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Abstract 

 In this response1 to the article Archaeology, Language, and the Question of Sámi Ethnogenesis by 

Asgeir Svestad and Bjørnar Olsen (2023), we correct some major misunderstandings made by Svestad 

and Olsen concerning the methodology of historical linguistics and its relation to archaeology. Our 

comment concerns the following topics: We explain that there cannot be one ethnogenesis that could 

be approached by different disciplines because different disciplines are independent and meet only 

momentarily. We also state that continuity does not disprove migration, or vice versa, and explain 

some basic methods of linguistic substrate studies that the authors have misunderstood. In Svestad 

and Olsenʼs article, there are also some clearly erroneous statements that we correct in our response. 

In spite of our critical comments, we genuinely encourage multidisciplinary discussion and coopera-

tion because we share the same research interest: to deepen our understanding of the human past. 
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1 As a response, this article has not been peer-reviewed. 



1 Introduction 

 This is a response to the article Archaeology, Language, and the Question of Sámi Ethnogenesis 

written by Asgeir Svestad and Bjørnar Olsen, professors in archaeology. Their article was published 

in Acta Archaeologica (Volume 93.2, pp. 1‒29). In their article, Svestad and Olsen (2023) take a very 

critical stance on studies in historical linguistics concerning the Saami (linguistic) prehistory. They 

criticize the notions of linguistic homelands and migrations as well as language as the primary indi-

cator of ethnicity among other indicators. Along with the criticism, they outline a past to Saami based 

on archaeological record, specifically in Northern Norway. This outline, they claim, does not concur 

well with the results achieved in the studies of historical linguistics. 

We want to begin our response by stating that we warmly welcome all dialogues between scholars 

from different disciplines. However, no dialogue on any subject can be productive if either side has 

misunderstood the other. We therefore find it necessary to first correct both some fundamental mis-

understandings concerning  
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methodology and some single erroneous statements appearing in the article by Svestad and Olsen. 

Svestad and Olsen (2023, 1) “target” the corpus of Finnish linguistic research on the Saami past.   

Actually, they attack (the methodology and results of) historical linguistics in their article, especially 

those of loanword study, although they frankly admit (2023, 14, 22) that they do not possess any 

expertise on the subject. Furthermore, they claim that Finnish linguists “lean heavily on assumptions 

about the archaeological record in their reasonings.” (Svestad & Olsen 2023, 1; italics by the present 

authors). This claim is based on a serious misunderstanding.  

Svestad and Olsen have misunderstood the scientific procedure in question, because linguistic re-

sults do not lean on archaeological record, but instead an archaeological match is only afterwards 

searched for linguistic results if a linguist considers it at all important. When we consider language, 

we must take the linguistic results as the starting point and see if there is a match in the results of 

other disciplines concerning time, place, and direction of expansion. Irrespective of whether or not 

there is an archaeological match to be found, the linguistic results remain valid in any case. Only 

linguistics can study language, and language cannot be traced from material remains, unless these 

contain inscriptions. And if they do, their analysis belongs to the field of linguistics. 

Proto-Saami as a name of a language denotes the time period ranging from the disintegration of 

the Pre-Proto-Saami language from West-Uralic into a Uralic language branch of its own to the dis-

integration of Late Proto-Saami into its Saami daughter languages. The Saami-specific language 

changes occurred during the Proto-Saami language period, and Late Proto-Saami, the immediate 



ancestor of all the Saami languages, denotes the final stage of this time period. The concrete linguistic 

result, on which the dating and locating of Late Proto-Saami is based, is a multi-layered continuum 

of pairwise loanwords between Saami, Germanic and Finnic. This data is formed and updated by 

taking into account cumulative results of etymology and historical phonology. The absolute chronol-

ogy comes from the Germanic side, where the runic inscriptions appear already in the first centuries 

AD, and we can follow the sound changes in the Germanic ‒> Scandinavian language lineage from 

those inscriptions (e.g. Ralph 2002). Through the Germanic loanwords, the sound changes in Saami 

and Finnic can also be anchored to the absolute chronology.  

Both linguistic and archaeological data are adjusted into our calendrical system by methods of 

natural sciences (as well as dated historical documents). However, we emphasize that in the case of 

locating the Saami homeland (= the speech area of (Late) Proto-Saami), archaeology plays no im-

portant role, because the location is based on mutual loanwords and the required adjacency to Ger-

manic and Finnic lineages, as well as place-names in Southern Finland testifying for the early pres-

ence of all these three language lineages. This differs from the cases of Late Proto-Indo-European or 

Late Proto-Indo-Iranian, where meanings of certain words are compared to their material referents2, 

and the proto-language is then located within the most suitable archaeological culture (e.g. Anthony 

& Ringe 2015). To conclude: the interpretation made by Svestad and Olsen is incorrect. 

There is no room to go through the actual linguistic data here, but Svestad and Olsen are already 

familiar with many of the sources in which these matters have been considered (Koivulehto 2002; 

Aikio 2006; 2007; Kallio 2009; Häkkinen 2010b; Heikkilä 2011; 2014; Piha & Häkkinen 2020). Suf-

fice to summarize here that from the sound shape of the Germanic loanwords in the Saami languages, 

we can notice that the great Saami vowel shift (a series of subsequent changes in the Proto-Saami 

vocalism) postdated the Proto-Germanic language period which can be dated to the Pre-Roman Iron 

Age thanks to the Celtic and Latin loanwords into Proto-Germanic. Even distinctly Northwest Ger-

manic loanwords are older than the vowel changes leading to Late Proto-Saami, bringing this recon-

struction stage to the centuries immediately surrounding the beginning of the Common Era. As it 

happens, also the common Saami word for ‘ironʼ is an old loanword (see Chapter 3.3), since the 

Saami word has participated in the vowel changes leading to Late Proto-Saami. Consequently, Late 

Proto-Saami cannot antedate the Iron Age. Therefore, Late  
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2   In her doctoral dissertation, Minerva Piha does compare meanings of certain words to their possible material re-

ferents but does not attempt to locate a homeland of any protolanguage; rather, she studies the dating of the presence of 

South Saami in Central Scandinavia. She does not lean on archaeological record in her linguistic analysis either. She has 

handled the linguistic and archaeological datasets separately and correlated the results of her analyses of these datasets. 



