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Abstract 

Gottberg, V. 2020. Challenging Old Truths : Viewing Cultural Hybridity from the perspective 
of the Tarand-Graves. 

Gottberg, V. 2020. Att utmana gamla sanningar : Kulturell hybriditet betraktat utifrån 
tarandgravarna. 

 

A phenomenon during the late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age which in its simplest form could 
be called ‘a culture of the Baltic Sea’ is an idea which many archaeologists have favoured. 
However, the term ‘a culture of the Baltic Sea’ is not the most ideal to use when discussing the 
Baltic Sea during this time in prehistory, as the term is rather simplifying from what would be 
the more diverse truth. The term entails that there should have been a cultural homogeneity 
across the Baltic Sea as it most certainly was not. 

This thesis complicates this otherwise simplified term and calls the cultural phenomenon 
‘a cultural hybrid of the northern Baltic Sea area’ (i.e. the northern part of the Baltic Sea 
including its neighbouring gulfs). A cultural hybrid, in this sense, allows there to be cultural 
differences within an area. These differences are accepted by the people within the cultural 
hybrid which in turn allow people to live among each other, rather than to become a social 
obstacle making the people separate into smaller and more homogenous cultural groups. This 
assumed existence of a cultural hybrid is put to the test as a hypothesis. To answer the 
hypothesis, the cultural hybrid is studied from the perspective of the tarand-graves (an Estonian 
originating grave type erected and used around the shores of the northern Baltic Sea area during 
500 BC–400 AD) which in turn is interpreted according to ritual practice theory. 

The hypothesis is proven to be true which makes it possible to apply the concept of cultural 
hybridity, and its connection with tarand-graves in the northern Baltic Sea area, to the Åland 
Islands. Although the islands have a very promising geographical position in the middle of the 
northern Baltic Sea area, interestingly, no tarand-graves have been registered there. Grave field 
Ec 6.6 on the western side of the Åland Islands becomes the object of study mainly due to grave 
14, which placed on that particular grave field, carries a high tarand-grave potential. The 
material is partly collected from two field visits to Ec 6.6 and partly from an excavational report 
from 1949 of the same grave field. The result shows that the Åland Islands, as well as Ec 6.6, 
have a very high likeliness of being hosts for tarand-graves. 

Keywords: Tarand-grave, cultural hybrid, cultural hybridity, ritual practice theory, the Baltic 
Sea, Bronze Age, Pre-Roman Iron Age, Roman Iron Age, Åland Islands 
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1. Introduction 

Although the Baltic Sea stands as a sepa-
rator of land in northern Europe, the 
landlocked sea functions in many ways 
as a unifier, rather than a divider, of 
people. With the right set of tools and 
knowledge, the Baltic Sea becomes a sea 
of possibility, travel, new contacts and 
trade. The Baltic Sea is a busy sea and it 
has been like that through both the his-
tory and the prehistory. Today we have 
our separate nationalities, our borders and 
our laws which divides us and makes us 
legally belong to one place. No one can 
really say how the feeling of belonging and identification functioned for the prehistoric human, 
but if we let the archaeological material speak, we hear a story of cultural similarities and ex-
change across the shores connected to the Baltic Sea (Ambrosiani 1985:66). 

One, of many, archaeological remains which may speak for a flourishing relationship 
between the Baltic, Fennoscandia and Scandinavia in the late Bronze Age/Early Iron Age (ca 
500 BC) is the tarand-grave (Ambrosiani 1959:127; Meinander 1969:48; Modin 1973:70; Feldt 
2005), a quadrangular grave type believed to originate from modern day Estonia. These graves 
have been spotted throughout the coastlands of the northern Baltic Sea area; from Estonia, 
Lithuania and the Gulf of Riga, from the Gulf of Finland along the Finnish coast up to the 
southern Gulf of Bothnia, and across the Åland Sea to the eastern coast of central Sweden. If 
the tarand-graves indicate this believed network of cultural meetings and exchange on different 
shores in the northern Baltic Sea area, then this network could be considered some sort of cul-
ture, a cultural symbiosis, a common area of cultural exchange, or a cultural hybrid. 

