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Hulje: Calendrical Rites 			
along a Small Stream
Maria Petersson
Abstract: In 2010, a ceremonial site dated to the Late Bronze Age and the Iron
Age was excavated. The name of the site is Hulje and it is situated a couple of
kilometres to the north of the town of Mjölby in Östergötland (East Gothland)
County, Sweden. A small rocky hillock with several hundred cup-marks dominates the area of the ceremonial site. Approximately 50 metres from the site, a
small stream once flowed. From the Late Bronze Age and Early Pre-Roman Iron
Age to Early Medieval Times (c. 700 BC–AD 1100) the area around the stream
was a site of activities charged with religious meaning. There were cooking pits
of an exceptional size, in which most probably ceremonial meals were prepared.
Fire-cracked stones and other waste materials from ceremonial meals were specially treated and deposited in the bed of the stream or along its banks. A few
boulders might have constituted the foundation of a platform projecting out into
the stream. Dug into the side of the stream there was a well, in which religious
ceremonies were held, mainly during the Early Roman Iron Age (AD 1–200).
Extremely well-preserved wooden artefacts have been found in this context.
In this article, my aim is to give quite a detailed overview of the site and the
excavations. Some further aspects to be discussed concern the type of the site,
the origin of the people who performed the ceremonies that we can see traces of,
the time when the ceremonies were performed, and their purpose. Finally, Hulje
is compared to other similar sites in Sweden.
Keywords: Iron Age, Old Norse religion, ritual meals, sacrifices, well, wooden
objects

Introduction
In 2010, the excavation section of the Swedish National Heritage Board (RAÄ),
UV Öst, conducted an archaeological excavation of a ritual site dated to the
Iron Age (Petersson 2013a). The name of the site is Hulje and it is situated a
couple of kilometres to the north of the town of Mjölby in Östergötland County,
Sweden (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1. The location of Hulje in western Östergötland, Sweden. Map by
Lars Östlin, RAÄ.

The remains discovered at the site might best be described in ritual terms.
Amongst many other remains, traces of meals dated to around 700 BC–AD
1100 were found. Furthermore, exceptionally well-preserved wooden artefacts
dated to the Early Roman Iron Age were recovered from a well.
In this article, my aim is to give quite a detailed description of the site and
the excavations. The reason for this is that there have been few excavations in
Sweden of similar sites; this is due to their location in the landscape and their
unassuming assemblages of finds. An approach based on a landscape perspective
and on comparative religion was included in the theoretical background used
to make the site apprehensible. These theoretical perspectives constitute the
starting point in discussions concerned with the type of the site, the origin of
the people who performed the ceremonies that we see traces of, the time when
the ceremonies were performed, and their purpose. Finally, Hulje is compared
to other similar sites in Sweden.
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The setting
Hulje is situated in a slightly undulating countryside, on the edges of the Östgöta Plain. The area constitutes a spatially well-defined prehistoric section of
the landscape delimited by burial sites, which demarcate and emphasise the
topographic boundary (Molin 1999; cf. Fallgren 2006). In recent times, the
southern part of this prehistoric landscape was farmland and the northern part
was formerly marshy. Until recently, a stream flowed along the southern side of
the marshy land. In the entire area, there were no less than 13 cup-mark sites;
a notable number of these were located near running water (Fig. 2).
The Early Iron Age society in Östergötland was stratified (Petersson 2011).
A current research project, focusing mainly on the region around Linköping
(located 50 kilometres to the east of Hulje), has shown that the Iron Age society
consisted of farmsteads of different sizes and of varying significance. The highest
stratum appears to have consisted of large farmsteads, each of these dominating
their local society. Scattered around the landscape, surrounding these large
farmsteads, there were a number of smaller subordinate farms, which are assessed to have been heavily dependent on the larger farms. Moreover, there

Figure 2. The ceremonial site at Hulje was situated in the same place as the pond, in
the middle of the picture. Photo by Rikard Hedvall 2010.
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seem to have been medium-sized farms, which were relatively independent
in their relation to the dominant farmsteads. Yet another stratum of society
seems to have consisted of farm workers, who did not own land but who lived
together at the large farmsteads.
In the surroundings of Hulje, the prehistoric remains could be interpreted as
representing this type of social structure during the Roman Iron Age. Smaller
settlement sites have been encountered, which were dispersed throughout this
well-defined section of the prehistoric landscape. The large settlement site
at Hulje (RAÄ 89), of which roughly half has been excavated, is situated in
the centre of the spatially defined prehistoric landscape (Carlsson et al. 1996;
Kaliff 1999; Petersson 2013b). There were traces at this site of permanent settlement dating from the Late Pre-Roman Iron Age to Roman Iron Age, as well
as from the Migration Period (c. 200 BC–AD 550). Parts of a very large farm
site (c. 50,000 square metres) were excavated. This site is best described by the
Scandinavian term ‘gårdstun’, meaning a site with the farm buildings including the adjacent area regularly used for a diversity of activities. The farm site
was divided into functionally separate parts, including a workshop area and
an area with furnaces for producing iron. Farm sites of such a size, divided into
functional areas, are characteristic of high-status farmsteads of the Early Iron
Age (Petersson 2006: 37f.). The buildings belonging to this elite farmstead are
estimated to have been situated outside the area so far excavated.
The extensive burial site, Kungshögagravfältet, on Mjölbyåsen Hill, with
125 registered features, dominates the landscape. It is situated at a distance of
300 metres from Hulje and could have functioned as the burial site of the large
farmstead during both the Early and Late Iron Age. No substantial excavations
have been conducted at the burial sites in the area, which makes it difficult to
use the burials in any interpretation of the arrangement of society in this region.
Another high-status characteristic in the Hulje area is the paved road, dated
to the Early Iron Age, on the eastern side of the settlement site. This road has
been partly excavated (Carlsson et al. 1996: 56). Paved roads from this period
have only been discovered in exceptional cases. However, a network of roads
dated to the Early Iron Age, surfaced with fire-cracked stones and edged with
larger stones, was recently discovered in the region of Linköping. This system
of roads was related to a regional power centre established during the period
around AD 1. The construction might have been inspired by the Roman art of
building roads, although in Östergötland the road was surfaced with fire-cracked
stones instead of a paving of flat stones (Petersson 2011). The roads seem to
have passed close by the buildings of large farmsteads.
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Excavations at Hulje
The excavated site at Hulje was located approximately 300 metres to the north
of the large settlement site. Formerly, a stream flowed through the site, but
currently the area is drained. The site is situated aside from other known settlement sites, in a shallow basin where the stream once flowed.
Around 60 metres to the east of the stream and 100 metres to the south of
the excavated site, there is a small hillock constituting the highest point in
the landscape. This is the site of Östergötland’s second largest occurrence of
cup-marks, containing 275 registered cup-marks.
In 1994, trial trenches were excavated between the hillock with cup-marks
and the currently investigated site. Several hearths were discovered, but no
postholes indicating prehistoric buildings (Zetterlund & Helander 1995). Nor
were any traces of buildings found at the currently excavated site when the
preliminary archaeological investigation was conducted in 2009 (Holm 2009). On
that occasion, about ten test pits were excavated in an approximately 20-centimetre-thick layer beside the stream bed. The layer contained fire-cracked stones,
unburnt animal bones, one or two potsherds and a blue glass bead. A few hearths
were also observed. These remains were radiocarbon-dated to the Roman Iron
Age. The character and geography of the site along with the assemblage of finds,
particularly the bead, was a possible indication of ritual activities, although
the archaeologist who performed the excavation also maintained that the site
included profane features.
During the excavation in 2010, the stream bed was surveyed along a stretch
of around 170 metres. In the surroundings of the entire section, there were
traces of a variety of activities, but the remains were particularly concentrated
in the lower part of the stream towards the outlet into the marshy stretch of
land. There is a clear spatial division of the site. In part, this is chronological,
but above all, it features a functional division (Fig. 3). The clearest and most
easily understood traces are associated with meals. The exploration covered an
area that was 18,500 square metres in size. The topsoil of 5,500 square metres
was stripped with a machine excavator. Along with previously investigated
parts, the examined area now amounts to 25,000 square metres. It should be
particularly noted that there are still no traces of buildings.
Pollen analysis of the material in the well situated in the part of the site
excavated in 2010 shows that the ground along the valley of the stream was
intensively grazed (Bergman 2012).
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Figure 3. The ceremonial site at Hulje. Illustration by Lars Östlin, RAÄ.

