
https://helda.helsinki.fi

Hunter-Gatherer Prone Burials of the Kubenino Site, NW

Russia (c. 5000 cal BC) : Normative or Deviant Burials?

Ahola, Marja

Department of Cultures, University of Helsinki

2020

Ahola , M , Kashina , E & Mannermaa , K 2020 , Hunter-Gatherer Prone Burials of the

Kubenino Site, NW Russia (c. 5000 cal BC) : Normative or Deviant Burials? . in M Marila , M

Ahola , K Mannermaa & M Lavento (eds) , Archaeology and Analogy : Papers from the

Eighth Theoretical Seminar of the Baltic Archaeologists (BASE) Held at the University of

þÿ�H�e�l�s�i�n�k�i� �a�n�d� �T�v�ä�r�m�i�n�n�e� �Z�o�o�l�o�g�i�c�a�l� �S�t�a�t�i�o�n�,� �H�a�n�k�o�,� �F�i�n�l�a�n�d�,� �N�o�v�e�m�b�e�r� �3�0�t�h ��D�e�c�e�m�b�e�r� �2�n�d�,

2017 . Interarcheologia , vol. 6 , Department of Cultures, University of Helsinki , Helsinki , pp.

44-64 , The Eighth Theoretical Seminar of the Baltic Archaeologists (BASE) , Hanko ,

Finland , 30/11/2017 .

http://hdl.handle.net/10138/313198

publishedVersion

Downloaded from Helda, University of Helsinki institutional repository.

This is an electronic reprint of the original article.

This reprint may differ from the original in pagination and typographic detail.

Please cite the original version.



INTERARCHAEOLOGIA 6





INTERARCHAEOLOGIA 6

ARCHAEOLOGY AND ANALOGY

Papers from the Eighth Theoretical Seminar of the Baltic Archaeologists 
(BASE) Held at the University of Helsinki and Tvärminne Zoological 

Station, Hanko, Finland, November 30th–December 2nd, 2017

Edited by  
Marko Marila, Marja Ahola, Kristiina Mannermaa and Mika Lavento

Helsinki 2020



 

Interarchaeologia is the peer-reviewed proceedings of the theoretical seminars of the Baltic 
archaeologists (BASE)

Interarchaeologia 6 – Archaeology and Analogy

Editors: Marko Marila, Marja Ahola, Kristiina Mannermaa and Mika Lavento

Copyright by individual authors

Published by the Department of Cultures, University of Helsinki
P.O 59 (Unioninkatu 38)
00014 University of Helsinki

Layout: Tiina Kaarela, The Federation of Finnish Learned Societies

Helsinki 2020

ISSN 1736-2806
ISBN 978-951-51-5634-1 (paperback)
ISBN 978-951-51-5635-8 (PDF)

Printed in Tallinn, Estonia, by AS Pakett



CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 7
Marko Marila

THREE USES OF ANALOGY: A PHILOSOPHICAL VIEW OF  
THE ARCHAEOLOGIST’S TOOLBOX  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 12
Rune Nyrup

ARCHAEOLOGY AS ANALOGY . AN INTRODUCTION TO THE TAXONOMY OF 
ICONIC MODELS BASED ON ANALOGY   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 32
Eero Muurimäki

HUNTER-GATHERER PRONE BURIALS OF THE KUBENINO SITE,   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 44
NW RUSSIA (C . 5000 CAL BC) – NORMATIVE OR DEVIANT BURIALS?
Marja Ahola, Ekaterina Kashina & Kristiina Mannermaa

ANALOGY AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL PROCESS:  CREATING PLACES IN  
THE SCANDINAVIAN DIASPORA OF THE VIKING-LATE NORSE PERIOD  
C . AD 800–1200  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 65
Jane Harrison
 
LATE BRONZE AND PRE-ROMAN IRON AGE POTTERY  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 83
Vanda Visocka

BALTIC WARE POT LIDS IN LATVIA  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 105
Alise Gunnarssone

FUNCTION FOLLOWS FORM? THE ROLE OF ANALOGIES IN DISCOVERING  
THE STONE AGE  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 119
Liisa Kunnas-Pusa

SENSING WITHIN: SOMATIC PRACTICE AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL OBJECTS  .  . 135
Suvi Tuominen

THE PAST ABOVE US  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 145
Jeff Benjamin



44

HUNTER-GATHERER PRONE BURIALS OF THE 
KUBENINO SITE, 

NW RUSSIA (C. 5000 CAL BC) 
– NORMATIVE OR DEVIANT BURIALS?

MARJA AHOLA, EKATERINA KASHINA & KRISTIINA MANNERMAA

This paper concerns Stone Age hunter-gatherer mortuary practices from the perspective of 
prone burials, i .e ., the rare tradition of burying the deceased on their stomach . By using prone 
burials from the Neolithic hunter-gatherer site of Kubenino (northwestern Russia) as an exam-
ple, the paper aims to understand whether the burials differ from the normative burial rituals 
of the respective period and region, by exploring how common the practice of prone burial was 
among the Mesolithic and Neolithic hunter-gatherer populations of the northern European 
boreal zone . Furthermore, by comparing the Stone Age prone burials to inhumations in other 
body positions, the paper will explore whether this practice can be defined as a deviant mor-
tuary practice . As an additional tool of interpretation, we will also use ethnographic analogues 
from historical hunter-gatherer and pastoralist populations of northern Eurasia . 

Keywords: Kubenino; hunter-gatherer archaeology; mortuary practices; prone burials; deviant 
burials; normative burials; inhumation burials
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INTRODUCTION

In late 2016, a new Russian-Finnish collabo-
ration was launched in order to how the pre-
historic hunter-gatherers of North-Eastern 
Europe buried their dead . As a first case study, 
we revisited the burial finds from the early 
prehistoric site of Kubenino (northwestern 
Russia) (Kashina et al . 2017), excavated in the 
early 1930s by Russian archaeologist Maria 

Foss (Foss 1938) . Resembling hunter-gath-
erer burials unearthed from other Northern 
European Stone Age burial sites (Gurina 
1956; Oshibkina 1989; Larsson 1989; Lars-
son & Zagorska 2006), the Kubenino burials 
were also partly furnished with ochre, as well 
having rich grave assemblages of bone, antler, 
and stone artefacts (Foss 1938, 75) . What was 
remarkable in the Kubenino materials, how-
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ever, was the positioning of three individuals 
in a prone position, i .e . on their stomach (Fig . 
1) . Since prone burials are often associated 
with negative concepts such as punishment 
or marking outcast status (Arcini 2009), the 
Kubenino burials were initially calling for the 
interpretation of deviant burial .

Deviant or non-normative burials are usu-
ally associated with bizarre practices such as 
decapitations, or strange body positions that 
differ from the normative burial ritual of the 
respective period, region, and/or cemetery 
(Murphy 2008) . The individuals buried in this 
way can include criminals, women who died 
during childbirth, unbaptized infants, peo-
ple with disabilities, and supposed revenants, 
to name but a few . It is noteworthy, howev-
er, that studies dealing with deviant burials 
have been primarily concerned with the Iron 
Age or historical periods (e .g . Murphy 2008; 
Gardela 2015; Vargha 2017; Moilanen 2018; 

see, however, Strassburg 2000), i .e . periods 
with written records . When working with 
deep prehistory like the Stone Age, the pic-
ture becomes more blurred . Indeed, even if 
the phenomenon of a prone burial position 
does exist during the Stone Age, it is never-
theless unclear whether it was related to same 
negative connotations as prone burials from 
later periods . Moreover, without being able to 
access written records or living tradition, can 
we even recognize what is a normative or a 
non-normative mortuary practice?

