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‘[A] debt of life is to be paid. To perform a sacrifice is,  
primarily, to outwit death. Human sacrifice represents  

the outer limit which many rites… strive to reach.’ 
 

Luc de Heusch (1985:215). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 

 
This theoretical analysis of ritual, religion and processes of 
holiness and Indo-Europeanisation examines how celestial and 
terrestrial perspectives are united in functional and substantive 
approaches. Scandinavian Bronze Age religion was firmly 
rooted in an agricultural cosmology that integrated the 
seasonality of the sun into changing water worlds throughout 
the winter. Through a study of the enigmatic Late Bronze Age 
sites Håga and Nibble in Sweden, the concept of corpsepower 
is developed. Life had its origin in death and the corpse was the 
most powerful source of life. In Indo-European and agricultural 
traditions, the cosmological power inherent in the dead body 
was the ultimate cosmological force that ensured future 
fertility and successful harvests. Death was a ritual and a 
cosmological intensification aimed at creating continuity 
between the agricultural seasons and inciting the life-giving 
forces in nature. Death was not merely an end or a form of 
closure; the corpse was a means of acquiring wealth and health. 
Death was doing and magic was the work of the ancestors. 
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Preface – An essay after 25 years 
 
It is hard to say when the idea for this book was born, but it may have 
been on 24 December 1996 when I first witnessed a cremation on an 
open pyre in the Nepalese capital Kathmandu. Throughout the next 25 
years I studied the concept of holiness, rituals, death and cremations in 
many cultures. During 14 months of fieldwork in Nepal, India and 
Bangladesh from 1996 to 2003, I attended some 600 cremations and 
funerals as part of fieldwork for my Master and Doctoral theses (1998, 
published Oestigaard 2000a; 2004, published 2005). I also participated 
in numerous animal sacrifices, and was sometimes even allowed to be 
the sacrificer – the ritual protagonist who killed the animal. Later, from 
2006 to 2018, I conducted fieldwork in Africa, along the Nile in Egypt, 
Ethiopia, Sudan, Tanzania and Uganda. Here too, I participated in 
numerous rituals, while death and funerals were not my main focus, the 
ancestors played a prominent role in many of these studies. Some of the 
rituals were purely magical in nature, others were certainly not, but they 
all helped to shape my understanding of religious experiences, why 
rituals are performed and why they are believed to work. 

This ethnographic and academic experience has also determined 
my approach in this book. This means that my own experiences play a 
more central role than is usual in academic studies, allowing for a more 
active approach to the past that will hopefully enable new inter-
pretations and deeper insights into certain historical phenomena.  

There are several reasons for this methodological choice. First, my 
personal experience is part of my research background and inevitably 
shapes and frames my perspectives and questioning. Second, the 
literature on rituals, religion, sacrifice and magic is so extensive that it 
is impossible to include everything; one has to make choices that 
demarcate not only the theme of study, but also the relevant literature 
for reference and discussion. Third, given that each of these research 
fields has a very long history, there is general agreement that it is 
impossible to properly define terms like ‘ritual’, ‘religion’, ‘sacrifice’ or 
‘magic’, because a single terminology cannot grasp multiple and 
sometimes contradictory phenomena. Fourth, far from the terminology 
and definitions, there is the visceral element, the bloodiness and 
messiness of rituals. Many archaeological analyses of death and funerals 
read like armchair studies in which scholars hardly touch upon the 
bloody practices and beliefs of the past.  



 
 

This book is an attempt to identify some of these challenges and 
provide preliminary answers to these missing elements. This is where 
the ethnographic material may provide valuable insights into people’s 
actions and beliefs. In other words, one should strive to combine 
academic and theoretical approaches (etic perspectives) with an 
understanding of actual participation and behaviours in the past (emic 
perspectives). A few examples can serve to illustrate the challenges and 
why bridging this gap may enable a better understanding of prehistory 
and cultural history. 

When you feel the rush of adrenalin as you lift up a sacrificial 
Gurkha knife with an 18-inch blade to cut off the head of a living goat in 
one stroke, you don’t really stop to think about the ritual theorists who 
claim that sacrifice is just an academic construct. When the penetrating 
smell of rotting corpses overwhelms you as you walk through a cemetery 
or when you watch skulls explode during cremations as the heat of the 
pyre boils the brain from within the cranium, postmodern and linguistic 
theories about arbitrary relationships between the signifier and the 
signified seem highly irrelevant. When you crowd together with 1,000 
pilgrims to see a holy person lift heavy weights with his penis, structural 
definitions of rituals and discourses claiming that religion does not exist 
are not a major concern. On the contrary, one starts to wonder whose 
realities we are talking about.  

As this analysis shows, there are good reasons to believe that, from 
our current perspective, prehistoric funerals and ritual realities were 
intense, chaotic, excessive and extreme. I will analyse a number of these 
ritual practices and cosmological beliefs by introducing the concept of 
‘corpsepower’ and the magic of death. While this approach may appear 
unusual and ambitious, it will also be pragmatic, given its focus on death 
as doing. I will therefore not discuss theories explaining what religion is 
or is believed to be from cognitive perspectives, for instance (e.g. Boyer 
2002) or reflect on the potential for personal development (e.g. Taylor 
2002, Hayden 2004). My aim is simply to understand some of the 
reasons for the ritual behaviour one finds traces of in the archaeological 
material. Obviously, this attempt to literally flesh out the body and 
blood of prehistoric people and uncover what they did and why they did 
it is audacious. It may be unsuccessful, but that is for others to evaluate. 
It goes without saying that I am solely responsible for any errors, as well 
as the interpretations presented in this book, which is written in an 
essayistic style. 
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1. Death as doing, not only dying 
 
 
 
Living and dying 
 
Why is not only death, but the corpse itself a source of life? How can 
mortuary and bodily treatments of corpses reveal genuinely new 
insights into prehistoric religion? Why was it necessary to perform 
rituals in very direct and physical ways whereby the corpse was both the 
means and the end? And why were some rituals considered better and 
more efficient than others? 

This study analyses the reasons and rationalities of ritualisations. It 
is an exposé of various ritual theories structured around corpsepower, 
cremation and cultivation. Magic, in its simplest form, should ‘be 
understood as a set of procedures for changing the world’ (Goody 
1977:149). While this is a general characteristic of all religious practices, 
in most religions this is primarily a result of divine will. In magic, on the 
other hand, humans take on a more active role, bending the cosmic 
forces to their own will for better or worse. However, magic cannot be 
conducted without the ancestors, which is why death is the key to 
understanding how culture and cosmology work. Magic is not miracles, 
but a specific way of (inter)acting with ancestors and spirits, and 
understanding how these otherworldly forces intervene in this world. It 
is believed to be more rational, effective and operational than other 
engagements with forces in the Otherworld. In magic, death is always 
the means and the end, as magic is ultimately about ancestors and 
spiritual powers. This is also why the corpse is a highly potent medium: 
it contains ancestral powers. Hence, the corpse is an untapped source 
for further life. 

In The Golden Bough (1890a, 1890b), James G. Frazer claimed that 
‘the first form of specialization lay in the realm of magic, that the 
magician gave way to the priest, and the priest to the priest-king and 
subsequently to the divine king’ (Goody 1977:20). Given that the process 
of Indo-Europeanisation is generally acknowledged to have led to 
increased hierarchisation and processes of stratification, the role of 
magic in general and the magic of death in particular are of specific 
interest. Death is the greatest and most important transformation in 
culture and cosmology, as the great funerary rites and monuments 
show. Moreover, the moral economy is closely related to ecology and 
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cosmology. Magic usually involves certain wishes, prayers and sacrifices, 
because nobody gets something for nothing. ‘Religion has a deep history 
of economic thinking. Rituals of sacrifice, offering, or gift exchange 
often treat wealth as the property of spirits, ancestors, and gods’ (Keane 
2021:7). Therefore, given that magic is essentially a series of procedures 
to change the world through the power of ancestors and divinities, the 
world of magic and death essentially amounts to ways of making culture 
and cosmology. 

By analysing death as doing and the corpse as a powerful means of 
vitality and life force, my aim in this study is twofold: 1) to develop new 
theoretical insights into mortuary practices and beliefs, and 2) to use 
this understanding to conceptualise processes of Indo-Europeanisation 
and analyse why some rituals and forms of magic were seen as better or 
more efficient than others. Thus, one of the central themes is how a new 
cosmology that developed in the Bronze Age went on to institutionalise 
funerary practices and religious structures up to the present day. 
According to Bruce Lincoln:  
 

‘If the process of aging is seen as a form of erosion whereby life 
and the body are gradually worn away, there is an evitable end 
to such a process. All life ends in death, just as all erosion ends 
in total collapse or pulverization’ (Lincoln 1986:119).  

 
The process of dying was not merely about decay, but an active process 
of doing: grinding, crushing and pulverising, combined with an 
intensive use of fire. ‘Bone divider’, a term that occurs in the Zoroastrian 
understanding of death, places an emphasis on the different parts of the 
body – bones or flesh – destruction and creation, and cremation. 
Moreover, according to Heesterman (1978:87), from an Indo-European 
perspective: ‘When taken seriously sacrifice is, quite bluntly, an act of 
controlled death and destruction,’ but herein also lies the ultimate 
power of creation. In sacrifice, humans and animals become corpses 
regardless of whether they have been killed intentionally or died 
naturally. All mortuary rituals entail sacrificial practices and concepts, 
as they are interactions with divinities or the Otherworld (Oestigaard & 
Kaliff 2020).  

When agriculture became the dominant livelihood strategy from 
the cradle to the grave in Sweden’s Bronze Age, a massive cosmological 
intensification took place. In particular, skulls and grains were ground, 
highlighting the similarities between the two, not just in form, but as 



15 

 

sources of life. It is interesting to note that while Indo-European culture 
was rooted in nomadic, pastoral cultures that did not practise intensive 
agriculture, the major Indo-Europeanisation that took place in Late 
Bronze Age Sweden included the intensification and institutionalisation 
of new forms of agriculture. Historic processes of death as doing and 
using skulls and grains as sources for further life are evident in Indo-
European languages. In Indo-European traditions, skulls are associated 
with the drinking, dividing and grinding of grains. Skull or the Old 
English scealu, scalu has a dual meaning as both a drinking cup or bowl 
and husk: ‘a dish; a cup or goblet’ and ‘a shell, husk, esp. the shell or 
outer covering of a nut, which encloses the kernel; also the pod of peas 
or bean’. The etymology derives from Germanic *skalō, ablaut-variant 
of *skǣlō, represented by Old Norse skál. The ‘husk’ is ‘the dry outer 
integument of certain fruits and seeds; esp. the hard fibrous sheath of 
grain’ and its ultimate derivation hús means ‘house’ (Dutch huisken, 
‘little house’). The verb of scalp is Latin scalpĕre, ‘to cut, carve, engrave; 
to scrape, scratch’. The resemblance is striking when comparing 
Northern Middle English scalp, Old Norse skálp-r sheath and Danish 
dialect skalp shell, husk. In Old English scealu ‘shell, husk, drinking 
cup, weighing scale’ and the Germanic root *skel- : skal- : skǣl- means 
‘to separate, divide’ (Simpson & Weiner 1994).  

The grinding of skulls and grain in fertility and continuation rites 
as part of cremation and sacrifices is therefore central to understanding 
the concept of ‘corpsepower’ in culture and cosmology. Skulls are an 
omnipotent feature in the archaeological record, featuring in numerous 
ritual contexts.  

Corpsepower is the cosmological force that exists in the dead body 
before it becomes a rotten cadaver. It is the ultimate source of life, 
regeneration and future fertility, conferring vitality on humans and 
harvests. In prehistoric agricultural societies where farming sustained 
human life, corpsepowers fertilised and controlled the seasonal growth 
potential of the soil. This theoretical concept will be explored and 
developed by analysing Late Bronze Age (ca. 1100-500 BC) rituals and 
religious practices in Mälardalen, Sweden.  

Although Swedish contract archaeology has provided magnificent 
results thanks to recent large-scale excavations, many Late Bronze Age 
burials and funerals are poorly preserved and documented. This is why 
it is crucial to analyse death based on those funerals that reveal 
exceptional finds and features (Arcini et al. 2007:159). Håga and Nibble 
are examples of two such funerals. 
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Fig. 1. Map of Uppsala, Sweden. By Akrell, Carl Fredrik, 1779-1868.  
Origin: Stockholm, Sweden, 1811. Source: Alvin database, Uppsala 
University Library. 

http://www.alvin-portal.org/alvin/view.jsf?pid=alvin-person%3A28110
http://www.alvin-portal.org/alvin/view.jsf?pid=alvin-place%3A692
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Two of the most spectacular Bronze Age sites in the Nordic 
countries are located in a 50-km radius from Uppsala (Fig. 1). Håga is 
the richest Swedish Bronze Age grave in terms of gold finds. Skeleton 
remains here include a cleaved femur, jaws and vertebrae from the heart 
region. Nibble is a major cultic site where corpses were dried and bodies 
and bones ground together with grains on an altar-like construction. In 
both empirical contexts, there are two defining parameters: 1) the 
complex and elaborate bodily and mortuary preparations of the dead 
and 2) the several-century-long time-spans across which the funerals 
were performed. I therefore use Håga and Nibble as empirical entrances 
to study death as doing and the role of rituals surrounding corpsepower. 
 
 
Indo-European languages and rituals  
 

‘In the pre-modern world, religion permeated all aspects of 
life… But agriculture had also introduced another type of 
aggression: an institutional violence in which a society compels 
people to live in such wretchedness and subjection that they 
are unable to better their lot’ (Armstrong 2015:3, 10-11).  

 
The Indo-Europeanisation process in Europe is intimately connected to 
migration and nomadic groups (Anthony 1997, 2007). From Gordon 
Childe’s seminal works onwards (e.g. Childe 1929, 1934, 1952), studies 
have also focused on the increased stratification, hierarchisation and 
introduction of new ideologies that enabled and supported violence. 
Agricultural development, specifically advances in animal husbandry 
and stock rearing, formed a central part of these mechanisms.  
 

‘These secondary products had important applications both in 
the intensification of agricultural production and in the sphere 
of transport, trade and personal mobility. The plough increased 
production and made economic the cultivation of a range of 
poorer-quality soils; it thus resulted in the colonization of a 
wider area than had been possible under previous systems of 
cultivation… The use of milk made much larger herds 
economical, making use of exhausted and otherwise marginal 
land and encouraging the development of the pastoral sector 
with transhumance or even nomadism’ (Sherratt 1981:159-160, 
see also Sherratt 1998). 
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Violence was instrumental and institutionalised in all societies – both 
within and among groups – with larger units and social organisations 
able to exercise greater violence than smaller ones. In a number of 
works, Marija Gimbutas (e.g. 1956, 1970, 1974, 1989, 1991) discussed the 
differences between Old Europe (the pre-Indo-European Neolithic) and 
the later Indo-European dominant structures. She located the Proto-
Indo-European homeland in the Pontic Steppe, a theory that became 
known as the Kurgan hypotheses. Colin Renfrew initially proposed 
other migration routes and societal developments (Renfrew 1987), but 
given new evidences and aDNA studies, he generously credited and 
acknowledged Gimbutas’ earlier interpretations (Renfrew 2017).  

The aDNA studies from 2015 onwards have enabled a new 
understanding of the complex picture of migrations from the Caspian-
Pontic steppe to Europe at the beginning of the third millennium BC 
and how the Corded Ware culture originated around 2950 BC in Central 
and Northern Europe (Allentoft et al. 2015, Haak et al. 2015, Narasimhan 
et al. 2019, Wilkin et al. 2021). Importantly, migration in itself does not 
explain cultural and cosmological transmissions and developments, and 
certainly not the pervasive depth of Indo-European thought and 
traditions through time (e.g. Lincoln 1986, 1991, 1999). 

In this analysis, it is important to stress that the Indo-European 
migration and the new cosmology it brought with it were introduced 
into a pre-existing agricultural economy and worldview. Hence, besides 
brute force as a vehicle of cosmological transmission, it seems 
reasonable that a new pastoral worldview merged with an agrarian 
cosmology. Thus, as ideal-types, one may say that the sedentary and 
nomadic lifestyles came together to shape a new lifestyle with a specific 
cosmology developed in a particular ecology where nomadism and 
simple cultivation merged together and created the Indo-European 
agrarian economy and worldview. 

This is where language becomes fundamental. The homeland 
question is important because it gives clues to development trajectories 
in time and space (e.g. Mallory 1989, 1997, 2013; Anthony & Ringe 2015; 
Olander 2019). From an Indo-European perspective, a central question 
is whether rituals and sacrifices were meaningfully constituted and 
understood in language. What were the mechanisms of cultural 
transference: words or violence? Words can conceptualise and 
rationalise behaviours and make rituals meaningful, as Anthony writes:  
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Fig. 2. Experimental cremation, Old Uppsala 2013.  
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‘Language shift can be understood best as a social strategy 
through which individuals and groups compete for positions of 
prestige, power, and domestic security... What is important, 
then, is not just dominance, but vertical social mobility and a 
linkage between language and access to positions of prestige 
and power... A relatively small immigrant elite population can 
encourage widespread language shift among numerically 
dominant indigenes in a non-state or pre-state context if the 
elite employs a specific combination of encouragements and 
punishments’ (Anthony, quoted in Witzel 2001:27).  

 
From another perspective, the importance of language can best be 
understood by the consequences of losing it, which also was the cultural 
and cosmological impact on the pre-Indo-European agrarian cultures in 
Old Europe. Referring to India, Paroma Basu (2009) writes about what 
happens when a language dies out: ‘The effects could be culturally 
devastating. Each language is like a key that can unlock local knowledge 
about medicinal secrets, ecological wisdom, weather and climate 
patterns, spiritual attitudes, and artistic and mythological histories.’ 
Basu cites Prof. David Crystal (author of the book Language Death): 
‘[When a language dies] what is primarily lost is the expression of a 
unique vision of what it means to be human.’ 

Aspects of the Indo-European development eastwards and on the 
Indian subcontinent differed from the European developments. While 
there is a shared origin, in Northern Europe in general and Scandinavia 
in particular, rituals and cosmologies were invested and intensified in 
innovative ways. In Scandinavia from the Bronze Age onwards, it was a 
vital cosmology where the corpse was a residue and a magical source of 
power of possibilities. From around 1000 BC onwards, a cosmological 
intensification took place (Fig. 2). While these traditions built on the 
past, new ideologies were also expressed in the mortuary material, as a 
result of which older conceptions were discontinued. 

Funerals and sacrifices in particular are essential for the 
constitution of culture and cosmology. In their article ‘Re-theorising 
mobility and the formation of culture and language among the Corded 
Ware Culture in Europe’ Kristian Kristiansen et al. (2017:336) argue: 
‘Burial rituals are among the most fundamental social institutions in any 
society, as they relate to the transmission of property and power at 
death, to cosmology and religion, and, in the case of settlements, to the 
way households are organised.’ They add: 
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‘A strong relationship exists between burial ritual and social 
and religious institutions, because a burial is the insti-
tutionalised occasion for the transmission of property and 
power, and the renewal of social and economic ties (Oestigaard 
& Goldhahn 2006). A radical change in burial rites therefore 
signals a similar change in beliefs and institutions. If such a 
change occurs rapidly without transition it signals a 
transformation of society, often under strong external 
influence, possibly a migration (to be supported also by 
settlement change and economic change). This does not rule 
out the effects of internal contradictions, which, however, 
often go hand in hand with external forces of change.’ 

 
Rituals link the living dead to land where ancestors guarantee access to 
wives and livelihood; properties are not personal but belong to the 
lineage – in life and death (Goody 1962). Hence, it seems that when the 
Indo-European pastoral migrants came to the agricultural soil in 
Europe, they developed over a period of centuries unique cosmological 
systems structured around life and death and the fertility of the earth. 
While the celestial gods continued to evolve, terrestrial ancestors were 
literally rooted in the ground. If the Indo-Europeanisation process in 
Europe represented a new ideology and cosmology, it was very much 
adapted to the new environments these populations came to inhabit. 
This brings us to the core of this analysis: the Indo-European cosmology 
was believed to enable the most powerful rituals in history. Thus, the 
success of the Indo-Europeanisation process in the north was not just 
brute force, but a rationalisation of ecology and cosmology, which 
created logical and coherent ritual and religious trajectories that lasted 
for more than 3000 years in Scandinavia. 
 
 
Religion and the Neolithic revolution 
 
Since V. Gordon Childe’s book New Light On The Most Ancient East 
(1934), the term ‘Neolithic Revolution’ has defined large parts of 
archaeology and the understanding of the development of complex 
societies (e.g. Childe 1951, 1952, 1971). The ‘Secondary Products 
Revolution’ (Sherratt 1981) further highlighted the extent to which 
changes in subsistence could impact societal organisation. In all known 
agricultural civilisations, the life-giving forces are deeply integrated in 
religion and cosmology (e.g. Frankfort 1948, 1956; Read 1998, Carrasco 
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1999) and religion is in turn deeply embedded in an ecological frame 
(e.g. Rappaport 1979, 2001). Hence, the development of complex 
societies institutionalises organised religion (e.g. Wittfogel 1957; Service 
1962, 1975; Trigger 2003). Still, Indo-European cosmology has largely 
been neglected in Scandinavian studies with some notable exceptions 
(e.g. Kaliff 2007). In Indo-European studies, archaeologists have often 
preferred the vaguer concept of ‘ideology’. Importantly, as McGuire & 
Bernbeck argue: 
 

‘Archaeologists have rarely taken up the complex concept of 
ideology. When discussing past ideologies, archaeologists 
mainly use the term as a substitute for “world view”, “religion”, 
or “political doctrine”. However, “ideology” is not a coherent 
sphere of collective thought that can be investigated like a 
landscape or group of material objects’ (McGuire & Bernbeck 
2011:166). 

 
In particular in Indo-European studies in Scandinavia, there was for a 
long time an aversion not only to studying Indo-European processes in 
general (Haaland & Haaland 1982), but specifically to discussing 
agricultural rituals and cosmology in the Old and New Europe (Haaland 
& Haaland 1995). It is therefore time to reintroduce an agricultural 
paradigm, which acknowledges that religion develops in the real world 
where health and wealth are ritualised and explained in cosmological 
terms. This is not merely a choice of interpretation: ‘[A]lthough all 
understanding is selective, not all selective understanding is 
interpretative’ (Shusterman 1992:124). Given that the humanities are 
‘essentially sciences of culture, concerned with the renewal of cultural 
heritage in the historical present’ (Ricoeur 1981:82), one cannot simply 
exclude agriculture as a defining frame of worldviews, social 
organisations and cosmologies; more than anything else, agriculture is 
the defining context. Scientifically, ‘social theory in general shows grave 
shortcomings. Its divorcement from the empirical world is glaring… it 
should be evident that concepts in social theory are distressingly vague’ 
(Blumer 1986:141, 144). This argument will be discussed in more detail in 
Chapter 5 in relation to ritual theories and symbolic practices. While 
generalised concepts like ideology or a sun cosmology may cloud the 
picture, an Indo-European approach has the comparative advantage 
that structural phenomena can be analysed in time and space. By 
literally anchoring the analysis in the ground and in corpses, one may 
come to new insights and interpretations.  
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Ecology and agriculture 
 
Ecological and environmental factors are important parameters in the 
Indo-Europeanisation process. As noted by Kristiansen et al.: 
 

‘[It] should be noted that the Yamnaya cultures of the Pontic 
and Caspian steppe represented the first development of a fully 
pastoral economy that exploited different ecological niches 
during small-scale seasonal movements of people and animals 
between summer and winter grazing… The original herding 
economy of the Yamnaya migrants gradually gave way to new 
agrarian practices of crop cultivation, which led to the 
adaptation of new words. The result of this hybridisation 
process was the formation of a new material culture, the 
Corded Ware Culture, and of a new dialect, Proto-Germanic (or 
perhaps more correctly, Pre-Proto-Germanic)… Archaeology 
here provides a socio-linguistic setting for a process of language 
change over several hundred years between 2800 and 2400 BC’ 
(Kristiansen et al. 2017:337, 342). 

 
In Scandinavia, even the most mobile pastoral groups were inevitably 
immediately sedentarised for large parts of the year, not necessarily by 
violence or external cohesion by competing groups vying for the same 
water and land resources, but because of the seasonal changes and King 
Winter. In Africa, for instance, whether among pastoral groups in the 
Sudd in South Sudan (Evans-Pritchard 1956, 1969), the Sukuma in 
Tanzania (Wijsen & Tanner 2000, 2002) or the Maasai in Kenya (Rutten 
1992, 2016), pastoral migrations were traditionally defined by the 
amount of rain that fell in the rainy season, and ensuing abundance or 
scarcity of food. In the cold environments of Northern Europe, farmers 
and pastoralists were forced to adapt to the harsh winters. In 
Scandinavia, being on the move with large herds in winter was a lethal 
risk. This meant that nomads and farmers were bound to their land, 
especially in winter, when animals needed fodder and protection 
(Ericsson 2002:63).  

In the cold Scandinavian climate (Fig. 3), the length of the growth 
season determined whether it would be a year of plenty or famine 
(Charpentier Ljungqvist 2015, 2017). It is important to emphasise how 
seasonal variations created possibilities and limitations in different 
societies (Tvedt 2006-2016, 2016, 2020; Tvedt & Oestigaard 2016).  
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Fig. 3. The Håga grave mound covered in snow, February 2021.  

 
For example, rainmaking rituals would have rarely been practised 

in the agrarian economies of Scandinavia, except during extreme 
droughts in the summer. But engaging with the winter and activating 
the forces that could cause snow to melt away would have been crucial, 
because a spring that came late or an autumn that came early with snow 
or night frost would have resulted in failed harvests with possibly deadly 
consequences. Such an agrarian economy and the unique ways of 
adapting to these seasonal changes also determined how the world was 
rationalised and ritualised, in this case through cosmologies that 
centred on celestial or terrestrial perspectives, or both (Oestigaard 2021, 
Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022). 
 
 
The historic farm in the Late Bronze Age 
 
Although the agricultural world is the foundation, I will not analyse the 
introduction of agriculture in Scandinavia in its different ecological 
forms and adaptation patterns in time and space, since they differ 
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according to climatic and ecological variables (e.g. Larsson, Morell & 
Myrdal 1997; Welinder, Pedersen & Widgren 1998; Huhtamaa & Helma 
2017; Huhtamaa 2018). However, the Late Bronze Age in Sweden 
perfectly lends itself to the analysis of agrarian ritualisation as part of 
Indo-Europeanisation. Stig Welinder writes:  
 

‘The introduction of agriculture to the southernmost areas of 
the Scandinavian peninsula appears as a complex and as yet 
poorly understood process. Over the course of several 
generations, people adopted very new ideas and to varying 
extents changed their way of life... From the composition of 
finds of ecofacts it would seem that agriculture in the period 
1200–800 bc was the wholly dominant way of life as far north 
as present-day Västergötland and Uppland. Perhaps this had 
also been true around 2000 bc, but there is insufficient 
evidence both there and in the areas to the west and north of 
Lake Vänern. In limited areas of the country, agriculture 
dominated earlier than this’ (Welinder 2011:23). 

 
Following Welinder, agriculture was introduced in southern Sweden 
around 3900 BC as far north as Bohuslän, Västergötland, Närke, 
Västmanland and Uppland, and perhaps even further north. From ca. 
3300 BC onwards, not only ecology but also culture and cosmology 
shaped the regional variation during the Middle Neolithic. The Funnel-
Beaker Culture seems to have had an economy dominated by wheat 
cultivation and cattle raising; in the Battle-Axe Culture, barley was 
grown and more sheep and goats were kept; whereas in the Pitted Ware 
Culture agriculture seems to have played a less important role, although 
pigs were kept (Welinder 2011:24). Welinder sums up the early 
agricultural history in Sweden as follows (Welinder 2011:43):  
 

‘Tentatively, three major periods of change can be 
distinguished in Neolithic and Bronze Age Sweden: i) The 
introduction of agriculture, 4000–3800 Bc. In the course of a 
few generations, the cultivation of grain and the keeping of 
cattle and pigs spread across the southern part of Sweden. The 
same period saw the spread of a new way of life associated with 
the long-house. (ii) The revolution in secondary products, 
3000–1500 Bc. This period saw the culmination of many 
changes, the first appearances of which came at very different 
times. The result was an Early Bronze Age farm that looked very  
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Fig. 4. Agricultural fields in Håga, Uppsala.  

 
different and was occupied by a household that functioned in a 
very different manner when compared to the Late Middle 
Neolithic. Ards, horses and carts, sheep bred for wool, looms, 
oats and millet, bronze tools, specialized sickles, and 
earthenware strainers are amongst the distinguishing features 
of the new period. (iii) The advent of historical farms, 1000–800 
Bc. Over the course of a couple of centuries, farms began to be 
built with outbuildings, sometimes with byres. They had 
cleared, permanent, manured fields. The innovations of the 
previous millennia came together in an effective whole, helped 
along by iron tools, which were first manufactured at this 
point.’ 

