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Abstract: The Corded Ware complex represents an archaeologically defined culture whose 

people inhabited large areas of Europe during the third millennium BC. Although Corded 

Ware graves are known also from Finnish territory – the northernmost area of Corded Ware 

expansion – these graves represent a special challenge and methodological problem for 

archaeological research. This is because unburnt bone material is generally not preserved in 

the acidic soils of Finland, and Finnish Corded Ware complex graves have typically been 

recognized mainly due to the occurrence of a Corded Ware assemblage (i.e. complete pottery 

vessels, adzes and ground-stone axes). Furthermore, since most Finnish Corded Ware grave 

discoveries have been made during the early and mid-20th century, they generally lack good-

quality archaeological documentation. Despite these challenges, new insights into Finnish 

Corded Ware burials can be gained by thoroughly investigating the region’s burial customs 

and material culture as an entity and comparing them to the Corded Ware complex of the 

eastern Baltic region and beyond. Finnish Corded Ware graves not only follow the standard 

material culture and burial customs of the Central European Corded Ware complex but show 

additional evidence of wooden chambers and laid-out furs, and they may have occasionally 

even possessed small mounds. However, even though the material culture of the Finnish 

graves follows traditions present in the central European Corded Ware complex, the grave 

custom is far from uniform. Hence, Finnish Corded Ware graves represent a melting pot of 

ideas, ideologies and connections, likely reflecting differing origins of relocating people. 

Aside from being influenced by the Corded Ware populations of nearby regions, a close link 

to contemporary local hunter-gatherers seems to have been present, too.  
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#Head 2#Introduction  

Towards the end of the Neolithic, large areas of central and eastern Europe were populated by 

the Corded Ware/Single Grave/Battle Axe complex (henceforth CWC), that is, people using –

in the most basic sense – cord-decorated ceramic beaker vessels and shaft-hole axe-heads. 

Since CWC settlement sites are only rarely encountered in central and northern Europe1, the 

complex has traditionally been known from grave finds that, compared to prior mortuary 

traditions, stand out due to novel funerary practices2. Corresponding to the many well-

preserved graves documented from different regions in Europe, these new practices include 

individual internments in an overall E-W/W-E orientation, positioning the body into a 

basically crouched position (with gender differentiation based on the orientation of the body), 

and furnishing the grave, for example, with battle axes, cord-decorated beakers and amphoras, 

often in addition to stone adzes, sometimes bone tools, and bone and amber pendants and 

ornaments, likewise prescribed by gender and placed in relation to the body3.  

In contrast with the well-preserved graves in neighbouring areas, the Finnish CWC graves 

represent a special challenge for archaeological research. This is because unburnt bone 

material is generally not preserved in the acidic soils of Finland, and Finnish CWC graves 

have typically been recognized mainly due to the occurrence of a Corded Ware assemblage 

(e.g. complete pottery vessels, adzes and ground-stone axes)4. Although most of these 

artefacts technically have to be declared as stray finds, on some rare occasions the artefacts 

have also been unearthed together with a grave-like pit structure of stained or sooty soil5 

(Figure 1). Since fragments of human molar enamel were discovered from one of these 

structures together with two stone adzes, a grinding stone and sherds of Corded Ware 

pottery6, it seems reasonable to assume that such features are indeed CWC graves.  

In light of the scarce material, it seems that most of the Finnish CWC burials are earth graves, 

which are also common in the CWC distribution areas of northern and central Poland, the 

Baltic States and north-western Russia7. In Finland, the graves are usually referred to as 

solitary graves; occasionally organized in small groups8, sometimes they have also been 

 
1 Hecht 2007; Dörfler/Müller 2008. 
2 Furholt 2014, 70. 
3 Ibid. Fig 2; Bourgeois/Kroon 2017. 
4 See, e.g., Edgren 1970; Edgren 1984, 76–77; Nordqvist/Häkälä 2014. 
5 Äyräpää 1931; Kivikoski 1936; Siiriäinen 1972; Torvinen 1979; Purhonen 1986. 
6 Äyräpää 1931. 
7 Larsson 2009, 61 with cited references. 
8 Nordqvist/Häkälä 2014, 12. 
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unearthed in prior hunter-gatherer cemeteries9. According to recent studies10, Finnish CWC 

graves may have more widely been furnished with animal skins, a tradition that has not been 

recorded from CWC contexts in any other part of Europe. 

 

Given the above, it is clear that even if the Finnish CWC graves lack human skeletal remains, 

new insights into CWC mortuary practices can nevertheless be gained from these finds at the 

northernmost distribution area of the complex. It must be noted, though, that since the 

material mainly consists of archival sources or single papers published in Finnish, it is not 

easily accessible for the wider international research community. Accordingly, in this paper, 

the Finnish CWC graves will be presented in a single study. The aim of the paper is to get a 

critical overview of the archival material collected during the past hundred years and present 

it in relation to the current knowledge on CWC, particularly with its counterparts in the Baltic 

states. 

Before moving on to the discussion of funerary practices and the material culture from the 

graves, however, a brief outline of the Finnish CWC is appropriate here for those readers not 

so familiar with the area. 

Cord-decorated pottery and battle axes associated with the CWC appear in the Finnish 

territory by ca. 2900 BC11. At the time, the area of modern-day Finland was inhabited also by 

local hunter-gatherer populations producing asbestos- and organic tempered wares of the Late 

Comb-Ware tradition12 (e.g. so-called Pöljä Ware, Jysmä Ware and Pyheensilta Ware13). 

According to the distribution of the finds, the core area of Corded Ware habitation was in the 

southern and western areas of Finland, while finds from central and northern Finland – 

probably being more intensively inhabited by some of these hunter-gatherer populations – are 

more scarce14. The appearance of the CWC in the Finnish territory has long been explained 

by migration15, and this is still a valid explanation, as we also stress later on.  

