
 

 

 
edited by  

Daniela Hofmann, Frank Nikulka 
& Robert Schumann

9 789464 270181

ISBN 978-94-6427-018-1

ISBN: 978-94-6427-018-1

Regional patterns, interactions and boundaries

The Bronze Age is a time of increasing interaction with large-scale connections 
that cover vast parts of Europe. Some parts and regions of the Bronze Age are 
very well explored and for some very strong narratives of hierarchisation and 
differentiation, dependence on external raw material supplies and specialisation 
have been proposed. 

In other regions, however, only some of these aspects appear, even though 
networks of contact would at least have been possible. This is the case in the 
Baltic area, where western and eastern regions show dramatic differences 
in subsistence, the amounts of metal produced and deposited (and therefore 
presumably the social role of metal), the settlement pattern and scale of social 
groups. A particularly interesting question is the intensity of culture contact that 
the eastern Baltic regions entertained across the sea with Scandinavia and also 
with directly neighbouring continental regions. 

This volume brings together scholars from all regions around the Baltic Sea to 
discuss different aspects of Bronze Age interactions. It offers a perspective on 
regional and interregional connectivity and exchange beyond the usual large-
scale models discussed in Bronze Age archaeology and includes both case studies 
of individual regions or finds categories and broader overview papers focusing 
on the diversity of interconnections − and their sometimes striking absence.
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Baltic stone ships
Monuments of a “maritory” in 

Late Bronze Age northern Europe

Joakim Wehlin

In search of a maritime institution in the Baltic Sea
The Nordic Bronze Age (1700-500 cal BC) was a period of far-reaching networks, long-
distance travel and trade (e.g. Kristiansen and Larsson 2005; Ling et al. 2018; Montelius 
1885; Thrane 1975; Vandkilde 2016). Most of the movement must have occurred on 
water, along the coasts and on inland water systems. Moreover, the ship is by far the 
most important symbol of the period, carved in rocks, depicted on bronze artefacts and 
constructed as stone monuments.

The geographical area of the Nordic Bronze Age is more or less captured between two 
seas. The main focus of archaeological research has been towards the western waters; 
the North Sea, Skagerrak, Kattegat and the Danish straits. The Baltic Sea, in the east, is 
on the other hand seen as a border and the periphery of the Nordic Bronze Age sphere; 
I found this surprising given that water was the main facilitator of movement and that 
the ship was such an important symbol during the period. The Baltic Sea could instead 
be used as a geographical springboard for research. A nuanced understanding of certain 
phenomena at the local, regional and interregional levels can be reached with such a 
perspective (Figure 1).

By studying the Bronze Age from a Baltic perspective it is clear that the region stands 
out from the grand Nordic Bronze Age narrative in many ways. Local objects emerged, 
such as certain bronze artefacts and house urns, as well as monuments such as fortified 

Figure 1. Southern 
Scandinavia and the Baltic 
Sea region with important 
areas of ship-decorated 
artefacts, rock art and stone 
ships from the Bronze Age 
(illustration: J. Wehlin).
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structures, mounds with fire-cracked stones and burials in stone ship settings. All these 
objects and remains have been clearly associated with the maritime cultural landscape 
(e.g. Baudou 1960; Eriksson 2009; Hansson 1927; Ojala 2016; Runesson 2014; Sabatini 
2007; Wehlin 2013).

I will in this paper take a maritime perspective on the Baltic Bronze Age. The main 
focus are the stone ship settings that will be examined in a broader context than as mere 
funerary monuments. This context is particularly palpable as regards ship settings, 
and therefore the monuments and locations themselves should be investigated and 
understood as significant and active agents in the formation of social identity. Monuments 
are part of the landscape, a social space created, used and altered by people (Bradley 
1998; Tilley 1994).

Baltic stone ships
In the Baltic Sea region, there are several concentrations of ship settings from the 
Bronze Age; Gotland is the main area of distribution, but there are also several known 
monuments on the islands of Bornholm, Saaremaa, Åland, Öland and in the north of 
Courland (Latvia), the Lake Mälaren valley and the county of Kalmar and Blekinge on 
the east coast of Sweden. Concentrations of ship settings can also be found in the south 
of Halland and on the Bjäre peninsula in north-west Scania (Sweden). A small number 
of Bronze Age ship settings are also known from south-west Norway and in Denmark 
(Artelius 1996; Capelle 1986; Nordenborg Myhre 2004).

There are clear morphological differences between ship settings both inter-regionally 
within the Baltic Sea area and locally on Gotland. There are four main types (Figure 2): type 
1 generally comprises large standing stones, which are often sparsely placed monoliths. 
The ship settings of this type are rather short, generally 6-10 m long and 2-4 m wide. Type 
2 has fewer and more closely spaced stones, sometimes with prominently larger stones at 
the ends. The ship settings of type 2 and 3 are usually longer and narrower than type 1, 
generally 10-20 m long and 2-5 m wide. Type 2 mainly differs from type 3 in that the stones 
in the outline are much smaller and recumbent rather than upright. Type 3 ship settings 
comprise standing stones, but these are generally smaller than those of type 1. The type 
3 stones are taller towards each end, resembling a gunwale viewed from the side. Type 
4 ship settings are buried underground, or in certain cases are slightly visible on the 
surface. The ship settings of type 4 often comprise upright limestone slabs or plaques, 
erected in a single or double row of kerbstones. These ship settings are often smaller than 
those of the other types, generally 4-6 m long and 2-3 m wide. All ship settings of types 1-4 
can be found singly or in small groups.

