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EMERGENCE OF THE PITTED WARE CULTURE. 
NETWORKS AND MOBILITY ACROSS THE BALTIC SEA 

AS REVEALED THROUGH CHANGES IN POTTERY CRAFT 
IN 4th MILLENNIUM BC SWEDEN

А.М. Ларссон. Появление культуры ямочной керамики: 
трансбалтийские коммуникационные сети и передвижения 
в свете изменений в керамическом производстве на территории 
Швеции в 4 тыс. до н.э.

Взаимодействие между носителями культуры ямочной керамики, 
носителями мегалитической культуры Западной и Южной Швеции и 
культуры гребенчато-ямочной керамики в восточной части Балтий-
ского региона являtтся предметом дискуссий с начала XX в. Исследова-
ния генетиков последних лет еще более усилили эти дискуссии, указав 
на наличие активных контактов с восточными территориями. Для по-
нимания феномена ямочной керамики в Швеции и на Аландских остро-
вах необходимо изучить предшествующий ей период. В.И. Тимофеев 
подчеркивал, что появление восточно-балтийских стилей и особенно-
стей изготовления керамики представляет переходную фазу между 
культурами воронковидных кубков и ямочной керамики в Восточной 
Центральной Швеции.

Представлен стилистический и технологический анализ неолитиче-
ской керамики Швеции, позволивший выявить систему коммуникаций, 
существовавшую на протяжении длительного времени между Вос-
точной Центральной Швецией и Восточной Балтикой в 4 тыс. до н.э. 
Эта система стала важным фактором в сложении культуры ямочной 
керамики. Керамическая традиция рассматривается как ремесло, в ко-
тором отдельные составляющие технологической последовательно-
сти являются более консервативными для мигрирующих мастеров, чем 
другие. В середине 4 тыс. до н.э. население Восточной Центральной 
Швеции испытало воздействие носителей традиции гребенчато-ямоч-
ной и ямочно-гребенчатой керамики. Новая традиция растворилась 
в местной, сохранив лишь небольшую часть оригинальных элементов. 
Эти процессы привели к возникновению культуры ямочной керамик, 
представляющей этап «денеолитизации» и возвращения к образу жиз-
ни морских охотников-собирателей в конце 4 тыс. до н.э. Спустя не-
сколько веков эта же коммуникационная сеть сыграла важную роль 
в сложении культуры шнуровой керамики в Фенноскандии.
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Interpreting change lies at the heart of the archaeological disci-
pline. Lately, change is also being pursued through the biological 
components of past and present populations. It might seem as if mate-
rial remains are of lesser importance, now that we can get the “facts” 
from analysing the DNA of ancient human remains. However, noting 
changes is not the same as understanding the processes involved.

DNA can be as blunt a tool as any other in the archaeologist’s rep-
ertoire, mostly exposing events once they have unfolded on the larger 
scale without revealing the processes that initially laid the ground-
work for them. A case in point is the spread of the Corded Ware culture 
(Battle Axe culture) to Sweden in the early 3rd millennium BC. The 
direction of the introduction into Sweden has been shown to be from 
the east — from Finland and the Baltic states — being established first 
along the east coast (Larsson, 2009). This is in contrast to the introduc-
tion of the Funnel Beaker culture (TRB) a millennium earlier, which 
was introduced by people coming from the south and west.

In order to understand the introduction of Corded Ware we must 
look at the period preceding it and probe the clues offered us by the 
material culture crafted by the people living there at that time. In 
this paper I will show how studying the pottery can reveal important 
facts about networks across the Baltic Sea in the 4th millennium BC, 
that caused the Pitted Ware culture to emerge and through which the 
spread of Corded Ware culture was later enabled. We must do this by 
approaching the vessels as results of a craft, made by actual individ-
uals who were governed by embodied practices and acting in a social 
setting.

Learning and the operational sequence
The study of material culture has been at the heart of archaeology 

since its beginning as a discipline. Unfortunately the methods used to 
define and interpret material culture has rarely taken into considera-
tion how crafts are learned and transmitted until fairly recently. This is 
perhaps especially true of pottery: Various patterns, tools for decora-
tion, or vessel shapes are pronounced as being of supreme importance 
in defining a culture or type. But the selection tends to be based on 
subjective preferences rather than proven theory.

Over the past decades archaeologists have started to engage with 
research on craft, technology and learning (e.g. chaîne opératoire, 
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community of practice, situated learning). Ethnoarchaeological stud-
ies in traditional societies have also given us a deeper understanding 
of how the social setting and cultural values inform and guide change 
and continuity in craft. A compilation of the results from these studies 
offer important conclusions (Larsson, 2009):

— Craft is intricately linked with the learning process, which is 
situated in a social and cultural context (e.g. authoritarian/non-author-
itarian, communal/individual).

— Pottery is often starting to be taught at a young age, before pu-
berty.

— Different stages of the operational sequence are often learnt at 
different ages.

— The younger the age, the more likely a sequence learned will 
become embodied in motor skills and sensory perception.

