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In this paper, we discuss the ritual practices and 
ritualization in the Bronze Age society on Got-
land based on archaeological investigations of 
cairn milieus and stone ship contexts. We explore 
whether erected stones and demarcations on the 
south to south-west side of the Bronze Age cairns 
are the norm and whether this phenomenon oc-
curred during the Bronze Age. We also discuss 
whether our archaeological research can support 
long-term use of cairn milieus for ritual purposes.

Keywords: Gotland, Bronze Age, monument, 
cairn, ship setting, south stones



CURRENT SWEDISH ARCHAEOLOGY, VOL 25, 2017228

Helene Martinsson-Wallin & Joakim Wehlin

INTRODUCTION

Through empirical studies of Bronze Age cairns and stone ship settings 
on Gotland, we want to explore the practices tied to these materialized 
expressions. Bronze Age cairns and ship settings on Gotland are linked 
to burial practices (Hansson 1927; Stenberger 1941, 1942; Martinsson-
Wallin 2010; Wehlin 2013). Thus, we suggest that such observed prac-
tices can say something about rituals in connection with the burial act. 
Our aim is to decode these rituals or ritualized actions, which are of 
importance in the discussion of group dynamics as well as expressions 
of individual power relations present in the Gotlandic Bronze Age so-
ciety during the time frame c. 1700–500 BC. To make reconstructions 
of the past we need to date these stone structures and deconstruct their 
contexts. In a recent study on the role of archaeology in ritual studies 
Berggren and Nilsson Stutz (2010:80), suggest that: ‘If we can establish 
a core of practices for the burial of the dead, a norm, we could assume 
that this norm, through the structure of significance, would be related 
to other norms in society.’ We agree with them that archaeology can 
contribute to the development of ritual theory by studying the practices 
(Berggren & Nilsson Stutz 2010:171).

The initial focus of our research is directed to what people in the past 
were doing and not on the meaning of the action. We base this approach 
on Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1977). Bell’s classical study Ritual The-
ory, Ritual Practice (1992), where she coins the term ritualization, is also 
an inspiration. This concept, according to her, means strategic ways of 
acting where the specific ritual practice that is privileged, significant, 
and powerful is embedded (Bell 1992:7). She discusses how rituals are 
part of a structuration process and not expressions of specific mean-
ings. We agree that ritual practices per se can be repeated unconscious 
bodily doing/action (habitus) and embedded within the social structure 
of society, but we also aim to understand meanings of the ritual through 
analogies and comparative studies (Kaliff & Østigård 2013). Here we 
address the implications of rapid changes, varieties and additions of 
the phenomenon tied to ritual activities. These actions cannot just be 
explained as the reproduction of the ritual becoming flawed, declining 
and being forgotten. We suggest that such changes, especially if they are 
rapid and revolutionary, are products of conscious actions, since they 
consequently can be observed by sudden changed practices. The change 
of meaning of things could thereby be possible to detect through a prac-
tice perspective in combination with the use of analogies and compara-
tive research. The starting point of our research is thus to tease apart 
various built and natural features tied to the material expressions in the 
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form of cairns and adjacent structures as well as stone ship settings to 
investigate their temporal and spatial relationships. New empirical data 
with the dating of various activities tied to Bronze Age cairns and indi-
cations of the long-term use of cairn milieus show that we need a new 
framework for interpretation of ritual practices. We place a particular 
focus on the erected stones, generally found on the south-west side close 
to the cairns, known as ‘south stones’, but also discuss the placing and 
relationship of stone ships, adjacent platforms and stone settings. Here 
we widen the concept of south stones, that was coined by Nylén (1959, 
1993), i.e. an upright monolith on the south side of the cairn, to yield 
a broader concept, south stone structures, which includes one or more 
uprights and adjacent platforms and stone setting on the south side of 
the cairns.

BRONZE AGE CAIRNS AND STONES IN THE SOUTH

There are well over a thousand Bronze Age cairns registered on Gotland, 
and around two hundred of these exceed 20 metres in diameter, and have 
a height of 2 metres or above. The cairns have a spatial distribution all 
over the island, usually located close to the Bronze Age seashore (Figure 
1). Often, they are made up of natural granite stones 20–50 centi metres 
in size. A few structures that have been excavated or partially destroyed 
show an internal dry stone wall of limestone slabs stacked on top of each 
other that surrounds stone cists with human burials (Stenberger 1941, 
1942; Franzén 2012) (Figure 2).

The majority of the cairns are thought to have been constructed in 
the Early Bronze Age (c. 1700–1100 BC) as burial sites. Archaeologi-
cal investigations on Gotland and elsewhere in the Scandinavian area 
show that such sites have complex biographies (Stenberger 1941, 1942; 
Rydh 1967, 1968; Lindquist 1976, 1979; Kristiansen 1998; Gansum 
2002, 2004; Holst et al. 2004; Kristiansen & Larsson 2005; Goldhahn 
2006, 2013; König 2007; Franzén 2012). In south Scandinavia, the bur-
ial structures during the Early Bronze Age are mainly in the form of 
mounds made up of soil, peat and stones (Holst et al. 2004). The inter-
nal structure and outline, as well as dates of human skeletal remains 
and finds in investigated cairns on Gotland, show that some of these 
sites initially were constructed as stone cists surrounded by concentric 
stone walls during the Late Neolithic (c. 2300–1700 BC). Some con-
tinued to be used in the Early Bronze Age (for example see Rydh 1967, 
1968; Burenhult 1986). Some cairns on Gotland also continued to be 
used as burial grounds during the Late Bronze Age (c. 1100–500 BC) 
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since they feature secondary deposits of cremations of human skeletal 
remains among the stone fill (Stenberger 1942; Burenhult 1986; Wehlin 
& Schönbäck 2013). Stone ship settings are additional burial structures 
in the Late Bronze Age (Wehlin 2013). Thus, archaeological investiga-
tions indicate that the burial practice tied to the cairn structures very 
likely started as in humation burials placed in stone cists surrounded 

Figure 1. Gotland island with all stone cairns over 10 metres in diameter. Case studies 
marked. Illustration: Anton Uvelius.
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with concentric stone walls in the Late Neolithic. Some of them were 
constructed or continu ed to be used in the Early Bronze Age, possi-
bly as ‘open’ monuments. Compare with the Bredarör cairn in Kivik 
(Goldhahn 2006:177–181). There are also changes in grave goods, with 
the flint dagger seemingly the norm in the Late Neolithic. In the Early 
Bronze Age bronze daggers and swords replaced the flint artefacts, i.e. 
the same type of grave goods occurred but in different material. In the 
Bronze Age period III (c. 1300–1100) the grave goods change, jewellery 
along with double-buttons and so-called razors and tweezers become 
more common and fewer weapons were deposited (Baudou 1960; Hyen-
strand 1968; Aner & Kersten 1973–; Oldeberg 1974–76). Also, the in-
terior outline of the stone cists of the Gotland cairns seems to change 
from a central position in the Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age to 
a south to south-west position (Nylén 1993). This change might show 
a new ritual practice that placed the importance of a south location.