Although the tarand-builders have made their way across the Åland Sea, there are no tarand-
graves on the Åland Islands, or are there? The Åland Islands are located between mainland 
Finland and Sweden (see Fig. 1) and were certainly a busy place in the prehistory due to their 
convenient geographical position. Not only would the archipelago of the island make for great 
wave breakers, creating a calmer and preferable route for crossing the Åland Sea (Lõugas 
1985:51; Ojala 2016:205), but the islands do also attract fish, seals and waterfowl, which in 
turn attract far away seasonal hunters to the island. The most famous Bronze Age seal hunting 
station on the Åland Islands is Otterböte, located on the island of Kökar in the eastern archi-
pelago (see Fig. 2). Here, ceramic findings of the eastern-originating Lausitz culture have been 
found (Gustavsson 1997:110, 131). The ceramics are proof that Åland could maintain a lifestyle 
connected to traveling and seafaring. It is no wonder that ‘foreign’ people came passing by, 
occasionally rested or even made a home on the island. 

So, if the northern Baltic Sea area was no stranger to different cultural expressions and 
cultural exchange, and if the Åland Islands were a perfectly good resort for seafaring people, 
then why are there no tarand-graves on the islands? Truth be told, some informal speculations 
about grave field Ec 6.6 have been made, located in Eckerö parish on the western side of the 
main island (see Fig. 2). The grave field contains a total of 83 stone settings out of one has the 
potential of being a tarand-grave. An excavation of parts of the grave field was performed in 
1949 by Ålandic archaeologist Mats Dreijer. At that time no tarand-grave-interpretation was 
applied to any of the stone settings and since then, no further humanistic studies have been 

Figure 1. The location of the Åland Islands between Sweden and 

Mainland Finland. Source: Wikimedia Commons. Edited by the 

author. 
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made considering that specific grave field. As the Åland Island stand as a question mark with 
potential, it is about time that this subject becomes further investigated and old interpretations 
and assumptions are questioned and challenged once more. 
  

Figure 2. The Åland Island with grave field Ec 6.6 and Bronze Age hunting station Otterböte marked with red. 

Source: Ålands Landskapsregering 2020. Edited by the author. 



 

8 

2. Research Aim and Research Questions 

The purpose for this thesis is to challenge the assumption of a ‘culture of the Baltic Sea’ from 
the perspective of the tarand-graves. The aim could also be turned the other way around; to 
challenge the perception of the tarand-graves from the perspective of a ‘culture of the Baltic 
Sea’ and still be equally as interesting, but for the sake of the future development of the thesis, 
the first formulation is what shall be further investigated. ‘A culture of the Baltic Sea area’ 
during prehistory is more or less a favoured hypothesis (as shall be presented and discussed in 
Chapter 6). Several factors from material culture to archaeological remains (e.g. stone ship set-
tings, ceramics and the bronze) across the shores connected to the Baltic Sea point towards 
networking and contacts; contacts which could be tied together with a tidy bow called ‘culture’. 
How and if the tarand-graves fit the picture of a Baltic Sea culture is an interesting question, 
since the tarand-graves themselves are a rather semi-investigated and a semi-known subject 
among archaeologists. The hypothesis which will be tested in this thesis is therefore that there 
is a so called ‘cultural hybrid of the northern Baltic Sea’. By looking through the tarand-graves 
we shall see if the hypothesis is true or not. 

