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AND KErRkKO NORDQVIST?

The well-known Zvejnieki cemetery, with 330 burials, is one of the largest hunter-gatherer cemeteries
in northern Europe, overshadowing the more than 115 other Stone Age burials from over ten sites in
Latvia. This article is a first overview of these other burials, summarizing their research history, char-
acteristics, and assemblages. The authors discuss the problematic chronology of Latvian Stone Age burials
and place them in a wider regional context. Most of the burials are hunter-gatherer burials, and a ﬁw
are Corded Ware graves. This overview broadens our understanding of Latvian Stone Age burials and
brings to light the diversity of hunter-fisher-gatherer mortuary practices in the eastern Baltic region.
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INTRODUCTION

Since its discovery in the 1960s, the
Zvejnieki cemetery in northern Latvia has
become a reference for hunter-gatherer
burial archaeology. The current number of
330 excavated graves (Zagorskis, 1987,
2004; Larsson et al.,, 2017) makes it one
of the largest burial grounds in northern
Europe. Zvejnieki is exceptional not only
for the quantity of recorded burials but
also for their temporal span, from the
eighth to the third millennium BC and
beyond. Well-documented by the stan-
dards of the day, the burial practices
reflected by the unusually well-preserved
human bones and diverse material culture
have been (and still are) widely studied
and published, making Zvejnieki the
showcase site of the Latvian Stone Age.

A considerable number of other Stone
Age graves in present-day Latvia—over
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115 individuals, from at least ten sites—
have largely been overlooked. Often pub-
lished in small fieldwork reports in
Latvian or Russian, they remain relatively
unknown to the international scientific
community. The aim of the present article
is to provide an overview of this little-dis-
cussed material and to discuss the chron-
ology of Latvian Stone Age burials in
detail. The funerary data are compared
with research based on the Zvejnieki
cemetery—which as mentioned above has
historically dominated the discussion—and
our observations are evaluated against nor-
thern Stone Age mortuary practices in
their wider context. Such a study is neces-
sary in light of other fundamental over-
views recently carried out in other parts of
the eastern Baltic region (Téorv, 2018;
Ahola, 2019; see also Butrimas, 2012).
Furthermore, biomolecular and other arch-
aeometric analyses, including on Latvian
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burial assemblages (Eriksson et al., 2003;
Jones et al., 2017; Meadows et al., 2018),
require a solid archaeological background.

The data relating to sites and burials are
compiled in Table 1 and the online
Supplementary Material. The traditional
periodization of the Latvian Stone Age
(e.g. Zagorska, 2006) is associated with
blocks of archaeological cultures, defined
in terms of culture history. The adoption
of pottery marks the transition from the
Mesolithic (90005400 BC) to the
Neolithic (5400-1800 BC), the latter being
traditionally divided into the Early (sixth—
fifth millennium BC, epitomized by the
Narva culture), Middle (Comb Ware
culture, fourth millennium Bc), and Late
Neolithic (Corded Ware culture, third
millennium BC). Here, we use absolute
dates whenever possible, to avoid the pro-
blems caused by the variety of traditional
chronological labels in different countries.

Most of the period under study is char-
acterized by hunter-fisher-gatherer com-
munities, with productive livelihoods only
appearing in the context of the third-mil-
lennium BC Corded Woare culture.
Consequently, the main focus is on
hunter-gatherer burials. However, the line
between hunter-gatherer and Corded
Ware (or generally ‘Late Neolithic’) burials
can become blurred: in past research they
were often discussed together, and some
hunter-gatherer burials have been inter-
preted as Corded Ware interments
(Zagorskis, 1987; Loze, 2006a; see below).
We have therefore included all Corded
Ware burials in this article.

A BRrier HisTORY OF LATVIAN STONE
AGE BURIAL ARCHAEOLOGY

In 1827, a human skull accompanied by
stone and antler implements was reported
to have been found in Aizupe in western
Latvia (Eberts, 1926: 4; Sturms, 1927a:
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23) (Figure 1). However, the first docu-
mented Stone Age burials of the entire
eastern Baltic region are those of
Rinnukalns by Lake Burtnieks in northern
Latvia. The site was discovered in 1874
and investigated over the following
decades (Sievers, 1875; Sturms, 1927b: 1-
8) (Table 1). It remained the only known
Stone Age burial site in Latvia until
World War II, as even the fieldwork
boom preceding the war (Snore, 1938)
revealed only inconclusive evidence of
graves (see Sturms, 1946: 13).

Under post-war Soviet rule, construc-
tion projects began to reveal antiquities. A
Stone Age burial ground was found
during sand quarrying in Krei¢i in south-
eastern Latvia and studied between 1955
and 1959 (Zagorskis, 1961) (Figure 2). A
few more Stone Age burials were hastily
investigated in 1967-68 in Jurkova, south-
eastern Latvia, before gravel extraction lev-
elled its sandy hill, which also contained a
medieval cemetery (Cimermane, 1968,;
Vankina & Cimermane, 1969) (Figures 3
and 4). The Zvejnieki burial ground was
similarly discovered in gravel extraction in
the northern Lake Burtnieks area, and was
investigated between 1964 and 1971
(Zagorskis, 1987, 2004).

