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Minoan Lapland: fieldwork, spirituality and connecting 
across time and space
Vesa-Pekka Herva

Department of Archaeology, Faculty of Humanities, University of Oulu, Oulu, Finland

ABSTRACT
For many years, I believed that fieldwork is primarily about 
systematic data collection. Only gradually did I begin to 
understand that fieldwork has several other, equally mean-
ingful dimensions to it. This essay reflects on archaeological 
and anthropological fieldwork as inspiration and as a kind of 
a meditative (or a broadly spiritual) practice that, a little like 
‘altered states of consciousness’, affords discovering and 
becoming aware of interconnections between and entangle-
ments of myriad things and phenomena in the world. This 
approach implies and resonates with landscapes and lived 
worlds in the High North, such as the Gilbbesjávri (Fi. 
Kilpisjärvi) region where we conducted fieldwork in 2020, 
that are characterized by relational animistic-shamanistic 
ideas of and engagements with reality. In this essay, 
I discuss two sites – an old Sámi dwelling site and an unex-
pected piece of environmental art – in relation to intercon-
nections between, and overlapping of, different worlds. 
I engage with other worldliness in the landscape and dialo-
gue between the European far North and the Mediterranean, 
as prompted by the said key loci, and how these enable 
seeing and experiencing landscapes in a new manner.
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The mystery of fieldwork: a personal reflection

I have never considered myself much of a fieldworker. I started studying 
archaeology in 1996 and have since taken part in various fieldwork activities 
in different capacities, ranging from digging at prehistoric sites as a student all 
the way to leading research projects that have involved anthropologically 
slanted community heritage work at Second World War sites. My relationship 
to fieldwork has changed over the years, but for a long time I did not feel truly 
‘at home’ doing fieldwork. This is, no doubt, partly because I am not really a keen 
traveller and have never been overly excited about (too) close encounters with 
the great outdoors, which tend to be a necessary aspect of archaeological 
fieldwork in my corner of the world, a northernmost region Europe. But there 
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was always also more than such circumstantial factors to my uneasiness about 
fieldwork.

The teaching of fieldwork began in the spring semester of the first-year 
studies, 2 hours in a classroom every Friday (if memory serves). We were taught 
things such as how to measure a grid at an excavation site and, overall, as I saw 
it, fieldwork seemed to comprise a rather fixed set of rules and techniques. 
I understood that the procedures were about controlled documentation and 
data collecting, but I did not quite comprehend who had come up with this or 
that specific rule or why it was to be followed – it was almost like some eternal 
truths were being communicated to us. The teaching culminated in a two-week 
field school at the end of the first year. Our field school was a part of a larger- 
scale excavation programme and we worked with the local unemployed who 
had been recruited as the primary workforce (this was a common practice in 
Finland at the time).

The site was and is archaeologically important in regard to the Neolithization 
of north-eastern Europe, a topic that I came to study, among others, many years 
later (e.g. Herva, Mökkönen, and Nordqvist 2017). Neolithic villages – clusters of 
semisubterranean houses dating between 4000 and 2000 BC – had only recently 
been truly discovered and provoked quite some excitement among Finnish 
archaeologists. For whatever reason, there is a major cluster of such sites at 
the northern River Ii, where Kierikki is located, and we took part in excavating 
Stone Age house remains in 1 × 1 metre squares, in 5 cm layers, photographed 
and drew up the levels, and so forth. All these practices made some (superficial) 
sense, but I was constantly troubled by a host of specific things, such as why 
certain things were marked on a trench map and others were not – and 
wondering if everybody else ‘got’ it while I just plain clearly did not. Many 
things puzzled me; for instance, I did not quite understand the point of drawing 
on the maps certain natural geochemical features that (I thought) we all knew 
told nothing about the past human activities, but were documented because (I 
thought) otherwise there was very little to draw on maps to begin with.

As I gained more experience, especially through taking part in various small- 
scale excavations during my undergraduate years, I started accepting that the 
rules were arbitrary and that the point was simply to make sufficiently detailed 
documentation of whatever was found in the ground, but not so excessively 
detailed to make it impractical and ultimately unproductive. Realization of this 
was the first significant step along my path of coming to terms with fieldwork, 
but it also meant that I came to endorse the idea, without any attempt to 
problematize it anymore, that fieldwork is (only) about documentation and data 
collecting, although I also appreciated that fieldwork frequently involves 
a dimension of ‘making it up as you go’.

