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10 Burial Customs in the Northern Ostrobothnian
Region (Finland) from the Late Medieval Period to
the 20th Century. Plant Remains in Graves
Introduction
This chapter gives an overview of burial customs in Northern Ostrobothnia
(Finland), but concentrates on the furnishing of coffins with plants. The results are
based on graveyard excavations and church surveys in which the sites and studied
graves date from circa 1400 to 1800AD (Tab. 10.1). Some of the features of burial
customs, such as using birch bark as a cover or shroud, are common across the
whole of Fennoscandia, but others are restricted to specific locales. Offerings and
decorations were essential parts of the burial rituals in both pre-Christian and
Russian Orthodox ceremonies. The archaeological grave excavations in Hailuoto, Ii
Hamina and Manamansalo (in the interior of Northern Ostrobothnia) have produced
archaeological data that give us perspectives on medieval burial customs in Northern
Finland (Fig. 10.1). Analysis of pollen and macrofossil records from Late Medieval Ii
Hamina has revealed evidence of offerings and decorations in the graves (Tranberg
et al., 2014). Moreover, similar practices have been documented in 17th- and 18thcentury Northern Ostrobothnian under-floor church burials (Alakärppä, 1997;
Alakärppä & Paavola, 1997; Ojanlatva & Paavola, 1997; Sarkkinen & Kehusmaa, 2002)
and even as late as the 1950s in Ii (Itkonen, 1950). Beliefs related to food offerings in
the coffin can also be found in early 20th century ethnographic literature too. Some
of the case studies presented in this paper are under-floor burials from different
periods. Interments underneath church floors largely ended between 1750 and 1780.
While the families of clergy and school authorityhad been entitled to free underfloor burial since 1719, others had to pay for such burials (Paavola, 1995, pp. 50, 114).
The results from Ii Hamina, Manamansalo, Valmarinniemi and Oulu cathedral are
all based on graveyard excavations (Kallio-Seppä, 2010; Sarkkinen & Kehusmaa,
2002). The aim of this chapter is to describe a possible pattern of furnishing graves
and coffins in Northern Ostrobothnia. The term ‘furnishing’ in this context means
the placing of different kinds of padding and covers into the graves or coffins. The
term ‘offering’ refers to food or other equipment put alongside with the deceased,
whereas ‘decorations’ were only for show.
The religion of the population affected the traditions of burial practice. There
were multiple ethnicities and religions present in Northern Finland during the
Medieval period. Before the colonization in the 14th century the area was inhabited
by Sami (the native people of Northern Fennoscandia), Tavastians (from southern
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Finland) and then Karelians (from Karelia). They all adhered to different religions.
Karelians represented generally the Russian Orthodox Church. Tavastians were
Catholics, and the Sami had their own indigenous religion before they started to
convert to Lutheranism during the 17th and 18th centuries. Population growth was
at its highest in the 14th century, when people arrived from south-western coast of
Finland. In addition, the area was populated by representatives of the Swedish crown
and, especially from the 17th and 18th centuries, many professionals (e.g. craftsmen,
traders, gardeners) from Central Europe (Vahtola, 2004). The Ostrobothnian region
was under the influence of the Roman Catholic Church from the early 14th century,
but all turned towards Lutheranism in the peaceful Reformation from the mid-16th
century onward. Regardless of the ruling church, the Russian Orthodox Church had
and has an influence on the lives of Northern Ostrobothnians, particularly in the Ii and
Manamansalo areas. Religious everyday life during the medieval period was based not
only on Christian beliefs, but also older pre-Christian beliefs which persisted among
the people as well (Tanska, 2011, pp. 25ff; Vahtola, 1998, p. 18). Medieval spirituality
did not separate reality and religion in the same way than we do today. Pre-Christian
beliefs connected the sacred to concrete everyday events (e.g. Pirinen, 1996). While
the burial ceremony was generally regulated, coffin furnishing was not under any
regulation (see Rimpiläinen, 1971). The tradition of coffin furnishing was dictated by
custom, or at the most unspoken rules.