Cooking
By the side of the stream at the site at Hulje, meals were cooked in cooking
pits and hearths dated to the period between the Late Bronze Age, the earliest part of the Pre-Roman Iron Age and the Vendel Period, continuing until
the Early Middle Ages (about 700 BC–AD 1100). These hearths and cooking
pits were considerably larger than those at other settlement sites dated to the
same period (cf. Petersson 2001; Petersson 2004: 117ff.). The reason for the
substantial size of the cooking pits was that food was cooked for so many more
people than usual in normal everyday contexts.
On the site, there were two clearly defined areas where meals were cooked.
One of them was an area, 25 x 25 metres in size, situated on the western side
of the former stream, on a slight slope down towards the stream bed (Fig. 4).
Among other features within this area, there were 12 comparatively large
hearths and cooking pits.

16

					

www.folklore.ee/folklore

Hulje: Calendrical Rites along a Small Stream

Figure 4. The area of large cooking pits. Photo by Maria Petersson 2010.

The other area used for cooking meals was 15 x 10 metres in size, situated in
the eastern part of the excavated surface, close to the former stream. In this
part of the site, there were hearths, pits and postholes. Moreover, the hearths
and cooking pits were scattered over the entire excavated surface.
Meals
The archaeological finds from Hulje might in part illuminate what meals were
like, what ingredients they were made of and how they were prepared (Fig. 5).
The animal bones discovered on the site amounted to 2.2 kilos, mainly interpreted as waste from meals (Vretemark 2012). Furthermore, analysis of macrofossils was carried out, in which burnt seeds were identified mainly as grain.
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Figure 5. Chart showing a) the proportions of species of animals used for their meat, based on the
total number of identified fragments [NISP], and b) types of cereals. The chart is based on the data
in (a) Vretemark 2010 and (b) in Heimdahl 2012.

The skeletal material of the site consisted of animal bones, which for the most
part were unburnt bones of cattle, sheep/goats, pigs, horses and dogs. All the
fragments of bone belonging to sheep/goats that could be determined by their
species were from sheep. Cattle bones dominated among bones from animals
used for their meat, followed by sheep/goats, pigs and horses.
Most of the bones of cattle came from fully-grown individuals, while the
bones from pigs or sheep largely came from younger individuals; these were
around 2–3 years old. The two teeth from horses came from adult individuals,
at least five years old, but most likely older.
There was a clear predominance of bone fragments from meaty parts; most
of the fragments came from the trunk of the animals and from the upper meaty
parts of the extremities. This means that the skeletal material mainly consists
of the remains from preparing and cooking meals and from the remains of meals.
Consequently, the actual slaughtering and butchering was done somewhere else.
In 72% of the samples collected in cooking pits and hearths, burnt grain was
identified. This shows that grain was regularly included in the food that was
cooked and eaten (Heimdahl 2012). Hulled barley was most common, naked
wheat also occurred, and there was some hulled wheat and oats. Further finds
discovered in the macrofossil samples from Hulje showed that herbs such as,
for example, Summer Savoury (Satureja hortensis), were included in the food.
The discovery of a large drinking vessel (see below) is a sign that beverages
were an important part of the meals consumed on the site. There are no indications as to what kind of drinks existed, but it seems highly probable that it
was some kind of beer or a similar beverage.
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Refuse from cooking
The cooking process by the stream at Hulje resulted in large amounts of firecracked stones. These brittle stones were deposited in the stream bed and
along the banks. There were unburnt bones among the fire-cracked stones. It
is striking that the stones were not transported to other places to be used as
building material. Instead, the people using the site chose to keep them in the
area of the stream.
The platform
Along the stretch of the stream where fire-cracked stones were deposited, about
ten boulders were found, approximately 0.5–0.8 metres in height (Fig. 6). The
boulders lay on the western side of the stream bed and were interpreted as a
foundation for a 4-7-metre-long and 2-metre-wide platform. According to the
stratigraphy, the boulders were placed in the stream either during the period
when the site was still in use or later. Fire-cracked stones were found underneath
the boulders. An indication
in favour of this interpretation is the clear spatial
connection between the
boulders/foundation and a
layer of fire-cracked stones
situated in the slope, proceeding down towards the
area with the boulders.
The surface of laid cracked
stones was clearly confined
to this particular part of
the slope; it continued all
the way down to the bank
of the stream. A possible
interpretation is that the
surface of laid stones was
part of a paved road.
Figure 6. Boulders at the edge
of the stream, which may have
constituted the foundation of a
platform. Photo by Maria Petersson 2010.
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Finds discovered alongside the stream
By the side of the stream, near the largest area of cooking pits, a blue glass bead
was recovered, as well as part of an iron knife or sickle. Further, the metacarpal
bone of an adult dog was discovered in this part of the site.
Immediately beside the other cooking area, we found a ceramic pot placed
on the shore of the former stream. This is a vessel with thick walls, most likely
used for storage or cooking. A posthole was discovered about 1.5 metres from
the pot, implying the occurrence of a pole. Most likely, there is a connection
between the posthole and the pot.
A well with unusual content
Almost in the centre of the site, a well had been dug into the side of the old
stream bed (Fig. 7). The well was surrounded by a layer of laid stones, the main
part consisting of fire-cracked stones. The actual well was funnel-shaped, with
a diameter at the upper edge of around 7 metres and a depth of just over 1.5
metres. At the bottom of the well, a boulder was naturally embedded in the

Figure 7. The well. Note the layer of fire-cracked packed stones surrounding
the well. Photo by Maria Petersson 2010.
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moraine, which would have come as an unexpected consternation for the people
digging the well. In the upper parts of the well, there were traces of a wicker
basket lining with stakes of oak and weaves mainly of alder. The analysis of
the wood species showed that the material for the basketwork was harvested
during the spring and summer, most likely before July. Thus, the basketwork
must have been woven shortly after that (Strucke 2012).
There were signs of various types of intentional activity in the well. In the
middle of the well, on different levels in the fill, loosely lying sticks of alder, hazel
and non-specified Salix were encountered, several of which were sharpened to
a point. The context was difficult to understand, but the sticks did not seem to
belong to the basketwork in the well. These long sticks had been thrust into
the well, either while the well was still in use or after it had been abandoned.
Several well-preserved wooden artefacts were encountered in the well.
Among the objects there was a complete wooden drinking vessel, which was
found near the big boulder. There was also part of a rake head and a board
decorated with chip-carving, which had been a part of a composite object
(Fig. 8). It was painted in black in such a way as to enhance the decorative design. These three objects were dated to the Early Roman Iron Age (AD 1–200).
Further, wooden artefacts were found, such as fragments of pot and plate rims.
Wooden plugs, a sawn-off horn of a fully grown cow, two polished handstones for
grinding and potsherds from a ceramic vessel were also discovered in the well.
Towards the bottom of the well, seeds and fibres from flax were encountered
(Heimdahl 2012). The fact that fibres of flax were found shows that the entire
plant occurred in the well, which might mean that bundles of flax had been
placed there.
Furthermore, remains of meals in the form of unburnt animal bones were
found in the well. Bones from the front part of a young dog, 10–12 months old,
were also recovered.
A 2-3-months-old ram was discovered in the well, dated to the end of the
period when the well was still in use. It lay on top of the layers that had accumulated during the period of use. After this, the well had fallen into disuse;
a layer of shells indicates that it was still damp and at times filled with water,
but that the water was somewhat stagnant. The period of use was limited to
the Early Roman Iron Age, and extended throughout 200 years at the most.
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d
Figure 8. Wooden artefacts from the well: a) chip-carved and painted board; b) part of a rake
head; c) drinking vessel; d) ear of a drinking vessel. Photos by Acta Konserveringscentrum AB.