When I arrived at this point, I became less anxious about the procedures of 
fieldwork. I could and would do fieldwork when it was necessary – if nothing 
else, it was a welcome opportunity to get experience and make some extra 
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money as an undergraduate and post-graduate student. Thus, I was happy to 
take up directing a major urban excavation in the small early modern town of 
Tornio in 2002, the northernmost outpost of urban Europe at the time when 
Tornio was founded in 1621. My experience, and indeed the entire team’s 
experience, of excavating such sites was quite limited, but we were confident 
enough to employ and experiment with a stratigraphic method. We knew this 
was the ‘right way’ of digging an urban site even though it was all quite 
unfamiliar to us, as the mainstream Finnish mainstream archaeology still 
revolved very much around prehistoric sites that generally do not have identifi-
able stratigraphy.

It was curiously satisfactory to engage in a large-scale fieldwork project, 
excavating a series of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century building remains, 
and trying to make some sense of it all, in a more or less improvised manner, but 
I still continued to feel a bit like a ‘tourist’ to fieldwork because I just did not have 
any deeper interest in it. At the time of the 2002 Tornio excavations, I was 
already working on a PhD on the Aegean Bronze Age. My PhD project was about 
the ‘meaning’ of Minoan art, especially its religious and environmental aspects, 
and I thought that my topic and approach had very little to do with ‘mechanical’ 
fieldwork procedures. I wanted to read my books (even excavation reports to 
that matter), think about my stuff, and write up whatever potentially interesting 
things I discovered in the process. I did not even bother visiting the Aegean sites 
that my research was anchored in – the reasoning being that others had already 
documented them with respect to what mattered to my research. Several more 
years passed before I came to something of a minor epiphany: that there is more 
to fieldwork than its ‘informative’ and ‘documentary’ aspects.

When I was working on my PhD, I was fascinated by theory and fieldwork 
seemed to me a distinctively anti-theoretical domain. I did come across ideas 
such as archaeological excavation as theatre (Tilley 1989) and interpretation 
taking place ‘at the trowel’s edge’ (e.g. Hodder 1999), but dismissed such views 
as pretentious and self-serving attempts to make fieldwork look like something 
more than what I ‘knew’ it really was: documenting and collecting data. My 
thoughts were with much ‘bigger’ issues, such as the perception of the envir-
onment (e.g. Gibson 1986 [1979]; Ingold 2000). The theory and practice of 
fieldwork seemed quite irrelevant to what I really wanted to pursue: ideas that 
mattered.

There is no small amount of irony to the fact that, in the hindsight, my 
primarily casual, coincidental and disinterested engagements with the field 
have actually guided my scholarly interests in a rather decisive manner through-
out my 25-year involvement in archaeology. I finished my PhD on the Minoans 
in 2004, but gave up that particular field about 2 years later and drifted working 
mainly on early modern high North due to the Tornio excavations; this was 
simply because I was lucky enough to get a post-doc funding for the latter but 
not the former, despite several attempts. Likewise, I always thought that the 
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archaeology and heritage of the Second World War might be the most unin-
teresting subject matter to study and yet, in 2009, I took part in a little fieldwork 
project at a WW2 German military camp in Lapland (finally published as 
Seitsonen et al. 2017), which made me very excited and a few years later 
I found myself leading a major project on the very topic. And this is just 
a couple of examples of how it went. Indeed, I have even done small-scale 
fieldwork ‘just for fun’, as exemplified by the our searching, with a few collea-
gues, for the remains of an alchemical laboratory in the estates of a manor 
house in Mäntsälä in southern Finland in 2009–2010 (Herva et al. 2010).

Nonetheless, having indoctrinated myself in the ‘true’ nature of fieldwork, 
I was genuinely puzzled in the 2000s over approaches such as ‘community 
archaeology’. If, as I had taken for granted, fieldwork was about uncovering 
data for studying past communities, what could be the point of involving 
amateur volunteers, who might lack even the most fundamental knowledge 
of the cultures and people that researchers wanted to study? Oh, the irony 
again, in two respects! First, I was already working on relational ontologies and 
epistemologies which emphasize the significance of situationality and recipro-
city, with the implication that knowledge is also generated in dialogue with the 
various constituents of the surrounding environment (Ingold 2000 was revela-
tory to me and an entry point to that world). Second, in 2012, I found myself in 
a position where I was supposed to teach not just cultural heritage but also 
fieldwork – or at least some very basics of it – from a heritage angle. Yet at that 
point I only knew about fieldwork from a very narrow perspective. I quickly had 
to teach myself first about something I that had so far completely ignored.

