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Abstract:  This article examines northern connections in the Nordic Bronze Age, focusing on interregional 
contacts in middle and northern Sweden. In the article, we argue that it is important to incorporate a 
northern perspective in the discussions about the Scandinavian Bronze Age and its networks. We focus 
on the Mälaren Valley region, especially the province of Uppland, and the northern parts of Sweden, in 
particular the coastal areas of northern Sweden. We discuss some aspects of the archaeological material, 
which have been used in earlier discussions of interregional contacts in middle and northern Sweden 
during the Bronze Age, such as the Håga mound outside of Uppsala, and burial cairns and bronze artefacts 
in northern Sweden. Furthermore, we discuss eastern contacts with areas in present-day Finland and 
Russia, and how these have been interpreted in middle and northern Sweden. In our view, there is a need 
to critically examine interregional contacts and the construction of regional entities and borders in the 
Bronze Age. In order to better understand the relations between north and south, it is necessary to critically 
examine the research history behind the present-day conceptions of regions and borders, as well as the 
political dimensions and power relations involved. 
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1  Introduction
The Mälaren Valley in middle Sweden, and especially the province of Uppland, is located in the northern 
part of what is usually seen as the Nordic Bronze Age sphere (Figs. 1, 2). In 20th-century research, notions of 
connections with southern Scandinavia have had great importance for the views of the Bronze Age within 
the Mälaren Valley region (see e.g. Almgren, 1905; Ekholm, 1921). Further to the north, in northern Sweden 
and Northern Fennoscandia (a geographical term incorporating the northern parts of Norway, Sweden, 
Finland and the north-westernmost part of Russia), the archaeological material from the Bronze Age period 
has been interpreted in a different way than in middle Sweden and Uppland. The northern coastal region, 
on the one hand, has usually been connected with the Mälaren Valley and middle Sweden. The northern 
inland area, on the other hand, has often been viewed as an area with a different cultural tradition during 
the Bronze Age, more influenced by connections with areas in northern Finland and in Russia.

The aim of this article is to examine interregional contacts in northern Sweden and middle Sweden 
during the Bronze Age, and how these contacts have been discussed in earlier research. We examine this 
topic primarily from a research historical perspective. One starting point for our study is that northern 
Sweden and middle Sweden during the Bronze Age have largely been studied separately, and that there 
is need for more research exploring relations and connections between north and south. Another point of 
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departure is that ideas about eastern contacts, with areas in present-day Finland and Russia, have had great 
importance in earlier studies of northern and middle Sweden in the Bronze Age. However, the development 
and foundation of these ideas have not been examined more in-depth. A third issue is that political contexts 
and dimensions, in several ways, have influenced the construction of Bronze Age regions and borders 
in middle and northern Sweden. With our study, we wish to address these issues and contribute to the 
understanding of how notions of the northern European Bronze Age, its regions and borders, have emerged 
and developed in research over time.

Figure 1: Map showing the approximate northern border of the Nordic Bronze Age sphere, as it has traditionally been concep-
tualized in archaeological research. We argue that it is important to critically examine the construction of regions and borders 
in the Bronze Age in middle and northern Sweden. From Skandfer & Wehlin (2017, p. 308). 

This article focuses on the Mälaren Valley region (the regions surrounding the Lake Mälaren), especially 
the province of Uppland which is located in the north-eastern part of the Mälaren Valley, and the northern 
parts of Sweden (which are located north of Uppland), especially the coastal area (Fig. 2). We argue that it is 
important to incorporate a northern perspective in the discussions about the Scandinavian Bronze Age and 
its networks. In order to better understand the contact networks in middle Sweden, there is a need to look 
not only towards the south, but also to the north and the east.

Here, we discuss some aspects of the archaeological material which has been used in earlier discussions 
of interregional contacts in Bronze Age middle and northern Sweden, mainly from a research historical 
perspective. As a symbol of the Uppland Bronze Age and its connections with southern Scandinavia, we 
especially focus on the Bronze Age site at Håga, Uppsala. In northern Sweden, we mainly focus on the coastal 
region and certain aspects of the archaeological material, in particular burial cairns and bronze artefacts.

We argue that it is important to critically examine the construction of regions and borders in the Bronze 
Age, as well as to critically analyze interregional contacts. The relations between the Mälaren Valley and 
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the northern parts of Sweden have not been studied in the same extent as other contact networks and have 
not been attributed the same importance for middle Sweden compared to the southern contacts. In order to 
gain a deeper understanding of the relations between north and south in the Bronze Age, it is necessary to 
critically examine the research history behind the present-day conceptions of the Bronze Age regions and 
borders, and to acknowledge the complexities and political dimensions involved.

The question about relations between northern Sweden and middle Sweden is complicated and 
connected with discussions about relations between the inland and coastal zones in the north, as well 
as discussions about the construction of cultures and identities in prehistory. On the one hand, the 
understanding of prehistory, including the Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age, in northern Sweden has 
been closely connected with views on the history of the Indigenous Sámi population, which has been a 
much-contested topic over time in Sweden and the other Nordic countries. On the other hand, Uppland has 
been considered as the historical heartland of the early Swedish state (Svearike) and has occupied a central 
place in the national narrative of Sweden. Therefore, the geographical border between middle and northern 
Sweden is a border with a complex and multidimensional history.

In this article, we use the concept of “Bronze Age” as a chronological concept for the period ca. 1700–
500 B.C. (1700–1100 for the Early Bronze Age, and 1100–500 for the Late Bronze Age), in middle as well as 
northern Sweden. However, in Northern Fennoscandia other chronological terms have often been used by 
scholars, such as “Early Metal Age”, in order to emphasize the different cultural phases, and the specific 
material culture, in the northern areas (see e.g. Baudou, 1995, p. 52; Lavento, 2009; Arntzen, 2015, p. 4).

2   Constructing Bronze Age Regions and Interregional 
Connections
In archaeology, questions about how people have moved and travelled, and how objects, innovations, 
thoughts and ideas have spread across large geographical areas during prehistoric times have been, and 
still are, of great importance. In Scandinavian Bronze Age studies, views on regional and long-distance 
contacts have played an important role for the archaeological interpretations of prehistoric societies. The 
interest in studying contacts and interaction in prehistory has increased during recent years, with several 
works dealing with interregional contacts and interaction during the Bronze Age, focusing e.g. on networks 
of exchange and trade, social relations, technologies, and religious and ritual ideas and practices (see 
Kristiansen, 1998; Kristiansen & Larsson, 2005; Alberti & Sabatini, 2013; Rowlands & Ling, 2013; Earle et 
al., 2015; Kristiansen & Suchowska-Ducke, 2015; Suchowska-Ducke et al., 2015; Ojala, 2016; Vandkilde, 
2016; Ling et al., 2018; Ling et al., 2019).

