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rial Rites on Iron Age Saaremaa

aa is the second biggest island in the Baltic Sea.
ually consists of several islands and islets, and is
y considered together with the island of Muhu,
as Vilsandi, Abruka and others; their total area
km2. The landscape is flat and stony, in the east-
and northern part also sandy; the coast is heavily
d and the coastal waters shallow in most parts
islands. The arable land is not particularly fertile,
ittle breeding has historically formed a great part
sriculture. Maritime activities have always played a
role in the local economy. The speed of the land
levation is 2.5-3 m per thousand years; because
the archipelago in prehistoric periods consisted
ral more islands, which have since merged with
island (Fig. 1). Archacologically, the district is
the most abundant of sites in Estonia.
As with all islands, the material and mental culture of
maa has developed independently throughout histo-
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ry, and has invented impulses from nearly all neighbouring
areas. The main similarities, however, are with the nearest
coasts in the territory of present Estonia and Latvia, as
well as with the island of Gotland, while the contacts with
inland Estonia seem to have been marginal. Although be-
ing the meeting point of different culture spheres, the main
influential centres have moved in the course of time, and
the local culture has altered accordingly.

This article concentrates on the transformation that
took place on Migration Period Saaremaa. Burial rites
and graves, as the best represented and excavated ar-
chaeological monuments, have been chosen for the
analysis. It was probably the development within ideol-
ogy and family structure that led to the changes in the
whole society, and left its imprint on the burial rites.
In addition to this, re-orientation in culture contacts can
be observed as a possible reason — or perhaps a conse-
quence — of the changes.
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Fig. 1. Saaremaa and the
sites mentioned in the
article.
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Fig. 2. Remains of the Lepna [ . ' Eal e
mortuary house. Photograph by e R )
the author.

Fig. 3. Collection of finds from
the Lepna site.

Fig. 5. Reconstruction of the
— —— stone kerbs in early tarand
grave at Poanse. After Mandel

2000: fig. 6.
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Fig. 4. Possible ethnographic parallel to the Lepna mortuary
house — archaic summer kitchen on Saaremaa.
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1. Migration Period mortuary house at
Lepna

In 2002 and 2003, archaeological excavations were car-
ried out at Lepna, a burial ground situated in the desert-
ed village of Lepna on southern Saaremaa, right on the
seashore at its time of use. The site was completely ex-
cavated and proved to have been a building of stone and
timber, which had probably dominated the coastal land-
scape of its time. The building had been used for storing
uncremated human bones together with artifacts. It was
apparently marking the entrance to a small fortified har-
bour site 1 km up a river nearby, where small-scale trial
excavations were also carried out (Migi 2004). Like the
harbour, the mortuary house also acted as a symbol of
oversseas connections.

The central part of the construction consisted of a
regularly rectangular pit, about 80 cm deep, dug into the
ground. It was surrounded by a wall foundation of lime-
stone slabs, with outer measurements of 8.8 x 5.3 m.
The outer line of the wall had been kept straight, and the
two well-preserved northern corners of the construction
were regularly convex (Fig. 2).

No traces of a stone foundation were detected along
a3.5 m long line in the southern half of the south-west-
ern side of the pit; nor were collapsed stones uncovered
here. If there originally was a wall here as well, it must
have been built of wood. About 1.6 m wide gaps in the
stone foundation were also found in the middle of both
shorter walls of the construction, where they most likely
indicated entrances. The bottom of the pit was covered
with a fairly well preserved floor of limestone slabs. In
one corner, close to the southern entrance, the remains
of a fireplace were found. It was not used very often
which, considering the function of the building, is quite
understandable.

A building like the one uncarthed at the Lepna site
must have been roofed. The ethnographic parallels sug-
gest that the roof was supported by a timber framework
resting upon the ground, without any need of postholes.
That kind of timber construction unfortunately does not
leave any traces in the ground except under special con-
ditions.

Human bones and artefacts were found predomi-
nantly inside the pit but also outside, especially north of
the central construction. Some irregular lines of stones
were detected there. Bones and artefacts had probably
been buried in a box made of wood or other perishable
material, partly surrounded by a wall of small limestone
slabs, and covered by other smaller slabs.

These obscure lines of stones, as well as all artefact
material found in the burial ground, resembled graves
and artefacts from Curonia of the same period. Weap-
ons and jewellery were more or less equally represented
while the amount of ceramics was much smaller than

normally found in Estonian graves (Fig. 3). Many of the
potsherds belonged to small bowls and cups, although
the really tiny, miniature ceramic characteristic of Curo-
nia has not been recorded in Saaremaa graves.

Some of the artefacts were intact, others represent-
ed only by pieces. From the jewellery, fragments of at
least 10 different silver crossbow-brooches, 12 different
bronze brooches and 6 silver neck-rings were counted,
together with other, more or less intact silver and bronze
items. All finds can be dated to the 5"-6", perhaps the
7" century, and have clear parallels in Curonian graves
of the same period.