All my fascination with ‘higher level’ theory had blinded me from the simple 
point that fieldwork, too, is a mode of inhabiting the world, both on one’s own 
and alongside fellow humans and various non-humans. Thus, while fieldwork is 
indeed about collecting data, it is not only about collecting data – just as 
hunting is about killing animals, and yet the significance of hunting, past or 
present, cannot be reduced to that single aspect of hunting only. Somehow it 
took me many years to appreciate that fieldwork can be carried out from 
different perspectives and with different (primary) aims. For instance, some-
times (archaeological) fieldwork is more about the present than the past; it can 
be about how people understand the past rather about than the past itself. This 
insight made it possible for me to think about and approach ‘the field’ with new 
eyes.

Fieldwork as a way of seeing the world differently

When we embarked on a field trip to Gilbbesjávri (Fi. Kilpisjärvi) in 2020, I only 
had modest previous experience of this particular part of Lapland although 
I had worked in eastern Lapland, specifically in Inari, for several years. 
Nonetheless, I was generally aware that there would be opportunities to study 

400 V.-P. HERVA



a host of topics I have interests in: mobilities and tourism, heritage of the 
Second World War, land-use conflicts, especially in relation to nature preserva-
tion and reindeer herding – all of which have connections to (neo)colonialist 
engagements with the European far North. But basically I wanted to keep an 
open mind and reflect on the nature of fieldwork in this particular cultural and 
environmental setting of Lapland, especially because at the time of planning the 
field trip, as we had already decided on putting together this special issue for 
Time and Mind. In particular, I was pondering the relationship between fieldwork 
and spirituality (in a broad sense), as Roger Norum and I had settled that 
‘minding the field’ would be the general theme of the issue. In slightly more 
concrete terms, I was looking or hoping to come up with a research idea 
regarding the road that passes by the village and is very prominently present 
in the villagescape that in some way also represents the meeting of ‘modern’ 
and ‘traditional’ lifeways in the far North.

What gradually started to occur to me as we roamed the tundra to view sites 
related to reindeer herding and the Second World War was that that fieldwork 
itself could and should be conceived as a mode of perceiving and engaging with 
the environment. Simple – indeed banal – as this reframing of fieldwork in my 
mind was, it enabled grasping the spiritual dimension of fieldwork from a new 
perspective. More specifically, I came to think that fieldwork could be under-
stood as having a ‘meditative’ dimension to it; that conducting fieldwork affords 
a particular viewpoint onto, or view of the world, and thus enables seeing it 
differently from ordinary everyday mode of being in the world. If fieldwork is 
about, or involves, altering one’s mind in some sense, it could be regarded as 
a relative – however distant – to ‘magical consciousness’, that is, cultivating an 
awareness of how things in the worlds are interconnected (see further Glucklich 
1997; Greenwood 2009; Greenwood and Goodwyn 2015).

This felt like a curiously, but quite fittingly, ‘northern’ way of conceiving 
fieldwork given that the world, according to traditional northern cosmologies, 
is characterised by myriad – often unexpected and occult (hidden) – intercon-
nections and correspondences between different entities and phenomena. This 
is brilliantly portrayed in the 1990s classic drama-comedy series, Northern 
Exposure, in which northern lights mix up people’s dreams or a seasonal ‘bad 
wind’ and the breaking of the ice in the spring make people behave strangely, 
artefacts change people’s personalities, and so forth (see Herva and Lahelma 
2019, Chapter 1). Northern cosmologies can be characterized broadly as ani-
mistic-shamanistic in nature, which have various implications to how people 
relate with the environment. For one thing, things are not always what they 
initially appear to be: inanimate entities can sometimes be alive, animals and 
other non-humans can turn out to be persons, and an entity may transform into 
a different entity.

Knowing this kind of a world requires constant awareness of what is happen-
ing around oneself. The world is full of life, agency, personality and sentience, 
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and it has dimensions (as exemplified by the tiered shamanistic cosmology) that 
are not readily visible and accessible to everybody. The northern world is deeply 
dynamic and engaging with it calls for attentiveness and improvisation: is that 
a bear or is it actually a human being in the guise of a bear? Is that tree ‘only’ 
a tree or is it a nature spirit embodied as a tree? An important aspect of knowing 
and engaging with such a world is to know and be aware of the relationships 
between different entities and phenomena, as relationships ultimately define 
what things are and what they do in given specific contexts (see further e.g. 
Ingold 2000, 2019; Herva and Lahelma 2019).