In this paper, we aim to understand wheth-
er the Kubenino burials differ from the nor-
mative burial ritual of their respective period 
and region, by exploring how common the 
practice of a prone burial was among the 
Mesolithic and Neolithic hunter-gatherer 
populations of the northern European boreal 
zone . Furthermore, by comparing the Stone 
Age prone burials to inhumations in other 

Figure 1. Kubenino burial 3 in situ . Photo by unknown photographer/Property of State Historical 
Museum, Department of Written Sources, fund 487, section 23, number 72 .
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body positions, we will explore whether this 
practice can be defined as a deviant mortuary 
practice . As a further tool of interpretation, 
we will also use ethnographic analogues from 
historical hunter-gatherer and pastoralist 
populations of northern Eurasia . Even though 
the use of ethnographic analogues have been 
criticized for casting an ethnographic schema 
back in time (e .g . Insoll 2004, 53–59), the use 
of this approach has nevertheless been widely 
accepted and used in archaeology (e .g . Zvele-
bil 2003; Lahelma 2008, Mannermaa 2008, 
Conneller 2013; Kirkinen 2015), and offers a 
much needed substitute for a written record 
or a living tradition .

MESOLITHIC-NEOLITHIC 
HUNTER-GATHERER 
MORTUARY PRACTICES IN 
THE EUROPEAN BOREAL 
ZONE

To put the Kubenino burials into context, we 
will begin by offering a short introduction to 
the mortuary practices of the Mesolithic and 
Neolithic hunter-gatherers in the European 
boreal zone . According to recent archaeolog-
ical studies, the hunter-gatherer populations 
of the European boreal zone buried their dead 
with varying and complex practices (e .g . Nils-
son Stutz 2003; 2006; Mannermaa 2008; Lars-
son 2009; Ahola et al . 2016; Tõrv 2016) . The 
dead were, for example, given inhumations 
and cremations, but at the same time scat-
tered loose human bones have also been doc-
umented from contemporary settlement sites . 
In prior studies, loose human bones with 
or without cut marks have often been inter-
preted as evidence of cannibalism (Sørensen 
2016, 65 with cited references) or destroyed 

burials (e .g . Foss 1938) . Recently, however, an 
interpretation relating to other types of mor-
tuary rituals (e .g ., air burials) and post-mor-
tal manipulation has been favoured (Nilsson 
Stutz 2014; Tõrv 2016) .

From an archaeological perspective, the 
most common hunter-gatherer mortuary tra-
dition is an inhumation placed in a shallow 
pit that corresponded to the physical size of 
the deceased . These inhumation burials have 
been discovered as solitary graves, settlement 
site graves, and as cemeteries (e .g . Gurina 
1956; Larsson 1988; Zagorskis 2004 [1989]; 
Tõrv 2016; Ahola 2017a) . According to radio-
carbon dates (e .g . Zagorska 2006; Piezonka et 
al . 2014), the same cemetery sites were some-
times used for long periods of time, suggest-
ing that memory and past generations played 
a significant role in hunter-gatherer funerary 
practices (Ahola 2017b) . Since archaeolog-
ical evidence also suggests the presence of 
post-mortem body manipulation and sec-
ondary burials (Larsson 2009; Tõrv 2016), the 
mortuary practices seem to have been con-
ducted in multiple episodes at least in some 
cases .

According to archaeo-thanatological anal-
yses (Nilsson Stutz 2003; 2006; Tõrv 2016), 
the dead were usually carefully positioned in 
the grave in a lifelike manner, and sometimes 
placed on platforms or paddings . In some cas-
es, the body was also wrapped . It also seems 
that variation in body positioning was a norm 
(Tõrv 2016) . However, even though the body 
could be arranged in various ways, extend-
ed supine position and flexed position seem 
to dominate (Nilsson Stutz 2003, 333–335; 
Lõhmus 2007, 37–40) . In many cases, the ini-
tial body position seems to imitate a sleeping 
position (Tõrv 2016, fig . 80) .
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In most cases, the hunter-gatherer inhu-
mation burials were furnished with a variety 
of grave goods and ochre . The grave goods 
include, for example, tools and decorations 
made of bone and antler (e .g . Gurina 1956; 
Zagorskis 2004 [1989]; Kostyleva & Utkin 
2010) along with artefacts made of stone and 
amber (e .g . Zagorska 2001; Ahola 2017a) . In 
some cases, animals or parts of animals – for 
example bird wings – have also been placed 
in the graves (Mannermaa 2008) . Curiously, 
pottery does not seem to be common in hunt-
er-gatherer burial contexts (Larsson 2009; 
Ahola 2017a) .

‘NORMATIVE’ AND ‘DEVIANT’ 
IN MESOLITHIC-NEOLITHIC 
HUNTER-GATHERER 
MORTUARY PRACTICES

Considering the complexity of Mesolithic and 
Neolithic hunter-gatherer mortuary prac-
tices, tracing normative and non-normative 
burials is a difficult task . Since an inhuma-
tion burial in a cemetery is something very 
common to many modern cultures, it is easy 
to interpret such a tradition as a normative 
mortuary practice (cf . Nilsson Stutz 2014) . 
However, as Mari Tõrv (2016, 232) has point-
ed out, the total of all known European Me-
solithic hunter-gatherer inhumation burials 
does not even amount to one generation of 
population . Even though many sites are not 
totally excavated – or even discovered – this 
phenomenon nevertheless suggests that the 
practice of an inhumation burial seems likely 
to be a marginal burial concept among Me-
solithic and Neolithic hunter-gatherers (e .g . 
Nilsson Stutz 2014; Tõrv 2016, 336–337) .

The idea of Mesolithic and Neolithic hunt-
er-gatherer inhumation burials as deviant 
burials is not new . In fact, prior studies from 
the 1950s onwards have already suggested 
that only very special people, such as sha-
mans, would have received an inhumation 
burial, while the major part of the population 
was treated according to differing mortuary 
practices (e .g . Gurina 1956; Edgren 1966; 
O’Shea & Zvelebil 1984) . According to Jim-
my Strassburg (2000), instead of shamans, 
these inhumation burials could also repre-
sent the feared and rejected outcasts of the 
society . Considering all the ritual activity at 
hunter-gatherer cemeteries – votive deposits 
(Zagorska 2001; Kostyleva & Utkin 2010), 
the existence of multiple fire places (e .g . Vik-
kula 1987; Butrimas 2012), along with the 
location of the burials in a close vicinity of 
settlements – it seems reasonable to assume, 
however, that the dead given an inhumation 
burial were rather honoured than rejected . 
This line of interpretation is also supported 
by the above-mentioned core mortuary prac-
tices that can be connected with positive as-
sociations, such as care, connection, and body 
integrity (Nilsson Stutz 2003; Nilsson Stutz 
2010; Ahola 2015; Tõrv 2016) .

To sum up, when we consider the hunt-
er-gatherer burials from the perspective of 
normative and deviant mortuary practices, 
two factors arise . Firstly, the low amount of 
known inhumation burials suggest that this 
mortuary practice might have itself been a 
marginal burial concept: a deviant burial . 
Secondly, archaeological evidence from these 
burials suggests that these people were nev-
ertheless buried with positive associations, 
such as care and body integrity . Accordingly, 
when we consider the prone burials within 
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this tradition, we are already dealing with an 
overall context of non-normative burials . By 
piecing together the total amount of prone 
burials from the hunter-gatherer burial sites, 
we can see how common this practice was 
and, consequently, whether we are dealing 
with a marginal practice within a non-nor-
mative practice . Furthermore, by comparing 
e .g . the grave structures and burial customs of 
the prone burials to burials in more common 
body positions, we can also see whether there 
are further differences in these burials . These 
differences might give us a clue as to why the 
prone burial position was practiced .