The chronology of the site
At the former stream in Hulje, traces of a variety of activities could be found,
which were radiocarbon-dated to the period 730 BC–AD 1160. The dated material included charcoal from hearths and cooking pits, animal teeth (remains of
meals), and burnt cereal and flax seeds. Moreover, three of the wooden items
from the well were dated, as well as material from the wicker basket of the
well (Fig. 9).
Most of the dated features or artefacts are associated with meals; the dates cover
the entire period. Only one date is from the Late Bronze Age, but during the
period between the Pre-Roman Iron Age and Early Middle Ages the dates are
quite evenly distributed. A striking point is that the most recent finds associated with cooking are situated on the outer edges of the site, on the southern
and northern sides. A tooth of a horse, dated to AD 1010–1160, represents the
latest known meal on the site.
The well was dug around the year AD 1, and it was abandoned around AD
200. Thus, the traces of activities that are centred around the well represent a
limited period in the history of the site.
The rock with cup-marks is also regarded as a part of the context of the site
at Hulje. In the west of Sweden, rock carving sites consisting entirely of cupmarks are dated mainly to the Early Iron Age (Bengtsson 2004).
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Figure 9. Dating of the ceremonial site. The lighter shade represents
meals and the darker shade shows dates from the well. Illustration by
Lars Östlin, RAÄ.

Interpretation of the excavated site at Hulje
The oldest written sources in Scandinavia that describe prehistoric religion
originate from the 13th century AD. So they date from a period more than
1000 years later than the times of the most intensive activity at the stream
at Hulje. During the period of around AD 400/500–700, the prehistoric society
in Östergötland underwent fundamental changes and most farmsteads were
abandoned (Lindeblad & Petersson 2008; cf. Pedersen & Widgren 1998: 309 ff.).
Changes also occurred in the religious sphere; old burial sites were abandoned
and new cemeteries were established. New burial practices were introduced
and even the pantheon of deities appears to have changed (Nilsson 1987; Kaliff
& Sundqvist 2004). In other words, there is a reason to be cautious about using written sources from the 13th century AD as a key to the religious life of
Östergötland around the year AD 1, i.e., 1200 years previously.
All the same, many researchers consider the written sources to have some
bearing on pre-Christian religion (Näsström 2002; Steinsland 2007).
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Some points of reference
Traces of human activity constitute the primary sources of archaeology. In Norse
sources, descriptions of the activities related to religion and rituals are scarce.
Instead, archaeology sometimes provides independent information about the
religious world expressed in certain activities. Offerings under the foundation of
houses and in wells are examples of this. Traces from ritual cooking are further
examples; these occur at around 80% of all burial sites dated to the Early Iron
Age in Östergötland (Carlie 2004; Århäll 1995; Petersson 2006).
My analysis of the excavated site at Hulje is founded on a landscape archaeological approach, which has been inspired by the past twenty years of research,
in which Scandinavian researchers have played an important role (Asmore &
Knapp 1999; Fabech & Ringtved 1999).
It is possible to discern three different levels on a geographical scale; this
might prove to be a useful analytical tool when dealing with Early Iron Age
society. In the archaeological finds, we have been able to observe rituals associated with each of these levels.
•

•

•

The first level consists of buildings or separate farms. Rituals associated
with this level comprise initiation rituals and closing rituals related to the
abandonment of buildings and farms (Carlie 2004). There are also other
types of rituals connected to wells and waterholes (Århäll 1995).
The second level concerns the settled local area and local society. There are
sites where out-door rituals were performed, which feature various kinds of
offerings. The finds from these sites usually consist of artefacts for everyday
use (cf. Lindeblad & Petersson 2009).
The third level is regional; the sites are significant on a larger scale than
the local level. At this type of sites, the assemblages of finds are much more
diversified and there are indications of several different ritual themes. There
might be buildings on this type of sites, but in most cases these sites are
void of them (cf. Hagberg 1967).

When working with the analysis of the site at Hulje, I adopted the methods and
terminology of comparative religious studies, applied by the American scholar
of religion, William E. Paden (1994). Paden’s categorisation is well suited for
the conditions of the Early Iron Age in Scandinavia.
Paden uses the concept of ‘world’ in the analysis of different religious systems. His view is that “religious systems are more effectively understood as
‘worlds’ than as ‘beliefs’, and that these worlds are embodied in the languages
of myth, ritual and other expressive forms” (ibid.: xiii).
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According to Paden, religious “reality” is primarily constituted through the
following:
(1) Mythic language and prototypes. Myth articulates the foundations of
what is sacred. In addition, myth serves as the matrix of religious practice,
of lived religious time and space, providing authoritative, sacred prototypes
for human behaviour.
(2) Ritual times. Ritual is “the deliberate structuring of action and time in
order to give focus and expression to what is considered sacred. Ritual connects its participants with the sacred through (a) calendrical observances
that renew what is foundational to the religious system, and (b) special
observances that deal with changes or crises in one’s world”.
(3) The engaging of gods. The term ‘god’ is used here as a thematic label to
include any beings that humans engage in a religious manner.
(4) The distinction between pure and profane behaviour. Every religious
system observes distinctions between proper and improper behaviour, acts
that foster sacred order and acts that diminish it (ibid.: 8f.).
The setting of the site in the landscape
A circumstance that determined the outcome of the excavation and the interpretation of the finds was that such a large area as 25,000 square metres was
surveyed by trial trenching. The results indicated that these were not the outer
edges of the settlement site; in such a case, remains of buildings with postholes
and similar features would have been uncovered. No traces of burials appeared
either. Consequently, the interpretation of the site should be sought in another
sphere. A possible interpretation of the remains that are associated with neither
the settlement sites nor with burial sites is the context of the outlying land.
The Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age focal places in the grazing landscape
are characterised by single hearths and groups of hearths (Petersson 2006).
These places were frequented by shepherds and grazing animals. Some other
usages of the outlying land might also be considered, such as iron production
places, or even specialised forms of gatherings may have generated traces at a
resting place (Svensson 1998).
Yet another type, usually situated at some distance from a contemporary
settlement, was the ritual sites of the Early Iron Age (Hedeager 1989; Carlie
2009). These sites are often located close to water or marshland. Votive deposits
in bogs characterise the period. A typical feature of archaeologically excavated
ritual sites is traces of ritual meals found in the form of an abundance of firecracked stones, along with bones that were left over from meals. Hearths for
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cooking commonly occur on these sites. According to Lotte Hedeager, the Early
Iron Age is characterised by outdoor cult and sacrifice in marshland (Hedeager
1989). Her conclusion is that this practice ceases during the Late Iron Age when
the cult moves indoors, into the houses of the elite.
Cooking and meals
At Hulje, traces of a considerable variety of activities can be found, but one
practice that occurred repeatedly through the course of the centuries is cooking and eating meals. Meals were prepared in cooking pits and hearths on the
site. These structures are much larger than the corresponding structures at
excavated settlement sites. The twelve structures in the western part of the
site were between 1.6 and 2.8 metres in diameter. This can be compared with
hearths found on the settlement site at Hulje, which were between 0.6 and 1.6
metres in diameter, with an average of 1.1 metres. This size corresponds exactly
with the results from the excavated settlement site at Abbetorp, located ten
kilometres to the west of Hulje (Petersson 2013b). Single hearths associated with
pasturelands in the western parts of Östergötland had an average diameter of
0.94 metres (Petersson 2006: 158). The comparison with the size of hearths at
settlement sites is most informative. At settlement sites, hearths have primarily been used for everyday cooking. The substantial hearths and cooking pits
at Hulje imply that another kind of cooking occurred here; probably, food was
cooked for a larger number of people. There was room for at least four times the
amount of food in these structures compared to the corresponding structures
at settlement sites. Large amounts of food indicate a context of either storage
economy or cooking for a feast, with more people participating than usual.
Remains associated with specialised cooking, which may have been part of
storage economy, had previously been excavated at Abbetorp. These remains
were situated within the site (gårdstun) of a large farm, at a distance of 40
metres from the main building (Petersson 2004). The hearths of the grazing
land are also much smaller than those at Hulje. The conclusion is that the size
and position of the hearths at Hulje indicate an association with cooking for a
large number of people on festive occasions.
The dominant ingredient in the food at Hulje was probably meat, beef being
the most important kind. A relevant question for the understanding of rituals
at Hulje is whether the assemblage of animal bones is representative of the
consumption at an ordinary settlement site, or whether particular species were
preferred for these meals. A comparison can be made with the finds from the
large settlement site at Hulje (Carlsson et al. 1996) (Fig. 10).
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Species