The major change in the burial practice occurred when the ship set-
tings with cremation burials appeared in the transition between Early 
and Late Bronze Age. Below we discuss the changes in burial practices 
and the relationship to the south stone structures through some case 
studies on Gotland. The standing stone phenomenon is prevalent in 
connection with the cairns, usually as single monoliths or sometimes 
two or more in groups, where some show a ship-like formation. South 

Figure 2. One of the two internal dry stone walls of limestone slabs at the Koparve 
cairn. South of the cairn there are four larger limestone slabs. Photo: Joakim Wehlin.
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or south-south-west side of the cairns is the most common location of 
these standing stones. The term south stones was coined by the Gotland-
based archaeologist Erik Nylén in the 1950s when he initiated a research 
programme on Bronze and Iron Age remains (Nylén 1959, 1993). He 
was of the opinion that these standing stones were significant in the 
burial practice as places of sacrifice to the dead in the Bronze Age and 
Early Iron Age. He noted that in the Bronze Age the south stones were 
of granite, usually of a large size, and in the Early Iron Age they were of 
limestone and smaller in size. Nylén (1993) suggests that this practice 
is found on Gotland and not recorded on the Swedish mainland. The 
practice of south stones, and ritual practice associated with the south 
location, might have a connection to the typical Gotlandic ship settings 
from the Late Bronze Age. Nylén further suggests that the Hügelgräber 
culture on the continent of Europe and Polish relations were the source 
of inspiration for this type of structure (Nylén 1993:127).

Nylén never launched a coherent programme for investigating the 
Bronze Age monuments. Around 50 years later we initiated a research 
project with the aim of investigating his observations further to under-
stand Bronze Age socio-cultural dynamics on Gotland. Our project in-
vestigates issues relating to the dynamics of monuments and ritual prac-
tice in a long-term perspective (Martinsson-Wallin 2010; Wehlin 2013). 
We suggest that the burial practices and the phenomenon of creating 
cairns to cover the dead, to erect the standing stones and platforms/
stone settings south-south-west of the cairns as well as adding a new 
type of burial structure, the ship setting, have ritual connotations. The 
built landscape inscribed on the physical landscape forms milieus for 
certain rituals and sacrifices during the time frame that we archaeolo-
gists label the Bronze Age. One of our research questions explored in 
this paper is the temporal status of the south stone structures (includ-
ing monoliths, platforms and stone settings) in relation to the cairns 
and the ship settings.

CASE STUDIES: UGGARDEROJR, DIGERROJR, 
HÄGRÖR AND KOPARVE CAIRNS

In the Swedish archaeological sites and monuments database (FMIS) 
there is information on more than thousand cairns with a size over 10 
metres in diameter found on Gotland that are defined as belonging to 
the Bronze Age (Figure 1). However, the archaeological remains called 
‘cairns’ are ambiguous, since cairns of smaller dimensions were also 
made during the Iron Age. Large-scale structures that are over 20 metres 
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in size and exceed a height of 2 metres have been confirmed by archae-
ological excavations as belonging to the Bronze Age (Stenberger 1941, 
1942; Rydh 1967; Burenhult 1986; Franzén 2012).

In the national database around 25% of the Bronze Age cairns found 
on Gotland that are over 20 metres are recorded as having south stones 
(generally meaning erected monoliths south of the cairn) connected to 
them. When we have assessed the data by site visits to some of the cairns 
that did not have this type of feature recorded during the previous survey, 
all of the visited sites displayed erected stones to the south or south-west. 
It is very likely that most of the monuments had such structures tied to 
them in the past. Later activities have probably removed some of these 
stones, or they have fallen and been overgrown and thus overlooked by 
the surveyor. A complete re-survey of all the known cairns on Gotland 
and their close environment is a task still to be carried out. So far we 
can say that the national database (FMIS), site visits by us, and the ob-
servations by Nylén (1958, 1993) show that south stone structures and 
platforms/stone settings to the south have a relationship to the cairns 
and vice versa. Our investigation suggests that cairns and south stone 
structures are connected. This practice shows the norm of a relation-
ship between the cairns, the standing stones and the south-south-west 
direction, but it is not certain that these features are contemporary with 
each other. The spatial distribution of the cairns indicates that structures 
are often placed at the Bronze Age seashore. There is a normative rela-
tionship between the cairns and sea/water. We suggest that the relation-
ships mentioned above form cairn milieus that are nodes in a cognitive 
landscape as places for various rituals. With this data at hand, our sug-
gestion is that these milieus are complex ritual places tied to death and 
genealogies that go beyond previous interpretations of cairns as merely 
representing burial sites.

In our research programme we have so far carried out investigations 
at four sites of large-scale Bronze Age cairn environments. Our investi-
gations at Uggarderojr, Hägrör and Digerrojr cairns focused on explor-
ing the milieu outside the cairn perimeter, the temporal status of south 
stone structures and platforms/stone settings in a southerly location 
(Martinsson-Wallin & Wehlin 2010, 2011; Martinsson-Wallin 2014). 
At Koparve we have focused on the milieu inside the cairn perimeter. 
Stenberger initiated excavations at Koparve cairn in 1941, followed by 
investigations by Arwidsson 1948 and Hallström 1966 (Stenberger 1942; 
Arwidsson 1949; Lindquist 1979). The skeletal remains have been re-
analysed on the initiative of Martinsson-Wallin (Hongslo-Vala 2010; 
Foglemark 2011). We have also made comparative analyses using data 
from a few other excavated Bronze Age burial cairns which have been 
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removed due to the construction of a road or affected by limestone quar-
ries (Stenberger 1941, 1942; Lindquist 1979; Burenhult 1986; Wehlin 
& Schönbäck 2012).