Human bones found in Lepna were not cremated. At
the same time, all individuals were represented only by
few parts of the skeleton, which were brought to the bur-
ial ground as bones; thus, the bodies had been defleshed
elsewhere. This is the same custom of secondary buri-
als that has recently been recorded in several Estonian
stone graves (see topic 2. 3). Inside the pit, most of the
burial remains were found on the floor along the walls,
and among the debris of the collapsed stone foundation.
The latter had probably been originally stored in con-
tainers on top of the stone wall. Ethnographic parallels
in similar buildings demonstrate that stone walls form a
shelf underneath the roof, widely used for storage.

Clear ethnographic parallels also exist for the house
itself. On Saaremaa and in coastal Estonia, some house-
hold buildings were erected of stone without mortar
even as late as the beginning of the 20™ century (¢ g
Riink 1939; Tihase 1974; Fig. 4). Ethnographic parallels
can also be found for houses partly dug into the ground
(Tihase 1974: 167-171). Unfortunately, no dwellings of
517" century Estonia have been excavated, and it is
therefore impossible to compare the mortuary house of
Lepna with contemporary living houses.

A possible archaeological counterpart on Saaremaa
is the Paju 5"-6" century burial ground in the western
part of the island where remains of a rectangular tim-
ber construction were unearthed surrounding a layer
of stones. Human bones and burial goods were found
among these stones (Tamla, Jaanits 1977). It is likely
that the construction was originally a timber building, a
mortuary house without a stone foundation. A so-called
one-farand grave at Kuninguste, eastern Saaremaa, ex-
cavated in 1971, which was dated to the 1#-2" century
AD by Lougas (Lougas 1974), also seems to belong to
the 5"-7™ century, and was probably erected on top of
an earlier grave. The site was partly demolished be-
fore the excavations but an original timber building on
top of a stone foundation is a possible reconstruction.
Similar buildings on stone foundations have been sug-
gested previously also for the Tuulingumde Roman Pe-
riod farand-grave and the Pre-Roman Iron Age platform
of a cult site (Mégi-Ldugas 1997; Migi 2001; see topic
2. 1). The possibility for wood to survive in Saaremaa
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limestone graves is minimal, and the timber remains at
Paju can be explained only by the sand that covered the
site there.

In all probability, parallels to the Lepna mortuary
house can be found in Migration Period single-tarand
graves in North-West Estonia, especially the area around
present Tallinn (e g Proosa, Lagedi XIVC ja XVB,
Lehmja-Loo I; see also Spreckelsen 1927; Lang 1996:
322-323), perhaps also in some 5"-6" (7"?)-century
graves consisting of several tarands in the same area
(e g Viimsi I ja II; Lang 1993). The similarity is most
remarkably demonstrated in rectangular pavements
of limestone slabs, resembling the floor in the Lepna
house, which were recorded in the Lagedi XIVC and
XVB graves; these pavements were, however, not sur-
rounded by stone foundations. The possibility of origi-
nally wooden buildings, as was presumed for the Paju
grave, was particularly supported by the evidence of
burnt and decayed wood remains on top of the pavement
in the XVB grave, documented together with finds and
bones in the same layer (Spreckelsen 1927). In addition,
artefacts found in the North-West Estonian Migration
Period stone graves, both in the single-tarand ones and
others, indicate close contacts with Curonia and East-
Prussia, thus also being similar to the find material of
Saaremaa graves. Common features with Saaremaa
burial customs can be pointed out as well; nevertheless,
the percentage of cremations is definitely higher in the
North-West Estonian graves.

2. The world before and after Lepna:
burial customs on Saaremaa

Archaeologically known Iron Age graves on Saare-
maa are almost entirely stone graves, inhumations in
pit graves appeared only at the end of the 12" century.
Some of the stone graves were heaps that once domi-
nated the landscape; others were built of limestone slabs
and were rather flat. Quite a few stone graves marked
the former coastline and particularly places suitable for
landing (Mégi 2004a), others were concentrated around
the best arable lands (Mégi 2002b).

Since limestone dominates in most of the landscape
on Saaremaa, the osteological material is normally very
well preserved. Nevertheless, the human bones found in
Estonian stone graves have only started to be analysed
biologically since the second half of the 1990s. This
work has changed our interpretation of Iron Age buri-
al rites beyond recognition (e g Allméde 1997; Kalman
1997; 1999; 2000a; 2000b). Among other aspects, it has
become clear that only small groups of people, in most
cases families, were buried in our stone graves. The
comparatively small number of these graves, together
with the fact that they were normally erected around

the best arable lands, suggest that predominantly elite
families had the right and opportunity to bury their dead
in the stone graves (Mdgi 2002a; 2002b). Still, some
sort of selection was apparently carried out within the
families, too. It should also be noted that it has not so far
been possible to afford DNA analysis of the uncovered
human bones.