Cattle
Sheep/goats
Pigs
Horses

The settlement site at
Hulje, proportion of
identified species (%)
38
36
21
4

The ritual site at Hulje,
proportion of identified
species (%)
53
34
10
2

Figure 10. Comparison between the proportions of identified fragments (NISP) of animal bones
from the large settlement site (RAÄ 89) and the ritual site (RAÄ 281) at Hulje.

Figure 10 shows that the proportion of cattle was much larger at the site by
the stream than it was at the settlement site at Hulje. The large proportion
of cattle is associated with high status settlement sites in Östergötland, but
also with ritual sites (Petersson 2006). An important conclusion in this context
is that the higher quota of cattle bones among the animal bones reflects the
fact that beef was a more important part of the food here than it was at other
places. In Old Norse stories, it is clear that beef was the most highly valued
kind of meat. The high proportion of beef in the assemblage of bones further
emphasises the festive character of the meals. The dominance of bones from
the meatiest parts is also a prominent feature of the site.
Burnt grain occurred in most of the cooking pits and hearths, indicating
that it was an ingredient in the food that was cooked by the stream at Hulje.
The distribution of different types of grain, as well as the combination of species among the edible animals, illuminates the character of the site. The most
common grain at Hulje was hulled barley, which was predominant at most
farms during the Early Iron Age (Pedersen & Widgren 1998: 379). In Early
Iron Age society, consumption of wheat was related to high status. At the farm
at Abbetorp, which belonged to a higher social level, the majority of the grain
was wheat, while hulled barley dominated at a neighbouring subordinate farm
(Petersson 2001). In this respect, the predominance of hulled barley at Hulje
shows that the site did not belong among high status farmsteads.
A circumstance of considerable interest is that seasoning was included in
the festive meals that were cooked in the large cooking pits at Hulje. Summer
Savoury (Satureja hortensis) is a herb that spread to the Roman provinces
during the expansion of the Roman Empire; it shows how Roman influences
extended to places far beyond the borders of the Empire (Heimdahl 2012). Roman influence is mainly prominent in the ideas that were adopted by the elite;
maybe the practice of growing herbs was an idea originating in Roman contacts.
In this context, the inclusion of herbs further accentuates the impression that
this was a case of a specific kind of meal.
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The cooking of such substantial amounts of meat in these gigantic cooking
pits implies a process that would have taken a long time, several hours. Perhaps
the grain was placed with the meat to absorb the juice from the meat.
Beverages are rather difficult to trace in the archaeological material. In
rare cases, glass goblets have been found, and sometimes fine pottery occurs,
which can be interpreted as fragments of drinking vessels. Several researchers
consider beer to be a better way of preserving the nutritional value of grain,
which is otherwise liable to be spoilt in storage. An almost complete wooden
drinking vessel was found at Hulje. It was not possible to identify the original
content, but the vessel may well have been used for drinking beer. It could have
contained several litres and might have been passed around in a company of
people.
The meals were eaten on the site, out of doors, by the side of the small
stream. The finds that support this interpretation include the drinking vessel, pieces of a wooden plate found in the well and pieces of pottery occurring
in the vicinity of the stream; another circumstance is the lack of any traces of
buildings in the area.
Supplies of food and beverages were unevenly distributed in Early Iron Age
society. There were groups of people who regularly starved (cf. Brøste 1984).
However, at the ceremonies held at Hulje, there was probably an excess of food
and drink. Since the festivities were not held at one of the large farms, it is
feasible that other persons than the elite took part. It is possible that one or
several of the leading farmsteads in the neighbourhood contributed all or at
least a large part of the food for the feast (Steinsland 2007: 306).
Remains from cooking
Waste from cooking consists largely of fire-cracked stones. These stones were
heated in the large cooking pits and hearths, and kept heat for a long time.
Once they had cooled down, the stones cracked, sometimes after repeated use;
after this, they could no longer be used for cooking. The cracked stones were
deposited in the immediate surroundings. They were placed in the running
water and along the edge of the stream. The stones were also used for paving
the slope down towards the stream; this may have been part of a road. There
were also unburnt and burnt bones amongst these cracked stones. Clearly,
waste from meals was not transported away from the area around the stream
to become building material somewhere else; instead, it was kept in the surroundings of the stream. It seems that particular conceptions were associated
with this specific waste material, concerning how it should have been handled
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and where it could be deposited. Waste material can be discussed in terms of
clean – unclean, as a way to understand boundaries (cf. Paden 1994). Evidently,
this waste material was treated in a specific way due to its association with
holiness (see below).
Deposition of artefacts
Another occurrence at Hulje consisted in intentional depositions of artefacts.
Maybe waste from cooking should also be included in this category. However,
I decided to treat it separately because of its uniform origin.
Along the edge of the stream, a blue bead was encountered, as well as part
of an iron knife or a sickle. Beads are almost never found on settlement sites,
although they are common in burials from this period. They regularly occur,
although sparsely, at ritual sites dated to the Early Iron Age (Lindeblad & Petersson 2009). Furthermore, a bone of a dog was discovered close to the stream.
Along the water’s edge, beside the remains of a pole, a ceramic pot containing
food was deposited. Lipid analysis shows that the pot contained traces of a terrestrial animal, although maybe not a ruminant animal. Moreover, it contained
traces of vegetables. The results of the analysis distinctly showed that the substances that are usually formed through heating were not present; this implies
that the pot of food had nothing to do with cooking. One interpretation is that
this is a small-sized storage jar, set into the side of the stream to keep the food
cool. Nonetheless, other ideas are also conceivable. At a neighbouring ritual
site, Abbetorp, a similar arrangement occurred (Petersson 2004); a ceramic pot
had been placed on the ground next to a pole. Due to the context at Hulje, the
pot and the pole are thought to have been part of the ritual setting of the site.
The well
In many places, wells appear to have been centres of activity, which cannot
be explained in any other way than in ritual terms. There are wells in the
region that have been used as a source of water, although they also include
indications of sacrifice associated with both the inauguration of the well and
its abandonment. They also contain traces of other ritual activities. If we look