The second purpose for this thesis is to explore the existence of tarand-graves on the Åland 
Islands, partly from the perspective of the islands’ conditions and partly from the perspective 
of cultural hybridity. As the Åland Islands appear in the centre of the area of the tarand-graves, 
it would be rather incredible if the island actually dodged the ‘tarand-bullet’ which was shot 
across the northern Baltic Sea area. A mass of land with so much potential for bearing tarand-
graves—yet having not such graves—is what makes this question so intriguing to investigate. 
The idea of the tarand-grave on the Åland Islands is something which has been dismissed or 
simply not been given any time and attention during the previous years of archaeological in-
vestigation. So far, only speculations have been made about tarand-graves existing on Åland, 
and especially one grave field located here carries the potential of containing tarand-graves. 
This grave field is named Ec 6.6 and is located in Eckerö on the western side of the island. 

 
To summarize, the research questions are as follows: 
 
1. Can the tarand-graves explain or stand as evidence for a ‘cultural hybrid of the northern 

Baltic Sea area’? If yes, how do they do it? 

2. What is the likelihood of the existence of tarand-graves on the Åland Islands, specifi-
cally at grave field Ec 6.6, from the perspective of cultural hybridity? 
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3. Ritual Practice Theory 

The theoretical framework of the thesis will be modelled after Catherine Bell’s work Ritual 

Theory, Ritual Practice (2009) in which she branches out from the original theoretical frame-

work of ritual theory and focuses on ritual practice. In earlier times in the field of ritual theory, 

more weight was put on the meaning of the rituals. According to practice theory, it is instead 

the practice of the ritual which is of importance (Berggren & Nilsson Stutz 2010:179). 
To begin with, a ritual is a way of communication and a way to create structure for a larger 

group of people. Berggren and Nilsson Stutz (2010:173) explains it as “ritual – as action – is a 
part of the dialectical relationship with structure, which contributes to change and continuity 
within society”. Bell uses the word “ritualization” when she wants “to draw attention to the way 
in which certain social actions strategically distinguish themselves in relation to other actions” 
(Bell 2009:74). To ritualize an action is therefore not only a way to distinguish actions from 
each other, but it is also a way to distinguish people from each other. If two persons do not 
perform the same kind of ritualized social action, then these two persons socially differ from 
one another. They do not respond to the same kind of communication and they cannot identify 
with the same kind of structure. 

Rituals, e.g. burying the dead, have something of a more sacred character to them. Other 
more profane actions could instead be connected to the general human needs, e.g. food, shelter, 
socializing and security. It would then be during these more mundane everyday actions that 
people from different groups would come together, live together, communicate and trade, whilst 
during their ritualized actions they would separate into groups once again. According to this 
explanation, the way groups identify would vary based on the circumstances. A human is a 
multidimensional being and can therefore take on a different identity based on situational need 
(Damm 2010:15), what identity is more suitable at this moment? Is it a profane or sacred situ-
ation? 

The author argues that practice theory is a means of explaining formation of identity. One 
does not necessarily have to understand the practice, but one has to know the practice and accept 
it as being essential and real for a person to be a part of the structure which the ritual practice 
creates (Berggren & Nilsson Stutz 2010:177f). The practice/action of building a tarand is a rit-
ualized action which inclines that the tarand-builders and those who accept the tarands as being 
essential are set apart from those who disagree. The action of building tarands creates groups, 
within which people can identify themselves with other like-minded people. And not only can 
they identify themselves with others, they can also identify themselves with the final product 
of the ritualized action, i.e. the material remains which is the physical tarand-grave. 

The Early Iron Age grave field becomes an interesting place when observed through ritual 
practice theory. Several different grave forms exist in the grave field, i.e. different ritualized 
practices. All these special actions share the same space, as if the grave field has been estab-
lished via a common agreement that the space which is the grave field is where ritualized actions 
are allowed to be expressed, without judgments, no matter who you are. This enforces the 
argument that ritualized actions demand special situations but also special locations in order to 
be executed. There are of course several different ritualized actions practised within one culture, 
but when it comes to distinguishing ritualized actions in the archaeological material the graves 
are of a very obvious type and becomes therefore an easier category to study. 
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4. Structure, Method, Material and Definitions 

In the subchapters to follow, the structure of the thesis, the method and the material will be 
presented as well as a short criticism of the source material. It is important to define how the 
tarand will be viewed, both in its physical and abstract form, in an early stage of the thesis. The 
chapter will therefore end with defining both perspectives of the tarand. The definition will 
stand throughout the whole thesis. 