Although migration theory has now found support by recent aDNA analyses, according to 

which a genetic transformation, probably relating to Yamnaya relocations  from the Steppes, 

occurred in the 3rd millennium BC in Europe16, how that migration unfolded in the various 

 
9 Torvinen 1979; Purhonen 1986; see also Ahola 2017b. 
10 Ahola et al. 2018. 
11 Pesonen et al. 2019 
12 Nordqvist/Herva 2013; Nordqvist 2016, 53. 
13 Halinen 2015, 106–116. 
14 See, e.g., Äyräpää 1939; Edgren 1970; 1984; Nordqvist/Häkälä 2014. 
15 Äyräpää 1973; Edgren 1984, 79; Matiskainen 1994; Carpelan 1999. 
16 Allentoft et al. 2015; Haak et al. 2015. 
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regions remains totally unknown17. Indeed, many scholars have suggested that the CWC was 

not formed due to large-scale migrations but as the result of extensive networks, to which the 

local populations also contributed18. These two interpretations do not have to contradict each 

other, however. For example, in the Swedish territory the CWC was likely initiated via 

exogamy, in which skilled potters of the CWC tradition migrated to the Swedish territory and 

married local hunter-gatherers19. 

Although the Finnish CWC accommodates larger numbers of settlement sites20, contrary to 

the rest of Europe, not much is known of the CWC way of life in the Finnish territory. Indeed, 

although the CWC has commonly been associated with mixed pastoral and cultivating 

economies21, no preserved domestic animal bones dating to the Corded Ware period have 

been discovered in Finland so far22. This, in conjunction with a lack of investigated macro-

fossil plant remains and the harsh environment of the north, has led some scholars to suggest 

that the Finnish CWC turned into a hunter-gatherer society23. However, since most CWC 

settlements have been discovered from locations suitable for farming as well as from 

phosphate-rich, old dwelling sites of earlier hunter-gatherers, it was nevertheless widely 

acknowledged that the CWC people of the Finnish territory also relied on pastoral farming24. 

This interpretation has recently been supported further by lipid analyses conducted on Finnish 

CWC pottery25, which have confirmed the presence of milk fats originating from domestic 

stock. In addition, goat hairs have also been discovered from the CWC grave of Perttulanmäki 

in southern Ostrobothnia26.  

In light of these combined results, it seems plausible that domestic animals were present also 

at the northern periphery of the Corded Ware complex. Since the nature of the finds is 

indirect, the extent of the animal herding remains unknown. Perhaps in line with the findings 

of studies conducted outside the Finnish borders27, the Corded Ware populations of the 

Finnish territory likely practised a mixed economy, in which hunting, fishing and gathering 

still played a significant role. However, indisputable agricultural components remain to be 

found. 

 
17 Sjögren et al. 2016. 
18 Lõugas et al. 2007; Vander Linden 2007; Furholt 2014, Nordqvist/Häkälä 2014. 
19 Larsson 2009 
20 Nordqvist/Häkälä 2014 
21 See, e.g., Hecht 2007; Lõugas et al. 2007; Larsson 2009, 71; Müller et al. 2009; Sjögren et al. 2016. 
22 Bläuer/Kantanen 2013. 
23 Furholt 2014. 
24 Äyräpää 1939, 118; Edgren 1984, 75. 
25 Cramp et al. 2014. 
26 Ahola et al. 2018. 
27 Lõugas et al. 2007; Müller et al. 2009; Sjögren et al. 2016. 



5 
 

 

#Head 2#Materials and methods 

The research material of the study consists of all possible CWC graves currently (2019) 

known from Mainland Finland (Figure 2). The grave data was collected by the authors from 

publications, the Finnish Heritage Agency find catalogue (NM), and from unpublished 

excavation reports. By keeping in mind that the archaeological archives do not contain 

objective documents of past processes but are rather inflicted with the subjects involved28, the 

authors carefully read all the reports and collected detailed information (e.g. length, width and 

depth of pits, locations, find material) on each grave structure. In order to understand the 

excavation process, the written description was compared to the detail maps and photographs 

of the features when possible. For the purposes of this paper, the material is compiled in 

Appendix 1. A summary of the material is presented in Table 1. 

During the archival study, the possible CWC graves were divided into three categories. The 

first category consists of what we think are secure graves (i.e. grave-like pit structures 

together with a typical Corded Ware grave assemblage). It must be noted, though, that even if 

we have labelled this category as ‘secure graves’, there are nevertheless several problems. 

The main problem is that in as many as eight cases, the finds were discovered as stray finds 

and the find context was mainly described orally by the finder. Since in most cases the 

artefacts were discovered by local laypersons and no immediate documentation was made, 

this information should be regarded with caution. Moreover, although 13 graves (of a total of 

21 graves) have been excavated, in many cases the grave integrity had already been destroyed 

by modern land use before the excavations. Many of the excavations have also been 

conducted during the early and mid-20th century, and photographs or detail drawings/site 

plans of the graves are only rarely available.  

The second category consists of stray finds (e.g. intact or halved pottery vessels or a ground-

stone axe or adze, together with sherds of Corded Ware pottery), discovered at a depth of ca. 

0.5–1 metres, a depth that could indicate a destroyed CWC burial. The number of these sites 

is 11. This category does not, however, include stray finds of battle axes – a common grave 

gift – without any other indication of a burial. This is due to the fact that battle axes could also 

indicate, for example, votive deposits29. Though this decision might create a bias in the 

material numbers, without preserved human remains it is impossible to make a distinction 

between a grave find and a votive deposit. 