UGGARDEROJR

The investigation at Uggarderojr, which is the largest stone cairn on 
Gotland, was carried out during five weeks in 2009. This structure is 
roughly 50 metres in diameter and 7 metres high (Figure 3) and located 
on the south-east coast of Gotland. The aim was to investigate two low 
stone mounds on the south-west side of the mound and also excavate 
next to a large kerbstone on the south side of the cairn. It is likely that 
two smaller fallen stones in the vicinity could be ‘traditional’ south 
stone markers, but we focused our excavations on the rounded stone 
setting, fire-cracked heap and large kerbstone with cup marks, all situ-
ated south and south-west of the mound. Our aim was also to under-
stand this monu ment in relationship to the Bronze Age landscape. Today 
it is situ ated 1.5 kilometres from the shore, but the shoreline displace-
ment has had major effects on altering the landscape since the Bronze 
Age. The area is called Uggarderum, meaning ’the room/space of the 
remote farm’. This area is a special place with nodes of at least seven 

Figure 3. The largest Bronze Age cairns on Gotland, Uggarderojr, Rone parish. Photo: 
Joakim Wehlin.
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large Bronze Age cairns that all exceed 20 metres in diameter within an 
area of 100–500 metres around the large Uggarderojr cairn. The closest 
Bronze Age settle ment is situated at Vinarve about 2 kilometres inland 
to the west of Uggarderum (Lindquist 1974).

The rounded stone setting located some 10 metres south-west of 
the cairn (Figure 4), was 9 metres large and around 0.5 metre high and 
shows at least three phases of utilization. In the centre of the bottom 
layer was a pit found that probably is a posthole. Selected stone mate-
rial made up this platform-like stone setting. The edges of the setting 
were made up of sandstone slabs (compare e.g. with Sagaholm, Gold-
hahn 2006:184–190), and there were several stones with cup marks and 
probably selected stones that featured special colours and natural pits. 
We also found flint flaking distributed over the surface of the initial 
stone setting. This phase has been radiocarbon dated to c. 1450–1210 
BC (LuS-8682 Cal. 2 sigma) (see Figure 5). In the next phase, the pit in 
the middle was covered with stones. Among the stones cremated bones 
were found, a few of them of human origin. A large flat stone sealed 
most of the cremated bones. They were dated to c. 900–790 BC (Ua-
41184 Cal. 2 sigma) and c. 920–810 BC (Ua-41185 Cal. 2 sigma) (see 
Figure 5). It is important, however, to keep in mind that the dating of 
burnt bones is problematic, not least regarding what temperature they 

Figure 4. Stone structures south-west of Uggarderojr during excavation 2009. The photo 
was taken from the top of the large cairn to show the surrounding landscape, Uggarde-
rummet. Photo: Joakim Wehlin.
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were burned at (Wehlin 2013:20). In the third phase the structure was 
added on with stones and among the stones in the middle were unburnt 
bones of sheep, mainly from head and teeth. The bones showed a date 
of c. 490–200 BC (LuS-8681 Cal. 2 sigma) (see Figure 5).

The stone setting to the east of the former showed to be a 2 × 2 metre 
large heap of fire-cracked stones. A human hand bone (pisiform), a dog’s 
heel bone (talus), a tooth and part of a shoulder blade (scapula), a hare 
bone (ulna), a part of pig jaw and a toe bone from cattle were among 
the sparse finds (Svensson 2010). A few pieces of plain pottery were also 
found. A radiocarbon sample from this context was dated to c. 1430–
1130 BC (LuS-8683 Cal. 2 sigma) (see Figure 5). This date overlaps with 
the earliest phase of the larger stone setting.

Excavations at two kerbstones on the south and south-west side of 
the cairn also gave interesting results. At the base of the south kerb-
stone, traces of fires and foot bones from cattle were deposited but they 
were not affected by fire. The date of one of bone was c. AD 580–770 
(LuS-8679 Cal. 2 sigma) (see Figure 5) and at another kerbstone there 

Figure 5. The result of the 14C analysis made at the four case study sites. Calibration in 
OxCal 4.2 (Bronk Ramsey 2009) with the calibration curve IntCal13 (Reimer et al. 2013).
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were fragmented cattle horns, dated to c. AD 430–650 (LuS-8678 Cal. 
2 sigma) (see Figure 5).

It is very likely that some smaller fallen stones situated close to the 
kerbstone in the south location may be a ‘traditional’ south stone struc-
ture, but unfortunately we did not have time to investigate during the 
excavation.

The results of our investigations of the examined features found to the 
south-south-west of Uggarderojr show ritual practices that we suggest 
are contemporary with the initial burial in the cairn during the Early to 
Middle Bronze Age. These rituals included fires and fire-cracked stones, 
flint flaking, and probably the making of cup marks. The dated activities 
show that this site was a node for ritual practices for about 2000 years.

DIGERROJR

To compare our findings at Uggarderojr cairn we made an additional in-
vestigation at the large cairn of Digerrojr (Martinsson-Wallin & Wehlin 
2011; Martinsson-Wallin 2011) also situated on the east coast of Got-
land but some 40 kilometres to the north of Uggarderojr. Digerrojr is 
around 40 metres in diameter and 5 metres high. It has a 2 metre deep 
crater in the middle. Five standing stones situated on the south side of the 

Figure 6. Digerrojr and the south structures during excavation 2010. Photo: Joakim 
Wehlin.
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cairn form a rhombic shape surrounded by a stone filling. This forma-
tion could have functioned as a ship-setting-like structure and included 
a ‘traditional’ south stone (as defined by Nylén 1959) at the same time 
(Figure 6) (Wehlin 2013:70). Our excavation showed that the erected 
stones were fire-cracked at the bases and the soil below them was burnt 
and contained ash, but no charcoal. The absence of charcoal around 
the stones might indicate that after firing the surface had been cleaned. 
However, three dated charcoal samples in the vicinity below the stone 
setting showed Iron Age dates. The earliest date was c. AD 70–225 
(Ua-44878 Cal. 2 sigma) and the other two samples c. AD 260–420 
(Ua-44879 Cal. 2 sigma) and c. AD 720–940 (Ua-41186 Cal. 2 sigma) 
(see Figure 5). Excavations at some selected cairn kerbstones indicated 
ritual offerings. At the base of a red granite kerbstone with natural pits 
on the outer flat surface placed on the south side of the cairn, we found 
a 10 centimetre ash layer from fire and offering of two types of pottery 
and four beads (two of glass paste, one of amber and one of quartzite). 
The finds indicate a date to the Vendel Period and the two radiocarbon 
dates to c. AD 420–565 (Ua-44881 Cal. 2 sigma) and c. AD 550–650 
(Ua-44880 Cal. 2 sigma) confirm the typological date (see Figure 5). We 
also found traces of a fire and a deposition of an iron knife and a whet-
stone at the base of another kerbstone. This event was associated with 
charcoal which is dated to c. AD 430–610 (Ua-44883 Cal. 2 sigma) (see 
figure 5). At a concave stone just south-west of the cairn we discovered a 
stone-lined well in which quartz flakes and a hammer stone were found. 
A charcoal sample from the well indicates that the activities can be dated 
to c. AD 225–400 (Ua-44882 Cal. 2 sigma) (see Figure 5).