Proto-Saami, the immediate ancestor of all the Saami languages, must be dated to centuries after the 

beginning of the Iron Age in Northern Europe.  

And as regards the age of the presence of the Saami languages in Northern Fennoscandia, it should 

be noted that the numerous Saami place-names of unknown, i.e. ante-Saami origin, in Northern Fen-

noscandia show vowel combinations that postdate the vowel changes leading to Late Proto-Saami, 

as well as initial consonant clusters which occurred only after the disintegration of Late Proto-Saami 

(Aikio 2004, 13–14). Consequently, all the linguistic evidence points to a presence of the Saami lan-

guages in Northern Fennoscandia only after the expansion of Late Proto-Saami from Southern Fin-

land (Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1. Modern Saami languages and the original region of Late Proto-Saami. 

 

2 Methodology 

In this chapter, we comment and correct some misinterpretations by Svestad and Olsen (2023). 

They seem to think that (1) there is always only one ethnogenesis, approachable by different disci-

plines, and that (2) archaeological results could have a decisive effect on the reconstruction of lin-

guistic prehistory. These both are false presumptions. Further in our scrutiny, individual claims by the 

authors are commented.  

First, we want to emphasize that there is no single ethnogenesis (Chapter 2.1) and that different 

disciplines are independent (2.2) and thus, it is not possible, for example, to overthrow linguistic 

reasoning with archaeological reasoning. We will also argue why continuity cannot disprove migra-

tion (2.3). Lastly, we will clarify some methods of the substrate studies (2.4) that are misunderstood 

by Svestad and Olsen in their paper. 



2.1 There is no single ethnogenesis 

The authors erroneously believe that there is one ethnogenesis approachable by different disci-

plines. In reality, every discipline can only reach its own restricted part of ethnogenesis: linguistics 

can only study the language, genetics can only study DNA, and archaeology can only  
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study material remains of people and their culture. There is no obligation for all these different origins 

to agree with each other: they only meet momentarily and are not causally interdependent. 

Most importantly, every discipline is independent from each other: linguistic results cannot be 

overruled by genetic or archaeological results any more than vice versa. This has been thoroughly 

explained in Häkkinen (2010a). 

“Saaminess” appears different through the filter of different disciplines. From the linguistic per-

spective, “Saaminess” is connected to the root of language: we cannot label as Saami any people who 

did not speak any Saami language. For linguists, “Saaminess” appears in any area abruptly: at the 

very moment when the first community speaking Saami (including the ancestral stages) arrives within 

that particular region. 

From the genetic or archaeological perspective, “Saaminess” appears very different: it is a sum of 

all traits from different directions at different times leading to the extant Saami people or their culture. 

There is no single definite trait which could be pointed out as the primary factor for “Saaminess”. 

Consequently, there is no abrupt starting point, but instead a cumulative layering of traits, leading to 

a temporal continuum interpreted as more Saami in the shallower time depths and as less Saami in 

the deeper time depth (Figure 2). 

 

 

Figure 2. Genetic and cultural traits are cumulative, while languages are exclusive. 

  

It is highly important to understand that there is no reliable method for seeing language from DNA or 

culture. There are several genetic and cultural roots for every human community, and any of them 



could be connected to a certain language lineage (the Saami lineage = the Saami languages and all of 

their ancestral stages). Other roots, then, are connected to other languages – or they were connected 

to the same language lineage (Saami) but were not able to replace an earlier language or later became 

replaced by some other language lineage. 

The only scientific method to find a genetic or cultural correlation for a language is to accept the 

linguistic results and find a correlation matching them concerning space, time, and direction of ex-

pansion. Still, it is not even necessary to consider genetic or archaeological results when reconstruct-

ing the linguistic past, just as well as one can delve into genetic or archaeological results without 

considering language at all. 

 Concerning prehistoric communities, which part of it best correlates with ethnicity? The question 

is actually irrelevant, and we can totally dismiss ethnicity as a too vague and indefinite term. As has 

repeatedly been seen, scholars from different disciplines interpret ethnicity differently, which leads 

to crosswise communication. Most importantly, we have no knowledge of the true ethnic identity of 

prehistoric peoples – we can only  
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approach their ethnicity indirectly through their language, endonym (ethnic label used by the speakers 

themselves), and cultural traits. 

 

2.2 Different disciplines are independent 

Disciplines study different objects but also aim to answer different questions. Coming from the 

field of archaeology, the authors repeatedly raise the questions “how” and “why”, while historical 

linguists concentrate on the questions “when” and “where”. The latter questions are of course pri-

mary: it is not possible to find answers to “how” and “why” before we have found the answer to 

“when” and “where”. If one thinks that first answering “how” and “why” could help us to find an-

swers to “when” and “where”, one has gravely mistaken. There are always several possible answers 

for “how” and “why”, but there is no reliable way to choose between those alternatives without taking 

as the starting point the answers to “when” and “where”. 

Moreover, language truly is the primary factor in prehistoric ethnicity. “Saaminess”, as we now 

know it, only began when the Saami language from the south arrived to the north and/or was adopted 

by the people of northernmost Fennoscandia. Going back in time from this merger moment, different 

roots of “Saaminess” scatter in different directions: there were in a wide area several “ante-Saami”3 

 
3 Latin ante ‘before’ 



communities, all of which brought some traits into the later “Saaminess”, but they cannot all be la-

belled Saami. Now, which, if any, of these “ante-Saami” communities could we call Saami? 

Let us take an example from the first millennium BC. If we compare 1) a community in northern-

most Fennoscandia making scree graves and Kjelmøy ceramics, speaking some unknown Paleo-Lap-

landic language, and referring to itself with some lost Paleo-Laplandic endonym, to 2) a community 

in Southern Finland making Lapp cairns and Luukonsaari ceramics, speaking earlier stages of Proto-

Saami, and referring to itself with ancestral form of the endonym Saami (Late Proto-Saami *sāmē < 

Early Proto-Saami *sämä or *šämä), it should be obvious that the ethnic label Saami makes sense 

only referring to the second community (or some undefined core of it, because boundaries of language 

communities do not always coalesce with boundaries of archaeologically defined cultures and be-

cause it is not possible to delimit ancient language communities so accurately on the map). 