Various artefacts, in particular bronze objects, in Scandinavia demonstrate that there have been 
networks of contact between people, resulting in the transfer of metals, objects, ideas and knowledge over 
long distances. In this article, “connections” is a central concept, which covers contacts and interactions 
of many different kinds between people in different areas. It is important to emphasize that contacts and 
interactions are multifaceted and multidimensional cultural, social, economic and religious phenomena, 
also involving power relations between individuals and groups of people. How contacts and interactions 
were materialized cannot be explained simply by determining directions of influences or defining areas of 
origins – more complex approaches are needed.

When studying northern Scandinavia, there are challenges in characterizing and defining what the 
Bronze Age actually means and what cultural and economic dimensions and expressions it encompasses. 
What is the Bronze Age? What is connected, and what is dis-connected, in the construction of the northern 
spheres of the Bronze Age in Sweden? What is inside, and what is outside?

When discussing these issues, it is important not to forget the political dimensions and the power 
relations involved in archaeological research. The early history of archaeology in Sweden was closely 
connected with the emergence of the modern Swedish society (Jensen, 2002; Baudou, 2004; Goldhahn, 
2005). Throughout the early modern and modern periods (from the early 17th century onwards), northern 
Sweden has largely been treated as a resource area for the central power in middle Sweden (Ojala, 2018; 
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Ojala & Nordin, 2015, 2019). This structural relation still has a strong effect today on social and economic 
relations within Sweden, and has deeply influenced the structures of Swedish archaeology. Through much 
of the history of Swedish archaeology, northern Sweden has to a large extent been reduced to a resource 
colony, providing different natural resources to middle Sweden (Loeffler, 2005). Here, hierarchical thinking, 
connected with views on the Sámi population and Swedish colonialism in the north, has played a central 
role. In the case discussed in this article, concerning interregional contacts in middle and northern Sweden 
during the Bronze Age, the contacts and influences have mostly been seen as a one-way communication, 
from the south to the north, as part of this hierarchical thinking. However, there are no reasons to assume 
that influences did not go in both directions, and that the interregional interaction in prehistoric times was 
much more complex than earlier thought.

Figure 2: Map showing the provinces of northern and central Sweden. The lighter (brown) areas are northern Sweden or Norr-
land, the darker (gray) areas are middle Sweden or Svealand. Map by authors.

Although the present-day state boundaries did not exist in prehistoric times, these boundaries have in 
many ways influenced the ways in which the past has been studied. Differences in political situations 
and archaeological traditions need to be considered when studying archaeology across national borders. 
This is especially relevant when discussing archaeology in Northern Fennoscandia, where the current 
state boundaries to a large extent have affected and delimited the understanding of prehistory in the area. 
This is also the case when discussing contacts in middle and northern Sweden with areas in present-day 
Russia, where the political situation in the 20th century, with the “Iron Curtain”, has restricted contact and 
interaction between researchers and institutions from the different countries.
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3  Connecting Bronze Age Uppland
As mentioned above, Uppland in the northern Mälaren Valley region has in earlier archaeological research 
often been considered as a northern periphery or northern edge of a Nordic Bronze Age region. Sometimes, 
also large areas of the northern Swedish coastal zone have been seen as part of this area, or at least 
profoundly influenced by it (see discussions in Baudou, 1995; Forsberg, 2012; Ojala, 2016). However, this is 
a complicated question which has been much debated (see further discussion below).

For a long time, researchers have underlined the importance of regional variations within the Nordic 
Bronze Age area (see e.g. Ekholm, 1921, p. 68; Thedéen, 2004; Victor, 2007; Anfinset & Wriggelsworth, 2012; 
Ojala, 2016). Many of the different bronze artefacts and several categories of prehistoric remains found 
in Uppland have parallels in southern Scandinavia. However, there are also several regional differences, 
for instance the large quantity of heaps of fire-cracked stones in Uppland, variations in burial customs, 
differences in pottery tradition and the distribution pattern of Mälar axes (Jaanusson, 1981; Victor, 2007; 
Thedéen, 2004; Eriksson, 2009). One explanation for these regional variations in the archaeological 
material that has been put forward by researchers is that Uppland had contact networks which extended 
towards the east. It is therefore important to study networks stretching in many geographical directions, in 
order to understand the north-eastern Mälaren Valley during the Bronze Age. 

In the following, we will look at two important Bronze Age sites in Uppland which were investigated 
during the first decade of the 20th century, two cairns in Torslunda and one mound in Håga (Almgren, 1905; 
Ekholm, 1921, p. 13–17; see Fig. 3). At both of these sites, excavated graves contained artefacts with southern 
parallels, and both sites have been of great importance for the interpretation of Uppland’s Bronze Age and 
in discussions on the relations of the Mälaren Valley with areas further to the south. 

Figure 3: The Late Bronze Age mound at Håga, Uppland. The Håga mound has been a symbol for the southern connections of 
the Bronze Age period in Uppland. Photo by authors.

The graves at Torslunda and Håga were excavated at a point in time when very little was known about the 
Bronze Age in this region. Although some bronze artefacts had been discovered in middle and northern 
Sweden, these finds were very few in numbers in comparison with the southern parts of Scandinavia (see 
Montelius, 1871–1873, p. 173). There were no known Bronze Age settlement sites in Uppland, only a few 
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sites with rock art had been discovered, and the knowledge about the region’s burial customs was almost 
non-existent. Therefore, bronze artefacts and their distribution patterns became very important for the 
interpretation of the period in the area (see e.g. Almgren, 1905; Montelius, 1917; Ekholm, 1921). When the 
mound at Håga and the cairns in Torslunda were investigated during the early 20th century, only two other 
graves from the Bronze Age were known in Uppsala (Almgren, 1905, p. 45). The lack of other known graves 
is probably one of the reasons why the Håga mound and the Torslunda cairns became so central for the 
interpretations of Uppland’s Bronze Age. Another reason was probably that both of the graves contained 
several bronze artefacts. Along with some of the other known bronze artefacts (Montelius, 1871–1873; 
Ekholm, 1921, p. 12), they served as the foundation for the image of the southern contacts of Uppland, which 
has lived on until today.