Since charcoal from the south stone context gave Iron Age dates, we 
suggest that these uprights might not be contemporary with the initial 
construction of the cairn which belongs to the Early to Middle Bronze 
Age time frame but was standing there before the Iron Age activities. 
Our investigations concluded that this large cairn site attracted attention 
and ritual activities during a long time span. Our research also focused 
on understanding the physical landscape surrounding Digerrjor cairn. 
The monument is from the Bronze Age, and since the shoreline displace-
ment has had a major effect on changing the landscape since then, our 
investigation suggests a near-shore location on a small peninsula when 
the cairn was initially constructed. There are several ship settings from 
the Late Bronze Age in the immediate area. One ship setting with an 
attached rounded stone setting was also excavated (Martinsson-Wallin 
& Wehlin 2011:8–22). Burnt bones and unburnt human skeletal bones 
from this site were dated to the Late Bronze Age and the Early and Late 
Iron Age, respectively.
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HÄGRÖR CAIRN

This c. 40 metre large and 5 metre high cairn, with a deep crater in the 
middle, is situated on the south-west coast of Gotland. A south stone 
structure next to the cairn and a stone cist of granite stones found 
50 metres to the east of the large cairn were excavated by us in 2011 
(Martinsson-Wallin 2014). In the surrounding area, we found several 
stones with cup marks, for example on a flat surface just 25 metres to the 
south of the cairn. Before the stone structure was cleared and excavated 
it appeared similar to the four erected stones at Digerrojr, but after clear-
ing, we found a displaced stone pavement with five stones in a circle and 
one stone in the middle (Figure 7). The stones were partially disrupted 
and had fallen. On the pavement a few flakes of flint and quartz were 
found. A charcoal sample recovered on the pavement gave a result of c. 
AD 555–650 (Ua-44876 Cal. 2 sigma) (see Figure 5). This date proba-
bly shows a reuse of the place (Martinsson-Wallin 2014). A charcoal 
sample was recovered just below the pavement stones close to the base 
of one of the fallen stones. The sample shows a date to c. 1660–1500 BC 
(Ua-44877 Cal. 2 sigma) (see Figure 5), which is probably contemporary 
with the initial use of the site. At the base of the large flat stone with cup 
marks to the south of the south stone pavement, a few flakes of flint and 
a whetstone were found. They seem to represent offerings of some kind.

Figure 7. The south structure south-west of Hägrör during excavation 2012. Photo: 
Joakim Wehlin.
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A stone cist of erected granite stones to the east of the cairn was par-
tially excavated (Martinsson-Wallin 2014:8–15). There were no finds, 
and we suspect it was looted already in the distant past. In the stone 
pavement around the cist, there were many flakes of local flint and traces 
of burning and fire-cracked stones. A rim shard of a pot indicated that 
the stone cist could be from the Late Neolithic or Early Bronze Age. If 
this stone cist is from the Late Neolithic, it shows the use of a different 
material from the limestone slabs on edge that usually make up the Late 
Neolithic stone cists on the island. However, a dated charcoal sample 
from this context showed a date to c. 20 BC–AD 130 (Ua-44875 Cal. 2 
sigma) (see Figure 5), which makes the dating of the feature inconclu-
sive. This show that Hägrör is a complex site used for ritual activities 
from the Late Neolithic until the Late Iron Age.

KOPARVE CAIRN AND OTHER EXCAVATED OR 
PARTIALLY EXCAVATES CAIRNS

There are a few cairns on Gotland that have their interior exposed due 
to excavation or partial destruction of various activities, but Koparve 
cairn situated in the north of Gotland is the only cairn of monumen-
tal dimensions that has been excavated using archaeological methods 
(Figure 2). Rabbit hunters had partly disrupted the site in the 1940s 
and since then it has been excavated by archaeologists on several oc-
casions. The site was originally a round cairn about 23 metres in dia-
meter and 2.7 metres high made up of granite stones (Stenberger 1942). 
The rabbit hunters had exposed an interior drywall made up of stacked 
limestone (Stenberger 1942:101). Located just south of the cairn four 
larger limestone slabs are set on edge, shaping a cist-like feature. Dur-
ing the initial investigations by Stenberger in 1941 and Arwidsson in 
1948 only parts of the cairn were excavated. Stenberger’s initial in-
vestigation exposed structures made up of an outer and inner drywall 
of stacked limestone slabs. The drywall was found 2.5 metres from 
the outer perimeter and is 0.5 metres high. The interior drywall is up 
to 2.6 metres high. A stone cist was found inside the perimeter of the 
interior drywall, with two human skeletal remains (Stenberger 1942; 
Hongslo-Vala 2010). These remains were typologically dated by Sten-
berger (1942) to the Bronze Age based on finds defined as belonging to 
Bronze Age period III, 1300–1100 BC. Arwidsson (1949) made further 
investigations in 1948 and found another stone cist with a Bronze 
Age burial. One conventional radiocarbon date was obtained in the 
1960s, c. 1410–910 BC (St-2862 Cal. 2 sigma) (see Figure 5), and sub-
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sequently we obtained several AMS dates from the skeletal remains of 
three individuals in two stone cists. Two of the skeletal remains were 
found together in one of the cists, and one was in the other cist. The 
dates of the two former are c. 1390–1130 BC (Ua-41179 Cal. 2 sigma) 
and c. 1120–920 BC (Ua-41178 Cal. 2 sigma). The other has a pre-
vious date to c. 1190–930 BC (Ua-41659 Cal. 2 sigma) (see Figure 5). 
During excavations by Hallström in 1966, human skeletal remains 
from three adults and one child were recovered between the outer and 
inner drywall and among the stones (Foglemark 2011). These remains 
are dated on typological grounds by associated finds to the Late Iron 
Age (Vendel Period). Additional dated bone samples found among the 
stones also show reuse during the Late Iron Age and historical intru-
sions (see Figure 5).