THE KUBENINO SITE

The site
Now that we have set the scene, it is time to 
return to the Kubenino site . The multiperi-
odic Stone Age settlement site of Kubenino is 
situated roughly 4 km to the south from the 
town of Kargopol, the capital of the Kargopol 
district, Arkhangelsk region, Russian Feder-
ation (Fig . 2) . The site is located on the right 
shore of the Onega River, which runs from 
Lake Lacha to the White Sea . It is situated 
on a slightly elevated area, which extends ap-
proximately 500 m along the river bank, and 
is bordered by two streams on both sides (the 
Northern stream has the name Polyanochniy 
or Polyanostniy – ‘the meadow one’) .

Figure 2. Sites mentioned in this article . Map by Kristiina Mannermaa (source for background 
map: https://mapswire.com/maps/europe/europephysicalmapblanklarge.jpg).
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The first excavations were conducted at 
the site by Maria Foss during the 1930s (Foss 
1938), and continued sporadically for several 
decades through the 1970s under several site 
directors . According to data from the 1930s 
to 1970s (Foss, 1938; Kozyreva 1967; Kura-
tov et al 1976), the settlement territory was 
partly covered with bushes and the dominant 
plant type throughout the site was grass . The 
cultural layer started right under the modern 
surface, and has a homogenous character: hu-
mified soil of black colour with a thickness 
of ca . 40 cm . The settlement area seems to 
have been damaged by river waters along the 
shoreline (Polyakov 1882, 9–10); for example, 
Foss’s excavation pits were completely merged 
with waterline (Fig . 3) . In fact, the Kubenino 

site might contain several occupation phases, 
according to the changing river level (Oshib-
kina 1978, 62) . There is no doubt, however, 
that the place itself was good for year-round 
fishing . Indeed, such a location is typical for 
hunter-gatherer settlements of Russian Plain 
forest zone (Oshibkina 2003, 243) .

During her excavations, Foss studied an 
area of approximately 600 m² and revealed 
the remains of a row of features belonging 
to different chronological stages: a round-
ed shallow dwelling pit, slightly dug into the 
intact clay layer, several open-air fireplaces, 
and a workshop for polished tools . The find 
material of the site consisted of numerous 
ceramic sherds (Ceramics with pit and comb 
decoration dating to 5th–3rd Millennium BC 

Figure 3. Kubenino site under excavation in 1930 . Photo by unknown photographer/Property 
of State Historical Museum, Department of Written Sources, fund 487, section 18, number 205 .
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prevails among them), stone tools and flakes, 
bone and antler artefacts, and personal orna-
ments, such as tooth pendants and slate rings, 
that date mainly from the 5th Millennium 
to the 3rd Millennium BC . Some flint tool 
forms, however, could also derive from the 
(pre-ceramic) Final Mesolithic period, dating 
to the 6th Millennium BC .

The Kubenino burials
Aside from the Stone Age settlement materi-
al, the Kubenino site also yielded several frag-
ments of human bones along with remains of 
six articulated skeletons, of which three were 
buried in a prone position and three in a su-
pine position (Foss 1938; Smirnov 1940; Ku-
ratov et al . 1976) . The Kubenino supine buri-
als were discovered at a depth of ca . 20–30 cm 
with their heads to the south (Smirnov 1940; 
Kuratov et al . 1976) . Two of the burials lacked 
burial goods (burials 4 and 6) (Smirnov 1940; 
Kuratov et al . 1976), while one (burial 5) was 
accompanied by bone tools (Smirnov 1940) .

The Kubenino prone burials were dug to a 
depth of ca . 40 cm, and in all the prone buri-
als the individuals were positioned slightly 
crouched from the elbows, with wrists under 
pelvis1 (Foss 1938, 75) . According to recent 
calibrated AMS dates obtained from bone 
artefacts deriving from burials 2 and 3, the 
prone burials date to the edge of 6th and 5th 
Millennium BC (Kashina et al . 2017), making 
them possibly coeval with the ceramic tradi-
tion (the so-called ‘Kargopol’ ceramics) pre-
ceding the Comb Ware and Pit-Comb Ware 
traditions (e .g . Tarasov et al . 2017) .

Of the three prone burials, two (burials 2 
and 3) contained rather well-preserved hu-
man skeletal material and grave goods mainly 
consisting of bone, antler, and teeth . In con-

trast to these burials, burial 1 did not contain 
any finds, and the human remains, especially 
the upper part of the skeleton, was only poor-
ly preserved (Foss 1938, 78) . The individual 
inhumed in burial 3 had received the richest 
grave inventory, consisting of several bone, 
antler, and flint artefacts . Burial 3 was also the 
only burial at the Kubenino site that was fur-
nished with ochre, discovered at the bottom 
of the burial pit together with small charcoal 
fragments (Foss 1938, 78) .

According to Foss (1938, 78), the individ-
ual buried in burial 3 was a “Stone Age giant” 
with a height of 1 .93 meters and was posi-
tioned with his head to the SSE . This ‘giant’ 
was treated with numerous bone ornaments, 
discovered mainly from the neck and pelvis 
area of the skeleton, as well as with several 
bone arrowheads and other bone and flint 
artefacts . This burial also included a rough-
ly made human figurine (Fig . 4) . Curiously, 
aside from the neck and pelvic region, many 
of the finds in the burial were discovered 
from around the head area of the deceased . 
For example, a fragmented flint spear point 
was discovered underneath the skull, with its 
other fragment positioned to the left of the 
skull (Foss 1938, 78) . This artefact (Fig . 5) was 
missing the middle part, which makes us sug-
gest that it was intentionally broken . Remark-
ably, according to recent zooarchaeological 
analysis conducted by the third author, many 
of the bone and antler artefacts were also de-
liberately fragmented . For example, the tips of 
several bone points from the burial were also 
broken (Fig . 6) .

Differing from the large individual in-
humed in burial 3, according to Foss (1938, 
78) the length of the skeleton in burial 2 was 
1 .5 meters . This individual was positioned 
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with the head towards the SSE, and since a 
2–3 cm thick layer of humus was document-
ed underneath the skeleton, the burial pit was 
possibly furnished with some organic materi-
al . The find material of the burial consisted of 
several bone and antler artefacts along with a 
unique find of a fragmented human figurine 
(Fig . 7), discovered directly on the left tibia 
bone (Foss 1938, 78) . Similarly to the de-
ceased, the figurine was also positioned in a 
prone position .

MESOLITHIC AND NEOLITHIC 
HUNTER-GATHERER PRONE 
BURIALS FROM NORTH 
EUROPE

In addition to re-visiting the Kubenino burial 
finds, we also searched for other prone buri-
als from the respective period and region . The 
data was collected solely from written sources 
(i .e . publications and field reports), and no 
new analyses were conducted . As a result of 
this search, we discovered a total of 28 ad-

ditional prone burials from nine sites (Table 
1) . Most of the sites (Ivanovskoye VII, Kara-
vaikha, Minino, Mys Brevenniy, Sakhtysh IIa 
and Sakhtysh VIII) are located in Russia, two 
of the sites in Baltia (Kreiči2 and Zvejnieki), 
and one in Scandinavia (Skateholm II) . As 
most of the Stone Age prone burials lack ra-
diocarbon dates, the burials have been given 
a relative date that, in many cases, covers sev-
eral millennia . According to stratigraphy and 
archaeological finds and contexts (Briussov 
1961; Oshibkina 1978; Utkin & Kostyleva 
2001; Kostyleva & Utkin 2010), however, 
prone burials from the Russian territory most 
probably date to ca . 6000–4500 cal BC . 

