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THE CONTINUITY OF IRON AGE SETTLEMENT IN OSTROBOTHNIA:

A PROBLEM OF RESEARCH

In Fennoscandia archaeologica IX (1992) there is
a review by E. Orrman of the study Jarndiders-
bygd i Osterbotten. En ekologisk-arkeologisk
studie av bosdtmingskontinuitet och resursutnytt-
jande (Iron Age Settlement in Ostrobothnia. An
Ecological-Archaeological Study of Settlement
Continuity and Resource Utilization) (Baudou ez
al. 1991). The study presents the findings of a re-
search project carried out in the years 1986-1991
by E. Baudou, R. Engelmark and L. Liedgren at
the Department of Archaeology, Umea University,
and U. Segerstrém and J.-E. Wallin at the Depart-
ment of Ecological Botany, Umed University. In
the same volume of Fennoscandia archaeologica
there is also an article by H. Kotivuori on the ex-
cavation at Kalaschabrdnnan in Malax 1987-1989.
The excavation, led by L. Liedgren, was part of the
project. In his review Orrman ends up claiming
that the conclusions of the Umed-project are all
wrong, and Kotivuori arrives at the opinion that
there are no new archaeological results at all ex-
cept some aspects of the excavation at Ka-
laschabrénnan.

The review and the article both deserve some at-
tention since they raise questions of principle.
These questions concern the aims and means to be
used in research on prehistoric settlements. In this
article I shall discuss methodological questions,
and in the article following, the botanists Engel-
mark, Segerstrdbm and Wallin will deal with the
ecological problems in detail. It is obvious that
Kotivuori’s and Orrman’s ideas about method and
theory are totally different from those of the mem-
bers of the project. I have to begin by making clear
the background of the project.

The point of departure was the problem of whe-
ther the decline in the number of finds from the
Viking and the Crusade Periods in Ostrobothnia
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also reflect a settlement regression. A continuous
inhabitation of a farm, a district or a region can be
expected to leave traces of houses, graves, arte-
facts, and also of resource utilization. In practical
terms, the question the members of the project had
to ask themselves first of all was how the amount
of money they had at their disposal could be used
in the most efficient way.

The initial discussions took place in the spring
of 1986. The Department of Archaeology at Umeé
University had at that time devoted ten years to
research on settlement archaeology in Norrland
(Northern Sweden). This work had throughout
been carried out in cooperation with palaecoeco-
logical experts. Palacoecology was and is an in-
tegral part of both basic and advanced education at
the Department of Archaeology. In the research
project "Early Norrland” (Norrlands tidiga bebyg-
gelse) there had been, as early as from 1968, a
close cooperation between the Section of Ecologi-
cal Botany, Institute of Biology, Ume# University
and the Central Office of National Antiquities,
Stockholm and the Department of North-European
Archaeology, Stockholm University (Baudou
1977; Miiller-Wille 1984: 160-164, 182-183).
When the Ostrobothnian project began in 1986 it
had thus been preceded by a cooperation between
archaeology and palaeoecology (environmental
history) in Norrland extending over a period of al-
most 20 years.

Assessing the potential of the four categories
(remains of houses, graves, artefacts and indicators
of resource utilization) as source material for new
knowledge the members of the research team were
agreed that the fourth category was particularly
important. From Finnish archaeological research it
was well known that finds of artefacts dating to the
Viking and the Crusade Periods were few. Only a
small number of graves have been found, and these
outside the area where the earlier Iron Age periods
are rich in finds. An important result concerning
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resource utilization had been published (Tolonen
et al. 1979; Vuorela’s results had not yet been pub-
lished). But the botanists in Ume# found that the
interpretation of the Ostrobothnian pollen diagram
given in the text by Tolonen et al. differed in an
unacceptable way from the pollen diagram itself.
To look for new archaeological material would de-
mand too much time and money. To continue the
study of resource utilization on the other hand,
would be easier. We were agreed that most of the
resources should be used for pollen analyses as the
main method of studying the changes of settle-
ment.