 
28 Swain 2012. 
29 Johanson 2006. 
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The third category in the Appendix is surely the most controversial. It consists of seven 

possible grave features without any find of material culture that have been unearthed from 

Corded Ware settlement sites. We have included this category because some of the Baltic 

CWC burials, for example, lack pottery and stone artefacts30. In the Finnish territory, such 

burials would easily go unnoticed since they would have been represented solely by an 

inhumation-sized and shaped archaeological feature. Although the features presented in the 

third category could comprise the remains of such inhumations, they could also be something 

else. Since reliable radiocarbon determinations are not available, the features could also 

succeed the Corded Ware period.  

The lack of radiocarbon determinations affects the whole research material, leading to a 

deficiency of chronology; although radiocarbon dates are available in some rare cases, it must 

be noted that they have mainly been obtained from charcoal collected from the filling of the 

grave (Appendix 1). Because wood charcoal could also be found in the grave context due to a 

later forest fire or through the filling of the grave structure along with growing or decaying 

roots, burrow holes or movements caused by frost or wind-toppled trees, the results should be 

regarded with caution31.  

In fact, problems relating to chronology do not only affect Finnish CWC graves. Indeed, 

despite earlier attempts32 regarding a typo-chronology and a handful of radiocarbon dates 

from Finnish graves (Appendix 1) and from settlement contexts33, the chronological division 

of Finnish CWC is rather vague. Even though differences can be seen, for example, in the 

tempering of pottery vessels, with some vessels tempered with mineral temper and some with 

organic temper, these different tempering styles seem to co-exist34. Similarly, no clear typo-

chronology is present in vessel or axe types either35. 

 

#Head 2#The Finnish Corded Ware graves  

#Head 3#Grave custom 

According to the available documentation, most of the Finnish CWC graves are earth graves 

with the form of the grave structure being either oval (8 graves) or rectangular (7 graves). If 

one also counts the more ambiguous settlement site pits, the number of both categories rises 

 
30 Varul et al. 2019 
31 Mökkönen 2013, 21. 
32 See, e.g., Meinander 1954; Edgren 1970; Purhonen 1986. 
33 Nordqvist 2016, Table 1. 
34 Ibid. 60. 
35 Edgren 1970, 58–59; Nordqvist 2016, 61. 
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to 11 graves each. According to the oral description of the laypersons, some of the graves 

could also have been covered with a small mound.  

Aside from the possible mounds, some of the graves seem to have possessed an underground 

stone setting covering and/or surrounding the grave structure (e.g. Aimalankangas, Viikka, 

Itko, Kylänpää, Jyrkänkallio and Kuoppakangas graves). A well-sited example of such 

tradition is Kylänpää, from which three pits framed by large stones and filled with smaller 

stones were unearthed (Appendix 1). Since a sharp-butted axe and a work axe were collected 

as stray finds from the location, these pits were interpreted as Corded Ware graves36. 

However, without exact information on the find contexts, the axes cannot be reliably 

connected with the structures and the interpretation should thus be regarded with caution.  

A slightly different tradition of natural stone use has been documented from the Dalamalm 

earth grave, in which two large natural stones, one with triangular shape with the tip pointing 

upwards, were discovered from the south-western end of the grave37 (Figure 3). Similarly, the 

presence of a large natural stone at the bottom of the structure was noted in the possible grave 

of the Seppälä site (Appendix 1).  

Most of the Finnish Corded Ware graves are oriented either NW-SE (4 graves) or E-W (4 

graves). Occasionally, the orientation of the graves has been given with further intermediate 

points that fall in between these main orientations. In two cases, the grave was oriented NE-

SW. Since the burials lack human remains, the orientation of the grave is based on the grave 

structure, and only in the case of the Perttulanmäki grave with its preserved human molar 

enamel was it possible to conclude that the deceased was positioned with their head to the 

east.  

The depth of the Finnish Corded Ware graves varies in between shallow pits of 30 cm to 

deeper graves with a depth of 120 cm. In general, the pits were dug to the depth of 50–100 

cm. Similarly, the parameters of the grave structures varied from large features of 400 x 400 

cm to considerably smaller pits with dimensions of only 90 x 40 cm. Since most of the graves 

had been partly destroyed by modern land use, in many cases the exact sizes of the graves 

could not be determined. 

When the parameters of the graves are observed from the angle of the grave type, it seems 

that both earth graves and graves with a possibly more monumental structure include larger 

and smaller graves. For example, although the plausible stone setting of the Itko grave was 

described as a large monument with a diameter of 4 metres, the stone setting of the 

 
36 Rosén 1953. 
37 Edgren 1970, 81. 
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Jyrkänkallio grave was considerably smaller with a width of only a metre (Appendix 1). 

Similarly, the documentation of the oval and rectangular earth graves suggests that both 

structures came in different sizes. 

 

#Head 3#Burial custom 

In general, the Finnish CWC graves are wider than the prior hunter-gatherer earth graves of 

the Baltic region, in which the shape and size of the grave are usually adapted by the physical 

parameters of the body or bodies38. This could indicate that the deceased were mainly placed 

in a crouched position39. However, since narrow burial features also occur (e.g. 

Kuoppakangas grave, Forsberg grave and Jönsas grave V) occasionally, the body could also 

have been placed in a supine position, either extended or with flexed legs. However, it must 

be noted that of the narrow burials, the Kuoppakangas grave is not only located outside the 

core area of Corded Ware habitation (Figure 2) but it also included with two battle axe 

imitations (Appendix 1). In this sense, rather than being a ‘proper’ CWC burial, the grave 

might represent local hunter-gatherers that adopted the CWC way of life. This is an issue to 

which we shall later return in depth. 

Most of the Finnish Corded Ware graves have been furnished with a single pottery vessel 

accompanied by varying amounts of stone artefacts (Appendix 1). This phenomenon seems to 

indicate that the graves were mainly single inhumations, although some exceptions 

nevertheless exist. For example, as many as three intact Corded Ware vessels were discovered 

from the Forsberg grave (Figure 4). These vessels were, however, positioned tightly together 

to the northern end of the E-W oriented grave structure (Figure 3b). Since the grave had the 

width of only c. 100 cm, it seems reasonable to assume that this grave was nevertheless an 

individual burial.  