When the Kubenino prone burials are ob-
served together with these other prone burials 
from the respective period and region, sever-
al points of connection can be made . Firstly, 
prone burials occur together with inhuma-
tions placed in other positions, both in set-
tlement sites and cemeteries . Secondly, Me-
solithic and Neolithic hunter-gatherer prone 
burials seem to be furnished in a very similar 
manner to other inhumations, implying that 
some of the individuals would have received 
grave goods and ochre while other not . This 
is also the case with individuals buried in oth-
er positions (e .g . Gurina 1956; Larsson 1989; 
Larsson & Zagorska 2006; Kostyleva & Utkin 
2010) . Thirdly, similarly to inhumations in 
other body positions, prone burials also rep-
resent both single inhumations and multiple 

Figure 4. Potential human figurine from 
Kubenino burial 3 . Photo by I. Seden’kov/State 
Historical Museum, Moscow, Russia .
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Figure 5. Partial flint knife from Kubenino 
burial 3 . Photo by I. Seden’kov/State Historical 
Museum, Moscow, Russia .

Figure 6. Needle-shaped bone points from 
Kubenino burial 3 . Photo by I. Seden’kov/
State Historical Museum, Moscow, Russia .
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burials of men, women, and children from 
different age groups . It does seem, however, 
that adult or mature men dominate the ma-
terial .

What is remarkable, however, is that in 
most cases prone burials represent only a 
fragment of the burials unearthed from these 
sites . In fact, the Kubenino site, with three 
supine burials and three prone burials, is the 
only exception to this pattern . Accordingly, 
the prone position seems generally to be a 
marginal mortuary practice that can thus be 
interpreted as a deviant . Moreover, when the 
position is observed in the light of more com-
mon burial positions, it is evident that the 
position of the prone individuals did not aim 
to mimic a life-like position . On the contrary, 
the bodies were often placed in an extended 
prone position, with either one or both hands 
positioned beneath the pelvis . Consequent-
ly, the prone burials do not bear any resem-
blance to, for example, people sleeping on 
their stomach . 

However, at the same time it is evident that 
the individuals were also buried with care . 
For example, in the case of the Kubenino 
prone burials, ‘the giant’ received rich grave 
goods, some of which seems to have been 
intentionally broken, and ochre . These prac-
tices – reported also in other hunter-gath-
erer burial sites (e .g . Zagorskis 2004 [1989], 
83; Ahola 2015, 35; 2017; see also Chapman 
& Gaydarska 2007, 95) – suggest that a range 
of activities took place at the time of the in-
terment . This, on the other hand, sets these 

Mesolithic and Neolithic prone burials apart 
from the prone burials recorded from later 
periods . Indeed, in many of these later buri-
als, the body of the individual has clearly 
been carelessly tossed into the burial pit and 
shamed, for example by beheading the body 
(e .g . Murphy 2008; Arcini 2009) . 

It thus seems plausible that even if the 
prone position can be defined as deviant, 
it might not have been related to negative 
meanings among the Stone Age hunter-gath-
erers . In fact, according to Leszek Gardela 
(2015), a cross-cultural exploration of the 
prone burial tradition has shown that the 
practice was endowed with a wide range of 
meanings – and not necessarily always with 
negative connotations . Indeed, even though 
in some hunter-gatherer prone burials (Zve-
jnieki burials 37, 39 and 70, Mys Brevenniy 
burial 2 and Karavaikha burial 28), the body 
of the individual was also covered with large 

Figure 7. Human figurine from Kubenino 
burial 2 . Photo by I. Seden’kov/State Historical 
Museum, Moscow, Russia .
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stones (Table 1) – a tradition that brings to 
mind magical precautions against evil forces 
from later historical times (e .g . Gardela 2015) 
– nothing else in the burials suggest that these 
individuals were rejected . In fact, since large 
stones have also been used to cover the graves 
of individuals placed in a supine position in 
all of the sites in question (Oshibkina 1978; 
Zagorskis 2004 [1989], 17; Utkin & Kostyleva, 
2001, 58), this practice cannot be connected 
solely with prone burials . 

Also differentiating the Mesolithic-Neo-
lithic hunter-gatherer prone burials from the 
deviant burials of later periods is the fact that 
traces of violence or other precautions taken 
against possible revenants are relatively rare 
(see however Ivanovskoe VII burial 5 and 
Zvejnieki collective burial 178–182 in Table 
1) . Indeed, although Lars Larsson (1988, 44) 
has interpreted the flint arrowheads discov-
ered in the Skateholm prone burial (Table 1) 
as having been shot at the grave, the way the 
projectile points ended up in the filling is un-
clear . Aside being shot, these items could also 
have been intentionally positioned in the fill-
ing – a phenomenon recorded, for example, 
from the Finnish territory (Ahola 2017) . Fur-
thermore, according to Gardela (2015, 113–
114), in most folkloristic instances describing 
the fear of the undead, the deceased is placed 
in a prone position (and sometimes further 
mutilated) if the deceased was suspected of, 
for example, vampirism and the grave was 
thus reopened . However, in the case of the 
Skateholm burial – the only prone burial sub-
jected to archaeo-thanatological analysis in 
which it is possible to determine whether the 
burial is a primary or a secondary (e .g . Du-
day 2009) – the individual was clearly placed 
initially in a prone position and the burial pit 

filled immediately (Nilsson Stutz 2003, Ap-
pendix 1) . 

HIDING FACES?

To understand the underlying reasons to 
bury the deceased on its stomach within a 
hunter-gatherer context, we turned to ethno-
graphic materials . However, when reviewing 
the ethnographic literature, it soon became 
evident that prone burials – indeed any burial 
position – were only rarely mentioned . Simi-
larly, we did not find any accounts of deviant 
burial practices . Although this could indicate 
that such mortuary practices did not exist 
among historical hunter-gatherers or pasto-
ralists, a prone burial has nevertheless been 
discovered, for example, from a Medieval Ya-
kut burial ground (Bravina et al . 2016) . Ac-
cording to ethnographic accounts (Bravina 
et al . 2016, 243 with cited references), among 
the Yakuts this practice was reserved for the 
dangerous deceased that included, for exam-
ple, shamans and suicide victims . Curiously, 
according to Estonian folklore, the prone po-
sition is also connected with shamans . Indeed, 
according this tradition (Wiedemann 1878, 
443–444 according to Waronen 1898, 51) the 
return of a shaman’s soul from a shamanistic 
journey could be prevented by placing the 
body of the trancing shaman in a prone posi-
tion . Even though this folkloric account does 
not deal with death or mortuary practices, it 
does imply that the souls of potent individu-
als were feared, and that special actions could 
be taken in order to control these individuals . 

Considering the above, it could be plausible 
that the prone position was used as a precau-
tion to diminish the powers connected with 
special or potent individuals . In fact, although 
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we did not encounter prone burials from oth-
er sources, one reoccurring practice did catch 
our eye; it seemed that many hunter-gatherer 
and pastoralist populations of northern Eur-
asia thought that the soul3 was located in the 
eyes of the individual (Harva 1933, 175) . It 
was for this reason that shamans commonly 
wore masks, to hide their souls from the spir-
its they encountered . For the same reason, 
the eyes or the face of the deceased were also 
covered with, for example, fish skins, cloth, or 
different items that were placed on top of the 
eyes (Harva 1933, 192–193) . 