The second item in the research plan was an ar-
chaeological field survey on the Viking Age
shore-level in a small part of the territory, a plan
which was not carried out. In addition excavations
of house constructions from the Merovingian and
Viking Periods were planned. The intention was to
study whether changes in the pattern of settlement
and agriculture had occurred during the Late Iron
Age (Baudou 1988, 15). The Merovingian part of
the project was completed.

During the first phase of the project, 1986—
1987, pollen analyses were carried out in areas we
knew were rich in Iron Age remains. The result of
three pollen diagrams which belong to this phase
of the project was the hypothesis “that the rapid
change in the natural environment and the natural
resources was one major force that caused regular
relocation of the dwelling sites” (Segerstrém &
Wallin 1991, 84). During the second phase,
1988-1991, the hypothesis was tested in areas
which the botanists chose on their own, following
only ecological criteria, i.e. which areas could
have offered possible sites during the Viking and
the Crusade Periods for settlement with cultivation
and ready availability of sufficient fodder and
grazing resources. The hypothesis could not be
falsified. It also proved possible, on the basis of a
total of ten pollen analyses, to draw conclusions
about the environmental changes during the grea-
ter part of the Iron Age. In this way the hypothesis
became more generally applicable than we had
anticipated (Segerstrom & Wallin 1991, 77). The
results of an archaeological survey of change over
time in the pattern of Iron Age finds was in accord-
ance with the general ecological hypothesis (Bau-
dou 1991a, 193 ff.).

Kotivuori’s main criticism stems from his view
of the nature of archaeology:

Archaeology as a discipline becomes meaning-
less without its primary material of remains and
finds. The results of the natural sciences are an
important addition to our picture of the past,
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but their weight in comparison with archae-
ological material must be individually ad-
dressed in each case. (Kotivuori 1992, 72).

Kotivuori has not realized or accepted that the
project started out from a defined problem con-
cerning the settlement continuity during the Vik-
ing and the Crusade Periods. We are dealing here
with problem-oriented research. Once we had de-
cided to make ecological analyses the main
method of investigation, and had learnt what
results this investigation yielded, it was clearly our
task to discuss the problem in terms of a specific
source material, i.e. the traces of resource utiliza-
tion which had been found in the form of pollen of
cereals and pollen indicating grazing. If we could
show that there had been permanent fields, there
must have been permanent farms too. Therewith
the problem conceming settlement continuity
would be solved. It does not matter whether
graves, artefacts and remains of houses have been
found or not. Why the last three categories of
sources are scarce or lacking is another problem.

The division of all our knowledge and our
search for knowledge into the traditional dis-
ciplines of the universities is a crude but some-
times useful practice. Nevertheless, as reality con-
fronts us with problems that often cut across sev-
eral disciplines, modern research tries to cross the
artificial borderlines between disciplines, and this
is known as inter-disciplinary research. It is im-
possible to study the history of prehistoric settle-
ment succesfully without inter-disciplinary re-
search. The problem we investigated was the
question of continuity or discontinuity of settle-
ment. This problem, which is part of the great
complex of problems concerning settlement his-
tory, can be solved with two scientific methods:
pollen analysis and macrofossil analysis.

Kotivuori does not want to understand the
project in this way, as is obvious from his text.
From the partly excavated dwelling site at Ka-
laschabrinnan in Malax there is one radiocarbon
date. Kotivuori (1992, 71) considers this “neither
comparable nor otherwise sufficient in view of the
considerable costs and importance of the project”.
But Kotivuori does not mention the 25 radiocarbon
datings from the pollen analyses (Segerstrém &
Wallin 1991, 35). The pollen analyses were of cru-
cial impotance in the project.

Kotivuori, in his article, makes a thorough
survey of the archaeological finds from Ka-
laschabrénnan. This he has also done in an earlier
article (Kotivuori 1989). This is worthwhile and of
importance for the research on Iron Age dwelling-
sites in Finland. But in this case the definition of



the concept “finds” should not be narrowly restric-
ted to artefacts. Among the finds must also be
counted the carbonized seeds of cultivated plants,
arable weeds and meadow plants (Engelmark
1991, 86 ff.). According to Engelmark barley was
the main crop. From Engelmark’s summary in
English I quote:

The majority of arable weed seeds are from
spring-germinating nitrophilous plants and this
particular composition is produced almost ex-
clusively in well-worked and well-manured
permanent fields (Sw. enside). The ardmarks
found in the excavation support the proposed
interpretation. There are no indications of slash
and burn culture among the seed material. (En-
gelmark 1991, 102).