2. 1. Graves before the Migration Period

The earliest stone graves on Saaremaa belong to the
Bronze Age. These were stone cist graves with a single
or sometimes multiple round kerbs of stones around
a stone cist or cists in the middle. Although skeletons
have sometimes been reported in this type of graves
during earlier excavations, unburned human bones scat-
tered without any anatomic order over the grave seem to
have been more common. This phenomenon has been
formerly explained by supposing that later burials had
disturbed the earlier ones; still, this suggestion did not
explain properly the absence of the latest and more in-
tact skeletons. Finds in this type of graves are rare, and
the dating of them, therefore, often difficult. In the pres-
ent time, the erection of stone cist graves in Estonia are
dated up to the middle of the Pre-Roman Iron Age (e g
Lang 1996: 290-298; earlier dates up to the 1% century
AD see e g Jaanits ef al 1982).

Graves similar to the stone cist graves were wide-
spread in different regions around the Baltic Sea. In Es-
tonia, they characterised predominantly the islands and
coastal areas. Two main internal culture spheres, sepa-
rated by an imaginary diagonal line running from the
North-East to the South-West of the country, were thus
already evident in Bronze Age Estonia. Throughout fol-
lowing millennia, the different spheres can be followed
in archaeological as well as ethnographic, linguistic and
anthropological data. The specific characteristics of the
islands and coastal areas can be explained by different
landscape, economy, and more intensive communica-
tion with overseas neighbours. At the same time, the
district of Virumaa in the north-eastern corner of present
Estonia has always formed some kind of transition zone
between the two internal culture spheres.

It was in the same coastal areas where a new grave
form — graves with rectangular kerbs— got its start in the
late Bronze Age (Fig. 5). The majority of these graves
belong, however, to the Pre-Roman Iron Age. Both Vello
Lougas and Valter Lang have considered this grave type
as the early variant of tarand graves that became the
most characteristic Estonian grave form by the Roman
Iron Age (e g Lougas 1977; Jaanits et al 1982: 207—112;
Lang 1996: 281-335; Fig. 6). Nevertheless, the classical
tarand graves were, according to the present interpreta-
tion, widespread mainly in Inland-Estonia and Virumaa,
as well as in present northern Latvia, thus predominant-
ly in areas where the early variant is not recorded. In the
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coastal areas, in turn, only few and comparatively late
“classical-looking” Roman or Migration Period rarand
graves are known, predominantly in North-West Estonia
and Saaremaa. Both types occur together only in the dis-
trict of Virumaa in the north-eastern part of the country.

Pre-Roman Iron Age Saaremaa was characterised
by a special variant of stone kerb graves: stone graves
with irregular enclosures. The first grave of this sort
was recorded by Lougas at Kurevere in 1974, and inter-
preted as a transitional form between stone cist graves
and tarand graves (Fig. 7). Lougas considered the grave
as another variant of grave complexes consisting of
stone cist graves and early tarand graves next to each
other, which had been earlier recorded in some excava-
tions, for instance in Liimanda on Saaremaa, Komsi in
West-Estonia or Jibara in Virumaa. All such “‘complex
graves” were dated to the 142" century AD (Lougas
1976; 1977; Jaanits et al 1982: 209-212).

In the following decades, several stone graves of the
same sort as Kurevere have been excavated on Saare-
maa, all by Lougas. According to earlier and sometimes
very rudimentary reports, similar burial grounds have
been uncovered also in some coastal areas of Mainland
Estonia, e g¢ Rannamdisa (Fig. 8). Most of early tarand
graves on Mainland Estonian coast seem to have been
built following more regular pattern. Lang, who has
studied the find material of these graves, has suggested
late Bronze Age as the earliest time for their erection
(Lang 1996: 298-304). Following Lougas, he treats all

~ stone graves with more or less rectangular kerbs under
one grave type, and does not pay attention to consider-
able differences in the constructions of these sites.
Going through the existing reports, it has become
clear that the round constructions that Lougas defined
as stone cist graves, together with which the presumed
early tarands were built, never possessed a cist in the
middle.! It should also be noted that no clear time dif-
ference was definable between the finds in the round and
other constructions. The irregular “tarands” surround-
ing these round constructions were often ovals or even
circles instead of rectangles, and the construction as a
whole hardly resembled a classical tarand grave.? There
were also considerable differences in internal construc-
tions and the arrangement of burials, if to compare with
the Roman Period farand graves (see topic 2. 3). Con-
sequently, the graves with irregular enclosures should
better be interpreted as an individual grave form, which
was widespread on Saaremaa but also on the coastal
areas of Mainland Estonia. They were definitely car-
rying the same ideas as early tarand graves with more
regular constructions, and very often it has proved to
be impossible to distinguish between these grave forms,
especially in cases when the graves have been partly
sstroyed or excavation reports incomplete. Anyhow,
the peculiarities of the Pre-Roman Iron Age stone kerb

graves, compared to classical rarand graves, cannot be
overlooked.