One implication of all this is that one aspect of fieldwork is to trace real and 
imagined relationships between different things in the world, being aware of 
the multiple and diverse interconnections and correspondences between 
things, some more obvious that others, some causal in a physicalist sense and 
others ‘magical’ by nature. This kind of attitude is what ‘magical consciousness’ 
is ultimately about (see above). Thus, for heuristic and theoretical purposes, 
fieldwork can be imagined as a form of altered state of consciousness, which 
culturally befits northern cultures in which shamanism has traditionally been 
central to understanding and relating with the world. In this view, fieldwork 
involves generating new insights and ideas, trying to ‘see’ the world differently, 
especially in regard to which different constituents of the environments affect 
us – what they do to people – and how spiritual or cosmological elements 
mediate human-environment relations.

Such insights may not constitute ‘scientific’ data per se but are perhaps better 
understood as inspirational in character. Likewise, such insights may not even 
come in any easily verbalizable form, yet mere allusions can reveal something 
about the world and our relationship with it, as Harman (2012) argues in his 
Weird Realism that analyses how the horror writer H. P. Lovecraft uses words to 
describe things that are beyond description. My encounters with two sites in 
particular provoked a dialogue between different worlds: the seemingly unre-
lated far Northern and Mediterranean worlds.

An unexpected connection with a Sámi dwelling site

We were walking up a trail between the Sáná (Fi. Saana) and Jiehkkás (Fi. Korkea- 
Jehkas) fjells to take a look at some German sites higher up. I had been to this 
area before, but this time a member of our group, Oula Seitsonen, wanted to 
visit an old Sámi dwelling site (known as ‘Nilppa’s field’, that is, Nilppa’s dwelling 
site) to take soil samples. The site was close to the trail but I had not been to the 
site itself before, and indeed did not expect to see anything particularly inter-
esting there, because very little is usually visible above the ground at such sites. 
As soon as we got there, however, I had an uncanny feeling about the place 
even though it did not seem to differ much from the surrounding landscape. 
There were some scatters of rocks, but what caught my attention were the blue 
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flowers that appeared to cover the dwelling site, an area of about 50 × 100 
metres in area (Figure 1). The abundance of bluebells (Campanula rotundifolia) 
there is presumably a result of the enriching of the soil due to summer-time 
occupation by Sámi reindeer herder families for an unknown time until around 
the Second World War. At that time, the site was used by Nils Tornensis (Metla n. 
d., 12–13) – a great uncle of Juha Tornensis, who had invited us to Gilbbesjávri in 
the first place.

After I had taken some pictures of the flowers, I started looking around 
while the strange feeling persisted without any readily obvious cause beside 
the flowers. It was a sunny day and I was standing there, looking at Lake 
Gilbbesjávri and fjells Gilbbesmalla (Fi. Pikku-Malla) and Gihcibákti (Fi. Iso- 
Malla) next to it, distant mountains in the horizon on the Norwegian side of 
the border (if ever you see ‘real’ mountains in Finland, they are always across 
the border in Norway), and a group of trees in an otherwise treeless tundra 
some distance down the slope (Figure 2). Then, it dawned on me. Standing 
there, some 300 km north of the Arctic Circle and 50 km from the Arctic Ocean 
coast, I realized that, somehow, it looked and felt like I was in the 
Mediterranean.

Apart from taking part in excavations at the former (Roman colony) town of 
Fregellae in central Italy two times 2 weeks in 1997–1998 as an aspiring student 
of classical archaeology, I have never really done any fieldwork in the 
Mediterranean. However, I did my doctoral work on Minoan Crete and used to 
visit Greece regularly in the 2000s for research and vacations. Ever since 
I ventured to the Mediterranean for the first time in 1997, this part of the 
world has featured as a somewhat magical place in my mindscapes, with 
dreams and realities intertwined, perhaps not so dissimilarly from how 

Figure 1. A first impression of Nilppa’s dwelling site (photograph by author).
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generations of travellers have perceived the far North (Andersson Burnett 2010; 
Naum 2016).