Interestingly, the practice of covering the 
eyes and the face of the deceased is also pres-
ent in Stone Age hunter-gatherer mortuary 
practice . For example, at the Zvejnieki ceme-
tery, amber ornaments were found in the eye 
sockets of the deceased, in burials dating to 
the late 5th–3rd Millennium BC; the head re-
gion of these individuals was also intensively 
strewn with ochre, and in some cases plas-
tered with a layer of clay (Zagorska 2001, 112; 
Nilsson Stutz et al . 2013) . This tradition has 
also been recorded from 4th Millennium BC 
hunter-gatherer burials in the Finnish terri-
tory, and was interpreted as the presence of 
a death mask (Edgren 2006) . The tradition 
could, however, also be associated with the 
uses of masks for transformation and chang-
ing identity (cf . Pizzorno 2010) . Similar po-
tential masks have also been unearthed from 
prior hunter-gatherer burials dating to the 
7th Millennium BC, e .g . from the cemeteries 
of Yuzhniy Oleniy Ostrov in Russia (grave 
115 of an adult man) (Gurina 1956) and 
Donkalnis in Lithuania (grave 2 of an adult 
man) (Butrimas 2002; 2016) (Fig . 2) . In these 
burials, animal tooth pendants were found on 
the eyes and face of the deceased, probably 

indicating a mask or other headgear, but ev-
idence of clay or other material used for the 
gear has not been observed . The head region 
of these individuals was nevertheless inten-
sively strewn with ochre .

In the light of these examples from hunt-
er-gatherer burials, it seems reasonable to 
assume that the practice of hiding the face 
and eye area was sometimes considered sig-
nificant . Indeed, this practice suggests that 
there was also ambivalence within the hunt-
er-gatherer mortuary practices, and the dead 
body or the powers connected with the lim-
inal stage of the corpse (cf . van Gennep 1960) 
were considered as harmful . Curiously, a 
similar tradition can even be seen in many 
anthropomorphic items in which the eyes are 
represented very vaguely . For example, a hu-
man-like antler figurine discovered from Es-
tonia and dated to the end of the 7th Millen-
nium BC (Jonuks 2016) seems to lack eyes all 
together, while in the Kubenino figurines the 
eyes are marked by an empty space beneath 
pronounced brows (Fig . 7) . Although we do 
not know whether the eyes were marked by, 
for example, unpreserved organic materials 
or with colours, it does seem that they were 
nevertheless presented differently than the 
other facial features . The most striking exam-
ple, however, comes from the Kubenino site, 
where the figurine discovered in burial 2 (Fig . 
7) was also placed on its stomach . The prac-
tice of burying the figurine in a similar body 
position as the deceased does seem to imply 
that the item possessed similar qualities as the 
buried individual .

In the light of the above discussion, it 
could be suggested that the practice of plac-
ing the individual in a prone position relates 
to a tradition in which it was important to 
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hide the face of the deceased . In fact, a simi-
lar interpretation has already been suggested 
for the case of Early Medieval prone burials 
from Poland (Gardela 2015) . According to 
Gardela (2015, 109), one plausible explana-
tion for these prone burials might have been 
the widespread belief in the so-called evil eye, 
a malevolent gaze of the dying or the dead 
which could bring misfortune or even death . 
Perhaps this tradition is indeed a long one, 
and in a Stone Age context was practiced by 
hiding the face with a mask – or by placing 
the dead in a prone position . 

However, since masks and prone buri-
als both represent rare mortuary traditions 
among the Mesolithic and Neolithic hunt-
er-gatherers, this practice was clearly applied 
only in special cases . One reason might have 
been the presence of a deformation that, in-
stead of being considered as a negative trait, 
was something that made the individual spe-
cial or potent . Such an interpretation has al-
ready been made in cases were a Stone Age 
individual or individuals with severe pathol-
ogies has been buried with an exceptionally 
rich inventory (Porr & Alt 2006; Trinkaus 
& Buzhilova 2018) . For example, the adult 
woman buried in the famous Bad Dürrenberg 
Mesolithic burial site (Fig . 2) suffered from an 
atlar anomaly that could have caused variants 
of altered states of consciousness in the indi-
vidual (Porr & Alt 2006) . This, on the other 
hand, may suggest that the individual was 
a shaman . Based on the animal tooth pen-
dants and the Cervidae antlers found in the 
head region, the probable shaman might also 
have worn a headpiece that covered the eyes 
(Grünberg 2001, 156; Porr & Alt 2006, 396) .

Although evidence of pathologies or de-
formations are not common in our material, 

they are nevertheless present in some of the 
prone burials (Table 1) . It must be noted, 
however, that evidence of deformations or 
pathologies were not systemically collected 
from the other burials of the sites . Thus, we 
do not know how many burials in other body 
positions show evidence of, for example, de-
formation . Moreover, the trait that made the 
individual somehow potent might have also 
been subtler . Indeed, even if Foss did not note 
any pathologies in the Kubenino individuals, 
the same line of thought could be applied to 
burial 3, in which the individual was of con-
siderable size . Indeed, even though the size 
did not affect the health of the individual, it 
could have nevertheless been considered to 
be a similar anomaly, and thus contributed to 
the chosen burial position . 

It must also be noted that even if the ar-
chaeological evidence suggests that death 
masks or other items were only rarely used to 
cover the faces or eyes of the buried individ-
uals, such items could also have been made 
of perishable materials . For example, at the 
above-mentioned Yakut burial ground, birch 
bark was used to cover the head of one indi-
vidual (Bravina et al . 2016, 252–253) . Addi-
tionally, in the Finnish territory, some spo-
radic Neolithic hunter-gatherer burials show 
evidence of a tradition in which the head re-
gion was covered solely with clay, or with clay 
and items made of unperishable materials 
(Ahola 2017, 209) . 

CONCLUSIONS

In this paper we have compiled together the 
current data on Mesolithic and Neolithic 
hunter-gatherer prone burials from the Eu-
ropean boreal zone . By focusing especially 
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on the Kubenino site in NW Russia, we have 
explored whether the individuals buried face 
down represent a deviant burial practice or 
not . By observing the Kubenino burials in 
the light of other Mesolithic and Neolithic 
hunter-gatherer prone burials, we were able 
to conclude that the number of individuals 
placed on their stomach is extremely small 
compared to burials in other body positions . 
Accordingly, among the Stone Age hunt-
er-gatherer inhumation tradition of the Euro-
pean boreal zone, prone burials clearly repre-
sent a marginal burial practice .

However, when the practice of a prone 
burial was given a closer look, it became evi-
dent that aside from the body position noth-
ing else calls for an interpretation as deviant . 
Rather, it seems that the individuals placed 
in a prone position were otherwise treated 
similarly to other burials, with the same vary-
ing grave goods and practices as the other 
inhumations . Thus, differing from the reve-
nant burials of later periods, it seems that the 
hunter-gatherer individuals that were given a 
prone burial were not intentionally humiliat-
ed . This, on the other hand, suggests that even 
though the practice might have been deviant, 
it might not have been associated with nega-
tive concepts .

According to our data, some of the Me-
solithic and Neolithic hunter-gatherer prone 
burials were, however, associated with evi-
dence of violence or mutilation, along with 
pathologies that would have been visible 
during life . Such evidence is present, for ex-
ample, in the Zvejnieki multiple burial 178–
182 and in the Ivanovskoe VII prone burials 
4 and 5 . It seems, however, that rather than 
seeing these people as revenants, they might 
have been considered as potent or special . 

Since these people might have possessed spe-
cial powers in life, their dead bodies might 
have been considered as potentially danger-
ous and thus in need of special treatment . 