Håga, in the outskirts of today’s Uppsala, is perhaps the place which is most commonly associated 
with the Bronze Age in Uppland. During the Bronze Age, Håga was strategically located by important water 
courses. The most well-known prehistoric remains at the Håga site is the large earthen mound, which was 
excavated in the early 20th century. Before the investigations of the large mound, it had been thought of as 
an Iron Age mound, similar with the large mounds at Gamla Uppsala (Stenberger, 1964, p. 210). Instead, 
objects found during the excavations showed that the mound were from Montelius period IV. The mound 
is, as far as we know today, in many ways unique with its northern location, but the environment around 
the mound is quite typical for the area, with heaps of fire-cracked stones and so-called cult houses (Victor, 
2002; Kaliff & Oestigaard, 2018). There is also a hill fort that has been dated to the Bronze Age in the Håga 
Valley close to the Håga mound (Olausson, 1995). 

Although the mound became a symbol for Uppland’s Bronze Age, there have been relatively few 
studies devoted to it. There have been several archaeological investigations in the Håga area (Olausson, 
1995; Victor, 2002), but the mound itself has not been much studied since the excavations in the early 20th 
century. However, in recent years the Håga mound has once more become the object of research (Kaliff & 
Oestigaard, 2018; Ullén & Drenzel, 2018).

The mound was constructed with grass turf over a large stone cairn. In the stone cairn there were traces 
of a timber construction, possibly a chamber, which had contained an oak coffin. In the burial, which 
contained cremated bones, there were also many bronze artefacts such as a sword, a brooch, buttons, 
razors, tweezers and small bronze fragments and gold spirals (Almgren, 1905). Although there were 
similarities between the Håga finds and artefacts found in southern Sweden, it was mainly in Denmark that 
similar objects had been discovered in larger quantities. The Danish connection received a lot of attention, 
and the interpretation was that Uppland had been strongly influenced by Denmark during this time period 
(Almgren, 1905, p. 47). The origins of the objects found in the grave, and whether some such as the sword 
and especially the brooch might have been locally produced, have been debated (see Lindqvist, 1913; 
Ekholm, 1921, p. 35, 69; Oldeberg, 1933, p. 76; Ullén & Drenzel, 2018).

Another issue has concerned the individual buried in the mound. It has earlier been debated whether 
the person buried in the mound was a person coming from southern Scandinavia, which could have 
explained the difference in burial customs in comparison with other known graves in the area. However, 
new analyses of the cremated bones show that an individual aged between 40–60 years old was buried in 
the mound, and that this individual most likely had been brought up in the eastern parts of the Mälaren 
Valley (Ullén & Drenzel, 2018, p. 133).

The Håga mound was not the only burial in the area which was seen as evidence of contacts with areas 
further to the south. A couple of years after the excavations at Håga, two stone cairns were excavated further 
north in Uppland in Torslunda, Tierp parish. Several bronze objects were discovered in, and outside of, one 
of the cairns. The objects, including a neck collar, a miniature dagger, a double button, two tuteli as well as 
six pendants, date the grave to the Early Bronze Age. The six pendants in the grave have been considered to 
originate from areas south of the Baltic Sea (Ekholm, 1921, p. 17). It has been suggested that the grave could 
be interpreted as a burial for a woman who had come from southern Scandinavia (Bergerbrant, 2007, p. 
121). Interestingly, a hoard from the Early Bronze Age has been discovered in the same area (Ekholm, 1921).

During the early 20th century, several researchers considered that the Late Bronze Age had been a 
“Golden Age” in the Mälaren Valley region (see e.g. Ekholm, 1921, p. 48; Arbman, 1934, 1938; Nerman, 1954). 
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The Håga mound became an important symbol for a flourishing Late Bronze Age in the region, especially 
in Uppland. In contrast to the Early Bronze Age, many researchers viewed the Mälar Valley as an important 
center during the Late Bronze Age. In the researchers’ view, the relations with southern Scandinavia could 
not explain the “boom” in Mälardalen. Instead, eastern contacts were considered to have been an important 
factor in the Late Bronze Age expansion (Ekholm, 1921, pp. 68–72; Nerman, 1954). 

The ”southern” bronze objects found in the area, as well as the Håga mound and the Torslunda cairn, 
have been very important for how the area has been perceived in research. However, there has, since the 
early 20th century, also existed a different thread of thinking, which has pointed to the specific regional 
material expressions in the Mälaren Valley and the differences in the archaeological material between the 
Mälaren Valley and southern Scandinavia (see e.g. Arbman, 1938, p. 84; Thedéen, 2004; Victor, 2007, p. 252; 
Eriksson, 2009). Sometimes the Mälaren Valley has been promoted as its “own” region or as a central area 
with its “own” networks stretching in different directions, not least towards the east, including areas across 
the Baltic Sea and further east in Russia (Ekholm, 1921, p 70, Nerman, 1954; Hjärthner-Holdar, 1993; see also 
Ojala, 2016, and further discussion below). The question of interaction with areas in the east has thus been 
closely connected with questions about regional differences within the Nordic Bronze Age sphere (see e.g. 
Ekholm, 1921, p. 72).

During the 20th century, the knowledge about the Bronze Age in the Mälaren Valley has greatly 
increased. Many burial sites, mounds of fire-cracked stones and settlements have been registered and some 
of them have been excavated. Furthermore, about 470 sites with figurative rock art and about 1830 sites with 
cup marks have been discovered in the southern parts of Uppland (which have been recently discussed by 
Ling, 2013). In recent years, several new archaeological excavations, for instance in connection with the 
large-scale project of building the new E4 highway north of Uppsala, have led to much new knowledge 
about the Bronze Age period in Uppland (see e.g. Forsman & Victor, 2007; Hjärthner-Holdar, Eriksson & 
Östling, 2008; cf. discussion in Ojala, 2016).

