Spread of Agriculture in the
North European Periphery

Analogous problems emerge in the Northern Hemisphere
wherever food production advanced into the taiga.

Postwar research has considerably
increased our knowledge of the spread
of food production with the establish-
ment of village communities in the Old
World, from the beginnings of this
spread in the Near East to its maxi-
mum marginal extension as a major his-
torical event (). This research has
given us considerably more knowledge
of the stages of the distribution and
of its mechanics, especially in the nu-
clear area but also in central Europe
and in parts of western Europe. North-
ern Europe is concerned with this de-
velopment because it was reached by
early continental forms of food produc-
tion, and North European research has
contributed not a little to the general
European picture.

As such, early food production was
introduced only in the southern parts
of the Scandinavian peninsula. The
consequent spread northward has to be
studied on the basis of rather different
material. It took place over long pe-
riods, and our present knowledge is
still somewhat diffuse, the research situ-
ation being rather complicated. This
article is intended to give a brief sur-
vey of the later acts in the drama of
the history of food production in the
marginal, but wide, North FEuropean
areas.

The time span for the spread of
food production from the Near East
to Scandinavia seems to be at least
3000 years. By 3000 B.C. there are
clear indications of early agriculture
in Denmark. About 4000 years later,
around A.D. 1400, agriculture had un-
doubtedly been established around the
northernmost edge of the Bothnian
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Gulf of the Baltic. There it met the
entirely different complex of reindeer
breeding—a profoundly different form
of food production—among the Lapps
(the Samelats or Same). Details of this
expansion can be studied only by the
simultaneous use of different kinds of
sources—archeological, botanical-zoo-
logical, and literary.

The Starting Point

The starting point in the south is
marked by the establishment in Den-
mark and southern Sweden of the Con-
tinental Funnel Beaker Culture. Here,
botanical and zoological evidence fof
agriculture and cattle breeding is avail-
able as far north as the Milar Region
(60°N) in Sweden, where the main
sites of Vra and Mogetorp in Soder-
manland have yielded botanical and
zoological evidence.

This early food production was—
by way of immigration or in other
ways—introduced in regions where,
during earlier periods, only food-col-
lecting communities of various Mes-
olithic types are known. The details
of this background are outside the
scope of this article.

The Result

At the other chronological and geo-
graphical extreme, the evidence is lit-
erary in character. Historical sources
indicate that contact was established
in the 15th century between the north-
ernmost ends (66°N) of the agricul-
tural areas expanding northward along
both shores of the Bothnian Gulf, in
Sweden and Finland; at the same time,
the Lapps were breeding reindeer in

the adjoining inland areas of Sweden
and Finland, and at the Varanger
coast of northernmost Norway 70° to
71°N (2).

On the Atlantic and Arctic Ocean
side of Scandinavia, in Norway, the
limit of food production is farther
north.

When and how did food production
expand so far north, from the initial
positions described?

Direct and Indirect Evidence;

Archeological Inference

There is little or no possibility of
answering this question by direct evi-
dence—that is, by either archeological
indications, such as preserved agricul-
tural equipment, traces of fields, and
so on, or biological evidence (botanical
or zoological).

Botanical evidence may take the
form of pollen of cultivated plants,
other palynological indications of hu-
man manipulation of the plant cover,
imprints of grains in pottery, or macro-
scopic remains of cultivated plants—
charred grains and so on. Direct zoo-
logical evidence of the presence of do-
mesticated animals consists of their pre-
served bones.

Undoubtedly such direct evidence
ceases to be available far south of the
actual northernmost area of distribu-
tion of food production. Any attempt
to tell the story of food production
in this peripheral area solely on the
basis of direct evidence would give
misleading results. i

For all this remaining area, the
problem has to be tackled with the
help of indirect evidence—that is, by
way of archeological inference. To do
this one works backward chronologi-
cally, beginning with the medieval his-
torical situation and proceeding to-
ward the beginning, in a kind of his-
torical approach.

In the same areas where food pro-
duction was introduced by the Funnel
Beaker Culture there developed, to-
ward the beginning of our era, cul-
tural complexes characterized by local
adaptations based on a common conti-
nental culture. Their presence is pre-
dominantly indicated by graves in
groups or in fields, whereas clear
traces of settlements are left only in
some of the sub-areas, probably those
abandoned for one reason or another.
In these special areas the importance
of food production is clear. Thus, the
extension of such complexes can be
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Fig. 1. Cairn on Valén Island, off the west coast of Sweden.

followed mainly by the distribution of
graves. Indirectly this distribution indi-
cates a considerable expansion of food
production northward. However, this
expansion seems not to have been con-
tinuous. Rather, it has to be seen as
composed of a number of impulses,
separated by interruptions in the move-
ment or even by withdrawals.