There are two other types of construction which have been the subject of 
discussion in connection to ship settings (Figure 2). Firstly there are what are known 
as “the south constructions” (Martinsson-Wallin and Wehlin 2018; Nylén 1993). There 
are a number of variants, and they are usually discovered south to south-west of stone 
cairns. In some cases, they comprise solitary upright stones, and in others several 
upright stones forming an oval or rhombic construction. Secondly, there are the 
boat-shaped stone cists. These are later than the ship settings, and have always been 

Figure 2. The different 
types of stone ship 
settings and associated 
stone constructions with 
approximate chronology 
based on 14C dates and 
typology (illustration: J. 
Wehlin).
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discovered underground or in “stone settings” (low stone cairns). The cists are built of 
limestone and/or granite slabs. They differ significantly in size from ship settings, as 
they are much smaller.

The dates of ship settings have been placed between Montelius periods IV-V 
(1100-700  cal  BC), thus representing a time span of about 400 years. By studying all 
excavated ship settings in terms of morphology, typology and 14C analyses it might be 
possible to indicate a chronological classification of the different types of ship settings 
(Wehlin 2013). Types 1 and 4 are earlier, mainly dating to period IV (1100-900 cal BC). 
Types 2 and 3 mainly date to period V (900-700 cal BC).

On Gotland, the connection between the earlier cairns and the later ship settings 
is problematic. Tore Artelius (1996) claimed that there was no evidence indicating 
that the origin of the ship setting tradition could be found in previous mortuary 
monuments. I have earlier contested this opinion and suggested that a development 
from stone cairns to ship settings might be discerned in the “south constructions” 
(Wehlin 2013). These are juxtaposed with the cairns and in some cases are impossible 
to differentiate morphologically from type 1 ship settings. There is also a clear 
relationship between more conventional ship settings and the smaller cairns. The 
primary contexts of ship settings of period VI (700-500 cal BC) have not yielded any 
definite dating. This period marked the return of inhumation graves, and it would 
appear that pre-existing ship settings were merely used for secondary burials. The 
same period marked the appearance of boat-shaped cists, which usually contained 
unburnt human bones. Inhumation graves in ship settings, as well as the boat-shaped 
cists, continued to be used right through to the middle of the Pre-Roman Iron Age 
(c. 200 cal BC).

From symbolic ships to representations of boats
The post-processual wave within archaeology gave an added impetus to the discussion 
on ship settings, especially regarding the ship as a symbol and carrier of meaning 
(Artelius 1996; Crumlin-Pedersen and Munch Thye 1995). In later years, focus was 
directed towards a comparison of the ship symbol in different media (Bradley 2006; 
Bradley et al. 2010; Kaul 1998; Kristiansen and Larsson 2005; Wehlin 2012) as well as 
towards a maritime perspective (e.g. Ling 2008; 2013; Wehlin 2010; 2013). Overall, the 
interpretations of the function of ship symbolism in Bronze Age society can be said 
to have five different trains of thought. The first is that the ship, according to Kaul 
(1998), was part of an interregional celestial conception. The second is the notion of 
the significance of ship symbolism in a fertility cult, as suggested for example by Oscar 
Almgren (1927). The third concerns eschatology and the journey to the next life, while 
the fourth is the significance of the ship as a symbol for metaphysical presence and 
communication (Artelius 1996). The fifth is the significance of the ship within maritime 
practice (Kristiansen and Larsson 2005; Ling 2008; Wehlin 2013). Recently Fredrik 
Fahlander (2019) has highlighted yet another aspect, arguing that rock art motifs, 
particularly boats, are independent material articulations, made to do something rather 
than to represent. Fahlander wants to change our perspective from representation to 
articulation, and from object to being.

As shown earlier there are four different types of Bronze Age ship settings. In earlier 
studies I have shown that there is a change in morphology over time (Wehlin 2013). The 
earlier ship setting types are rather pointed ovals and cannot in any manner be described 
as having the shape of a ship. It is their general similarities with the later, more ship-
like, monuments that caused them to be subsumed under the same terminology. I will 
therefore argue in the following that the ship settings change from being symbolic ships 
to imitating real boats more closely.

In such an endeavour, cross-media comparative analysis based on the ship settings, 
rock art and decorated bronze artefacts is highly productive (Bengtsson 2017; Bradley 
et al. 2010; Skoglund and Wehlin 2013; Wehlin 2012; 2013), primarily regarding a series 
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of interesting construction details found on ships in different media. These details can be 
understood by studying the concurrent boat-building traditions. By undertaking a cross-
media comparative analysis, as well as a comparison with the somewhat earlier boat 
finds from the British Isles (e.g. Clark 2004; 2009; Wright 1990), it is possible to achieve 
an understanding of Bronze Age ship technology in the Baltic Sea area and it seems that 
there were plank-built and sewn boats during this period, as the Hjortspring boat and the 
British finds indicate. The size of the boats can be calculated based on the crew strokes 
depicted on the ships in rock carvings and bronze objects (Bradley et al. 2010; Kaul 1998; 
Ling 2008). These calculations correspond well with the size of the ship settings. The 
most common type of boat must have been between 5 and 13 m long and crewed by 6-14 
individuals, although other types of boats also appear to have existed. These were more 
pointed at each end and probably about 18-20 m long, with a crew of up to 22 individuals.

There are more characteristics on the later ship settings, type 2 and 3, that make it 
plausible to suggest that they were intended to represent replicas of wooden ships. As is 
known from depictions of ships in rock art, and on metal items from the Bronze Age, ships 
were not symmetrical. The stern was constructed differently compared to the prow. This 
trait distinguishes Bronze Age ships from Iron Age ships, which have a symmetrical shape. 
Moreover, Bronze Age ships – as known from pictorial evidence – have raised keel extensions 
in the stern which, during the Late Bronze Age, is markedly upturned (Kaul 1998; Ling 2008).

