking-Age one. However, the lack of research 

on the chamber burials of the Viking Age can only partly be explained by the Migration Period bias, 

as several more recent studies on the Viking-Age Danish, German and Eastern European chamber 

burials have been conducted. It is possible, however, that since these were published in German (e.g. 

Eisenschmidt 1994), Polish (e.g. Janowski 2015) and Russian (e.g. Mikhailov 2011, 2016), a language 

barrier has prevented their wider uptake and thus further research.  

     In contrast to Scandinavia and northern Europe, where the discussions have been few and far 

between, the research and debates regarding chamber graves in primarily Russia and Ukraine have 

been more diverse and overall more frequent. As a Scandinavian influence was noted in the eastern 
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chamber graves already during the first discoveries, a politically charged debate concerning the deadôs 

ethnicity kept the topic alive while it largely died out in the West and Scandinavia. Since the 1970s, 

scholars have been more inclined to adhere to the explanation of a Scandinavian influence in the 

chamber graves and today most researchers are of the opinion that the phenomenon is linked to the 

high-ranking military elite of the Rusô ruling class. The two most recent scholarly works on the 

subject come from Poland (Janowski 2015) and Russia (Mikhailov 2016), both focusing on burials in 

eastern and central Europe. Despite following a similar aim of discussing the definition, origin and 

identity of the deceased, their interpretations differ significantly. No similar work has been conducted 

in Scandinavia or northern Europe since Eisenschmidtôs (1994) frequently referenced work on 

chamber graves from the old Danish territory (Denmark, south Sweden and north-west Germany).  

     It is evident that previous work on the Viking-Age chamber grave phenomenon was done in line 

with the thoughts and ideas of their time. While the late 19th century was concerned with typology, 

this shifted into a debate about nationality during the first half of the 20th century and then became 

mostly about identity as the century drew to a close. Despite these internal shifts, this chapter has 

demonstrated that most previous research followed a representationalist perspective where what is 

observed in the burials is often treated as a mirror of pre-conceived concepts (e.g. weapons mean 

warrior, non-local objects mean foreigner, etc.). This chapter has thus demonstrated the need for a 

new synthesising and comparative framework that goes beyond seeking unified definitions or binary 

options.  

     The following chapter, Chapter 3, will situate the thesisôs theoretical foundations by showing how 

Pragmatismôs focus on practices and effects can help to advance our knowledge about the chamber 

grave phenomenon.  
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Chapter 3. Pragmatism against Cartesianism 

 

Introduction 

To meet the thesis's aims of investigating how and why chamber graves were constructed and used, 

the ideas associated with the Pragmatism of, among others, Charles Sanders Peirce, have been chosen. 

Founded in the late 19th century, Pragmatism preceded and helped to bolster many of the more recent, 

popular theories about human/object-interaction, such as, for example, material engagement theory 

(e.g. Malafouris 2013), practice theory (e.g. Bourdieu 1977 [1972], Giddens 1984) and 

phenomenology (e.g. Heidegger 1962 [1927], Ingold 2007), all of which share an emphasis on 

practice, relationality and a situated production of meaning. As such, the reason behind engaging with 

Pragmatism rather than any of its more recent theoretical relatives lies in its position as both a school 

of thought and a tool for empirical reasoning. In contrast to theories that prioritise metaphysical 

concepts (e.g. new materialismôs focus on the agency of objects), pragmatism studies practical 

outcomes and how meaning is produced through them. Its empirical focus also encourages the testing 

of current theories and claims, something that other theories do not offer in the same way. This unique 

combination makes Pragmatism able to offer both empirical grounding and an engagement with a 

deeper tradition beyond current trends. 

     This chapter will outline the epistemology and semiotic tools of Pragmatism and explain them in 

relation to the study of Viking-Age chamber graves. The chapter starts by describing the foundations 

of Pragmatism and its epistemological relevance to Viking-Age funerary archaeology. After this, it 

moves on to briefly describing Peircean semiotics and concludes by discussing how pragmatism 

differs from other theories focused on practice and materiality.  

The foundations of Pragmatism  

Pragmatism was devised by American mathematician, logician and philosopher Charles Sanders 

Peirce (1839-1914) as a tool for deciding the meaning of concepts. In contrast to other schools of 

thought, it was never founded as a new philosophy or worldview, something that Peirceôs friend and 

colleague William James changed when he incorporated a more metaphysical aspect to the emerging 

tradition. Because according to James (1907), the ideas and tools used by the early American 

pragmatists were not new but included ideas that had been presented by both Aristotle (e.g. practical 

reason), Locke (e.g. that ideas derive from experience) and Hume (e.g. the belief that something is 

true because it works in practice), and therefore called Pragmatism a new name for old ways of 

thinking. What has today come to be known as pragmatism is therefore best viewed as an umbrella-

term for a wide variety of philosophical, social and political traditions with different applications. 

While Peirce and James used it as an empirical tool in search of knowledge and truth, later thinkers 
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such as Dewey, Purnam and Rorty utilised pragmatic frameworks in their discussions about 

democracy, community and politics.  

     In archaeology, two main strands of pragmatic modes of working can be discerned. The first one is 

the application of the pluralistic idea about knowledge and truth that has often been utilised in, for 

example, community work with indigenous populations (e.g. Nicholas 2008, Atalay 2012). The 

second one is the application of Peirceôs and, in some regard, Jamesô method of deciding the meaning 

of a concept through its practical effects. Furthermore, the use of Peirceôs semiotics is also one of the 

most commonly applied pragmatic approaches to studying the past. It is the latter two that are used in 

this thesis.  

     Since the end of the 19th century, the pragmatic approach to knowledge, truth and meaning has 

evolved through different scholarly lenses with differing foci and objectives. What unifies all 

pragmatists is their rejection of the Cartesian notion that the world exists separately from the human 

mind, whose task is to discover and accurately describe the instinctual qualities of objects and nature 

(as described by French 17th-century philosopher René Descartes). In Cartesian epistemology, the 

human mind is a private sphere separated from the world, in which we understand knowledge as 

mental representations of the outside world. From this follows that the world and its concepts (objects, 

ideas, categories, etc) each have an instinctual nature that we can task our minds with finding (Kenny 

2012). Such a separation between the mind (subject) and the world (object), where the former 

observes (represents) and describes the latter, is what is meant by the so-called spectator theory of 

knowledge, which assumes that there is a distinction between the world and the human experience of 

it. In such a view, the world is made up of fixed, independent categories that we can study (e.g. 

Scandinavian, Slavic, foreigner, indigenous, Christian, pagan, trader, elite, etc.). This is the 

representationalism that Peirce and the followers of Pragmatism reject. According to Peirce, inspired 

by thinkers such as David Hume, G.W.F. Hegel and John Stuart Mill, there is no evidence for such a 

distinction, and our knowledge about concepts does not depend on representation. Rather, our 

knowledge and meaning making depend on what actions or observable effects it produces. It is this 

focus on effects, outcomes and consequences that sits at the core of Pragmatism.  

     According to Peirce, and many other thinkers both before and after him, the theories about the 

human mind, knowledge and truth as devised by the French 17th-century philosopher René Descartes 

have done both science and society a disservice in separating the metaphysical subject from the 

tangible object. Pragmatism was thus born from the same anti-Cartesianism that could later be found 

in both analytical and continental philosophy. For example, according to Bernstein (2010: x), both the 

phenomenology of Martin Heidegger (e.g. that meaning emerges through use and situated activity) 

and the ñforms of lifeò described by Ludwig Wittgenstein (e.g. the necessity of shared human 

practices, habits and ways of life) had touching points with early Pragmatism. Bernstein (2010: 29) 

also sees a familiarity between Pragmatism and the anti-foundationalism, grand narratives and 

systems of postmodern thinkers such as Foucault, Derrida and Lyotard. However, according to Jürgen 
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Habermas (1987: 408), what differentiates these later schools of thought from Pragmatism is the 

postmodern schoolsô positioning of themselves as still fighting what they perceive to be the tyranny of 

rigid rationalist systems. While the postmodern and post-structuralists are still arguing against 

absolute truth, foundationalism and universal and often negative systems, the Pragmatism of, for 

example, Peirce, James and John Dewey offered a more positive, practical view of the world and a 

way forward already 150 years ago (see also Habermas 1988).  

Cartesianism and Viking Age archaeology 

Despite the fact that the representational Cartesian epistemology has been criticised since its advent, it 

has had a lasting impact on academic inquiries, especially within the social sciences and humanities. 

When it comes to the study of Viking-Age chamber graves in particular, most studies have worked 

according to the premises that cultures and identities are instinctual concepts that can be revealed 

through the correct representation of the objects these concepts inhabit. For example, due to the 

presence of weapons and objects in some chamber graves, many scholars utilised the instinctual 

concept of ówarriorô to describe their dead owners (e.g. Arne 1931, Arbman 1936, Grªslund 1980), or 

the instinctual concept of óeliteô based on their sometimes rich grave goods (e.g. Janowski 2015). 

These and similar interpretations assume that the human mind has foundational knowledge about the 

world (and hence the past).  

     These ontological interpretative frameworks are common among post-processual archaeologists, 

who are concerned with human ideas associated with objects. Surprisingly, although this type of 

ontological framework has been dominant in archaeological research since the 1980s, very few 

interpretations about Viking-Age chamber graves have operated from this standpoint (although see 

e.g. Price 2013). This post-processual adoption of abstract concepts was, however, critiqued for its 

uncritical use of concepts that might not necessarily fit with the data at hand (e.g. Shanks 1992). 

According to Lucas (2012: 1), the tendency to focus on either realism or idealism has led to a schism 

between archaeological method and theory. Lucas (2012: 3) believes this comes down to the fact that 

the ontological assumptions that are shaping different narratives about the past are often used and 

retold a priori and, as such, remain both unquestioned and unexamined.  

     The one common ontological assumption among those previously applied to chamber graves is the 

notion that identity, ethnicity and social ideas are pre-determined concepts that can be studied through 

material objects. However, concepts such as óeliteô, óScandinavianô and óforeignô are very broad and, 

according to Johnson (2006), there are theories, concepts and interpretations that are so vague that 

they can seemingly fit any type of data. In line with Johnsonôs observation, it could be argued that the 

vagueness of some of the concepts associated with chamber graves is another reason for the current 

stalemate in our knowledge. From a pragmatic perspective, the vagueness of these concepts would 

render them what Peirce saw as meaningless because we cannot study a unified practical effect or 
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meaning of óScandinavianismô or óelitismô as this would have shifted depending on the context in 

which they were applied (if at all).  

     In the last two decades, the discussions regarding the relationship between subject and object have 

spawned many new schools of thought that aim to bridge and overcome this long-held dualism. While 

Pragmatism has several overlapping touching points with other theoretical schools emphasising non-

dualist and relational approaches, such as personhood (e.g. Hem Eriksen 2020), phenomenology (e.g. 

Tilley 1994), new materiality (e.g. Olsen 2003, Hamilakis and Jones 2017), symmetrical archaeology 

(e.g. Witmore 2007) and relational ontology (e.g. Ingold 2011), they differ from Pragmatism in their 

focus and choice of analytical tools. Where other relational and practice-based theories focus on 

trying to understand how humans experience and make up parts of social interplays, Pragmatism asks 

how meaning emerges through the effects of these social and material interplays. For example, while 

phenomenology and personhood are concerned with the lived, embodied experiences of the 

experiencer, Pragmatism focuses on the meaning of the practical, material effects of these experiences 

and practices. Furthermore, according to Lucas (2012: 163), many of these other theories have only 

succeeded in treating objects in the material world as another human subject, which only contributes 

to upholding the dualism they try to break down. In contrast, Pragmatism recognises the dualisms, but 

does not necessarily try to break them down, but rather to study their effects.  

Pragmatic epistemology 

The rest of this chapter will mainly focus on the so-called classic American pragmatists (Peirce, 

James and Dewey); readers are referred to, for example, Menand (1997) for a substantial overview of 

later thinkers within the tradition (e.g. Rorty, Putnam, Bernstein, etc).  

     The term óPragmatismô was first introduced to the public in a lecture by William James at the 

University of California, Berkeley, in 1898. In his lecture, James credited the term to his friend and 

colleague Charles Sanders Peirce with whom James had started the Metaphysical Club in Cambridge, 

Massachusetts, an informal grouping where intellectuals met and shared ideas and writings (Bacon 

2010: 1). It was in this setting that Peirce presented his ideas, which were yet to be labelled 

Pragmatism, as a reaction against the ñspirit of Cartesianismò. In papers such as How to make our 

ideas clear (published in 1878), Peirce laid the groundwork for his philosophy and scientific methods, 

in which he suggested that philosophy should examine thoughts and ideas in terms of the difference 

they make to our behaviour. This metaphysical ontology was not new, and according to Ferdinand 

Schiller, similar lines of thought can be traced as far back as to the Greek pre-Socratic philosopher 

Protagoras and also seen in several Enlightenment philosophers (de Wall 2005: 1). What set Peirceôs 

ideas apart was his application of the thoughts into a method for inquiry about the meaning of a 

concept. In what was to become known as the pragmatic maxim, Peirce (1992: 132) stated: ñConsider 

what effects, that might conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the object of our conception 
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to have. Then, our conception of these effects is the whole of our conception of the objectò. In other 

words, contrary to Cartesian philosophy, where already established definitions and internal 

representations accurately describe a concept, meaning is found in the observable and practical effects 

that it makes us do, expect or experience. For example, the fact that a diamond is hard means it is 

difficult to scratch, and vice versa. The concept that a diamond is hard leads to the practical effect that 

it is difficult for a human to scratch. Here, the meaning is tied to experiment in that acting (scratching) 

has consequences (the experience of hardness).  

     For a discipline such as archaeology that studies humans through material objects, the pragmatic 

maxim is especially useful as its focus on material effects enables us to ask and answer questions that 

other disciplines are less likely to. For example, studying the material effects of building a chamber 

grave in a particular context will tell us something new about its meaning and purpose beyond 

representationalist ideas about identities as fixed concepts. According to Agbe-Davies (2018: 130), 

archaeology is especially well-positioned to study how people did things with things. Rather than 

studying, for example, what ethnicity or religion people in the past wanted to convey (if anything), a 

pragmatic approach can help us study what people were trying to do (i.e. the effects of concepts and 

beliefs) as it emphasises outcomes rather than intentions.  

     As a trained chemist and mathematician, Peirce saw his ideas as non-applicable to most 

metaphysical questions, such as religion, and only useful for scientific inquiry. His friend and 

colleague William James, on the other hand, was of the opinion that pragmatic thinkers could also 

study religion because things such as psychological beliefs also have practical consequences (Bacon 

2010: 28). Contrary to Peirce, James (1977: 373) thought a pragmatic philosophy should also engage 

with lived experience by combining facts from both the natural sciences and moral convictions that 

arise from religious beliefs. Thanks to Jamesô reformulation of the pragmatic maxim to include 

thoughts and beliefs, the ideas first developed by Peirce were developed for a wide variety of 

applications, most notably as a tool in discussing contemporary social and political issues (e.g. Dewey 

1927, Rorty 1979, Putnam 1994). As a result, Peirce spent the rest of his career clarifying his own 

positioning and ultimately renaming his own philosophy ñpragmaticismò in an attempt to distinguish 

it from Jamesô and others' subsequent adaptations. To avoid confusion, however, the more well-

known word óPragmatismô has been chosen for the purpose of this thesis.  

     Due to Jamesô readaptations, it was mainly his pragmatic ideas that developed and took the school 

of thought in more political directions during the 20th century, including theories about questions 

concerning truth and knowledge. For example, according to James (1977: 616), many of his 

contemporary thinkers operated from the notion of an independent moral realm where truth resides 

and that each of them tried to prove their own version of this pre-existing order is the correct one. 

Notions like these have led most pragmatics to also advocate for a pluralistic notion of truth and 

knowledge, and as something positive to be embraced. This is because it means no one can claim to 

have the power of true knowledge and hence a moral, political or metaphysical upper hand. This is 
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how pragmatics like John Dewey came to focus on questions concerning democracy, community and 

education. This is also where some of the harshest criticism of Pragmatism arises; that it confuses 

what is thought or believed with what is real, leading to relativism and subjectivity (Misak 2004: 

135). However, according to Peirceôs original ideas, truth is not something to be established but a 

state where the inquirer currently finds themselves based on the data at hand, a state that can and will 

change. Similarly, James saw truth as a step in the direction of establishing facts and that it was better 

to believe in something than nothing because of fear of representing the world in the incorrect way (as 

Descartes would have seen it). For later thinkers such as Hilary Putnam (e.g. 1994) and Richard Rorty 

(e.g. 1979), the pluralistic notion of knowledge meant an engagement with questions concerning 

freedom, authority and the importance of community in establishing truth. In the case of Rorty (1979), 

a harsh critique was pointed towards, for example, post-modern and Marxist thinkers, who he 

believed had moved their focus away from engaging directly with people and the physical world in 

favour of just critiquing and deconstructing them.  

     On the other end of this spectrum, another common criticism of Pragmatism has been its focus on 

the mundane and practical aspects of life and the fact that it cannot tell us anything substantial about 

the world as a whole, something which, among others, Bertrand Russell (1910: 110) stated. For 

pragmatic thinkers, however, statements like these hide an essentialist idea that philosophy should 

only be concerned with grand metaphysical questions. Indeed, as the discipline that often studies past 

everyday lives through material objects, archaeology has much to gain from Pragmatismôs focus on 

practical, mundane practices. Furthermore, the pluralism and contextual knowledge advocated for by 

pragmatists is useful in archaeological inquiries where we deal with multiple contexts, as it avoids 

grand, all-encompassing narratives about, for example, identity and ethnicity in favour of complexity 

and decentralised forms of truth and knowledge.  

Peircean semiotics and archaeology 

As noted, a pragmatic approach is a way to study the meaning of concepts through their practical 

effects, which is an enterprise that many archaeological inquiries could be said to be striving towards. 

According to Preucel (2006: 2), archaeology in itself is a semiotic enterprise, insofar as it focuses on 

the links between theory and data and past and contemporary contexts to establish the meaning of 

what is observed. As an alternative to previous representational frameworks where asking ñwho?ò and 

ñwhat?ò have so far not been able to advance our knowledge about Viking-Age chamber graves, the 

semiotic models of Peirce can help us to raise and answer the ñhow?ò and ñwhy?ò questions.  

     Semiotics is the study of sign processes and how meaning is produced, understood and 

communicated. In general, two major strands of semiotics have been applied to scientific studies: one 

based on the structural linguistic theories of Ferdinand de Saussure and one based on logic and 

consequences as devised by Charles Sanders Peirce. The main difference between the two is their 
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different ways of explaining how, and with the help of what, meaning is made. While Saussure 

utilised a dyadic model based on language to explain a sign as the relationship between the signifier 

(e.g. a word, image or sound) and the signified (e.g. the concept the word, image or sound represents), 

Peirceôs model was triadic. According to Peirce, a sign is made up of three interrelated parts: the 

representamen (the form the sign takes, such as smoke from a fire), the object (the thing the sign is 

referring to, in this case a fire), and the interpretant (the understanding, meaning or action that is being 

produced, for example a realization that a fire is burning somewhere and running away from it) 

(Baron 2021: 190ff). Peirce rejected the notion of Descartesô introspection, where we are more 

familiar with our own mind than the world and that we are first aware of ourselves and then the world, 

in favour of the opposite. According to him, we first learn about the external world and through it 

devise that we have a self and what that entails (de Waal 2005: 9). Because of this, everything we can 

comprehend (thoughts, ideas, words, images, etc) is mediated through signs, which arise from 

experiences weôve had or interpretations weôve made. Each thought, then, refers not to an object in 

itself but to the experience or context in which we encountered that object or made it meaningful 

(Peirce 1992).  

     According to Preucel (2006), the dyadic model by de Saussure has been much more influential 

than Pierceôs triadic model. While de Saussure has not been in fashion in archaeology since the 1980s, 

it contributed to what was coined the ñlinguistic turnò. This turn was part of a critique of the 

processual focus on innate structures that ignored the fact that knowledge production and 

interpretations are shaped by things such as language and cultural contexts. Because of this, much less 

attention has been given to the semiotics of Peirce, whose ideas have mainly been resurfacing in 

archaeological theory during the past 20 years. One reason for the previous lack of engagement with 

both Peirce and his semiotics could, according to both Preucel (2006) and Baron (2021), be the 

difficult language of Peirce. The more general lack of engagement with semiotics, could also have to 

do with the post-processual scepticism towards structuralism, which semiotics (via de Saussure) has 

been associated with (Preucel 2006: 3). However, since Preucel and Bauer (2001) published an article 

in which they argued for the superiority of Peirceôs semiotics over that of de Saussure, the 

archaeological interest in Peircean semiotics has steadily increased (Baron 2021: 188). Peirceôs view 

on semiotics also breaks with the dual, representational Saussurian model and does not regard 

material remains as inhabiting or conveying fixed meanings but as signs shaped by context and use. 

As archaeology is expertly positioned to study the meanings and effects (the interpretant) of past 

practices, the Peircean model is more useful than the Saussurian, as the latter can only help to inform 

what might be conveyed but not how or why.   

     Within Peirceôs model of a sign lie further categories. According to Peirce (1998: 273), signs can 

take the form of an icon (something that physically resembles their object, e.g. a drawing of a fire), 

index (a cause or effect of the object, e.g. smoke) and symbol (arbitrary and based on convention, e.g. 

the word ñfireò). However, signs cannot exist on their own but need to come to us as replicas, that is, 
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a specific and individual representation of signs (e.g. the written word ñfireò in this paragraph) (Baron 

2021: 192). In this sense, most of the physical things archaeologists uncover during excavation or 

study could be said to be replicas of signs. This semiotic model has recently been applied more 

frequently to the study of the past. For example, in their study of ephemeral archaeological data from 

before 100,000 years ago, Kissel & Fuentes (2016) have made use of the concept of replicas when 

finding repeated examples of similar artefacts to interpret this as evidence for their makers or users 

having had the ability to share meaning-making. In their study of pottery, both Gokee (2016) and 

Watts (2008) have described different pottery styles as signs of which specific, individual pots are 

replicas. In their study of burials, Crossland & Bauer (2017) utilise the Peircean concept of 

interpretants (the effects of a sign) to interpret burials that contain dead individuals to mean they were 

built with the anticipation of future mourners and commemorations of the dead. Several 

archaeologists of religion have used similar Peircean models to ask, not what beliefs were held but 

what those beliefs (whatever they might have been) did in an observable way (e.g. Joyce 2007, Shults 

2010, Aldenderfer 2011). However, to the best of the author's knowledge, Pragmatism and Peircean 

semiotics have not been applied directly to the study of Viking-Age funerary archaeology.  

     Similar to the overall pragmatic maxim, where focus lies on effects and outcomes, archaeological 

studies that utilise Peircean semiotics do so to ask questions about how things meant, rather than what 

they meant. As such, this semiotic model can also be applied to study how material culture operates as 

a system of signs and not just representing or conveying identities and beliefs. Such a model 

emphasises the relationship between people and objects as part of the same system of signs, and, as 

previously noted, these models have several things in common with several other practice-based 

theories and archaeologyôs turn towards materiality. In light of this, the next section will briefly 

outline how Pragmatism and Peircean semiotics are similar to yet different from many of these.  

Pragmatism versus other theories 

While the Pragmatism of, for example, Peirce and James has been utilised in philosophy and 

sociology for several decades, with the exception of Peirceôs semiotics described above, it has seldom 

been applied to archaeology. However, it has several touching points with the overall post-positivist 

and critical theories of knowledge that have been on the rise since the beginning of the 21st century. It 

also has several things in common with different practice-based theories, such as those developed by 

Pierre Bourdieu (e.g. habitus, doxa, etc) and Bruno Latour (e.g. actor network theory), which also 

focus on practices and the relationship between mind and matter. These practice-based theories have 

seen a much broader adoption than pragmatism in archaeology, as they are used to both describe and 

explain social phenomena.  

      When it comes to Pragmatism and Peircean semioticsô focus on the importance of the physical 

things in social life, this also aligns with several trends towards materiality. According to Cipolla 
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(2018), theories such as assemblage theory (e.g. Deleuze & Guattari 1987, DeLanda 2006), 

symmetrical archaeology (e.g. Witmore 2007, Olsen 2010), new materialism (e.g. Olsen 2003, 

Hodder 2012) and object agency (e.g. Ingold 2007, Malafouris 2013) are all part of the ñontological 

turnò that questions, like Pragmatism, the dualism between subject and object. However, most of 

these theories are mainly useful once you are in possession of all the data and knowledge, as they are 

formulated as concepts to describe or explain what has already been observed (or assumed). As such, 

they do not address the nature of knowledge or truth, but are theories that work on set premises about 

how the world works. This is what James was referring to when he said his colleagues were all 

operating from an independent realm where their version of truth resides, and that they all try to 

convince each other that their version of this independent and pre-existing structure is the correct one.  

     As the current project takes its point of departure in a critical stance towards how previous 

interpretations have made assumptions about knowledge and truth, it would be inappropriate to utilise 

theories that assume the nature of the phenomenon that is being investigated a priori. Further, as the 

project is exploratory and empirical, comprising a comparative analysis of nearly 700 graves, a priori 

theories are not fruitful. Instead, a pragmatic approach that seeks to explain how meaning is made 

through studying the material effects of, in this case, building chamber graves, is much more useful. 

For example, as has been shown, a pragmatic approach recognises that while all interpretations of the 

past are largely dependent on the context in which they are made, knowledge is also something 

constantly in the making (e.g. Wylie 2002, Lucas 2012). As such, instead of consisting of fixed truths, 

knowledge about reality is created through studying how interaction, practices and processes give rise 

to it. Thus, what sets pragmatism apart from other practice-based approaches is its focus on how 

knowledge and meaning are made. In Pragmatism, knowledge is made rather than found, and meaning 

is created through practice/effects rather than with the help of fixed models. However, it is important 

to note again that Pragmatism is not a set of philosophical doctrines, but rather a method of doing 

philosophy. Although likely not suitable for every type of enquiry, for a comparative study of 

funerary archaeology grounded in a critical stance towards previous forms of knowledge production, 

Pragmatism presents itself as a highly useful tool.  

 

Summary and conclusion 

This chapter has presented the pragmatic theoretical framework that will be utilised in this thesis. 

With its point of departure in a sceptical stance towards the Cartesian representationalism that has 

often been applied to previous interpretations, the current thesis makes use of the epistemology and 

semiotics found in the Pragmatism of Charles Sanders Peirce and William James. Pragmatism is 

sceptical towards representational versions of truth and knowledge, something which can be seen in 

much of the previous interpretations of Viking-Age chamber graves. For example, the identities of the 

dead have been determined based on artefacts seen to represent the dead individual (see further 
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chapter 2). In this view, material objects have innate qualities that we can discover and re-represent. 

Founded as a set of tools to determine the meaning of a concept through its practical effects, studying 

ñhowò rather than ñwhatò, Pragmatism was first introduced to the public in late 19th-century America. 

Here, it was first developed as a reaction toward the so-called spectator theory of knowledge, where 

the human mind is separate from the world, and can accurately represent and describe it as material 

objects possess innate qualities to be discovered. In papers such as How to make our ideas clear (1978 

[1898]), Peirce argued that philosophy should instead engage with ideas based on the effect they have 

on our behaviour.  

     According to Peirceôs friend and colleague, William James (1907), Pragmatism was a new name 

for questions that had been debated since Antiquity, and was devised in line with other anti-Cartesian 

philosophies (e.g. that of Heidegger and Wittgenstein). Despite this, James deviated from the original 

ideas of Peirce, who saw Pragmatism as unable to address more metaphysical questions. However, in 

Jamesôs view, beliefs are also practical outcomes of ideas, and hence should be encompassed by the 

pragmatic maxim. Thinkers who followed Peirce and James later took Pragmatism into the realm of 

political thought (e.g. Dewey, Putnam, Rorty), especially advocating for the pluralist notion of truth 

and knowledge in their debates concerning democracy and freedom. It is in this capacity that 

pragmatic ideas have mostly been used in archaeology, as a way to build knowledge with the help of, 

for example, indigenous communities.  

     Another of the most utilised ideas from the pragmatic umbrella is the semiotics (study of sign 

processes and meaning making) of Peirce. Having previously stood in the shadow of the structural 

linguistic model of linguistic semiotics attributed to Ferdinand de Saussure, the more dynamic model 

of Peirce has gained momentum during the last 20 years, as its focus on how signs produce practical 

effects is especially useful in a discipline as archaeology. In archaeology, Peircean semiotics ask the 

ñhowò questions rather than the ñwhatò questions and many have pointed towards the similarity with 

Peircean Pragmatism and semiotics and several other theories geared towards materiality. What sets 

Pragmatism apart, however, is its focus away from a priori assumptions about how the world is 

constituted and advocates for exploration and testing.  

   With the above in mind, this thesis has been structured as an exploratory, comparative study of a 

phenomenon that has hitherto been laden with Cartesian, representationalist perspectives. The thesis 

will make use of the idea to study the effects and consequences of actions rather than who did them. It 

will also utilise the Peircean semiotics of sign processes in interpreting the meaning and purposes of 

chamber graves, and it will operate from a pluralist notion of truth as it deals with multiple spatial and 

temporal contexts. As such, its approach stands in contrast to previously used frameworks where 

interpretations have rested on a representationalist spectator theory of knowledge concerning identity, 

ethnicity and origin.  

     The following chapter, chapter 4, will present the methodology of the data collection, ordering and 

mode of presentation. 
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Chapter 4. Methodology  

 

Introduction 

This chapter outlines the methodology used to conduct the comparative analysis. The method of 

gathering, structuring and presenting the data has been devised in line with the two main thesis aims:  

to investigate a) how the chamber grave phenomenon acted as a mortuary practice and b) why their 

practical effects were chosen by those building chamber graves during the Viking Age.  

     The chapter starts with outlining the reasoning behind the criteria for inclusion, as it is important to 

note that the methods used in compiling various catalogues of chamber graves have never been 

critically examined, and the basis for subsequent interpretations is currently not well-understood. This 

is followed by a presentation of the Excel database and its structure, where the four analytical themes 

will be introduced together with the nature of the sources used. The chapter will also discuss 

challenges and limitations, and how the data has been presented in the thesis.  

Definition and criteria for inclusion 

While this thesis stands critical towards the previous methods of defining described in chapter 2, 

criteria for inclusion in the comparative study were still needed. In order to keep consistency and 

enable an exploration of the available data, two of the most commonly applied criteria were deemed 

most appropriate to use when deciding which burials to include in the study: one based on previous 

identification and one based on Ann-Sofie Grªslundôs metrics. These two criteria helped in including 

graves already defined as chamber graves and in identifying those fitting previous definitions but not 

previously studied. However, these criteria should be viewed as a research tool, and not as reflecting 

past realities.  

      According to Gräslund (1980), a chamber grave (in Birka) is usually 1.2m or larger in width but 

never smaller than 0.9m in width. As Grªslundôs work was an in-depth study of the different Birka 

funerary customs (e.g. cremations, coffin burials, chambers, etc), her study did not claim that this 

definition can or should be applied to graves outside of Birka. It is, however, a metric criterion born 

out of empirical work, and while other scholars also applied their own metric criteria, they were less 

clear on what basis they were devised (e.g. Eisenschmidtôs width-criterion of at least 120cm). Another 

popular definition previously used for inclusion comes from the work on Migration Period chamber 

graves by Swedish archaeologist Jan-Peder Lamm (1973), who defined a chamber grave as a non-

portable, large wooden construction built at the site of the burial. In the same way that Gräslund 

distinguished between different forms of funerary containers at Birka, Lammôs definition aimed at 

separating coffins from chambers but was not based on specific empirical work. Despite this, both 
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authors of the two most recent works on Viking-Age chamber graves in Eastern and Central Europe, 

Janowski (2015) and Mikhailov (2016), seem to prefer a slightly modified version of Lammôs 

definition, as they believed metric definitions are filled with diversity, discrepancies and uncertainty. 

Janowski (2015: 25), following Lamm (1973), defines a chamber grave as an inhumation in a non-

movable wooden construction built on the site of the deceased individualôs grave. Even though 

Janowski provides his own definition, his data gathering and subsequent analysis are not based on 

this. Although he disagrees with previous definitions, his catalogue comprises 213 burials which have 

been labelled as chamber graves by previous scholars using various definitions. Mikhailov (2016: 35) 

similarly seems to prefer the definition proposed by Lamm as it moves beyond the rigidity of a metric 

system. Mikhailov does not propose his own definition, and although it is not made entirely clear, his 

catalogue seems to be made up of burials which have been labelled as chamber burials by previous 

scholars. The catalogue is, however, divided into two parts with 81 more securely defined chamber 

graves and 34 burials, which he considers only possible chamber graves (due to the lack of 

information). When choosing between these different criteria, it was deemed that Grªslundôs was both 

the most empirically grounded definition and, through its use, could provide a continuation of an 

already established empirical methodology. Furthermore, Grªslundôs definition and criterion are also 

more inclusive and allow a larger corpus to be compared.  

     As such, Grªslundôs metric criterion was used when surveying Sweden, Norway and Finland, 

which had previously never been synthesised. For Denmark, Germany, Poland, Russia and Ukraine 

and for those burials where the size is now unknown, the criterion for inclusion was that they had 

previously been identified as chamber graves. For these countries, Eisenschmidtôs (1994) and 

Janowskiôs (2015) catalogues were used and deemed appropriate. This is because, even though 

Janowski preferred Lammôs definition, the majority of the graves in his catalogue fall within the 

metric range of Grªslundôs definition. A similar observation was made in the catalogue of 

Eisenschmidt, who, despite the definition of at least 1.2m width, included a handful of graves below 

this width (e.g. at Stengade and Hedeby). Thus, Eiseinschmidtôs and Janowskiôs catalogues follow a 

similar metric range as Grªslundôs catalogue of the Birka chamber graves and were hence appropriate 

sources for inclusion as they allowed for the same continuation of methodology as Gräslund.  

     One exception to the use of Grªslundôs definition was made at the site of Norrvidinge, Swedish 

Scania. Although the Norrvidinge burials were never included in Eisenschmidtôs 1994 catalogue due 

to the site still being under investigation at the time of her publication, she had originally planned to 

include them. Because of this, the Norrvidinge burials have been included here based on 

Eisenschmidtôs (1994) definition. Furthermore, the site of Bodzia, Poland, has also been included 

based on Grªslundôs definition, as this site had not been included in previous overview works of the 

country. Thus, the primary guiding definition of a chamber grave used for the data collection was 

(based on Gräslund 1980) a Viking-Age grave that measured 1.2m or larger in length and 0.9m or 

larger in width. The secondary definition was a Viking-Age grave that had previously been identified 
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as a chamber grave. While the use of these two definitions captured a total of 699 graves, it is possible 

that burials that carry the same markers (e.g. larger than average inhumations) have inevitably been 

excluded because they have never been referred to as a chamber grave or fall outside the chosen 

metric scope of Gräslund. However, as no agreed definition of a Viking-Age chamber grave currently 

exists, most studies will  struggle to capture or satisfy all proposed criterion (see further chapter 2).   

The database and its structure 

To record and compare funerary variables, an Excel spreadsheet database (Appendix 4) was created, 

where the presence of a feature in a burial (e.g. mound, corner post, etc) was indicated by numbers: 

ó1ô means present, ó2ô means not present and ó4ô means no information. Originally, the number ó3ô 

was also used to mean that a feature might have been present. However, due to the uncertainty and 

hence difficulty in interpreting the data, this option was later transferred to ó4ô (no information). This 

choice was made because it could not ultimately be determined whether the feature was present or 

not.  

     The Excel database was structured around the modern-day countries in which the burials are 

located. The reason for structuring the data according to country, rather than any other variable, is that 

it enabled the study of regional and national patterns and variances. For the same reason, the 

comparative analysis (chapters 5-9) is also structured by country. Because of this choice of structure, 

the database does not take ancient kingdom borders into account and has, for example, placed the 

burials located in Swedish Scania (traditionally associated with the Danish kingdom during the Viking 

Age) under Sweden. This has been done to keep the consistency in the database, and also to make it 

more usable by other researchers. This does not exclude the consideration of former borders in the 

discussion in the comparative analysis, where Swedish Scania will frequently be considered a part of 

Denmark. 

Grave goods 

While previous studies have relied heavily on the study of artefacts, the present thesis is focused on 

practices, which can best be studied through variables such as construction, chronology and 

geography. Because of this, the information gathered about the graves focused on their construction 

and use, and variables relating to funerary artefacts were not included or studied. The reason for this 

aligns with the aim of the thesis, which is to investigate how and why the chamber grave phenomenon 

acted as a mortuary practice through studying how the graves were built, situated and used. Including 

grave goods in such an analysis would introduce the need to consider further elements that the present 

thesis did not aim or had space to investigate (e.g. cultural expression, gender roles, trade connections 

etc). While these elements would most definitely add a significant amount of insight into the chamber 

grave phenomenon, and will be a fruitful future venture, the scope of this thesis did unfortunately not 
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permit their inclusion. However, by excluding grave goods from the analysis, the present study was 

able to focus its attention away from representationalist readings of identity, ethnicity and status 

(which are often inferred from analysing grave goods). This allowed the thesis to focus instead on the 

practices, practical consequences and effects of the grave that can shed light on their purpose. For 

example, by focusing on the chamber itself the thesis investigates the purposes of such a burial rather 

than the wealth or identity of the deceased. Such an approach treats the burial not only as a container 

for an individualôs grave goods, but as the result of architectural choices made by a community. The 

only variable that could be viewed as forming part of the grave goods is horses. Although they will 

not form part of the overall analysis, the inclusion of horses was justified since the inclusion of the 

animal had a direct impact on the physical layout of the grave (the so-called horse platforms in Birka). 