Table 10.1: The graves from Ostrobothnian churches and graveyards studied in this chapter.

Church

Date

Graves with plants
(all studied)

Research method

Oulu Cathedral

1600-1770-centuries

26(127)

Excavation/burial ground

Ii Hamina

1400-1600-centuries

5

Excavation/burial ground

Kempele

1600-1700 -centuries

4(8)

Survey/under-floor

Keminmaa

1600-1800 -centuries

11(31)

Survey/under-floor

Haukipudas

1600-1700 -centuries

4(9)

Survey/under-floor

Hailuoto

1600-1700 -centuries

33(35)

Excavation/burial ground

Manamansalo

1500 -century

0(9)

Excavation/burial ground

Valmarinniemi

1000-1450 -centuries

0(88)

Excavation/burial ground

Tornio

Late 1600-1800 -cent.

10(29)

Survey/under-floor
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Figure 10.1: Map of Ostrobothnia and the sites.

10.1 Burial Customs at Ii Hamina
Excavations at the Ii Hamina medieval graveyard and church site were carried out
during the summer of 2009 (Kallio-Seppä, 2010; Kallio-Seppä et al., 2009; Kallio-Seppä
et al., 2011). Approximately nine per cent of the total graveyard area was excavated and
at least 290 deceased revealed. Coin finds from graves and radiocarbon dating of the
deceased indicates that the graveyard was in use from the 15th century until the early
17th century (Jylkkä-Karppinen, 2011). Soil samples were taken from five in situ graves
for the analysis of pollen, insect and seed remains (Alenius 2011; Tranberg, 2011a;
Tranberg, 2011b; Tranberg, 2011c). These samples were analyzed in order to investigate
the possible use of plants in local burial customs. Investigation of the funeral methods
was expected to reflect human relations with foodplants or the environment.
The few macro fossils from the Ii Hamina graves were unfortunately poorly
preserved and represented fairly common species in the natural vegetation. However,
these fossil seeds indicate weed plants which are generally edible, but their role in a
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local diet cannot be confirmed. This is the case in medieval village sites in general.
One cannot always say whether fossils such as the raspberry (Rubus idaeus) or fat hen
(Chenopodium album) seeds that were present in studied samples reflect food waste
or local vegetation in an archaeological context (Hämet-Ahti et al., 1998; Väre et al.,
2005). There is an example from southern Finland where fat hen has been used as
a flour substitute. Such a custom was also discovered at Åland, where bread made
from a a flour of mixed fat hen seeds and grains was found from an Iron Age grave
as an offering (Lempiäinen, 2009, p. 126). The seeds of turnips (Brassica rapa) and
raspberries in the Ii Hamina graves refer to common food plants utilized in Ii Hamina
and its surroundings (Luukko, 1954, p. 182). These few seeds do not indicate the
burial customs, however. The seeds could have been transported accidentally into
the graves from the surroundings during the funeral ceremony.
The few fragments of birch bark in one of the graves could indicate a traditional
manner of covering the deceased with birch bark. A body was wrapped up in birch
bark in a burial at Hailuoto graveyard (Fig. 10.2) and dated to the 18th century
(Paavola, 1995, p. 110). Another older example of such process comes from Late Iron
Age southern Finland, where a body was wrapped up in bark to prevent sand flowing
inside the coffin (Cleve, 1978, p. 82; Gräslund, 1980, p. 14). The same tradition was in use
among Sami people; the deceased person was covered with some local material from
the surroundings, such as stones, branches or moss, but then the body was usually
wrapped in reindeer skin and sometimes birch bark (Itkonen, 1984). Wrapping in birch
bark also seems to be characteristic of medieval Sami burial culture (Zachrisson, 1997).
The use of birch bark for covering the deceased was later replaced by wooden coffins
and covers, but the use of bark in some form in funeral ceremonies remains until the
19th century. The previously-mentioned study of early modern church under-floor
coffins in Ostrobothnia, where the roofs of the tombs had been covered with birch bark
and sand layers, reveals the popularity of this tradition well.
The pollen analysis of Ii Hamina graves gives more information on coffin furnishing
or putting offerings inside the graves than macro fossil analysis. The results indicate that
mainly true grasses (Poaceae) but also sedges (Carex) were used in the graves, possibly
as a bedding material. The exceptionally high proportion of pollen from Cichoriaceae
species in one of the graves indicates that these flowering plants, together with asters
and bellflowers, were put into the grave during the funeral. In addition, high proportions
of barley and rye pollen in another of the graves indicate food offerings.

