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   Spaces and Places of the Urban Settlement of Birka

 Charlotte Hedenstierna-Jonson

Birka holds a special place in research on Viking Age 
society. Over the centuries, the archaeological struc-
tures have been studied, excavated and published by 
a number of different researchers and institutions. 
The diverse picture that this multitude of research 
has provided adds both breadth and complexity to 
the discussion, but also makes a comprehensive out-
line of the site rather difficult. The monumentality of 
the place and the wide-ranging research history tend 
to influence the theories we bring forth and effect 
the questions that we pose. Birka, and the island of 
Björkö, has great symbolic value and its extensive ar-
chaeological material is often used as a key to Viking 
Age material culture. But in most respects, Birka was 
and is unique. Using it as a template for the develop-
ment of the Viking Age in general generates a discrep-
ancy between the interpretations made and the actual 
archaeological evidence. 
 To avoid deceptive generalisations, a possible ap-
proach is to return to the archaeological evidence and 
what it actually conveys, to work from the restricted 
to the complex rather than establishing a complex in-
terpretation and then placing the factual context into 
the model. In such an approach the material culture 
and archaeological contexts could be considered as 
parallel and interactive components that together cre-
ate and develop a complex site and reflect its changes 
over time in both purpose and character. In a previous 
study I have tried to interpret the development of Bir-
ka using four different burials from various time pe-
riods as a starting point (Hedenstierna-Jonson 2016 
in press). The aim of this paper is to address the spac-
es and places that together form the Birka structure, 
how they changed over time and how they together 
provide the prerequisites for the first urban settlement 
in the region. 

A Place for Remembrance and Validation – 
Graves and Burial Grounds

The burial grounds are perhaps the most striking 
feature of Birka. Vast areas of grave mounds encom-
pass the settlement area and the hillfort. Today these 
grounds are divided by arable fields, but they may well 
have constituted a continuous unit surrounding most 
of the Birka structure. Out of the 7 defined burial 
grounds, the so-called Hemlanden is by far the most 
extensive, covering over 17 hectares of land and con-
taining more than 1600 presumed graves (Gräslund 
1980:4–6). Hjalmar Stolpe’s comprehensive excava-
tions of over 1100 of the identified ca 3000 graves 
in the late 19th century formed the starting point for 
modern Birka research. The results were published in 
the 1940s by Holger Arbman and the publications re-
main the most influential source for further research 
as well as provide a catalogue of Viking Age material 
culture in general (Arbman 1940–43).
 Since Stolpe’s excavations, a minor number of 
graves have been examined, mainly as a result of the 
studies of other structures such as the town and for-
tification ramparts and various buildings in the set-
tlement and garrison contexts (e.g. Holmquist 1990; 
Fennö Muyingo 2000; Hedenstierna-Jonson 2000; 
Bergström 2013). Other inquests have dealt directly 
with graves (Arrhenius 1990; Holmquist Olausson 
2004; Andersson et al 2000; Andersson et al 2015). 
These additional graves are few in numbers but in sev-
eral cases display interesting and slightly deviant prac-
tices. The development of new archaeological tech-
niques and analyses also contribute to new knowledge 
but have also conferred the high quality of Stolpe’s old 
excavations and documentation, and strengthened 
the overall interpretation of a complex set of burial 
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   Fig. 1. Map over Björkö and Birka by 17th century cartographer Carl Gripenhielm. Drawn in the 1680’s (ATA).

traditions that included both cremations and various 
forms of inhumations such as coffin burials and cham-
ber-graves. 

Grave, Practice and Individual
A more detailed study of burial practice provides an 
important source for gaining insight into the religious 
beliefs of the people it represents (cf. Gräslund 2010). 
Out of the excavated graves, a little more than half 
were cremations. At first glance they correspond to 
the predominant burial practice in the surrounding 
hinterland and may be thought to reflect the regional 
traditions. The cremations in Birka are, however, the 
graves least investigated, and first glances may be de-
ceiving. A brief run-through of the grave gifts from 