In contrast to a brooch or a sword placed in the chamber, the horse (and the accompanying platform) 

can be viewed as a structural modification and a variable that had an impact on the construction.  

     Grave goods were, however, used to date and gender the burials in order to build the temporal and 

demographical framework of this mortuary phenomenon. As such, the artefacts were primarily used 

as methodological markers of date and (biological) gender, rather than analytical variables to study 

culture or identity.  

Burials vs. individuals 

Each burial was recorded according to the number of built graves rather than the number of 

individuals it contained. For example, graves which contain several individuals who were buried at 

the same time have been recorded as one entry. The choice to record the number of graves rather than 

individuals was made on the basis of two factors: firstly, since there are many examples of graves 

where the number of individuals is uncertain, choosing to record individuals would introduce 

uncertainty in the data. Secondly, as the thesis theoretical framework is geared towards practices, 

effects and consequences, treating a multi-individual grave as one event (rather than multiple) allows 

for a clearer comparison, as we cannot ultimately know the whole sequence of events. With this logic 

in mind, graves with evidence of several burials on separate occasions have, however, been recorded 

as separate entries. For example, grave Bj.711 at Birka had two individuals buried on separate 

occasions (evidenced by soil deposits between the skeletons and artefacts), hence these have been 

recorded as Bj.711a and Bj.711b.  

     Because of this method of recording, in the case of Birka, the total number of graves in this study 

differs somewhat from that of Grªslund, who counted 119 graves. Utilising Grªslundôs definition but 

with a slightly different recording method, 116 chamber graves containing 126 individuals have been 

identified at Birka for the purpose of this analysis. The differences between this thesis and that of 

Grªslundôs study are as follows: Burial Bj.542 was determined as two burials by Grªslund (A and B), 

likely due to the presence of a human jaw and a ringed pin 17.5 cm above the original grave surface. 

However, as it cannot be determined which context these artefacts belonged to, Bj.542 has been 
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counted as one burial in this study. A similar situation can be found in Bj.823, which was counted 

twice by Gräslund due to two sets of human remains but only once for this study, as their relationship 

remains uncertain. Similarly, Bj.703 contained remains of three individuals and was counted as three 

separate graves by Gräslund (A, B and C). For similar reasons as Bj.542 and Bj.823, Bj.703, too, has 

been counted once in this study. Further, this study has included Bj.1084, due to its large dimensions 

but still ruled as a ñgrave without a coffinò in Grªslundôs table (Grªslund 1980: 87). Furthermore, 

while Grªslund provided a general overview of the phenomenon during Birkaôs 200 years of 

existence, this thesis will present the first detailed discussion of the chamber graves during each 

century in which they were constructed and give a detailed comparison between the cemeteries 

Hemlanden and North of Borg. Lastly, the presence of multiple individuals was also recorded to study 

potential patterns and differences in the events and outcomes based on these variables.  

Gender and age 

The variable indicating gender was decided based on established gendered grave-good assemblages. 

To gender burials according to associated objects ties in with wider Viking-Age funerary practices 

where grave goods were often treated as tools used by a community to communicate the deceasedôs 

social and gendered identity (Arwill-Nordbladh 1998). Thus, in line with standard Viking-Age 

gendered artefacts, graves containing weapons (e.g. swords, axes, spears), belt fittings, whetstones 

and tools were classed as male. In contrast, burials containing oval brooches, trefoil brooches, beads 

and spindle whorls were classed as female (e.g. Gräslund 1980, Stalsberg 1991). Although deciding 

the gender of an individual based on their accompanying grave goods has in some cases been proven 

problematic (e.g. Hedenstierna-Jonson et al. 2017) and successfully challenged (e.g. Moen 2019), 

several studies have shown a strong correlation between artefacts and gender. For example, in their 

1984 study of over 1000 inhumations from the Danish Iron Age, Sellevold, Hansen and Jørgensen 

(1984) showed an over 90% correlation between socially gendered artefacts and biological sex. A 

similar correlation was observed by Gräslund in her study of the Birka graves.  

     These documented correlations notwithstanding, the reason for gendering the chamber graves 

through artefacts rests mainly on methodological grounds, as the lack of access to osteological or 

genetic testing for nearly 700 graves called for another tool for assigning gender. However, this 

should not be viewed as a definitive claim of the identity of the dead as other studies (e.g. Stalsberg 

1991) have also shown that traditionally male object such as scales and weights were frequently 

included in female burials during the Russian Viking Age. Despite this, the established method of 

gendering Viking-Age graves was used for the purpose of this thesis as a practical tool to enable 

consistency in the comparative analysis.  

     In the majority of cases, the age of the dead remains unknown. However, based on plan drawings it 

has often been concluded that the deceased was an adult or juvenile. In some cases, the sources 

include osteological analysis of the skeletal remains, which has given more detailed information, and 
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the Excel database records the presence of adults, juveniles and children. Conversely, some studies on 

Viking-Age gender and grave goods show interesting patterns, such as Thedéenôs (2008) suggestion 

that the number of beads in a female grave refers to social age rather than social status. Due to the 

scope and aims of the present thesis, patterns like these have, however, not been considered.   

Dating and timeframes 

The majority of the dates recorded in the Excel database used for the comparative analysis were taken 

from the sources used (e.g. Gräslund 1980, Eisenschmidt 1994, Janowski 2015 and various excavation 

and antiquarian reports). Unless otherwise stated, the dates of the burials are based on artefact 

typology, stratigraphy and numismatics, as only a handful of the burials in the database have been 

radiocarbon dated. In cases where no previous dating has been given or suggested (e.g. in unpublished 

literature), typological dating has been conducted by the author with the help of Jan Petersenôs (1919, 

1928) weapon and jewellery typologies. This was the case for all of the Birka chamber burials. 

Despite a few individual exceptions, these have not previously been dated, and one of the major tasks 

during the population of the database was to use typology to systematically date the over 100 chamber 

burials at Birka. Other burials where this was done include the Swedish burials at Högom in Skön, 

Rasbokil and Ullånger. If several dateable artefacts were present in the burial, terminus post quem 

(earliest possible date) was applied. In the cases where no dateable artefacts were present in the burial, 

the date has been set to Viking Age, which in turn is based on the context and stratigraphy of the 

burial (e.g. associated burials and settlements) as described in their respective excavation report. 

Typology is not a precise science, however, and a note of caution is needed when dating Viking-Age 

funerary material based on artefacts. As some grave goods seem not seldom to have been of 

significant age when deposited in the grave during this period, using this method introduces an 

inevitable measure of uncertainty.  

     In the cases where the dating of a grave could not be determined more closely than to the Viking 

Age in general, they were omitted from the analysis of the chronological development on the basis of 

their uncertainty. To be able to compare the chronology between different countries and sites, the 

more closely dated graves were slotted into five different cut-off points: 7th or early 8th century, 8th or 

early 9th century, 9th or early 10th century, 10th or early 11th century and 11th or early 12th century. 

These slots were chosen on the basis that they allowed for the vast majority of burials with both 

longer and shorter date ranges to be compared. In some cases (e.g. Luistari, Finland), the graves had 

been given such a long date range that it was necessary to use different methods when comparing 

them to other sites (see further chapter 10).  
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Variables and the four analytical themes 

With the focus on construction and practices in mind, most of the variables recorded for each burial 

analyses, for example, dimensions, shape and construction details. Other equally important variables 

include information about chronology, geography and details about the buried individuals.  

     To translate these variables into datasets and an easily interpretable framework that could address 

the aims and objectives of the thesis, the variables were ordered into four main analytical themes for 

comparison. The four themes are:  

 

ǒ Chronology  

ǒ Geographical spread 

ǒ Buried individuals 

ǒ Construction details 

 

While most variables in the database were ordered into one of these themes, a small number proved to 

be so infrequently present in the burial corpus that their inclusion in the comparative analysis was 

redundant. This is the case for, for example, birch bark, animals other than horses and secondary 

hearths. These occur in only a handful of graves across the entire corpus, and to keep the number of 

comparative variables at a manageable level, they were omitted from the analysis. The variable that 

indicated the presence or absence of artefacts in the grave fill-layer was also omitted, as this 

information was often not mentioned due to the sources having focused on the grave itself. Although 

the omitted variables do not form part of the analysis, they have been kept in the Excel database for 

transparency and future research.  

     The variables that came to be encompassed by the theme of Construction details included, for 

example, grave measurement, shape and layouts such as walls, internal coffins and horse platforms, 

etc. In addition, the presence or absence of various construction features was put in. For example, 

mounds, cairns, post holes, wood remains and rivets, etc. In relation to this, events such as reopenings 

and secondary burials were also recorded. Unless otherwise stated, the size recorded refers to the 

chamber size rather than the grave cut or internal coffin. In the theme that became Buried individuals, 

variables such as gender (as indicated by grave goods) and osteological age were recorded. The 

alignment of the deceased was included in this theme, and the direction stated first in the Excel 

database is the direction of the head (e.g. E-W, indicating that the deceased had their head in the east, 

facing west). The themes of Geographical spread and Chronology are only made up of one variable 

each, which are self-explanatory.  

     To conduct the comparative analysis, the features were then translated into graphs to showcase a 

comparison between the eight different countries, for example, the difference in the number of burials 

containing post holes in each country. 
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Sources and data collection 

The thesis draws from both primary and secondary sources. The primary sources are made up of 

information about the graves themselves. As mentioned, these have been gathered from catalogues, 

excavation reports and antiquarian archives (see a detailed overview below). In addition, for the 

analysis of the Swedish burial in Högom in Skön, archaeologist and Viking-Age boat specialist 

Gunilla Larsson has contributed with a written expert analysis (Larsson 2023). In addition, a range of 

secondary sources (e.g. articles, books and monographs) have been engaged with to provide, for 

example, the research background, theoretical standpoints and inspiration for the interpretative 

framework. While the secondary sources have been readily available, access to the primary sources 

has varied between the geographical areas. For example, while data from areas that had not been 

synthesised before (e.g. Sweden, Norway and Finland) were collected from various sources, data 

from, for example, Eastern Europe were only available in previous catalogues. The collecting of these 

sources has been as thorough as possible; however, due to time, language barriers and access 

limitations, it cannot be ruled out that burials that should have been included in the study have 

unfortunately been left out.  

     As many primary sources were published in a language other than English (e.g. German, Polish 

and Russian), an online translation tool (Google Translate) was used to extract the information in 

English. As the language in these sources was often descriptive and factual, the language barrier did 

not present a significant challenge (although see further below in Challenges and limitations).  

     As this is primarily an archaeological piece of research, the thesis has not made extensive use of 

written sources, such as, for example, Icelandic Sagas and poems or other more contemporary writing. 

The reason for not doing so, was both deliberate (to let the empirical data speak for itself) as well as 

strategic (to limit the scope of the thesis).  

 

Sweden and Birka 

Although few Swedish publications have touched upon the countryôs Viking-Age chamber burial 

phenomenon, information about the 160 chamber graves in Sweden was collected secondarily through 

previous publications and primarily through archive material. As the majority of the burials (116 of 

160) were located at Birka, the vast majority of the previous publications also concern Birka and only 

make short mentions of other similar burials in the country. Some of the more frequently used 

publications include Gräslundôs 1980 study of the Birka burials and cemeteries, Ringstedtôs (1997) 

analysis of the Birka chamber burialsô economic value and Petersonôs 2018 publication on the 

prehistory of the county of Västernorrland. Older archive material was collected at 

Antikvarisktopografiska arkivet (ATA) in Stockholm, and with the kind help of various museum staff 

at places such as Gustavianum in Uppsala, Vªsternorrlandôs museum and Jamtli museum. For 

example, the main source about the Valsgärde cemetery was gathered from the unpublished archive in 
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the Gustavianum museum in Uppsala, rather than published literature based on it. Because of this, 

some information recorded in the Excel database differs from previous interpretations. For example, 

Ljungkvist (2015: 23) interprets Valsgärde burials 23 and 25 as having had internal coffins. However, 

the original report and plan drawings do not immediately suggest this and internal coffins have 

therefore been recorded as not present in these burials.  

     For the Birka burials, inclusion was based on Ann-Sofie Grªslundôs definition in her 1980 study of 

the Birka cemeteries. The data from these burials were then collected from Arbmanôs 1943 

publication Birka I - Die Gräber, which consists of grave descriptions of all the chamber burials 

hitherto excavated on Björkö, where Birka was located. This publication, too, was translated with the 

help of an online tool.  

     The collection of the Swedish non-Birka burials has, for the most part, been based on either of the 

two criteria described above; they have previously been identified as a chamber grave or fit the metric 

criteria by Gräslund (1980). It should be noted that in some of the sources, there is a tendency to refer 

to some burials as chamber burials to distinguish them from other grave types in the same cemetery. 

This has been the case at, for example, Valsgärde, Tuna i Alsike, Tuna i Badelunda and Vendel, 

where boat burials are located side by side with what are in Swedish described as óchamberô or óshaftô 

burials. Because of this, in the case of Tuna i Alsike and Vendel, burials have been included and 

excluded based on the metric definition set by Gräslund in 1980, meaning a few additional burials that 

had not featured in previous discussions on the subject (e.g. Tuna i Alsike IX and Vendel V, VI and 

VIII) were included in the Excel database.  

 

Norway  

The 44 graves from Norway included in the study were gathered from both previous publications and 

archive material. A large portion was gathered from Frans-Arne Stylegarôs 2005 article on Viking-

Age chamber burials in Vestfold, where he utilised a mix of Gräslundôs and Eisenschmidtôs 

definitions to gather the data. Further, archaeologist Eystein Østmoe kindly provided the draft report 

of the chamber burial found at Hestnes in 2020 as well as a more up-to-date list of similar graves in 

Norway, also based on Grªslundôs definition. From this list, it was possible to locate these additional 

burials in the UNIMUS-portal (www.unimus.no/portal), an online database covering the collections of 

Norway's five university museums. Information on other chamber graves has also been received 

digitally through email from the Stavanger museum, where Grªslundôs definition was used for 

inclusion and exclusion. In total, 44 graves from Norway have been included.  

 

Denmark and Germany 

The information about the burials in the former Viking-Age kingdom of Denmark consists of 

examples from modern-day Denmark, Northwest Germany and Swedish Scania and was originally 
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compiled by Silke Eisenschmidt in her 1994 masterôs thesis. In Eisenschmidtôs catalogue, there are a 

total of 118 burials. As the thesis was published in German, it had to be translated with the help of 

Google Translate before the data could be extracted. As Eisenschmidtôs catalogue is mainly based on 

a size criterion, it also includes two horse burials (graves IB = 2/1937 and IIB =4/1937) at 

Süderbrarup, Germany. Although there is a possibility that chamber burials might have been built for 

horses during the Viking Age, the focus of the present thesis is human burials. Because of this, these 

two horse graves are the only graves from Eisenschmidtôs catalogue that have been excluded from the 

Excel database. Thus, the total number of Viking-Age chamber graves included from Eisenschmidtôs 

catalogue is 65 from Denmark, 46 from Germany and 13 from Swedish Scania). In addition to the 

burials compiled by Eisenschmidt, to the best of the authorôs knowledge, only one other Viking-Age 

chamber grave has been found in Denmark since: the equestrian grave (burial A238) at Fregeslev II 

(Pedersen & Schifter Bagge 2021). With the additional five German burials identified by Janowski 

(2015), the total number of Viking-Age chamber graves included in the database is 65 in Denmark, 51 

in Germany and 13 in Swedish Scania (recorded under Sweden).  

  

Poland, Russia and Ukraine 

To study the chamber burial phenomenon in Eastern and Central Europe, the catalogue produced by 

Andrzej Janowski (2015) was used. This catalogue follows a similar structure to that of Eisenschmidt 

and contains 213 burials from modern-day Poland, Russia and Ukraine. The catalogue also contains a 

small number of burials in East Germany which had not been included in Eisenschmidtôs previous 

overview of the country. Janowskiôs catalogue was published in Polish and was also translated with 

the help of an online tool. Similar to the other non-English catalogues, the language was summative 

and factual and few or no potential language errors were identified.  

     A very similar catalogue of the same geographical corpus of burials can be found in the work of 

Kirill Mikhailov (2016). However, as Mikhailovôs catalogue is divided between what he defined as 

ósecureô and óless secureô chamber burials (demonstrating the current arbitrary nature of the 

definition), it was deemed unsuitable for the present studyôs purposes. As such, Janowskiôs catalogue 

was the main source for the burials located in Eastern Europe, and although secondary sources are 

used in the analysis, no further data on the burials themselves could be obtained. The reasons for this 

have largely to do with the difficulty in accessing information from primarily Russia and Ukraine, due 

to their current political climate.  

     For the more recently excavated site of Bodzia, which had not been included in Janowskiôs 

overview, Grªslundôs metric definition was used to identify an additional 38 Polish graves. In total, 72 

graves were recorded from Poland, 72 from Russia and 99 from Ukraine.  
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Finland 

To the authorôs knowledge, chamber graves only occur at one site in Finland, on the Luistari 

cemetery, which had not previously been incorporated in the discussions about the phenomenon. As 

such, their inclusion was based on Grªslundôs definition and gathered from the excavation report by 

Pirko-Lisa Lehtosalo-Hilander, who excavated the site in the 1970s. While the descriptive part of this 

publication is in English, the primary information about the burials and their features is in Finnish and 

had to be translated in the same manner as several other sources.  

Challenges and limitations 

Gathering and studying information on almost 700 graves in multiple languages does inevitably come 

with some difficulties and limitations. The two most prominent limitations lie in the need for 

translations and how the grave measurement provided in the sources should be understood. For 

example, as the sources used span 80 years and were published in several different languages, the 

terminology was diverse. For example, while the word for óchamber graveô reads similarly in different 

languages (e.g. German: kammergräb, Swedish: kammargrav, Polish: grobowiec komorowy, Russian: 

kamernaya grobnitsa), other words, such as ócorner postsô, are referred to and translated differently. In 

Polish, for example, Janowski (2015) refers to this construction method as a corner column or pillar 

(Polish: konstrukcja komory sğupowa), as does Mikhailov in Russian (stolbovoy konstruktsii). 

Because of this, one of the main challenges during the identifying phase of the study was to decide 

how well the different language terms correspond to each other. As most of the data was gathered 

from older catalogues, where the language was often summative and factual with few ephemeral 

words, it was eventually determined that the risks of translation errors were small.  

     When it comes to the grave size, it should be noted that the sources were not always clear on where 

in the burial the measurements were taken; whether the size given refers to, for example, the size of 

the bottom or the top of the burial chamber. Further, many entries in, for example, Eisenschmidtôs 

catalogue give the dimensions (length and width) of the óburial pitô, and it is sometimes unclear 

whether this refers to a chamber, without traces of wood to decide the dimensions, or the surrounding 

pit in which the chamber was built. However, as can be seen on the plan drawings, the space between 

these two points of measurement only varies slightly. In light of this, small differences in 

measurements are significant but do not inhibit a reliable comparative study.  

Presentation of data and results  

The presentation of the data comes in the form of a comparative study, which is structured around the 

four analytical themes across five chapters. The data is visualised in graphs, where the percentage of 

burials containing a feature in each country is presented. In these chapters, a small-scale comparison 
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is made between sites in each individual country, while the discussion about similarities and variances 

between the countries themselves is conducted in the following discussion and results chapter (chapter 

10).  

     As the countries that had never before been synthesised, the chapters about Sweden (chapter 6) and 

Norway (chapter 7) also give a more detailed description of each grave, in addition to the general 

overview. Furthermore, although the total number of chamber burials in Sweden is 160, 72% (116 

graves) were associated with the town of Birka. Because of this, Birka has been given a chapter of its 

own (chapter 5), which marks the start of the comparative analysis. This is then followed by Sweden 

(chapter 6), Norway (chapter 7), Denmark, Germany and Poland (chapter 8) and Finland, Russia and 

Ukraine (chapter 9).  

     The results are then presented and discussed in chapter 10, where the interpretative framework is 

guided by Pragmatism and Peircean semiotics. chapter 11 outlines the overall conclusions and offers 

suggestions for future research.  
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Chapter 5. Birka 

 

Introduction 

The following chapter is the first one in the comparative analysis that encompasses chapters 5 to 9. As 

the site whose chamber graves have most often been used as the baseline for similar graves elsewhere 

in Scandinavia and Europe, Birka is the first place to be analysed. Although synthesised before, this 

chapter offers the first in-depth discussion and comparison based on chronology, construction and 

information about the buried individuals. It will compare the two cemeteries where they occur 

(Hemlanden and North of Borg) as well as draw parallels to similar burials in Sweden, Scandinavia 

and central and eastern Europe.  

     The chapter starts with a background overview, then moves on to a general summary of the Birka 

chamber grave funerary phenomenon, which is divided into the themes of chronology, buried 

individuals and construction details. As this chapter deals with a single site, the theme of geographical 

spread has been omitted.  

 

Background 

Situated on the 4x2 km large island of Björkö in Lake Mälaren, southeast Sweden, the archaeological 

complex that is traditionally referred to as the Black earth (Swedish: svarta jorden) has been of 

antiquarian interest since at least the 17th century. The settlement and several adjacent burial grounds 

that were discovered in the northwestern part of the island have long been identified as the Viking-

Age town of Birka, which was first mentioned in the Vita Ansgarii, written by Rimbert, archbishop of 

Bremen, sometime between 869 and 876 AD. It is thought that Birka was established as a trading post 

during the mid-8th century, with an approximate population of 750 permanent inhabitants between the 

8th and 11th centuries (Ambrosiani & Eriksson 1993: 52ff, Sawyer 1985: 182). With its strategic 

placement in the Lake Mälaren, its inhabitants would have had access to trade routes leading both 

south (e.g. to Gotland, Denmark, Poland, etc) as well as north and east (e.g. to Russia and Ukraine). 
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Figure 5. Map of the northwestern part 
of the island of Björkö. The Birka Black 
Earth settlement is marked in grey and 
the Hemlanden and North of Borg 
cemeteries are marked in red. After 
Hedenstierna-Jonson 2019. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Since the first large excavation in 1825 by Alexander Seton, investigations in and around Birka 

have unearthed traces of a settlement, a hill fort, ramparts, several harbours and multiple large 

cemeteries with thousands of inhumation and cremation graves. Among Birkaôs most notable 

investigators was the Swedish geologist Hjalmar Stolpe, who excavated the site several times in the 

late 19th century. While Stolpe investigated some parts of the settlement, his main focus was its 

surrounding cemeteries, where he recorded over 1100 graves and provided notes and drawings that 

were unprecedented at that time. What we now know about funerary practices at Birka is largely 

thanks to Holger Arbmanôs 1943 publication of Stolpeôs groundbreaking work. Thanks to Stolpeôs 

documentation, comprehensive studies like those by Gräslund (1980) have been able to present a 

coherent and detailed picture of the Birka funerary customs. 

     Even though at least seven different cemeteries are associated with Birka, chamber graves have 

only been found at the Hemlanden and the North of Borg cemetery. The Hemlanden cemetery is 

situated east and northeast of the settlement and is the islandôs largest burial site, measuring 

approximately 600x350m. This is also where the majority of the townôs chamber graves have been 

found (76 of 116, or 66% of the total). As approximately 680 graves of different types have been 

excavated at Hemlanden, this means that only 11% were chamber graves. The other cemetery, North 

of Borg, is, as the name suggests, located north of the hillfort ramparts in the southwestern part of the 
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town. Here, only 40 chamber graves (34% of the total) have been excavated among the approximately 

200 other investigated graves in this cemetery, meaning that 20% of the total graves at North of Borg 

were chamber graves. As North of Borg is also significantly smaller than Hemlanden (measuring only 

160x50m), the number of chamber graves relative to its size is greater than Hemlanden.  

     While Hemlanden showcased significant diversity in funerary types, with both cremations, 

inhumations and stone and ship settings, the burials at North of Borg were exclusively inhumations in 

coffins, chambers and other types of inhumation graves (Gräslund 1980: 5). According to Gräslund 

(1980: 30), no clear differences can be seen between the chamber graves in Hemlanden and North of 

Borg, apart from the fact that those at North of Borg were marginally longer. Furthermore, in the 

western part of Hemlanden, the chamber graves lie inside the ramparts side by side with mostly other 

types of inhumations, while in the southern part, they are interspersed with both other inhumations 

and cremations. As it is believed that the town rampart was built in the 10th century, the majority of 

the chamber graves inside it were already there when the rampart was built. In some cases, the 

existing graves were covered by the new town rampart, meaning that they were either not significant 

enough to be visible anymore or that they were still visible as an incorporated part of the rampart.  

Chronology 

Of the 116 chamber graves at Birka, 94 contain dateable artefacts. However, it should be noted that 

many of these artefacts might not have been new when they were placed in the graves. Because of 

this, more precise dating is often difficult to determine. In general, however, the chamber grave 

phenomenon can be attested in Birka from the late 8th to the late 10th or possibly early 11th century, 

making it possible that some of the townôs very first and last inhabitants were buried in these graves. 

Thanks to this relatively long period, it has been possible to study changes in their use and production 

over time.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Chronology of 
Viking-Age chamber 
graves in Birka, 
Sweden. Based on the 
typology of grave 
goods. 
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     Of the 94 graves that have been typologically dated for this analysis, eight (all male according to 

the accompanying artefacts) date to the late 8th and early 9th century, while 18 graves (six with female 

artefacts, nine with male artefacts, one male and female double burial, and two of unknown gender) 

can be dated to the 9th or early 10th century. A total of 65 graves can be dated to the 10th century (of 

which 32 contain female-associated artefacts and 26 have male-associated artefacts). Seven 10th-

century graves are double or multiple burials containing individuals with both male and female 

artefacts. Three (all female) date to the late 10th or early 11th century.  

     Of the dateable burials, 31 are found in the smaller cemetery North of Borg, and the remaining 63 

in the islandôs larger cemetery of Hemlanden. Looking at the overall picture (Fig. 6), there is a small 

decline in the number of dateable chamber graves in Birka during the late 9th century, only to rise 

sharply again during the 10th century. Furthermore, this increase was provided for by both male and 

female deaths in Birka. For whatever reason, the chamber grave tradition started as a male-dominated 

phenomenon and later became equally, if not more, common among female burials at Birka.   

Buried individuals 

The first thing to note about the individuals buried at Birka is that it has not been possible to 

investigate the ages of the dead. Although surveys of the osteological material have been conducted 

(e.g. Sten 1979), these have been selective, and as a full set of data is not currently available, age 

distribution has not been included in this investigation. However, judging by the osteological material 

that can be seen on Stolpeôs plan drawings, the vast majority of the individuals placed in the Birka 

chamber graves would have been adults (or possible juveniles), rather than children. As it stands, 

there are currently no known chamber graves for children at Birka.  

     Looking at the overall gender distribution on both Hemlanden and North of Borg, 62 (49%) of the 

126 individuals buried in the Birka chamber graves were male, 54 (42%) female and 10 (8%) of 

unknown gender. The majority of the graves of unknown gender were located in the North of Borg 

cemetery, where a total of 17% of the chamber graves did not contain gender-indicating artefacts. 

Otherwise, the overall gender distribution is fairly similar at both North of Borg and Hemlanden (see 

Fig. 7-9). However, when it comes to double burials and graves without gender-indicating grave 

goods, there are marked differences between the cemeteries. Overall, 10 (8%) of the Birka chamber 

graves are double burials (all male-female except Bj.860, which contained two females, and Bj.861, 

which had two males, both located on Hemlanden). The majority of the double graves (eight of 10) 

were located in the Hemlanden cemetery, while only one (Bj.644) was found in the North of Borg 

cemetery.  
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Figure 7. Gender 
distribution in Viking-
Age chamber graves 
in Birka (Sweden). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Gender 
distribution in the 
Birka North of Borg 

cemetery. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Gender 
distribution in Birka 
the Hemlanden 

cemetery. 
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     The differences in the number of double burials between the two cemeteries may indicate a more 

prominent emphasis on kinship ties in the Hemlanden cemetery than in North of Borg. It could also 

simply indicate a need to share space in Hemlanden, which was the more densely populated cemetery 

of the two. However, this difference, paired with the fact that individuals of unknown gender were 

more common in the North of Borg cemetery, where they make up 17%, could mean that weôre 

looking at a difference in burial rites between the cemeteries. Whatever the cause, it is clear that the 

gender distribution is similar between the two cemeteries, but that some of the rites may have varied.  

     With such a large number of individuals, the lack of children in the Birka chamber grave material 

is striking, although not atypical of other Viking-Age cemeteries in Sweden and Norway. In contrast, 

as will be demonstrated in the coming chapters, although children make up only a few per cent of the 

individuals in other investigated areas, it is unusual that they are completely absent.  

     When it comes to the head alignment of the human remains in the Birka chamber graves, 65 (52%) 

were aligned roughly west (including west-southwest and west-northwest) and facing east. Another 25 

(20%) were aligned southwest (facing northeast) and 22 (17%) northwest (facing southeast). In both 

the North of Borg and Hemlanden cemeteries, this meant facing away from the plot of houses that 

stretched out along the northwest coastline. At North of Borg, situated south of the town, the vast 

majority of graves are aligned west (53%) and northwest 35%, facing east and southeast. There is also 

a tendency for the graves in North of Borg (not just the chamber graves) to be placed at right angles to 

the nearby hillfort.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11. Head 
alignments in all the 
Birka chamber 
graves. 
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Figure 12. Head 
alignments in the 
Viking-Age graves on 
Birka's North of Borg 
cemetery. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13. Head 
alignments in the 
Viking-Age chamber 
graves on Birka's 

Hemlanden cemetery 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14. Illustration of the Birka 
house plots forming a fan pattern 
from the harbour. After 
Ambrosiani 1998. 
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     In contrast, at Hemlanden, situated east and northeast of the town, the vast majority of the chamber 

graves are aligned west (49%) and southwest (31%), facing east and northeast away from the 

settlement (Fig. 13). Combined, the alignments seem spread out in a fan pattern (especially on the 

Hemlanden cemetery), radiating away from the town. In light of this, it is interesting to note 

Ambrosianiôs (1998) plot layout for Birka, forming a similar fan-structure, but facing the town 

waterfront in the west and northwest instead. Whether this has significance and if there was a possible 

shared geographical reference point for the burial alignments will be discussed further in chapter 10.  

External construction details  

Most of the Birka chamber graves were rectangular or square, dug into the ground at depths ranging 

from 0.4 to 2.4m. Among the Birka chamber graves, 33% were recorded as being covered by a mound 

and 56% as covered by a cairn, with the rest having been recorded without any information. Only one 

burial at the North of Borg (Bj.523) was recorded as having a mound; the other 37 graves with a 

mound recorded were located in the Hemlanden cemetery. However, as 50% of the graves at North of 

Borg had a cairn, it is possible that the lack of mounds recorded over the chamber graves at North of 

Borg is due to a difference in preservation levels. In some cases, the size of the mound is mentioned, 

such as in the case of Bj.956, which measured 6.3m in diameter and 0.3m in height (Arbman 1943: 

380). Overall, the percentage of burials with a mound and a cairn seems to indicate that many of the 

Birka chamber graves were originally covered by a cairn and a mound, some of which may have 

disappeared due to later farming activities. However, it is also probable that some of the chamber 

graves were built without these two external features, as a large number were found as simple 

depressions in the ground surface. For example, in Bj.856 a depression in the ground surface covered 

the whole length of the chamber below, and the lack of a cairn and presence of corner posts could 

instead point to a wooden, above-ground structure.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15. Construction 
details in Viking-Age 
chamber graves at 
Birka. 
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     There are also mentions of stone features covering the graves, such as the semi-circle of stones 

recorded on top of Bj.520, or the four-sided stone setting on top of Bj.649 and Bj.886. Otherwise, it 

seemed to be the norm to mark the burials with large stones, something which has been recorded in a 

large number of the chamber graves. The outer features of the Birka chamber graves do not seem to 

differ much from other contemporary Viking-Age burials, where variation within limits seems to have 

been key. However, as will be discussed below, what might have set them apart is the evidence of 

built above-ground structures.  

     Some of the Birka chamber graves were internally lined with stones, something that seemed to 

have been common in Norway and on Gotland (where these burials are smaller and more coffin-like). 

At Birka, the burials that have at least one but usually several walls lined with stones are Bj.739, 

Bj.838 and Bj.842. In the case of Bj.842, three sides were lined with stones, while the fourth was left 

bare to accommodate a horse (Fig. 16). It is probable that the stone lining was meant to steady the 

internal wooden walls and should be seen as part of a construction method similar to the Gotlandic 

and Norwegian graves.  

Internal construction details 

Under the mounds and cairns, remains of wood were found in 43 (37%) of the Birka chamber graves 

(40% of the graves at North of Borg and 36% of the graves at Hemlanden), while the rest seem to 

have lacked this feature or have had their organic material disappear due to taphonomic factors.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16. Bj.842 with three stone-lined sides. 
After Arbman 1943: 315. Edited by the author. 
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Figure 17. Construction 
details in the Birka 
Hemlanden cemetery 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18. Construction 
details in the North of 

Borg cemetery. 

 

 

 

 

 

     In the burials where it had been preserved, the wooden remains were mainly found along the walls, 

but also along the floor, as well as from what was interpreted as the remains of roofs. In the cases 

where the type of wood is mentioned, it is always oak. For example, in the typologically male burial 

Bj.544, there were oaken cladding remains all over the floor of the chamber. When it comes to the 

height of the remains of the wooden walls, the variation is great, although most seem to have been 

between ca. 0.3 and 0.6m high (e.g. Bj.510, Bj.520, Bj.639, Bj.838), with approximately 0.6m being 

the most common height. In many cases, the walls are also described as ñsolidò up to a certain height 

(approximately between 0.3- 1 m) but without remains of wood.   

     One of the best preserved and described wooden constructions among the Birka chamber graves is 

Bj.750. Here, the chamber walls were built from four horizontally placed, 15cm-wide logs, making 

the height of the chamber ca. 0.6m. The depth given by Arbman (2.25 m) clearly referred to the depth 

between the top of the mound and the bottom of the chamber. In Bj.750 there were no corner posts, 
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but instead the walls along the short ends were holding the rest of the walls in place (Arbman 1943: 

267).  

     The average depth of the Birka chamber graves is 1.3m, but it is often uncertain whether this 

indicates the depth of the internal chamber space or simply the depth of the excavation pit. As 

mentioned, it is currently also unclear whether the height of the recorded wooden wall in Birka 

indicates the height of the chambers themselves, or whether the internal chamber was taller but did 

not have wooden cladding all the way up to the ground surface. However, if the burial space was only 

as high as the recorded wooden remains, it would mean that a majority of the chamber graves in Birka 

would not have been able to accommodate sitting individuals, as has often been suggested. In the case 

of Bj.639, for example, where the walls were made up of 6 cm wide oak planks to a height of 0.6 m, 

the individual looks to have been placed in a supine or crouching position. The depth for Bj.639 

recorded by Arbman is 0.75m, which was most probably taken from the ground surface, meaning that 

the topsoil was only 0.15m deep.  

     This uniformity in the height of the wall remains gives weight to the fact that many of the Birka 

wooden chambers were not very deep and thus primarily intended for supine-positioned individuals. 

There is, however, also evidence of higher wall remains, for example, in the double burial Bj.644, 

where a thick layer of wooden wall remains reached 1.75m from the chamber floor, paired with traces 

of a roof in transverse timber. In these cases, it is more probable that the individuals were seated.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19. Bj.644 with two individuals in a possibly 
seated position. After Arbman 1943: 222. Edited 
by the author. 
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This is also supported by the plan drawing, where the anatomical position of the skeletons in Bj.644 

indicates that the dead were originally seated and decomposed into the pattern recorded during 

excavation (Fig. 19). It could also be that the additional wood further up on the chambersô walls had 

more time to decay as the chambers started to fill from the bottom up through the centuries, creating 

the illusion of a shallow wooden chamber. If that were the case, however, one would perhaps expect 

to see a greater variety in the height of the recorded wooden wall remains and not the current 

uniformity of approximately 0.6-0.7m high wooden wall remains. Furthermore, it is possible that a 

portion of the chamber was built above ground, which would enable the individual to be seated. If 

some of them were built above ground, this could also help to explain their incorporation in the town 

ramparts, as the grave monument was still partly visible.  

 

Nails and rivets 

As only 4% (5) of the burials contained rivets and nails that could not be attributed to decorative 

features or other wooden artefacts (e.g. caskets and buckets), it must be assumed that the majority of 

the Birka chamber graves were constructed without them. There is, however, a difference in their 

occurrence between North of Borg and Hemlanden. At Hemlanden, 8% of the graves had nails, while 

only 3% had recorded nails in the North of Borg cemetery. Whether this is indicative of a difference 

in construction is difficult to say. In the cases where rivets are found (typologically female Bj.523 and 

typologically male Bj.562) they were interpreted as boat rivets and, according to Arbman (1943: 158), 

the high number of rivets indicate that the floor and walls of these graves were made of boat planks. 