10.2 Furnishing of the Coffins in Early Modern Ostrobothnia –
Archaeological Results
Most of our insight into coffin furnishings in the area is based on the evidence from
church floor graves from Oulu (Kehusmaa, 1996; Lempiäinen, 1996), Kempele,
Keminmaa, Haukipudas and Hailuoto (Fig. 10.1). The documentation used here was
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produced by Kirsti Paavola and her research group during the 1990s. Surveys were
undertaken without disturbing the graves (Alakärppä, 1997; Alakärppä & Paavola,
1997; Ojanlatva & Paavola, 1997; Paavola, 1991). The survey in Kempele was based on
already open coffins, but in both Keminmaa and Haukipudas the coffins were opened
for recording. Because some of the survey information represents only coffins which
were already open, and not all coffins were opened at all, the documentation is not
comprehensive but provides some glimpses of coffin furnishings from the 17th to
the 19th centuries in Ostrobothnia. The results from Oulu cathedral, Manamansalo,
Valmarinniemi and Ii Hamina graveyard came from excavated burials. Therefore the
preservation conditions were different to those of the earlier-mentioned under-floor
graves. It is not possible to make any statistically-secure insights regarding the actual
coffin-furnishing methods, because of the preservation differences and the approach
to sampling being less than systematic in most of the investigations. The furnishing
materials taken into account here are birch bark, spruce branches, moss and grasses
(reed, straw and hay).
The graveyard of Manamansalo dates to the 16th century (Laulumaa, 1994).
No finds related to food offerings or furnishing inside the graves were found, but
some artefacts connected to clothes, or personal belongings of the deceased were
found. The excavation does reveal that people in the area were in contact with
both the eastern and western churches. The medieval graveyard Valmarinniemi (at
Keminmaa, situated on the northern part of the North Ostrobothnian coast) was
excavated in the early 1980s (Koivunen, 1997). Unfortunately, no organic matter was
found (Valmarinniemen hautakortit, 1981). In Valmarinniemi and in Manamansalo
the organic materials were destroyed, whereas in Hailuoto the humidity of the ground
preserved the material. The excavations of Hailuoto produced well-preserved birch
bark (Fig. 10.2) probably used as a cover or shroud.

Figure 10.2: Hailuoto: a birch bark burial.
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Using birch bark and spruce branches as cover or bedding was common during
the 17th and 18th centuries and these materials were still in use during the 19th
century in Ostrobothnia. The most common coffin furnishing material in the whole
study area was birch bark (60%) followed by spruce branches (28%), and some graves
had both birch and spruce remains in them. Legs and hips were more commonly
covered than the whole body. In this case, the most-used material was birch bark.
Spruce and birch were also used in some cases at the bottom of the coffin or beneath
the head as padding. It has been reported in ethnographic records that spruce twigs
prevent dead people from moving and therefore reduces their capacity to haunt the
living. The use of spruce twigs as a decoration at funerals also refers to the prevention
of haunting (Hagberg, 1937; Jonsson, 2009). The more common habit of covering
legs and hips rather than the whole body with spruce branches (Fig. 10.3) would
make sense from this point of view. To cover them with birch bark does not seem to
have the same meaning. The characteristic of covering the legs with birch bark was
common especially on Hailuoto island (Fig. 10.2), and could indicate the dressing of
the deceased. It was more important and therefore more common to decorate and
dress the head area of the deceased, rather than the rest of the body, as late as the 18th
century in Oulu (Palomaa, 2012). The lower body was simply covered with clothing or
something else.

Figure 10.3: Kempele: an example with legs and hips covered with spruce twigs.