the cremations indicates a wealth and variety in and 
quality of objects that reflect the situation in the in-
humations quite well. The fact that the cremations are 
situated in grave fields not visibly connected to the 
family’s home in itself constitutes a break in tradition. 
Over time, the burial-practice will become even more 
distant from the regional customs. Although present 
during the first phase, 10th century Birka sees an in-
crease in various forms of inhumations. The increase 
is noticeable among inhumations with and without 
coffins and has been discussed in terms of possible 
Christian influences (cf. Gräslund 1980:83ff and 
there cited references). Another type of inhumations 
is the remarkable chamber-graves. Even if there are 
a limited number from the 9th and possibly even the 
8th century, the majority of the chamber-graves date 
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from the 10th century. Representing a particular type 
of site rather than a geographical region for the cham-
ber-graves signify a group of people directly linked to 
the Viking Age urban settlements (Hedenstierna-Jon-
son 2015b:144). 
 How are we to understand the many varieties of 
burial practice present in the Birka burial grounds? 
“Any culture’s responses to mortality are intimately 
bound up with their world-views and perspectives on 
life” (Price 2012:82). The inhabitants of Birka were in 
the middle of a religious transition that also involved 
great changes in society. A gradual change in burial 
practice with an increase in inhumations may signify 
religious stances. The well-known mission of Ansgar 
in the first half of the 9th century coincides roughly 
in time with the appearance of inhumations and the 
first Christian objects in burials (cf. Gräslund 1980; 
Trotzig 1996; 2001; 2004). This should not, however, 
be regarded as evidence that the burials in question 
were Christian, but rather that new influences were 
having an impact on older traditions. The Christian 
mission is known to us by the texts of Ansgar’s suc-
cessor Rimbert, the archaeological material clearly 
shows a strong presence of pagan beliefs. A relatively 
high number of graves contain pagan amulets, often 
in the shape of Thorshammer rings. They are mainly 
connected to the cremation burials where they have 
been placed in the grave, not as a grave gift but rather 
as a part of the burial rite (cf. Ström 1970; Andersson 
2005:71ff). 
 The skeletal material is really the key to the inhab-
itants of Birka. Most efforts to determine gender, age 
and possible place of origin have been based on ar-
chaeological context, i.e. grave gifts and burial prac-
tice. Even though parts of the skeletal material have 
undergone osteological assessment, the results have 
rarely been related to the archaeological context of the 
grave (for an overview of earlier studies see Kjellström 
2012:71 and ref. cited therein). In a few particular 
cases there have been osteological analyses of the skel-
eton directly linked to the excavation of a grave (e.g. 
Boije 2000; During 2000; 2004). But new research in-
volving osteology and biochemistry has given insights 
into formerly unexplored areas such as health, diet, 
mobility and relations. Individuals from Birka were 
included in a pioneer study on diet in the Baltic area 
using stable isotopes (Lidén & Nelson 1994). Addi-
tional isotopes studies have been conducted through 
the years, compiling information on the mobility pat-
tern and diet of a number of individuals (Linderholm 
et al. 2008; Kjellström 2012; Hedenstierna-Jonson 
et al. 2013). The results show that there were varia-
tions in dietary patterns and possible place of origin 

between several of the individuals and that they all 
differ from the animals judged to be local to the is-
land. Adding the results of the isotope analysis to the 
material culture and social practices that can be inter-
preted from the archaeological remains, it is obvious 
that the population in Birka was heterogeneous and 
came from a widespread geographical region. 
 In a study targeting health, age and mobility in the 
late Viking Age and early Middle Ages, Anna Kjell-
ström has compared individuals from Birka with in-
dividuals from the rural hinterland of the Lake Mälar-
en region (Kjellström 2005; 2012; Ahlin Sundman 
& Kjellström 2013). Based on osteological data and 
supported by isotope analyses, Kjellström shows that 
there were gender-related differences regarding age 
and health where women showed a higher level of 
physical stress both in comparison to men in Birka 
and in comparison to women in rural contexts. There 
were also differences in age distribution between Birka 
and the hinterland. The results show that there were 

Fig. 2. Hjalmar Stolpe’s note book from 1874 with drawings and 
notes of grave Bj 199 (ATA).
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variations between urban and rural life and that Birka 
in terms of health issues already shows the problems of 
the medieval town.