Large-scale amelioration works in the
Lake Lubans region of eastern Latvia led
to major landscape modifications and the
discovery of a series of Stone Age sites
(see Macane, 2007). Between 1964 and
1971, at least sixty-one burials were inves-
tigated at the Abora I site (Loze, 1979:
43-52) (Figure 5). At Kvapani II, another
fifteen graves were unearthed in 1977-78
(Loze, 1987a: 32-35, 2015: 40-43)
(Figure 6), and three more burials were
excavated at Upesgala licis in 1990 (Loze,
1992a). An individual burial was found in
1988 at the Iron Age site of Atkalni I
near the present-day seaport of Liepaja
(Petrenko & Virse, 1990). In addition,

numerous sites have, over the years,
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Table 1. Stone Age sites with confirmed burials and disarticulated human remains, as well as sites mentioned in the literature as potential Stone Age burial
sites. Burial classes: 1 confirmed burials; 2 possible burials; 3 loose human remains; 4 stray finds taken to indicate burials; 5 oral tradition of additional burials.
Temporal classes: H hunter-gatherer; C Corded Ware; * sites with burials previously connected with the Late Neolithic and/or Corded Ware culture based on body

position.
Site Burial No.of No.of Temporal Context Additional Investigations References
class graves indiv.  class information
Abora I 1,3 46 61+ H* Burials at a Middle—Late Many burials disturbed 1. Loze 1964-65, 1970-71, 2008 Loze, 1979, 1987b
Neolithic settlement, also by later land use (or
Bronze and Iron Age finds secondary burials?)
Atkalni I 1 1 1 C Solitary burial in a (Middle—) V. Petrenko & I. Virse 1988 Petrenko & Virse,
Late Iron Age cemetery 1990; Loze, 2006a
I¢a 3 H* C? Disarticulated bones from a E. Sturms 1938-39, F. Zagorskis  Loze, 1979, 2006a,
settlement occupied 1964, 1. Loze 1988-89 2010
throughout the Neolithic
Jurkova 1,3 4 7 H Cemetery(?) at a medieval Disturbed by later I. Cimermane 196768, Cimermane, 1968;
site/cemetery land use; currently L. Vankina 1968 Vankina &
destroyed Cimermane, 1969
Kreidi 1,35 17 23+ H* Cemetery next to a Middle(— Some burials disturbed  E. Snore 1955, L. Vankina Zagorskis, 1961, 1963
Late) Neolithic settlement, by later land use and 1956-57, F. Zagorskis 1958—
also Bronze Age and later hydrological 59
finds fluctuations
Kvapani II 1,3 15 15 H* Burials at a settlement occu- Many burials disturbed 1. Loze 1974, 1976-79 Loze, 1979, 1987a,
pied from the Late by later land use (or 2015
Mesolithic to the Late secondary burials?);
Neolithic, also Bronze Age, currently inundated
Iron Age and medieval finds
Rinnukalns 1,3 4 4+ H Burials at/under a Middle Largely disturbed by C.G. Sievers 1874-75, 1877, Sievers, 1875; Sturms,
Neolithic settlement/shell later land use A. Sommer 1881; K. von 1927b; Berzins et al.,
midden, cut by a medieval- Lowis of Menar 1895; 2014; Liibke et al.,
early modern cemetery M. Ebert 1913; E. Sturms 2016; Brinker et al.,
1943; V. Berzins et al., 2009— 2020
11, 2017-18
Sarkani 1 1 1 C Solitary burial Originally excavated N. Grasis 1994 Gerasis, 1996; Loze,

by local landowner
(1973); site is also
called Lake Sedzers

2006a
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Table 1. (Cont.)

Site Burial No.of No.of Temporal Context Additional Investigations References
class graves  indiv.  class information
Sarnate 3 H? Disarticulated bones from a E. Sturms 1938-40; L. Vankina Berzins, 2008
settlement occupied 1949, 1953-59
throughout the Neolithic
Selgas 1 1 2 C Solitary burial Originally excavated N. Grasis 1994 Grasis, 1996, 2007
by local landowner
(1994)
Upesgala 1 3 3 H Burials at a Middle Neolithic ~ Also called I¢a II I. Loze 1965, 1990 Loze, 1992a
[icis settlement, also Iron Age
finds
Vendzavas 1,3 1 1 H Solitary burial next to/in a Partly disturbed by V. Berzins 1995-96, 1998 Berzins, 2002
Late Mesolithic settlement later land use
Zvejnieki 1,3,5 330 342+ H* C Cemetery near Mesolithic and ~ Partly disturbed by F. Zagorskis 1964-66, 1968, Zagorskis, 1987, 2004;
Neolithic settlements, also later land use 1970-71; 1. Zagorska et al,, Zagorska, 2006;
Bronze Age, Iron Age and 2005-09, 2014 Larsson et al., 2017
medieval burials
Aizupe 4 C? Stray find Sturms, 19272; Loze,
1987b
Andrini 4 C? Stray find Sturms, 1970; Loze,
1987b
Bilas 2 2 2 H* C? Burials in a Middle—Late Iron F. Ozolins 1926 Ozolins, 1926; Grasis,
Age cemetery 2007
Grinerti 2 2 2 H* C? Burials in a Middle-Late Iron  Also called Zvardes E. Snore 1935 Snore, 1935; Loze,
Age cemetery Grinerti 1987b
Kandava 4 C? Stray find Sturms, 1970; Loze,
1987b
Kisezers C? Stray find Loze, 1997
Kiigani 2,3 4 4 H* C? Burials in a Middle-Late Iron A. Stubavs 1978-79 Stubavs, 1980; Loze,

Age settlement and
destroyed Late Neolithic—
Bronze Age site(?)

1987b

o€

1202 (€) ¢ Bojoavgosy fo pounof uvadoinsy


https://doi.org/10.1017/eaa.2020.64

Macane & Nordgoist - Latvian Stone Age Burials

¢ § 5
N S} 4
S = §§
o .8
p 8
) < S
— — EARIN =N
IS Q0 .0 8 =
s o oo
$ EX EQ EXZ o
N =] = L N
o =] EH a— N o
2
— 197] wn = —
o
T
I
R S
o0
&~ — =
(o)} »
— g i1
8§ 3 &
S 2 25|
— .
— o =
o [5)
=} 50
= <
- g
Q =
o —_
3 ]
a0 3
N = -
3 g o <
L gEE g& E
g g e 2§ €
5 TS5 B T& 2
S g 3 g0 =]
w2 F 97] F 197]
- Az . s Az
an O Q O Q
i
i
wn
o
~ < < < <~
8
IS -
22 3 o
s g 2 g o 2
|%'EQ 8 g =X o
5~ 3 =i 1) g
A ~ = = =

https://doi.org/10.1017/eaa.2020.64 Published online by Cambridge University Press

303

yielded undated burials and disarticulated
human bones (Stubavs, 1980; Berzins,
2008: 337; Loze, 2010: 94).