If observed solely from the perspective of the size of the burial feature, the Itko burial (400 x 

400 cm) could represent either a double or a multiple/mass burial (Appendix 1). However, a 

better example of a possible double burial is Jönsas grave I, furnished with two pottery 

vessels (Appendix 1). Contrary to the above mentioned Forsberg grave, here the vessels were 

placed on the opposite sides of the grave structure (Figure 1), suggesting that this particular 

grave could have been a double burial40. This interpretation is further supported, on the other 

 
38 Nilsson Stutz 2003, 333–335; Lõhmus 2007, 37–40; see, however, Ahola et al. 2016, 111–112. 
39 Edgren 1984, 76. 
40 Purhonen 1986, 115–116. 
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hand, by the size (200 x 250 cm), and on the other, by the form of the grave structure, which 

seems to be constituted by two oval burial features side by side (Figure 1).  

In many cases, the floor and/or walls of the Finnish Corded Ware graves have been covered 

with a dark, sooty soil. In previous studies41, this phenomenon has been explained with the 

use of fire as a part of the mortuary practice, but this phenomenon could also represent 

remains of an organic inner structure. For example, a wavy outline of the dark feature 

together with hook-shaped formations on the corners has led to the conclusion that some of 

the graves were furnished with animal skins42. This hypothesis was recently verified by new 

microarchaeological studies43 in which mineralized goat hairs were discovered from the 

Perttulanmäki grave (Figure 5). It must be noted, though, that in one case (Appendix 1: 

Tuomala grave), the dark layer located at the bottom of the grave was also described as 

having a greasy aspect. Although not ruling out the presence of an animal skin or other 

organic materials, the dark colour of the feature could also originate from decomposed human 

remains44.  

 

#Head 3#Material culture 

According to the collected data, the most common artefact from the Finnish CWC graves is a 

pottery vessel (24 items). The vessels are mainly beakers, although a few small cups also exist 

in the material (Figures 5 and 7). Aside from the graves of Jönsas I and Forsberg mentioned 

already earlier, the other graves have been furnished with a single vessel (Figure 7). In ten 

cases the beaker was the only grave object included in the burial. Indeed, a more common 

way to furnish the grave (21 instances) was to place the pottery vessel together with one or 

more stone artefacts (Figure 7). Although no evidence exists, objects made of organics 

materials could also have been placed to the graves.  

When information on the positioning of the pottery vessels is available, the beakers seem to 

have been placed next to the walls of the grave structure, either in one of the corners of the 

grave (Figure 1) or roughly at the middle of the axis of the grave (Figure 3b). In the case of 

the Jyrkänkallio stone setting (Figure 3c), the pottery vessel was discovered beneath the 

largest stone of the setting, located at the centre of the structure45. 

 
41 Kivikoski 1934; Edgren 1958; Siiriäinen 1972. 
42 Äyräpää 1931, 10–11; Torvinen 1979, 42–43. 
43 Ahola et al. 2018. 
44 See Lehtosalo-Hilander 1973, 165. 
45 Edgren 1970, 85; note, however, that the grave structure portrayed in Figure 3c is based on an oral description 
instead of excavation data. 
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In most cases, the vessels have been discovered in sherds or broken in situ. Furthermore, the 

beakers consist often of only part of a vessel (Figure 8) while whole, intact vessels are rare. 

Since most of the pottery vessels have been discovered in shards, the positioning of the vessel 

is generally unknown. However, most of the Jönsas vessels (Figure 6) were discovered in an 

upward position, while one of the smaller beakers from the Forsberg grave was intentionally 

placed upside down (Appendix 1). In the Forsberg grave, rim sherds of household pottery 

were also used as part of the mortuary practice by placing them on top of the grave 

structure46. A similar practice could be present as well in the cases of the possible graves of 

Yli-Hoppela 1 and Piirtolankangas (Figure 9), which include a Corded Ware vessel together 

with a large sherd from another vessel (Appendix 1). 

Aside from pottery, battle axes are a common grave gift (16 items) in the Finnish CWC 

graves (Figures 7 and 9). In addition, two battle axe imitations or local copies (Figure 10) 

were discovered from one grave (Appendix 1: Kuoppakangas grave). In five cases, the battle 

axe – or axes – were the only artefact finds from the possible grave, suggesting that some 

stray finds of axes could also derive from graves. In most cases, however, the axes were 

accompanied by pottery vessels as well as other stone artefacts. Contrary to the battle-axes, 

four-sided axes (‘working axes’) have not been as commonly placed in the graves (5 items), 

while the presence of adzes (Figure 11) is slightly more common (9 items). Aside from these 

artefact types, four grinding stones are also known (Figure 11).  

In rare cases of excavated graves in which the exact location of the artefacts has been 

documented (Appendix 1: Dalamalm grave, Jönsas graves I & II, Perttulanmäki grave), it 

seems that stone artefacts and pottery vessels were positioned either on opposite ends of the 

grave or the axe or adze was placed at the centre of the grave structure, possible next to the 

body of the deceased. Stone artefacts have also been discovered near the walls of the grave 

structure (Figure 1).  

 

#Head 3#Locations 

Most of the Finnish Corded Ware graves (a total of 10) have been discovered as solitary 

graves. However, since the graves have been unearthed mainly due to modern land use and 

consist of stray finds, the find combinations could also represent grave assemblages of several 

destroyed individual graves or multiple burials. This could be the case, for example, for sites 

with various battle axes or adzes (Appendix 1: Tammenmäki and Pelttari sites; Figure 7b). 

