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Figures 5a-d. Examples of wooden poles/artefacts from wells/waterholes at Linddngelund.:
a) natural stem — Early Neolithic; b) wooden nail — Early Iron Age; ¢) ard share — Early Iron Age;
d) axle of a cart - Viking Age. Photos a, c—d by Anne Carlie 2009 & 2010, photo b by Hakan Svensson 2010.
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In the case of the ard share, it was found, stuck into the ground, with the point
downwards, in the bottom of a small well (Fig. 5¢). At the time of deposition the
share, which was made of oak, was new and almost unused, with only discreet
traces of wear and some marks of fire. This could indicate that the share was
used in other rituals before being placed in the well/waterhole (Fig. 6) (Carlie
& Lagergren forthcoming: Appendix 3).

In archaeological literature finds of complete or partial ards in wetlands
have often been interpreted as having been deposited in connection with ritual
ploughing. In support of this interpretation, archaeologist P.V. Glob empha-
sises that many of the objects were not designed for practical use;i.e., they are
incomplete or made of soft wood, which makes them unsuitable as working
tools. But there are also examples of tools that are completely worn out (Glob
1951: 104-105).

The ard share from Linddngelund perfectly fits into this picture. As men-
tioned above, the share was not only practically unused, but was also made of
oak sapwood, which is not as resistant to wear as heartwood (Melin & Linder-
son forthcoming). Furthermore, it had marks of fire, indicating that the ritual
actions probably included the use of fire. In this context it seems likely that
the ard share, before it was placed in the well, was used in ritual ploughing,
perhaps in order to fertilise Mother Earth to ensure soil regeneration, fertility
and regrowth.

Many of the wooden items from wells/waterholes are difficult to interpret
in terms of function. Thus, a four-sided pointed artefact could either have been
used as a wooden nail to fix road planks to the ground in waterlogged areas, or
it may have been used as a tethering pole (Fig. 5b). Also, there is a pointed tool
which, judging by the use wear, was probably used as a digging stick (ibid.).
The wheel axle mentioned above was found in a well situated at a short dis-
tance from the small wetland. It is radiocarbon-dated to the Late Viking Age
and is thus between eight and nine hundred years younger than the ard share
(Stromberg et al. forthcoming: Appendix 7). The almost complete axle was
found in a standing position in the middle of a well basket, where it had been
hammered down some twenty centimetres into the underlying subsoil. This
position, as in the other cases from the small wetland, indicates that the axle
was deposited in the well basket in connection with inauguration rituals. The
axle, made of beech wood, is likely to have belonged to a small wagon or cart
with spoked wheels (Melin & Linderson forthcoming). Unlike the ard share
above, the axle had extensive traces of wear, i.e., it had been in practical use
before it was deposited. Could it be that the wheel axle had been a ritual object
used in fertility rites before it was placed in the well?
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Figure 6. Ard share dating from the Early Roman Iron Age. The share is 65.5 centimetres long.
Photo by Staffan Hyll 2012.

In the Norse sources there are several examples of stories where gods and
goddesses travel in chariots in processions of a religious character. In the Flatey
Book, a medieval Icelandic script on the old Norse kings, there is a story about
a young priestess who would go, with God Frey’s image placed on her wagon,
around the villages to secure the year’s growth and crop for the farmers. A
young man named Gunnar followed her on the trip. The party was taken by
surprise by bad weather and stopped to rest. This angered the god, who wrestled
the young man down. When Gunnar felt his strength decline, he swore in his
mind that he would have himself converted and serve King Olav Tryggvasson.
Then the devil that had lived in him disappeared and Gunnar broke the image
of Frey into pieces, and it became a lifeless block. The story ends with Gunnar
and the priestess managing to escape back to Norway, to be baptised by King
Olav (after Nasstrom 2009: 273-274).

Regarding the use of wagons, one can also recall the much older Nerthus
cult, which according to the ancient writer Cornelius Tacitus was practised by
some Germanic tribes, who probably lived in today’s Schleswig-Holstein, Jut-
land and the surrounding islands (Tacitus 1969: 144-145). Also, in the cult of
Goddess Nerthus, whom Tacitus compares with Terra Mater — Mother Earth
— there is a story about a procession in which the goddess, accompanied by a
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priest, travels around in a holy chariot drawn by cows. The description has been
interpreted by various scholars to mean that the goddess, or rather an image
of the goddess, was taken around the villages by her servants to promote the
fertility of humans, animals and fields (ibid.; Nasstrom 2009: 273).