The first studies of Stone Age inter-
ments after the collapse of the Soviet
Union were undertaken in 1994, when two
Corded Ware burials, both originally dug
up by local landowners, were investigated
in Sarkani in eastern Latvia and in Selgas
on the Lithuanian border (Grasis, 1996,
2007). In 1998, a burial was excavated at
the Mesolithic settlement of Vendzavas on
the Latvian seacoast (Berzins, 2002).

A new phase of burial archaeology
started in the 2000s through an inter-
national research collaboration, with a
Latvian-Swedish project that investigated
further burials at the Zvejnieki cemetery
between 2005 and 2009 (Larsson, 2010;
Nilsson Stutz et al., 2013; Larsson et al.,
2017). New finds of human remains were
also made by the Latvian-German
cooperative project at the Rinnukalns site
in 2011-2018 (Berzins et al., 2014; Libke
et al., 2016; Brinker et al., 2020).

THE MATERIAL AND ITS CLASSIFICATION

The main sources for this study consist of
Stone Age burials excavated in Latvia,
excluding Zvejnieki. All the relevant litera-
ture was reviewed, and an archival study of
the available reports and related documen-
tation undertaken at the Repository of
Archaeological Material, Institute of
Latvian History at the University of Latvia
in Riga. Finds present in the collections
and permanent exhibition of the National
History Museum of Latvia (Riga) and the
Liepaja Museum were examined. Human
osteological material was not investigated;
all osteological information (see online
Supplementary Material) was taken from
publications.

The level of documentation often makes
evaluating the finds and contexts difficult.
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Figure 1. Latvian Stone Age burial sites and possible locations mentioned in the text.

Decades ago, shovels were used but no
sieving took place, and many excavations
were rescue excavations with limited
resources. In Soviet times, local enthusiasts
or school children were frequently
employed as labour; professional archaeol-
ogists were few and primarily oversaw the
works. Consequently, descriptions of indi-
vidual burials can be extremely sketchy,
and site plans, drawings, and photographs
are often missing. Particular problems,
especially in the Lake Lubans area, arise
from discrepancies in the field reports and
subsequent publications. These contradic-
tions have been tracked by consulting the
primary documentation whenever possible.

The burials appearing in publications
and reports have been divided into five
classes (Table 1 and online Supplementary
Material). Class 1 includes secure burials
containing confirmed human remains with
diagnostic artefacts; burials without grave
goods, but located within a Stone Age site
amidst definite burials, are also included in
this category. Our article will mainly focus

https://doi.org/10.1017/eaa.2020.64 Published online by Cambridge University Press

on these burials. Class 2 refers to possible
burials, ie. human remains discovered
during archaeological ~excavations but
without grave goods and located at sites
dating to later periods; these may be of
the Stone Age date, according to their
body position and/or adjacent (stray)
Stone Age finds. Class 3 includes disarti-
culated human remains found in Stone
Age settlement layers; it is not possible to
verify whether they derive from destroyed
inhumations or represent alternative ways
of body disposal. Class 4 covers the
Corded Ware-related artefacts mentioned
in the literature as representative of burials
(especially Sturms, 1970: 285; Loze,
1992b, 1997, 2006a), although their burial
status is generally hypothetical. Class 5
consists of oral evidence, ie. burials
allegedly found by the public before inves-
tigation by an archaeologist.

Chronology presents a challenge, since
most burials lack typologically dateable
grave goods and radiocarbon dates (see
below). Given ‘persistent practices’ (T6rv,
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Figure 2. Plan of the Kreili site (after Zagorskis, 1961: fig. 2).

2018; see below), individual hunter-gath-
erer burials are difficult to date accurately
from burial customs alone. We therefore
employ a simple division into hunter-gath-
erer and Corded Ware burials here.
Unlike many previous accounts, where
body position alone was considered suffi-
cient to associate a burial with the Late
Neolithic and/or Corded Ware culture,
here we have retained only secure burials
with Corded Ware-related grave goods
(such as battle axes or other axe types,
Corded Ware pottery, flint knives or tools,
bone and antler plaques, awls, or tools)
and burial customs (mainly single inhuma-
tions in a crouched or supine position
with bent legs). Only three graves belong
to this category, the remaining burials are
labelled as those of hunter-gatherers.

BuriAL PRACTICES IN STONE AGE LaTviAa

Burial characteristics

The burials are flat graves. When (oval/

round) burial pits are identifiable, the size

https://doi.org/10.1017/eaa.2020.64 Published online by Cambridge University Press

of the single burials varies from ¢. 0.5 x1m
to 1 x 2 m; double and multiple burials are
slightly larger, up to 1x2.5m (see online
Supplementary Material). The pits of
Corded Ware burials seem to be larger
than those of the hunter-gatherers,
although they are disturbed and generally
too few to draw conclusions. Nonetheless
this is in line with data from neighbouring
areas, which suggest that hunter-gatherer
burials more closely followed the physical
dimensions of the buried bodies (Ahola &
Heyd, 2020: 84).

The Corded Ware burials are also
deeper, being 0.9-1.4 m deep, whereas the
hunter-gatherer graves range between 0.2
and 0.9m in depth, with an average of
0.5 m. The shallowness of some graves
has sometimes been interpreted as some
hunter-gatherer burials being originally
placed on the surface of the ground and
covered with soil (Kreici: Zagorskis, 1961:
8; Kvapani II: Loze, 2008a: 12). Similar
suggestions have been made concerning
some burials in the hunter-gatherer ceme-
tery of Sakhtysh Ila in central Russia
(Kostyleva & Utkin, 2010: 41), but none
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Figure 3. Jurkova: modern exploitation revealing archaeological sites but also destroying the environ-
ment and cultural heritage. The illustration shows the site in 1967 (above; photograph in Cimermane,
1967: 15) and the area in 2019, with the hill removed (below). Top photograph by permission of
the Repository of Archaeological Material, Institute of Latvian History at the University of Latvia

(VIAA 205:15).

of these suggestions can be confirmed by
the available documentation.