beyond Östergötland, wells occur that were constructed entirely for ritual and
religious reasons, in which a variety of things have been sacrificed (Lindeblad &
Petersson 2012; Carlie personal communication). Gunilla Århäll’s study shows
that there are several similarities between Scandinavian wells and the deep
wells with an entirely ceremonial function occurring in the Celtic area, where
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both humans and animals were sacrificed along with other offerings (Wait
1985; Århäll 1995).
At Hulje, there were artefacts in the well that may be understood as having
been intentionally deposited. These included a wooden drinking vessel, fragments of the rims of a vessel and a plate, a rake head, a carved and painted
board, an object that might have been a wooden club, wooden plugs and two
handstones for grinding, together with some other wooden objects that could not
be identified. The composition of finds combined with similarities to material
from ritual sites in Östergötland and adjacent areas supports the interpretation
that the finds in the well at Hulje might be ritual depositions.
The drinking vessel could have contained several litres of drink. It is possible
that it was passed around and the contents were shared among the assembled
company. The drinking vessel may also have been used in libation ceremonies,
in which sacred liquid was poured out on the ground – “blood from sacrificial
animals, beer or other sacred beverages” (Steinsland 2007: 291).
The rake is a tool used for raking up hay as fodder for domestic animals. The
alleged sickle was a small tool for cutting grain crops. Both tools are related to
the annual crop growing in meadows and fields.
One of the less well preserved wooden items may have been a club. If it really
is a club, we could draw interesting parallels. Often enough, wooden clubs are
found at ceremonial sites, frequently together with rope and pegs for tethering
cattle. It is thought that wooden clubs were used for killing sacrificial animals.
Objects belonging to the animal were then deposited; perhaps they could not
be taken back into a secular context again (Carlie 2009: 255).
Handstones used in pairs with quern-stones are a common category of artefacts in Early Iron Age contexts. They can be found in stone paving, but less
often as foundation depositions; quern-stones are more common in those cases.
Handstones also occur regularly in superstructures covering burials from this
period. In this context, the grinding of grain may have a significant symbolic
value associated with life-giving, fertility and reproduction (Carlie 2004: 83
and references therein).
The front half of a young dog was also found in the well. No traces of butchering could be seen on the bones, which means that it was not included in the
ritual meals. It was a common practice to sacrifice dogs in particular, complete or in parts, in wells and in bogs throughout the entire Iron Age (Nilsson
2009: 89). Erika Räf (2012) points out the connection between dogs and the
underworld or the abode of the dead in Celtic and Norse mythology.
Seeds and fibres of flax discovered in the well indicate that bundles of flax
had been deposited in the well at an early stage. Linen is complicated to produce,
which gives it a higher status; it was thus associated with important festivities.
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Religious historian Maths Bertell (2009) considers flax to be a symbol related
to religious activity, presumably linked with fertility. In this context Freya,
the great goddess of fertility, should be mentioned; she was also the goddess of
linen (Viklund 2012: 161f.). Her second name was Härn or Hörn, a word that
etymologically can be traced back to another word for linen or flax. Flax and
linen were associated with women; seeds of flax were supposed to be sown on a
Friday, the women’s day (Viklund 2012: 162). Bundles of flax occur at the ritual
site by Lake Käringsjön and at Skedemosse (Carlie 2000; Räf 2001; Monikander
2010). Flax seeds have been found in many prehistoric wells; in some cases,
these have been interpreted as traces of processing flax for linen (Viklund 2012).
Besides depositions of artefacts, there were traces of another type of activity.
Sharpened sticks of alder, hazel and unspecified Salix (willow) had been thrust
into the well. According to folklore, hazel was associated with magical and
religious ideas related to death, ghosts and rebirth. Hazel sticks were found in
early Christian graves in Lund, dated to the 11th and 12th centuries (Östnäs
n.d.: 24ff.). In Mörtlösa in Östergötland, a number of hazel switches, several
metres in length, had been thrust into a well where a still standing ceramic pot
had also been deposited (Lindeblad & Petersson 2012). The results of pollen
analysis of the material from the well in Hulje indicate that no trees grew in
the immediate surroundings of the well; the closest tree had stood about fifty
metres away (Bergman 2012). This means that it was not a case of clearance
of bushes around the edge of the well, which might subsequently have fallen
into the well. It seems more likely that the sticks are traces of ritual activity.
Finally, a complete skeleton of a 2-3-months-old ram was found in the well;
it lay on top of the layer that had accumulated during the period of use. In other
words, it may have been associated with the events at the time when the well
was abandoned. A feasible interpretation is that it was part of a sacrifice performed to seal the well. This kind of sacrifice is common in various prehistoric
contexts, for instance, to mark the end of use of houses (Gerritsen 1999). At
the neighbouring settlement site at Hulje, there was also a well, sealed with
an offering. It had been placed on top of the well, which had been filled with
fire-cracked stones (Kaliff 1999). The well at Mörtlösa had been sealed with an
enormous round boulder (Lindeblad & Petersson 2012).
An analysis of parasite eggs from domestic animals, conducted on the contents of the well, implies that there could have been an enclosure around the
well during the time of use (Bergman 2012). Since there are so few parasite
eggs in the well, the only explanation is that the domestic animals that usually grazed in the area were not allowed near the well. Preservation conditions
were excellent; if domestic animals had been allowed to graze around the well,
a considerable amount of parasite eggs would have been present.
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The platform
Several boulders were encountered in the stream bed, which might have formed
the foundation of a platform. Platforms occur at a number of sacrificial sites
dated to the Early Iron Age and the Migration Period; they have been found at
sites at Käringsjön, Frösvi, and at Hassle in the Äverstaån stream (Arbman
1945; Lindqvist 1910; Annuswer 2007). These platforms are built of wooden
poles. At Käringsjön and at Hassle, they follow the shore, but at Frösvi, there
is a footbridge leading out to the platform. The distribution of recovered artefacts at these three sites indicates that sacrifice has been performed from the
platforms. At Hulje, the platform was built along the southern shore on the
same side of the stream as the well. No artefacts have been discovered that
might have been thrown or deposited from the possible platform. Despite this,
the most likely interpretation is that it was a platform.