4  Northern Fennoscandia in the Bronze Age Networks
Northern Fennoscandia, of which northern Sweden is a part, is a vast geographical area with great variation 
in landscapes, vegetation and climate. Prehistory in the northern parts of Sweden (or Norrland, ‘The northern 
lands’) has in much of earlier archaeological research been treated as something separate and different in 
relation to the southern parts of the country (see e.g. Ekholm, 1941; Christiansson, 1963; cf. discussions 
in Broadbent, 2001; Loeffler, 2005; Ojala, 2009; Hagström Yamamoto, 2010). An important aspect is the 
relative lack of archaeological investigations in northern Sweden. Larger archaeological excavations are 
rare, and huge areas in northern Sweden have never been surveyed by archaeologists – in stark contrast 
with the southern parts of the country.

Northern Fennoscandia is also the traditional settlement area of the Indigenous Sámi people. The 
traditional core settlement area of the Sámi population is called Sápmi in North Sámi language (Sábme in 
Lule Sámi, Saepmie in South Sámi). Sápmi stretches across the nation state boundaries between northern 
Norway, Sweden, Finland and the Kola Peninsula in the Russian Federation. Archaeology in northern 
Sweden has been much more controversial than in the southern parts of the country, with connections to 
academic debates about the possibilities of ethnic interpretations based on archaeological material, as well 
as present-day conflicts over land and cultural rights, including conflicts over the exploitation of natural 
resources, such as mining, in Sápmi (see Ojala, 2009, 2014, 2019; Ojala & Nordin, 2015).

The question concerning prehistoric relations between north and south in Sweden is a complex issue, 
which is connected with current understandings of the relationships between “Swedish” and “Sámi” 
culture and identity through time, as well as views on early modern and modern Swedish colonial history 
in Sápmi (see discussions in Ojala, 2009, 2014, 2017, 2018; Hagström Yamamoto, 2010; Ojala & Nordin, 2015, 
2019). Throughout much of the history of archaeology, Sámi culture and identity have been constructed 
as the “Other”, in opposition to the ideas of national Swedish, Norwegian or Finnish identity and culture. 
Until recently, Sámi archaeology has been a quite marginalized topic within Nordic archaeology. However, 
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in recent decades a field of Sámi archaeology has developed in the northern parts of Norway, Sweden and 
Finland (see further Ojala, 2009; Hansen & Olsen, 2014).

In the northern parts of Sweden, especially along the coast, several bronze objects, defined as south 
Scandinavian, have been discovered (Bakka, 1976; Larsson, 2017). Along the coast there are also a large 
number of stone cairns which usually are associated with the middle parts of Sweden. The coastal area of 
northern Sweden, with burial cairns and “south Scandinavian” objects, has often been described as part 
of, or heavily influenced by, the Nordic Bronze Age area, and several scholars have viewed large parts of 
northern Sweden as a periphery in a cultural and economic system with a center in southern Scandinavia 
or middle Sweden (see e.g. Kristiansen, 1987; Baudou, 1989). 

However, there are also other perspectives which underline contacts with and influences from several 
different areas, in the south and the east, as well as “independent” internal developments within the 
northern Swedish areas. Hans Bolin has argued that a division between northern and southern Sweden 
has been reified, as the eastern aspects of, for instance, pottery and bronze objects have been emphasized 
in northern Sweden, and at the same time downplayed in middle Sweden (Bolin, 2005, p. 219). In recent 
decades, scholars have discussed regional and interregional contacts in Northern Fennoscandia, concerning 
different prehistoric periods, emphasizing dynamic internal developments in the northern communities, 
but with concurrent interaction with the outside world (see e.g. Ramqvist, 2007; Damm, 2012a, 2012b; 
Kuusela et al., 2018).

One important question has thus been how much contact there has been between the “north” and the 
“south”, and to what extent the coastal areas in northern Sweden have been affected by influences from 
middle Sweden. Are there so great similarities between middle Sweden and the northern Swedish coast, 
and are the differences between inland and coast in the north so distinct, that one can consider the coastal 
area as part of the Nordic Bronze Age sphere?

The question about the coastal area’s relation to middle Sweden is closely connected with the question 
about the relation between coast and inland in northern Sweden. This is a complicated issue which has 
been much debated for a long time (see e.g. Hallström, 1942, 1949; Christiansson, 1963; Baudou, 1968, 
1989; Bolin, 1999; Forsberg, 1999, 2012). In earlier research, two main models of interpretation have been 
applied concerning the relationship between the coastal area and the inland area. Either as a common 
cultural system which involves both the inland and coastal regions (with “internal” regional variation), 
or as a cultural dualism with two different cultural systems. Some researchers have considered that the 
archaeological material shows evidence of two different cultures in the coastal and inland areas. This idea 
has been connected with the notion of two different economic systems, where people in the inland were 
hunter-gatherers and the people along the coast were farmers, leading to interpretations that the inland 
hunter-gatherers represented the ancestors of the present-day Sámi population and that the coastal farmers 
represented the ancestors of the present-day Swedish population (cf. discussions and critiques of this view 
in e.g. Bolin, 1999, p. 98; Broadbent, 2010; Forsberg, 2012; Kuusela, 2013; Damm & Forsberg, 2014; Kuusela 
et al., 2018). In Norway, there have been similar long-standing scholarly discussions on cultural dualism, 
regional differences, ethnic identities and relations during this time period (see Amundsen, 2017a, 2017b).

5  Connections Between Middle and Northern Sweden
In earlier discussions on the relations between middle and northern Sweden, burial cairns and finds of 
bronze objects have mainly been studied. Although stone cairns and bronze artefacts have been of central 
importance in earlier discussions, there are many other categories of prehistoric remains and artefacts which 
need to be considered in discussions on northern connections. For example, this could include settlement 
remains, rock art, heaps of fire-cracked stones, pottery and stone artefacts. The issue of the relationships 
of the rock art traditions in the north and in the south has recently been discussed by several scholars. The 
rock art tradition in Northern Fennoscandia is in general earlier than the southern Scandinavian rock art 
tradition, predominantly from the Stone Age but also partly from the Bronze Age (Gjerde, 2010; Skoglund et 
al., 2017; Fahlander, 2018).
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Figure 4: A stone cairn along the coast of northern Sweden, located south of Umeå in the province of Västerbotten. Photo by 
authors.