My own interests began shifting northwards quite soon after finishing my 
PhD in 2004, though some years later my research was developing in a direction 
where I found myself pondering on the significance and impacts of classical 
heritage on the early modern northernmost fringe of Europe (e.g. Herva and 
Nordin 2013). I thought that I had left the Mediterranean behind, but the 
Mediterranean evidently did not let me go. The Mediterranean and the 
European far North have been fused in various intriguing and unexpected 
ways over the last centuries: Atlantis has been placed in Sweden (Eriksson 
2002), the Trojan War has been argued to have taken place in the Baltic Sea 
world (Vinci 2017), and so forth. I had written about the real and imagined 
entanglements between the Mediterranean and the North (e.g. Herva and 
Lahelma 2019), but this was the first time I viscerally ‘felt’ this intertwining of 
different worlds.

It is, however, not easy to verbalize how exactly it felt like. Somehow the wires 
in my mind and/or the world got crossed and it was difficult to tell one thing 
apart from the other. The best way of describing the sensation is that it felt like 
a ‘spatial version’ of déjà-vu. As a teenager, I used to have déjà-vu experiences 
frequently, sometimes up to the point where it was difficult to tell what has 
already happened and what is about to happen, or what is real and what is not. 
It feels like a jolt of some kind, like some mental tremor, a moment of disor-
ientation that passes quickly but lasts long enough to feel it coming and leaving 
a very peculiar sensation of ‘what just happened’. Breaking out of this brief spell 
of Nilppa’s seasonal dwelling site, I started looking at and around the site more 
carefully. I continued to be intrigued and captured by the site without any 

Figure 2. Experiencing a strange Mediterranean feeling in the Arctic (photograph by author).
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specific reason. I went up a slope to gain a better view, but there was nothing 
much to see from afar (Figure 3). Coming back down, I spotted a slightly larger 
boulder that appeared to be located between the dwelling site and the small 
concentration of trees on the lower end of the dwelling site and some dozens of 
metres from the nearest trees. There seemed to be nothing too special to the 
boulder; it was merely a natural rock that was slightly bigger than the others at 
the site. Once I came to it, I saw a little heap of bones on and next to the boulder 
(Figure 4).

Figure 3. A view of Nilppa’s dwelling site from higher up (photograph by author).

Figure 4. The boulder with reindeer bones on it (photograph by author).
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They looked like reindeer bones, but how did they end up here? Why had 
they been put in this specific place that on closer examination could well be 
imagined as an ‘altar’ at the lower end of the dwelling site? Had somebody – or 
perhaps several people – specifically brought the bones here? Or had the bones 
been casually found in the surrounding tundra and left on the boulder 
because . . . Yes, indeed: because of what? Whatever the story behind the 
bones, the site and the specific boulder that caught my attention had evidently 
been regarded as somehow ‘special’ by other people as well. Whether the bones 
were purposely deposited there as a ‘sacrifice’ or just left there because it 
seemed somehow ‘appropriate’ is impossible to determine. This discovery 
nonetheless ignited some further thoughts that, as luck would have it, were 
interrupted by something else that caught my attention.

Namely the trees. Despite their general birch-like composure, these trees 
looked largely unfamiliar to me. Something about the trees struck me as non- 
local and ‘exotic’. Also, there seemed to be quite some variation between the 
general shape of the individual trees, their bark, colors and the leaves. I probably 
commented on the trees to someone before walking down the slope to take 
a closer look, when I was told that the trees had supposedly been brought there 
(by Nils Tornensis) from his travels, perhaps from southern Norway (Figure 5). 
So, this was Nilppa’s ‘tree garden’, a tangible memory of his journeys to distant 
lands, part of which he had brought back to his ancestral homelands. Trees are 
special in that people have had close, intimate relations with trees at different 
times around the globe (Rival 1998; Jones and Cloke 2002; Goodison 2010; 
Arukask 2017). The imported trees at Nilppa’s dwelling site link the place 
symbolically and materially to a wider world and vast networks of interaction 

Figure 5. There were trees that looked familiar and unfamiliar at the same time (photograph by 
author).
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that the Sámi have been always been involved in (e.g. Nordin 2018) although 
the predominant image tends to be place them in a distant northernmost 
corner of the world. While Nilppa presumably never ventured to the 
Mediterranean, the trees and the boulder with the reindeer bones prompted 
reflections across space and time.