The character of the ceremonies and their
purpose
Ceremonies associated with a certain time of the year are sometimes termed
calendrical rites (Paden 1994). Paden describes the purpose of these rites, saying: “They are points where a community renews and acts out what it holds
most sacred, and these times are as central and definitive in world construction
as myths” (ibid.: 100). Religious historian Gro Steinsland mentions three annual blóts (sacrifices) described in ancient Norse sources; these are the autumn
blót, midwinter blót and spring blót (Steinsland 2007: 290). The spring blót
was meant to benefit a good year’s crop and peace, the old prayer saying “til
árs ok fríðar” (for a good year and firth (peace)). Another religious historian,
Britt-Mari Näsström, also mentions the midsummer blót (Näsström 2002: 222).
There are several indications of the rites at Hulje, which were performed
during spring and early summer. Switches used in the basketwork for the
well were collected during spring or summer, most likely before July, and the
basketwork was made shortly afterwards. The young ram that was used as a
possible closing sacrifice in the well was two to three months old. The lambing
season in the region normally occurs in April or May (Insulander 1956: 88f.),
which implies that the lamb was killed during early summer. There are two
separate indications pointing towards two occasions when the ceremonies at
the well were performed during early summer. One possibility is that they took
place at midsummer.
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Ritual meals constitute a ritual activity that is most often mentioned in
Norse sources. These ritual meals were prepared in cooking pits (Näsström 2002:
225). According to Näsström, they can be understood as communion sacrifice,
in which the human participants receive one share and the deity receives the
other. As a rule, the deities were given the blood and entrails while the humans
ate the meat. The purpose of this sacrifice was to influence the gods. Näsström
maintains that communion sacrifice, a meal eaten together with the deity, was
a common type of sacrifice in Scandinavia during the pre-Christian era and
was associated with calendrical rites (ibid.: 251f.).
The sacrificed material at Hulje is quite unassuming and is related to everyday life. There are no weapons, no precious metals or imported goods. The deposited artefacts of the site originate from the everyday sphere of life. Several
of the artefacts might be seen as expressive of a female aspect – the bead and
the alleged sickle and maybe the ceramic pot for food. The possible deposition
of bundles of flax might also represent female presence. In the past farming
tradition, the rake was a tool that was strictly reserved for women. Men cut the
hay or the grain crops with a scythe, while women followed behind and did the
raking. Sickles often occur in women’s graves from the Early Roman Iron Age,
but are seldom found in men’s graves (Björk 2005). If the find by the stream was
part of a sickle, this presents yet another connection with the female sphere.
Other aspects manifested among the assemblage of finds concern domestic
animals, grain and harvesting. The rake is a find related to domestic animals
(cf. Arbman 1945), which was used to rake up hay for winter fodder. Moreover,
it would imply early summer: the first harvest of hay usually occurs around
midsummer. Besides the connection to the female sphere, the sickle is associated with grain, the annual crop and late summer or early autumn. Handstones
for grinding would be related to the same sphere. In addition, Norse sources
mention the idea of grinding for happiness (Carlie 2004).
Bringing the results of observations, comparisons and analysis together, it
all points towards the interpretation of Hulje as a site where calendrical rites
were performed during the early part of summer or possibly around midsummer.
There are connections with both domestic animals and grain. It is close to hand
to interpret this as indications of ceremonies that were part of a fertility cult.
A female aspect is also manifested on the site. Maybe a female deity, possibly
the prominent goddess Freyja, was in the centre of attention in the ceremonies.
Britt-Marie Näsström claims Freyja to have been the great goddess in Scandinavia; the cult of Freyja had the characteristics of fertility rites (Näsström
2002: 143f.). The ritual meals that constituted a significant part of the activities at the site might be understood as communion sacrifice, when people tried
to influence the great goddess to bring them a good year’s crop and fertility.
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The location and arrangement of the site
A number of prominent characteristics could be observed concerning the location in the landscape and arrangement of the ritual site at Hulje.
The site was situated in a secluded area in comparison with the contemporary
settlement site. The area of the ceremonial site was substantial, probably around
25,000 square metres. Included in the ceremonial area is the highest point in
the landscape – the small rocky hillock containing around 300 registered cupmarks. The rituals were concentrated in the area alongside the stream, maybe
around the point where the stream flowed into marshland. It is possible that
different sections of the stream were of significance during different periods.
We also know that the site is one of at least two sites in a ritual ceremony
performed in several stages. Animal bones indicate that the animals eaten during ritual meals were not slaughtered on the site, nor were they butchered; this
was carried out somewhere else. A common occurrence is that slaughter was
included in the rituals. Per Vikstrand (2001), a historian of place names, has
studied place names with religious connotations. He has observed indications
in the use of place names that several neighbouring places were involved in the
religious ceremonies, but has not discerned how this could have occurred. Hulje
might represent a small-scale example of this practice (ibid.). It is possible that
one stage of the ceremonies was performed at the rock with cup-marks and it
was continued by the next stage at the stream.
The ceremonial site at Hulje was divided into different areas according to
functions. This is a characteristic in common with the high status farmstead
from the same period (cf. Petersson 2006: 37f.).
Ceremonies related to society
In my estimation, the ritual site at Hulje was of importance in the neighbourhood, but hardly outside the local community. The location set apart from the
settlement, and the sparse assemblage of finds supports this interpretation.
Thus, we should probably regard it as a place where the local inhabitants
gathered. During the same period, there were ritual sites with other types of
finds of a more manifest character, which would have been of importance for a
wider region. Such a place has been discovered in connection with archaeological excavations in Motala, at a distance of around 20 kilometres from Hulje.
Of particular interest is the existence of a paved prehistoric road, which was
constructed during the Early Iron Age. There is reason to believe that the road
was a status marker when it was built and that it passed close by the leading
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farm of the neighbourhood. It is possible that it led to the ceremonial site. In
the slope down towards the stream, there is a layer of fire-cracked stones, which
could have constituted a part of the road. If this is the case, this might imply
that the leading farm in the neighbourhood had a role in the management of
the site.
Ceremonies at Hulje were performed during a period of around 1500 years,
commencing at the end of the Bronze Age (c. 700 BC). Rituals conducted alongside the stream continued until the 12th century AD, during the same period
as Christianity became established in this region. During the Early Roman
Iron Age (AD 1–200), the use of the site was intensified and traces indicate a
greater variety in the ritual activity. This is the period when the well at Hulje
was used for ritual purposes. During the same period archaeologist Anne Carlie
has observed a corresponding intensification in the south of Scandinavia. She
assumes that it is connected with substantial “social, economic and political
changes” in Scandinavian society during this period (Carlie 2009: 258). According to her, the observation of the cult was probably a way for the leading
families to strengthen their position in society.
However, it is interesting to note that traces of ceremonies can be found
that are dated to a period covering the entire Iron Age. Despite considerable
changes that occurred at the beginning of the Late Iron Age (AD 400–600), the
ceremonies continued, although to a lesser extent. Evidently, the ideas behind
the custom of holding ritual meals at the small stream at Hulje stretched well
into Christian times.