In this context, religion historian Britt-Mari Nasstrom has drawn attention
to Tacitus’s statement which claims that when the festivities were held there
was “peace and quiet” (pax et quies) (Tacitus 1969: 90-91). The Germanic word
for peace (in Swedish frid) actually derives from a verb meaning “to love”, which
according to Nasstrom shows a direct link to sexuality and the time when all
living beings could reproduce (Néasstrom 2009: 274).

Thus, there is plenty to indicate that ritualisation strategies at Lindange-
lund were conducted in connection with religious ceremonies, in which fertility
rites were a dominant feature, in order to ensure the continuity of fertility and
regrowth of the earth.

In the more than four thousand years that the ritual acts of poles in wet holes
can be observed at the Linddngelund site, the rituals changed in character to
a certain extent. It is possible that the changing practice of poles in the Early
Iron Age, ranging from natural stems to various tools related to tillage and
agriculture, reflects new elements and an increased complexity in the rituals.
Furthermore, it is possible that changes in ritual practice, besides cosmology
and myths, were also based on changes in social structure and social relations.
In the following sections I will look more closely into how other traces of ritu-
alised actions stand out at Lind4dngelund in the Early Iron Age.

PRACTICES WITH HUMAN BONES

Six finds of human bones occurred in four wells/waterholes, of which three were
situated in or near the small wetland. The oldest find is radiocarbon-dated
to the Late Neolithic period (c. 2000 BC). It consists of an almost complete
skeleton belonging to a five-year-old child. The skeleton, which unfortunately
was partly damaged at the excavation, was found in a sitting position with both
legs in front of the body. According to the field observations made by osteologist
Caroline Arcini, the upper body and head were probably folded over the legs
(Arcini & Magnell forthcoming). The forensic analysis of bone marrow from the
upper right arm (humerus) shows the presence of diatoms of a similar type as
the ones found in reference samples from the well sediment. This, according to
professor Henrik Druid from Karolinska Institute, Stockholm, who conducted
the analysis, indicates that the child died from drowning (Druid & Risberg
forthcoming; Carlie et al. forthcoming).
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In the same well/waterhole that contained the child, three wooden poles and
three complete digging sticks were also found. The poles had been hammered
into the subsurface of the well/waterhole, while the digging sticks were found
in the same sediments as the child’s skeleton (Carlie et al. forthcoming).

The other five finds of human bones are all radiocarbon-dated to the Early
Iron Age (c. 160 BC—AD 75). The human bones are mainly fragments of skulls,
but there are also fragments from two femurs (Carlie & Lagergren forthcoming:
Appendix 3). The identification of the bones shows that they come from three
or four individuals, two of whom were probably of female gender. The individu-
als were all adults at the time of death (Arcini & Magnell forthcoming). There
are no traces of cut marks on the bones to suggest violence. However, gnawing
marks on the two femurs show that they had been exposed for some time before
being covered with sediments. Of special interest for the interpretation of the
human bones are the remains of an almost complete cranium from a woman
probably in her thirties (Fig. 7). The skull was found in the same well/waterhole
as the ard share mentioned above, but in the sediments in the well, indicating
that the two depositions took place on different occasions. The cranium had old
fractures and the facial bones were missing, which indicates that the skull was
old at the time of deposition. This, along with the absence of violence marks,
could indicate that we are not dealing with human sacrifice, but rather with
ritual practices of “old” bones, perhaps from ancestral burials.

Figure 7. Human skull belonging to a thirty-year-old woman, found in the same
well as the ard share in Figure 6. Photo by Staffan Hyll 2012.
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PRACTICES WITH ANIMAL BONES

In addition to the ritualised actions with wooden poles/artefacts, the handling
and deposition of bones from slaughtered animals is the most prominent feature
in the material from Linddngelund. From Lindadngelund 1 site alone, some 32
kilos of animal bones including 1,300 identified fragments were recovered. The
majority of the bones date back to the Early Iron Age. Most of the bones were
found in wells/waterholes, in particular in the small wetland area mentioned
earlier, but also in wells at individual farm sites.