 
As an overall frame of historic developments, this agrarian history 
focuses on the transition phase in the Late Bronze Age, which 
corresponds to the era of Håga and Nibble in the Uppland region. 
Agriculturally, this was a period of intensification and adaptation when 
farming was institutionalised (Fig. 4). While husbandry and secondary 
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products were important, a society with historical farms paved the way 
for further hierarchical structures. 

Archaeological studies tend to focus on origins rather than 
processes, for instance the origin of agriculture or the introduction of 
the first Indo-Europeans etc. While this is obviously important, a first 
migration 1500-2000 years earlier cannot explain particular cultural-
historical developments in the Late Bronze Age. The ritualisation of 
cosmology that took place at Håga and Nibble is clearly of an Indo-
European character, but the new traditions were also locally rooted in 
specific developments and in the agricultural setting of the Uppland 
region. Thus, to fully understand the Indo-Europeanisation process, one 
must focus on cultural transmissions and developments among local 
communities partaking in the global world of goods and gods: the Indo-
Europeanisation process in Uppland was part of a wider European 
transformation. 

The Håga burial is the richest funeral from Sweden’s Bronze Age, 
an unprecedented mobilisation and intensification of ritual in northern 
Europe. As a recent study by Ullén & Drenzel (2018) pointed out, the 
chief or king who was cremated in the Håga burial was a local from the 
Mälardalen region in Sweden, not a prince from continental Europe or 
Denmark. Thus, the Indo-Europeanisation process – both at Håga and 
at Nibble – was indigenous, though also firmly rooted in a shared Indo-
European cosmology. It is therefore useful to adopt a comparative 
perspective to identify different factors and actors. This shows the 
relationship between the sun and water in agrarian ecologies and 
cosmologies, and the particular scholarly development in Scandinavian 
studies of Bronze Age religion. 
 
 
The solar paradigm 
 
One hundred years ago, there was a heated debate about whether 
prehistoric and premodern religion in the north centred on celestial or 
terrestrial spirits and gods (see Nordberg 2013). This included the 
question of whether pre-Christian Christmas or jól was an ancestral cult 
or a fertility cult (e.g. Feilberg 1904, Olrik 1903, Olrik & Ellekidle 1926-
1951, 1951, Nilsson 1936). At the time, ancestors were seen as the opposite 
of and in opposition to corn-spirits. After the Second World War, both 
the Indo-European and the agrarian perspectives that focused on the 
fertility cult and terrestrial beings were largely discarded in research 
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traditions from the 1950s onwards. By the turn of the millennium, 
Flemming Kaul stated: ‘[T]he minds of people of Scandinavia were 
almost obsessed with the religious ideas involving the voyage of the sun 
[in the Bronze Age]… Everything suggests that the sun was the most 
significant power which was worshipped’ (Kaul 1998:251). The discovery 
of the Trundholm sun wagon heavily influenced the understanding of 
Bronze Age religion in general and the interpretation of a sun 
cosmology in particular (Fig. 5). In 1902, a farmer found the wagon in a 
bog that had never been cultivated in historic times (Müller 1903). Thus, 
the sun cosmology and interpretations of the sun have dominated 
archaeology for more than a century.  

Early studies of a sun cult and cosmologies were based on Indo-
European studies and the works of Max Müller (Müller 1856[1909], 
1859). Current advocates of a sun cult in the Bronze Age have largely 
forgotten this Indo-European heritage. 

 

 
Fig. 5. The Trundholm Sun Chariot (ca. 1400 BC). The National Museum of 
Denmark. Public domain. 
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With its celestial perspective, the sun paradigm has gained new 
strength in recent decades (e.g. Kaul 1998, 2004; Goldhahn 2019). 
Scandinavian Bronze Age researchers have stated that ‘most ritual 
practices and engagements aim to enact and recreate human belief and 
cosmological understandings’ (Goldhahn 2019:158). Kaul argues that 
there was a  
 

‘possible development towards a true sun-god or the 
expression of the sun as an anthropomorphic deity…[and] on 
the basis of the pictures on the bronzes it would seem that a 
development of a sun-god in Bronze-Age per. V was not 
impossible… we shall follow the sun on its cyclical journey from 
morning to evening and from morning to evening again’ (Kaul 
1998: 252, 259).  

 
If this is correct, this theological development would have manifested 
itself in Håga, where fundamental developments took place in period IV 
and in the centuries before and after.  
 

‘In the cyclical mythology about the journey of the sun as 
expressed on the bronzes of Late Bronze Age, my starting point 
will be dawn and the time immediately preceding this, the 
beginning of the daily cycle… It would now seem to be possible 
on the basis of the iconographical material on the bronze 
objects from the Late Bronze Age in Denmark to draw close to 
the heart of the religious views that existed in the Late Bronze 
Age in Scandinavia – the cosmology – centred on the cyclical 
progress of the day and the transport of the sun’ (Kaul 1998:263, 
269-270). 

 
This is a bold presentation of Bronze Age religion, but it also reflects the 
fact that throughout the history of archaeological thought most Bronze 
Age remains from religious practices have been interpreted within the 
solar paradigm. But while this interpretation remains largely un-
challenged, such a solar paradigm is not obvious, because hardly any 
religion centres on the sun alone. In most farming societies, the right 
combination of water and sun structures ritual life, while in agriculture, 
the sun cannot generate life without water. Moreover, one could ask 
why iconography is the best empirical material for an understanding of 
cosmology, given that funerals and rituals of death are direct 
engagements with divine powers and the Otherworld. The empirical 
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material from famous graves like Kivik and Sagaholm allow for much 
more sophisticated archaeological interpretations than a sun cosmology 
that focuses on the daily movement of the sun from day to night (Kaliff 
& Oestigaard 2020:248-253, 2022).  

A more fundamental question in this analysis concerns the 
rationality of ritualisation. Why was the sun allegedly ritualised? If the 
current interpretation of a sun cosmology is correct, the rationale 
behind this ritualisation must be explained, because it would make 
Scandinavian Bronze Age religion unique in world history. In all other 
known agricultural societies and civilisations, a combination of water 
and sun is rationalised and ritualised. Are there any reasons to believe 
that the Nordic Bronze Age was fundamentally different? If not, how 
does Scandinavian Bronze Age religion constitute an integral part of 
Indo-European developments? 

Theologian Martin Modéus argues that the necessity for a ritual is 
always triggered by a situation. ‘I consider ritualization as the process in 
which actions or reactions to specific situations make them distinct from 
ordinary situations… Every ritual performance is an act of ritualization 
that grows out of a situation, a causa’ (Modéus 2005:37, original 
emphasis). He identifies several scenarios in which rituals may be 
necessary to resolve a situation: 1) causae of the cycles of nature; 2) life-
cycle causae; 3) constitutive causae; 4) restitutive causae; 5) causae of 
crisis; and 6) causae of initiation.  
 

‘If ritualization then is an activity, not an institution, we must 
ask: what is the specific nature of the situation that makes 
ritualization appropriate?... I will henceforth use the term 
causa to distinguish a situation which is so ambiguous, 
important or problematic that it needs to be treated in a ritual 
way. By causa I wish to denote those circumstances, changes or 
events of nature or culture that are the ultimate reasons making 
the performances of the ritual desirable or necessary. The causa 
is the very situation that gives birth to the ritual performance, 
and to such a causa, ritualization should be seen as a reaction 
in deed, not in ideology’ (Modéus 2005:38, original emphasis).  

 
Thus, following Modéus, the reason for performing the ritual (i.e. the 
cause) is often quite different from the meaning of the ritual. As an 
example, a funeral is caused by death, but the interpretation of the 
performance is ideological and part of culture and cosmology. 
Therefore:  
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‘We should seek at the most simple level of nature or society to 
find the causa, and not let our theological or intellectual 
understandings of a ritual obscure the picture. Finding the 
causa of a ritual is the primary task in ritual analysis, and it is 
important to see that the ideological content in a ritual often 
speaks of something completely different’ (Modéus 2005:39).  

 
Also, one may ask: to whom was it logical and rational to ritualise the 
sun’s cyclical movement? As this analysis shows, the importance of the 
sun cannot be properly understood outside of an agrarian context that 
focuses on the relation between water and the sun. Moreover, though it 
is presented as an empirical fact that horses pull the sun through the 
sky, this is in fact an interpretation: the sun-wagon was found and 
deposited in a bog or water context, and following the natural 
topography at Trundholm, the place of deposition had most likely been 
undisturbed since the Bronze Age (Müller 1903). In other words, like 
rock art carved in stone, the sun was brought down to earth in a bog, a 
water source. In this Indo-European and agrarian world of farming and 
fertility, humans tried to control the sun. Thus, following Kristiansen et 
al. (2017), the answers can be found in burials, and more particularly in 
dead bodies and the unique ways in which corpses were ascribed cosmic 
powers. 
 
 
Skeleton of a structure 
 
If not only death, but also corpses are essential for understanding 
rituals, the dominant theories that explain life-giving powers have not 
fully captured the significance of mortality as fertility and morality. If 
corpses contained cosmic powers, this challenges concepts of ‘the holy’ 
as being a necessarily pure essence and also undermines many theories 
of signs and symbol. The corpse is not a symbol or representation with 
fluctuating signifiers from the outside, but a living symbol, substance or 
residue with powers from within. Hence, by examining Håga and Nibble 
in this context the fundamental challenge is: ‘[H]ow can this empirical 
material and these specific contexts give new understanding to existing 
knowledge and form the basis for improved theory building and 
conceptualisations of the past?’ (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2020:21). 

Magic is not mysticism, but the way and works of the ancestors. On 
the one hand, Bruce Lincoln says:  
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‘Ultimately, I will consider these myths of creation as one of the 
world’s most successful systems of ideology, given that they 
provided the mystifications and legitimations that sustained an 
extremely widespread, stable, and durable but also extremely 
rigid, hierarchic, and exploitative social system’ (Lincoln 
1986:4-5).  

 
On the other hand, Frits Staal says:  
 

‘Ritual exhibits a very detailed and specific knowledge. I 
estimate that the extent of specialized knowledge needed to 
put the altar together ritually is on par with the extent of 
technical knowledge required to build an aeroplane. The bird-
shaped altar is in fact a kind of aeroplane, only it takes off in a 
different way’ (Staal 2001:16).  

 
Death, corpses as well as the cultural and cosmological forces of 
corpsepowers should be understood in this context.  
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2. Blood, bones, bodies 
 
 
 
Corpse versus cadaver 
 
Death lies at the basis of all facets of humanity and it is a crucial factor 
in the development of societies (Parker Pearson 1999). ‘Death is the 
origin and centre of culture’ (Assmann 2005:1), because death not only 
threatens society, but the response to death is formative for the future 
of a society. This is why almost no topic is as widely studied in 
archaeology as death and funerals. The countless approaches to the 
study of this subject area include: 1) preparation and modes of 
deposition of the corpse’s flesh (cremation, inhumation, mummi-
fication, air or water burials), 2) absence or presence of grave goods 
indicating the deceased’s or descendants’ social status, and 3) 
construction and size of mortuary monuments (Oestigaard 2006; 
Fahlander & Oestigaard 2008; Kaliff & Østigård 2013). 

According to Hegel, history is not only ‘what man does with death’ 
(Whaley 1981:1), but man is ‘death living a human’ (Bataille & Strauss 
1990:10). This shows the role of rituals beyond the mere functionality of 
disposing of a corpse (Fig. 6). The easiest thing is to bury the dead with 
a simple inhumation, but in many cases in prehistory this was not the 
aim: the rituals were complex and elaborate, with funerals that included 
the scents of death, the sound of death, the tastes of death, the sights of 
death, and the touch of death (Nilsson Stutz 2020). 

Death represents and presents the extreme, but some funerals were 
more extreme than others. Some features are structural rather than 
cultural. In a cremation, the brain will eventually start boiling in the 
skull because the heat creates internal pressure, which inevitably leads 
the skull to burst open with a bang like a gun shot. If the deceased is 
laid out on an open pyre, the descendants may see boiling brain 
substance flowing over the dead body (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2017:125-127).  

However, in prehistorical Scandinavia, there are numerous 
examples of extreme body treatment as cultural expression. The most 
remarkable are the skulls found by Motala Ström (river outlet) dated to 
c. 8000-7500 cal. BP. Two wooden stakes were found inside two of the 
human crania indicating that the skulls of the dead were placed on 
poles. It is unclear exactly how many heads were placed on stakes, but 
400 intact and fragmentary stakes were found in Motala alone, of which  
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Fig. 6. Skeletal remains from a disturbed burial. Nire Ghat in Western Nepal, 
1997. 

 
a number were certainly used to mount objects like skulls or animal 
remains (Hallgren 2011; Gummesson 2016; Gummesson, Hallgren & 
Kjellström 2018). While Motala is unique because of the exceptional 
preservation conditions, there are in fact numerous evidences of 
cannibalistic practices in the Mesolithic (Brinch Petersen 2016:55).  

The pre-Indo-European examples are instructive because they 
highlight the fact that many of the structural premises are not 
exclusively Indo-European; in fact, many are shared across cultures in 
time and space. The challenge lies in identifying how pre-Indo-
European perceptions merged with Indo-European beliefs, or how the 
latter built on and incorporated existing cultural and cosmological 
structures. Thus, the body and the corpse were active media in the pre-
Indo-European era in Scandinavia. At the same time, the archaeological 
material from the Bronze Age onwards features a huge variety of corpse 
treatments and methods of preparing the deceased’s flesh (e.g. Gardeła 
2017; Storå, Ullén & Drenzel 2020; Wikström af Edholm 2020).  

Today, death is institutionalised and professionals take care of the 
dead from the hospital to the chapel; the descendants only need to carry 
the coffin or the urn and lay it down in its final resting place. Not only 
is there very little religious or cosmological meaning attached to each 
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ritual sequence, but there is very little doing. While historically and 
ethnographically there are numerous evidences of parents not engaging 
socially or emotionally with infants and small children because of high 
mortality rates and psychological distress, the physicality of many 
prehistoric funerals is remarkable. The physicality and active 
participation in rituals and uses of the corpse seems to have been a key 
reason for orchestrating cremations and funerals in specific ways in the 
past.  

At the outset, death and mortuary practices point in different 
directions. The social death of an individual is likely to represent an 
emotional loss, but such emotions are culturally situated and reflect 
specific attitudes to the social self and the soul’s destiny. Ibn Fadlan’s 
account of the Viking funeral along the Volga River in Russia in the year 
922 AD is perhaps instructive.  
 

‘They told me that they carry out many ceremonies when their 
chiefs die, the last whereof is the cremation… If he is a rich man, 
they gather his possessions together and divide them in three 
parts. One third remains for his family; with the second third 
they cut out garments for him, and with the third part they brew 
mead for themselves, which they drink on the day when his 
slave girl… is cremated with her master… They drink the mead 
to insensibility, day and night. It often happens that one of them 
dies with his beaker in his hand’ (Ibn Fadlan, p. 66-67, emphasis 
added).  

 
Today, dying of excessive drinking during a funeral is not a culturally 
accepted way to honour the dead. 

Regarding the dead body, it may be useful to distinguish between 
corpse and cadaver (Fig. 7). In all cultures and religions, a rotten corpse 
is considered highly polluted; purity indicates completeness and 
impurity incompleteness (Valeri 1985:33).  
 

‘While cadavers are not perceived by all cultures in the same 
way, the cadaver has interesting and fundamentally general 
characteristics that might reveal a universal crisis. A cadaver is 
not neutral. The post mortem changes in a dead human body 
transform it progressively, and these changes are irreversible’ 
(Nilsson Stutz 2008:23).  
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Fig. 7. A rotten corpse at Nire Ghat in Western Nepal, 1997. The grave was 
most likely disturbed by a wild animal (tiger?) and this was cosmologically 
unfortunate.  

 
Nilsson Stutz adds:  

 
‘Bodies are more than metaphors. They are flesh and blood, 
organs, ligaments and bones, gases and fluids. This becomes 
especially obvious at death, when the embodied social being is 
transformed into a cadaver, continuously in a state of 
transformation, an effect of the processes of putrefaction and 
decomposition’ (Nilsson Stutz 2008:19).  

 
From this perspective, a minimalist and tentative definition of a funeral 
as a cultural and cosmological practice and process is ‘at least a ritual 
preparation of the flesh of the deceased’ whether this preparation is 
consumption by fire or preservation of the flesh through 
mummification (Oestigaard 2005:202).  

In death, the corpse is not the individual’s body per se; it is 
something different, yet the same (Nilsson Stutz 2003; Joyce 2005). 
Fundamentally, the corpse is different from the cadaver. A newly dead 
body is full of life force and vitality, and there is an intermediate period 
in which the corpse is extra potent and full of cosmic power otherwise 
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unseen and unavailable for human use and consumption. The length of 
this in-between period varies but throughout Scandinavian history until 
early 20th century, corpsepower defined funerals and ancestral rituals. A 
cadaver was seen as dangerous and potentially lethal because it 
transferred physical pollution and malignant spiritual beings, but the 
dead body was a living residue, because it contained fundamental 
corpsepowers that could benefit human lives and well-being. 
 
 
Blood, brain and beheading 
 
Scandinavian ethnography is usually not analysed in an Indo-European 
context, but Scandinavian folklore reveals intriguing insights into 
perceptions of death and disease. Death was a disease – the worst 
sickness of all – since it terminated life. This was why treatment for 
disease in general and death in particular was sought in dead bodies 
(Reichborn-Kjennerud 1928:145). As such, many of the ritual practices 
can be seen as medical cannibalism (Noble 2011; Sugg 2016).  

The most powerful and efficient medicine was called ‘corpse-water’, 
‘human-water’, ‘human-fat’ or ‘priest-fat’. King Christian III of Denmark 
(1503-1559) was even credited with his own medical recipe – ‘King 
Christian III’s Advice against Epilepsy’. According to this recipe, one 
should not use the skull (containing the brain) of a man who had died 
of diseases, but rather the skull and body of a hanged thief. The skull 
should be put in a warm oven and burnt until it was completely white 
whereafter it should be ground to powder. The powder should then be 
mixed with lavender water or warm wine and given to the patient, who 
should pray to God for healing. In 1540, a severely sick old woman asked 
a number of medical doctors for strong medicines to cure her disabilities 
and paralysis. A young man was hanged and the doctors gave her his 
legs, which they instructed her to put in a jar and heat in the oven. When 
the fat started dripping off the bones, she should smear half the juicy 
liquid on her body and drink the other half in warm beer. She did what 
the doctors prescribed and the following day she threw away her 
crutches and walked happily to the doctors to thank them for their good 
medicine. According the medical knowledge of learned and laymen 
alike, the only medicine more powerful than ‘human-water’ or ‘priest-
fat’ were powders made from the horn of unicorns (Troels-Lund 
1900:154-159).  
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Fig. 8. Axe used for beheading before 1858. The axe probably dates from the 
17-18th century and was used at Västerås Castle. Västmanlands läns museum, 
Sweden. October 2020. 
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Though it was difficult to procure unicorn horns for obvious 
reasons, blood from beheadings and executions was more readily 
available and was commonly used as a strong medicine (Fig. 8). Public 
executions were huge spectacles, a form of entertainment even. In 
Scandinavia, there are numerous reports from the 19th century about 
beheadings. People flocked to the scaffold with bottles or buckets, 
pieces of cloth or spoons, to collect some drops of the precious blood. 
Many reports testify to the horrifying sight of sick people drinking fresh 
blood. In another case, an epileptic woman drank human blood to 
improve her circulation whereupon two horsemen lifted her up under 
each arm and rode away with her. The blood of murderers was seen as 
particularly powerful since the murderer had the blood of ‘two persons’ 
within him. One could also transfer one’s diseases onto a fresh corpse, 
which should preferably still be warm (Hagberg 2016:116-122). In Europe 
in historic times, blood and even body parts were incorporated in beer 
when it was brewed or bread when it was baked, while body parts were 
also sold in pharmacies (Tillhagen 1989:279-280). This was magic and 
mortality without morality, as the blood of murderers was believed to 
be more powerful than the blood of the ordinary dead. It was forward 
looking because what mattered were the solutions it offered, not 
necessarily how the powers were acquired. Still, the Church strongly 
condemned such practices, which most people knew to be utterly 
immoral black magic. 

Although the use of body parts was widespread, the authorities 
tried to put an end to these practices. At the turn of the 18th century, the 
Swedish executioner Jöran Jöransson was found guilty of eating the 
heart of the victims he beheaded as part of his job. He was said to have 
grilled the heart in the way one prepares meat. On one occasion, he first 
took a piece of the heart himself and then offered the rest to the 
onlookers, who were horrified and disgusted. Jöransson had heart 
problems and claimed that this was the best medicine, adding that it 
had also been a common practice among his ancestors who had worked 
as executors for generations. He strongly objected to the allegations that 
this was harmful magic, claiming he had eaten the heart of victims after 
180 executions. The court found his actions highly repulsive and fined 
him 40 silver coins. The heavy penalty may indicate that Jöransson was 
right and that this practice was quite common among the laity, despite 
their official aversion of vulgar cannibalism. The court set an example 
with this heavy (and symbolic) fine (Sandén 2017:212-213).  
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Fig. 9. Illustration of Dalman and his work (Chronwall 1902:25). 
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Criminals who were beheaded were convicted murderers. Their 
blood was more valuable as it was believed to have greater intrinsic 
powers. In Norway, the last beheading with an axe was carried out by 
Theodor Larsen in 1876. The last public execution took place in 1864, 
before an audience of about 5000 people who witnessed the executioner 
Samson Isberg beheading the criminal just outside the capital Oslo 
(Jørgensen 2009). After the head was severed with the axe, a woman 
rushed over with a bucket hoping to collect the blood for use as a 
treatment against epilepsy (Reichborn-Kjennerud 1928:24).  

Albert Gustaf Dalman (1848-1920) was the last executioner in 
Sweden to carry out capital punishment with an axe in 1900 (Fig. 9). The 
executioner had an annual salary of 300 kronor from Stockholm City 
and small contributions from every county in the country. In an 
interview, Dalman said that there was also an extra payment ‘per head’, 
but as an executioner he had never had much to do (Chronwall 1902:27-
29). The first person Dalman executed was Anna Månsdotter, also 
known as ‘Yngsjömörderskan’, in 1890. He felt it was a bit ‘creepy’ to 
behead a woman, particularly as she refused to lie quietly on the block 
‘stupstocken’ (Chronwall 1902:28). Apart from the bloody practice of 
beheading people, the year 1890 is interesting to those studying beliefs 
about magic. An old woman turned up at the police station and asked 
the officer to get a cup of blood from the beheaded Anna Månsdotter 
saying she wanted to use the blood as a medicine for epilepsy (Sandén 
2017:215). It is intriguing that just 130 years ago people still believed that 
the blood of beheaded people was the best medicine. Magic and 
medicine were two sides of the same coin, and blood was a means to 
cure deadly diseases. 

Richard Sugg points out that as medicine, the corpse contained the 
ultimate power: the human soul. Reports of an execution near 
Copenhagen in Denmark suggests the beheaded may have wanted their 
blood to be used as medicine. The robbers Boye and Olsen were 
beheaded on 18 August 1856: 
 

‘As soon as Olsen’s head was severed from his body, two young 
peasant girls, fifteen or seventeen years of age, rushed through 
the double line of armed police who guarded the scaffold, and 
filled the cups, which they carried, with the blood that spouted 
from the neck of the mutilated corpse, and instantly swallowed 
the horrible draught… The girls were taken before a police 
commissioner, and declared that they had only done what they 
had a right to do; they showed a paper, signed G. Olsen, in 
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which he had authorised them, whenever he should come to be 
executed, to drink his blood’ (op. cit. Sugg 2016:123). 

 
But it was not only blood, but all parts of the body that were used as 
medicine: 
 

‘For well over two hundred years European Christians ate or 
drank human flesh, bone, brains and blood. They rubbed the 
oil of human fat onto rheumatic or gouty joints, onto cancers, 
and into the facial scars left by smallpox. Some ate or drank 
human shit and urine. A shadowy network of suppliers, sea 
captains, graverobbers, executioners and anatomists oversaw 
the acquisition of bodies, blood, bones and fat’ (Sugg 2016:307). 

 
The use of a variety of bodily parts and fluids suggest their use 
transcended direct conceptions of the human soul of the deceased. The 
concept of the ‘soul’ in prehistory is complex and does not correspond 
to the Christian concept of the soul in life and death (Oestigaard & Kaliff 
2020). However, the prehistoric practices indicate the body and the 
corpse were endowed with other, ancestral powers, which I will call 
corpsepowers. These bloody practices were obviously not rooted in 
Christianity, but go back to a distant past. Although similar practices 
existed in many cultures, the focus here lies on Indo-European 
expressions. More specifically, I examine why this practice developed 
and was ritualised in an agricultural context. In Indo-European 
traditions in Scandinavia, the corpsepowers took on particular forms. 
 
 
Magic, science and religion 
 
Claude Lévi-Strauss (1969) famously said that some things are ‘good to 
think with’. More than anything else, blood as a bodily substance has 
been invested with meanings about life and death (Carsten 2011). 
Throughout history, there are innumerable examples of beliefs 
associated with blood. The Greek philosopher Heraclitus, for instance, 
talked about a religious practice where the ‘Initiation into the mysteries 
practiced among men proceeds in an unholy way’ and ‘They purify 
themselves by polluting themselves with further blood, as if someone 
who stepped in mud should try to wash himself with mud’ (Adomenas 
1999:94-95). Doing the undoable and eating the uneatable, challenges 
commonly held perceptions about holiness and purity (Fig. 10).  
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Fig. 10. Perceptions of cannibals at work. Woodcut from Basel, 1554. 

 
A taboo is generally understood as something that is prohibited 

(Milner 2011). Bodily processes, including eating, sex and death, are 
heavily invested with notions of purity and pollution (Douglas 1993, 
1994). Frazer proposed another, controversial approach to taboos, 
namely that the holy is dangerous (see Frazer 1887). Frazer writes: 
‘Taboos of holiness agree with taboos of pollution, because in the savage 
mind the ideas of holiness and pollution are not yet differentiated… To 
him the common feature of all these persons is that they are dangerous 
and in danger’ (Frazer 1911:224). While this understanding of holiness 
resembling pollution and taboos has never dominated academic 
discourses, partly because of the specific Christian discourse and 
perception of holiness, Frazer may have identified fundamental pre-
Christian and early Indo-European conceptions. The most holy and 
powerful was also the most dangerous and polluted, namely the corpse.  
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Arnold van Gennep highlights this from another perspective: 
‘During the entire novitiate, the usual economic and legal ties are 
modified, sometimes broken altogether. The novices are outside society, 
and society has no power over them, especially since they are actually 
sacred and holy, and therefore untouchable and dangerous, just as gods 
would be’ (Gennep 1960:114, emphasis added). 

Still, in certain respects, these ethnographic and prehistoric 
practices were highly rational. I will analyse this theme from numerous 
perspectives in the following chapters in an attempt to explore the core 
of magic in culture and cosmology. 

‘Magic, Science and Religion’ is the title of Malinowski’s seminal 
essay in which he argued that people use magic when they are facing 
exceptional conditions. Magic fills the gap in understanding between 
the actual problems that have to be solved and the means that can be 
used (Malinowski 1926). In this regard, Hewitt argues:  
 

‘Welfare is the primary motive underlying all human effort. To 
obtain food, shelter, and raiment, and to preserve life, man in 
all times and in all lands learned that he must struggle against 
the adverse conditions of his environment’ (Hewitt 1902:33).  

 
The absence of a benevolent and well-functioning god for the benefit of 
humans is not the absence of gods in an atheist sense, but the presence 
of malevolent gods in a diabolical sense. Max Weber pointed out that in 
magic and ‘popular’ religions the focus lies on this-worldly problems 
and solutions rather than on death, eschatology and soteriology: ‘In 
these cases, religious behavior is not worship of the god but rather 
coercion of god’ (Weber 2013:422). 