Unfortunately, as the rivets were not drawn on the plan of Bj.523 and no plan exists for Bj.562, 

nothing further can be said on this matter. The nails in the other burials (Bj. 495, Bj.944 and Bj.1096) 

are either single finds or too few to draw any conclusions on.  

     Seemingly, none of the Birka chamber graves contained an internal coffin, something that was 

fairly common in, for example, Denmark at the time (see chapter 8). There is, however, one burial that 

could potentially fit the description of a chamber grave with an internal coffin: Bj.595. Labelled as a 

coffin by Gräslund and not included in the present analysis, it is still worthy of mention. The 

individual in Bj.595 was placed inside a coffin that was in turn placed in a 2x1.3m large and 1m deep 

shaft. Although this burial has been labelled a coffin burial, the space surrounding it could be cause to 

define it as a chamber grave. Examples such as these are one of many examples of the blurry 

boundaries between coffin and chamber.  

 

Corner posts and roofs 

Only 14 (12%) of Birkaôs chamber graves were recorded as having corner posts, and judging by the 

plan drawings, their position in relation to the walls varies. In some cases, the posts were placed 

inside the chamber walls, while in other cases they sat in alignment with them. In most cases, 
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however, there was a mix of positions recorded that most likely had to do with taphonomic processes. 

In the case of Bj.856, Arbman (1943: 333) states that the posts were dug into the shaft walls, but as no 

wooden traces were found in Bj.856 it cannot be determined how high the walls were, if there were 

wooden walls, or if the posts also originally held a roof. There is, however, no mention of a cairn in 

Bj.856, and the ground depression extended across the whole burial surface, which could indicate an 

above-ground roof structure. Although not mentioned, the drawing of Bj.958 could indicate a possible 

tongue-and-groove joint between the corner posts and wooden walls. Here, the wooden walls are said 

to have reached 0.75m above the chamber's wooden floor, and the grave was filled with large stones, 

indicating a cairn. Thus, if the corner posts extended above the original ground level, the stone cairn 

would have been fitted in between, perhaps indicating a sort of four-posted canopy roof structure 

without walls. If this were the case, the cairn could also have acted as a fixating foundation for the 

corner posts. As the height of Bj.958 was only 0.75 m, the dead individual must have been placed in a 

supine position, potentially indicating that not only seated individuals needed an above-ground 

structure and that these roof or canopy features served a different purpose.  

     In the case of Bj.660, it has been suggested (e.g. Price 2019) that the corner posts could have been 

part of the grave preparation and later removed, as pieces of pottery can be seen on top of the layer 

where the corner posts would have stood. However, it is also possible that Bj.660 is a burial that had 

replaced another grave that had been cleared away. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20. Bj.958 with a possible tongue-and-

groove jointed wall. After Arbman 1943: 383. 
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     The suggestion that the corner posts were already there for another burial could be indicated by the 

presence of a human skull in the grave fill, paired with the fact that temporary corner posts would be 

unlikely to leave such a clear mark in the soil. A similar observation can be made of the walls of 

Bj.854, where a pottery jug can be seen lying on top of the southern wall layer (Fig. 21). However, as 

artefacts have also been placed outside the southern chamber wall of Bj.854, it could be argued that 

the jug was placed in an opening in the wall, perhaps some sort of entrance.  

     While corner posts are indirect indications of a gable roof, other types of roofs not supported by 

posts were also recorded. For example, in Bj.495, wooden remains on top of the skeleton were 

interpreted as remains of a roof. In Bj.872, timbers running longitudinally across the graves were 

found approximately 0.3m above the chamber floor, which was also made of timbers aligned in the 

same direction. Similarly, in Bj.510 and Bj.557 a wooden floor and roof were recorded with a gap of a 

few centimetres apart. The most complete roof of all the Birka chamber graves was recorded in 

Bj.607, where 10 or 11 split logs were placed lengthwise along the rectangular chamber and body 

beneath (Fig. 22). There were also wooden wall remains 0.18m up from the floor, but not on the floor 

itself.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 21. Bj.854 with artefacts overlaying 
the wooden walls. After Arbman 1943: 328. 

Edited by the author.                               
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Figure 22. Bj.607 with a roof of split logs and 
a clay piece. After Arbman 1943: 200. Edited 

by the author.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Furthermore, the roof was found 0.9m below the surface, and since the depth given for Bj.607 is 1-1.2 

m, it would mean the internal height of the chamber was only 30 cm at the most. Inside Bj.607 was 

also found a piece of clay with a triangular cross-section and a moss-imprint, most likely used as 

filling between the chamber planks in the same way houses were constructed (Fig. 22), indicating a 

possible cross-fertilisation between the skills to build houses and chamber graves at Birka. This fact, 

paired with the evidence of roofs, entrances and above-ground structures, makes a parallel between 

the chamber graves and built environments of the living possible.  

 

Horse platforms 

One of the most characteristic features of the Birka chamber graves is the so-called horse platforms 

found in 20 graves. In 19 of these graves, remains of horses were also found, while one (Bj.496) had a 

platform but no remains of a horse or equestrian equipment. The horse platforms were much more 

common in the Hemlanden cemetery, where 18 of the 20 graves with this feature were located. The 

two graves with this feature in the North of Borg cemetery are Bj.496 (without a horse) and Bj.581, 

whose skeletal remains were recently discovered to have belonged to a biological female 

(Hedenstierna-Jonson et al. 2017). Apart from Bj.581, these platforms are mainly found in male or 

double male and female burials, and there is only one female grave, Bj.965, with a horse and platform 

(Fig. 33).  
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     The platforms were always located by the foot of the deceased, approximately 0.06-0.90m higher 

than the chamber, and judging by the lack of wooden remains in these areas, they were most likely 

placed outside the actual chamber walls. In some cases, however, traces of roofs were recorded over 

the platforms. For example, in Bj.965, timbers were seen lying in the same longitudinal direction as 

the horse and in Bj.750, Bj, 832, Bj.842 and Bj.872, wooden walls were recorded around the horse 

remains.  

     The reasons why the area where the horse was placed was on a slight elevation have never received 

much scholarly attention. Although this occurs in some other Swedish Viking-Age burials outside 

Birka (e.g. Hov, Långtora and Holm, see chapter 6), the only comment usually made is their likeness 

to the Birka horse platforms. In light of this analysis, a few new things can now be noted about the 

platforms. For example, in several cases Arbman noticed that the horse was much better preserved 

than the human remains (e.g. Bj.710, Bj.713, Bj.944). This is partly to be expected, as horse bones are 

larger and will better withstand decomposition. However, it is also possible that the different areas of 

the burial received different treatment. For example, in burial 23 at Valsgärde, the human and horse 

remains had been covered by different types of soils (see further chapter 6), and it is possible that 

similar events took place at Birka. In this scenario, it could be that the enclosed chamber spaces were 

kept free of soil for a longer time and contributed to a quicker decomposition process of the human 

remains, while the area for the horse was filled in sooner after deposition and preserved the horse 

better. Further, if we then consider the fact that most horse platforms were not covered by a roof, it is 

possible that the óplatformsô were constructed after the chamber and simply not dug as deep. This 

would also explain the platforms that showcase a slightly different size and shape than their adjacent 

chamber (e.g. Bj.832, Bj.872 and Bj.975). It is also possible that the area known as the horse platform 

was kept open for a period of time after the sealing of the chamber, accumulating a layer of soil higher 

than the covered internal chamber. If the space was kept open it would potentially have the effect of 

continued access to the chamber. 

Birka through time 

Having so far provided an overview of Birka's chamber graves, the remainder of this chapter will 

discuss differences and developments in the Birka chamber graves through time.  

8th and early 9th century  

According to Gräslund (1980), the Birka chamber grave phenomenon can be attested possibly as early 

as the late 8th century, and with the help of artefact dating, eight graves (burials Bj.801, Bj.1053a, 

Bj.536, Bj.542, Bj.547, Bj.1151, Bj.560a and Bj.894b) has been dated to between the late 8th and early 

9th century. As Bj.536 was found approximately 0.55m underneath a female burial dated through a 

Berdal type C brooch to the early 9th century, it is possible that Bj.536 should be regarded as one of 
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the very earliest chamber graves in the North of Borg cemetery. Bj.536/Bj.504 was a flat, rectangular 

burial without a cairn and ca 1.1m wide. Apart from the presence of a small pit in the northwestern 

corner, no further details are given about its construction. The very first chamber graves at Birka were 

all thus either typologically male or of unknown gender, and were constructed at both North of Borg 

and Hemlanden.  

 

Buried individuals in late 8th - and early 9th-century Birka 

Of the eight chamber burials dating to this period, seven contain male-associated artefacts and one 

lacks gender-asserting goods. The lack of both female and double burials among Birkaôs oldest 

chamber graves is noteworthy and will be discussed further in chapter 10. Furthermore, the fact that 

one of the early burials in the Hemlanden cemetery, Bj.560a, did not contain any gendered artefacts 

and is also one of the narrowest (only 0.95 m) could potentially be another example of the 

entanglement between coffins and chambers at Birka.  

     Three graves (Bj.536, Bj.542 and Bj.547) are located in the cemetery North of Borg, and the 

remaining five (Bj.560a, Bj.801, Bj.894b, Bj.1053a and Bj 1151) in the Hemlanden cemetery. Of the 

three North of Borg burials, all contained a spearhead of Petersen type E and were aligned with the 

head in either west (Bj.536 and Bj.547) or northwest (Bj.542). These burials showcase an early 

uniformity in alignment in North of Borg that cannot be seen to the same degree during later 

centuries. Furthermore, while the North of Borg burials had some uniformity, there was greater 

diversity in the Hemlanden cemetery. Three of the five Hemlanden burials dating to this period were 

aligned southeast (Bj.560a, Bj.1053a and Bj.1151), but other alignments were also represented, with 

Bj.801 being aligned west and Bj.894b aligned southwest.  

     This difference in head placements, paired with the fact that the early chamber graves in the 

Hemlanden cemetery contain a larger number of gendered grave goods than do their contemporaries 

in North of Borg, could be another indication of differing funerary rites. In addition, with burials such 

as Bj.1053a and Bj.1151 containing Abbasid dirhams dating to the mid-8th century, it is possible that 

the oldest chamber graves in Birka were constructed on the Hemlanden cemetery and not North of 

Borg. However, as we cannot know how long after its manufacture the dirham was deposited, this 

remains only a possibility.  
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Figure 23. 8th and early 
9th century gender 
distribution in the Birka 
North of Borg cemetery. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 24. 8th and early 
9th century gender 
distribution in the Birka 
Hemlanden cemetery. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 25. 8th and early 
9th-century chamber 
grave head alignments at 
Birka. 
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Construction details in late 8th - and early 9th-century Birka 

The most commonly recorded feature among the 8th and early 9th-century chamber graves is a cairn, 

present in 63% of the burials from this earliest period at Birka. This stands in contrast to the two 

contemporary burials (25%), Bj.894b and Bj.1053a) that had a mound recorded. The cairn-without-a-

mound combination seems to have been fairly common among the Birka chamber graves and could 

indicate either later disturbances or that cairns rather than mounds were the preferred grave markers. It 

is also possible that a mound was present but not recorded by Stolpe.  

     None of Birkaôs earliest chamber graves had rivets or nails, and none seem to have been 

constructed with the help of corner posts. Furthermore, all the 8th- or early 9th-century graves are fairly 

uniform in size (approximately 2.5m long, 1.5m wide and 1.5m deep). Although there is a variety in 

external construction, where some were flat while others were covered by a mound, most had some 

form of stone cairn. Apart from the difference in alignment, which persists throughout Birkaôs active 

years, there is nothing to suggest a marked difference in construction methods between the two 

cemeteries during the 8th and early 9th century. Instead, there is a tendency toward uniformity in terms 

of both gender and construction, and perhaps other features and/or rituals were more defining of the 

burial custom at this time. However, as only eight graves date to this period, the data is slim, and any 

patterns are therefore difficult to discern. 

9th - and early 10th - century Birka 

While chamber graves were slightly more prominent in the Hemlanden cemetery in the 8th century, in 

the following century, the number of such graves was divided almost equally between the Hemlanden 

and North of Borg cemeteries, with eight and ten chamber graves, respectively. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 26. 8th and early 
9th-century 
construction details in 
the Birka chamber 
graves. 
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Furthermore, the apparent lack of females interred in chamber graves during the early phase of the 

phenomenon saw a change during the 9th century, when six of 18 chamber graves (Bj.504, Bj.557, 

Bj.594, Bj.632, Bj.849 and Bj.854) contained female-associated artefacts. This is also when the first 

double-chamber burial occurs; Bj.707 at Hemlanden.  

 

Buried individuals during the 9th and early 10th century 

During this period, at North of Borg, four chamber graves (Bj.504, Bj.594, Bj.557 and Bj.632) contain 

female-associated artefacts, five (Bj.510, Bj.514, Bj.561, Bj.558 and Bj.624) male artefacts and one 

(Bj.516) of unknown gender due to a lack of gendered grave goods. At Hemlanden, only two graves 

(Bj.854 and Bj.849) could be interpreted as female, four graves (Bj.695b, Bj.736, Bj.850 and Bj.942) 

as male and one (Bj.1031) of unknown gender. As in the previous century, no graves of children were 

found. The double burial Bj.707 contained both male and female artefacts. Apart from Bj.707, during 

the 9th century, all but two graves are aligned either west or northwest, with the male Bj.850 at 

Hemlanden being aligned with the head in the East and no information available for male Bj.942, also 

at Hemlanden. The difference in alignment between North of Borg and Hemlanden that could be seen 

during the previous 8th century later became more uniform, and it is possible that the overall west and 

northwest alignment, wherein the deceased are facing away from the town located along Bjºrkºôs 

northwestern shoreline, means that the dead were in most cases meant to be facing the entry ways into 

the town.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 27. 9th and early 
10th century gender 
distribution at the Birka 
North of Borg cemetery. 
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Figure 28. 9th and early 
10th century gender 
distribution at the Birka 
Hemlanden cemetery. 

    

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 29. Head 
alignments in the Birka 
chamber graves during 
the 9th and early 10th 
century. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In fact, the Hemlanden chamber graves were most often aligned northwest (facing southeast) and the 

North of Borg ones more west (facing east), meaning they could all have been facing the same major 

route into the town, located east of North of Borg and southeast of Hemlanden. This would also have 

had the effect that the short end of any above-ground structure, where the horse platform or ritual 

deposition area was also located, would have faced those travelling towards town. This pattern could 

mean that the alignment, or the direction in which the deceased was facing while placed in the burial, 

was of special significance for the Birka chamber grave phenomenon. This possibility, what 

pragmatic effects this would have had, and what it might say about the purpose of the chamber graves 

will be further explored in chapter 10.  

     Overall, the fact that the 9th century showcased a more uniform tradition in terms of alignment 

between the two areas also indicates the possibility that a shared tradition regarding the Birka 

chamber burial orientation had emerged by then. This increased consistency in orientation during the 
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9th century is, however, not reflected to the same degree in other construction features such as size, 

shape or artefact deposition. Although these differences are slight, construction features still vary 

among the 9th-century Birka chamber graves (see further below).  

 

Construction details during the 9th and early 10th century 

Apart from the increase in females, especially in the North of Borg cemetery (where there is an almost 

equal split between males and females buried in chamber graves during the 9th and early 10th century), 

there are no marked differences between the two cemeteries when it comes to size and construction. 

The graves are rectangular, usually 2-3m long and 1.5-2.5m wide. The depth is usually approximately 

1.5 m, with the exception of Bj.850, which had a depth of only 0.55m (although see discussion about 

the height and depth of the chambers earlier on in this chapter). One burial that deviates from the 

standard rectangular or square shape is the double male and female grave Bj.707. Apart from its 

irregular shape, it is also the only example with a slight deviation from the standard 9th- and early 10th-

century alignment: west-southwest.     

     Similar to the 8th and early 9th century, none of the Birka chamber graves from the 9th and early 10th 

century contained horses, and apart from size and alignment, very little information is known about 

the actual chamber construction. However, of the 18 chamber graves that can be dated to the 9th or 

early 10th century, 11% were recorded as having a mound, and 39% had a cairn recorded. A total of 

33% of the graves were recorded with wooden remains and were exclusively built without the help of 

corner posts, a construction feature seemingly absent during this century. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 30. 
Construction in the 
Birka chamber graves 
details during the 9th 
and 10th centuries. 
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The lack of documentation on the other investigated variables, such as nails and rivets, could indicate 

that these were not present or have simply not been recorded. Ultimately, it is difficult to ascertain, 

but with the knowledge of Stolpeôs groundbreaking and thorough documentation, it is more likely 

these features were not present during this phase.  

10th - and early 11th - century Birka 

With a total of 68 Birka chamber graves that can be dated more closely than just to the Viking Age, 

the 10th and early 11th centuries in Birka were, without a doubt, when the chamber grave tradition was 

most popular. This is not unique to Birka, but can be seen in all investigated areas, as subsequent 

chapters will show. During this time, 50 chamber graves were built on the Hemlanden cemetery, 

while 18 were constructed at North of Borg. This division corresponds with the overall grave 

distribution at Birka, where Hemlanden is the largest cemetery, with the most graves.  

 

Buried individuals during the 10th and early 11th century 

Of the 68 Birka chamber graves dated to the 10th and early 11th centuries, 35 were typologically 

female and 26 male. The number of double burials increased significantly during this period, with 

seven double burials that in all but two cases (Bj.703, with two males and one female buried at  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 31. 10th and 
early 11th century Birka 
gender distribution in 
the North of Borg 
cemetery. 
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Figure 32. 10th and early 
11th century gender 
distribution in the Birka 

Hemlanden cemetery. 

 

 

 

 

 

different intervals, and Bj.860 with a double set of female artefacts) contained two individuals 

accompanied by male and female artefacts. The lack of ungendered graves during the 10th century 

meant that more gendered grave goods were being placed in the burials, similar to the very first 

graves at Birka. In both Hemlanden and North of Borg, the number of burials associated with female 

artefacts was higher than the number of burials associated with male artefacts during this century. It is 

also clear that the number of double burials was more common in Hemlanden (six in total) than in 

North of Borg (one double burial).  

     The high number of female-coded chamber burials during this period is noteworthy, and the 

development from the phenomenon being dominated by males during the 8th century to being 

dominated by females during the last century of Birkaôs existence is interesting. As will be shown in 

chapter 7, this is in contrast to Norway, where a high proportion of the earliest chamber graves were 

instead assigned female gender.  

     As during previous centuries, all 10th- and early 11th-century Birka graves were constructed for 

adults, and the lack of children's chamber graves here is continuously apparent.  

     Moreover, in contrast to previous centuries, horses had begun to show up in the Birka chamber 

graves during the 10th and early 11th centuries. However, they only occurred in the Hemlanden 

cemetery, and almost exclusively in graves associated with male artefacts. Of 17 graves that contain 

horses, 15 were found in male graves and two in female graves (Bj.581 and Bj.965). However, it 

should be noted that one of the female burials with a horse, Bj.581, had all the features of a male-

coded burial (e.g. weapons) and was only recently (Hedenstierna-Jonson et al. 2017) proven to be of 

female biological sex. The fact that the majority of horse burials belong to male-coded burials is 

perhaps further evidence that the individual in Bj.581 was, although biologically female, considered a 

male-gendered individual at the time of their death. If so, this also makes the female-coded horse 

burial Bj.965 an interesting anomaly. This burial contained P56 oval brooches and could well be one 

of the last chamber graves constructed at Birka. 
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Figure 33. Bj.965, a female burial with a horse on a 
platform. After Arbman 1943. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 34. Head 
alignments in Birka 
during the 10th and 11th 
centuries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     When it comes to the overall alignments during the 10th and early 11th centuries, there was a clear 

majority (50%), with a roughly western alignment (facing east), including deviations such as west-

northwest and west-southwest. There were also no specific differences between Hemlanden and North 

of Borg. Apart from the roughly western alignments, a high proportion of the graves were also aligned 

southwest (29%) and northwest (13%). Only two (double burial Bj.954 and male Bj.986) of the 10th- 

and early 11th-century Birka chambers were aligned roughly east, and there was only one (double 

ΡΜӖ

ΞΦӖ

ΝΟӖ
ΞӖ ΞӖ ΞӖ ΞӖ

ΜӖ
ΝΜӖ
ΞΜӖ
ΟΜӖ
ΠΜӖ
ΡΜӖ
ΣΜӖ
ΤΜӖ
ΥΜӖ
ΦΜӖ
ΝΜΜӖ

ìĲƚƣ
ыŰӀΟΠь

ÉŸƨƣőƽĲƚƣ
ыŰӀΞΜь

 ŸƖƣőƽĲƚƣ
ыŰӀΦь

EċƚƣНыŰӀΝь ŸƖƣőĲċƚƣ
ыŰӀΝь

 ŸƖƣő
ыŰӀΝь

ÖŰťŰŸƽŰ
ыŰӀΞь

P
e
r
c
e
n
t
a
g
e
 
o
f
 
b
u
r
i
a
l
s
 

(n
=
6
8)

Head alignments

Head alignments in Birka chamber graves during the 
10th and early 11th century



90 
 

burial Bj.644) facing roughly north. Although there is more variation, which is to be expected with a 

high number of burials, the vast majority of the Birka chamber graves of the 10th and early 11th 

centuries faced east away from the town, similar to previous centuries.  

 

Construction details during the 10th and early 11th centuries  

The most common features among the 10th- and early 11th-century Birka graves are cairns, a gathering 

of stones covering the grave. As will become apparent, this feature is also common among chamber 

graves in the rest of Sweden but does not occur nearly as frequently in the other investigated areas. 

This pattern could mean that the cairn was a specific Swedish chamber grave tradition. A similar 

pattern can be seen among the frequency in mounds; similar to the rest of the Swedish chamber graves 

(see chapter 6), mounds were recorded in 38% of the Birka graves. It should be noted, however, that it 

is likely that this number was originally higher. The relatively high number of 10th and early 11th-

century graves in which wood has been recorded (42%) stands in contrast to the data from the 8th and 

early 9th centuries, when only 13% of the graves had wooden remains. This could partly be explained 

by taphonomy, where the 8th- and early 9th-century burials have had a longer time to decompose, but 

the gap in the number of wooden remains seems too large for this to be the only explanation. Because 

of this, it is possible that the builders of the later-date Birka chamber graves utilised wood more often 

and/or possibly to a greater extent. However, the fact that all burials that had nails or rivets recorded 

also date to this period may provide further evidence for a more frequent use of wood in the chamber 

constructions during this period. The same can also be said about the corner posts, which only occur 

during this period, in 15% of the burials.  

 

 

 

 
 

 
Figure 35. Construction 
details in 10th and early 
11th century Birka. 
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    It would thus seem that some of the later Birka chamber graves were built differently from those 

from previous centuries. If so, it is the first-ever observation of a development in how Viking-Age 

chamber graves were built. Moreover, it is a development that occurs over the course of 

approximately 200 years, something which points toward rapid changes in convention. This insight 

into the changing convention, paired with the evidence of differences in construction methods, 

suggests that although there was a shared convention, it was fluid and open to change.  

 

Summary 

With its well-documented excavations, the Birka burials are unique in their contribution to our 

understanding of Viking-Age life and death. With over 100 chamber graves situated on two of the 

townôs cemeteries, it has often been used as the blueprint example of the chamber grave phenomenon. 

Despite this, no larger studies of the rite itself have been conducted since Anne-Sofie Grªslundôs 

synthesis of the whole of Birkaôs funerary material in 1980.  

     As demonstrated in this chapter, several new patterns have been observed in the development of 

the c. 200-year history of the chamber grave funerary rite at Birka. For example, by analysing the rite 

in each of the centuries during which they were built, it has been possible to show that what started as 

a phenomenon dominated by males in the townôs early phases (late 8th and early 9th century) evolved 

into one dominated by females during the 10th century. There are, however, no marked differences in 

grave construction between male and female burials, except that horses are primarily found in male-

coded graves. Despite the relative equality between the number of male and female graves, no 

children have been found in the Birka chamber burials, something that, in comparison with the other 

investigated areas, is unusual. There is also a suggestion that double graves (usually one male and one 

female) were more prevalent in the Hemlanden cemetery than in North of Borg. However, relative to 

the total number of graves in each cemetery, chamber graves were more common overall in North of 

Borg. There is also a slight tendency that the graves in North of Borg contained fewer gender-

indicating artefacts, perhaps suggesting a difference in the funerary rite. A few burials dating to 

between the late 7th and 9th centuries were recorded with wooden remains, and none were recorded 

with nails and/or rivets or corner posts. The lack of nails, rivets and corner posts during these periods 

lends weight to the fact that perhaps not all of the early Birka chamber graves were built using 

wooden materials. During the 10th century, there were also a larger number of graves where wooden 

remains were observed: This evidence indicates that the later period Birka chamber graves could have 

been built slightly differently from the earlier ones. This is the first observation of the Viking-Age 

chamber grave phenomenon developing and changing.  

     The sizes of the chambers were fairly uniform on both Hemlanden and North of Borg. There is 

also some indication of a relative uniformity in the height of the wooden wall remains. As they are 

usually not taller than approximately 0.6 - 0.7 m, this could be indicative of the original height of the 
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chambers, despite a higher depth having often been given (1.3m on average). If the majority of the 

internal spaces of the Birka chamber graves were only approximately 0.7 m, this speaks against the 

theory that a seated position was common in the graves, as this height would not have been enough to 

accommodate a seated adult. None of the Birka chamber graves had internal coffins.  

     In terms of the gravesô alignments, there was a tendency for the graves at North of Borg to be 

aligned towards west (53% of the graves) or northwest (35% of the graves) while at Hemlanden, the 

majority of the burials were aligned west (49%) or southwest (32%). As with the construction details, 

there are differences in the alignments throughout the active years of Birka. For example, the 

variations seen during the earlier phases seem to have evolved into a more uniform tradition regarding 

alignments during the 10th century, perhaps indicating that the direction of the burial had by then 

become an important and shared feature of the chamber grave phenomenon. For example, the 

combined alignments on the two cemeteries would make the buried individuals face roughly east and 

radiate away from the Black Earth settlement in a fan-pattern, perhaps mirroring the house plots 

facing the opposite direction towards the town waterfront.  

     Overall, the key takeaways from the above analysis of the Birka chamber grave phenomenon are a) 

the small but significant differences between North of Borg and Hemlanden (e.g. more double burials 

at Hemlanden, fewer gender-asserting goods in North of Borg, and differences in alignments), b) the 

indication that most of the Birka chamber graves could have been too shallow to accommodate a 

seated individual, c) the shift towards a more shared construction method during the 10th century, and 

d) the shared alignment facing the main routes leading to the town.  

     The next chapter will consider the chamber grave phenomenon in the rest of Sweden. 
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Chapter 6. Sweden 

 

Introduction 

Although Birka is by far the most well-known Swedish site where Viking-Age chamber graves have 

been discovered, 44 additional contemporary and similar burials have been found elsewhere in 

Sweden, including Scania. Although Scania has traditionally been considered a part of the old Danish 

realm during the Viking Age, for consistency, the burials located there will still be presented in this 

chapter. While some have been published and mentioned in relation to Birka, others are still 

unpublished and therefore largely unknown to the wider research community.          

     This chapter will provide the first systematic review of the Swedish non-Birka chamber graves. It 

begins by giving a detailed presentation and discussion of each of the 44 non-Birka chamber graves. 

This is then followed by a general overview and comparison of the phenomenon in the whole of 

Sweden from the point of view of the four analytical themes: geographical distribution, chronology, 

buried individuals and grave construction.  

From Scania to Jämtland ï an in-depth synthesis  

There are several significant differences between the Birka and other Swedish graves, in their 

alignments, construction, gender distribution and chronology. There are also local differences 

between the Swedish cemeteries themselves, and the overall picture seems to suggest that the Swedish 

chamber grave phenomenon was highly dependent on its context. As the Swedish corpus of Viking-

Age chamber graves has never been synthesised before, this chapter will give the first ever synthesis 

of the Swedish non-Birka chamber grave phenomenon. The presentation will follow a rough 

chronological order, starting with the oldest graves from the 9th century and closing with those burials 

whose dates, apart from the Viking Age in general, remain uncertain.  

9th century  

While the first Viking-Age chamber graves appeared in Birka during the late 8th century, it was during 

the first half of the 9th century that similar graves started to appear almost simultaneously in both 

Uppland and Västernorrland, while the first (and only) chamber graves in Västergötland date to the 

late 9th century. While there were a 40% female and 60% male gender split among the 9th-century 

Birka burials, only one (Salum in Västernorrland) was built for a female outside Birka during the 

same time. In contrast, while horses were common among the non-Birka graves from the 9th century, 

these did not occur in Birka until the following century.  
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Långtora (Långtora RAÄ 125) 

One of the earliest Swedish chamber graves outside Birka was found c.50km to the south, in Långtora 

parish (RAÄ 125), during agricultural work in 1933. The grave had previously been disturbed by 

farming, and by the time excavator Holger Arbman arrived on site, it had been partly damaged. 

Despite this, he was able to document traces of an adult who had been buried together with a horse, a 

dog and a set of weapons. Because of the damage, it was not possible to determine the dimensions of 

the burial, but from the presence of a wooden wall and floor construction, as well as an elevation 

where the horse was placed, Arbman drew parallels to the Birka chamber graves and concluded that 

the Långtora grave was of a similar type. Arbman (1936a) also noted the presence of remains of a 

second individual, possibly a secondary or earlier burial.  

    Even though Arbman did not mention it, it is possible that the dead individual was placed in a 

seated position. Possible evidence for this is both the slightly crouched body position with both legs 

bent toward the right, which could have occurred when the body fell from a sitting position, and the 

gaming pieces found around the legs. These features have parallels in, for example, Bj.581, thought to 

have been buried sitting with a bag of gaming pieces placed in their lap. The recorded depth of the 

Långtora burial, however, was only approximately 0.4 m, and to accommodate a seated individual, the 

internal chamber space would have had to extend above the Viking-Age ground level. It is also 

possible that the ground had been so extensively farmed that a large portion of the upper part of the 

burial had been destroyed. Lastly, it is also possible that the individual had been placed supine in the 

crouching position seen on the plan and that the gaming pieces were scattered over their remains.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 36. Långtora RAÄ 125. After Arbman 1933 (ATA). 
Edited by the author.  
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Tuna i Alsike (Alsike RAÄ 40) 

During the same period (the second half of the 9th century), only 30 km east of Långtora, a chamber 

grave was built at a cemetery that was to become famous for its boat burials. Here, at Tuna i Alsike  

(RAÄ 40), the important prehistoric and medieval communication systems and high-status settlement, 

including the boat grave field, have been recognised by the Swedish National Heritage Board 

(Riksantikvarieämbetet) as an area of national significance. The cemetery was used from the 

Migration Period up until the Viking Age and only contained flat burials without a mound. Between 

2002 and 2004, excavations in the nearby village of Tuna were able to locate settlements dating to the 

late 6th century and late Viking Age (Hjulström & Isaksson 2005).  

     The graves at Tuna i Alsike constitute a clear example of the entangled relationship that seems to 

exist between boats and chamber burials, occurring simultaneously not only at Tuna i Alsike but also 

at Vendel, Tuna i Badelunda and Valsgärde (see further below). In the case of Tuna i Alsike, one 

could even argue that the difference between boat and chamber is difficult to distinguish. Among the 

few scholars who have discussed the possible chamber graves at Tuna i Alsike is John Ljungkvist 

(2015: 23), who also included burials I and III in his table of chamber graves. Both of these graves are 

referred to by Arne (1934), following excavator Stolpe, as partly damaged boat burials, in which 

rivets were found in both the grave cut and its fill. These burials are also significantly larger than most 

contemporary chamber graves. Grave III, for example, was 10m long and 1.1m wide, which is a size 

more reminiscent of a boat grave. As noted by Arne (1934: 11), in a few cases, e.g. burial IV, the 

boats may also have been covered by a roof structure, which has also been observed in, for example, 

the boat burials at Oseberg and Gokstad. For the purpose of this thesis, however, only burial IX at 

Tuna i Alsike has been labelled a possible chamber grave. This is due to the absence of boat rivets and 

its rectangular shape, which more closely resembles the other known Viking-Age chamber graves 

than it does the elongated boat graves in the same cemetery.  

     The flat chamber grave IX at Tuna i Alsike was excavated in the late 19th century (Arne 1934) and 

found to contain an individual of unknown gender buried together with a horse and a dog. Tuna i 

Alsike IX was oriented west (facing east), the same as the other burials in the cemetery, and was 

approximately 3.7m long and 1.5m wide. The depth of the grave was 1 m, and apart from the grave 

inventory, no further information regarding its construction has ever been published. Placed between 

boat burials IV and X, the individual was wearing a small number of beads around their neck, but the 

grave did not, in contrast to most other graves in the cemetery, contain any weapons. In the absence of 

further gendering artefacts, the gender is here considered unknown.  
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Figure 37. Tuna i Alsike burial IX. After Arne 1934. 

 

Figure 38. Tuna in Alsike burial III, more resembling a boat burial. After Arne 1934. 

 

Vendel (Vendel RAÄ 9) 

The third site in Uppland where chamber graves occur during the 9th century is Vendel (RAÄ 9). 

Here, burials V and VIII fit the metric criteria of a chamber grave, of which Vendel V dates to the 9th 

century. Similar to Tuna i Alsike, the two Vendel graves were much larger, especially in terms of 

length, than most other chamber burials. Burials V and VIII both contained only one (burial VIII) and 

two (burial V) rivets each, leading the excavator Stolpe to conclude that boats had not been present in 

these graves.  

     Vendel is another one of the most well-known archaeological sites in Sweden and has given its 

name to the period preceding the Viking Age; the Vendel Period (approx. 550ï790 AD), to which 

some of the boat burials date. The cemetery in which chamber graves Vendel V and VIII were located 

is most well-known for its boat burials, excavated by Hjalmar Stolpe and published with the help of 

his field notes by T.J. Arne in 1912. Traces of settlements have also been found at three areas around 

the cemeteries, and one has been very roughly dated to sometime between the Migration  

Period (AD 375-550) and the Viking Age.  

     Burial V was 5m long and 2m wide and contained a male (based on the presence of a Petersen 

Type G spearhead) who, similar to both Tuna i Alsike and Långtora, was buried together with a horse 

and a dog. The grave was located at the far western end of the excavated site by Vendel church, and as 
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the far end of the burials had been partly truncated by a later date stone wall (Arne & Stolpe 1912: 

26), the grave had probably originally been longer than the recorded 5 m. Among the grave goods 

were a spearhead of Petersen type G, an iron ring (probably parts of a horse bit) and an iron chain 

likely used to hold a cauldron over a fire. No depth was given for Vendel V, although the horse 

skeleton was said to have been discovered at a depth of five feet (approximately 1.5 m).  

     Similar to Tuna in Alsike, the Vendel chamber grave tradition seems to have been introduced in a 

cemetery that was already in use for other types of graves, of which the most notable are the Vendel 

Period boat burials.  

 

Salum (Torsåker RAÄ 44) 

The expansion of the Swedish chamber grave phenomenon during the 9th century also seems to have 

reached the county of Västernorrland, further north. In Salum in Torsåker parish (RAÄ 44), a 

submerged timber chamber was found by a farmer in 1835. As the grave was not recorded in detail, 

we have to rely on regional newspapers and museum acquisition reports available at ATA 

(Antikvarisktopografiska arkivet) and SHM (Statens Historiska Museer). According to these, the 

burial from Salum was found in a low mound which contained a wooden chamber that was likened to 

the chamber grave found in 1821 at Danish Jelling. From the Salum grave finds, including one oval 

brooch (P42) and an equal arm brooch (P58), the grave was interpreted as having belonged to a 

woman. There were also two coins minted under Louis the Pious (814-840 AD), pierced for 

suspension as pendants, and given their low level of wear, they were probably fairly new when 

deposited.  

     The female Salum burial was found during agricultural work in a shallow valley on the south bank 

of the Ångermanälven, and no further excavations have been conducted nearby. However, on the field 

in the valley only 1 kilometre away sits Swedenôs most northerly Iron-Age hillfort, Rogstaklippen 

(RAÄ 8). On the other side of the river, 2 kilometres to the east, is the 14th-century fortress of 

Styresholm (RAÄ 17), built by the pirating Vitalie brothers who also held power at Viborg Castle, 

modern Karelia (Russia). These sites highlight the areaôs long history as a centre of power and trade. 

     The fact that the first known Viking-Age chamber grave in Västernorrland was constructed for a 

female is not insignificant, and gives further weight to a pattern that can also be observed in Norway, 

where the majority of the earliest chamber graves were built for women (see further chapter 6).  

 

Hov (Hällstad RAÄ 75) 

During the later parts of the 9th century, the chamber grave phenomenon was also present at Hov in 

Hällstad parish (RAÄ 75) in Västergötland, southwest Sweden. At the Hov cemetery, nine graves, of 

which eight were interpreted as chamber graves, were excavated by Erik Floderus in 1932.  
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     Due to the relatively thin funerary inventory, only two of the eight chamber graves can be dated. 

From the presence of a Petersen type M sword, Hov 26 can be dated to sometime between the late 9th 

and early 10th century (the second dateable burial, grave 39, dates to the first half of the 10th century). 

