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Outland exploitation and resource colonisation in early Medieval Scandinavia

Andreas Hennius

The extraction of non-agrarian resources from marginal areas 
of northern Scandinavia has been regarded as fundamental to 
the Viking Age economy, when iron and furs were exploited 
in the forested regions and sold in Viking Age trading towns 
such as Birka, Hedeby, Ribe, and Kaupang as a compliment to 
agricultural yields.

Over the last decade, the exploitation of ’marginal zones‘ 
has gained renewed interest. In Scandinavian archaeology, this 
is often referred to as Utmark – Outland research. Due to new 
analytical methods and an increasing amount of empirical data, 
the above traditional view has been challenged. Recent re-
search reveals broader and more diversified resource extraction, 
extending further into marginal zones than previously thought, 
as well as a much older chronology. Rather than being a pas-
sive adaptation to an agrarian lifestyle in harsh environments 
unsuitable for cultivation, outland exploitation appears to have 
been a significant driving force in societal development as early 
as the 4th to 7th centuries.

Introduction to Swedish natural conditions

About 60–70 percent of Sweden is covered by boreal forest, 
a biome that dominates the northern two-thirds of the coun-
try. At present, arable land is estimated to cover eight percent 
of the total area, while other types of open land account for 
an additional eight percent. Most of the cultivated farmland is 
located in the southern third of the country, which is also the 
most densely populated region (see Fig. 1, Statistics Sweden, 
SCB 2019).

Due to greater infrastructural investments and more house 
construction in the south, research has primarily advanced our 
understanding of societal development in this part of the coun-
try, emphasizing the agrarian economy and cultivation while 
marginalizing activities in forested areas (Hennius 2021, 26–27).

The types of archaeological remains found in the boreal for-
est differ from those in agrarian regions. Particularly in middle 
Sweden, trapping pits, iron production sites, and a distinctive 
type of burial, sometimes referred to as hunting ground burials, 
dominate the archaeological record, while traces of Iron Age 
settlements are rare. The types of monuments registered in the 
agrarian south include burials (stone settings and mounds), as 
well as a significant number of known settlements (Hennius 2021, 
49–50) (see Fig. 1). 

A multifaceted outland exploitation

As mentioned in the introduction, two key products—iron and 
furs—have been emphasized in discussions of Swedish outland 
exploitation, functioning as staple commodities at Viking Age 
emporia. In recent decades, there has been increasing research 
interest in the extraction and exploitation of non-agrarian re-
sources. Detailed studies of finds and ecofacts, combined with 
scientific analyses, have revealed a more complex and diverse 
picture, as well as a significantly older chronology.

The presence of birds of prey in high-status burials from the 
Vendel period in eastern Central Sweden provides evidence of 
falconry and hunting with trained falcons, hawks, and other 
raptors. Among the species identified are gyrfalcons (Falco rus-
ticolus) (Gustavsson 2012, 12; Vretemark 2013). As gyrfalcons do 
not have natural habitats in eastern Central Sweden, their pres-
ence suggests that live birds were transported from northern 
Sweden or Norway as early as the Vendel period. 

Hunting equipment recovered from melting Norwegian ice 
patches has been dated and shows a marked increase in use 
already during the Roman Iron Age and Migration Period (Pil� 
et al. 2018).

Lindholm and Ljungkvist (2016) have demonstrated that the 
presence of bear claws in graves in southern Sweden and on 
Gotland indicates a  trade in bear furs from the boreal forests 
of the north as early as the 4th–6th centuries. Similar findings 
have been reported by Zachrisson and Krzewińska (2019) regard-
ing lynx furs and claws.

In 2015, Steve Ashby and colleagues published results of 
analyses identifying species in antler material from several ear-
ly Danish towns. As early as the beginning of the 8th century, 
reindeer antlers appear in sites such as Ribe, indicating contact 
networks extending into Arctic Scandinavia (Ashby et al. 2015). 

Zachrisson has also studied large-scale quarrying and mill-
stone production, arguing that this activity began in Sweden 
during the Migration Period/Vendel Period (Zachrisson 2014; see 
also Elfwendahl 2001). Geological analyses have further revealed 
that whetstones found in Ribe, Denmark originated from Eids-
borg and Tr�ndelag, Norway, as early as the first half of the 8th 
century (Baug et al. 2019, 43, 64). 

Additionally, Roman copper coins found in the interior of 
southern Norrland may serve as indirect evidence of trade net-
works linking the boreal outlands with the European continent. 
These coins could have functioned as tokens of transactions, 

DOI:10.33547/terra.fertilis03
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Fig. 1. Map showing Sweden, with the agrarian regions (yellow) in the south and the forested regions (green) in the north. Red dots = iron production in bloomery 
furnaces. Blue dots = hunting pits for elk or reindeer. The black line shows the area with hunting ground burials, which is also the main area for Iron Age outland ex-
ploitation discussed in this paper.
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possibly representing debt or credit notes (Zachrisson 2010; Her-
schend 2019).

In addition to these examples, my dissertation Outlanders? 
(Hennius 2021) focuses entirely on issues surrounding outland 
use. To better contextualize the hunting of fur-bearing ani-
mals and the fur trade, one case study examines the hunting 
of terrestrial mammals—particularly elk and reindeer—using 
trapping pits or pitfalls. By compiling and statistically analys-
ing radiocarbon-dated samples from trapping pits, a  revised 
chronology of this hunting practice emerges. Evidence suggests 
a marked increase in trapping activity around 400 AD, at the 
end of the Roman Iron Age. This likely reflects intensified hunt-
ing that exceeded local household needs, suggesting that parts 
of the animals—such as furs, meat, and antlers—were being 
traded (Hennius 2020a).