 
46 Edgren 1958, 29. 
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However, since the find location has only rarely been excavated, information on the find 

context is often lacking. Therefore, in many cases we do not know whether the graves 

represent a solitary grave, a single grave in a contemporary settlement site or an individual 

grave from a cemetery. 

If the ambiguous settlement site pits are included, as many as nine possible graves have been 

discovered from a Corded Ware settlement site. In many cases, however, the possible 

settlement site context has not been excavated further and the dating of the site should be 

approached with caution. These sites have been marked in Appendix 1 with a question mark. 

Although most of these graves consist of single graves, a stone setting together with a 

possible rectangular earth grave without any finds have been unearthed from the Jyrkänkallio 

site (Appendix 1). 

Aside from solitary graves and settlement site graves, in nine cases the CWC graves have 

been discovered either from a prior Neolithic hunter-gatherer settlement site (3 graves) or 

cemetery (6 graves). For example, the Kukkarkoski I grave was located within a Middle 

Neolithic cemetery of the Comb Ware culture (ca. 3900–3500)47 (Figure 12a), while the five 

graves of the Jönsas site – the only group of CWC graves known from the Finnish territory – 

were discovered from a possibly earlier hunter-gatherer cemetery of over twenty ochre earth 

graves48 (Figure 12b).  

 

#Head 2#Discussion  

#Head 3#Characterizing the Finnish CWC Graves 

In light of the material presented in this study, the Finnish CWC graves can be characterized 

as rectangular or oval-shaped features oriented NW-SE or E-W, which have been discovered 

at a depth of ca. 50–100 cm. Even though the features lack human skeletal remains, the 

presence of stained, sooty soil, sometimes with a greasy aspect, indicates that these features 

are, in fact, earth graves with fully decomposed human remains. 

The Finnish CWC graves have been most commonly furnished with a Corded Ware vessel. In 

the rare cases where the position of the vessel could be determined, it was placed either by the 

walls of the grave structure or in one corner. Although the exact location and orientation of 

the body in the Finnish CWC burials are unknown, this practice seems to follow the narrative 

of CWC material culture of death. For instance, by investigating the material culture of 

northern CWC graves as a whole, Quentin Bourgeois and Erik Kroon (2017) have noted that 

 
47 Torvinen 1979. 
48 Purhonen 1986; Ahola 2017b. 
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pottery was often positioned at the back of the body or placed on the northern edge of the 

burial pit. Even though the Finnish CWC graves do not always follow the E-W/W-E 

orientation of central European CWC graves, the pots might nevertheless have been 

positioned similarly to the foot of the grave (pottery located in the corner of the grave) or 

behind the back of the deceased (pottery located at the mid part of the grave wall). 

In many cases, the pottery vessel was accompanied by a battle axe or an adze. In the rare 

cases in which the position of the axe/adze was possible to determine, the items were located 

by the walls of the grave, clearly opposing the pottery vessel, or at the middle part of the 

grave. Remarkably, this tradition again echoes the material culture of death recorded from the 

central European CWC graves, in which battle axes (or flint axes) were placed in front of the 

body or face while flint blades were positioned on the pelvis of the deceased49. Although flint 

blades are unknown in the Finnish material, the location of an axe or an adze by the mid-part 

of the grave could suggest a connection with the pelvic area of the deceased, while the items 

positioned by the walls of the grave could have been located in front of the body or face. 

Although speculative, this phenomenon could also be used to determine the orientation of the 

burials. For example, since the axes discovered from Jönsas grave I were located by the SW 

wall of the grave (Appendix 1; Figure 1), the individual connected with them may have been 

buried with the head to the west.  

Aside from pottery vessels and axes/adzes, other grave goods are only rarely encountered. For 

example, amber artefacts – common in the prior hunter-gatherer graves of the Finnish 

territory50 – are completely missing from the CWC graves. The graves could have been 

furnished with artefacts made of organic materials, however. Although speculative, this could 

explain the presence of the grave-like structures unearthed without any finds from the Finnish 

CWC settlement sites. 

Judging from the size of the structure and the composition of the grave goods, the Finnish 

CWC graves seem to be mainly individual burials of bodies placed in a crouched position. On 

some rare occasions, however, the shape, size and the amount of artefacts suggest a multiple 

burial or a burial in supine position. Since these graves are clearly a minority, it seems that the 

burial custom and material culture of the Finnish CWC graves are rather uniform. 

At the same time, however, variation clearly occurs in the grave custom. Indeed, according to 

the material presented in this study, some of the Finnish CWC graves could have possessed a 

small mound. Although in many cases this interpretation is based on the oral description 

 
49 Bourgeois/Kroon 2017. 
50 Ahola 2017a. 
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given by the laypersons laymen who discovered Corded Ware artefacts (while graveling  

sand, for example), some of the graves from the Jönsas site were also connected with small 

arch-like ditches, a phenomenon that could relate to a mound that has been completely 

eroded51.  

A further variation can be seen in the inner structures of the graves. In fact, while some of the 

graves have been furnished with an underground stone setting, the rectangular shape of the 

grave structure could indicate that some graves might have possessed a wooden chamber as 

well. The structure is most evident in the case of the Kukkarkoski I grave, formed by a dark, 

sooty layer also consisting of pieces of charred pine trunk (Appendix 1), which covered large 

parts of the floor and the walls of the structure (Figure 13). In addition, the beaker of the 

grave was discovered as completely flattened (Figure 13), suggesting that the vessel had been 

located in an empty space that had been rapidly filled with sediment. A similar phenomenon 

might also be present in the case of Jönsas grave IV, which was visible already before the 

excavations as a shallow depression52. Similarly to the Kukkarkoski I grave, the walls of 

Jönsas grave IV were also partly framed by small fragments of charcoal and a small cup 

(Figure 6) unearthed from the grave discovered in sherds (Appendix 1).  