Recent excavations as well as some references in
earlier reports have indicated that Pre-Roman Iron Age
burial grounds with irregular stone enclosures on Saa-
remaa may have been accompanied by cult places. In
1995-2001, a complex consisting of graves and cult
places was excavated at Tonija Tuulingumie on the
southern coast of the island (Fig. 9).

The Tonija Pre-Roman Iron Age stone grave with
irregular enclosures was unfortunately partly destroyed
by a later cellar, as well as by a “classical” tarand grave
erected partly on top of it. Beside the earlier stone grave
a building probably used for cultic purposes was de-
tected. It consisted of a stone platform with measure-
ments 4x7 m, and five pits lined with stones inside the
platform. A thin layer with charcoal pieces above the
platform stones indicates an originally timber building
in horizontal log technique, the remains of which were
destroyed by fire (Mégi-Lougas 1996; 1997; Migi 2001;
Miigi, Migi 2002). A regularly rectangular grave with
four farands was built on top of the earlier stone grave,
partly using the stone walls of the earlier grave and even
a large wooden pillar originally belonging among the
constructions of the cult site.

Finds unearthed in the later building resembled the
ones found in other parts of Saaremaa, and were first
dated to the 4"-5" century AD (Fig. 10). Such late dat-
ing was due to the fact that some artefact types char-
acteristic to the 2"-3" century farand graves of Main-
land Estonia — e g some particular types of brooches
and closed finger-rings — were completely absent in the
find material of the Saaremaa graves. Mainly because
of this the 2"-3" centuries AD, the time when classical
tarand graves were built in mainland Estonia, has for a
long been pointed out as empty of finds on Saaremaa.
In some more extreme theories, the islands were even
believed to have remained uninhabited for these centu-
ries (e g Lougas 1996: 130-137). Nevertheless, pollen
analyses have proved uninterrupted inhabitation and ag-
riculture through the last 2500 years (Saarse, Konigsson
1992).

The dating of Saaremaa farand graves started to
change when they were compared with Curonian graves
and finds uncovered there. Curonia, a district partly situ-
ated in present Latvia, partly Lithuania, is, compared to
Saaremaa, a sandy area with poor conditions for uncre-
mated bones to survive. From the beginning of our era
up to the 7" century AD, a grave form similar to the
aforementioned graves with irregular stone enclosures,
was used here in coastal areas — inhumation graves
with stone kerbs (in English also cited as stone circle
graves; e ¢ Kurmaiciai, Rudaiciai, Senkai, Lazdininkai,
Tabausiai, Baitai, Gintarai; e g Tautavicius et al 1968;
Banyte-Rowell 2001; Michelbertas 2002). Earlier stone
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kerbs in these graves were circular or oval. In course

of time they became more irregular, and, since the 3"

century there also occurred rectangular stone enclosures

(Zulkus 2000: 91-92). Artefact types found in these

graves were for the most part the same as those that

characterise the “classical” tarand graves on Saaremaa,

which were earlier dated approximately to the 4"-5"

centuries. Still, the Saaremaa graves with irregular stone

enclosures are, according to the present data, dated to

the Late Pre-Roman Iron Age, the 1% century BC — the
| 1% century AD, or even to earlier periods, while the sim-
ilar graves in Curonia belong to the Roman Iron Age.
On the other hand, since Curonian Pre-Roman Period
find material is scanty, especially in comparison with
the archaeological evidence from Saaremaa in the same
period, may it perhaps be assumed that the first graves
of the aforementioned type were erected in the end of
the Pre-Roman Iron Age in Curonia as well, but that the
grave form lasted there much longer than on Estonian
islands?

It is beyond doubt, in any case, that Pre-Roman and
Roman Period Saaremaa belonged to a common culture
sphere with Curonia, as well as West- and North-West
Estonian coastal areas, former East-Prussia and north-
eastern coasts of present Poland. The parallels with
Curonian and Polish find material suggest that the “clas-
sical” tarand graves of Saaremaa — e g Tonija, Liiva-
Putla, Mila, Vohma — began to be built in the 273
gentury, that is, in the same period as tarand graves in
Mainland Estonia, and stayed in use mostly until the end
of the Migration Period.

Certain pecularities of Saaremaa rarand graves
compared to the Virumaa and inland Estonian graves
of the same time can in any case be pointed out. Saare-
maa tarand graves are never large, and consist normal-
ly of only 3-4 enclosures. The excavations at Tonija
emonstrated that the tarands were not completely
filled with stones or earth, the walls of them had often
been more than 0.5 m high and laid with limestone
slabs. There was an entrance into all enclosures, which

had been built at the same time, thus forming a com-
plex construction, where one of the enclosures could
be entered only through the other (Fig. 11). Parallels
with ethnographic building style in Estonia suggest
at least some of the farand graves may have origi-
been erected as timber buildings in horizontal log
nique, on top of stone foundations (Mégi-Lougas
997).2

The majority of Estonian rarand graves have unfor-
tely been excavated in the first half or middle of
e 20" century, or even earlier. Judged from the reports
nd maps of the earlier excavations, it would anyhow be
ifficult to define all farand graves in Virumaa, East and

South Estonia as former timber buildings — in several
cases, their construction seem to be more complicated
than in the Saaremaa graves. On the other hand, no de-
tailed study of the earlier reports, concentrating on these
construction aspects, have been carried out at the Inland
Estonian graves.