Burial cairns exist both in middle and southern Sweden (Thedéen, 2004; Hermodsson, 2015; Wehlin, 2017) 
and along the northern Swedish coast (Hallström, 1924, 1949; Baudou, 1959, 1968; Forsberg, 1999; Eriksson, 
Persson, & Ulfhielm, 2008; Ramqvist, 2017; Holm & Larsson, 2018; Persson, 2018; Fig. 4). There are also 
cairns along the Finnish coast on the eastern side of the Gulf of Bothnia (Tuovinen, 2002; Holmblad, 2010, 
pp. 56ff.; Kuusela, 2013, pp. 39ff.), and along the Norwegian Atlantic coast (Engedal, 2010). The burial 
cairns are generally difficult to date, and artefacts which are possible to date have only been recovered 
in a few cases (Baudou, 1959; Stenberger, 1964; Forsberg, 1999; Holm & Larsson, 2018). The cairns have 
often been dated through their relation to the changing prehistoric shoreline. In recent years, some new 
C-14 datings of burial cairns have been conducted, and the results indicate that the shoreline dating can be 
problematic and that the chronology of the cairns can be more complex than earlier assumed (Ramqvist, 
2017, p. 107; Palmbo, 2019). The distribution of cairns along the coast has been one important reason why 
the inland and coastal areas in northern Sweden often have been described as “belonging” to two different 
cultures (Bolin, 1999, p. 171). There has been a long-lived discussion about the coastal cairns and what they 
represent, and how they have related to the burial cairn traditions in middle and southern Sweden. Who 
built the burial cairns, and what relation did these people have with people in middle Sweden and in the 
inland areas of northern Sweden?

Considering the vast size of northern Sweden, the number of bronze objects are very few in comparison 
with the southern parts of the country (Larsson, 1986). Today, about 43 metal objects dated to the Bronze 
Age are known in northern Sweden, with 21 from the Early Bronze Age and 22 from the Late Bronze Age 
(Larsson, 2017; see Fig. 5 and Table 1). The bronze objects have mainly been found along the coast, but there 
are also a number of finds discovered in the inland.
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Figure 5: Map showing the location of sites mentioned in the article and the distribution of known bronze artefacts from 
the northern part of Sweden. Red dots represent bronze objects from the Early Bronze Age. Blue triangles represent bronze 
objects from the Late Bronze Age. Based on information from Larsson (2017, p. 4, 32). Map by authors.
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Table 1: Bronze artefacts found in northern Sweden, dating from the Early and Late Bronze Age. Based on information from 
Larsson (2017).

Object Site Parish Province Dating

Dagger Prästsjödiket Umeå Västerbotten EBA (I)

Dagger Stavre Revsund Jämtland EBA (I)

Flanged axe Lunde Timrå Medelpad EBA (I)

Flanged axe Mörtebo Skog Hälsingland EBA (I)

Dagger Hökmark Lövånger Västerbotten EBA (I–II)

Spearhead Parteboda, Hästholmen Borgsjö Medelpad EBA (I–II)

Dagger Norra Sandnäs Delsbo Hälsingland EBA (I–II)

Belt plate Flarken Nysätra Västerbotten EBA (II)

Pin Frötuna, Nysvedberget Ljustorp Medelpad EBA (II)

Tutulus Norrbo Skans Bjuråker Hälsingland EBA (II–III)

Fibula Södra Åkulla Jörn Västerbotten EBA (III)

Socketed axe Kusmark Skellefteå Västerbotten EBA (III)

Pin Broträsk Lövånger Västerbotten EBA (III)

Socketed axe Tjärn Själevad Ångermanland EBA (III)

Socketed axe Åviken (Åvike bruk) Hässjö Medelpad EBA (III)

Axe   Färila Hälsingland EBA (III–IV?)

Sword/dagger Sund Vibyggerå Ångermanland EBA

Dagger Björkå Överlännäs Ångermanland EBA

Spiral Strömma Harmånger Hälsingland EBA

Pin and spiral Ringnäs, Ängbo Söderala Hälsingland EBA

Socketed axe Bovik Årsunda Gästrikland EBA

Socketed axe Billsta Själevad Ångermanland LBA (IV)

Socketed axe Öster-Flygge Liden Medelpad LBA (IV)

Razor Röklan Alnö Medelpad LBA (IV)

Double stud and tweezers Knaperåsen Gävle (tidigare Valbo) Gästrikland LBA (IV)

Socketed axe   Hedesunda Gästrikland LBA (IV)

Arrowhead Bodumsjön Bodum Ångermanland LBA (V)

Neck ring Fullsjön Borgvattnet Jämtland LBA (V)

Socketed axe Lögdö Hässjö Medelpad LBA (V)

Sword/dagger, socketed axe 
and knife 

Mon (Kubikenborg) Skön Medelpad LBA (V)

Sword  Å by, Hummelviksberget Njurunda Medelpad LBA (V)

Socketed axe Viken Alfta Hälsingland LBA (V)

Socketed axe (Ananino) Råstrand Sorsele Lappland LBA (VI)

Socketed axe (Ananino) Bågaträsket Lycksele Lappland LBA (VI)

Sword (Hallstatt) and dagger Stöndarbrännan Boteå Ångermanland LBA (VI)

Socketed axe Totra kastalruin Hamrånde Gästrikland LBA

Socketed axe Östanbäck Gävle (tidigare Valbo) Gästrikland LBA

Socketed axe   Sandviken Gästrikland LBA

Socketed axe Myckeläng Tynderö Medelpad LBA  
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Artefacts from the Early Bronze Age have mostly been found in the coastal area between Skellefteå and 
Söderhamn. In the provinces of Härjedalen, Lappland and Norrbotten there are no known bronze objects 
from the Early Bronze Age (Larsson, 2017, p. 5). The northernmost known bronze artefact from the Early 
Bronze Age in Sweden is part of a fibula which was found as a stray find in Jörn parish in the province of 
Västerbotten. Most likely the fibula is of a southern Scandinavian (Danish) type, which is very uncommon 
in Sweden north of the province of Skåne (Larsson, 2017, p. 6). Another interesting find from Västerbotten 
is a belt plate which was discovered in connection with the digging of the foundation of a barn. It seems 
that the belt plate was not part of a burial. The northern location of this find is unique. Other finds of belt 
plates are from Denmark, Skåne and southern Norway (Larsson, 2017, p. 13–14). It has been pointed out 
that the quality of the work does not have the same standard as the Danish and Skåne parallels. It has been 
suggested that perhaps it is a local craftsman with less experience who has made the belt plate (Ekholm, 
1941, p. 152; Stenberger, 1964, p. 311; see discussion in Larsson, 2017, p. 14).