Early researchers of religion found many of the practices they 
studied grotesque and primitive. Their views were coloured by 
Christianity, colonialism, imperialism and racial stereotypes. In his 
classic work Ancient Society (1877), Lewis Henry Morgan wrote: 
‘Religion deals so largely with imaginative and emotional nature, and 
consequently with such uncertain elements of knowledge, that all 
primitive religions are grotesque and to some extent unintelligible’ 
(Morgan 1877[1907]:5-6). Today, the subtitle of the book is unpalatable: 
‘Or Researches in the lines of human progress from savagery, through 
barbarism to civilization’. The racist slurs and vocabulary have rightly 
been criticised (Said 1978), but this also makes it easy to forget how 
revolutionary many of these works – like Charles Darwin’s The Origin of 
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Species (original title 1859, On the origin of species by means of natural 
selection) or James G. Frazer’s studies – were.  

One of the most important anthropological contributions to the 
study of magic and comparative religion is Sir James G. Frazer’s The 
Golden Bough (1890-1915), which will form the basis for discussion in 
Chapter 6. The Golden Bough was first published in two volumes in 1890, 
then published in three volumes in 1900, and extended between 1906 
and 1915 in 12 volumes before an abridged version was issued in 1922. 
Since then, the book has never been out of print, but while Frazer was 
knighted in 1914 and is probably the most decorated anthropologist of 
all times, the academic popularity of the book has waned while it has 
become more popular among general readers (Hunt 1997). The original 
1890 edition was primarily based on Indo-European ethnography and 
folklore in Europe, making it an untapped empirical source for 
archaeological interpretations of Indo-European cosmology and 
agrarian rites from the Bronze Age onwards (see Kaliff & Oestigaard 
2022). 

Drinking the blood of beheaded criminals certainly falls within the 
realm of magic, a practice that will disgust people today. Moreover, 
many who condemn terms like ‘primitive’ would readily label such a 
practice grotesque or primitive – or at least not everybody’s cup of tea. 
Firth rightly warned against adding ‘our personal dimension to the 
interpretation of an alien religious ideology, to raise the generalizations 
to a higher power than the empirical content of material warrants’ (Firth 
1959:139). Beliefs about the blood’s healing powers were prevalent in 
Sweden in 1890 when the first edition of The Golden Bough was 
published. Medical cannibalism still existed in the 19th century. 
Naturally, 130 years later, science has developed and the initial premises 
and approaches have been criticised, but the mere fact that The Golden 
Bough remains relevant today shows the importance of the questions 
raised and the concepts developed: sympathetic magic in its various 
forms. 

Belief in the inherent power of the blood of beheaded people 
challenges general perceptions of religion, holiness as purity, and good 
and evil. In his comparative studies of religion, the German sociologist 
Max Weber (1864-1920) conducted specific studies on Protestantism 
and Christianity (Weber 2006[1930]), Confucianism and Taoism, 
(Weber 1951), Hinduism and Buddhism (Weber 2000[1958]) and 
Judaism (Weber 1952). He also studied popular religions and magic, 
with a specific focus on rationalisation and theodicy (Fig. 11).  
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Fig. 11. Saturn Devouring His Son (1823) by Francisco Goya. Public Domain. 
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Religious rationalisation implied a decline of magic and mysticism 
and increasing systematisation of ideas and beliefs. In The Protestant 
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, he argued that magic was eliminated 
from the sacraments and this favoured the development of the 
Protestant work ethic and, by extension, the rise of capitalism. The 
other major theme Weber was concerned with was theodicy. If God is 
almighty, why does He allow good and evil to exist at once?  

‘Theodicy, in its classical form, requires the adherent of a theistic 
faith to reconcile the existence of an omnipotent, omniscient and 
morally perfect God with the existence of evil’ (Surin 1983:225). In magic, 
this problem does not exist because the question is rationalised in 
another way. This also raises the question of whether the holy needs to 
be good or can also be evil – or at least ambivalent, somewhere between 
good and evil. 

These are important questions in monotheistic and transcendental 
religions. Clifford Geertz argued that without a distinction or frontier 
between the sacred and the mundane, ‘the empirical differentia of 
religious activity or religious experience would not exist’ (Geertz 
1973:98). Thus, scholars have claimed that the key question is not so 
much how the numinous is revealed in natural phenomena, but how 
believers conceive the phenomena they call ‘holy’ (Streng 1970:214). 
From this perspective, magic is more rational than religion, because it 
not only answers these seldom-raised questions, but also allows evil to 
work for the betterment of people. Magic is rational, very logical and 
highly practical, because it solves people’s pressing problems 
immediately. 
 
 
Understanding without defining 

More than a century ago, it was impossible to define religion:  
 

‘To attempt in these days a definition of religion may seem like 
taking a wanton risk of intellectual confusion. Even a rough 
classification of religions is difficult. The mass of data is so vast, 
the varieties of religion so manifold, that no sooner has a 
scheme of classification been established itself than it begins to 
sag under the weight of material thrown upon it’ (Nash 1913:1).  
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Some decades later, the challenge remained:  
 

‘Of all the vain but persistent quests of man – quests for the 
philosopher’s stone, for the fountain of youth, for the elixir of 
immortality – none has been more fondly or more stubbornly 
pursued than the quest for a definition of religion. Year after 
year, and generation after generation, new definitions continue 
to be offered, but none of them find general acceptance. Why 
has this quest so signally failed? Because religion is not any one 
thing’ (Burrows 1930:349).  

 
Usually, turning to etymology can help solve a problem. There are two 
main explanations regarding the origin of the Latin word religio: the first 
is legere, ‘to gather together’ or ‘to arrange’; the second is ligare, 
meaning ‘to tie together’ or ‘to bind’. This also resembles the Greek verb 
alego, ‘care for’ or ‘have regard for’ (Saler 1987, Turner 1991). However, 
etymology is not very helpful. 

On the one hand, one can argue that religion can exist without god 
(Dworkin 2013), but also that the term ‘religion’ is a highly biased term 
because it is so strongly associated with Christianity and European 
modernity. Moreover, many cultures lack such a concept, which is why 
it has been argued that ‘religion’ should be replaced with other terms, 
such as ritual, politics and soteriology (Fitzgerald 1994, 1997a, 1997b, 
2000). On the other hand, although ‘religion’ is academically a 
construction, it is nevertheless a descriptive and analytical tool for 
analysing the religious world ‘out there’ (Schilbrack 2010, 2012, 2017).  

Historically, religions have attributed all types of human conduct to 
their god (Coe 1949). Understanding religion is primarily a matter of 
conceptualising how practices are rationalised, or how devotees explain 
their beliefs and rituals (Stone 1991). Religion is one of several key 
building blocks of identity and according to many devotees, religion 
‘can be conceived of as the superstructure into which all other aspects 
of life can be placed’ (Insoll 2004:3). The most simplistic definition of 
religion is perhaps: ‘Religion is a relation to the ultimate’ (Penner & 
Yonan 1972:128). However, defining religion ‘represents the attempt to 
answer the definitional question of religion in terms of nondefinitional 
descriptions. In other words, descriptions of religions are used as 
substitutes for answers to definitional questions’ (Penner & Yonan 
1972:108).  

Broadly, one may identify different theories or approaches to 
religion: 1) Theories of the ‘high god’ that emphasise the belief in gods 
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as constituting the innermost essence of religion and the internal 
hierarchies between gods, 2) theories of ‘the holy’ or ‘the sacred’ 
focusing on essences or embodiments, and 3) theories of religion as 
‘ultimate concern’ where human spiritual and material well-being is a 
function or consequence of divine will and action (Tamaru 1975). 

Religion is a meaningful part of a cosmic totality and serves as 
‘ultimate ground’ and direction in life (Westerink 2010:189).  
 

‘The Ultimate for any religious person is the final reality which 
he believes affects man’s life, the aspect of the universe which 
he believes needs no further referent. The Ultimate is believed 
to be the basic source of life, which man cannot escape… the 
conception of the Ultimate has no room for the idea that it is 
created by man. Rather it is discovered; it is fact; it is there; it 
is given… The religious person’s beliefs about the Ultimate are 
of course in part devised by himself but the reality itself about 
which he has beliefs are thought by him to be existent prior to 
himself and to be discovered – by himself and/or others’ 
(Williams & Friess 1962:8-9).  

 
Consequently, in monotheistic religions the Ultimate is beyond 
empirical demonstration and is a matter of faith. This raises a 
fundamental question: can non-religious people understand religion, or 
in this case, can archaeologists understand not just foreign, but also 
unknown religions from the past? 

Mircea Eliade, for instance, insisted upon the irreducibility of the 
sacred and non-historical universal structures rather than the historical 
and particular (e.g. Altizer 1963, Allen 1972, 1978). He consistently aimed 
to interpret transhistorical meaning and religious experiences, which 
allowed him to make ontological claims about human nature (Allen 
1988). In line with the argument that only religious people can 
understand religion, people without faith have been seen as ‘religiously 
unmusical’ (Ziolkowski 1999:351). Thus, Eliade emphasised the 
irreducible character of religious experience and stressed that religious 
experience could not be reduced to sociology, psychology or physiology. 
Although one may sympathise with the aim of understanding religion 
on its own terms, ‘to accept religion in its own terms is really to deny 
that it has any ideological function’ (Morris 1987:177), and the method 
becomes ‘essentially philosophical because it is concerned with essence, 
experience and meaning’ (Berger 1986:156). 
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Fig. 12. Cremations at Ram Ghat, Pashupatinath, Nepal. 

 
On the contrary, ‘Religious beliefs are not immune from 

explanation in nonreligious terms,’ Kevin Schilbrack says. ‘Religious 
communities speak and act in ways that can be redescribed in terms of 
what they take as true, a redescription that makes certain kinds of 
explanation and evaluation possible’ (Schilbrack 2014:75). Religion in 
prehistoric Scandinavia, for instance, was strongly driven by proofs – 
Ultimate proofs even. This made it not only rational and 
understandable, but also highly practical and logical on certain 
premises. Thus, in an Indo-European context (Fig. 12), one may turn to 
cremations and cosmic rituals in Bronze Age Sweden. 
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3. Håga:  

Cremation, sacrifice and frontier history 
 
 
 

Uppland: Unique in Europe 
 
Håga is indisputably a unique site in Scandinavia (Fig. 13). The Håga 
mound, which is 43-49 m in diameter and 6.25-8.75 m high, was partly 
excavated in 1902-03 and dated to around 1000 BC or period IV (Almgren 
1905, 1936; Kaliff & Oestigaard 2018). Six C14 analyses were conducted in 
the 1960s with samples taken from the upper to the lower layers. Taken 
together and evaluated, the Håga Mound was built in the time-span 
1200-900 BC, calibrated 1 sigma (68.3%) standard deviation (Johnsen & 
Welinder 1993:211-212; cf. Sellstedt, Engstrand & Gejvall 1967). More 
precisely, the mound was constructed in the period 1108-943 BC (Victor 
2002:156). The cremated remains from the central burial have recently 
been dated to 1130-930 cal BC (94%) (Ullén & Drenzel 2018:129). 
 

 
Fig. 13. The Håga mound.  
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Fig. 14. The prestigious grave goods found in the Håga grave. Photo: Sören 
Hallgren ATA (Antikvarisk-Topografiska Arkivet). 

 
However, the site was a ritual centre for a much longer period of 

time, from the early Bronze Age up to the Iron Age. The mound itself 
revealed a magnificent grave with rich grave gifts. The dead person, a 
man, had been cremated and the bones were most likely placed in an 
oak-log coffin, similar to the well-known inhumation graves found in 
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Danish mounds. The oak-log coffin was placed in a wooden burial 
chamber, which was covered by an inner cairn upon which the mound 
was built. Unburnt bones of animals and also three humans were 
discovered in different parts of the Håga mound, from the upper part of 
the filling down to the burnt layer at the bottom. Among the bones, 
remains of six-seven cattle, one-two pigs, five-six sheep, and fragments 
of a horse were found, as well as remains of dogs, deer, fox, other small 
game and fish (Almgren 1905:31-34, Johnsen & Welinder 1993).  

Almgren writes: ‘This magnificent grave find from the Bronze Age 
Period IV, so far north in Sweden and in Uppsala, was by all means a 
total surprise’ (Almgren 1905:45). Gold was a rarity in the Swedish 
Bronze Age and it was exceptional that it had been used for the grave 
goods. Astonishingly, a third of all gold artefacts and fragments from 
the Swedish Bronze Age were found in the Håga mound (Eriksson 
2008a). Though many of the fragments are parts of broken spirals and 
therefore small and light, Håga remains the richest Bronze-Age grave in 
Scandinavia in terms of gold finds (Fig. 14).  

The royal character of Håga is also visible in the extensive contact 
networks, not only to the south to the European continent, but also to 
the north and east to Finland and Russia (Ojala 2014, 2016). Håga is 
undoubtably a site where grandiose events, extraordinary developments 
and innovative traditions that were perpetrated for centuries were 
established in the Late Bronze Age. The cult site can be seen as a 
forerunner for Old Uppsala. Moreover, Håga is the northernmost oak-
coffin burial in the European Bronze Age, and although the burial took 
place centuries after the first Danish princely graves, it initiated new 
traditions as the first oak-coffin burial with a major on-site cremation.  
 
 
Death and cult houses  
 
Though the whole site has never been surveyed and documented, the 
area surrounding the Håga mound is extremely rich in prehistoric 
structures. Two cult houses have been partly excavated. The cult house 
known as ‘The Håga Church’ was partially excavated by Almgren and 
later re-excavated in the late 1990s. The outer stone walls measure about 
40 x 12 m (Fig. 15). The cult house, only approx. 125 m south-west of the 
mound, was constructed in Bronze Age period III (ca. 1300-1100 BC), but 
the activities lasted until period V-VI – perhaps in two phases. 
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Fig. 15. ‘The Håga Church’ or the large cult house. 

 
The other cult house, which is smaller, is located about 250 m west 

of the mound and measures ca. 22 x 7 m. This cult house was even older 
than the larger cult house, and was built at the end of period II or early 
period III. It seems that this small cult house stopped being used by the 
end of period III or the beginning of period IV, which could coincide 
with the construction of the large cult house. From period V, however, 
both cult houses were in use. In the small cult house, the only singing 
stone found in-situ in a house was excavated (Victor 2002). 

This specific type of cult house, known as ‘Brobyhus’ because it was 
first identified in Broby, Uppland (Schönbäck 1952, 1959), is often 
related to stone circles and heaps of fire-cracked stones (Ojala 2016). In 
Sweden, about 60 cult houses with similar ‘stone foundations’ like the 
ones at Håga are known, many of them located in the Lake Mälaren 
region (Victor 2002). In the Bronze Age, cult houses were apparently 
closely related to death and mortuary rituals (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022). 
Not only do the cult houses at Håga have an on-and-off continuity for 
at least 700-800 years; they also demarcated, to a large extent, the ritual 
space at Håga. This cosmological tradition continued even into the Iron 



55 

 

Age, when the cult houses were no longer in use (see Kaliff & Mattes 
2017). And while the rich grave goods have garnered the greatest 
interest, the most spectacular rites were probably those that involved 
bones – human and animal – and that took place in the cult houses. 
Close to the small cult house, a stone cist was probably built around 
1800 BC, which most likely formed the foundation of Håga as a ritual 
and cultic place, since the cult houses were built a few centuries later 
(Victor 2002:178). 
 
 
Bones and bone marrow 

During the excavation, Almgren was struck by the bones he found in the 
mound, and by their particular disposition. In particular, there was an 
overwhelming dominance of long bones, like femurs and tibia – and 
jaws. This included humans, but also jaws of squirrels and deer, and the 
femur of a fox (Almgren 1905:33-35). He writes: 
 

‘All the other bones were clearly deposited when the mound 
was built, and there are probably various reasons for their 
presence. They are all edible animals (except the remains of the 
fox, which may have been transported by the soil and natural 
processes); they are all, almost without exception, fragmented, 
and they are also all thrown in from all directions in distinct 
layers. It seems obvious that these are remains of meals, partly 
eaten during the main funeral, and partly or perhaps mainly 
during the time-consuming job of the building of the mound. 
The fact that only some bone fragments were found can be 
explained by the fact that only parts of the mound were 
investigated and that many of the bones of the consumed 
animals were never deposited on the mound itself, but thrown 
on the ground beside the mound where they soon decayed. 
However, the most peculiar thing is that the parts of unburnt 
humans that were found were in a similar state to the animal 
bones’ (Almgren 1905:35). 

 
In 1993, Barbro Johnsen and Stig Welinder published an analysis and 
classification of the animal bones found in the mound (Johnsen & 
Welinder 1993:216): 
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Species Presence (%) 
Cattle 67 
Sheep/goat 19 
Horse + 
Dog 3 
Pig 9 
Squirrel + 
Goose  + 
Pike + 

 
Three unburnt individuals were documented in the upper layers of the 
mound. One human bone in particular drew the excavators’ attention 
because it was one of the most clear-cut examples of ritual cannibalism. 
A human bone was found at a depth of just 1-1.5 m from the top of the 
mound. The 26.5 cm-long left femur was remarkable in that it was 
cleaved in the middle (Almgren 1905:31). It had a hard texture and sharp 
cut marks, probably reflecting the intention of reaching the bone 
marrow as part of a cannibalistic rite (Fig. 16). Almgren writes: ‘The only 
viable conclusion is that humans were sacrificed in a similar way to 
animals, and, most probably also eaten to honour the dead chief’ 
(Almgren 1905:44). 

Although Almgren concluded that humans had been sacrificed in a 
similar way to animals, most of the human remains from the unburnt 
bodies were long bones like femurs and forearms. In Shaft V (depth ca. 
2.5-3 m), however, a human molar from a lower jaw (left side) was found. 
Jaws, and in particular lower jaws, of all types of animals – small and 
large, domestic and wild – were found in abundance, including 
squirrels, cattle, deer, dogs and sheep (Almgren 1905:31, 34).  

The presence of jaws is interesting because it inevitably raises the 
question of where the skulls they belong to are and what they were used 
for. Wild and domesticated animals were treated in the same way as 
humans and the use of skulls seems to bridge earlier non-Indo-
European traditions with a new cosmological intensification of culture 
and agriculture. Skulls may have been buried in the ground as seeds, 
ground to powder and used in meals or bread and later scattered on the 
field in fertility rituals, or used in various ways as drinking bowls or for 
other ritual purposes. As will be seen, other archaeological finds support 
such interpretations. 
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Fig. 16. Cleaved femur. From Almgren 1905, Fig. 28, p. 26. 
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Another category of human bones found at Håga were thoracic 
vertebrae, particularly vertebrae nos. 4-9 (Almgren 1905:35), which are 
located around the region of the heart. Practically, unless the bones 
were collected from other graves after the flesh had deteriorated, the 
only way of accessing these bones is by placing the corpse on its stomach 
or back and opening up the body. If this happened, it seems likely that 
it was with the aim of accessing the heart and not just those vertebrae, 
also given that the femur was cleaved in order to get the bone marrow. 
It is obviously impossible to prove archaeologically whether such bloody 
rituals took place.  

Almgren (as well as Kaliff & Oestigaard 2018) believed that the 
unburnt human bones in the filling of the mound originated from rituals 
carried out in the context of the grand funeral. However, new dating 
shows that they are older. The chief or king cremated in the funeral was 
probably a middle-aged man of 30-35 years old. He came from the local 
area or the region around the Lake Mälaren. Unfortunately, it was 
impossible to determine the biological sex of the three other individuals. 
However, the new dating shows that the bones were older than the 
mound and the main burial – the dates range from 1700–1330 cal BC – 
but most probably all three finds are from the 14th century BC. The 14C 
results for animal bones do indeed span over a longer period, from the 
15th century BC to the 7th century BC, but the combined dating indicates 
that they were probably killed in connection with the construction of 
the mound (Ullén & Drenzel 2018: 126-129). 

Thus, the bones deposited high up in the mound’s filling or turf 
layers were centuries older than those of the deceased chief or king. This 
brings us back again to the cult houses that predate the mound. The 
cleaved femur becomes even more important in this longer time 
perspective: the cleaving of the femur and the use of its bone marrow 
were so important that the bone was kept for several centuries. The 
bone was so holy and imbued with corpsepower that it was placed high 
up in the Håga mound. In other words, it seems that the placing of this 
femur formed the grand finale of the most spectacular cremation that 
took place in Bronze Age Sweden. 
 
 
Håga and frontier histories 
 
‘The periphery is where the future reveals itself,’ is a saying attributed 
to J.G. Ballard. Indo-Europeanisation processes have always been seen 
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as frontier processes. While the first waves of Indo-European migrations 
have dominated the debate, the Indo-Europeanisation process in 
Mälardalen in the Bronze Age is different. The main deceased at Håga 
was from the local area, but the funeral as a whole was the expression of 
intensified common Indo-European beliefs. It was an extreme ritual 
mobilisation based on a pre-existing Indo-European cosmology. These 
Late Bronze Age developments are intriguing because they are extreme 
and extravagant. Therefore, they may provide unique insights into how 
Indo-European cosmology was the ultimate resource that populations 
could always return to and from which they constantly gained new 
strength.  

This may also help understand the Indo-Europeanisation process 
through time in various cultures and ecologies. It was not a static set of 
beliefs, but an inherently dynamic resource enabling the development 
of new constructs that allowed people to confront any emerging 
challenges or seemingly unsolvable conundrums. The force of the Indo-
European success was not merely brute force, but the logic, rationalities 
and cultural frameworks it provided that offered better solutions to 
human needs and enabled practical answers. The greatest challenge of 
all was death, which could only be conquered and overpowered by death 
itself.  

World-system analyses and core-periphery models are based upon 
a) notions of a redistributive economy, b) modes and degrees of cultural 
and religious exchange of ideas, and c) development and innovation of 
culture and transmissions of ideology and cosmology (Kristiansen 1987, 
1998, Kristiansen & Larson 2005). Northern areas in Scandinavia were 
for a long time seen as ‘backward’ or ‘lagging behind’ development in 
southern and central parts of Europe following the ‘dual cultural 
hypothesis’ (Brøgger 1925; Shetelig 1925; Hagen 1997; Oestigaard 1999). 
Studies of war and warfare (Vandkilde 2007, 2013, 2014; Horn & 
Kristiansen 2018) and exchange and transport routes of metals (Ling et 
al. 2014, 2018, 2019; Melheim et al. 2018) have fundamentally opened up 
a more dynamic picture of Bronze Age Europe, where simple models of 
cores surrounded by peripheries like rings on water are no longer 
tenable. To understand the Indo-European process and the success of 
this ideological and cosmological system, one must focus on the 
perceived rational advantages and why certain rites were believed to 
offer better cultural and ritual solutions. 
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Fig. 17. Oscar Almgren documents the excavation. Source: ATA Stockholm. 

 
Håga challenges many of the existing notions of complex societies 

and developments in northern regions. Already during the excavation, 
Oscar Almgren was surprised at its riches and complexity (Fig. 17), 
which was more reminiscent of graves in southern areas (Almgren 
1905:43-47). The gold and bronzes at Håga signalled wealth and power: 
‘Prestige goods were personal: they could not be bought but had to be 
obtained through personal relationships and connections; either when 
the elite received them from far away or when the elite undertook their 
local redistribution’ (Hedeager 1992:89). Certainly, Håga was not a 
passive receiver in these exchanges; it controlled and defined it. Richard 
Bradley argues that prestige goods are objects of exclusion:  
 

‘They are essential for the performance of particular types of 
transactions, for example marriage payments, with the result 
that through limiting access to those objects an elite is able to 
control the transactions in which they are used. The important 
element is that the supply of prestige items should be restricted 
to one section in society’ (Bradley 1984:46-47).  
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Thus, Håga was not only a centre, but an epicentre of wealth and power, 
which underscores its role in developing Bronze-Age societies in 
Scandinavia and beyond and the role of Indo-Europeanisation in this 
process.  

Håga and Nibble (see next chapter) were epicentres and frontiers at 
the same time; they defined the world and the world of frontiers defined 
the centres. According to Kardulias & Hall: 
 

‘The “world” in world-systems does not mean global or 
planetary, but rather a selfcontained world. Obviously, no 
place is entirely isolated. But there can be steep gradients of 
density of interactions, and this defines a boundary. World-
systems have at least four sets of boundaries, in ascending 
order of size: bulk goods networks, political-military networks, 
luxury or prestige good networks and information networks’ 
(Kardulias & Hall 2008:574).  

 
All global centres are also local and located in particular places. They 
define cultural and cosmological gravity from and towards the centres, 
in this case to and from the Håga mound and the cult houses in Håga 
and Nibble. 

Studies of frontiers highlight not only different perceptions and 
modelling of societal developments and complexity, but also what 
constitutes society and why, including communication networks and 
modes of communication. What constitutes frontiers is, however, 
contested, because it is not merely a question of borders and 
borderlands, but also conquests and colonisation, and domination and 
exploitation (e.g. Foa & Nemirovskaya 2019). Analytically, it may be 
about mobility on land (Ashley et al. 2016) or water, raising the question 
whether maritime environments constitute challenging frontiers or 
possibilities or both (Lehman 2018).  

In a contemporary and colonial context, there is a fundamental 
difference as to whether one sees migration, mobility and frontiers from 
the perspective of Native Americans or Aborigines, for instance, or from 
the perspective of dominant and powerful incoming groups. Frontier 
studies often focus on both physical and mental borders. Perceptions of 
wilderness and (protection from invading) ‘barbarians’ often feature in 
studies analysing, for instance, Asian frontiers and China’s Great Wall 
(Lattimore 1962, Lattimore & Lattimore 1957). Besides physical walls, 
like the Roman ones (e.g. Symonds 2020), rivers have also played a key 
role in separating people and shaping societies and social relations. In 
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Europe, these physical frontiers and different ecological zones have time 
and again caused conflicts, wars and misery:  
 

‘It must merely be pointed out that East-West frontiers in 
Europe are not new. Europe was born, as it were, with the scars 
of division across her face. More than once these scars have 
seemed to heal, only to reappear, so that in retrospect a pattern 
emerges which, if understood, could be a guide for future 
action’ (Cahnman 1949:605).  

 
Although using examples from another continent, it was exactly the role 
of borders, whether social, mental or physical, that Fredrik Barth (1969) 
emphasised in Ethic Groups and Boundaries. If one includes a spatial 
dimension, identities are not formed in the centre or at the core (of 
culture or civilisations), but defined at the frontiers or borders.  

In the case of Håga and Nibble, among other sites, there seem to 
have been highly innovative processes of cultural and cosmological 
frontiers. Still, as part of the ongoing Indo-Europeanisation processes, 
these developments took place late and they were already building on 
existing Indo-European strata of ideology and religion.  

With his analysis and definition of frontiers in American history, 
Fredrick Jackson Turner pioneered frontier studies from the perspective 
of the white settlers and colonisers (Turner 1893, 1920). Obviously, 
indigenous communities do not necessarily share his conclusions, but 
his analysis is nevertheless instructive because it reveals asymmetrical 
power relations and how they may constitute culture and society. 
Following Turner, ‘the frontier promoted the formation of a composite 
nationality for the American people’. The public domain and the 
frontiers had a profound impact on the development of government and 
of democracy in America and Europe because ‘the frontier is productive 
of individualism’ and ‘the result is that to the frontier the American 
intellect owes its striking characteristics’. Turner also quotes an 1835 
speech by Dr Lyman Beecher in which he said that at the frontier, ‘[a] 
nation is being “born in a day”…’ (Turner 1920:22-37). 

Although one may challenge many of his bold statements, from a 
theoretical and historical point of view he highlights the rapid pace at 
which important social and societal developments took place. While 
different conjunctures in history have different lengths and structural 
rhythms (Braudel 1980), even in the most enduring civilisations 
monumental cultural and cosmological developments can take place 
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within a few centuries, like the construction of the pyramids in Egypt 
(e.g. Lehner 1997; Verner 2003).  
 