Although speculative, we suggest that the 
tradition of a prone burial was a way to di-
minish the powers attached to the potential-
ly dangerous dead, by hiding the face or the 
eyes of the deceased . By observing the tra-
dition in the light of both the ethnographic 
and archaeological record, we noted that this 
practice was applied to special people and 
conducted in multiple ways . For example, 
both the archaeological and ethnographical 
evidence show that, occasionally, the face 
of the dead individual was covered with, for 
example, cloth, clay, birch bark, or artefacts . 
In addition to using artefacts to hide the face 
and eyes, the tradition of placing the individ-
ual on its stomach could have been a way to 
make the eyes and the face invisible . What is 
remarkable is that in a Mesolithic-Neolithic 
hunter-gatherer context the practice of hiding 
the face and the eyes was not applied only to 
humans, but also to human-like figurines and 
other items . 

To conclude, we suggest that Mesolith-
ic-Neolithic hunter-gatherer prone burials 
from the European boreal zone represent a 
deviant burial practice within an inhumation 
burial tradition that can itself already be re-
ferred to as deviant . In this sense, it is evident 
that the hunter-gatherer mortuary practices 
are not only numerous but also very com-
plex, and in order to further understand the 
mortuary practices further study is needed . 
In the future, the Mesolithic and Neolithic 
hunter-gatherer prone burials should be sub-
jected to osteological, paleopathological and 
archaeo-thanatological analyses, and new ra-
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diocarbon dates and isotopic analyses should 
be obtained . If suitable material is available, 
ancient bacteria DNA could also be traced 
from the individuals buried in a prone posi-
tion . In theory, this method could reveal pa-
thologies that are invisible to the naked eye, 
but which nevertheless could have contribut-
ed to the chosen funerary practice . 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

For valuable comments we would like to 
thank Alexandr Utkin and Dr . Elena Kostyle-
va (Ivanovo State University) and Dr . hab . 
Svetlana Oshibkina (Institute of Archaeology, 
Russian Academy of Sciences) . We would also 
like to thank the two anonymous referees for 
their insightful comments . 

REFERENCES
Ahola, M . 2015: Tracing Neolithic funerary practic-

es from Finnish ochre graves – a case study 
from Kukkarkoski Comb Ware burial ground . 
Thanatos, 4, 2/2015, 23–41 .

Ahola, M. 2017a . The material culture of Finnish 
Stone Age hunter-gatherer burials .  Fornvän
nen, 4/2017, 201–215 . 

Ahola, M. 2017b . Memory, landscape & mortuary 
practice: understanding recurrent ritual activity 
at the Jönsas Stone Age cemetery in southern 
Finland . Acta Archaeologica, 88/1, 95–120 . 

Ahola, M., Salo, K. & Mannermaa, K. 2016 . Almost 
gone: human skeletal material from Finnish 
Stone Age earth graves . Fennoscandia archaeolo
gica, XXXIII, 95–122 . 

Arcini C. 2009 . Losing face . The worldwide phenome-
non of ancient prone burial . In Döda personers 
sällskap. Gravmaterialens identiteter och kultu
rellauttryck/On the Threshold. Burial Archae
ology in the TwentyFirst Century . Eds . I .-M . 
Back, I . Danielsson, A . Gustin, A . Larsson, N . 
Myrberg & S . Thedeén . Stockholm University, 
Stockholm, 187–202 .

Bravina, R.I., Díakonov, V.M., Bagashev, A.N., Razhev, 
D.I., Poshekhonova, O.E., Slepchenko, S.M., 
Alekseeva, E.A., Kuźmin, Ia.V. & Hodgins, 
G.W.L. 2016 . Early Yakut burials of the four-
teenth–seventeenth centuries . Anthropology & 
Archeology of Eurasia, 55 (3–4), 232–268 .

Brinch Petersen, E. & Meiklejohn, C. 2003: Three 
cremations and a funeral: aspects of burial 
practice in Mesolithic Vedbæk . In Mesolithic on 
the Move. Papers presented at the Sixth Interna
tional Conference on the Mesolithic in Europe, 
Stockholm 2000. Eds . L . Larsson, K . Knutsson, 
O . Loefter & A . Åkerlund . Oxbow books, Ox-
ford, 485–493 .

Brussov A.Y. 1961 . Karavaevskaya stoyanka . In Sbornik 
po arkheologii Vologodskoy oblasti Ed . Briussov 
A .Y . Vologda, Vologodskoye knizhnoye izdatel-
stvo, 72–162 .

Butrimas, A. 2012 . Donkalnio ir Spigino MezolitoNeo
lito kapinynai. Seniausi laidojimo paminklai 
lietuvoje . Vilnius, Vilniaus dailes akademijos 
leidykla . 

Butrimas, A. 2016 . Biržulis lake islands Donkalnis and 
Spiginas Mesolithic cemeteries (West Lithua-
nia) . In Mesolithic Burials – Rites, Symbols and 
Social Organisation of Early Postglacial Commu
nities . Eds . J .M . Grünberg, B . Gramsch, L . Lars-
son, J . Orschiedt and H . Meller . Handesmuseum 
fur Vorgeschichte, Halle (Saale), 195–217 .

Chapman, J. & Gaydarska, B. 2007 . Parts and Wholes: 
Fragmentation in Prehistoric Context . Oxford, 
Oxbow Books .

Conneller, C. 2013 . Power and society . Mesolithic 
Europe . In The Oxford Handbook of Archae
ology of Death and Burial . Eds . S . Tarlow & L . 
Nilsson Stutz . Oxford, Oxford University Press, 
347–358 . 

Doughty, C. 2017 . From Here to Eternity. Travelling 
the World to Find the Good Death . London, 
Weidenfeld & Nicolson .

Duday, H. 2009 . The Archaeology of the Dead: Lectures 
in Archaeothanatology . Translated by A .M . 
Cipriani and J . Pearce . Oxford & Philadelphia, 
Oxbow Books .

Edgren, T. 1966 . Jäkärlä-gruppen . En västfinsk kultur-
grupp under yngre stenåldern . Suomen muinais
muistoyhdistyksen aikakausikirja 64 . Helsinki: 
Weilin+Göös . 

Edgren, T. 2006 . Kolmhaara reconsidered . Some 
new observations concerning Neolithic burial 
practice in Finland . In Back to the Origin. New 
Research in the Mesolithic–Neolithic Zvejnieki 
Cemetery and Environment, Northern Latvia . 
Eds . L . Larsson & I . Zagorska . Almqvist & Wik-
sell International, Stockholm, 327–336 .

Fahlander, F . 2012 . Mesolithic childhoods: changing 
life-courses of young hunter-fishers in the Stone 
Age of southern Scandinavia . Childhood in the 
Past, 5, 20–34 .

Formicola, V., Pontrandolif, A., & Svoboda, J. 2001 . 
The Upper Paleolithic triple burial of Dolni 
Vestonice: pathology and funerary behavior . 
American Journal of Physical Anthropology, 115, 
372–374 .

Foss, M.Y. 1938 . Pogrebeniya na stoyanke Kubenino . 
Trudy Gosudarstvennogo Istoricheskogo Muzeya, 
VIII, 73–91 .



Marja Ahola, Ekaterina Kashina & Kristiina Mannermaa

62

Gardela, L. 2015 . Face down: the phenomenon 
of prone burial in Early Medieval Poland . 
In Rituals in the Past . Eds . L . Gardela & A . 
Půlpánová-Reszczyńska, Analecta Archaeolog-
ica Ressoviensia, 10 . Institute of archaeology 
Rzeszów University, Rzeszów, 99–136 .

Gray Jones, A. 2011 . Dealing with the dead: Manip-
ulation of the body in the mortuary practices 
of Mesolithic north west Europe . PhD Thesis . 
University of Manchester . 