Curiously, aside from the rectangular chambers, the presence of a wooden chamber has 

additionally been suggested in the case of the oval grave structure of the Forsberg site53 

(Figure 3b). This structure was surrounded by a charcoal frame, and the burial layer of the 

grave, furnished with three intact Corded Ware beakers and shards from several other vessels 

(Figure 4), consisted of sooty, stained soil. On top of the burial layer was a 5 cm thick layer of 

unstained, sterile soil and, above this feature, another layer of sooty soil. From this layer, a 

rim sherd of household pottery was discovered. According to Edgren54, the wooden chamber 

of the Forsberg grave was most probably constructed of wooden planks placed in an upward 

position and covered with a lid. It seems that the beakers were placed in the burial layer while 

the rim sherds of the household pottery were positioned on top of the burial. 

As these examples show, the grave custom of the Finnish CWC graves is far from uniform. 

Rather, it seems that in most cases the grave custom is different and no single typical 

architectural feature can be determined. Moreover, in order to complicate the picture even 

further, the Finnish CWC graves show variation in their location. They have been discovered 

either as solitary graves or as single graves in CWC settlement sites, or in prior hunter-

 
51 See, e.g., Haak et al. 2008. 
52 Purhonen 1986, 118. 
53 Edgren 1958. 
54 Ibid., 31. 
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gatherer settlement or cemetery sites. At the same time, it seems that proper cemeteries are 

missing from the record. 

 

#Head 3#Variation, chronology and the cultural continuity in the Finnish CWC 

The detected variation is not completely unexpected, since CWC graves in different regions 

of Europe have been furnished with varying inner structures made of wood and stones,55 for 

example, while the graves themselves were located both as small cemeteries, situated in rows 

across the landscape, and as solitary graves56. At the same time, however, considerable 

similarities are present in the material culture and burial customs of these populations57. 

Initially, this phenomenon seems to suggest that, among the CWC populations, the location 

and grave custom were more negotiable than the material culture and burial custom among. 

What is interesting, however, is that in the Finnish territory, the detected variation is present 

within a single region. 

Since the Finnish material lacks reliable radiocarbon determinations, it is difficult to detect 

temporal change. Evident nonetheless, however, is the contribution of the local hunter-

gatherer populations of the Finnish territory. In fact, even though the Finnish CWC burials 

seem to follow the core mortuary practices of the CWC, sporadic connections to local hunter-

gatherer material culture of death seem also to exist58. For example, as was noted before, in 

the Forsberg grave, a small pottery vessel was placed upside down and rim sherds of 

household pottery were used as burial gifts. Although pottery is not common in Finnish 

hunter-gatherer burials, the presence of rim sherds and a vessel positioned upside down have 

counterparts within the hunter-gatherer material culture of death59. Indeed, when pottery is 

present in the hunter-gatherer graves, it has clearly warranted special treatment (for example, 

being placed upside down)60. At the same time, rim sherds from hunter-gatherer pottery 

vessels have been used in particular either as grave objects or to line the walls of the graves61. 

The influence of hunter-gatherer populations can also be seen in the material culture of the 

Dalamalm and Kuoppakangas graves. Specifically, the metatuffite adze unearthed from the 

Dalamalm grave (Appendix 1; Figure 3a) originates from the Onega region in north-west 

Russia and is usually connected with the hunter-gatherer populations of the area62. 

 
55 Fischer 1956; Malmer 1962; Hansen 1994; see also Vander Linden 2007. 
56 Malmer 1962; Ebbesen 2006; Bourgeois 2013; Furholt 2014; Piličiauskas et al. 2018. 
57 Vander Linden 2007; Furholt 2014; Bourgeois/Kroon 2017. 
58 Ahola 2019, 56 
59 Ahola 2017a. 
60 Ibid., 207, 212. 
61 Ibid., 207. 
62 Tarasov/Gogolev 2017. 
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Accordingly, the presence of the item in a CWC grave context suggests that a contact network 

existed between the hunter-gatherers and CWC populations63. It must be noted, though, that 

metatuffite items originating from the Onega region are commonly discovered from the 

Finnish territory64. Thus, the Dalamalm metatuffite adze might not represent a direct link to 

north-west Russia but rather the influence of local hunter-gatherers of the Finnish territory.  

Compared to the Dalamalm grave, the Kuoppakangas grave presents a slightly different story, 

being furnished with two battle axe imitations that are likely of local production65. Compared 

to central European battle axes, these items (Figure 10) seem to lack the know-how of battle 

axe production and, as was mentioned already earlier, can thus represent a grave of local 

people adopting CWC identity or religion66.  

The presence of social networks between the local hunter-gatherer populations and the CWC 

newcomers could also explain the presence of CWC graves in prior hunter-gatherer 

cemeteries and settlements; perhaps these important sites were introduced when new contact 

networks were formed, or the people buried in these places were indigenous people that had 

adopted the Corded Ware identity67. Since CWC graves have been discovered also from the 

Mesolithic and Neolithic hunter-gatherer cemeteries of Zvejnieki (Latvia) and Dolnkalnis 

(Lithuania)68, the phenomenon seems to be present outside the Finnish borders as well. It is 

necessary to point out, however, that the act of reuse within the Finnish and Baltic CWC is 

clearly occasional and selective; not all old burial or settlement sites were reused, and CWC 

graves were also constructed in other locations. In this sense, it seems that the CWC mortuary 

practices did not vary only regionally or temporally, but rather a multiplicity of mortuary 

practices must have co-existed. 

When observed from yet another angle, the multiplicity of mortuary practices could also 

explain the small number of graves discovered from the Finnish territory, suggesting that the 

dead were also buried in ways that might not be visible to the archaeological record69. 