According to Wehlin and Schönbäck (2012:99–100), there are 19 
additional investigated Bronze Age cairns on Gotland with a diameter 
ranging from 8–27 metres. The largest one, a much-destroyed cairn 
(Vies-Mickelgårds) was examined by Stenberger in Väskinde parish in 
1940 (Stenberger 1941; Franzén 2012:28–32). It showed an internal 
structure much like the one at Koparve, but it was too badly destroyed 
to give any information on the presence of south stone structures. A 
partially destroyed cairn of 15–20 metres in diameter situated in Hau, 
Fleringe parish, was investigated by Lindquist in 1974–77. There was a 
similar inner structure here to the one in Koparve, as well as an upright 
south stone (Lindquist 1976; Franzén 2012:11–16). Two stone settings/
low cairns at Nygårdsrum, Vallstena parish (Hallström 1971) and the 
nearby Simunde stone setting/low cairn in Hörsne-Bara parish (Wehlin 
& Schönbäck 2012) have been investigated and removed. At least the 
larger of the ones at Nygårdsrum had several upright stones in a rhombic 
formation on the south side of the cairn. All three graves showed initial 
inhumation burials in stone cists dated to Late Neolithic/Early Bronze 
Age and Early Bronze Age (Hallström 1971). Simunde had been added 
on and also used in the Late Bronze Age and the Iron Age (Wehlin & 
Schönbäck 2013). Stora Källstäde (Nylén 1959) and Stora Vikers are 
two other stone settings/low cairn with Late Neolithic/Early Bronze 
Age inhumation burials and subsequent utilization for cremation depo-
sition and Iron Age burials that have been investigated and removed 
in Lärbro parish (Rydh 1967, 1968). They show a structure with con-
centric circles and a central primary stone cist and secondary burials. 
The traditional uprights on the south side of the structures were here 
in the form of markings of stone cists. The remains have been removed 
at Nygårdsrum and Lärbro but after excavation were restored at Hau 
cairn (Lindquist 1979).
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STONE SHIP SETTING CONTEXTS 
AND SOUTH STONES

Stone ship settings on Gotland are burial and ritual monuments dated 
mainly to the Late Bronze Age. These structures are especially common 
on Gotland. Wehlin (2013:55–60) suggests that there are four different 
types of ship settings on Gotland. Finds, radiocarbon and typological 
dates of the ship setting contexts show that type 1 and 4 seem to be a 
few hundred years earlier (periods III–IV) than types 2–3 (periods IV–
V) (Figure 8). Around 300 such monuments are found in the contem-
porary Gotland landscape and around 80 investigated. It is likely that 
subsequent activities destroyed several of these types of structures. An 
example is the Uppgarde ship setting of monumental dimensions. It only 
remained as negative depressions of where the stones once stood (Eng-
lund 1979). Most of the investigated ship settings contain a cremated 
burial placed in a ceramic vessel, usually a house urn, or a wooden box 
sealed with resin, sometimes placed in a small stone cist inside the peri-
meters of the ship setting (Wehlin 2013:61). A few excavated ship set-
tings have displayed burnt areas, some with bones inside the peri meter 
of the erected stones. Some excavated ship settings are without any 
traces buried bones.

The construction of ship settings ceased after 700 BC, but after that 
time could still be used as sites to bury the dead until c. 200 BC (Wehlin 
2013:68). During this later period, the ship settings mainly contain in-

Figure 8. The four types of ship settings on Gotland. Photos: Joakim Wehlin.
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humations. Changes in the burial custom are indicated during Early 
Pre-Roman Iron Age, 500–200 BC, when another type of smaller boat-
shaped stone cists appears. They are entirely or partially buried under-
ground, smaller in size, and they only contained inhumation burials 
(Wehlin 2012, 2013:74).

Some of the recorded ship settings are discussed as south stone struc-
tures (for examples see the Digerrojr and Hägrör investigations above). 
It is not conclusive, but there are indications that the south stone idea 
is contemporary with the beginning of the Late Bronze Age. We sug-
gest that they are markings outside the perimeters of the ‘room of the 
dead’. This ‘room’ has inside concentric circles of stone and dry-walls 
of stacked limestone slabs. Some have been covered by granite stones to 
form high cairns and some as low cairns/stone settings.

It is likely that ritual activities were carried out at south stone struc-
tures. A radiocarbon-dated sample from under the pavement with south 
stones at Hägrör cairn could indicate that this structure was built later 
than the initial burial site. Considering the south stone complex at Diger-
rojr cairn, the dates were ambiguous and showed Iron Age use of the site. 
However, the stone heap that surrounded the standing stones consisted 
of fire-cracked stones, probably deriving from a ritual tied to Late Iron 
Age ritual practices. It is clear that the standing stones had been erected 
before the fires were lit here since they were fire-cracked at their bases. 
It seemed as if the area was cleaned after the event(s) since few charcoal 
remains were found, mostly only ash and red, burnt soil. Wehlin and 
Schönbäck have argued elsewhere (2012:94–113) that the south stone 
structures were additions to the cairn milieu during the Late Bronze 
Age or later. In line with the argument from Lindquist (1976:124) they 
suggest that the erected stones just outside the perimeters of the cairns 
or larger stone settings marked the primary grave when the grave was 
’sealed’ under a dry walls heap during the Late Bronze Age. Thus, based 
on our own and others’ investigations we suggest that the erection of 
south stones and ritual activities carried out on the south side of cairns 
fits the Late Bronze Age time frame. This was a time when the earlier 
burial grounds were covered with stones to form cairns, and a new burial 
and ritual type of site emerged, the stone ship setting. The burial and 
ritual practice in connection with this probably changed quite rapidly 
in periods III–IV (1300–900 BC).

To understand whether there have been any connection between the 
practice of placing standing stones close to the cairns, usually in south 
to south-west position, and the practice of erecting ship settings, Wehlin 
(2013:72–74) has investigated their spatial relationship. The majority of 
the stone ships are oriented to ‘sail’ towards the south, and Wehlin shows 
that they often are found on the south side of the cairn or stone setting.



CURRENT SWEDISH ARCHAEOLOGY, VOL 25, 2017244

Helene Martinsson-Wallin & Joakim Wehlin

COVERING AND MOVING – FROM THE 
CONCENTRIC CIRCLES TO THE ’SHIP SHAPE’

Archaeological excavation, finds and radiocarbon dates have shown 
that investigated cairn and stone setting sites on Gotland, generally 
inter preted to belong to the Bronze Age, usually have an extended use 
and reuse, spanning from the Late Neolithic to the Late Iron Age (Sten-
berger 1941; Rydh 1967, 1968; Lindquist 1979; Martinsson-Wallin & 
Wehlin 2010, 2011; Martinsson-Wallin 2011; Wehlin & Schönbäck 
2012; Martinsson-Wallin 2014). The re-dating of the Koparve skeletal 
remains by Martinsson-Wallin has shown that the three Bronze Age 
burials inside the inner wall structure are not contemporary with each 
other and thus the monument displays a succession of utilization during 
the Bronze Age. Also, this site was used for inhumation burials during 
the Late Iron Age. These new results together with data on the reuse of 
Late Neolithic stone cist burials surrounded with concentric stone circles 
(Rydh 1967, 1968; Lindquist 1976), as well as ritual offerings made at 
some of the kerbstones of large cairns (Martinsson-Wallin & Wehlin 
2010, 2011), show that some of these places have a complex biography 
and were utilized from the Late Neolithic through the Bronze Age and 
well into the Late Iron Age.

