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                                                                7.4 Reactions of solidarity

                                
                    The visual effect created by the first construction of large mounds at Borre should not be 
underestimated as their construction would have changed the landscape dramatically, an 
argument also emphasized by Myhre (Myhre, 2015, p. 174). In addition to the apparently 


66 


sudden introduction of large burial mounds at Borre in the sixth century, there is also 


evidence of agricultural expansion (Høeg, 1992; Jerpåsen, 1996, pp. 106–110; Myhre, 2015, 
 p. 106) and horticultural species introduction, including spruce and hemp (Myhre, 2015, p. 


105). This agricultural expansion is further suggesting an advance in social development at 
 Borre. Evidence of increased social solidarity during the transition period from the Migration 
 period to the Merovingian period is divided into two categories below: Social landscape and 
 social layers. Social landscapes focus on the exterior of the mounds and the manipulation of 
 the landscape in general, while social layers focus directly on the mounds as assemblages and 
 discusses the importance behind their materiality. 



7.4.1  Social landscape 


The transition from small mounds to large mounds are an example of what Nativ refers to as 
 displacement, defined as “interplay between categorically-distinct elements that occupy the 
 same position or fulfil the same systemic function” (2014, p. 186).  For displacement to occur 
 a negotiation must take place resulting in one practice becoming preferred over another. It is 
 possible that some of the smaller and large mounds are contemporary, but at least in the cases 
 where large mounds have been constructed it is the new practice of large mounds which has 
 won the negotiations. Gansum and Oestigaard suggest that it in the case of the Haugar 
 mounds the purpose of construction had been for the benefit of the collective participation in 
 the transformation of the society” (2004, p. 72). In the case of the displacement of small 
 mounds at Borre in favor of large ones, such a collective expression is further enhanced. I 
 argue that the displacement in the case of the first large mounds at least, originate from the 
 catastrophes during the first half of the sixth century which triggered social reactions and are 
 therefore suggestive of a readjustment and reorganization period at Borre. 


Mound 6, which appears to be the earliest of the large mounds is built within such a close 
 time frame to the catastrophic events of the sixth century that I would argue that this mound in 
 particular is a result, direct or indirect, of these events. As has been mentioned, the 


catastrophic events of the sixth century appear not to have constituted disaster at Borre in 
 respect to the culture’s social resilience to adapt to the dramatic changes experienced. 


Although the cause behind such resilience in the landscape despite catastrophes may be 
 explained by the establishment of a power center in an available vacuum, as has been 


common, the social importance of such resilience should also be examined. Evidence suggests 
a relatively short interval between catastrophe and first mound construction and may indicate 
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a much more social reaction, rather than individual or oligarchic one. One thing which cannot 
 be denied is the need for extensive manpower in order to finish such a large construction. 


Therefore, the first argument presented for increased social solidarity at Borre in reaction to 
 crisis is the size and complexity of the mounds themselves. 


Such extensive use of manual resources would naturally require organization at a relatively 
 advanced level and supports Bill and Daly’s argument that “[Monuments] may be seen as 
 signs of stratified societies, and it may be assumed that monumental mound building, among 
 other things, served to maintain this stratification” (2012, pp. 808–809). However, if the 
 mounds are, instead, viewed in the light of materiality and social solidarity theory in regard to 
 disasters I would argue that the construction of the large mounds at Borre likely had a much 
 greater purpose in the society at Borre than only establishing, representing, and maintaining 
 power. 


The mounds, at least the earliest ones such as Mound 6, can be a result of the readjustment 
 and reorganization period as proposed by Carr in regard to disaster theory (1932). If that is the 
 case it seems unlikely that the main purpose of the mounds was to express power and prestige 
 of the elite who had control. In his recently published master’s degree concerning the 


establishment of a central place at Hundorp during the Merovingian period, Ropeid argues 
 along similar lines, stating that its establishment appears to stem from a collective fear of 
 natural disasters (2018). 


The size and physical construction of the mounds is also important to note. The burial ground 
 as a whole, and the large mounds separately, are built to accommodate many people and 
 appear to be created as interactive monuments. Myhre argues that based on the similarities 
 between the large mounds, the builders appear to have built them based on a specific model in 
 mind, with mounds 6 and 7 being particularly good representatives (2015, p. 43). 


 All the large mounds have the features of mound, ditch and bridges in common and all the 
features are of unusually large dimensions. The bridges, for example, range between three to 
six meters in width, creating ample space for multiple people to cross onto the mounds 
simultaneously (Myhre, 2015, p. 74). The construction of the large mound appears to have 
been similar also. The material extracted from the surrounding ditch constitute only part of the 
mound and additional material has been collected elsewhere and brought to the site. Myhre 
argues that in the cases of mounds 1, 3, 6 and 7, the additional material not taken from the 
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ditch could have been more than half the volume of the mounds (2015, p. 88). This material 
 consists primarily of agricultural soil, the layer of clay in the ditches has been left untouched.  


