Kaarlo Katiskoski

The cemetery and the dwelling site Vaateranta
in Taipalsaari, southeastern Finland

Abstract

This paper is based on the results of the latest excavation project (1997-99) carried out at the
predominantly Typical Comb Ware dwelling site of Vaateranta in Taipalsaari. The site has yielded
a Neolithic cemetery among the largest of its kind in Finland with more than 20 inhumations and
a cremation as well. This presentation focuses on the cemetery, which has a variable and even
remarkable find assemblage. The adjoining dwelling site in addition to subsistence and dating
problems will be discussed as well. On grounds of the material available at present some conclu-
sions differing from earlier ones will be put forward. In the concluding chapter some aspects of a
Neolithic society are being sketched as reflections through the cemetery. This paper was written
already in 2000-2001 and completed only in 2003 in connection with a new AMS-dating and an
osteological analysis by ms. Eeva-Kristiina Lahti appended to this article.

Introduction: the site and the history of research

The Stone Age dwelling site and burial ground of Vaateranta is located c. 4 kilometres
SSE of the parish church of Taipalsaari in Southern Karelia (Map 1). The site complex
is situated on the uppermost transgression terrace of the ancient lake Saimaa water
complex (c. 80-81 m a.s.l.) between 70 to 100 metres from the present shoreline.
Potsherds and flint flakes from the

site were firstly reported to the National

Museum of Finland in 1929 and the fol- O\
lowing summer J. Ailio carried out a test
excavation (Map 2). A test trench and pits [ N

revealed a large Stone Age dwelling site, 6 (
at least some 200 meters along the terrace. \
The site was dated mainly to the Typical 1 o
Comb Ware (Ka II) period but to the Early 23 g
Comb Ware as well. As no signs of trans- / y
gression were observed, Ailio came to the il < ’
conclusion that all prehistoric settlement at ¢ )
Vaateranta was to be dated only after the 1 /
i VAATERANTA /
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Map 1. Location of Vaateranta.
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Map 2. General map of Vaateranta by Ailio in 1930.

breakthrough of the Vuoksi River. Based on the dating of the Early Comb Ware (Ka
[) in the late 1920’s to the late third millennium BC was concluded, in consequence
leading to an antedate of the breakthrough of the Vuoksi River by 850 years to around
2500 BC.

Once again the site became topical in 1970 as an amateur archaeologist detected signs
of red ochre in connection with recently removed ground surface. During the follow-
ing excavations (J. Rity 1970-71) five graves were revealed and settlement remains
observed at a length of some 400 meters as well. Since then a number of excavations
has been carried out at Vaateranta (J.-P. Taavitsainen 1978, T. Jussila 1989-90) yield-
ing settlement finds. In an article by Rity (1995) the earlier research has already been
referred to. The emphasis of that paper lay on the presentation of the graves, particu-
larly grave D interpreted as an Early Comb Ware cremation, and as such among the
most ancient of its kind in Europe. Due to an analysis (1980)"' of the refuse fauna from
the site a Neolithic dating was proposed for the introduction of agriculture and animal
husbandry. In addition to the archaeological fieldwork already referred to, rescue ex-
cavations were carried out at the site by S. Vanhatalo in 1994.

The present paper is based upon the results of the last excavation project at Vaater-
anta in 1997-99 conducted by the author under the auspices of the National Board of
Antiquities. The emphasis lies on the presentation and discussion of the burial ground

'M. Fortelius in Rity:1995:Appendix 1. The finds of the site until 1990 are listed in Table 1 excluding
the early ones.
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Fig. 1. Unearthing the cemetery top-
# soil in 1997, towards SW and main
areas of earlier excavations.

with more than 20 graves including the ones published earlier as well. The cemetery at
Vaateranta builds up an important addition to the Stone Age burial grounds in Finland
(e.g. Luho 1961; Edgren 1966; Torvinen 1979; Miettinen 1992; Rity 1995; Halinen
1997 & 1999). The adjoining and even partly overlying dwelling site is being briefly
discussed as well, mainly in connection with dating and subsistence problems of the
site. In a concluding chapter the relationship of Stone Age cemeteries with dwelling
sites will be discussed among others.