An increase in terrestrial mammal hunting parallels the in-
tensification of marine mammal hunting. Detailed studies of 
raw materials have shown that from the beginning of the 6th 
century onward, the majority of gaming pieces found in graves 
in southern Sweden were made from the bones of North At-
lantic right whales (Eubalaena glacialis). The uniformity of the 
raw material, the exclusive use of a  single species, and the 
large number of gaming pieces over an extended period sug-
gest active hunting rather than reliance on stranded whales. 
Since right whales were unlikely to have come from the Bal-
tic, it is more plausible that they originated from the Atlantic 
coast, probably northern Norway. Archaeological evidence 
from this region includes large-scale production features for 
whale oil extraction. The whales were not hunted specifically 
for the manufacture of gaming pieces, but the bones have 
better preservation rates than whale oil, meat, or baleen, mak-
ing them more visible in the archaeological record. The wide-
spread distribution of gaming pieces suggests the existence of 
extensive and well-developed trade networks during the 6th 
century (Hennius et al. 2018; 2023).

Another case study focuses on tar production. During the 
Roman Iron Age, small-scale tar production took place at settle-
ments. During the Vendel Period, however, production moved 
deeper into the forest, closer to raw material sources, and 
expanded significantly. This relocation likely had major impli-
cations for production planning and labour organization. The 
increased demand for tar was probably driven by the growing 
need for shipbuilding, but tar was also a commodity over supra-
regional networks (Hennius 2018).

The most recent contribution to this research is an updated 
chronology of iron production in Swedish bloomery furnaces, 
this one is know published and available published in spring 
2025. This study is based on over 1,200 radiocarbon-dated sam-
ples from bloomery furnaces across Sweden—covering nearly 
all known samples. These have been calibrated and analysed 
using KDE modelling to produce results that are comparable to 
the other studies mentioned above, as well as similar research 
conducted in Norway (Hennius et al. 2025).

Discussion – Outland exploitation in the light of societal chang-
es during the Early Middle Ages 

The studies described above demonstrate a significant increase 
in the exploitation of non-agrarian resources in the northern 
forested regions of Sweden as early as 300–650 CE, encom-
passing a wide variety of resources. The availability of data on 
multiple products, combined with the use of consistent dating 
methods, allows for regional analyses that trace developments 
across different areas. This also enables comparisons of how 
various forms of production interacted—when one type of pro-
duction increased in a particular region, other resource extrac-
tions declined elsewhere. Additionally, the publication of this 
data as open access has greatly facilitated further research. It 
is now possible to also compare the situation in Sweden with 
similar developments in Norway and other parts of Scandinavia 
(e.g., Ashby et al., in print).

Outland exploitation in Sweden can be viewed in rela-
tion to broader societal changes occurring between 300 and 
650 CE. During this period, fundamental transformations took 
place in societal organisation and settlement structure, lay-
ing the foundation for what is traditionally known as the Vi-
king Age. Beginning in the 4th century, settlement patterns 
underwent a  significant reorganisation across large parts of 
northern Europe. Many older settlements were abandoned, 
with habitation consolidating into a smaller number of larger, 
more stable sites (see for example Göthberg 2000, 147–148, 
158–159; 2007, 443–444; Petersson 2006, 22; Herschend 2009, 
393; Frölund 2019, 16).

This transition from dispersed and short-lived settlements 
during the Early Iron Age to more concentrated and enduring 
settlements in the Late Iron Age may have been driven by strict-
er land regulations. These regulations led to a clearer division 
between settled areas, infields, outfields, and outlands. One 
possible explanation is the intensification of cultivation, which 
required greater cooperation between farms—a process facili-
tated by the merging of individual farmsteads (Göthberg 2000, 
158–159). This period also witnessed shifts in burial customs, 
increased social stratification, rising militarization, a  greater 
influx of imported goods, and, particularly in central Sweden, 
the large-scale construction of monuments (for a  review and 
discussion, see Hennius 2021, 28–38).

These stricter land regulations appear to have extend-
ed to outlying areas as well, influencing grazing practices, 
transhumance, and the emergence of seasonally used sites. In 
the outlands, multiple activities could be combined, such as 
grazing, hunting, and the production of iron and tar (Hennius 
2020b). Developments in agricultural regions were closely con-
nected to changes in the outlands, and similar explanatory 
models can be applied to both. However, rather than viewing 
outlands as merely subordinate to agrarian landscapes, recent 
research suggests that outland resource exploitation was an 
active driver of societal development during the Late Iron Age.
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Another crucial aspect of Scandinavian outland research is 
the evidence that large-scale mass production and extensive 
trade networks connected different parts of Scandinavia well 
before the emergence of Viking Age trade networks and em-
poria. The existence of these networks challenges the notion 
that large-scale commodity production and long-distance trade 
were dependent on the establishment of emporia. Instead, it is 
possible that the emporia were founded to regulate and con-
trol an already thriving trade system. The findings from outland 
research have introduced new perspectives on societal devel-
opment during the Iron Age and early Middle Ages, providing 
a ‘missing link’ in our understanding of long-distance trade net-
works, Viking expansion, the establishment of trading sites, and 
the process of medieval urbanization.

Despite these new insights, there are still questions that 
need further research, such as: How were the trade networks 
connecting mountains and forests with the central regions or-
ganised and controlled? How was trade and transport managed 
along these networks? And who were the people acting along 
the networks? 
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