The burial was recorded as a rectangular space aligned east-southeast (facing west-southwest), 

measuring 2.5m long and 2.3m wide and submerged approximately 0.5m below the ground surface. It 

had been covered by a low mound and also contained a shield boss (Rygh 562/type B) and a sickle.  

    The cemetery at Hov remains the only place in this part of Sweden (Västergötland) where such 

burials have been found and it is also one of the few where a larger number of other grave types were 

recorded, albeit not investigated. During Floderusô excavation, he recorded (without excavating) a 

total of 114 graves at Hov, some of which might also be chamber graves. For example, graves 10 and 

33, both close to the investigated chamber graves, could indicate a submerged chamber due to them 

both having a depression in their central mound.  

     On the plan drawn by Floderus, it appears that the eight investigated chamber graves are situated in 

a row running northeast-southwest, north of and parallel to the old country road (Swedish: gamla 

landsvägen, on map in Fig. 39) that was being replaced. This apparent linear formation could be 

explained by the fact that nearby graves were destroyed by much earlier road and ditch construction, 

and that the new road next to the old one had exposed the burials that now appear to be in line. It is 

also possible that the graves lined the old road, which could, in theory, date to as far back as the 

Viking Age. If that were the case, the individuals in the burials would have been facing away from the 

road (west) and not towards it, as in, for example, Birka. However, it is also possible that an older 

version of the road ran west of the burials, where the modern road now runs, meaning the graves 

would have been facing it.  

 

 

.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 39. Map of the Hov cemetery. 
Chamber graves marked in charcoal. After 

Floderus 1938. 
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Figure 40. Burial 26 at Hov. After Floderus 1938. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Råga Hörstad (Asmundtorp RAÄ 15) 

Dating to the 9th century is also burial 6 at Råga Hörstad, in Scania, southern Sweden. At the Råga 

Hörstad cemetery, a total of 34 graves dating to the late Viking Age were excavated in 1965 

(Svanberg 2003: 282). The area is situated just east of the modern town of Landskrona on the 

southeast coast, and only 20 kilometres from Denmarkôs largest island, Zealand.  

     Although now part of Sweden, Scania has long been a contested geopolitical area, and it is most 

probable that Råga Hörstad was considered a part of the Danish kingdom during the Viking Age. 

Furthermore, Scania does stand out from the rest of the Swedish burial corpus both in terms of, for 

example, degree of furnishing, alignment and construction. Burial 6 at Råga Hörstad was 2.2m long, 

1.4m wide and contained an individual of unknown gender buried together with a dog. The grave was 

aligned north and was also quite shallow, only 0.5m below ground. This burial is also the only known 

one with corner posts in Sweden (outside Birka). The shallow depth paired with the presence of 

corner posts is perhaps another example of an above-ground canopy structure. 

10th and early 11th century 

After the 9th century, with its male dominance and only a few burials located outside of Birka, the 10th 

century saw a threefold increase in the Swedish non-Birka chamber grave funerary phenomenon, 

especially among females. During the 10th century, the chamber grave phenomenon continued and 
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partly expanded in both Uppland and the Mälaren valley area (Uppland and Västmanland), and the 

first and only Swedish chamber graves for children were constructed (burials 43 and 44 at Tuna i 

Badelunda).  

     Of the 23 Swedish non-Birka chamber graves that can be dated (out of a total of 44), 11 (48%) date 

to the 10th or early 11th century. The high number of chamber graves during this period is reflected 

across all the investigated areas, and is something that will be discussed in chapter 10.   

      

Stävie (Stävie RAÄ 3) 

The Stävie cemetery was excavated between 1973 and 1975, when 69 burials dating from the Roman 

Iron Age to the Viking Age were found. The cemetery sits only 1.3 kilometres from the river 

Kävlingeån, which served the market town in Löddeköping during the Viking Age and medieval 

period. Of the burials excavated, three fit the metric criteria of a chamber grave, one of which (burial 

40) has been dated to between the mid-10th century and early 11th century by the presence of a 

Petersen Type M axe (Svanberg 2003: 286). The grave was oriented north-northwest (facing south-

southeast) and contained a 3x1.1m large wooden structure with few artefacts beside the axe. The 

presence of 13 nails is interesting and could potentially indicate an internal coffin, but without further 

information, not much more can be said about it.  

 

Vendel (Vendel RAÄ 9)  

The second chamber grave found at Vendel, burial VIII, has been dated to the early 10th century by 

the presence of a spearhead Petersen Type E. It was located between boat burials IX and XIII and 

oriented in the same northeast direction, but in contrast to the oval-shaped boat burials, grave VIII had 

a rectangular shape, the same as Vendel V, with a length of 7.4m and a width of 2m. As already 

noted, the elongated shape of the Vendel chamber graves is reminiscent of both the shape and size of 

the nearby boat burials, but due to the very few rivets (one and two) in these graves, together with 

their rectangular shape, it is clear that they are not boat burials.  

     In Vendel VIII a male was buried together with two horses, a dog and a sheep, all lying together in 

the graveôs southwest half while the other half appeared empty (Stolpe & Arne 1912: 32). Due to the 

presence of a hook similar to that found at Gällö (see below), interpreted as forming part of a horse 

harness, it could be assumed that the two horses in Vendel VIII were draught animals. There is no 

mention of a wooden structure, and as no human remains were found, the gender was decided based 

on the presence of weapons and pieces of chain mail. The depth of the grave was 1.25m, and together 

with the 7x5m large space, Vendel VIII is one of the largest known Viking-Age chamber graves in 

Europe.  
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Figure 41. Vendel VIII. After Stolpe & Arne 1912, plate L. Edited by the author. 

 

Tuna i Badelunda (Västerås RAÄ 575) 

About 78 kilometres southwest of Vendel, outside the modern town of Västerås, lies the cemetery 

Tuna i Badelunda, where four Viking-Age chamber graves were investigated, of which three date to 

the 10th century. Excavated in 1952-1953, the cemetery revealed a total of 69 burials dating to 

between the Roman Iron Age and the Viking Age. Of these, the majority were cremations, and there 

were also eight boat burials, of which a large number were for females. The Tuna i Badelunda 

cemetery is located in one of the countryôs largest and most complex landscapes of ancient burials, 

settlements and other traces of Iron-Age power. For example, just 1.5 kilometres southwest lies 

Anunds hºg (ómound of Anundô), the largest Iron-Age mound in Sweden. As in Tuna i Alsike, the 

place name óTunaô indicates a settlement of importance, for example, an aristocratic estate or a place 

of large gatherings (Brink 2008).  

     According to excavator Bengt Schºnbªck, the term óchamber graveô was used to distinguish the 

four graves from the cemeteryôs boat and cremation burials (Nyl®n & Schºnbªck 1994: 178). 

Schönbäck also noted that the Viking-Age chamber graves did not have the same notable wooden 

construction as chamber grave X in the same cemetery, a female burial dating to the Roman Iron Age 

(approximately 3rd century AD). According to Schönbäck, the four later Tuna i Badelunda chamber 

graves are odd features that nonetheless show similarities with the boat burials in terms of their 

orientation.  

     The oldest and richest burial among the Viking-Age Tuna i Badelunda chamber graves is grave 30, 

a male burial dating to the first half of the 10th century based on a Petersen Type K spearhead. No 

human remains were found, but several other artefacts, including a shield boss, a weight and a fire 

steel were found (Nylén & Schönbäck 1994: 169). Covered by a partly disturbed cairn, the internal 

chamber measured 2.7m in length and 1.85 m in width and was oriented northeast (facing southwest).  
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As can be seen in Fig. 42 the section of the chamber walls had a slight bowl shape and was not as well 

defined as in other similar graves, where a wooden wall construction is sometimes evident. Thus, it 

seems possible that Tuna i Badelunda 30 was constructed without wooden material, although it is also 

possible that the sloping wall section is a result of the taphonomic process. 

     The other two chamber graves from Tuna i Badelunda, burials 43 and 44, are two of only three 

known children's Viking-Age chamber graves in Sweden. Only the teeth survived, which indicates 

that the children were about 5 years old. Due to their proximity to, and partly sharing a cairn with, 

boat burials 35 and 48, these four graves were interpreted as possibly being connected by family ties, 

perhaps strengthened by the two identical four-sided brooches found both in the female boat burial 48 

and the child burial 43 (Schönbäck & Nylén 1994: 90). The relationship between chamber graves 43 

and 44 with boat burials 35 and 48 is another clear example of the close entanglement between the 

two funerary customs. The brooch, together with an animal pendant, dates burials 43 and 44 to the 

second half of the 10th century (Schönbäck & Nylén 1994: 90). Grave 44 was dated to the middle or 

late 10th century based on the presence of a key to a lock type that started to appear during this time, 

and since graves 43 and 44 partly share a cairn, it is possible they were constructed fairly close in time 

to each other.  

     The two children's graves measured 1.9x1.6m and 2.15x1.25m respectively, with a depth of 0.6m 

and 0.7m. It should, however, be noted that graves 43 and 44 had slightly inwards-sloping walls and 

were only 75-80 cm wide at the bottom. Despite this, the fact that the children's chamber graves have 

the same length as those made for adults and are wider than necessary to accommodate the body of a 

5-year-old is significant, as it may hold clues to the purpose and meaning of such a grave. In the case 

of Tuna i Badelunda graves 43 and 44, there is no evidence of large objects such as spears needing a 

lot of space, and although it cannot be ruled out that other bulky or large objects, such as wooden 

furniture, were present in graves 43 and 44, the larger-than-necessary space seems to have served a 

different purpose. Further, the difference in the shape of the short ends on burial 44, where one end is 

more horizontally drawn out (Fig. 43), can also be seen in Valsgärde 25. While this could be due to 

excavation technique, it is more plausible that there is a taphonomic explanation for why this end of 

the grave looks different from the rest of it.  

 

 

Figure 42. Section of 
grave 30 at Tuna i 
Badelunda. After 
Nylén & Schönbäck 
1994. 
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Figure 43. Tuna i 
Badelunda 
childrenôs graves 
43 and 44. Edited 
by the author, 
after Nylén & 
Schönbäck 1994: 
173. 

 

 

Hov (Hällstad RAÄ 75) 

Similar to Vendel and Birka, at the Hov cemetery, in Västergötland in southwest Sweden, the 

chamber grave tradition also continued during the 10th century. Located under a low mound, on top of 

which a large stone had been placed, with its 4m length and 2.25m width, grave 39 at Hov is the 

largest of the nine chamber graves excavated by Floderus in 1932. Similar to graves 27 and 32 (not 

dateable closer than to the Viking Age), Hov 39 had a 20cm tall platform in the burialôs southeast end, 

where remains of horse teeth were found. Among the finds were a shield boss, spearhead, stirrups, 

horse bit and remains of a drinking vessel. No human remains were preserved, but it is likely that the 

probable male lay in the graveôs northwestern end where the artefacts were found. Grave 39 was dated 

by Floderus (1938: 364) to the mid-10th century based on the horse accessories having a close parallel 

in grave 4 at Valsgärde.  

 

Holm (Överlännäs RAÄ 16) 

The relative male dominance of chamber graves in the Mälaren valley (with the exception of Birka) is 

contrasted by the female graves of Tibble in Uppland and Holm and Äskja in Västernorrland. 

Probably the earliest of the three is the rich female burial at the Holm cemetery in Överlännäs parish 

(RAÄ 16), on the banks of the river Ångermanälven in the county of Västernorrland. The grave in 

mound 5 at Holm is one of the richest female Viking-Age graves found in the county and was 

excavated in 1949.  

     The female Holm burial was dated to the first half of the 10th century by two dirhams struck for 

Abu Muhammed a-Muktafi between 901 and 907 AD and fashioned into pendants. The grave was 

typologically gendered based on 16 beads of both glass and silver, a needle case and a pair of scissors, 

but in contrast to the majority of females in Viking-Age chamber graves in Sweden, there were no 

oval brooches. The grave was constructed as a 3.1m long and 1.2m wide wooden chamber with two 

seemingly separate rooms, with the southwest end containing the human remains and the northeast 

end a horse. The placement of the horseôs skull, central on top of the body, suggests the head had been 

severed. At each of the short ends, between the grave cut and the outer chamber walls, was a 

collection of stones.  
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Figure 44. Chamber grave 5 at 
Holm, Överlännäs parish. After 
Brondstedt 1950, plates 7 and 
5, edited by aht author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

No human remains other than teeth were found in the chamberôs southeast corner, where the majority 

of the small finds, such as the needle case, knife and beads were also found. The grave also included a 

pendant probably imitating what looks like a Roman coin, with two strings of beads soldered onto the 

rim. As the ócoinô is unidentifiable, it is possible that it was made locally to resemble a Roman coin.         

     It is difficult to determine how the body was placed in the Holm 5 chamber, but it is likely that 

they lay supine with their head to the southwest. However, the space between the southwest wall and 

the chest in this part of the chamber was only approximately 1.5 m, so either the person was rather 

short or placed in a crouched position. If they lay supine facing northeast, that meant they faced away 

from the nearby river Ångermanälven, which is different to what can be seen in other parts of 

Sweden, where the individuals buried in chamber graves were often facing a nearby river or road. 

Judging by the small space, artefact composition and the overall chamber height of 1.5m, it is also 

possible that the individual was seated close to the wall facing the river to the southwest.    

     The Holm 5 chamber had been constructed with approximately 40 nails, some of which were 

aligned in rows along the bottom to keep the floorboards together and some of which had been used to 

nail the walls to the floor (Fig. 44). The plan drawing suggests some of the nails (e.g. nails 67, 66, 78 

and 96) were struck horizontally into the bottom from the side. As the long sides of the chamber were 

built right up next to the cut in the ground, these nails must have gone in before they were placed in 

the ground. This construction contradicts Lammôs (1976) definition of a chamber grave as an in situ 

built structure, as opposed to one that was built elsewhere (like, for example, a coffin). It is also 
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possible that the grave was built with the help of reused timbers from another structure, in the same 

manner as some other chamber graves were built using boat parts.  

 

Tibble (Rasbokil RAÄ 39)  

Another female burial was found at Tibble in Rasbokil parish (RAÄ 39) in Uppland. This burial can 

be dated to the late 10th century, based on the Petersen Type 56 oval brooches, beads of Callmer phase 

8 (BP IX: 960-980 AD) and the melon style beads, of possible Callmer BP XII type (980-1000 AD). 

The grave had been disturbed during the construction of a drainage trench and was already damaged 

when it was recorded by Holger Arbman in 1936. The wooden chamber was approximately 3.5m long 

and 2m wide, oriented towards the southwest (facing northeast) with a horse in the northeast corner 

and scattered remains of the female in the southwest. On the basis of the placement of the human 

remains, Arbman (1936 ATA d.nr 2674/36) theorised that the body could originally have been placed 

in a seated position. However, as the depth was only 0.3m, the same question as regards the Birka and 

Långtora burials emerges: whether the original chamber space was deeper (in order to fit a seated 

individual) but was destroyed as part of later activities, or whether the chamber extended above the 

original ground surface.  

     Despite being damaged, it was determined that the chamber had wooden floors, walls and a roof 

with a possible transverse beam, similar to that found at Myklebostad in Norway (see chapter 7). 

However, the description is difficult to interpret, and the plan drawings have potentially left details 

out, as they show the chamber being only 1m wide. What can be said, however, is that the horse was 

not placed on a platform but on a separate wooden floor with a 20cm plank dividing the floor space 

between the horseôs body and its probably decapitated head (Fig. 45). Further, as the horseôs hooves 

were partly located under the wooden floor remains, entrenched in the mud beneath, it is possible that 

the horse was alive when it entered the chamber and accidentally trampled through the wooden floor  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 45. Female grave 
at Tibble. After Arbman 
1936 ATA D.nr. 2674/36. 
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boards. During the excavation, a secondary cremation grave was found inside the cairn of the Tibble 

chamber grave, but due to the lack of finds, it was not possible to date.  

 

Gällö (Revsund RAÄ 91) 

During the same period, the late 10th century, the only Swedish burial outside of Birka that contained 

multiple individuals was constructed at Gällö, in modern-day Jämtland county. With its four 

individuals, the Gällö burial is unique among the Scandinavian corpus in containing more than two 

individuals. Found by chance during house construction in 1982, the Gällö grave (Revsund RAÄ 91) 

was located on the bank of and overlooking Lake Revsundssjön. The area forms part of the 

historically important trading route along the river Ljungan, running from the Bothnian Sea to the 

Norwegian border. During the Middle Ages, the route was used by pilgrims heading to Trondheim, 

where homage was paid to St. Olaf of Norway.  

     The grave measured 3.5x3.5m and was 0.8m deep, with the heads of all individuals oriented north, 

meaning that they were facing the inlet to Lake Revsundssjön south of the grave. According to the 

excavators, the burial had been disturbed before the roof caved in, and the human remains were found 

scattered for the most part in non-anatomical order (Jakobsson 1983). Despite this, the osteological 

report (Holmgren 1983) identified 4 separate individuals (two male, one female and one of 

undetermined sex) as well as a large horse, a small dog and remains of a black grouse. Among the 

grave goods were an axe corresponding to Petersen Type K (10th century), a comb fragment of type 

Ambrosiani B4 (after 950 AD) (Ambrosiani 1981) and an iron rattle similar to those found at 

Bengtsarvet in Sweden and dated to late Viking-Age (950-1050 AD). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 46. The Gällö burial. After 
Jakobsson 1983. Edited by the 
author.  
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     The walls had been horizontally lined with 10cm wide and 3-4cm thick spruce planks, in contrast to 

the vast majority of chamber graves in Europe and Scandinavia, which (when known) were usually 

built with oak. Unfortunately, few of the chamber's corner details were preserved apart from in the 

southeast wall, where a transverse piece of wood seems to indicate some form of opening or entrance 

(Fig. 46). This feature is reminiscent of both Bj.854, which could have had an entrance in the 

southwest corner, and the Tussehaugen grave, Norway, which also had an opening in the southern end 

(see chapter 7). As the excavators note that the Gällö burial had been disturbed before the roof caved 

in, it is possible that this was the entrance used for repeated burials. If so, both the buried individuals 

and the entrance would have faced the inlet of Lake Revsundssjön. This also gives weight to the 

possibility that a similar set-up was present at Birka, where the short ends (and entrances?) of the 

chambers faced the road to town. Further, the presence of a hook and several nails not associated with 

the wall construction seems to indicate that a wagon or sleigh might have accompanied the horse 

placed in the southern part of the grave, near the entrance. Sleighs have been found in several Viking-

Age boat burials (e.g. Oseberg, Gokstad and Borre) and have often been interpreted as the means by 

which the body was transported to the grave site (e.g. Lie & Stylegar 2023).  

11th and early 12th century 

After the 10th-century increase in the number of chamber graves in Sweden, there was a sharp decline 

in the funerary tradition during the 11th century. Only six (5%) of the total 160 Swedish chamber 

graves (including Birka) date to the 11th or early 12th century. One simple explanation for this is the 

late 10th-century decline of Birka and the fact that wherever the former inhabitants went, the chamber 

grave funerary phenomenon did not follow. What is clear, however, is that Sweden follows a similar 

pattern to the other investigated areas when it comes to a sharp decline during the 11th century.  

    Of the six Swedish chamber graves dating to the 11th century, four are found at the cemetery of 

Valsgärde in Uppland, one outside modern-day Sundsvall in Västernorrland and one at Fröjel on 

Gotland.  

 

Valsgärde (Gamla Uppsala RAÄ 209) 

As one of the most well-known Iron-Age sites in Sweden, the Valsgärde cemetery is frequently 

mentioned in discussions of the boat burial tradition during the Vendel and Viking Age. Despite its 

rich and varied archaeology and documentation of over 80 excavated burials since the 1930s, research 

on the Valsgärde cemetery has been limited as it still remains largely unpublished.  

     Located on a hillock by the river Fyris north of modern Uppsala, the Valsgärde cemetery was 

discovered during gravel extraction in 1929 and is thought to have now been almost completely 

excavated. Established during the pre-Roman Iron Age (500 - 0 BC), the cemetery had a long and 

varied usage. Based on their rich grave inventory and prevalent placement in the landscape, according 
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to Ljungkvist (2008: 49), the cemetery was used primarily by the aristocracy during the Migration and 

Viking Periods, while the Vendel Period saw more varied burials not just for the elite. Despite this 

varied use, there is a clear division in the burial custom, as all female burials are cremations, while the 

inhumations in the boats and chambers are all typologically male. During the late Viking Age, from 

when the vast majority of the chamber graves date, there are no female graves at all at Valsgärde and, 

according to Ljungkvist, Valsgärde was by then primarily a burial ground for the male elite 

(Ljungkvist 2008: 46, 51).       

     Valsgärde is unique in having chamber-like graves during both the late Roman Iron Age (grave 27) 

and the Migration Period (burials 20 and 24). The next phase of similar graves occurred during the 

late Viking Age and early medieval period. These (graves 22, 23, 25, 26 and 28) were constructed 

probably simultaneously as a new set of boat graves. The possible continuity in the chamber grave 

phenomenon at both Valsgärde (and possibly Tuna i Badelunda) stands in contrast to the vast majority 

of theories that advocate for a foreign, non-domestic origin of the phenomenon, as discussed in 

chapter 2.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 47. The Valsgärde 
cemetery. Chamber graves from 
the Viking Age are marked red, 
chamber graves from the Vendel 
period are marked orange, 
chamber graves from the 
Migration Period are marked 
yellow. Other burials are marked 
in black. After Ljungkvist 2008:51. 
Edited by the author.  
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     The four Viking-Age chamber graves at Valsgªrde belong to the last phase of the cemeteryôs use, 

alongside a number of boat burials in the northern part of the cemetery during the 11th and possibly 

even early 12th century. Dating to the first half of the 11th century, burial 22 was situated between the 

male, Vendel Period boat burial 13 and earlier Viking-Age male cremation grave 66. Valsgärde 22 

was excavated in 1948 and found to have been covered by a stone cairn that roughly corresponded to 

the chamber space below, measuring approximately 5x1.7m, and with a depth of 0.9-1.1m 

(Schönbäck 1950a). The shape of the cairn differed between the northeast and southwest ends, where 

the stone in the former had been placed on its sides in a circle, while the latter lacked a similar shape 

(Fig. 49). Grave 22, like the three other Valsgärde chamber graves, had a slightly oval shape and other 

than four nails, no wooden traces or other details gave any indication of how the internal grave space 

was constructed. The placement of the nails, two on either side of the grave goods and by the lower 

body, suggests that the body could have been placed in an internal coffin. The exact placement of the 

body could not be determined, and the bones found in the burialôs northeast corner most likely 

belonged to a previously disturbed grave. 

     Among the grave goods were a sword and a spearhead, and a horse was placed in the southwestern 

part of the grave. An iron hook indicates that the horse was wearing some form of harness to pull, for 

example, a wagon or a sleigh, similar to both Vendel VIII and the quadruple Gällö burial described 

above. According to Ljungkvist (2015: 33), Valsgärde grave 22 has been dated through a coin to TPQ 

1020 AD, but the excavation report does not mention this, and Ljungkvist does not say what type of 

coin the date is based on. However, an animal-head shaped detail from the horse harness in grave 22 

has parallels in a mould found in the early medieval town of Sigtuna dating from 1075 AD 

(Ljungkvist 2015: 33). Accordingly, it is possible to place grave 22 sometime in the middle or end of 

the 11th century.  

 

 

Figure 48. Chamber 
grave Valsgärde 22 
with horse remains, 
word and 
spearhead.  

(Figure removed 
from the public 
version of this thesis 
at the request of 
Gustavianum, 
Uppsala University, 
due to current 
restrictions on the 
forthcoming official 
publication of the 
Valsgärde archive.) 
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Figure 49. Cairn 
formation on top of 
Valsgärde 22.  
(Figure removed 
from the public 
version of this 
thesis at the 
request of 
Gustavianum, 
Uppsala 
University, due to 
current restrictions 
on the forthcoming 
official publication 
of the Valsgärde 

archive.) 

 

     A few metres southwest of grave 22, Valsgärde 23 was constructed sometime during the same 

period. Placed just south of the contemporary boat burial 11, Valsgärde 23 was excavated in 1949, 

had a similar oval shape as grave 22 with a chamber space measuring 6.2x1.75m and a depth of 1m.  

The covering cairn was less uniform and could have been damaged when cremation grave 67 was 

built next to it. No wooden construction was found in the chamber space, but the 20 nails scattered 

around the human remains were interpreted as a coffin possibly having been present. The bones had 

also been disturbed, perhaps during the construction of the aforementioned cremation grave 67 

(Schönbäck 1950b). The human remains in grave 23 were found in the east end of the burial, and a 

horse in the west end, and judging by the different fills in each end, the horse and human remains 

were covered with different soils, perhaps at different points in time. Among the grave goods were an 

axe, a shield boss and fragments of a Frisian coin, dating the burial to the mid- to late 11th century.  

     The third Viking-Age chamber grave at Valsgärde, burial 25, was located just south of grave 23. 

The shape of the grave was oval and somewhat irregular with sloping walls, measuring 6.6x3.3m at 

the top and 0.75-1.5m wide at the bottom (Schönbäck 1950c). The extraordinary length and uneven 

shape of the grave are reminiscent of the nearby boat burials, and there have been discussions (e.g. 

Ljungkvist 2008, 2015) about whether the Valsgärde chamber burials, similar to both Tuna i Alsike 

and Vendel, had more in common with the boat burial tradition than other funerary rites.  

     Although the excavation report does not mention it, the scattered remains seen on the plan drawing 

of grave 25 suggest that the burial has been disturbed. This is reinforced by the scattered animal bones 

in the layers approximately 0.9-0.4m above the burial floor. No human remains were found in 

Valsgärde 25, but the grave was oriented towards the east, and only fragmented artefacts were found, 

including several small bronze fragments from wooden bowls.  
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Figure 50. Two profiles of Valsgärde 25.  

(Figure removed from the public version 
of this thesis at the request of 
Gustavianum, Uppsala University, due to 
current restrictions on the forthcoming 
official publication of the Valsgärde 
archive.) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     The fourth chamber grave at Valsgärde, grave 28, sat further away from the others. Located in the 

northern part of the cemetery and oriented east-northeast (facing the river Fyris in west-southwest like 

most other graves at Valsgärde), burial 28 was the largest of the Valsgärde chamber graves, 

measuring 6.9x2 m. Excavated in 1950, Valsgärde 28 appears to be the most complex of the 

Valsgärde chamber graves. Although no wooden remains were found, there was a large amount of 

rivets in the grave fill, from close to the modern surface down to the bottom of the burial. According 

to the excavators (Schönbäck 1951), these most likely derive from remains of boats that had been 

reused as a roof for the chamber. The plan drawing shows about 50 rivets and 30 nails scattered in an 

uneven line over the middle and east end of the burial where the body was placed (Fig. 51). No human 

remains were found, although it has been determined as male based on the grave goods. As no rivets 

or nails were found in the fill above the horse, it appears the horse had been placed outside this 

feature. The use of boats in connection with the chamber is not unusual and occurred both in 

Scandinavia and Eastern Europe. A close contemporary parallel can be found in the Högom in Skön 

burial, discussed below in this chapter.  
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Figure 51. Rivets 
and nails in the fill 
of Valsgärde 28.   

(Figure removed 
from the public 
version of this 
thesis at the 
request of 
Gustavianum, 
Uppsala 
University, due to 
current restrictions 
on the forthcoming 
official publication 
of the Valsgärde 
archive.) 

 

     Schönbäck (1951) mentions that the fill was also rich in stones, and photos show what appears to 

be a large number of stones having been removed from the fill during excavation, while plan drawings 

show many more in the fill. The shape and depths of Valsgärde 28 indicate that the space was divided 

in half along the middle, similar to burial 23. In the west end, the width was somewhat larger and the 

depth about 20cm shallower than the east end, where the walls were also more sloping (Schönbäck 

1951). In the shallower west end, the horse was accompanied by a bridle with preserved bronze 

fittings, including a browband with a circular arch decoration. The shallower part where the horse was 

placed resembles the horse platforms seen at both Birka and Hov, but Valsgärde 28 dates to at least 

100 years later.  

     Just east of the horse was an iron hook and two nails, and a few metres further east was an iron 

fitting. The nails were interpreted as having belonged to a coffin, but together with the hook and the 

fitting, they resembled the fittings that were interpreted as having belonged to a wagon or a sleigh in 

the Gällö burial. There is no mention of this in the Valsgärde 28 excavation report, and it is uncertain 

whether the rather small hook (7 cm) would be sufficient to pull a sleigh or wagon. However, it is still 

possible that the horse served as a means of transport. Apart from the horse equipment, Valsgärde 28 

included a spearhead, a chain, a knife, a comb and remains of a dog.  
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Figure 52. Plan 
drawing of 

Valsgärde 28.  

(Figure removed 
from the public 
version of this 
thesis at the 
request of 
Gustavianum, 
Uppsala 
University, due to 
current restrictions 
on the forthcoming 
official publication 
of the Valsgärde 
archive.) 

 

Högom in Skön (Skön RAÄ 55) 

Approximately 300 km north of Valsgärde, overlooking a valley and former river inlet (now a small 

stream) outside the modern town of Sundsvall, another Viking-Age chamber grave was excavated in 

Högom in Skön (not to be confused with the Högom Migration Period chamber grave located a few 

miles further inland) in the parish of Skön (RAÄ 55). Since its discovery in 1965, the grave has 

remained largely unknown (although see Badou & Selinge 1977 and Persson 2018), despite its unique 

artefacts, including Eastern-style bronze belt fittings and 217 boat rivets and nails that have been 

analysed for the first time for this thesis by archaeologist and boat specialist Gunilla Larsson.  

     The area in which the Högom in Skön burial was found has been heavily exploited and currently 

sits between a motorway, residential estates and industrial units. In modern times, the area has mainly 

been used by the timber working industry, with the Tunadal sawmill located a few kilometres further 

east towards the coast, the Tuna-name possibly indicating an ancient Iron-Age settlement of note 

(Brink 2008). Despite the heavily exploited area, a small number of additional burials had been 

recorded on a nearby hill, of which several date to the Migration Period and contained cremations in 

so-called Vestland urns (Vªsternorrlandôs museum ATA). About 4km further north, possible evidence 

of an Iron Age settlement was investigated in the early 1980s (Söderberg 1983). 

     The Högom in Skön grave was found during road works and was made up of a 10m large and 1.5 

m high mound that had been placed on a south-facing slope between a natural formation in the 

bedrock. The sloping placement meant that the northern edge of the mound and cairn above the 

Högom in Skön burial was 2m higher than the southern edge, almost incorporating the mound into the 

natural hilly bedrock. The technique of using a natural formation to enhance the burial mound was 

common in Viking-Age Scandinavia, and the same technique was used in, for example, the female 

chamber burial at Veka, Norway (see chapter 7). The grave was oriented northwest and covered by a 

cairn, under which several layers of 4m long stone formations had been placed. The order of the 

different stone layers is not made clear in the excavation report (Beskow 1965).  
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Figure 53. First layer of cairns/stone 
formations above the chamber grave at 
Högom in Skön (RAÄ 55). After Beskow 
1965. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, the images suggest at least two different formations, one directly under the 10m large cairn 

and another one underneath, consisting of partly upright flat stones with a circular feature in the 

northwest end under which the body was placed (Fig. 53 and 54). Furthermore, this cairn formation is 

strikingly similar to the one covering Valsgärde 22 (see Fig. 49).  

     Under the cairn and stone formations was a rectangular wooden chamber, approximately 0.95m 

wide and 2.3m long, containing what was interpreted as a male together with an axe, arrowheads, a 

weight and several bronze belt fittings. The only relatively securely dateable artefact in the Högom in 

Skön burial is the axe, which is similar to Petersen Type M, dating to the 11th century. This dating 

seems plausible when comparing it to Valsgärde 22, with its similar stone formation, which has been 

dated to the mid-late 11th century. This date also seems plausible when considering its close 

Figure 54. Second layer of cairns/stone 
formations above Högom in Skön (RAÄ 55). 
After Beskow 1965. 
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similarities with, for example, burial 1 at Långön in Ångermanland (Arne 1926), and burials 7 and 9 

at Vivallen in Härjedalen (Hallström 1944), all located in the middle north of Sweden and dating to 

the 11th and early 12th century.  

     The individual in Högom in Skön was covered by birch bark and placed with the head in the 

northwest end. Outside, by the short southeast end of the chamber, a flat stone had been placed 

upright, behind which a horse was buried. As the remains of the horse were much better-preserved 

than the human remains, it is possible that they were treated differently during the funerary process. 

For example, it is possible that the horse was covered with soil sooner, and the space inside the 

chamber was kept open and/or exposed, something that can also be attested in, for example, 

Valsgärde 23 and some of the Birka chamber graves. Even though the horse was found with 

crampons, the hoofs had been removed. Accompanying the horse was a bit, a chain and organic 

materials that could be part of the harness. The excavation report mentions that a dog was present; 

however, the finds list only mentions a set of jaws (also drawn on the plan) placed between the 

horseôs legs. Since the bones of the horse were found well-preserved in anatomical order, it seems 

more plausible that only the jaws and not the whole dog was placed in the grave.     

     During the excavation of the Högom in Skön burial 217 rivets and nails were found scattered in the 

mound and cairn fill. Although found from 0.4m below the modern surface to the bottom chamber 

layer, the majority were concentrated in the centre of the burial. The plan drawing suggests that most 

were found in roughly the same layer as the human remains and grave goods. Despite the elongated 

shape and large amounts of boat rivets, excavator Beskow (1965) could see no clear construction, and 

neither Badou & Selinge (1977: 299ff) nor Persson (2018: 303ff) considered that the rivets could 

mean that a boat had been present.       

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 55. Plan 
drawing of Högom 
in Skön (RAÄ 55). 
After Beskow 
(1965), edited by 

the author. 
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     As it was strongly suspected that the Högom in Skön grave was not only a chamber grave, but also 

contained a boat, boat expert Gunilla Larsson was asked to provide an expert opinion. According to 

Larsson (2023), Högom in Skön did indeed contain a boat that had most likely been placed upside 

down, causing the disarrayed pattern of rivets when the wood eventually decayed. As such, the boat 

must have been placed directly on top of the wooden chamber in the same alignment. By analysing 

the rivets, Larsson was able to determine with certainty that little more than half a boat was present in 

the Högom in Skön burial, and that it had originally been approximately 7.2m long and 1.5m wide, 

but the part placed on top of the chamber grave was only 4.3m long. This latter measurement 

corresponds to the size of the central cairn formation pictured in Fig. 54, meaning that the boat had 

likely covered both the human and the horse remains. Because of the complex pattern of the circular 

stone cairn/formation seen in Fig. 53, it seems probable that a cairn/stone formation was located 

directly on top of the chamber and the boat covering both features. However, this does not explain the 

presence of the rivets at the bottom of the grave, and ultimately, the sequence of events is, 

unfortunately, difficult to determine.  

      

 

   

 

 

Figure 56. Rivets 
and nails in the 
Högom in Skön 
burial. Rivets are 
marked red and 
nails are marked 
green. Edited by 
the author after 
Beskow (1965 
ATA). 
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Figure 57. Reconstruction of the Högom in Skön boat. The part of the boat that covered the chamber is coloured. 

Illustration: Gunilla Larsson 2023. 

 

     The prow of the boat had been placed in the northwest end, where the individualôs head in the 

chamber below was also placed, leaving an opening in the southeast end that faced the valley stream 

inlet. Högom in Skön is thus similar to many other Swedish chamber graves that face and/or have an 

opening/entrance towards a river or a road. Due to the construction, with rivets associated with seating 

arrangements for oarsmen, the boat would have been driven by oars, been sailable and was most 

likely used for transport rather than for commerce or warfare. According to Larsson (2023), the 

Högom in Skön boat has its closest parallels in boat burials 1 and 3 from Old Uppsala and boat burial 

XII at Tuna i Alsike, as well as similarities with the boats in Valsgärde 5, 7 and 8. However, these did 

not contain a chamber and had all been placed upright with the burial and grave goods inside. In 

contrast, the Högom in Skön boat was placed upside down on top of a chamber. The closest parallel to 

this arrangement can be found in the boat chamber grave at Hedeby (Eisenschmidt 1994), where a 

boat was placed upright on top of the chamber burial. Another parallel is burial 11 from the Plakun 

cemetery at Staraya Ladoga, Russia, where a burnt boat had been placed on top of the chamber 

(Stalsberg 2001: 388). 

     With close parallels in both Uppland, northern Sweden and Russia, it is possible that the Högom in 

Skön boat chamber grave represents a merging of local, northern traditions with influences from 

Uppland in the south. Furthermore, these new insights make the Högom in Skön boat possibly 

Swedenôs most northerly Viking-Age boat grave.  