Grünberg, J.M. 2001 . Die enthauptete ‘Schamanin’ 
von Bad Dürrenberg . In Schönheit, Macht und 
Tod. 120 Funde aus 120 Jahren Landesmuseum 
für Vorgeschichte . Ed . H . Meller . Landesamt für 
Denkmalpflege und Archäologie, Halle (Saale), 
156–157 .

Gurina N.N. 1956 . Oleneostrovskiy mogil’nik. Materialy 
i issledovaniya po arkheologii SSSR, 47 . Academy 
of Sciences of USSR, Moscow-Leningrad .

Harva, U. 1933 . Altain suvun uskonto . WSOY, Helsinki .
Insoll, T. 2004 . Archaeology, Ritual, Religion . Rout-

ledge, London .
Jonuks, T . 2016 . A Mesolithic human figurine from 

river Pärnu, south-west Estonia: a century old 
puzzle of idols, goddesses and ancestral sym-
bols . Estonian Journal of Archaeology, 20 (2), 
111–127 .

Kashina, E.A., Mannermaa, K. & Ahola, M. 2017 . 
Burials at the Kubenino site: new study after 80 
years . Oral presentation at Twer Annual Ar-
chaeology Seminar, March 21–25, 2017 .

Kirkinen, T . 2015 . The role of wild animals in death 
rituals: furs and animal skins in the Late Iron 
Age inhumation burials in southeastern Fen-
noscandia . Fennoscandia archaeologica, XXXII, 
101–120 .

Koivisto, S. 2010 . Luihin ja ytimiin: Pyyntiä ja elämää 
Itämeren äärellä noin 7500 vuotta sitten . Helsin
gin pitäjä, 31 (2011), 8–21 .

Kostyleva, E.L. & Utkin A.V. 2010 . Neoeneolitiches
kiye mogil’niki Verkhnego Povolzhya i VolgoOks
kogo mezhdurechya. Planigraficheskiye i khrono
logicheskiye struktury. Taus, Moscow .

Kozyreva, R.V. 1967 . O rabote v Kargopol’skom i Ny-
andomskom rayonakh Arkhangel’skoy oblasti . 
Arkheologicheskiye otkrytiya 1966 goda, 10–11 . 

Kuratov, A.A., Martynov A.Y., Mikhaylovskiy F.A., 
& Shevelyov V.V. 1976 . Issledovaniya v Ark-
hangel’skoy oblasti . Arkheologicheskiye otkrytiya 
1975 goda, 27–28 . 

Krohn, K. 1915 . Suomalaisten runojen uskonto . Suo
malaisen Kirjallisuuden Seuran Toimituksia, 137 . 
Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura, Helsinki .

Lahelma, A. 2008 . A Touch of Red. Archaeological and 
Ethnographic Approaches to Interpreting Finnish 
Rock Paintings . Iskos 15 . The Finnish Antiqua-
rian Society, Helsinki .

Larsson, L. 1988 . Ett fångstsamhälle för 7000 år sedan: 
boplatser och gravar i Skateholm . Signum, Lund .

Larsson, L. 1989 . Big dog and poor man . Mortuary 
practices in Mesolithic societies in southern 
Sweden . In Approaches to Swedish Prehistory. 

A Spectrum of Problems and Perspectives in 
Contemporary Research . Eds . T .B . Larsson & H . 
Lundmark . BAR International Series, 50 . Ar-
chaeopress, Oxford, 211–223 .

Larsson, L. & Zagorska, I. 2006 . Back to the Origin. 
New Research in the Mesolithic–Neolithic Zve
jnieki Cemetery and Environment, Northern 
Latvia . Almqvist & Wiksell International, 
Stockholm .

Larsson, Å.M. 2009 . Breaking and Making Bodies and 
Pots. Material and Ritual Practices in Sweden in 
the Third Millenium BC . Aun 40 . Uppsala Uni-
versitet, Uppsala .

Lázničková-Galetová, M. 2016 . Perforated animal 
teeth . In Dolní Věstonice II Chronostratigraphy, 
Paleoethnology, Paleoanthropology . Ed . J . Svobo-
da . The Dolní Věstonice Studes, 21 . Academy of 
Sciences of the Czech Republic, Brno, 313–322 .

Lõhmus, M . 2007 . Mortuary practices during the 
Comb Ware cultures in Estonia and the prob-
lems of their interpretation . In Colours of 
Archaeology. Material Culture and the Society. 
Papers from the Second Theoretical Seminar of 
the Baltic Archaeologists (BASE) Held at the 
University of Vilnius, Lithuania, October 21–22, 
2005. Ed . A . Merkevicius . Interarchaeologia, 2 . 
Tartu Ülikool, Tartu, 33–48 .

Makarov, A.N. (ed .) 2007 . Arkheologiya severorusskoy 
derevni X–XIII vv. Srednevekoviye poseleniya 
i mogil’niki na Kubenskom ozere, 1 . Nauka, 
Moscow .

Mannermaa, K. 2008 . The Archaeology of Wings: Birds 
and People in the Baltic Sea Region During the 
Stone Age . Gummerus, Helsinki .

Moilanen, U. 2018 . Facing the earth for eternity? Prone 
burials in Early Medieval and Medieval Finland 
(c . AD 900–1300) . Archaeological Review from 
Cambridge, 33 (2), 19–36 .

Murphy, E.M. (ed .) 2008 . Deviant Burial in the Archae
ological Record . Oxbow Books, Oxford .

Nilsson Stutz, L. 2003 . Embodied Rituals & Ritualized 
Bodies. Tracing Ritual Practices in Late Meso
lithic Burials. Almqvist & Wiksell International, 
Stockholm .

Nilsson Stutz, L. 2006 . Unwrapping the dead . In Back 
to the Origin. New Research in the Mesolith
icNeolithic Zvejnieki Cemetery and Environ
ment, Northern Latvia . Eds . L . Larsson & I . 
Zagorska . Almqvist & Wiksell International, 
Stockholm, 217–233 .

Nilsson Stutz, L. 2014 . Mortuary practices . In The Ox
ford Handbook of the Archaeology and Anthro
pology of HunterGatherers. Eds . V . Cummings, 
P . Jordan & M . Zvelebil . Oxford University 
Press, Oxford, 712–728 .

Nilsson Stutz, L., Larsson, L. & Zagorska, I. 2013 . The 
persistent presence of the dead: recent excava-
tions at the hunter-gatherer cemetery at Zve-
jnieki (Latvia) . Antiquity, 87, 1016–1029 .

O’Shea, J. & Zvelebil, M. 1984 . Oleneostrovski Mogilnik: 
reconstructing the social and economic organi-
zation of prehistoric foragers in northern Russia . 
Journal of Anthropological Archaeology, 3, 1–40 .



63

Hunter-Gatherer Prone Burials of the Kubenino Site

Oshibkina, S.V. 1978 . Neolit Vostochnogo Prionezhya . 
Nauka, Moscow .

Oshibkina, S.V. 1989 . The Material culture of the 
Veretye–type sites in the region to the east of the 
Lake Onega . In The Mesolithic in Europe. Papers 
Presented at the Third International Symposium, 
Edinburgh 1985 . Ed . C . Bonsall . Jon Donald 
Publishers, Edinburg, 402–413 .

Oshibkina, S.V. 2003 . K voprosu o rannem neolite na 
severe Vostochnoy Yevropy . In Neoliteneolit 
Yuga i neolit Severa Vostochnoy Yevropy (novye 
materialy, issledovaniya, problemy neolitizatsii 
regionov). Ed . V .I . Timofeev. Institute for the 
History of Material Culture, Saint-Petersburg, 
241–254 .