In comparison, ship settings in the Baltic Sea commonly appear with extended 
uprights running from one of the ends, sometimes referred to as the trunk of the ship 
(Wehlin 2013; Figure 3). However, as shown in rock art, the stem and the upturned keel 
extension often ended in animal heads. We must reckon these to have been sculpted out 
of wood, even though preserved wooden details from Scandinavian Bronze Age boats are 
lacking. Another feature of interest often appears opposite the extension stones, a distinct 
rectangular compartment (Figure 3). This feature is extremely small and on a real ship 
could accommodate only one person, presumably the commander of the crew who was 
operating the steering oar. This might explain why burials and traces of other activities 
are sometimes found at the very end of the ship settings (Skoglund and Wehlin 2013).

This square compartment is not found on the Hjortspring vessel, which in plan is 
pointed with symmetrical stems. In contrast, the best preserved British sewn-plank 
boat, Ferriby 1, has an asymmetrical plan which might be compared with the pictorial 
evidence for ships mentioned above. The reconstruction of the same vessel (see figure in 
McGrail 2001, 186) suggests that one end has a squared compartment with measurements 
comparable to the constructions found on ship settings. These two construction details, 
extension stones and the square compartment, show that it is possible to understand in 
which direction the ship settings are meant to sail.

Figure 3. Example of stone 
ship settings from Gotland 
with a square compartment 
and/or extension stones. A) 
Norrlanda 89; B) Tofta 26; 
C) Visby 3; D) Grötlinbo 4; 
E) Lau 41; F) Fårö 57. Not to 
scale (illustration: J. Wehlin).
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From graves to social units
As shown above, there are relatively large morphological differences between the design 
of the early and later types of ship settings. There are also differences in what they 
contain. In the following I will argue for yet another change in use of the ship setting 
monuments over time, from graves to social units.

Quite a large number of the ship settings in the eastern Baltic countries and on 
Gotland have undergone archaeological investigation (c. 20 %). The excavated materials 
have great potential, not least due to the large quantity of burnt bones. Osteological and 
14C analyses of the bone material show interesting results and change the earlier picture 
of the Baltic ship settings (Blinova Högberg 2019; Laneman et al. 2015; Wehlin 2013; 
Wehlin and Sabatini 2020).

Previously, ship settings have generally been seen as burial monuments providing a 
grave for one or several individuals. Funerals were by way of cremation, with the cremated 
remains often deposited in an urn along with a few small bronze objects, such as a razor 
and tweezers. This is a general trend particularly in the earlier types of ship settings (1 
and 4), although a number of discrepancies occur. There are great differences in what 
has been unearthed in the ship settings (Wehlin 2013), the most remarkable element of all 
being that about 40 % of the ship settings investigated on Gotland contain only a handful of 
human bones (less than 200 g). There are also opposing instances where the ship settings 
contain the remains of a large number of individuals; this has led to the interpretation of 
these monuments as family and/or communal graves (Hallin 2002; Skoglund 2008). Recent 
osteological analyses (Blinova Högberg 2019; Wehlin 2013; Wehlin and Sabatini 2020), 
however, indicate yet another situation. The ship settings with cremated bones generally 
contain one or two buried individuals. There is no particular tendency regarding sex or 
age, although the deceased have often reached adulthood – at least 18 years of age.

Of particular interest are the paired ship settings. These occur in three different 
variants: prow to stern, side by side, and with no specific pattern. Whenever the ships are 
in pairs it would seem as though one of the ships contains a small amount of cremated 
bones, although in certain cases they are completely devoid of bones. Why? The theory 
that one of the ships might have been the pyre, while the other was the actual grave 
has been tested (Wehlin 2013) by way of a study of the recovered bone material, and 
the results confirmed that this is a possibility. Many questions still remain unanswered 
however. In many cases there is no pyre layer or even a grave.

Ships in pairs are also known from rock art panels; it is notable that one of these ships 
is often depicted without crew and sometimes even placed upside down (Figure 4). Scholars 
have suggested that these circumstances reflect a transformation and a narrative about 
death and resurrection (e.g. Bradley 2006). This is interesting in comparison with the ship 
settings (Figure 4), where this could also apply. Perhaps the funeral should not be viewed as 
an isolated event, but rather as a process and/or a transformation. At excavated sites bones 
are sometimes found scattered both within and between ship settings. In some cases with 
two or more ships per site, it seems as if the bones were moved between the ships. Further, 
in view of the small quantity of bones which are normally unearthed, it would also seem 
likely that the remains of the deceased were spread to other places (Wehlin 2013).

In this context, the activities which took place near the monuments are of particular 
significance and my focus is on a discussion of social practices. In the transition to 
the Nordic Late Bronze Age (1300-1100 cal BC) there was a pronounced change in the 
attitude towards the individual, not least manifested by a changed attitude to the body, 
which entailed the embellishment of graves and complex funerary rituals. However, it is 
important to understand that a burial is first and foremost the concern of the living who 
participated in the ceremony, and that the grave ritual may have played a significant role 
in social strategies (cf. Oestigaard and Goldhahn 2006). The funeral provides a platform 
for vying for power and forming alliances. A funeral is also an opportunity to reiterate 
the principles of cosmological beliefs, as well as to recall historical myths and heroic 
adventures, which can frequently be found in iconography (Andrén 1993; Kristiansen 
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and Larsson 2005). It has previously been claimed that the idea of the “ship and the 
heavenly journey” is a basic interregional concept which is being related in different 
ways (e.g. Kaul 1998; Kristiansen and Larsson 2005), but the ship and ship symbolism are 
predominantly located in coastal regions and therefore are most likely to have been part 
of a social ritual act linked to maritime practice.