4.1. Thesis Outline 

The thesis will be built by four parts. The first part is an introductory discussion of the term 
‘tarand’ and ‘culture’ and definition of how the latter shall be viewed throughout the thesis 
(Chapters 5 and 6). To be able to assess these two subjects and to then combine them and discuss 
them as one whole entangled object, one first needs to understand and define them. The discus-
sion will present what problems are connected to these two subjects, what has been said about 
them before and where the discussion stands today. One could say that this part concentrates 
on the abstract aspects of ‘tarand’ and ‘culture’, as it focuses on the idea of them. The thesis 
does not contain a chapter dedicated to only the research history. This is a conscious decision 
by the author since the research history is instead combined with Chapters 5 and 6. It is relevant 
to have a discussion comparing now versus then when addressing the tarand and the culture as 
concepts. The arguments will become easier to understand if the research history and the discus-
sion of concepts are simultaneously explained rather than being addressed separately. 

The second part is a presentation of the tarand-graves and other miscellaneous quadrangular 
stone settings of the Baltic Sea (Chapters 7 and 8). Chapter 7 will describe mainly the physical 
morphology of the known and excavated tarand-graves of the Baltic Sea and leave the interpre-
tations of social attributes behind. The purpose for this setup is to only listen to what the tarand-
graves have to say for themselves without anyone interfering and placing preconceived social 
meanings onto the tarand-graves. The tarand-graves and the morphology of other quadrangular 
stone settings will be described simultaneously. In order to state that something really is a 
tarand-grave, we must eliminate the other quadrangular options. When it is known what differ-
entiates one grave from the other, we can make more honest distinctions, definitions and cate-
gorizations between the tarand-graves and the miscellaneous stone settings. 

The third part will put ‘theory into practise’ through the case study performed on the Åland 
Islands where the author shall explore the existence of tarand-graves via two field visits. During 
the practical field work, the information accumulated from the first part of the thesis will be 
used as background information and guidelines when interpreting the Ålandic milieu, grave 
fields and stone settings. The final and fourth part contains a discussion of all the accumulated 
information (Chapter 10) which ends in a summary (Chapter 11). 

4.2. Method and Material 

Information for the first two parts will be attained through literary studies. Books, articles and 
excavational reports from Estonia, Finland, including the Åland Islands, and Sweden will be 
studied. One or two main works written by archaeologists from each country will work as the 
informational backbone. These works written by Estonian Valter Lang (2007), Finnish Unto 
Salo (1968; 1970) and Swedish Björn Feldt (2005) gives brief information about the tarand-
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graves of the Baltic Sea and further references to their original written sources. Only known 
and excavated tarand-graves will make as the basis when proceeding to the discussion of the 
thesis. The grave goods within the tarand-graves will be used as a tool for dating the stone 
settings, but they will not play a main role of setting the tarand-graves apart, since this thesis 
will mainly focus on the morphology of the graves. 

Information for the third part—the case study—will be collected via archive studies and 
field visits on the Åland Islands. During the field visits, the stone settings will be described, 
photographed and measured. The fundamental data shall be collected and presented in such 
manner that it will be possible to make comparisons between stone settings on the Åland Islands 
and elsewhere in the northern Baltic Sea area. 