Around 70% of the furnishing inside the coffins referred to cases in which birch
bark had been used to cover only legs and hips. The use of birch bark most likely
comes from the old custom of using bark as a cover, shield or kind of shroud, as was
described above. However, the late use of bark did not fulfil the same purposes. The
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coffin was closed and the body was dressed, leaving another function for bark. Spruce
branches were not necessarily only padding, but gave off an odour as well. However,
the smell of the plants would not last for a very long time, and could not at any rate
hide the smell of decomposition. The space underneath the church floor was used for
graves or as a mortuary, and in some northern Finnish parishes this custom was an
occasional practice until the 19th century (Paavola, 2009, p. 246). It is obvious that the
air inside the church was, from time to time, and at least during summer, filled with a
strong smell of rotten bodies. To ease their experiences during services people waved
aromatic herbs such as mint (Mentha) in front of their faces.
The survey of underfloor burials in the church at Tornio confirmed the abovementioned coffin furnishing methods (Suvanto, 2005). Using spruce branches
as a cover or mattress was the most common, although bark, hay and straw were
also used. Suvanto (2005) reported sawdust in some coffins. Using sawdust seems
to be a relatively common coffin filling in Scandinavia (Jonsson, 2009): see figure
10.4 for an example from Keminmaa. Suvanto (2005) described organic litter inside
the coffins as well. It is unclear if it consists of the remains of plant decoration. In
any event, flower ornaments made from fabric and wire were used to decorate the
interior (and sometimes the exterior) of the coffins of children. This is typical of the
whole Ostrobothnia area. In fact, it seems to have been a common way of decorating
coffins in the north in general. Hagberg (1937) describes funeral practices in Sweden
in 19th century. She describes how it was unsuitable to put plant decoration such as
spruce or lingonberry (Vaccinium vitis-idaea) branches into adults’ coffins, but it was
considered appropriate for children’s coffins.

Figure 10.4: Keminmaa: sawdust inside a coffin.

196

Burial Customs in the Northern Ostrobothnian Region (Finland) from the Late Medieval...

Straw, grass or hay – or reed in the case of Hailuoto – were more commonly
used as paddings. The use of reeds was a product of local cultural practice and
environmental circumstance. Reed was an important plant for people in Hailuoto. It
was a dominating feature in an areas with open sea-shore landscapes, and was used
as animal food (Hicks, 1988). Local practices are not always dictated by ritualistic
features. The reason why a certain plant was used as padding can simply be based
on availability. It is also a fact that the mattresses of the living were usually made
mainly from reeds. A similar local custom was used in medieval England. For
example, at Hulton Abbey a body was wrapped up in rushes (Daniell, 1998, p. 157,
citing Klemperer, 1992, pp. 87-88). It is unclear if reed in Hailuoto was used as a
shroud or as padding, but birch bark was definitely used as a shroud in one of the
graves.
The excavations in the graveyard of Oulu Cathedral produced most of the
moss material found within the research project discussed here. Only one example
could be found from the other sites, in a single grave from Haukipudas. Moss is
one material that was used as padding, even though it was not as common as first
thought: some of the apparent moss remains have now been demonstrated to be the
remains of insects. While some observers had noted something that looked like moss
inside coffins, further study showed it to be Diptera cocoons (Lempiäinen, 1996). In
comparison, several moss species were found from graves in Katariina and Kirkonmäki
(southern Finland), where Polytrichum, Rhizomnium and Dicranum species were
used as padding in these Late Iron Age graves (Lempiäinen, 2009). Investigating
Ostrobothnian early modern graves, it looks as though moss was placed underneath
the bodies, constructing some kind of a mattress. Moss has not been found in the
earlier Ostrobothnian graves or coffins. As a matter of fact, moss (Polytrichum)
has been used as mattress among the 18th century´s Sami and elsewhere among
the native people of the Arctic (e.g. Linne 1991(1737), p. 105). Nevertheless, some
of the moss inside the under-floor graves of Ostrobothnian churches had probably
fallen from the above floor structures. The floors of the time were insulated by moss
between the floor timbers
Birch bark was therefore not the only material that could be used for wrapping
bodies, although it seems to have been a commonly-used material in Ostrobothnia and
Finland overall. In fact, it would appear that birch bark has always had an important
place in Finnish funeral customs. Throughout the area moss and hay or reed was
commonly used as padding, but branches of spruce and birch bark acted as covers,
bedding or pillows to produce fragrance, or even as a decorative feature. All the hay
remains found were either underneath the body or around the head, indicating use
as a pillow or mattress.
A bouquet made from Ranunculus, Trifolium repens and Carex species, was found
inside a grave at Hailuoto, underneath the head. It is not clear if the bouquet was a
pillow. A clear example of such decoration comes from Espoo (Southern Finland),
where sprigs of blueberry, lingonberry or heather (Hiekkanen, 1988, p. 69) were used
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in the same way as flowers in Ostrobothnian cases. Twigs of birch and alder (Alnus)
were found underneath the head from one of the Oulu Cathedral graves, and twigs of
birch from two graves at Hailuoto and Oulu, which date to the 17th or 18th century.
We can assume that the twigs were also put inside the coffin as a decorative feature.
Twigs of birch were also found inside a grave in Keminmaa (dated to the 17th to 19th
centuries).
The custom of putting personal belongings or decorations inside the coffin
continued in the 19th century, but there are no references to food offerings. However,
this does not meant hat there were none. Despite the fact that there is no archaeological
evidence of food offering in this data, the ethnographic literature includes examples
of food being placed alongside the deceased as late as the early 20th century (e.g.
Pentikäinen, 1990, p. 73).