Myhre also found further evidence of human-mound interaction with the discovery that the 
 mounds had originally been encircled about by a two to two-and-a-half-meter wide platform, 
 suggesting an accessibility to the mound which may go beyond the practicality for 


construction and physical appearance. (2015, p. 89).  


Although the purpose of this thesis is not to speculate around the rituals and religion of the 
 people at Borre, an examination and discussion of a burial ground and social solidarity cannot 
 be complete without at least touching base on the topic. The specific model of burial mounds 
 repeated at least nine times over several centuries at Borre certainly hints at a “system of 
 symbols” which constitutes religion as argued by Geertz (1973, p. 90). As Boivin has stated: 


“Critical to this study of ritual and religion has been an interest in symbols and meaning” 


(2009, p. 268). He further argues that ancient religion becomes somewhat more accessible to 
 archaeologists when one realizes that many of these symbols are, in fact, material ones, such 
 as the mounds at Borre. Myhre suggests that each mound may be considered as a separate 
 scene for conducting rituals (2015, p. 178). 


Further evidence that Borre has been an arena for social bonding, and an important site for 
 society is the existence of a triangular mound which would have been built along the existing 
 coastline which has since shifted. According to Andrén, such triangular mounds may 


represent the roots of Yggdrasil (2004, pp. 412–415). It has been argued that triangular 
 mounds are often part of burial grounds which were political and religious centers during the 
 Iron Age (Myhre, 2015, p. 158). In addition, it has also been suggested that Borre may have 
 been a Ting site based on the mounds, halls and assemblage of cooking pits located to the 
 west of the burial ground (Gansum, 2013, p. 35).These two indications of the social 


complexity at Borre are not new and support Borre as a political and central place, but they 
 also emphasize how important Borre has been for society as a whole in connecting people 
 through the importance of the site and the rituals connected to it. 



7.4.2  Social layers 


In addition to the size and outwards appearance of the mounds, their non-visible material 
construction further supports evidence of a social solidarity response at Borre. Myhre argues 
that the mounds are symbols of the connection between life and death based on the fact that 


69 


they are built primarily with agricultural soil (2015, p. 179). The choice of material, Myhre 
 further argues, appears to have been a conscious one as ditches are emptied only to the bottom 
 of the agricultural layer and additional soil required to complete the mounds is taken from 
 other, unknown locations. He concludes that in order to gather enough mass for creating the 
 large mounds a great degree of time and labor would have been required. The choice of the 
 builders to prioritize agricultural soil over easier, more accessible soil in close proximity to 
 the mound, combined with the apparent desire to maintain a proportional relationship between 
 the mounds and the surrounding ditches indicates a conscious construction design of the 
 mounds, but it may also indicate a social obligation of those involved in its construction. In 
 their analysis of the mounds at Haugar in Tønsberg, Gansum and Oestigaard argue that the 
 large presence of low temperature burned charcoal indicate that decentralized rituals may 
 have taken place in the various homes of those invested in the burial and later incorporated 
 into a collective funeral (2004, p. 72). This could be considered an example of social 
 solidarity in the sense that the mound functions as a means of increasing social solidarity 
 between the participant of the mound construction.  It is perhaps possible that a similar 
 situation has taken place at Borre and that the agricultural land which was taken in addition to 
 that from the surrounding ditches may have been individual sacrifices from the families 
 connected to the society involved in the mound construction. The sacrifice of agricultural soil 
 would have been a substantial one, which also includes the sacrifice of the agricultural land 
 the mounds were constructed on top of, as well as the soil which was used to build them, and 
 thereby constitute a collective gift from society, further strengthening social bonds (Gansum, 
 2002, pp. 252, 254, 256). The importance of strengthening such social bonds would have been 
 necessary in readjusting to catastrophes that may have severely impacted a society’s way of 
 living and been a key part of social resilience. 


In addition to agricultural soil, the mounds also consisted of a bottom layer of charcoal 
 (Myhre, 2015, p. 179). With a diameter of up to 40 meters and a depth of about 10 cm this 
 would have required a substantial amount of material to create. The trees used to create these 
 layers appear to consist primarily of deciduous trees such as ash, linden, alder and oak 


(Myhre, 2015, p. 66). Myhre points out that these types of trees were unlikely to grow in large 
amounts around the mounds and it is therefore probable that the trees, as with the agricultural 
soil, served a specific purpose beyond that of simply constructing a mound. The fact that ash 
was among one of the most dominant species is certainly significant considering the important 
role this species plays in Norse mythology (Steinsland, 2005, pp. 100–105). The significant 
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use of specific trees, in particular ash, further suggests that the large mounds where not 
 limited to the purpose of burying the dead and expressing power, but rather they worked as a 
 form of social sacrifice, strengthening the bonds of a community.  