Mortuary houses similar to the Saaremaa ones can
be however assumed for some northern and especial-
ly north-western Estonian tarand graves. After 1997,
when the observation of farand constructions as pos-
sible building foundations was first published, only one
grave of this type has been excavated in North Estonia
(Uuskiila IT). The walls of this grave also appeared to be
laid of limestone slabs, and the two farands of the con-
struction were not completely filled with infill stones.
Lang, who supervised the digs, supposed that additional
stones were added into tarands with every burial, and
the number of burials in the Uuskiila I grave was sim-
ply insufficient for filling the tarands up (Lang 2000:
147-161). Still, it seems more likely to suppose that the
aforementioned construction peculiarity simply had ear-
lier not drawn the attention of archaeologists excavating
the graves.* It is also important to note that the Pre-Ro-
man graves with irregular enclosures, although their
low walls were often laid of limestone slabs, provide
no grounds to believe that they originally had formed a
part of a building.

2. 2. Graves after the Migration Period

Only single graves are Iﬁ]nown from 7"-8" centuries Saa-
remaa, but some 7 —8 century and early Viking Age
burials have been recorded in earlier stone graves — both
in tarand-graves and cairns. In all identified cases the
burial custom has been cremation.

The earliest cairns with irregular and often incom-
plete circular stone kerbs on Saaremaa can be dated to
the Pre-Roman Iron Age (e g Tansi-Jaani near Valjala)
but the stone circle graves became the prevailing burial
form of the islands only after the 7" century AD. The
earliest stone circle graves at Mila on the island of
Muhu were excavated as early as the end of the 19" cen-
tury, and dated to the 7"-8" century (Holzmayer 1880:
25-31).

All stone circle graves contain cremations, and in
most cases the remains of only one individual can be
found inside a stone kerb (Fig. 12). The average diam-
eter was 2-4 m. Some kerbs have originally been low
walls laid of limestone slabs; in these cases, the area
inside the kerb was not completely filled by infill stones.
Some stone circle graves had been covered by a heap
of stones, and some were just cairns without any kerb.
Cremation burials can also be found under large stones,
between stone circle graves or for instance next to a big
stone — the diversity of grave forms on Viking Age Saa-
remaa was large (Migi 2002a: 125-129).
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Fig. 8. The Randvere grave.

Fig. 9. Map of the Tonija Tuuling-
umie site. 1 cult site stone construc-
tions, 2 post holes of the earliest
cult site, 3 Pre-Roman Period grave
constructions, 4 stone constructions
added in the Roman Period.

demolished
in the 20th

Starting from the 11" century, a new grave form
appeared on Saaremaa — stone graves without internal
constructions. In these cemeteries cremation burials
were covered with a more or less similar layer of stones,
and in several cases cremation deposits were overlap-
ping or mixed. Still, individual burials were distinguish-
able from each other in more than half the cases. The
cemeteries were normally erected on higher places, thus
being clearly visible stone heaps probably dominating
the landscape of their time.

Stone graves without internal constructions pre-
vailed on Saaremaa throughout the 12" century. At the
very end of the century, the first inhumation graves ap-
peared. When Saaremaa was officially Christianised in
1227, the burial rites seem to have changed quite quickly.
Stone graves with cremations disappeared and the local

elite was now buried in churchyards, as is also indicated
by some early-Christian burials with jewellery next to
the Valjala church. Village cemeteries outside church-
yards were anyhow established in several places on the
islands, and the deceased buried there were equipped
with ornaments and smaller items at least during the 13"
and 14" centuries.

2. 3. The development of burial customs

Particularly well preserved human bones on top of the
limestone ground of coastal Estonia and the islands al-
low us, to some degree, to interpret prehistoric burial
rites. The interpretation of how human remains were
treated on Pre-Roman and Roman Period Saaremaa is
based mainly on the evidence of the Tonija grave, since
the osteological material of other graves on the island
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has not been studied. In the two graves at Tonija, re-
mains of about 40-50 individuals were detected, more
or less equally men, women and children. The bones
were predominantly unburnt; still, none of the skeletons
was found in anatomic order. Only parts of skeletons
were brought to the graves, and even these bones were
usually smashed. Some of the human bones at Tonija
carried signs of having been left for a comparatively
long time in the open air before they were brought to
the stone grave. Only a small percentage of the human
bones had been in the fire; in these cases, only the bones
and not a complete corpse had been burnt, as was in-
dicated, for instance, more obvious marks of being in
the fire in the internal side of some fragments of skulls
(Allmie 1997; Kalman 1997; 2003).