 

Ridanäs (Fröjel RAÄ 118) 

The only Viking-Age chamber grave on Gotland was found near the trading settlement at Ridanäs, 

Frºjel, on the islandôs southwestern coast. The early trading settlement here was in use between the 7th 

and 11th centuries, reaching its peak prosperity in the late 11th century, and two Viking-Age 

cemeteries containing 80 individuals have been found (Carlsson 2008). The double chamber burial 

1/90 was found when a trial trench was dug on the highest point in a field south of the settlement, 

where artefacts and skeletal remains had frequently surfaced (Carlsson 1999: 151).    
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     According to Carlsson (2008: 133), the cemetery where the chamber grave was found dates to the 

11th century and contained only males. Burial 1/90 measured 4x4m with a depth of 1.1m and was 

constructed of wood with large stones in each corner (Carlsson 1999:151). As the skeletons and grave 

goods were found scattered in the burial layer, the grave had most likely been disturbed and/or 

robbed, meaning that the original positions of the bodies could not be determined. Despite this, there 

was evidence of two separate individuals having been present, buried together with a rich grave 

inventory including a bronze bowl (dating the grave to the late 11th to early 12th century), an axe, 

several beads and pieces from a bronze belt similar to the one in Högom in Skön. In 2016, tooth 

enamel from 60 adults from Ridanäs was analysed for strontium isotope ratios, among them both 

individuals from burial 1/90, who both had strontium levels consistent with the local population 

(Peschel et al. 2017: 181).  

     As the grave had been disturbed and damaged, not much could be said about its construction. Since 

its discovery, six other burials have been found in the south cemetery at Fröjel, but 1/90 is the largest 

and the only one of its kind built of wood. From the plans of both the north and (younger) south 

cemeteries at Fröjel, it is clear that most other inhumation graves here were constructed using stone. 

With its large stones in each of the four corners, potentially supporting corner posts lost due to 

taphonomy, its construction is another indication of the chamber graves bearing a close resemblance 

to contemporary house-building techniques.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 58. Plan drawing of chamber 
grave 1/90 at Fröjel. After Carlsson 1999. 
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Burials of uncertain date 

In addition to the 23 dateable Swedish non-Birka graves, a further 11 graves can only be dated 

broadly to the Viking Age, mainly due to the lack of datable artefacts. These undated burials occur in 

the cemeteries where other dateable chamber graves have been found, primarily in Scania, and due to 

their relative similarities, it is possible that they were constructed during roughly the same time as 

those that have been dated and described above.  

 

Burial 15 at Holm (Överlännäs RAÄ 16) 

In addition to the richly furnished female burial 5 at Holm, grave 15 may also represent a chamber 

burial. It was constructed using a wooden structure that did not resemble a conventional coffin, 

though the dimensions are unknown due to poor preservation and disturbance (Hellman 1959). No 

human remains were recovered, and artefacts were few and undiagnostic. Burial 15 at Holm is another 

example of the blurred boundary between coffin and chamber constructions. 

Burials 30(a) and 32(b) at Staberg-Björkå (Överlännäs RAÄ 19) 

Located near Holm, the cemetery at Staberg-Björkå is the largest prehistoric burial ground in the 

county of Ångermanland, and two burials display chamber-like features. Burial 30(a), part of a multi-

burial mound, was a log-built grave measuring 2.3x1.25m and 0.4m deep, oriented northwest. It 

contained an adult and a child, with minimal artefacts such as beads and a ring brooch (Hellman 

1944). Burial 32(b) featured an adult and a dog, aligned east in a rectangular wooden structure with 

birch bark cladding. The small size and mixed construction again suggest an overlap between coffin 

and chamber forms. 

Rödsta (Resele RAÄ 8) 

The 1866 excavation at Rödsta revealed a grave with three individuals and traces of wooden cladding, 

indicating a chamber. Artefacts included an axe, likely of Petersen Type M, and three miniature 

strike-a-lights. Although the recording was poor, the burial probably dates to the late 10thï11th century 

based on the axe (ATA Inv.17102). 

Burials 53 and 176 at Stävie (Stävie RAÄ 3) 

In addition to burial 4 described above in this chapter, two other graves from Stävie meet the size 

criteria for chamber graves. Grave 53 was a 2.1x1.2m large wooden structure oriented north with an 

individual of unknown gender, and finds including a knife, beads, and a ceramic vessel (Svanberg 

2003). Grave 176, measuring 2.2x1.2 m, had wooden traces but no human remains, and an iron knife 

was the only artefact. 
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Burial 14 at Råga Hörstad (Asmundtorp RAÄ 15) 

This grave meets Grªslundôs metric chamber criteria, measuring 2.94x1.2 m. Oriented northwest, it 

lacked preserved remains and contained only a knife and an amber bead. 

Norrvidinge (Norrvidinge RAÄ 11) 

At Norrvidinge in Swedish Scania, 8 Viking-Age chamber graves were excavated (burials 5, 16, 18, 

19, 22, 24, 59, 67). These ranged in size from 1.7x1.2m to 3.3x2.6m. Three were identified as female, 

while five were undetermined due to limited artefacts. None had corner posts, but two (graves 16 and 

18) featured oval ring ditches, possibly remains of mounds or above-ground structures. The limited 

grave goods, especially compared to other Swedish examples, suggest Norrvidinge may reflect a 

distinct regional burial tradition, probably linked to Danish cultural influence (Svanberg 2003). 

 

The Swedish chamber grave phenomenon 

The remainder of this chapter will give a general overview and analysis of the Swedish chamber grave 

phenomenon based on the four analytical themes, geographical spread, chronology, buried individuals 

and construction details.  

Geographical distribution 

In Sweden, a total of 44 Viking-Age chamber graves have been found at 18 different sites, spanning a 

geographical area stretching from Stävie (Skåne) in the south to Rödsta (Västernorrland) further 

north. Of these 44 graves, 37 (84%) were found in cemeteries where several either chambers or other 

types of graves have also been excavated. These sites include Valsgärde (4 graves), Vendel (2 graves), 

Tuna i Badelunda (4 graves), Hov (8 graves), Holm (2 graves), Staberg (2 graves), Råga Hörstad (2 

graves), Stävie (3 graves) and Norrvidinge (8 graves). Although only one chamber grave each has 

been found at Tuna i Alsike and Fröjel, other types of graves have been investigated in proximity to 

them. The remaining seven burials (16%) were found at sites without other associated professionally 

excavated burials and are hence referred to as solitary graves: Äskja, Salum, Skön and Rödsta 

(Västernorrland County), Gällö (Jämtland County), Tibble and Långtora (Uppland County).  
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Figure 59. Geographical distribution of Viking-Age chamber graves in Sweden. 

1. Gällö, 2. Rödsta, 3. Staberg, 4. Holm, 5. Salum, 6. Äskja, 7. Skön, 8. Tuna i Badelunda, 9. Långtora, 10. Vendel, 11. 

Tibble, 12. Valsgärde, 13. Tuna i Alsike, 14. Björkö/Birka, 15. Hov, 16. Fröjel, 17. Råga Hörstad, 18. Norrvidinge,  

19. Stävie 

 

Although the graves occur at 18 different sites, they tend to cluster together in the same counties. For 

example, the county of Scania has produced 13 chamber graves, Uppland 9, Västernorrland 9, Västra 

Götaland 8, Västmanland 4 and Gotland 1. However, as illustrated in Fig. 59, there are three distinct 

geographical clusters of Viking-Age chamber graves in Sweden. The first one centres around Lake 

Mªlaren, where Birka was also located. In this area, chamber graves are found in some of Swedenôs 

most well-known Iron Age cemeteries, all of which are renowned for their boat burials. Despite the 

renown of these cemeteries, the chamber graves located in them have often been overlooked. The 

second cluster of chamber graves is found in the county of Västernorrland and adjacent Jämtland, 

about 300 kilometres north of the Mälaren valley. In contrast to Mälaren valley (Uppland), the graves 

in Västernorrland were, in most cases, found as solitary burials without other nearby excavated 

graves. The third, smaller cluster can be found in Scania in the south. However, since Scania is often 

considered a part of the Danish kingdom during the Viking Age, it could be argued that Swedish 
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Viking-Age chamber graves have only been found in two clusters: Västernorrland/Jämtland and 

Uppland/Vªstmanland. If so, it could be that the chamber grave phenomenonôs prominence in these 

areas coincided with their possible status as petty kingdoms during the Viking Age (e.g. Grundberg 

2006). While this is not to say that those buried in them were members of the elite, there might still 

have been a connection between their construction and areas of interest to the leaders of the petty 

kingdoms. For example, it has been proposed that Västernorrland might have been an important actor 

in the long-distance eastern trade with, for example, fur and amber (e.g. Ramqvist 2012: 38). 

Västernorrland has, however, seen far less scholarly interest than Uppland/Västmanland (e.g. 

Ljungkvist 2006). Despite this, the graves in Västernorrland and the Mälaren region also have many 

features in common. As was demonstrated, this is in contrast to the graves in Scania, whose features 

differ from those in Västernorrland and Uppland/Västmanland. This could be an indication that 

Viking-Age kingdom or state borders had an impact on how the chamber grave phenomenon 

presented and distributed itself. 

     While the majority of the Swedish corpus clustered in these three areas, the Hov cemetery in the 

county of Västergötland, where eight chamber graves have been found, represents somewhat of an 

anomaly. The Hov graves are the only ones of their kind in this part of Sweden, despite Västergötland 

probably also forming a petty kingdom during the Viking Age (e.g. Theliander 2005). Due to their 

similarity with the graves in Uppland and, not least, Birka, it is possible that the Hov graves should be 

considered as a geographical offshoot of the Uppland chamber grave funerary tradition. With Hov as 

the exception, the overall absence of chamber graves in Västergötland could indicate that chamber 

graves were not only associated with elite areas, but that Uppland and Västernorrland provided 

something else to the builders of chamber graves that Västergötland did not. This will be discussed 

further in coming chapters.  

Chronology 

The chronology of the Swedish Viking-Age chamber grave phenomenon has been determined 

typologically with the help of 23 dateable burials. As this is only a little more than half of the total 

corpus of 44 graves, caution is needed in the overall interpretation. From the available data, it can thus 

be tentatively concluded that the chamber grave phenomenon was present in Sweden from at least the 

9th century and possibly into the middle of the 12th century. Furthermore, it would seem that the 

phenomenon appeared almost simultaneously in both Uppland, Västernorrland, Scania and 

Västergötland during the 9th century. This also means that they were all later than the first chamber 

graves at Birka, where the first graves date to the late 8th century. While all the earliest graves in Birka 

were for males, both genders were afforded chamber graves in the rest of Sweden during the 9th 

century (e.g. the female 9th-century grave at Salum). As this was also the case in Birka at the time, this 

could be an indication of the rest of Sweden following a similar tradition as Birka.  
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Figure 60. Chronology 
of Viking-Age chamber 
graves in Sweden 
(excluding Birka). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Of the 23 typologically dated burials, six have been dated to the 9th century. Four were male 

(Vendel V, Långora and burial 26 at Hov), one was female (Salum) and two of unknown gender 

(burial 5 at Råga Hörstad and burial IX at Tuna i Alsike). Of these, Vendel V and burial 6 at Råga 

Hörstad date to the 9th century generally, while Salum, Långtora, burial IX from Tuna i Alsike and 

burial 26 from Hov have been dated to the second half of the 9th century. Both Vendel, Tuna i Alsike 

and Råga Hörstad were older, already established cemeteries when chamber graves started to be 

constructed there.  

     During the 10th century, the phenomenon continued in all the same geographical areas, and a total 

of 11 Swedish chamber graves have been dated to this century, including four males, three females, 

two children and one with multiple individuals of both genders. Dating to the first half of the 10th 

century are male graves Vendel VIII and burial 39 from Hov, in the only cemeteries where the 

phenomenon saw a continuation from the previous century. Chamber graves also started to appear in 

other, already established cemeteries such as Tuna i Badelunda (county of Västmanland), where the 

male burial 30 dates to the first half of the 10th century and the two children's burials (graves 43 and 

44) to the second half. In adjacent Uppland, a woman was buried in a chamber grave at Tibble during 

the second half of the century.  

     The phenomenon also appeared in already established cemeteries in Västernorrland during the 10th 

century, where female burial 5 at the Holm Iron-Age cemetery can be dated to the first half of the 

century, and the female burial at Äskja from the 10th century in general. In Jämtland, west of 

Västernorrland, four individuals were buried at Gällö during the second half of the 10th century. Also 

in Scania, the chamber grave phenomenon continued during this century, appearing in the cemetery at 

Stävie (male burial 40). This grave, however, has been dated to between the second half of the 10th or 

the first half of the 11th century. 
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     Overall, the 10th century saw an increase in the number of chamber graves in the same areas where 

they appeared during the 9th century. The quadruple burial at Gällö is the only one of its kind in this 

county, and it is probably not insignificant that it was constructed during the 10th century, when we 

see a large increase in chamber graves across all the investigated areas across Europe.  

     With the exception of Tuna i Badelunda, with three chamber graves dating to this century, the 

majority of the Swedish 10th-century corpus comprises burials that are the only ones of their kind in 

their respective area or cemetery. This could partly be explained by a lower population number than 

in, for example, towns such as Birka. It could also mean that the chamber grave rite served a bigger 

purpose in more urban places, such as Birka, than in more rural settings. Furthermore, while these 

graves increased in numbers in Sweden during the 10th century, this increase is not as dramatic as seen 

in Birka and other areas.  

    While burial 40 at Stävie dates to between the 10th and 11th century, six Swedish chamber graves 

can be dated to the 11th or early 12th century. These are the male burial at Högom in Skön, the double 

male burial at Fröjel and male burials 22, 23 and 28 and burial 25 of unknown gender at Valsgärde. At 

Valsgärde, male burial 22 has been dated to the first half of the 11th century, male burial 23, burial 25 

of unknown gender and male burial 28 to the second half, with graves 25 and 28 perhaps dating to as 

late as the early 12th century. The fact that four of the six Swedish 11th-century burials are located in 

the same cemetery in Uppland is likely an indication that the overall Swedish chamber grave 

phenomenon by this time had become largely redundant, but still served a purpose at Valsgärde. 

Furthermore, the fact that the male boat chamber burial at Skön, Västernorrland, dates to the same 

period (first half of the 11th century) as well as sharing many features with the contemporary Valgärde 

burials might not be a coincidence, as Västernorrland has traditionally been viewed as a vassal area to 

Uppland during the late Viking Age and early Middle Ages.   

     The youngest of the Swedish chamber graves was located at Fröjel on Gotland, dated to the late 

11th to mid-12th century. Double burial 1/90 at Fröjel is not only the youngest grave but also the only 

Viking-Age chamber-like grave on the island of Gotland. Why a politically powerful place such as 

Gotland, the same as Västergötland, did not see a purpose to the chamber grave rite is interesting and 

will be explored further in chapter 10.  

Buried individuals 

In the 44 Swedish non-Birka burials, 52 individuals have been recorded. Of these, 39 (89%) were 

single individual graves and 5 (11%) double or multiple graves. Of the 52 individuals, 25 (48%) were 

of unknown gender due to a lack of gendered artefacts, or they were children's graves, 16 (31%) male 

and 11 (21%) female. The high proportion of graves of unknown gender comes from Scania, where 

nine of 13 graves have not been gendered due to the limited number of artefacts. In contrast, most of 

the graves from Uppland have gender asserting goods, while Västernorrland displays a mix between 

gendered and non-gendered burials. This difference in pattern could indicate a difference in both 
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wealth, tradition and belief, but as Scania is the anomaly among the corpus, it is possible that the 

population here were following a different and possibly Danish tradition. While both male and female 

burials occur from the start during the early 9th to the early 11th century, the lack of female graves 

from the 11th century onwards is worth noting.  

      With the exception of Norrvidinge in Scania, where three female burials were found in the same 

cemetery, none of the remaining eight females were found in the same cemetery as each other. Even 

in the larger cemeteries, e.g. at Holm, there was only one female (burial 5) represented among the 

individuals buried in chamber graves. This is also the case for, for example, female burial 51 at Hov 

and female burial 49 at Tuna i Badelunda. With their lack of gendering grave goods, it is possible that 

some of the graves of unknown gender in the cemeteries (e.g. Hov 47 and Holm 15) were female, but 

there is currently no way of asserting this. Apart from those located in a multi-grave cemetery, the 

solitary female burials of Salum, Tibble and Äskja (double female burial) were the only graves 

excavated in their respective area. While it is interesting to note these rich female chamber graves in 

the more rural parts of the north of Sweden, it may come down to a lower level of excavation activity 

in the more rural northern parts of the country. However, the fact that all individual chamber graves in 

the north of Sweden belonged to females might not be insignificant if viewed in connection with the 

cemeteries with a male majority in Uppland (e.g. Valsgärde, Vendel, Tuna i Alsike). Because, 

contrary to the female graves, the 16 males are largely present at larger cemeteries such as Valsgärde 

(three males), Hov (four males) and Vendel (two males), as well as at the Tuna i Badeluna cemetery 

(grave 30). The other solitary male burials include those at Långtora, Högom in Skön, Fröjel and the 

quadruple burial at Gällö (2 males). Only one of the burials in Scania (burial 40 at Stävie) has been 

coded as male, again making Scania stand out among the rest of the Swedish areas. Thus, with the 

exception of Scania, it would appear that while the Swedish female chamber graves seem to be a rare 

phenomenon in their respective area, often appearing as the only one of their kind, the male chamber 

graves were often placed in groups or in the same cemetery.  

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 61. Gender in 
Viking-Age chamber 
graves in Sweden 
(excluding Birka). 
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     In 42 (80%) of the Swedish burials, the age of the buried individuals are unknown, while 6 (12%) 

have been determined as adults (Staberg 30a, three of the four individuals in the Gällö burial and the 

two individuals in Fröjel 1/90) and only 3 (6%) were children (two from Tuna i Badelunda and one 

from Staberg). The one juvenile (2%) identified among the Swedish corpus was the fourth individual 

found in the quadruple Gällö grave.       

     The choice of head alignments of the buried individuals in Sweden seems varied when looking at 

the overall picture. For example, 13 (25%) were aligned east (facing west), 15 (29%) north and 9 

(17%) % northeast. Looking more closely at the data, however, it is clear that this variation does not 

apply on individual cemetery levels, but that each area might have followed their own customs. For 

example, at the Hov cemetery, all eight burials were aligned roughly east (east northeast), at 

Norrvidinge, 11 of 13 graves were aligned north and at Tuna i Badelunda, all four graves were aligned 

northeast. In the Uppland/Västmanland cluster of burials, a preference for a northeastern or eastern 

head alignment can be seen. At Valsgärde, three of four burials (graves 22, 23 and 28) are aligned 

with the head in the northeast and burial 25 in the east. A similar pattern can be seen at Vendel, where 

both graves are also aligned northeast. This is also the case in Tuna i Alsike burial IX and Långtora, 

both of which were aligned east. The anomaly for Uppland/Västmanland is the female at Tibble (only 

one of two female graves in this area outside Birka), whose head was instead aligned towards the 

southwest.         

     It would seem that the chamber graves in Uppland/Västmanland had a somewhat shared way of 

aligning the burials, and it is possible that they were all using local geographical reference points, 

mainly in the southwest, towards which the deceased was facing. For example, all the burials at 

Valsgärde faced the river Fyris to the southwest, the one at Högom in Skön faced the river inlet to the 

southwest, and the one at Gällö was aligned north, facing lake Revsundssjön to the south/southwest.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 62. Ages in 
Swedish Viking-Age 
chamber graves. 
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Figure 63. Head 
placements in Viking-
Age chamber graves in 
Sweden (excluding 
Birka). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With their eastern alignment, the Hov burials gain further similarities with the Uppland/Västmanland 

tradition. A north alignment occurs almost exclusively in Scania, where 10 of 13 burials had this 

alignment, with an additional two aligned east (burial 176 at Stävie) and northwest (burial 19 at 

Norrvidinge and burial 14 at Råga Hörstad). The three cemeteries in Scania were in close proximity to 

each other, and judging by their alignments and other similarities, it is clear that they form part of a 

shared tradition.  

     If both Scania and Uppland/Västmanland showcase a somewhat uniform tradition in their preferred 

head alignments, the same cannot be said about the Västernorrland cluster in the north of Sweden. 

Here, the variation was greater with alignments in, for example, northwest (Högom in Skön), 

southwest (burial 5 at Holm) and east (burial 32b at Staberg). The greater variation in the 

Västernorrland cluster could most likely be explained by the fact that it is a larger geographical area, 

lending itself to greater local variations than, for example, Uppland/Västmanland, where the burials 

and cemeteries are closer together. However, in the case of both Högom in Skön and Gällö, the 

individuals seem to have been placed facing the water inlet to the southwest. This is similar to many 

burials in Uppland/Västmanland, and if we equate waterways with travel, a similar pattern could also 

be seen at Birka, where the chamber graves were aligned to face the main roads to and from the town.  

Construction details 

Among the more striking features in the external construction details of the Swedish chamber graves 

is the prevalence of mounds and cairns. A total of 20 (45%) burials were recorded with a cairn, while 

only 14 (32%) had been covered by a mound. Burials under a flat surface were primarily found at 

Valsgärde, Vendel and Tuna i Badelunda (all located in Uppland/Västmanland). To these can also be 

added the graves in Scania, all of which were placed under a flat surface. Despite the absence of a 

mound, burials 22 and 23 at Valsgärde, as well as burials 30, 43 and 44 at Tuna i Badelunda, were 
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recorded with cairns. As the stones found covering Valsgärde 22 seem to have been laid in a 

particular pattern (see further down in this chapter), it would potentially be more appropriate to label 

this a stone formation, rather than a cairn. A similar formation was recorded in the burial at Högom in 

Skön, and both burials highlight the difficulty in distinguishing a cairn from a stone formation among 

the Swedish Viking-Age chamber graves. In the case of mounds, it is equally difficult to determine 

whether one was originally present, as the documentation about these burials is often sparse. Unless a 

mound was originally present but destroyed by activities that managed to leave the underlying cairn 

intact, it is probable that the burials at both Valsgärde and Vendel were flat burials marked with a 

stone formation.  

     Sweden has one of the highest percentages of rivets and/or nails among all the areas investigated, 

as a total of 15 (34%) burials had these recorded. They occur in all three main geographical clusters 

and, at least in the case of Valsgärde 28 and the Högom in Skön burial, the rivets have been associated 

with the presence of a boat or boat parts. Similar rivets also occur in the double female burial at 

Äskja, as well as in the female grave Holm 5, although in fewer numbers. Holm 5 also had a large 

number of nails, and they seem to have formed a significant part of the way the chamber was 

constructed. In most other cases, the nails or rivets occur in such small numbers that not much more 

can be said about them or their role in the chamber construction.  

     Wooden remains were found in 20 (45%) of the Swedish burials, also occurring in all the 

geographical clusters. In some of those burials where wood was not present, this is mainly to do with 

poor preservation levels, such as the graves at Valsgärde, where no wooden remains were found, but 

the occurrence of nails and rivets in all four chamber graves indicates some sort of wooden structure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 64. Construction 
details in Viking-Age 
chamber graves in 
Sweden (excluding 
Birka). 
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In contrast, it is possible that the graves at Tuna i Badelunda and Hov, where none of the graves had 

either nails or wood recorded, were constructed by other means. As most graves in these two 

cemeteries also had poorly preserved osteological remains, the lack of wood may be a result of 

taphonomic processes. Although nails and rivets were frequently present, none of the Swedish 

chamber graves have been recorded as having an internal coffin. However, the patterns of nails in 

burials 22 and 23 at Valsgärde could potentially indicate coffins inside their chambers. As this 

interpretation remains uncertain, Valsgärde 22 and 23 have been recorded without an internal coffin in 

this analysis.  

     Only 1 of the Swedish non-Birka graves (1%), burial 6 at Råga Hörstad in Scania, had corner 

posts, which indicates that the majority of the Swedish chamber graves were built without the use of 

these. As corner posts occurred in 12% of the Birka chamber graves, this is one of the major 

differences between Birka and the rest of Sweden. As will be shown in chapter 8, corner posts were 

also prevalent in both Hedeby (burials V, IX, X and 6) and Thumby-Bienebek (burials 7, 9, 19, 21 and 

54A), indicating that this feature was used more frequently on larger and urban cemeteries.  

     Similarly, only 2 Swedish chamber graves (4%) were surrounded by ditches, both of which were 

found at Norrvidinge (burials 16 and 18) in Scania. The fact that Scania is the only area where ditches 

occur among the Swedish corpus is another indication that they followed a Danish tradition, as these 

are a relatively common feature among the Danish chamber burials, occurring at for example Hedeby 

(burials 2 and 6), Süderbrarup (burial III) and especially Thumby-Bienebek (burials 1,7 20, 37A, 54A 

and 72) (see chapter 6). Ditches were also relatively common among the Norwegian chamber graves 

(see further chapter 7).  

 

Summary 

The analysis in this chapter has shown that in Sweden, 52 individuals were buried in 44 chamber 

graves outside Birka during the Viking Age. Of these, 39 (89%) were single occupant burials while 5  

(11%) were double or multiple burials. In terms of gender distribution, 48% were of unknown gender, 

31% were male coded and 21% were female coded. The 44 graves were largely concentrated in three 

main geographical clusters: the Uppland/Västmanland area, the county of Västernorrland/Jämtland 

and the county of Scania. As both the Uppland/Västmanland area and Västernorrland/Jämtland have 

been considered as petty kingdoms (with possibly Västernorrland in a vassal position) during the time 

in question, it is not inconceivable to connect the Swedish chamber grave phenomenon to places of 

centrality and/or power. This is also indicated by the old place names where they often occur, for 

example óTunaô (Tuna i Badelunda, Tuna i Alsike and Tuna close to Hºgom in Skºn, etc). In light of 

this, it is interesting to note their relative absence in both Gotland and the county of Västergötland, 

two other areas also associated with centrality and power. The third geographical cluster in Scania can 

most likely be viewed as forming part of the Danish kingdom and Danish corpus of Viking-Age 
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chamber graves. None of the Swedish graves had any surrounding ring ditches or corner posts, 

construction details that also only occurred in Scania. These facts, paired with how Scania has long 

traditionally been seen as part of the Danish kingdom, are strong indications that the Scania chamber 

graves form a different tradition.  

     The earliest Swedish chamber graves outside of Birka can be dated to the first half of the 9th 

century (Långtora in Uppland), followed closely by, for example, Vendel V (Uppland), burial 6 at 

Råga Hörstad (Scania) and the female burial at Salum (Västernorrland). As such, it would seem that 

the phenomenon appeared almost simultaneously in the three separate geographical clusters, but 

definitely later than the first chamber graves in Birka, dating to the late 8th century.  

     The increase in the number of chamber graves during the 10th century follows a similar pattern to 

both Birka and other areas. However, the increase is not as strong as seen in some of the other areas, 

which can be interpreted as a continued relatively reserved use of this funerary type in Sweden. With 

this in mind, it is notable that the 10th century saw several rich female chamber graves found as 

solitary burials or without other graves investigated nearby (e.g. Salum, Tibble, Holm). This is in 

contrast to the pattern seen among males, who usually occur in groups at the same cemeteries during 

the whole period (e.g. Vendel, Tuna i Alsike and Valsgärde). It is further notable that all six graves 

dating to the 11th century (some possibly from the early 12th century) were male, four of which were 

located in the Valsgärde cemetery, while the other two were located in Västernorrland (Högom in 

Skön) and Gotland (Fröjel). While there seems to have been a shared tradition of head alignments in 

Uppland and Västmanland (and Scania), the graves in Västernorrland showcase a larger degree of 

variation. Furthermore, due to their similarities with the Birka graves (e.g. horse platforms) and grave 

alignments, it is probable that the burials at Hov in Västergötland should be seen as an extension of 

the Uppland/Västmanland funerary tradition.  

     None of the Swedish non-Birka graves have been recorded as having an internal coffin, with the 

exception of Valsgärde 22 and 23, where this remains a possibility but not a certainty. When it comes 

to the internal compositions and construction of the Swedish non-Birka graves, one of the most 

noteworthy elements is the large amounts of rivets (present in 34% of the graves), most of which date 

to the 10th century. This pattern is different to Birka, where only 4% had been built with these. 

Another notable difference is the presence of horses in the 9th-century non-Birka graves (e.g. Långtora 

and Vendel V), something which only occurred during the 10th century in Birka. Overall, the 

differences between the Birka and non-Birka chamber graves are significant, both in terms of 

construction, chronology and alignment. One thing they do have in common, however, is their facing 

of rivers and roads, which indicates that this was part of the otherwise unfixed convention among 

those buried in a Swedish Viking-Age chamber grave. This will be discussed in chapter 10.  

     Following on from Sweden, the next chapter will survey the chamber grave phenomenon in 

Norway.  
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Chapter 7. Norway 

 

Introduction 

In Norway, there are a total of 44 Viking-Age chamber burials that fit the metric criteria established 

by Gräslund (1980). They are distributed across 24 sites, of which 16 represent solitary burials 

without any other associated burials or settlement remains. Only seven sites have produced more than 

a single chamber grave. As many of the Norwegian burials were never professionally excavated or 

documented, the information about them has only come down to us from descriptions in 19th- and 

20th-century antiquarian yearbooks, with limited information about, for example, the construction 

techniques. There are, however, some graves that were excavated with more modern documentation 

that provide excellent detail and are important contributions to the overall understanding of the 

phenomenon.  

     This chapter follows a similar structure to the previous chapter about Sweden. First, it gives a 

detailed description of each grave in the order of their respective chronology. After this, it will outline 

the Norwegian chamber grave corpus based on the four themes of chronology, geographical 

distribution, buried individuals and construction details.  

 

From Vestfold to Nordland - an in-depth synthesis  

The first part of this chapter provides the first-ever synthesis of the Norwegian chamber grave corpus. 

As will be shown, there are both similarities and differences between Norway, Sweden and Birka, 

while they seem to constitute the same phenomenon, local variety is still a defining factor. 

8th and 9th century 

Ten of the 44 Norwegian chamber graves can be dated to the 8th and 9th century, in two cases possibly 

early 10th century (Gulli S395 and Søndre Farmen 13). Of the eleven individuals interred, nine can be 

assigned female gender based on their associated grave goods. When it comes to the distribution 

during the 8th and 9th centuries, the earliest appearances of the Norwegian chamber grave phenomenon 

do not seem to be isolated to a single region. Instead, the 8th- and 9th-century graves are found spread 

across the country, from Vestfold (Gulli, Gjønnes and Søndre Farmen) and Rogaland (Revheim) in 

the south to Sogn og Fjordane (Myklebostad) and Møre og Romsdal (Hestnes) in the West and 

Trøndelag (Skatval) further north. This pattern is similar to Sweden, where the phenomenon appeared 

simultaneously in several parts of the country during the 9th century.  
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Myklebostad III 

The Myklebostad chamber burial (grave III in mound II) was excavated in a cemetery at the farm 

Myklebostad (Myklebust) by the inlet to the Eidfjord on the southwest coast by Norwegian 

archaeologist Haakon Schetelig in 1903. During the excavation, burials dating to between 600 and 

1000 AD were found at Myklebostad farm. This was after the site had previously also seen the 

excavation of the so-called Myklebust ship in the 1870s, a cremation burial of Norwayôs largest 

known Viking Age ships, over 100 m in length and typologically dated to the 9th century by its 

excavator Anders Lorange. Due to its rich burial tradition, it has been hypothesised that the Myklebust 

farm was the seat of a powerful dynasty during the Iron Age (e.g. Gardela 2019). Although nearby 

archaeology suggests settlement activity, most of these remains date from earlier periods, and it is 

possible that the old Viking-Age farm or settlement is located on the site of the current farm.  

     The chamber burial at Myklebostad was labelled burial III and described as a probable double 

inhumation burial under mound II, which in total contained four or possibly five separate burials 

(Schetelig 1905: 7ff). Of these, burial III was the only inhumation. Located on the western edge of the 

mound and dug vertically into the natural soil was a 1.3x1.5m large space containing a wooden 

structure oriented northwest-southeast. The chamber had most likely been covered by a wooden gable 

roof, evident by a wooden log running east-west and covered by transverse planks which had 

collapsed onto the chamber floor (Fig. 65). According to Schetelig (1905: 17), it could not, however, 

be determined how the roof had been secured to the chamber structure as no traces of roof-supporting 

posts were found. The placement of the double burial, in the western corner of the mound, suggests 

that the roof was only partly covered by the mound and that the northwest end of the burial chamber 

could have been protruding from it. This is reminiscent of the Birka burials incorporated in the town 

ramparts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 65. Plan drawing of 
Myklebostad burial II. After 
Shetelig 1905. 
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     From the artefacts (e.g. a sword, a hammer and four arrows), the grave was interpreted as 

originally belonging to a male, with a female burial added outside the wooden structure at a later 

stage. Thanks to the rich grave inventory, Shetelig dated the burial to the very beginning of the Viking 

Age and referred to it as one of the earliest in the country. For example, the two oval brooches 

associated with the female burial have a decor consisting of what Shetelig interprets as a beast with 

four legs (Fig. 67), a style more closely associated with the late Migration or Vendel Period (Shetelig 

1905: 23ff). This is also the case for the shield boss (Fig. 67), which, according to Shetelig, had no 

parallel in 1905 but resembled early Viking-Age shield bosses such as Rygh 564 (Pedersen 2014b: 

98). Furthermore, the hammer found in Myklebostad III resembles examples found in Migration and 

Vendel Period graves (e.g. the boat graves in Swedish Vendel). While several circumstances point 

towards Myklebostad III as one of the earliest known Viking-Age chamber graves, possibly even 

representing the funerary phenomenon during the preceding Vendel Period, without a more refined 

way of dating, this interpretation remains tentative.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 66. Section of 
Myklebostad burial III 
from the northeast. 

After Shetelig 1912. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 67. One of the oval brooches and the shield boss from Myklebostad III. After Shetelig 1905: 18-21). 
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Revheim (Søra Bråde) 

The burial closest in chronology to Myklebostad is female A201 found at the cemetery at Revheim 

(Søra Bråde), outside modern Stavanger. Here, 5 burials dating to the Viking Age were found among 

an area with houses mainly dating to the Roman Iron Age, but that possibly served as grazing land 

during the Viking Age due to the lack of finds of settlement remains from the period (Bertheussen 

2008). Of these 5, 2 were interpreted as chamber graves.  

     The first one, female burial A201, was typologically dated to around 800 AD, and burial A202 of 

undetermined gender was dated to the Viking Age in general (Bertheussen 2008). The female burial 

was referred to as being placed in a nailed wooden coffin, but with its 1.61x1.03m size, it is wider 

than the average coffin. According to the report, 27 nails and rivets were found spaced evenly along 

the walls every 15-25 cm (Fig. 68.) Since some of the nails had been nailed in from underneath the 

wooden structure the excavators theorised that it was built elsewhere and brought to the grave site 

(Bertheussen 2008: 94). This is similar to the construction method in the Swedish female Holm 5 

burial, and together they present two examples of the difficulties in distinguishing coffins from 

chambers, and may complicate Lammôs (1973) often cited definition of a chamber as a space built in 

situ. However, as both nails and rivets were found in Revheim S201, it is equally possible that the 

rivets were remnants of a boat used to construct a chamber at the grave site.  

     Although nails were also found in the second chamber grave at Revheim, burial A202, they were 

not as clearly aligned along the walls as in burial A201, but rather scattered in the different excavation 

layers. At 1.97x1.47m in size, burial A202 was both larger and built differently to A201. As well as 

being covered by a possible cairn, A202 had four post holes in each corner of the grave cut, indicating 

a roof or another above-ground structure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 68. Burial A201 at 
Revheim. After 
Bertheussen 2008. 
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As the grave inventory was sparse, A202 cannot be dated more closely than to the Viking Age, and it 

is also difficult to determine the gender of the deceased. Both graves at Revheim were relatively 

shallow, between 0.19-0.30m, although this is just enough to cover an adult body, it could also mean 

that the area had been disturbed by later activities. Another possibility is that parts of the chamber 

space were constructed above ground level, as in the case of Tussehaugen. 

 

Gulli 

The third cemetery where 9th-century chamber graves have been found in Norway is Gulli in Vestfold, 

where three (possibly four) of nine chamber graves date to between the late 8th and late 9th century. 

Twenty inhumations were excavated at Gulli in 2004, all either boat or chamber burials. For Norway 

and Scandinavia in general, this is an unusually large number of chamber graves in one place.     

     Although the Gulli cemetery is located on a farm with medieval roots, there are no archaeological 

indications of a settlement contemporary to and/or associated with the cemetery. However, a structure 

(S1562) that was found in the cemetery next to the burials was interpreted as either a mortuary or 

ritual house. The cult house-structure measured 9.4x4.5m internally and was built with four post holes 

surrounded by a ditch in which a large number of both human and animal bones were found (Gjerpe 

2005: 147ff). The structure was oriented in the same direction as the burials, and its similarities with 

some of the construction techniques used for chamber graves are striking (Fig. 69).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 69. The 
cemetery at Gulli. 
Chamber graves 
are marked in red, 
and the ritual or 
mortuary house-
structure is 
marked in green. 
After Gjerpe 2005: 
25. Edited by the 
author. 

 

 

 

 

 



136 
 

     All three chamber burials from the late 8th to late 9th century at Gulli have been interpreted as 

female. The first one, burial S1044, is also one of the earliest datable ones in the whole cemetery, 

possibly from the late 8th century or early 9th century based on the presence of two type D Berdal 

brooches (Klæsøe 1999:124). S1044 measured 2.3x1.2x0.35m, was oriented north-northeast (facing 

south-southwest) and was one of the few burials in the Gulli cemetery that was not surrounded by a 

ditch and hence might have been without a mound (Gjerpe 2005: 80). Apart from oval brooches, the 

grave inventory was sparse, and the stratigraphy did not provide much information. Judging by the 

shape of the burial cut (uneven oval), and no traces of either stone or wood, Gulli S1044 represents 

another issue in the study of chamber graves, namely, how much importance to place on the shape and 

presence or absence of a wooden structure. The reason for including this burial, and other similar 

ones, in this analysis is their similarities to those found at, for example, Tuna i Badelunda and 

Valsgªrde in Sweden. While these graves lack wooden remains, they fit Grªslundôs (1980) metric 

criteria and could simply represent a different construction technique.      

