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Stone Enclosures - Linking Time and
Guiding Space

Kerstin Cassel

From the late Roman Iron Age, stone enclosures and houses with a
stone foundation have been built on Gotland. Stone enclosures have
generally been interpreted as fences between the infields and the out-
lying land. T will argue that this explanation is insufficient and that we
also have to consider the enclosures’ symbolic and social significance.
The stone enclosures were part of people’s everyday practice as they
moved through the landscape, and the enclosures structured the reality.
The stone enclosures can be seen as both linking and separating, and
one interpretation put forward is that the enclosures “embody” the
social structure.

Kerstin Cassel, Department of Archaeology, Stockholm Universiry,

§-106 91 Stockholm, Sweden.

The presence of stone enclosures (Sw. vastar
or stenstréngar) all over Gotland has given
rise to several interpretations. The interpre-
tations which were put forward in the begin-
ning of the century are often considered
imaginative, since they regard the stone
enclosures as cult- and grave paths or as
structures of defence. In the 1960s and
1970s a more functional approach deve-
loped, by which the stone enclosures were
explained as prehistoric fences to keep the
cattle away from the fields.

Stone enclosures are found on the Baltic
islands (Gotland and Oland) and on some
parts of the Swedish mainland. Especially
those in Ostergotland have been the subject
of a great deal of debate (e.g. Lindquist
1968; Widgren 1983). There are, however,
differences between the mainland and the
Baltic islands during the early Iron Age, for
instance concerning house construction. On
the mainland the walls were built of wattle
and daub, which makes them hard to find
today. On Gotland (and Oland) on the other
hand, the houses walls were built of stone,

which makes them visible above ground.
Owing to this we can locate the settlements
more easily and determine their relation to
the stone enclosures.

The point of departure for the following
discussion is that the functional explanation,
in which the stone enclosures are seen as
fences for the animals, is insufficient. Not
in the sense that this explanation is "wrong”,
but because it does not take into considera-
tion that the stone enclosures must have
affected people’s conception of the world.
The stone enclosures had a symbolic signi-
ficance and there was also a motive behind
the fact that people felt it necessary to
emphasize their presence in the landscape
with enclosures. This makes the tradition and
history of the society an important subject
of study. To get a deeper understanding of
the stone enclosures we need a more com-
plex picture of the society than the one we
get by considering only the agricultural tech-
nique. In the following discussion I will
argue that the stone enclosures are part of
people’s everyday practice and that they
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“embody” the social structure of the society.

EARLIER WRITINGS ABOUT STONE
ENCLOSURES

It is important to examine previous research
on a subject because the interpretations that
are today considered as obvious could, for
instance, have been produced in a different
theory of science. By making visible the dif-
ferent interpretations of a subject such as
stone enclosures, it is possible to call into
question the prevailing ideas. Such ques-
tioning can lead to new ideas and different
approaches to the subject.

One can say that in the earlier archaeo-
logical literature there is a greater variation
in the interpretations of stone enclosures
than there is today. When Arthur Nordén
discussed the stone enclosures in Ostergot-
land, he saw them as a kind of cult path
which led towards the graves. He tells us, for
instance, about a verbal tradition that ex-
plains the stone enclosures as “paths of
sacrifice, which they used before, when they
sacrificed to their gods and their dead” (Nor-
dén 1930:85, my translation). A similar in-
terpretation was made by John Nihlén, though
he did not see the enclosures as a homo-
geneous group. Nihlén divided them into
three groups: i) Grave- and cult paths, ii)
Settlement-boundaries, farm- or village de-
fences, and iii) Fences for the cattle. He thus
saw in the stone enclosures both a functional
reason and a symbolic significance (Nihlén
& Boéthius 1933).

Both Ole Klindt-Jensen (1955:255) and
Sven-Olof Lindquist (1968:10-12) noted that
there are different types of stone enclosures.
They distinguish between enclosures that
delimit a four-sided area and which consist
mainly of earth, and those that are built
mainly of stone and stretch far into in the
landscape. They saw the stone enclosures
foremost as a result of cultivation and cattle
breeding. One should observe that when Dan
Carlsson talks about stone enclosures he
does not include the earth banks surrounding
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the fields, which he sees as a result of cultiva-
tion in earlier times. Carlsson maintains that
the stone enclosures should be seen as fen-
ces: "Today there is hardly any doubt that
they should be seen as fences or foundations
for fences” (Carlsson 1979:51, my transla-
tion). Their principal function was to sepa-
rate the infields from the outlying land.
According to Carlsson, the appearance of
stone enclosures tells us about the in-
creased significance of private ownership
and the division of the infields into family
units. There is no proof, however, that the
properties had not been fenced before the
stone enclosures appeared. We know that
wood was used for fences in later times, and
nothing contradicts that this was the case in
earlier times. Together with the fact that the
settlements from this earlier period are un-
known, it is hard to prove that the stone en-
closures indicate a division of the property
into private ownership.