The Final Establishment

The last and decisive drive north-
ward took place during the 1st mil-
lennium A.D. Along the Norwegian
coast it reached its northernmost limit
of 69°N about A.D. 400 (3). On the
east side of the peninsula it did not
reach as far as that, but stopped at
about 63°N, at about A.D. 400 (4).
Between these two coastal extensions,
a Norwegian-Swedish cross-connection
at 63°N was established about A.D.
400. At this time a corresponding
coastal arm along the east coast of
the Bothnian Gulf had reached 64°N
in Finland (5).

This expansion along the three
coasts of Norway, Sweden, and Fin-
land undoubtedly formed the direct
basis for subsequent medieval agricul-
tural settlement in northern Scandi-
navia.

Preceding Drives

However, during the more than
2000 years before this final drive, but
after the initial establishment of the
Funnel Beaker “basis” in the south,
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several earlier impulses may have oc-
curred, and this possibility has to be
considered. These are all rather hypo-
thetical, owing to the nearly complete
absence of direct traces of food pro-
duction in the archeological record. In
chronological order they are as fol-
lows.

1) Scandinavian Western Pitted
Ware. One of the generally accepted
main cultural groups in southern Scan-
dinavia during the Middle Neolithic
periods is the Western Pitted Ware
Culture (6). It is often, in a generaliz-
ing way, labeled a hunting-fishing cul-
ture. This it may have been, since
evidence of fishing and hunting of land
and sea mammals is very strong in
these finds, compared with finds be-
longing to the Funnel Beaker Culture
and the Battle Axe Cultures. How-
ever, there are also substantial indica-
tions of pig breeding, and there are
signs of agriculture. Thus, the Western
Pitted Ware Culture must, in this con-
nection, be regarded as food-produc-
ing. This is of interest in two specific
areas. One of these is the east coast
of Sweden, because Western Pitted
Ware sites are known up to 60°30'N,
which is north of the northernmost
uncontroversial indications for the
other roughly contemporary food-pro-
ducing groups. But it must be empha-
sized that direct evidence of food pro-
duction has not been afforded by the
northernmost Western Pitted Ware
sites. The second area where food pro-
duction might have been introduced
by Pitted Ware Culture is the Aland
archipelago of Finland.

2) European Battle Axe Cultures. At

about 2000 B.C., different groups of
the European Battle Axe Cultures (7)
in southern Scandinavia certainly had
food production as their economic
basis. In its typical form, with charac-
teristic graves, this culture is distrib-
uted northward to 64°N in Norway,
60°N in Sweden, and 63°N in Fin-
land. This distribution is generally in-
terpreted as evidence for the spread
of food production this far north.

The northern limit in Sweden is es-
pecially controversial. Corresponding
to the Middle Neolithic of southern
Scandinavia, there occur in Swedish
Visterbotten, at 65°N, a number of
hoards of tools of South Scandinavian
types and material (flint). Malmer (7)
has interpreted these finds as indica-
tions of an attempted establishment of
food production by settlers belonging
to the Swedish Battle Axe Culture.
This interpretation—as well as the as-
signment of the group—has caused
considerable controversy. Personally, 1
regard Malmer’s conclusions as logical,
but the evidence is still too weak to
allow a positive evaluation (8).

What happened to food production
in the northernmost areas after the dis-
appearance of the Battle Axe Culture?
The answer must be that, if the evi-
dence for this northernmost Middle
Neolithic food production is weak, the
indications for its continuation are
virtually nonexistent.

3) Late Neolithic Dagger Culture.
At about 1700 B.C. there existed in
the “basis area” in the south a Dag-
ger Culture (9) with stone cists, be-
longing to a Late Neolithic period. It
is generally assumed that this culture
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is based on food production, even
though, as Becker has quite correctly
pointed out, the actual evidence as to
the proportion of the food production
within a possibly mixed economy is
weak. The flint forms of this group
have a distribution reaching far north-
ward on the Scandinavian peninsula,
but not in Finland. Such forms have
been reported in Norway as far north
as 63°. Theoretically, these finds might
justify some inferences concerning a
spread northward also of some form
of food production. A hypothesis in
this direction has been advanced by
Hinsch and others. However, the dis-
tribution of these forms—mainly dag-
gers, of which the material, flint, if
not the tools themselves, is undoubted-
ly of southern Scandinavian origin—
might be explained as a result of trade
between food collectors in the north
and semi-peasants in the south.