 
Extreme and extravagant rituals 
 
Thus, we are here not in the periphery but at the core of fundamental 
questions in social and historical sciences, at the frontiers so to speak: 
how can society develop and manifest historical structures seemingly 
out of nothing, but with long-lasting implications that resonate for 
centuries and even millennia? A fundamental challenge in all 
archaeological studies is to understand the relation between change and 
continuity. Although the Indo-Europeanisation process started as an 
external migration, over time it became an indigenous ideology. In an 
era of extensive agriculture and institutionalisation of new farming 
practices, the Indo-European sources of development cannot be solely 
found in external influences, although Håga belongs to the European 
elite environment that shared the same cultural and cosmological 
beliefs and practices. Broadly speaking, the Indo-European success in 
the long run was that it enabled a greater indigenous innovation than 
any foreign colonisation could have achieved. In other words, the Indo-
European package of a unified ecology and cosmology became 
‘European’ in the sense that this common Indo-European heritage 
developed in particular ways on the European continent and in 
Scandinavia, in the same way as the Indo-Europeanisation process took 
a specific form along the holy rivers on the sub-Indian continent. 
Importantly, such great leaps in history may happen very fast, but the 
implications and trajectories may have lasting consequences. This was 
the case in Håga. 

Being-in-the-world means that humans are part of culture and 
cosmology. As part of this, tradition both enables and limits knowledge 
production and the possibilities for change. Cultures, which are all 
situated in time and space, perpetrate existing perceptions and 
practices, but also seize on opportunities to instigate cultural change. 
Large parts of history appear to be stagnant, with periods where life 
continues as it always has done, because it is the right thing to do – 
culturally and cosmologically. This is also ritualisation: ‘you perform it 
as you do, and not some other way, just because it is so prescribed, and 
not because it makes sense to do so, or because you have reasons for 
doing so’ (Humphrey & Laidlaw 1994:167). 
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Rituals are also cultural intensification, where important aspects of 
culture and religion are highlighted, dramatised and played out in 
seasonal and annual rites, making people aware of their own culture and 
cosmology (Davies 2008). Cultural intensification in religious contexts 
may also trigger extreme cultural innovation. Massive ritual and 
collective mobilisation may repeat the past in order to allow people to 
experience their cosmic origins, but such grandiose rituals most often 
present the most extreme aspects of a culture in terms of expenditure 
and collective experiences.  

On the one hand, ‘A god can be simultaneously in two or more 
places – like a melody, or like the form of a traditional mask. And 
wherever he comes, the impact of the presence is the same: it is not 
reduced through multiplication’ (Campbell 1959:21). Or put differently:  

 
‘Not only are they present in a particular community, but they 
may be present if invoked in other communities and shrines at 
the same time… They must be in this place, and that, in the 
then and the now. Therefore, they obviously cannot be present 
in person; rather, they are there in essence’ (Obeyesekere 
1984:51).  

 
On the other hand, despite the omnipresence or multiple presences of 
gods and divinities, rituals matter beyond religion, because they 
constitute society and hierarchies. And throughout human history, 
funerals have been the greatest rituals and graves the greatest mortuary 
monument. In Negara, Clifford Geertz wrote about Bali’s 19th-century 
theatre state as an example of how a society could be structured around 
rituals and performances. This may provide insights into how other 
societies dramatised and performed large-scale funerals. Geertz writes:  
 

‘It was a theatre state in which the kings and the princes were 
the impresarios, the priests the directors, and the peasants the 
supporting cast, stage crew and audience. The stupendous 
cremations, tooth filings, temple dedications, pilgrimages, and 
blood sacrifices, mobilizing hundreds and even thousands of 
people and great quantities of wealth, were no means to 
political ends: they were ends themselves, they were what the 
state was for. Court ceremonialism was the driving force of 
court politics; and mass ritual was not a device to shore up the 
state, but rather the state, even in its final gasp, was a device 
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for the enactment of mass ritual. Power served pomp, not 
pomp power’ (Geertz 1980:13). 

 
Many major civilisations and dynasties have been characterised by 
lavish rituals. The Chinese philosopher Mo Tzu wrote in around 420 BC: 
 

‘Even when an ordinary and undistinguished person dies, the 
expenses of the funeral are such as to reduce the family almost 
to beggary; and when a ruler dies… the treasuries of the State 
are completely exhausted. Moreover in the case of an Emperor, 
sometimes several hundred and never less than twenty or thirty 
of his servants are slain to follow him…’ (Campbell 1962:397). 

 
 
Total ritualisation of cosmos 
 
The magic of death and corpsepower that was on display in huge rituals 
like those that took place in Håga defined the present and the future. 
Part of the reasoning behind such grandiose rituals was that they never 
ended. It was like a pilgrimage site people always returned to because it 
was alive and seen as a source of cosmic powers and magic. The 
corpsepowers never died and Håga was the ultimate reference point to 
which people could always return. Thus, one may gain better insights 
into the specific cosmogonic processes at work whereby culture and 
cosmos were constantly recreated and renegotiated.  

In Håga, it was not just a single funeral rite, but many, and they 
included male and female objects or identities, numerous animal 
offerings, as well as agrarian rites. In other words, it was a totality and a 
cosmic origin and source of power. The corpsepowers were there and 
alive for the descendants in the centuries to come. This total 
ritualisation of cosmos activated magic in new and innovative ways: it 
was an Indo-European intensification of culture and cosmology. The 
rituals were not mere religious performances, but they incited the 
powers in cosmos, and once alive, the corpsepowers were there for 
generations to come as sources of divine forces – the magic of death was 
accessible for the descendants since this was a cosmogonic and 
constitutive ritual that defined the future.  
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4. Nibble: Grains and skull grinding 
 

 
 
Enigmatic Nibble 
 
Central Sweden was a regional frontier zone in the Bronze Age (Fig. 18), 
particularly the regions today known as Södermanland and Mälar-
dalen. Burnt mounds are one of the particular traits that dominate this 
region (see Thedéen 2004; Ojala 2016; Röst 2016). The transition period 
to the Late Bronze Age and the centuries that followed in particular 
were an era of innovation in which cultural and cosmological patterns 
were renegotiated and cosmic forces intensified. 

In 2007, one of Sweden’s largest Bronze Age cult sites was excavated 
at Nibble in Uppland, a few kilometres west of Enköping. An area of 
approx. 40,000 m2 was investigated, revealing an area of about 20,000 
m2 dating to the Bronze Age. The investigation revealed living areas and 
cemeteries, but the most spectacular part, in a European context, were 
the religious constructions and the remains of the ritual practices 
carried out there. Altogether, nine houses were discovered, at least six 
of which appear to have been used for cultic purposes during all or part 
of their life span. The ritual complex is dated to the Late Bronze Age and 
more particularly to ca. 900-700/600 BC.  

Two of the most intriguing contexts are a house where corpses 
appear to have been ‘dried’, ‘smoked’ and placed on a lit-de-parade and 
a house featuring what appears to be a ‘stone altar’ where grains and 
human and animal bones were ground (Artursson, Karlenby & Larsson 
2011a). Although the term ‘altar’ has different connotations and 
functions in various world religions like Christianity or Hinduism, the 
term may positively refer to the relation between sacrifice and 
communion structured around a holy meal. In Christianity, for instance, 
it is closely associated with the Last Supper and the blood and flesh of 
Jesus (e.g. Sasse 2001).  

Without stretching Indo-European parallels too far, this 
sacramental way of thinking about and using death and the body is 
instrumental in understanding rituals beyond symbols and re-
presentations (see next chapter). For the time being, ‘altars’ and their 
association to a holy meal of flesh and blood point in the right direction. 
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Fig. 18. Håga, Nibble and major Bronze Age sites in Mälardalen’s maritime 
environment in the Bronze Age around 1000 BC. From Artursson, M., Kaliff, 
A. & Larsson, F. (eds.). 2017. Rasbobygden i ett långtidsperspektiv 1100 BC till 
1100 AD – kontinuitet och förändring, Figure 2.6, p. 20. Map made by Statens 
historiska museer. Arkeologerna. 
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Flesh and blood may have been intensively used at Nibble, but such 
rituals are difficult to trace in the archaeological material. However, 
what one may find is an intensive use of the cremated bones in bread 
and meals as part of seasonal and agricultural rites. Although the main 
phase during which Nibble was most intensively used lasted a few 
centuries in the Late Bronze Age, the first burials took place around 1400 
BC and the last around 300 BC. Still, not more than 16 (or 17) individuals 
were found buried in the stone constructions and burnt mounds during 
this 1100-1200-year period. Some of the unidentified bones may indicate 
more burials, but based on documentation, only 1.5 individuals, i.e. one 
or two, were cremated per century. This means that, on average, one 
funeral was conducted over a period of 75 years, or every third 
generation (Karlenby 2011:29, 37, 110). The complex rituals and cult 
houses suggest that these dead people were not only special, but their 
bodies also possessed immanent powers, which explains the need for 
their meticulous preparation and the subsequent use of the corpses. 

Burnt mounds or heaps of fire-cracked stones have a central place 
at Nibble. In archaeology, burnt mounds engendered a long debate 
about ritual and functional uses. While some interpret these structures 
as merely butchers’ waste or secular deposits and thus indications of 
settlement sites (e.g. Hyenstrand 1979; Jaanusson 1981; Wigren 1987; 
Jensen 1989), a ritual and sacrificial scenario seems more likely (see e.g. 
Kaliff 1992, 1994, 1995a, 1995b, 1997). This also relates to what a ‘grave’ 
is and how archaeologists define and differentiate ‘grave contexts’ from 
other contexts that feature human bones (Gansum 2004a, Kaliff 2001, 
2005). Intriguingly, burnt mounds or heaps of fire-cracked stones are 
primarily a phenomenon in Uppslala län, where 54% or approx. 3,550 of 
the burnt mounds in Sweden have been found (Victor 2007: 239). The 
visual effects of cracking open stones by fire may have been intentional 
as it is an impressive spectacle. The fire-cracked stones are heat-
mediated and may have resembled exploding skulls during cremations. 
Mythologies of grinding and parting of bodies may easily have been 
instructive for actual ritual practice and sacrifices (Kaliff 2008, 2011, 
Kaliff & Oestigaard 2004, 2017:125-126). 
 
 
Cremation and lit-de-parade? 
 
One grave (A250) and a burnt mound were constructed on top of an 
older cult house (House M). The house was intentionally destroyed 
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before the burnt bones of the deceased were deposited and hence the 
house may have had a lit-de-parade function (Fig. 19). The house is dated 
to around 800 BC and the grave to 790-550 BC (Karlenby 2011:106-110). 
An intriguing feature of the 8 x 4.4 m house are the special stone 
constructions that seem to have functioned as air or smoke channels. 
These channels appear to have fuelled the house with smoke from fires 
outside, and hence it seems that the corpse was ‘smoked’ or ‘dried’ for a 
longer period before the actual cremation (Artursson 2011:329). Another 
house (House E, Fig. 20) seems to have been used for a similar long in-
between phase. It was in use for 20-30 years and probably also worked 
as a lit-de-parade or mortuary house prior to the cremation (Artursson 
2011:296). The preparation of the dead and the lit-de-parade have been 
directly related to food preparation – the baking of bread and brewing 
of beer – and ritual feasting (Artursson 2011:338). 
 

 
 
Fig. 19. House M. From Artursson, M., Karlenby, L. & Larsson, F. (eds.). 2011. 
Nibble. En bronsåldersmiljö i Uppland. Särskild undersökning, 2007, Figure 
7.30, p. 331. Riksantikvarieämbetet UV/Statens historiska museer. Arkeo-
logerna and Maria Ytterberg. 
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Fig. 20. Reconstruction of House E where corpses probably were ‘dried’ or 
‘smoked’. From Artursson, M., Karlenby, L. & Larsson, F. (eds.). 2011. Nibble. 
En bronsåldersmiljö i Uppland. Särskild undersökning, 2007, Figure 7.3, p. 
297 – House E - Riksantikvarieämbetet UV/Statens historiska museer. 
Arkeologerna and Maria Ytterberg. 

 
The mortuary rituals at Nibble and elsewhere challenge the 

anthropological understanding of rituals, liminality and in-between 
phases. Arnold van Gennep’s (1960) pioneering work on life-cycle rituals 
defined our understanding of such rituals and was the basis for the 
studies of Victor Turner (1967, 1969) and Pierre Bourdieu (1991). Robert 
Hertz emphasised the importance of the intermediate phase in funerals 
and cremations (Hertz 1960:42-43), which allows for an interval in time 
and space (Oestigaard 1999, 2016). While the rituals seem to have been 
restricted to holy places like Nibble, the time-spans are remarkable. If 
only one or two persons were cremated each century, or one each 
second or third generation, the rituals were lengthy and seemingly 
never ending. Whether the term lit-de-parade is the most precise is 
another question, since it primarily designates the Catholic practice of 
honouring the deceased on their death bed. In any event, it emphasises 
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the in-between phase and death as doing, since the rituals were far from 
complete. In fact, one may argue that the aim was to construct an 
endless continuity, not only from one agricultural season to another, 
but from one generation to another. Literally, the mortuary rites created 
life through continuity and ongoing rituals. 

Cremation and mummification are usually seen as opposite; one 
destroying the flesh and the other preserving it, but these practices may 
in fact be complementary and mutually dependent. In the Satapatha 
Brahmana, an early Indian commentary on Vedic rituals, the sacrifices 
on the Fire Altar were carried out to obtain immortality for kings, royals 
and other important persons (Levin 1930a:29). In these rituals, the 
corpse was mummified before being cremated. The body was seen as an 
altar. In this process, the purifying god Agni was fire but before the body 
could be cremated, it had to be sacrificially pure. Therefore, all ‘foul 
matters’ were removed and the body was mummified. While the 
mummification could restore the body without bringing it back to life 
(Levin 1930b), cremation revitalised the dead and the combination 
made the deceased immortal (Levin 1930c).  

Comparative Indo-European frameworks and specific cultural-
historical developments in northern regions may thus offer a new 
understanding of Bronze Age religion and cosmology in Scandinavia 
(Kaliff 2007, 2018, Kaliff & Oestigaard 2020, 2022) and shed light on the 
mortuary practices at Nibble. If the flesh was dried in the cult houses 
and the bodies displayed in lengthy lit-de-parade ceremonies, it 
highlights the potency of corpses: their corpsepowers. The dead were a 
source of life and fertility in these Indo-European farming societies.  
 
 
Grinding skull and making meals 
 
Another cult house (House F, measuring 9.2 x 4.9 m) has been 
interpreted as a ‘temple’ (Fig 21), because the central feature inside the 
house was a big stone labelled as an ‘altar’ (Fig. 22). The stone slab (1.90 
x 0.90 x 0.75 m) had flat sides and weighed about 2 tonnes, suggesting 
the house was built around the stone. The upper surface was slightly 
curved and had been used as a grinder. Numerous remains of ground 
items were found in pits and the stratigraphical layers beneath and 
around the stone. Not only grains were found, but also a substantial 
amount of burnt sheep bones and some human bones.  
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Fig. 21. Reconstruction of House F. From Artursson, M., Karlenby, L. & 
Larsson, F. (eds.). 2011. Nibble. En bronsåldersmiljö i Uppland. Särskild 
undersökning, 2007, Figure 7.9, p. 303 – House F - Riksantikvarieämbetet 
UV/Statens historiska museer. Arkeologerna and Maria Ytterberg. 

 
Moreover, a burnt fragment of a human skull and some burnt animal 

bones found in a pit in front of the stone suggest it had an ‘altar’ function 
as grains and sacrificial bones, including human remains and, more 
specifically cranial fragments, were ground together. The house, which 
was dated to the first half of period VI or ca. 700-600 BC, was either 
intentionally taken apart by hand or deliberately burnt down – or a 
combination of both (Artursson 2011:298-309, Karlenby 2011:141-143). 
This intriguing context highlights the relation between grave structures 
and altars and the grinding of skulls (Kaliff 1998). 
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Fig. 22. The ‘altar’ stone during excavation. Note the polished surface where 
skulls and grains were ground. From Artursson, M., Karlenby, L. & Larsson, 
F. (eds.). 2011. Nibble. En bronsåldersmiljö i Uppland. Särskild undersökning, 
2007, Figure 7.11, p. 304. Riksantikvarieämbetet UV/Statens historiska 
museer. Arkeologerna and Magnus Artursson. 
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Fig. 23. The depositional pit sealed with a several-tonne stone. From 
Artursson, M., Karlenby, L. & Larsson, F. (eds.). 2011. Nibble. En bronsålders-
miljö i Uppland. Särskild undersökning, 2007, Figure 7.14, p. 308. Riks-
antikvarieämbetet UV/Statens historiska museer Arkeologerna and Leif 
Karlenby. 

 
Beside the south-eastern wall of House F, a depositional pit 

measuring ca. 6.4 x 5.5 m and with a depth of 0.38 m was found. It was 
closed off with a heavy stone measuring ca. 2.5 x 2.8 x 0.5-0.7 m and 
weighing 5-8 tonnes (Fig. 23). The remains in the pit have been 
interpreted as deposits from activities in the house, possibly as a result 
of regular cleaning of the house while it was in use. After the house was 
torn down, the depositional pit was ‘closed’ and ‘de-sacralised’ 
(Artursson 2011:307-308, Karlenby 2011:144-145).  

The composition of the garbage and waste material in this large pit 
is remarkable. The human remains found elsewhere at Nibble had an 
average weight of 2.7 g, but the human remains in the garbage pit were 
significantly smaller, with an average weight of just 0.6 g. Thus, Larsson 
argues that the most reasonable explanation is that human remains or 
bones were used to prepare meals. If human bones were a fundamental 
ingredient of the meal, it is logical that human remains would be found 
among the waste. However, the fact that the garbage pit had to be sealed 
with a several-tonne stone indicates the high value of this waste and 
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suggests that these were not ordinary meals. From this perspective, 
parts of the garbage pit became a ‘grave’ at least for parts of the human 
bodies (Larsson 2011:411-412). In fact, in two areas where food was 
prepared and cooked, garbage pits were found containing traces of 
burnt human remains. An extensive food preparation area near House I 
included a 3 m pit with a high concentration of sheep bones. Burnt 
human bones were found near this area. A grain in one of the contexts 
was dated to 750-410 BC (Karlenby 2011:149-150).  

As indicated, the remains of 16, or perhaps 17, individuals were 
found. Overall, 3,694 g of burnt bones were documented in the grave 
constructions. It was difficult to determine the sex and age of the 
individuals, but at least three men and probably four women were 
identified. A young adult was found (15-20 years), but no children were 
positively identified in the material. Although the age spans are 
considerable, the analysis points to the presence of adults and even 
elderly people, given that several were in the age groups 18-64, 35-64, 
18-89 and 35-89 (Ohlsson 2011:501-503).  

It is clear that parts of the burnt human bones were ground like 
grain. Remains of five grinding stones were found in grave A250 and 
grinding stones were also identified in a burnt mound behind House H 
with baking and food-preparing areas (Karlenby 2011:243). Grave A250 
had a diameter of approx. 7.3 m with stone circles. The construction was 
as follows: fireplace (cremation?), core cairn, inner stone circle, outer 
stone circle, filling layer, stone layers and bone cache, and different 
vegetation/covering layers. A total of 628 g of burnt bones was found, of 
which 109.9 g could be identified as human. It was impossible to 
determine the biological sex, but the person was 18-64 years old and the 
14C-dates gave the time-span 790-550 BC (Artursson, Karlenby & 
Larsson 2011b:237-239).  

Fire was an intrinsic part of the rituals at Nibble. In the agricultural 
fields, numerous finds of burnt grains and seeds, primarily dated to 760-
510 BC, and lumps of charcoal from organic material indicate that 
probably burnt bread or porridge were offered to the fields (Heimdahl 
2011:421). Bread and meals were not only consumed by the devotees, but 
also offered to the fields as part of an important ritual activity, as will be 
discussed below. Food and grains were also used as grave gifts: burnt 
grains were placed in some graves alongside the deceased, in other cases 
grains were spread on top or beside the grave. Sometimes the dead got 
no burnt food as grave goods. Thus, the harvest and seeds must have 
been of utmost importance at Nibble, but also in the Late Bronze Age in 
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general. Throughout this cultic site, numerous small burnt offerings of 
food and seeds were found (Heimdahl 2011:424-425). Importantly, burnt 
human remains were not only found in graves, pits and burnt mounds, 
but small amounts were also found scattered in agricultural fields 
(Ohlsson 2011:201).  
 
 
Ull, water and the sun 
 
In the centre of the Nibble site stood a well with a natural spring, which 
was still active when the site was excavated by archaeologists 3000 years 
after it had been used (Fig. 24) (Hellqvist 2011). Nibble is located close 
to Ullbro, Ullunda and Härnevi, names that are all derived from the god 
Ull and his wife Härn. The location next to a water source and the divine 
names sparked a discussion about Nibble (Forsgren 2012, Karlenby 
2013), but the god Ull has been debated for more than a century (e.g. 
Olsen 1915, Wessén 1921, Sahlgren 1932, Ström 1961, Ohlmarks 1963). 
While Snorri depicts Ull as the ‘Snow-shoe-god,’ ‘Bow-god,’ ‘Hunting-
god,’ and ‘Shield-god’ (MacCulloch 1930:156-158), the general 
conception is that he somehow relates to the sun.  

Per Vikstrand (2001:166) suggests that the name originally meant 
‘splendour’ or ‘radiance’, and he criticises Eric Elgqvist (1955:73) who 
suggested that the word Ull (Ullr) was identical to a supposed Old West 
Norse word, *ullr, denoting a source of water. Elgqvist interpreted the 
theophoric name Ull as originally meaning ‘well-spring’. It is certain that 
water played a fundamental part in the prehistoric cosmology and finds 
of deposited bronzes or artefacts offered in water support this 
interpretation. Although many of the contexts are difficult to 
reconstruct, it seems that about 20% of all depositions of bronzes in 
Uppland were placed in wetland contexts (Eriksson 2008b:209). How it 
may relate to the god Ull and fertility in general is another question. 
John Julian Molin summarises the debate:  
 

‘Wessén… suggested that Ullr may have gone under the 
honorary title Ullr freyr “Ullr the Lord”, and argued in various 
other studies that the place name material at least indicated 
that the two gods, if not identical, might have succeeded each 
other, Freyr being the younger heir to the former Ullr fertility 
cult. Sahlgren… followed up on these ideas and argued that 
Freyr is a noa name for Ullr, suggesting that Ullr and Njärd 
might  simply  be  older  variations  of  what  later  became Freyr 
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Fig. 24. The underground spring at Nibble still flows 3000 years after the site 
was a cultic centre. From Artursson, M., Karlenby, L. & Larsson, F. (eds.). 
2011. Nibble. En bronsåldersmiljö i Uppland. Särskild undersökning, 2007, 
Figure 10.4, p. 395. Riksantikvarieämbetet UV/Statens historiska museer 
Arkeologerna and Conleth Hanlon, RAÄ. 
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and Freyja... It might also be valuable to consider the role of 
Njörðr/Njärd/Nerthus with regard to the relationship between 
Ullr and Freyr. Njörðr is said to be the father of Freyr and Freyja 
in the literary sources, but it might also be assumed that Njörðr 
was once perceived as a female deity in Sweden (Njärd) in the 
distant past, perhaps in conjunction with a male god, first Ullr, 
later Freyr’ (Molin 2015:132-133).  

 
 
Cultivating corpses and fertilising fields 
 
Although Nibble is unique, there are other similar cultic sites in the 
region of northern Mälardalen in the Swedish province of Uppland. 
Håga is in a league of its own because of the richness of the grave goods, 
but Skeke, Sommaränge Skog and Odenslunda (Ryssgärdet) are also 
great Uppland cult sites (Forsman & Victor 2007; Hjärthner-Holdar, 
Eriksson & Östling (eds.) 2008, Artursson, Kaliff & Larsson (eds.). 2017). 
The analyses of macro-fossils and pollen and vegetation data clearly 
show that agriculture expanded and intensified in the period 1300-900 
BC. Although agriculture was an established practice and livelihood 
strategy from the Late Neolithic onwards, the middle Bronze Age 
heralded an intensive ecological and cosmological phase that 
dominated culture and all livelihoods. The most common cereals were 
wheat, but hulled barley was also prevalent.  

Thus, during the Bronze Age there is an intensification of natural 
resource use and cultivation, and fields were probably fertilised with 
manure (Ranheden 2007, 2008).  
 

‘The macro fossil analyses have thus indicated that the Early 
and Middle Bronze Age was a period of intense cereal 
cultivation. Various types of wheat were the primary grown 
cereals. The intensity of the cereal handling at some of the 
excavated sites [in North Uppland] seems to have decreased 
considerably towards the beginning of the Late Bronze Age. 
This decline has primarily concerned the cultivation of wheat. 
On the other hand, the finds of hulled barley have been evenly 
distributed in the various Bronze Age contexts, including Late 
Bronze Age’ (Ranheden 2007:116-117). 

 
 
 



79 

 

 
 
Fig. 25. Sunset, Håga. September 2021. 

 
The Sommaränge Skog and Ryssgärdet sites bear many similarities 

to Nibble. A burnt mound excavated at Sommaränge Skog contained a 
large amount of burnt human bones. Moreover, several grinding stones 
were found in grave contexts with grains and cremated human bones. 
These bones had been further ground down after the cremation 
(Forsman & Victor 2007:198-201).  

In what was probably a garbage pit at Ryssgärdet, the frontal part of 
the skull of a 20-30-year-old man was dated to period II (ca. 1500-1300 
BC), one of the oldest phases at this site. In the layers above the skull, 
bones from cattle and sheep/goat, some fire cracked stones and small 
fragments of pottery were found. Charred grains were found in the soil 
next to the skull (Eriksson 2008c:424-425) whose lower jaw was missing 
(Amaya 2008:179). Thus, it seems that the skull was planted in the soil 
like a seed; the skull – and by extension the deceased – was seen as a 
source of future fertility, linking death to life.  

Corpsepowers were not only used in agriculture and seasonal rites. 
Unfortunate deaths have always been treated in special ways. In Tierp, 
around 30 km further north of Ryssgärdet, unburnt bones of pigs, 
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mammals and the femur of a foetus or young infant were found in a 
smaller Late Bronze Age house, 14C-dated to 800-543 BC (Frölund & 
Larsson 1997:39-40).  

Material from major cult sites like those excavated in Uppland allow 
for a more nuanced picture of religion and cosmology in the Bronze Age 
(Fig. 25). A focus on death-as-doing obviously enables a different 
understanding of past ritual practices. A central argument in this 
analysis is that, in Europe and Scandinavia, the success of the Indo-
Europeanisation process as an ideology and cosmology was to a large 
extent a consequence of convincing rationalisations and ritualisations 
in the agricultural world. Although these Indo-European practices built 
on existing traditions, and one can identify cross-cultural parallels in 
many other cultures and traditions across time and space, the Indo-
European strength was the intensification of rituals and beliefs 
structured around death. In Late Bronze Age Sweden, death and the 
corpse were the ultimate source of fertility and new life. 

There is an extensive literature on the role of rituals and how they 
constitute society and cosmology (e.g. Turner 1991, Bell 1992, 1997, 
Humphrey & Laidlaw 1994, Rappaport 2001, Schilbrack 2014). It is clear 
that prehistoric people thought symbolically and metaphorically, but 
the question is whether rituals and beliefs were only symbolic and 
representational or believed to provide solutions to actual problems. 
Rituals entail a lot of symbolic activities, but in funerals the corpse is the 
ontological reality. It is a physical dead body, and though one may 
ascribe symbolic qualities and metaphorical associations to it, the 
corpse is not a symbol and funerals are not representations. Hence, in 
order to understand corpsepowers as a bodily process in culture and 
cosmology, one must first address some of theoretical and empirical 
shortcomings of postmodernism and symbolic theories.  
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5. Symbols, substance and essence 
 

 
 
The Treachery of Images  
 
The painting ‘This is Not a Pipe’ – ‘Ceci n’est pas une pipe’ – by René 
Magritte from 1929 is an icon of postmodernism. The painter himself 
said: ‘The famous pipe. How people reproached me for it! And yet, could 
you stuff my pipe? No, it’s just a representation, is it not? So if I had 
written on my picture “This is a pipe”, I’d have been lying!’ The pipe has 
been on the cover on numerous books, including one on archaeological 
theory (Olsen 1997). In his book This Is Not a Pipe. With Illustrations 
and Letters by René Magritte (1982) Michel Foucault writes about the 
pipe and how the painting characterises an endless series of 
representations where the variations are set free from a theme. He 
quotes Magritte:  
 

‘Between words and objects one can create new relations and 
specify characteristics of language and objects generally 
ignored in everyday life… Sometimes the name of an object 
takes the place of an image. A word can take the place of an 
object in reality. An image can take the place of a word in a 
proposition’ (Foucault 1982:38).  