We do not mean to deny the role of material traits in constructing ethnicity and expressing ethnic 

identity – only to emphasize that they still remain secondary compared to language. The level of 

language also contains the ethnic label: the endonym of people. 

Cultural and genetic traits of the Saami today are what they are only due to chance – if the expan-

sion of the Saami languages had gone differently, the modern “Saaminess” would have a different 

delimitation. If the Saami languages had survived only in Southern Finland, genetic and cultural sums 

of “Saaminess” would be very different from what they are today. In that sense, language is an im-

portant factor, helping to frame an ethnic group of the past (although even language does not always 

overlap perfectly with ethnicity). 

 

2.3. Continuity cannot disprove migration 

 

If this is right, though caution should be taken, it means that these genetic ancestors of 

the Sámi have lived in the northeastern Sámi settlement area since at least the beginning 

of the Early Metal Age. This would accordingly speak against the claim that the Sámi 

had no ancestry here before the early common era arrival of the Proto-Sámi speakers, 

who from their homeland in southeastern Finland are presumed to have moved north 

and replaced the original population. (Svestad & Olsen 2023, 8–9) 

 

Contrary to the interpretation of the authors, linguists do not assume that the spread of Saami to 

Northern Fennoscandia would have meant total population replacement. How could there be hundreds 

of loanwords and place-names borrowed from Paleo-Laplandic languages to Saami if there was a 

total population replacement? Therefore, all recent linguistic models assume assimilation and 



language shift of the earlier population, together with the migration of the Saami language carriers. 

Both migration and assimilation (language shift) are true at the same time. 

The reason for the authors’ misunderstanding seems to grow from an erroneous presumption that 

partial continuity seen in the archaeological data could somehow disprove cultural influence and pop-

ulation movements from other regions. However, the normal case is that continuity and discontinuity 

(new traits from the outside) coexist. Only on very remote and isolated islands is it possible to see 

cultural development with 100% local continuity and 0% foreign influence. 

Moreover, even continuity as a concept is often misused: continuity is not to be seen defined to 

cover only local continuity. There is no reason why a local  
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continuity would be more important for ethnogenesis than roots (continuities) arriving from the out-

side. The more there appear foreign cultural influxes in a certain region, the less probable it becomes 

that the original language would have survived (Häkkinen 2010a, 27–28). 

It also seems that continuity argumentation is applied in a rather selective manner. For example, 

there is no uniform Saami grave type in the relevant period, because the hunting ground graves in 

Central Scandinavia and the scree graves in Northern Scandinavia apparently share no common 

origin. If one tries to apply continuity argumentation to such traits, then one inevitably reaches two 

contradicting conclusions. Moreover, these conclusions are both wrong, as both of these grave types 

descend from times long before there were any Saami speakers in Scandinavia. 

 

2.4 The methods of substrate studies and South Saami substrate vocabulary 

In relation to continuity and migration, a comment on substrate studies must be given. Svestad and 

Olsen write about the Southern Saami language migration to central Scandinavia: 

 

The aboriginal Paleo-European speakers are believed to have assimilated with the 

arriving Sámi speakers, and their language to have become extinct 500–800 AD. De-

spite a considerable period of linguistic dualism, their lexical influences in the South 

Sámi religious language appear strangely insignificant […] 

[W]hat are the demographics involved – how many people could have arrived here, 

across the Bothnian Sea, and why did they decide to move here in the first place? More-

over, why did these migrants adopt an alien burial custom rather than continue their 

own native burial practice as one would expect? Further, if they undertook a cultural 

adoption of such ritual and religious significance, should we not, especially given the 

suggested centuries of linguistic coexistence, expect a more pronounced Paleo-



European influence in the South Sámi religious language, not the least with reference 

to burials? (Svestad and Olsen 2023, 14‒15) 

 

These questions are directed to Minerva Piha’s (2020a) research in which she studies the indige-

nous religion from archaeological and linguistic perspectives. It is a part of her PhD thesis, in which 

the aims are, for example, to find the arrival date of the South Saami language (speakers) to Central 

Scandinavia by combining linguistic and archaeological results. The issue for Svestad and Olsen 

(2023) seems to be the fact that a majority of researchers do not see a change in burial customs of the 

inland areas of central Scandinavia around the time the South Saami language migrated into the area 

according to language historical analysis. Piha claims that such a change can be seen; the question 

will be addressed more thoroughly below (see Chapter 3.2). Here, we address the question of the lack 

of religious words of Paleo-European origin in South Saami. 

Substrate studies is a subfield of (historical) linguistics which has become increasingly significant 

to Uralic language history in the 2000s (see e.g. Aikio 2004; 2012; Saarikivi 2006; Rahkonen 2013). 

Ante Aikio (2004; 2012) has concentrated on Saami substrate studies. 

Methods for historical substrate studies to find substrate influence in a language are unique to the 

field although the methods of historical linguistics (e.g. sound changes) can be applied when the 

possible substrate influence is discovered. To find substrate influence, five criteria must be taken into 

account (Aikio 2004, 8‒9; 2012, 83): 

(1) The quantitative criterion: If there is a large number of words without etymologies, it might 

point to substrate influence. 

(2) The structural criterion: If the potential substrate words have non-native features e.g. in pho-

nology or morphology, it might indicate substrate influence. 

(3) The criterion of irregular correspondence: If the potential substrate words have irregular sound 

correspondences between languages, it is an indication of parallel borrowing from outside 

sources. 

(4) The semantic criterion: If the potential substrate words are found in semantic fields that are 

typical of substrate vocabulary, it indicates substrate origins. 

(5) The onomastic criterion: If the potential substrate vocabulary is paralleled by toponyms of 

unknown origin which has similar non-native structures as the vocabulary, it is an indication 

of substrate origins. 