The excavations in 1997-99

An area totalling at least some 1250 sq. meters has been excavated at Vaateranta, of
which c¢. 335 m? in 1997-99. The excavated areas are scattered over an area cover-
ing ¢. 450 meters from WSW to ENE in direction of the terrace edge and consist of
larger excavation areas with test trenches and pits as well. Only the easternmost area
of the 1994 test excavation has yielded no traces of prehistoric settlement. However,
the length of the settlement still covers around 400 meters. It seems that the cemetery
makes up an area of transition at the site. The remains of settlement west of it is made
up of largely thick cultural layers abundant in finds and practically dated to the Typical
Comb Ware with additions of Early Comb Ware phase only. In contrast comparatively
thin cultural layers and a relative scarcity of finds in general, dated to both the Typical
Comb Ware and Early Metal Period, characterize the area from around the cemetery
towards the east.

The 1997 excavation area A was located immediately to the north of the area of the
cemetery already excavated in the early 1970’s (Fig. /). This area yielded an exten-
sion of the cemetery and it was further enlarged during the second and third years
of fieldwork. The excavations in 1997 covered three test trenches (B-D) east of the
cemetery and a smaller excavation area (E) in the main part of the dwelling-site west
of the cemetery. Test pits were opened both in the main and the eastern part as well. In
1998 in addition to an enlargement of the cemetery area (Al) test pits were excavated
both in the western and eastern part of the dwelling-site (Map 3).

Preliminary to the last year’s fieldwork only (1999), a magnetic prospecting was
carried out by the Geological Survey of Finland (GTK) around the cemetery, within
an area of 900 sq. meters pointed out by the archaeologists. The purpose of this was to
locate eventual burials containing red ochre and to define the borders of the cemetery
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Map 3. General map of Vaateranta with excavation areas.

a priori as a means of guidance in selecting the areas for excavation. The method is
based on the properties of minerals in the red ochre like hematite among others known
to be magnetic and measurable in graves in contrast with the surrounding low magnetic
soil. It has been in use at a number of sites (Ruonavaara 1992; Kukkonen et al. 1997,
Lavento 1992). Prospecting was preceded by magnetic susceptibility measurements of
samples of red ochre collected from the graves excavated in 1997-98 and proved to be
magnetic, however with a wide spectrum of magnetic susceptibility values. As mod-
ern metallic objects had been previously found in the ploughed topsoil, disturbances
were expected in the signature of possible graves. A total number of 3401 magnetic
readings were measured and processed into maps of total magnetic field intensity
and gradient. A large number of strong anomalies were registered and partly on these
grounds, partly on archaeological concluding, some of these anomalies were chosen
for further excavations. The strong magnetic anomalies in the excavation areas 1-2
and 4 proved to be only reflections of recent metal objects. Nevertheless, the large
hearth discovered in excavated area 5 pointed out as a rounded strong anomaly in the
magnetic measurements. Since on one hand the strong anomalies were not to be related
to graves, and on the other hand the graves discovered during the excavation were not
registered as anomalies in the gradient map, an area (6) with lower SW-NE oriented
anomaly was chosen for excavation. In this area grave 16 was found. A correlation
between this elongated anomaly of lower magnetism and the red ochre grave may be
suggested at least (Map 4). All in all the magnetic prospecting method turned out to
be less successful at a site like Vaateranta with disturbance of activities during the
historic period and a number of excavations preceding the measurement. However, the
observed correlation of the measured strong magnetic anomaly with the stone hearth
and the low anomaly with grave 16 refer to a method useful at sites with no extensive
later occupation activities.

A total number of 18 to 19 burials were discovered in the excavations of 1997-99
including the uncertain ones. Apart from the graves only a few structural remains were
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Map 4. Total magnetic field gradient map by the Geological Survey of Finland preceding the 1999 excavation.
The area excavated in 1970-71 and 1997-98 shown as lined.