Interestingly, such a tradition again mirrors the mortuary traditions of the hunter-gatherer 

populations of the Baltic area, who not only buried their dead in varying locations (i.e. in 

settlement sites, cemeteries or as solitary graves) but also handled the deceased in various 

 
63 Edgren 1970, 59. 
64 Heikkurinen 1980. 
65 Äyräpää 1952. 
66 Carpelan 2004, 57; Nordqvist/Häkälä 2014, 16–18. 
67 Ahola 2017a, 108–110; see also Larsson 2009, 255–260. 
68 Zagorskis 2004 [1989]; Butrimas 2012. 
69 Ahola 2019, 61–62. 
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ways70. Although no CWC cremations or loose human bones are known, for example, from 

the Finnish territory71, a recent study from Estonia72 has nevertheless suggested the presence 

of a multi-episode burial from a CWC grave context. 

 

#Head 3#Finnish Corded Ware graves in their wider setting in North-Eastern Europe 

Having untangled some of the questions relating to the uniformity and variation found in the 

Finnish CWC graves, the next step is to look at the graves in their wider setting. As was noted 

above, the material culture of the Finnish CWC graves in general seems to follow the tradition 

present in central and northern Europe. Instead of western influence, however, the appearance 

of Finnish CWC has commonly been accorded to movement of people from the south-eastern 

Baltic Sea area to the modern-day territory of Finland73. In this sense, the best parallels for the 

Finnish CWC graves should be found in the eastern Baltic region.  

At first glance, many of the practices present in the Finnish CWC funerary repertoire do 

indeed have parallels in the eastern Baltic area. Similarly to the Finnish material, the Baltic 

CWC graves (Figure 14) also consist of single graves or small cemeteries in which ca. 10 

individuals have been interred, while larger cemeteries are clearly missing from the record74. 

For the most part, the graves additionally share the tradition of an underground, pit-grave 

burial without burial mounds75. In both cases, the interments have occasionally been 

discovered in prior hunter-gatherer cemeteries. Broadly taken, these elements can be used to 

define a Finnish-Baltic CWC grave (Figure 15).  

Yet, contrary to the Finnish CWC graves, the eastern Baltic CWC graves are largely missing 

inner structures, such as wooden chambers or stone settings. Moreover, even if the 

archaeological evidence is vague, some of the Finnish CWC burials may have also been 

covered with a small mound. When the Finnish CWC graves are compared to the eastern 

Baltic in terms of their material culture, further differences emerge. Although pottery vessels 

are a common burial gift in Finnish CWC graves, the presence of pottery is rarer in the Baltic 

CWC graves76. These graves are instead accompanied by items such as battle-axes, flint axes, 

large bladed flint knives, bone pins and wild boar (sus scrofa) tusks. Although it is unknown 

whether the Finnish CWC graves contained items made of bone or antler, other artefact types 

 
70 Brinch Petersen/Meiklejohn 2003; Lõhmus 2007; Nilsson Stutz 2003; 2010; Brinch Petersen 2016; Tõrv 2016; 
Ahola et al. 2016. 
71 Ahola 2019, 62. 
72 Varul et al. 2019. 
73 Nordqvist 2018, 111–112 with cited references. 
74 Piličiauskas et al. 2018, 540; Varul et al. 2019. 
75 The only clear mound evidence is found in Kaliningrad oblast, burial of Kaup; Randborg et al. 2016. 
76 Piličiauskas et al. 2018, 540. 
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commonly present in the Baltic CWC graves (e.g. flint axes and large bladed flint knives) are 

lacking from the Finnish graves.  

Since Finnish CWC graves lack chronological resolution and internal division, the apparent 

differences in the material culture could be temporal. Indeed, many eastern Baltic CWC 

burials date early in the sequence and contain high amounts of Yamnaya (steppe) ancestry77. 

In this regard, the eastern Baltic CWC could represent ‘the first wave of CWC’ that has not 

interacted with the descendants of ‘Danubian’ farmers, who by that time were either of TRB 

or Globular Amphora cultural background. Aside from aDNA and radiocarbon 

determinations, this idea is supported further by the fact that the eastern Baltic CWC burials 

mainly lack pottery. Indeed, since pottery is not commonly encountered in Yamnaya burials78 

or north-eastern hunter-gatherer burials79, the use of pottery as a grave gift could relate to 

CWC interactions with central European farming populations that commonly used pottery 

vessels in their funerary practices80. This interpretation is supported by the fact that early 

CWC burials in central and northern Europe widely lack pottery, too81. It thus seems 

reasonable to assume that the presence of pottery – often seen as an integral part of CWC 

mortuary repertoire – is actually the inheritance of farming society input, notably by 

women82, and later adopted in the CWC funerary practice, not from its onset.  

The fact that the first wave of CWC populations must have interacted in the eastern Baltic 

area with hunter-gatherers, instead of farmers, has also resulted in the formation of what we 

now understand as the characteristics of this regional CWC group. In general, CWC of the 

eastern Baltic region differs from central and north European CWC in terms of its material 

culture and settlement. For example, the material culture of Finnish and eastern Baltic (and 

also Eastern Central Sweden) CWC show uniform features – such as globular beakers and 

bowls along with shared stylistic features of battle axes – not present in other areas inhabited 

by CW users83 . Furthermore, in the territories of Estonia and Finland, CWC dwelling sites 

are often found at the locations of prior hunter-gatherer settlements84. A similar phenomenon 

has also been noted in Sweden, where CWC settlements have been found from Early 

Neolithic Funnel Beaker sites85. Since in many cases these sites had been abandoned already 

 
77 Saag et al. 2017; Mittnik et al. 2018. 
78 Heyd 2011. 
79 Larsson 2009; Ahola 2007a. 
80 Madsen 2019; see also Bourgeois/Kroon 2017. 
81 Furholt 2014, 73; see also the so-called Kalbsrieth graves of Central Germany: Kluttig 1994. 
82 Kristiansen et al. 2017, 339–340. 
83 Larsson 2009, 139–152, 256–258; Furholt 2014, 76; Nordqvist 2016. 
84 Edgren 1984, 75; Kriiska 2003. 
85 Larsson 2009, 68. 
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a thousand years before, the co-existing populations might not have relied on the same 

resources as the CWC people. In fact, due to isostatic land uplift, such sites in Finland are 

located far from the seashore, the area preferred by the local hunter-fisher-gatherers for their 

settlements86. On the other hand, this may have made the co-existence of the CWC 

newcomers and the local populations more peaceful than, for example, in densely populated 

central Europe, where traces of violent encounters have been recorded87. 