Despite undefined grave cuts, often
poorly preserved skeletons, and later dis-
turbances, the orientation of most hunter-
gatherer burials has been approximated.

https://doi.org/10.1017/eaa.2020.64 Published online by Cambridge University Press

The heads are oriented most often
towards the north, the east, and the
south-east, but there are significant varia-
tions between sites: for example, the
bodies in Abora I are often buried with
the heads towards the north, the south, or
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Figure 5. Plan of the Abora I site (after Loze, 1979: fig. 38).

the south-west, while in Krei¢i the heads
are oriented to the south-east. Simple

(e.g.

explanations

the local

terrain
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influencing orientation) cannot be found,
and varying orientations are also character-

istic of burials in Zvejnieki (Zagorskis,
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Figure 6. Plan of the Kvapani II site (after Loze, 1987a: fig. 5, 2015: fig. 12).

1987: 94; Zagorska, 2016: 229) and sur-
rounding regions (Larsson, 1988: 104,
Kostyleva & Utkin, 2010: 251-59;
Butrimas, 2012: 152; Torv, 2018: tab. 13).
Corded Ware graves seem to follow an
east-west axis, which is typical of this type
of burial (e.g. Ahola & Heyd, 2020: 84).

Body position and treatment

More than half the hunter-gatherer inhu-
mations were in a supine position. Even
including positions inferred from disturbed
and incomplete skeletons, one-third of
body positions remains unknown. We
know of nineteen crouched and supine
burials with bent legs, three prone burials,
and six (half-)sitting (Figure 7). Extended
supine and flexed positions are also the
most common in many other northern
hunter-gatherer burial sites (e.g. Butrimas,
2012: 151; Brinch Petersen, 2015: 90;
Torv, 2018: fig. 80). Prone burials are
encountered only occasionally (Zagorskis,
1987: 23; Larsson, 1988: 114; Kostyleva
& Utkin, 2010: 253, 256; Ahola et al.,
2020: 51), and the unexpectedly frequent
(half-)sitting burials have some parallels in

https://doi.org/10.1017/eaa.2020.64 Published online by Cambridge University Press

the Baltic Sea region (Larsson, 1988: 107;
Nilsson, 2007: 45; Butrimas, 2012: 151;
Bugajska, 2015: 11; Grinberg, 2016: 16),
although none is known at Zvejnieki.

Three-quarters of the burials are single
inhumations, but some double burials are
known, especially at Krei¢i, and multiple
burials have been recorded particularly at
Abora I (four persons maximum). The
body positions are usually, but not always,
the same for all individuals in one grave;
the orientations are either the same or
opposing. Infants and children, as well as
the deceased placed in a (half-)sitting pos-
ition, often form part of double or mul-
tiple burials (Figure 7).

In a few cases (Abora I), the multiple
burials may be the result of later mixing,
which unfortunately can no longer be
determined. In most cases, it is similarly
impossible to evaluate whether partial skel-
etal remains result from post-burial body
modification or later destruction (includ-
ing loose bones found in settlements).
Occasionally (at Abora I, Kvapani II), the
remains are probably secondary deposi-
tions of disarticulated bones, but once
again the lack of documentation prevents
further study (see Nilsson Stutz, 2006;
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Figure 7. Burials in (half~)sitting position. Top: woman and child with red ochre (Kreiti burials 15
and 16). Bottom: male(?) buried under large stones and accompanied by a crouched male (Kreiti burials
12 and 13). Key: 1: dark soil; 2: clayey sand; 3: red ochre. Not to scale (cy‘z‘er Zagorskis, 1961: figs. 5

and 7).

Torv, 2018). It also appears that several
burials are missing or consist only of a
skull (Abora I, Krei¢i, Kvapani II); the
manipulation of skulls is a fairly common
trait among hunter-gatherer inhumations
(Zagorskis, 1987: 93; Kostyleva & Utkin,
2010: 259; Butrimas, 2012: 151; Brinch

https://doi.org/10.1017/eaa.2020.64 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Petersen, 2016: 59; see also Gummesson
et al, 2018: 85). Modification of the
cadaver has been proposed in the case of
the unnatural position of the Vendzavas
burial (Berzins, 2002: 33), and some
prone or heavily flexed individuals (Krei¢i:
Zagorskis, 1961: 6, 9; Kvapani II: Loze,
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1979: 53) are thought to indicate that the
body was wrapped or bound, representing
burial practices well-attested in Zvejnieki
and several other sites in northern Europe
and Russia (Nilsson Stutz, 2006: 230;
Kostyleva & Utkin, 2010: 251; Bugajska,
2015: 20; Tarv, 2018: 188).

Corded Ware burials are of single
bodies (at Selgas a woman was buried
with a child), in crouched or supine pos-
ition with bent legs, as described in our
definition of Corded Ware burial. They
resemble the Corded Ware burials found
elsewhere in the eastern Baltic, including
Zvejnieki (Kriiska & Tvauri, 2002: 81,
Zagorska, 2006: 103; Piliciauskas, 2018:
119).

Internal grave structure

The simple primary pits of the hunter-
gatherer graves are seldom accompanied
by clearly identifiable internal or covering
structures. Various stone settings, pack-
ings, and frames are present in Kreici
(Figure 7); the site lies on morainic
terrain, and single stones have also occa-
sionally been placed in burials at Abora I,
Jurkova, Kvapani II, and Rinnukalns.
Stones and stone settings, either underlay-
ing or covering the burials, are also known
at  Zvejnieki (Zagorskis, 1987: 88;
Zagorska, 2016: 231) and other hunter-
gatherer burial sites in stone-rich areas,
such as southern Scandinavia and Finland
(Brinch Petersen, 2015: 101; Larsson,
2016: 178; Ahola, 2019: 45-47).