Spatial and Chronological Distribution
Apart from studying the individual burial and the in-
terred, the spatial distribution of the graves within and 
between the burial grounds may provide new perspec-
tives on how the Birka structure developed over time and 
how we are to interpret these changes. Studies, first and 
foremost by Anne-Sofie Gräslund (1980), have shown 
differences between the burial grounds regarding buri-
al-practices. The outer regions of the largest grave field, 
Hemlanden, and the burial grounds, South of Borg, 
only contain cremations. The inhumations, including 
the chamber-graves, were situated in close proximity 
to the settlement-area, inside or just outside the town 
rampart and in the topographically distinguished burial 
ground North of Borg. These spaces are spatially closely 
linked to the urban settlement and also contribute with 
the majority of the burials divergent in practice from 
the regional tradition. They can be considered to rep-
resent the urban population and its changes over time. 
There are chronological differences in the spatial distri-
bution, even though these are less prominent. Many of 
the graves are yet to be dated, especially the cremations. 
The datable early inhumations were concentrated to 
two main areas, the part of Hemlanden denominated 
1B in Gräslund’s study and North of Borg, 2A & B 
(Gräslund 1980). However, these areas were in contin-
uous use and also contain some of the youngest burials 
(e.g. Hedenstierna-Jonson 2015a). It is important to 
bear in mind that the burial grounds on the island of 
Björkö need not exclusively represent the population of 
the urban settlement. The burial ground of Kärrbacka 
(6) encompasses some of the youngest inhumations on 
Björkö and already in the beginning of the 20th century 
Gustaf Hallström suggested that this space contained 
the graves of people from a farmstead or small village 
outside urban Birka (Hallström 1913:10). 
 Burial grounds are and were spaces organised by the 
living, fulfilling the need for both remembrance and 
continuity. Links to earlier generations are manifested 
here and thus provide the descendants with a sense of 
belonging and validation. In a sense, the inhabitants of 
Birka had lost their original link to their families’ farms 
and history and the novel contexts within which these 
people had lived created a need for new practices linked 
to death and burial. The diversity of Birka’s graves and 
burial grounds could therefore be a reflection of the 
discontinuity and change the inhabitants experienced 
in this new setting.

A Space for Production, Exchange and 
Contacts – The Settlement and Harbour
The sheer size of the settlement and the density of its 
population are two of the features that make Birka 
unique in its region. This was the first time that this 
particular area was exposed to the riches and difficul-
ties of a specialised centre for trade and crafts. One of 
the challenges was to organise the town structure in 
itself, including the provision of food for a growing 
population. Another task was to provide the infra-
structure needed for the influx of goods and people. 
 Birka’s harbour has generally been described as part 
of the town rather than at the heart of its undertakings. 
But with the location of the settlement, on a small 
island in the middle of the waterways, and the char-
acter of the activities with an emphasis on exchange 
and contacts, the presence of an extensive seaport was 
a prerequisite. As a construction the harbour had to 
enable ships to land, and loading and unloading to 
take place. It should also offer a safe haven for visiting 
ships, protecting them from bad weather and hostile 
attacks. The town was centred on the harbour serving 
its needs of repairs, manpower and supplies.

The Harbour-zone
Though previously touched upon by several scholars, 
it is only during recent years that a fuller image of the 
structure and activities of the harbour-zone has begun 
to evolve based on recent marine archaeological excava-
tions and surveys (Lindström et al. 2012) and the now 
published stratigraphy of the settlement (Ambrosiani 
2013a). Under water archaeological mapping and exca-
vations have resulted in a greater understanding of the 
function and magnitude of the harbour construction 
(Lindström et al. 2012). The numerous remains of con-
struction timber and stone cists along the waterfront 
that have been identified provide an important new in-
sight into the activities of the harbour. The results so far 
reveal an enhancement and enlargement of the harbour 
structures during the first part of the 10th century. The 
harbour takes on a new scale and can no longer be de-
fined as a number of jetties. The maritime excavations 
have also provided research with a completely new set 
of finds that are absent from the dry contexts on land 
– that of objects in organic materials such as wood and 
textiles.
 By excavating maritime remains on land, Björn Am-
brosiani has been able to identify the Viking Age shore-
line, foundations to jetties and the structure of a break-
water. The oldest excavated jetty has been dated to the 
mid 8th century, making it contemporary to the oldest 