In this case, another cross-media comparative analysis could be carried out regarding 
the relation of the ship to the circle. This has been the subject of lively discussions concerning 
ships in rock carvings and on bronze objects (e.g. Almgren 1927; Kaul 1998). Circles by way 
of round “stone settings” are also common in juxtaposition with ship settings (Hansson 
1927; Wehlin 2012). Yet these circles should instead be interpreted as being affiliated with 
the ship monument. A further discussion concerns the direction of movement of the ship, 
which is generally considered to be towards the south and thus towards the zenith of the 
sun. The ship settings and the round “stone settings” therefore find a place in the commonly 
referenced celestial notion of the passage of the sun, where the ship is the sun’s carrier 
(Kaul 1998). On the other hand, for people who are in continuous contact with the sea and 
maritime life, the sun, moon and stars have a different significance. Throughout the entire 
world and across all periods heavenly bodies have been used as important navigation 
aids. In Polynesia, for example, different star signs are called avei´a, kaveinga, kavenga 
or kaavenga (=escort) and used as mind maps during navigation at sea (e.g. Lewis 1975; 
Malinowski 1984 [1922]). In contrast to Kaul’s (1998) theory that a ship leads the sun across 
the firmament, I suggest that it could well be the sun, moon and stars which led the ship and 
its crew on their journey. Navigation could also be the cause of the prominent role that the 
moon and stars play on the sky disc of Nebra (cf. Meller 2004).

A maritime perspective also provides the possibility to interpret the upright stones 
which some of the ship settings are built from. These stones can be interpreted as crew 
strokes (Bradley et al. 2010). An upright stone can, however, be interpreted in many 
different ways. It is nonetheless clear that the stones are often carefully selected and 
sometimes bear certain characteristic features, for example a stone which is bent at the 
top and which is usually found near the stern of the ship setting (Figure 5). There are a 
series of other possible interpretations of what the upright stones in the ship settings might 
represent. The upright stones might represent the ship’s crew, refer to different families’ 
connections to the ship’s crew or similar, constitute representations for a memory tool, for 
example for sea routes or genealogies (Vansina 1965), or be representations of the points 
of the compass, direction of the wind and surging of the waves. This would have been a 
tool for teaching navigation and life at sea, as is known from Polynesia (e.g. Lewis 1975).

Figure 4. Motifs of paired 
ships with and without crew 
in A) rock art and B) on 
decorated bronze artefacts. 
C) Stone ship setting site on 
Gotland (Alskog 9) with five 
closely built ships of which 
four are in pairs. Only one 
ship in each pair contained a 
burial (illustration: J. Wehlin).
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Meetings in a maritime landscape
As I have shown so far there seems to be a change in construction and practice regarding 
the Baltic ship settings over time. It is relatively clear that the later ship settings are built 
to represent real boats or canoes. The question to answer is why.

The spread of material culture and ideas shows that there must have existed a far-
reaching network in the Baltic Sea during the Middle and above all the Late Bronze 
Age. Such a network needs specialised maritime groups of people with relatively well-
developed boats or possibly even ships (canoes). These maritime groups must have been 
given support by the various communities along the seaboard of this inland sea at that 
time. If so, then there should be uniformly structured locations for these people to meet 
in, some kind of antecedents of harbours. It is also probable, with reference to Polanyi’s 
(1963) “ports of trade”, that such meetings took place in special forms and in special 
places. Polanyi (1963, 34) evokes “remnants of semi-enclosed spots open towards the sea 
and showing ruins of an altar, separated only by a low stone wall from the background 
area. The low wall did not by itself offer defence against attack, it merely indicated the 
area to which the protection of the altar and the ‘peace’ of the emporium extended”.

A wider perspective must be adopted in order to find these places and understand the 
society and people behind them. I will therefore move on and place the ship settings in 
a landscape context, a maritime one. It is currently a basic assumption that ship settings 
largely follow the Bronze Age coastline. There are, however, anomalies; many of them 
are situated beside prehistoric lakes and watercourses, many of which would probably 
have been important inland waterways in prehistory (Nimura et al. 2019; Wehlin 2010). 
In the present, however, most of the ship settings are situated quite far inland. This is 
partly due to shore displacement, and partly to later human influence on the landscape, 
predominantly through agricultural activities. Landscape analysis and site visits make 
it quite clear that the ship settings were situated beside Bronze Age bodies of water, 
creating a spatial borderland between land and water (Wehlin 2013).

One starting point could be clusters of ship settings. The greatest number of known 
ship settings on Gotland is found near the river Gothemsån and the Linamyr fen in the 
north-east of the island (Figure 6). Beside the many ship settings, one particular site of 
interest is a 500 m long rampart which screens off a prehistoric headland where the 
Gothemsån has its outflow. An ongoing virtual landscape reconstruction project proposes 
that the location may have been a small island. However, the wall, which has been dated 
to the Middle Bronze Age (Wallin et al. 2011), is in a geographically significant position.

Figure 5. Examples of 
stones with bent tops in 
ship settings from Gotland. 
A) Lärbro 62; B) Lau 49 
(photos: J. Wehlin and 
Gotland museum archive).
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Examples of similar monumental structures include known Bronze Age sites in Mälardalen 
and on Åland (e.g. Olausson 1995; Wehlin 2013). All of these ramparts are strategically 
situated on the coast and beside the central watercourses. They also share a common feature 
in that their fortification-strategic aspect is questionable. None of the structures which have 
been investigated produced any traces of permanent activity. On the other hand these places 
are located on navigational spots with a gravitational pull on travellers. Furthermore, these 
ramparts create demarcated locations which might have been a sign to approaching guests/
strangers that they could expect a warm welcome (Cassel 2008).

From the Late Bronze and Early Iron Age, there is another variant of forts and 
ramparts in the Baltic Sea region; these structures are normally called fortified settlements 
or hilltop settlements (Lang 2007; Merkevičius this volume; Olausson 1995). Could it be 
possible to link these later forts to the earlier structures and could they be based on the 
same concept? Apart from the fact that they succeed each other chronologically, they 
are also spread within the same geographical area, although the later forts are distinctly 
oriented towards inland waterways (Arnberg 2007). Perhaps they were places for mutual 
business: activities which required a larger number of people than the individual 
household could muster.

