Chapter 16
Stones and Bones:
The Myth of Ymer and Mortuary Practises with an Example
from the Migration Period in Uppland, Central Sweden.
Christina Lindgren

ABSTRACT Mortuary practises are an effective way of transforming meaning between the dead and
material culture. One example is the use of large amounts of quartz debris found in stone settings from the
Migration Period site at Lilla Sylta, north of Stockholm. The active use of quartz is seen as a metaphor for
the cremated bones of a body, and it may not be just any body.
‘The fields have eyes, and the woods have ears.’
G. Chaucer. Canterbury Tales

In 2003 and 2004 the Department of Archaeological
excavations, National Heritage Board UV Mitt, Sweden,
excavated a gravefield from Migration Period at Sylta,
Fresta parish in Uppland (Svensson & Andersson 2005).
This gravefield has many of the characteristics of other
Iron Age gravefields in central Sweden. The most
common burial practice in eastern middle Sweden during
the Iron Age is cremation. The cremated and crushed
bones are usually placed in a container or a cremation
layer. The cremated bones are then covered by a stone
setting which can have many shapes. However, one thing
that was found at Sylta was not that common, namely that
several of the graves also included large amounts of
crushed quartz. Quartz has been found previously in some
Iron Age grave contexts. In some cases crushed quartz
was found among the filling of stone settings. This
particular custom of putting quartz in or on top of graves
has been explained in many different ways over the years.

The Sylta area - a man made landscape
The gravefield at Lilla Sylta is a most common gravefield
from the Migration Period in the region. It consists of
some 50 stone settings, mainly rounded with a few
triangular and square stone settings (Figs. 1-2).
Cremation was the dominant burial practice. Along with
the cremated and crushed bones there were also glass
beads, clasp buttons, dress pins and bone combs (Fig. 3).
The burial practice, the grave goods and the grave
monuments looked nothing but ordinary.
The landscape around Sylta is typical for the region, with
several higher hills with forest and lower arable areas,
here facing down to the lake Fjäturen in the south (Fig.
2). At Sylta four neighbouring hills were all used during
the Migration Period (Fig. 4). One of them contained the
above mentioned gravefield, another hill 250 m to the
east had a single stone setting with clasp buttons
(Holback 2005), the third hill was used for three large
chamber tombs with finds of game pieces, glass and other
prestige objects (Victor et al 2005). The fourth hill just
close to the hill with the gravefield was used for a major
farm, Kocktorp, dating to the Roman and Migration
Period. This farm was of high status with a large hall
building, terraced houses, and what probably was a
founder’s grave with many rich objects such as dress
pins, clasp buttons, and silver (Edenmo et al 2005).

First there is the more common explanation that the
quartz is not associated with the graves at all. Instead, it
belongs to a Stone Age site underneath the graves. Quartz
is the predominant raw material at Stone Age sites in this
region of Sweden, and in several cases it is probably true
that there is an unknown Stone Age site underneath the
site in question (cf ex Baudou 1962, Blomqvist & Åhman
1998). Then there are the second and the third
explanations that both put the quartz in the same context
as the grave. These are either that the quartz belongs to
the grave and is part of ritual beliefs (Runcis 1996), or
that the white quartz has been used to cover the graves,
giving them a spectacular look, all white and shimmering.

The first traces of human presence at Sylta can be
confirmed by radiocarbon dates from the Late Bronze
Age. During the Pre-Roman and Roman period there was
a minor farm situated in the lowland just adjacent to the
gravefield and the high status farm (Pettersson & Eklund
et al). However, by 200 AD things began to happen and
someone, probably the family who lived at Kocktorp,
started to build more impressive monuments on the
nearby hills, thus creating an almost scenic landscape.

In the case of the Sylta gravefield I will suggest a slightly
different explanation of why the quartz was put in graves,
an explanation that is based on ideas of the materiality of
both stones and bones. This concerns both the mortuary
practices and the idea of the human body and how it can
have different representations.
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Fig. 1. Plan over the gravefield at Sylta with some 50 graves.