Organic materials related to the burial
are recognized and recorded even more
rarely. In Vendzavas, the deceased was
covered with material that may have been
bark (Berzins, 2002: 34). The use of
wooden containers for some of the dead
has been proposed at Abora I (Loze,
1987b: 67, 2008b: 119), but this inter-

pretation is based on highly insecure
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evidence (a piece of wood and a posthole).
Organic inner components (wood, bark,
basketry, etc.), used either as platforms,
coverings, or containers, are not reported
from Zvejnieki, even though they are
known from numerous hunter-gatherer
burials elsewhere in the Baltic region
(Brinch Petersen, 2015: 90, 101; Bugajska,
2015: 20-21; Larsson, 2016: 178-79;
Ahola, 2019: 47).

Red ochre is found only in a few graves
in  Jurkova and Krei¢i (Figure 7).
Although mentioned as the most import-
ant symbolic feature of hunter-gatherer
burials (e.g. Zagorska, 2016: 236), ochre is
often missing from northern European
and Russian graves (Kostyleva & Utkin,
2010: tabs. 15 and 16; Térv, 2018: 170;
Ahola, 2019: 20), and is absent from
nearly half the Zvejnieki burials
(Zagorska, 2008: 117). Traces of fire and
charcoal, charcoal spreads, or pits are
reported from a few graves in Jurkova,
Krei¢i, and Rinnukalns. Hearths are also
sometimes recorded on other northern
burial sites (Larsson, 1988: 114-15;
Kostyleva & Utkin, 2010: 256; Butrimas,
2012: 156; Ahola, 2019: appendix 1), but
are not present in Zvejnieki. Features
interpreted as cremations, while on rare
occasions present in hunter-gatherer con-
texts elsewhere (Brinch Petersen &
Meiklejohn, 2003; Griinberg, 2016: 14;
Larsson, 2016: 179; Ahola, 2019: 60), are
not reported from Latvia.

Small pits filled with occupation mater-
ial derived from a cultural layer have been
found in burials in Krei¢i and Upesgala
licis. The use of such material (from an
adjacent settlement) as grave fills is a
common feature in Krei¢i. A similar
intentional use of particular soils as part of
burial practices is also described in
Zvejnieki  (Zagorskis, 1987: 92, 97,
Larsson et al., 2017: 86) and other ceme-
teries, for example in Sweden and Finland
(Larsson, 2016: 180; Ahola, 2019: 64-65).
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No clear internal structures or covering
mounds were recorded for the Corded
Ware graves. This lack, or simplicity, of
covering and internal structures is a feature
characteristic of the eastern Baltic and
Finnish Corded Ware burials in general
(Piliciauskas, 2018: 119; Ahola & Heyd,
2020, 83-84).

Grave goods

The presence and quantity of grave goods
vary considerably between sites and
burials, but they are generally few: almost
two-thirds of burials have no grave goods.
Only in Krei¢i are more than half of the
deceased provided with artefacts, although
Abora I and Jurkova also contain some
wealthier burials (Figure 8). Usually a
maximum of five items are present (almost
seventy-five per cent of the burials with
finds), and both men and women, young
and old, may be buried with grave goods.

The frequency of grave goods and
content of the assemblages correspond to
the situation in other adjacent major
hunter-gatherer burial sites, including
Zvejnieki. Animal tooth pendants, includ-
ing unworked teeth, constitute almost half
the grave goods. Usually one or two pen-
dants are found in a burial, although the
richest graves contained forty-six (Kreici
burial 15) and twenty (Krei¢i burial 6)
such artefacts (Figure 9). Teeth from
numerous species (wild boar, elk, red deer,
aurochs, bear, dog, beaver) provided the
raw material for the pendants.

Amber ornaments comprise some thirty
per cent of the finds, but over seventy per
cent of these come from Abora I, a site
with major amber workshops nearby
(Loze, 2008b). Only here is amber more
frequent than tooth pendants; at other
sites amber consists of mostly isolated
finds, if at all present. Amber is repre-
sented by various buttons and pendants,

https://doi.org/10.1017/eaa.2020.64 Published online by Cambridge University Press

311

tubular beads, perforated plates, and
irregular pieces (Figure 9). Precise infor-
mation about the location of individual
grave goods in the burials is often missing,
with the exception of Kreidi. The location
of amber ornaments (like that of animal
tooth pendants) on and around the head,
upper body, and limbs indicates that they
were used as ornaments or amulets worn
on the body or sewn onto clothing or
wrappings.

Lithic items are relatively rare (some
seven per cent) and consist mostly of flint
(and some slate) flakes, small tools, and
arrowheads. The remaining grave goods
are made of bone and antler (c. fifteen per
cent), including pendants and beads, tools,
arrowheads, and some worked and
unmodified pieces. In addition, abundant
fish remains were discovered in connection
with some burials in Rinnukalns and
Abora I (see Larsson, 1988: 145; Brinch
Petersen, 2015: 101 for Scandinavian
parallels).

Ceramic vessels are generally not found
in the funerary assemblages of hunter-
gatherers in northern Europe and Russia
(Zagorskis, 1987: 78; Ahola, 2019: 57).
Most pottery fragments (as well as lithics
and small animal bones) in the graves are
interpreted as deriving from the cultural
layer used to fill the graves. While the
focus has usually been on ‘formal’ goods
placed in burials, it is possible that some
of these fragments may have been deliber-
ately deposited (Ahola, 2017: 210;
Larsson et al., 2017: 85; Brinker et al.,
2020: 5). A few ceramic sherds are known
from two pits found under the deceased in
Upesgala licis and Kreici.

As our definition suggests, finds are
present in all the Corded Ware burials, and
consist of stone (battle) axes, pottery, flint
and bone tools, and ornaments (Figure 10).
These assemblages parallel the finds usually
encountered in Corded Ware burials else-
where in the eastern Baltic (Kriiska &
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Figure 8. Assemblages present in Latvian hunter-gatherer burials (excluding Zvejnicki).