The greatest amount of research on stone
enclosures has been done by human geo-
graphers, which might explain why the stone
enclosures are primarily connected with
agriculture and cattle breeding. This focus on
an economic or functionalistic approach has
in later times resulted in a request for alterna-
tive perspectives. Mats Burstrom (1994) has
suggested some questions based on the as-
sumption that stone enclosures, through their
structuring of the landscape, created impor-
tant places. He asks, for instance, whether
the stone enclosures had a separation or a
linkage significance and whether they were
a source of social prestige. What he points
out is “that the stone enclosures not only re-
present a fossil agrarian landscape but also a
prehistoric world of ideas” (ibid 1994:70, my
translation).

Following this, my opinion is that a
rethinking of the stone enclosures does not
necessarily have to reject the functional ex-
planation, but that a phenomenon like stone
enclosures has meanings on different levels.
By returning to the older interpretations, in



which the stone enclosures were not seen as
a homogeneous phenomenon, it is possible
to give rise to new ideas. An interpretation
has to take into consideration functional as
well as social and symbolic factors. These
interpretations strengthen, rather than ex-
clude, one another. If we look at the stone
enclosures’ function as fences, however, their
effect could be questioned. In many cases
they are only built of a single row of stones,
which could hardly have kept the cattle
away. If they really were fences they must
have been reinforced with a wooden fence,
something which has not been found in the
excavations (e.g. Klindt-Jensen 1955:848).
Another important thing to note is the dif-
ference in definition of the stone enclosures.
As pointed out, many of the authors treat the
earth banks around square fields as stone
enclosures. Here I follow Carlsson who treats
the earth banks as cultivation marks from an
earlier period, not as stone enclosures.

THE DATING OF THE STONE
ENCLOSURES

The dating of stone enclosures is a compli-
cated matter. Generally one has dated char-
coal found in or below the stone enclosure.
This could be criticized as an uncertain met-
hod because it is not clear what the char-
coal represents. The charcoal under the stones
only tells that it is older than the stone
enclosures but not how much older. The dif-
ferent datings that have been obtained are
from the early Iron Age to the Middle Ages
(and even modern times). Bengt Windelhed,
who has done local research in Vinarve, Rone
parish, Gotland, believes that the stone en-
closures are the result of building over a long
time, and that the outlying land was gradu-
ally fenced (Windelhed 1984). Dan Carlsson,
on the other hand, argues that the stone
enclosures which are characterized by irre-
gular lines in the landscape and with their
stones sunken into the ground, almost cer-
tainly belong to the same time as the houses
with stone foundations (around AD 200-5/
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600). T do not know of any case where a
stone enclosure as described above could be
tied to any other period than the time with
stone foundation houses” (Carlsson 1979: 51,
my translation). His reason for this is not
only Cl14 datings but also how the stone
enclosures are situated in relation to the
settlement, and that the enclosures and the
house foundations clearly constitute a de-
fined element in the cultural landscape.
Carlsson’s interpretations were criticized by
Ake Hyenstrand, who meant that it is an
important question whether the stone enclo-
sures are built at the same time or are a result
of a longer process with continual removals.
There are signs that point to the latter al-
ternative, which means that the stone enclo-
sures should not be treated as contempo-
raneous (Hyenstrand 1981).

My assumption in the following discus-
sion is that the building of stone enclosures
begins at the same time as the building of
houses with a stone foundation, around AD
200. The stone enclosures were built during a
long period of time, some even in modern
time, but most of them are contemporaneous
with the stone foundation houses. In this paper
I will deal with the period AD 200-500.

THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS

How is it possible to discover some of the
ideas that the prehistoric people had about
the stone enclosures? Can one even assume
that a common idea existed? I will not main-
tain that all groups in the society compre-
hended the stone enclosures in exactly the
same way. Besides, it is likely that the mean-
ing changed over time, when the enclosures
were built in a different tradition and were
used for other aims. However, I do think that
we can find a similarity in the conception
about the stone enclosures at a given time.
This does not mean that every individual
was fully conscious of and was able to arti-
culate the stone enclosures’ meaning, but
rather that they were part of people’s daily
life and practice and their structuring of
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reality. Anthony Giddens distinguishes be-
tween practical and discursive conscious-
ness, where the practical consciousness im-
plies a knowledge of “how to go on” with-
out the ability to put it in words (Giddens
1993:4). Pierre Bourdieu has also made a
distinction between practice and theory. He
thinks that rules and ideas about the reality
are incorporated into the individual’s body
and that we can handle a situation practically
without being able to describe explicitly how
it is done (Bourdieu 1992:68). By following
these thoughts one can see the division and
organisation of the landscape which the
stone enclosure creates, as the practical
expression of the society’s structure.

It is also shown how important the way
we act is to our conception of the world. To
build stone enclosures or to move around
and among them, affects our picture of re-
ality. ”Our actions affect also our ideas
strongly through what one could call ’the
actual situation’s normative power’: What
we do creates habits that easily become be-
liefs and attitudes™ (Fgllesdal et al 1993:32,
my translation).

Another important subject to consider is
the society’s history. This means that it isn’t
enough to interpret how the stone enclosures
have been understood but also interpret the
motives behind their origin. What needs and
strategies lay behind the building of stone
enclosures? Bourdieu points out the impor-
tance of seeing the history in an analysis of a
society. The field where people act as well
as the habitus is a product of its history.
”The habitus - embodied history, internalized
as a second nature and so forgotten as history
- is the active presence of the whole past of
which it is the product.” (Bourdieu 1992:56).
I will therefore also consider the historical
background of the stone enclosures.

STONE ENCLOSURES AS AN
ARGUMENTATION

In an earlier paper on houses with stone
foundations I have suggested that stone as
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building material is an important starting-
point when interpreting stone enclosures and
houses (Cassel 1994). The rights to or
ownership of the land was in earlier times
seen as a ’natural” source of power. When
this changed and other ways to gain prestige
became possible, the landowning elite felt a
need to legitimate their power. This was
partly done by building the houses and
enclosures in stone and in this way empha-
sizing the farm’s importance for the social
order. Stone is a durable material and had
also been used to mark the graves. By buil-
ding houses and enclosures with the same
material as the graves, one used the symbolic
significance of stone in a new context. In
addition, the stone enclosures’ widespread
presence in the landscape made them an
appropriate medium for argumentation. One
question, however, is whether the stone
enclosures had other functions than keeping
the animals away from the infields. If we
look at the stone enclosures as mere fences
we will see in them a separation function;
they demarcate the infield from the outlying
land and separate humans from animals. But
one can also see the stone enclosures as link-
ing together farms and graves. Some authors
have paid attention to how the enclosures tie
farms together in a village organization or
“enclosure society” (Sw. hégnadsiag) (Fall-
gren 1993; Widgren 1983). In this paper I do
not intend to discuss whether or not the
farms which are linked together by stone
enclosures can be called a village, but to dis-
cuss why people felt it necessary to link the
farms together.

What did they tie together with the stone
enclosures, and how did these lines in the
landscape, which linked farms and graves
together, affect the people? I would like to
see the stone enclosures as an argument in
the structuring and organizing of the society.
The argumentation was supported by their
duration and presence throughout the lands-
cape. The fact that the stone enclosures
guided people’s movements in the landscape



towards the graves, indicates how one used
the history and the ancestors in the struc-
turing of society. The stone enclosures were
linking together ancient times with present
time, and future time. But what did the farms
that were tied together by the stone enclo-
sures have in common? Before we try to
answer this question we need to take a closer
look at the society’s organization.

THE ORGANIZATION OF SOCIETY
The society in the early Iron Age is usually
described as a chiefdom. This term is used
for many different societies and does not tell
us more than that they were stratified. It is
not my intention here to define the early
Iron Age chiefdom, but [ will try to point to
one important principle of organization,
namely, kinship. In his work on the early Iron
Age in Norway, Knut Odner describes the
society as a redistributive chiefdom without
a developed market. Relations with kin were
established over large areas, which made it
possible to exchange prestige-goods (Odner
1973).