     The second 9th-century chamber grave at Gulli, grave S1039, measured 3.5x1.6m with a depth of 

0.32m and an orientation towards north-northeast. Although S1039 has a similar shape to S1044, the 

former clearly had an organic wall lining, probably in the shape of wooden walls (Gjerpe 2005: 76), 

which might indicate that S1044 might have had a similar structure now lost to time and taphonomy. 

On the other hand, as S1039 had a ditch and S1044 did not, we might still be dealing with slightly 

different funerary practices. In contrast to S1044, burial S1039 had a much more varied grave 

inventory, including, for example, one 9th-century oval brooch type Rygh 647 (Petersen 1928:33), a 

ringed pin, a pair of scissors, a horse bit, a spindle whorl, beads and rivets from a casket. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 70. Gulli S1044. After Gjerpe 2005. 
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Both S1044 and S1039 only contained one oval brooch each, leading the excavators to theorise that 

the graves might either have been reopened or robbed, as evidenced in S1039, where an activity layer 

southwest of the grave resembles a robberôs tunnel.    

     The third chamber grave at the Gulli cemetery that dates to the 9th century is S1025, and like 

S1039, it was surrounded by a ditch, indicating the presence of an original burial mound, with 

openings in both the north-northeast and north-northwest. Measuring 2.5x1.6m large and 0.52m deep, 

the internal chamber had a similar size and shape to the other two 9th-century female burials in the 

cemetery, but no traces of organic lining were found. A layer extending from the top down into the 

chamber led the excavators to believe the grave had been subject to an attempted robbery (Gjerpe 

2005: 50). Again, similar to S1039, the grave goods were rich and varied including a pair of oval 

brooches of type Rygh 647 or 649, a sickle, a key, fragments of a chest, beads, a spindle whorl and a 

ringed pin.       

     The fourth grave, S395, has been dated to the second half of the 9th or early 10th century. It 

measured 2.15x1.3m, was 0.4m deep, but did not have a ditch and was probably never covered by a 

mound. Among the grave goods were a pair of P51 oval brooches, an equal arm brooch, beads, a 

sickle and a spindle whorl, leading the grave to be interpreted as belonging to a female.                  

      While the three, potentially four, earliest chamber burials from 9th-century Gulli are all female and 

resemble each other in terms of shape and size, both the grave inventory and outer burial features 

differ slightly. This is reminiscent of the lack of convention also seen in the earliest graves in Sweden, 

including Birka.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 71. Gulli S1025. After Gjerpe 2005. 
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Hestnes 

Among the other Norwegian chamber graves dating to the 9th century, one was excavated as recently 

as 2020 at Hestnes, located in the Valsøyfjord area in Møre og Romsdal. Previous surveys of the area 

had given no indication of the presence of burials, and the Hestnes chamber grave is thus far the only 

known burial in the immediate vicinity. Surrounded by an oval ditch (with an outer diameter of 

11.5x4.2m) the chamber was oriented northeast, facing the fjord inlet in southwest, and measured 

1.66x1m with four post holes in each of the corners (Østmoe, forthcoming). The fact that the space 

inside the oval ditch is larger in front of the chamber, where the dead would have faced, is interesting 

in the face of a possible activity area, similar to those that might have been present at the Birka so-

called horse platforms.  

     Traces of the walls could only be seen on the northeast short end of the chamber, where it 

connected with the two corner post holes, indicating a possible groove joint technique. The wall in the 

northeast end did not seem to correlate with the actual grave cut, but was situated slightly further 

away from the chamber space (Fig. 72.). This could indicate that the walls were already present when 

the grave was dug. As the layers also suggest that a roof was present and eventually collapsed into the 

chamber, it is possible that the Hestnes grave might have been constructed inside an already existing 

mortuary house, such as the one at Gulli.  

     As the grave was found to contain a pair of oval brooches, a trefoil brooch, a spindle whorl, beads 

and a pair of wool combs, the buried individual is thought to have been female. Of all the Norwegian 

chamber graves, the one found at Hestnes is the only one that has been carbon dated; the textile 

fragment found on the trefoil brooch has a latest calibrated date of 883 AD (2ů 684 - 883 AD) and the 

bark that was found on top of an oval brooch has a latest calibrated date of 950 AD (2ů 772 - 950 

AD). This indicates that the burial took place during the late 9th or possibly early 10th century 

(Østmoe, forthcoming).  

 

    

 

 

Figure 72. Photo of the 
grave at Hestnes, 
showing the wall and 
grave cut separated. 
Edited by the author. 
Image courtesy of 
Eystein Østmoe and used 
with kind permission.   
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Figure 73. Plan of Hestnes with 
chamber and surrounding ditch. Image 
courtesy of Eystein Østmoe and used 

with kind permission.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gjønnes and Skatval 

Of the last three Norwegian chamber graves that can be dated to the 9th century, two have been 

assigned female gender based on the grave goods, especially the oval brooches. The first one was 

located in Gjønnes, where burial 1 was found to contain an inhumation as well as a horse together 

with grave goods such as a pair of Rygh 650 oval brooches (Petersen 1928:33), beads, a spindle whorl 

and a Insular book clasp remade into a brooch (Kulturhistorisk Museum). According to the museum 

catalogue, the burial was approximately 2.1m long and 0.9m wide and oriented north with the 

individual facing the river Lågen. A second female burial was located in Skatval, outside Trondheim, 

where a chamber of stone and wood oriented south was found during ground maintenance work in the 

early 20th century. The burial contained a female with, among other things, two Rygh 647 oval 

brooches (Petersen 1928:33) and 155 beads. Similar to grave A201 at Revheim, the interior of the 

Skatval grave was built with a series of nails and rivets. In terms of shape and size, however, the 

Skatval female burial was more similar to Gjønnes, measuring 0.7m in width and originally 3m in 

length. Unfortunately, neither of these two burials was professionally documented, limiting what can 

be said regarding their other features or construction.  

 

Søndre Farmen 

The last Norwegian chamber grave dating to the late 9th (or possibly early 10th century) is the one 

found in mound 13 at Søndre Farmen in Hedrum, Vestfold, and excavated in 1887. As with Skatval 

and Gjønnes, very little documentation exists about this burial. The chamber grave was found in a 
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mound which also contained two late Iron Age cremation burials in a cemetery where a total of 29 

graves were excavated and described in 1888 by Nicolaysen. The chamber grave in mound 13 

measured 3.8x1.4-1.9m, making it slightly trapezoid-shaped with the widest part at the feet of the 

dead. Several rivets found were associated with a roof covering of some sort (Nicolaysen 1888: 29), 

and among the grave goods were a shield boss, an arrowhead and a knife, indicating a male. With a 

depth of 1m, Søndre Farmen mound 13 was deeper than all of the other 9th-century chamber graves in 

Norway. Further, it is interesting to note that Søndre Farmen 13 is both the only sole male chamber 

burial in 9th-century Norway, and the only one potentially including a horse.  

10th and 11th century 

In Norway, 14 chamber graves can be dated to the 10th and early 11th century. As ten burials date to 

the 8th and 9th century, and the other 20 cannot be dated more accurately than the Viking Age, there is 

only a slight increase in the number of Norwegian burials during the 10th century. As mentioned, this 

is in contrast to most other investigated areas, where the vast majority of chamber graves date to the 

10th century, with only a handful of older and younger examples in each region.  

     In contrast to the 8th and 9th centuries' female dominance, only four of the 14 Norwegian chamber 

graves from the 10th and 11th centuries were built solely for individuals with female-associated grave 

goods. Apart from the double burial from Klingen, these are Gulli S1594, Kyrkjeeide, Veka in Voss 

and burial 1 from Hagbartholmen. It is also noteworthy that, while the phenomenon was more 

geographically spread out during its beginning, it would seem that Vestfold and Østfold by the Oslo 

fjord inlet emerged as a place where chamber graves began to cluster during the 10th century. In 

general, however, the construction and orientations do not seem to have changed or become more 

uniform between the periods.  

 

Haugen i Rolvsøy  

Among the chamber graves from early 10th-century Norway is the one recorded in 1867 by Oluf Rygh 

on the farm Haugen on the island of Rolvsøy in Østfold. The area is known for the discovery of the 

contemporary Tune boat burial, but the chamber grave in the same cemetery, discovered by the locals 

a few years earlier, is less well-known. When Rygh arrived at the site, much of the contents of the 

burial had been removed or moved around by the local farmers, and the information left is 

unfortunately fragmented as Rygh never saw the burial himself (Brøgger 1921: 21). From what was 

told to Rygh, the grave was a square wooden formation dug into the ground measuring approximately 

3.75x3.75m. Its walls were built of four horizontally laid logs with two transverse beams at the west 

end, possibly the remains of a roof construction. Based on the finds of textiles and down, it was 

hypothesised that the deceased had been laid to rest in an internal coffin by the southern wall, 

surrounded by a horse bridle, a pair of scales, several buckets and two drinking horns. The find of a 
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piece of tapestry, showing parts of a boat and people, closely resembles the tapestry found in the 

Oseberg boat burial. No human remains were reported, but analysis of animal bones suggest the 

presence of two large dogs (Brøgger 1921: 24). Based on the decoration of the horse bridle, a style 

similar to the one found in the Gokstad boat burial, the Haugen chamber grave can be dated to around 

the year 900 AD (Brøgger 192: 29). As the grave had been disturbed and items most likely removed, 

it is difficult to determine the gender of the deceased based on the remaining artefacts, although it has 

ever since its discovery been referred to as a male. However, two important indicators could point 

towards the possibility of a female individual. Firstly, although also probably having been reopened 

and/or plundered, the nearby and contemporary Tune boat burial (dendrochronologically dated to 905-

910 AD) was, in contrast to the chamber grave, found to contain weapons. Secondly, the tapestry 

fragment has its only correspondence in the female Oseberg boat burial. It is also possible that the 

Haugen in Rolvsøy grave, being the only Norwegian burial with an internal coffin, should be viewed 

as having a more clearly pronounced Christian funerary language without the deposition of weapons 

or other gender-asserting artefacts (e.g. Gräslund 2009: 639). If so, as one of the first attempts to 

spread Christianity in Norway was made by King Haakon the Good during the early 10th century 

(Sturluson, c.1230), the Haugen in Rolvsøy grave would have presented a very early example of 

Christian influence.   

 

Gulli 

At the Gulli cemetery, four graves date to the 10th (or, in the case of S1147 and S1594, possibly from 

the early 11th century). The first one, dating to the first half of the 10th century, is S400. No 

osteological material was preserved in S400, but due to the many weapons (e.g. Petersen Type M-

sword, a Petersen Type K axe, a spearhead and a shield boss) among the grave inventory, the dead 

was interpreted as male. Besides the weapons, among the grave goods were also three horse bits, a 

harness bow, a stoneware vessel and an iron rattle.  

     As with many of the other burials at Gulli, burial S400 was surrounded by an external ditch, but 

instead of round or oval, the ditch associated with S400 was rectangular with rounded corners (Gjerpe 

2005: 38). It is tempting to draw parallels with the only other rectangular feature a few metres further 

west on the cemetery that was interpreted as a ócult houseô. However, it is ultimately difficult to 

investigate any further similarities with the existing documentation. At the bottom and surrounding 

most of the inhumation of S400 was a layer interpreted as rotted either wood or other organic 

material, such as moss or hay.  
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Figure 74. Plan drawing of 
Gulli S400 showing the 
organic layer in E. After Gjerpe 
2005. 

Figure 75. Plan drawing of Gulli 
S1594. After Gjerpe 2005. 
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     Judging by the drawing, this layer did not extend to the southern part of the burial, where a 

seemingly separate and shallower area with a different layer formation can be seen. This southern area 

was interpreted as a óhorse platformô, as possible harness decorations were found there, albeit no 

evidence of an actual horse. The difference in layer formation between the area surrounded by the 

organic layer and the óhorse platformô could give important clues to the sequence of burial activities, 

not just at Gulli but also elsewhere (e.g. Birka), where such óhorse platformsô have been recorded. It is 

also possible that S1006 had an organic layer surrounding only parts of the grave cut, similar to S400, 

in the southern part, where most artefacts were found. Here, a skull of a horse was also found.     

     Three other burials from the Gulli cemetery have been dated to the 10th or early 11th century. Burial 

S1006 measured 3x1.1m and was surrounded by a ditch and, due to the high number of broken 

artefacts inside the grave, it was interpreted as having been robbed (Gjerpe 2005: 46). The grave 

inventory included, for example, a Petersen type K spearhead, a horse bit and a copper-alloy fitting of 

possible Carolingian origin. The presence of the spearhead has assigned this burial a male gender. 

Burial S1147, dated to the 10th century or early 11th century, was also surrounded by a ditch and had 

an internal measurement of 3.6x1.3m. Due to its sparse inventory, the gender of the dead could not be 

determined, and not much else can be said about the grave. It should, however, be noted that with a 

north-northeast orientation, S1147 was the one burial deviating the most from the general north-south 

orientation at Gulli.  

     The third chamber grave from Gulli, which can be dated to the 10th or early 11th century, is S1594, 

a female burial with a large number of grave goods. While the excavation report says the burial 

measured 2.3x1.2m, there is mention of a second or separate chamber at the southern end, which 

might have been lined with stones (Gjerpe 2005: 101). Apart from them being separate features, the 

report does not make it entirely clear what the contextual relationship between this stone chamber 

feature and S1594 was (see Fig 75), and not much more can therefore be said about it. Among the 

grave goods in S1594 were a metal rangle, a sickle, beads, a spindle whorl and different parts of a 

possible horse bridle.  

 

Nes and Klingen 

As very little information exists about these burials, they are presented here together. Dating to the 

first half of the 10th century, grave 26 from Nes contained an individual of undetermined gender 

(possibly male based on the presence of a spearhead) buried together with a horse. The chamber 

measured 3.6x1.6m, was 0.7m deep with traces of wood along the walls (Nicolaysen 1885: 31) and 

was oriented north with the individual facing the river Lågen in the south. The spearhead and ring pin 

dates Nes 26 to the first half of the 10th century. From the same period, we have a double burial in 

Klingen, Namsos. Here, a 2x1.5m large wooden chamber contained artefacts associated with a female 

(e.g. oval brooches, textile equipment and beads, etc) and a male, as indicated by the sword, spearhead 
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and arrows (Rygh 1912). Only traces of the female remains were found, perhaps indicating that the 

male burial took place at a different time or under different circumstances, leading to a quicker decay.  

 

Nordre Farmen and Søndre Farmen 

The remaining 7 Norwegian chamber graves can only be dated more generally to the 10th century. 

Four of these 7 were found in the 1880s on the Nordre and Søndre Farmen in Hedrum parish. 

Although it is possible that Nordre and Søndre Farmen originally made up parts of the same cemetery, 

this cannot now be determined, and therefore they have been treated as separate in this analysis. In the 

northern part of the farm, Nordre Farmen, two burials dating to the 10th century are very similar to 

Gulli S400. Burial 2 was oriented north and measured 3.4x1.4m with a depth of 0.5m. According to 

Nicolaysen (1888: 26), there were traces of a wooden construction in the northern part of the burial, 

while a horse was placed at the southern end. This description of burial 2 has a close parallel in the 

description and plan drawing of Gulli S 400, insofar as both were constructed with a wooden frame 

around the buried human, while the horse was placed in a separate area to the south. Nicolaysen 

(1888: 26) also mentions the presence of bark around the deceased. The grave inventory for Nordre 

Farmen 2 was sparse and only contained a rangle, an arrowhead and a crampon, making a gender 

determination difficult. However, with the absence of any female-coded artefacts and the presence of 

an arrowhead, the individual has been assigned male gender. Burial 3 was similarly oriented north and 

measured 3.2x1.8m with a depth of 0.75m. Similar to burial 2, there were traces of a wooden 

construction as well as a horse buried in the burialôs southern end. The only artefacts associated with 

Norde Farmen 3 were an axe and a spearhead, possibly indicating a male individual.  

    Two other burials on the same farm, in the southern area referred to as Søndre Farmen, could fit the 

metric criteria of a chamber grave. Burial 14 was placed inside, but 3.7m west-northwest from the 

centre of an 8.8m large mound. This placement of the chamber is similar to burial III in Myklebostad 

mound II, described above and might indicate that the chamber structure was only partially covered 

by the mound. Nicolaysen also seemed certain that burial 14 at Søndre Farmen had had some form of 

wooden cover (Nicolaysen 1888: 30). The burial was oriented northwest and measured 3x2.5m with a 

depth of 0.75m. Although the cut was 2.5m wide, according to Nicolaysen, there was a significant 

layer of turf added along the sides of the burial where some of the grave goods had been placed, 

making the bottom of the grave cut where the deceased individual was placed only 1m wide.  

     The practice of placing a thick layer of turf along the sides of the burial has a possible parallel in 

Gulli S 400, where an organic layer was found both at the bottom as well as along the sides of the 

burial (Fig. 74). The use of turf is yet another indication that perhaps some chamber burials were 

constructed with turf rather than wood. In Nicolaysenôs description of Sßndre Farmen 14, there is also 

a mention of horse bones in the southern end of the chamber, although it is not clear whether this 

represents a whole horse or only parts of one. From the presence of the weapons, a double-edged 
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sword, a shield boss and a spearhead among other things, the dead individual in Søndre Farmen 14 

has been assigned male gender. It is worth noting that a cremation burial containing a full set of 

weapons was also found three metres south of the centre of mound 14. The finding of 184 rivets in 

this burial indicates a cremation boat burial. As none of the burials in mound 14 is placed at the centre 

and only one (the chamber grave) has been dated, it is difficult to ascertain their mutual sequence.   

     The fourth and final burial from Søndre Farmen, burial 23, was placed oriented north in the centre 

of the mound and measured 3.8x1.9m with a depth of 0.75. Similar to burial 14, turf had been placed 

along the two long sides and parts of the grave goods had been placed on top. Among these were a 

spearhead, shield boss, a knife and one small rivet, assigning the dead individual male gender.  

 

Kyrkjeeide and Veka i Voss 

Similar to other Norwegian burials, little information is known about Kyrkjeeide and Veka i Voss, 

and they are therefore presented in the same section. The chamber grave at Kyrkjeeide in Sogn og 

Fjordane was found under flat ground during farming and was never professionally recorded. 

Although there are no measurements for this burial, it is reported to have been made from logs and 

possibly covered by five large slabs (Norwegian: óhellerô) with an orientation running east-west. 

Among the grave goods were a pair of P57 oval brooches in Jelling style, a horse bridle, a frying pan, 

an iron lamp and a stoneware vessel (Universitetsmuseet i Bergen 8953). The female burial at Veka, 

Voss, was found in a mound placed on a slope and was excavated by Haakon Schetelig at the 

beginning of the 20th century. The chamber in Veka measured 2.7x1m, had a wooden roof and was 

lined with wooden planks and bark (Shetelig 1912: 207). After the burial was sealed, a cairn of stones 

was placed on top of the chamber, and finally, a mound. The grave inventory of the female burial 

from Veka contained, among other things, a large wooden chest, a pair of P51 oval brooches (dating 

the burial to the 10th century), over 100 beads, a sickle and an elongated iron object, then termed a 

roasting spit but now more often interpreted as a so-called staff of sorcery (Price 2019).  

 

 

 

Figure 76. The 
mound above the 
chamber in Veka, 
Voss. After 
Shetelig 1912: 
207. 
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Hagbartholmen 

The youngest female chamber burial in Norway, dating to the late 10th century, is also the one located 

furthest north. In 1954, several burials were at risk due to sand mining at a cemetery on 

Hagbartholmen, a small islet in Nordland county. When excavated, burial 1 was found to contain a 

female individual with a wide array of grave goods. The burial measured 2.1x1.6m and was 0.5m 

deep, and with its slightly oval shape, Hagbartholmen 1 differs from most of the Norwegian chamber 

graves whose shapes are usually rectangular (although see, for example, Gulli S1044 and S1025). 

Despite the oval shape, several nails and rivets along the sides of Hagbartholmen 1 could indicate the 

presence of a wooden construction. Further, due to the sandy soil in which the grave was dug, it is 

possible that taphonomic processes have contributed to movements which could explain the more oval 

shape of the burial now seen. As with many other Norwegian burials, bark had been used to line the 

inside of the chamber, but in contrast to many others, no mound was present. From the archive report 

(Lund 1954) it is unclear whether one was originally present and might have been destroyed by 

modern activities, or if Hagbartholmen should be regarded as a flat burial (Norwegian: 

óflatmarksgravô). Buried together with the dead was, among other things, a pair of P52 oval brooches, 

over 1000 very small beads of various materials, a ringed pin of Baltic type, a pair of scales, a sickle 

and several pieces of whale bone. If Thed®enôs (2008: 83) theory regarding the number of beads 

reflecting social age holds, it could be argued that the female in Hagbartholmen 1 was of considerable 

age.  

     In several ways, burial 1 from Hagbartholmen differs from the rest of the Norwegian chamber 

graves, mainly in terms of its construction and shape, but also in its location so far north on an islet. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 77. Plan drawing of 
Hagbartholmen 1. Image 
courtesy of Norges arktiske 
universitetsmuseum. 
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Despite this, the southwest orientation of the burial would have meant that the dead individual was 

facing the larger island of Engeløya in the northeast, rich in archaeology and a likely place for the 

cemeteryôs associated settlement. This arrangement is the opposite of what is seen at, for example, 

Birka, where the dead were placed facing away from the town towards the roads. What they have in 

common, however, is the facing towards a possible route of travel, in both cases possibly towards a 

harbour, waterway or road.  

Burials of uncertain date 

Although a total of 20 of the Norwegian graves cannot be dated more closely than to the Viking Age, 

several of them are located in the same cemeteries as those burials already described. These include: 

the probably robbed male burial S1036 at Gulli, constructed much in the same way as the other Gulli 

graves with a surrounding ditch, an organic internal layer and a set of weapons, four additional burials 

from Søndre Farmen; burials 27, 29, 13 and 14 (burials 13 and 14 are separate from those described in 

detail above, excavated a year later), burial 7 from Nordre Farmen and burial 1 from Nes, a possible 

female burial with a horse.    

     The information about most of these graves, dating to the general Viking Age is very sparse, as 

most were excavated before the advent of adequate documentation. Several come down to us as short 

descriptions in 19th-century publications, for example, the burial from Bjørke (Liljegren 1823), the 

grave with a wooden floor in Gimmen and a burial with a wooden frame in Gudim (Lorange 1869). 

Others, such as the two burials at Bjerke, come with a slightly more detailed description. For example, 

Bjerke 24 contained many rivets and Bjerke 21 had a horse buried in the southern part of the grave 

(Nicolaysen 1885). 

     One burial without a more precise date that was excavated and well-recorded by Haakon Schetelig 

was the so-called Tussehaugen in Bygstad, Sunnfjord. Under and in the centre of a rather tall and 

unshapely mound, between 5.8 and 2m high, four stone walls lined with wooden logs were found 

aligned north-northeast. Here, a chamber space had been built of both wood and stone. The 1.4m high 

structure had been placed on the original ground surface and not dug down into the ground, as most 

other chamber burials. The internal space measured 2.9x2.3m and had an opening in the southern 

short end (Schetelig 1912: 211), a feature that has a parallel in the Swedish quadruple Gällö burial. On 

the bottom of the chamber were two rows of flat stones, serving as a foundation for the wooden floor 

(Fig. 78). The ceiling was made up of logs with the bark still present, placed in the same direction as 

the floor.     
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Figure 78. Plan drawing of 
Tussehaugen at Bygstad. 
After Shetelig 1912. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 79. Section of 
Tussehaugen, Bygstad. 
After Shetelig 1912. 
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Among the grave goods were three shield bosses, arrow heads, a fire steel, weights and iron ingots. 

However, their placement did not indicate where the dead might have been placed, and no 

osteological material was found. Due to the presence of weapons, the Bygstad burial has been 

assigned male gender. According to Schetelig, the Bygstad burial has few parallels in Norwegian 

archaeology, although he likens it to both the chamber grave at Rolvsøy (described above), the Danish 

Mammen in Bjerringhøj burial, as well as the so-called Tyraôs barrow at Jelling (Shetelig 1912: 219).  

     Although the Bygstad burial has not been dated due to the few dateable artefacts, the shield boss 

illustrated in Sheteligôs publication looks to resemble type R562/type B, dating to the mid-9th- mid 

10th century (Pedersen 2014: 98). Further, the presence of a square iron fitting that is often found in 

association with horse bridles in burials from the 10th century, makes it not improbable that 

Tussehaugen should be ordered into that century as well. With its sturdy ground-surface construction 

of walls in both stone and wood and a floor supported by flat stones, paired with a clear entrance, it is 

tempting to interpret Tussehaugen as a building that was in use not just as a burial, but perhaps for 

other activities as well.  

     When it comes to the graves at Hegge, Englaug, Sørheim and Olavsklostret in central Oslo, all of 

which Stylegar (2005) included in his overview of Norwegian chamber graves, few things can 

unfortunately be said as there is not enough documentation. It is interesting to note, however, the 

presence of a chamber grave on the site of the St. Olave Abbey in Tønsberg. Here, a chamber 

measuring 3.4x1.3m was discovered to contain an adult individual and the remains of a horse. The 

abbey itself was founded in the late 12th century, but without access to the original 1987 excavation 

documents, the dating of the presumed chamber grave remains uncertain. Despite this, the presence of 

a chamber grave in a Christian setting is not insignificant and something reminiscent of the similar 

graves at, for example, the Church of the Tithes in Kyiv, Ukraine (see further chapter 9).  

 

The Norwegian chamber grave phenomenon  

After the above detailed presentation, the remainder of this chapter will analyse and compare the 

Norwegian corpus from the point of view of the four analytical themes: geographical distribution, 

chronology, buried individuals and construction details.  

Geographical distribution 

Although the Norwegian geographical distribution pattern of chamber graves is much more diverse, 

spread out and less centred around larger settlements than in Sweden, there is a compact cluster of 

burials in the Vestfold and Østfold regions, by the Oslo fjord inlet in the southeast part of the country. 

In 2005, archaeologist Frans-Arne Stylegar published a rare overview of the chamber graves in 

Vestfold, from which a majority of the info about this area has been gathered. The majority of the 
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other Norwegian burials were located along the countryôs western coast. Here, in the counties of 

Rogaland, Hordaland and Sogn og Fjordane, several solitary burials were excavated as early as the 

middle of the 19th century and as late as 2020. Burials located in these areas include 

Bygstad/Tussehaugen (Shetelig 1912), Myklebostad, Kyrkjeeide (Bergen museum 8953), Sørheim 

(Bergen museum 12055), Søra Bråde and Veka (Bergen museum 6228).  

 

 

Figure 80. Geographical distribution of Norwegian chamber graves 

1. Hagbartsholmen, Steigen i Nordaland, 2. Klingen, Namsos, 3. Hegge, Steinkjaer, 4. Val, Bjugn, 5. Fasteraune, Skatval, 6. 

Hestnes, 7. Myklebostad, Nordfjordeid, 8. Kyrkjeeide, Stryn, 9. Bygstad/Tussehaugen, 10. Veka, Voss. 11. Sorheim, Etne, 

12. Sora Bråde, Stavanger, 13. Englaug, Loten, 14. Bjorke, Sorum, 15. Gudim, Rakkestad, 16. Gimmen, Idd, 17. Haugen i 

Rolvsoy, 18. Gulli, 19. Tonsberg, Olavsklostret, 20. Nes, 21. Gjønnes, 22. Bjerke, 23. Søndre Farmen, 24. Nordre Farmen 
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Most of the Norwegian graves are located at the end of a fjord inlet, where it would be expected to 

find contemporary settlements. For example, the area around Myklebostad (Myklebust), located at the 

end of the Eid fjord, has traditionally been interpreted as a centre of power in the Viking Age, 

containing several richly furnished burials and larger settlements (e.g. Shetelig 1912). Furthermore, 

the burials at Gjønnes, Nes and Bjerke are all located along and facing the river Lågen, an inlet from 

the Larvik fjord in Vestfold county.   

    About 300 km further north, along the same coast, primarily in Sør-Trøndelag and Nord-Trøndelag 

counties, we find chamber burials at Fasteraune, Hegge, Hestnes, Klingen and Val, most of which 

were never professionally recorded. There is, however, one notable exception to this at Hestnes, 

where a female chamber grave was excavated in 2020. The most northerly of all known Viking-Age 

chamber graves in Europe was found at a cemetery on Hagbartholmen, an islet just outside the 

Norwegian island of Engeløya in Nordaland county.  

     In contrast to the dispersed coastal band of burials, the ten sites in the Vestfold and Østfold region 

are all located within a few kilometres of each other. This is also where most cemeteries with more 

than one chamber burial are located (e.g. Gulli and Søndre and Nordre Farmen). The burials in this 

cluster include those found at Bjerke, Bjørke (Liljegren 1823:XCIII), Gimmen (Lorange 1869:62), 

Gjønnes (Sjøvold 1944:67), Gudim (Lorange 1869:69), Gulli (Gjerpe 2005), Nes (Nicolaysen 1885), 

Olavsklostret in Tønsberg (Saelebakke 1989), Haugen in Rolvsøy (Brøgger 1921) and Søndre Farmen 

(Nicolaysen 1888: 29). The sites in Vestfold and Østfold are dotted along both sides of the Oslofjord: 

an area historically called Viken (óthe bayô), and a long-standing border territory between Norway, 

Sweden and Denmark. This is also where many of the more well-known boat burials were located, 

including the one at Oseberg, only five kilometres east of the cemetery of Gulli, where seven chamber 

graves have been excavated. The cemeteries of Søndre Farmen and Bjerke are also located only 10 

kilometres west of the Gokstad boat burial. Similarly, the chamber grave at Haugen in Rolvsøy was 

found in the same cemetery as the Tune boat burial. Finally, Gimmen in Idd is located 12 kilometres 

southeast of the Gjellestad ship burial, discovered in 2018.  

     The Vestfold and Østfold regions have long been regarded as an area of political importance 

during the Viking Age, and this is also where the early town Kaupang was located. It is worth noting 

that no chamber graves have yet been found there, and considering that they were quite frequent in 

other towns or trade settlements such as Birka (Sweden), Gnezdovo (Russia) and Hedeby (Germany), 

the lack of chamber graves in Kaupang makes it stand out.  

Chronology 

Of 44 Norwegian burials, 20 cannot be more closely dated than to the Viking Age, while 24 have 

been typologically dated more closely. These dates suggest that the Norwegian chamber burials date 

to no earlier than the early 8th century and no later than the middle of the 11th century. Two graves (the 

double male and female grave at Myklebostad II and the female Gulli S1044) date to the 8th century, 
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with Myklebostad II possibly dating to the first half of the century (based on its oval brooches) and 

Gulli S1044 to the last quarter of the 8th century. Both of the earliest Norwegian chamber graves 

contained women, which is unique among the corpus of Viking-Age chamber graves investigated in 

this thesis.  

     Furthermore, as the male burials 13 (2), 14, 27 and 29 at Søndre Farmen as well as the graves at 

Bjerke, Nes and Val cannot be dated closer than between the 9th and early 11th century (Stylegar 

2005), it is possible that as many as 9 of the 10 currently known 8th and 9th century Norwegian graves 

were built for females: Myklebostad, Revheim A201, Gulli S395, Gulli S1039, Gulli S1044, Gulli 

S1025, Gjønnes, Skatval and Hestnes. The almost complete female dominance of the 8th and 9th 

centuries seems to have been transformed during the 10th century, when only five of 14 graves contain 

females: the double male and female burial at Klingen, Kyrkjeeide, Veka, Gulli S1594 and 

Hagbartsholmen 1. This pattern could be seen as the complete opposite of both Birka and Sweden 

overall, where all the early chamber graves belonged to males, and where female graves only occur 

later (especially in Birka).  

     As there are no Norwegian chamber graves that date later than the late 10th or early 11th century, it 

could be argued that the phenomenon both started and ended early in this region. Most other 

investigated areas (with the exception of Birka, which fell out of use in the late 10th century) have 

chamber graves that date to the 11th and sometimes even 12th century. In addition, the Norwegian 

chronological distribution is more even than in other areas where there is often a slow rise during the 

8th and 9th century, followed by a major increase during the 10th century and a slow decline in the 

following centuries. In contrast, of the Norwegian burials that can be dated, the split is almost even 

between the centuries. In this sense, Norway follows a somewhat similar pattern to Sweden, where, 

although there is an increase during the 10th century, it is less pronounced than in, for example, Birka 

and central and eastern Europe (see further chapters 5 and 9).  

 

   

 

 

 

 

Figure 81. Chronology 
of Viking-Age chamber 
graves in Norway. 
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Buried Individuals 

Of all the areas investigated, Norway has one of the most equal gender splits, with 17 (36%) being 

typologically determined as male, 15 (32%) as female and the remaining 15 (32%) as unknown 

gender. Norway also has only three cemeteries where more than two chamber graves have been 

excavated: Nordre Farmen, Søndre Farmen (possibly both part of the same cemetery) and Gulli. In the 

first, there were no female burials identified, but only males and individuals of unknown gender. In 

the Gulli cemetery, however, the variation was greater with five burials being females, three males 

and one of unknown gender.  

     It could be that the females at Nordre and Søndre Farmen were placed in their graves without 

gender asserting artefacts, hence rendering them of unknown gender in this overview. It is, however, 

also likely that the chamber graves were exclusively meant for males in this cemetery during this 

period, similar to, for example, Valsgärde in Sweden during the end of the Viking Age. While both 

Norway and Sweden have several solitary rich female chamber burials, it seems that the larger 

Norwegian cemeteries with several chamber graves have more females than do the larger ones in 

Sweden. Both do, however, have a similar number of double or multiple burials (5 in Sweden and 3 in 

Norway). Whether this can be interpreted as the Norwegian communities being more gender equal in 

affording a chamber grave is debatable, but given that the earliest graves in Norway belonged to 

females, this could indicate a higher degree of acceptance for females being buried in chamber graves. 

Moreover, after the Danish corpus, Norway also has one of the highest percentages of burials of 

unknown gender.  

     While all of the 47 individuals buried in a chamber grave in Norway were of unknown age, none 

of the excavation reports mentioned smaller than average bones in those cases where skeletal remains 

were preserved. It is therefore likely that most individuals would have been regarded as either adults 

or possibly older juveniles. Although they are relatively rare in all areas, Norway and Birka are the 

only investigated areas without children's chamber graves.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 82. Gender in 
Viking-Age chamber 

graves in Norway. 
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Figure 84. Head 
placements in Viking-
Age chamber graves in 
Norway. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Similar to Sweden, the head placements in the Norwegian burials are varied. In Norway, the most 

common alignment is north (34% of the graves), followed by northeast (21% of the graves). The 

northern alignment is primarily represented by the Nordre and Søndre Farmen cemeteries as well as 

the Gulli cemetery, where many graves are also aligned northeast (facing southwest). In the case of 

Gulli, the north and northeastern alignment was most likely chosen for the dead individual to face 

towards the road that, according to the excavator (Gjerpe 2005), ran through the cemetery. In the case 

of the female burial at Hestnes, the southeastern head alignment made sure that the dead faced the 

nearby river inlet to the northwest.  

     An eastern head alignment can be seen in 9% of the graves, for example, at Klingen (Namsos) and 

Veka (Voss). A northwestern alignment is represented by the chamber grave in Olavsklostret as well 

as in burial 27 at Søndre Farmen, which is also the anomaly among the burials aligned north in this 

cemetery. While none of the graves had a western head alignment, the head placement is unknown in 

a total of 21% of the graves, and a western alignment in some of these can not be completely ruled 

out. Overall, a similar pattern as seen in Sweden emerges, where the dead have been placed as if to 

face a river or a road.  

Construction details 

Among the 44 graves in Norway, there is great diversity in construction. A large part of this comes 

down to taphonomy, differences in preservation levels and later activities, affecting in particular the 

presence or absence of organic materials and the preservation of, above all, external features such as 

mounds and ditches. In general, the external features of the Norwegian chamber graves are made up 

of mounds (50% of the graves) positioned on elevated positions, often near a waterway such as a fjord 

inlet, and in cemeteries where cremation and other inhumations (e.g. boat burials) also took place. 

They were without central cairns and were sometimes marked with a ditch. In some cases, for 
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example, Veka in Voss, the grave was positioned on a natural slope, which helped to reinforce the 

monumentality of the artificial mound (see also Högom in Skön in chapter 6). However, in most 

cases, the mounds were located in elevated but flat soil. The flat burials are mainly represented by the 

burials at Nordre and Søndre Farmen, but also, for example, in the two burials from Bjerke. There are 

also several instances where no external feature is mentioned in the reports (written before proper 

recording), and we do not know whether the burial had a mound or was flat. The names of the Nordre 

and Sßndre Farmen (English: ónorth farmô and ósouth farmô) strongly suggest that the area of the 

former cemetery has been used for agriculture, potentially destroying any mounds that were originally 

present.  