With these and other results from the macrofossil
analysis at Kalaschabrinnan we can test the hypo-
thesis built on the ten pollen analyses. The data
obtainable from the two materials are fully consist-
ent with each other. Since Kotivuori does not men-
tion these results from the excavation he can say:

It must be stressed here that the significant ex-
cavation results from Kalasar have no direct
bearing on the discussion on settlement con-
tinuity in Late Iron Age Ostrobothnia. (Ko-
tivuori 1992, 72).

Many scientists have written about the land up-
heaval in Ostrobothnia and its relation to the relo-
cation of past settlements, as Kotivuori (1992, 71)
also points out. But the project has shown for the
first time and with scientific material, the close
connection between settlement, permanent fields,
the importance of natural hay meadows, shore-line
displacement and the difficulties caused by peat-
lands developing. And before this project nobody
had seen the regional settlement continuity.

Kotivuori (1992, 72) emphasizes that it may be
misleading to evaluate earlier archaeological
results from today’s perspective of mainly natu-
ral-scientific evidence”. He adds that “the small
number of artefacts cannot be attributed to chance
or insufficient fieldwork; it also reflects a definite
situation in the past”. If the implications of the for-
mer sentence were accepted it would put an end to
scientific development; of course earlier results
must be evaluated from today’s perspective. It
does not matter from which discipline the results
and the perspective come.

The latter sentence is astonishing. What charac-
terizes archaeological Viking Period research in
Ostrobothnia is precisely insufficient fieldwork.

According to Kotivuori Ostrobothnia would be
one of those few regions in the world, like for in-
stance the Antarctic, where we are fairly certain
that the poorness in archaeological finds reflects a
definite situation in the past. With which method
has it been possible to establish this as a fact? The
many unexpected archaeological finds in areas
earlier poor in finds all over the world during the
last decades make it less probable that Ostro-
bothnia should occupy such a unique position.

We welcome Kotivuori’s discussion of the
archaeological finds from the Kalaschabrinnan
site, but we cannot accept Kotivuori’s view of the
project and his opinion on the relation between
archaeology and natural science. The principle of
inter-disciplinary research has to mean that both
disciplines join in formulating the problems and
interpreting the results, while each discipline
works according to its own methods while the
project is under way.

Orrman’s review also contains methodological
weaknesses, particularly in his use of historical
sources. Orrman has, however, noticed that a cru-
cial question which the project adressed was whe-
ther the cultivation took place in permanent fields
or as slash-and-bumn culture during the Iron Age in
Ostrobothnia.

Orrman maintains that historical sources are im-
portant for the understanding of Iron Age culti-
vation. He mentions several examples of the im-
portance of slash-and-bumn cultivation from the
16th to the 18th century in different parts of Fin-
land. Orrman (1992, 100) is of the opinion that En-
gelmark’s study and interpretation of the culti-
vation at Kalaschabrinnan ”can be based only on a
complete ignorance of available literature on the
history of agricultural technology in Finland”. ”In-
formation from documentary sources of the
Middle Ages and early Modern Times is mostly
ignored” by the botanists in the project (Orrman
1992, 100).

At first sight such arguments may perhaps seem
convincing, particularly as historical parallels of
this kind are very often used to support claims
made regarding the character of prehistoric culti-
vation in Finland. Everyone knows, however, that
one hundred years ago historians began to differ-
entiate between two kinds of historical sources:
first, remains of old events; second, traditions or
reports on old events. The value of the second
group is often diminished by various factors, and
the value varies with the gap in time between the
event and the document. Orrman’s historical
sources all belong to the second group in the sense
that they record what happened. Officials have
registered the information on cultivation. The pol-
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len, on the other hand, are remains from the very
cultivation, consequently a primary source. Orr-
man’s sources are at least 500 years younger than
the period which is the object of study. It is further-
more difficult to interpret the historical docu-
ments, because we are not always certain of the
meaning of the terminology. The botanists inter-
pret their sources on the basis of botanical evi-
dence, which we know or can test.