A third argument relating to the non-visible aspect of the mound construction at Borre is the 
 lack of artifacts associated with the mounds. Much can be explained by the fact that none but 
 one of the large mounds has been fully excavated, and all have been opened and possibly 
 plundered. However, even in plundered mounds artifacts have still been discovered and a rich 
 grave would be expected to reveal some artifacts even in cases where only trenches have been 
 dug. The apparent lack of personal items in the large mounds at Borre (when possible 


secondary burials are excluded) may be because the mound served a much more social 
 function than has previously been considered. The mounds, it may be argued, did not belong 
 to a family and their ancestors, but to a society where the interred represented a symbolic 
 ancestor to them all, tying them all closer to the land and the ritual landscape that was slowly 
 being built up over time and strengthening the bonds necessary for a community to readjust to 
 fluctuating and challenging situations. 



7.4.3  Adaptations and new challenges 


Based on the archeological record, the people at Borre appear to have succeeded at 


readjusting to their altered reality during the sixth century. I have argued that this was a result 
 of the social solidarity experienced by the people and strengthened through the construction of 
 at least the first large mounds. These mounds are therefore a manifestation of the efforts of the 
 people and a physical representation of the bonds which held the society together in a time 
 when many other areas appear to have collapsed. 


Phase 3 at Borre is characterized by the reuse of the large burial mounds for secondary 
 burials, such as the ship and accompanying horse equipment in Mound 1, with potential 
 secondary burials discovered in mounds 2 and 9 also. The finds, particularly those from 
 Mound 1, indicate the interment of a rich individual, or at least an individual who was buried 
 with valuable artifacts at his or her burial. Such horsemen graves are particularly common 
 from around 900 AD, which coincides well with all three potential horsemen graves at Borre 
 (Mound 1, 2, and 9). These particular graves, identified by horse equipment and often 


containing elaborate and rich collections of artifacts, have been interpreted as graves 


belonging to the very highest of the social elite, often with military connection (Myhre, 2015, 
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p. 91; Skre, 1998, pp. 469–486). This then stands in stark contrast to phase 2 when the large 
 mounds appear not to have contained any significant personal items. I would argue that the 
 need for social solidarity at this point has declined and Borre has experienced a significant 
 increase in social stratification leading to highly personalized graves commemorating 


individuals rather than common ancestors. It has been argued that reuse of burials, which was 
 particularly common during the Viking Age, was an attempt at strengthening connections to 
 the past (Gansum, 2004a, p. 184). These graves, therefore, may have reminded the people of 
 days of greater social solidarity but emphasized the fact that power and control had 


centralized further since those days. 


The last phase at Borre, the reopening of the graves, appears to mark the end of the use of the 
 burial mound at Borre. Myhre argues that if power and position can become legitimate 
 through the construction of burial monuments it is reasonable to assume the opposite: that 
 power can be broken down by their destruction (2003, 2015, p. 184). It is in this case 


important to emphasize the fact that the meaning of symbols can change over time, as can be 
 clearly seen in the usage of the swastika from pre- and post-World War II periods. Therefore, 
 the destruction of the burial mounds at Borre, if that indeed was the intention, may have been 
 related to their symbolic representation as understood during phase 3 with the emphasis on the 
 individual rather than the power of social solidarity expressed through the original 


construction of the mounds in phase 2. 



7.4.4  A note on the Viking Halls 


The halls have not been included in this research due to limitations of time and word count. A 
 further investigation into the evidence of social solidarity at Borre would certainly benefit 
 from an inclusion of this dataset. The structures are currently dated from ca. 600-900 AD 
 (Tonning et al., 2020) and are interpreted as halls based on their location and artifact content 
 (Gansum, 2008; Myhre, 2015, p. 100). The supposed halls are therefore a significant part of 
 Phase 2. One of the characteristics of central places from the late Iron Age in Scandinavia is 
 the presence of such halls, as can be seen at Gudme and Gamle Lejre in Denmark, and 
 Uppåkra, Helgø, and Slöinge in Sweden (Christensen, 1999; Jensen, 2004; Jørgensen, 1998; 


L. Larsson, 2006; Lars Larsson, 2007; Lundqvist, 2000). Based on the size of the structures 
and the artifacts discovered within the halls they are considered to have been built by the elite 
for their political and religious gatherings, Myhre also argued for a similar interpretation at 
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Borre (2015, p. 100). The structures are also often found in close connection to gravesites 
 such as at Borre and Gamle Uppsala.  


The halls, therefore, present a significant challenge to my hypothesis that the Merovingian 
time period at Borre, in particular the time period which constitutes Phase 2, was a society 
with a high level of social solidarity with less emphasis on the elite than has previously been 
considered. However, the halls stand as a perfect reminder that society is always more 
complicated than the archaeological record can perfectly reveal. There is certainly power and 
influence during Phase 2 as has commonly been argued and as evidenced by such impressive 
structures as the halls and the large mounds. These are structures which would have required 
organization and resources. However, perhaps the halls too are due for a reexamination of 
their symbolic value to the society as a whole and not only to the elite. As has been argued, 
these are important places for religious and political gatherings and therefore could also have 
played vital roles in strengthening the solidaric bonds of the society as a whole. 
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