Late Bronze Age artefacts have mostly been registered in the provinces of Gästrikland and Medelpad. 
Among other bronze objects from the Late Bronze Age one can mention a Hallstatt sword, probably 
originating from Central Europe, which was found by a large rock in Boteå in the province of Ångermanland 
(Larsson, 2017, p. 39).

Another category of interesting finds are the two so-called Ananino axes, which have been found in 
the inland province of Lappland in northern Sweden. One of the axes was discovered in Lycksele parish in 
1871, the other in Sorsele parish in 1926 (Larsson, 2017, pp. 33–34). These are the only known bronze objects 
from the province of Lapland. These types of axes are usually connected with the Ananino cultural area in 
the Volga-Kama region in Russia. Moulds for these types of axes have also been found in the northern parts 
of Sweden (Bakka, 1976). It is interesting that the only other find of an Ananino axe in Sweden comes from 
Uppland (see further below). 

A few objects of possible northern character or origin have been found in the Mälaren Valley and 
southern Sweden, such as pottery and stone artefacts. One can mention a few shards of asbestos-tempered 
ceramics from the Late Bronze Age that have been found in the well-known sites in Broby (Börje parish) and 
Darsgärde (Skederid parish), Uppland. A few shards are also known from other parts of the Mälaren valley 
(Schönbäck, 1959; Eriksson, 2009, p. 104; Ojala, 2016). At the Bronze Age site of Broby, there is a large amount 
of stone-settings and heaps of fire-cracked stones, and also several so-called “cult houses” of the stone-
foundation type. The site exhibits a varied burial custom with cremation and inhumation graves. There is 
also a large amount of pottery, including a large frequency of striated pottery (which has been discussed as 
being part of an eastern tradition) and some shards of asbestos-tempered ceramics. The asbestos-tempered 
pottery is significantly different from the other known pottery in the area, mostly because of the asbestos-
tempering but also because the exterior surface of the shards is covered with so-called imitated textile 
pattern (Schönbäck, 1959; Jaanusson, 1981, p. 50; Ojala, 2016). Asbestos ceramics with textile impression 
or imitated textile impression are part of cultural traditions in the northern parts of Sweden, as well as in 
areas to the east (Hulthén, 1991; Lavento, 2001). This also exemplifies the problem of determining northern 
or eastern contacts in the area. One can also mention finds of bifacial arrowheads of quartzite, relating to 
a northern technological tradition, from the Mälaren Valley region, for instance from the Bronze Age site of 
Sommaränge skog, Viksta parish, Uppland (see Holm, Olsson, & Weiler, 1997, p. 230; Apel & Darmark, 2007; 
Falkenström, 2007, p. 203).

The distribution patterns of the different objects, and what these patterns might mean, has been much 
debated. These discussions have also related to the issue of the relationship between the inland and coastal 
regions of northern Sweden (se e.g. Bolin, 1999; Forsberg, 2012). The distributions of the different objects 
have been discussed in an important study by Egil Bakka (1976) and recently by Thomas B. Larsson (2017). 
Of course, not only finds of bronze artefacts in the northern part of Sweden, but also for instance stone 
objects and pottery, are of relevance in discussions about contacts between north and south. For example, 
there are about 30 stone axes from the Bronze Age of south Scandinavian character in middle northern 
Sweden (Baudou, 1995, p. 102).

Recently, new archaeological investigations along the coast in northern Sweden have produced more 
detailed knowledge about the Bronze Age in the region. Earlier, traces of Bronze Age settlement sites 
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with long houses, as in the Mälaren Valley region, have not been found in the northern parts of Sweden. 
Nor were pottery of southern Scandinavian type, or casting moulds for southern Scandinavian artefacts, 
known in the northern areas (Baudou, 1995, p. 102). During the early 2010s, however, the first traces of long 
houses of southern Scandinavian type were discovered in the coastal region of Västerbotten. In connection 
with the construction of a new road outside of Umeå in Västerbotten, traces of several long houses were 
encountered. The remains of long houses at the sites of Klockarbäcken and Sockenvägen were the first 
north of Uppland. The settlement site at Klockarbäcken could be dated to the transition between the Early 
and Late Bronze Age. The settlement site at Sockenvägen was somewhat later and could be dated mainly to 
the Late Bronze Age (Lindqvist & Granholm, 2016). At Klockarbäcken and Sockenvägen asbestos ceramics 
of a northern type as well as pottery of a southern Scandinavian type were found (Heinerud & Larsson, 
2013). The results from these new investigations are of great importance. It is obvious that the conventional 
images of northern Swedish Bronze Age, as well as the relations between the Mälaren Valley region and the 
northern Swedish coastal region, need to be reconsidered and critically re-examined.

Recent archaeological research in northern Norway has also made it apparent to rethink many of 
the earlier interpretations of the Bronze Age in the north. The discovery and excavation of a Bronze Age 
settlement site with strong connections with the Nordic Bronze Age sphere, Sandvika on Kvaløya Island, in 
Troms County in northern Norway, dated to the Late Bronze Age, has further complicated the image (Arntzen, 
2015; Jensen & Arntzen, 2016). At the site, remains from a three-aisled long house of south Scandinavian 
type were excavated, along with finds of asbestos-tempered ceramics, fragments of soapstone vessels, a 
bronze casting mould for a type of socketed axe dated to periods V–VI, seal and fish bones as well as bones 
from domesticated animals (sheep/goat). While Sandvika is the northernmost known settlement site with 
connections with the southern Bronze Age area, Johan Arntzen also discusses other sites in Troms County 
which potentially could contain settlement traces of the same kind (Arntzen, 2015). In order to prove this, 
more investigations are needed. As in northern Sweden and northern Finland, large-scale archaeological 
excavations of Bronze Age remains are low in frequency in northern Norway. In recent years, there have also 
been discussions among Finnish archaeologists on the character of the Bronze Age cultures in the coastal 
zones of northern Finland (see e.g. Holmblad, 2010; Lavento, 2012; Kuusela, 2013).