4) Bronze Age Cairn Builders and
Rock Artists. The evidence from vari-
ous periods of the next millennium
which correspond to the South Scandi-
navian Bronze Age is more substan-
tial, but the distributional problems
are complicated. In its typical form,
with characteristic graves concentrated,
indicating settled regions, the so-called
Northern Bronze Age of the textbooks
is limited to the southernmost edge of
southern Scandinavia and a few iso-
lated spots slightly farther north. Out-
side these nuclear regions, occasional
graves and hoards occur within periph-
eral zones. In some of these zones
there are finds of other types, which
might possibly be interpreted as indi-
cations of the .contemporaneous pres-
ence of people belonging to other
groups, thus hinting at a more com-
plex cultural-geographical situation. To
these zones belong the majority of two
especially important types of monu-
ments: the rock carvings of so-called
southern or agricultural type and the
coastal stone barrows, or cairns.

The cairns are among the most spec-
tacular prehistoric grave monuments in
our part of the world (Fig. 1). They
usually occur isolated or in small
groups on hilltops or mountaintops
‘and contain central cists with burials
or cremations within constructions that
can often be proved to have been con-
siderably more sophisticated originally
than is immediately obvious in their
present, usually badly damaged, condi-
tion. They exist by the thousands along
the coasts of Norway, Sweden, and
Finland, to latitudes, respectively, of
69°, 65°, and 65°N. The dating of
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Fig. 2. Rock carvings with ship symbols,
at Hovés, on the west coast of Sweden.

these monuments presents difficulties,
since only a very few of them have
yielded finds that can be accurately
dated, and these finds cover periods of
different length in different areas. In
the south most of them obviously be-
long to the Bronze Age (about 1500
to 500 B.C.), but some are clearly as
early as the Late Neolithic period
(about 1700 B.C.); in the north, at
least in Norway and Finland, they con-
tinue down in time for at least several
centuries after Christ.

It has not been formally established
that the stone barrows belong to one,
continuously coherent, group. How-

ever, it is assumed here that they do.
As to their origin, it is conventionally
thought that they are a mere transla-
tion into stone of the soil-covered bar-
row of the Northern Bronze Age in the
south. But Stenberger, among others,
has argued for their independence and
the possibility that their architectural
form reflects influences from the Brit-
ish Isles (70). If the conventional view
is the correct one, it is tempting to
consider the distribution northward of
the stone barrows an indication of an
enormous drive northward of food pro-
duction. The second view must lead
to an attempt to find out what the
economic situation of the cairn build-
ers was. However, there is at present
little real evidence of the nature of
this situation. The geographical pic-
ture, especially the coastal distribution
of the majority of the cairns, might
be an important clue, hinting at a ma-
rine economy with much fishing and
hunting of sea mammals. But this
might be an erroneous interpretation;
the graves may have been placed far
from the settlements of the living for
some religious reason. Actually, the
settlements are not yet sufficiently
known for this question to be re-
solved.

The rock carvings of the type in
question are usually characterized (11)
(Fig. 2) by ship symbols, foot-like
signs, and cup-marks (small cupshaped
cavities; see Fig. 2, top center); in addi-
tion, there are, in some areas, repre-
sentations of people and animals,
though in smaller numbers. This differ-
ence in numbers ought to be pointed
out, since publication and interest have

Table 1. Evaluations of the time span of sites with lithic artifacts in the inlands of northern
Sweden. Such evaluations differ considerably. This table attempts, in a generalizing way, to

summarize some of the controversial opinions.

_ B o AD.0 AD.400 AD.1000 AD.1500
Archeologist Stone Bronze Iron Iron Iron Middle Modern
Age Age Age Age Age Ages times
B. Almgren, 1965 + ?
M. Biornstad, 1965 + + + +
M. Stenberger, 1962 + + + +)
M. Stenberger, 1964 + + =+ (+) (+)
S. Janson, 1965 + + + + + 9
S. Janson, 1960 + + + + + + +)

Table 2. Drives northward of various cultural groups.

Group Period

Northermost. latitude reached

Norway Sweden Finland
Western Pitted Ware Culture ~2000 B.C. 60°30” 60°30’ 60°30”
Battle Axe Culture ~2000 B.C. 64° 60°(65°?7) 63°
Dagger Culture ~1700 B.C. 63° ? 60°
Cairn builders 1500-500(?) B.C. 69° 65° 65°
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been concentrated on this minority,
thus creating the erroneous impression
that these petroglyphs are the prevail-
ing ones. The generally accepted in-
terpretation of the entire group as re-
flecting fertility ceremonies is based on
observations in themselves probably
valid for this minority. The case is
similar with respect to datings to dif-
ferent parts of the Bronze Age. The
distribution of the rock carvings is
somewhat analogous to that of the
cairns, though the two do not coin-
cide in detail. Thus, the rock carvings
are, in the south, firmly anchored with-
in the nuclear area of the South Scan-
dinavian Bronze Age group—the
Northern Bronze Age Culture. But the
majority belong to the much more ex-
tended coastal regions outside, even
very far north of, this nuclear area;
in Norway they occur to 68°; in
Sweden, to 60°, in pure forms, and,
mixed with other types of petroglyphs,
to 63°N, at least.