The burial rites paractised on Saaremaa since the
Bronze Age were thus characterised by the custom of
secondary burials. According to them, the body could
be buried elsewhere first and the bones brought to the
family grave only after excarnation; other ways to de-
flesh were also possible, for instance removing the flesh
by boiling or scraping. This kind of burial rites have
several ethnoarchaeological parallels (see e g Metcalf,
Huntington 1999). Quite often, the rites of secondary
burials can be practised only for elite families while the
funeral rituals of other society members can be much
simpler and shorter, and carried out in a way which
does not leave clear archaeological traces. It is likely
that burial customs similar to the aforementioned rituals
were also widespread on prehistoric Saaremaa, as well
as in North and West Estonia, and perhaps elsewhere, in
areas where unburnt bones do not survive. At the same
time. certain differences in the osteological material
of North and West Estonian graves, in comparison to
Saaremaa, can also be pointed out, at least according
to present data. In North Estonian graves, for instance,
skeletons in more or less anatomic order have also been
recorded. sometimes mixed, probably for ritual reasons
— ¢ g some parts of the body have been moved, or skulls
have been burned while other parts of skeletons were
found unburnt (Kalman 1999; 2000a; 2000b).% Similar
evidence is also possible in other Saaremaa graves,
whose material is yet not analysed biologically.

Both stone cist graves and graves with irregular
stone enclosures on Saaremaa were constructions with
low walls. where bones of different burials or burial lay-
ers were separated by pavements of limestone slabs. In
the same area, together with the bones, occurred grave
goods and broken ceramic pots. Together with the lat-
ter, animal bones were frequently found, indicating that
the pots had probably been filled with food (and drink?)
for the Other World. In the earlier grave at Tonija, four
or five burial layers separated by limestone pavements
were recorded; the construction of the grave was slight-
ly changed with different burial layers.

Burial customs in Roman Period tarand graves and/
or mortuary houses of Saaremaa differed to a certain
extent from that of the earlier stone graves. The custom
of secondary and partial burials persisted but the bones
were now found in more or less one layer among infill
stones about the size of a man’s head. Above and below
the layer of infill stones were pavements of limestone
slabs, probably forming something like a floor inside
the tarands. For burying the bones, some infill stones
of the farands were removed, the bone fragments with
grave goods were deposited in the hollow, and the infill
and pavement stones put back in place. As in the ear-
lier graves, potsherds and animal bones were frequent
finds also in these farands, probably evidence of food
and drink as grave goods, or ritual feasts carried out on
the site.

The latest graves with that kind of burial customs are
Paju and Lepna on Saaremaa, both dated to the 5"—6"
century. In the Migration Period graves of Mainland Es-
tonia, cremations seemed to occur together with unburnt
bones, and sometimes even prevailed over the latter (e
g Deemant 1977; Mandel 2003: 27-64, 125-129). Af-
ter the 78" century, cremation became the only burial
custom on Saaremaa, t00.

The biological investigation of cremated bones is
more complicated; still, it can be assumed that, from
the Merovingian Period onwards, burials on Saaremaa
became predominantly individual. Similarly to central
Sweden (see e g Sigvallius 1994), only a few grammes
of human bones can sometimes be found in the Late
Iron Age graves, indicating the persistence of the old
custom, according to which only a part of the remains of
the deceased, as well as of the grave goods placed on the
pyre, was brought to the grave. Recent analyses of the
osteological material of Late Iron Age graves in West
Estonia have showed that, in some cases, not a com-
plete human body but simply the bones might have been
burnt on the pyre.6 A reference to the possibility that
similar customs were also valid for Saaremaa can for
instance be found in two Viking Age stone cist graves at
Piila, where in both several hundred grammes of dog’s
bones and only 2-3 g of human bones were unearthed
(Migi, Allmée, Maldre 1997).

3. Lepna mortuary house as the symbol
of changes

Turning back to the mortuary house at Lepna, similari-
ties with both the earlier and the later burial customs can
be traced. The burial custom is primarily characterised
by inhumations, still without any anatomic order of the
bones. Comparing the burials of Lepna with the Tonija
grave only 1.2 km away, where most probably the an-
cestors of the Lepna people were buried, some differ-
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Fig. 10. Collection of Roman Period finds from Tonija.

Fig. 11. Reconstruction of the Tonija Roman period grave or mortuary house.
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ences cannot be overlooked. In the osteological mate-
rial, the development of burial customs is indicated by
the arrangement of human remains — the bones in the
Lepna house formed distinguishable clusters. This gives
grounds for believing that the remains of each person
were stored in containers of some perishable material,
which became displaced and were broken when the
building collapsed. In comparison to the Tonija tarand
grave or house, where bones of different persons were,
probably deliberately, mingled, the phenomenon can be
considered as a step towards individuality. The 7"-8"
century dead already rest in stone circle graves, one per-
son in each (Migi 2002a: 125-128).

Intermingled burials presumably reflect a soci-
ety that was predominately determined by families or
clans, and where individuals were not very significant.
The prehistoric cemeteries of Saaremaa stayed as fam-
ily burial grounds later as well but, from the 7" or, at
the latest, the 8" century, the graves of family members
in common cemeteries became individually marked.
Transformation of burial customs as radical as that must
indicate ideological development, and most likely also a
change in the family system.