6  Eastern Connections in Northern and Middle Sweden
In northern Sweden, as well as in the Mälaren Valley region in middle Sweden, objects that have been 
considered to be either of eastern character or being related to areas in the east have been discovered. Two 
types of bronze axes, the so-called Mälar axes and Ananino axes (see Fig. 6), are especially interesting 
because they exhibit great resemblance with bronze axes from the Volga-Kama region in Russia, where large 
amounts of axes have been excavated at different burial grounds (see e.g. Tallgren, 1916, 1937; Meinander, 
1985; Hjärthner-Holdar, 1993, 1998; Kuzminych, 1993, 1996; see further discussions in Ojala, 2016). In earlier 
studies of the Late Bronze Age and the earliest Iron Age in both the Mälaren Valley and northern Sweden, 
contacts and interaction with areas in the east have been important in archaeological interpretations of the 
period. However, the question about eastern contacts has been discussed in very different ways and from 
different starting-points when dealing with northern and middle Sweden. 

During much of the 20th century, Swedish archaeologists have considered the Mälaren Valley as the 
active and dominant region in the eastern contact networks, which has affected and influenced regions in 
the east, although this view has changed in recent research (Hjärthner-Holdar, 1998; Bolin, 2005; Ojala, 
2016). Perhaps one of the reasons why eastern contacts have been such an influential model of explanation 
was that it provided an alternative to the southern Scandinavian Bronze Age and facilitated the image 
of a distinctive Mälaren Valley Bronze Age identity. On the other hand, throughout the research history, 
Northern Sweden has mostly been seen as the passive part in the contact networks with areas in the east, 
and the influences have been seen as coming from the eastern societies, such as from the Ananino cultural 
region (e.g. Tallgren, 1937).
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Figure 6: A Mälar axe and an Ananino axe found in the province of Uppland, in middle Sweden. These two types of bronze 
axes have been connected with the Volga-Kama region in Russia, and have played important roles in discussions on eastern 
contacts in middle and northern Sweden. Photo by authors. Photo courtesy of Museum Gustavianum, Uppsala University.

Within Sweden, the Mälar axes have been found mainly in Middle Sweden, with a concentration in the 
Mälaren Valley area. Besides the axes in Russia, some finds of similar axes are also known from Bornholm 
in Denmark, Norway, Finland and the Baltic countries (Baudou, 1960; Kuzminych, 1993; Yushkova, 2011; 
Melheim, 2015; Ojala, 2016). In the end of the 19th century, researchers noticed that the distribution pattern 
of the Mälar axes in Sweden was concentrated to the Mälaren Valley region. It was not until the work of 
the Finnish archaeologist A. M. Tallgren during the early 20th century that the distribution of the axes in 
Sweden was connected with the distribution of similar axes in the Volga-Kama region in Russia (Tallgren, 
1911). The Mälaren Valley was considered by Tallgren and others to have been a prosperous central region 
with a wide-ranging network of contacts which stretched across the Baltic Sea to the Volga-Kama region (see 
e.g. Tallgren, 1911, 1916). Furthermore, it was stated that the influences originated from Sweden (Tallgren, 
1916, p. 362; Nerman, 1954).

The question of eastern contacts and influences has continued to be of importance during large parts 
of the 20th century. In recent years, theories about eastern influences in the Mälaren Valley have been 
discussed by several archaeologists (see e.g. Kuzminych, 1993, 1996, 2000; Hjärthner-Holdar, 1995, 1998; 
Feldt, 2004, 2005; Eriksson, 2009). In particular, contacts with areas across the Baltic Sea have been at the 
focus of recent studies (Wehlin, 2013; cf. Sperling, 2016a, 2016b).

The Ananino axes have a more northern distribution pattern, and have in earlier research mostly been 
discussed as part of the northern cultural sphere. At least two Ananino axes have been found in the inland 
parts of northern Sweden (one in Lycksele parish and one in Sorsele parish in the province of Lapland). 
There are also several finds of moulds for casting Ananino axes in inland northern Sweden. The Ananino 
axes found in northern Sweden were early related to the Sami population in northern Sweden (Montelius, 
1874; see further discussion below). However, one example of an Ananino axe has also been found as far 
south as in Gamla Uppsala on the outskirts of today’s Uppsala. Furthermore, it is worth noting that the only 
known Ananino axe in Finland has been found in Turku, in the south-west of the country, although several 
casting moulds for Ananino axes have been discovered in northern and eastern Finland (Huurre, 1986; 
Lavento, 2019).

In this context, it is interesting to note that recent research on early iron technology in northern Sweden 
has emphasized connections with areas in the east (Bennerhag, 2012, 2019). In discussions on early iron 
metallurgy in middle Sweden, influences from eastern areas have also been discussed (Hjärthner-Holdar, 
1993, 1998).
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In archaeological research on northern Sweden, notions about eastern contacts and influences, 
including ideas about migration and the spread of objects and technologies from areas in present-day 
Russia, have played an important role in theories about the emergence and development of an early Sámi 
ethnicity. In a very different manner in comparison with the Mälaren Valley, influences from the east have 
been seen as a more “natural” part of prehistory, concerning different prehistoric periods, from the Stone 
Age to the Iron Age, even though these contacts seldom, or hardly ever, have been examined more in-depth.

In discussions on the eastern theme, the question concerning the origins and early history of the Sámi 
population has been central. The question of Sámi “origins” has throughout the research history been 
one of the most discussed issues, and many different theories have been put forth by scholars in different 
disciplines.

During the early 19th century many scholars considered the Sámi people as the first population in 
Scandinavia, or even in large parts of northern Europe (see e.g. the work by Sven Nilsson, 1838–1843). 
However, by the end of the 19th century, the views on early Sámi history changed dramatically, and the 
Sámi population became understood as a “foreign” people that had immigrated relatively late in history to 
Scandinavia from some area in the east (e.g. Hallström, 1929; see further Ojala, 2009). During the late 19th 
century, at a time of growing nationalism and social evolutionist ideas, it became important to separate 
between what was considered as the national history and that of the others, such as the Sámi, which was 
considered not to have contributed anything valuable to the national history. Ideas of a Sámi immigration 
to Scandinavia from the east lived on for a long time in archaeological research in Sweden, at least until 
the 1970s.

