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ABSTRACT

This study aims to understand and explain prehistoric funerary practices from 
the perspective of Finnish Stone Age hunter-gatherer and early pastoralist 
earth graves located in mainland Finland. These structures date primarily 
from the Late Mesolithic to the end of the Middle Neolithic (ca. 6800–2300 
cal BC) and represent a unique challenge to archaeological research. This is 
because unburnt bone material — including human remains — along with 
other perishable materials are generally not preserved in the acidic 
soils of Finland. Accordingly, the only feature that marks a Stone Age earth 
grave is the presence of ochre or stained soil, sometimes together with grave 
goods typical for that period. 

This thesis presents a compilation of material remains and archival infor-
mation from Stone Age earth grave sites and research material as a whole. This 
approach aims to demonstrate that, whilst Finnish Stone Age earth graves pri-
marily lack human remains and other perishable materials, we can still gain 
important new insights into Stone Age funerary practices. Consequently, the 
objective of this thesis lies in systematically studying the earth grave materials, 
attempting to understand the rituals behind them, and using these data to in-
terpret mortuary practices and cosmology. 

Based on the results described and discussed in this thesis, the Stone Age 
mortuary tradition in the Finnish territory represents a complex set of prac-
tices that includes not only the archaeologically visible earth grave tradition, 
but also other means of ritually disposing of the dead body. Accordingly, when 
we refer to Stone Age mortuary practices in the Finnish territory, we are not 
speaking of ‘inhumations in simple pit graves’, but of the material remains of 
complicated rituals that give meaning to and place death within the cosmology 
of those people. Indeed, the systematic archaeological research conducted in 
this thesis revealed that both adults and subadults were given 
earth graves, a tradition also known from better-preserved Stone Age ceme-
teries in nearby regions of Finland. Similarly, Stone Age people used — and did 
not use — certain artefacts or raw materials in their funerary practice, in 
clearly ritualised ways and, for example, to emphasise the identity of the com-
munity.  

When comparing the data in this thesis to other ritual practices known 
from that specific period and region, Finnish Stone Age earth graves seem to 
encode an animistic–shamanistic cosmology. Indeed, similar to, for example, 
prehistoric rock art sites, the Stone Age hunter-gatherer cemeteries are also 
situated next to topographic features possibly connected to supernatural pow-
ers, whilst the graves themselves were furnished with objects that might have 
been considered living. Simultaneously, an intentional connection to past gen-
erations was also sought by positioning new burials amongst older ones or by 
reusing old cemeteries. To conclude, even if the Finnish Stone Age earth graves 
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primarily lack human remains and other perishable materials, the graves are 
not as poorly preserved as one might assume. On the contrary, when the earth 
grave material was investigated as a whole and subjected both to new analyses 
and theoretical understanding, we gain important new insights into Stone Age 
mortuary practices and cosmology. 
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PREFACE

My journey with prehistoric burials and mortuary practices began in Cam-
bridge in 2005, when I found a copy of Mike Parker Pearson’s The Archaeol-
ogy of Death and Burial in a local bookstore. I spent several hours afterwards 
in a dim corner of that bookstore reading his book from cover to cover. That 
same book now sits on my desk; when I glimpse its cover, I recall my delight 
at finding it. That book not only lead me towards mortuary archaeology, but 
also offered a theoretical framework that has guided me from my Master’s the-
sis, dealing already with Finnish Stone Age graves, to this dissertation. 

This dissertation picks up where my Master’s thesis left off. In doing so, it 
aims to provide an overview of Finnish Stone Age earth graves and to make 
sense of mortuary practices and cosmology during that era. Although organic 
components remain largely missing, the material has proved sufficiently intri-
guing to maintain my intellectual interest throughout the last decade and a 
half. I can even say that these burials have haunted me from the very beginning 
of this journey.  

However, despite travelling this path for more than a decade, I did not un-
derstand the meaning of death until I lost a loved one. Living through death 
and burial in a contemporary society, however, puzzled me. In our world, 
death is handled by outsiders—nurses, morticians, and priests—and we, heart-
broken in our loss, remain outside the process of burial. When my loved one 
died, I felt as if the only thing I was allowed to participate in was the long, 
liminal weeks following the moment of death until the burial. Perhaps I could 
have participated more, but no one told me how. In our society, knowledge of 
death remains the possession of a few and is no longer openly shared. 

This experience left me thinking about my thesis. According to Stone Age 
hunter-gatherer burial material from Finland and abroad, the dead were not 
merely cared for, but an intentional connection was sought by placing new 
burials amongst those older. Whilst in this thesis I used this material to inter-
pret the cosmology of Stone Age people, it seems evident that these meaningful 
rituals also helped individuals then to overcome the loss of their loved one. 
However, as I coped with death in my own life, I did not participate in handling 
the body or in preparing my loved one for burial. Furthermore, since I am not 
a member of a Lutheran congregation, the funerary ceremony did not place 
that death within my cosmology either. Thus, I lacked meaningful death rituals 
altogether. 

I am not alone in my thoughts. In fact, similar experiences gave rise to a 
death-positive movement that encourages people to speak openly about death, 
dying, and corpses. Simultaneously, attention has focused on the role of death 
rituals—both sacred and secular—and to the ways in which these ritual prac-
tices assist us in coping with death. Through this thesis, I hope to contribute 
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to this discussion by offering insights into ancient funerary practices that nev-
ertheless echo our modern-day concept of burying the dead. I even dare to 
suggest that, alongside the knowledge gained from prehistoric graves and bur-
ials, the social significance of the archaeology of death and burial might lie in 
its creativity in allowing us to find meaningful responses to contemporary 
death.  
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1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE DISSERTATION

Prehistoric graves and human remains have been a central part of archaeolog-
ical research for centuries. Whereas early antiquarians were intrigued by grave 
objects discovered from prehistoric gravesites, contemporary archaeologists 
often rely on scientific methods to gain information on, for example, the 
health, diet, gender or origins of buried individuals. However, when dealing 
with graves and burial sites, we deal not only with the everyday life of the pre-
historic people, but, rather, the material remains of a ritualised response to 
death — one of the most powerful experiences humans encounter. In compar-
ison to, for example, death studies, archaeological research does not study the 
experience of dying, and instead focuses on the end product — that is, the bur-
ial (Robb 2014). This, however, leads us to another important notion: it is not 
the dead that bury themselves, but those within the society who continue to 
live. As Parker Pearson (1999, p. 3) encapsulated: 

The dead do not bury themselves but are treated and disposed of by the 
living. Archaeologists seek not only to document ancient rituals by re-
covering the evidence of past funerary practices but also attempt to 
understand them within their historical contexts and to explain why 
they were enacted in the ways that they were. 

This thesis aims to understand and explain prehistoric funerary practices 
from the perspective of Finnish Stone Age earth graves1 located in mainland 
Finland. These structures date primarily from the Late Mesolithic to the end 
of the Middle Neolithic (ca. 6800–2300 cal BC)2 and represent a unique chal-
lenge for archaeological research, given the reliance on unburnt bone material 
— including human remains — along with other perishable materials generally 
not preserved in the acidic soils of Finland. Accordingly, the only feature that 
marks a Stone Age earth grave is the presence of ochre or stained soil, some-
times together with grave goods typical for the period. 

In this thesis, I refer to the burial structures as ‘earth graves’, since sporadic 
cremation also exists within the material (see Appendix 1: Vaateranta site). 

                                                
1 Due to the preferences of different journals, in the original papers these graves are also referred to 

as pit graves.   
2 In this thesis, I have followed the traditional periodisation used in Finland, in which the Middle 

Neolithic also includes the Corded Ware period, whereas the beginning of the Late Neolithic is connected 

to the appearance of the coastal Kiukainen culture (e.g., Carpelan 1999; see also Nordqvist and 

Mökkönen 2017; for calibrated dates, see Table 2). To conform with Central European tradition, in Paper 

III, the Corded Ware period is, however, referred to as the Late Neolithic. In the Finnish tradition, a 

similar periodisation is used, for example, by Haggrén et al. (2015). 
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However, since the term ‘earth grave’ underlines the structure of the grave ra-
ther than the way human remains were treated, it excludes the more monu-
mental grave structures that appear in the Finnish archaeological material pri-
marily during the latter part of the Middle Neolithic (Núñez and Okkonen 
1999; see also Mökkönen 2013). Consequently, these mortuary remains are 
not emphasised in this thesis.     

 

Figure 1. Grave 3 from the Vaateranta cemetery, eastern Finland. Photo: K. 
Katiskoski 1998, Finnish Heritage Agency. 
 
The primary emphasis of this thesis lies on the long-lasting tradition of the 
ochre earth grave (in Finnish, punamultahauta), a mortuary practice rooted in 
the Palaeolithic (Pettitt 2011) and known amongst Stone Age hunter-fisher-
gatherer populations of the Finnish territory from at least the Late Mesolithic 
to the end of the Middle Neolithic (e.g., Edgren 1984, pp. 23, 48; 2007; Ha-
linen 1999). These burials are typically found either as single burials or small 
cemeteries situated at contemporary dwelling sites or in close proximity to a 
settlement (Edgren 1984, p.48; Kukkonen et al. 1997, p. 4; Lappalainen 2007, 
p. 2). In general, the grave structures appear as pit-shaped features of loose, 
stained soil (Fig. 1), possibly with a greasy characteristic due to the decompo-
sition of the body (Edgren 1966, pp. 97–106; Lehtosalo-Hilander 1973, pp. 
143, 165; Lappalainen 2007). In many cases, the structure is also accompanied 
by an ochre feature or features of varying intensities and sizes (Lappalainen 
2007, p. 3). If artefacts are present, they are typically situated at the bottom of 
the grave structure (Fig. 2) (e.g., Edgren 1966; 2006; 2007; Torvinen 1979; 
Miettinen 1992b; Halinen 1997). Occasionally, sparse human remains — pri-
marily tooth enamel — have also been discovered in the bottom layers (Edgren 
1959; Katiskoski 2003; Schultz 2006).  



Introduction 

16 

In neighbouring areas of Finland, similar inhumation burials dating from 
the seventh millennium BC to the third millennium BC have been discovered 
in Russia, Scandinavia and the Baltic states as solitary graves, settlement site 
graves and cemeteries (e.g., Gurina 1956; Larsson 1988; Zagorskis 2004 
[1989]; Larsson 2009a; Kostyleva and Utkin 2010; Butrimas 2012; Brinch Pe-
tersen 2015; Tõrv 2016). In contrast to the Finnish material, however, these 
hunter-gatherer burials are often well-preserved, and alongside non-perisha-
ble materials also contain human remains and artefacts made of organic ma-
terials. Where these perishable materials are missing, however, the burials 
look very similar to the Finnish materials (Fig. 3), suggesting that the Finnish 
Mesolithic and Neolithic hunter-gatherer burials follow the same mortuary 
tradition. 

 

Figure 2. Grave objects from grave 2 from the Kukkarkoski 1 cemetery, west-
ern Finland, in situ at the bottom of the grave. Photo: M. Torvinen 1975, Finn-
ish Heritage Agency. 
 
However, in mainland Finland, the hunter-gatherer ochre earth graves are not 
the only earth grave tradition present during the Stone Age. Indeed, during the 
latter part of the Middle Neolithic (ca. 2700/2800–2300 cal BC), people con-
nected with the Corded Ware phenomenon (henceforth, CWC), also inhumed 
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their dead underground (Äyräpää 1931; Kivikoski 1934; Siiriäinen 1974; Tor-
vinen 1979; Purhonen 1986). The CWC phenomenon represents an archaeo-
logically defined culture that populated large areas of Europe during the third 
millennium BC. This phenomenon is characterised by the appearance of cord-
decorated ceramic beaker vessels and shaft-hole axe heads in the archaeolog-
ical evidence. Since CWC settlement sites are only rarely encountered in Con-
tinental Europe (e.g., Hecht 2007), the phenomenon has traditionally been 
known from its grave finds, which stand out when compared to prior mortuary 
traditions due to their novel funerary practices (Furholt 2014, p. 70). Although 
regional variation exists, these new practices generally include individual in-
ternments, positioning the body into a crouched position featuring gender dif-
ferentiation based on the orientation of the body and furnishing the grave with 
items such as battle axes, adzes, cord-decorated beakers and amphorae also 
prescribed by gender and placed in relation to the body (Furholt 2014, fig 2; 
Larsson 2009a, pp. 60–61).  

 
Figure 3. A) Double burial 316–317 from the Zvejnieki cemetery, northern 
Latvia. Adapted from Zagorska (2017, 95) (original drawing: L. Lecareux). B) 
Double burial 316–317 without human remains or other perishable materials. 
Original drawing edited by K. Lassila (2019), used with permission from I. 
Zagorska. 

 
In contrast to the better-preserved graves beyond Finnish borders, the Finnish 
CWC graves have been recognised due to the occurrence of a Corded Ware as-
semblage, that is, complete pottery vessels, adzes and ground-stone axes 
(e.g., Edgren 1970; Edgren 1984, pp. 76–7; Nordqvist and Häkälä 2014). Alt-
hough most of these artefacts were discovered as stray finds, on rare occasions 
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the artefacts have also been unearthed together in a grave-like pit structure of 
stained or sooty soil (Fig. 4) (e.g., Äyräpää 1931; Kivikoski 1934; Siiriäi-
nen 1974; Torvinen 1979; Purhonen 1986). Since fragments of human molar 
enamel were discovered from one of these structures together with two stone 
adzes, a stone chisel and sherds of Corded Ware pottery (Äyräpää 1931), it 
seems reasonable to assume that such features indeed represent CWC graves.   

 

Figure 4. Corded Ware grave I from the Jönsas cemetery, southern Finland. 
Note the pottery vessels along the NE and SW corners of the grave. Photo: T. 
Seger 1975, Finnish Heritage Agency. 

 
In this thesis, these two initially different funerary practices that nevertheless 
share the tradition of an underground burial are observed side-by-side. In-
deed, although Finnish CWC is normally connected to the arrival of a new 
population that practiced a different subsistence system — that is, pasto-
ral farming — than the local populations (Äyräpää 1939; Edgren 1984, pp. 75–
79; Nordqvist and Häkälä 2014; Cramp et al. 2014), the native hunter-gath-
erer groups and CWC immigrants existed side-by-side for several centuries 
(e.g., Halinen 2015, pp. 113–121). Thus, it is reasonable to assume that some 
type of social network — perhaps also present in mortuary practices — pre-
vailed amongst these archaeological cultures. In the Finnish territory, this as-
sumption is further supported by the fact that, occasionally, CWC earth graves 
and hunter-gatherer graves have been discovered at the same burial site (Tor-
vinen 1979; Purhonen 1986; Ahola 2016). Thus, by observing the hunter-gath-
erer and CWC mortuary traditions alongside one another, it is not only possi-
ble to observe the Finnish Stone Age earth grave tradition as a whole, but also 
to trace both changes and continuity within this mortuary practice 
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1.2 PREVIOUS RESEARCH

In examining the prior research on Finnish Stone Age graves and mortuary 
practices, such studies are characterised by a lack of human remains. Indeed, 
despite discovering a well-preserved human skeleton at the Jettböle site in 
Åland as early as 1911 (Edgren 1984, p. 83), the presence of Stone Age inhu-
mations in mainland Finland was determined during the 1930s with the dis-
covery of the Perttulanmäki CWC grave in Southern Ostrobothnia (Äyräpää 
1931). Whilst the presence of CWC graves was previously speculated based on 
stray finds of pottery and ground-stone battle axes discovered beneath settle-
ment layers (Äyräpää 1915, pp. 10–11), the Perttulanmäki grave was the first 
CWC grave in which a grave structure including human remains (Äyräpää 
1931, p. 6; Fig. 5) was revealed.  

 
Figure 5. The Perttulanmäki (southern Ostrobothnia) Corded Ware grave at 
a depth of about 70 cm, facing south. Photo: A. Äyräpää 1930, Finnish Herit-
age Agency. 

Following the discovery of the Perttulanmäki grave, several other CWC grave 
features were also documented or excavated (Kivikoski 1934; Edgren 1970). 
However, hunter-gatherer earth graves were not discovered until the late 
1950s (Lappalainen 2007, pp. 5–6). Indeed, whilst ‘pits with blood-red soil 
and artefacts’ had occasionally been noted at Neolithic settlement sites as early 
as the 1920s (Edgren 1966, p. 97), it was not until Torsten Edgren’s excava-
tions of the Middle Neolithic Kolmhaara cemetery (Appendix 1) during the late 
1950s that the nature of these pits as Stone Age graves was fully understood 
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(Edgren 1959; see also Lappalainen 2007, p. 6). In 1958, Edgren excavated an 
ochre feature already damaged due to modern land use at the Kolmhaara site. 
Despite that damage, Edgren’s excavations revealed an earth grave structure 
with intensive ochre, dozens of amber and flint artefacts and, most im-
portantly, preserved human bones (Edgren 1959). Based on this discovery, it 
was clear that Stone Age hunter-gatherers in the Finnish territory also in-
humed their dead (Edgren 1966, p. 98).  

Edgren returned to Kolmhaara for several years (Edgren 1966) and uncov-
ered an inhumation cemetery dating to the Middle Neolithic along with several 
stone cist graves with a more ambiguous dating (Edgren 1966; 1999; see also 
Mökkönen 2013). This seminal research not only set the scene for Mesolithic 
and Neolithic hunter-gatherer mortuary archaeology, but also introduced the 
term ‘red ochre grave’ (in Finnish, punamultahauta) to Finnish archaeology. 
Although well-rooted in Finnish archaeology, the term also introduces several 
problems (Lappalainen 2007, pp. 3–4). This is because the term has 
now been applied to both Mesolithic (e.g., Schulz 1999; Pesonen et al. 2014) 
and Neolithic (e.g., Miettinen 1992a-b; Katiskoski 2003; Mökkönen 2013) 
burial sites, whilst not emphasising changes that occurred in the material cul-
ture. Furthermore, not all hunter-gatherer earth graves from the Finnish 
Stone Age contexts were treated with ochre (Halinen 1999, p. 173; Lap-
palainen 2007, pp. 4–5). For example, at the hunter-gatherer burial site 
of Kukkarkoski 1 (Appendix 1), several burials treated with flint artefacts da-
ting to the Middle Neolithic period altogether lacked ochre (Torvinen 1979, pp. 
60–62). Nevertheless, the term ‘red ochre grave’ continues to enjoy common 
use when referring to Finnish Stone Age hunter-gatherer burial sites. 

From the 1950s onwards, the number of known hunter-gatherer and CWC 
earth grave sites grew to approximately 70 (Appendix 1). Although artefacts 
rarely accompany burial features possibly connected with the Mesolithic pe-
riod (Edgren 1984, p. 23; Halinen 1999, p. 173), amber, flint and slate arte-
facts in pristine condition are continually discovered in grave site features as-
sociated with the possible Middle Neolithic Typical Comb Ware Culture (ca. 
3900–3500 cal BC; henceforth, TCW) (e.g., Edgren 1966; 2006; 2007; Tor-
vinen 1979; Miettinen 1992a-b; Engblom 1992; Halinen 1997; Katiskoski 
2003), and thus have been used as an indicator of a Middle Neolithic earth 
grave (Edgren 1959; 1966, p. 99; Halinen 1999, p. 174). Similarly, CWC graves 
have often been recognised due to the occurrence of a typical Corded Ware 
grave assemblage (e.g., Edgren 1984, pp. 76–
77; Nordqvist and Häkälä 2014).   

Whilst the number of excavated grave structures has increased over time, 
most discovered structures still lack human remains. Consequently, direct ra-
diocarbon determinations from either CWC or hunter-gatherer burials remain 
rare. In some cases, charcoal from the grave feature has been dated (Appendix 
1). This is problematic, however, because even if the charcoal sample was con-
nected to a grave structure (e.g., Torvinen 1979; Vikkula 1987), the dated ma-
terial might also derive from elsewhere (Mökkönen 2013, p. 21). Thus, these 
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dates cannot be considered highly reliable. In rare cases, dates have also been 
obtained directly from human remains. Most of these dates are, however, at 
odds with the typological dating of the grave site itself (Appendix 1). Accord-
ingly, this phenomenon has raised questions whether the AMS dates of mate-
rials so poorly preserved can be considered reliable (Edgren 1999; Schulz 
2006; Mökkönen 2013; for a more detailed discussion, see Paper II).  

Since radiocarbon determinations are usually unavailable, dating earth 
graves often relies on the typology of the artefacts found within the grave (Ed-
gren 1966, p. 99, Edgren 1984, p. 76; Halinen 1999, p. 174). This method is re-
liable for burials that contain a strict material culture, namely, the CWC and 
TCW burials. However, such dating becomes more difficult with grave-like 
structures that do not contain artefacts. Because the graves are often situated 
at dwelling sites or in a nearby region (Appendix 1), graves lacking artefacts 
have often been dated according to the associated settlement sites (e.g., Ed-
gren 1966, Appendix 1; Lappalainen 2007, Appendix 2). This is problematic, 
however, since the settlement might, for example, have had many phases of 
use (e.g., Purhonen and Ruonavaara 1994; Pesonen et al. 2014; for a more de-
tailed discussion, see Paper IV) or the settlement was used as a burial site after 
its active phase of use (Núñez 2015, p. 97). Therefore, relative dating based on 
a nearby settlement site can also cause debate.  