Most of the bones were thrown into the wells/waterholes when they were

no longer used for water supply. However, one big well/waterhole stands out,
which was used for depositions already from the first days of its construction.
The osteological analysis shows that the animals selected for ritual killing were
mainly domestic animals, especially cattle, sheep/goats, pigs, horses, and dogs.
However, there is also a small marine element present in the form of seal bones
(Cardell forthcoming). In many societies ritual killing is not associated with
rare species, but mostly with animals that form a central part of the economy
(Magnell 2011: 194).
The osteological analysis also indicates that young animals in particular were
chosen for ritual killings. Here we are mainly dealing with young adults (>
3.5—4 years), but there are also several very young individuals aged between a
month and one year (Cardell forthcoming). In the rituals different body parts
were deposited. Thus, there are bones both from meaty parts such as from the
trunk, represented by vertebrae from the neck, chest and lower back (spine
and pelvis), but also bones from parts with less meat, such as the head (skull
and jaw) and feet (metapodes and phalanges). Bones from the latter parts are
usually seen as debris from slaughter, while bones from meaty parts can be
assumed to represent remnants of meals. An examination of the occurrence of
bones with cut marks and bones split to extract the marrow shows that most
of these bones were found in watery places. This, according to Annica Cardell,
supports the assumption that ritual waste from slaughtering and butchering
carcasses was thrown into wells/waterholes (ibid.).

As argued above, it is probable that bones from meaty parts come from meals.
In addition to these finds there are several examples of very young individuals
(a sucking calf and two yearling lambs) which are represented by bones from
all body parts. This could indicate that the bodies were cooked in one piece and
that these bones also represent remnants from meals (ibid.).
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PRACTICES WITH POTTERY, STONE ARTEFACTS AND
FIRE-CRACKED STONES

Besides animal bones, the wells/waterholes also contained finds of pottery
and various kinds of stone artefacts. The pottery vessels are in general highly
fragmented (approx. 8 kilos, 855 sherds). This is probably due to the ritual
handling of the objects, as well as bad preservation conditions and our excavation
methods. However, there are also a few finds of almost complete vessels. Among
the ceramics there are sherds both from thicker-walled vessels, which were
probably used for storage or cooking, and thin-walled, occasionally polished
sherds of fine ware. Among the fine ware pottery there are parts of a pedestalled
beaker and an almost complete cup — vessels that were probably used as dishes
for serving foods and drinks (Brorsson forthcoming) (Fig. 8).

The stone artefacts consist of some thirty items made of rock and flint (Fig.
9). No analysis of the material has yet been performed. Judging by their ap-
pearance and traces of use wear, the stone artefacts had different functions.
Thus, some stones were probably used for grinding cereals, while others look
like hammerstones, although we do not know exactly for what purpose they
were used. Similarly to the animal bones and pottery, most of the stone artefacts
were found in the same wells/waterholes, indicating that they too were part
of the ritualisation strategies. Perhaps the stones were used in the different
processes of preparing food and drinks in connection with the ritual meals?

Figure 8. Example of pottery from wells/waterholes at Linddngelund 1: Ceramic
vessel — pedestalled beaker. Drawing by Torbjorn Brorsson (forthcoming).
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Figure 9. Example of stone artefacts from wells/waterholes at Linddngelund 1:
Grindstones and hammerstones. Photo by Staffan Hyll 2012.

A third element that occurs at Linddngelund is large amounts of natural stones,
often with traces of weathering or cracking from fire and heating. The stones
vary in size, but usually they are the size of a fist. Most stones were found in
the fillings of wells/waterholes, both in the bottom layers and along the edges.
In the latter case, the stones were probably used to stabilise the moist soil close
to water. As for the stones deposited in the centre of the wells/waterholes, the
fact that they lie mixed together with bones, pottery and stone artefacts indi-
cates that the stones were part of the rituals as well. We may assume that the
fire-cracked stones come from cleaned-out fireplaces. Thus, traces of an activity
area with a number of hearths and pits contemporary with the Iron Age wells/
waterholes were found on an elevation near the small wetland area. The use of
fire-cracked stones in rituals is well known from other ceremonial places, both
in wetlands, such as Hindby votive fen (Berggren 2007: 66—78) and Roekillorna
in Skane (Stjernquist 1997), and in a so-called ritual field with hearths and
cooking pits (Fendin 2005: 374-378).