  

Aikio (2004; 2012, 84‒88) has shown that all these criterions are fulfilled in the substrate elements 

found in the Saami languages. Here, to answer the criticism by Svestad and Olsen (2023: 14‒15) 



about the lack of religious vocabulary of Paleo-European origin in South Saami, we repeat what Aikio 

(2004; 2012) and other substrate researchers (for references see Aikio 2004: 6‒10) have already es-

tablished – the fourth criterion: semantic fields of substrate vocabulary. 
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 The semantic fields typical of substrate vocabulary are animals (and their body parts), topography, 

weather and climate conditions of the area in which the contacts between the languages in question 

happened. Thus, substrate vocabulary that survives hundreds or thousands of years in a language, is 

related to the environmental conditions of the area in which the contacts happened. 

Such a phenomenon is rather understandable: the substrate language has vocabulary that refers to 

the environmental conditions of the area that the newcomer language lacks. This is often due to the 

fact that the substrate language has been in the area before the newcomers’ language. For example, 

the homeland from where the Saami languages spread to their present geographical areas is in the 

south, and the environmental conditions there differ vastly from those of Northern Fennoscandia. 

Before the Saami speakers arrived in the area of Northern Fennoscandia, they did not have words for 

such conditions, so they needed new words for the conditions which were new to them. It was simple 

to borrow them from the people who had dwelled there possibly for hundreds or even thousands of 

years and already had words for the environmental phenomena. 

Religion and burial customs are not environmental phenomena, although environmental conditions 

do affect religious views and convenient ways to bury the deceased. The environmental conditions 

are the reason why the Saami speakers migrating to Central Scandinavia adopted the burial customs 

of the people who knew convenient ways to bury their dead in the area. In fact, archaeological conti-

nuity might quite often be due to the fact that certain phenomenon of the material culture fit the 

conditions of the area better than the customs of newcomers. 

The difference between substrate studies and loanwords research is that substrate studies concen-

trate on lost languages, i.e. there is nothing left of these languages other than the substrate influence 

in extant languages. Loanword research, on the other hand, has not as its source only the languages 

into which words have been borrowed, but also the languages from which words have been borrowed. 

(See also Aikio 2004, 7‒9; 2012, 83.) As the contacts between a substrate language and the language 

that has substrate influence might have been similar to those of other contact situations, it is plausible 

to believe that other kind of vocabulary has also been borrowed, e.g. words related to burial customs. 

First, it has to be noted that the Saami languages have old words for ‘to die’ (South Saami jaemedh 

< Late Proto-Saami *jāmē < Proto-Uralic), ‘the dead’ and ‘burial’ (South Saami gaelmie [grave out 

in the nature; corpse, cadaver] < Late Proto-Saami *kālmē; Lehtiranta 1989 s.v. *kālmē) that would 



be useful even in the new environment of Central Scandinavia. Other words in South Saami that are 

connected to burial customs and death are, for example, the following: 

 

aajmoe [the other world] < Late Proto-Saami *ājmō ← Proto-Scandinavian *haima [home] (see 

e.g. Piha 2020a, appendix 1) 

hïegke [life’] ← Late Proto-Finnic / Finnish henki [breath; life; spirit] (see e.g. Piha 2020a, appen-

dix 1) 

juvledh [to bury] ← ? 

jöörtedh [to bury] ← Swedish / Norwegian jorda / jorde [to bury] (Hasselbrink 1981‒1985, 798) 

kroepte, groepte [grav; grop] ← Old Norse krǫptr (Qvigstad 1893, 180) 

sealoe [soul]← West Germanic, e.g. Old Saxon seola (Piha 2021, 31) 

 

All these burial-related words are loanwords, and rather new loanwords at that. Of these six words, 

only the Proto-Scandinavian loanword aajmoe would be approximately as old as the substrate vocab-

ulary in Saami languages; the rest are younger. The last three words on the list, jöörtedh, kroepte and 

sealoe might refer to Christianity as Piha (2021, 31 and references there) has argued (in connection 

with the word sealoe). The word juvledh is somewhat of a mystery when it comes to etymology. 

Lagercrantz (1939, 224) has noted that this might be a Scandinavian loanword, but the matter has not 

been researched further. 

These six words would indicate that words related to burials get replaced by new words easily. 

The domain of world view is not one of the most quickly changing domains of life, but it is easy to 

observe many changes in world views within the last two thousand years in the area of Fennoscandia: 

the indigenous religions have been replaced with Christianity, and views within Christianity have 

changed quite often. Recently other world religions and atheism among others have had a significant 

impact on world views. Such changes bring new words into use and old ones into extinction. 

It is quite possible, or even probable, that the predecessor of modern South Saami borrowed burial-

related (or religious) words of Paleo-European origin when they adopted the burial custom, but they 

have fallen out of use or been replaced by new ones, for example those of Scandinavian origin that 

refer to Christianity. Of the Paleo-European vocabulary, only those have survived  
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through the centuries that refer to more stable phenomena than culture and religion, i.e. environmental 

conditions. 

 Related to the substrate topic, Svestad and Olsen (2023, 14) write: 

 



Moreover, since there are no signs in the material repertoire of northernmost Fen-

noscandia of any new people arriving in the actual period, this must mean that the ar-

riving Proto-Sámi completely and straight away adopted the Paleo-European peoples’ 

way of living, customs, maritime technology, and material culture at large. 

 

 In especially such a challenging climate and environment, it is crucial for the newcomers to adapt 

to the local way of living as quickly as possible. And indeed, the cultural continuity corresponds more 

likely with linguistic substrate (related to local environment and livelihood) than with a new arriving 

language. There are hundreds of loanwords and place-names borrowed by the Saami speakers from 

the earlier inhabitants, which clearly prove the direction of adaptation (Aikio 2004; 2012). According 

to Luobbal Sámmol Sámmol Ánte (Aikio 2021), as much as 34% of the Saami words (3,421 in total) 

are of unknown origin. 

Moreover, how can Svestad and Olsen claim that there are no traces of any new people arriving at 

the relevant period? They wrote earlier in their article that Kjelmøy ceramic ceases 300 AD (page 7), 

bear graves appear during the 3rd century AD (page 10), and contacts with Central and Eastern Russia 

cease in the first centuries AD (page 12). These are clear cultural changes – how can the authors 

declare that there are no signs of any new people arriving? What counts for a sign of new people, if 

these are not even considered possible traces? 