Perhaps due to problems relating to the preservation of the burial material, 
following Edgren’s seminal work (Edgren 1966; 1970; 2006; 2007), only a few 
researchers have attempted to study the Stone Age earth grave phenomenon 
further (e.g., Halinen 1999; Miettinen 1992b; Lappalainen 2007). Indeed, 
whilst many sites have been written about following excavation, these publi-
cations have primarily remained descriptive in nature (Lappalainen 2007). 
Rather than relying on theory, these papers have largely focused on compari-
sons made to better preserved coeval burial sites in neighbouring regions of 
Finland that feature evidence of similar mortuary traditions (e.g.,Torvinen 
1979; Purhonen 1980; Vikkula 1987; Miettinen 1992a-b; Halinen 1997; 
Katiskoski 2003). Consequently, the primary research emphasis has focused 
on identifying the grave-like structures as graves and dating the structures ei-
ther based on typology or through comparisons to material discovered beyond 
Finnish borders.  

To summarise, the lack of human remains and other perishable materials 
has led archaeologists to either overlook Finnish Stone Age earth graves (as is 
often the case with international research) or simply describe rather than in-
terpret such sites, structures and finds. Since hunter-gatherer earth graves in 
particular are often referred to as ‘inhumations in simple pit graves’ (e.g., Ed-
gren 1966, pp. 90–96; 1984, 48; Vikkula 1987, p. 12; Miettinen 1992a, p. 
13; Purhonen 1998, pp. 27–31), the illusion of a simple funerary practice is also 
maintained albeit unintentionally. Finally, whilst prior studies have occasion-
ally observed remains from the perspective of the funerary ritual by training 
the gaze, for example, on the presence of possible food offerings 
(Katiskoski 2003), the use of fire (Purhonen 1980; Vikkula 1987) as well as to 
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internal grave structures made of wood, bark or stone (Torvinen 1979; Purho-
nen 1980; Vikkula 1987; Edgren 2006), these mortuary practices have only 
rarely been subjected to theory. Thus, the complexity of Stone Age burial prac-
tices remains poorly understood. 
 

1.3 OBJECTIVES AND SCOPE OF THE DISSERTATION

This dissertation aims to compile the material remains and archival infor-
mation from Stone Age earth grave sites and examine the material as a whole. 
As such, the approach adopted seeks to demonstrate that, whilst the Finnish 
Stone Age earth graves primarily lack human remains and other perishable 
materials, we can still gain important new insights into Stone Age funerary 
practices. Consequently, the objective of this thesis lies in systematically stud-
ying earth grave materials, attempting to understand the rituals behind them 
and using these data to interpret mortuary practices and the surrounding cos-
mology. 

Accordingly, this thesis focuses the objectives on three specific research 
themes: 

1) To generate detailed information about Finnish Stone Age earth graves; 
2) To use that information to interpret mortuary practices; and 
3) To use these data to interpret prehistoric cosmology. 

This thesis consists of five original articles (Papers I–V) that address the 
research themes from several different angles. To visualise the interconnect-
edness of these individual papers, Table 1 illustrates their relations to one an-
other. 

Table 1. The interconnectedness between individual papers and their rela-
tionship to the research themes. RT 1 = Generating detailed information about 
Finnish Stone Age earth graves, RT 2 = Stone Age mortuary practices within 
Finnish territory, RT 3 = Stone Age cosmology given the mortuary material 

1.3.1 RESEARCH THEME 1: GENERATING DETAILED 
INFORMATION ABOUT FINNISH STONE AGE EARTH GRAVES 

The first research theme aims to generate detailed information about Finnish 
Stone Age earth graves. Because this phenomenon has not been studied as a 

Paper I Paper II Paper IIIPaper IVPaper V
RT 1 x x x x
RT 2 x x x x x
RT 3 x x x x
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whole previously, a systematic archaeological research review is warranted. 
Simultaneously, this research theme serves as a foundation for the subsequent 
themes.  

In this study, detailed information about Finnish Stone Age earth graves is 
gained by: 

1) compiling all available data from Finnish Stone Age earth graves;  
2) resolving how many earth graves and grave finds are known and from 

which period(s); 
3) exploring the characteristics of earth grave structures; and 
4) examining the sparse human remains and the material culture of death. 

 
The first article (Paper I) contributes to the first research theme by observ-

ing the grave structures and the use of ochre in a wider international context. 
The paper also highlights that the results obtained from studies that have fo-
cused specifically on the bodies or the body position of the deceased (e.g., Nils-
son Stutz 2003; Tõrv 2016) can benefit the Finnish burial material even if hu-
man remains were not preserved. 

The second article (Paper II) focuses on the sparse human remains discov-
ered from Finnish Stone Age earth graves. However, that article not only pro-
vides an overview of the human osteological materials and the challenges of 
studying these poorly preserved fragments, but also summarises the charac-
teristics of burial features and their prior study. Furthermore, this article also 
presents data on the available AMS dates from Stone Age earth graves and dis-
cusses the problems relating to those dates. 

The third article (Paper III) supports the first research theme by introduc-
ing the first ever animal pelt — the remains of a goat skin — from a CWC grave. 
With these results, the article shows also the enormous potential of analysing 
the largely overlooked soil samples collected from earth graves. In contrast to 
Paper III which deals with a single grave structure, the fifth article (Paper V) 
provides a detailed information on the material culture of death from hunter-
gatherer earth graves using grave objects collected from nearly 60 grave struc-
tures. Simultaneously, this article provides up-to-date information on the 
number of hunter-gatherer burial sites. 

 

1.3.2 RESEARCH THEME 2: STONE AGE MORTUARY PRACTICES 
WITHIN FINNISH TERRITORY

The second research theme aims to describe Stone Age mortuary practices 
within Finnish territory. This aim is pursued by: 

1) applying the Stone Age earth grave material to theoretical knowledge; 
2) comparing the Finnish material given current knowledge on Stone Age 

funerary customs to materials beyond Finnish borders; and 
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3) investigating the connections between hunter-gatherer and CWC funer-
ary practices. 

The second research theme is addressed from various angles and with var-
ying emphasis in all of the original publications upon which this dissertation 
is based. Papers I and IV present both an in-depth reanalysis of a Stone Age 
cemetery site by observing the mortuary materials of the site as a whole and 
subjecting them to theoretical knowledge and interpretation. The main pur-
pose of both studies lies in illustrating the complexity of the Stone Age mortu-
ary practice. Simultaneously, the Finnish mortuary data is compared with data 
from other regions.  

Papers II, III and V describe the mortuary practices from the angle of ma-
terial culture. Accordingly, the second article (Paper II) contributes to the re-
search theme by exploring who was buried in the earth graves, whilst the third 
article (Paper III) concentrates on investigating CWC funerary practice in the 
light of identity and offering new insights regarding how CWC grave structures 
were prepared.  

In Paper V, the hunter-gatherer mortuary practice is explored from the per-
spective of grave objects. As a larger narrative, the material is viewed in the 
light of change and continuity in the material culture of death amongst ancient 
hunter-gatherers. Simultaneously, general trends in how certain materials or 
artefact types were used in mortuary practices are also explored. 

Papers I, III and IV investigate the similarities between hunter-gatherer 
and CWC mortuary practices. In addition, Papers I and IV introduce burial 
sites with both CWC and hunter-gatherer earth graves, a phenomenon ex-
plored further in Paper IV. By contrast, Paper III ponders how and why CWC 
graves differ from hunter-gatherer graves in terms of the material culture. 

 

1.3.3 RESEARCH THEME 3: STONE AGE COSMOLOGY GIVEN THE 
MORTUARY MATERIAL

In order to situate Finnish Stone Age burials and mortuary practices within 
the broader context, the third research theme aims to explore what mortuary 
remains encode vis-à-vis Stone Age cosmology. According to, for example, 
rock art studies (Lahelma 2008; Gjerde 2010), Stone Age cosmology in north-
ern Europe is understood as animistic–shamanistic. Thus, this third research 
theme aims to determine whether the mortuary material also fits this model 
and, if so, how. The research theme is approached by: 

1) investigating the graves and mortuary practices given other coeval rit-
ual sites and actions; 

2) exploring the grave customs and locations of burial sites in the light of 
animistic–shamanistic cosmology; and 

3) examining the role of memory and past generations in that cosmology. 
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This third research theme is considered in the first, third, fourth and fifth 
articles (Papers I, III, IV and V). In Paper I, it is argued that Stone Age popu-
lations pursued caring for and connecting with past generations buried in 
earth graves. This, on the other hand, suggests that past generations were im-
portant in the cosmology of Stone Age people. The topic is explored further in 
Paper IV, whereby the connection to past generations — either by ritually re-
using old burial sites or by positioning new burials intentionally amongst older 
ones — is observed. Paper IV discusses the cosmology also given the ritual 
landscape aiming to identify associations with rock art sites. 

The third article (Paper III) explores the topic of cosmology from the per-
spective of the CWC phenomenon and given human–animal relationships. Pa-
per V, however, concentrates on hunter-gatherer populations and attempts to 
understand the material culture of death through the lens of Stone Age cos-
mology. 
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2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1 MORTUARY ARCHAEOLOGY AND THE RITUALS OF 
DEATH 

The theoretical background of this dissertation lies within in mortuary archae-
ology. Mortuary archaeology is a field of study situated in between scientific 
and cultural approaches (Tarlow and Nilsson Stutz 2013). Indeed, when stud-
ied using various bioarchaeological methods, for instance, interred human re-
mains can provide important information on the health, diet, origins and kin-
ship of ancient populations. However, when observed from a cultural perspec-
tive, information on the social organisation, cosmology and rituals of death 
can also be obtained. In an ideal study, these approaches can be combined by 
verifying an initial hypothesis arising from the cultural tradition using scien-
tific methods.   

From a theoretical point of view, mortuary archaeology has been domi-
nated by three major approaches: culture-historical archaeology, processual 
archaeology and post-processual archaeology (e.g., Parker Pearson 1999). 
Graves have, of course, also intrigued the minds of early antiquarians, alt-
hough this study primarily concentrated on artefact collection or craniomet-
rical studies (Stout 2013). During the late nineteenth century, however, the 
culture-historical approach brought funerary monuments and mortuary evi-
dence to the very core of archaeological study by viewing them as a key element 
in determining cultural signatures (Trigger 2006, p. 299). The overall aim of 
this approach was not, however, to describe burial rites, but in determining 
archaeological cultures.  

The culture-historical approach dominated mortuary archaeology until the 
1960s. Whilst the approach flourished in certain parts of Europe even after the 
mid-twentieth century (Tõrv 2016, pp. 25–28), from the 1960s onwards, many 
burial sites were examined through the lens of processual archaeology. Draw-
ing from the Saxe-Binford hypotheses (Saxe 1970; Binford 1971), the core idea 
in processual mortuary archaeology was to regard funerary practices as direct 
representations of the socio-political role of the deceased. For example, graves 
containing weapons were viewed as warrior graves, whilst richly furnished 
graves were interpreted as the graves of elites  

Since the 1980s, the positivist-derived universals proposed by processual 
archaeologists received criticism from the so-called post-processual tradition. 
According to this approach, burials did not encode the socio-economic roles of 
the deceased, but were rather a form of symbolic communication in which the 
social meaning of the grave objects could not be disconnected from their ritual 
framework (e.g., Parker Pearson 1982; Shanks and Tilley 1982; Hodder 1986; 
see also Ekegren 2013). Indeed, as Härke (1994, p. 32) explained, burials do 
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not reflect the realities of the deceased, but the images of the roles those ar-
ranging the burial had on the deceased individual. That is, according to the 
post-processual tradition, prehistoric burials encode the funerary practices 
those living perform for the dead.  

Although theoretical approaches vary, a common theme amongst mortuary 
archaeology relies on the application of anthropological literature concerning 
death and burial. Indeed, according to Ekegren (2013, pp. 176–177), several 
theoretical points of departure were significant amongst both social scientists 
and archaeologists dealing with mortuary practices. Perhaps the most influen-
tial theoretical position has been the idea of death as a social passage (Hertz 
1960 [1907]). According to this paradigm, the identity of the deceased was re-
moved by a temporary earth burial and given a new identity in the afterlife by 
a secondary burial. This notion of death as a social passage was developed fur-
ther by Arthur van Gennep (1960 [1909]) in his theory of the rites of passage. 
According to this much-cited theory, further developed , by anthropologists 
such as Victor Turner (1967), funerary rites represent transition rituals that 
can be divided into three phases: rites of separation (pre-liminal phase), rites 
of transition (liminal phase) and rites of incorporation (post-liminal phase). 
Amongst these, the pre-liminal phase is viewed as the moment of dying, when 
a living, social being turns into a cadaver. During the liminal phase, the indi-
vidual exists in an ambiguous in-between state before the burial, whilst the 
post-liminal phase establishes the individual’s new state of being, for example, 
as an ancestor. By moving through the different stages of transition, living so-
ciety also negotiates a new social relationship with the deceased.   

The third major influence of anthropology seen in mortuary archaeology 
lies in the idea of ritual as performance or practice. These theories were influ-
enced by the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1977) and Anthony Giddens (1979) and 
are often referred to in the archaeological literature through the work of Cath-
erine Bell (1992) (Ekegren 2013, pp. 177–178). According to these theoretical 
viewpoints, social structures, traditions, conventions and the like are shaped 
through human action. In turn, these structures are also the medium through 
which further action is created. From this perspective, rituals are viewed as 
dynamic processes rather than static containers of meaning. That is, rituals 
are understood as embodied practices, where the bodily practices are more 
important than the meaning of the ritual (Bell 1992; see also Nilsson Stutz 
2003). For example, funerary rituals could be performed ‘the way they have 
always been done’ or ‘the way that our ancestors taught us to do them’, thus 
emphasising practice over meaning (Nilsson Stutz 2003, p. 319). 
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2.2 STONE AGE MORTUARY ARCHAEOLOGY IN 
NORTHERN EUROPE

Whilst various theoretical approaches remain largely missing from the study 
of Finnish Stone Age mortuary archaeology, the study of many northern Eu-
ropean hunter-gatherer burial sites3 have turned to both processual archaeol-
ogy and to post-processual archaeology. For example, when burial sites at 
Skateholm and Vedbæk Bøgebakken (southern Scandinavia) were excavated, 
the processual paradigm had already strongly impacted Scandinavian Meso-
lithic archaeology (Larsson 1990), thus dominating the initial consideration of 
those sites (Nilsson Stutz 2003, p. 163). During the past decade, however, the-
ories arising from the post-processual paradigm (e.g., Strassburg 2000; Nils-
son Stutz 2003) have also been applied to the study of these places of burial. 
More recently, the number of studies applying scientific approaches — partic-
ularly genetic studies — has also rapidly grown (e.g., Saag et al. 2017; Jones et 
al. 2017; Günther et al. 2018). 

In contrast to hunter-gatherer mortuary archaeology, the study of the CWC 
graves has primarily relied upon the culture-historical and processual tradi-
tion, thereby concentrating on classifying and defining grave goods (e.g., 
Fischer 1956; Malmer 1962; Edgren 1970; Ebbesen 2006; Arvidsson 2006). In 
fact, the entire existence of CWC is based on a strict set of funerary practices 
in which gender differentiation (based on the orientation of the body) and fur-
nishing graves with battle axes and cord-decorated beakers are distributed 
across a large area (e.g., Arvidsson 2006; Furholt 2014, fig 2; Larsson 2009a, 
pp. 60–61). Although attempts to identify ethnicity within archaeological cul-
tures has been widely rejected since then (Trigger 2006, p. 310), echoes of this 
culture-historical approach remain visible within several recent genetic stud-
ies concerning CWC human remains (Heyd 2017). 

Recently, the entire existence of a uniform CWC has been questioned by 
noting that, despite the existence of a homogenous material culture of death, 
the objects or symbols used in graves might not have been connected to the 
same ideas across the entire distribution area (Furholt 2014, p. 82). Interest-
ingly, however, a recent study (Bourgeois and Kroon 2017) showed that ho-
mogenous grave goods also accompanied shared sets of practices. This study, 
which concentrates on the ritualised nature of CWC graves, however, repre-
sents a rare exception in the field of recent CWC mortuary archaeology. In fact, 
although researchers such as Larsson (2009a) and Berggren and Brink (2010) 
have also emphasised rituals or cosmology within CWC grave contexts, most 
recent studies concerning CWC graves focused on the scientific study of the 
biological remains (e.g., Haak et al. 2015; Allentoft et al. 2015; Sjögren et al. 

                                                
3 In this chapter, when referring to Stone Age hunter-gatherer and pastoralist graves and Stone Age 

mortuary archaeology, I refer primarily to the material most relevant to my research materials, that is, 

the Mesolithic and Neolithic hunter-gatherer graves of the Baltic area and the European forest zone 

along with Corded Ware graves from Scandinavia, the Baltic countries and central Europe.  
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2016; Kristiansen et al. 2017). In this sense, CWC mortuary archaeology signi-
fies a shift towards scientific archaeology, whilst paying less attention to cul-
tural approaches.  

In the case of Stone Age hunter-gatherer mortuary archaeology in Scandi-
navia and the Baltics, recent trends appear to focus on the role of the dead 
body in the mortuary ritual (Nilsson Stutz 2003; Tõrv 2016). For example, fol-
lowing philosopher Kristeva (1980), Nilsson Stutz (2003; 2010) focused on the 
liminal character of the human body, stating that the body — still resembling 
the living person — is now a corpse. Indeed, situated somewhere between life 
and death, the body is neither a subject nor an object. Rather, it is the ultimate 
abject, a consequential threat to order and society. 

To understand the abject role of the cadaver, Nilsson Stutz introduced the 
archaeothanatological method — a cross-disciplinary method combin-
ing taphonomic knowledge with osteology, anatomy and archaeology (Duday 
2009) — to Scandinavian Stone Age hunter-gatherer mortuary archaeology 
(Nilsson Stutz 2003). As a result, Nilsson Stutz’s (2003) analysis of the Meso-
lithic cemeteries of southern Scandinavia showed that the core mortuary prac-
tice in Mesolithic graves was a primary burial where the natural processes of 
decomposition were hidden by burying the individual underground and im-
mediately filling the burial pit. The body was carefully positioned in the grave 
in a lifelike manner and sometimes placed on platforms or paddings in order 
to separate the body from the floor of the burial pit. In some cases, the body 
was also wrapped. In most cases, artefacts and ochre were placed in the burial 
with the dead. 

Nilsson Stutz’s analysis (2003) contested the processual hunter-gather 
mortuary archaeological perspective, and shifted the focus from the grave 
goods to the dead body and the identities the body assumed in death (Nilsson 
Stutz 2003; see also Conneller 2013). Following Nilsson Stutz’s seminal work, 
the archaeothanatological approach was successfully applied to other Meso-
lithic and Neolithic hunter-gatherer materials (Peyroteo Stjerna 2016; Tõrv 
2016), whilst a recent study (Varul et al. 2019) piloted the approach by apply-
ing it to a CWC burial site.   

We must note that all of these studies have concentrated on inhumation 
burials. However, if we consider the total number of individuals buried at the 
cemeteries or settlement sites, it becomes clear that these sites represent only 
a fraction of the buried population (e.g., Huurre 1998; Strassburg 2000; Nils-
son Stutz 2014), a fact that also applies to Finnish CWC burial sites (Appendix 
1). Indeed, even if we consider the possibility that many additional burial sites 
have been destroyed or not yet identified, it seems reasonable to assume that 
multiple funerary practices co-existed (e.g., Brinch Petersen and Mei-
klejohn 2003; Lõhmus 2007; Larsson 2009a; Fahlander 2012; Nilsson Stutz 
2014). In fact, although some funerary practices — for example, air burials — 
could remain inaccessible to the archaeological evidence, loose human bones 
are commonly found at Stone Age hunter-gatherer sites (Meiklejohn 2017, p. 
94). Previously, loose human bones with or without cut marks have often been 
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interpreted as evidence of cannibalism (e.g., Núñez 1995; see also Sørensen 
2016, p. 65). However, recent studies have favoured an interpretation suggest-
ing unknown mortuary rituals and post-mortal manipulation. For example, 
Gray Jones (2011) demonstrated that disarticulation and defleshing appear to 
have served as part of the treatment of the dead. Along the same line of 
thought, Tõrv (2016) argued that, whilst most of the loose human bones dis-
covered from the Estonian territory stem from destroyed inhumations, the 
post-burial manipulation of corpses was also practiced. 

Yet, by focusing solely on the human body, other aspects of the mortuary 
ritual may be overlooked. For example, Tõrv (2016) excludes grave goods from 
her research. Although Tõrv (2016, p. 30) acknowledges that these objects 
might have played a role in hunter-gatherer burial rites, she nevertheless 
states that the majority of them probably were part of the funerary dress and 
thus, not relevant to mortuary practices relating to the handling of the body. 
This view, however, is not entirely accurate. In fact, according to ethnograph-
ical and historical examples, grave goods represent meaningful objects rang-
ing from items used to handle the dead body to objects deposited with the de-
ceased in the grave to items used by the bereaved during the funeral rite (Eken-
gren 2013, p. 174). For example, in the nineteenth century funerary tradition 
of rural Finland, the deceased was often washed with water stored in a bowl 
with a silver coin (Waronen 1898, pp. 56–58). After this purification ritual, the 
deceased was dressed in fine clothes, although the sock from the left foot was 
placed on the right foot and vice versa. Moreover, all of the personal posses-
sions of the deceased, along with the items relating to the handling of the body, 
were often burned or broken so that the soul of the deceased would depart in 
peace (Waronen 1898, pp. 88–89). 