To conclude, I present my interpretation of the archaeological record from
wells/waterholes at Linddngelund as remains of ritualisation practices, prob-
ably related to feasting. The interpretation is based on different characteristics,
which have often been used in the anthropological and archaeological literature
to identify ritual feasting, such as the selection of special foods, the use of spe-
cial vessels for preparing and serving food and drinks, as well as for greater
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wastage than normal (Hayden 1996: 137-139; Groot 2008: 106—-108). Thus, the
ritualisation strategies at Lindédngelund included not only the selection, kill-
ing and butchering of a large number of domestic animals, in particular young
individuals, but also the handling of special serving vessels and different stone
items. Furthermore, large quantities of ritual waste from the feasting activi-
ties — mainly animal bones and fire-cracked stones — were deposited at the site.

CONNECTIONS WITH CALENDAR FESTIVALS

Certainly, an interesting question in this context is how often the ceremonial site
was used for feasting activities. One way to elucidate this issue is to estimate
the number of sacrificed animals. Here, a calculation based on animal bones
from the two biggest wells/waterholes (features 58377 and 152645), shows that
a relatively large number of animals (approx. 50 individuals) were killed and
consumed at the site. From feature 58377, there are bones of at least 33 animals,
including 12 cattle, 7 sheep, 5 pigs, 4 horses and 5 dogs. Bones from cattle and
sheep also dominate in feature 152645. Of the 20 animals represented among
the bones from this well/waterhole, 7 are cattle, 5 sheep, 3 pigs, 2 horses and
3 dogs (Cardell forthcoming). Although the above calculations are based on a
minor part of the bone assemblage (386 of roughly 1,300 identified fragments),
the figures still give some idea of the proportions of animal killings at the site.

One problem that arises when we try to estimate the scale of feasting is that
the dating evidence, based on radiocarbon and pottery, gives little guidance as
to the time frame of the ritual activities. Are we dealing with many recurrent
activities or events in just a few decades, or were the wells/waterholes used
for gatherings on special occasions over several centuries? In fact, we do not
know and will probably never get a clear picture of this. Therefore, we can only
suggest different scenarios.

If we take a closer look at the animals selected for ritual killing, we can con-
clude that no less than half of the individuals from the two big wells/waterholes
are big meaty animals (19 cattle and 6 horses). The ritual killing of a cow or a
horse cannot be considered a minor gift, but rather a special killing carried out
on occasions when a greater number of people took part in the ritual activities.
This could indicate that at least some of the ritual killings were carried out
in connection with big religious ceremonies or social events, which required
large amounts of food. This type of feasting may have gathered not only the
inhabitants of the local village, but also people from villages in the neighbour-
ing area. If the wells/waterholes were used more or less at the same time as
the archaeological record and dating suggest, it is also possible that different
wells/waterholes were used by people from different farms or villages.
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We do not know what the ritual calendar looked like in the Early Iron Age,
but it probably resembled the annual festival cycle in pre-Christian times,
mentioned in the Old Norse written sources. From these sources we know that
the festival cycle contained at least three, but probably four, major religious
festivities, linked to the year’s four quarters. In the old Norse folk tale Ynglinga
saga, Chapter 8, Snorri Sturluson recounts: “One should sacrifice (bl6ta) towards
winter for regrowth, in the middle of winter for harvest and the third time at
the beginning of summer” (after Nordberg 2009: 285).

Furthermore, we know that in addition to the annual festival cycle, which
was linked to the lunar year, there were also large religious gatherings which,
according to contemporary written sources — Adam of Bremen’s Gesta Hamma-
burgensis ecclesiae pontificum and Thietmar of Merseburg’s Chronicon, both
recorded in the 11th century — took place “once every nine years”. According to
religion historian Andreas Nordberg, there is much evidence that this festival
cycle was related to the eight-year cycle of the bound lunar year. This would
mean that the very large sacrifices in fact took place every eight and not every
nine years (ibid.: 294-295).