Hulje in a comparative perspective
Many of the major or minor features that characterise the ceremonial site at
Hulje are also encountered in various combinations at other ceremonial sites.
Per Vikstrand (2001: 189), a historian of place names, claims that place names
with religious connotations in the east of Sweden indicate an ideological affinity
between communities – people largely belonged to the same religious world. The
eastern region of Sweden, where these place names occur, has demonstrated
a notable stability over time. These parts also had a similar building tradition
during the Early Iron Age. This means that Hulje should primarily be compared
with other ceremonial sites within the same region. However, we should keep
in mind that there were no normative written sources; therefore, variations in
ritual activity and religious ideas would have been considerable. Maths Bertell,
a religious historian, states that a fundamental characteristic of pre-Christian
religion in Scandinavia was that it changed continually (Bertell 2009: 59).
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Below I will provide a brief overview of a few places in western Östergötland that have various characteristic elements in common with Hulje. I will
also shortly describe the site at Käringsjön in Halland, on the western coast of
Sweden, since there are many similarities between these sites. A significant
reason for this selection is the large amount of wooden finds from Käringsjön,
which are also well published.
Väderstad in Östergötland
At Väderstad, around ten kilometres to the west of Hulje, a ceremonial site
with many similarities to Hulje was excavated in 2007 (Karlsson 2012). These
resemblances concerned both the position in the landscape and the natural
features that were included in the site. There were traces of ritual meals and
ritual depositions consisting of pottery. The site was dated to the Late Bronze
Age and Pre-Roman Iron Age (980–50 BC).
On the site, there was a low rock with quite a number of cup-marks, just
a few metres from the former stream bed, which by now has been filled in. In
total, a hundred-metre-long stretch of the stream was excavated. Hearths occurred in and around the former stream bed. The hearths were dated to the
Late Bronze Age and Pre-Roman Iron Age (760–50 BC) and were interpreted
as cooking hearths. Pottery was encountered near the rock with cup-marks;
decorated fine ware pottery was among the finds. In one case, a complete vessel
had been intentionally placed at the edge of the stream bed.
Abbetorp in Östergötland
Abbetorp, in the parish of Rinna, is situated about one kilometre to the south of
the ritual site at Väderstad and ten kilometres west of Hulje (Petersson 1999;
Petersson 2004; Lindeblad & Petersson 2009). A complex ritual site was excavated in 1998. It consisted of a great number of different elements and covered
an area of at least 10,000 square metres. Abbetorp included a sacrificial site,
dated to the Late Roman Iron Age and the Migration Period, but with traces
of occasional rituals continuing until the Early Medieval Period. Chronologically, the site was in use immediately after the ritual site of Väderstad. The
site at Abbetorp was located by the side of a marshland and was adjacent to a
contemporary burial site. Offerings were centred on two boulders at the edge
of the marshland, and consisted of hundreds of ceramic pots, some sherds of
glass vessels and a piece for a board game, along with beads of glass, amethyst
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and amber. Some of the ceramic vessels appear to have been intentionally
smashed against one of the boulders. Around a hundred hearths bear witness
to the cooking of ritual meals on the site, even though the farmstead that most
likely organised the rituals was situated just a few hundred metres from the
spot. Remains from the ceremonial meals, bones and fire-cracked stones, were
deposited around the boulders and along the edge of the marshland, indicating
that the meals were eaten in the open air. Furthermore, abutting a rocky outcrop, there was an area enclosed by a stone wall. A posthole was encountered on
the outer side of this enclosure; immediately beside this, two complete ceramic
pots had been placed on the ground during the Roman Iron Age. There were
also burnt bones of horses and cattle. The circumstances of this deposition are
very similar to the one with a complete pot at Hulje, which might also have
been associated with a posthole.
Like at Hulje, the ceremonial site at Abbetorp comprises a large area, which
had clearly been divided into different functional sections. The categories of
finds encountered at Hulje were also present at Abbetorp; particularly pottery
that may indicate offerings of food and drink. Moreover, there was a small but
varied assemblage of around twenty beads of different sizes.
The proportions of different species of domestic animals at the ceremonial
site at Abbetorp corresponded entirely with the species at the neighbouring
settlement site. This was interpreted as an indication of the fact that no special
selection had been made for ritual purposes (Lindeblad & Petersson 2009). On
this point, Abbetorp differs from the site at Hulje. However, it should be stressed
that the settlement site was interpreted as a high status site.
The ritual site at Abbetorp was used during the parts of the year when the
ground was not frozen or covered with snow. Despite the nearness to the burial
site, there was evidence that the rituals did not have any immediate connection with the burials (Lindeblad & Petersson 2009). The ceremonies appear
to have been performed once a year and it is reasonable to believe that these
were calendrical rites.
The ritual sites at Väderstad and Abbetorp were probably important in a
local perspective. At Abbetorp, there is a clear relation to the local elite, while
there is no such link to be observed in the assemblage of finds from Väderstad.
The association with pastureland, probably also with fertility, is particularly
distinct at Väderstad.

38

					

www.folklore.ee/folklore

Hulje: Calendrical Rites along a Small Stream

Hassle in Närke
The site at Hassle, by the stream of Äverstaån in Närke, is a parallel to Hulje in
view of landscape, arrangement of the site and chronology. Minor archaeological
excavations were carried out at Hassle during the late 1990s (Annuswer 2007).
Ritual activities at the site focused on running water and a cup-mark site was
part of the ceremonial area. Votive deposits were encountered in the stream
of Äverstaån, with dates spanning the entire period from the Late Bronze Age
to the Viking Age (c. 600 BC–AD 800/1050). There is thus a chronological correspondence with Hulje.
The oldest find from the site is the ‘Hassle-find’ dated to 600 BC, containing, amongst other items, a bronze situla. Along the stream, at a site located
around one kilometre from the findspot of the bronze situla, offerings of war
booty were discovered, which were dated to the period around the beginning
of our era. During the Vendel Period, a platform was built at the side of the
stream, from which sacrifice was performed. Around the platform, the bank of
the stream had been reinforced with fire-cracked stones, twigs and branches.
There was also a layer of fire-cracked stones. The assemblage of finds consisted
of loom-weights, a grinding stone, pottery, a piece of flint for fire lighting, two
studs for horses and nails (Annuswer 2007). A difference between Hulje and
the site at the stream of Äverstaån is that, apart from finds of a peaceful and
everyday character, items alluding to warfare were encountered in the stream.
In contrast to the fertility-oriented calendrical cult, war booty offerings should be
regarded as action related to “changes or crises in one’s world” (Paden 1994: 8).
Frösvi in Närke
The sacrificial site at Frösvi in Närke, which was excavated at the beginning
of the 20th century, seems to have come into use during the Migration Period
(Lindqvist 1910). Ritual activities were mainly performed in the marshland, i.e.,
with a connection to water, but also on dry land. There were traces of depositions
of objects and of ritual meals. The site may have covered 10,000 square metres.
At Frösvi, an eighty-metre-long narrow footbridge extended out into the
bog: at that time, it was marshland with a small area of open water. At the end
of the footbridge, there was a cultural layer, 15 x 7 metres in size, containing
charcoal, burnt bones and a great amount of fire-cracked stones. Two pieces
of flint were encountered in the cultural layer, which were thought to be firestriking flint. Further, there was a small rectangular whetstone with a hole
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for hanging, as well as two thin potsherds and three small beads of glass flux.
An equal-armed bronze bow-shaped brooch was encountered at the bottom of
the cultural layer, dated to the end of the 6th century AD. Timber of various
types lay on top of the layer. All the longer stakes and planks were oriented in
the east-west direction. Most of the bones came from a hearth in the layer; the
bones were identified as young individuals of sheep (three animals) and pig
(at least two animals). Lindqvist estimates that the three sheep and two pigs
originated from one occasion. He states that “there were quite a few participants
taking part in this […] meal” (Lindqvist 1910: 134). Outside the actual cultural
layer, two molars belonging to a cow or an ox were found.
Around 50 metres to the north of the cultural layer, an oval boulder was encountered, which was judged to have been transported to the site. Hundreds of
pointed sticks had been stuck into the ground around the boulder, but Lindqvist
does not mention which species of wood they were. Lindqvist (1910) associates
the site with worship of the god Frö.
Käringsjön in Halland
Käringsjön is a ritual site dated to the Late Roman Iron Age (AD 200–400).
This site holds a unique position in Swedish archaeology because of the rich
and varied assemblage of finds (Arbman 1945; Carlie 1998; 2000; 2009). Now
the area is a bog, but earlier on Käringsjön was a small lake with marshy edges.
The find material is dominated by almost a hundred ceramic vessels containing food and drink, which were deposited in the lake. There was pottery for
storage and cooking as well as fine ware pottery in the form of drinking vessels
and bowls. Chemical analysis has shown that the food offerings consisted of
a mixture of blood and malt or grain, and some may have contained entrails
(Carlie 2000: 21). Some of the pots had been intentionally broken.
Around forty wooden items were also recovered. These included two rakes,
a pick-axe, a spade, a swivel (Swedish lekane), a peg for tethering animals, a
turned wooden box, a sliding cover decorated with a geometrical square pattern,
a rectangular wooden trough and a wooden board probably used for cooking.
Archaeologist Anne Carlie states that many of the items evidently possessed
a symbolic significance, and that the items, on the one hand, were associated
with cooking and grazing in the spring, and on the other hand with harvest and
slaughter (Carlie 2000: 23). Furthermore, there were two bundles of flax and
a flax holder. Several white stones of quartz and quartzite were interpreted as
offerings thrown into the lake (ibid.: 23f.).
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Wooden platforms had been built along the bank of the lake, to improve
access for sacrificing in the lake. The finds are concentrated along the side of
the marsh, partly in the east and south-east, partly along the western bank.
By treating objects as symbols for various farming activities, Carlie (ibid.: 29)
has studied the time of the year when the sacrificial ceremonies were performed.
She found that sacrifice had been performed both in spring and autumn and, to
some extent, also in midwinter. Carlie also claims that sacrifice on the site was
initially performed in the morning, but later on in time, it was shifted to the
evening. According to Carlie (ibid.: 33), Käringsjön functioned as a ceremonial
site concerned with fertility, for the local community consisting of just a few
neighbouring farms.