Accordingly, in nineteenth century Finland, the dead body was not only 
cared for but also feared. Rather remarkably, however, these mortuary prac-
tices appear related to objects rather than the dead body. In fact, given ethno-
graphical examples, items relating to the dead body are no longer neutral ob-
jects. Instead, similar to the dead body, such items are ambiguous and in-be-
tween requiring special treatment — that is, they are abjects. Indeed, whilst 
the dead body can be seen as the ultimate abject, the material remains in a 
burial should always be observed as a part of a whole. In fact, as Ekengren has 
rightfully stated (2013, p. 182): 

 Part of our focus should therefore be a spatial analysis of the layout of 
the grave and the arrangement of objects; in other words, what people 
did with the objects in relation to other material culture, including the 
dead body. 

According to Ekengren (2013), a grave should be understood as a sequence 
of actions in which the grave goods were selected, deposited, arranged and 
given meaning by one or more persons during the course of the funeral. Thus, 
attention should be placed on several aspects ranging from the typological and 
technological features to the physical condition of the objects included in the 
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grave site. As Ekengren explains (2013, pp. 182–183), by observing the typo-
logical features, we find that the objects were considerably older than the bur-
ial itself or that they were imported from distant areas. The physical condition 
of the object could also reveal that items were deliberately broken, an idea of-
ten connected either to social exchanges in which holding fragments of the 
same object links people and places (e.g., Chapman 2000; Fowler 2004) or to 
ritual killing of potent objects (Chapman and Gaydarska 2007; Gravel-Miquel 
et al. 2017).  

Aside from the typological features, the material of manufacture along with 
the colour and texture of the object could provide further clues regarding how 
these items were perceived by participants to the ritual (Ekengren 2013, p. 
183). For example, by examining Stone Age hunter-gatherer grave finds from 
the perspective of zooarchaeology, Kristiina Mannermaa (2013) argued that 
bird wings were deliberately placed in the burials. According to Mannermaa 
(2013, pp. 194–195), deep blue jay (Garrulus glandarius) wings, for example, 
appear to have been used in the decoration of burial garments. Aside from em-
phasising colour preferences, however, Mannermaa suggests that the wings 
might also have carried several other more fundamental meanings connected 
to the symbolic world and broader ideology. Indeed, the blue jay with its social 
and migratory behaviour, similar to that of humans, might have been consid-
ered as a totem animal; by attaching the blue jay wings to the burial garments, 
people might have mimicked the totem’s ability to fly (Mannermaa 2008, p. 
196). 

 

2.3 FROM GRAVES TO COSMOLOGY AND BELIEF 
SYSTEMS

As Mannermaa’s (2013) research shows, the physical remains of a burial do 
not alone encode the ancient mortuary practice. Rather, they can also be used 
to understand the cosmology and beliefs behind such practices. Until recently, 
the study of prehistoric religions or beliefs did not represent a central compo-
nent of archaeological research. Within the last decade or so, the study of reli-
gion and religious rituals has, however, become a routine part of archaeologi-
cal investigations, where concepts such as ‘memory’, ‘movement’, ‘time’ and 
‘space’ feature as the focus of research (Insoll 2011a). These approaches to the 
archaeological study of religion challenge the prior tradition in which the cat-
alogued material remains of religion and ritual were considered static resi-
dues.  

Yet, when studying a prehistoric period that lacks written and oral ac-
counts, our source materials for ritual practices remain limited to the physical 
remains of past actions. At first glance, this material might seem impossible to 
interpret or uncover. How could we ever understand cosmology or belief sys-
tems without the benefit of a living religious tradition? According to Nilsson 
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Stutz (2010; 2014), the answer lies in the ritual practice itself. Following Bell’s 
(1992) thinking, Nilsson Stutz (2014, p. 712) argues that a cosmology is created 
through a ritual practice that structures the world:  

The ways people treat their dead tell us a lot about their life and view 
of the world, their cosmology. When facing the crisis of death, people 
use ritualized practices to call on fundamental structures and ideas of 
who they are and why they are in the world. Death has to make sense, 
and the mortuary rituals are thus connected to the cosmology that 
structures and is structured by practices of the living.  

In other words, death occupies a position within the cosmology through 
ritual, which is culturally and socially acceptable (Nilsson Stutz 2010a, p. 35). 
Consequently, by observing how the image of death was created (i.e., through 
the material remains of the mortuary practices), glimpses of the ancient cos-
mology can also be constructed.  

 

2.3.1 ANIMISTIC–SHAMANISTIC COSMOLOGY
To understand cosmology, the material remains need to be observed in light 
of something that resembles a living religious tradition. In prior studies con-
cerning Stone Age cosmology, an equivalent to a living tradition was sought 
from an ethnographic analogue (e.g., Insoll 2004, pp. 53–59). For example, 
Zvelebil (2003) argued for a shared ‘northern hunter-gatherer cosmology’ be-
tween Mesolithic people and contemporary and historic northern European 
hunter-gatherers and herders. In general, this shamanistic cosmology includes 
the concept of a three-tiered world — that is, a world divided into an upper 
layer of gods and spirits, a middle layer of humans and animals, a lower layer 
of human- or animal-like creatures and, occasionally, the spirits of the dead 
(e.g., Pentikäinen 1990). Other important factors in the northern hunter-
gather cosmology consist of a religious specialist (‘shaman’) who intercedes 
with various spirits and travels in between the different layers of the world, 
along with a strong association between death and water (Zvelebil 2003). 

According to Conneller (2014, p. 349), Zvelebil’s research represents a part 
of a broader trend in early prehistory that originates in rock art studies. For 
example, Helskog (1999) and Gjerde (2010) used ethnography to study Fen-
noscandian rock art in relation to cosmology. Indeed, according to Gjerde 
(2010, pp. 442–443), many examples of human representations in Fen-
noscandian rock art can be interpreted as shamanistic journeys, suggesting 
that rock art sites encode shamanistic cosmology. The most common motifs in 
Fennoscandian rock art, however, consist of big game and migrating animals 
(Goldhahn and Fuglestvedt 2012, p. 239). This, however, also signifies the cen-
tral role played by animals and hunting in arctic cosmology and rituals (Gjerde 
2010, p. 446). Indeed, among the indigenous peoples of north-eastern Siberia, 
hunting is still practiced in highly controlled ritual enactments that ensure a 
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balance between man, animals and the spirits (Willerslev et al. 2014). Accord-
ing to Gjerde (2010, pp. 446–447), this knowledge of both cosmology and re-
ality —a cosmography— has been described in rock art sites that also served as 
signposts indicative of good hunting places or favourable places for animals. 

The tradition to use ethnography to study cosmology appears also in the 
Finnish archaeology. For example, Lahelma (2007; 2008) used a direct his-
torical analogue to interpret Neolithic rock art. As a result, Lahelma suggested 
that rock art belongs to the same tradition as siedis, or offering places tradi-
tionally used in the ethnic religion of the Sámi people (Lahelma 2008). Ac-
cording to Lahelma (2005; 2007; 2008), art was likely created during a sham-
anistic trance on impressive cliffs, which sometimes appear anthropomorphic 
in shape and could relate to the need to tap the supernatural powers inside the 
cliffs. This interpretation is further supported by the iconography of the paint-
ings, which often depict, for example, human-like figures transforming into 
animals (Lahelma 2008, pp. 57–58). Occasionally some figures also appear to 
be falling or emerging from a crack in the rock, a phenomenon Lahelma inter-
preted as a shamanistic journey between the different layers of the world (La-
helma 2008, p. 59; see also Gjerde 2010, pp. 417–419). Simultaneously, sen-
sory aspects, such as touching the cliff with ochre paint or listening to the pow-
erful sounds of the rapids or echoes, may also have contributed to the location 
of the rock art (Lahelma 2007, 131; see also Rainio et al. 2017). Accordingly, 
Lahelma (2008) concluded that Finnish rock art can be associated with a reli-
gious complex involving shamanistic and animistic notions.4   

Lahelma is not alone in suggesting an animistic–shamanistic cosmology in 
the Finnish Neolithic. Indeed, drawing upon examples from more profane 
phenomena, such as clay works and pottery, Herva, Mökkönen and Nordqvist 
(2017) proposed that these practices and objects also encode an animistic and 
shamanistic cosmology. Herva, Mökkönen and Nordqvist (2017, p. 34) stress 
that during a period from the later sixth millennium BC to the fourth millen-
nium BC, people increasingly engaged with different minerals by digging into 
ground — that is, the underworld. According to Herva, Mökkönen and 
Nordqvist (2017, pp. 30–36), this connection to the underworld rendered the 
newly introduced pottery vessels more than just a necessity. Indeed, rather 
than a mere container for goods, a pot resulted from practices that involved 

                                                
4 Although ‘shamanism’ and ‘animism’ are commonly used concepts in the archaeology of religion, 

neither should be mistaken as an established religion (Price 2011; Insoll 2011b). On the contrary, sham-

anism is an anthropological category created during the period from the late seventeenth to the late 

nineteenth century by, for example, missionaries and scholars who travelled to Siberia and told tales of 

a world inhabited by spirits, and of special people altering their state of consciousness to communicate 

with the spirit world (Price 2011, pp. 983–985). In a similar way, the concept of animism derives from 

older evolutionary thinking about religion and relates to a world view in which everything — from hu-

mans and animals to inanimate objects and natural features — is alive and possesses a soul of their own 

(Ingold 2001; Insoll 2011b). In this study, the animistic–shamanistic worldview is not considered an 

established religion, but a general description of how to comprehend the world (cf. Ingold 2001). 
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digging into the underground world, working with a material that could be re-
worked endlessly and gradually transforming it into a different kind of sub-
stance with fire. In other words, an object calling for the status of an abject. 

According to these studies, it seems reasonable to assume that the Neolithic 
people of the Finnish territory lived in a layered reality in which humans, in-
animate objects and natural features were considered alive. Consequently, the 
mortuary rituals practiced in the Finnish territory during this period should 
also be connected to this cosmology and, thus, animistic and shamanistic fea-
tures should be present in the material remains of the mortuary practices. In 
fact, some evidence points to a connection already existing: for example, Finn-
ish rock art is painted with ochre, and, on rare occasions, is also connected to 
artefact deposits (anthropomorphic amber pendants) used as burial objects in 
hunter-gatherer graves (Lahelma 2008, p. 37). These points of connection 
suggest that the ritual practices connected to rock art and burials already share 
a material culture in which the use of certain materials (ochre and amber) and 
artefact types (pendants) were considered important. This, by contrast, also 
supports the theory that the two different ritual practices cipher the same cos-
mology.  

 

2.3.2 SOCIAL MEMORY AND PREVIOUS GENERATIONS
When dealing with mortuary materials, we can also examine Stone Age cos-
mology by exploring the role of the buried individuals or past generations 
within this worldview. In archaeology, these phenomena are often interpreted 
from the perspective of the 'past in the past' (e.g., Bradley 2002; Borić 2010; 
Larsson 2017). This theory relies on the concept of social memory — that is, 
the collective notion of how things were in the past (Connerton 1989; Zerub-
avel 2003), suggesting that prehistoric societies lacking written records for-
mulated their sense of the past through an oral tradition and the material re-
mains of previous generations (Bradley 2002). Such traditions existed world-
wide and are commonly accepted as intentional behaviour relating to how peo-
ple interpreted the remains of past activities in their surroundings (Bradley 
2002; van Dyke and Alcock 2003; Borić 2010; Williams 2013; Bourgeois 
2013).    

According to radiocarbon determinations (e.g., Zagorska 2006; Pie-
zonka et al. 2014), some Stone Age hunter-gatherer burial sites were used for 
long periods of time and, occasionally, reused after a hiatus of several hundred 
years. This suggests that these sites were not only a mere disposal area for the 
dead, but also represented significant places to which people returned even 
after millennia. When observed through the lens of social memory, the long-
term use of the same burial site or the reuse of an older cemetery typically 
indicates a need to connect or re-connect to previous generations (e.g., Wil-
liams 1997; Wickholm 2006; Wessman 2010, p. 95; Turek 2014). For example, 
at the Zvejnieki cemetery, people were not only interred in the same site for 
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several millennia (Zagorska 2006), but, occasionally, new burials were also 
dug through older ones (Nilsson Stutz et al. 2014). Furthermore, the fill of the 
grave was taken from an old settlement site a short distance away (Larsson 
2017). Indeed, at Zvejnieki, being a part of the place itself seems to have rep-
resented a crucial component of the mortuary practice (Nilsson Stutz 2010a, 
p. 38). However, since similar practices were also noted at other Stone Age 
hunter-gatherer burial sites (e.g., Andersson 2004; Borić 1999; Peyroteo 
Stjerna 2015), mixing past and present seems to form one way in which death 
was granted a place within the cosmology of Mesolithic and Neolithic hunter-
gatherer societies.  

The manifestation of social memory is not, however, restricted to Stone Age 
hunter-gatherer mortuary practices. Indeed, Jeunesse (2014) noted that that 
in central Europe the CWC people occasionally reused old burial monuments 
at new burials. Following the tradition of regional variation (e.g., Furholt 
2014), this phenomenon is not present in all areas inhabited by CWC. How-
ever, in Malzyce (Poland), for example, several CWC graves were discovered 
from an earlier tumulus or within close vicinity (Wlodarczak 2008, p. 252), 
whilst in the Baltic area CWC graves were also found in the less visible hunter-
gatherer cemeteries (Torvinen 1979; Purhonen 1986; Loze 2006; Zagorska 
2006; Butrimas 2012). It, thus, seems possible that creating a link to the 
past also formed a part of the Corded Ware funerary repertoire.  

To summarise, by observing how social memory manifests in burial con-
texts, we gain yet another angle via which to study cosmology and belief. This 
approach not only anchors the study of Stone Age mortuary practices to cur-
rent approaches to the archaeological study of religion, but also provides an 
opportunity to observe the role of previous generations in the prehistoric 
worldview. Indeed, by identifying what burial sites encode as active residues, 
we can see how these significant places were remembered, forgotten and rec-
reated as part of mortuary practices. That is, we can better construct how the 
world was structured and how cosmology was created through death rituals. 
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3 RESEARCH MATERIALS AND METHODS

After outlining the theoretical framework, I now turn to the Finnish Stone Age 
graves. The research material in this study consists of previously excavated 
materials from approximately 70 Stone Age earth grave sites in mainland Fin-
land (Appendix 1). This study relies on known sites and archived material for 
several reasons. First, previously collected material has been poorly subjected 
to theory; second, that material has not been examined as a whole; and, third, 
it has rarely been analysed using modern scientific methods. Furthermore, 
since these materials derive from excavated human burials, ethically we must 
study the material as thoroughly as possible (for a further discussion, see Sayer 
2010; Scarre 2014).  

The previously excavated materials studied in this thesis consist of the ar-
chaeological finds (e.g., human remains, artefacts and other finds from grave 
contexts), soil samples, photographs, drawings, site plans, written reports and 
radiocarbon determinations collected and produced during the past hundred 
years. In this thesis, the material is approached by entering all available data 
into a database and investigating it as a whole. Since the studied materials in-
clude, for example, written reports, human remains and radiocarbon determi-
nations, varying methods have, however, been applied. In the following sub-
sections of this chapter, the methods used for various different materials will 
be explained further.  

 

3.1 ARCHIVAL MATERIAL 

The archival material used in this study consists of all the excavation reports, 
photographs, site plans, drawings and radiocarbon determination reports 
from Stone Age earth grave sites. These materials are stored in the collections 
of the Finnish Heritage Agency. The body of data for these materials was col-
lected from publications, the Finnish Heritage Agency find catalogue (NM) 
and unpublished excavation reports. They were primarily researched on the 
premises of the Finnish Heritage Agency. 

3.1.1 EXCAVATION REPORTS 
For this study, approximately 100 excavation reports dating from the twenti-
eth century to the present were read. Since these records are not objective por-
traits of the original sites, but rather heavily rely on the individual perceptions 
of a particular excavator, team of archaeologists or site director (e.g., Swain 
2012), this material was critically read, a method aiming to distinguish the in-
terpretation of the site director from the excavated data. In practice, in-depth 
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reading of the excavation reports of the written descriptions was compared to 
drawings and photographs of the grave features. Occasionally, site directors 
were also interviewed. 

3.1.2 PHOTOGRAPHS AND DRAWINGS 
Varying amounts of photographs and drawings accompanied most reports. In 
the best cases, the grave structures were photographed and drawn after each 
layer was excavated. In such cases, the excavation of the burial was easy to 
follow and resulted in detailed information regarding the grave. However, 
photographs remained scarce until the 1980s due to the lack of proper equip-
ment (cf. Edgren 1998). This resulted in grave features being photographed 
only once or twice during the excavation. Similarly, drawings have also re-
mained scarce, particularly for earlier excavations, whereby grave structures 
might lack both photographs and drawings. Thus, the information obtained 
from these burials relies solely on written descriptions.  

3.1.3 SITE PLANS AND MAPS
For larger cemeteries, site plans and topographical maps of the area were also 
studied. Such analyses aimed to understand how graves are situated in relation 
to one another and the surrounding landscape. Aside from topographical 
maps, sites were also visited, by placing special emphasis on the landscape fea-
tures not affected by issues such as isostatic land uplift and modern-day land 
use. These features include features such as hills, bedrocks and large, natural 
boulders and topographical anomalies — that is, impressive natural for-
mations that stand out from the surrounding landscape. Hypothetically, the 
presence of such features could have affected the location of the cemetery (e.g., 
Anttonen 1993; Bradley 2000). 

3.2 FIND MATERIAL

The archaeological find material associated with Finnish Stone Age earth 
graves consists of roughly 8000 human skeletal fragments, roughly 4000 ar-
tefacts or other finds (such as pieces of birch bark or clay) and around 200 
unanalysed ochre or soil samples. Similar to the archived material, these data 
were collected from publications, the Finnish Heritage Agency find catalogue 
(NM) and unpublished excavation reports. For this study, the artefacts and 
human bones were examined primarily on the premises of the Finnish Herit-
age Agency, whilst soil samples were analysed at the Nanomicroscopy Centre 
of Aalto University in Espoo. 
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3.2.1 HUMAN REMAINS
In this study, all human remains were compiled together and subjected to a 
new human osteological analysis conducted by Kati Salo, PhD, in 2015 (Paper 
II). Whilst osteological analysis aimed to follow key aspects of human osteo-
logical analysis (e.g., skeletal anatomy, bone physiology, morphology, growth 
and development), we must note that the skeletal material was very fragmen-
tary in nature. Thus, fragments were identified only by species and anatomical 
elements. Furthermore, due to the scarcity of the material, all age groups used 
by skeletal biologists (e.g., Scheuer and Black 2000) could not be applied. Ra-
ther, individuals were aged only as ‘adults’ or ‘subadults’.  

3.2.2 ARTEFACTS AND OTHER FINDS
Similar to the human osteological material, artefacts and other finds from 
hunter-gatherer earth graves were also compiled together and examined with 
the naked eye. Furthermore, these finds were also documented with photo-
graphs and written descriptions resulting to an open-access5 catalogue, enti-
tled ‘Catalogue of Stone Age Hunter-Gatherer Earth Grave Finds from Main-
land Finland (2017)’ published within Paper V. In contrast to hunter-gatherer 
grave objects, CWC grave objects were primarily examined through the litera-
ture. In addition, objects currently (2019) or previously on display at the Pre-
history exhibition of the Finnish National Museum were examined at the mu-
seum premises. 

3.2.3 SOIL SAMPLES
Beyond collecting data on the find material from graves, information on the 
soil samples collected from the graves was also compiled. Whilst most of these 
samples consist of ochre, soil samples were also occasionally collected from 
CWC contexts. For this study, a microarchaeological case study was conducted 
on the most promising material (Paper III). Microarchaeology as a method 
seeks to understand the microscopic archaeological record (Weiner 2010; 
Kirkinen 2019). In practice, this means information is often extracted from 
soil samples and collected through microscopic examination or by floating. In 
burial contexts, this record can consist, for example, of fibres and hairs. One 
of its strengths lies in eliciting information from perishable organic materials 
such as clothes, ornaments and grave furnishings identified based on their 
morphology using optical microscopes and a scanning electronic microscope 
(SEM) (e.g., Vajanto 2013; Kirkinen 2015, 2019). The microarchaeological 
case study presented in Paper III was undertaken by Krista Vajanto, PhD, and 
Tuija Kirkinen, PhD, in 2015. 