 
He sums up why this is not a pipe in this way (Fig. 26):  
 

 
Fig. 26. ‘This is not a pipe’ semantically presented by Foucault (1982:28). 
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Fig. 27. Hindu priest recites Sanskrit texts in a ritual in Argal Village, West-
Nepal, 1997.  
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The fundamental question remains: is reality only a representation 
of something that can never be in itself because it has no essence or 
substance? Where is the ontological substance in symbols? Following 
the linguistic turn in social science and the humanities, the diacritical 
linguistic sign consists of a union of two facets or components, the 
‘signifier’ and the ‘signified’. Within the conception of a sign, there is no 
direct relationship with reality because the relationship between the 
signifier and the signified is entirely arbitrary and a matter of 
convention (e.g. Saussure 1960; Barthes 1973). The studies Symbols in 
Action (Hodder 1982) and Metaphors and material culture (Tilley 1999) 
address obvious facts – symbols are used in numerous ways that have 
multiple meanings. The multivocality and fluidity of symbols can be 
manipulated to change the meaning according to context. In 
archaeology, this has been the dominant understanding of symbols and 
how meaning is ascribed to create multivocality and multiple layers of 
interpretation. In short, symbols belong to the domain of linguistics and 
can be therefore analysed and understood as text. 

However, in Victor Turner’s study of the Ndembu people of north-
western Zambia, he says: ‘[T]he symbol is the smallest unit of ritual 
which still retains the specific properties of ritual behaviour; it is the 
ultimate unit of specific structure in a ritual context’ (Turner 1967:19). 
This is important, since symbols are not merely (linguistic) 
representations, but the smallest unit of ritual behaviour, meaning 
human action. In other words, symbols (as specific properties of ritual 
behaviour) are no longer arbitrary, but also contain prescribed solutions 
to specific problems – whether daily misery or divine being in the 
afterlife (Fig. 27). The symbols are transformed from representations to 
essences and being-in-the-world, not necessarily in material ways, but 
at least as spiritual means in cosmological realms. This has numerous 
consequences.  
 
 
Biopower and coded substances 
 
One cannot talk about power without discussing Michel Foucault, since 
his work laid the foundation for a radical new understanding of power, 
knowledge and truth (e.g. Foucault 1989, 1991, 2001). A central aspect of 
his thoughts is not truth itself, but the social and political processes that 
enable some people to possess and authorise truths. Regardless of 
whether it is true or not in an absolute sense, some people have the 
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power to define truth. True statements are expressed within discourses, 
and the (unconscious) structures that create, maintain and order 
discourses define an episteme. Knowledge and power are two sides of 
the same coin; power is exercised, not possessed. Foucault’s much-
debated theories on power cover a large part of European intellectual 
history, building on the work of Nietzsche, among others. Broader 
consideration of the significance of his work is beyond the scope of this 
analysis. However, it seems relevant to discuss the term biopower which 
he uses in A History of Sexuality, Vol. 1 to denote a central feature in 
religious practice. Foucault used the term to designate means of 
controlling, organising and governing people, punishing them, and 
inflicting pain in order to impose power and domination:  
 

‘Power would no longer be dealing with legal subjects over 
whom the ultimate domination was death, but with living 
beings, and the mastery it would be able to exercise over them 
would have to be applied at the level of life itself; it was the 
taking charge of life, more than the threat of death, that gave 
power its access to even the body’ (Foucault 1990:142-143). 

 
Biopower as a concept is relevant in other contexts and to other 
theoretical and empirical premises. South Asian social thought stresses 
the non-duality structure of culture and cosmology (Marriott 1976; 
Marriott & Inden 1974, 1977): ‘South Asians do not insist on drawing a 
line between what Westerners call “natural” and what they call “moral” 
things; the Hindu moral code books are thus filled with discussions of 
bodily things, while the medical books at many points deal with moral 
qualities’ (Marriott and Inden 1977:228). Certain types of food, 
interactions with people, sexual intercourse and participation in rituals 
not only embody moral qualities, but also alter the body (Inden and 
Nicholas 1977).  
 

‘The code for conduct of living persons is not regarded as 
transcendent over bodily substances, but as immanent within 
it… bodily substances and code for conduct are thus thought to 
be not fixed but malleable, and to be not separated but 
mutually immanent features: the coded substance moves and 
changes as one thing throughout the life of each person and 
group. Actions enjoined by these embodied codes are thought 
of as transforming the substances in which they are embodied’ 
(Marriott and Inden 1977:228). 
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If one sees the body as a ‘vessel’, then all of one’s interactions are 
potentially dangerous, since they may not only affect the bodily 
qualities of the flesh, but also morality. Particularly in death, the body 
as a vessel becomes an ambivalent medium for channelling physical and 
spiritual essences. Whether through rituals or not, the mere body as a 
being is not a dead corpse, but an active residue of ‘biopower’ (Parry 
1994). The corpse is not only invested with impurities because it will 
become a putrefying substance, but also has purifying powers and 
holiness. The corpse is more than mere flesh. Though it has no life force, 
it is still an active being. There is no way for the descendants to escape 
the deceased.  

Phenomenology anchors living and being in the body (Merleau-
Ponty 1995): ‘The flesh… is the coherent ensemble of my powers and 
non-powers. Around this system of carnal possibilities the world 
unfolds itself as a set of rebellious or docile potential utensils, a set of 
permissions and obstacles’ (Ricoeur 1990:230-231). While it has been 
argued that there is a philosophy of the flesh and this embodied mind 
challenges Western thought (Lakoff & Johnson 1999), it may also be 
turned upside-down: it is not bodies that have consciousness, but 
consciousness having bodies (Malik 1995:76). This is certainly an 
ontological position firmly located in religious realms, and it is only 
from a religious point of view that one may grasp the full significance 
and implication of corpsepowers in culture and cosmology throughout 
the ages. 
 
 
Hoc est corpus and the Eucharist 
 
The most famous corpse consumed in rituals is probably the liturgical 
use of Jesus in the Eucharist. While magic today is often seen in the 
West as mere ‘hocus pocus’, the religious background for this term 
seems to come from the mass and the process at work: in the Catholic 
Church, the phrase Hoc est corpus meum pro vobis is pronounced at the 
moment of transubstantiation when bread and wine become the flesh 
and blood of Jesus (Behrend 2011:163). 

Devouring divine flesh or substances transcends any simple 
understanding of not only food items and eating, but also of holiness 
and becoming. From this perspective, symbols are not representations, 
but embodiments and concretisations of holiness (Fig. 28).  
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Fig. 28. Symbol or substance. Leksand Church, Sweden. 

 
It does not represent ontology, but it is ontotheology to use a phrase 

from Heidegger (1962): the idea that a god governs the totality in a 
metaphysical way. In the words of Derrida, ‘with and without the 
word being, he [Heidegger] wrote a theology with and without God’ 
(Derrida 1992:128). It also addresses holiness as an absolute and relative 
term, and introduces hierarchies of holiness where different degrees of 
divinisation create limits or levels of access to holiness (Hundley 2013). 

This has sparked great debates and schisms in Christianity. The 
sacraments of baptism (water) and the Eucharist (body and blood, bread 
and wine) illustrate the difficulty of rationalising the processes at work 
and how they work. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) used water to illustrate 
what living meant when he proved that God was living (Aquinas 
1975a:294). Sins flow from parents to their children because if the 
unbaptised cannot reach the kingdom of God, they must be sinful 
(Aquinas 1975b:214-216). Moreover, since baptism opens the gate of 
heaven, one can only be baptised once, but one can receive the Eucharist 
several times: ‘As Augustine and Bede say, Christ by the touch of his pure 
flesh conferred on the waters the powers to regenerate and cleanse’ 
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(Aquinas 1975c:13). Aquinas also argues that baptism is more important 
than the Eucharist because of its power (Aquinas 1975d:151-155): ‘In 
baptism the Word incarnate is contained in His power only, but we hold 
that in the sacrament of Eucharist He is contained in His substance’ 
(Aquinas 1975b:253).  

Thus, while the Eucharist also contained the essence of Jesus’s 
blood and body, the powers transferred to water were purer and more 
powerful (see Oestigaard 2013a). However, the different degrees of 
holiness invested in water were a major cause of controversy. According 
to Martin Luther (1483-1546) and the Protestants, the baptismal water 
contained God’s Word and it was the Word that transformed the 
qualities of water from ordinary to holy.  
 

‘Baptism is water comprehended and sanctified in God’s 
commandment and Word, that is, a divine and holy water 
because of God’s commandment… baptism is a living, saving 
water on account of the Word of God which is in it… It is a holy, 
living, heavenly, blessed water because of the Word and the 
command of God, which is holy.’  

 
Following Luther, the Word of God is ‘greater than heaven and earth, 
sun, moon and all angels… and all this comes in baptism because God’s 
Word is in baptism’ (Luther 1962:229). Moreover, the Word was the 
most important, because one can be saved by the Word without the 
sacrament, but not the opposite (Faulkner 1917:227).  

If the Catholics (Aquinas) emphasised the holiness of water by the 
touch of Christ and transference of powers (like blood and body in the 
Eucharist), Luther stressed the holiness because of the Word. The 
Calvinists, on the other hand, were more postmodern, so to speak, as 
Theodore Beza told Jacob Andreae at Montbéliard in 1586: ‘The quarrel 
between you and us is whether holy baptism is a bath of rebirth and a 
renewal in the Holy Spirit, or whether it is simply a sign that signifies 
and seals our filial to God’ (op. cit. Nischan 1987:47). The Word worked 
alongside the water but the baptismal water itself was not holy. Calvin 
says:  
 

‘[I]n Baptism, God washes us by the blood of his Son, and 
regenerates us by his Spirit; in the Supper he feeds us with the 
flesh and blood of Christ. What part of the work can man claim, 
without blasphemy, while the whole appears to be of grace?... 
For if we grant their postulate – that grace is procured in the 
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sacraments opere operato – a part of merit is separated from 
faith, and the use of the sacraments is in itself effectual for 
salvation’ (Calvin 1975:215).  

 
In other words, there was no transformation or transubstantiation or 
‘bodily presence’ of Christ (Raitt 1980:56). Thus, the bread and wine in 
the Eucharist ‘signify, rather than literally are, the body and blood of 
Christ, and that a sign cannot be what it signifies’ (Gerrish 1988:378).  
 
 
Ex opere operato or magic 
 
Max Weber stressed that the world of religion is differentiated, which is 
fundamental for understanding religion as a social process (Weber 
1964). Moreover, as Hocart says, ‘Ritual would be utterly pointless if 
everything were charged with power. It is based on the belief that some 
things have power and others have not’ (Hocart 1954:31). Following the 
Catholic church, the sacraments worked automatically – ex opere 
operato – whereas in other ecclesiastical matters the practical function 
and spiritual outcome of the rituals depended upon a moral officiating 
priest and, importantly, a pious laity. This is the principle ex opera 
operantis. Regardless of religious commitments and pious behaviour of 
the laity, supernatural powers working on their own are unrivalled, and 
that was exactly how popular Christianity perceived the sacraments. 
Holy water and other sacred objects were used for any protective and 
apotropaic purpose outside the Church because it was believed that this 
worked (Scribner 1987). Though the Church insisted on a sharp division 
between liturgy and rituals officiated by a priest, on the one hand, and 
magic, on the other, the laity did not, because ‘the sacramentals were 
the basis for a genuinely lay Christianity, for they placed in the hands of 
the laity sources of holy power which were free from clerical control’ 
(Duffy 1993:212). In other words, things work or they do not work. 

While the Catholics were open to this understanding and practical 
use,  
 

‘[Protestantism] denied the magic of the opus operatum, the 
claim that the Church had instrumental power and had been 
endowed by Christ with an active share in his work and office. 
For human authority to claim the power to work miracles was 
blasphemy – a challenge to God’s omnipotence’ (Thomas 
1971:51).  
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Moreover, ‘Care was always taken to insist that no such consecrations 
in no way imparted any form of sacred power, as under Catholicism. 
Nonetheless, popular belief insisted on treating such objects as if they 
were as sacralised as their Catholic equivalent’ (Scribner 1993:483). 

There was general agreement that things worked effectively and 
automatically: the challenge was to decide whether it was the work of 
God or Satan, as it was said in 1607: ‘It is superstitious to expect any 
effect from anything, when such an effect cannot be produced by 
natural causes, by divine institution, or by the ordination or approval of 
the Church’. Thus, Thomas continues, as pious Christians one could 
believe ‘that the elements could change their nature after the formula 
of consecration had been pronounced over them: this was not magic, 
but an operation worked by God and the Church; whereas magic 
involved the aid of the Devil’ (Thomas 1971:49). The fundamental 
question was: how and why does religion work? 
 
 
Religion as function or substance 
 
In order to understand the corpse as a bio-moral substance and essence, 
one may use the living body and the way water and food impact morality 
and mortality as illustrations. Since the body mostly contains water and 
water is the most fundamental life-giving substance, the body works in 
many respects like water.  
 

‘[Water] can be cursed… evil can put it in active form… what is 
evil in one aspect, in one of its characteristics, becomes evil as 
the whole. Evil is no longer a quality but a substance… Clear 
water is a constant temptation for a facile symbolism of purity… 
it is the one that constantly breathes new life into certain old 
mythological forms. It gives life back to forms by transforming 
them, for a form cannot transform itself. It is contrary to its 
nature for a form to transform itself… [but] water is the most 
perfect liquid, it is the one from which all other solutions get 
their fluidity’ (Bachelard 1994:93, 134, 139). 

 
By focusing on gods and their doings, or death and water, one is 
inevitably part of an almost 2000-year discourse. Broadly, religion and 
definitions of religion have been seen from functional or substantive 
perspectives, and there is not necessarily any contradiction between 
them, since gods need to exit in order to function (Schilbrack 2013a, 
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2013b). The functional perspectives identify cultural or ecological 
challenges that are solved by the divine spheres. Durkheim, for instance, 
belongs to this category:  
 

‘In reality, then, there are no religions which are false. All are 
true in their own fashion; all answer, though in different ways, 
to the given conditions of human existence… They respond to 
the same needs, they play the same role, they depend upon the 
same causes; they can also well serve to show the nature of the 
religious life, and consequently to resolve the problem which 
we wish to study’ (Durkheim 1915:3).  

 
Substantive approaches focus on the ontological realities of being and 
existence, beliefs and ritual interaction between humans and gods. The 
Church Father Augustine is clearly in this category when he said that 
religion means ‘worship of God’ (Augustine. n.d. MCMLVII). Edward 
Tylor can also be seen as belonging to this category when he wrote that 
a minimalist definition of religion is ‘the belief in Spiritual Beings’ (Tylor 
1871a:424). Rudolf Otto (1958) and Mircea Eliade (1954, 1958, 1987, 1993) 
also focused on divine experiences. However, Tylor also combines the 
two approaches.  
 

‘Religious rites fall theoretically into two divisions, though they 
blend in practice. In part, they are expressive and symbolic 
performances, the dramatic utterance of religious thought, the 
gesture-language of theology… In part, they are means of 
intercourse with and influence on spiritual beings, and as such, 
their intention is as directly practical as any chemical or 
mechanical process, for doctrine and worship correlate as 
theory and practice’ (Tylor 1871b:362).  

 
Importantly, if religions and divinities exist, their presence and actions 
have to be interpreted and understood by humans in their own language 
on social and cultural premises: ‘Spirits are different. To the ordinary 
man, they are known only by their effects: he can neither see them, nor 
hear them, nor indeed have any direct experience of them’ (Horton 
1960:205). Ritual specialists may have herbal treatments to ‘clear the 
eyes and ears’ that give them insights into and foresights of this world 
and the Otherworld, but the very premise of religious thinking is that 
humans cannot fully comprehend the divine. If they could, either 
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humans would be divine or the godly would have lost the divine 
qualities that distinguish them from humans.  
 
 
The holy, symbols and death as doing 
 
Given that there is a fundamental difference between the holy and the 
profane and heaven and earth, there must be ‘openings’ because 
otherwise the cosmology would be dysfunctional, with waterproof 
spheres. Carl Jung saw the Holy Ghost in this light as ‘that mysterious 
force which unites opposites and allows the transcendent to enter space 
and time… the Holy Ghost makes it possible for ordinary people to 
participate in the “the sonship of God”’ (Gates 1994:313). While this is an 
interpretation of a particular relation and conceptualisation in a specific 
religion, all religions have solved this problem in culturally specific 
ways. Some of these are very direct and comprehensible. This relates not 
only to the workings of God or divinities (ex opere operato vs. ex opera 
operantis), but also theodicy: does the holy need to be good? 

In Christianity, God has been seen as ‘the great Source, or Fountain’ 
(Stevenson 1973:615) and hence ‘Expression is the one fundamental 
sacrament. It is the outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual 
grace’ (Whitehead 1927:117). Therefore, ‘The content of a symbol can 
never be fully expressed rationally… We can make its rational 
component comprehensible to consciousness; its irrational component 
we can grasp only with our feelings’ (Jacobi 1951:114). Or, poetically 
expressed, ‘Symbol – the clothing which the spiritual borrows from the 
material plane – is a form of artistic expression’ (Underhill 1912:95). 

As Oxtoby pointed out, ‘holiness’ refers to the divinity and what is 
derived from the divinity as attributes, or powers coming from within, 
whereas ‘sacredness’ points to consecrated items, ‘respected or 
venerated objects but not the divine itself and not to persons as 
individuals’ (Oxtoby 1987:434). Regarding religion and the holy, Otto 
says:  
 

‘It is one thing merely to believe in a reality beyond the senses 
and another to have experience of it also; it is one thing to have 
ideas of “the holy” and another to become consciously aware of 
it as an operative reality, intervening actively in the 
phenomenal world. Now it is a fundamental conviction of all 
religions, of religion as such, we may say, that this latter is 
possible as well as the former’ (Otto 1958:143).  
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Therefore, ‘it is not the outward symbolism but the inward sense that 
can alone provide the basis of an intelligent judgement concerning the 
value of a religious act’ (Marett 1927: 396).  

In The Sacred and Profane. The Nature of Religion, Mircea Eliade 
writes: ‘the sacred is equivalent to a power, and, in the last analysis, to 
reality. The sacred is saturated with being. Sacred power means reality 
and at the same time enduringness and efficacity’ (Eliade 1987:12). In 
other words, the sacred (or holy; gods) define reality and being because 
it is power. Nathan Söderblom, the Swedish archbishop and Nobel 
Laureate says:  
 

‘Holiness is the great word in religion; it is even more essential 
than the notion of God. Real religion may exist without a 
definite conception of divinity, but there is no real religion 
without a distinction between holy and profane… Not the mere 
existence of the divinity, but its mana, its power, its holiness, is 
what religion involves’ (Söderblom 1913:731).  

 
Thus, Söderblom defines holiness as mana and power. James H. Leuba 
writes even more poetically about holiness and the religious experience:  
 

‘[T]he mysteriousness of the sacred object arouses, and by 
knowledge of ways and means by which to enter into relation 
with the sacred power… The sacred object has a hold upon us, 
we stand in dynamic relation with it, and this relation is not 
one of equal to equal, but of superior to inferior; i.e., we feel 
dependent upon it. Awfulness (a complex of fear and 
admiration) and the belief that the great and portentous power 
reaches down to us and that we may by appropriate actions 
control it within certain limits seem to me the essential 
characteristics of sacred objects’ (Leuba 1913:326). 

 
Studies of religion are also tinted with a dignified language that 
sacralises the topic. On the one hand, it is unproblematic to use 
beautiful vocabulary in the way Eliade does, as the following examples 
illustrate: ‘By virtue of these paradigmatic models revealed to men in 
mythical times, the Cosmos and society are periodically regenerated’ 
(Eliade 1954:xiv) or by ‘participating ritually in the end of the world and 
its re-creation, any… [man] was born anew, he began life over again with 
his reserve of vital forces intact, as it was at the moment of his birth’ and 
‘cosmogony is the supreme divine manifestation’ (Eliade 1987:80). On 
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the other hand, one should be aware that this clinically pure, 
functionally sterile and spiritually enlightened vocabulary hardly 
captures the things that were done and eaten. There are no exploding 
skulls, burning brains, dripping blood or juicy bone marrows – the very 
substances and essences containing the powers of cosmos enabling 
cosmogony. According to Martin Modéus: 

 
‘The main function of symbols in a ritual context is to 
differentiate and support the triggering of culturally learnt 
definitions of causae, and not to convey cognitive messages… 
Since ritual symbols frequently are vague, unknown or 
incomprehensible, their aim in the ritual context is not to be 
symbolic. The point of the symbol in the ritual context is thus 
not to communicate knowledge as if it was a text. If the ritual 
for its function was dependent on symbolic messages, and 
those were not properly understood by the actors, the ritual 
would not work’ (Modéus 2005:66-67).  

 
Thus, a focus on extreme rituals beyond words is an entrance to 
understanding the ontology of culture and religion, as well as 
corpsepowers. In Hinduism, Shivaratri is a major festival celebrated 
annually in honour of Shiva. It is one of the most important earthly 
cosmological events for holy men or sadhus (see Oestigaard 2005). A 
holy man has transcended the cosmic cycle of birth and death. The most 
extreme of all the sadhus are the Aghoris, also called ‘walking corpses’. 
While many Westerners feel that they are ‘nobody’, an Aghori’s aim is 
literary to be ‘no-body’ (Svoboda 1993a:36). This probes into the core of 
religion and mortality; the soul is eternal and the body is mortal. Thus, 
it is the flesh that decays and rots, and true love is to see the beauty of 
immortality:  
 

‘When I look at someone I don’t see them as they are now; I see 
them as they will be. Then I can try to change them if there is 
something in them I think I can change. If I love skin and bones 
how will I be able to help them? Skin and bones will only decay, 
but the individual will continue to exist even after death. That 
is why I can say that I love people not for their present value 
but for their future value; not for what they are but for what 
they will become, or for what they have the potential to 
become. This is an Aghori’s love’ (Svoboda 1993a:167). 
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Fig. 29. A sadhu or Naga Baba preparing to lift with the ‘eleventh finger’. 
Pashupatinath, Nepal, 2002. 
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Fig. 30. By lifting and achieving the impossible, the holy man proves that he 
has transcended his own bodily limitations. Pashupatinath, Nepal, 2002. 
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Being a Householder entails fundamental moral actions and 
religious duties. Being a Householder means being ‘a man who 
consummates his social life by having children who will mourn his death 
and continue his lineage as well as fulfilling his responsibilities to the 
gods through the sponsorship and/or performance of sacrifice’ (Gray 
1995:34). Ideally, a man should spend the last part of his life as a holy 
man or sadhu preparing for his next reincarnation. After having fulfilled 
all his duties, which include establishing a family and having sons, the 
Householder should leave the worldly life and become an ascetic. By 
renouncing the worldly life and transcending the mortal body, ascetics 
are not cremated but given an inhumation or water burial, since 
cremation is a means of attaining a better rebirth. Cremation ensures a 
new rebirth according to the cosmic vehicles, but the holy men have 
purified themselves and hence they will ascend to heaven instead of 
attaining a new worldly reincarnation (Parry 1994, Oestigaard 2000a, 
2005). 

Apart from Sanskrit texts and dignified rituals, words have obvious 
limitations in ritual practice. An Aghori sadhu said: ‘You know that the 
truth cannot be expressed in words; if it could it wouldn’t be true’ 
(Svoboda 1993b:259). If millions of sadhus claim to be holy, words are 
empty and prove nothing, because everyone makes the same claims. 
Truth can only be proven by doing, and doing means transcending 
mortality: the body. Being holy is therefore a way of transcending the 
body and death. Walking on charcoal is a common way, but in all 
religious practices, there is a hierarchy, where some actions are more 
extreme and spectacular than others. The mythology surrounding the 
Aghoris makes them unique, but the most visually arresting practices 
are perhaps those where sadhus lift objects with their penis, ‘the 
eleventh finger’ (Figs. 29 & 30). 

By accomplishing the impossible, the sadhu proves to himself and 
all onlookers that he has transcended his mortal body. By transcending 
bodily limitations and surviving extreme pain, they prove their 
supernatural powers. They are living dead: their body is already a 
corpse. Words are irrelevant; they prove their immortality by doing. 
And by doing the undoable, they shock experience for all onlookers, 
whether Hindus or not. It is clearly a symbolic act, but it is not a 
representation; it is a very physical manifestation. In short, if one is 
going to talk about ontology, whether culturally or religiously, mind-
blowing practices that transcend the body are more powerful than 
words.  
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Doing the impossible proves immortality, since death is overcome 
by transcending the living body. Although lifting objects with the 
‘eleventh finger’ is an extreme way of proving an immortal body, it 
highlights how religious practices can go beyond words and linguistic 
turns. The practices and performances may be repulsive, but they work 
– or are believed to work. In prehistory, corpsepower was believed to be 
the most powerful and efficient force uniting the living and the dead. It 
was extreme magic, but it was also rational, because it worked – or so 
one believed. 
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6. Sympathetic magic:  

Similarity and contact 
 
 

 
Rationalities: magic and miracles 
 
‘New situations demand new magic ...’ (Evans-Pritchard 1937:513). 
Numerous studies and authors have questioned whether magic is 
‘rational’ and address the logic of magic (e.g. Buchowski 1988; 
MacCormack 1984; Tambiah 1990; Versnel 1991, de Waal Malefyt 2021), 
but one can equally ask whether it is rational to believe in miracles. This 
touches on the core of religion and the essence of beliefs and practices 
(Fig. 31). The word ‘magic’ is unfortunate, also because the term has 
been distorted by Christian worldviews and is generally associated with 
derogatory language. In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism, Max Weber argued that one particular characteristic of 
Protestantism was rationalisation (Weber 2006). From an economic 
point of view where surplus is reinvested rather than spent, it creates a 
particular cultural ethic and from a societal point of view this is rational. 
Still, magic is also a form of rationalisation; it is a way of conceptualising 
and explaining the world, but it also gives recipes for how to change the 
world by partaking in divine and ancestral powers. 

Magic is usually confused with mysticism, but magic is often more 
rational than miracles. In fact, one could argue that magic is the most 
rational and logical of all religious practices. Nature was the master of 
knowledge, learning and evidence. In a prehistoric and preindustrial 
Scandinavian cosmology, magic was a rational religion, on certain 
premises. The analytical task is to identify these premises and 
rationalities. Positively, as a rational system, magic can explain 
everything. In a ‘magical worldview’ everything and everyone, dead or 
alive, are logically connected and understood, as Wax and Wax say:  
 

‘We think of ourselves as the believers in causal law and the 
primitive as dwelling in a world of happenstance. Yet… it is we 
who accept the possibility of logic and pure chance, while for 
the dweller in the magical world, no event is “accidental” or 
“random”, but each has its chain of causation in which Power, 
or its lack, was the decisive agency’ (Wax & Wax 1962:183).  
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Fig. 31. Rituals and beliefs. Assleröd 4 Askum, Bohuslän, Sweden. Photo: 
Sven-Gunnar Broström, 1997. Source. www.shfa.se 
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In this intellectual system everything has a reason and an origin. 
Good luck or bad luck do not happen randomly; there are always spirits 
and ancestors in the background, pulling invisible strings because 
everything has a reason that can be explained or changed. Where other 
explanations fail, witchcraft can explain all kinds of misfortunes (Wijsen 
and Tanner 2002:60-66). In Evans-Pritchard’s seminal book Witchcraft, 
Oracles and Magic among the Azande from 1937, he explains the logic: if 
the roof of a house or granary falls down exactly when you are sitting 
there, why did it happen right now and not some minutes earlier or 
later? The termites in the physical structure have always been there and 
you have visited the hut innumerable times before without an accident 
happening, so why did it happen exactly when you were there? 

In a worldview in which bad luck cannot explain unfortunate 
events, causalities and rationalities are established by including 
ancestors and malignant spirits in the explanatory models. Witchcraft 
provides ‘a natural philosophy by which relations between men and 
unfortunate events are explained and a ready and stereotyped means of 
reacting to such events’ (Evans-Pritchard 1937:63). In practice, if the 
ancestors are engaged for good things, it is positive magic, but if they 
are engaged to cause harm to others, it is witchcraft or bad magic. 

Thus, by using benevolent and malevolent ancestors to explain and 
understand the world, one can fill existential and ontological gaps so 
that magic becomes a hyper-rational religion. It explains things that 
would otherwise remain inexplainable.  
 