4.2.1. Area of Research 

The chosen areas of research and discussion are the whole of mainland Estonia and Saaremaa 
Island, the south-western coast of Finland, three locations assembled in two areas on the western 
coast (Pori, Nakkila and Laihia) and the middle eastern coast of Sweden and the Åland Islands 
(see Fig. 3). To shorten it down, one could say that it is the northern to the north-eastern part of 
the Baltic Sea and selected parts of the neighbouring gulfs which (in this thesis referred to as 
the northern Baltic Sea area) are put under the magnifying glass. The limitation of the research 
area is a conscious decision and the author is aware that tarand-graves located in Latvia and 

Figure 3. The areas where tarand-graves are found. Area studied in the thesis is marked with crosshatch, other areas with 

tarand-graves are marked with dots and the suggested affected sea area is marked with diagonal stripes. Picture taken form 

Wikimedia Commons, modified by the author. Information partly based on Olli & Roxburgh 2018, fig. 1. 
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Russia are excluded from the study as a result. One could argue that the material from Latvia 
and Russia can simply be included with the Estonian material since they, from a geographical 
point of view, lie naturally together in one coherent mass of land; therefore, it is more relevant 
to the thesis topic to study the areas which are separated by the sea, especially when discussing 
a cultural hybrid of the northern Baltic Sea area. 

From the Åland Islands, only grave field Ec 6.6 is a part of the study. The grave field lies 
among other similar grave fields (Ec 6.4, Ec 6.5, Ec 6.7, Ec 6.22 and Ec 6.23, see fig 5) which 
could be included in the study to further discuss hybridity and the possible existence of tarand-
graves on the Åland Islands; however, the author has narrowed it down in this area as well and 
has chosen to only study Ec 6.6 as it previously has been partly excavated and revealed a tarand-
like structure. 

The author would like to make it clear that when the tarand-graves are being presented and 
discussed within the limits of the countries they are located in, the present-day countries with 
their current names, borders or national expressions were not in existence simultaneously as the 
tarand-graves were in use. To clarify, the author does also not want the reader to believe that 
though a tarand-grave in this thesis may be called e.g. a ‘Swedish’ or ‘Estonian’ tarand-grave, 
the national prefix is not in any way a means of ascribing a geographical origin to the tarand-
graves as an idea. The countries with their current names, borders and national adjectives are 
being used in the thesis for the sake of convenience, as it simplifies the process of explaining 
where in the Baltic Sea the discussed tarand-grave are located. 

4.2.2. Criticism towards the material 

The concept ‘tarand’ could be seen as quite a new concept within archaeology, especially in the 
areas outside of Estonia. The usage of ‘tarand’ has therefore been misused or simply not used 
at all when interpreting similar stone settings. In older publications, the tarand-graves may have 
been ascribed the wrong terminology, a phenomenon which shall be exemplified in the case 
study of Ec 6.6. When going back to these older materials, it may be difficult, especially con-
cerning the single tarand-grave, to distinguish what is a tarand and what is simply a four-sided 
stone setting. 

Many languages have been used to study and describe the tarand-graves, such as English, 
Estonian, Finnish, Swedish and German (also Latvian and Russian have been used in studies 
concerning the tarand-graves, but the sources written in these languages have not been used for 
this thesis). It is important to note that the author comprehend some languages better than others 
and might not be able to use all written sources to an equal extent. This should not be too big 
of a problem, since the most essential information has been extracted successfully from all 
sources. 

4.3. Definition of the Tarand as a Physical Object 

In order for a tarand to qualify as such, there are some essential physical attributes or criteria 
which need to be fulfilled. In the following paragraphs, these physical attributes of the tarand 
are presented and defined. The definition is mainly based on the Estonian tarand-graves (Mägi 
2005; Lang 2007) whilst taking the other tarand-graves in the northern Baltic Sea area into 
consideration as well. This makes the definition applicable to the whole area of the tarand-
graves. The definition of the physical parameters of a tarand will stand as a foundation through-
out the whole thesis on which slight variations of tarand-graves are allowed to rest. 