Of course, if the authors represented a steep anti-migrationist school, such a statement would be 

expected. However, we believe that there no longer exists any radical anti-migrationists, because an-

cient DNA research during the last decade has proven that practically every noteworthy prehistoric 

cultural change in Europe was accompanied by undisputed migration of people carrying new kind of 

genetic ancestry (Mallory, Dybo & Balanovsky 2019, 1479). 

Admittedly, the strongest evidence would be an appearance of a trait which was earlier seen in 

another region (concerning the Saami: in Southern Finland). Nevertheless, a change is still a change, 

irrespective of whether it adds on or removes something. In theory, all the mentioned traits could still 

originate in Southern Finland: (1) ceasing of pottery could have spread from the south to the north, 

but the margin of error in the dating methods probably prevents accurate enough results to decisively 

judge this question; (2) ceasing of contacts with regions in Russia could be caused by appearance of 

a new distributor in a nearby region (Southern Finland); (3) idea of bear graves could originate in 

Southern Finland, but because organic material like unburnt bones and birch bark are so poorly pre-

served there, conclusive evidence can no longer be found. Nevertheless, burnt animal bones are fre-

quently found in Lapp cairns (mostly undeterminable at the species level), sometimes even without 

human bones (Saipio 2023, 7–8). 



It seems that the declaration of the authors is highly exaggerated, and there is no ground for such 

a plain denial of the arrival of new people in the relevant period. Moreover, there are even verified 

linguistic expansions which cannot be seen in the archaeological record, like the spread of Gaelic 

from Northern Ireland to Scotland (Mallory 1989, 166). 

 

3 Comments on individual claims 

 We now proceed to correct some single erroneous statements about some of our publications oc-

curring in the article written by Svestad and Olsen. Here, we cover four topics: we describe what is 

meant by “archaeological invisibility” in linguistic (and archaeological) research (Chapter 3.1), com-

ment on the periodization of the hunting ground graves on central Scandinavia (3.2), outline some 

possible correlations between early iron production of the inland areas of southern Finland and the 

Proto-Saami language (3.3), and correct misinterpretations Svestad and Olsen (2023) have about the 

doctoral thesis of Mikko Heikkilä (3.4). 

 

3.1 Archaeological invisibility misinterpreted 

In their article, Svestad and Olsen (2023, 3) criticize linguists and Finnish archaeologists for seeing 

northern Finland as an archaeologically void area from around AD 300 to 800 AD: 

 

In other words, and indeed somewhat surprisingly, the archaeological correlate is rep-

resented by what is believed to be a ‘void period’, ca. 200/300–800 AD, characterized 

by the termination of ceramic and local iron production, and, in general, very sparse 

finds. […] The present article challenges the archaeological assumptions that these lin-

guistic reconstructions are based on. For one  
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thing, it shows that there was no void period in the Iron Age of northern Fennoscandia, 

Finnish Lapland included. (Svestad & Olsen 2023, 3) 

 

     What the authors themselves call “void period”, is by the linguists they cite explicitly written to 

mean the ceasing of production of ceramic, iron and visible cemeteries. Nothing more. Let us prove 

this by showing what these linguists actually wrote: 

 

Concerning time and place, a convenient correlate could be the spread of “archaeolog-

ical invisibility” to the north: ceramics producing ceases in the interior parts around the 



Younger Roman Iron Age, and visible cemeteries were no longer built. (Translation 

from Häkkinen 2010: 61 by the authors.) 

 

According to archaeological evidence ca. 300 AD, during the phase under scrutiny, pro-

duction of ceramic and iron ceased in the asbestos ceramic cultural region in the interior 

of Fennoscandia and Northern Scandinavia connected to the Saami, which probably 

reflects changes in the Saami society (e.g. in the fur trade) and which involves simulta-

neous fairly fast expansion of Proto-Saami speech area in and to the north, which then 

offered favorable conditions for the divergence of separate Saami languages. (Transla-

tion from Heikkilä 2011: 76 by the authors.) 

 

It has been independently noted by Heikkilä (2012 [= 2011], 75–76) and Häkkinen 

(2010b, 61) that there is, indeed, a surprising correlate to the expansion of Saami in the 

archaeological record of Lapland. The period between 250–800 AD in Lapland is char-

acterized by ‘archaeological invisibility’: the production of iron and ceramics ceased 

and finds from this period are scarce and scattered. Metal objects associated with this 

period are imported. (Aikio 2012: 104–105) 

 

     How are the quotes above radically different from what one of the authors (Bjørnar Olsen) himself 

has recently written? 

 

The period from around AD 200–900 has been described as remarkably poor in regard 

to archaeological finds in the Sámi settlement area. For example, it has proven difficult 

to identify locally produced artifact types from this period that are chronologically char-

acteristic of the northern hunting population. More recent archaeological investigations 

have modified this picture considerably, but at the same time confirmed a certain ‘ano-

nymity’ in the archaeological material. (Hansen & Olsen 2014, 45–46) 

 

     And:  

It seems that after this early formative phase, the need for a deliberate symbolic articu-

lation of Sámi ethnicity changed. Once the production of Kjelmøy pottery had ceased 

during the early centuries AD, it is not until the Viking Age that material/symbolic cul-

tural manifestations with a similar geographical distribution can be observed. (Hansen 

& Olsen 2014, 30.) 



Even in the article at hand, Svestad and Olsen write: 

 

Although small-scale local iron production may have taken place, it seems reasonable 

to assume that the continuous and increased iron use documented among the Sámi 

throughout the Iron Age was mainly facilitated through economic dealings with the Ger-

manic/Norse population and with Finnish and Karelian groups in the southeast […] 

(Svestad & Olsen 2023, 13). 

 

     Was it the term “archaeological invisibility” in quotation marks used by Häkkinen (and referred 

to by Aikio), which made it impossible for the authors to read neutrally any words following it? If 

that is the case, Häkkinen apologizes for his unfortunate choice of words. 

     Then, why did Häkkinen and Heikkilä connect this particular phase to the spread of Late Proto-

Saami, at the same time and unbeknown of each other’s views? Because it happened to be in the right 

place at the right time to match the linguistic results (see Chapter 2). There exists no reliable method 

to see the expansion of Late Proto-Saami from the archaeological record. Concerning language, the 

linguistic results are always primary. 