‘When there is no answer to how (how to get a job, how to get a 
roof over your head, how to overcome guilt or anger, how to 
redefine yourself...), magical thinking provides one with a very 
convenient answer as to why misfortune happens. The invisible 
world, rendered as a powerful realm with mediators [e.g., 
witchdoctors] provides the victims with a justification, a 
“rationalization” of the pain, an explanation of sufferings, that 
produces some relief and satisfaction’ (Faure 2006:173). 

 
Moore and Sanders say:  
 

‘Witchcraft and the occult… are a set of discourses on morality, 
sociality and humanity: on human frailty... Far from being a set 
of irrational beliefs, they are a form of historical consciousness, 
a sort of social diagnostics... that try to explain why the world is 
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the way it is, why it is changing and moving in a particular 
manner at the moment’ (Moore & Sanders 2001:20).  

 
Thus, explaining why magic or witchcraft work has to be separated from 
how they work, and how practitioners enable and partake in the powers 
and let them work.  
 
 
‘The messenger of god’ 
 
‘Magic, by definition, is believed… Magic, like religion, is viewed as a 
totality; either you believe in it all, or you do not’, Mauss writes. 
However, there is a fundamental difference: ‘a magical rite is any rite 
which does not play a part in organised cults – it is private, secret, 
mysterious and approaches the limit of a prohibited rite’ (Mauss 
2001:113, 30, original emphasis). As indicated, there has been a long 
debate regarding the relation between magic and religion. If there is one 
field where colonial and Christian discourses have dominated 
indigenous knowledge and traditions, it is the field of magic (e.g. 
‘witchdoctor’) whose practices and beliefs have been seen as primitive 
and pagan (e.g. Comaroff & Comaroff 1993, 1999, Sanders 2003, Stroeken 
2008, 2010). From this perspective, ‘Decolonization is… a process of 
conducting research in such a way that the worldviews of those who 
have suffered a long history of oppression and marginalization are given 
space to communicate from their frames of reference’ (Chilisa 2012:14). 
In practice, there is no such thing as magic; there is only religion, 
cosmology and ancestors. 

The Busoga Kingdom along the northern shores of Lake Victoria in 
Uganda has a population of around 3 million. Healers here themselves 
estimate that there are around 3,000 healers or diviners, i.e. 
approximately one healer per 1,000 inhabitants. Most healers mainly 
work as traditional doctors, solving spiritual or physical problems.  
Thus, ‘diviners’ and divination are usually more suitable terms than 
‘magician’ (Werbner 2015).  

A ‘diviner’ may be one of several types of ritual specialist who claims 
to communicate the will of the ancestors to the living, thus ensuring 
that the primal order of creation is maintained. Among the Basoga, 
there are at least 11 forms of ‘diviner’: fortune-teller, healer, discoverer, 
one who reveals, one who discerns to whom the spirits speak, one who 
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foresees, a traditional doctor, a medium, one who becomes possessed, a 
traditional priest and one who opens or starts (Gonza et al. 2003:111). 

‘Healer’ is another commonly used term that highlights these 
specialists’ knowledge of (herbal) medicine (Fig. 32). People do not 
choose to become diviners or healers; rather, gods or spirits pick which 
human they want to use as their medium or intermediary. The body of 
the diviner is like an empty shell and when they are not possessed, 
healers themselves admit they are just like any other human. They may 
initiate contact with the gods and convey the devotee’s concerns to the 
deities, or the spirits may instruct commoners through the healers’ body 
and mind, but everything is within the realm of gods (Gonza et al. 2001, 
2002, 2010, Oestigaard 2015a, 2018a, 2018b, 2019). 

Witchcraft takes on many forms in Uganda (Roscoe 1909, Behrend 
1999, 2011, Meier 2013), as the following Basoga saying shows: 
‘Witchcraft is a reality and every human being is a potential witch.’ 
Dying a ‘natural’ death is almost impossible as, according to another 
saying: ‘A person cannot die unless bewitched’ and from a more 
practical point of view: ‘One who has not been bewitched, does not fit 
in the grave’ (Gonza et al. 2003:83, 9). Witchcraft and its consequences 
are everywhere:  
 

‘Misfortune is the result of bad luck or witchcraft. When one 
has a long sickness, when a young man fails to get a spouse, 
when a woman fails to bear children, when yields are poor, 
when one gets an accident, when one is struck by lightning, 
when children fail to perform well in class and above all when 
someone dies, witchcraft is considered to be the prime cause. 
The immediate thing that comes to mind is that someone has 
caused the misfortune through witchcraft’ (Gonza et al. 
2003:13). 

 
Here we are far removed from Weber’s concern about theodicy and the 
question of how a good god can allow evil. Fundamentally, ancestors are 
not good or bad, but good and bad (Westerlund 2006:95).  
 

‘Power is both spiritual and material and often explicitly so. 
Spiritual power is believed to lead to material power – political 
influence and wealth… Overall, spirit power is assumed to 
permeate the material world, which makes this world both 
something to be wary of and something that can be used in 
interaction with the spirits’ (Wlodarczyk 2013:157). 
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Fig. 32. The compound of renowned healer and diviner Jaja Bujagali in 
Uganda, 2013. The compound consisted of numerous houses with distinct 
functions.  

 
Moreover, people’s character does not disappear when they die and 
become ancestors. Instead their characteristics are likely to be enhanced 
in the afterlife: someone who was bad during their life will probably 
become even more dangerous as an ancestor. There is no peace in death 
for the dead or the living as bad people are the most potent source for 
witchcraft and malevolent magic. Good people, on the other hand, gain 
more good powers in death, and this is a powerful resource to combat 
evil. Thus, in the invisible world, there are forces for good and evil. In 
this world of dangers, there are also solutions (Fig. 33):  
 

‘God appointed some power to nature, which is seen as 
something put at human service. So, the Basoga use nature to 
enhance the quality of life. This explains why Africans bend 
nature to their will by using herbs or witchcraft. Therefore, 
whilst we say that God is the origin of all power, nature created 
by God, is looked upon as a source of witchcraft on account of 
being manipulated for selfish tendencies’ (Gonza et al. 2003:15). 
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Fig. 33. Benevolent powers in nature and powerful divinities in Itanda 
waterfalls, Uganda. 

 
In a world where people use strong medicines for personal 

advancement or to harm friends and foes, and family members even 
secretly use medicines against each other, one is almost obliged to use 
antidotes to protect oneself. Given the assumption that everyone else is 
using medicines or witchcraft, it makes sense to engage on the same 
premises and even increase the stakes. This is where the tautology 
becomes self-legitimising and the system can spiral out of control. In a 
world of witchcraft, it makes sense to use more witchcraft.  

A few of my personal experiences in Africa will illustrate how this 
system works and does not work. In one ritual, all participants had to 
make a wish to the divinities. The ritual centred on the sacrifice of an 
animal, but as part of the ceremony all participants offered small gifts 
to the main gods and made a wish. In my naivety, I made the silent wish: 
‘I would like to be rich’ – as if the ritual was a kind of lottery with 
unlimited resources. When I was asked what I had wished for, the 
immediate response was: ‘That’s impossible, you have to make another 
wish.’ It was too much to ask for and although the spirits grant favours, 
this would be wishing for a miracle in exchange for just a small token. 
The wish had to be reasonable (e.g. wishing for a happy relationship). 
Another time, I used ‘good luck’-medicines in a ritual. When I returned 
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to the Ugandan capital Kampala the next day and opened my email for 
the first time in weeks, the most recent message was from a research 
funding agency informing me that I been granted €13,500 to organise a 
workshop! Coincidence or not? ‘Magic’ does not properly describe this 
process which directly engages with spirits and ancestors and is believed 
to yield immediate, or at least short-term results. For miracles, one goes 
to church but the Christian god rarely intervenes or solves practical 
everyday problems. As another example, I met an old lady in Tanzania 
during the severe drought in 2011. She said it was one of the worst 
droughts she had ever experienced. Although she had originally 
believed in ancestral tradition and rainmaking rituals, she had become 
a Christian. Together with other hungry devotees, she turned to the 
Christian god and prayed for food and rain, but as she laconically 
commented, they left the church hungrier than when they came 
(Oestigaard 2014:214). Magic is believed to work efficiently, Christianity 
is not. In 2019, I met an old lady at the source of the White Nile in 
Uganda. She was still a Christian, but life’s hardships had taken a heavy 
toll on her faith. With a sad smile, she just said: ‘I no longer pray to God.’ 

Many healers repeatedly stressed that the gods may help you, but 
they do not perform miracles. If you are poor one day, you cannot 
become rich the next day; if you constantly fail in school, you don’t 
become an A-grade student just by using some herbs. But they may give 
you that little extra push, that ‘top-up’ or little bit of ‘good luck’ we all 
want to become successful. If you apply for a job, the healers say, you 
need to work hard, be dedicated and have a good CV, and the medicines 
may be the little extra that skews the process in your favour. In practice, 
it is no different than praying to the Christian god, but medicines are 
believed to be stronger and more impactful; they pull the invisible 
strings that make a difference. It is in a sense like doping in sport: since 
everyone is allegedly using medicine, you can’t win if you play by the 
rules. In fact, in Uganda ‘some coaches and players visit diviners before 
the [football] match’ (Gonza et al. 2003:101). If it works and you win, it 
is much better than doping, since you can never get caught. While this 
last example is innocent, history is full of lethal examples (see 
Oestigaard 2014). 
 
Magic as science or medicine 
 
The mystique and drama of magicians’ performances often – purposely 
– distract participants’ attention from how the rituals work. Magicians 
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or conjurors are great performers (Barth 1990), and the rites are usually 
performed secretly in an atmosphere of great mystery (e.g. Barth 1975, 
1989, 1990, 1993). It is, however, important to distinguish between 
mysticism and miracles because proper magic is believed to work and 
deliver the goods. Magicians work almost exclusively with nature and 
natural processes, like rainmaking (Sanders 1998, 2000, 2008; Saetersdal 
2009, 2010) or by transforming nature and its elements, like metallurgy 
(Eliade 1962; Herbert 1984, 1993; Haaland 1985, 2004, 2008; Rijal 1998). 
Thus, the ritual specialist does things and makes things that in a secular 
world could have been made without the ancestors, but in ancestral 
tradition nothing happens by coincidence. Metal tools are made, the 
good rains arrive, and fields and women become fertile. A ritual 
specialist who does not deliver on his promises will sooner or later be 
seen as a charlatan, and people will seek out healers they believe deliver 
the goods they promise. ‘Magic is essentially mechanistic; it is a 
manipulation of the external world by techniques and formulae that 
operate automatically,’ Ruth Benedict argues, ‘although both magic and 
science are bodies of techniques, they are techniques directed to the 
manipulation of two incompatible worlds…’ (Benedict 1937:40). When it 
comes to treating sickness, people have an ultimate reference point; 
their own life and well-being. Thus, magic is not about creating a facade 
of mystical rituals, but about invoking the ancestors in a bid to solve real 
problems in this world. 

Marcell Mauss published his seminal work on magic (in French with 
Henri Hubert in 1902) under the title A General Theory of Magic, first 
published in English in 1950 (Mauss 2001). The ‘magician is a person 
who, through his gifts, his experiences or through revelation, 
understands nature and natures; his practice depends on knowledge: It 
is here that magic most approximates science’ (Mauss 2001:94). Even 
when a magician fails, he can strengthen his position and status if he 
convincingly argues that his failure proves the extreme powers he has 
to contend with. The cultural and cosmological raison d'être as a ritual 
specialist is that his powers benefit society in the fight against evil and 
adversity. If even his powers fail, it shows the extent of the challenges 
and evil that society faces. A good magician will therefore turn failure 
into a personal strength and opportunity. Failure and misfortune in the 
community cannot be ascribed to the healer’s spiritual weakness, but 
are a consequence of the sinful behaviour of people in society and their 
apparent incomplete commitment to prescribed rituals. In all cases, 
when magic is used to explain and rationalise the world, there is the 
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inherent possibility of tautological reasoning that degenerates into a 
never-ending blame game. 

When magic is seen to be working, magical beliefs are quite similar 
to scientific beliefs, ‘but while all science, even the most traditional, is 
always conceived as being positive and experimental, magic is a priori 
belief… Magic has such authority that a contrary experience does not, 
on the whole, destroy a person’s belief. In fact, it escapes all control’ 
(Mauss 2001: 114). Thus in a sense Mauss is right when he states:  
 

‘Magic is the domain of pure production, ex nihilo. With words 
and gestures it does what techniques achieve by labour… Magic 
works in the same way as do our techniques, crafts, medicine, 
chemistry, industry, etc. Magic is essentially the art of doing 
things… [but] a magician does nothing, or almost nothing, but 
makes everyone believe that he is doing everything… [it is] an 
opus operatum from the magician’s point of view’ (Mauss 
2001:175). 

 
Still, such magic, like miracles, hardly ever occurs. The long-term 
practitioner working on the interface between the living and the dead – 
this world and the world of ancestors and spirits – has to deliver the 
goods and show proof. In practice, the realm of many practitioners is 
limited not only by the world of the ancestors (Fig. 34), but more 
practically by the daily problems of devotees. In agricultural societies in 
warm climates, rainmaking and the healing of the land are of crucial 
importance (e.g. Shipton 2007, 2009, 2010), as is curing disease and 
sickness. The most renowned healers are often the best herbalists and 
traditional doctors who know the secrets of nature and how they can 
use this knowledge to improve the well-being of individuals and society 
(e.g. Cory 1951, Tanner 1967, Heusch 1982). Thus, in practice, magic often 
closely resembles medicine as the ritual specialists who engage in 
‘magic’ often mainly work on healing. This is also what distinguishes the 
good healers from the bad as those that actually manage to heal people 
are able to procure the ‘good’ medicines and become renowned. Healers 
who don’t cure patients or even lose patients to an untimely death will 
sooner or later be accused of bad witchcraft; they will still be highly 
powerful, but often more feared than revered.  
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Fig. 34. Life arises from death.  
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As Claude Lévi-Strauss writes in ‘The Sorcerer and His Magic’:  
 

‘At any rate, it seems probably that medicine men… cure at least 
some of the cases they treat and that without this relative 
success magical practices could not have been so widely 
diffused in time and space… However, ‘[the magician] did not 
become a great shaman because he cured his patients; he cured 
his patients because he had become a great shaman’ (Lévi-
Strauss 1963:180).  

 
The last statement needs to be qualified, because a healer gains an 
enormous reputation if it is widely acknowledged that he or she can cure 
sickness and prevent misfortune. So why go to a healer without a 
reputation for solving problems? It will be a waste of time and money: 
the proof is in the pudding.  

In modern medicine, one treats both the ailment and to the extent 
possible the cause: a bandage on an infected wound is not sufficient; one 
needs anti-inflammatories or other medicine. Similarly, if illness is 
caused by witchcraft and malignant spirits, it is not enough to treat 
physical symptoms. Moreover, physical pain and illness can often have 
psychological causes, further blurring the border between medicine, 
magic and science. Hence, it is dangerous for all parties to engage so 
directly with the ancestors and divinities, since not all ancestors are 
benevolent, rather the contrary. Pure evil is also found among the 
ancestors: suffering, sickness and death. 

Ritually, magic creates holiness or divine powers that are highly 
efficient and, more importantly, the medicines or objects are believed 
to work without further rituals. They work ex opera operata. The healer 
or diviner invests medicines or objects with divine powers through 
intense rituals. Once the rituals are completed, the medicines and 
objects are activated with extremely strong spiritual powers. From this 
perspective, traditional medicine embodied by ancestral and spiritual 
powers works in the same way as allopathic medicine; a Christian 
devotee may cross herself and say a prayer before swallowing the bitter 
pill, but the workings depend on the pill, not God. 
 
 
Frazer and sympathetic magic 
 
As late as 1890, there are accounts of people in Scandinavia drinking the 
blood of beheaded people, which was believed to contain life forces. No 
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priest or ritual was needed, rather the contrary. It was ex opera operata 
in practice. The remarkable thing is that these beliefs still existed just 
over a century ago in Scandinavia. One must therefore look more closely 
at Indo-European principles and how magic worked in rural 
Scandinavia. As pointed out, the early studies of magic were in many 
regards fundamental for the development of anthropology and religion 
as scientific disciplines. Moreover, many of these pioneering studies had 
an explicit or implicit Indo-European focus, or else large parts of the 
ethnography was based on Indo-European cases or contexts. 

Edward B. Tylor’s 1871 Primitive Culture has already been 
mentioned; William Robertson Smith’s 1899 Lectures on the Religion of 
the Semites. Fundamental Institutions. First Series is another classic 
study. Sir James G. Frazer published the first two volumes of his 
magnum opus in 1890 and the abridged version of The Golden Bough. A 
Study in Magic and Religion in 1922. His concept of sympathetic magic 
is probably the most relevant to understand parts of prehistoric 
cosmology and the structuring principles of the past. Frazer writes:  
 

‘If we analyse the principles of thought on which magic is 
based, they will probably be found to resolve themselves into 
two: first, that like produces like, or that an effect resembles its 
cause; and, second, that things which have once been in 
contact with each other continue to act on each other at a 
distance after the physical contact has been severed. The 
former principle may be called the Law of Similarity, the latter 
the Law of Contact or Contagion. From the first of these 
principles, namely the Law of Similarity, the magician infers 
that he can produce any effect he desires merely by imitating 
it: from the second he infers that whatever he does to a material 
object will affect equally the person with whom the object was 
once in contact, whether it formed part of his body or not’ 
(Frazer 1922:11).  

 
The extreme use of both types of approaches were common in the past, 
as will be seen with reference to the archaeological and ethnographic 
material in Scandinavia. 
 

‘The other great branch of sympathetic magic, which I have 
called Contagious Magic, proceeds upon the notion that things 
which have once been conjoined must remain ever afterwards, 
even when quite dissevered from each other, in such a 
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sympathetic relation that whatever is done to the one must 
similarly affect the other… The most familiar example of 
Contagious Magic is the magical sympathy which is supposed 
to exist between a man and any severed portion of his person, 
as his hair or nails; so that whoever gets possession of human 
hair or nails may work his will, at any distance, upon the person 
from whom they were cut. This superstition is world-wide’ 
(Frazer 1922:37-38).  

 
Importantly, as Frazer points out himself, ‘But in practice the two 
branches are often combined; or, to be more exact, while homoeopathic 
or imitative magic may be practiced by itself, contagious magic will 
generally be found to involve an application of the homoeopathic or 
imitative principle’ (Frazer 1922:12). Thus, these two principles enabled 
a particular development of religion and cosmology in Indo-European 
traditions in Northern Europe. 
 
 
Celestial and terrestrial – substance and function 
 
It is useful to analyse prehistoric religions as ideal types (Weber 1949) 
from a celestial and terrestrial perspective on the one hand, and religion 
as substance and function, on the other hand (Fig. 35). In Scandinavian 
Bronze Age research, the solar paradigm has dominated, an approach 
that fits well within a celestial perspective focused on substance. 
However, it cannot explain the reasons and rationalities for 
ritualisations, which include functions and people’s aims and the 
problems they sought to resolve. On the other hand, Reynolds and 
Tanner have formulated a terrestrial and functional approach, in the 
extreme form, as follows:  
 

‘Our approach is not concerned with the origins of religions so 
much as their functions. We relate and explain the force of 
religious ideas by reference to the needs of individuals in their 
everyday lives, not to society and its forms… We have become 
convinced by the evidence worldwide that the function of 
religions is to respond to human needs, to help people at times 
of personal crises (e.g., at funerals), or when they are 
undergoing a change of status (e.g., at weddings), or generally 
in relation to everyday strains of normal life. Ours is thus a 
functional approach’ (Reynolds and Tanner 1995:15).  
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Fig. 35. Agricultural seasonality and religion as substance and function from 
celestial and terrestrial approaches. Model by author. 

 
Moreover, ‘religion caters to needs at all levels, but perhaps mostly 

at the more basic level… However… the concept of need… is not 
sufficient to explain what religions appear to be doing in the world’ 
(Reynolds and Tanner 1995:305). Reynolds and Tanner developed their 
functional approach to religion based on empirical studies among the 
Sukuma in Northern Tanzania. Historically, the Sukuma was a pastoral 
community whose livelihood was entirely dependent on good rains. A 
terrestrial approach that focuses on function is often agrarian and 
practical because it concerns the daily matters (Oestigaard 2014, 2015b, 
2018c).  

Although not an Indo-European context, the Sukuma provide 
religious approaches that are thought-provoking, particularly as the 
original Indo-Europeanisation process from the Central Asian steppes 
happened among pastoral nomads. Wijsen and Tanner note that among 
the Sukuma ‘religious practice originates from the misfortunes which 
they experience in their lives… they will not worship, any more than 
Westerners will worship, unless they feel that they are obtaining grace 
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ex opere operato’ (Wijsen and Tanner 2000: 33). Intriguingly, as opposed 
to many humancentric interpretations of gods and religions, the 
Sukuma high god or Supreme Being is too superior to bother with 
mundane human matters and the well-being of humans; that is for the 
lesser gods and ancestors to solve or engage with (Tanner 1956a, 1956b), 
but even they are not necessarily very helpful:  
 

‘Although the ancestors are dominant in the ritual life of these 
people, they are relatively weak in their powers and they are 
never considered to have any direct control over the forces of 
nature; in fact they have no overall control over any particular 
facet of life and are themselves considered to be ultimately 
dependent on the Supreme Being and other non-ancestral 
spirits. There is no idea that the ancestors will automatically 
look after their descendants and that illness and death are a 
result of their inattention’ (Tanner 1959:116). 

 
In general, sacrifice is seen as more common in cosmogonic religions 
and prayer in transcendental religions (Faherty 1974), although both 
fundamental acts of worship exist simultaneously, and as shown, there 
is not always a clear distinction between magic and medicines, on the 
one hand, and magic and miracles, on the other. If humans are placed 
at the centre of cosmos and divinities, it inevitably emphasises the 
functional aspects. Humans have a strong tendency to focus on 
themselves and their problems. Even celestial gods become terrestrial 
in one way or another, since this is where humans live and work, and 
nobody worships a postmodern sun god. The sun is a round disk that 
moves in cycles as it has always done, and among the Sukuma – to name 
but one example – there was no point in ritualising this fact. On the 
other hand, if this fact becomes important in culture and cosmology, 
the ritualisation has meanings and purposes. In other words, the 
interesting approaches are the ones that combine celestial and 
terrestrial perspectives and see religion as both substance and function. 
In an Indo-European context in Scandinavia and Northern Europe, this 
primarily amounts to agrarian cosmologies and the ritualisation of 
fertility and growing forces, combining the sun and seasonal changes of 
the life-giving waters. 
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7. Corpsepower, cremation and cultivation 
 
 
 
Bonfires and farming 
 
In his little-known Myths of the origin of fire – An essay, Frazer describes 
important Indo-European conceptions of the roles of birds in culture 
and agriculture (Frazer 1930). He narrates a story about the origin of fire 
from Normandy:  
 

‘Long, long ago there was no more fire on earth and people did 
not know how to get it. They agreed that it was necessary to go 
fetch it from the good God [the Sun]. But the good God is far 
away. Who will undertake this journey? They applied to the big 
birds, but the big birds refused, and so did the middle-sized 
bird.’ 

 
Then the wren stepped forward and fetched the fire from the sun. ‘The 
same story is told about the wren in Upper Brittany; there too he is said 
to have brought fire from heaven… Hence in Brittany they say that you 
should not hurt wrens, because it was they who brought fire down to 
earth’ (Frazer 1930:190-191). 

This is why it is paramount to combine celestial and terrestrial 
perspectives and functional and substantive approaches in analyses of 
religion, as people have practical needs – centred around food, fields 
and the ancestors – that must be addressed (Fig. 36). Kaliff writes 
(2007:164-166):  
 

‘In many different cultures fire is associated with fertility and 
thus with ideas of regrowth and rebirth. This is connected with 
beliefs that fire is part of the same essence as the sun. With 
ritual fires one can therefore conjure up the power of the sun… 
With ploughing and seedtime in the spring, and with fire, 
humans help the sun to revive the fields and drive away winter 
and death. Here too we can see a structural similarity to the 
envisaged effect of the sacrificial fire and the cremation pyre. It 
may also be noted that the English word bonfire means “bone-
fire”.’  
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Fig. 36. Grinding cremated bones and grains. In Ringeby, cremated bones 
were found together with querns for grinding. Photo: Bo Bäckman, National 
Heritage Board. 

 
If the cremation pyre was a ‘bone-fire’, it resembles the Indo-European 
connotation of death with ‘bone-divider’. 

Fire is intimately connected to life and death in funerals, but also to 
farming. As Frazer pointed out, people may want to collect fire and heat 
from the sun, which links birds to bonfires, but more importantly, it also 
points to the reverse processes: rituals in which humans seek to heat up 
the sun through fire. Throughout history, ethnography strongly 
suggests that humans actively sought to ignite the sun when it was weak 
using bonfires and fire rituals (Nikander 1916: 270-271). In agricultural 
societies, the right combination of water and the sun determines the 
growth season. In the archaeological record, many sacrifices are mainly 
given to various waterways and water bodies (Fredengren 2011, 2015, 
2018, Rundkvist 2015). The sun needed to be brought down to earth 
because farming depended on water and heat. When sun and water did 
not come together in the right proportions, harvests were jeopardised. 
This was why the sun had to be warmed up to ensure the right balance 
between water and warmth. In short, in an agrarian world with 
innumerable life- and growth-forces in celestial and terrestrial spheres, 
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farmers were literally in the middle-earth and therefore needed to 
connect the different realms and realities from the cradle to the grave. 
This brings us to the relation between and use of fire in funerals and 
farming, and how an Indo-European perspective may enable a more 
coherent and synthesised view of this cosmology. 
 
 
Fertilising fields – manure and meals 
 
As one of the dominant funerary practices in prehistory, cremation has 
long been – and continues to be – a vibrant area of study. In recent years, 
there have been numerous edited volumes (e.g. Gheorgiu & Nash (eds.). 
2007; Schmidt & Symes (eds.). 2008; Davies (ed.) 2010; Kuijt, Quinn & 
Cooney 2014; Cerezo-Román, Wessman, & Williams (eds). 2017) and 
studies covering all parts of Europe from the east (e.g. Gil-Drozd 2011) 
to the west (Williams 2006). Moreover, natural science analyses of burnt 
and cremated bones have revolutionised studies of cremation and the 
dead in culture and society (e.g. Snoeck et al. 2016, 2018; Capuzzo et al. 
2020). 

Cremation is often rightly considered from an Indo-European 
perspective, but the funeral practice and ritual use of fire has a much 
longer history. In fact, in Scandinavia cremation dates back 10,000 years. 
One of the earliest known cremations took place in Hammelev in 
southern Jutland during the Manglemose culture around 8250 cal. BC 
(Eriksen & Andersen 2016). Thus, this mortuary treatment of the corpse 
is far from being an exclusively Indo-European practice. As pointed out, 
in pre-Indo-European traditions during the Mesolithic era, like the 
skulls in Motala, the bodies were most likely invested with forces and 
corpsepowers. Thus, the use of fire and cremation in itself and the 
extensive use of bodies and body parts are not uniquely Indo-European 
traditions.  

The challenge is to identify the particular Indo-European features 
of cremation and the use of fire in agricultural rites relating to the 
seasons and cycles. Rituals in which skulls and grains are ground 
together to bread and meals should especially be highlighted. Moreover, 
from the Bronze Age onwards, cremation is also closely connected to 
innovation, developments in metallurgy and the use of intensive heat 
and fires. It is also very likely that in many cases the ritual specialist who 
cremated the dead and the master of fire who created metals were one 
and the same person during the Bronze Age (Goldhahn 2007; Goldhahn 
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& Oestigaard 2008) and the Iron Age (Gansum 2004b, 2004c; Gansum 
& Hansen 1994; Oestigaard 2007). The use and control of fire was not 
limited to these spheres, but also included the production of pottery 
(e.g. Jaanusson 1981), which relates to the overall domain of food 
production. A shift to a focus including agriculture broadens the 
perspective to incorporate collective practices or culture at large. 
Metallurgy is a specialised craft and there were few skilled smiths. 
Farming, on the other hand, is a communal subsistence strategy. The 
dominance of cremation as a funeral practice may therefore be found in 
structuring and collective mechanisms; shared experiences and 
concepts creating not only personal symbols, but also cultural and 
collective symbols and cosmologies (Obeyesekere 1981, 1990). Also, the 
communal and cultural aspect is reflected in the word agriculture itself, 
which is derived from Latin ‘ager’, field, land + ‘cultūra’ culture; i.e. 
combining fields and ecological practices with culture and cosmology. 