Fig. 2. Maps of grave 4 (left) and 1,
layer 7 being drawn by Teemu Mok-
konen and Risto Kesseli in 1997,
towards ESE.

unearthed consisting of the large stone hearth referred to above and a possible hearth
as well, pits of various size containing burnt bones and soot, all these excavated in
1999. The latter bone-pits may be interpreted as cooking pits, garbage-pits and even as
a couple of post-holes close to the large hearth. A ploughed topsoil layer was observed
practically all over the site as well.

The cemetery and remains of the dead

The Stone Age cemetery of Vaateranta is located on the edge of the uppermost terrace
east of the main part of the dwelling site. The discovered inhumations are scattered at
an area c. 20x 12 meters covering c. 160 sq. meters (Fig.2, Map 5)*. Grave D, interpreted

*The map being more or less a compilation of grave and burial contours observed at various depths.
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Map 5. Cemetery with graves excavated in 1970-71 and 1997-99.

Fig. 3. Graves 2 (above, towards W)
and 3 (below, towards NW) under
excavation in 1998.
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Fig. 4. Partly visible contours of the
south-north oriented grave pit 7 in
the foreground with the transversal
grave 14 cut by a water pipe ditch in
the background, towards NW.

as a cremation, lies some 5 meters further SW of grave 13. There may be some minor
inaccuracy in combining the location of the graves excavated in the early 1970s with
those unearthed in the late 1990s.

The graves may be divided into a number of categories according to their orientation,
burial density, the presence, absence or magnitude of red ochre and the size of graves
among others. The main grave orientation at Vaateranta may be classified as W-E with
a variation of c¢. 32° towards an orientation SW-NE. Graves B, 2 and 14 are in the exact
W-E direction according to the magnetic north as measured in 1997. Graves A, C, 4 and
13 present a bias of around 10° towards a WSW-ENE direction whereas graves 1, 5-6
and 10 are laid in an orientation around 20° towards the SW-NE. Graves 9 (a&b) and
16 have an orientation close or around 30° and grave 3 still more (c. 32°), i.e. close to
a SW-NE orientation (Fig.3). The northeasternmost graves (3, 9-10 and 16) present a
more SW-NE orientation in general, which in turn may refer to a close simultaneity of
these graves. The estimated orientations according to measurements taken from either
the grave-pits or contours of red ochre are partly obscured by the variations observed
in various layers of each grave. However, the impression of the layout is rather uniform
(cf. Osterholm 1997:479).

The grave orientation is parallel to the height contours of the terrace and slope. This
seems to hold true to the majority of Stone Age graves as well (e.g. Torvinen 1979:
38; Halinen 1999:174). At Vaateranta only one distinctive diversion was observed to
the rather harmonious layout of the cemetery given above. This was grave 7 unearthed
step by step during the three years of excavations in the northwestern corner of the
area (Fig.4). After some difficulties in the observations an almost exact S-N orienta-
tion was proposed for this grave-pit. Moreover, this grave may represent another kind
of anomaly within the cemetery reflected in the contours of the adjoining grave 14. It
seems probable that the eastern end of the latter one has been cut in connection with
digging the northwestern part of grave-pit 7. This cutting may even reflect a substan-
tial anachronism of these two graves and, as judged by some observations during the
excavation in addition to the anomalous direction of grave 7, it seems probable that the
burial order has been the proposed one. All the other graves of the cemetery have been
laid without observed disturbance of each other and as such reflect an organic growth
pattern of the cemetery. As a result a prerequisite of a marking superstructure like a
mound on each grave, a constant living burial tradition and a relatively short chronol-
ogy of the period of use may be taken for granted (cf. Miettinen 1992:16). A diversion
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from an overall regularity pattern of this kind may be considered as a reflection of the
lack of some of these prerequisites.