We also find it slightly unfair that Svestad and Olsen (2023) direct their criticism at linguists on 

this matter. The linguists have based their understanding about archaeological invisibility on what 

archaeologists have written about it. This period has been expressed to be void by many archaeolo-

gists (e.g. Storli 1986; Hamari & Halinen 2000, 156; Carpelan 2003, 60‒61; 2006, 81). Who would 

the linguists trust in archaeological questions if not archaeologists? Linguists do not have the  
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competence to assess the validity of archaeological research any more than archaeologists have com-

petence to assess the validity of linguistic research (see e.g. Svestad & Olsen 2023, 22). Thus, the 

linguists commenting on the archaeological invisibility of northern Finland have trusted the archae-

ologists to know and understand their own field of research. 

 

3.2 Hunting ground graves of Central Scandinavia: dating and periodization 

As noted above, Svestad and Olsen (2023, 14‒16) see Piha’s (2020) interpretations on hunting 

ground graves of Central Scandinavia as problematic because they claim that Piha sees change in 

burial customs there where they do not see it. Hunting ground graves are a burial custom that has 

been in use in Jämtland and Dalarna from around 200 BC to at least the 13th century AD. They are 

stone settings of various forms and sizes that change from phase to phase. They are, at first, found 

near lakes and other water systems but later also further away from water. Grave goods in hunting 



ground graves get richer the closer we come to the end of the period of the burial custom. Grave 

goods include iron knives, glass, bronze and bone artefacts as well as spearheads and bones of wild 

animals and, later, also domestic animals. (Sundström 1989; 1997, 21‒24; Zachrisson et al. 1997, 

195‒199; Fossum 2006, 90‒96.) 

The burial custom of hunting ground graves is divided in several phases according to changes in 

characteristics of the burials. Svestad and Olsen (2023: 16) remark that most scholars would not di-

vide the burial custom as Piha (2020a) has done. She writes that the hunting ground graves “often are 

divided into three or four periods: 200 BCE‒200 CE, 200‒550 CE and 800‒1200 CE” (Piha 2020a, 

121). Here, we discuss only the first two phases as Svestad and Olsen’s (2023) critique concerns 

mostly them. 

Svestad and Olsen (2023, 16) claim that Piha’s first and second phase have most often been 

treated/considered as one phase, that is 200 BC‒550 AD. Here, they refer to Zachrisson and others 

(1997, 195‒199),4 Ojala (2009, 148‒149), Hansen & Olsen (2014, 93‒95) and Gjerde (2016, 82‒92), 

and assume that Piha’s (2020a) view is based on Fossum (2006, 90‒96). However, this is not so even 

though Piha’s (2020a) view is similar to that of Fossum. Piha’s (2020a) view is based on careful 

analysis of literature and field work reports (see the reports and literature used in Piha 2018, 222 

appendix 3; see also pp. 144‒146).5 In addition, there are also others who have studied the hunting 

ground graves of central Scandinavia and who do support a phasing Fossum (2006, 91‒93) and Piha 

(2018; 2020a) suggest: Sundström (1989b, 163‒164) separates the phases 200 BC‒200 AD and 200‒

550 AD from each other.6 In her research about antlers on hunting ground contexts, Olofsson (2010, 

98) sees the first phase to date from 200 BC to 200 AD. Thus, we would not say that most scholars 

do not share Piha’s (2020a) view as Svestad and Olsen claim, but rather that there are two interpreta-

tions on the periodization of the burial custom. Here, we shall briefly argue why Piha’s (2020a) view 

is valid. 

If the characteristics of hunting ground graves are compared between the suggested first (200 BC‒

200 AD) and second (200‒550 AD) phases, differences can be seen (Table 1): The size of the ceme-

teries become significantly smaller and individual graves start to appear after 200 AD. The first phase 

includes triangular graves which disappear when coming to the second phase. Grave goods increase 

in amount from the first to the second phase, and they suggest changes in society as, for example, 

 
4 Svestad and Olsen (2023, 16) refer, in fact, only to Zachrisson because the particular chapter is written by Zachris-

son alone. 
5 Admittedly, a reference to Piha (2018) could have been more explicit in Piha (2020a, 120). However, as Piha 

(2018) is found in Svestad and Olsen’s (2023, 27) bibliography, it is expected that they would have read the article 

which was also a part of Piha’s PhD thesis (Piha 2020b) and thus, in dialogue with the article Piha (2020a). 
6 The same separation is found in Sundström (1997, 22‒23) although quite implicitly. 



weapons and bones of domestic animals start appearing in the graves. However, also continuity from 

the first phase to the second is visible, for example, in stone chains, depositing wild animal bones as 

grave goods, the round shape of the graves and topographic location. 

 

Characteristics of hunting 

ground lakes 

Phase I 200 BC‒200 AD Phase II 200‒550/600 AD 

topographic location near lakes and other water systems near lakes and other water systems 

size of the cemetery at least 30 graves 4‒10 graves, individual graves 

formation of an individual 

grave 

round, triangular round, seldom square 

size of an individual grave 2‒3.6 m in diameter for round 

graves, 4‒5 m per side of triangu-

lar graves 

2‒5 m in diameter 

stone chains yes yes 

grave goods few other than bones of wild ani-

mals, antlers 

iron knives, spearheads, glass, 

bronze and bone objects, bones of 

wild and domestic animals 

other characteristics erect stones in triangular graves, 

human remains covered with flat 

stones 

human remains scattered in the 

fire layer 

Table 1. Characteristics of hunting ground lakes phases I and II in Jämtland and Härjedalen. Charac-

teristics are gathered from Ambrosiani et al. 1984; Hvafner & Kvarning 1958; Larje 1989; Sundström 

1984; 1989a; 1989b, 163‒164; Fossum 2006, 91‒93; Piha 2018, 144‒146. 

 

As we have argued above, the appearance of new language(s) is not necessarily seen in archaeo-

logical material as a cultural change. Such a change can also reflect something other than the arrival 

of a new language. However, it is possible that arrival of a new language in an area can be seen as a 

cultural change, if the dating of an archaeological phenomenon agrees with the linguistic dating. In 

regard to hunting ground graves, there can be seen a change ‒ not immense but visible either way ‒ 

around 200 AD, and this change correlates with what we know about dating of the spread of the Saami 

language to Central Scandinavia. 