Tvauri, 2002: 81; Pili¢iauskas, 2018: 119; DiscussioNn

Ahola & Heyd, 2020: 86-87), including

Zvejnieki (Zagorskis, 1987: 78; Loze, Absolute chronology is one of the chal-
1997: 139-40). lenges that Latvian burial archaeology
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Figure 9. Grave goods from Kreiti. Burial 6 contained twenty amber pendants (a) and fourteen
tubular bone beads (b); Burial 15 (see Figure 7) had an amber plate (c) and forty-three animal tooth
pendants (d: bear; e: wild boar; f* elk, and g: red deer including h: a_full set of unperforated teeth from
a single mandibula) and animal bones (i: beaver astragalus). By permission of the Department of
Archaeology, National History Museum of Latvia (LNVM VI:35).

faces. The only adequately dated sites are
Zvejnieki (Zagorska & Larsson, 1994;
Eriksson et al, 2003; Larsson, 2010;
Zagorska et al, 2018) and Rinnukalns
(Berzins et al., 2014; Liibke et al., 2016;
Brinker et al., 2020). The former site
spans an exceptionally long period,
between the late eighth and third millen-
nium BC (and beyond), and the latter dates
to the later fourth millennium BC.
Radiocarbon studies have shown that the
freshwater reservoir effect may be substan-
tial (up to almost a millennium; Meadows

et al., 2014: 829, 2016: 688), and must be

https://doi.org/10.1017/eaa.2020.64 Published online by Cambridge University Press

taken into account when dating samples
from present-day Latvia.

Individual dates of human bones from
Selgas (Ua-19802, 416560 BP) and
Sarkani (Ua-19801, 4285+75 BP; Eriksson
et al., 2003: tab. 3), assumed to be free of
the reservoir effect (Meadows et al., 2018:
1002), agree with the age of their Corded
Ware assemblages. The dating of a human
bone from burial 2 in Kvapani II (GIN-
6299, 5250+200 BP; Loze, 2008a: 12) is of
little use, given the wide error margin and
unknown reservoir offset. The dates of
charcoal, wood, and peat from different
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Figure 10. Selected grave goods from a Corded Ware burial in Selgas: a: bone adze; b: bone awl; c:
Slint knife; d: shell ornament; e: fragments of two Corded Ware beakers; f° reconstructed amphora (after
Grasis, 2007: fig. 5). By permission of the Department of Archaeology, National History

Museum of Latvia (LNVM VI:313).

cultural layers of the Abora I site (Loze,
1979: 121; Loze & Eberhards, 2012: tabs.
1-3), like the AMS dates of pottery and
food residues (Pili¢iauskas et al.,, 2020:
102), cannot be directly connected with
the human remains found there, which is
also the case with the determinations from
I&a, Sarnate, and Vendzavas (LLoze, 1992b:
tab. 1, 2010: 109; Berzing, 2008: tab. 2;
Berg-Hansen et al., 2019: tab. 1).
Although most hunter-gatherer burials
are located in or near settlements, it is
equally difficult to securely link human
remains with dateable material even at
these sites. Burials, like most Stone Age
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remains, tend to lie in somewhat elevated
locations with mineral soils near (fresh)
water bodies and wetlands, which often
have been wused over long periods.
Mobility cycles, hiatuses, and repeated
occupation are often difficult to document
and may result in a palimpsest. There are
also examples where radiocarbon dating
has shown considerable age differences
between human and habitation remains
(Torv & Meadows, 2015). Consequently,
stratigraphic sequences give relative, not
absolute ages, and contemporaneity
inferred from proximity must be proved,
not assumed.
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Individual burial customs visible in the
material do not date the graves very accur-
ately. Some general trends for certain fea-
tures, such as the frequency of multiple
burials or red ochre (Zagorskis, 1987: 93—
94; Zagorska, 2006: 101, 2008: 122) are
suggested, but numerous long-term trends
coupled with significant local and individ-
ual variation in the northern hunter-
gatherer burial practices (see Torv, 2018;
Ahola, 2019) prevent us from using them
as strict chronological markers. Typological
dating of burial assemblages are also of
limited use: most burials contain no grave
goods, and, when artefacts are present, they
usually provide only broad time frames (see
e.g. Zagorska, 2016: 233 for animal tooth
pendants and Berzing, 2008: 119-20; Loze,
2008b for amber items).

In the absence of other indicators, body
position served as a central criterion for
dating Latvian burials (Macane, 2007: 52).
In particular, all crouched or supine burials
with flexed legs were directly attributed to
the Corded Ware culture or the Late
Neolithic in general (Zagorskis, 1961: 14,
1987: 96; Loze, 1987a, 35, 20063;
Gerhards, 2003: 120). Radiocarbon dating
has now shown that the flexed posture is
present in the eastern Baltic at least from
the sixth millennium BC (Eriksson et al.,
2003: 15; Piliciauskas, 2018: 114; Torv,
2018: 138; Brinker et al., 2020, 9; see also
Larsson, 2000: 92), while also known in
later contexts (Gerhards, 2003). Thus, body
position alone is insufficient to assign a
burial to a given period (see class 2 burials;
also Grasis, 2007: 52-53; Pili¢iauskas,
2018: 114); for example, only three (nos.
88, 137, 186) of the eleven burials earlier
associated with the Corded Ware culture at
Zvejnieki can demonstrably be linked to it
(see also Zagorska, 2006: 103).

The dating of many burials remains
broad and tentative. Internal site chron-
ologies cannot be adequately constructed,
and, even where detailed spatiotemporal
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interpretations have been proposed (Abora
I, Kreici, Kvapani II; see Zagorskis, 1961,
14; Loze, 1987a, 32-33; 1987b: 6), they
cannot be substantiated, as the groupings
are based on the depth of the burials,
untested spatial patterning, or body pos-
ition. Similarly, the temporal division
based on spatial patterning in Zvejnieki
(Zagorskis, 1987: 83-86) does not appear
valid in light of the radiocarbon dates
obtained (Zagorska & Larsson, 1994: §;
Zagorska, 2006: 93).