Even though the cemetery may be characterized as having a uniform orientation
layout, the graves are mainly laid with irregular intervals ranging between c. 0,3 to 3
meters. At the Typical Comb Ware cemetery of Hartikka (Map 6) in Laukaa with 14 to
16 recognized graves the space left between each grave has varied from 60 to 140 cm.
At Hartikka there is an impression of a still more coherent burial layout with short and
regular intervals between the graves all in the E-W orientation, however possibly due
to less excavations as well (Miettinen 1992:15, 18; Kukkonen et al. 1992:9).

Distinct variations in the grave depths were observed at Vaateranta. Grave 5 and the
double grave 9 were shallow ones with the bottoms lying at only c¢. 50 ¢cm, whereas
graves 1-3, 6, 14 and 16 may be characterized as deep ones with the depth ranging from
70 (graves 14 & 16) to 100-110 cm (grave 3). The depth of the rest of the burials was
around 60 cm. Grave A seems to belong to the group of shallow ones with an estimated
depth of only 40 cm. This may even hold true to the rest of the graves discovered in
1970-71 although topsoil had been removed prior to the excavation (Rédty 1995:164-5).
The bottom layers partly turned pit shaped especially in the graves 9 and 10, possibly
due to natural causes only.

There were essential variations in the observed grave dimensions and even between
each layer within a single grave. The last phenomenon may partly depend on the de-
structive effect of the top cultivation layer and the variations observed in the total
burial depth, since the uppermost layers in shallow graves in such circumstances are
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Fig. 5. Grave 16 with distinct con-
tours in layer 4 (or 5), 4 m scale
stick in S-N orientation.

proportionally more vulnerable to destruction than the deep ones. This may be con-
cluded from the clearly visible pit contours in a number of deep graves, especially in the
upper layers, turning practically invisible towards the bottom. A contrary if self-evident
development was observed in the burial remains as reflected in the increasing amount
of red ochre towards the bottom layers. The grave pit seems to have been at its largest
in the top layers. Moreover, the top layer observations may even indicate the size of the
grave-pit that has partly collapsed after the burial. Such an occurrence may be read in
the observed variation of the largest grave 3 pit estimated to as much as 320x200 cm in
top layer 2 as compared with the c¢. 270x115 cm measured in the sixth to ninth layers
(Table 1). The maximum dimensions of the proper burial in dark red ochre discolour-
ing were c. 200 x 50 cm. In its eastern end there was a discolouring with red ochre in
form of an arc. This was interpreted as remains of some grave end construction detail,
possibly a site of a hollowed coffin or hide wrappings sprinkled with ochre. Towards
the bottom this turned into a rectangular streak of red ochre bordering the sides of the
burial. Observations of close resemblance have been registered at Hartikka (Miettinen
1992b: 29-30).

Graves 2 and 16 were among the larger ones with the size of the grave-pit around
280 x 125 and 300 x 100 cm in the top layers and diminishing into some 280 x 85 cm
in layer 7 in the former and to 285 x 100 in the burial layer of the latter grave (Fig.5).
The strong red ochre discolouring in the burial layers in these graves was measured to
only c¢. 160 x 30-40 and 185-205 x 20-30 cm respectively. In these graves both the
grave-pit and the patch of red-ochre, apparently representing the size of the deceased,
were clearly visible. In contrast, there were difficulties in defining the width especially
of grave 6, as the contours of both the pit and red ochre were obscure and highly de-
pendant on the layer of observation. According to some measurements this may have
been as wide as 110-120 cm with a length around 220-240 cm. Graves 4 and 5 with
their moderate if obscure size between 140—170 cm may be considered as burials rep-
resenting small-sized individuals or juveniles. In all the other graves the contours of
pits were obscure and not definable with certainty. In contrast to this in a number of
graves only the red ochre discolouring was well definable.