Fig. 1. Pottery from 1) Vadbron II and 2) Sotmyra in Uppland, belonging to the 
Fagervik II type which is an intermediary between TRB and Pitted Ware. Both have 
alternating rows of pits (‘chess manner’). The Vadbron sherd also has a decoration 
roughly imitating contemporary megalithic styles. (from Segerberg, 1999, p. 92)
Рис. 1. Фрагменты керамики с памятников Вадброн II (1) и Стомира в Упплан-
де (2), относящиеся к типу Фагервик II, промежуточному между культурой во-
ронковидных кубков и ямочной керамики. Оба фрагмента декорированы пере-
межающимися рядами ямок (в шахматной манере). Орнамент на фрагменте из 
Вадброна грубо имитирует существовавшие синхронно стили мегалитических 
культур (по: Segerberg, 1999, p. 92)
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— The stages of the operational sequence of pottery making can be 
changed irrespectively of each other. Those associated with fine motor 
skill and sensory perception are less likely to change, whereas style 
and aesthetics are more easily altered.

— Clay and temper selection, secondary shaping (rims, details) and 
firing are usually the most conservative parts of the pottery process.

— Pottery craft is often a communal practice, especially clay se-
lection and firing.

— Group pressure both from other potters and from non-potters is 
a strong influence to change, alternatively to not change, a stage of the 
sequence or the style.

— The incomparably most common cause for a potter to change 
part or most of his/her craft is relocation to another community with 
different craft traditions.

— The most common reason for relocation in a traditional society 
is marriage.

Eastern Central Sweden in the 4th millennium BC
In Eastern Central Sweden pottery was first introduced c. 4000 cal-

BC with the Funnel Beaker culture (TRB). The vessels were shaped 
through coiling and almost always tempered with crushed granite. The 
surfaces were smoothed and decorated with cord, cord stamp and vari-
ous impressions. Firing was oxidised (open fire). Thin section analysis 
reveals primarily fine non-calcareous clay was used. Rims were most-
ly thin or rounded, though flattened decorated rims do appear. These 
early vessels do not differ in any notable way to the contemporary 
TRB pottery in South and West Sweden.

Around 3600–3400 calBC the megalithic culture started to influ-
ence Swedish TRB, both with the construction of dolmen and pas-
sage tombs and the introduction of new pottery types and decorations. 
What is interesting is that in EC Sweden these changes seem to have 
been superficial at the most. The new burial practice did not spread 
here, and while pottery decoration changes somewhat, they are clearly 
superficial imitations imposed upon the old style. There is little or no 
change in the operational sequence otherwise — with the exception 
of a few cases that were highlighted by Vladimir Timofeev (2000): 
While pit impressions have been present on the TRB vessels previ-
ously, pits now become markedly larger and more common — very 
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much like the Comb Ware of Finland whose westernmost post at the 
time was the Åland Islands. Timofeev noted that the pattern of “chess 
mannered” rows of pits, also common on Finnish-Baltic Comb Ware, 
occur as well (fig. 1). More importantly, Timofeev made note of the 
appearance of markedly thickened rims on pottery from this period — 
especially inwards bevelled rims that are symptomatic of Comb Ware/
Pit-Comb Ware in Finland and the eastern Baltic but do not appear at 
this time in other Scandinavian contexts.

Thin section analysis of pottery from this period shows anoth-
er interesting fact: The first appearance of calcareous temper in a 
small amount of vessels. This selection of temper has been identified 
in Finnish Comb Ware from the southern coast (Ka III — Uskela). 
Otherwise the operational sequence does not change significantly at 
this time. The shape of the beakers are mostly similar to before and do 
not resemble Comb Ware vessels other than the minor detail of the rim 
shape showing up intermittently.

The changes that appear in pottery craft around 3600–3400 calBC 
in Eastern Central Sweden can be summed up as:

— Strong continuity of clay and temper selection, and of shaping 
(primary and secondary).

— Rough imitation of new megalithic decorative patterns, but no 
megalithic pottery types.

— Minor changes to decorative patterns resembling those of Comb 
Ware/Pit-Comb Ware.

— Some vessels, especially in the north-easternmost part of 
Swedish TRB, are now made by potters used to making rims common 
on Comb Ware/Pit-Comb Ware vessels, and using temper hitherto un-
known in Sweden but part of the Comb Ware craft tradition.

Taken together, it appears that the population in Eastern Central 
Sweden around the mid–4th millennium BC receives an influx of pot-
ters who were raised and taught in Comb Ware/Pit-Comb Ware craft 
traditions. These new potters in EC Sweden are expected to conform 
to local craft traditions, and only minor clues of their original kno-
whow remains. In contrast, there seems to be little or no influx of 
potters taught in the new megalithic pottery craft appearing in South 
and West Sweden, though superficial knowledge of some new patterns 
is transmitted.
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This is the start of a gradual process in Eastern Sweden that by 
the end of the 4th millennium has resulted in the development of the 
Pitted Ware culture, a de-neolithization and return to marine hunt-
er-gatherer way of life, and increased cultural and religious influences 
from Finland and the Baltic. This network, sustained through direct 
contacts, exchanges and relocation of individuals, is of crucial impor-
tance in understanding the establishment of Corded Ware culture in 
Sweden some centuries later, a change that was far more substantial 
both in terms of craft and population relocation.
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