According to Lotte Hedeager, the family
was most important in the Danish society for
keeping the power within a given group. In
the early Iron Age the society was organized
around the kin: "It also follows from this that
in tribal society, that is, in a chiefdom, both
production and reproduction are organized
through kinship groups” (Hedeager 1992:87).
Heiko Steuer has also shown in his study of
the German societies, that the base in the
society was the extended family (“familia”).
Usually several extended families were
grouped together in kinship groups and
shared, for instance, a common handicraft
(Steuer 1982). Bourdieu has noted that the
family (extended family or kin) in the tradi-
tional Algerian society was a model for how
the other social structures in society were
constructed (Broady 1990:262). In line with
this, my point of departure for the following
discussion is that the society on Gotland in
the early Iron Age was organized around the
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family and kin. This applies particularly to
the rights to the land, which was kept in the
family and was not for sale.

TWO AREAS WITH STONE
ENCLOSURES

Let us return to the stone enclosures and the
question of what they were linking together.
I have chosen two areas for a closer study.
These areas show some of the problems that
are associated with the attempt to create a
model of the settlement organization. Dan
Carlsson’s interpretation is that a division
of the settlement occurred around AD 200.
Larger, collective farms (so-called primary
units) were divided into family units and
were moved to the border between infields
and outlying land. (The outlying land was
not divided on separate farms.) (Carlsson
1979:85f) Such a movement of the settle-
ment and division of the land requires, as I
see it, some kind of centralized power (cf. the
regulations (Sw. skiften) of the villages in
the 18th and 19th centuries). These prerequi-
sites did not exist on Gotland in the Roman
Iron Age, and such models are therefore not
appropriate when discussing the early Iron
Age. 1 do believe, on the other hand, that an
analysis of the systems of enclosures could
tell us something about the social structure
which affected the organization of the settle-
ment.

Fig. I shows a relatively clearly defined
area in Buttle parish, Gotland. There were
remains of at least ten stone foundation
houses, two of which are gone today and
another is badly damaged. These ten houses
should represent at least four farms. There
are also remains of stone enclosures which
partly encircle an area and partly cut right
through this area. Lying central along this
latter stone enclosure are three graves. In the
area there are also two wells (Sw. bryor) and
heaps of fire-cracked stones. East of the in-
fields are 64 so-called grinding furrows
(Sw. svdrdslipningsréinnor).

The stone enclosures which stretch
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Fig. 1. Area
A Stone enclosure with seitle-
m House with stone foundationf . .
o Gr?lve. stone enclo-
X Grinding furrows sures in Buttle
:-* Present ficlds

parish, Got-
land.

through the area diverge in the middle and
form two arms. Both of these arms lead to-
wards graves - two large cairns and one small
stone-setting. The graves are probably from
the Bronze Age. My opinion is that the stone
enclosure was built for the purpose of link-
ing together farms with the graves, the liv-
ing with their ancestors, the present with the
past. What, then, do the farms along the stone
enclosures have in common? My suggestion
is that they represent families who create a
kinship group. Enclosures and grave paths
guide the way through the landscape and
connect the farms in a “natural” way. The
landscape’s organization and structure cor-
responds to the social structure, with the
family as a base. In a society like this, one
could expect other common fields of activity
besides the building of enclosures, for in-
stance, some handicraft as Steuer has sugges-
ted (see above). Since there have been no
archaeological investigations in the area it is

Current Swedish Archaeology, Vol. 4, 1996

impossible to show any specialization, but
the number of houses on each farm could
perhaps give an indication of where we
should look. Three of the farms consist of
two houses, while the one to the west consists
of four. Perhaps it is here we can find some
shared activities which tied the community
even closer together.

The other example is from Sjonhem and
Viinge parish, Gotland (Fig. 2). This picture is
more complicated, and it is not clear how
the area is divided into infield/outlying land
for instance. The stone enclosures extend in
every direction, and the possibility of an inter-
pretation is even more complicated owing to
cultivation in later times. Some excavations
have been done in the area, for instance, a
trench through a house with a stone founda-
tion and through a stone enclosure in the
middle of the area. One C14-dating from the
house gave the result AD 230190 (Carlsson
1979:102). A layer with charcoal, bone and
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ST / Stone enclosure

- - | @@ House with stone foundation
".’| o Grave
. ‘|7 Ancient fields

--:.: Present fields

Fig. 2. Area with settlements and stone enclosures in Sjonhem and Viinge parish, Gotland.