A number of graves — the second burial in grave B and possibly C and graves 8,
11-12, 15 and 17 — are to be considered only as probable infant burials, as judged
by the presence of discoloured patches of red ochre less than ¢. 70-80 cm in size. Of
these grave 8 was mainly distinguished from its surroundings as a small W-E oriented
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< Table 1. Grave dimensions and features

nr. of | size of maximum size maximum | head-end in es- description of main finds skeletal re- orientation, special remarks
grave | grave-pit of red ochre depth in timation of sex: mains
in cm in cm cm M(ale), F(emale)
or I(nfant)
1 200x75 155x30-35 60-85 W? potsherds, flint, burnt bones decayed remains | 70°/77¢" tilted to E
charcoal of bone? in
midpart
2 280x95 200 (235) x 40 80 W MorF slate and amber ring & pendant, teeth & jaw and | 85°/94«"distinct contours of
(50) flint, potsherds, burnt bones, skull in W part pit
charcoal
3 275x125 200 (245) x 55 100-110 ENE prominent M | amber pendants, intact vessel & teeth in E part 60°/66:" distinct contours of
(70) broken vessels, flint and quartz, pit
polished & grinding stones, un-
worked stones, resin, burnt bones
4 (170) 120x50 70 W?F amber pendants, potsherds, obscure pit burnt sand & soot
140x60 polished stone object, flint, resin, on top
charcoal
5 150x30 50 only red ochre obscure
6 240x120? 220x110, patches | 80 WTE? potsherds. flint, quartz 70°/77gon? contours obscure,
only in places possibility of a double grave?
7 ? N? M? potsherds, flint objects and flakes N end obscure, overlying
burials?
8 80x50 60-65 I2 large unworked flat & rounded
stone
9 (a- 215x100 unburnt clay teeth and 60°/66¢" double grave, pit
b) small skeletal? | undefinable
remains in both
burials
9a 180x40 40 (-55) ENE M potsherds, flint objects eg. arrow- northern burial visible in red
head quartzes, resin ochre
9b 150x45 40 (-55) ENE F amber button, potsherds, resin southern burial visible in red
ochre




16

Table 1. Grave dimensions and features (cont.)

nr. of | size of maximum size maximum | head-end in es- description of main finds skeletal re- orientation, special remarks
grave | grave-pit of red ochre depth in timation of sex: mains
in cm in cm cm M(ale), F(emale)
or I(nfant)
10 175x40? 90 (130) x 25 65 (-100) WSW?M amber buttons, potsherds, chisel, 65°/72¢&", obscure definition,
(40) flint knife? red ochre in a W end pit
112 70x20 —60? 1? potsherds, flint object, quartz n. 60°/66gon? uncertain, soot
flakes on top
122 60-70x40 60? 1? potsherds, flint & quartz, burnt W-E, vague red ochre contours
bones
13 270-300 x 80- 260(120)x50(30) | —65? W Young pers. amber ring, potsherds, flint & most of teeth in | topsoil removed in 1970
100 quartz, burnt bones, charcoal W part
14 ? 180(120— =70 E Adult + I potsherds, even large, flint & teeth in E part W end demolished, pit obscure
130)x80 (40) quartz, resin?, burnt bones,
charcoal
15 60x407? 40x30 1? potsherds, flint, few burnt bones uncertain & obscure
16 300x100 225(200) x 70-75 EM flint knife & flakes, potsherds, teeth in E part 60°/66" distinct pit contours
40(30) quartz, burnt bones, charcoal and decayed
skeletal parts
17 ? 50x60 shallow I? ? potsherds, flint & quartz obscure, possibly E end of a
grave only
A 155x50 40 amber & slate ornaments, pot- topsoil removed, remains of
sherds, flint & quartz, burnt bones fire to the E
B 220(200) x shallow ESE? potsherds, flint & quartz, or- double grave of adult & infant?
160(60-80) ganic remains of birch bark?, burnt
bones
C 260x100 2 shallow polished tool, flint, organic re- double grave?
mains of birch bark?
D 160x140? 60x70 42 3 pers. 2 M) amber ring, flint objects and flakes, | burnt skeletal cremation

potsherds, quartz flakes

remains




Fig. 6. Double grave 9 with adja-
cent burials b and a (from left) and
the close parallel grave 10to the
right in layer 3,5, towards SW.