Individual graves from Atkalni I,
Sarkani, and Selgas are linked to the
Corded Ware culture. At Vendzavas, on
the other hand, nothing contradicts the
proposed Mesolithic dating  (Berzins,
2002: 34), although this cannot be con-
firmed. Burials at Rinnukalns belong to
the later fourth millennium BcC (Libke
et al., 2016; Brinker et al., 2020: 9) and
Stone Age occupation at the Abora I site
dates to the fourth and third millennia BC
(Loze, 1979: 119-21, 1987b: 6). Grave
goods (amber items) suggest a similar
date, but further cultural attribution is not
possible. The fourth-millennium BC date
of the Kreidi settlement (Zagorskis, 1963:
33) is not contradicted by the material
found in the burials. The assemblage of
the Kvapani II settlement dates from at
least the sixth millennium to the third
millennium BC (and even later), with a
heavy emphasis on the fourth millennium
BC (see Loze, 2015: 71-72). The broad
fifth—fourth millennium BC date suggested
by one radiocarbon date is possible for the
graves without datable finds but cannot be
verified. A sherd of pottery from a grave at
Upesgala licis possibly connects the burials
to the fourth-millennium BC context of
the settlement site (Loze, 1992a: 66).
Finally, Jurkova can only be broadly dated
to the Mesolithic-Neolithic period.

Latvian Stone Age hunter-gatherer
burial evidence is substantial compared to
that from other eastern Baltic regions, and
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the number of finds is paralleled only on
the large Russian burial sites, or in south-
ern  Scandinavia (e.g. Gurina, 1956;
Larsson, 1988; Kostyleva & Utkin, 2010;
Brinch Petersen, 2015). The Corded
Ware evidence, on the other hand, is too
limited for reaching more than preliminary
conclusions.

Almost all known hunter-gatherer
burials are situated in the northern and
eastern part of Latvia, whereas individual
Corded Ware graves and uncertain finds
are present in the south and west. This
may partially reflect prehistoric preferences
and local environments. Inland areas in
the north, and especially the east, are char-
acterized by networks of lakes and rivers, a
preferred habitat for northern hunter-
fisher-gatherers. ~ Waterways  leading
towards the Valday Hills and further east
acted as a highway, and promoted the
large-scale exchange of flint and amber
(Loze, 2008b). The western areas are
characterized by undulating lands cut by
rivers flowing towards the coast. Corded
Ware finds in this part of the country
show connections with the territory of
present-day Lithuania and further south
(Grasis, 2007; Pili¢iauskas, 2018: 150);
Corded Ware material is also found in the
east and north, with links to present-day
Estonia (Jaanits et al., 1982: 102-17).

While the river Daugava has been a
major border dividing the area and placing
the west of Latvia into the southern and
the east into the northern cultural sphere
many times in the past (e.g. Eberts, 1926:
7), the current perspective on burials is at
least as much an artefact of research
history. Nearly all the graves have been
discovered by chance and modern land
use: the prominence of the Lake Lubans
area is largely the result of extensive rescue
excavations, and the enhanced visibility of
the Lake Burtnieks region is owed to the
well-published studies at Zvejnieki and
Rinnukalns.  Interestingly,  substantial
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hunter-gatherer settlement sites (mostly
without burials) are known along the less
well studied western seaboard (see
Vankina, 1970; Loze, 2006b; Berzins,
2008).

The era of hunter-fisher-gatherers
lasted several millennia, whereas the
Corded Ware culture spanned only a few
centuries, presumably resulting in fewer
burials. Differences in the hunter-gatherer
and Corded Ware evidence may owe as
much to research priorities as to the scale
and nature of past cultural practices.
Corded Ware burials occur individually or
in small groups outside settlements, as
they do in surrounding regions (Loze,
2006a: 312-17; Ahola & Heyd, 2020: 87—
88). They are therefore harder to detect
archaeologically ~ than  hunter-gatherer
graves, which are usually encountered in
larger groups, characteristically located at
settlement sites. Separate hunter-gatherer
cemeteries exist only in Krei¢i and
Zvejnieki, albeit beside settlements.

Settlement site burial is also the most
common hunter-gatherer burial practice
elsewhere in northern Europe (Zagorskis,
1987: 95-96; Larsson, 1988: 99; Térv,
2018: 159; Ahola, 2019: 39). Even if
Latvian burial archaeology has traditionally
concentrated on the meticulous description
of finds and kept interpretation to a
minimum, it is proposed that settlement
site burials indicate that the dead were
kept close to the living (Balodis, 1938:
48). However, the settlement remains and
the burials need not always be contempor-
ary; moreover, the proposed custom of
burying the dead under the thresholds of
houses in Kvapani II (Loze, 2008a: 12)
cannot be validated. The entanglement of
the dead and the living, the mixing of ‘the
past in the past’ (Larsson et al., 2017: 86),
is also recognized in the incorporation of
occupation layers in the grave fills, or the
deliberate intersection of burials and the
mixing of older burials in new graves
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(Nilsson Stutz et al., 2013: 1026-27;
Torv, 2018: 249).

The evidence presented here supports
the view that the generally shared (‘core’)
concepts of hunter-gatherer ~mortuary
practices were based on a flat grave
tradition (see Zagorskis, 1987: 93; Torv,
2018: 257-60; Ahola, 2019: 59). In the
Latvian context, the greatest difference
between Zvejnieki and other Latvian
burial sites is the large quantity of burials
associated with settlements (see also
Zagorskis, 1987: 95). A near-total absence
of ochre, generally scarce grave goods,
sitting inhumations, signs of fire, smaller
size and shorter period of use distinguish
them from Zvejnieki. This may reflect
temporal differences or different character-
istics connected with cemetery and settle-
ment site burials (see also Ahola, 2017:
210), and at the same time demonstrates
the great diversity of Stone Age mortuary
practices.