When using the practice perspective, we can see that the norm in the 
Early Bronze Age burial practice is a stone cist with inhumation(s) placed 
in the middle of one or several concentric stone circles. One or two of 
the circles are usually higher and made up of masonry walls of stacked 
limestone. Wehlin & Schönbäck (2012:104–106) discuss the concentric 
circles as representing the outer kerb. When the burial place was reuti-
lized additional kerb circles were built, but they add that some graves 
originally had several stone circles surrounding the stone cist. The norm 
for the selection of special stone material in the cairn milieus is appar-
ent. Limestone slabs were used to make the cists and the low concentric 
walls. Rounded granite stones make up concentric circles and the cairn 
fills. In some places, as at Nygårdsrum and Stora Vikers cairns, there 
were postholes associated with the stone cists, and osteological analysis 
of the human skeletal remains indicates that many young individuals 
had been buried or perhaps offered at the sites (Hallström 1971; Rydh 
1967). We also see a tendency that if the stone cist is from the Late Neo-
lithic, there are usually several people buried in the cist. If the cist was 
made in the Bronze Age usually just one or two individuals were buried 
in each cist (Rydh 1967; Burenhult 1986; Martinsson-Wallin 2010). Cup 
marks and flaking of quartz and flint and the relationship of fire and 
water relate to the cairn milieus and south stone structures. Ship set-
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tings have carefully selected large granite boulders set on edge with flat 
sides. The selected stone material, concentric circles, flaking and cup 
marks, among other materialized phenomena, have also been discussed 
concerning Bronze Age burial contexts in mainland Sweden by Gold-
hahn (2006, 2016) and Thedéen (2004). Kaliff (2007) and Kaliff and 
Østigård (2013) have, for example, discussed fire and water as agents 
in Bronze Age contexts.

The archaeological find material in the stone cists is ambiguous to 
inter pret since it is likely that some of the investigated graves were looted 
already in ancient times. However, the finds indicated that in the Late 
Neolithic/Early Bronze Age weapons such as daggers and swords were 
common and in the Late Bronze Age we more find razors, tweezers, 
jewel lery and double-buttons. It is also usual that there is more than one 
inhumation in the stone cist, which signals that it may be a grave proba-
bly for a family group. The redating of the Early Bronze Age Koparve 
burials gives us reason to believe that the burial ground was ‘open’ dur-
ing the early stage of the Bronze Age and that it subsequently was closed 
during the Late Bronze Age. An alternative interpretation is that burial 
cairns were ‘opened’ and ‘closed’ several times to host additional burials.

The practices seen in connection with stone cist graves are inter-
preted by us as serving as a ritual and burial ground alike, with adjoin-
ing posts, erected stones and pavements for an extended family group. 
Some of these sites, especially large ones, were subsequently covered 
and sealed during the Late Bronze Age when the ship settings and an-
other form of treatment of the dead – the cremation – entered the scene. 
Our investigations indicate that the erection of south stone structures 
was done when the stone cists and concentric stone circles were sealed, 
but further research needs to confirm this. In metaphoric/cognitive and 
factual ways alike, we interpret south stones as markers of the entrance 
and exit of the ‘room of the dead’. The importance of the earlier burial 
places, now covered with rocks, was still recognized as being tied to the 
genealogies and the mythological past. See the discussion of the Kivik 
grave of Breda rör in Scania (Goldhahn 2013). Sometimes cremations 
were placed as secondary burials among the stones in some of the cairns.

The new cremation burial practice in the Late Bronze Age is linked 
to the construction of ship settings on Gotland. Wehlin (2013:70–73) 
has argued that such structures are symbolic ships that with time ’sailed’ 
out from the original burial place during the shift from the Early to Late 
Bronze Age, c. 1200–1100 BC (based on Artelius’ discussion 1996). 
Thus, the ship symbol is a liminal agent that is a mediator between the 
living and the dead and the gods. Based on Wehlin’s investigations of 
ship settings on Gotland (2013) we suggest that ship structures could 
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still have had a role as liminal agents when they became free-standing 
monuments in period V. It is transformed from a symbol to a physical 
reality while still serving as a symbol. We suggest that the physical ship 
setting works as a liminal mediator, but the ship also took on a new 
meaning connected to the rise of a maritime institution on Gotland dur-
ing the Late Bronze Age.

In practice, the concentric circles and inhumations are covered up 
with rounded granite stones ’harvested’ from the fields or the seashore 
(Nilsson 1981) to form cairns. Perhaps the south stones and stone ships 
were constructed in succession to one another, the former representing 
a ritual place for ancestral cult that focuses on genealogies, mytholo-
gies and inhumation practices tied to land and the latter representing 
the new ritual practices associated with a maritime institution (Bradley 
& Widholm 2007:25–27), the cremation practice and a new god (Kaliff 
& Østigård 2013:95). Late Bronze Age is a time of increasing external 
interaction and possibly also the arrival of new groups, from the south 
(La Tène culture) when new ideas about how to treat the dead, i.e. cre-
mation and placing the placed in house urns, show the changes in soci-
ety (Wehlin 2013:183–195).

DECODING BRONZE AGE RITUAL PRACTICE 
ON GOTLAND – A DISCUSSION

In this paper we focus on the investigation of the relationships between the 
Bronze Age cairns and the so-called south stones that are found outside 
the perimeters of many Bronze Age cairns. We have also included a dis-
cussion of the relationship of the ’inside’ and ‘outside’ milieu of the cairns. 
Our investigations have highlighted both Bronze Age and long-term ritual 
practices. In line with Berggren and Nilsson Stutz (2010:186–191) who 
discuss the long-term ritual actions at the fen at Hindbygården, we have 
focused on the activities, what people were doing, at Bronze Age cairns 
on Gotland. It has not been easy to tease apart and make a chronology 
of various features at the cairn sites. The ‘sealed’ cairns and ship settings 
are found all around the Island, and chronologically we link the rise of 
the two phenomena to the transition between Early and Late Bronze Age.