Perhaps the increased amount of grave goods or the decreased size of cemeteries as well as the 

appearance of individual graves outside cemeteries are features which the new language speakers 

brought with them. Grave  
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goods start to appear also in Lapp cairns in Finland in the Early Metal Period, metal items mainly in 

the Roman Iron Age (Saipio 2023: 385). As Lapp cairns are found in the speaking area of Proto-Saami 

in the right time, they might have a connection with the Proto-Saami speakers. Thus, the increasing 

amount of grave goods in hunting ground graves of Central Scandinavia could be seen as a continuity 

from Lapp cairn burials. This is, naturally, only an educated guess because this connection between 

Lapp cairns and hunting ground graves has not yet been researched in any detail. The topographic 

locations, the building materials of graves (e.g. stones) among other features would reflect continuity 

from the earlier phase of hunting ground graves. They might reflect the fact that these elements have 

been seen as suitable for burials in the area. 

 Another question Svestad and Olsen (2023, 15) ask, loosely related to this one, can now be an-

swered in more detail than before: Why did some Late Proto-Saami speakers decide to migrate to 

Central Scandinavia in the first place? Next, we will address this question. 

 

3.3 Iron production and the spread of Late Proto-Saami 

Svestad and Olsen (2023, 3, 13) suggest that the archaeological material related to the Proto-Saami 

period in Southeastern Finland and the expansion of Late Proto-Saami to a large area in Fennoscandia 

should be studied. This is very much true: until today not many studies have been done about archae-

ological remains that could be connected to Proto-Saami homeland and the spread of the Saami lan-

guages in Fennoscandia. 

However, a project that examines the early Iron Age iron production in the area of the linguistic 

homeland of Proto-Saami and its connection to Proto-Saami has recently begun. The preliminary 

results are promising: the Luukonsaari asbestos pottery group, with finds primarily from Lakeland 

Finland, is simultaneous with Early Proto-Saami. It seems that Luukonsaari pottery (950 cal BC‒15 

cal AD) has been used in connection with iron production, as some of the pots seem to have been 

used as crucibles in working iron ore, and also a somewhat later variant of asbestos pottery, Sirnihta 

(180 cal BC‒500 cal AD) connects to iron production. (Pesonen et al. 2023.) 

Within the same project, the origin and age of iron-related vocabulary in the Saami languages has 

been researched (Piha, forthcoming). However, it has been known for already decades that the speak-

ers of Proto-Saami must have known about iron and iron ore already in the Pre-Roman Iron Age (c. 

500‒1 BC) because Proto-Saami had a specific word for iron (North Saami ruovdi, South Saami 

ruevtie etc. < Late-Proto-Saami *ruovtē < Early-Proto-Saami *ravta) and because it is a borrowing 

from Proto-Germanic *raudan. The relative chronology and a fairly accurate date of the borrowing 

of the Proto-Saami word can be estimated because 1) it has gone through the metaphonic sound 



changes of Proto-Saami (the great Saami vowel shift, see e.g. Aikio 2012, 70‒71), and consequently 

predates them,  
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and because 2) Proto-Germanic can be dated to the Pre-Roman Iron Age (e.g. Ramat 1981, 12‒13; 

Aikio 2006, 12, 39; Euler & Badenheuer 2009, 14; Heikkilä 2014, passim). 

However, the preliminary results are interesting: the modern Saami languages seem to have re-

ceived their other iron-related vocabulary mainly from two different direction: the southwestern 

Saami languages (South and Ume Saami) seem to have borrowed the iron production vocabulary 

mainly from Proto-Scandinavian — the predecessor of Danish, Faroese, Icelandic, Norwegian and 

Swedish, spoken around 200‒550 AD — while the more northern and northeastern Saami languages 

(e.g. Lule, North, Inari and Skolt Saami) have borrowed their iron vocabulary mostly from Finnish. 

The iron vocabulary in the southern Saami languages is much older than in the northern and north-

eastern Saami languages. (Piha, forthcoming.) 

Iron production was intensive in the region of Central Scandinavia (e.g. Magnusson 1986, 168 fig. 

95, 193 fig. 96) to where Southern Proto-Saami migrated (and later developed into South and Ume 

Saami). The age of iron-related vocabulary of Proto-Scandinavian origin in the southern Saami lan-

guages is simultaneous with the intensive iron production seen in the archaeological material of Cen-

tral Scandinavia. In turn, the young iron-related vocabulary of Finnish origin in the more northern 

and northeastern Saami languages does support the assumption that the speakers of these languages 

did not practice iron production themselves albeit knowing the metal itself, and this agrees well with 

the lack of iron production seen in the Iron Age northern Finland from 300 AD (see Chapter 3.1). 

How does this, then, relate to the likely traces of iron production seen in the Luukonsaari pottery? 

The Saami have had knowledge of iron already in the Pre-Roman Iron Age as the word for iron in the 

Saami languages indicates. Thus, the knowledge of iron production is old enough to correlate with 

the Luukonsaari pottery; the Proto-Scandinavian origin of iron vocabulary in the southern Saami lan-

guages is, in turn, approximately simultaneous with the Sirnihta pottery. Both these pottery types are 

in the geographical area in which Proto-Saami was spoken and, as noted, their dating correlates with 

the dating of the Saami language. 

A scenario that could be sketched from this knowledge is as follows (Piha forthcoming): 

Proto-Scandinavian words might have been borrowed into the common Proto-Saami before the 

disintegration that led to the modern Saami languages. This would have happened in the area of Fin-

land where the North-Germanic/Proto-Scandinavian language and Proto-Saami were spoken around 

the beginning of the Common Era. This is supported by the fact that even the northern and northeast-

ern Saami languages do have some words that originate from Proto-Germanic and Proto-



Scandinavian. This would mean that their speakers were familiar with iron, iron production and iron-

work but lost the more detailed vocabulary while it was preserved in Southern Proto-Saami, which 

migrated to Central Scandinavia. 