     Although many Norwegian graves had a mound recorded, only one (the female grave at Veka, 

Voss) also had a cairn. This could once again come down to poor documentation. However, as none 

of the graves that were recorded with modern techniques (e.g. Hestnes and the graves at Gulli) had a 

cairn either, this indicates that the Norwegian chamber graves were built primarily either flat or with a 

mound without an underlying cairn. This is different to Sweden, where the mounds tended to have 

been built with the help of cairns or the flat burials were topped with a stone formation of some sort. 

However, as will be demonstrated in the coming chapters, most other areas investigated follow a 

similar pattern to Norway in terms of a general lack of cairns in the external burial features.  

     Even though ditches surrounding the burial are relatively common among the Norwegian corpus 

(occurring in 8 or 18% of the burials), they only occur at two sites. Seven of the eight burials with a 

ditch are found at the Gulli cemetery in Vestfold, and the other is the female grave from Hestnes in 

Møre og Romsdal. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 85. Constructions 
in Viking-Age chamber 

graves in Norway. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ΡΜӖ

ΞӖ

ΝΥӖ

ΡΦӖ

ΠΟӖ

ΤӖ ΞӖ
ΜӖ

ΞΜӖ

ΠΜӖ

ΣΜӖ

ΥΜӖ

ΝΜΜӖ

P
e
r
c
e
n
t
a
g
e
 
o
f
 
b
u
r
i
a
l
s
 

(n
=
4
4)

ConstructionĬĲƣċŔũ

Portion of Viking-Age chamber graves in Norway with 
documented construction details 

~ŸƨŰĬ
ыŰӀΞΞь

9ċŔƖŰ
ыŰӀΝь

ÅŔŰŊНĬŔƣĦő
ыŰӀΥь

ìŸŸĬĲŰНƖĲůċŔŰƚ
ыŰӀΞΣь

 ċŔũƚоƖŔƻĲƣƚ
ыŰӀΝΦь

9ŸƖŰĲƖНƓŸƚƣƚ
ыŰӀΟь

fŰƣĲƖŰċũНĦŸǭŔŰ
ыŰӀΝь



156 
 

     There is no clear consensus regarding the original function of a burial ditch, but in the cases of 

both Gulli and Hestnes, nothing seems to indicate the presence of an above-ground structure but 

rather that the ditches were a form of grave marker or boundary. Ditches are also commonly seen in, 

for example, the Polish and Danish chamber graves, but are almost completely absent in the Swedish 

corpus (occurring in only one grave in Scania, traditionally a part of the Danish Viking-Age territory).  

     When it comes to the internal burial construction, the majority of the Norwegian chamber spaces 

were dug into the ground. Although in one case, Bygstad in Sunnfjord (Tussehaugen), the chamber 

space seems to have been constructed above ground on the contemporary surface level with walls of 

both wood and stone. In this regard, Tussehaugen is unique among both the Norwegian and overall 

European chamber grave tradition and an example of the difficulty in defining a chamber grave based 

on the presence of a wooden feature alone. Graves such as Tussehaugen are also another example of 

their entanglement with other oversized graves made of, for example, stone.  

     Wood was recorded in 26 (59%) of the graves. At Gulli, for example, 4 of 9 graves were recorded 

with wooden remains, and at Nordre Farmen, all three graves were wooden. There is no clear 

evidence for wooden constructions at the nearby Søndre Farmen site, but 4 of the burials (graves 13, 

13:2, 14 and 23) contained nails or rivets, which may indicate an original wooden structure. In 

general, rivets and/or nails occur in 19 (43%) of the Norwegian graves and most commonly in burials 

which also had wood recorded in them. Only one grave, Revheim A201, contained what could be 

described as possible boat rivets, and although chamber and boat graves occur simultaneously on 

several Norwegian cemeteries (e.g. Gulli, Haugen i Rolvsøy), the physical construction links between 

them are less pronounced than in Sweden, where more chamber graves were built with the help of 

boat parts.  

     More similar to Sweden is the almost complete absence of internal coffins, only occurring in the 

Haugen in Rolvsøy burial. As will be shown in chapter 8, internal coffins were relatively common 

among the Danish and Polish corpus, and it is therefore possible that the Haugen in Rolvsøy followed 

a Danish or more western tradition than the rest of the Norwegian graves.  

 

Summary 

From the overview presentation in this chapter, it has been shown that the Norwegian corpus of 

chamber Viking-Age graves is made up of a total of 44 burials, containing 47 individuals with only 

three double or multiple burials. The gender split is one of the most even ones among the investigated 

areas, with 36% males, 32% females and 32% of unknown gender. There is also a strong female 

presence in the Norwegian corpus, especially during the 8th and 9th centuries, when 9 of 10 graves 

contain female-coded individuals. This pattern shifts during the following 10th century, when we see a 

decline in female individuals and instead a male dominance among the dead. This pattern is the 

complete opposite of nearby Sweden, where all early chamber graves were built for male individuals, 
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and the 10th century saw a large increase in female graves. Few of the individuals in the Norwegian 

burials have been osteologically investigated, but due to no mention of smaller than average bones in 

the reports, it can most likely be assumed that they were all adult or juveniles. Apart from Birka, 

Norway is the only area where there are no childrenôs chamber graves.  

     As evident in the double burial Myklebostad III, mound II, it is possible that the earliest Viking-

Age chamber grave was constructed in Norway during the early 8th century. In relation to this early 

evidence, as no Norwegian chamber graves date to later than the 10th or early 11th century, it could be 

argued that this funerary phenomenon both started and ended early here.       

     In terms of the construction details, although mounds were common among the Norwegian graves, 

only the female grave at Veka, Voss, also had a cairn. Moreover, while the majority of the graves 

were dug into the ground, the grave at Bygstad (commonly known as Tussehaugen) had been built on 

the ground surface and partly covered by a mound. Burials such as Tussehaugen are possibly further 

evidence for chambers elsewhere having extended above ground. Internal coffins only occurred in one 

grave (Haugen i Rolvsøy), and only one grave (Revheim A201) contained what could be interpreted 

as boat rivets. As such, although chamber graves and boat burials occur on the same cemeteries in 

Norway (e.g. Myklebostad, Gulli, Haugen i Rolvsøy, etc), the physical construction links between 

them seem less pronounced than in, for example, Sweden. The turf layers found in Gulli S400 could 

be an important clue into the construction of the chamber graves where no wooden remains were 

recorded. It is possible that some of them were instead built and lined with the help of turf. This could 

also explain the so-called horse platforms outside some of the Birka chamber graves, where the level 

was raised but often no wooden remains were found (see chapter 5).  

     Although the head direction is unknown in 21% of the graves, the most common head alignment in 

Norway was north (facing south), occurring in 34% of the graves, followed by northeast (facing 

southwest), which can be seen in 21% of the graves. The fact that none of the Norwegian graves were 

aligned with the individual's head in the west, facing east, is different to both Sweden and the other 

areas analysed. However, as the most commonly used reference points seem to have been where the 

dead individuals face a river, road or harbour (e.g. Hagbartholmen, Hestnes, Gulli), the Norwegian 

corpus falls in line with both Sweden and Birka, where this was also common. This lends further 

weight to the interpretation that landscape features used by the living were more important for those 

utilising these funerary rites than perhaps any of the cardinal points.  

     When it comes to the geographical distribution of the Norwegian graves, they are relatively spread 

out around the country, with only one clear cluster in the Vestfold and Østfold regions in the southern 

parts of the country. It is also here we find all of the cemeteries with several chamber graves (e.g. 

Gulli and Søndre and Nordre Farmen), while those found in the rest of the country were usually 

solitary finds without any other investigated contexts. This more dispersed geographical pattern is 

different to most other areas, where it is usual to see more clearly defined geographical clusters of 

chamber graves.  
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     It is also in Norway that we find the most northerly of all known Viking-Age chamber graves in 

Europe; the female grave 1 at Hagbartholmen, close to the island of Engeløya in Nordaland county. 

With its oval and slightly uneven shape, the Hagbartholmen burial belongs to a number of Norwegian 

graves (e.g. Gulli S1594 and S1025) that do not follow the usual rectangular or square shape.       

     In summary, some of the key findings from the analysis of the Norwegian corpus are a) the 

importance of roads and rivers rather than cardinal points, b) the possibility that some of the Viking-

Age chamber graves were built using turf, c) the strong female dominance among the buried 

individuals, and d) the fact that some chambers could have been built either wholly or partially above 

ground.  

     The following chapter will present and discuss the chamber graves in Denmark, Germany and 

Poland.  
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Chapter 8. The old Danish area and Central 

Europe 

 

 

Introduction 

Although the Viking-Age chamber graves from Denmark and central Europe have previously been 

synthesised in German (Eisenschmidt 1994) and Polish (Janowski 2015), this chapter forms the first 

combined synthesis of this corpus in English. It will incorporate the Danish, German and Polish 

graves into a comparative discussion by presenting their respective corpus from the four analytical 

themes, but will not give detailed descriptions of each grave.  

     The chapter starts with an overview of Denmark with 65 graves, followed by Germany with 51 

graves. The chapter then moves on to present the Polish corpus of burials, made up of 72 graves 

located primarily in the northern part of the country along the river Vistula. While a large portion of 

the German graves in primarily the countryôs northwestern part was traditionally part of the old 

Danish kingdom (e.g. Hedeby and Thumby-Bienebek), Denmark and Germany have still been 

synthesised separately for the sake of consistency.  

 

Denmark  

Of all the known Viking-Age chamber graves, some of the most famous are located in Denmark, 

including the well-known chamber in Jelling and the Bjerringhøj mound near the village of Mammen. 

Although these are well-known and researched, only a handful of publications have dealt with the 

actual chamber grave type itself in this area. Arguably, the most commonly cited is Silke 

Eisenschmidtôs Masterôs thesis produced at the Christian-Albrechts-Universität in Kiel and published 

in German in 1994, where she discussed the burial tradition in what can be referred to as the old 

Danish kingdom. This area included Denmark, northern Germany, and Scania in southern Sweden. 

However, for ease these three regions have been separated according to their modern boundaries.   

     The Danish corpus of Viking-Age chamber graves comprises 65 graves spread across 42 sites. 

Nowhere among the investigated areas is the number and density of chamber graves higher than in the 

Danish area. As demonstrated, in Sweden and Norway, most burials were found as either the only 

example of their kind in a known cemetery or as solitary graves without other known burials or 

cemeteries nearby. In contrast, sites with more than two chamber graves are relatively rare in the 

Danish area; only four in Denmark have three or more such graves.  
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    Regarding the chronology of graves in this area, while the graves started to appear during the late 

9th century, the majority date to the 10th century and only one (Horning Church) dates to the beginning 

of the 11th century. 

     The gender divide in Denmark follows a similar pattern to the other investigated areas; here, 33% 

are male, 27% female and 40% of unknown gender. There is also a remarkably low number of double 

or multiple burials, with only two such graves in the whole area, as well as only two children 

(Stengade II). Similar to Sweden and Norway, chamber graves in the Danish area seem to have been 

primarily reserved for adults.  

Geographical distribution 

As noted above, the Danish area features the highest grave density of all investigated countries, which 

is partly a reflection of Denmarkôs small landmass. What is notable though is that 65 burials are 

spread out on 41 sites, meaning that a large portion was found as either a sole burial or the only one of 

its kind on a cemetery. This is a different pattern to, for example Sweden, where the majority were 

instead found together on the same cemetery. Looking at Figure 86, it is also noticeable that the 

burials now located on the Danish islands do not showcase the same clear cluster pattern as Sweden 

and, although to a lesser degree, Norway. However, as will be demonstrated in the section concerning 

Germany, there is a clear cluster of burials around the former trading town of Hedeby, which was part 

of the Danish realm during the Viking-Age. Apart from the sites in the Hedeby cluster (see further 

below), the only other site with a similar number of such burials in Denmark is Stengade I and II on 

the island of Langeland. Interestingly, this relatively small island has three further sites with one 

chamber grave each, making the concentration of chamber burials high in this rather small area. In 

light of this, it is possible that larger towns and settlements such as Hedeby, Birka and Stengade could 

have acted as distribution centres for this type of funerary phenomenon.  

     Sites with 2-4 chamber graves in the same cemetery include, for example, Brandstrup (three 

graves), Over Hornbäk (three graves), Dolmer (three graves), Gammelby (four graves) and Træhede 

(three graves). As the majority of the Danish burials are located in more rural areas, could also 

potentially tell us more about the difference between rural and urban traditions. Similar differences 

could also be seen in Sweden. This will de discussed further in chapter 10.  

     Further, the Danish burials also showcase larger variation in their distribution with burials being 

located close to a waterway, e.g. Hovsør, Højstrup and Hingelbjerg by the Limfjord inlet from 

Kattegat. As the burials at both Højstrup and Hingelbjerg were aligned west, the individuals would 

have been facing the water inlet, similar to many other chamber burials in both Sweden and Norway. 

This also goes for the burials at Dolmer and the one at Kaagården, with the former ones facing east 

towards Kattegat and the latter facing east towards the Langelandsbælt. However, as Denmark is an 

island nation it could be argued that most of the Danish chamber graves sit in close proximity to a 

water inlet. Despite this, this pattern is not as clear as in the rest of Scandinavia. In contrast, many 



161 
 

Danish graves are located much further in land, such as the burials at, for example, Mammen in 

Bjeringhøj, Brandstrup and Dover. The fact that only one Viking-Age chamber grave has been found 

on the island of Zealand (Gryderup) is interesting to note. As the island located between Denmark and 

Sweden, it was of great importance during the period in question and the absence of chamber graves 

here can be compared to the absence on the Swedish island of Gotland, also of great importance. 

Unfortunately, it falls outside the scope of this thesis to investigate this further, but the fact that 

Zealandôs only chamber grave (Gryderup) was located only a few kilometres from the contemporary 

fortress at Trelleborg, might not be insignificant.  

     In general, the Danish Viking-Age chamber grave phenomenon showcases a slightly different 

pattern to the rest of Scandinavia. Where both Sweden and Norway have cemeteries with several 

chamber graves located in clusters primarily along the waterfront, the Danish burials are mainly found 

as sole burials in a variety of places dotted along the islands. These differences are most likely 

indicative of variances in both settlement patterns and the phenomenonôs purpose.  

 

 

Figure 86. Geographical distribution of Viking-Age chamber graves in Denmark.  
 

1. Hovsør, 2. Højstrup, 3. Hingelbjerg, 4. Lindholm Høje, 5. Brårup, 6. Farsø, 7. Tostrup, 8. Fyrkat, 9. Sønder Onsild, 10. 

Over Hornbæk, 11. Hvilehøj, 12. Hummeluregård II, 13. Dolmer, 14. Mammen in Bjeringhøj, 15. Brandstrup I-III, 16. 

Kildehøj, 17. Hørning Church, 18. Fregeslev, 19. Tranebjerg, 20. Horsens by, 21. Give, 22. Jelling, 23. Gødsvang, 24. 

Grimstrup, 25. Gammelby, 26. Store Darum, 27. Dover, 28. Træhede. 29. Jyllandsvej, 30. Søllested, 31. Møllemosegård, 32. 

Rosenlund, 33. Gryderup, 34. Kasmusmølle, 35. Stengade I-II, 36. Søvertorp, 37. Bogøvej, 38. Kaagården, 39. Opager, 40. 

Errindlev, 41. Lousgaard,  
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Chronology 

Of the 65 Danish burials, 55 can be typologically dated more closely than to just the Viking Age. Of 

these, two date to the 9th century and the remaining 53 to the 10th century. The chronological pattern in 

the Danish area hence follows a slightly similar one to the other investigated areas, but they are later 

than both the first Norwegian and Swedish (Birka) chamber graves where older burials have been 

identified. It is also clear that the Danish chamber grave phenomenon was an overwhelmingly 10th 

century phenomenon, with no burials dating to later centuries. As will be demonstrated below, also 

the burials located in Hedeby (traditionally part of Denmark during the Viking Age) are later than the 

Swedish and the Norwegian graves. This could indicate that, in contrast to Sweden and Birka, the 

Danish chamber grave phenomenon did not first appear in a town setting, but in a more rural context. 

However, as Dolmer 2 and Hedeby burials VI and VII are so close in time (first half of 9th century), it 

is ultimately still possible that the first Danish chamber graves were constructed in Hedeby.   

     In contrast to Sweden, where males dominated the early corpus and Norway, where females 

dominated the early corpus, the earliest Danish graves were built for both male (Dolmer 2) and female 

(Dolmer 3) individuals. This pattern continued during the 10th century, when a dramatic increase in 

Danish chamber graves for all genders can be seen. It would also seem like the phenomenon appeared 

simultaneously at several cemeteries during this century, similar to what was seen in Sweden and 

Norway. Of the 53 graves dating to the 10th century, 17 were male, 15 female and 21 of unknown 

gender. The fact that such a large number of the graves have not been gender-determined relates to a 

lack of grave goods, something which is almost unique to the Danish area. 

     The Danish burials dating generally to the 10th century includes those at Hovsør, Højstrup, 

Tostrup. Sønder Onsild, Hummeluregard II (two burials), Horsens By, Give, Store Darum, 

Gammelby, Gryderup and all eight graves at Stengade II. Of those that can be dated to either the early 

or late 10th century, the only site where a possible continuation can currently be attested is between 

Brandstrup I and Brandstrup III, containing burials from the early 10th century (male burial without 

number) and late 10th century (one male and one female burials without numbers). The fact that there 

is little evidence for long-term use of the chamber grave phenomenon in the Danish area could 

indicate a short-lived purpose of the phenomenon. 

     The male grave at Fregeslev, dating to the mid-10th century, is one of the most recently found 

Viking-Age chamber graves and thus one of the most well-documented ones among the corpus. The 

grave was found in a small cemetery, where, among others, a coffin-grave was also excavated during 

the same time in 2017. Measuring 3.8x2.8 m and oriented east, the remains of the chamber burial 

were heavily decomposed, and the interpretations relied mainly on soil samples. Through these, it was 

determined that the grave had contained an adult, a horse with accompanying equestrian gear and a set 

of arrows in a quiver.  
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Figure 87. Chronology 
of Viking-Age chamber 
graves in Denmark. 

 

 

 

 

 

As the grave was only 15-28 cm deep and the topsoil only a further 15-20 cm thick, the grave was 

interpreted as a possibly freestanding monument with a saddle roof as indicated by the six 

surrounding post holes (Schifter Bagge & Hertz 2019: 15ff). These measurements have a close 

parallel in the Birka burial Bj.639, where the height of the wooden remains was 0.6m and the topsoil 

only 15 cm. Based on the new findings from Fregeslev, it is possible that some of the Birka burials 

also had above-ground structures. With its location along a road of considerable age (Herredsvejen) 

leading down to a historical lake crossing point and with a construction indicating a built structure 

above ground, the Fregeslev grave is in many ways a perfect epitome of some of the main 

characteristics this funerary type seems to have exhibited. 

     Overall, the Danish graves follow a similar chronological pattern to Sweden (for example), insofar 

as the phenomenon appears in low numbers during the 9th century, but not necessarily primarily in an 

urban setting such as Hedeby, but perhaps simultaneously across the more rural areas. From the early 

10th century, there is an increase in the number of chamber graves, something that comes to a rather 

abrupt end at the end of the century. 

     The largest number of Danish 10th century chamber graves have been found at Stengade II where 

eight burials (burials male FII, female AY, unknown BR, male FÅ, unknown HÅ, unknown JA, 

female JD and unknown JN) have been excavated. Of those that can be dated more closely, all date to 

the second half of the 10th century.    

Buried individuals 

A total of 67 individuals were buried in the 65 chamber graves in Denmark. As already noted, the vast 

majority of these are found as solitary graves without an associated cemetery, or as the only one of 

their kind in a cemetery. Further, since 65 graves only contained 67 individuals, the majority (97%) 

are single occupancy graves, with only 2 (3%) containing more than one individual. 
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Figure 88. Gender 
representation in 
Denmark. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These two graves are the ones at Brårup and burial FII at Stengade II, both of which contained two 

male individuals. The lack of multiple burials in Denmark is similar to both Sweden and Norway but 

different to Birka where 8% of the graves were double burials (most often containing one male and 

one female). As will be shown, double/multiple seem to have been more common in more urban areas 

(e.g. Birka, Kyiv and Gnezdovo).  

     When it comes to the gender distribution in Denmark, we see a similar equal pattern as was also 

observed in Norway and Sweden. In Denmark, 22 (33%) of the 67 individuals were assigned male 

gender and 18 (27%) as female gender with the remaining 27 (40%) of undetermined gender. 

However, the different gender distribution patterns observed at different cemeteries in both Norway 

and Sweden (e.g. only males at Vendel) cannot be seen here.  On the Danish cemeteries with several 

chamber graves (e.g. Stengade II, Over Hornbäk and Gammelby) both genders are equally represented 

(or not at all, in the case of Gammelby where all four individuals are of undetermined gender). Thus, 

across the Danish cemeteries it would seem like the chamber grave phenomenon was seen as equally 

appropriate for both genders, but possibly only reserved for certain individuals. Interestingly, on the 

cemeteries with two chamber graves, they are often one male and one female (e.g. at Brandstrup III, 

Dolmer and Sønder Onsild). However, without more in-depth analysis nothing further can be said 

about this pattern. Of the 18 sites where only 1 chamber grave has been found, 9 were male and 11 

female, making Denmark particularly rich in solitary female chamber graves. Among these are the 

10th century female burial found under Hørning Church, whose history date back to the early 11th 

century. Another is the 10th century female found in grave 4 at Fyrkat, who was probably buried in a 

cart body and pointing to the difficulty in distinguishing chambers from other types of containers.  
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Figure 89. Ages 
among individuals in 
Denmark. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     The ages of those buried in the Danish Viking-Age chamber graves are unknown among 50 (75%) 

of the 67 individuals. Of the remaining where age is known, 15 (22%) were adults and only 2 (3%) 

children. Both Danish childrenôs graves were located at Stengade II (burials HÅ and JN). With 9 

individuals buried in chamber graves, the 2 children make up 22% of the chamber graves at Stengade 

II, which is unique for the Danish area. However, similar to both Norway and Sweden, the Danish 

chamber graves seem to have been reserved for adultsô individuals.  

     For the Danish burials, the preferred alignment in most of the burials was west, in which 38 

individuals (58%) had their head pointing. As 18% of the burials had an unknown alignment, only 

24% of the Danish burials were not aligned west. As previously discussed, a western alignment where 

the individual was facing east has traditionally been associated with a Christian influence. Although 

usually seen as a simplification, according to Pedersen (2014) the Danish west-east alignment was not 

the norm among Danish Viking-Age inhumations. For example, on the large cemetery by Galgedil on 

Funen, graves were described as aligned irregularly and not following any known convention during 

the 9th and 10th century (Price et al. 2014). This fact together with the notion that other alignments 

(e.g. 3% aligned east, 3% northeast and 5% southwest) are so few among the Danish corpus, makes it 

probable that the builders of chamber graves in Denmark had a shared understanding regarding which 

direction the buried individual should be facing.  

Construction details 

Looking at the construction details of the graves in Denmark, it is immediately clear that they have a 

large number of recorded features. For example, a third of the graves (32%) were found to contain 

nails and/or rivets, 6 (9%) had corner posts and 8 (12%) had an internal coffin. Many of the Danish 

graves have been recorded as not having a mound, even though one was most likely originally present 

before modern-day agricultural disturbances. Because of this, the current number of burials with a  
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Figure 90. 
Construction 

details in Denmark. 

 

 

 

 

 

mound (21 in total, or 32%) is likely to have been higher. It is also probable that many chamber 

graves were not covered by a mound, but were marked in other ways. However, there are examples 

(e.g. Stengade II FII and Kaagården 2) where a cairn is present without a recorded mound, as well as 

chamber graves with and without a mound on the same cemetery (e.g. Gammelby and Træhede). 

Examples like these give more weight to the argument that more Danish graves originally had a 

mound.  

     Among the graves from the Danish area, 34 (52%) had wooden features preserved, but only 21 

(32%) had rivets and/or nails, indicating that the wooden chambers in many cases were constructed 

without such reinforcements. In a few cases (e.g. Højstrup, Lindholm Høje, Fyrkat 4 and Dolmer 1), 

the rivets have been interpreted as belonging to wagon bodies in which the dead had been placed 

inside the chamber. 

This funerary feature is associated with female individuals only and unique to the old Danish area and 

only occurs in what is now Denmark and Swedish Scania (see further in chapter 6). It is ultimately 

uncertain, however, whether these wagon burials should be labelled as chamber graves at all. This is 

because they have more in common with coffins (and to a certain degree, boats) in terms of being a 

transportable vehicle and container. They are yet another example of the lack of discussion and 

definition in the interpretation of chamber-like graves. However, as they have previously been 

included in these discussions, they are considered in this analysis as well. When there is no evidence 

of a wagon body, the rivets are usually attributed to either an internal coffin or simply part of the 

chamber construction.  

     The relationship that could be seen between boats and chambers in both Sweden and Norway can 

only partially be observed in the Danish area (although see the boat chamber grave in Hedeby below, 

where a boat had been placed upright on top of the chamber in which several male individuals had 

been buried, similar to the Swedish Högom in Skön boat chamber grave). It should be noted that the 

well-known boat burial at Ladby had an additional chamber, similar to the Oseberg burial, but as 
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these are generally referred to as boat burials, they have not been included in this analysis. Despite 

this, the clearly entangled relationship between boats and chambers (and possibly wagons) is worth 

noting.  

    As previously noted, none of the Swedish chamber graves had an internal coffin (although see 

Valsgärde 22 and 25, where this is a possibility), and there is only one example in Norway (Haugen i 

Rolvsøy). The fact that 8 (12%) of the Danish graves have been interpreted as containing an internal 

coffin, based on nail or soil patterns, places them more in line with the continental graves in, for 

example, Poland and Ukraine, where this feature was also common (see further below and chapter 9). 

While 8 internal coffins were recorded in the Danish chamber graves, only one belonged to a female 

individual (Stengade AY), while the remaining 7 were either male or of unknown gender. The many 

individuals of undetermined gender are mainly due to the few artefacts in these burials. Furthermore, 

internal coffins seem more common at the larger cemeteries with multiple chamber graves (e.g. 

Gammelby, Stengade and Brandstrup III), rather than among the solitary burials. One exception to 

this is the Mammen burial in Bjeringhøj.  

     Of the 65 chamber burials in Denmark and Germany, 6 (9%) were constructed with the help of 

corner posts, occurring from the late 9th century onwards in burials of all genders (e.g. Fregeslev II, 

Brårup, Bjeringhøj and Hvilehøj). In the case of Mammen in Bjeringhøj, the corner posts held up a 

gable roof above the chamber (see Fig 91). While the purposes of the corner posts were most likely 

several, it is worth noting that the more urban areas in the old Danish area (e.g. Hedeby, see further 

below) were more likely to make use of this construction method. This is similar to, for example, 

Birka and might point to a shared urban tradition.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 91. Mammen in Bjeringhøj-burial 

with corner post and possible 

reconstruction. After Iversen & Näsman 

1991. 
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Summary 

The corpus of Viking-Age chamber graves in Denmark consists of 65 graves spread across 42 sites, 

which represents the highest density of this burial type in Scandinavia. Unlike Sweden and Norway, 

where chamber graves often cluster in large cemeteries, Danish examples are typically solitary burials 

or the sole representative of their kind in a rural cemetery. Among the Danish graves, double or 

multiple burials are rare and 97% of them are single burials.  

     While the tradition began in the late 9th century, it was overwhelmingly a 10th-century 

phenomenon, appearing simultaneously across several areas. Because of this, it is ultimately uncertain 

where the first Danish Viking-Age chamber grave was built. Geographically, these graves are dotted 

across the Danish islands, often near waterways (e.g. Limfjord), though in comparison to the burials 

in Sweden and Norway, many also sit further inland. Notably, the island of Zealand contains only one 

recorded chamber grave near the Trelleborg fortress. 

The demographic profile of Danish chamber graves is remarkably even with roughly 33% male, 27% 

female and the remaining 40% undetermined due to a lack of grave goods. Furthermore, most 

cemeteries exhibit individuals of both genders, which is different to, for example, Sweden where 

some cemeteries contained only males (e.g. Valsgärde). Further, in Denmark the chamber grave rite 

was almost exclusively reserved for adults, with only two children's burials (both located at the 

Stengade II cemetery).  

     Although less uniform than the nearby German chamber graves (see further below), the 

construction details among the Danish graves exhibit technical features that suggest a shared cultural 

understanding. For example, 58% of the graves were aligned west (with the individuals facing east), a 

consistency not found in standard Danish Viking inhumations, potentially indicating specific 

ideological or early Christian influences. Of the 65 graves, 32% featured mounds (likely higher 

originally), and 12% contained internal coffins, a trait which seem to have been more common at 

larger cemeteries and might reflect influences from Continental Europe (Poland/Ukraine). While nails 

and rivets were relatively common among the Danish graves, the link between chambers and boats 

that was observed in both Norway and Sweden is weaker in Denmark, where instead a link seems to 

exist between chambers and burials in wagon bodies.  

     Significant sites like Mammen and Fregeslev suggest some graves had saddle or gable roofs. This 

variety in construction, ranging from simple wooden chambers to elaborate roofed structures, 

highlights a funerary tradition that developed distinct regional characteristics in the Danish realm. 
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Germany 

With their close proximity to Denmark and well attested Viking-Age heritage at sites such as Hedeby, 

it is possible that the chamber graves located in primarily the northwestern part of Germany should be 

viewed as forming part of the overall Danish chamber grave phenomenon. However, in line with the 

thesis chosen structure to present the corpus according to modern day borders, the burials located in 

Germany will be and analysed separately to the Danish ones Further, as will be shown in this section, 

there are several important differences between, for example, the burials located in Hedeby 

(Germany) and the more solitary chamber graves on the Danish islands.  

     The corpus of German Viking-Age chamber graves is made up of 56 individuals buried in 51 

graves. These 51 graves are found at 11 different sites, of which six form a distinct cluster around 

Hedeby by the Schlei fjord in Schleswig-Holstein. Among the countries in which Viking-Age 

chamber graves have been found, northeast Germany is the area with the fewest known burials. This 

represents a sharp contrast to the countryôs northwestern parts, where the Hedeby cluster has the 

second-highest density of these burials after Birka and Uppland/Västmanland in Sweden. 

     The phenomenon can be attested from at least the 9th century. It is, however, difficult to say with 

certainty where the phenomenon first appeared as the two earliest graves date to the 9th century in 

general (Goting) and the second half of the 9th century (Hedeby burial VI). There is also a marked 

difference in the chronology between those burials located in the Hedeby cluster, dating to the 9th and 

10th centuries and those located in the northeastern part of the country, dating to the 11th and 12th 

centuries.  

     In contrast to Denmark, most of the chamber graves in Germany are found on cemeteries with 

several such graves and solitary burials are rare. These are only found in Böel, Goting and Usedom 

and represent only male individuals. The sites that make up the cluster around Hedeby all contain 

groups of chamber graves for both male and female individuals.  

Geographical distribution  

As can be seen in Fig.92, over more than half of the German chamber graves are located in the same 

tight cluster by the Schlei fjord, near the Danish border. This is where we find the six sites of Böel, 

Süderbrarup, Thumby Bienebek, Kosel-Ost, Böklund and Hedeby which together has produced 43 

(84%) of the 51 German graves. If this area was originally part of the old Danish kingdom during the 

Viking-Age, as has often been suggested, it is possible that the chamber grave funerary phenomenon 

was more common within the old Danish kingdom than in what is now Mecklenburg-Vorpommern 

and Brandenburg in the northeast part of Germany. This does, however, make these more dispersed 

burials in northeastern Germany an intriguing anomaly.  
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Figure 92. Geographical distribution of Viking-Age chamber graves in Germany.  

1. Goting, 2. Böel, 3. Süderbrarup, 4. Thumby Bienebek, 5. Kosel-Ost. 6. Hedeby, 7. Böklund, 8. Oldenburg, 9. 
Usedom, 10. Usadel, 11. Wusterhausen 

 

      Together with Hedeby, Böel, Böklund, Kosel-Ost, Süderbrarup and Thumby-Bienebek, make up a 

distinct cluster of sites. Here, 18 chamber graves have been found in Hedeby, 12 in Thumby-

Bienebek, 6 in Süderbrarup, 4 in Kosel, two in Böklund and 1 in Böel. As such, the Hedeby 

geographical cluster can easily be compared to the Mälaren valley cluster in Sweden. Here, Birka was 

the dominant site with over 100 burials, together with the surrounding and contemporary cemeteries 

of Vendel and Tuna i Alsike. Compared to Denmark, where the majority of the graves were solitary 

and dotted around the country, 84% of the German graves (the Hedeby cluster) sites close to each 

other and each has a larger number of chamber graves.  

     The fact that the northwestern German (originally Danish) chamber grave phenomenon showcases 

such density by the inlet to the Schlei fjord (Sly Firth) and one of the main routes to and from Hedeby, 

might not be insignificant. Their closeness to a major trade route can also be seen in Sweden and 

eastern Europe (see further chapter 9). Similar to Birka, for example, it is possible that places such as 

Hedeby (where the earliest burial in this geographical cluster can be found) acted as the distribution 

centre of the practices associated with the chamber grave phenomenon. This could then also explain 

the more dispersed patterns we see in both Denmark and northeast Germany, where the burials are 

solitary and often the only one of their kind; only some people in the rural areas might have been 
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adopters of the rite. Furthermore, the fact that Hedeby has the largest number of Viking-Age chamber 

graves in the old Danish Kingdom (Denmark and northwestern Germany), gives more weight to this 

interpretation. It is further likely that the burial at Goting (on the island of Föhr) and two graves at 

Oldenburg in Holstein could be included in the wider Danish corpus.  

     With this in mind, the graves located further southeast in Usedom (one grave) by the Baltic Sea 

coast, Usadel (two graves) in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern and Wusterhausen (two burials) in 

Brandenburg are difficult to interpret. As these graves also date slightly later than the overall German 

(and Danish) corpus, it is possible they should be understood as forming part of a later tradition. It is 

also worth noting that while only two graves were found in Oldenburg, one of them (burial 121-124) 

contained three individuals.  

Chronology 

Of the 51 German graves, 46 have been dated more closely than to just the Viking Age. Of the dated 

burials, 36 (78%) date to the 10th century, meaning that the German graves fall in the same pattern as 

the majority of the chamber grave corpus. Of the remaining 10, three (Goting, Hedeby VI and VII) 

date to the 9th century and seven (Wusterhausen 55 and 112, Usadel 38 and 100, Süderbrarup IB, 

Usedom 135 and Oldenburg 121-124) to the 11th or 12th century. As some of the youngest burials (e.g. 

Wusterhausen and Usadel) have been given such a long time range (100-200 years) they cannot be 

dated more closely.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 93. Chronology 
of Viking-Age 
chamber graves in 

Germany. 
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     It has also not been possible to decide which of the German graves is the oldest. It is thus equally 

possible that the first chamber grave was constructed in Hedeby (burial VI) as in Goting as the one in 

Hedeby dates to the late 9th century and the Goting burial to the 9th century in general. However, with 

the large number of 10th century chamber graves in Hedeby (13 graves) and the potential evidence of 

these urban centres acting as distribution centres, it is more likely that the first chamber grave was 

constructed in Hedeby. Here, two males (burials VI and VII) were afforded this rite during the 9th 

century, while the first female chamber grave in Hedeby (burial III) appeared during the early 10th 

century. It is also during the 10th century we see an expansion of chamber graves in the so-called 

Hedeby cluster when 12 at Thumby-Bienebek, three in Süderbrarup, two in Böklund and four in 

Kosel-Ost are built just a few kilometres from Hedeby. Further, in these cemeteries there is a slight 

tendency towards all graves dating to the same period. For example, in Thumby-Bienebek all twelve 

graves date to the first half or middle of the 10th century. A similar pattern is found in Kosel-Ost 

where they all date to the first half of the 10th century. 

     In a similar pattern so Birka, Hedeby saw a sharp increase in the number of chamber graves during 

the 10th century when they were built for both male and female individuals. It is, however, noteworthy 

that most of the 10th century Hedeby graves have been dated to the first half of the century, with only 

four graves (burials V, 2, 5, 51 and 497) dated to the second half. As all four of these graves are 

female, this is similar to the pattern observed in Birka where most of the youngest chamber graves 

were built for female individuals. How this pattern is to be understood is difficult to say. It could 

potentially point to the fact that during the townsô decline it was mainly families that remained while 

the male population and its activities had been transferred to Sigtuna and Schleswig. If so, the fact that 

the chamber grave phenomenon continued at Birka and Hedeby, but not in Sigtuna and Schleswig, 

could point to a close connection between the chamber grave rite and specific places rather than 

people or beliefs.  