Fig. 2. Areal photo of the Sylta area with the gravefield to the left and the settlement with the three
chamber graves to the right.
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Fig. 4. An Iron Age scene at Sylta (From Edenmo in print).

Fig. 3. Some of the grave finds from Sylta including
clasp buttons and a brooch.

Fig. 5. Crushed quartz in one of the stone
settings at the gravefield (Photo: Andreas
Nordberg).

157

bedrock of eastern middle Sweden quartz is often found
in veins (Fig. 6). This veined quartz was quarried from
the Mesolithic and onwards, actually into our days when
it was used in the making of porcelain and china
(Lindgren 2004:24). The quartz from Sylta burials had to
be quarried somewhere – but where?

Coming from the shore of the lake Fjäturen, one probably
saw the large farm at Kocktorp with several of the grave
monuments in the background. This must surely have
been an impressive sight. However, only a couple of
hundred years later it was all more or less abandoned, and
there are very few traces of remains dated to the Viking
period in the area.

During the excavation the nearby areas were searched for
quartz veins but none was found. So the quartz at Sylta
had to be quarried somewhere and transported to the
burial ground. This may sound quite trivial and an easy
task, but if you think of the amount of quartz that was
found in the graves the work of locating, extracting and
transporting the quartz to the burials in Sylta was quite a
project. This was clearly not a single person enterprise.
Instead it was a project that demanded organisation,
resources, planning and involvement in areas far from
Sylta region. This also emphasises the power of the agent
behind this work, whose realms reached far beyond the
farm and burials at Sylta.

Sylta is a very good representative of a high status,
powerful, environment during a short period of time (the
Migration Period) where a lot of effort was made to
visualise and materialise the power of the family. The
power of the Kocktorp family was not only aimed at
impressing far away guests and visitors but was also
materialised in ritual practice at the gravefield at Lilla
Sylta.

Quartz and power
Two of the stone settings at the Sylta gravefield contained
large amounts of crushed quartz. This was also the case
with the three chamber graves on the nearby hill. The
amount of flaked quartz in each of the stone settings and
the chamber graves was some 60-65 kg. The sum of the
weight of flaked quartz at an average Stone Age site in
middle Sweden is about 10-20 kg. The quartz was not
knapped from a core, as is the common technique of
Stone Age tool production. Furthermore, the quartz
clearly showed signs of having being worked, it was
crushed and in some cases reconstructable, leading to the
conclusion that the quartz had been deliberately crushed,
either at the site or close by.

The sort of power at work in this particular case is not the
economic power over material resources and control of
production. Nor is it the symbolic power and domination
over land by the use of visual symbolic landmarks.
Instead the power that is exercised at Sylta is the power
of making a story, a myth came to life. For someone to
be able to show the rest of the society: “See, I can make
the story become true, I have the power to materialise
myths and legends into our very lives” is a very effective
way of empowering oneself. In one aspect it is an
example of a type of religious power, a power that is
exercised by priests. At Sylta in 500 AD there was no or
at least not a very developed institutional religion. The
religious power probably was tightly connected to the
high ranked families.

Quartz was also found throughout the grave monuments.
It was not just on the surface but was found on top of the
stone filling, part of the filling consisted of crushed
quartz and it was even found underneath the filling (Fig.
5). Therefore, the crushed quartz was not just put there on
top of the grave. It was constantly placed there through
the construction of the stone setting. It was part of a
practice that was carried out continuously while the
monument was constructed.

Being powerful and wealthy also implies the ability to
plan and carry out the task of bringing quartz to Sylta. In
order to bring the myth to life you were also compelled to
use your networks, distant contacts and arrange transports
and so on.

Why quartz in graves?