                                                
5 This catalogue can be accessed online via http://urn.fi/urn:nbn:fi:csc-

kata20170811113955834443. 
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4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

4.1 FROM FRAGMENTS TO A MORE COMPLETE 
PICTURE OF FINNISH STONE AGE EARTH GRAVES

4.1.1 EARTH GRAVES IN NUMBERS
The archival study revealed a total of 70 Stone Age earth grave sites (Appendix 
1), located across all regions of mainland Finland except Lapland (Fig. 6) rep-
resenting settlement site graves, cemeteries and solitary graves. The vast ma-
jority of sites are hunter-gather earth grave sites (n = 53), whilst the CWC tra-
dition is represented at 17 sites (Appendix 1). Two sites (Jönsas and Kukkar-
koski I) yielded both hunter-gatherer and CWC graves. Whilst previous stud-
ies interpreted stray finds of ochre-stained artefacts or Corded Ware pottery 
vessels and battle axes as destroyed graves (e.g., Edgren 1959; 1966; 
1970; Luho 1961; Halinen 1999; Nordqvist and Häkälä 2014), these ambigu-
ous finds were not included in the analysis here. This is because the artefacts 
described above may also indicate votive deposits (Zagorska 2001, p. 114; Jo-
hanson 2006), and cannot thus be used alone to identify the presence of a 
grave. Accordingly, the map in Fig. 6 consists of only those sites with docu-
mented grave features with or without artefacts.  

When earth graves are examined from the viewpoint of location, we find 
that most hunter-gatherer earth graves represent single graves located at set-
tlement sites (Appendix 1). Typically, these graves lack artefacts or are fur-
nished with only a few grave objects of non-perishable materials, although ar-
tefacts made of bone and wood might have been present at the time of intern-
ment. Beyond settlement sites, hunter-gather burials have also been situated 
at cemeteries (Appendix 1). Whilst some burials at these sites also lack grave 
objects, in many cases large amounts of artefacts were unearthed specifically 
from the cemetery burials (Appendix 1; Paper V). For example, many of the 
TCW cemetery burials in particular were furnished with rich assemblages of 
flint and amber objects (Paper V). Indeed, whilst flint and amber were also 
present in TCW settlement site burials, the amount of such materials is con-
siderably smaller than that found in cemetery burials. 

In contrast to hunter-gatherer earth graves, CWC graves are mainly solitary 
burials (Appendix 1). Beyond these specific burials, CWC graves have also been 
unearthed from a Corded Ware settlement site or from a previous Neolithic 
hunter-gatherer settlement site or cemetery. For example, the five graves of 
the Jönsas site (Appendix 1) — the only group of CWC graves known from the 
Finnish territory — were discovered from a possibly earlier hunter-gatherer 
cemetery of more than 20 ochre earth graves (Purhonen 1980; 1986; Paper 
IV). 
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Figure 6. A) Distribution of hunter-gatherer earth graves in mainland Fin-
land. B.) Distribution of CWC earth graves in mainland Finland. Maps: M. 
Ahola 2019. 
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4.1.2 DATING THE GRAVES
Based on the sparsely available radiocarbon determinations as well as relative 
datings relying on artefact typology (Appendix 1), the majority of the graves 
date to the Middle Neolithic period (Table 2), particularly the TCW and CWC 
periods. In this study, two new radiocarbon determinations from organic ma-
terials associated with Kolmhaara burial 1 and Kukkarkoski 1 burial 9 were 
obtained (Table 3). Since both burials already contained artefact material typ-
ical for the period — namely, amber and flint objects (Kolmhaara burial 1) and 
Corded Ware pottery (Kukkarkoski burial 9) — these determinations simply 
confirm the Middle Neolithic dating of those burials.  

 
Table 2. The number of known earth grave burial sites according to absolute 
and relative datings.   

Unfortunately, the archival study did not reveal material suitable for radiocar-
bon determinations from any other burial. Thus, the number of graves with 
only a vague Neolithic date or an unknown date also remains high (Table 2). 
Given that the location of graves at multiperiod settlement sites possibly da-
ting from the Mesolithic to the Metal periods (e.g., Purhonen and Ruonavaara 
1994; Pesonen et al. 2014), some vaguely dated earth graves could also date to 
the Late Neolithic or even to the Metal periods. Indeed, a sporadic earth grave 
with ochre and a copper pearl as a sieve find was recently excavated from the 
Hangaskangas E site in northern Finland dating to ca. 2200 to 600 BC 
(Pesonen 2012). Whilst it was impossible to obtain a direct radiocarbon date 
from the grave feature itself, the location of the grave indicates the longevity 
of the earth grave tradition within the Finnish territory (Mökkönen 2013, p. 
22) 

 
 
 
 

Period cal BC Amount of sites
Mesolithic 8850-5200 6
Early Neolithic 5200-3900 2
Middle Neolithic (Typical Comb Ware) 3900-3500 24
Middle Neolithic (Uskela Ware) 3750-3250 1
Middle Neolithic (Pölja Ware) 3250-2500 1
Middle Neolithic (Pyheensilta Ware) 3200-2400 1
Middle Neolithic (Corded Ware) 2800/2700-2300 17
Later part of Middle Neolithic 3600-2500 3
Undefined Neolithic 5200-2300 12
Unknown 5
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Table 3. Radiocarbon dates from Kolmhaara grave I and Kukkarkoski grave 
9. The uncalibrated 14C dates were calibrated using OxCal 4.2. Bronk Ramsey 
(2009) with atmospheric curve IntCal13 (Reimer et al. 2013). 

In contrast to the large number of graves dating to the TCW and CWC periods, 
the earlier Mesolithic and Early Neolithic periods are represented by only a 
few burial sites (Table 2)6. Moreover, although these sites have been dated to 
the Mesolithic or Early Neolithic periods, the graves lack artefacts suitable for 
typological determination. Accordingly, aside from the Tainiaro cemetery (Ap-
pendix 1), dating these sites relies on the location of the graves at Mesolithic 
or Early Neolithic settlements and, thus, cannot be considered reliable. Fur-
thermore, whilst a radiocarbon determination is available from the Ra-
hakangas 1 grave (Appendix 1), this date was obtained from charcoal collected 
from grave fill and, thus, is also not highly reliable. Finally, despite the Jönsas 
cemetery’s identification as a Late Mesolithic site from ca. 7000 to 5500 BC 
(e.g., Purhonen 1980; Halinen 1999; Grünberg 2000; Leskinen and Pesonen 
2008; Oshibkina 2008), no direct radiocarbon dates from any of the graves 
exist. Consequently, dating relies on the tradition of ochre use 
(Luho 1965; Purhonen 1980) and on the location of the graves in the Meso-
lithic occupation level of the site (Luho 1965, pp. 30–33). However, since the 
Jönsas site is a multiperiod site with phases of use from the Mesolithic to Ne-
olithic and the Metal periods (Purhonen and Ruonavaara 1994), the Meso-
lithic date cannot be reliably determined in this case (for a more detailed dis-
cussion, see Paper IV). Consequently, in this thesis, the dating for the Jönsas 
ochre earth graves is listed as unknown (Appendix 1). 

                                                
6 In Paper V, the site of Alasuvannon leirikeskus in Utajärvi was given a relative date to the Meso-

lithic period. Although no ceramics were unearthed from the site, the excavated material did not contain 

any spesifically Mesolithic artefacts either. Consequently, in Appendix 1, the dating of the site has been 

listed as unknown. 

Site Dated 
material

Lab. no. Uncal. BP Calibrated 
date 
(68.2%)

Calibrated 
date 
(95.4%) 

Median

Kolmhaara in Eura Ochre-
stained 
bark 
from 
Grave I

Hela-4082 4992±60 3940 
(19.2%) 
3870 
calBC; 
3810 
(49%) 
3700 calBC

3950 
(94.4%) 
3650 cal BC

3780 cal BC

Kukkarkoski I in Lieto Wood 
charcoal 
from the 
grave 
structure 
of burial 
9

Hela-4083 4181±60 2890 
(15.4%) 
2840 
calBC; 
2820 
(52.8%) 
2670 calBC

2900 
(95.4%) 
2580 calBC

2760 calBC
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Similar to Mesolithic and Early Neolithic graves, the graves succeeding 
TCW and preceding or coexisting with CWC also remain scarce (Table 2). 
However, the archival study revealed sporadic burials possibly typologically 
dated to the latter part of fourth millennium BC or to third millennium BC. 
Indeed, three burials (Appendix 1: Timonen 1, Lappfjärd-Rävåsen and Maa-
rinkunnas) contained so-called v-perforated amber buttons. Since this artefact 
type appeared in the Finnish archaeological material during the latter part of 
the fourth millennium BC (Halinen 2015, p. 85), the presence of these buttons 
served to identify graves succeeding TCW graves. Graves succeeding the TCW 
period were also dated according to identifiable pottery.  For example, asbes-
tos-tempered pottery sherds, identified as Pöljä Ware, were discovered in 
the Majaniemi ochre earth graves (Paper V), thereby dating them to 
the third millennium BC. In addition, one identifiable rim sherd of Pyheen-
silta Ware together with around 25 unidentifiable pottery sherds were recov-
ered from the fill of the Hiittenharju grave (Taskinen 1983; Paper V), also in-
dicating a possible date to the third millennium BC (Taskinen 1983). Finally, 
the Uskela Ware pottery vessel discovered at Nästinristi grave 9 dates the 
grave to the mid-fourth millennium BC (Vikkula 1987; Edgren 2007, p. 514). 
We must keep in mind, however, that the artefacts placed in the grave could 
have been in circulation for several generations and, thus, the typology pro-
vides only a relative date for the burial.  

We should also note that because both Mesolithic and Neolithic graves be-
yond Finnish territory were often furnished with bone and antler artefacts 
(e.g., Gurina 1956; Zagorskis 2004 [1987]; Lõhmus 2007; Piezonka et 
al. 2013), the high numbers of TCW and CWC graves could also derive from 
archaeological visibility. In fact, given the poor preservation of organic mate-
rials in the Finnish territory, graves furnished with artefacts made of these ma-
terials but without ochre could go unnoticed (Paper II; Paper V). For example, 
the Volosovo graves from the Russian territory along with Swedish Pitted 
Ware graves only rarely feature ochre, and, in many cases, the find materials 
primarily comprise artefacts made of organic materials (Burenhult 1997; Ko-
styleva and Utkin 2010; Piezonka et al. 2013). Thus, it seems reasonable to as-
sume that the sporadic hunter-gatherer earth graves from the latter part of the 
fourth millennium BC or from the third millennium BC signify the rare occur-
rence of earth graves furnished with amber and ochre.  

4.1.3 GRAVE STRUCTURES
Hunter-gatherer earth grave structures 

Hunter-gatherer grave structures are shallow pits that, according to my previ-
ous research (Lappalainen 2007), were found at a depth of about 70 cm. In 
line with Mesolithic and Neolithic hunter-gatherer graves beyond Finnish bor-
ders (e.g., Lõhmus 2007, pp. 37–40), Finnish hunter-gatherer earth graves ap-
pear to follow the physical parameters of the body or bodies interred in the
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Figure 7. A) Grave 1 from the Hartikka cemetery, central Finland, with two 
oval features of ochre side by side. Photographed from SE. Photo: M. Miet-
tinen 1987, Finnish Heritage Agency. B) Graves 2 (individual burial) and 3 
(multiple burial) from the Kangas burial site, central Ostrobothnia, photo-
graphed from N. Note the whetstone in situ in the middle ochre feature of 
grave 3. Photo: P. Halinen 1996, Finnish Heritage Agency. 
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grave, where the shape of the pit was either rectangular or oval. On average, 
the grave structures were roughly two metres long with a width of about one 
metre (Lappalainen 2007, p. 3). Thus, similar to hunter-gatherer graves in 
Scandinavia and the Baltic region, for instance, (Nilsson Stutz 2003, pp. 333–
335; Tõrv 2016, p. 233), the dead appear to have been buried primarily in an 
extended position. However, some earth grave structures were also clearly 
larger with a width of about three metres (Lappalainen 2007, p. 3). In some 
cases, the distribution of ochre formed several oval features at the bottom of 
the pit (Fig. 7), and were thus interpreted as multiple burials of several indi-
viduals (Purhonen 1980; Miettinen 1992a; Halinen 1997). 

As expected, most hunter-gatherer earth graves are so called ‘red ochre 
graves’ (Appendix 1). However, whilst ochre is present in most cases, its ap-
pearance varies. Indeed, although an intensive layer of ochre was discovered 
in some burials, ochre was clearly more sparsely used in others. For example, 
at the Jönsas cemetery, grave structures were often filled with ochre-stained 
soil (Purhonen 1980), whilst the TCW cemetery of Hartikka oval-shaped ochre 
features were revealed beneath stained soil fill (Fig. 8) (Miettinen 1992b, p. 
29). In contrast to these features, in many graves succeeding TCW graves (Ap-
pendix 1: Nästinristi, Timonen 1, Lappfjärd-Rävåsen and Maarinkunnas), 
ochre is present only as small features or completely absent. Tentatively this 
might suggest a decreasing use of ochre during the Neolithic. However, graves 
at Hiittenharju and Majaniemi, dating to third millennium BC, nevertheless 
contained large amounts of ochre (Appendix 1).  

Although ochre use varied, in the better-preserved hunter-gatherer graves 
of Scandinavia and the Baltics (Nilsson Stutz 2003; 2006), evidence of wrap-
ping was observed relative to the position of the skeleton, and the skeleton was 
often surrounded by a layer of ochre possibly originating from an ochre-col-
oured body container (Nilsson Stutz 2006, p. 231). Indeed, examining the 
Finnish material from this perspective, inhumation-sized areas of intense 
ochre documented from the bottom layers of Finnish hunter-gatherer graves 
might actually represent the remains of an ochre-coloured wrapping (Paper I). 
Such an interpretation stems, for example, from the case of the Hartikka TCW 
cemetery burials in which the intensive ochre layer often narrowed at the other 
end (Miettinen 1992b, p. 29; Fig. 8). Similarly, the narrow but long grave 
structures could indicate a wrapped individual. Such burials exist, for in-
stance, at the Kukkarkoski I cemetery, in which several burials measured only 
40 to 50 cm wide with a length of about 200 cm (Paper I). 

Occasionally, the graves were also connected to stone settings made of 
wood or natural stones (Appendix 1). For example, at the Nästinristi cemetery, 
large pieces of charred wood were discovered at the bottom of the grave pit 
(Vikkula 1987), suggesting the deceased was likely placed on wooden plat-
forms to elevate the body from the pit floor. Indeed, a similar practice is also 
known, for example, from Mesolithic hunter-gatherer contexts in Scandinavia, 
where bodies or body parts were elevated from the floor of the grave using deer 
antlers, small stones and even a swan’s wing (Nilsson Stutz 
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Figure 8. A) Oval burial feature from grave 5 from the Hartikka cemetery, 
central Finland, at a depth of about 60 cm. Note the metatuffite rings in situ. 
Photo: M. Miettinen 1988, Finnish Heritage Agency. B) Cone-shaped burial 
feature from grave 7 from the Hartikka cemetery. Photo: M. Miettinen 1988, 
Finnish Heritage Agency. 
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2003, p. 335). Since rows of small stones have also been found on the floor of 
several Finnish hunter-gatherer burials (Appendix 1; Paper I), these stones 
might have also functioned as platforms. Natural stones have, however, found 
other uses. For example, at the Jönsas cemetery, many grave structures were 
surrounded by water-polished natural stones (Fig. 9) or featured water-pol-
ished stones positioned in a linear formation along the axis of the grave feature 
(Purhonen 1980; Paper IV). Since these formations emerged just below the 
turf (Purhonen 1980, p. 12), they might have served as visible signs of the bur-
ials (Purhonen 1998, p. 29; see also Mökkönen 2013, p. 22).   

 

Figure 9. Grave 18 from the Jönsas cemetery, southern Finland, surrounded 
by water-polished natural stones. Photo: L. Ruonavaara 1987, Finnish Herit-
age Agency. 

In addition to inner structures made of wood and stone, fragments of bark 
have also been discovered in several hunter-gatherer earth graves (e.g., Edgren 
1966, pp. 30, 43; Vikkula 1987, p. 10; Miettinen 1992b, pp. 29–30). For exam-
ple, in Kolmhaara grave I, well-preserved ochre-stained bark was documented 
in several layers above the ochre layer, indicating that a bark wrapping or cov-
ering was used in the grave (Edgren 1984, p. 48; 2006, p. 328). A similar prac-
tice was also noted in a Neolithic context in Estonia. Indeed, at the Late Comb 
Ware cemetery of Tamula, a bark covering was discovered in burial XXII (Tõrv 
2016, p. 250). In the Tamula XXII burial, the deceased was placed in a supine 
position with additional elevation behind the back of the corpse, and the burial 
was also possibly reopened after the initial internment (Tõrv 2015). Curiously, 
in Finnish hunter-gatherer graves, fragments of bark have been unearthed 
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solely from TCW cemetery burials (Paper V). This might suggest that the indi-
viduals buried in the cemeteries were treated differently than those buried in 
the settlement sites. 
 

Corded Ware grave structures 
Although most CWC earth grave structures were partly destroyed due to mod-
ern land use (Appendix 1), these graves are nevertheless larger structures in-
dicating a crouched position (Edgren 1984, p. 76). According to the shape and 
size of the grave structures and objects (Appendix 1), most grave features ap-
pear to represent individual internments. The presence of a multiple burial 
has, however, been suggested for CWC grave I from the Jönsas cemetery in 
which two beakers were placed at opposite sides of the structure (Purhonen 
1986, pp. 115–116). This interpretation is further supported by the large size of 
the feature and the form of the grave structure presumably constituting two 
oval burial features positioned side-by-side (Paper IV; Fig. 4).  

In contrast to hunter-gatherer earth graves, ochre is not present in the CWC 
graves. Instead, the structures are oval or rectangular features of dark, sooty 
soil (Appendix 1). In a prior study, this phenomenon was explained as the use 
of fire as a part of the mortuary practice (Kivikoski 1934; Edgren 1958; Siiriäi-
nen 1974), but no further analyses were conducted. In addition to sooty soil, 
the occasional presence of a wavy outline of the burial feature was also empha-
sised, together with hook-shaped formations at the corners, which led to the 
conclusion that some of the graves were furnished with animal skins (Äyräpää 
1931, pp. 10–11; Torvinen 1979, pp. 42–43). Such features are present, for ex-
ample, in the Perttulanmäki and Kukkarkoski 1 CWC graves (Appendix 1).  

The Perttulanmäki grave was found by local farmers who discovered sherds 
of Corded Ware pottery together with a stone chisel and a fragmented 
adze from ‘black soil with the length of nearly two metres’ (Äyräpää 1931, p. 1). 
In August 1930, archaeologist Aarne Äyräpää conducted excavations at the 
site and revealed a partly preserved grave furnished with yet another stone 
adze and human molar enamel (Äyräpää 1931, p. 6). The grave structure con-
sisted of a 2.25-cm-wide dark feature, rectangular in shape with a slightly wavy 
outline and hook-shaped formations at the SW and NE corners (Äyräpää 1931, 
pp. 4–5; Fig. 5). Based on the hook-shaped corners and the wavy outline of the 
feature, which were more suitable for a hide than for a wooden construc-
tion, Äyräpää interpreted the dark feature as a chamber-like construction 
made from two layers of animal skins tied to wooden poles at the outer corners 
(Äyräpää 1931, pp. 10–11).    

To determine the nature of the dark feature, Äyräpää took soil samples 
from the feature and subjected them to chemical and microscopic analyses 
(Äyräpää 1931, p. 12). These analyses conducted using 1930s methods did not, 
however, verify Äyräpää’s interpretation of an animal skin. In this thesis, the 
soil samples collected from the dark feature during the 1930s excavations were 
re-analysed using modern microscopic analyses (Paper III). Remarkably, us-
ing SEM micrographs, we identified preserved Neolithic animal hairs from the 
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old samples. Whilst the mineralised fibres were poorly preserved and, thus, 
unsuitable for aDNA or mass spectrometer analyses, the animals hairs were 
nevertheless identified as belonging to a domestic goat.  

The context of the samples from the dark, hide-like feature covering the 
walls and the floor of the pit suggests that the mineralised hairs likely origi-
nated from a goat skin placed in the grave as a part of the funerary ritual (Paper 
III). Whilst Äyräpää (1931, pp. 10–11) interpreted the feature as a chamber 
made of skins, the double feature of the hook-shaped corners could also rep-
resent the remains of several overlain hides or skins, where the skin was used 
to cover or to separate the dead from the floor of the pit. Although no further 
evidence for this was discovered, the grave might also have included a wooden 
chamber accompanying the goat skin. Moreover, the skins of additional ani-
mal species may also have been present (Paper III). 

Moreover, whilst microarchaeological studies were not conducted at other 
sites, the possible presence of a wooden chamber has nevertheless been noted. 
For example, Edgren (1958, p. 31) surmised that the oval charcoal feature of 
the Forsberg grave (Appendix 1) could represent a chamber made of wooden 
planks placed in an upward position and covered with a lid. Although no hu-
man remains were discovered in the structure, the possible burial layer of the 
chamber contained two small Corded Ware beakers, one larger beaker and 
sherds from several other vessels (Edgren 1958, p. 29). Above the burial layer, 
the feature consisted of a 5-cm-thick layer of unstained sterile soil, above 
which laid another layer of sooty soil — the possible lid of the burial cham-
ber. From this layer, a rim sherd of household pottery was discovered (Edgren 
1958, p. 29).  