If one accepts the generally accepted
view that, in the south, the rock carv-
ings have to be explained as traces
of a fertility cult or the practice of
magic among peasants, then their dis-
tribution in the north must inevitably
be interpreted as an indication of the
possible existence there of food produc-
tion.

Among the controversial attitudes to-
ward this problem one can find the
more-or-less outspoken belief in the
existence of some degree of food pro-
duction very far north during this per-
iod (3, 12). Thus Sjovold concluded
that there must have been a “Nor-
wegian” activity from the south as far
north as 69°N during the Bronze Age,
and that this activity must to some ex-
tent have had the character of perma-
nent settlement, obviously with some
food production, at least in the form
of stockbreeding. But, as he rightly
states, this settlement might have been
discontinued. In my opinion, the ques-
tion of the dating and of the subsist-
ence basis of the people who built
the stone barrows and used the rock
carvings is one of the major unsolved
problems of North European prehis-
tory.

Fig. 4 (left). Limits of early food produc-
tion in Scandinavia. (Solid arrows) North-
ernmost expansion of the continental food-
producing Funnel Beaker Culture during
the 3rd millennium B.C.; (broken arrows)
northernmost limits of the establishment
of food production in Norway, Sweden,
and Finland at about A.D. 400 (see Table
2).
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Late Survival of Food Collection

in Inland Areas

In wide areas and over a consider-
able period, food collectors seem to
have survived side by side with food
producers in the same or adjacent
areas (/3). Opinions on the extent of
such survival, especially on how late
it can be traced in some inland areas,
are still very controversial.

In the inlands of Northern Swed-
en, at about 64° to 67°N, hundreds
of sites have been discovered and to
some extent excavated, due to the
large-scale salvage work organized by
Riksantikvarieimbetet, the central of-
fice for antiquities in Sweden. The arti-
fact material belongs to different
groups. Typologically, earlier parts of
the lithic material reveal contacts with
Middle or Late Neolithic groups in
southern Scandinavia at about 2000 to
1500 B.C. Later parts of the artifact
material—lithic with some  bronze
metallurgy, and asbestos-tempered pot-
tery—reflect contacts with the East
European-Siberian Bronze Age shortly
before the birth of Christ.

The possibly prolonged existence of
the latter group is debated. There is
some weak historical evidence. Some
archeological and radiocarbon determi-
nations are for this late period.

Evaluations of these data differ
(Table 1). One theory is that the peo-
ple belonged to the food-producing
groups outside the area. The second
is that the people were surviving non-
producers. If this is correct, there are
again two theories. One is that the
people belonged archeologically and
ethnically to some group we have not
yet been able to- identify—an “X-
group.” The second is that they repre-
sent a prolongation of the ‘“Eastern
Bronze” group. Here the methodological
difficulties are considerable, owing to
the reutilization of sites, the lack of
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stratigraphy, the comparative scarcity of
chronologically diagnostic artifacts, and
the scarcity of radiocarbon determina-
tions, those that have been made being
often from samples of dubious cultural
context.

The eastern Swedish part of the ad-
jacent Southern Inland has been stud-
ied less intensively, but from the Nor-
wegian part of the Southern Inland
there are archeological indications—
and  radiocarbon  determinations—
pointing to research problems similar
to those in the north.

However, these culture-survival
have only limited, direct
consequences for the evaluation of the
positive  expansion of food production.

Summary

During the 3rd millennium B.C.,
food production was established in
bridgeheads north of the Baltic Sea
and the Gulf of Finland. Within these
first-reached regions of Norway and
Sweden there is no conclusive evidence
for unmixed food collection later, but
there is considerable indication of dif-
ferent forms of mixed economy. In
the peripheral areas outside these
North European nuclear regions of
food production, one or more impulses
of expansion of food production may
have occurred during prehistory. Final
establishment of food production in
the far north occurred only in histori-
cal times, after A.D. 1100. After A.D.
1600 there seems to have been no un-
mixed food collecting except in the
small area occupied by the coastal
Lapps on the shores of the Arctic
Ocean, where it continued for some
time. These drives northward have
been ~ discussed for the periods and
areas indicated in Table 2. (See also
Figs. 3 and 4.)

Apart from their interest for local

regional history the importance of
these processes is twofold.

1) The history of the fluctuations in
peripheral distributions can be related
to the history of climate, thus provid-
ing an opportunity for advancing the
knowledge of human ecology.

2) The situation in northern Europe
may have been related to correspond-
ing situations in other areas around
the northern Hemisphere where food
production was advancing into, or even
beyond, the forest zone, in Europe,
Asia, and America. The same types of
archeological questions arise for all
these frontier areas. This is neither
Old World nor New World archeology,
but an anthropologically orientated
One World archeology.
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