Examining the relationship between collectivity and
individuality in burial customs in the areas surround-
ing Saaremaa, it is important to note that sufficient bio-
logical analyses of bones are available only in Estonian
mainland, Gotland, Oland, and some areas in mainland
Scandinavia as well as the southern coast of the Baltic
Sea, that is, in areas, where unburnt bones can survive.
Burials with intermingled bones were in the northern part
of Europe particularly widespread in the Megaliths that
belong to the Neolithics. On Gotland, the burial rites of
the 56" century, as well as of the earlier periods, can
indisputably be characterized by individual burials (e g
Nerman 1935: 121-129), the same is true for the islands
of Oland and Zealand (e g Rasch 1994; Sellevold 1995).
Single burials, more exactly find complexes, also char-
acterise Iron Age Curonian graves (e g TautaviCius et
al 1968; Banyté-Rowell 2001; Michelbertas 2002). On
the other hand, in most parts of Mainland Estonia and
Finland the 57" century did not bring along any par-
ticular individualization of burial rites; in these areas,
stone graves without internal structure and with hardly
distinguishable cremation burials dominated throughout
the second half of the Tron Age (e g Selirand 1974; Pihl-
man 1990; Purhonen et al 1996).

Another important change appearing in the Lepna
grave is the choice and treatment of the grave goods. A
new phenomenon in Estonian burial customs was the
appearance of artefacts associated with riding — e g bits
and bridle plaques. Never before in Estonia had so many
weapons been placed in graves; from the 5"-6™ century
onward, until the very end of prehistory, weapons be-
came an important attribute of burial customs. In earlier

periods, single weapons occurred in Estonian graves in
the Late Pre-Roman Iron Age, but they were completely
absent in Roman Period graves. The frequent appear-
ance of weapons in the Migration Period burials, not
only in Lepna but elsewhere, can be considered as a
clear sign of changed social attitudes. Starting from the
56" century, the society of prehistoric Estonia and es-
pecially Saaremaa can be depicted as warrior-oriented.
Strong emphasis on warrior attributes, together with
other archaeological evidence characterising the Late
Iron Age, suggest deepening social stratification and so-
ciety in transformation in general.

The appearance of abundant weapon graves espe-
cially in the 6™ century is characteristic to several other
areas around the Baltic Sea; still, in the neighbourhood
of Estonia, the contrast compared to the earlier burial
customs is not so drastic. Graves with luxurious weap-
ons are in Scandinavia normally associated with the
rise of warrior aristocracy, but also for instance with
the influence of Merovingian Continental Europe (e g
Jorgensen 1990: 87-94). Anna Bitner-Wroblewska has
reported of similar development in the coastal areas in-
habited by the Balts. Starting from the 6" century, power
was there clearly demonstrated through the deposition
of prestige grave goods, luxury items and weapons in
some outstanding graves. Bitner-Wroblewska suggests
that these burials symbolized the existence of strong
central authority, which was manifested according to the
Scandinavian trend, still being modified to suit the local
tradition (Bitner-Wroblewska 2001: 121-127).

The 6"-century transformation processes in the
Baltic Rim were not limited to abundant and luxurious
weapons and riding gear in some graves but reach into
all spheres of society. Changes and rapid development
can be considered in settlement patterns and burial rites
in the broader sense, as well as in for instance ship-build-
ing, iron-making, artefact types and many other spheres
(e g Ambrosiani 1964: 210; Carlsson 1979: 146-147;
Jorgensen 1990: 71-80; Pihlman 1990: 17-19, 267-
272; Solberg 1998; Zulkus 2000). In some areas, settle-
ment moved and new cemeteries were brought into use.
Lithuanian archaeologist Vladas Zulkus has suggested
that in Curonia the 5"-7"-century cultural changes led
to the formation of tribal territories, which he connects
to the ethnic group of the Curonians (Zulkus 2000).

On Saaremaa, the transformation was clearly syn-
chronized with changes in communication. The 5"-6"/7"
century was the last period when the archaeological evi-
dence of Saaremaa predominantly resembled Curonia.
Mutual connections between these areas also persisted
later, but, after the 7"-8" century, communication with
Scandinavia and especially Gotland became dominant.
Even though the intensification of contacts between
Saaremaa and Scandinavia was yet not evident in the
Lepna mortuary house, it was even more conspicuous
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in other Estonian graves of the 56" century. Primarily,
several luxury items decorated in the style of Salin I,
unearthed in the Proosa grave near present-day Tallinn
should be mentioned (Selirand, Deemant 1985). The
other excavated Migration Period grave and probable
mortuary house at Paju, West Saaremaa also contained
several grave goods that were apparently imported from
Scandinavia (Tamla, Jaanits 1977).