Instead of viewing these monumental structures as just fortifications they should 
be seen as nodes where network traffic met or gathered, as aggregation sites (see e.g. 
Bradley et al. 2020). It is important to remember that different sorts of traffic with 
different purposes produce different types of places or nodes (cf. Sindbæk 2007), and 
that the economic and political aspects helped to create these variations: aspects and 
prerequisites changed over time and subsequently forced change in the construction and 
use of hilltop settlements, fortifications and ramparts.

It is, however, important to understand that these places not only relate to exchange 
and trade; a more complex view is required (see e.g. Ilves 2011; Sindbæk 2007). The 
activities which probably also took place here would have been linked to rituals and events 

Figure 6. A) Distribution 
of stone ship settings 
on Gotland, alongside 
Late Bronze Age wall 
structures and ramparts 
(asterisk); B) Location of the 
Gothemshammar wall from 
a bird’s‑eye perspective; 
C) Reconstruction of 
the Gothemshammar 
wall (illustration: J. 
Wehlin; virtual project on 
Gothemshammar: P. Wallin).
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connected with arrivals and departures from the place as well as social gatherings and 
meetings. Such activities may have included “rites of passage” and the transfer of power.

Activities related to the ship settings should be linked to the maritime sphere in 
society and rituals and ceremonies in connection with departure and/or return from 
long-distance journeys. These places would have been coupled to meetings, arrivals or 
departures. For this reason, it is natural that burials and/or funerary ceremonies were 
linked to such places. Thus two types of journeys find their expression in the same 
“harbour” and transition site: from life to death and from home to faraway shores, i.e. 
from the known to the unknown.

A Baltic maritory
Previous research on the Late Bronze Age in the Baltic region (Baudou 1960; Eriksson 
2009; Lang 2007; Nerman 1954; Nylén 1972; Ojala 2016; Röst 2016; Sabatini 2007; Sörman 
2018; Sperling 2014; Wehlin 2013) indicates certain changes taking place in the region 
during this period, moving from an earlier southern Scandinavian cultural influence to 
more local and, to a certain extent, eastern influences. This began in the Middle Bronze 
Age, when a series of local types of objects emerged, such as the Bornholmian fibulae 
and the later socketed axes of the Mälar- and Gotland-type. In terms of pottery, there 
has been recurrent discussion regarding eastern influences in Scandinavia during this 
period. The rather early occurrence of iron processing (Hjärthner-Holdar 1993) also 
provides an indication of vibrant contacts with the central and eastern parts of Europe 
in the Late Bronze Age.

The material culture of communities around the Baltic Sea in the Late Bronze Age 
differed from the Nordic Bronze Age sphere, and it is quite clear that a change took place 
in about 1000 cal BC. At this time ship symbolism had reached its zenith, which might 
have been due to the fact that a maritime group had established itself in society (cf. Ling 
2013; Wehlin 2013). Furthermore the change in the design of the ship settings in the 
Baltic Sea region could be seen as indication that these specific groups of people were 
utilising their practices to position and articulate themselves in the landscape. In the 
wake of these maritime groups, there emerged what could be called a Baltic Sea culture 

Figure 7. A tentative map 
of the Baltic “maritory” 
(illustration: J. Wehlin, 
inspired by Needham 2009)
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(e.g. Eriksson 2009; Nerman 1954; Sabatini 2007). This Baltic Sea culture continued to 
exist, albeit in a gradual state of change, up to about 200 cal BC (Wehlin 2013).

The people living on the seaboard of this inland sea seem to have reached a certain 
degree of consensus as the result of a set of shared and common interests. A substantial 
part of this concordance might well be explained by the intricate and complex dependency 
on metal (cf. Earle et al. 2015; Hodder 2012; 2018; Ling et al. 2014). This explanation would 
not be possible without an infrastructure or network, in this case a maritime one. Such 
a network might be explained by the maritory concept (Needham 2009). A maritory 
is defined as a geographical system, rather than a geographical area. In this way, both 
biological and ecological elements can be included, as well as their structural relations 
and functional processes. These elements include maritime resources, streams, river 
estuaries, people, provisions and essential materials (Figure 7).

Long-distance journeys within, and on occasion beyond, the maritory should be viewed 
as well-planned undertakings, involving the main bulk of society and requiring appreciable 
investments; these decisions were probably made for well-founded reasons. The prime lure 
at this time was metal. The question is raised, however, as to what goods travelled in the 
opposite direction. An early suggestion was amber. Yet however important amber might 
have been in this network (Kaul 2018; Ling et al. 2014), it was probably not of sufficient 
importance per se to sustain the entire network. There is a whole range of alternative 
suggestions for possible southward-bound export goods. Furs and hides were likely 
important components (Kristiansen 1998) and maybe even more important sheep, given 
the significance of wool and textiles (e.g. Sabatini and Bergerbrant 2020). The importance of 
seals has also been overlooked (e.g. Gustavsson 1997). Even people were likely commodities 
in this network, not only through marriage alliances, but also as slaves and mercenaries 
(e.g. Ling et al. 2018).

Which routes were followed by these objects and people? There is, for example, 
evidence that the amber trade route moved in a more easterly direction during the latter 
part of the Bronze Age (Kristiansen 1998). It would also seem that an established channel 
of communication was already in existence between the Mälardalen region and Gotland, 
including the Oder and Wisla region in present day northern Poland and Germany 
(e.g. Gustavsson 1997; Kneisel 2012; Pokutta 2013; Sabatini 2007). A possible channel of 
communication would be from the south coast of the Baltic Sea via the Baltic states to 
the gulf of Riga and then across to Gotland and on to the Mälardalen region. Another 
possibility would be a direct link to Gotland from northern Poland. A third variant would 
be from the Swedish east coast and Mälardalen region across Gotland or Åland to the 
Estonian islands of Hiiumaa and Saaremaa, as well as to northern Latvia and onwards 
along the river Daugava in a southerly direction (Figure 7).