Aside from the differing use of resources, it is possible that the early CWC populations also 

shared cosmological aspects with the local hunter-gatherers. Indeed, even though the CWC 

populations likely brought the Indo-European cosmology with them88, their funerary practices 

nevertheless resonate with those of the local hunter-gatherers. In fact, the Baltic hunter-

gatherers also buried their dead underground as individual (or occasional multiple) burials, 

which were well furnished but usually without pottery89. In this sense, it seems possible that 

the CWC people and the local hunter-gatherers of the eastern Baltic area shared the core idea 

of a proper burial ritual. Remarkably, this may have had an impact on how the local people 

and the newcomers regarded one another. Perhaps people burying occasional individuals 

underground were more relatable than people burying their dead, for example, in collective 

megalith burials, as was common in western and parts of central and northern Europe at the 

time (for an analysis of the complexity of such, see, e.g., Iversen 2015). 

At the same time that the Baltic CWC people interacted with local hunter-gatherers, however, 

they were also part of a much larger network of northern and central European CWC. Over 

the course of centuries, people within this network moved back and forth, resulting, for 

example, in the adoption of pottery as part of the funerary repertoire in the eastern Baltic 

region. In terms of grave customs, common ground can also be seen, for instance, between 

Finnish, Polish and Belarussian CWC graves as well as with the burials of the Fatyanovo 

culture, the Volga catchment variant of CWC, which all share the tradition of rectangular-

shaped wooden chambers90. On the other hand, the best parallels for the Finnish underground 

stone settings can be found in Southern Scandinavia and Norway91. This idea of a ‘melting 

pot’ of traditions is shown also in a recent study concerning the manufacture of CWC pots92, 

according to which the CWC populations of the central and eastern Baltic region were highly 

 
86 See, e.g., Edgren 1984, 28. 
87 Kristiansen et al. 2017; Schroeder et al. 2019. 
88 Kristiansen et al. 2017. 
89 Zagorskis 2004 [1987]; Larsson 2009; Butrimas 2012; Tõrv 2016; Nilsson Stutz 2010; Ahola in press. 
90 Brjusov 1956; Asheichyk/Vaitovich 2016; Pospieszny et al. 2015. 
91 Malmer 1962; Ebbesen 2006. 
92 Holmqvist et al. 2018. 
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mobile and carried new ideas and old traditions with them. These new ideas and old traditions 

could easily have also included death rituals.  

Consequently, the eastern Baltic CW group – including also the Finnish CWC – can be seen 

as representing a fusion of ideas deriving both from CWC networks and from the local 

hunter-gatherers. These ideas could have been introduced via movement and migration, 

intermarriage or by adopting suitable local traditions. As the Kuoppakangas grave may show, 

the synchretism could go the other direction, too, with the local hunter-gatherers adopting 

parts of the CWC tradition.  

 

#Head 2#Conclusions 

In this paper, we have shown that while Finnish CWC graves are usually poorly documented 

and preserved, and primarily lack human remains and other perishable materials, they can 

nevertheless be examined further. Indeed, by focusing on the features that had preserved – the 

material culture of death, grave custom, and location of the burials – we were able to bring to 

light several new aspects of the Finnish CWC mortuary realm. For example, we were able to 

show that the graves not only reflect a material culture of death similar to the central and 

northern European CWC graves but the grave objects were also positioned in the grave in a 

similar manner. In addition, the Finnish graves also show evidence of the use of furs as part of 

the burial custom.  

When we investigated the Finnish CWC grave materials from the perspective of location, we 

noted that the location of the burials varied from solitary graves to settlement site graves. 

Occasionally, graves we also located among hunter-gatherer burials. Aside from burial 

location, variation was also present within the grave custom. The inner and outer structures of 

the Finnish CWC graves vary from oval-shaped pit graves to graves with inner structures 

made of wood and stone. Likewise, the graves might also have been covered with stone 

settings or small barrows. Temporal variation notwithstanding, this phenomenon could 

suggest that the CWC people came from different origins. Indeed, even though it is very 

likely that the origins of the Finnish CWC might lie in the Baltic States, during the course of 

centuries a constant flow of new people from different regions may have migrated back and 

forth to the northernmost area inhabited by the CWC people. This idea is further supported by 

recent studies indicating a high degree of individual mobility among the CWC population of 

both central Europe and the eastern Baltic region93.  

 
93 Sjögren et al. 2016; Holmqvist et al. 2018. 
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However, the Finnish CWC funerary custom was not solely influenced by different CWC 

populations but also by the local hunter-gatherers. In fact, as the Finnish CWC originates 

from an area where the CWC population had already mixed with local hunter-gatherers94, it is 

no wonder that hunter-gatherer mortuary traditions are present in the Finnish CWC graves. It 

is nevertheless evident that, in general, the Finnish CWC follows funerary traditions present 

in 3rd-millennium BC Europe. This, on the other hand, suggests that the novel worldview or 

even religion that spread across much of Europe during the 3rd millennium BC also reached 

its northernmost corners. 
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