27

town plots. The breakwater was constructed in the late 
8th century enabling the town-plots to spread in the di-
rection of the waterfront. Excavations also showed that 
the settlement in the harbour-zone was subject to more 
or less constant construction work during the first part 
of the 9th century (Ambrosiani et al. 1973; Ambrosiani 
2013a: chapter 9). 
 Additional excavations on land within the har-
bour-zone were initiated during 2015 (Holmquist & 
Kalmring 2015). By connecting the pediments of the 
jetties resting on land with the waterfront, the aim 
is to get a further understanding of the development 
and activities of maritime Birka. As with all oth-
er spaces of the town, the constructions go through 
several phases, changing in scale and possibly even in 
function over time. This “wet zone” of the settlement 
was also continuously affected by land elevation, in-
tentional expansion of the harbour and garbage dis-

posal setting its mark on both stratigraphy and ar-
chaeological material.

The Settlement
While the harbour provided a space for exchange and 
contacts, the settlement constituted the main area for 
production. Generally known as Svarta jorden (the 
Black Earth), the settlement covers approximately 6 
hectares of land out of which less than 1% has been 
excavated. Even less has been documented and pub-
lished. During later years, archaeological prospection 
using radars and magnetometers have been imple-
mented on the entire settlement area, but the results 
are being processed and have not yet been made ac-
cessible (Trinks et al. 2014). The overall structure 
of the settlement therefore remains more or less un-
known. Hjalmar Stolpe conducted excavations in the 

    Fig. 3. Areal photo of Birka’s hillfort (Photo: Lars Bergström KVHAA 1964).
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settlement area during the late 19th century. Though 
the finds are preserved very little is known about the 
contexts. The results were never published and the 
documentation was either lost or is non-existent (cf. 
Ambrosiani 2013b:10). 
 More than a century later, Björn Ambrosiani ini-
tiated new excavations in the Black Earth aiming “to 
study an entire block with one or more plots in the 
original town plan” (Ambrosiani 2013a:15). The re-
sults show that within this particular space, the plots 
of the town changed over time and that the original 
plots from the foundation of the town in the mid 8th 
century were laid out in a fan-shaped pattern with the 
boundary ditches at right angles to the shore (Am-
brosiani 2013a:210f ). The block was situated close to 
the harbour-zone and was affected by land uplift and 
shore displacement. Of particular interest is the build-
ing-technique, as all of the houses had roof-bearing 
wall structures indicating a new era in construction 
and setting the town-houses apart from the other ex-
cavated houses in Birka. Ambrosiani emphasizes that 
this makes Birka – and Hedeby – different from the 
contemporary structures of Kaupang and Dublin. 
This new type of house can also be found in the hin-
terland, but possibly the knowledge developed in Bir-
ka and was then spread (Ambrosiani 2013a:217).
 In contrast to the planned plots and “new-type” 
architecture of the block close to the harbour-zone, 
there were other varieties of buildings in other con-
temporary spaces of Birka. As Lena Holmquist has 
shown with her excavations of and close to the town 
rampart, this area held more traditional long houses at 
an early stage (Holmquist Olausson 1993). Interpret-
ed as the living space of the higher levels of society, 
these houses were erected, elevated above the smells 
and bustle of the town, on terraces following the 
stretch of the town rampart. With time this particular 
area transformed into a place for metal-working with 
a sunken-floor hut, hearths and pit forge (Holmquist 
1993; Holmquist Olausson & Fennö Muyingo 1995; 
Söderberg 1996). Although excavations so far only re-
veal a minor part of the entire area, the results show 
that there was a differentiation within the structure 
with varying types of houses and activities concentrat-
ed to specific places. The dynamics of the settlement 
also included continuous changes over time with peri-
ods of expansion and condensation. 