10.3 Ethnographic References to Plants in Funeral Practices
Ethnographer Samuli Paulaharju (1914, p. 107) described funeral practices in Hailuoto
in 1912. The shavings of the coffin were put inside the coffin alongside the dead. It has
been said that they functioned as padding. It is possible that the shavings were put
inside the coffin also because they had been in contact with the deceased. Everything
that had been in such contact, like clothes of the dead person, hair, teeth, freshlyused tools and the material used when making the coffin, was supposed to be burned
or put into the coffin. Thus finding shavings in or around the grave is not unexpected.
Similarly, the ground level under the church floor is often filled with shavings from
the construction of the church building. However, shavings were found inside the
mattress underneath a burial in Keminmaa. This infant burial demonstrates the
fact that material that had been in contact with the dead or the coffin was somehow
infected by the death and had to join the deceased. In the cases, were reed was
found inside the mattress, the mattress probably was the deathbed of the deceased
(Hyry et al., 1995, p. 79). Reed was used for making mattresses in Ostrobothnia still in
the 20th century.
Pre-Christians put offerings into the graves and flowers mainly outside the graves.
When grave offerings became forbidden as Christianity took root, flowers in a way
replaced them (Goody, 1993, p. 46). As house plants became more common during
the 19th century in Finland and Sweden, so did live flowers placed inside the coffins.
When live flowers were not available, they were replaced with artificial ones. Overall,
house plants such as Fuchsia and Pelargonium, were put inside the coffin along
with herbs like Old-Man Wormwood (Artemisia abrotanum). Other commonly-used
plants connected to funerals in the early 20th century were Asparagus setaceous and
Asparagus densiflorus, Myrtus communis (myrtle) and Hedera. Features connecting
funeral plants were fragrance and evergreenness. These features have continuity from
the classical period to today, and before that strong Egyptian foundation. Myrtle was
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put into young women´s and children´s coffins. Myrtle was not so common before the
late 19th and early 20th centuries (Hagberg, 1937), when lingonberry and bearberry
(Arctostaphylos) were in use. Lavender (Lavandula angustifolia) was also sometimes
put into coffins. During the 20th century plants of foreign origin and house plants
were commonly used for decoration and for fragrance both inside and outside the
coffin. The funeral bouquet was made, for example, from ferns or house plants which
had big leaves (Arkio, 1993).
The decorative use of plants inside the coffins found archaeologically is not
as common as plants used as padding. Decorative features found inside the early
modern coffins were in general made from some inorganic material, even if they
illustrated a particular plant, though possible decorations of organic origin could have
decomposed. Hagberg (1937) wrote that such artificial flowers were more common in
earlier times, by which she means the 19th century. These decorative figures were
made of brass and fabric.
Cypress (Cupressus) had been an important plant associated with dead in antiquity.
In late 19th century Finland lingonberry sprigs, cypress and cycad (Cycas) along with
some flowering plants were used in funeral bouquets. In the Finnish tradition cypress
was replaced with local conifers: spruce and pine or lingonberry sprigs. Birch twigs
were a very important feature and replaced spruce during summertime when the plant
was green. In Rantsila (Ostrobothnia) Butcher’s-Broom (Ruscus aculeatus) was used
in the same way in the early 20th century. There the open coffin was placed outside
the house and decorated with different flowers or branches, Hedera or Asparagus
setaceus. The flowers were arranged into the coffin. In the 1950s flowering plants were
a part of funeral ceremonies also in Ii, where myrtle and asparagus were put into the
coffin.
Funeral customs similar to those documented in Rantsila were still common in
the 1970s and 1980s on the Ostrobothnian coast. The coffin was placed outside the
deceased´s home in the funeral ceremony. Spruce trees or branches were placed
around the coffin and the yard. Birch trees and branches were used as the same way
during the summertime, when birch had leaves (Fig. 10.5). As Hagberg (1937) makes
clear, these customs had older roots and, in the past, a wider distribution in the area.