The tarand shall be mainly built from stone. A distinct dry masonry wall, either rectangular, 
square, oval or irregularly shaped, shall act as the outer frame. The wall must be built by two 
or more layers of stone. Inside the outer stone frame there shall be a stone filling which comes 
in two variations, either as 1) a structured filling with larger stones at the bottom and smaller 
stones at the top, or as 2) a mixed filling, where smaller stones lay in an unorganized manner 
and sometimes have soil and/or sand in between the stones. The deceased shall be placed within 
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the filling. No sources indicate there having been a cist, casket or any other sort of container in 
which the deceased had been placed. The remains are either placed among the stone filling, 
under the filling on the surface of the earth or in a burial pit which is dug down in the soil. This 
applies to all types of tarand-graves. 

As for the joined tarand-graves, it is important that at least one side of the outer stone frames 
of a tarand is joined/shared with the neighbouring tarand. This common stone wall does not 
need to be shared by its full length, but at least to some extent. For a drawing of how a generic 
typical tarand-grave might look, see Fig. 4. 

What is often noted, but not essential to its definition, for the tarand-grave is its size and 
orientation. The size of the individual tarands and the whole tarand-complexes can vary 
immensely both in area and in height. The orientation of the tarand-complexes is generally in a 
E–W direction, but variations of this is more common than the tarand-complexes perfectly 
oriented E–W. 

4.4. Definition of the Tarand as an Abstract Idea 

In this thesis, the tarand will be viewed as the result of a ritualized action. The tarand will be 
considered a tool for making a statement, expressing one’s identity and as a way of burying a 
loved one. When the tarand is referenced, from somewhere other than the south-eastern part of 
the Baltic Sea (i.e. outside of Estonia, Latvia and Russia), it will be treated as a foreign and 
‘different’ grave type in comparison to the other local types of graves. The word ‘tarand’ will 
be used as a conventional term and will therefore not be italicized in the thesis. 

  

Figure 4. Drawing depicting how a generic typical tarand-grave might be structured viewed from above and from the side. 

Drawing made by the author. 
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5. The Concept ‘Tarand’ in History 

History affects everything. It affects people, research and even how the concept tarand have 
been used and approached. When and how the concept ‘tarand’ was taken up for use by scholars 
and how the scholars relate to the concept is deeply rooted in the history of three different 
nations; Estonia, Finland and Sweden. In the following subchapters, these subjects will be dis-
cussed with the aim of creating a deeper understanding of the concept ‘tarand’ as it is used 
around the northern Baltic Sea area. 

5.1. When and How 

The concept of ‘tarand-graves’ has today started to take hold in other parts of the northern Baltic 
Sea outside Estonia, although the shape of the grave is still not commonly known, nor is the 
term commonly used among the Scandinavian and Fennoscandian archaeologists. There may 
be several reasons for this lack of tarand-knowledge in the modern northern Baltic Sea. It may 
be a language barrier, not enough exchange of information or it may be the insignificant rec-
tangular shape of the tarand-grave which causes hesitancy over the usage of one single term. 
When the concept ‘tarand’ came into use in the archaeological field and how the term is being 
used today may also be contributing factors of how information about the tarand-graves is being 
distributed and received. 

The joined tarand-graves (i.e. an early tarand-grave or a typical tarand-grave) were origi-
nally called steinreihengräber (stone row graves). The first tarand-graves to be excavated in 
Estonia were during the 1870s (Lang 2006b:82) and were at that point in time interpreted to be 
Germanic Gothic ship burials (Lang 2006b:17). The interpretation of the tarand-graves as 
Germanic Gothic were due to the current archaeological school in Estonia which were of the 
Baltic-German tradition. The ship-shape of the tarand-graves is not very obvious. Instead of a 
prominent bow and stern, the ‘ship’ was thought to be an oval shape where the transverse stone 
rows within the larger stone frame acted as the throws of the boat. It was in the 1880s that this 
idea was dismissed and replaced with the interpretation that the grave consisted of individual 
rectangular enclosures, and it is from this that the term ‘tarand’ originates, as it is the Estonian 
word for ‘enclosure’ (Mägi 2005:96). It was not until the 1900s the word tarand-grave replaced 
the use of steinreihengrab. 