When I was working on my PhD, I was intrigued by certain scenes in Minoan 
glyptic art (carved seal-stones) that portrayed human figures hugging or pull-
ing trees and upright stones. This is a well-known iconographic theme in 
Minoan art and has attracted scholarly interest since before (Evans 1901) the 
excavations at Knossos began and Arthur Evans came to discover ‘Minoan 
culture’. At Nilppa’s dwelling site, the trees and the (‘sacrificial’) stone 
prompted in me reflections on these themes. There is a substantial body of 
literature on the topic ‘sacred’ stones and trees today in Minoan Crete and 
beyond (e.g. Warren 1990; Herva 2006; Goodison 2010; Tully and Crooks 2015; 
Arukask 2017; Tully 2018) and I certainly did not think that my casual thoughts 
had anything substantial to add to that research. Yet they nonetheless sug-
gested associations between the worlds spatially and temporally distinct from 
one other.

Whatever the specific motivations for placing the reindeer bones on the 
boulder – and perhaps the people responsible would not even have consciously 
known their motivations – the very fact that they had apparently purposefully 
placed there is interesting in its own right. Namely, the boulder with the 
reindeer bones struck an immediate chord with the Sámi practice of sacrificing 
at special landscape elements, the sieidi, that are often distinctive landscape 
elements, including seemingly out-of-place erratic boulders (e.g. Äikäs 2015). 
However, exactly the sieidi are understood, they can nonetheless be considered 
as loci where different worlds – the material and spiritual or different planes of 
existence – are particularly close to each other. The sieidi sites comprise kinds of 
portals between different dimensions of reality. Before Arthur Evans made 
himself an archaeological household name with his excavations at Knossos in 
the early twentieth century, he was travelling far and wide in Europe, including 
Inari in eastern (Finnish) Lapland, where he organized ad hoc excavations at the 
Sámi sacred site of Ukonsaari on the lake there. This rocky island is among the 
most famous sieidi where sacrifices have been made for centuries (Okkonen 
2007). Evans’s finds included reindeer antler and a silver ring that he took with 
him to the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford.

The Sámi and the Minoans are separated by some thousands of years and 
thousands of kilometres, but they are – or have been considered to have – some 
general level similarities in regard with their spirituality and relationship with 
landscapes, or perhaps more specifically, in their modes of perceiving and enga-
ging with the environment. Evans himself made an occasional reference to the 
Sámi in his interpretations of Bronze Age Cretan material (e.g. Evans 1930, 315). 
Likewise, Bradley (2000) opened his classic book An Archaeology of Natural Places 
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with a chapter that dialogued between Minoan and Sámi ideas and uses of 
meaning-laden landscapes and engagements with it.

Sámi views of the landscape have been of an interest in Cretan Bronze Age 
archaeology because Minoan ritual practice, spirituality and art revolve very 
prominently around nature (e.g. Marinatos 1993; Herva 2006; Hitchcock 2007; 
Tully and Crooks 2015). There is, for instance, a ‘spiritual interest’ in mountains 
(Lapland fjells are very old and eroded mountains), in both Minoan and Sámi 
cosmologies. Mountains are readily associated with the heavenly realms, but 
they have also been regarded as entrances to the underworld. Indeed, this 
‘tiered’ understanding of reality is a central element of shamanistic ideas of 
the world. Importantly, the ‘upper’ and ‘lower’ dimensions of reality are present 
in actual landscapes. Thus, for instance, venturing into a cave is simultaneously 
a bodily and metaphysical journey, quite literally entering an underworld realm 
that is experientially and metaphysically engaging with a world that is different 
from above the ground. The subterranean realm has evidently been of 
a substantial cultural interest and significance to both Minoan and Sámi (and 
other northern peoples as well). It was not merely a matter of imagination of 
belief, but a real and present aspect of the landscape, a part of the lived and 
experienced world. This is also a theme that we came to encounter in 
Gilbbesjávri in an unexpected and exciting form that again brought different 
worlds together.

Spirals, labyrinths and going in circles

One evening, when a group of us returned to the cabins, one of our students 
announced that he had found a rock carving. I immediately assumed that he 
had indeed found something interesting, as people do not usually refer to 
random marks on rocks as rock carvings. The student had been doing interviews 
on his own some kilometres from where we were staying and decided to take 
a little detour on his way back, when he had spotted the carving. And indeed, 
the photos that he showed to us readily proved that it was a proper rock 
carving. A large spiral dominated the carved face of a substantial boulder. It 
was difficult to tell from the photos what else there was to the carving, but this 
was exciting enough a find to send a few of us off straight away to see the site.