Kristian Kristiansen and Thomas B. Larsson (2005) have proposed that chieftains 
undertook long-distance journeys in order to learn new skills which would win them 
favour at home. However, I feel somewhat reluctant to accept this theory. It may well 
be that some leading individuals initially carried out journeys, but if one’s clout on 
home ground is to be maintained, a continuous presence is vital. I suppose that the 
journeying traders and maritime specialists should be seen as more liberated from 
the local political elite (cf. Oka and Kusimba 2008). Prerequisites for sovereignty of 
the sea probably included being in control of resources and acquiring the necessary 
knowledge to be able to carry out these journeys. The ruling chieftains carried local 
clout, and thereby the wealth to defray the costs of journeys abroad. The maritime 
specialists should thus be viewed as a group of people with the entitlement to 
travel, granted by the prerequisites of their society. These maritime specialists were 
specifically linked by their practices and directly related to the maritory, which might 
well explain the different designs of the ship setting monuments. In all probability 
it is the venerable maritime specialists and their closest kin who can be related to a 
particular monument.
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Above, I have proposed that areas with clusters of ship settings and larger monumental 
hillforts and ramparts might constitute suitable locations for meeting places. Hillforts 
have been interpreted as consumption and production sites which were used for 
temporary gatherings and events, activities which required a progression and a larger 
number of people than the individual household could muster. Such activities could be 
related to the maritory, for instance boat building or production of goods for export and 
exchange. Hillforts might have been places where settlement units gathered, but also in 
a broader sense where different social units from different districts convened; the larger 
locations might have been the hub of the district/chiefdom. These locations can be viewed 
as temporarily used sites where people within the district gathered, for example on the 
arrival of certain goods such as bronze. Thus, a large bulk of resources would have been 
channelled to these sites irregularly, depending on the arrival of significant consignments 
by boat. The hillforts thereby acquired a multifaceted position, both as symbols of power 
and status, and of defence. Since hillforts were found within the entire Baltic Sea region, 
they were also a recognisable factor, which created a spatial structure and a sense of 
security for visitors (cf. Cassel 2008).

Conclusion
The Baltic ship settings mainly date to Montelius periods IV-V (1100-700  cal  BC). At 
this time the number of metal objects in the Baltic Sea region increased tremendously. 
Mobility and interaction in this northern inland sea intensified; the ship settings could 
be an expression of this intensified interaction. In this paper I have shown that the 
Baltic ship settings should be related to a specific group of people, who through the ship 
monuments utilised their practices to position and articulate themselves in the landscape. 
These people might have been part of a maritime institution specialising in trade and 
long-distance journeys during this period, thus achieving a more maritime way of life in 
the Baltic Sea.

With such a view of the ship settings, their place and the surrounding landscape 
could be discussed in terms other than just as burial monuments. Firstly, some ship 
settings do have special features which can only be understood in the context of a 
contemporary ship-building tradition. These features, together with ship images from 
the same period, such as in rock art, give indications of how Bronze Age ships might have 
looked. Secondly, the upright stones in and around the ship settings can be interpreted 
in different ways. One example includes representations for a memory tool, such as 
for sea routes or genealogies. This would have been a tool for teaching navigation and 
life at sea. Thirdly, the location of ship settings in the landscape could give insights of 
possible places for meetings, a sort of antecedent of harbours. Clusters of ship settings 
are often located at navigational points or nodes in the landscape. Near these sites are 
larger monumental constructions such as hillforts and ramparts. Some of these mega-
structures have been dated to the Bronze Age and might well have been early meeting 
places and aggregation sites.

Moreover, there are several indications of changes taking place during the Late 
Bronze Age. To some extent the communities around the Baltic Sea differed from the 
Nordic Bronze Age sphere. In the wake of these maritime groups, there emerged what 
could be called a Baltic Sea culture c. 1000-200 cal BC. The communities around the Baltic 
Sea, through the establishment and sharing of mutual interests, seem to have reached a 
certain degree of consensus. This concordance might well be explained by the complex 
dependency on metal. Such a manifestation would not have been possible without an 
infrastructure or network, in this case a maritime one: a “Baltic maritory”.

Acknowledgements
The author thanks Paul Wallin at Uppsala University, Campus Gotland, for providing 
results from the virtual project on Gothemshammar.



384 tHE bALtiC in tHE bronZE AGE

Bibliography
Almgren, O. 1927. Hällristningar och kultbruk: bidrag till belysning av de nordiska 

bronsåldersristningarnas innebörd. Stockholm: Wahlström & Widstrand.
Andrén, A. 1993. Doors to other worlds: Scandinavian death rituals in Gotlandic perspec-

tives. Journal of European Archaeology 1, 33-56.
Arnberg, A. 2007. Där människor, handling och tid möts: en studie av det förromerska 

landskapet på Gotland. Stockholm: Stockholms universitet.
Artelius, T. 1996. Långfärd och Återkomst – skeppet i bronsålderns gravar. Kungsbacka: 

Riksantikvarieämbetet Arkeologiska Undersökningar.
Baudou, E. 1960. Die regionale und chronologische Einteilung der jüngeren Bronzezeit im 

nordischen Kreis. Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell.
Bengtsson, B. 2017. Sailing rock art boats: a reassessment of seafaring abilities in Bronze 

Age Scandinavia and the introduction of the sail in the North. Oxford: BAR Publishing.
Blinova Högberg, S. 2019. Gravskick i Gotländska skeppssättningar. En osteologisk analys 

av kremerade ben. Kandidatuppsats i osteologi. Uppsala: Uppsala universitet.
Bradley, R. 1998. The significance of monuments: on the shaping of human experience in 

Neolithic and Bronze Age Europe. London: Routledge.
Bradley, R. 2006. Danish razors and Swedish rocks. Cosmology and the Bronze Age 

landscape. Antiquity 80, 372-89.
Bradley, R., Skoglund, P. and Wehlin, J. 2010. Imaginary vessels in the Late Bronze 

Age of Gotland and south Scandinavia: ship settings, rock carvings and decorated 
metalwork. Current Swedish Archaeology 18, 79-103.