Clearing new land with fire is an efficient way of initiating new 
agricultural areas (Arnberg 2005). As seen, in the Late Bronze Age the 
Mälardalen area was a pioneering region of ecological intensification. 
An intensive use of fire in agriculture would have enabled a cultivation 
and fire regime that highlighted certain life-giving roles in culture and 
cosmology. Ethnographically, shifting cultivation and agricultural fire 
regimes are well documented in Scandinavia (Hyltén-Cavallius 1868, 
§145). Like in cremation, new life emerges out of the ashes of the dead 
and therefore death is not the end, but a new beginning and a source of 
future fertility. Cremation ashes may also have been scattered on the 
fields as a symbolic fertilisation practice.  

Manure, which is mainly made up of human and animal faeces, is 
used as part of other agricultural fertilising practices. While its use can 
be traced in the past, it is difficult to estimate the extent to which it was 
used (e.g. Bogaard et al. 2007; Larsson et al. 2019). Writing about 
manure and cultivation by fire in 1555, Olaus Magnus said:  
 

‘[O]n a fixed day at both the equinoxes assemble many of their 
neighbours with oxen, horses, and sledges, in the way that is 
portrayed here, and point out a rich heap of dung that is to be 
carted. This they carry out at once in their laden trailers over 
the snowy fields or slippery clay, toiling all together to scatter 
it over the ground. The thicker the snow lies on the land, the 
richer and more fertile crop, many times increased, comes up 
again in the summer... [I]f the chance of gaining a larger and 
more fertile area of land presents itself nowadays, every man, 
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without doing violence to his neighbour... he sets fire to it to 
make more productive soil… If ashes from the burning of 
turves, twigs, and brushwood are left on the surface of the 
ground, an amazing fertility results’ (Magnus 1555, Ch. 13, 
Books 1 and 5). 

 
If shifting cultivation includes both the use of fire and manure by 
humans and animals to enhance the fertility of the land, these sources 
are primarily mundane and not divine. Throughout history in a wide 
range of cultures and cosmologies, the ultimate source of life comes 
from death. Human life cycles are in some ways similar to agricultural 
cycles, though with the latter the main challenge was to ensure 
continuity between the seasons. When the sheaves were cut during 
harvest, they were killed, leaving the fields barren and lifeless. During 
the next spring, life sprouted out from below and this was the essence 
of cultivation in cosmology. Farmers have always aimed to rationalise 
and ritualise these life-giving forces because in a farming community, 
nothing is more fundamental (Fig. 37). What is the ultimate source of 
life if it is not life itself – manifested in death? 

Historically, human sacrifice has existed in many civilizations, for 
instance among the Aztecs (e.g. Carrasco 1999, Soustelle 2002). 
According to Read:  
 

‘Sacrifice was not just an act of destroying one thing to make 
another; it also was an act of eating one thing to create another, 
an act where living beings in this cosmos reciprocally feed each 
other… transformative sacrificial acts destroy in order to create, 
but they also cause life-giving powers to flow’ (Read 1998:134, 
145).  

 
In Egypt too, the burials of the first pharaohs in the first dynasties were 
accompanied by massive human sacrifices (Petrie 1900, 1925, Wilkinson 
1999, 2000). Thus, humans are not only ends but also means in the 
cosmic drama, which brings us to powers in death and corpses. In the 
Scandinavian Bronze Age, with a consolidation of agriculture in cold 
climates, this posed specific challenges that were solved in innovative 
ways by using the corpse. 
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Fig. 37. Agrarian fertility ritual and ploughing scene. Aspeberget Tanum 
Bohuslän, Sweden. Photo: Åsa Frdell, 2002. Source. www.shfa.se 

 
 
Necropower and sacrifice 
 
Building on Foucault’s concept of biopower, Achille Mbembe coined the 
terms ‘necropolitics’ and ‘necropower’ designating the social and 
political powers that allows someone to determine who may live and 
who must die (Mbembe 2003).  
 

‘[The] ultimate expression of sovereignty resides, to a large 
degree, in the power and the capacity to dictate who may live 
and who must die… To exercise sovereignty is to exercise 
control over mortality and to define life as the deployment and 
manifestation of power’ (Mbembe 2003:11-12).  

 
‘Necropower’ can take on multiple forms from the terror of actual death 
to the destruction of a culture in order for a people to ‘save’ them from 
themselves. Mbembe, who uses colonial history to illustrate the powers 
at work, concludes that the ‘most accomplished form of necropower is 
the contemporary colonial occupation of Palestine’ (Mbembe 2003:27). 
He sums up the notion of necropolitics and necropower: ‘[The] creation 
of death-worlds, new and unique forms of social existence in which vast 
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populations are subjected to conditions of life conferring upon them the 
status of living dead’ (Mbembe 2003:40). 

Kings and commoners in the past obviously had an enormous 
killing capital, to rephrase Bourdieu’s term ‘symbolic capital’ (Bourdieu 
1984), but this came not only in the form of manslaughter but also 
sacrifice. The ultimate necropower only existed because of corpsepower: 
the body contained cosmological powers because it embodied divinities 
or ancestral powers. This complicates the understanding of sacrifices 
and the reciprocal flow of powers and transactions in the cosmos 
between humans and gods.  

In most religions, sacrifice is one of the fundamental forms of 
interaction with divinities, ultimately representing the essence of 
spiritual life and ritual practice (see Hubert & Mauss 1964; Faherty 1974; 
Lincoln 1991; Modéus 2005; Insoll 2011). However, ‘sacrifice’ – also 
described as ‘a pointer to a cluster of phenomena which are contained 
within a wider family of rituals’ (Bloch 1992:42) – is difficult to define. 
This is partly because the rituals that fall under the definition of 
‘sacrifice’ are so different in content and structure – they are ‘too much 
of a ragbag of elements’ (Howell 1996:2-4). A sacrifice may include 
offering everything from a coffee bean to a bull, for instance.  

In any sacrificial system, the logical limit and ultimate sacrifice is 
that of the sacrificer himself (Valeri 1985:49, 62). In general, human 
sacrifices are carried out on behalf of society and are believed to be for 
the betterment of all. Various degrees of self-sacrifice complicate the 
picture (Fig. 38), which may include bodily mutilations and long 
pilgrimages, among other penances. An Aghori sadhu once said: 
‘originally all sacrifice was of the sacrificer’s own flesh… you can offer 
oblations continually as long as you continue to breathe, using your 
body as your sacrificial altar and your life itself as your sacrifice’ 
(Svoboda 1998:31-32).  

This brings us to what is commonly called cannibalism (Arens 
1979), which is often misinterpreted as ‘gastronomical cannibalism’ or 
feasting on human flesh. However, as Obeyesekere comments: ‘I can 
also accept what is sometimes called “ritual anthropophagy” or “ritual 
cannibalism”, though I retranslate this phenomenon as one associated 
with a widely dispersed and variable institution shared by both savagism 
and civilization, namely, human sacrifice’ (Obeyesekere 2005:15). When 
human flesh is consumed in rituals, it alters the bodily composition of 
cosmological qualities, usually in a negative way because borders that 
never should be crossed are transgressed.  
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Fig. 38. Sadhus, Pashupatinath, Nepal, 2003. 

 
Still, it may have a cosmogonic function where the priest or person 

acts on behalf of society and cosmos at large by sacrificing his or her 
purity and social status for the greater good (Oestigaard 2004a, 2004b, 
2015c, Kalif & Oestigaard 2004, 2017). In other words, consumption of 
death is a self-sacrifice. ‘Ritual does not change the world, but it changes 
our experience of the world and enforces our present understanding of 
it’ (Modéus 2005:42). 
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Archaeologically, it is impossible to identify whether humans have 
engaged in cannibalistic practices. De-fleshing practices and cut marks 
on bones – like the cleaved femur in Håga where the bone marrow 
seems to have been used – strongly suggest such practices, but blood, 
flesh and bone marrow may also have been given as sacrificial meals to 
divinities (Oestigaard 2000b). Although it makes perfect sense for 
humans to partake in these meals, this will remain an interpretation 
based on specific theoretical and cosmological premises. 

There are two main reasons why humans were sacrificed in history, 
wars and famines. These were the greatest killers and it was believed 
human sacrifice could counter these threats and, moreover, bring 
prosperity and wealth. While war also provided corpses with immanent 
powers, the corpsepower related to agriculture is more revealing of the 
cosmological logic, as the following fragment shows. After a devasting 
three-year famine and successive failed harvests in Old Uppsala: 
 

‘[T]he leaders held a council and came to an agreement among 
themselves that their king, Dómaldi, must be the cause of the 
famine, and moreover, that they should sacrifice him for their 
prosperity, and attack him and kill him and redden the altars 
with his blood, and that is what they did’ (Snorri 2011, p. 18).  

 
The idea that the body of the leader symbolises the wealth and welfare 
of society and its members is quite common, which also legitimises his 
killing and sacrifice on behalf of the community for the collective good. 
This is death as doing, proper sympathetic magic.  
 
 
The challenge of comparative science and a common terminology  
 
In anthropology there has been a discussion about the often blurry 
distinction between witchcraft and sorcery, both as an inherited quality 
or acquired power (Evans-Pritchard 1937, Lienhardt 1961, 1968, Green 
1994, Bryceson et. al. 2010). According to the 2002 Tanzania Witchcraft 
Act (Cap. 18 [R.E.2002]), for instance, witchcraft is defined as ‘sorcery, 
enchantment, bewitching, the use of instrument of witchcraft, the 
purported exercise of any occult power and purported possession of any 
occult knowledge’ (Tanzania Human Rights Report 2011:33). If 
witchcraft was an inherited quality, it has implications for those who 
become diviners and how they receive and learn their skills. 
Ethnographically, a huge variation in these ritual practices has been 
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documented. Often the power dies with the sorcerer. ‘[W]itchcraft… is 
quite literally a craft in that it presupposes skills that have to be learnt; 
nobody is born a witch’ (Bjerke 1989:220).  

From another perspective, magic is usually seen as an intrinsic part 
of shamanism in its various forms, which poses other interpretative 
challenges. There are innumerable studies of shamanism and its specific 
forms as a religious system, including a discussion whether the term 
should be restricted to the Siberian complex where it originated (e.g. 
Curtin 1909, Eliade 1972, Hulkrantz 1978, Holmberg 1989, Samuel 1993). 
Particular characteristics of shamanism are soul-flights, transcendental 
experiences, shape-shifting and hallucinations, often caused by 
breathing techniques or chemical substances.  

Studies of seiðr and shamanism are central to the Norse cosmology 
(e.g. Hedeager 1999, 2011, Solli 2002, Price 2002, 2011, 2019). In later 
popular culture among the peasantry in Scandinavia, these skills and 
people were part of the broad category of trolldom (Reichborn-
Kjennerud 1934, Faye 1948, Tillhagen 1984, 1991, Grambo 1979). The 
essence of these conceptions was that evil was personalised as sickness 
that attacked the physical and spiritual body, necessitating strong 
medicines and remedies – trolldom-medicines (Reichborn-Kjennerud 
1922, 1933, 1940, 1944, 1947; Tillhagen 1977, 1991).  

The history of research on shamanism is a good example of the 
challenges of defining specific religious phenomena and practices cross-
culturally. In practice, shamanism, like witchcraft or magic, is not a 
single phenomenon, but many. Consequently, by using the same 
terminology one may in fact discuss very different things. This imprecise 
use of common terminology has resulted in much confusion and 
disagreement. Nevertheless, a common terminology may be useful in 
comparative studies, as Neil Price points out: 
 

‘Shamanism as an anthropological category is thus entirely 
invented, and in a sense the word means no more or less than 
what those who use it decide. However, the same is true for 
“religion”, “ritual”, “worship” and all the rest of the terms 
coined to give meaningful shape to the intangibles of belief. 
Seen in this way, the use of shamanism as an analytical tool and 
a comparative vocabulary is no more controversial than any of 
these other academic categories which have also been the 
subject of continuous debate for centuries. So long as we 
understand the implications and frames of reference involved, 
then shamanism provides us with a useful terminology for 
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describing patterns of ritual behaviour and spiritual beliefs 
found in strikingly similar form across much of the arctic and 
sub-arctic regions of the world’ (Price 2019:238). 

 
In his introduction to his source book on magic, Daniel Ogden writes: 
‘The definition of “magic” is famously problematic, and authors of books 
on the subject usually feel the need for many pages of philosophical 
reflection on the issue in their introductions.’ Ogden offers a very 
pragmatic solution to this conundrum: 
 

‘[I]t would be naïve to suppose that such a book could be 
compiled in the first place without any criteria of selection of 
material, and these criteria must proceed from, or lead to, some 
sort of definition of magic, however inexplicit, inchoate, or 
half-baked. The primary criterion I have in fact adopted for the 
selection of passages for this book is that of relevance to the 
subject matter of recent scholarly books on antiquity with such 
words as “magic” in their titles. I am aware that this will appear 
to be a disappointing sleight of hand to many of a philosophical 
bent, but it would have been pedagogically irresponsible to 
take any other course of action’ (Ogden 2002:4-5). 

 
This reminds us of Alfred Schutz, who pointed that ‘the primary goal of 
social sciences is to obtain organised knowledge of social reality’ (Schutz 
1971:53). Importantly, ‘The constructs of social sciences are… constructs 
of the second degree, namely constructs of the constructs made by the 
actors on the social scene, whose behaviour the social scientist has to 
observe and to explain in accordance with the procedural rules of his 
science’ (Schutz 1970: 273, emphasis added). Given that I focus more on 
traditions than terminology, I will merely point out that whatever 
terminology one uses to describe these ritual specialists and their 
engagements with ancestors and cosmic powers, practitioners saw these 
practices as the most efficient way of embodying otherworldly forces 
and changing the relations between the living and the dead. Magic is 
one word that describes such processes and engagements. 
 
 
Priests and prophesies 
 
While it is difficult to formulate clear definitions and identify 
differences between ritual specialists in ethnographic cases, this 
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becomes even more challenging when dealing with a past where one 
only has archaeological remains to work with. One constructive way 
forward is to focus on actions and death as doing, as this sheds light on 
the (way of ) life – and death – of real people. 

The Hvidegård burial in Denmark, discovered already in 1845 and 
dated to period III (and more precisely the first part of MBA III, c. 1330–
1200 BC), is famously known for its belt-purse containing ingredients 
that most likely were used in magic and as medicines (Herbst 1848). The 
purse included a small shell (possibly an amulet), multiple roots, and a 
small bag made out of a bladder or bowel, which also contained the 
lower jaw of a young squirrel (Fig. 39). The dead person has been 
interpreted as a ‘medicine man’ (Glob 1970:93), ‘warrior-shaman’ 
(Randsborg 1993:122), ‘sorcerer or priest’ (Kaul 1998:16-20) or simply 
‘shaman’ (Jensen 2002:301-303). Among the grave-gifts were a sword, 
razor and tweezers, which are generally attributed to males 
(Bergerbrant 2007). Based on The geography of Strabo, Goldhahn 
interprets this ritual specialist as a war seer (Goldhahn 2009:96-97). 
Among the Kimbri, the wives accompanied the war-expeditions: 
 

‘[T]he women join the expeditions, attended by priestesses who 
were prophets, grey-haired and dressed in white, with flaxen 
cloaks buckled on and having bronze girdles and bare feet. 
With their swords, they would meet captives throughout the 
camp, and crowning them with wreaths they would lead them 
to a bronze krater holding about twenty amphoras. They would 
go up a flight of stairs, each would be lifted over the cauldron, 
and his throat would be cut after he was raised up. Some would 
make a certain prophesy from the blood that poured forth into 
the krater, and others would split them open and examine their 
entrails, crying out victory for their people. During the battles 
they would strike the hides that were stretched over the wicker 
bodies of their wagons, creating an extraordinary noise’ (Strabo 
2014: 7.2.3, p. 290). 

 
It seems reasonable to assume that he was a war seer, although there 
are also finds suggesting weather modifications and prophesies. 
Regardless of whether it was war prophesies or predictions about future 
fertility or harvest, there is a fundamental difference between 
prophecies and sacrifices, like the sacrifice of Domalde. 
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Fig. 39. The ‘magical items’ from the Hvidegård grave. From Herbst 1848. 
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If the Hvidegård burial is the most famous in this respect from the 
Bronze Age, Thorbjörg Lítilvölva is the most famous seer or priestess 
from the Iron- and Viking Age. According to the Saga of Eirik the 
Red, Thorbjörg was called upon to the farm during a time of hardship 
to predict whether the future would be good. She made individual 
prophecies about personal destinies, but the most important collective 
prophecy was about the forthcoming agricultural year. The good news 
she announced was that the period of famine would not endure and the 
season would improve as spring approached. Moreover, the diseases 
that had been haunting the community would disappear sooner than 
expected (Eirik the Red, 2009).  

Thorbjörg was a foreseer and ritual specialist, and prophecies were 
obviously of enormous importance. In a magical world inhabited by 
ancestors and cosmic forces, nothing happens by itself. In other words, 
foreseeing the future is quite different from actively engaging by taking 
control or trying to shape the future harvest and the weather. In the 
saga, Thorbjörg did not prescribe which rituals had to be conducted and 
how the farmers could affect and impact their own destiny.  
 
 
The last sheaf, sacrifice and the first sowing 
 
The core Indo-European beliefs and ritual practices are found in the 
continuity between the agricultural seasons and the last sheaf. Frazer 
writes in The Golden Bough: ‘The Corn-mother plays an important part 
in harvest customs. She is believed to be present in the handful of corn 
which is left standing last of the field; and with the cutting of this last 
handful she is caught, or driven away, or killed’ (Frazer 1922:400). These 
rituals, Frazer explains: 
 

‘…are magical rather than propitiatory. In other words, the 
desired objects attained, not by propitiating the favour of 
divine beings through sacrifice, prayer, and praise, but by 
ceremonies which… are believed to influence the course of 
nature directly through a physical sympathy or resemblance 
between the rite and the effect which it is the intention of the 
rite to produce’ (Frazer 1922:411). 

 
In Volume 2 of the 1890 version, Frazer elaborates on the empirical 
foundation of the corn-spirit. The corn-spirit can take on many animal 
forms (see Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022), and among them are ‘the wolf, dog, 
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hare, cook, goose, cat, goat, cow (ox, bull), pig, and horse. In one or 
other of these forms the corn-spirit is believed to be present in the corn, 
and to be caught or killed in the last sheaf’ (Frazer 1890b:1). The last 
sheaf is often described as the ‘neck’, so that when it is cut, the spirit or 
god is symbolically ‘beheaded’. Given that the corn-spirit takes on 
numerous forms and is present in the sheaf, logically the meal consists 
of eating the god (see Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022). Frazer writes: 
 

‘We have now seen that the corn-spirit is represented 
sometimes in human, sometimes in animal form, and that in 
both cases he is killed in the person of his representative and 
eaten sacramentally. To find examples of actually killing the 
human representative of the corn-spirit we had to go to savage 
races; but the harvest suppers of our European peasants have 
furnished unmistakable examples of the sacramental eating of 
animals as representatives of the corn-spirit. But further, as 
might have been anticipated, the new corn is eaten 
sacramentally, that is, as the body of the corn spirit. In 
Wermland, Sweden, the farmer’s wife uses the grain of the last 
sheaf to bake a loaf in the shape of a little girl; this loaf is 
divided amongst the whole household and eaten by them. Here 
the loaf represents the corn-spirit conceived as a maiden… As 
usual, the corn-spirit is believed to reside in the last sheaf… the 
corn-spirit is represented and eaten in human shape’ (Frazer 
1890b:67-68). 

 
A central theme in many of these core Indo-European perceptions and 
practices is that the corn-spirit is killed in the form of the animal, like 
the cock. The cock is killed at harvest but comes to life in spring. In 
Scandinavian folklore, there have been more general concepts, such as 
a hare as the corn-spirit, jumping from sheaf to sheaf in the fields 
(Celander 1920, Lid 1928, 1931; Solheim 1944, Klintberg 1978).  

The tradition of baking plough-bread survived into the early 20th 
century. This special Christmas bread was baked with the last sheaf or 
the last corn from the harvest, which was believed to contain the fertility 
of the harvest. Though the bread was placed on the table at 
Christmastime, it was not eaten and was kept until spring. When the 
ploughing started, the ploughman ate the bread, or divided it in three, 
a third for himself, a third for the horse and the last third crumbled in 
the field (Nikander 1916:225, Lid 1928:17-80; 1933:38).  
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The tradition seems to be a remnant an ancient sacrificial rite, 
whose content and structure have been lost. Based on data from 
continental Europe, Frazer interpreted agricultural rites documented by 
Mannhardt (1865, 1868, 1875, 1877, 1884), which clearly indicate relics of 
ancient Bronze Age and Indo-European traditions. This ritual tradition 
goes back at least 3,000 years in Scandinavia, and Nibble plays a key role 
in dating this Indo-European cosmology.  

In the Norwegian mythology, there are remnants of an ancient 
cosmology in which the corn-spirit known as Vetle-Gudmund (‘Vetle’ 
means small and ‘Gud’ means god, implying a ‘small-god’ was embodied 
in grains) is associated with grinding. According to different stories 
from around the country, Vetle-Gudmund’s skull was crushed when 
grain was ground. There are also several written accounts of Gudmund 
being killed, showing an explicit connection between the corn-god and 
grinding where the grain is the skull that is crushed and killed (Lid 
1928:140-143). This is closely related to bone dividing and more 
particularly to the close relationship between skulls and grains. Indo-
European parallels are therefore not only important from a comparative 
perspective, but fundamental to understanding core concepts and 
historic developments in Europe (Mallory 1989, Staal 2001; Anthony 
2007; Olsen, Olander & Kristiansen 2019, Kaliff & Oestigaard 2020, 
2022). 
 
 
Burn or bury 
 
Frazer’s description of the corn-spirit and sacrificial offerings in the 
fields as part of the harvest and sowing rites in autumn and spring, 
respectively, offer a fitting interpretative framework to understand the 
agricultural rituals at Nibble. Moreover, while Håga is most famous for 
its great mound and spectacular grave-goods, the numerous graves, 
funerary structures and cemeteries in nearby Håga village make it one 
of the largest Bronze Age cemeteries in Sweden (Forsberg & Hjärthner-
Holdar 1985). In the context of the earlier discussion on whether burnt 
cairns were places of sacrifice or merely butchering sites and waste 
deposits, the above analysis suggests that Anders Kaliff’s early 
interpretations, which linked sacrifice to the grinding of (human) bones 
and agriculture were correct (Kaliff 1992, 1994, 1995a, 1997, 2007).  
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Fig. 40. Burnt mound excavated in Skeke, Rasbo, Uppland County. Photo by 
Torbjörn Jakobsson Holback. National Heritage Board, Sweden (From 
Larsson et al. 2014). 

 
Animals were slaughtered for sacrifice and ritual meals were 

prepared and consumed in the fields but probably also ‘fed’ to the soil 
and seeds. This would also explain why cremated remains have 
frequently been found in burnt mounds. As mentioned, the cult houses 
at Broby in Uppland defined a specific type of mortuary structure (Ojala 
2016). Cremated bones from four burnt mounds or heaps of fire-cracked 
stones and three stone structures at Broby have recently been analysed. 
Altogether, they contained 4,189 g of burnt human remains, made up of 
a total of 15,064 bone fragments (Sjölling 2016). The bones of a cremated 
adult rarely weigh 4 kg (Ottesen 2006; Oestigaard 2016). On average, 
they weigh around 3 kg and take up a volume of 7-8 litres before being 
ground (Holck 1987:71-73). 

The animals found in burnt mounds, including horses, indicate 
exclusive offerings to the fields. The fire-cracked stones may testify to 
the theatrical scenes that were played out (Fig. 40). This was not a silent 
ritual, like the more recent Scandinavian ploughing or sowing rituals. 
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On the contrary, one should imagine extreme dramaturgy that reflected 
the cosmic importance of human and animal sacrifices:  
 

‘[T]he intensive use of fire and heat is one of the core elements 
of cremation and one must assume that this special moment 
was imbued with particular significance. Perhaps the 
phenomenon of exploding skulls is a reference point for other 
cremation practices. The fire-cracked stones found in parallel 
with cremations can be seen as a way of releasing the inner 
forces of stones. Burning numerous stones and then pouring 
water over them would probably have cracked them open with 
intensive explosions. The great spectacle of sound and smoke, 
in addition to the fact that the stones were strongly heat-
mediated prior to the cracking, must have created a rare visual 
effect. Burnt bones are always found among the fire-cracked 
stones. As a ritual process, this seems to replicate the cremation 
ritual, though in a more intensive form as the countless cracked 
stones indicate numerous explosions’ (Kaliff & Oestigaard 
2017:126). 

 
 

 
Fig. 41. Grains and graves – burials in agricultural fields after harvest, Håga, 
2020. 
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The finds at Nibble indicated a practice where the bones of the dead 
were ground with the grain and used as meals. Humans may have been 
sacrificed and the body prepared while raw, cooked or burnt 
(Oestigaard 2000b). Extensive grinding as practised at Broby indicates 
that the deceased’s bones were used in elaborate mortuary rituals. Still, 
even in the Mälardalen region, a growing number of inhumation graves 
from the Late Bronze Age have been found and documented (Ojala 
2020), even though cremation is generally seen as the dominant funeral 
practice in this period. If cremated ashes were baked into meals that 
were then scattered in fields in spring to imbue the soil with life-giving 
powers, the same structural powers were most likely harnessed in 
inhumation (or cremation) graves that were dug in agricultural fields 
(Fig. 41). The dead buried in the fields exercised their power in the 
ground beneath, even when it was covered in snow throughout the long 
winter months, whereas the cremated remains were scattered on the 
ground in spring (Oestigaard 2021). This interpretation resonates with 
the overall cosmic principles of how the world worked in the Indo-
European cosmology, and how humans could enhance these forces. 
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8. Indo-Europeanisation and  

cosmological intensification 
 
 
 
Inciting forces and controlling the cosmos 
 
In 1555, Olaus Magnus writes:  
 

‘There is hardly a people in Europe, or in the whole world, 
whose habit it is to pay more careful and precise attention to 
the business of farming than those of the North. These men 
know so well how to make use in their turn of seasons and tools 
and to discriminate among them by some quality peculiar to 
each, that they keep to the most suitable means not only of 
ploughing the land with furrows, but also of fertilizing it. They 
do this all the more, and with greater industry, because in the 
whole wide zone of the North they have no grape-bearing vine 
on account of the bitter cold’ (Magnus 1555, Ch. 13, Book 1).  

 
Regardless of the cold, the traditional Nordic farmer was not perceived 
as a flamboyant ritualist and the region’s farming culture was far-
removed from carnivals. In this sense, Nordic peasantry and their 
farming culture represent an apparent paradox. On the one hand, the 
general image was of an introvert, taciturn farmer who was humble and 
hard working. On the other hand, it was in many ways an extreme 
culture in which alcohol, fists and knives were common.  

Following Nils Lid, the central aspect of the cult and its rituals was 
to incite the forces of nature, to activate the forces latent in the ground 
to trigger a new season and ensure the fertility of the fields. In particular, 
all processes that could combat snow and ice were activated by inciting 
the forces that could ‘eat’ the snow from beneath. The focus was not on 
the sun melting the snow from above, but on inherent forces 
underground. This links physical fertility and snow-melting to 
ancestors, spirits and life-giving forces (Lid 1933:39-40; Kaliff & 
Oestigaard 2020:292-295, 2022; Oestigaard 2021).  

The traditional horse races and fights exemplified this principle 
(Skar 1909; Wéssen 1921, 1922; Solheim 1952, 1956, 1961; Stylegar 2006), 
but there were also cow fights, in which farmers vied for the honour of 
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having the fiercest cow or bull, which was valued at a high price 
(Stylegar 2013). In Sweden, there is the story about a farmer who went 
to his fields every year on Christmas Eve to strike the soil with his club 
three times. He then placed the club on the table in his home where it 
was to lie untouched throughout Christmas. In other villages, each 
agricultural tool was shaken to activate the following year’s production 
(Lid 1933:39). The custom of inciting cosmological powers to conquer 
winter took on a particular Indo-European ritual form in agricultural 
societies in the north (Oestigaard 2021). 
 