The earliest hunter-gatherer funerary
practices recorded in Latvia are paralleled
especially in other eastern Baltic region and
southern Scandinavia, but also in western
Russia. The turn of the fourth millennium
BC marks a transformation, particularly
visible in the material culture of the burials
(e.g. amber ornaments) and certain prac-
tices (e.g. multiple burials, increasing use of
ochre). This shift is associated with the
appearance of the so-called Comb Woare
culture, which influenced vast territories
between the Baltic Sea and the Urals. This
manifested itself in an increasing eastern
influence on the eastern Baltic, also docu-
mented in new forms of technology and
material culture (e.g. Loze, 2008b; Berg-
Hansen et al., 2019: 20), as well as in the
aDNA data (Jones et al., 2017: 2-3; Saag
et al., 2017: 2189; Mittnik et al., 2018: 8).
Nonetheless, the evidence that we have
lacks the most typical examples of this
burial tradition (Zagorskis, 1987: 85;
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Ahola, 2019: 59); rather, it represents
parallel or later practices in the area. Despite
such changes (or variation) in funerary
behaviour during the fourth millennium Bc,
a clear break with the old customs took
place with the arrival of Corded Ware indi-
viduals in the early third millennium BC
(Jones et al., 2017: 3; Saag et al, 2017:
2189; Mittnik et al., 2018: 8), introducing a
whole new culture of death, shared widely
in Europe (see Furholt, 2019).

CONCLUSION

Latvian Stone Age burials have been largely
approached through the lens of ideal burial
presenting conventional inhumation as the
only imaginable way to bury a person (e.g.
Balodis, 1938: 42, 47); today, this practice
can be called ‘deviant’ (Ahola et al., 2020:
47). Just a fraction of the Stone Age popu-
lation was inhumed in flat graves, and
burial practices must have been diverse,
albeit potentially hard to trace archaeologi-
cally. Disarticulated human bones, present
on all major Latvian hunter-gatherer sites
discussed here (see Table 1), may be an
indication of some of these alternative ways
of handling human remains (Brinch
Petersen, 2016, 59; Torv, 2018) and require
more attention in the future.

Besides the preconceived opinions
guiding research, the varying archaeological
visibility of different material cultures of
death directly affect the representativeness
of the material. Modern-day Latvia is no
exception. Settlement site burials are gener-
ally easier to detect archaeologically than
single graves, and rich cemeteries deflect
attention from more ‘marginal’ finds.
Preservation conditions and later distur-
bances may affect a grave’s integrity, the
uneven geographical distribution of field-
work and modern land use create biases,
the level of recording varies, and what
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becomes ‘common knowledge’ through
publication further filters the data.

Zvejnieki is a unique site with exception-
ally well preserved and documented mater-
ial. It is also published extensively in
English, overshadowing other Latvian
burial sites. Even though the more than
one hundred burials presented here do not
directly overturn the story told by
Zvejnieki, it introduces spatial depth and
nuances previous perspectives. In a wider
context, Latvian burials are positioned
between various cultural and geographical
zones and evidence dynamic and intercon-
nected populations throughout the Stone
Age. Much of their value lies in their
ability to illustrate the various cultural
traditions and their manifestations at
different times, reflecting links around the
Baltic Basin and with southern Scandinavia
but also with the Russian Plain. Present-
day Latvia has on many occasions been
at the crossroads between northern and
southern cultural spheres, with the river
Daugava acting as its connecting, or divid-
ing, line.
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Plus que Zvejnieki : un tour d’horizon des sépultures préhistoriques de Lettonie

La célébre nécropole de Zvejnieki est avec plus de 330 sépultures un des plus grands sites funéraires de
chasseurs-cueilleurs en Europe septentrionale, éclipsant les plus que 115 autres sépultures reparties sur
une dizaine de sites en Lettonie. Ici, les auteurs présentent une premicre mise au point concernant ces
derniéres en traitant Ihistoire des recherches, les traits caractéristiques et le contenu de ces tombes. Ils
consideérent les problemes liés & la chronologie des sépultures de dge de la Pierre en Lettonie dans un
contexte régional plus large. La plupart des sépultures sont celles de chasseurs-cueilleurs mais quelques
exemples appartiennent & la culture de la céramique cordée. Ce survol permet dapprofondir nos connais-
sances sur l'dge de la Pierre en Lettonie et met en lumiére les diverses pratiques funéraires des chasseurs-
cueilleurs en Baltique orientale. Translation by Madeleine Hummler

Mots clés: age de la Pierre, chasseurs-cueilleurs, pratiques funéraires, sépultures sur sites d’habitat,
sépultures fléchies, Lettonie

Mehr als Zvejnieki: die lettischen steinzeitlichen Griber in Ubersicht

Das bekannte Griberfeld von Zvejnieki ist mit 330 Griber eines der grifSten Jiger und Sammler
Griberfelder in Nordeuropa und stellt die mebr als 115 anderen Bestattungen, welche in etwa zehn
Fundorten in Lettland entdeckt worden sind, in den Schatten. Dieser Artikel gibt eine erste Ubersicht
iiber die Forschungsgeschichte, Eigenschaften und Inbhalt von diesen anderen Gribern. Die Autoren
betrachten die Zeitstellung der lettischen steinzeitlichen Griber und erwdigen sie in ibrem weiteren
regionalen Zusammen/mng. Die Mebrzahl sind Jager- und Sammler—Besz‘az‘tungen, aber einige gehoren
zur Schnurkeramik-Kultur. Diese Studie erweitert unser Verstindnis der lettischen steinzeitlichen
Gréiber und verdeutlicht die Vielfalt der Bestattungssitten der Jiger und Sammler im ostbaltischen
Bereich. Translation by Madeleine Hummler

Stichworte: Steinzeit, Jiger und Sammler, Bestattungssitten, Bestattungen auf Siedlungen,
Hoéckerbestattungen, Lettland
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