Bradley, R., Nimura, C. and Skoglund, P. 2020. Meetings between strangers in the Nordic 
Bronze Age: the evidence of southern Swedish rock art. Proceedings of the Prehistoric 
Society 86, 261-83.

Capelle, T. 1986. Schiffssetzungen. Praehistorische Zeitschrift 61, 1-63.
Cassel, K. 2008. Det gemensamma rummet: Migrationer, myter och möten. Huddinge: 

Södertörns högskola.
Clark, P. (ed.) 2004. The Dover Bronze Age boat in context. Society and water transport in 

prehistoric Europe. Oxford: Oxbow Books.
Clark, P. (ed.) 2009. Bronze Age connections. Cultural contact in prehistoric Europe. 

Oxford: Oxbow Books.
Crumlin-Pedersen, O. and Munch Thye, B. (eds) 1995. The ship as symbol in prehistoric and 

medieval Scandinavia. Papers from an international research seminar at the Danish 
National Museum, Copenhagen, 5th-7th May 1994. Copenhagen: National Museum.

Earle, T.K., Ling, J., Uhnér, C., Stos-Gale, Z. and Melheim, L. 2015. The political economy and 
metal trade in Bronze Age Europe: understanding regional variability in terms of com-
parative advantages and articulations. European Journal of Archaeology 18, 633-57.

Eriksson, T. 2009. Kärl och social gestik: keramik i Mälardalen 1500 BC-400 AD. Uppsala: 
Uppsala universitet.

Fahlander, F. 2019. Fantastic beings and where to make them: boats as object-beings in 
Bronze Age rock art. Current Swedish Archaeology 27, 191-212.

Gustavsson, K. 1997. Otterböte: new light on a Bronze Age site in the Baltic. Stockholm: 
Stockholms universitet.

Hallin, G. 2002. Kummel, skepp och koksten – en studie om bosättningsområden och social 
struktur under bronsåldern på Gotland. Stockholm: Stockholms universitet.

Hansson, H. 1927. Gotlands Bronsålder. Stockholm: Stockholms universitet.
Hjärthner-Holdar, E. 1993. Järnets och järnmetallurgins introduktion i Sverige. Uppsala: 

Uppsala universitet.
Hodder, I. 2012. Entangled: an archaeology of the relationships between humans and things. 

Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell.
Hodder, I. 2018. Where are we heading? The evolution of humans and things. New Haven: 

Yale University Press.



385wEHLin 

Ilves, K. 2011. Is there an archaeological potential for a sociology of landing sites? 
Journal of Archaeology and Ancient History 2, 1-31.

Kaul, F. 1998. Ships on bronzes. A study in Bronze Age religion and iconography. Copenhagen: 
National Museum.

Kaul, F. 2018. Middle Bronze Age long distance exchange. Early glass, amber and 
guest-friendship, xenia. In B. Nessel, D. Neumann and M. Bartelheim (eds), 
Bronzezeitlicher Transport, Akteure, Mittel und Wege, 189-211. Tübingen: 
Tübingen University Press.

Kneisel, J. 2012. Anthropomorphe Gefäße in Nord- und Mitteleuropa während der Bronze- und 
Eisenzeit. Studien zu den Gesichtsurnen – Kontaktzonen, Chronologie und sozialer Kontext. 
Bonn: Rudolf Habelt.

Kristiansen, K. 1998. Europe before history. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Kristiansen, K. and Larsson, T.B. 2005. The rise of Bronze Age society. Travels, transmissions 

and transformations. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Laneman, M., Lang, V., Malve, M. and Rannamäe, E. 2015. New data on Jaani stone 

graves at Väo, northern Estonia. Estonian Journal of Archaeology 19, 110-37.
Lang, V. 2007. The Bronze and Early Iron Ages in Estonia. Tartu: Tartu University Press.
Lewis, D. 1975. We, the navigators. The ancient art of landfinding in the Pacific. Honolulu: 

University of Hawaii Press.
Ling, J. 2008. Elevated rock art. Towards a maritime understanding of Bronze Age rock art 

in northern Bohuslän, Sweden. Göteborg: Göteborgs universitet.
Ling, J. 2013. Rock art and seascapes in Uppland. Oxford: Oxbow Books.
Ling, J., Stos-Gale, Z., Grandin, L., Billström, K., Hjärthner-Holdar, E. and Persson, P-O. 2014. 

Moving metals II: provenancing Scandinavian Bronze Age artefacts by lead isotope and 
elemental analyses. Journal of Archaeological Science 41, 106-32.

Ling, J., Earle, T.K. and Kristiansen, K. 2018. Maritime mode of production: raiding and 
trading in seafaring chiefdoms. Current Anthropology 59, 488-524.

Malinowski, B. 1984 [1922]. Argonauts of the western Pacific. An account of native enter-
prise and adventure in the archipelagos of Melanesian New Guinea. Long Grove, IL: 
Waveland Press.

Martinsson-Wallin, H. and Wehlin, J. 2018. Stones in the south – decoding Bronze Age 
ritual practices on Gotland. Current Swedish Archaeology 25, 227-56.

McGrail, S. 2001. Boats of the world: from the Stone Age to medieval times. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Meller, H. (ed.) 2004. Der geschmiedete Himmel. Die weite Welt im Herzen Europas vor 
3600 Jahren. Stuttgart: Theiss.