There has been considerable shoreline displacement on Gotland since 
the Bronze Age. Our analysis of LiDAR data and detailed m.a.s.l. esti-
mations show that large cairns that now are situated one or two kilo-
metres inland dotted the coastline during the Bronze Age. Many of the 
ship settings were located close to the Bronze Age coast as well (Figure 
9). We interpret the ancient Bronze Age seashore as a kind liminal zone. 
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The cairns themselves and adjacent structures are associated with ritual 
practices to do with the burial act and commemoration of the dead, 
which has a strong connection to both the sea and the land. We inter-
pret the Bronze Age conception of the sea as separating and needing a 
medium, a boat, to connect to other places that for example provided 
prestige goods and also an important source of subsistence. We suggest 
that people living on an island have a special relationship to the sea. The 

Figure 9. Larger cairns and ship settings on Gotland. Illustration: Anton Uvelius.
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liminal near-shore zone is not suitable for farming, but, for example, for 
herding and harbours/landing places for fishing and for trading goods. 
It is likely that these harbours/landing places were distributed around 
the Island, near nodes with large-scale cairns. The near-shore location 
of the ’rooms of the dead’ on Gotland differs from the placing of large 
Bronze Age mounds in Denmark, which show a strong connection to fer-
tile farmland (Kristiansen 1998). The materials used for the building of 
burial monuments and their implications regarding social structure also 
differ between Denmark and Gotland. Bronze Age monuments in Den-
mark are made up of soil and peat, and according to Holst et al. (Holst 
et al. 2004; Holst & Rasmussen 2013, 2015) and Goldhahn (2006), this 
indicates a conscious ‘offering’ of fertile soil. This is contrasted to the 
material for building the Bronze Age burial places on Gotland, which 
consists of ‘harvested’ stones from the seashore or the land. These actions 
make farmland easier to manage, and stones from the seashore make cer-
tain places more easily accessible for mooring (Nilsson 1981, 1986). The 
building practices are linked to the conditions of the physical landscape, 
but also to the ideas and structures inherent in society. The near-shore 
zone on Gotland is a rich and fertile place that was important to control, 
and the cairns became nodes for ritual actions to do with life and death. 
The south stones, sometimes accompanied by pavements/platforms, were 
probably constructed in the Late Bronze Age and became ritualized places 
used for a long time span. Through our case studies, we have been able 
to detect materialized ritual activity that included the flaking of stones, 
mainly of flint and quartz (Masojć 2016). Other activities that have left 
traces in the cairn milieus are the use of fire and fire-cracked stones, and 
the making of cup marks and selected stones materials. We suggest that 
the actual placing of south stone uprights and platforms and stone set-
tings in a southerly location show a norm, a prevailing idea of a specific 
significance of the south or south-west direction of these structures. The 
south stones and the cairns that contained human burials have a relation-
ship invested with meaning. Wehlin (2013:84, 144–146) has shown with 
his study of ship settings that most of them ‘sail’ south i.e. have their bow 
towards the south and stern towards the north. One area on Gotland that 
contrasts this norm is the Lina Mire area on the north-east of Gotland. 
The agglomeration of ship settings found here shows that most of them 
are aligned paral lel to the Lina Mire/Gothem river waterway in east–
west direction (Wehlin 2010). We suggest that the structural princip les 
of the placing and orientation of the ship settings are primarily their re-
lationship to the seashore/waterways.

On Gotland, upright stones and platforms/stone settings on the south 
side of the cairn seem to be the practice and norm, and this materialized 
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phenomenon has not been recorded to a great extent in other places with 
cairns/mounds from the Bronze Age in Scandinavia. However, the im-
portance of ritual practice and south location is indicated, for example, 
in the ‘south houses’ interpreted as ritual sites attached to large Bronze 
Age mounds in Denmark (Nielsen & Bech 2004). The importance of a 
southerly location is suggested at the large Bredarör cairn on the south-
east coast of Sweden, by the stones (the so-called prince grave) located 
in the south and a house structure that could be a cult house south of 
the cairn (Goldhahn 2006, 2013). Furthermore, Thedéen (2004:92–103) 
stresses that gaps/openings are found in a southerly location in the con-
centric kerbs of Bronze Age cairns in mainland eastern Sweden.

During the Late Bronze Age ship settings appear on Gotland, and 
they often contain cremated individuals buried in urns. Some of these 
urns have the shape of houses. House urns are also found, for example, 
in Poland and northern Germany (Sabatini 2007). The building of ship 
settings seems to be the norm on Gotland during the Late Bronze Age. 
Besides Gotland, this phenomenon also occurs in the south-west Baltic 
area (Werner 2003; Widholm 2007), on the islands of Bornholm, Åland, 
Öland and a few in the Baltic States that belong to the Bronze Age time 
frame (Wehlin 2013:12–15).

We suggest that some of the burial places in the form of stone cists 
with concentric circles that started out as collective graves in the Late 
Neolithic became more individualized and covered in the shift from 
Early to Late Bronze Age. South stone structures became more impor-
tant as places where ritual acts were performed to commemorate the 
dead inside the cairns. We suggest that south stone structures and ad-
jacent pavements were part of an ancestral cult. Some stone cist burial 
sites constructed in the Late Neolithic were abandoned in the Bronze 
Age. These were not covered, and new sites emerged in Early Bronze 
Age that were more individualized than before. We suggest that during 
the course of the Bronze Age there was increasing focus on the coastline 
as a ritualized landscape with the structuring principles of large cairns 
as nodes/‘islands’, situated in the liminal zone between water and land. 
The sea/water and stones are the primary structuring principles in this 
ritualized landscape, a southern location and fire seem to be secondary.