RITUALISED ACTIONS IN SOCIAL EVENTS

If we briefly return to the question of which animals were selected for ritual
killing, the analysis of bones from the two big wells/waterholes mentioned above
shows that the other half of the sacrifices is small animals: 12 sheep, 8 pigs and
8 dogs. Of these, we may assume that the sheep and pigs were killed for their
meat. As for the dogs, however, they were probably killed for other reasons.

Feasts are often part of different kinds of rites of passage, which serve to
secure the transition from one social status to another, such as childbirth, wed-
dings and funerals. In traditional societies, the lives of important buildings are
also often accompanied by foundation or closure rituals, to promote a long life
or a safe transition when the house is abandoned. Different kinds of rituals
may also have been practised at events of a more private nature, such as to
promote fertility in the event of childlessness or to cure diseases (Carlie 2004:
28-30 and references therein).

There are several finds in the archaeological record from Linddngelund 1,
which could be interpreted as parts of rituals in connection with rites of pas-
sage, represented by the handling of special, perhaps magical, objects such as
fossilised sea urchins, animal skulls and selected human bones (Carlie 2004:
136, 141-143, 155-160).
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Another interesting find from one of the big wells/waterholes consists of hemp
remains. The hemp has been radiocarbon-dated to the Early Roman Iron Age
(AD 55-130) (Carlie & Lagergren forthcoming: Appendix 3). The palaeoecological
analysis shows that all parts of the plant are represented in the sample: straws,
seeds and pollen. This suggests, according to palaeontologist Mikael Larsson,
that the plant remains are probably waste from retting (Larsson & Lageras
forthcoming). Whether retting was done in the well, or the waste was ritually
deposited there, cannot be stated with certainty. However, the small amounts
of plant material found at the excavation could speak in favour of the latter.

Generally it can be said that hemp was grown in Scandinavia throughout
most of the Iron Age, with an expansion during the Late Iron Age and Viking
Age, along with the increasing need for materials for ropes in connection with
ship construction. Besides ropes, the hemp was also used for making nets, warp
yarn and fabrics. After the Viking Age the use of hemp in Scandinavia is sup-
posed to have decreased (Pedersen & Widgren 1998: 381-382).

As for the plant as such, we do not know if people in the Early Iron Age used
hemp for its narcotic properties. The fact is that we do not even know whether
the kind of hemp that was cultivated in Scandinavia at the time contained such
levels of cannabinoids that it could have been used as a drug or for medicinal
purposes (see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cannabis, last accessed on October
9, 2013).

For whatever purposes hemp was grown and used by the Iron Age people at
Lindéngelund, the find is interesting as the plant remains were probably used
in the ritualised actions at the site.

CHANGES IN RITUALISATION STRATEGIES

Gradual changes can be seen in the archaeological record from Linddngelund
dating from the 1st and 2nd centuries AD. In the period when the central
ceremonial place was still used for gatherings and feasting, traces of ritual ac-
tions began to appear in wells/waterholes at individual farm sites in the Iron
Age village.

The archaeological record from these wells shows many characteristics simi-
lar to those of the ceremonial place, i.e., assemblages of bones from domestic
animals (mainly cattle), sherds from pottery vessels, stone artefacts and clus-
ters of fire-cracked stones. In one case we also found a wooden stick with an
edge, hammered into the bottom of a well. From these finds we can conclude
that ritual feasting did not take place only at the central place, but also on
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individual farms in the village. The question is: why? How should we interpret
the changes in ritualisation strategies?

As I mentioned earlier, there are signs in the archaeological record of an
increased social stratification between households and farms in the Iron Age
village in the first centuries AD. The increasing social and economic differences
are mainly manifested in the construction of large multifunctional longhouses,
often provided with a small outhouse and a private well. Sometimes these big
farms also had a surrounding fence or a private burial site on the plot.

The increased prosperity and social stratification most probably resulted in
a growing competition between different households/families in the village, in
which ritual feasting was used as a strategy to create or maintain social status
and control. What supports this presumption is that the traces of ritualisation
in wells on individual farm sites were often related to closure rituals, i.e., as
the wells were taken out of use and closed. This could indicate that the ritu-
alisation strategies on single farms were not performed at calendar festivals,
but rather at social events related to important transitions or rites of passage.
This could have happened when village leadership changed from one family
(farm) to another. Hopefully, research continued in this field will shed further
light on this issue.
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