Structures of Restriction and Control – 
The Fortifications
Even in the first stages of planning and organising 
the urban layout of Birka, the rudimentary structures 

of demarcation and fortification were included. The 
different parts of the fortifications, recognised ear-
ly by Hallström (1925, unpublished report), have 
been excavated, problematized and published by 
Lena Holmquist (Holmquist Olausson 2001; 2002a; 
2002b; Hedenstierna-Jonson et al. 2013). Holmquist 
has shown that beginning in the mid 8th century, the 
settlement was surrounded by a town rampart. Initial-
ly it was of minor dimensions but with a wooden su-
per structure – a palisade or wooden wall. Even some 
of the more martial elements of the defence system 
were initiated in this first phase. The town rampart 
enclosed the settlement area while the hillfort presid-
ed in solitude on the hilltop of Borg. Remains in the 
waters outside indicate structures, possibly pile-barri-
cades at this stage (cf. Lindström et al. 2012:31 and 
ref. cited therein).

On the Inside
The enclosure of the settlement can be interpreted in 
different ways; the first being to protect and control 
the wealth that the activities in the town generated. 
This martial aspect was the focus of the research proj-
ect Strongholds and Fortifications within which the 
different parts of the defence system were excavated. 
Aiming at resolving the constructions and dating of 
the fortification structures, the excavations provided 
new knowledge of the advanced military structure that 
presided on Birka. Even though there was a martial 
element from the start, the first phases of the fortifica-
tions were weak in comparison to what was to come. 
During the late 9th – early 10th century the town ram-
part was enlarged and strengthened and stretched out 
to reach and connect to the hillfort (Arbman 1933; 
Holmquist Olausson 1993:chapter 6; Wåhlander 
1998; Trinks et al 2014). The hillfort was erected in 
the second half of the 8th century and crowned with 
a palisade or wooden construction. Built according 
to traditional hillfort technique of earlier periods, it 
was a solitaire in its region (Fennö Muyingo 1998; 
Hedenstierna-Jonson et al. 2013:294ff). Activities 
within the hillfort have been difficult to prove. There 
are a number of burials dating from mainly the 9th 
century, but no traces of cultural layers or house con-
structions. This first phase of the hillfort was burnt 
down in the late 8th – early 9th century only to be 
rebuilt in a larger fashion. Just outside the hillfort and 
overlooking the waterfront, the warrior’s garrison was 
established in the mid 10th century. The site included 
a great assembly building much like a hall, a smithy, 
cistern for water and a number of smaller buildings 
of different functions. The find material is vast and 
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contains weaponry, personal belongings and luxury 
items. The fortification structures of the garrison, and 
possibly the hillfort, came to a dramatic end with a 
devastating battle and the burning down of the hall. 
This final battle seems to have taken place in the late 
10th century. The different phases of the fortifications 
correlate to the power-politics and the perceived lev-
el of threat in the region. The strengthening of the 
fortification structures that took place in the begin-
ning of the 10th century and the establishment of an 
elite troop of warriors based in the garrison reflect an 
increased level of tension in the region, rather than 
a distant threat. We know from the contexts of the 
garrison that it was attacked and burned – but the 
identity of the attacker remains a question.
 Apart from the martial features there are also the 
aspects of controlling the economy and the move-
ment of people and valuable goods. The demarcations 
of the town could thus be an indicator of adminis-
tered trade, taxes and possible judicial differences be-
tween the inside and the outside of the town limits. 
This model fits well into the discussion on the early 
Northern towns as presented by Sven Kalmring in 
this volume. Kalmring introduces the term special 
economic zones, used in modern economics, to the 
archaeological discourse, in an attempt to understand 
the specific nature and function of these developing 
urban contexts (Kalmring in this volume; cf. Farole 
2011:23). Within the special economic zones, the 
rules for trade were different from those outside and 
the expected archaeological evidence would then be 
demarcations in the form of town ramparts and struc-
tures of control such as a hillfort. 
 In this context mention must be made of the so 
called Bjärköarätt, the first known legislation regu-
lating life and trade in the early medieval towns in 
Scandinavia. A possible link between Birka and the 
Bjärköarätt has been long debated. From an archae-
ological point of view, Birka is a possible or even 
likely candidate (Skre 2008:88; cf. Wessén 1923), a 
conclusion that has found support among legal his-
torians (cf. Ambrosiani 2013b:28). The question of 
trade regulations is at the heart of the urbanisation 
process, distinguishing sites of special character and 
enabling activities outside the ordinary societal struc-
ture. Again, the importance of the harbour-zone can 
be stressed, as a space for interaction and agreements 
that were not covered by ordinary practices. Similar 
to the particular regulations connected to the thing, 
the harbour-zone including ships, jetties and mar-
ket-place constituted a space where special peace 
(frid) was required (Larsson 2012:163; cf. Brink 2008 
and there cited references; cf. Skre 2008:85f ).