Sudden intensification of Scandinavian contacts in
the Migration Period has been also reported by several
other archaeologists of the eastern coast of the Baltic.
According to Zulkus, Scandinavian and European im-
port items appeared in Curonia as early as in the 5"
century, and the activity of Scandinavians increased
during the 6"-7" century. He points out that the phe-
nomenon is characteristic of present Coastal Lithuania,
and does not occur in the same extent in the rest of the
country (Zulkus 2000). Bitner-Wréblewska refers to the
strenghthening of Scandinavian influences in the coast
between the Vistula River and Curonia from the 6% cen-
tury onwards (2001: 121-127). Karen Hoilund Nielsen
has drawn attention to close contacts between Gotland
and East Baltic areas, especially present-day Latvia, in
the 7" century, as indicated by artefact typology. It was a
period when Gotland’s connections with the Milar area
and South Scandinavia seemed to have been interrupt-
ed; Hoilund Nielsen explains it by the political situation
of the time, for example with the conquest of Oland by
Denmark (Heilund Nielsen 2000).

4. Summary

Considering the Iron Age burial customs on the Esto-
nian islands, their singularity compared to the mainland,
and especially the inland parts of the country, cannot
be overlooked. The local culture was strongly oriented
to maritime activities, and connections with overseas
neighbours always played a remarkable role in it.

The splendid conditions for bones to survive in the
soil of Saaremaa has made it possible to analyse the hu-
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" The determination is complicated by the fact that Saaremaa stone

graves were normally used during a long time, and new stone struc-
tures were often built on top of the earlier ones for several times.
For instance, there is a stone cist grave (with a cist in the middle) in
the Vohma grave complex; still, it is not directly connected to the
early farand grave in the same complex since the latter was later
erected on top of it and not built together with it like in the graves
with irregular enclosures.

Since several reports are missing, the construction of some graves
uncovered by Lougas can be assumed according to the reconstruc-
tion of the grave. At the same time, the reconstruction of graves is
often based only on the subjective interpretation of the excavator
(e.g. Miila on the island of Muhu). Later investigation has dem-
onstrated that stone constructions in such type of graves may have
been changed with new layers added to the grave (see topic 1. 3).

man remains in prehistoric graves, and to suggest quite
new interpretations of one-time burial rites and attitudes
to the Other World. Burials with intermingled bones in-
dicate strong collectivistic feelings, in that case probably
the family as the most essential category of identity in the
minds of prehistoric people. Elsewhere in northern Eu-
rope, intermingled burials characterised firstly the Neo-
lithic. Does the same phenomenon in Iron Age graves of
Saaremaa suggest that concepts one-time widespread in
western Europe were followed thousands of years later
in peripheral Estonia? Does it indicate society strongly
different from its contemporary neighbours?

The recent excavations on Saaremaa have drawn at-
tention to the importance of cult buildings in the local
burial customs from as early as the Pre-Roman Iron Age.
The earlier suggestion that the cult platform of Tdnija
and farand graves with a regular pattern might originally
have been wooden buildings in horizontal log technique,
the Houses of the Dead, was, to a certain extent, support-
ed by the excavations at the Lepna mortuary house. The
bones of deceased ancestors were collected into particu-
lar sacred houses at least on the Migration Period Saa-
remaa. Drawing parallels with much later ethnographic
material, these houses might have resembled everyday
buildings of the prehistoric people.

The archaeological evidence of Saaremaa points to
the 5"-6" century as the period of transformation of the
whole society. In many aspects, the change led to a great-
er similarity with the overseas neighbours. In these proc-
esses, the mortuary house at Lepna can be considered as
a symbol of old attitudes where, however, the first signs
of a new era were already evident. The change in burial
customs towards strongly emphasized warrior-attributes
and individuality probably indicates crucial changes in
the family structure and the power systems of the soci-
ety, as well as in the interpretation of the Great Beyond.
As a reason or a consequence of this development, cul-
ture spheres in the Baltic Rim moved. Saaremaa, which
had earlier been clearly oriented to the eastern coast of
the Baltic Sea, from now on rather belonged to a com-
mon sphere with eastern Scandinavia.

Some kind of parallel can be drawn with Roman Period West-Lith-
uania, where archaeologist Rasa Banyté-Rowell has reported of re-
mains of clay and wood in grave constructions at Baitai cemetery
(2001).

In summer 2004. archaeological excavations were carried out at
Kunda, North Estonia (Marge Konsa, Tonno Jonuks). Although
only a small part of otherwise destroyed grave was uncovered, the
site proved to be an early tarand grave with walls laid of limestone
slabs. The slabs were slipped into both sides of the wall, indicating
that the enclosures had not been completely filled (verbal informa-
tion from Marge Konsa, 03.12.2004).

Similar phenomenon in the burial customs of the Mastomecz group
in the territory of present Poland see e.g, Kokowski 1992, on Ro-
man Period Oland e.g. Rasch 1994, in Roman Iron Age Denmark
e.g. Sellevold 1995.

 Verbal communication with biological antropologist Raili Allmie.
03.01.2005.
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