During the 1980s, views on Sámi prehistory underwent major changes. Instead of seeking the answer to 
when and from where the Sámi had immigrated to northern Scandinavia, scholars started to ask questions 
about when, where, how and why an early Sámi ethnicity emerged and developed. The change in views 
took place in connection with the critical debate on the construction of ethnicity in archaeology in the 
1980s, and also in connection with the growing Sámi ethnopolitical movement, and ethnic and cultural 
revitalization movements among Sámi groups from the 1970s (Hesjedal, 2001; Ojala, 2009; Hansen & Olsen, 
2014). However, in these new discussions about an early Sámi ethnicity, eastern contacts still played an 
important role.

One example is the theory that was put forth by the archaeologist Evert Baudou about a cultural border 
between Middle Norrland and Upper Norrland (through the northern parts of the provinces of Jämtland and 
Ångermanland), from about 800 BC onwards (Baudou, 1989, 1995). According to this theory an early Sámi 
ethnicity developed north of this border, and an early Germanic or Nordic ethnicity south of this border. 
In this theory, ideas about eastern contacts with the Ananino cultural group in the Volga-Kama region 
in Russian played a central role, based to a large extent on the distribution patterns of axes and casting 
moulds of Ananino type. The distribution patterns of asbestos-tempered ceramics, especially so-called 
asbestos ware, also formed a central argument.

During this period also other scholars, such as the Norwegian archaeologist Bjørnar Olsen, discussed 
the emergence of an early Sámi ethnicity, in which contacts with societies in the east in present-day Russia 
were central (Olsen, 1985; cf. also Hansen & Olsen, 2014). The new discussions on the emergence of an early 
Sámi ethnicity were inspired by the theories of the social anthropologist Fredrik Barth on ethnic groups and 
boundaries (Barth, 1969). However, during this period, the “eastern contacts” in archaeological research 
still played the role of the unknown and unexplored, and the theories that were put forth did not lead to any 
more in-depth studies of the material culture of the communities in the Volga-Kama region or the character 
of the long-distance contacts.

In this context, one should also mention that Baudou’s theory of a cultural border in the northern 
part of middle Norrland has subsequently been criticized by several archaeologists – partly based on new 
archaeological discoveries interpreted as belonging to a Sámi cultural context south of the assumed cultural 
border – as the theory does not allow for any older Sámi history in the present-day South Sámi region in 
the provinces of Jämtland, Härjedalen and Dalarna, or in the coastal area in the middle parts of northern 
Sweden (see e.g. Zachrisson et al., 1997; Ojala, 2009; Broadbent, 2010; cf. also similar discussions on Sámi 
prehistory in the south on the Norwegian side of the border, e.g. Bergstøl & Reitan, 2008; Gjerde, 2016).
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7  Concluding Discussion
In this article, we have examined the theme of interregional contacts in middle and northern Sweden 
during the Bronze Age, mainly from a research historical perspective, focusing in particular on the 
province of Uppland and the coastal areas in northern Sweden. We have argued for the need to explore 
northern connections in the Nordic Bronze Age sphere. We have also argued that in discussions of northern 
connections it is also important to examine and analyze eastern contacts with areas in present-day Finland 
and Russia, and how these contacts have been interpreted in northern and middle Sweden. We have also 
pointed to the need to critically examine the political dimensions, and power relations, involved in the 
construction of regional entities and borders in Bronze Age research.

In recent years, new archaeological investigations in the Mälaren Valley region as well as along the 
coast of northern Sweden have created much new knowledge of the Bronze Age, which have led to a need to 
rethink contacts between the two areas. While southern influences in the north during the Bronze Age have 
been an important issue in northern archaeology (with arguments raised for and against), contacts and 
interactions with the northern areas have seldom been discussed in archaeological research in the Mälaren 
Valley region. We argue that in order to deepen and nuance the image of the Bronze Age in middle Sweden, 
especially in Uppland, it is necessary to study relations and interaction with areas further to the north.

By studying “eastern objects”, such as bronze axes (e.g. the so-called Mälar axes and Ananino axes), 
that have been discovered in northern and middle Sweden, another dimension can be added to the 
understanding of the relations between “north” and “south”. We propose that the “eastern objects” are an 
important key for understanding the relations between northern and middle Sweden during the Bronze 
Age and the Early Iron Age. The “eastern” bronze axes have been interpreted in very different ways in 
northern and middle Sweden, which has been connected with different ways of conceptualizing “centers” 
and “peripheries” in the Bronze Age in middle and northern Sweden. This is especially the case concerning 
the two regions’ perceived relations with the Volga-Kama region in Russia during this time period in earlier 
research. In earlier scholarly discussions, eastern contacts in northern Sweden have been closely connected 
with ideas about the emergence of an early Sámi ethnicity, which is highly significant for the understanding 
of the construction of the border between the Nordic Bronze Age sphere and the northern, “Other”, Bronze 
Age.

For future research, there is a great need to further discuss the content of contacts and the meaning of 
interactions in the Bronze Age period beyond over-simplified ethnic interpretations and divisions between 
“north” and “south”, and “inland” and “coast”. However, it seems that complex cultural and identity 
processes took place already during the Bronze Age, which later developed to influence the constitution of 
historically known groups, such as the Sámi, in Northern Fennoscandia.

As discussed in the article, the nation state boundaries in Northern Fennoscandia have been of great 
importance for the construction of images of the past in the region. There is a great future potential in more 
developed collaboration between scholars in Sweden, Norway, Finland and Russia, working across the 
boundaries between different countries and research traditions. Judging from research results from recent 
years, new cross-boundary archaeological research might have the potential to create much new knowledge 
and to re-write the histories of northern communities and northern connections in the Bronze Age.

The northern borderlands of the Bronze Age were not any fixed and static endpoints of influences from 
the south, but active border and meeting zones, with multidirectional influences and contacts, and where 
complex and dynamic identities developed and transformed. The northern parts of the Nordic Bronze 
Age sphere was not a periphery, but a dynamic space with many contact networks stretching in different 
directions.

In our view, it is important to try to look, and work, across the borders between “north” and “south”, 
as well as between “east” and “west”, which have delimited and separated archaeological research and 
images of the past in northernmost Europe. In doing so, it might be possible to challenge and open-up some 
of the perceived borders in the Bronze Age, and to add new dimensions to the study of contact networks and 
regional identities in the past.
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