Beyond the wooden chambers and animal skins, Finnish CWC graves also 
appear to associate with the use of natural stones (Appendix 1). For example, 
the Viikka earth grave might have been completely covered with stones, whilst, 
for example, a triangular-shaped stone was placed in the Dalamalm grave (Ap-
pendix 1). Given the wide variation present in Finnish CWC grave structures, 
clearly no single way of constructing an earth grave existed, however. Initially, 
the phenomenon might represent changes within mortuary practices over 
time. However, since CWC graves largely lack radiocarbon determinations, 
such interpretations remain difficult to verify. In fact, it is just as plausible that 
the variation reflects the varied origins amongst CWC immigrants (cf. 
Nordqvist 2016). 

 

4.1.4 INDIVIDUALS BURIED GIVEN THE SPARSE HUMAN REMAINS
Whilst Finnish Stone earth graves are often understood as burials in which 
human remains have not been preserved, sporadic fragments of burnt and un-
burnt human bones have nevertheless been discovered from several sites (Ap-
pendix 1). As expected, the material was sparse and unburnt human bones in 
particular were extremely fragile consisting primarily of tooth enamel (Fig 10; 
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Paper II). However, when taken together and subjected to human osteological 
analysis (Paper II), new insight on the demography and mortuary practices of 
the Finnish Stone Age populations, for example, was gained. 

 

Figure 10. Tooth enamel fragments from Vaateranta burial 2 in situ. Photo: 
K. Katiskoski 1997, Finnish Heritage Agency. 

In mainland Finland, identifiable human remains from Stone Age earth grave 
contexts have been discovered at nine sites (Aisti, Hartikka, Kanava, 
Kolmhaara, Kukkarkoski 1, Lappfjärd-Björnåsen, Perttulanmäki, Rahakangas 
1 and Vaateranta). Most sites consist of TCW earth graves (Appendix 1), but 
one possible Mesolithic grave (Rahankangas 1) and one CWC grave (Pert-
tulanmäki) were also identified. The low amount of CWC human remains is 
surprising, since CWC graves follow hunter-gatherer earth graves. However, it 
may be that organic remains preserve better in iron-rich ochre (e.g., Salomon 
2009, pp. 101–102). Since the CWC graves lack ochre, the preservation of hu-
man remains could indeed be poorer. In fact, this hypothesis is further sup-
ported by the Perttulanmäki grave situated within iron-rich soil (Äyräpää 1931, 
p. 12). Indeed, this natural occurrence could have positively influenced the 
preservation of organic materials in this particular grave. 

The human remains unearthed from Finnish Stone Age earth graves belong 
to at least 21individuals, 18 of whom received an inhumation burial, whilst at 
least 4 individuals were cremated and buried collectively (Paper II; see also 
Lahti 2003). We must note, however, that some of the bones (namely, the Ka-
nava and Kolmhaara cist grave materials) derive from contexts with a Stone 
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Age–type grave structure, but 
with an AMS 
date from a younger period 
(Appendix 1). Whilst the AMS 
date from the Kanava grave — 
a combined sample consisting 
of four individuals (Appendix 
1) — is most likely biased (Pa-
per II), the Kolmhaara cist 
graves (Fig. 11) represent a 
trickier case. Indeed, when 
the Kolmhaara cist graves 

were first unearthed, they were 
dated to the Early Neolithic 
based on the earliest use of the 
nearby settlement site (Edgren 
1966, p. 96). However, in the 

late 1990s, two cist graves, located just six metres from each other (Ed-
gren 1966, p. 28), were AMS dated to the Bronze Age and the Middle Iron Age, 
respectively. This result was surprising given that some Bronze Age pottery 
had been discovered at the site, although no Iron Age artefacts were found 
(Edgren 1999, pp. 319–324). Whilst the reliability of these dates has been 
questioned (Edgren 1999; Mökkönen 2013), the graves could nevertheless 
represent a continuity of funerary practices from the Stone Age to the Metal 
periods. Accordingly, the total amount of Stone Age human remains might be 
even smaller. 

Since the human remains consisted primarily of small fragments of enamel, 
age groups used by skeletal biologists (e.g., Scheuer and Black 2000, pp. 468–
469) could not be applied and the individuals were classified only as adults  
(individuals with full skeletal development) or subadults (the presence of milk 
teeth and unerupted teeth) (Paper II). According to these tentative age estima-
tions, eight of the individuals died as subadults and eight as adults suggesting 
that both adults and subadults were buried in the earth graves. Moreover, 
since unerupted teeth or milk teeth were occasionally discovered together with 
teeth showing heavy attrition (e.g., Lahti 2003, p. 124; 2004), it appears as 
though adults and subadults were also buried together. For example, at Vaat-
eranta cemetery grave 14, an unerupted deciduous molar was discovered to-
gether with a molar showing signs of heavy wear, suggesting the presence of 
an adult and a subadult in the same burial site (Lahti 2003, p. 124). Similarly, 
from Kanava grave 2, teeth with heavy attrition were unearthed together with 
milk teeth (Lahti 2004). Although the individuals could not be aged more pre-
cisely, these discoveries agree with better-preserved contemporary burial 
sites beyond Finnish borders from which burials of adults, juveniles and chil-
dren have been unearthed (e.g., Zarina 2006; Tõrv 2016, pp. 149–150). More-
over, similar to the Finnish material, at these burial sites small children were 

Figure 11. Stone cist grave XI from the 
Kolmhaara cemetery, western Finland. 
Photo: T. Edgren 1960, Finnish Heritage 
Agency. 
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also often buried with adults (e.g., Larsson 1989; Zagorskis 2004 [1989]; 
Fahlander 2012; Brinch Petersen 2015). 

4.1.5 THE MATERIAL CULTURE OF DEATH: CLEAR PATTERNS 
OBSERVED 

The hunter-gatherer material culture of death 
Although objects made of perishable materials are poorly preserved, the Finn-
ish Stone Age hunter-gatherer graves nevertheless contain large numbers of 
objects made of non-perishable materials, such as stone, amber and ceramics. 
According to the dating of these burial sites, most finds originate 
from the early fourth millennium BC TCW period, whereas only 
around 10 per cent date to the preceding and succeeding periods (Paper V). In 
contrast to the richly equipped TCW burials, the small number of finds dating 
from the Mesolithic and Early Neolithic periods also consisted primarily of 
quartz or slate flakes. Interestingly, the few stone artefacts from the burials 
dated to these periods were discovered as preforms (Paper V). Similarly, the 
burials dating to the later part of the fourth millennium BC or to the third mil-
lennium BC also contained fewer finds, namely, ceramics or single amber ob-
jects (Paper V). Given the lack of find material suitable for typological or radi-
ocarbon dating, only as much as 20 per cent of the finds roughly dated to the 
Neolithic period or remained impossible to date.   

 
Figure 12. Flint and amber objects from hunter-gatherer graves associated 
with Typical Comb Ware. Flint objects from Kolmhaara graves I and XIV, an 
amber pendant from Kangas burial 1, and an amber ring from Lappfjärd-Björ-
nåsen burial 1. Photo: M. Ahola 2016. 
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In accordance with previous studies (e.g., Edgren 1966; 1984; 2007; Tor-
vinen 1979; Miettinen 1992a-b; Halinen 1997; 1999; 2015), typical finds from 
the TCW burials include both amber jewellery and flint projectile points (Pa-
per V; Figs. 2 and 12). Flint projectile points have been discovered from both 
the burial layer and the grave fill, whilst almost all amber artefacts were recov-
ered from the burial layers (Paper V). This observation agrees with amber 
finds from better-preserved burial sites beyond Finnish borders, suggesting 
that amber artefacts served as ornaments (e.g., Jaanits 1957; Zagorskis 2004 
[1989]; Zagorska 2001; Butrimas 2012; Piezonka et al.  2013). Some amber 
rings or pearls were discovered in pairs, and occasionally together with lumps 
of ochre-mixed clay, possibly indicating a tradition in which the face of the 
deceased was covered with clay, whilst amber objects were placed over the eyes 
(Edgren 2006). Indeed, this tradition is also found in Comb Ware graves from 
the Mesolithic–Neolithic cemetery of  Zvejnieki in northern Latvia (Zagor-
skis 2004 [1987];  Zagorska 2001; Nilsson Stutz et al. 2013). In the Finnish 
material, however, unburnt clay has occasionally been found near fragments 
of tooth enamel without amber objects (Paper V). This phenomenon suggests 
that the face of the deceased was covered only with clay or that ornaments 
made from perishable materials rather than amber were used. However, even 
if the amber and flint objects represent the commonly emphasised finds from 
the TCW graves, the most common finds from these graves are flint and quartz 
flakes and pottery sherds. Furthermore, even if the preservation of organic 
materials is typically poor, TCW grave finds also include small amounts of 
bark, resin and wood, as well as two small bone figurines. Curiously, com-
plete pottery vessels have been discovered only at four graves, whilst the to-
tal number of TCW graves with grave finds extends to over 70 (Paper V).  

Although most of the finds derive from TCW burials, certain common 
trends in the hunter-gatherer material culture of death can be observed. First, 
stone flakes, often overlooked, were commonly discovered from burials dating 
to all periods (Paper V). These flakes were often discovered in the fill of the 
grave structure, but since they were also discovered in small heaps in the burial 
layer, their use was clearly intentional (cf. Edgren 1959; 2007). Second, axes, 
adzes and pottery were not generally placed in the graves (Paper V). Third, as 
noted by Edgren (1982, p. 58; 2007, p. 512), in many cases the pottery found 
in Finnish Stone Age hunter-gatherer earth graves is somewhat anomalous, 
consisting, for instance, of vessel bases or miniature or partial vessels. 
Amongst these, only miniature vessels were found intact, placed either upside 
down or in an upright position, whereas the larger vessels or vessel bases were 
found as articulated sherds (Paper V). Curiously, a similar practice was ob-
served amongst the Neolithic Pitted Ware population of the Swedish territory 
(Larsson 2009a-b). Indeed, although large amounts of pottery were deposited 
in the Pitted Ware settlement sites, pottery vessels remain rare in Pitted Ware 
graves (Larsson 2009b, 251). Moreover, the rare vessels deposited in the 
graves tend to consist of sherds of partial vessels, bases or miniature vessels 
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placed upside down (Larsson 2009b, p. 252). Thus, a certain uniformity char-
acterises the ways in which Neolithic hunter-gatherer populations of the Baltic 
area used, and did not use, pottery in their mortuary practices. 

Although pottery vessels rarely feature in hunter-gatherer earth graves, 
pottery sherds were commonly found in the fill of Neolithic hunter-gatherer 
graves (Paper V). However, similar to stone flakes, these sherds — particularly 
rim sherds — were also deliberately placed in the burial layer around, for ex-
ample, the head area of the deceased or on rare occasions used to line the walls 
of the grave (Katiskoski 1999, p. 9; Wickholm 2001, p. 6). Indeed, this phe-
nomenon suggests that intact pottery vessels or vessel halves were considered 
significant, as well as vessel shards. In this context, rim shards in particular 
seem to have been considered somewhat special. 

 

Figure 13. Partial flint and metatuffite objects from hunter-gatherer graves 
associated with Typical Comb Ware. A) Partial metatuffite ring from Kangas 
burial 3. B) Fragmented flint projectile point from Hartikka burial 6a. C) Par-
tial flint artefact from Kukkarkoski I grave 10. The other half of the object was 
discovered in Kukkarkoski I grave 1. D) Partial metatuffite ring from Laajamaa 
1 grave 5. Photo: M. Ahola 2019. 

Remarkably, many of the grave finds were also fragmented or partial. For ex-
ample, the tips of flint projectile points were broken or only a half of a point 
was placed in the grave. Similarly, some amber and metatuffite ornaments 
clearly represented partial objects (Fig. 13). Although this phenomenon was 
observed solely with the naked eye whereby items were not subjected to any 
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further analysis, at the Kukkarkoski I cemetery, two halves from the same flint 
projectile point were placed in two different burials, suggesting that the prac-
tice of fragmenting was intentional (Paper I).  
 
 
 

The Corded Ware material culture of death 
Although CWC grave structures show evidence of variation, the material cul-
ture in the graves is rather uniform. Indeed, similar to continental CWC buri-
als (e.g., Furholt 2014, Fig. 2), Finnish graves are also furnished with ground-
stone battle axes, stone adzes and CWC pottery vessels (Appendix 1). With the 
exception of the Forsberg grave, in which household pottery was placed at the 
lid of what is considered the burial chamber (Edgren 1958, p. 29), the CWC 
grave objects seem to derive from the burial layer. For example, at the Pert-
tulanmäki grave, an adze was discovered together with a human molar enamel 
at a depth of about 70 cm, suggesting that this represents the burial layer of 
the grave (Äyräpää 1931, p. 6). The other artefacts in the grave — sherds from 
a CWC beaker and another stone adze — represented stray finds prior to exca-
vation (Äyräpää 1931, p. 1). 

 

Figure 14. Corded Ware pottery vessels from the Gröndal 1 (centre) and 
Jönsas burial sites in Vantaa, southern Finland. Photo: István Bolgár 2008, 
Finnish Heritage Agency. 
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Similar to the Perttulanmäki finds, most Finnish CWC pottery vessels as-
sociated with graves have been discovered as shards. Thus, the positioning of 
the beakers remains largely unknown. In better-preserved contexts, research-
ers noted that vessels have been placed both in an upward position as well as 
upside down. For example, most of the Jönsas vessels (Fig. 14) were discov-
ered in an upward position (Purhonen 1986), whilst one of the smaller beakers 
from the Forsberg grave was intentionally placed upside down (Edgren 1958, 
p. 29). Curiously, the practice of placing a small vessel upside down mimics a 
hunter-gatherer mortuary practice. Although how far this phenomenon ex-
tends is unknown, it is noteworthy that in the Forsberg grave rim shards of 
household pottery were also used as grave objects (Edgren 1958, p. 29). In-
deed, this practice also has counterparts in the hunter-gatherer material cul-
ture of death. Accordingly, it may be that, occasionally, grave objects were 
treated similarly within hunter-gatherer and CWC contexts.  

Whilst sporadic connections might exist, it is nevertheless clear that the 
CWC graves differ from the hunter-gatherer material culture of death. Indeed, 
at least in the Finnish territory, the use of axes, adzes and pottery vessels as 
common burial gifts clearly contrasts with hunter-gatherer graves in which the 
artefacts mentioned are only rarely encountered (Paper I; Paper V). This, on 
the other hand, suggests the presence of a new material culture of death, heav-
ily underlining a distinguishable identity of the deceased (Paper III). Indeed, 
according to Larsson (2009a, p. 354), this distinguishable identity — as mem-
ber of the CWC community — was commonly expressed within CWC mortuary 
practices by orienting the body in a proper way and providing the dead with 
the correct set of accompanying burial gifts. Since this correct set of burial gifts 
clearly contrasted the earlier hunter-gatherer tradition, it may be that the peo-
ple identifying themselves as part of the so-called CWC community wanted to 
set themselves apart from hunter-gatherer populations.  

This phenomenon of a distinguishable identity, given other novel practices 
appearing in the archaeological evidence during the CWC period, provides us 
with further insights. Indeed, whilst no preserved domestic animal bones da-
ting to the Corded Ware period have been discovered in Finland thus far 
(Bläuer and Kantanen 2013), the location of many CWC settlement sites from 
locations suitable for farming as well as at old phosphate-rich dwelling sites 
of earlier hunter-gatherer populations suggests that the CWC people from the 
Finnish territory also relied on pastoral farming (Äyräpää 1939, p. 118; Edgren 
1984, p. 75). This interpretation has recently been further supported by lipid 
analyses conducted on Finnish Corded Ware pottery (Cramp et al. 2014), 
which confirmed the presence of milk fats originating from domestic stock. 
Hence, it may be that the identity emphasised in CWC mortuary practices as-
sociates with a pastoral farming community.  

Given the spread of agriculture, the appearance of a new food economy may 
be deeply intertwined with new ritualised values (Anthony 2007, pp. 160–161). 
Accordingly, in CWC burial contexts, those new ritualised values might have 
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been practiced, whereby the appropriate set of burial gifts also included do-
mestic animals, such as the Perttulanmäki goatskin (Paper III). Furthermore, 
because several Corded Ware burials of the Baltic area were furnished with 
bone artefacts made from domestic animal bones (Zagorska 2006, p. 103; 
Lõugas et al. 2007, pp. 25–26; Larsson 2009a, p. 63), animal companions 
could be present in various forms. In addition, this idea is further supported 
by the fact that all milk residues from Finnish Corded Ware pottery were found 
exclusively in beaker-type ‘drinking’ vessels (Cramp et al. 2014, p. 4). Because 
these beakers are typically found in grave deposits (Edgren 1970, pp. 76–77; 
Larsson 2009a, pp. 352), the animal might also have been represented by plac-
ing milk or a vessel associated with milk in the grave.  

 

4.2 STONE AGE MORTUARY PRACTICES WITHIN 
FINNISH TERRITORY

4.2.1 HUNTER-GATHERER MORTUARY PRACTICES IN EARTH 
GRAVES

Based on the data presented in the previous section of this chapter, the hunter-
gatherer mortuary ritual was a complex set of practices in which both adults 
and subadults were buried underground either individually or collectively. In 
general, these people were inhumed; occasionally, however, they also might 
have been cremated. Before placing the deceased in the grave, the burial pit 
was carefully prepared; it might have contained inner structures of wood and 
stone, and, on rare occasions, the walls of the grave were lined with rim sherds 
from pottery vessels. Occasionally, the dead body appears to have been 
wrapped or placed in or on a soft container made of materials such as bark. In 
TCW cemetery burials, the face of the deceased was sometimes covered with 
ochre-stained clay, whilst amber pendants or buttons were possibly placed 
over the eyes. The body of the deceased was also possibly elevated from the 
floor of the grave using small stones.  

In many cases, ochre was used to dye either the wrapping or possibly the 
burial pit. In addition, objects clearly packed with meaning were placed in the 
grave. Since certain artefacts, such as axes, adzes and pottery vessels, were 
only rarely used, certain rules concerning burial gifts seem to have existed. In-
deed, since a similar pattern was also noted at the Zvejnieki cemetery where 
only 4 of the more than 300 hunter-gatherer graves were furnished with an 
axe or an adze, and pottery vessels were discovered in just 5 graves (Zagorskis 
2004 [1987], Appendix 1), the practice of rare pottery or axe deposition in 
graves appears intentional. Accordingly, the Stone Age hunter-gatherer popu-
lations of the Finnish territory did not bury their dead in 'simple pit graves'. 
Rather, hunter-gatherer earth graves represent the end product of mortuary 
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practices in which dead bodies, burial objects and grave pits were prepared 
with care. Accordingly, these structures are only seemingly simple. 

Aside from the grave structures, objects and individuals buried, the com-
plexity of hunter-gatherer funerary customs also emerge from the spatial dis-
tribution of graves within a cemetery. Indeed, whereas Mesolithic graves from 
places such as southern Scandinavia do not cut into each other (Nilsson Stutz 
2004; Gummesson and Molin 2016), the Middle Neolithic graves discovered 
in neighbouring areas in Finland are at times intentionally positioned amongst 
older burials (e.g., Andersson 2004; Nilsson Stutz 2010a; Papers I and IV). 
For example, at the Ajvide cemetery in Gotland, new burials were placed ver-
tically towards old burials, with the skulls of the old burials removed, position-
ing the head end of the new burial there instead (Andersson 2004). A slightly 
different practice existed at the Zvejnieki cemetery, where new burials were 
dug through older burials (Nilsson Stutz et al. 2013; Larsson 2017). Indeed, as 
Larsson explains (2017, p. 342), the people burying their dead in the Zvejnieki 
cemetery clearly knew that old burials existed. Nevertheless, digging a new 
grave continued and the skeletal remains discovered were either pushed aside 
or included in the fill of the new grave.  

Within the Finnish territory, a similar practice can be observed at the 
Jönsas and Kukkarkoski 1 cemeteries (Papers I and IV). For example, at the 
Kukkarkoski 1 TCW cemetery, several burials were positioned over a richly 
equipped grave structure (burial 1a) (Paper I). This burial was dug deeper and 
larger than any other graves from the Kukkarkoski cemetery and was accom-
panied by about 50 amber pendants in various shapes (one of which was an-
thropomorphic), six flint blades, a fragmented flint sculpture, a stone mace, 
two fragmented slate rings, a slate knife, a grinding stone, a ceramic vessel 
base and several flint and quartz flakes (Torvinen 1979). Indeed, even within 
the TCW context, this burial was exceptionally rich, suggesting that the burial 
was somehow special. Since new burials were intentionally positioned on top 
of the burial, the grave seemingly continued to hold some special value even 
after the primary funerary rite (Paper I).  