On the Outside – the Hinterland

The relation between Birka and its surrounding region 
constitutes an important key to the instigation, devel-
opment and end of the urban settlement. It is gener-
ally regarded as a reciprocal relation where the town’s 
need for supplies from the hinterland was equalled by 
the opportunities to acquire sought after goods that 
the town provided. Birka has been considered a fea-
ture or function firmly established in the region (Am-
brosiani 1998; 2008:98). At the same time Birka has 
always been regarded as a solitaire in its region, only 
paralleled by similar structures in other regions, such 
as Hedeby, Staraja Ladoga, Truso etc. 
 The hinterland began on the very island of Björkö 
with a small village or farmstead situated outside the 
enclosed settlement and in the vicinity of the village 
of Björkö by, dating back at least to the High Middle 
Ages (Bäck 2009; 2010; 2012). The farmstead, initial-
ly consisting of at least one timber-frame house and 
a sunken-floor hut was in use from the 8th – 10th cen-
tury, i.e. contemporaneous with the town structures. 
Fragments of 11th century rune stones from Björkö by 
and early Christian graves in the surrounding burial 
grounds indicate that life in the farmstead contin-
ued well beyond the end date of Birka (Holmquist 
Olausson 1993:65; Bäck 2012:52f; Källström 2012).
 We can assume that Birka depended on its hinter-
land for various resources and that this required an 
organised and centralised form of power. Ambrosiani 
has defined three “circles” with which Birka mainly 
interacted: the immediate hinterland, the region-
al hinterland and “international” trade (Ambrosiani 
1985:103ff). The level of interaction and interchange 
between Birka and its surroundings was not, howev-
er, as obvious as could be expected. Imported luxu-
ry goods particular to Birka are rarely found outside 
for example, even in the immediate hinterland. This 
is true for the manifest structures of Hovgården on 
the island of Adelsö, with great mounds and a royal 
manor (Rydh 1936). Having long been considered a 
part of the Birka structure representing administration 
and royal power, the material culture of the manor and 
the grave goods in the various burials lacks most of the 
objects typical for Birka’s extensive and long-distance 
network of contacts. The burial practice displayed in 
the great mound of Skopintull (the only great mound 
excavated on the site) conforms to regional traditions 
rather than the contemporaneous inhumations in Bir-
ka. Skopintull, however, contains grave goods similar 
to that of the wealthiest chamber graves. The structure 
at Hovgården proceeds into medieval times and re-
gains its political importance in the 13th century with 
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the construction of the palace Alsnö hus. By then Birka 
is long gone and without any visible remains of the 
urban settlement.
 The discrepancies in material culture and practices 
in Birka compared to both the immediate and region-
al surroundings call for a more nuanced approach to 
the question of hinterland. The area of resources and 
supplies was perhaps more dispersed than limited to 
the vicinity of the island. This area of research needs 
further study, but a possible approach is to identify 
sites where objects typical for and otherwise restricted 
to the urban context of Birka can be found. Exam-
ples of such places are e.g. the Åland islands (Aho-
la, Frog & Lucenius 2014) and the Storsjö region in 
Jämtland, in particular Frösön and the area round Ös-
tersund (Kjellmark 1906; Welinder 2003; Zachrisson 
2006; Holm 2015; Lindholm & Ljungkvist 2015). 
The interrelation between the urban settlement and 
the predominant rural society was complex and 
multi-facetted and in order to understand it properly, 
the perspective must be extended to include a much 
greater area of contact.