There are important prehistoric rock-carving sites on the Arctic Ocean coast 
of Norway, in particular at the UNESCO World Heritage site of Alta. Prehistoric 
rock carvings are not known from Finland (there are prehistoric rock paintings 
though) and we assumed that this particular panel would also date from the 
historical period, but that did not make the carving less interesting, especially 
because even from the photos it seemed like a substantial piece of work. The 
carving did indeed turn out to be fascinating. It had been pecked on and 
covered one face of a boulder, an area of approximately 2 × 3 metres. A spiral 
dominated the scene, but there were other motifs as well, including what 
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appeared to be a fish, a sail-ship and perhaps fjells or mountains. Intriguingly, 
the entire carving was composed of a single continuous line that appeared to 
start from or end to the spiral (Figure 6).

It was evident that there was an ‘idea’ to the carving and it was not just 
casually pecked on the boulder. It had taken skill and effort to design and 
execute the somewhat enigmatic scene. We circled around the boulder and 
discussed what different sections of the line represented and what it all might 
mean. We speculated that the carving could represent a journey of some kind, 
which we tentatively linked to the ‘Ruija Route’, a pathway that has connected 
the northern shores of the Baltic Sea to the Arctic Ocean since an unknown time 
in the past. This Ruija Route is known to have existed and been used probably 
for at least centuries, and it is said to have passed by Gilbbesjávri, but its precise 
course is unknown. The carving could perhaps be associated, we surmised, with 
a traditional camping site along the route. The sail-ship set us thinking that the 
carving could be ‘old’, with our best initial guess being that it was made perhaps 
100–200 years ago. We documented the carving and posted some pictures on 
Facebook asking if anybody we knew had seen anything like this carving before 
or might have any ideas about it. Soon enough a local acquaintance contacted 
us and had a story to tell.

In the meanwhile, I was captivated and intrigued by the spiral motif and the 
notion of journeying – and I found myself in Minoan Crete again. The spiral is 
not formally the same design as the labyrinth, but the two have some obvious 
similarities, with both implying movement, and specifically circular movement, 
although the labyrinth design involves turns that moving through a spiral lacks. 
The labyrinth is famously associated with (Minoan) Crete: Greek myths indicate 
that the ‘original’ labyrinth was designed by Daedalus to contain the Minotaur. 

Figure 6. The rock-carving that provoked much excitement (photograph by author).
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There is a general scholarly agreement today that this ‘original’ labyrinth never 
existed as a material construction, but Crete, and Knossos in particular, have 
nonetheless been prominently associated with the labyrinth since classical 
times. Also, it is interesting and noteworthy that the plan of the excavated 
palace of Knossos – like Minoan architecture in general – is rather labyrinthine in 
character. This aspect of Knossian/Minoan architecture has always fascinated 
me, just like it has fascinated many others (see Palyvou 2018 for a recent 
discussion of various idiosyncratic characteristics of Minoan built environments), 
and I always planned to return to it in due course, for I thought I incubated some 
useable but uncapitalized ideas during my PhD work.

In any case, Cretan subterranean landscapes – specifically the complex lime-
stone cavern systems in Crete – have quite possibly inspired the myth and idea 
of the labyrinth (Ingold 2007, 53; see Kotsonas 2018 for an extensive discussion). 
This takes us back to mountains and entrances to the underworld that the 
labyrinth arguably represents. Objectively, the labyrinth design does not origi-
nate in Minoan Crete any more than it does in the classical Greek imagination. 
The labyrinth motif has a very broad spatio-temporal distribution, but it also has 
a very prominent cultural association with Crete in European mindscapes for 
over 2500 years. And – importantly – it is connected to (spiritual) journeying, of 
which the labyrinth as an entrance to the Underworld is but one example (see 
Artress 1995; Kern 2000; McCullough 2005).