Pentikäinen, J. 1990 . Suomalaisen lähtö. Kirjoituksia 
pohjoisesta kuolemankulttuurista . Finnish Liter-
ature Society, Helsinki .

Peyroteo Stjerna, R. 2016 . On Death in the Meso
lithic: Or the Mortuary Practices of the Last 
HunterGatherers of the SouthWestern Iberian 
Peninsula, 7th–6th Millennium BCE . PhD thesis . 
Uppsala University .

Pizzorno, A. 2010 . The mask: an essay . International 
Political Anthropology, 3 (1), 5–28 .

Polyakov, I.S. 1882 . Issledovaniya po kamennomu 
veku v Olonetskoy gubernii, v doline Oki i na 
verkhovyakh Volgi . Zapiski imperatorskogo 
Russkogo Geograficheskogo Obschestva, Otdele
niye etnografii, IX . Royal Russian Geographical 
Society, Saint-Petersburg, 1–164 .

Porr, M. & Alt, K.W .2016 . The burial of Bad Dürren-
berg, Central Germany: osteopathology and 
osteoarchaeology of a Late Mesolithic shaman’s 
grave . International Journal of Osteoarchaeology, 
16, 395–406 .

Rasmussen, S. & Allentoft, M. E., Nielsen, K. Orlan-
do, L., Sikora, M., Sjögren, K.-G, Gorm Ped-
ersen, A., Schubert, M., Van Dam, A., Moliin, 
C., Kapel, O., Bjørn Nielsen, H., Brunak, S., 
Avetisyan, P., Epimakhov, A., Khalyapin, M.V., 
Gnuni, A., Kriiska, A., Lasak, I., Metspalu, 
M., Moiseyev, V., Gromov, A., Pokutta, D., 
Saag, L., Varul, L., Yepiskoposyan, L., Sicher-
itz-Pontén, T., Foley, R.A., Mirazón Lahr, M., 
Nielsen, R., Kristiansen, K. & Willerslev, E. 
2015 . Early divergent strains of yersinia pestis in 
Eurasia 5000 Years Ago . Cell, 163 (3), 571–582 .

Smirnov, V.I. 1940 . Otchot ekspeditsii Arkhangel’skogo 
museya v 1940 godu . Field report at Scientific 
Archive of Arkhangelsk Museum of Local Lore .

Sørensen, S.A. 2016 . Loose human bones from the 
Danish Mesolithic . In Mesolithic Burials – Rites, 
Symbols and Social Organisation of Early Post
glacial Communities . Eds . J .M . Grünberg, B . 
Gramsch, L . Larsson, J . Orschiedt and H . Meller . 
Handesmuseum fur Vorgeschichte, Halle (Saa-
le), 63–72 .

Strassburg, J. 2000 . Shamanistic Shadows: One Hun
dred Generations of Undead Subversion in South
ern Scandinavia 7000–4000 BC . Stockholm 
Studies in Archaeology, 20 . Stockholm Univer-
sity, Stockholm .

Tarasov, A., Nordqvist, K., Mökkönen, T. & Kho-
roshun, T. 2017 . Radiocarbon chronology of 
the Neolithic-Eneolithic period in the Karelian 
Republic (Russia) . Documenta Praehistorica, 
XLIV, 98–121 .

Tarlow, S. & Nilsson Stutz, L. 2013 . Beautiful things 
and bones of desire: emerging issues in the 
archaeology of death and burial . In The Oxford 
Handbook of Death and Burial . Eds . S . Tarlow 
& L . Nilsson Stutz . Oxford University Press, 
Oxford, 1–16 .

Tõrv, M. 2016 . Persistent Practices. MultiDisciplinary 
Study of HunterGatherer Mortuary Remains 
from c. 6500–2600 cal. BC, Estonia . Dissertatio-
nes Archaeologiae Universitatis Tartuensis, 5 . 
University of Tartu Press, Tartu .

Trinkaus, E., Lacy, S.A. & Willman, J.C. 2016 . Human 
burials and biology . In Dolní Věstonice II Chro
nostratigraphy, Paleoethnology, Paleoanthropolo
gy . Ed . J . Svoboda . The Dolní Věstonice Studies, 
21 . Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic, 
Brno, 328–344 .

Trinkaus, E. & Buzhilova, A.P. 2018 . Diversity and 
differential disposal of the dead at Sunghir . 
Antiquity, 92 (361), 7–21 .

Utkin, A.V. & Kostyleva, E.L. 2001 . Pogrebeniya na 
stoyanke Karavaikha . Rossiyskaya Arkheologiya, 
3, 55–66 .

van Gennep, A. 1960 [1909] . The Rites of Passage . 
Chicago University Press, Chicago .

Vargha, M. 2017 . Deviant burials in rural environment 
in the High Middle Ages – ritual, the lack of 
ritual, or just another kind of it? In Religion, 
Cults & Rituals in the Medieval Rural Environ
ment. Eds . C . Bis-Worch & C . Theune . Ruralia, 
XI . Sidestone Press, Leiden, 271–280 .

Waronen, M. 1898 . Vainajainpalvelus muinaisilla 
suomalaisilla . Suomalaisen kirjallisuuden seuran 
kirjapainon osakeyhtiö, Helsinki .

Wiedemann, F.J. 1878 . Auben dem Innern un äussern 
Leben der Ehsten . Oberlehrer Fr . von Keussler, 
Saint-Petersburg .

Vikkula, A. 1987 . The Stone Age graves of Nästinristi site 
in Laitila, SW Finland . Suomen Museo, 93, 5–17 .

Zagorska, I. 2001 . Amber graves of Zvejnieki burial 
ground . In Baltic Amber. Proceedings of the 
International Interdisciplinary Conference Baltic 
Amber in Natural Sciences, Archaeology and 
Applied Arts 13–18 September, Vilnis, Palanga, 
Nida . Ed . A . Butrimas . Acta Academiae Artium 
Vilnesis, 21, 109–124 .

Zagorskis, F. 1961 . Kreiču neolita kapulauks . Arhe
ologija un etnogrāfija, 3, 3–18 .

Zagorskis, F. 2004 [1987] . Zvejnieki (Northern Latvia) 
Stone Age Cemetery . Translated by V . Bērziņś . 
BAR International Series, 1292 . Archaeopress, 
Oxford .

Zvelebil, M . 2003 . Enculturation of Mesolithic land-
scapes . In Mesolithic on the Move. Papers Pre
sented at the Sixth International Conference on 
the Mesolithic in Europe, Stockholm 2000. Eds . L . 
Larsson, H . Kindgren, K . Knutsson, D . Loeffler 
& A . Åkerlund. Oxbow books, Oxford, 65–73 .



Marja Ahola, Ekaterina Kashina & Kristiina Mannermaa

64

NOTES

1 The current location of the Kubenino human re-
mains is unknown, and thus we must rely solely 
on the observations and documentation made 
by Foss . Indeed, according to the documenta-
tion of the burials, the skulls of all the individu-
als seem to have been badly damaged . However, 
without further analysis it is impossible to tell 
whether this was due to a deliberate act of skull 
fragmentation or a natural taphonomic process .

2 Due to the limitations of the studied material, 
information on the Kreiči burials is scarce . 
However, since these burials represent Stone 
Age hunter-gatherer prone burials from our 
region of interest, we nevertheless decided to 
include them in the study .

3 Differing from the modern western view, many 
hunter–gatherer populations believe that hu-
mans and animals have several souls, of which 
one was located in the facial area of the individ-
ual (Harva 1933, 175–175) .