     While the latest burials in the Hedebyb cluster and surrounding sites date to the second half of the 

10th century, the burials at Wusterhausen, Usedom and Usadel all date later to between the 11th and 

12th centuries and it is not impossible that there is a chronological gap between these and those located 

around and closer to Hedeby. As the graves in this area all date to the 11th and 12th century, it could be 

argued that they should in fact be considered part of the central/Polish area as the Polish burials (as 

will be demonstrated below) tend to date slightly later than the rest of the investigated areas. This 

notwithstanding, the burials in the northeast of Germany are some of the youngest ones in the entire 

corpus of Viking-Age chamber graves. As they are contemporary to the equally late 11th- or early 

12th-century chamber grave at Fröjel on Gotland, it is not inconceivable that they should be regarded 

as connected to changes in trade networks, culminating in the Hanseatic League during the late 12th 

century. As these late German graves have been given a rather long date range (100-200 years), it is 

difficult to say anything definite about their chronological and wider context.  However, their slight 

geographical outlier status (far from the rest of the Germany burials) and different chronological 
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pattern might be an indication that the borders of the old Danish kingdom had an impact on the spread 

on the Viking-Age chamber grave phenomenon.  

Buried individuals 

In the German area, 51 Viking-Age chamber graves contained 56 individuals. While only 3 graves 

(6%) contained more than one individual, these combined contained 5 individuals. For example, 

burial 121-124 in Oldenburg and the so-called boat chamber grave in Hedeby each housed 3 

individuals alone, with Oldenburg 19/20 containing two individuals. The small number of multiple 

burials stands in contrast to, for example Birka (Sweden) where 8% of the total corpus were double or 

multiple burials. However, of the 18 chamber graves in Hedeby, one (5%) is a multiple burial (the so-

called boat chamber grave with at least 3 males), which is a more similar number to the number of 

double burials in Birka. In this regard, Hedeby and Birka have more in common than, for example, 

Hedeby and the Swedish non-Birka graves, possibly indicating a shared urban tradition.  

     Based on artefact typology, of the 56 buried individuals 22 (39%) were male, 15 (27%) female and 

the remaining 19 (34%) of unknown gender. The relatively high percentage of unknown gender can 

be explained by the lack of gender-coded artefacts in these burials. The gender divide among the 

German burials is a commonly seen feature during the Viking Age, but looking more closely at the 

individual sites, some stand out. For example, among the 12 chamber graves at Thumby-Bienebek, 

only 1 burial has been typologically classified as male, while 42% of the graves (burials 7, 19, 21, 51 

and 51A) are classified as female, with the remaining five unknown. At Böklund, both burials are 

interpreted as female.   

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 94. Gender 
representation in 
Germany based on 
artefact typology. 
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The largest gender difference can be found in Hedeby, where 50% (10 individuals) are male and 35% 

(7 individuals) female, with the remaining 15% (three individuals) of unknown gender.  

     This difference in gender division between a town setting, such as Hedeby, and the solitary burials 

(where the latter seems more equal) is interesting, but due to the small sample size, a secure pattern 

cannot be determined. However, as both the Swedish and Norwegian gender patterns indicated a 

strong female presence in the more rural and isolated chamber graves, it is possible that the German 

corpus followed a similar pattern. It could thus be argued that there were quite a few non-urban 

Scandinavian settings in which only certain individuals, both male and female, were buried in 

chamber graves. In contrast, in the more urban town settings such as Birka and Hedeby, the funerary 

rite was more widespread but apparently preferentially reserved for male individuals.  

     When it comes to the ages of those interred in a chamber grave in Germany, it should be noted that 

in many cases, these are unknown. Because of this, 86% of the individuals have been recorded as of 

unknown age. Similar to other areas, however, it is most likely that the majority were adults because 

of the lack of mention of small bones. As a childôs burial is a deviation from the adult norm, it can be 

assumed that this would have been more likely to be recorded, and hence it is probable that the 

number of children and juvenile burials is more accurate. In light of this, it is important to note the 

small percentage of children and juvenile individuals among the German corpus (only present in 

Oldenburg 121-124). With so few buried children, it is safe to say that the chamber grave funerary rite 

was primarily an adult phenomenon in this area. This fact, paired with the low number of double 

burials and high number of solitary graves, seems to indicate a focus on the individual, rather than, for 

example, on family or kinship. 

 

    

 

 

 

Figure 95a. Age 

representation in 

Germany. 
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However, seeing as those cemeteries with multiple chamber graves (e.g. Hedeby, Thumby-Bienebek) 

tend to all date to the same 1-2 generations, one could equally make the argument that the German 

chamber grave phenomenon was practised by and appropriate for a particular group of (adult) people 

during a short space of time.  

     The orientations of the burials and individuals in the German chamber graves are heavily weighted 

towards west (including slight deviations such as west southwest etc). Of 51 graves 38 (75%) were 

aligned west and facing east. This is the case in, for example, Hedeby where only three graves are 

aligned in other directions (graves VII, VIII and 497, all aligned southwest). Also at Süderbrarup and 

Kosel-Ost all burials pointed west and faced east (with the exception of Süderbrarup IA where the 

orientation is unknown). Also at Oldenburg, Usadel and Wusterhausen all burials are orientated west 

and facing east. A slightly different pattern can be observed at Thumby-Bienebek where although 10 

of 12 burials are aligned towards west, two graves deviate from this (burial 40 oriented east and burial 

51 oriented towards southwest).  

     With its high level of homogeneity (75% oriented west, facing east) the German Viking-Age 

chamber graves stand out among the overall corpus. As has already been shown and as will be shown, 

most burials in the other countries showcase much more diversity in their orientation. For example, 

the orientation towards roads and water that was evidenced in both Sweden and Norway has not been 

observed here. The reason for the German homogeneity could potentially be explained with their 

closeness to the rest of western and central Europe, where the western alignment had been dominant 

for several centuries (the Reihengräber tradition). It is also possible that the graves with a slightly later 

date (e.g. Usadel, Usedom and Wusterhausen, dating to the 11th and/or 12th centuries) was influenced 

by the growing rites of Christianity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 96a. Head 
alignments in 

Germany. 
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Construction details 

When it comes to the construction details recorded for the German graves, it is worth noting that 

although it has the highest percentage of wooden remains (78%) among all recorded countries, it 

cannot be ruled out that this should be explained by previous researchersô method of selection (see 

further chapter 2). However, as several graves without wooden remains have been included from sites 

where wooden remains are high (e.g. Hedeby, Thumby-Bienebek and Süderbrarup), is it possible that 

the German chamber graves were almost exclusively built using wood. With this in mind, it is also 

from Germany, and especially Hedeby, that we have some of the most detailed descriptions of the 

chambersô wooden constructions, much thanks to archaeologist Ekkehard Anerôs work in the middle 

of the 20th century.  

     According to Aner (1952) the Viking-Age chamber graves at Hedeby were primarily built using 

two different techniques. The most common technique was a vertical plank construction, where 

vertical planks were driven between 5-50 cm into the ground to form the walls of the rectangular 

space. Such a technique can be observed in, among others, graves IV, V, IX and VIII. In the case of 

VIII, sand was filled in after the planks had been put in place to offer additional stability.  The second 

technique used horizontal planks stacked on top of each other to form the walls, with the bottom one 

resting directly on the wooden floor. Rather than being kept in place by being driven into the ground, 

the horizontal planks were usually fixed together with iron fitting or nails at the corners. This less 

common construction can be observed in, among others, burial VII. Many of the Hedeby burials also 

had a small partition wall, usually around 30 cm tall, separating the chamber in two halves. Aner also 

observed very similar techniques in Süderbrarup where most chamber graves were also built using 

either vertical or horizontal planks, also often with partitions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 97a. 
Construction 
details in 
Germany. 
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Although no partitions were present, the Thumby-Bienebek graves displays similar techniques, but 

often also used corner posts, potentially to hold the horizontal planks in place. It is further interesting 

to note all three of sites also sit in the so-called Hedeby cluster, making if probable that their close 

geographical positions meant a shared notion of how chamber graves should be constructed.  

     In connection to the wooden remains, Germany has the highest percentage of corner posts (23%), 

which is often more than double than in, for example, Birka (13%), Norway (7%) and Denmark (9%). 

Further, corner posts seem most common at the largest cemeteries and especially on the cemeteries in 

the Hedeby geographical cluster (Hedeby, Thumby-Bienebek and Kosel-Ost). However, this could 

easily be explained by the simple fact that there are more burials in these cemeteries and thus a higher 

chance of a feature occurring. Corner posts occur in 4 burials in Hedeby (22%), 5 in Thumby-

Bienebek (41%) and one in Süderbrarup (16%), all in close proximity to each other (see Fig. 92). This 

could signify that corner posts were more common at larger and urban settlements, something which 

can also be seen in Sweden, where this feature only occurs at Birka, but not in the rest of the country 

(although see Råga Hörstad 6 in Scania). Similar to Birka, the corner post would have served several 

purposes, such as stabilising the walls and upholding a roof. In relation to this, according to Aner 

(1952a: 64), burial 1/1938 from Süderbrarup had a wall construction with corner posts that was 

similar to the houses found at Hedeby, especially house 1/195. This indicates a possible relationship 

between chambers and house-building techniques. Aner (1952a: 100) also believed that the chamber 

graves at Hedeby were arranged in two rows along a street and followed the same alignments as 

nearby houses. In the case of grave III Süderbrarup, four post holes and a series of ditches can be seen 

surrounding the chamber grave, indicating the presence of an actual above-ground structure (Fig. 98).  
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A similar construction was observed in burial IX at Hedeby, and according to Aner (1952) these could 

have supported a roof or other marker before the burial was sealed and covered with a mound.  

     The fact that nails and rivets only occur in the places where horizontal plank construction has been 

recorded (e.g. Hedeby, Süderbrarup and Thumby-Bienebek) might not be insignificant. Furthermore, 

Figure 98a. Süderbrarup burial III. After 
Aner 1952a. 

Figure 99a. Burial 1/1938 at Süderbrarup 
showing the vertical planks position from 
above (1) and driven into the ground (b). 

After Aner 1952a: 64. 
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the mentions of numerous rivets in the fill of the grave at Goting (burial VIL/IX) might indicate the 

presence of boat parts, but without access to more detailed documentation, it remains uncertain. Apart 

from these, the links between boats and chambers that could be observed in both Sweden and Norway 

are weaker in the German area (although see the chamber boat grave in Hedeby).  

     Mounds were only recorded in four German graves (8%), and only in Hedeby (three graves) and 

Süderbrarup (one grave). In Sweden, Norway and Denmark, burials with mounds ranged between 30-

50%, so the fact that only 8% of the German burials had a mound (and only in the Hedeby cluster) 

might be another indication that they were closely aligned with the Reihengräber tradition which 

utilised small mounds without a stone cairn and now lost to agriculture. This interpretation is 

reinforced by the fact that cairns only appear where mounds do, in Hedeby (four graves) and in 

Böklund (one grave). Although Böklund has no mound mentioned, it sits only a few kilometres from 

Hedeby. Further, the Reihengrªberôs association with surrounding ditches can also be seen in 

Germany where 21% of the graves had this feature, the highest percentage of all countries 

investigated.  

     Internal coffins were found in 8 (15%) of the graves, in both Hedeby (e.g. burials 492 and VI), 

Kosel-Ost (burials 1 and 8), Thumby-Bienebek (burials 37a and 40) and Oldenburg (burial 121-124). 

The use of internal coffins was rare in both Sweden, Norway and Denmark where the percentage only 

ranged from 0-12%. The slightly higher number of internal coffins in the German area might be 

another indication of its ties with more Continental traditions.         

 

Summary 

The corpus of Viking-Age chamber graves in Germany consists of 56 individuals buried in 51 graves. 

While geographically located in modern Germany, these burials, particularly those in the northwest 

(e.g. Hedeby, Thumby-Bienebek etc), can be closely linked to the Danish Viking heritage and the 

broader Scandinavian chamber grave phenomenon. One of the most significant features of the 

German corpus is the burialsô high level of concentration in the same geographical area. Unlike 

Denmark, where graves are often solitary and more spread out, 84% of the German graves are located 

in a tight cluster near the Schlei fjord (the Hedeby Cluster). Here, six sites (including the larger 

cemeteries at Hedeby, Thumby-Bienebek and Süderbrarup) form a high-density area comparable to 

the Mälaren valley cluster in Sweden. As it is possible that the earliest German grave was constructed 

in Hedeby, it is possible that it acted as a distribution centre for this particular burial rite. Further, the 

high number of burials in urban trade hubs can be contrasted with the solitary burials found in more 

rural areas or the northeast part of the country (Mecklenburg-Vorpommern). These northeastern 

burials also date slightly later than the rest of the German graves, potentially linking them to Polish 

traditions or shifting Baltic trade networks. 



180 
 

     Similar to the overall corpus of Viking-Age chamber graves, 78% of the German burials date to 

the 10th century after having appeared during the 9th century in either Goting or Hedeby. While a 

majority of the earliest graves were male, the early 10th century saw an expansion to include female 

individuals. Furthermore, the latest dated graves in Hedeby are exclusively female, a pattern which 

was also observed in Birka (Sweden), suggesting the rite persisted among families even as male-

dominated trade activities moved elsewhere. In general, among the German graves, 39% were male, 

27% female and 34% of unknown gender. Urban centres like Hedeby show a higher male presence, 

while rural/solitary burials show a more equal gender distribution. Only one German site (Oldenburg) 

contained children, suggesting the practice focused on the individual status of adults rather than 

families.  

     Among the German corpus, there is a high level of homogeneity in burial alignment with 75% of 

the graves being oriented west (facing east). This consistency is different to the diversity seen in 

Scandinavia and might suggest that the German burials were influenced by the Continental 

Reihengräber tradition or early Christian traditions. This is further strengthened by the presence of 

surrounding ditches (21%) and internal coffins (15%), often associated with Central 

European/Frankish customs. The German graves also had a high amount of wooden remains (present 

in 78% of the graves), and in Hedeby two main techniques were used (vertical planking driven into 

the ground and horizontal planks fixed with iron fittings). In addition, Germany has the highest 

frequency of corner posts (23%), acting both as stabilisers and roof-supporters. Evidence from 

Süderbrarup suggests these chambers were built using techniques nearly identical to contemporary 

Viking-Age houses. 

Poland 

The Viking-Age chamber grave phenomenon in Poland is represented by a total of 72 graves with 78 

buried individuals dating to ca 900-1150 AD. The number of individuals in the graves is, however, in 

some cases uncertain. For example, no skeletons were found in two burials (Bodzia burials E41 and 

E43) and burial 70 at PieŒ only contained a horse but no traces of a human. However, as it cannot be 

ruled out that a human skeleton was once present in these burials, they have still been included and 

treated as human burials.  

    As will be shown, the graves are spread out across only eight localities, meaning that the vast 

majority of them were found together at cemeteries with more than one chamber grave, which is all 

but unique, as the burials in most other investigated areas are found as solitary burials or on 

cemeteries with only a handful of chamber graves. There is, however, a clear majority of the Polish 

burials dating to the 10th century, which is more in line with the rest of the investigated corpus.  

     Most of the burials in the following overview have been gathered from Janowkiôs (2015) 

catalogue, and although thorough and reliable, it is possible that further investigation would have 
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yielded additional Polish graves suitable for inclusion. However, as the objective of this chapter is to 

give a general comparative overview, it falls outside the scope of this thesis to search more widely for 

missed graves.  

Geographical distribution 

From the map in Fig. 95, it is clear that most Polish sites where this funerary phenomenon has been 

identified sat in relatively close proximity to each other, often no more than 100 kilometres apart. Five 

of the eight localities are also situated along or very close to the river Vistula in what is now 

Pomerania and the historic region of Kuyavia. Here, the cemeteries at Bodzia, Ciepğe, Kağdus and 

PieŒ are all situated along the riverbank, where each site contained between 5 and 38 chamber graves 

dating mainly to the late Viking Age and early medieval period. The Vistula is Polandôs longest river 

and historically one of Central Europeôs most significant trade routes, emptying into the Baltic Sea. 

The area around the Vistula is dominated by fertile plains with an abundance of lakes, and several 

medieval castles are dotted along its shores, marking the political importance of the area. Bodzia, 

Ciepğe, Kağdus and PieŒ can all be regarded as important settlements with both a centralised power as 

well as intensive trading activity, most likely under the rule of the newly formed Piast dynasty in the 

mid-10th century.  

 

 

Figure 95b. Geographical distribution of Viking-Age chamber graves in Poland. 

1. Ciepğe, 2. Kağdus, 3. Napole, 4. PieŒ, 5. Bodzia, 6. Dziekanowice, 7. Sowinki, 8. Cedynia 
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     These four sites in the Vistula cluster also have a high number of chamber burials. With a total of 

over 70 burials that have been interpreted as such, the density of burials is comparable to, for 

example, the Danish Hedeby and Swedish Uppland/Västmanland clusters, where larger trading towns 

dominate. Hence, it is interesting to note that no chamber graves have so far been found at the 

important Viking-Age trading emporia of Truso (modern-day Jan·w Pomorski near ElblŃg) on the 

Polish shores of the Baltic Sea, only 46 kilometres north of Ciepğe. Neither in Wolin, another large 

trading site during the Viking Age, have chamber graves been found. In the case of Truso, however, it 

is widely thought that the town was cut off from the Vistula and Baltic Sea due to silting in the second 

half of the 10th century (Bogucki 2004) and subsequently abandoned. As this is the century from 

which most Polish chamber graves date, there is a possibility that the settlement had been abandoned 

before the custom became common.  

    When it comes to the geography of the sites with chamber graves, the Polish pattern is similar to 

the Swedish and, in some regard, the Norwegian pattern, where the burials are mainly located in 

association with river routes and coastal areas. In contrast to Sweden and Norway, where it is 

common to have only 1-2 chamber graves at each site, in Poland, a smaller number of cemeteries have 

usually produced well over 5 such graves. This could indicate that the chamber grave funerary 

tradition was considered appropriate for a larger number of people in Poland than in Sweden and 

Norway.  

     Poland does, however, also have some sites with only one chamber grave present, such as those at 

Cedynia, Napole and Sowinki with 1-2 chamber graves each and located southwest and west of the 

Vistula cluster. Differing from the rest of the Polish sites, these cemeteries could instead be said to 

resemble those of northeast Germany, in that the chamber grave is represented by individual or small 

numbers of examples in each respective cemetery. 

Chronology 

Of the 72 Polish burials, all have been dated either by typology or scientifically through C-14. 

Looking at the chronological distribution of the Polish Viking-Age chamber graves, it is clear that the 

vast majority of them date to the 200 years between the late 10th century and mid-12th century. Due to 

the long time spans given to the Polish corpus, it is difficult to identify any clear patterns in terms of 

chronological development. What can be said, however, is that the phenomenon seems to appear at 

the same time at separate cemeteries during the late 10th century. 

     In comparison with the other areas investigated, the Polish burials are all dated relatively late, with 

no graves dating earlier than 975 AD. The one exception to this could be the double female and male 

burial 58 from Ciepğe, dating to sometime during the 10th century to the mid-11th century. However, as 

the date for this burial has such a large span (due to few dateable artefacts), nothing can be said for 

certain.   
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Figure 96b. Chronology of 

Polish chamber graves. 

 

 

 

 

 

During the late 10th century, the chamber grave phenomenon appeared at both Bodzia, Ciepğe, 

Dziekanowice, Kağdus, PieŒ and Sowinki. The single burials at Napole and Cedynia are also the 

youngest chamber graves in Poland, both dating to the late 11th or early 12th century. 

    Much of Polandôs history during the 10th century surrounds the founding and establishment of the 

Piast dynasty, with the countryôs first ruling monarch, Mieszko I, in ca 960 AD (e.g. Gardeğa 2024). 

The areas where Bodzia, Kağdus and PieŒ are located were likely under the rulership of Mieszko and 

later his son Bolesğaw the Brave, both of whom were baptised Christians. The chamber graves located 

in these areas are also the ones with the longest continuation, with burials dating to both, for example, 

the late 10th century and early 11th century (especially in Kağdus and Bodzia). The chronological 

correlation between the events of the founding of the first independent Polish Christian state (and 

subsequently kingdom) and the emergence of the chamber grave phenomenon is interesting to note. 

However, a similar observation can be made about both Denmark, Sweden and Norway, which all 

saw their first Christian king during the 10th century. While some of the Polish graves showcase a 

possible Christian influence, as has been demonstrated, there are no clear Christian influences in the 

Scandinavian chamber graves.  

Buried individuals 

Among the 78 individuals in the 72 Polish burials, there is an even split between 27 (35%) graves 

with male attributes and 27 (35%) graves with female material attributes and the remaining 24 (30%) 

of undetermined gender, largely children. The three cemeteries with the most chamber graves in the 

country all have a higher proportion of female burials. At Bodzia, 42% were female and 29% male, 

while at Kağdus 40% were female and 30% male. At PieŒ, 18% were female and only 9% male. The 

rest were of unknown gender. At Ciepğe, however, only 17% were female while 83% were male.  
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Figure 97b. Gender in Viking-
Age chamber graves in 
Poland. 

 

 

 

 

 

Furthermore, the Polish burials are unusual in their high number of childrenôs burials (19%), also 

occurring primarily in the larger cemeteries mentioned above. PieŒ stands out in this regard, where 

64% of the graves were for children.        

     The relatively high proportion of female-coded graves is not unique to Poland but can also be seen 

in Norway, Sweden and Denmark. This emerging pattern significantly alters previous ideas of who 

was afforded a chamber grave funeral, often thought of as primarily a male phenomenon. This fact, 

paired with the unusually high number of children's graves in Poland, is further evidence against the 

theory of chamber graves as a custom for male individuals. Rather, in Poland, the phenomenon seems 

to be widespread among all genders and ages at certain cemeteries, with 53 (68%) being adults, 15 

(19%) children, 3 (4%) juveniles and 7 (9%) of unknown age.  

     Turning to the alignments of the graves, 49% of them were placed with their head pointing north 

(facing south), 33% pointing west (facing east) and 9% pointing east (facing west). Traditionally, the 

head pointing west (facing east) has been considered evidence of a Christian burial practice (e.g. 

Gräslund 1980: 39, Sawyer et al. 1987:89), which in the case of Poland would apply to over a third of 

the chamber graves. The notion of an east-facing burial signifying a Christian influence has, however, 

seen more criticism during later years (e.g. Svanberg 2003), and to be able to determine whether a 

burial was influenced by Christianity, other funerary variables would also need to be considered.  
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Figure 98b. Ages of 
individuals in Polish Viking-
Age chamber graves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This notwithstanding, however, it should be noted that the large percentage of burials where the head 

is aligned north is mainly due to the large number of burials being aligned north in the large cemetery 

at Bodzia, while at for example PieŒ, Dziekanowice and Kağdus the majority of the burials were 

aligned west and in some cases east. With this considered, it could be said that the preferred head 

direction in Poland was generally west (facing east), with Bodzia standing out as the anomaly. 

Instead, it is possible that the graves at Bodzia used a shared reference point in the landscape, rather 

than a cardinal point, something which can also be seen in Sweden and Norway, where the chamber 

graves were often facing either a river or a road.  

     In connection to this, it should also be noted that 95% of the Polish burials were aligned in one of 

the four cardinal points (east, west, north and south), which could mean that the directions held 

significance in the funerary ritual. Furthermore, it is interesting to note that only 4% of the Polish 

burials have a head pointing south and thus facing north. Two of the four deviating head placements 

can be found in Kağdus (graves 166 and 364), as well as one in Cedynia (grave 558) and one in 

Bodzia (grave E854).       

     Overall, it would seem that most of the Polish chamber graves were aligned west with the 

individual facing east, occurring at several cemeteries. There are, however, other traditions (e.g. the 

north alignment at Bodzia), but the graves tend to follow a shared tradition in their respective 

cemetery, indicating local traditions.       

     The rite of double or multiple burials was present in only 8% of the 72 Polish graves. The 6 double 

graves were found at Bodzia, Kağdus and Ciepğe. The 3 double burials in Bodzia contained an adult 

woman and a child (grave E855), an adult man and a child (grave D158) and an adult man and woman 

(grave E864), respectively. 
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Figure 99b. Head 
alignments in Viking-
Age chamber graves in 

Poland. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At Kağdus, the 2 double burials contained an adult man and a woman (grave 13) and an adult woman 

and a child (grave 356). In contrast to the double burials in Scandinavia, where most contain adults of 

both genders, half of the Polish double or multiple graves contained children. This, paired with the 

relatively high number of chamber graves containing only children (e.g. at Dziekanowice, Kağdus, 

PieŒ and Bodzia), signifies that at least some children received the same treatment as adults in the 

Polish chamber grave funerary tradition. This could indicate a number of things, for example, that 

lineage or social belonging took prominence over age in determining the funerary practice or that the 

practice itself was less about the identity of the dead and more about the actions of the living kin. It is 

also possible that the high number of children's graves can be connected to Christianity, similar to 

what has been observed in early medieval England, where children became much more visible on the 

emerging churchyards with the advent of a Christian funerary rite (Sayer 2013).  

Construction details 

The Polish chamber burials follow the rest of the chamber grave corpus insofar as they are all mostly 

rectangular in shape, sometimes slightly oval. Their average size is 2.6m in length and 1.8m in width, 

and their average depth is 0.6m, although the depth varies from between 1.6m (grave 62 at 

Dziekanowice) to as little as 0.10m (grave D151 at Bodzia) and in many cases it was not recorded at 

all. The varying depths should probably also be understood as a result of later agricultural activities, 

which have removed a large part of the top grave structure. Whether the same can be said about the 

seemingly complete absence of mounds above the Polish chamber graves is less certain. None of the 

72 graves have been recorded as being covered by a mound, and paired with the fact that none was 

covered by a cairn, usually associated with mounds, makes it likely that the chamber grave 

phenomenon in Poland did not include the construction of a mound. 
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Figure 100. Grave 
construction details in 
Polish Viking-Age 
chamber graves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 101. Dziekanowice, grave 11 with ditch. 
After WrzesiŒski 2010. 

 

 

 

 

 

                  

     In relation to this, however, the high number of burials that were surrounded by a ditch is 

interesting since, for example, in Norway, this is a feature also associated with the mound tradition. 

For example, 4 of the 5 graves at Dziekanowice, 2 graves at PieŒ and 4 at Bodzia, as well as grave 13 

at Napole, were all surrounded by a ditch. In many cases in the literature, it is not theorised what the 

ditches are traces of, but in most cases, they are indices of either a moat/ditch or a structure of some 

sort.  

     Even though there are no recordings of, for example, foundation stones, judging by the roughly 

square or rectangular shape of most of the Polish ditches (e.g. Dziekanowice grave 11, PieŒ grave 40, 

Napole grave 13), it could easily be assumed that the graves were surrounded by some form of 

structure. Even more so, as the graves seem not to have been covered by a mound, and because most 

ditches associated with mounds tend to be circular.  
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Figure 102. Kağdus grave 125 with 
an internal coffin and corner posts. 
After Chudziak 2010.  

 

 

 

 

 

     When it comes to the presence of wooden remains in the Polish graves, because of taphonomy, it is 

difficult to ascertain with certainty to what degree this occurred. However, in relation to the other 

areas investigated, wooden remains occurred frequently in the Polish burials; in as many as 27 (37%) 

of the graves. However, the use of wood to construct the chamber space does not coincide with the 

use of nails and rivets, which were only recorded in 9 (12%) of the graves, meaning that in some cases 

the wooden chamber construction was put together by other means. In many cases, the nails and rivets 

are also evidence of internal coffins placed inside the chamber space. Of all investigated areas, Poland 

has the highest number of internal coffins, present in 27 (37%) of the graves. At Ciepğe, for example, 

all deceased were placed in an internal coffin, and 5 of the 8 dead at Kağdus were given a coffin. A 

number of coffins are also found at Bodzia, PieŒ and Sowinki. There does not seem to be any 

discrimination toward who was placed in a coffin, with men, women and children all afforded this 

feature in Poland. This is another possible indication of a Christian influence in these graves as well 

as the entangled relationship between coffins and chambers. With this in mind, it is worth noting that 

there does not appear to be a correlation between an east-facing burial, also often linked with  

Christianity, and the presence of coffins, which occur in graves facing all different directions. It 

would thus appear that some of the Polish chamber grave phenomena were a potential hybrid between 

old and new forms of practices.  

     Another less prominent feature among the Polish corpus of burials is the corner posts, occurring in 

5 (7%) of the graves. Usually found at the corners of the rectangular burials, they are associated with 

the wall and/or roof construction. In most cases, it is difficult to decide what exact function the posts 

had, and it is possible that they had multiple functions in the chamber construction. As there is no 

indication that corner posts occur simultaneously or in the same vicinity as nails, if their function was 

to uphold the walls, they were fastened by other means. It is also possible that a horizontal beam held 
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them in place at the top, also forming the support for a gable roof, as is evident in, for example, the 

Danish Mammen burial (see above).  

    Overall, the Polish chamber grave phenomenon does not showcase any clear patterns in terms of 

different features being more present in, for example, the burials of either gender. Both coffins, 

ditches and corner posts are present among the graves of all genders and ages. Additionally, none of 

the Polish graves show signs of having been reopened and/or robbed. Although rare in all investigated 

areas, Poland is the only place where this event does not seem to have occurred at all.  If we consider 

that the re-entry might have been conducted by the kin of the deceased, in Poland, perhaps those 

objectives could instead be met outside the grave. It is also possible that the Christian influence on the 

Polish graves rendered the tradition of robbing these graves particularly inappropriate because of their 

Christian affiliation.  

 

Summary 

In Poland, a total of 78 individuals were buried in 72 chamber graves during the Viking Age. The 

sites at which they occur are placed in close proximity to each other, often no more than 100 km apart, 

often along major river routes or coastal areas. This is especially the case along the Vistula river in 

Pomerania and the historic region of Kuyavia. Here, cemeteries with multiple chamber graves have 

been found, such as Bodzia, Ciepğe, Kağdus and PieŒ. As such, all known chamber graves in Poland 

have been found in the northern half of the country, with none in the southern region.  

     As 78 individuals were found in only 8 cemeteries, it could be argued that the chamber-grave rite 

was seen as appropriate for a larger number of people within a community than in Sweden and 

Norway, where these graves are often, but not always, the only ones of their kind in their cemetery. 

The high number of children's graves in Poland (19% of the total) could also be another indicator of 

the notion that this funerary rite was more widely spread among a more diverse group of individuals 

in this region, perhaps even whole families. It should also be noted that a large portion (83%) of the 

Polish graves were aligned with the individualôs head in the west and facing east, a feature which has 

traditionally been viewed as a Christian burial influence (e.g. Gräslund 2001). The large portion of 

burials aligned with the head towards the north (55%) is mainly made up of the graves from Bodzia, 

which, in terms of alignment, are the anomalies among the Polish corpus. Another indication of a 

possible Christian influence is the high number of internal coffins, occurring in more than 1/3 of the 

graves (37%).  

    In comparison with the other investigated areas, all of the Polish graves have been dated fairly late, 

with none dating earlier than around the mid-10th century. It would also seem like there is no clear 

chronological development, but instead the rite seems to have come into fashion at roughly the same 

time at both Bodzia, Ciepğe, Dziekanowice, Kağdus, PieŒ and Sowinki. It is clear, however, that this 

funerary rite was practised during a relatively short period of time in Poland.  
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     The outer construction of the Polish chamber graves seems somewhat uniform, and none seems to 

have been covered by either a mound or a cairn. If we consider the Danish example of Jelling, where 

it could be argued that the mound was seen as a non-Christian attribute, the flat Polish burials could 

be another Christian indicator. Although no mounds or cairns were recorded, several of the graves 

were surrounded by ditches, which would indicate either a moat or some sort of structure surrounding 

the grave.       

     Among those graves that have been gendered through typology, Poland has one of the most equal 

gender splits among the investigated areas. Poland is also unique in having sites with a clear female 

majority. This is the case at, for example, Bodzia, where 42% of the graves are female and only 29% 

are male, Kağdus, where 40% of the graves are female and only 30% male and PieŒ, where 18% are 

female and 9% male. There are, however, also Polish sites where the opposite pattern can be seen, 

such as at Ciepğe, where only 17% were female and 83% male. Despite this, there is a strong female 

presence, or even a majority in some cases, among the Polish corpus.  

     In summary, some of the key takeaways from this analysis of the Polish chamber grave 

phenomenon are a) the possible Christian influence in some of the graves (evidenced by internal 

coffins, childrenôs graves and an eastern alignment), b), the many sites with a female majority and c) a 

strengthening of the evidence of the chamber grave phenomenon as clustering in places along major 

river and trade routes.  

     Continuing further east, the next chapter will present and analyse the chamber graves from 

Finland, Russia and Ukraine.  
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Chapter 9. The Baltic region and Eastern Europe  

 

Introduction 

In the Baltic region and eastern Europe, Viking-Age chamber graves have been found in Finland, 

Russia and Ukraine. While they occur at over ten sites in both Russia and Ukraine, respectively, there 

is only one site in Finland where they have been found. While most of the sites are well known from 

previous literature, for example, Gnezdovo, Kyiv and Staraya Ladoga, the chamber graves located 

there have mostly only been discussed in Russian and Finnish literature. They have also never been 

compared with the Scandinavian and central European corpus of chamber graves.  

     This chapter aims to provide an overview and analysis of each countryôs burial corpus from the 

perspective of the four analytical themes. The chapter starts with an overview of Finland, where 

Luistari is the only site where Viking-Age chamber graves have been found. The chapter then moves 

on to present the Russian corpus, consisting of 72 graves with 84 individuals from 11 sites located 

primarily in the northwestern part of the country, where, for example, Timerevo represents the most 

eastern site where Viking-Age chamber graves were found. After this, the chapter presents the 99 

Ukrainian burials containing 111 individuals from 13 sites located primarily in the northern part of the 

country. Here, the only clear cluster of sites with such burials can be found around Chernihiv and 

Shestovitsa, with Kyiv also forming a small cluster of its own, as the town contains several cemeteries 

where chamber graves have been found. Each section concludes with a summary paired with a short 

discussion of the results from each country.  

 

Finland 

In Finland, chamber graves are represented at only one site: the Luistari cemetery in the Eura 

municipality. It should be noted that there are several similar graves in Karelia (currently part of 

Russia), at, for example, Melnikovo (Raisälä), Sevastyanova (Kaukola), Priozersk (Käkisalmi) and 

Gromovo (Sakkola). However, although they may represent a continuation of the phenomenon, as 

many of these graves are dated to after the Viking Age, they have been excluded from the present 

analysis.  

     Despite the Finnish phenomenon only being represented at Luistari, it is the site that has produced 

the highest number of chamber burials. Here, 136 graves containing 147 individuals fit Grªslundôs 

(1980) metric criteria of a chamber grave. The cemetery, with a total of 1300 graves, was unknown 

until its discovery during drainage works in 1969 (Lehtosalo-Hilander 1982: 7). When it became clear 

that the site was of some importance, three seasons of excavations began, covering almost 2000 m2 of 

a burial ground that is thought to originally have been approximately 4000 m2 large. With its long 

period of use and well-preserved inhumations, Luistari is one of the most researched Iron-Age 
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cemeteries in Finland and is frequently compared with places such as Birka. A recent publication 

(Etu-Sihvola et al. 2024) shows the breadth and scope of research on the materials from Luistari, but 

does not deal with its chamber graves specifically.  

     Lehtosalo-Hilander (1982: 35), who published the Luistari excavation results, adhered to Arneôs 

(1934) and Grªslundôs (1980) theory about a Continental origin for the chamber graves, and 

especially the so-called Reihnergräber custom, that is, the early-medieval tradition to order the burials 

in straight lines. Her comparison with Birka pointed to, among other things, the fact that none of the 

Luistari graves contained horses (a somewhat common feature at Birka) and that the Luistari chamber 

gravesô low walls indicated a supine position of the individuals, as opposed to the commonly 

suggested seated position at Birka. Lehtosalo also thought that the sometimes great length of the 

Luistari chambers served to accommodate the whole length of a spear, a similar interpretation to 

Stolpeôs on some of the Birka chamber graves.  

     Given that Luistari is the site with the greatest number of known chamber graves, after Birka, to 

date, it has not been granted the attention it deserves in the discussion of the Viking-Age chamber 

grave phenomenon.  

Geographical distribution 

The Luistari cemetery is located in the village of Kauttua in the Eura municipality, southwest Finland. 

The area is known for its many archaeological sites, and Luistari is the countryôs largest Iron-Age 

cemetery. During the late Iron Age (lasting until the 13th century in Finland), the people in the Eura 

area were part of a trading network extending to the western and eastern shores of the Baltic Sea. The 

area was in frequent contact with places such as Birka and Sigtuna in Sweden, as well as the 

settlements around Lake Ladoga, modern-day Russia (Gustin 2017: 230).  

     The 4000m2 large cemetery sits on the western bank of Lake Eura, which discharges into the 

Bothnian Sea and has long been an important trading facilitator. The contemporary settlement of 

Vähä-Vahe is situated about 500 m northwest of the cemetery, and 1 km further southeast sits the 

hillfort of Kauttua (Lehtosalo-Hilander 1982: 7). The cemetery is placed on a slight hill in the middle 

of fields and partly unused land, but thick culture layers indicate that the area has been used during 

historical times for both farming and waste disposal. Several contemporary cemeteries are also 

located close to Luistari, although none have seen the same extensive archaeological investigation.  

     In the cemetery itself, the graves labelled as chamber graves occur in all areas and do not seem to 

have been treated separately in terms of placement. 
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Figure 103. 
Location of the 
Luistari cemetery 
in southwest 
Finland. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 104. Map of the Luistari cemetery. After 
Lehtosalo-Hilander (1982: 10). Edited by the 
author. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