discolouring with only slight hues of red ochre’. The find-assemblages in these present
a variation of such quantities that these must be discarded as grave definitions (7Table
3). Graves 11, 15 and 17 may be considered as the most obscure ones and only highly
hypothetically as graves. However, according to an elongated anomaly in the magnetic
gradient map (Map 4), the last one may even represent the southeastern end of a full-
sized burial, even though no signs of continuance were observed towards the profile
wall in the NW. The lack of observations referring to a “proper grave” during the
excavation applies to the anomaly gradients towards the WSW of this patch as well.
Grave B with a separate patch of red ochre has been interpreted as a burial of an adult
and a child together (Réty 1995:165). Even a thin patch of red ochre by grave C may
be regarded as remains of an infant burial. In this connection even the possibility of a
child being buried with an adult, a custom well documented in Scandinavian cemeter-
ies among others with well-preserved skeletal parts, must be kept in mind (eg. Larsson
1988:111, 131). Grave 14 at least at Vaateranta indicates such a funerary practice, as
discussed later in connection with dental remains.

It is only the two parallel inhumations in grave 9 (a & b) that on archaeological
grounds are to be considered as a double grave of adults. A variation in depth of only
a few cm in these two burials was observed (Fig. 6). It was not possible to observe the
contours of either a common or two separate grave-pits in this connection. However, the
diverging AMS dating results from samples obtained from both these burial contexts,
proved to be in conflict with this interpretation (see chapter “The site chronology and
dating problems”). Moreover, yet a third burial belonging to the same grave unit with
grave 9 may be suggested with the adjoining grave 10. This assumption is based on the
parallelism and relative proximity of these two close-lying graves as compared to the
mean distance between the burials in the cemetery and the lack of traces of any separate
grave pits in between. However, when compared to grave 3 at Kangas in Kaustinen,
undoubtedly containing a proper triple burial (Halinen 1997:23, 25:1999:174), such a
close connection between graves 9 and 10 seems more unlikely.

In addition to the graves referred to above a number of disturbances parallel to these
were observed in the subsoil during the 1997 excavation, which may indicate the exist-
ence of graves without either red ochre or artefacts. Even though these could not be

‘The presence of a larger unworked rounded stone in this context is being referred to as a potential proof
for burial, see footnote 12 as well.
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Map 7. Burial orientation

{Z= Orientation of corpse defined X Cremation
according to dental remains

Estimated orientation of corpse < Uncertain (infant)
burial

C > Orientation of corpse unknown

verified as graves, a positive proof would give an explanation to areas empty of graves
in between graves 1, 4, 6 and 7 among others, and a more coherent impression of the
cemetery layout would be achieved.

Apart from the burnt refuse fauna remains of the deceased were found in a number
of graves. These may be classified mainly as well preserved remains of teeth enamel
and only a few vague observations of decayed skeletal remains. A varying quantity of
teeth was found in seven graves®. As judged by the location of teeth in the graves it
was possible to draw a number of conclusions of the graves, above all simply to define
the direction of the corpse in the burial. In five of these burials (graves 3, 9a and b, 14
and 16) the head of the deceased lay in the eastern part of the grave and in two graves
(2 and 13) towards the opposite western end. The layout of the cemetery with the ori-
entation of each burial is presented in Map 7. The orientations of corpses identified by
dental remains and considered as certain are depicted in solid figures. Those with the
direction defined according to find assemblages like the location of amber ornaments
only (graves 4 and 10) or the observed tilting of the grave | towards the east are shown
as broken figures®. Graves without any clue to the orientation are shown as solid ovals

*The discovered teeth material (1998) was ex-rayed at the University of Helsinki Department of Forensic
Medicine but no further results of the material are available at present and its potential has not been exploited
yet (c.f. Larsson 1988:94-96). In fact, the location of this material is unknown to the author at present. An
osteological analysis of the teeth unearthed in the 1999 excavation only has been made by Eeva-Kristiina
Lahti (see. appendix Osteological Analysis by ms. Lahti).

A gradual tilting of red ochre horizon towards the east was even observed in grave 2 with dental remains
in the western end, slightly higher up.
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