The Components of an Urban Settlement
Birka has been called many things, covering most 
structures from trading post to Viking Age town. The 
terminology is continuously discussed and often the 
site is characterised as a structure slightly out of the 
box: a centre for crafts and trade rather than a trading 
post or a proto-town rather than a full scale medieval 
town. The need for a new terminology is highlighted 
by Sven Kalmring in this volume. A complementary 
approach to defining the structure itself in terms of 
town, trading post, emporia etc has been to define 
the characteristics of the way of life particular to these 
special sites. This approach has in many ways been 
dominated by the concept of urbanism and urban-
isation (e.g. Callmer 1994:50). In a comprehensive 
work on urban geography, Michael Pacione has listed 
four principal methods used to identify urban places 
(2009). Though modelled after modern contexts and 
therefore not fully applicable to the sites of the Viking 
Age, they still conclude the main features separating 
an urban site from a rural; features such as population 
density, an economy dominated by non-agricultural 
work, legal and administrative criteria and function-
ality (Pacione 2009:19ff; cf. Clarke & Ambrosiani 
1993:138). Adding an archaeological perspective on 
urban sites, the division of the settlement into fixed 
plots and the volume of standardised production, re-
flected through waste and specialised structures, form 
other relevant features (cf. Callmer 1994:51 and there 

cited references). When the town plots were laid out 
and the first phase of the town rampart was construct-
ed in the mid 8th century the conceptual and organi-
sational transition from a rural community to some-
thing else had already begun. And even though Birka 
in its region was without forerunners, there must have 
been paragons after which Birka was modelled. The 
layout of the town was, at least partly, in place al-
ready from the beginning, and so were the different 
functions that contributed to making Birka work as 
a structure.
 Apart from the structural differences between urban 
and rural sites, the concept of urban is also a quality re-
lated to the meaning and activities of urban places and 
to the effect they have on people’s lifestyles (Pacione 
2009:21). The activities and life style of Birka was fun-
damentally different from that of the surrounding re-
gion. As a general overview, the contexts could be said 
to represent different aspects of these meanings, activ-
ities and people of the Viking Age settlement. During 
their time of use the burial grounds created a visual 
and temporal bond to between the town and the new 
generations of inhabitants, but today it also mediates 
an image of how the people of Birka perceived life and 
their array of religious beliefs. Within the town ram-
part the settlement was a regulated area of production 
and exchange but also of the activities linked to every-
day life. The harbour constituted a space for contacts 
and interaction with the outside world while the for-
tifications give a perception of how the outside world 
was seen in terms of estimated threat. Although there 
would have been an incessant need for “security” when 
transporting and gathering valuable goods in “unpo-
liced” areas (cf. Polanyi 1963:30), there were also other 
purposes behind the martial presence on site.
 It is important to recognise that Birka changed 
over time. What can be seen in and deducted from 
the archaeological contexts of the early phases can-
not provide a prolonged interpretation of the later 
phases. The prerequisites changed, as did the activities 
and the people. Birka was in many ways the begin-
ning of a new era with specialisation, high level of 
organisation and professionalization in trade, crafts 
and warfare. It was also the end as it ceased to exist 
when the societal structure of the Early Middle Ages 
was established and consolidated with landowning 
aristocracy and Christianity as two important new 
elements of power. Despite various contacts with the 
Christian world, Birka essentially remained pagan. In 
the meantime Viking Age society was on the verge of 
Christianity. 
 The complexity and the pre-planning of the struc-
ture clearly show that there was an organised initiative 
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and certain level of power behind the development of 
Birka. Most likely kings and petty kings were instru-
mental in the initial phase and Birka was a product 
of the needs and demands of a certain level of people 
in the Lake Mälar region (cf. Ambrosiani 1985:105; 
Skre 2008:87). But the development of the urban 
settlement introduced a societal structure for which 
the Lake Mälar region was perhaps not fully prepared. 
The reinforcement of the fortifications and the estab-
lishment of a permanent garrison in the 10th centu-
ry could be interpreted as an increased level of ten-
sion between Birka and the surrounding region (cf. 
Hedenstierna-Jonson 2015c:84f ). The impact that 
this had on trade relations as well as political con-
nections is not fully recognised, but could well be a 
contributing factor behind the decline of Birka. 
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