pottery was found under the house walls,
which indicates that an earlier settlement
had existed on the site. Eleven houses are
found in the area, two of which (one in the
north-east and one in the south-west) are
uncertain. The only burial in the area is a
centrally situated cairn. My interpretation is
that the two farms in the middle of the
northern part can be regarded as main (or
chief) farms. Roads and cattle paths lead to

them, and the prehistoric fields and the cul-
tural layer point to the fact that there was an
earlier settlement here. It is likely that the
single house in the west represents another
farm. Gradually stone enclosures were built
over a larger area and linked the farm in the
south-east with the central farms. One of the
central farms was possibly the site of the
head of the family, which is underlined by
the stone enclosures that lead to it. We also
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have to remember that the remains we see
today represent only a fractional part of the
places which the people of that time saw as
meaningful. Today it seems as if some of the
stone enclosures lead to nowhere, but this
was probably not the case in earlier times
when the stone enclosures tied important
places to the settlement - places which we do
not recognize today.

My interpretation is consequently that
stone enclosures were the practical and mate-
rial expression of the society’s organization,
with the family as a base structure. Through
the stone enclosures the social structure was
reproduced, and in this way they preserved
the social order. A number of archaeologists
have recently examined how architecture
affects people’s interpretation and ideas
about the world (see for instance Thomas
1993). Yet the stone enclosures do not only
organize the landscape but also the time.
They link the ancestor’s burials together
with the houses of the time and they are built
into the future.

STONE ENCLOSURES FROM A

HISTORICAL POINT OF VIEW

What historical motives and what strategies
can one detect behind the building of stone
enclosures from around AD 2007 Are there
any other changes at the same time? In an-
other article (Cassel 1994) I have shown that
the amount of precious goods, such as Ro-
man imports and gold, increases in the burials
in the late Roman Iron Age. My interpreta-
tion is that, from now on, it became possible
for a larger part of the society to appropriate
such goods. Maybe this was made possible
by the the fact that some men did military
service on the Continent or by an increased
“trade”. In earlier times only the landowners
could produce the surplus that made it pos-
sible to appropriate prestige-goods. By the
late Roman Iron Age the situation had chan-
ged, and the landowning elite did not have
this opportunity to legitimate their power.
According to Pierre Bourdieu, the dominance
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in a pre-capitalistic economy could only be
maintained through direct and personal con-
tact, since the society did not have any insti-
tutional power. The dominance is main-
tained and legitimated through symbolic
capital, which does not need to have any
“real” value. ”’In such a context, the accumu-
lation of material wealth is simply one means
among others of accumulating symbolic
power - the power to secure recognition of
power” (Bourdieu 1992:131). The objects
which in the early Roman Iron Age had func-
tioned as symbolic capital, were no longer
exclusive for the elite, and new strategies
were necessary for legitimating power. In
this context they chose to emphasize the farm
and the land, which in the previous period
had been the source of surplus production
and domination. By building the houses and
the enclosures of stone, they tried to “affect”
the times to come: the stone would guarantee
an unchanged future.

What about the stone enclosures and
kinship system? Lotte Hedeager tells us that
great differences occur in the late Roman
Iron Age in Denmark. The family, which had
been the base and the central point in society,
was replaced by a centralized power with
professional warriors: “The last ancient tri-
bal traditions have gone” (Hedeager 1992:
246). Did this affect the people on Gotland,
and was the old kinship system challenged by
a new organization based on other loyalties
than the family? Maybe this was why they
felt it necessary to emphasize and embody
the family organization through the stone
enclosures. When people moved around in
the landscape, they “walked” the social
structure. When the stone enclosures and the
houses with a stone foundation came to an
end in the Migration period, it could be a sign
that this sort of argumentation wasn’t needed
any longer. Maybe by then another form of
organization had replaced the kinship system.

SUMMARY
In this paper I have tried to show that dif-



ferent perspectives such as historical context,
functional aspects and analyses of the every-
day practice do not necessarily exclude one
another or further confuse the picture of pre-
history. Different perspectives give us in-
stead the possibility to understand how com-
plex the reality is and they stimulate new
interpretations of the past. This does not have
to be done by rejecting the prevailing ideas,
such as that the stone enclosures divide the
infields from the outlying land, but by ap-
proaching some other ideas about the en-
closures. I have argued that the stone enclo-
sures which link together farms and ances-
tors’ graves were an expression of how the
society was organized around the family and
kin. The stone enclosures are always pre-
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