Although a similar special burial cannot be noted at the Jönsas cemetery, 
the practice of placing new burials amongst older ones can be observed at sev-
eral burials (Paper IV). For example, Jönsas grave 6 — previously interpreted 
as one large grave structure (Ruonavaara 1988, pp. 19–20) — appears to rep-
resent at least three partially overlapping graves (Paper IV). Similarly, graves 
10 and 11 also clearly partially overlap (Seger 1986, p. 7). Curiously, since Mes-
olithic graves do not tend to cut into each other, the presence of this phenom-
enon could, in fact, suggest at least a Neolithic date for hunter-gatherer graves 
that cut into each other. This does not, however, rule out the possibility that 
some hunter-gatherer graves of the site could also date to the preceding or 
subsequent periods.  
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4.2.2 CONTINUITY AND CHANGES IN HUNTER-GATHERER EARTH 
GRAVE MORTUARY PRACTICES

Whilst Finnish Stone Age hunter-gatherer burials continued the long-lasting 
earth grave tradition, clear differences emerged in their material culture. Ac-
cording to the material available, the first big shift can be noted in the early 
fourth millennium BC when TCW burials appeared in the archaeological evi-
dence. Although these burials clearly continued the Mesolithic core practices 
of the Baltic area and Scandinavia in, for example, the use of ochre, wrappings 
and soft containers (e.g., Nilsson Stutz 2006; Tõrv 2016; Paper I), they differ 
from prior burials with a specific material culture of death in which the use of 
flint and amber was clearly considered important (Paper I and V). Further-
more, since most hunter-gatherer earth graves, grave objects and cemeteries 
also date to the TCW period (Table 2; Appendix 1), it seems that this period 
could also represent a time during which cemeteries, earth graves and the use 
of non-perishable grave goods became increasingly more common (Paper V).  

Since most of the Finnish Stone Age hunter-gatherer earth graves date to 
the TCW period, the Finnish material specifically explains the TCW mortuary 
practices. However, since the Comb Ware mortuary practices of the Baltic area 
represented a continuity of the core Mesolithic practices (Nilsson Stutz 2006; 
2010; Tõrv 2016), some traditions recorded from TCW graves could have also 
existed during the Finnish Mesolithic. Since the tradition of furnishing inhu-
mation burial graves with ochre continued amongst hunter-gatherer popula-
tions in the Finnish territory until the third millennium BC (Paper V), the core 
mortuary practices appear to exist even after the TCW period, thus also co-ex-
isting with CWC traditions.  

However, even if the core mortuary practices continued after the mid-
fourth millennium BC, the number of earth graves and cemeteries appears to 
decrease again (Paper V). This might also suggest another gradual change in 
funerary practices. Furthermore, since the number of known grave objects 
from the period remains scarce, the shift occurred again in the material culture 
specific to death. Indeed, whilst amber continues to appear in the form of v-
perforated amber buttons, amber items are clearly no longer used as much. 
Rather than using non-perishable materials, these burials contained items 
made of, for example, bone and antler instead. 

 

4.2.3 THE MULTIPLICITY OF HUNTER-GATHERER MORTUARY 
PRACTICES

Observing hunter-gatherer mortuary practices solely from the viewpoint of 
earth graves does not provide a complete picture, however. Indeed, the num-
ber of graves does not equal the number of coeval settlement sites (Huurre 
1998, pp. 270–271). Whilst this might result from a research bias — all burial 
sites have not yet been discovered or completely excavated — the number of 
known graves is so small and from such a long period of time that a multiplicity 
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of mortuary practices must have co-existed. In fact, the multiplicity of funerary 
practices can already be seen within known inhumations placed either at set-
tlement sites or in cemeteries (Appendix 1). During the TCW period, individu-
als buried in cemeteries also received more grave goods and were more often 
associated with evidence of body handling (e.g., fragments of bark or unburnt 
clay tempered with ochre), suggesting that these individuals were treated dif-
ferently from those buried at settlement sites (Paper V). In other words, indi-
viduals were buried in various ways even within the earth grave tradition. 

Although Stone Age human remains remain scarce in Finland, the multi-
plicity of mortuary practices can also be observed, for example, in the only cre-
mation burial site dated to the TCW period, discovered at the Vaateranta cem-
etery (eastern Finland) (Räty 1995; Katiskoski 2003). This burial consisted of 
cremains from at least four individuals burned at a low temperature (Lahti 
2003; Paper II). The cremains were buried within an inhumation cemetery 
from the same period and, similar to the inhumations, were placed in a pit 
filled with ochre (Katiskoski 2003). Although no further cremation earth 
graves are known, fragments of burnt human bones have been sporadically 
discovered at Mesolithic and Neolithic settlements (Koivisto 2010, p. 16 and 
references therein). Although most of these bone fragments have not been 
AMS dated, several fragments of a burnt human skull, with mandible, wrist, 
finger and toe bones from a single individual were recently discovered 
amongst burnt animal bone material from the Hommas settlement site (south-
ern Finland) and dated to the Late Mesolithic (Koivisto 2010).  

The Hommas discovery suggests that the so-called loose human bone phe-
nomenon (see Chapter 2.2, above) is also present in the Finnish material, al-
beit not as clearly as in Danish materials for example (cf. Brinch Peteresen 
2016). Similar to Stone Age sites beyond the Finnish border (Meiklejohn 
2017), the Hommas bones were nevertheless discovered within the settlement 
site debris, indicative of the presence of unknown mortuary rituals or post-
mortal manipulation. For example, Sørensen (2016) suggested that loose hu-
man bones could represent the material remains of an air burial, whilst Brinch 
Petersen (2016) proposed the idea of a skull cult. However, considering the 
context of the finds amongst settlement site debris, Nilsson Stutz (2014, p. 
722) wondered whether the loose human bones could also represent a mortu-
ary practice in which some — or even most — individuals were treated in a 
fashion similar to the treatment of hunted animals. Indeed, if we observe how 
hunter-gatherer societies of the circumpolar North have treated the bones and 
carcasses of hunted animals, it seems that in order to ensure the revival of the 
animal population, the bones needed to be deposited in a specific way (Jordan 
2003, pp. 100-102 and references therein). If a similar ideology applied to 
Stone Age populations, it seems that the correct way to deposit animal bones 
was to scatter the bones — or parts of the bones — around the settlement sites 
(e.g., Ukkonen 1999). From this perspective, the presence of human bones 
amongst this material is no longer strange. Rather, it indeed seems plausible 
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that the mortuary practice was conducted in order to revive the individual (or 
human population) in a manner similar to hunted animals.  

Although speculative, this idea could be further supported by folkloric 
sources. Finnish folklore provides several parallel concepts for the abode of 
the dead relating either to the realm of the dead located far away in the north 
(in Finnish, Tuonela, Pohjola and Hiitola) or to a dwelling situated under-
ground (in Finnish, Manala) (Siikala 2002, p. 125). Simultaneously, a heav-
enly or celestial realm of the dead — the upper-most layer of the three-tiered 
world — could also have existed (Siikala 2002, p. 128). Whilst impossible to 
determine whether the Stone Age people shared the same belief, the idea is 
intriguing from the perspective of the multiplicity of funerary practices. What 
if the differing ways of handling the dead body relate to the multiplicity of the 
realms of the dead? Indeed, several researchers have already suggested that 
those Stone Age hunter-gatherers buried underground were somehow special 
— either special individuals such as shamans (e.g., Gurina 1956; Edgren 1966; 
O’Shea and Zvelebil 1984) or feared and rejected outcasts of society (Strass-
burg 2000). Perhaps this special segment of the population was thought to end 
up in an underground abode of the dead, whilst most of the population, buried 
in another manner, travelled to another place or back to the living.  

 

4.2.4 CORDED WARE MORTUARY PRACTICES AND THE 
CONNECTION TO HUNTER-GATHERER FUNERARY 
TRADITIONS

Whilst the number of known CWC earth graves in mainland Finland is consid-
erably smaller than the number of Stone Age hunter-gatherer graves (Appen-
dix 1), some insights into CWC mortuary practices can nevertheless be gained. 
First, when we compare CWC graves to hunter-gatherer graves, we find that 
these two earth grave traditions clearly differ in their material culture. Indeed, 
furnished with ground-stone battle axes, adzes and Corded Ware pottery ves-
sels — the same objects rarely found in hunter-gatherer graves — Finnish CWC 
graves appear to continue the material culture of death found in Continental 
Europe during the third millennium BC. Second, the size of the graves suggests 
that the dead were most likely buried in a crouched position, and, third, ochre 
was no longer central to the funerary practice. Thus, these factors suggest that 
CWC graves represent a novel funerary practice. Given the burial objects made 
from or associated with domestic animals, it may be that through these novel 
practices the CWC people wished to emphasise an identity related to a pastoral 
farming community. 

However, whilst CWC mortuary practices clearly differ from the hunter-
gatherer tradition, echoes of past practices also emerge. For example, despite 
the larger size and more monumental inner structures of the CWC graves, the 
dead were nevertheless were still buried underground. Furthermore, taking 
the example of the Forsberg grave, pottery vessels and sherds were treated in 
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a manner quite similar to the treatment of such items within hunter-gatherer 
mortuary practices (see Chapter 4.1.5, above). Finally, within the Finnish ter-
ritory where only a handful of CWC inhumation graves are known (Appendix 
1), a multiplicity of funerary practices could have existed. We must note that 
no loose human bones dated to the CWC period have been found, however. 
Moreover, a large number of battle axes have been discovered within the Finn-
ish territory (Nordqvist and Häkälä 2014, pp. 12–15); whilst their original con-
text remains unclear, they could also originate from destroyed graves.  

Although evidence of hunter-gatherer mortuary practices within the Finn-
ish CWC funerary tradition remains rather weak, the presence of a hunter-
gatherer component is not unexpected. Indeed, according to several scholars, 
the CWC phenomenon resulted from the extensive networks to which the local 
populations also contributed (Lõugas et al. 2007; Vander Linden 2007; Lars-
son 2009a; Furholt 2014; Nordqvist and Häkälä 2014), for example, through 
exogamy (Sjögren et al. 2017; Holmqvist et al. 2018). As a result, local burial 
idiosyncrasies were overlain by the enactment of novel funerary practices 
(Vander Linden 2007, p. 185). In other words, the core mortuary practices of 
the local populations might have continued, such as in how the body was han-
dled and the grave constructed, even if the material culture of death changed. 

The idea of continuity in the interaction network amongst local practices is 
further supported by the fact that CWC graves have occasionally been discov-
ered in the same cemeteries as hunter-gatherer graves (Papers I and V). As 
noted in above (see Chapter 2.3.2), this continuity is present in, for example, 
the large hunter-gatherer cemeteries of the Baltic area (Zagorskis 2004 
[1989]; Butrimas 2012) and can be seen in sporadic sites across Continental 
Europe (Jeunesse 2013). Whilst sporadic, this phenomenon suggests that the 
CWC people not only knew the location of hunter-gatherer cemeteries, but the 
use or reuse of these sites also formed a part of the CWC mortuary repertoire. 

Within the Finnish territory, CWC graves have been unearthed from cem-
eteries at Jönsas and Kukkarkoski I (Fig. 15). Since the dating of the Jönsas 
hunter-gatherer graves remains unknown, we cannot reliably conclude that 
the CWC graves were coeval with the hunter-gatherer cemetery or represent 
the reuse of an old cemetery (Paper IV). However, since the sherds of a Corded 
Ware vessel was discovered from the stone setting of a Jönsas hunter-gatherer 
grave (Purhonen 1980, p. 14), hunter-gatherer graves are not, at least, a later 
phenomenon than the CWC graves. Although prior research interpreted the 
presence of the vessel sherds as an accidental inclusion caused by frost (Purho-
nen 1980, p. 14), given the above explanation regarding interaction networks, 
these sherds might also indicate a votive deposit intentionally placed on the 
older grave (Ahola 2016, p. 189). By contrast, this 
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Figure 15. A) Site plan from the Kukkarkoski 1 cemetery showing the loca-
tions of hunter-gatherer and Corded Ware graves. Drawing by M. Ahola 2015 
(based on Torvinen 1979, 39 and Torvinen 1980b, Appendix 24). B) Site plan 
from the Jönsas cemetery showing the distribution of hunter-gatherer and 
Corded Ware graves. Drawing by M. Ahola (based on Purhonen & Ruonavaara 
1994, 90). 

suggests that the CWC people appreciated the dead buried in these cemeteries. 
Indeed, since as many as five CWC graves were also dug in the Jönsas ceme-
tery, the CWC people must have considered the site significant in some way 
(Paper IV).  

In contrast to the Jönsas cemetery, the radiocarbon determinations ob-
tained from the Kukkarkoski I CWC grave suggest a younger date for the CWC 
burial than for the TCW burials (Appendix 1; Table 3). Although the dated ma-
terial consists of wood charcoal, the dating nevertheless agrees with the typo-
logical dating of the grave, suggesting that the Kukkarkoski 1 cemetery was 
reused by the CWC people (Paper I). Indicating a similar appreciation towards 
the older graves similar to the case of Jönsas, the Kukkakoski I CWC grave 
does not intersect any of the previous graves. Rather, the grave is situated di-
rectly next to the TCW burials (Fig. 15a). In this sense, it seems likely that the 
CWC people knew where the older graves were located, a knowledge plausibly 
gained from the local populations.  
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4.3 STONE AGE COSMOLOGY GIVEN BURIAL SITES 
AND MORTUARY PRACTICES

4.3.1 CONNECTING TO PREVIOUS GENERATIONS 
After exploring Stone Age mortuary practices, it is time to see what these prac-
tices endode of Stone Age cosmology. Starting from the role of buried individ-
uals or past generations within this worldview, it can be stated that the contin-
uously used cemetery sites were important locations for Stone Age communi-
ties (e.g., Borić 1999; Nilsson Stutz 2014; Brinch Petersen 2015). Used for sev-
eral generations, cemeteries were situated at locations to which people repeat-
edly returned to bury their dead. It seems, however, that only certain individ-
uals were buried at these sites. Indeed, given the total number of unearthed 
burials at the Zvejnieki cemetery (~300; Zagorskis 2004 [1989]; Nilsson Stutz 
et al. 2013) and comparing that to the time of use covering thousands of years 
(Zagorska 2006), it is clear that people were buried at this site only rarely 
(Larsson 2017, p. 342). Since cemeteries bear evidence of, for instance, hoards 
or votive deposits (Zagorska 2001, p. 114; Kostyleva and Utkin 2010, pp. 49–
50) and fire places (e.g., Torvinen 1979, p. 52; Vikkula 1987, pp. 8–12; Butri-
mas 2012, pp. 190–193), other ritual activities, possibly relating to commem-
oration, also took place at these sites. Accordingly, these sites worked as ‘sites 
of memory’— that is, places in which social memory was recalled and passed 
on (cf. Zerubavel 2003, p. 6). During this process, the site might have been 
recreated with several new meanings and stories concluding at the birth of a 
‘mythical place’ or ‘ancestral site’ (Paper IV; see also Olivier 2011). 

Whilst Finnish hunter-gatherer cemeteries are considerably smaller than, 
for example, the Zvejnieki cemetery, they nevertheless seem to represent sim-
ilarly important locations. Indeed, in addition to the primary internments, 
some sites also bear evidence of the same practice of intentionally positioning 
new burials amongst older burials as found, for example, at the Zvejnieki cem-
etery (see Chapter 4.2.1, above). In this sense, the cemeteries might be consid-
ered ancestral places in which new burials became linked to the earlier inhab-
itants of the site particularly when dug through old graves (e.g., Larsson 2017, 
p. 343).  

However, in addition to positioning new burials amongst older ones, the 
link could have also been established through other means. For example, some 
objects placed in the grave might have been in circulation for a long time or 
soil from an abandoned settlement site was chosen as the fill for the grave 
(Larsson 2017; see Chapter 2.3.2, above). In the Finnish territory, a similar 
practice was observed at the Hartikka cemetery, in which the fill of several 
graves consisted of coarse sand, small fragments of pottery and quartz flakes 
(Miettinen 1992b, p. 30). Since the soil surrounding the graves was undis-
turbed, the fill was likely taken from the nearby settlement site (Miettinen 
1992b, p. 30). However, differing from the Zvejnieki graves (Larsson 2017, p. 
340), the Hartikka settlement site typologically dates to the same period as the 
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cemetery (Middle Neolithic TCW; Miettinen 1992a–b). Yet, this also suggests 
that this practice related to establishing and maintaining a connection be-
tween the living and the dead.7 It thus seems reasonable to assume that at least 
during the Middle Neolithic an intentional connection with past generations 
was an important element in the hunter-gatherer funerary practice (Larsson 
2017; Papers I and IV). This connection was maintained by using the same 
cemeteries, digging new graves amongst old internments or positioning new 
burials amongst older graves. Simultaneously, the grave fill might have been 
brought from an old, abandoned settlement site or from the dwelling of the 
living. 

The continuous use of hunter-gatherer cemeteries ceased over time, alt-
hough the sites were occasionally reused by the CWC people after a hiatus of 
several hundred years (Ahola 2016, pp. 188–189). This phenomenon suggests 
that although the sites were no longer used as cemeteries, they were neverthe-
less still well remembered (Paper IV). However, rather than considering them 
communal spaces, the sites might have been reinvented as places of the myth-
ical past among the CWC populations (e.g., Wessman 2010, pp. 94–95; Olivier 
2011, p. 70). Consequently, perhaps by burying their dead at these mythical 
places, the immigrating CWC people took possession of the new land (cf. Wil-
liams 1997). Since the CWC graves do not cut into the earlier graves, it seems 
that local ancestors were still treated respectfully (see Chapter 4.2.4, above). 
We must note, however, that the number of CWC graves discovered at prior 
cemeteries is limited. For example, from the Zvejnieki cemetery, only 11 CWC 
burials have been unearthed (Zagorskis 2004 [1989], p. 76). This indicates 
that the cemetery was only rarely reused and CWC community members were 
primarily buried elsewhere. Thus, it appears that the tradition of reuse was 
limited and selective, and not all prior burial sites were reused (Paper IV). 

Since both hunter-gatherers and the CWC people occasionally buried their 
dead at an ‘ancestral’ or ‘mythical’ site, the continuous link through time seems 
to have been cherished by these populations (Paper I and IV). Indeed, alt-
hough the reuse of old burial sites or the positioning of a new burial amongst 
older graves was not a common practice, the material remains of past people 
were also constantly present in the everyday life of these more recent popula-
tions. For example, the material remains of past generations were commonly 
discovered in the soils of old settlement sites (Larsson 2009a, p. 68; Larsson 
2017, p. 339). Furthermore, in Swedish, Finnish and Estonian CWC ves-
sels, crushed pottery from older vessels was often added to the clay ma-
trix (Holmqvist et al. 2018). Although crog temper was used to prevent the 
cracking of vessels and, thus, carried a practical function, adding parts of old 
vessels to the new created a link to the use history of the old vessels as well as 
to the prior potters (Larsson 2009a, p. 354). Consequently, evidence from both 

                                                
7 We must note that although no radiocarbon determinations are available from the Hartikka graves, 

it is, thus, impossible to determine whether the settlement site and the cemetery are, in fact, coeval.  
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the funerary realm as well as from everyday activities suggests that past gen-
erations played an important role in the cosmology of both hunter-gatherer 
and CWC populations. 

 

4.3.2 THE IMPORTANCE OF LANDSCAPE: FURTHER 
CONNECTIONS TO ROCK ART

Alongside the memories of past practices, the natural topography seems to 
have played a significant role in the location of hunter-gatherer cemetery sites 
(Paper IV). This could result from the common approach to setting aside spe-
cific sites for rituals based on a topographical anomaly (Anttonen 1992; 1994; 
Bradley 2000). Indeed, according to Anttonen (1992, p. 37), topographical 
anomalies, such as stone and boulder fields, rocks, springs and cracks in the 
ground, have served as fixation points for boundaries separating the sacred 
from the profane and were, thus, selected for places such as for burials. 
This location on a topographical anomaly could have caused hunter-gatherer 
cemeteries to be as visible as burial sites associated with monumental burial 
architecture (cf. Bradley 2000). At the same time, the memory of practices 
conducted at such sites could have become entwined with the landscape and, 
thus, contributed even further to the recognition, remembrance and ritual re-
use of an ancient cemetery (Paper IV).  

In this thesis, the role of the natural topography was investigated from the 
perspective of the Jönsas cemetery (Paper IV). In line with the above-de-
scribed phenomenon, the Jönsas cemetery was established next to smoothed 
bedrock situated at the highest point in the area (Paper IV; Fig 15b). Because 
most hunter-gatherer earth graves were either oriented towards the bedrock 
or situated in close proximity to it (Fig. 15b), it appears that the bedrock might 
have held a special symbolic meaning for the population that buried their dead 
at the site (Paper IV). Indeed, at a site where isostatic land-uplift shaped the 
surrounding landscape at a rapid pace (Leskinen and Pesonen 2008, Appen-
dix 3; Paper IV), this bedrock was the only enduring element within that land-
scape.   

In addition to the Jönsas cemetery, this phenomenon seemed to character-
ise other Mesolithic and Neolithic hunter-gatherer cemetery sites both within 
and beyond the Finnish territory. For example, since many Mesolithic hunter-
gatherer cemeteries of northern Europe are often located either on islands 
(O’Shea and Zvelebil 1984; Larsson 1989;  Zagorskis 2004[1987]) or within 
close proximity to rivers and lagoons (Larsson 1989; Borić 1999; Brinch Pe-
tersen 2015), a strong association between death and water has been hypoth-
esised (Zvelebil 2003). Indeed, water has played a fundamental role in many 
prehistoric and historic ritual practices and conceptions of the cosmos (Oesti-
gaard 2011), in which it often functioned as, for instance, a boundary between 
the sacred and the profane (e.g., Pentikäinen 1990; Lahelma 2008; Wester-
dahl 2015). However, in addition to water, other — often somehow anomalous 
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— topographical features likely contributed to the location of a cemetery (Con-
neler 2013). Indeed, at the TCW cemetery of Hartikka, all burials were ori-
ented towards a round, peculiar looking natural hill situated at the highest 
point of the surrounding landscape (Miettinen 1992b, p. 32), whilst the Meso-
lithic burials at Lepenski Vir (Serbia) were placed in trapezoidal houses mim-
icking an impressive trapezoidal-shaped mountain opposite the site (Borić 
1999). It, thus, seems likely that water might not have been the only topo-
graphical feature contributing to the location of a cemetery. But, rather, all 
unusual topographical features might have represented similar liminal bound-
aries between the sacred and profane (Paper IV). 