 
Cosmological causalities  
 
By emphasising cosmological causalities – or how culture and cosmos 
work – one may also overcome methodological challenges. Using the 
present (ethnography and folklore) and tracing traditions backwards in 
time is commonly seen as a ‘retrospective’ method in archaeology (e.g. 
Heide & Bek-Pedersen 2014). In history and geography, particularly 
among French scholars, however, it has been seen as a retrogressive 
method. In 1897, F.W. Maitland said in his Domesday book and beyond: 
‘I have followed that retrogressive method “from the known to the 
unknown”’ (Maitland 1897:v). According to Baker (1968:245): 

 
‘The retrospective approach is thus focused upon the present 
(the past being considered in so far as it furthers an 
understanding of the present), while the retrogressive method 
is focussed upon the past (the present or recent past being 
considered in so far as it furthers an understanding of earlier 
conditions)… For both, the point of departure can be the 
present. But with the retrospective approach the present is not 
only the beginning but also the end, while with the 
retrogressive method the present is a means to an end. The 
retrospective method approaches relict features, for example, 
as landscape elements to be explained. The retrogressive 
method approaches them as source materials’ (Baker 1968:245). 

 
Therefore, following Marc Bloch, the fundamental purpose of the 
retrogressive method is to understand the past by examining the 
present (Bloch 1954). 
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Fig. 42. Agricultural field in front of the Håga mound. 

 
By understanding how the world functioned logically – how the 

cosmos and divinities worked and how one could partake in these 
processes and protect oneself from danger – one can create a structural 
and theoretical interpretative framework that partly transcends the use 
of analogy. This allows one to use folklore and ethnography from 
different cultures and time periods (see Kaliff & Oestigaard 2020, Ch. 3). 
Importantly, when nature itself is the teacher and the truth, it makes 
perfectly sense to imitate processes that are visible to all (Fig. 42). All 
farmers knew that watering plants enhanced fertility and growth forces 
in the soil, as did the right use of manure. Sympathetic magic was 
rational and logical and the Indo-European cosmology provided a 
coherent frame linking the living and the dead from the cradle to the 
grave in an agricultural context. 

In a world without binoculars or telescopes, nature provides 
answers and solutions. ‘Instinct, intuition, or insight is what first leads 
to the beliefs which subsequent reason confirms or confutes’ (Russel 
1953:19). It is seeing and believing (Lewis-Williams 1981). According to 
Bertrand Russell: 
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‘Epistemology must arrange all our beliefs, both those of which 
we feel convinced, and those that seem to us only more or less 
probable, in a certain order… The process of verification… [i]n 
its simplest form… occurs when I first expect an event and then 
perceive it’ (Russell 1992:17, 308).  

 
In a pre-industrial world, truth was found in nature and the growth 
forces proved that some things worked and others did not. These life-
giving powers were basically unquestionable as everyone witnessed 
them and depended on them. This is also what made these powers 
similar to magic since it was obviously an aim to incite and control 
them. 

Early scientific experiments often also involved practices we would 
today describe as magic. Isaac Newton (1642-1727) is perhaps the 
Enlightenment’s most important thinker, but he had secrets too; he was 
particularly interested in alchemy and the pursuit of the philosopher’s 
stone with which one could purportedly turn metals into gold. This 
aspect of Newton’s life and ideas was only discovered in 1936 when John 
Maynard Keynes bought a collection of Newton’s papers that had until 
then been presumed to be uninteresting. In a 1942 lecture, Keynes said:  
 

‘Newton was not the first of the age of reason. He was the last 
of the magicians, the last of the Babylonians and Sumerians, 
the last great mind which looked out on the visible and 
intellectual world with the same eyes as those who began to 
build our intellectual inheritance rather less than ten thousand 
years ago… Isaac Newton, a posthumous child born with no 
father on Christmas Day 1642, was the last wonderchild to 
whom Magi could do sincere and appropriate homage’ (op. cit. 
Hughes-Hallett 2002:134). 

 
Thus, the resemblance between science and magic is close, in particular 
in a premodern world, but there are important differences. Russell says: 
‘Science consists largely of devices for inventing concepts having a 
greater degree of precision than is found in the concepts of every-day 
life’ (Russell 1992:105). In short, science is thinking with as little manual 
work as possible. Farming, on the other hand, is physically challenging. 
Tilling the land is doing and therefore it makes sense that in order to 
activate the powers in the soil, one had to do things – physically and as 
fervently as possible. In a magical world, achieving this without doing 
anything would not be magical; it would be a miracle. It was all about 
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authenticity and access to supreme power, like holy water or 
corpsepower. There were of course many symbolic activities as well as 
cognitive symbols and metaphors – one cannot imagine culture and 
cosmology without. Man is animal symbolicum (Cassirer 1945), but that 
does not contradict truths in the physical world and beliefs in actual 
powers.  
  
 
Ancestors and powers 
 
Apart from world religions and transcendental religions, a general 
feature in religions cross-culturally is the presence of ancestors. The 
dead are alive and the living coexist with the dead. The deceased are as 
living as anyone else, but they have changed form and are usually 
invisible, though they may also materialise in various shapes and bodies. 
They may be smaller than humans, but they are much more powerful. 
Power is at the heart of cosmologies.  
 

‘In many ways, life is conceived of as a constant struggle for and 
balancing power – between good and bad spirits, individuals in 
a family, community and state. Power is seen as something that 
is generally ambivalent and ambiguous… The same power that 
can be used to inflict harm on an opponent can also be used to 
heal an ailment’ (Wlodarczyk 2013:157).  

 
The fact that ancestors can be both good and bad is unproblematic, 
since all humans have positive and negative qualities. This is simply how 
humans are in life and therefore ancestors have the same behaviour 
though it is often more intense. This power is therefore a useful resource 
as well as a great danger to humans. 

This religious view and beliefs about cosmological causalities can 
be contrasted with Christianity.  
 

‘The different religious systems offer different possibilities and 
solutions to various problems. The benefits of Christianity are 
also largely its main shortcoming – it does not solve the most 
acute problems here and now, the problems that have to be 
resolved. Consequently, religious solutions are sought 
elsewhere’ (Oestigaard 2015c:186). 
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As a religious system, the ancestral tradition was successful because 
Christianity failed to solve everyday problems. If one follows a strict 
theological view where God is almighty, this has immediate worldly 
consequences. ‘Put bluntly and practically, Christianity offers nothing 
in this world, and everything in the other’ (Oestigaard 2014:41). 

In theoretical discussions, the distinction is often made between 
Great and Little Traditions or High and Low Religion (Redfield 1955, 
1956). Sacred texts and a literate priesthood are contrasted with an 
illiterate laity: ‘[T]he written tradition of the ascetic religion and the 
everyday social practice of merit-making combined with the rites of the 
“magico-animist”, the spirit cults’ (Goody 1986:25). In practice, there is 
always a conglomerate of different practices, beliefs and rituals – 
syncretism and overlapping perceptions (Eaton 1993, Insoll 2001:19). 
Moreover, the laity and popular cult in Christianity have always had 
practical solutions to mundane problems, which is evident in the 
widespread use of holy water in all kinds of contexts and situations (e.g. 
Hope 1893; Bord & Bord 1985; Oestigaard 2013a, 2017, 2020; Ray 2020). 
Still, as cosmological systems, Christianity and ancestral tradition work 
very differently, which is precisely why they can easily coexist. I 
elaborated on this in another context: 
 

‘Apart from eschatology and what may happen after death, the 
ways in which the Christian God works as compared to the 
ancestors points to a crucial aspect in one’s attempts to 
understand religion and how it works in society. There are two 
main differences. First, Christianity mainly works in the other 
world and the hereafter, whereas ancestors work in the here 
and now in society. Thus, the religions resolve different 
problems in different realms. Christianity may promise an 
eternal life in heaven, but cannot (or at least does not) procure 
the life-giving rains upon which people are utterly dependent 
for life and well-being. The ancestors can resolve the latter 
problem. This brings us to the second difference: the ancestors 
are active and can be contacted and requested to solve current 
problems. Thus, the ancestors can be activated, or, in other 
words, humans may manipulate the divine world for their own 
betterment, at least to some degree. This is also in the interests 
of the ancestors, since the descendants are their heirs and 
family. An approach such as this is not possible in Christianity. 
There is no way humans can manipulate God to secure health 
and wealth through ritual and sacrifice. One may pray, but the 
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outcomes are highly uncertain. Miracles are believed to take 
place in Christianity, but where, when and why is a mystery. 
Even Christians acknowledge that miracles to solve problems 
in this world happen rarely. The rule of the game is that 
humans have to solve their problems themselves’ (Oestigaard 
2014:40-41). 

 
In Nordic culture and cosmology, a person’s character did not disappear 
with death, rather the contrary. Ancestors had greater powers and even 
legal, social and marital relations continued after death (Birkeli 1938:11). 
The ethnographical sources are full of stories about the dead visiting 
their families and farmsteads (e.g. Hyltén-Cavallius 1863-1868; Celander 
1928, 1955; Hagberg 2016[1937]; Olrik & Ellekilde 1926-1951; Bø 1987). It 
is therefore unsurprising that descendants paid particular care to 
perform the most elaborate mortuary rites.  

In general, it seems that there was no understanding of holiness in 
the Christian sense that implied purity and perhaps invoked a sense of 
awe, rather the contrary. Death enabled powerful forces but these could 
also be malevolent. There was an implicit belief that as a person or 
process became holy, they also became more dangerous. In the written 
sources there are several instances where the holy appears to be 
dangerous precisely because it enables powers and contact with 
ancestors, spirits and divinities (Storaker 1928:233, Birkeli 1943:230). 
Thus, it is no wonder that the corpse itself had a very prominent place 
in cult and cosmology.  

The dead’s power over the living is still seen in contested graves; 
death matters, and very much so (Nilsson Stutz 2013). In the past, it was 
not only death as doing in relation to grains and grinding – agriculture 
and food – but it was an active cosmological intensification particularly 
adapted to a specific ideology and ecology. The Nordic ethnography 
provides yet further clues for deeper understanding of this logic and 
ritualisation, which took on extreme forms.  
 
 
Corpses and cosmos – from cult to culture 
 
What is death? This is a question that cannot easily be answered 
because it is so many different things to different people in various 
places in time and culture. In historic times, Scandinavian perceptions 
documented in the ethnographic folklore provide some insightful clues. 
Death was ultimately a sickness – the worst disease of all because it was 
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absolute. At the same time, however, it was precisely in death and the 
corpse that the powers to overcome death were sought. In a worldview 
of sympathetic causes and consequences, where correspondence was an 
effective means to combat malignant powers, human fat – ‘priest-fat’ or 
‘priest-water’ – was believed to be the most efficient (Troels-Lund 
1900:157-159). In Valdres, Norway, the skull of a hanged criminal could 
be ground to powder and used to cure epilepsy, while moss grown on 
skulls was also powerful. Corpse-water, i.e. the water that had been used 
to wash a corpse, is universally considered to be among the most 
polluted substances that should be avoided at any cost, but this was not 
the case in rural Scandinavia where it was used up to the early 20th 
century (Reichborn-Kjennerud 1928:145-146).  

Corpse-water illustrates the explicit logic of contagious magic. A 
fresh corpse was not only a dead person who was mourned, but also a 
great opportunity for friends, family and neighbouring farmers to heal 
sickness and malignance by touching the corpse or using the corpse-
water as medicine. Babies could be bathed in corpse-water or have their 
birthmarks washed away, but it could also cure sweating or warts, 
among many other problems. A perhaps distasteful but very efficient 
way of treating alcoholism was to pour a bottle of liquor into the 
deceased’s mouth until it overflowed and then collect the liquor back 
into the bottle. Anyone who drank from this bottle would never touch 
alcohol again (Hagberg 2016:128, 241-242; Oestigaard & Kaliff 2020:136-
138).  

An intriguing aspect of this direct magic is its hyper-rationality 
without morality. The life forces were contained in the blood and the 
heart, as anyone could see when people or animals were killed. This was 
also why drinking the blood of slain enemies conferred raw power on 
the winner (Reichborn-Kjennerud 1944:98-102). Even today, hunters 
uphold the tradition of drinking a few drops of the blood of the animal 
they have killed, building on centuries-old beliefs that this enhances 
strength and bravery (Bjørkdahl & Lykke Syse 2016). 

In archaeology, most mortuary studies have focused on the 
deceased’s social status, identifying, for instance, that the person buried 
at Håga was immensely wealthy and important. When it comes to the 
powers of corpses, however, other concepts and practices are applicable. 
This is a cosmological intensification in which the principles of 
sympathetic and corresponding magic are taken to the extreme. In these 
cases, the corpse and blood of a murderer are more powerful than those 
of an ordinary person.  
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In historic times in Sweden, a simple cure for a range of ailments 
was to drink water from the hand of a soldier who had killed people in 
combat. A more powerful remedy was to drink three drops of the blood 
of a murderer, which was said to have the strength of ‘two people’, 
though this also depended on how many people he had killed and 
whether he had drunk the blood of his victims to gain more strength 
himself. Such beliefs showed a very dark side of culture and cosmology: 
unfortunate deaths and murders enhanced corpsepowers and the 
inherent qualities of the deceased’s blood and flesh. Besides bodies and 
blood, the tools used to kill were also believed to contain life-giving 
powers. The executor’s axe or a sword used to kill in combat were 
powerful objects. In 17th-century Sweden, for instance, a man was taken 
to court because of the way he was healing a sick girl. He placed a sword, 
which had been used to kill, into the girl’s mouth and then poured water 
over the blade and into her body (Hagberg 2016:120-122). It is also well 
documented that in rural Norway in the 19th and early 20th century, the 
butchering knife used to slaughter animals was invested with magical 
powers (Lid 1923:85). 

Thus, there are two important aspects to the interpretation of 
prehistoric realities. First, magic was often not magical at all; it was 
medicine, and if sickness was caused by malevolent spirits that attacked 
body and mind, the solutions to problems were also found in the 
Otherworld. ‘One problem is that you cannot talk about magic without 
using the term magic… Another problem is that magic is not always 
magic’ (Versnel 1991:181). As such, magic worked on the interface 
between miracles and medicines. Consequently, powers were de-
ritualised and moved from cult to culture, and corpses worked as 
efficient medicines. 

Second, one needs to rethink holiness. In Christianity, and many 
other world religions and transcendental religions, holiness is purity 
and divine presence – in water, objects or spirit. Corpsepower 
challenges this notion of holiness, as the blood of killers and immoral 
people was more powerful than that of ordinary people. Dangers and 
death were more powerful than purity and peace; the cosmic machine 
of powers was structured around the dead. Moreover, if the sacrificial 
tools became holy because they were invested with corpsepower, one 
needs to rethink the burial of these weapons and status objects in 
graves. From this perspective, ceremonial axes or swords would be more 
powerful as objects if they had been used in sacrifices to kill animals and 
humans (Fig. 43).  
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Fig. 43. The objects found in Håga on display at the Swedish History 
Museum, Stockholm. 

 
Following this line of reasoning, it is interesting to consider some 

of the smallest objects found in the grave at Håga, namely razors, and 
the finds of lower jaws of squirrels. Intriguingly, jaws of squirrels were 
found both at Håga and at the Hvidegård burial. Keeping in mind that 
Almgren remarked that humans and animals were killed and 
dismembered in a similar way, the question arises of whether small 
animals were killed with razors?  

In Norse mythology, the squirrel who ran up and down the world 
tree Yggdrasil was named Ratatoskr. He was the messenger who 
connected the different realms, but also the one who kept feuds alive. 
In folklore, squirrels are strongly associated with winter through the fact 
that their fur changes colour, that they seek shelter in dens or nests 
during the coldest part of winter, and that they store significant 
amounts of food during the winter season. Both Håga and Hvidegård 
are linked to the continuity between the seasons and the means to 
overcome the winter. This is also reflected in another feature that links 
life and death. Besides the remains of domestic animals found at Håga 
(cattle, sheep/goat, horse, dog and pig), the presence of goose and 
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squirrel have historically been seen as bad omens and messengers of bad 
news. The goose was strongly associated with changing weather and 
signalled the approach of winter, the goat was believed to have been 
created by the devil or evil, while the squirrel foretold death and the 
presence of corpses in the household (Storaker 1928). One cannot 
assume that folkloristic concepts of the early 20th century were exactly 
the same as those held by people 3000 years earlier, but it makes sense 
to assume that these people ascribed meaning to these animals, given 
that squirrels and geese were sacrificed and treated like humans in 
Scandinavia’s richest Bronze-Age grave. Importantly, the presence of 
these animals in the grave as grave-gifts or sacrifices points to cultural 
and cosmological trajectories in time and space. 
 
 
Religion with or without beliefs and rituals 
 
From Durkheim onwards, belief has had primacy over ritual; rituals, 
which are based on beliefs and values, are of secondary importance 
(Durkheim 1915:36). In Western culture and religion, it is impossible not 
to conceive of religion in terms of beliefs. Bertrand Russell published 
the essay ‘Why I am not a Christian’ in 1927. It is instructive because it 
illustrates how one may partake in culture and cosmology and even 
reject religion on religious terms. He discusses two points: ‘[W]hy I do 
not believe in God and in immortality; and, secondly, why I do not think 
that Christ was the best and wisest of men, although I grant Him a very 
high degree of moral goodness’ (Russell 2005:2).  
 

‘Do you think that, if you were granted omnipotence and 
omniscience and millions of years in which to perfect your 
world, you could produce nothing better than the Ku-Klux-
Klan or the Fascists?… There is one very serious defect to my 
mind in Christ’s moral character, and that is that He believed 
in hell. I do not myself feel that any person who is really 
profoundly humane can believe in everlasting punishment’ 
(Russell 2005:7, 14).  

 
Ultimately, theodicy was the reason Russell rejected Christianity, which 
reflects the reality that in the West most people find it difficult to 
believe in a god who is not good. And without beliefs, no rituals. 
Moreover, ritual has always been placed in the domain of religion. Frits 
Staal asks:  
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Fig. 44. Investigation of the bottom layer of the Håga mound, 1903. Most 
stones were no larger than what could be carried by one man. Source: ATA, 
Stockholm. 
 

‘Why have Western scholars generally regarded ritual as a 
symbolic activity? One reason is that the first Westerners who 
speculated about ritual were Christians who regarded ritual 
ceremonies as part of their religion and assumed accordingly 
that it symbolized religious truths and values… A widespread 
assumption about ritual is that it consists in symbolic activities 
which refer to something else. It is characteristic of a ritual 
performance, however, that it is self-contained and self-
absorbed… There are no symbolic meanings going through 
their minds when they are engaged in performing ritual’ (Staal 
1996:115, 124).  

 
Staal concludes that doing is more important than believing: ‘There are 
many facts that support the view that syntax is older than semantics’ 
(Staal 1996:112). Both Håga and Nibble were the site of monumental 
rituals, the orchestration of which must necessarily have been based on 
explicit belief. On the one hand, the physical building of a mound like 
Håga was inevitably part of a cosmological totality but each part was not 
necessarily a ritual or religious activity (Figs. 44 & 45), in the same way 
as building a church is different from using the church.  
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Fig. 45. Winter in Håga, 2020. 
 

On the other hand, there were cosmological rituals, as suggested by 
the funerary remains at Nibble where an average of just 1.5 persons were 
cremated per century. This makes the dead exceptional but the long 
time-spans also indicate that religious life cannot be constantly 
ritualised. In practice, it seems that the most important rituals and 
conceptions were structured around fertility, continuities between the 
seasons and successful harvests. 

Cosmological intensification is the essence of rituals. A central 
question in this context is the extent to which the powers in corpses 
were activated and worked ex opera operata in culture. If ritualisation 
activated powers in objects and people, corpsepowers were the ultimate 
force in society, as it was available without ritualisation. Corpses 
contained powers in and by themselves because they had been living 
humans.  
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Sympathetic magic, science and archaeology 
 
An approach focusing on sympathetic magic opens up new possibilities 
for understanding and interpretation because it is ultimately not about 
mysterious magic, but a very operational and functional religious 
system. It is pragmatic and concrete, but first and foremost it is very 
logical – on certain premises. Precisely because it is a logical system, one 
may understand the underlying way of thinking and acting. Truth was 
found in substance, not in symbols; this was the essence of popular 
culture and religion.  

Frazer originally developed his theory about sympathetic magic 
based on Indo-European ethnography. This form of magic is essentially 
extremely logical because its ultimate reference point are nature and 
natural processes. Moreover, since most operative remedies, magical if 
you will, were medical in nature, they had a purpose. Some of the forms 
were very visible and almost naïve, but still effective. Trolldom formulae 
were pronounced, or whistled like the Norse song galdr (spell, 
incantation), but these were less powerful when uttered by a person 
missing their front teeth as the sound became flawed. This gave the laity 
a handy way of breaking spells and weakening malignant powers: either 
pulling out the front teeth of those who used galdr or by wounding them 
so they would shed blood (Reichborn-Kjennerud 1944:6, 144-146). 

This was not just sympathetic magic, but also a sympathetic 
worldview with sympathetic gods. Reality was harsh in the north, 
particularly in winter, with danger looming everywhere. Everyone could 
use a literal and figurative helping hand, which was in some cases that 
of a corpse. Such an approach is not nature reductionist, rather the 
contrary, because symbols and metaphors were intrinsic parts of culture 
and cosmology, which is testified in everything from the sagas to fairy-
tales, particularly in the material culture, like animal symbolism. Using 
nature as a source and resource literally opened up a well of possibilities. 
The corpse was but one source of power. 
 
 
The cosmogony of corpsepower 
 
The corpse represents the most fundamental human substance since it 
defines what a human is and what it is not; it bridges celestial and 
terrestrial perspectives and clearly represents function and substance at 
the same time. Importantly, one may also distinguish between a) the 
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power in the corpse – corpsepower – in itself working apart from rituals 
as a benevolent and malevolent source and force, and b) body 
treatments in funerals where the corpse is prepared and given to 
divinities or transferred to celestial or terrestrial spheres. In the latter 
case, the corpse may attain more symbolic qualities, but usually the 
corpse and funerary rituals involve both practices and perceptions. 
From this mortuary perspective, particularly with archaeology’s heavy 
focus on funerary practices, corpses and body treatments are the best 
empirical sources for understanding religion and cosmology.  

The success of Indo-European cosmology was based on an inclusive 
and coherent ritual and religious life-world from the cradle to the grave. 
It was fundamentally rooted in agriculture and cosmic life-giving 
processes that were able to overcome famines and ultimately death. It 
was death as doing, not only dying. A cosmology that draws its most 
powerful source of life from death itself is a supreme ideological 
superstructure that impacts all other aspects of culture and society. For 
a large part, this explains the success of the Indo-European cosmology 
as it spread across continents into new climatic conditions with hitherto 
unknown adaptation strategies and mechanisms. In most new 
ecologies, the Indo-European framework enabled a more logical and 
coherent explanation of the world and how mortal dangers could not 
only be rationalised, but also overcome by ritualisations. Although there 
are exceptions, in most cases the Indo-European scheme was the most 
flexible and coherent system of ideas that integrated all spheres of life 
and death into one religious model or cosmological worldview. The core 
of this residue of ritual powers and religious possibilities was the corpse. 
Death has always been institutionalised and ritualised in all cultures and 
religions through history, but the Indo-European framework enabled 
intensified concepts and practices around the corpse, which 
represented the ultimate power of individual life, but also of society and 
cosmos. The corpsepowers were cultural and communal, on one hand, 
but also cosmogonic and agricultural in nature, on the other. And as 
everyone died, they became the source of all life for everyone. 

If two central aspects of Indo-Europeanisation processes and an 
Indo-European ideology of hierarchisation and power are, on the one 
hand, a cosmological intensification and ritualisation, and, on the other, 
a unifying agrarian cosmology where life is ultimately found in death as 
a source of future fertility, these are defining structures found at Håga 
and Nibble. Dutch Indologist Jan Heesterman stressed that sacrifice is 
an act of controlled death and destruction, and therefore many 
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sacrificial practices take place in funerals. In fact, funerals are sacrifices 
in which the deceased is sacrificed. Heesterman says (1978:87):  
 

‘We must begin with the nature of sacrifice… This act purports 
to force access to the other world, the transcendent. The gap, 
the vacuum created by the sacrifice has to be filled by the other 
side with the opposite of death and destruction, that is the 
goods of life, in the most tangible sense of food and survival. 
Or in simple terms one must sacrifice a cow in order to obtain 
cows. It is definitely not an ethereal business for the delicate 
metaphysical-minded, but essentially a rather gruesome 
exercise in controlled catastrophe. An exercise in which, 
moreover, one is never quite sure of the outcome, for it involves 
two parties who ever and again have to renew their cruel 
compact.’ 

 
Although religious outcomes or perceived divine engagements in the 
real world among humans are uncertain, some rituals and executions of 
death as doing have enabled strong cultural frameworks to explain and 
rationalise this world and the Otherworld. Sacrifices, of humans 
included, would create and define the religious world – there is nothing 
beyond or behind these rituals, and hence they were constructing 
culture and cosmos – it was cosmogony. The transformative powers of 
fire would have testified to these processes, since intensive use of heat 
and fire is an extreme transformative means (see Bachelard 1968, 1988, 
1990), but this is not only a destructive force. The fire is also a purifying 
and deifying means (Flohr Sørensen & Bille 2008; Oestigaard 2013b, 
2015c). Moreover, it unites cremation, cultivation as a slash-and-burn 
adaptative strategy, metallurgy, sacrifices and cooking. 

If the Indo-Europeanisation enabled a more coherent and all-
encompassing ideological and cosmological framework, fire would have 
been central in this process since there is hardly a more efficient and 
powerful tool in nature to master nature. This may also help to 
understand some specific Indo-European developments in Northern 
Europe and Scandinavia. In prehistoric Scandinavia, ritual 
rationalisation was structured around inciting the immanent forces in 
nature to combat winter and create continuity between the agricultural 
seasons. In this process, corpses were the most powerful source of life. 

Importantly, the Indo-European mythology primarily documented 
by Mannhardt in the 19th century was largely the empirical basis for 
Frazer when he developed his theories about sympathetic magic. With 
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this as the overall framework, one may return to Håga and Nibble for a 
last time and draw some preliminary conclusions. Principles of 
sympathetic magic have worked in all cultures at all times – the 
Mesolithic skulls on poles along Motala’s stream is but one example. 
Thus, sympathetic magic is not a criterion of Indo-Europeanisation in 
itself; one has to identify the specific processes of cultural, agricultural 
and cosmological intensification taking place. Håga fulfils all these 
criteria: the introduction of cremation on-site and an oak-coffin burial, 
the size of the mound, the sacrifices and the rituals, and most 
remarkably, the fact that bones that predated the cremation by 
centuries were reused. The dead were invested with powers as the 
cleaved femur clearly indicates. From this perspective, whether it 
represents cannibalism or not is less relevant. What is important is the 
intensification and use of corpsepowers. The presence of jaws further 
highlights the ritual use of skulls in other contexts. In other words, the 
rituals – or the consequences of the rituals – continued to resonate long 
after they had been completed. The mound was a reservoir of cosmic 
powers that could be reactivated and re-engaged with throughout the 
millennia. This also sums up the discussion about whether religion is 
substance and function: the mound and the inherent corpsepowers of 
humans and animals only worked because there were divinities who 
allowed humans to partake in cosmogony. 

If Håga is one of the clearest examples of this Indo-European 
development and ritual intensification in the Swedish Bronze Age, 
Nibble shows how this cultural, agricultural and cosmological 
intensification was part of a specific ecology that incited the powers in 
the earth and on the fields and created continuity and fertility between 
the different seasons through the most dangerous time: winter. 
Cremated dead were ground and baked into bread or meals to be 
scattered on fields in fertility and continuation rites. 

In studies of Scandinavian Bronze Age cosmology, agriculture has 
for a long time been neglected. It is therefore time to reintroduce 
agricultural fertility rites and Indo-European frameworks because 
otherwise the picture of the past will remain incomplete (see Kaliff & 
Oestigaard 2022). Processes of Indo-Europeanisation were ongoing, and 
in Scandinavia and Northern Europe particular cultures and 
cosmologies developed (Fig. 46). It followed an overall Indo-European 
scheme that created a unity of celestial and terrestrial forces structured 
not only around agriculture and successful harvests, but more 
fundamentally around death and the corpse as a source of fertility for 
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the future. As Frazer says (1890b:246): ‘Ritual may be the parent of myth, 
but can never be its child.’ Myths were made about corpses in culture 
and cosmology, but the actual corpsepower in dead bodies defined 
rituals and religion. Death was, ultimately, the mother of all rituals. 
 

 
Fig. 46. Håga. 
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