10.4 Conclusion
The study of grave offerings and decorations in Northern Ostrobothnia from the
medieval period to the early 20th century shows that some of the customs persisted
over centuries, and that there were features from various religious traditions. Notably,
the use of birch bark in burials as a cover or a shroud has been a continuous feature
from the Iron Age to early modern times in Finland. It is a shared feature in the whole
northern European area, but is especially strongly connected to the Sami culture and
the native people of the Arctic. As a diverse and well-used raw material, birch bark
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Figure 10.5: Birch branches and trees around a coffin (Tornio, 1980).

has also earned a central role in northern culture including those aspects to do with
death. Birch bark has been used as insulation in many structural solutions throughout
the early modern time towns of Sweden. Burials and tombs were insulated by birch
bark too. Another defining feature in burial tradition is variation ruled by practicality
in the furnishing of coffins within Ostrobothnia. People used to furnish coffins with
local natural products, such as moss or reeds in the case of Hailuoto, which were
readily available. The reed mattress was used by living, dying and dead, the sleeper
of the eternal sleep.
From the late 20th century food was not placed into coffins any more, as far
as is currently known. The practice was more common in the early 20th century in
agricultural communities, where the dead were sometimes provided with bread to
ensure the continuation of the living (e.g. Paulaharju, 1914, p. 107; Lehikoinen 2011,
p. 244). As people focused more and more on the funeral ceremony itself, offerings
became less common. People started to believe in an afterlife where the dead did
not need any offerings. The pre-Christian customs and beliefs started to lose their
power. Decoration, especially as a manifestation of one´s status or prosperity,
became more central than any other aspect. The focus was on the structure of
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funerals, not on the life after. Improving the deceased´s hereafter was possible in
the earlier Catholic ceremony, but not in the Lutheran rite anymore. Importantly,
the status of the relatives of the deceased appears in the funeral ceremony. As the
standard of living rose during the 19th and 20th centuries, the display of decorative
aspects such as flowering plants in gardens and homes increased, and decorating
coffins with them also became more popular. The same plants which ornamented
people´s homes were put into coffins, or most generally on top of the grave or coffin
during the ceremony.
People value their physical surroundings by conferring them with spiritual
meaning. For example plants important to individuals or communities are linked
with myths, customs or traditions. It is natural that plants essential in life were also
important in burial customs. These customs are formed by our personal attitude toward
the deceased, ourselves and our surroundings, not totally by any legal institution.
Nevertheless, the availability of furnishing materials and therefore practicality shapes
burial traditions strongly too.
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