This interpretation connects the Stone Age hunter-gatherer cemeteries 
more closely to the rock art tradition, and, thus, to the animistic–shamanistic 
cosmology these sites encode. Indeed, given the examples above, cemeteries 
were quite similarly situated to rock art sites — that is, near impressive natural 
topographical features. Similar to the rock art sites, these natural features 
might have been considered as special in some way, perhaps either inhabited 
by spirits or as liminal boundaries in which a connection to the other side was 
created (Paper IV). Simultaneously, they might have worked as natural mon-
uments for cemetery sites. Remarkably, however, the landscape features ap-
peared solely connected to cemetery sites. Yet, this further supports the theory 
that a multiplicity of mortuary practices prevailed within the earth grave tra-
dition. 

 

4.3.3 GRAVE OBJECTS: PACKED WITH MEANING
In addition to the anomalous landscape features, grave objects also connected 
hunter-gatherer earth graves to the shamanistic–animistic cosmology. In-
deed, since many artefacts deposited in those graves were likely treated in spe-
cific ways, such as through intentional breakage, placing them upside down or 
avoiding them altogether (see Chapter 4.1.5, above), it appears as though, first, 
only certain material or artefact types were considered suitable as grave ob-
jects and, second, some grave objects required special treatment before being 
removed from circulation (Paper V). This, however, implies that inanimate ob-
jects might have been considered as living and, consequently, special rules 
concerning their final deposition existed. 

Amongst hunter-gatherer grave objects — in particular, flint and metatuf-
fite items — appear fragmented (Paper V). If broken deliberately, those items 
could relate, for instance, to the ritual killing of certain objects (e.g., Gravel-
Miguel et al 2017) or to social exchanges during which holding fragments of a 
specific object links individuals and places (e.g., Chapman and Gaydarska 
2007, pp. 8–10; see also Chapman 2000; Fowler 2004). The latter interpreta-
tion is supported by the fact that the raw materials used to construct such 
items do not naturally occur within Finnish territory and are, thus, likely ma-
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terials received via an extensive gift-giving system between the Neolithic com-
munities of the European boreal zone social (e.g., Herva et al. 2014; Kriiska 
2015). Fragmented metatuffite rings (Figs. 2 and 13), for example, might relate 
to a practice in which two or more individuals possessed fragments of the same 
ring to signify their established relationship.  

In addition, the small number of pottery vessels represents another feature 
encoding an animistic cosmology in the hunter-gatherer grave finds (Paper V). 
Indeed, the anomalous nature of rarely deposited pottery vessels — that is, the 
use of vessel bases and partial vessels or positioning vessels upside down — 
seems to suggest that pottery when placed in a burial required special treat-
ment before placement in the grave (Paper V). This phenomenon resonates 
well with the ideas presented above (see Chapter 2.3.1), according to which 
hunter-gatherer pottery vessels were exceptional items made of a special sub-
stance derived from an underground world (Herva et al. 2017). Remarkably, 
within the Finnish territory, a similar line of thought might also have persisted 
within the CWC cosmology. Indeed, whilst pottery commonly lies within CWC 
graves, many vessels have been discovered in sherds or represent partial ves-
sels (Appendix 1). Although this might represent a taphonomic issue, a vessel 
was positioned upside down in the Forsberg grave (Appendix 1; Chapter 4.2.4), 
suggesting that at least occasionally pottery in CWC graves also required spe-
cial treatment. 

Although hunter-gatherer and CWC burials show some indications of con-
nections between their material culture, differences exist in how identity was 
represented within these graves. Indeed, as noted above (see Chapter 4.2.4), 
the CWC grave assemblage consists precisely of objects missing from hunter-
gatherer graves, suggesting that a different set of rules concerning artefact 
deposition existed amongst CWC populations. Furthermore, since the pres-
ence of items made of or relating to domestic animals appears important to 
CWC mortuary practices, domesticated animals and a herder identity seem to 
stand at the core of the CWC cosmology (Paper III). Burials do not, however, 
always reflect the realities of the lives of the individuals buried (e.g., Parker 
Pearson 1999). Indeed, in reality, the CWC populations of central Europe prac-
ticed a mixed economy (e.g., Furholt 2014; Sjögren et al. 2016), that within the 
Finnish territory might have also included hunting, gathering and fishing 
(Furholt 2014). In this sense, the herder identity might also have formed an 
ideal that was underlined in ritual practices, whilst not forming a significant 
part of their everyday lives. Furthermore, the ritual practices could also have 
been carried out simply as they had been before, even if the original meaning 
of the action was already forgotten (cf. Nilsson Stutz 2003). 
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5 CONCLUSIONS

Based on the preceding, I draw the following conclusions: 
Although Finnish Stone Age earth graves primarily lack human remains 
and other perishable materials, they can be further examined and im-
portant new insights into Stone Age funerary practices and cosmology 
can be gained. Concequently, neither hunter-gatherer earth graves nor 
CWC graves can be referred to as ‘simple pit graves’. 
Systematic archaeological research revealed a total of 70 Stone Age 
earth grave sites in which a possible burial feature was documented or 
excavated. The vast majority of these sites consist of hunter-gather 
earth grave sites (n = 53), whilst the CWC tradition is observed within 
17 sites.  
Based on the sparse radiocarbon determinations as well as relative da-
ting relying on artefact typology, the majority of the graves date to the 
Middle Neolithic period, specifically the TCW and CWC periods.  
Evidence of Mesolithic and Early Neolithic hunter-gatherer earth 
graves remains scarce. Similarly, the number of hunter-gatherer graves 
succeeding TCW and preceding or coexisting with CWC is also small. In 
this sense, the Finnish Stone Age earth grave material specifically en-
codes early fourth millennium BC and third millennium BC mortuary 
practices.  
Identifiable human remains from Stone Age earth grave contexts derive 
from nine sites. Most sites represent TCW earth graves, although one 
possible Mesolithic grave and one CWC grave are also represented. Ac-
cording to the osteological analysis, the human remains identified be-
long to at least 21 individuals consisting of both adults and subadults.  
Although lacking perishable materials, Finnish Stone Age hunter-gath-
erer graves contain large numbers of objects made of non-perishable 
materials, such as stone, amber and ceramics. Most of these objects de-
rive from the early fourth millennium BC TCW period, whereas only 
around 10 per cent date from the preceding and succeeding periods. 
Common trends in the hunter-gatherer material culture of death con-
sisted of the use of amber and flint (in TCW burials) and a lack of axes, 
adzes and pottery vessels. Objects discovered in CWC graves — that is, 
axes, adzes and pottery vessels — clearly contrast with the hunter-gath-
erer material culture of death. 
Many flint and metatuffite objects discovered from TCW graves are 
fragmented. Although relying only on naked eye observation, this phe-
nomenon could suggest intentional fragmentation relating, for exam-
ple, to ritual killing of objects or to an inter-communal gift-giving sys-
tem.  
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During the TCW period, more grave goods accompanied individuals 
buried in cemeteries and those individuals were more often associated 
with evidence of body handling (e.g., fragments of bark or unburnt clay 
tempered with ochre), indicating that these individuals were treated 
differently from those buried in settlement sites. 
Rare pottery items placed within hunter-gatherer earth graves con-
sisted of vessel bases or miniature or partial vessels — that is, seemingly 
anomalous items. Amongst these, only the miniature vessels were 
found intact, placed either upside down or in an upright position, 
whereas larger vessels or vessel bases were found as articulated shards.  
Microarchaeological studies conducted on soil samples collected from 
the Perttulanmäki CWC grave revealed mineralised goat hairs, suggest-
ing that a goatskin was placed on the bottom of the grave. Combined 
evidence from the Finnish territory and neighbouring areas suggests 
that objects made of or relating to domesticated animals were placed 
within CWC graves. This indicates that domesticated animals and a 
herder identity were important parts of the CWC cosmology.  
The Finnish CWC graves show evidence of a hunter-gatherer compo-
nent in, for example, the tradition of burying the dead underground and 
in the occasional treatment of pottery in a similar manner to how pot-
tery was treated in the hunter-gatherer graves (i.e., by turning the vessel 
upside down or using rim sherds from pottery vessels as grave objects). 
The idea of interaction networks and continuity in local practices is fur-
ther supported by the fact that CWC graves have occasionally been dis-
covered within the same cemeteries as hunter-gatherer graves. 
A multiplicity of mortuary practices co-existed amongst hunter-gath-
erer populations. This phenomenon can be observed in the small num-
ber of burial sites and in the occasional discovery of loose human bones 
from Stone Age settlement sites. Since individuals were in-
terred in both settlement sites and cemeteries, individu-
als were also buried in various ways within the earth grave tradition as 
well.  
Since only a handful of documented CWC inhumations exist within the 
Finnish territory, a multiplicity of mortuary practices might also have 
existed amongst the Finnish CWC population. 
Establishing an intentional connection with past generations was an 
important element of both Middle Neolithic hunter-gatherer and CWC 
funerary practices and cosmology. In the hunter-gatherer burial tradi-
tion, this phenomenon can be seen in the positioning of new burials 
amongst older graves and in the CWC tradition in the reuse of older 
cemeteries. 
Natural topographical features contributed to the location of hunter-
gatherer cemeteries. Similar to rock art sites, the topographical features 
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connected with hunter-gatherer cemeteries stand out from the sur-
rounding landscape. This phenomenon further connects the hunter-
gatherer earth grave tradition to the rock art tradition. 

 
Future research topics emerging from this study relate specifically to further 
analyses that could be conducted on the material. For example, the fragmented 
and partial artefacts collected from hunter-gatherer graves should be sub-
jected to further lithic analysis in which the origins of the raw material and the 
intentionality of the fragmentation could be studied in more detail. Simulta-
neously, parallels to the practice of intentional breakage should be investi-
gated beyond the Finnish territory. Indeed, since the Finnish materials 
strongly resemble Stone Age hunter-gatherer mortuary practices of the Baltic 
area, for instance, the tradition of intentional breakage or fragmentation could 
also be present at burial sites beyond Finnish borders. 

The hunter-gatherer material culture of death related to the use of pottery 
and pottery vessels also warrants further study. Indeed, since similarities be-
tween Finnish hunter-gatherer mortuary practices and the funerary tradition 
of the Swedish Pitted Ware Culture already strongly resemble one another in 
their use of pottery, it may be that similar funerary practices also exist amongst 
other Neolithic hunter-gatherer populations in neighbouring areas of Finland. 
Furthermore, the scarce pottery vessels discovered from the Finnish hunter-
gatherer earth graves should be subjected to, for instance, lipid analyses to in-
vestigate the use of these objects. To determine whether the pottery vessels 
unearthed from CWC graves indeed contained milk, these vessels should also 
be subjected to a similar analysis. 

According to this thesis, the microarchaeological study of soil samples col-
lected from earth grave contexts carries a huge potential. In future, this 
method should also be applied to the nearly 200 ochre samples deposited in 
the archaeological collections of the Finnish Heritage Agency. This approach 
could be particularly fruitful in examining burials in which the use of a body 
wrapping is suspected. Indeed, whilst the use of hides or skins has been com-
monly suspected (e.g., Larsson 1988; Kannegaard Nielsen and Brinch Pe-
tersen 1993; Zagorskis 2004 [1989]), thus far determination of the material 
used to wrap bodies has been impossible (Nilsson Stutz 2003, p. 304). Given 
the findings presented in this thesis, it might be possible that the Finnish ma-
terials — overlooked in these studies because of the lack of human remains — 
might contribute to such future studies by offering evidence of the materials 
used for the wrappings. 

In addition, the presence of CWC graves at prior hunter-gatherer cemeter-
ies or settlement sites is also a phenomenon worth further study. Indeed, even 
if the material culture of the CWC funerary ritual is well known, the full picture 
concerning CWC mortuary practices remains blurred, whereby little is known 
regarding the cosmology these practices encoded. However, given the findings 
presented here, a continuous link through time could represent something 
cherished by the CWC people. In future, a systematic archaeological study 
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should be conducted at the CWC burial sites, as well as beyond the Finnish 
territory, and new AMS dates should be obtained both from inhumations and 
the sites themselves. 

According to this study, natural topographical features contributed to the 
location of Stone Age hunter-gatherer cemeteries. In this study, this phenom-
enon from a single hunter-gatherer cemetery. However, the positive findings 
obtained from this site suggest that the phenomenon should be studied more 
systemically, particularly in relation to rock art. For example, burial sites could 
be subjected to GIS analysis. That is, positioning the location of cemetery site 
in relation to rock art sites to determine whether areas of ritual activity existed 
might prove fruitful. 

To conclude, whilst Finnish Stone Age earth graves largely lack human re-
mains and other perishable materials, the graves are not as poorly preserved 
as one might think. Rather, this thesis shed light on the Stone Age earth grave 
tradition, mortuary practices and cosmology in mainland Finland. Simultane-
ously, several new possibilities for future analyses emerged. Since the human 
remains are largely lacking, grave structures call for a more creative approach 
in which the remains should be examined from several different angles. In-
deed, the lack of perishable materials challenges researchers to identify inno-
vative methods or new theoretical perspectives, and thus can also be viewed as 
a strength of the Finnish materials.  
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APPENDIX I



Appendix 1: List of Finnish Stone Age earth grave sites (2019)

HUNTER-GATHERER BURIAL SITES           

Site Municipality Amount of 
excavated / 
documented 
burials 

Description Radiocarbon 
dating (BP) 

Relative dating 
(artefact typology / 
adjoining 
settlement) 

Reference 

Aisti (cemetery at a 
settlement site) 

Mynämäki 5 Five underground stone 
cist graves with heavy 
ochre located at the 
settlement site 
associated with the Early 
Neolithic and Corded 
Ware periods. A sherd of 
undetermined ceramics 
and two stone flakes 
were discovered in one 
burial (grave IV), whilst 
the other graves lacked 
artefacts.  

  Neolithic? Edgren 1966 

Alasuvannon 
leirikeskus 
(settlement site 
grave) 

Utajärvi 1 A possible partially 
destroyed grave structure 
with sooty soil, ochre, 
and quartz flakes located 
at a Stone Age settlement 
site with an 
undetermined date.  

  Unknown Huurre 1955 

Bosmalm        
(settlement site 
grave) 

Espoo 1 A deep grave structure 
with sooty soil and small 
amounts of ochre 
discovered beneath a 
larger depression at a 
Middle Neolithic 
settlement site 
associated with Typical 
Comb Ware and Uskela 
Ware. The grave 
structure contained two 
partial ceramic vessels 
(Typical Comb Ware) and 
a large, egg-shaped 
natural stone.  

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Kankkunen 1994 

Gröndal 2       
(settlement site 
grave) 

Vantaa 1 A partially destroyed 
grave structure with 
intensive ochre and 
several quartz flakes. The 
structure was discovered 
within a Mesolithic 
settlement site.  

  Mesolithic? Räty 1972 

Haavistonharju I       
(settlement site 
grave) 

Kuortane 1 A grave structure with 
intensive ochre excavated 
at a Mesolithic 
settlement site. The grave 
contained several quartz 
flakes. 

  Mesolithic? Luho 1963 



Harjukangas B     
(solitary grave) 

Laukaa 1 A partially destroyed 
possible grave structure 
with ochre. No grave 
objects. Located near an 
Early Neolithic settlement 
site. 

  Neolithic? Finnish Heritage 
Agency: Cultural 
environment 
service portal 
(www.kyppi.fi) 

Hartikka          
(cemetery) 

Laukaa 8 A cemetery with eight 
excavated burials 
featuring intensive ochre 
situated near a Middle 
Neolithic settlement site 
associated with Typical 
Comb Ware. Several 
graves contained amber 
and flint artefacts. 
According to magnetic 
prospecting conducted 
during the 1990s, the 
cemetery may contain 
additional burials. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Miettinen 1990, 
1992a–b, 
Kukkonen et al. 
1997 

Hiittenharju   
(settlement site 
grave) 

Harjavalta 1 A partially destroyed 
grave structure with 
intensive ochre situated 
at a Middle Neolithic 
settlement site 
associated with 
Pyheensilta Ware. The 
grave contained a stone 
setting and sherds of 
undetermined ceramics 
along with a rim sherd of 
Pyheensilta Ware 
collected from the grave 
fill.  

  Neolithic 
(Pyheensilta Ware) 

Taskinen 1983 

Holopainen      
(settlement site 
grave?) 

Leppävirta 1 At least one grave 
structure (possibly more) 
with ochre and flint 
artefacts located at a 
Middle Neolithic 
settlement site 
associated with Typical 
Comb Ware.  

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Luho 1966  

Hukkalanharju 
(settlement site 
graves) 

Vieremä 3 Three rectangular-shaped 
grave structures located 
at a settlement site 
associated with Middle 
Neolithic Typical Comb 
Ware and asbestos-
tempered pottery. The 
grave structures 
contained ochre, but no 
grave objects. 

  Neolithic? Pohjakallio 1979 

Jokela             
(settlement site 
grave) 

Kuusamo 1 A grave structure of 
stained, greasy soil and 
ochre located at a 
Mesolithic settlement 
site. The grave contained 
no finds, although a row 
of small stones was 
placed at the bottom of 
the pit. 

  Mesolithic? Väkeväinen 1979 



Jäkärlä            
(settlement site 
grave) 

Turku 1 A possible grave structure 
with ochre located at a 
Middle Neolithic 
settlement site 
associated with Typical 
Comb Ware and Uskela 
Ware. A flint projectile 
point was discovered 
next to the grave.  

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Europaeus 
(Äyräpää) 1922 

Jönsas                
(cemetery at a 
settlement site) 

Vantaa 24 A cemetery of 24 graves 
with heavy ochre and 
stone settings made from 
water-polished stones 
located on a multiperiod 
settlement site in use 
during the Late 
Mesolithic, the Middle 
Neolithic (CWC) and the 
Bronze and Early Iron 
Ages. No grave objects 
were discovered from the 
graves. 

  Unknown Purhonen 1980;  
Paper IV 

Kalmosärkkä    
(settlement site 
grave) 

Suomussalmi 1 A grave feature with 
small amounts of ochre 
located at a multiperiod 
settlement site which was 
in use throughout Finnish 
prehistory. The grave 
feature yielded a 
fragmented amber 
pendant. 

  Neolithic? Huurre 1986 

Kanava         
(settlement site 
graves) 

Joroinen  2 Two graves with amber 
objects located at a 
settlement site 
associated with Middle 
Neolithic Typical Comb 
Ware. 

(Hela-244) 
2210 ± 65 
(combined 
sample of 
human bone 
from four 
individuals) 

Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Mustonen 2005, 
Schultz 2006 

Kangas                
(cemetery at a 
settlement site?) 

Kaustinen 3 Two graves with amber 
and flint objects located 
at a settlement site 
associated with Middle 
Neolithic Typical Comb 
Ware. One of the graves 
was a single burial, whilst 
the other seems to be a 
multiple burial of two 
individuals. The site may 
contain additional graves. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Halinen 1997 

Kariaho              
(cemetery at a 
settlement site?) 

Kiuruvesi 3 Three grave structures 
with ochre, one of which 
yielded several slate 
pendants, one flint 
projectile point, and one 
with no grave objects. 
The graves were located 
within a Middle Neolithic 
settlement site 
associated with Typical 
Comb Ware. Additional 
graves might be present 
at the site. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Luho 1961 



Kellolaisten tuli II          
(settlement site 
grave) 

Suomussalmi 1 A rectangular-shaped 
grave feature with a small 
amount of yellowish 
ochre. The grave feature 
was located within a 
multiperiod settlement 
site in use from the Early 
Neolithic to the Early 
Metal Period. Alongside 
the ochre, the grave 
feature yielded a stone 
axe and a slate knife. 

  Neolithic? Huurre 1986 

Kierikkikangas  
(settlement site 
grave) 

Oulu 1 A grave feature with 
heavy ochre, but no grave 
objects situated at a 
settlement site 
associated with Middle 
Neolithic Typical Comb 
Ware. 

(Hela-1956) 
4780 ± 40 
(charcoal 
beneath the 
ochre layer) 

Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Viljanmaa 2008 

Knaapin 
hiekkakuoppa 
(cemetery at a 
settlement site?) 

Lieto 3 Three possible grave 
features with heavy 
ochre (two features) and 
no ochre (one feature) 
located near or within a 
Mesolithic settlement 
site. One of the graves 
yielded a flint flake, 
whilst the others 
contained no artefact 
finds. The site was 
destroyed by modern 
land use. 

  Mesolithic? Kankkunen 2003 

Kolmhaara 
(cemetery) 

Eura 25 A cemetery of six Middle 
Neolithic earth graves 
with ochre along with 
amber and flint objects. 
Alongside the earth 
graves, 19 cist graves 
with ochre, but no grave 
objects were also 
excavated from the 
cemetery. The cemetery 
is located near a 
settlement site 
associated with Early 
Neolithic and Middle 
Neolithic Typical Comb 
Ware. 