MILIEUS

The built milieu outside the cairns includes the erected stones and plat-
forms in a southern location for rituals close to the perimeters of the 
cairns. We suggest that the changes of this outside built milieu are closely 
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connected to the changes over time of the inside milieu, the ‘room of the 
dead’. The Late Neolithic stone cists contain collective burials of a de-
scent group. These open stone cists were also for the most part located 
close to the seashore, but these were not monumentalized (Wallin 2010). 
The collective stone cist building practice seems to cease in Bronze Age 
period I. Some of the cist structures continued to be used. In Bronze Age 
periods II and III these corporate practices changed to individual buri-
als. We suggest that it was still possible to access the ‘room of the dead’ 
since the monument, as in the Koparve case, was in continuous use for 
burials. It is likely that there were erected stones, platforms or wooden 
poles at the outside perimeter of the concentric circles that surrounded 
the stone cists. The demarcation of the south direction might not have 
been a common idea during the Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age. 
The inhumation practice and burials in stone cists ceased at the end of 
period IV and the beginning of period V when the cremation practices 
became the norm. This was probably the time when the ‘inner room 
of the dead’ finally was closed off. In some cases, in areas with princi-
pal chiefs, the cairns became of monumental dimensions. South stone 
structures were tied to the outer perimeter of the cairns to commemorate 
the dead and worked as mediators between the living, the dead and the 
gods related to genealogies and mythologies. We suggest that the south 
stone structures became symbols of the ship structures that ‘sailed’ out 
from the ‘inner room of the dead’. Secondary burial in the form of cre-
mations are found in some of the cairns, but a new monument, the ship 
setting, was erected on Gotland. Most of them contained cremation 
burials, often with cremated bones placed in house urns or stone cists 
inside the perimeter of the ship setting. The cremation practice was a 
new way of dealing with the body of the deceased. The south direction 
seems to become of increasing importance in the Late Bronze Age, al-
though the sea and water were still the primary structuring principle. 
Most of the newly erected ship settings are ’sailing’ towards the south 
and when close to large cairns they are placed to the south of them. 
Wehlin (2013:144–146) also suggest that type 2–3 ship settings (prob-
ably copies of real ships) have demarcations of uprights south of the 
prow, interpreted as South structures.

From period VI to the Pre-Roman Iron Age, inhumation burials re-
occur in connection with south stones, ship settings and smaller boat-
shaped stone cists. They seem to be connected to particular groups in 
the society (Wehlin 2012, 2014). The burial grounds moved closer to the 
settle ments, and old burial sites were abandoned. The structuring prin-
ciple for the burial monuments changed from water/sea to the settle ment 
and farmland. This reflects a change in the social structure of the society, 
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but some of the monumental cairns were still important and continued 
to be used as ritual sites at least to the Late Iron Age (Martinsson-Wallin 
& Wehlin 2010; Martinsson-Wallin 2011). Due to the shoreline displace-
ment, the Bronze Age sites are currently located inland. The south direc-
tion still seems to be structuring principle tied to burial practices since, 
according to Nylén (1993), south stones occur as a phenomenon in Iron 
Age graves but then in the form of smaller limestone slabs.

In this paper we have especially focused on decoding the Bronze Age 
ritual practices. In these practices we can see that the agents – the hu-
mans, the stones, water and fire – influenced each other and created a 
materialized ideology. This took the form of cairns, ship settings, up-
rights and platforms situated close to the seashore and tied to events that 
produced fire-cracked cairns and stone flaking. By investigating the prac-
tices, structures and relationships of features at these sites, we have tried 
to detect the ontologies of Gotland Bronze Age people. Here we see that 
the stones of rounded granite are tied to the ’outside’. Limestone slabs 
linked to the ‘inside’ and the flaking is transformative and maybe also an 
act of covering. Water connects and separates, perhaps as a life-giving and 
life-ending force; fire is cleansing and transformative (cf. Kaliff 2007). 
Archaeological excavations have shown that south stone structures are 
connected to acts of stone flaking and fire making as a ritual behaviour.

We want to conclude this paper by stressing that our ambition with 
the investigation of the relationships of the built and physical milieu, 
of the Bronze Age cairns has been to arrive at a holistic understand-
ing of past ritual behaviour, which goes beyond the interpretation of 
the Bronze Age cairns only as depositing places for the dead. We have 
primarily focused on what the Bronze Age people were doing, and we 
have aimed to detect their practices and norms, and also what deviates 
from the norms. Our investigations confirm that cairns and the south 
stone structures show the complex relationship between the living, the 
dead and the gods tied to genealogies, mythologies and cosmologies in 
a long-term perspective.

Our aim has also been to try to decode and understand these prac-
tices. As suggested above, it is likely that the sea/water had a special 
meaning in Gotlandic Bronze Age society and that this medium af-
fected the cosmology and worldview in the real world and the view of 
the after world. The maritime relationship where the seashore/coast was 
a liminal zone and a place for rituals and burial monuments existed for 
a long time in Gotlandic society. This relationship is stressed already in 
Neolithic times (Wallin & Martinsson-Wallin 2016). Another aspect of 
the spatial relationships of large cairns is their deliberate placing on or 
close to borders between different territories. Carlsson (1983) discusses 
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the cairns spatial distribution in a matter-of-fact approach as caused by 
territorial behaviour. It is likely that the spatial structure of communi-
ties of Gotland that we know as the parish system from historical times 
started to be formed already during the Late Bronze Age. The spatial 
distribution show that large cairns and stone ship settings are on the 
boundary between land and sea, and probably also between different 
family group areas. However, we suggest that this should not be seen 
only as a practical matter but that it also shows relationships between 
the people and their cognitive and physical landscape.

We suggest that our research results mirror the Bronze Age social land-
scape on Gotland and the rise of a social system with agglomeration of 
power to certain individuals/kin groups that controlled preferred port 
locations, and could claim land to herd livestock such as sheep and cattle. 
This relates to a rise of a maritime institution tied to the bronze (copper/
tin) trade/bartering. Since the large sites and stone ships are distributed all 
over the island, this indicates a highly competitive social landscape, but 
this issue needs further elaboration that is beyond the scope of this paper.

SUMMARY

In this paper we have discussed Bronze Age cairn environments and so-
called south stones and widened the concept to south stone structures 
that are one or more uprights attached to the cairns to the south and 
south-west of the cairn. Our starting point has been our investigations 
of three large-scale cairn milieu, Uggarderojr, Digerrojr, Hägrör. We 
have also included data and redating from previous excavations of the 
cairn at Koparve, as well as previous investigations of ship settings. This 
research has indicated that the burial custom of stone cists surrounded 
with concentric circles was initiated in the Late Neolithic/Early Bronze 
Age and such sites were probably covered with stones in the Late Bronze 
Age and transformed into cairns. The south stones were erected and 
served as markings for the graves, maybe as a symbol for the genealogies. 
These upright stones also served as places for ritual behaviour includ-
ing flaking and making fires. We have argued that the concept of ‘south 
stone’ also is associated with ship settings. The ship was a symbol that 
initially was connected to the ‘inner room’ of the Late Neolithic-Early 
Bronze Age stone cists surrounded by inner and outer walls and concen-
tric circles, and then in the Late Bronze Age they ‘sailed’ out towards 
the south. This was when the idea of the of the treatment of the body 
changed from inhumation to cremation that these stones were erected 
and became ritual nodes probably tied to water and fire as agents in this 
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ritual. The stones in the south can very well be interpreted an interme-
diate step and form a link between cairns and the ship settings in the 
Bronze Age ritual practices.
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