The quartz was not from nodules picked on the beaches
or in eskers; instead it was quarried from veins. In the

While working on another project I stumbled across the
Viking myth of Gylfaginning. Suddenly I realised that
this also had bearing on how to interpret the quartz at the
Sylta gravefield. In Gylfaginning the story is told of how
the world was created by the fallen giant Ymer. It was
these lines that caught my eye.
“They took Ymer and brought him to the middle of
Ginnungagap. From him they made the earth, from his
blood they made the seas and the lakes. The soil was
made from his flesh and the mountains by the bones;
stone and gravel they made from his teeth and the bones
that had been crushed” (My emphasis).
Here the text mentions a relationship between a physical
body and natural features. Such a relationship gives
natural features a mythological association and vice

Fig. 6. Vein quartz is common in eastern middle
Sweden. (Photo: Åke Johansson).
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Fig. 7. The resemblance between crushed quartz (to the left) and crushed burnt bones (to the right)
(Photo: Åke Johansson).
was using the creation myths to create an identity and to
make claims more legitimate which is often the purpose
of creation myths (Hedeager 1997:32).

versa. If you perceive the world as a part of a body it will
surely affect your perception, movement and use of the
landscape. It also plays a part in defining certain features
in the surrounding landscape and makes the natural
meaningful. Even here the quartz could have played a
role.

At this point I should point out that I am aware of the
complexity of problems that arise when archaeologists
use analogies. There are numerous problems connected
with this scientific process. I do believe however that
since we cannot dismiss analogy in archaeological
reasoning, we might as well use it, but in a conscious way
(Kaliff 2005:94). It can be useful as food for thought and
in that sense it can make different interpretations more or
less interesting, rather than just dismissing them.

Looking at the quartz veins running through the naked
rock may very well have been a reminder of the myth of
the giant Ymer. The veins of white quartz against the
dark bedrock could resemble bones or skeletons, petrified
in ancient times (Fig. 6).The association between stones
and bones is further emphasized when it comes to the
treatment of cremated bones and the quartz at Sylta. They
have both been deliberately crushed. Crushed quartz and
burnt bones are both light in colour and consist of
hundreds of fragments of different sizes and colour
Fig.7). The relationship between the quartz and cremated
bones is not only visual; they are also both processed in
the same way.

The transformation of stone to bones was a process of
relating the living, the buried person, and the society to a
common mythological past. In this mythological past
there were no clear boundaries between body and
landscape, not even between giants and yourself. The
surrounding landscape was not nature; it was your past,
your ancestors, your history. It was your creation myth
materialised in different topographical features.

So, through the use of a metaphorical line of thought
quartz could be seen as parts of a giant’s body. In this
process the mythological giant Ymer was transformed
into something physical, something real. It is not unusual
that metaphors are used to elucidate different myths
(Nordberg 2003:73). But why not stop at the fact that you
actually could see traces of the giant’s body in the
bedrock around you? Why go through the trouble of
setting up an organisation to extract the huge amount of
quartz from the bedrock, transport it to the burial ground
and make it look like cremated bones? Graves are very
special places; they are not only places where you bury
the dead. They can be seen in relationship to borders,
where they give borders divine supremacy (Johansson
2003:116). They can also be seen as doors between
different worlds, passages to the death realm (Nordberg
2003:80). In both of these examples the grave
materialises more abstract contexts, making thoughts and
beliefs visible and touchable. The high class farm at Sylta

This highlights two of the major differences between
present day western societies and prehistoric ones. First,
it is the division of the profane and sacral dimension of
life. Second, it is the separation of nature and culture. For
us it is natural to see the surrounding landscape, the
nature as something else, something different from our
cultural life. In our modern world it represents things like
recreation and dreams of a different way of life, or even
resources for our use. It is difficult for us to comprehend
another view of the landscape, the nature. But we have to
at least admit that it has not always been like this. So
when the people at Sylta crushed and placed the quartz in
the graves they had every reason to do so. It made them
part of a common past, it created a meaningful nature and
it made the religious stories real, and it gave physical
qualities to abstract things.
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