Summarising discussion
Thematically, Hulje is related to several other sites where peaceful sacrifice
was performed. They have much in common in their placing in the landscape.
Several of the sites were located either by the side of standing water bodies
or alongside running water. In several cases, a rock with cup-marks was included in the site. Ritual sites are often of a considerable size, 10,000–25,000
square metres, and they used to be strictly divided into functional units. This
is a characteristic similar to settlement sites of the elite during the Early Iron
Age. At all sites, rituals were performed outdoors; this was also the case with
the ritual meals.
At many of the sites, the continuity of use stretched over a long period, spanning over prehistoric periods and times of fundamental change. At both Hulje
and Hassle, the sites were in continual use throughout a period from the Late
Bronze Age to the end of the Iron Age / Early Middle Ages. It is particularly
notable that the ceremonial practice was continued throughout the entire Iron
Age, despite substantial changes in society at the beginning of the Late Iron
Age, as well as changes in burial practices and in religion. This was the case
at Abbetorp, at the well-known ceremonial site at Skedemosse, and at the well
containing offerings in the Iron Age fort at Eketorp; both of the two latter sites
are situated on the island of Öland (Monikander 2010; Århäll 1995).
My interpretation is that Hulje is a site where calendrical ceremonies were
performed; the well was taken into service during the early summer and closed
for use during the same time of year. According to some researchers (Steinsland
2007: 290; Näsström 2002: 222), during the pre-Christian era, calendrical rites
associated with fertility were performed in spring or even midsummer. On such
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occasions, matters that were basic for the religious system were renewed, people
were reminded about the myths that articulated the foundations of what was
sacred, and the gods were invoked (Paden 1994: 8f.). At Abbetorp there were
indications that the ceremonies were performed during the time of year when
the ground was not frozen or covered with snow. Considering the number of
hearths, including signs of reuse in some of the features, we might presume that
ceremonies occurred once a year (Lindeblad & Petersson 2009). At Käringsjön,
the placing of sacrificial platforms implies that the ceremonies were conducted
in spring and autumn (Carlie 2009).
Traces of ceremonial meals were present at all the sites that have been
discussed here, and several researchers’ considered opinion is that such meals
were the most important ritual activity practiced during the pre-Christian
period – a meal shared between humans and gods (Näsström 2002; Steinsland
2007). Meat, preferably beef, was cooked in cooking-pits and seems to have
been the main ingredient in the meals. This is also indicated in Norse sources.
While the practice of sacrifice and offerings has varied over time, it can be seen
that ceremonial meals have been carried out during the entire period when the
sites were in use.
Refuse from the ritual meals, mainly fire-cracked stones and bones, was one
of the occurrences that particularly characterised the ceremonial sites. Usually, there are large amounts of fire-cracked stones that have been deposited
in the water, at the side of the water, or gathered into substantial layers. This
consistent treatment of the refuse illustrates the fact that it was connected with
special conceptions, which meant that the refuse was not permitted to be taken
from the sacred site. In such a way, the distinction between pure and profane
behaviour at the ritual site was expressed (Paden 1994: 8f.).
The female aspect of the ceremonial site at Hulje is specifically expressed in
the finds, through the bead and the alleged sickle. For instance, a brooch was
found at Frösvi, which may also be indicative of female presence. Cup-marks
have been regarded by many researchers as expressing a female aspect (Hauptman Wahlgren 2002: 58ff.).
Repeated depositions of ceramic pots containing food and drink are one of the
main characteristics of Iron Age fertility offerings (Carlie 1998: 21). Moreover,
pottery is the most common category of finds at the discussed ceremonial sites.
Depositions of complete pots occur regularly and many of these contain remains
of food. On one level, it is clear that the pottery represents offerings of food.
The assemblages of finds from the ceremonial sites at Abbetorp, Väderstad and
Frösvi are constituted in a distinctly similar way and could be understood in
the same terms as the site at Hulje.
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The arrangement of the ritual site at Hulje, and the fact that the area also
includes a rock with cup-marks, gives an indication of a close association with
the central parts of the pastureland and, consequently, also with animal husbandry. In the west of Sweden, sites with cup-marks have a clear connection
with the grazing land of the Early Iron Age (Bengtsson 2004). Indirectly, this
also indicates a fertility theme. In the finds from Hulje, there is also a distinct
connection with the fertility of the land and with domestic animals. The rake
head is associated with the growth of grass as well as with domestic animals,
while the sickle is related to the yield of the cultivated land. The sticks in the
well might also be understood in terms of fertility. Handstones for grinding
found in the well may have a connection with grain, but could also be associated with the general theme of food and drink in excess.
The connection with domestic animals is most distinctly manifested at
Käringsjön. This may depend on the fact that it is the only site, apart from
Hulje, among the discussed sites, in which preserved wooden artefacts were
found. Artefacts associated with harvest and grain occur at Hassle.
There are indications of strong ties between the farmstead that could have
been the dominating farm on a local level and the ceremonial site at Hulje.
There are remains of a paved road that may have connected the farm with the
ceremonial site. The relatively large amount of beef that was consumed at the
ceremonial site implies that people from a high status farmstead may have
contributed meat of a particularly appealing kind. This argument is supported
by the predominance of choice meaty parts among the bones. Being generous
with food and drink was an ideal among the elite and was an indication of a
good leader (Steinsland 2007: 306).
The ceremonial sites at Abbetorp, Väderstad and Frösvi are notably similar
in their placing in the landscape, the arrangement of the sites and the assemblages of finds. They could be interpreted in a similar way as the site at
Hulje. Maybe calendrical rites were performed at all of these sites, dedicated
to a female deity for a good year’s growth and peace, for ”árs ok fríðar”. The
sites were important on a local level, but not within a wider geographical area.
Instead, a number of similar places existed, which had connections with the
local community. Perhaps the regular procedure was that the local elite acted
as a support for the activities at the site.
The ritual sites that I have discussed clearly differ from such sites as Gullborg in Östergötland (Nordén 1938). Topographically, this site consists of a
prominent peak of a rock, surrounded by a stone wall, rising sharply above
the surrounding plain. Finds at the site consist of weapons, precious metals
and imported artefacts. This is associated with a male aspect, in which rituals
express warrior ideals, even if artefacts of the same types as those found at
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Hulje also occur. Perhaps a site such as Gullborg was devoted to other deities
than those of the site at Hulje; maybe this site was mainly oriented towards
the elite level of society.
Sites such as the one at Hulje have chiefly been encountered in later years
during development-led archaeological excavations. These remains are often
found in unexpected locations in the terrain and are only understood when larger
areas are stripped of the covering topsoil. This means that development-led
archaeology provides a unique opportunity to uncover remains that illuminate
ceremonial activities and religious beliefs from a period for which no written
sources exist in this northerly area.
Translation by Judith Crawford
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RAÄ – Riksantikvarieämbetet (Swedish National Heritage Board)
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