As noted, the Iron Age iron production ceases in the areas of Northern Finland where Saami lan-

guages spread around 300 AD. In turn, Central Scandinavia was a significant area of iron production 

in the early Iron Age, and the Southern Proto-Saami speakers were most likely a part of this produc-

tion network. The iron-related vocabulary in the southern Saami languages supports this. Thus, the 

iron production connected to Luukonsaari and Sirnihta potteries might be, at least partially, connected 

to Proto-Saami speakers. 

The relationship between iron production and the Saami language does explain, partly, which ar-

chaeological remains might be connected to the homeland of Proto-Saami, which is defined to the 

area between the Lakeland of Southeastern Finland and Lake Ladoga in Russian Karelia (e.g. Aikio 

2006, 42, 45; Kallio 2006, 18; 2009, 38) and perhaps reaching even the western and southern 

coastlands of the modern area of Finland. However, it does not explicitly explain why and how the 

spread of Saami languages happened. It is possible that the Saami speakers knew of the rich iron ore 

area of central Scandinavia and a group or groups of them migrated there to share their knowledge in 

iron production. Why the iron production would have ceased among the Saami speakers when they 

headed north, is unclear. Possibly the iron ore deposits in the area of Northern Finland were not known 

at the time and, thus, could not offer a living for the Saami speakers and, thus, they had to find new 

ways of subsistence. 

 

3.4 Corrections on erroneous statements on Bidrag till Fennoskandiens språkliga förhistoria 

i tid och rum 

 Svestad and Olsen have read Mikko K. Heikkiläʼs doctoral thesis Bidrag till Fennoskandiens 

språkliga förhistoria i tid och rum (2014) in a tendentious manner, and they express several clearly 

erroneous statements about  
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it in their article. To begin with, Heikkiläʼs dissertation is interdisciplinary, not just declared to be 

interdisciplinary (by him) like Svestad and Olsen (2023, 13) erroneously claim, since Heikkiläʼs dis-

sertation really (1) consists of evidence and (2) combines evidence from at least the following well-

established academic disciplines: sound history (of a range of ancient European languages), etymol-

ogy, onomastics, history, church history and archaeology. All these are, Nota bene, separate estab-

lished academic disciplines within the humanities, which definitely makes Heikkiläʼs PhD thesis 



interdisciplinary. We can also mention that Heikkiläʼs doctoral dissertation in linguistics was pre-

examined and approved e.g. by a well-known experienced Finnish archaeologist, professor emeritus 

Unto Salo. 

Secondly, Heikkilä certainly explains in his dissertation what the absolute dates mentioned in it 

are about and how they should be read (see Heikkilä 2014, 96, 101, 125). Svestad and Olsen have 

completely overlooked that fact. 

Thirdly, Svestad and Olsen (2023, 8–9) write: 

 

If this is right, though caution should be taken, it means that these genetic ancestors of 

the Sámi have lived in the northeastern Sámi settlement area since at least the beginning 

of the Early Metal Age. This would accordingly speak against the claim that the Sámi 

had no ancestry here before the early common era arrival of the Proto-Sámi speakers, 

who from their homeland in southeastern Finland are presumed to have moved north 

and replaced the original population (e.g. Heikkilä 2014, 135–136). 

 

In reality, however, Heikkilä does not make such a claim as he explicitly ‒ and repeatedly ‒ writes 

about the linguistic ancestry of the Saami people (samernas språkliga förfäder) in the passage re-

ferred by Svestad and Olsen. The target of the criticism presented by Svestad and Olsen has been 

made up by them. Furthermore, Svestad and Olsen (2023, 14) claim that “Sámi place names such as 

Ráigegáisi and Háldi are dated to just before the Common Era” by Heikkilä, “although place names 

in Sápmi are generally considered fairly young” by Heikkilä. Even this alleged inconsistency in Heik-

kiläʼs argumentation is made up by Svestad and Olsen, because Heikkilä does not date the aforemen-

tioned place names “to just before the common era” but writes instead that the earliest possible date 

for their name giving is little before the Common Era. These are distinct issues. 

 

4 Conclusion 

 In this comment on Svestad and Olsen’s article (2023) we have clarified some misunderstandings 

which the authors have of linguistic research on the Saami past. We have touched the methodological 

topics of ethnogenesis and ethnicity, nature of different disciplines studying the past, continuity versus 

migration, and the linguistic substrate studies. Moreover, we have wanted to comment on some indi-

vidual claims of the authors which we see as misinterpretations. These include the questions of the 

so-called archaeological void of northern Finland, periodization of hunting ground graves, the 



possible archaeological correlate of the Proto-Saami language and clarifications on interpretations on 

Mikko Heikkilä’s doctoral thesis. Svestad and Olsen (2023, 20) conclude: 

 

We, therefore, maintain that what eventually became the Sámi ethnogenesis cannot be 

properly understood without considering the processes that took place in the first mil-

lennium before the common era. - - At first, language played no, or an unknown, role 

in creating this awareness. It was rather added later to an already emergent or emerging 

identity. 

 

We can agree with this, although it should be explicated that these older roots of the Saami cultural 

ethnogenesis were not Saami but “ante-Saami”, because the Saami language and ethnic identity were 

not yet present in the region. 

Finally, we draw attention to a major philosophical inconsistency in Svestad and Olsenʼs article: 

in the Conclusion of their article Svestad and Olsen (2023, 21) refer to “poststructuralist thinking” by 

using it as a philosophical argument against the validity of the results of contemporary historical 

linguistics, such as ours. Given the highly sceptical stance of poststructuralism (and other postmodern 

theories) towards the existence of any (intersubjective) truth and certainty of human knowledge, it 

should be noted that a poststructuralist (as well as a postmodernist) cannot logically present his/her 

view as being closer to the truth in question than anyone elseʼs view. A postmodernist (and poststruc-

turalist as well as deconstructionist) might now object by saying that even logics (as well as mathe-

matics) is merely a construction of human mind. Maybe, maybe not, but if there is no logics, human 

knowledge nor truth, there is no  
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difference between science and, say, politics either, and science is no longer “legitimate” (see e.g. 

Heikkilä 2022, 2023). In addition, we kindly point out that the humanities involved in the actual 

discussion share a common research object, that of the human past. Thus, we warmly encourage open-

minded interdisciplinary approaches to our common research object. 
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