Orrman (1992, 100) also refers to pollen analy-
ses from other parts of Finland where arable farm-
ing and slash-and-bum methods are supposed to
have coexisted "since the second half of the first
millenium”. It is to begin with, well known, that
the conditions for agriculture vary considerably in
different parts of Finland. What we are discussing
are pollen analyses and macrofossil analyses from
Ostrobothnia. Two other macrofossil analyses,
with a considerable amount of seeds, have been
published in Finland. As Engelmark (1991, 88)
emphasizes, the analyses from Katajamiki in Salo
(4th century) and Domargird in Karis (Viking
Period), both situated in southwestern Finland,
show that barley was the main crop. There are no
indications of slash-and-burn culture. These
results are not mentioned by Orrman. Engelmark
(1991, 90) also states that pollen analysis is a too
blunt instrument to distinguish between permanent
fields and slash-and-burn cultivation, since pollen
from arable weeds — which are important in identi-
fying culture in permanent fields - are to a great
extent carried by insects and are only in excep-
tional cases represented in the pollen sequences.

There are some other points which have to be
clarified. In those parts of Ostrobothnia with
which we are concerned the area under cultivation
has continously grown from as far back as we can
follow in historical sources. This expansion has
taken place in the areas where the ancient remains
would be. The increasing population needed all
available fields and meadows, both old and new
ones. With new cultivation methods and a
technique for turning the peatlands into productive
fields by burning (kyttlandsbréinning) it was not
necessary to move from the old shore-line to the
new, as had been the rule during the Iron Age.
Therefore the Viking Period remains have been
more exposed to destruction than the earlier Iron
Age monuments, which are to be found near the
older shore-line.

Characteristic of the Iron Age settlement in
Ostrobothnia is the continuity in the region. The
well-manured, permanent fields, again, imply per-
manent farm-houses. It can only cause astonish-
ment, then, to read that "the researchers of the
project suggest that Iron Age settlement in
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Southern Ostrobothnia was highly mobile” (Orr-
man 1992, 99).

Another example of Orrman’s highly individual
way of reading Jirndldersbygd i Osterbotten are
the lines about the rune inscriptions in Vora, Orr-
man (1992, 103) finds it surprising that the inscrip-
tions are not referred to at all. The rune inscrip-
tions, however, have no decisive importance for
the problem of settlement continuity or discon-
tinuity in Ostrobothnia. Therefore they are not dis-
cussed in the project.

Our results are not in agreement with the
theories which have hitherto dominated. We have
tested alternative interpretations (see Engelmark et
al. in this volume), but the tests have not given any
support to the alternatives. In his review Orrman
has not presented any valid arguments against our
results. Thus our conclusion remains that Iron Age
Ostrobothnia is characterized by regional settle-
ment continuity. This is a conclusion which ap-
plies to the Iron Age generally as well as speci-
ficially to the Viking and the Crusade Periods.

Recent archaeological studies have been in-
creasingly interested in the problem how we ac-
quire our knowledge of prehistoric times (e.g.
Shanks & Tilley 1989 with the discussion and lit-
erature referred to; Baudou 1991b). Which factors
influence and determine our interpretations? In
Finland the slash-and-burn culture has played an
important role during historical times, as the writ-
ten sources indicate. Has this well-known fact
maybe influenced the view of prehistoric agricul-
ture? Have the images disseminated by Finnish lit-
erature and art acquired a hold not only on the
popular imagination but on the assumptions about
agriculture in archaeological studies as well? Eero
Jirnefelt’s famous painting Sveden (”Burn-beat-
ing”) from 1893 has entered the international
archaeology with the plate Ve in J.G.D. Clark’s
Prehistoric Europe. The Economic Basis (1952).
Not only Finnish archaeologists and historians
have looked upon slash-and-burn culture as an
axiom, when they are dealing with prehistory. But
this view can not be accepted without proof or rel-
evant argument, as our investigation indicates. Are
the researchers influenced by a kind of Finnish
national romanticism? Why have the researchers
not engaged in the standard source criticism in
their use of historical sources? In Finland as in
other countries it would certainly be a useful
archaeological investigation to study the archaeolo-
gists and their research in connection with the
leading ideas of contemporary society.
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