(Hela-4082) 
4992 ± 60 
(bark from 
burial 1); 
(Hela-244) 
2210 ± 65 
(human bone 
from burial 
XX); (Hela-
245) 1505 ± 
55 (human 
bone from 
burial XXIII); 
(Hel-38) 
5420 ± 150 
(charcoal 
beneath 
burial XVII)  

Earth graves: 
Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware)  
 
Cist graves: Bronze 
and Iron Ages? 

Edgren 1966, 
Edgren 1999 

Komsinkangas      
(solitary grave) 

Teuva 1 A partially destroyed 
grave structure with 
ochre-stained soil and 
several large stone slabs 
made of reddish 
sandstone. The grave did 
contained no grave 
objects. 

  Unknown Torvinen 1984 



Kotikangas      
(settlement site 
grave) 

Evijärvi 1 A partially destroyed 
grave feature with heavy 
ochre located at a Middle 
Neolithic settlement site 
associated with Typical 
Comb Ware. Small 
fragments of amber, flint 
flakes, and two 
fragmented bone 
artefacts were collected 
as stray finds from the 
ochre. The items were 
covered with ochre and 
were, thus, interpreted as 
grave objects. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Miettinen 2007 

Kukkarkoski 1        
(cemetery) 

Lieto  12 A cemetery of 12 Middle 
Neolithic hunter-gatherer 
graves and one Corded 
Ware grave located near 
a settlement site 
associated with Middle 
Neolithic Typical Comb 
Ware. Most of the 
hunter-gatherer graves 
contained ochre, amber, 
and flint objects, 
although some graves 
yielded no artefact finds. 

(Hel-832) 
4890 ± 150 
(charcoal 
from the 
grave 
structure of 
burial 1a) 

Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Torvinen 1979, 
Paper I 

Laajamaa 1  
(settlement site 
graves?) 

Tervola 3 Two grave features and 
several smaller pits of 
ochre located at a 
settlement site 
associated with Middle 
Neolithic Typical Comb 
Ware. One of the graves 
was likely a single burial, 
whilst the other was a 
multiple burial of two 
individuals. For instance, 
several amber pearls, 
slate rings, and a small 
pottery vessel were 
collected as grave objects 
from the features. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Engblom 1992 

Lappfjärd-Björnåsen 
(settlement site 
grave)  

Kristiinankaupun
ki 

1 A partially destroyed 
grave structure with 
ochre located at a 
multiperiod settlement 
site in use from the Early 
Neolithic to the latter 
parts of the Middle 
Neolithic. Several 
fragments from amber 
rings and pendants were 
collected from the ochre 
associated with the 
grave. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Hiekkanen 1991 



Lappfjärd-Rävåsen 
(settlement site 
grave) 

Kristiinankaupun
ki 

1 A grave structure of 
stained soil and small 
amounts of ochre located 
at a multiperiod 
settlement site 
associated with Middle 
Neolithic Typical Comb 
Ware, Swedish Pitted 
Ware, Corded Ware, and 
Pyheensilta Ware. The 
grave was furnished with 
a slate object and two 
amber rings, one of which 
was v-perforated. 

  Neolithic (latter 
part of the Middle 
Neolithic) 

Laulumaa 1997 

Maarinkunnas 
(settlement site 
graves) 

Vantaa 2 Two oval-shaped grave 
features of stained soil 
located at a settlement 
site primarily associated 
with Middle Neolithic 
Typical Comb Ware and 
Uskela Ware. One grave 
contained a v-perforated 
amber button, whilst the 
other contained a 
fragmented amber 
pendant and a clay pearl. 

  Neolithic (latter 
part of Middle 
Neolithic) 

Leskinen 1998 

Majaniemi 
Kokkomäki 
(settlement site 
graves) 

Pihtipudas  3 Three grave features with 
heavy ochre located 
within a Stone Age 
settlement site with an 
unknown date. Sherds of 
Pölja Ware were 
discovered from the fill of 
two graves. 

  Neolithic (Pöljä 
Ware) 

Roine 1966 

Majoonsuo 
(settlement site 
grave?) 

Outokumpu 1 A partly destroyed 
rectangular-shaped grave 
feature with heavy ochre 
located nearby/within a 
multiperiod settlement 
site in use from the 
Neolithic to the Early 
Metal Period. Alongside 
the ochre, the grave 
feature yielded human 
enamel fragments and 
ochre-stained quartz 
flakes. 

  Neolithic? Jan-Erik Nyman 
(personal 
communication, 
23 May 2018 & 
15.5.2019) 

Marketanhiekka 
(settlement site 
graves) 

Pieksämäki 2 Two possible grave 
features with heavy 
ochre located at a 
multiperiod settlement 
site associated with Early 
Neolithic and Middle 
Neolithic (Typical Comb 
Ware and Pöljä Ware). 
The grave features 
contained no finds. 

(Hela-539) 
2195 ± 75 
(charcoal 
from the 
ochre layer 
of burial 1) 

Neolithic? Kankkunen & 
Katiskoski 2004 



Nikeli (settlement 
site grave) 

Kotka 1 An oval grave feature 
with ochre located at a 
settlement site 
associated with Middle 
Neolithic Typical Comb 
Ware. A retouched flint 
flake was discovered 
from the grave. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Waris 1961 

Nästinristi 
(cemetery at a 
settlement site) 

Laitila 9 A cemetery with nine 
graves primarily without 
ochre. A heavy stone 
packing covered some of 
the graves. In addition, 
the remains of a wooden 
inner structure were 
discovered from some of 
the graves. The cemetery 
was situated within a 
Middle Neolithic 
settlement site 
associated with Typical 
Comb Ware and Uskela 
Ware, and the graves 
were surrounded by 
dozens of hearths. Clear 
grave objects (Uskela 
Ware pottery vessel and 
a small stone adze) were 
discovered only in 
sporadic graves. 

(Hel-1348) 
4460 ± 130 
(charcoal 
from burial 
I); (Hel-1349) 
4910 ± 130 
(wood 
charcoal 
from the 
grave 
structure of 
burial II); 
(Hel-1350) 
4850 ± 130 
(wood 
charcoal 
from the 
grave 
structure of 
burial II) 

Neolithic (Uskela 
Ware) 

Vikkula 1986 

Pispa (cemetery at a 
settlement site) 

Kokemäki 22 A cemetery of 22 
excavated graves located 
at Middle a Neolithic 
settlement site 
associated with Typical 
Comb Ware. Most graves 
contained large amounts 
of ochre. In addition, a 
rich find material of 
amber and flint objects 
was collected from about 
ten graves. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Luho 1961 

Pitkämäki 
(settlement site 
grave) 

Lapua 1 A possible grave feature 
of stained soil and small 
amounts of ochre located 
at a Middle Neolithic 
settlement site 
associated with Typical 
Comb Ware and Uskela 
Ware. A fragmented 
amber pendant was 
collected near the 
structure. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware?) 

Kopisto 1954, 
Edgren 1966 

Pohjoisniemi-Tilkku 
(settlement site 
grave) 

Pihtipudas  1 A grave structure with 
heavy ochre situated at a 
Middle Neolithic 
settlement site 
associated with Typical 
Comb Ware. The grave 
structure yielded no 
artefact finds. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware?) 

Miettinen 1998 



Pokronlampi 
(settlement site 
grave) 

Lieksa 1 A grave structure with 
heavy ochre situated at a 
multiperiod settlement 
site in use from the 
Neolithic to the Early 
Metal Period. The grave 
structure yielded no 
artefact finds, but was 
connected to a hearth 
stained by ochre.  

  Neolithic? Katiskoski 1992 

Pörrinmökki 
(settlement site 
grave) 

Rääkkylä 1 A possible grave structure 
of stained soil discovered 
within a settlement site 
associated primarily with 
Middle Neolithic Typical 
Comb Ware. The possible 
grave was situated next 
to a hearth and a large 
whetstone was placed in 
an upward position in the 
structure. Sherds of 
Typical Comb Ware 
pottery were discovered 
beneath the whetstone. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Pesonen 1997 

Rahakangas 1 
(settlement site 
grave) 

Joensuu 1 A grave structure situated 
within a multiperiod 
settlement site dating to 
the Early Mesolithic, the 
late Neolithic, and the 
Early Metal periods. The 
grave contained ochre 
and some preserved 
human remains, but no 
artefact finds.  

(Hela-2379) 
7726 ± 58 
(charcoal 
from the 
grave pit fill) 

Mesolithic? Pesonen et al. 
2014 

Saha (settlement 
site grave) 

Hyrynsalmi 1 A grave structure of 
stained soil and heavy 
ochre situated within a 
settlement site 
associated with Early 
Neolithic and Middle 
Neolithic Pöljä Ware. A 
small slate adze and 
some quartz flakes were 
discovered in the grave. 

  Neolithic Huurre 1986 

Sarvisuo (settlement 
site grave) 

Kitee 1 A grave structure with 
heavy ochre situated 
within a multiperiod 
settlement site in use 
from the Early Neolithic 
to the Late Neolithic. 
Finds typical for the 
settlement site (e.g., 
shards of pottery, quartz 
flakes, and burnt animal 
bones) were collected 
from the grave fill 
together with a water-
polished cobble. The 
grave contained no 
artefacts. 

(Hela-166) 
3010 ± 80 
(charcoal 
from the 
grave pit fill) 

Neolithic?  Pesonen 1996 



Saviniemi 
(settlement site 
grave) 

Joensuu 1 A grave structure with 
ochre situated within a 
Middle Neolithic 
settlement site 
associated with Middle 
Neolithic Typical Comb 
Ware. A stone axe was 
found in the grave in an 
upward position. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Edgren 1966 

Sopenkangas 
(settlement site 
grave) 

Sievi 1 A partially destroyed 
grave structure with 
ochre located at an Early 
Neolithic settlement site. 
The grave contained no 
artefacts, although some 
quartz flakes were 
collected from the grave 
fill.  

  Early Neolithic? Torvinen 1980a 

Stenkulla 
(settlement site 
grave) 

Vantaa  1 A grave structure of 
stained soil and small 
amounts of ochre 
discovered from a 
settlement site 
associated with Middle 
Neolithic Typical Comb 
Ware. Several flint and 
amber objects were 
found in the grave. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Leskinen & 
Pesonen 2008 

Säterigatan 
(settlement site 
grave) 

Raasepori 1 A grave structure of 
stained soil and some 
ochre located at a 
multiperiod settlement 
site in use from the Early 
Neolithic to the end of 
Middle Neolithic. One-
half of a Typical Comb 
Ware pottery vessel was 
found in shards in the 
grave. Some of the walls 
of the grave were also 
lined with pottery shards. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Wickholm 2000 

Sätös (settlement 
site graves) 

Outokumpu 4 Four partially destroyed 
graves situated within a 
multiperiod settlement 
site dating from the early 
Neolithic to the end of 
Middle Neolithic. Most of 
the graves contained 
ochre along with amber, 
flint, and slate artefacts. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Räihälä 1996 

TB:n ranta 
(settlement site 
grave) 

Suomussalmi 1 A grave structure of 
ochre discovered at a 
settlement site 
associated with an 
undefined Stone Age 
period and the Early 
Metal Period. The grave 
contained no artefact 
finds. 

  Unknown Taskinen 1986 



Tainiaro (cemetery 
at a settlement site) 

Simo 35 A cemetery of at least 35 
excavated graves located 
at an early Neolithic 
settlement site. All of the 
graves were rectangular-
shaped and oriented 
WSE–ENE. The graves did 
not transect one another. 
Ochre was only used 
sparsely on rare 
occasions. Similarly, grave 
objects were collected 
from only a few graves. 
According to a recent 
geophysical analysis, the 
cemetery might yield 
additional graves. 

(Hel-2978) 
5410 ± 120 
(charcoal 
from burial 
1990); (Hel-
2979) 5430 ± 
120 
(charcoal 
from burial 
1989/1); Hel-
2979) 5430 ± 
120 
(charcoal 
from burial 
1989/2) 

Early Neolithic Wallenius 1990, 
1991, 1992; 
Halinen 1999; 
Hakonen 2019 

Timonen 1 
(settlement site 
grave) 

Evijärvi 1 A grave structure of 
stained soil and small 
amounts of ochre 
discovered from a 
settlement site 
associated with Middle 
Neolithic Typical Comb 
Ware and Uskela Ware. A 
single v-perforated 
amber button was found 
in the grave. 

  Neolithic (latter 
part of the Middle 
Neolithic) 

Miettinen 2006 

Vaateranta 
(cemetery at a 
settlement site) 

Taipalsaari 22 A cemetery of about 20 
graves situated within a 
multiperiod settlement 
site dating to the early 
Neolithic, the Middle 
Neolithic (Typical Comb 
Ware), and the early 
Metal Period. Most 
graves consisted of 
inhumations with ochre 
and find material, 
primarily typical for the 
Middle Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) period. In 
addition, one cremation 
burial was excavated 
from the site.  

(Ua-3326) 
5775 ± 100 
(charcoal 
from 
cremation 
burial D); 
(Hela-739) 
5045 ± 45 
(human 
bones from 
cremation 
burial D); 
(Hela-317) 
5010 ± 75 
(resin from 
pottery in 
burial 3); 
(Hela-315) 
4895 ± 70 
(resin from 
pottery in 
burial 4); 
(Hela-318) 
4835 ± 80 
(resin from 
pottery in 
burial 9a); 
(Hela-319) 
4315 ± 80 
(resin from 
pottery in 
burial 9b); 
(Hela-237) 
3460 ± 70 
(charcoal 
from the 
ochre layer 
of burial 1) 

Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Räty 1995, 
Katiskoski 2003 



Vihi 1 (settlement 
site grave) 

Rääkkylä 1 A rectangular-shaped 
grave feature with ochre 
situated within a 
multiperiod settlement 
site dating from the Early 
Neolithic to the end of 
the Middle Neolithic. An 
amber pendant was 
found in the grave. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Pesonen 1998 

Vilkajärvi 
(settlement site 
grave) 

Sulkava 1 A grave structure of 
stained soil and small 
amounts of ochre 
discovered at a 
settlement site 
associated with Middle 
Neolithic Typical Comb 
Ware. The grave was 
furnished with a stone 
axe and a stone adze 
placed as a part of a 
stone structure made 
from natural stones. The 
stone structure was 
discovered along the 
bottom layer of the grave 
and followed the 
alignment of the 
structure. 

  Neolithic (Typical 
Comb Ware) 

Karjalainen 1992 

Äkälänniemi 
(settlement site 
grave) 

Kajaani 1 A partially documented 
grave structure of heavy 
ochre discovered at a 
settlement site 
associated with the 
Mesolithic period. Several 
quartz flakes and some 
quartz artefacts were 
concentrated along the 
bottom of the grave. 

  Mesolithic? Schultz 1999 

 

  



CORDED WARE BURIAL SITES            

Site Municipality Amount of 
excavated / 
documented 
burials 

Description Radiocarbon 
dating (BP) 

Relative dating 
(artefact 
typology) 

Reference 

Aimalankangas 
(solitary grave) 

Lempäälä 1 A partially destroyed grave 
structure possibly 
surrounded by a circle of 
stones. A battle axe, an adze, 
and sherds of Corded Ware 
pottery were found within 
the stone structure. 

  Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Voionmaa 1935 

Dalamalm 
(settlement site 
grave?) 

Siuntio 1 A partially destroyed grave 
structure of stained soil 
located near a Corded Ware 
settlement site. The grave 
contained several natural 
stones, one of which was 
triangular-shaped. In 
addition, a so-called East-
Karelian even-bladed adze 
and several shards of Corded 
Ware pottery were found in 
the grave structure. 

  Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Edgren 1970 

Forsberg (solitary 
grave) 

Porvoo 1 A partially destroyed oval-
shaped grave structure of 
sooty soil that possibly 
contained a wooden cist. The 
grave was richly equipped 
with three Corded Ware 
beakers and shards from 
several other vessels. In 
addition, rim shards from 
household pottery were also 
used as grave objects. 

(GrN-6250) 
4105 ± 55 
(wood 
charcoal 
from the 
grave 
structure) 

Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Edgren 1958, 
1970 

Itko (settlement 
site grave?) 

Valkeakoski 1 A possible grave structure 
completely destroyed before 
documentation. The grave 
was possibly covered with 
stone packing, and a battle 
axe was discovered as a stray 
find amongst the stones. A 
dark, sooty feature was 
noted underneath the stone 
setting.  

  Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Hukkinen 1951 

Jyrkänkallio 
(settlement site 
grave?) 

Lieto 1 A possible grave structure 
located at an unexcavated 
site potentially representing 
a Corded Ware settlement 
site. The grave was 
completely destroyed before 
documentation, and a 
Corded Ware vessel (in 
shards), a four-sided axe, and 
a small adze were found at 
the location. The finds were 
possibly surrounded by small 
stones and covered by a 
larger stone. 

  Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Leppäaho 1936 



Jönsas (graves at 
a hunter-gatherer 
cemetery) 

Vantaa 5 Five grave structures situated 
within a hunter-gatherer 
cemetery. Approximately 
half of the structures were 
rectangular-shaped and half 
oval-shaped. Corded Ware 
pottery vessels were found in 
all of the grave structures. In 
addition, two adzes were 
collected from one grave. 

(Hel-1006) 
4520 ± 130 
(wood 
charcoal 
from the fill 
of burial IV) 

Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Purhonen 1986, 
Paper IV 

Kehioja (solitary 
grave at an old  
hunter-gatherer 
site) 

Paimio 1 A partially destroyed grave 
structure of char, sooty soil 
situated within a settlement 
site associated with Early 
Neolithic hunter-gatherers. 
The grave structure was 
rectangular-shaped and 
plausibly contained a battle 
axe and a half of a Corded 
Ware vessel (the items were 
collected as stray finds from 
the site prior to excavation). 
The grave might have been 
covered by a small mound. 

  Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Kivikoski 1934 

Kiparkatti 
(solitary grave) 

Myrskylä 1 A partially destroyed solitary 
grave structure of sooty soil. 
The structure was 
documented, but not 
excavated. A battle axe was 
collected at the site prior to 
documentation, and during 
documentation a quartz core 
and some quartz flakes were 
collected from the structure. 

  Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Edgren 1999 

Koivula (solitary 
grave) 

Akaa 1 Partially destroyed solitary 
grave structure with charcoal 
and reddish, burnt soil. A 
battle axe was collected as a 
stray find from the location 
prior to excavation, and two 
quartz flakes were found in 
the grave fill. 

  Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Äyräpää & 
Hukkinen 1949 

Kortesnevankorpi 
(solitary grave) 

Teuva 1 A partially destroyed grave 
structure in which the walls 
and the floor of the grave 
were covered with dark, 
sooty soil. A Corded Ware 
vessel was found in the 
grave.  

  Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Siiriäinen 1974 



Kukkarkoski 
(grave at a 
hunter-gatherer 
cemetery) 

Lieto 1 A rectangular-shaped grave 
structure of sooty soil and 
fragments of charred wood 
located within a Middle 
Neolithic cemetery 
associated with Typical Comb 
Ware. A Corded Ware vessel 
was found at the grave. 

(Hela-4083) 
4181 ± 60 
(wood 
charcoal 
from the 
grave 
structure); 
(Hel-831) 
4320 ± 150 
(wood 
charcoal 
from the 
grave 
structure) 

Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Torvinen 1979, 
Paper I 

Kuoppakangas 
(solitary grave) 

Merijoki 1 A possible grave structure 
covered by a stone setting 
completely destroyed by 
modern land use. Two battle 
axes (possibly locally 
produced) were collected 
beneath the stones.  

  Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Äyräpää 1932 

Perttulanmäki 
(solitary grave) 

Kauhava 1 A partially destroyed 
rectangular-shaped grave 
feature of stained soil. Two 
adzes, a stone chisel, and a 
Corded Ware vessel in shards 
were found in the grave 
along with a fragment of a 
human molar. According to 
recent microarchaeological 
analysis, a goat skin was 
placed in the grave. The 
grave might also have 
contained a wooden 
chamber. 

  Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Äyräpää 1931, 
Paper III 

Piirtolankangas 
(solitary grave) 

Ilmajoki 1 Shards of Corded Ware 
pottery, fragments from a 
stone chisel, a battle axe, and 
an adze were collected as 
stray finds from an oval-
shaped feature of sooty soil. 

  Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Hackman 1913 

Tiilipirtti (solitary 
grave) 

Lahti 1 A partially destroyed grave 
structure for which only a 
profile was documented. The 
grave was oval-shaped, and 
the walls and the floor of the 
pit were framed by small 
fragments of wood charcoal. 
A battle axe was collected as 
a stray find from the 
location. 

  Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Salmo 1958 

Tuomala (solitary 
grave) 

Mynämäki 1 A partially destroyed grave 
structure of stained, greasy 
soil and a stone setting. A 
battle axe was collected from 
the location as a stray find 
prior to excavation.  

  Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Meinander 1938 

Uusi-Jaara 
(solitary grave at 
an old hunter-

Sastamala 1 Sherds from a Corded Ware 
pottery vessel and a battle 
axe as stray finds from a 
depth of about 50–100 cm 

  Neolithic 
(Corded Ware) 

Europaeus 
(Äyräpää) 1927 



gatherer 
settlement site) 

with black soil and pieces of 
charcoal. 
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