Montelius, O. 1885. Om tidsbestämning inom bronsåldern med särskildt afseende på 
Skandinavien. Stockholm: Kungliga Vitterhetsakademien.

Needham, S. 2009. Encompassing the sea: “maritories” and Bronze Age maritime in-
teractions. In P. Clark (ed.), Bronze Age connections. Cultural contact in prehistoric 
Europe, 12-37. Oxford: Oxbow Books.

Nerman, B. 1954. Yngre bronsåldern – En första svensk vikingatid. Fornvännen 49, 257-85.
Nimura, C., Skoglund, P. and Bradley, R. 2019. Navigating inland: Bronze Age watercraft 

and the lakes of southern Sweden. European Journal of Archaeology 23, 186-206.
Nordenborg Myhre, L. 2004. Trialectic archaeology. Monuments and space in southwest 

Norway 1700-500 BC. Stavanger: Arkeologisk museum i Stavanger.
Nylén, E. 1972. Mellan brons- och järnålder. Ett rikt gravfynd och dess datering med kon-

ventionell metod och C14. Stockholm: Kungliga Vitterhetsakademien.
Nylén, E. 1993. The stones in the south. TOR 25, 119-28.
Oestigaard, T. and Goldhahn, J. 2006. From the dead to the living: death as transaction 

and re-negotiations. Norwegian Archaeological Review 39, 27-48.
Ojala, K. 2016. I bronsålderns gränsland. Uppland och frågan om östliga kontakter. 

Uppsala: Uppsala universitet.



386 tHE bALtiC in tHE bronZE AGE

Oka, R. and Kusimba, C.M. 2008. The archaeology of trading systems, part 1: towards a 
new trade synthesis. Journal of Archaeological Research 16, 339-95.

Olausson, M. 1995. Det inneslutna rummet: om kultiska hägnader, fornborgar och befästa 
gårdar i Uppland från 1300 f. Kr. till Kristi födelse. Stockholm: Stockholms universitet.

Pokutta, D.A. 2013. Population dynamics, diet and migrations of the Únětice culture in 
Poland. Göteborg: Göteborgs universitet.

Polanyi, K. 1963. Ports of trade in early societies The Journal of Economic History 23, 30-45.
Röst, A. 2016. Fragmenterade platser, ting och människor. Stenkonstruktioner och 

depositioner på två gravfältslokaler i Södermanland, ca 1000-300 f Kr. Stockholm: 
Stockholms universitet.

Runesson, G. 2014. Bronsålderns bosättningsområden och boplatser på Gotland. Många 
syns inte men finns ändå. Stockholm: Stockholms universitet.

Sabatini, S. 2007. House urns. Study of a Late Bronze Age trans-cultural phenomenon. 
Göteborg: Göteborgs universitet.

Sabatini, S. and Bergerbrant, S. (eds) 2020. The textile revolution in Bronze Age Europe: 
production, specialisation, consumption. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Sindbæk, S.M. 2007. Networks and nodal points: the emergence of towns in Early Viking 
Age Scandinavia. Antiquity 81, 119-32.

Skoglund, P. 2008. Stone ships: continuity and change in Scandinavian prehistory. 
World Archaeology 40, 390-406.

Skoglund, P. and Wehlin, J. 2013. A Bronze Age ship made of stone: record and analysis 
of a ship setting from Lau, Gotland. In S. Bergerbrant and S. Sabatini (eds), Coun-
terpoint: essays in archaeology and heritage studies in honour of Professor Kristian 
Kristiansen, 491-98. Oxford: Archaeopress.

Sörman, A. 2018. Gjutningens arenor. Metallhantverkets rumsliga, sociala och politiska or-
ganisation i södra Skandinavien under bronsåldern. Stockholm: Stockholms universitet.

Sperling, U. 2014. Aspekte des Wandels in der Bronzezeit im Ostbaltikum. Die Siedlungen 
der Asva-Gruppe in Estland. Tallinn: Estonian Academy Publishers.

Thrane, H. 1975. Europæiske forbindelser. Bidrag til studiet af fremmede forbindelser i 
Danmarks yngre broncealder (periode IV-V). København: Nationalmuseet.

Tilley, C. 1994. A phenomenology of landscape: places, paths and monuments. Oxford: Berg.
Vandkilde, H. 2016. Bronzization: the Bronze Age as pre-modern globalization. Praehis-

torische Zeitschrift 91, 103-223.
Vansina, J. 1965. Oral tradition. A study in historical methodology. Chicago: Aldine 

Publishing Company.
Wallin, P., Wehlin, J., Norderäng, J. and Kristiansson, M. 2011. Stenvallen i Gothemshammar: 

Rapport över arkeologisk undersökning 2009. RAÄ-131, Busarve 1:34 och 1:35, Gothem sn, 
Gotland. Visby: Avdelningen för arkeologi, Högskolan på Gotland.

Wehlin, J. 2010. Approaching the Gotlandic Bronze Age from sea. Future possibilities from 
a maritime perspective. In H. Martinsson-Wallin (ed.), Baltic prehistoric interactions and 
transformations: the Neolithic to the Bronze Age, 89-109. Visby: Gotland University Press.

Wehlin, J. 2012. Accompanying the stone ships. Circular stone settings in relation to the 
Gotlandic ship settings. In R. Berge, M.E. Jasinski and K. Sognnes (eds), N-TAG TEN. 
Proceedings of the 10th Nordic TAG conference at Stiklestad, Norway 2009, 59-70. 
Oxford: Archaeopress.

Wehlin, J. 2013. Östersjöns skeppssättningar. Monument och mötesplatser under yngre 
bronsålder. PhD dissertation, Göteborgs universitet.

Wehlin, J. and Sabatini, S. 2020. Två nya husurnor från Gotland. Fornvännen 115, 198-202.
Wright, E. 1990. The Ferriby boats. Seacraft of the Bronze Age. London: Routledge.