The historical, cultural and spiritual dimensions of the labyrinth are far too 
complex to be rehearsed here (it is illustrative that there is a journal, 
Caerdroia, dedicated to questions of mazes and labyrinths). Historical labyr-
inths are nonetheless familiar in the Arctic and Baltic Sea worlds (Figure 7). 
Olsen (1991) has argued that the stone labyrinths constructed at Sámi burial 

Figure 7. A stone-and-turf labyrinth on the island of Bolshoi Zayatskyi on the White Sea, Russia 
(photograph Vitold Muratov/Wikimedia commons).
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ground in Arctic Norway are associated with the idea of descending to the 
underworld (of the dead). Folk names for labyrinths on the northern Baltic Sea 
coast, such as Trojaborg (‘Troy citadel’) and ‘jungfrudans’ (‘maiden dance’) 
(Kraft 1985; Mizin 2016), suggest an association to (mythical) lands of the 
Mediterranean and the Near East on the one hand and movement on the 
other. Movement is indeed integral to the general idea and meaning of the 
labyrinth (e.g. Artress 1995) and, coincidentally, strikes also a chord with the 
visual representations of dances and ‘ecstatic’ (or shamanistic) practices envi-
sioned in the context of Minoan spirituality (Morris and Peatfield 2004; Tully 
and Crooks 2015).

So we return to the labyrinth as a means for entering or accessing an under-
world. This makes sense in that the labyrinth has strong associations with 
spirituality in general, which in turn is at least partly because walking 
a labyrinth alters consciousness and altered states of consciousness are integral 
to ‘shamanistic’ travelling between different worlds. Likewise, the circular move-
ment suggested by the spiral design has been considered as a way of entering 
the underworld; a practice that ‘unscrews’ the ordinary world (Menefee 1985). It 
is curious that while there is some folklore about the stone labyrinths on the 
northernmost reaches of Europe, almost nothing is historically known about 
their ‘original’ purpose and meaning, even though they are not very old, but 
date probably mostly from the Middle Ages and early modern period. This adds 
to the sense of ‘mystery’ around them.

The rock carving with the spiral in Gilbbesjávri is equally enigmatic in its 
own way. Though we had quite lofty ideas of what it might be or when it 
might have been from, it turned out to date from the late 1980s, as our 
informant told us, and turned out to be carved by the Japanese-American 
artist Ken Hiratsuka. Still, the specific image in its specific environmental 
setting feeds curiosity and a sense of wonder irrespective of (and not know-
ing) the artist’s motives behind making this particular image in its particular 
location (Figure 8.) What does the scene ‘mean’? The spiral, the ship and the 
very line that makes up the entire scene can be associated with some notion 
of physical and metaphysical journeying although it is not quite clear what, if 
anything, the artist wanted to ‘say’ with this piece of work. The spiral is 
a recurrent motif in his art and not specific to the Gilbbesjávri work (see 
www.kenrock.com), but this is perhaps quite irrelevant. Whether it is happen-
stance or whether the artist knew about the historical labyrinths in northern-
most Europe, his art resonates with them. It also prompts reflections on the 
literal and figurative meetings and entanglements of different worlds in 
a literal and figurative as well as geographical and metaphysical sense, 
hence again providing fresh views on the experience of the ‘field’ and the 
inspiring character of fieldwork. My encounter with this piece of art pushed 
me to think about connections and relationships between, for instance, 
boulders and labyrinths, labyrinths and spirals, reindeer-bone ‘sacrifices’ and 
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journeying, and so forth, which contributed to a restructuring of my relation-
ship with Gilbbesjávri and the different worlds directly and indirectly asso-
ciated with it.

Ending

The view that I have considered in this essay compares to Tilley’s (1994, 
2004) ‘phenomenological’ walks in the landscape: how archaeological sites 
quite literally show different sides of them when circling around them and 
approaching them from different directions, but I have also tried to identify 
or add a distinctively mental of spiritual dimension to the practice. This 
essay has travelled in networks of associations and interconnections spun 
around two sites in Gilbbesjávri in an attempt to characterize the broadly 
inspirational dimension of fieldwork. These associations can range over 
great spatiotemporal distances beyond the boundaries of a linear under-
standing of space and time, hence providing the ‘fielder’ with multiple 
different angles on things in the world. The associations may not be 
historically meaningful in the sense that there is no direct historical link 
between, say, Lapland and Minoan Crete. But this is also very much the 
point: the inspirational dimensions of fieldwork and the significance of 
‘magical awareness’ in fieldwork. Moving in these networks of associations 
affords seeing things and places from unexpected perspectives and hence 
potentially gaining insights into some aspects, features and qualities that 
would otherwise remain hidden. These insights do not constitute data so 
much as they do ideas for approaching sites and places in new ways.

Figure 8. Documenting and speculating on the rock-carving (photograph by author).
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