The usage of the term ‘tarand’ is seen in Finnish literature from at least the 1950s and 1960s 
(af Hällström 1952; Kivikoski 1966; Salo 1968); a time when both the Finnish, Swedish and 
German languages were used in the Finnish academical world. In the Swedish and German 
texts, the tarand-graves are called tarand-graves (Swedish: tarandgrav, German: tarandgrab), 
but in the Finnish texts the word has been replaced by the local word of the same meaning as 
‘tarand’, being tarha. The tarand-grave in Finnish therefore becomes tarhahauta (‘hauta’ 
meaning grave). 

To use the word ‘tarand’ as a term and categorization simplifies the academic language 
which otherwise must be used. By using ‘tarand’, one automatically describes the believed 
origin, the function and the structure of the grave and its relation to other types of graves without 
needing two pages of explanation for it. If the term ‘tarand’ is seen as a conventional term, then 
there is no need to italicize the word when writing in languages other than Estonian. To italicize 
the word ‘tarand’ whilst writing in English, German, Swedish, Finnish or any other language, 
is to take an unspoken stance that the word ‘tarand’ is something foreign or out of the ordinary. 
The word ‘tarand’ in an italicized form is often seen in English texts written by Estonian 
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archaeologists. Why this phenomenon is not seen in English texts written by Finnish or Swedish 
archaeologists is because there have not been any real international texts written about the 
tarand-graves produced by these countries. Although, when the word ‘tarand’ is written in 
Swedish or German speaking texts, the term is not italicized and is therefore, from the 
perspective of the reader, an overall accepted term and grave form. 

The author advocates the word ‘tarand’ to be used in every language as a conventional term, 
as there then will be no linguistic nuances or uncertainties when categorizing new tarand-
graves: a tarand will always be a tarand. There are however some criticisms which can be added 
to this statement. Ojala mentions this when she discusses the use of a conventional term for the 
much similar Scandinavian Mälardalan’s axes and the Russian akozinsko-merlarskie axes; to 
use the same term for every region, one risks presenting the axes as one unity, without consid-
ering the local variations between regions (Ojala 2016:204). It is impossible not to see that there 
exist local variations of the tarand-grave as well, but the author argues that it is the foundational 
structure of the tarand-graves’ social and physical execution that unites all of them, which 
validates the term ‘tarand’ to be used all over the Baltic Sea. 

5.2. History Affects Interpretation 

One of the reasons as to why the tarand-grave is not that commonly known by archaeologists 
from the northern Baltic Sea could be due to, as proposed earlier, the quadrangular shape of the 
tarand-grave being too simple, since anyone can make a square! To argue that one rectangular 
stone setting has the same cultural meaning and origin as the next one on the other shore, may 
be—understandably—farfetched. The stone ship settings are a bit more complicated in their 
morphology as they are unique and ‘actually look like something’, i.e. they try to resemble 
something ‘real’, whilst the tarand-graves or quadrangular stone settings just ‘are’. 

It is obvious in Estonia when a certain quadrangular-looking stone setting is found, that, of 
course, it is a tarand! However, when you travel outside Estonia, it is no longer so obvious to 
call a quadrangular stone frame with stone and gravel filling a tarand, but rather to call it a 
rectangular or four-sided stone setting. A stone ship setting is called a stone ship setting even 
if it is located in Sweden or in Estonia. In this case, it is the Swedish concept and the Swedish 
idea of a stone ship setting which has been applied to a similar stone setting located on Estonian 
land (Lang 2007:164–166). On the other hand, when a quadrangular stone frame with a stone 
filling is found on for example Finnish land, it is almost impossible for some Finnish archaeolo-
gists to believe that they could have been built by prehistoric Estonians. The stone settings are 
called tarand-graves, but they do not imply the same meaning as the ones in Estonia, as the 
Finnish tarand-graves are of a local tradition which are only influenced by the stone settings in 
Estonia. Schauman-Lönnqvist argues that the Finnish Early Iron Age grave field at Korvala, 
Sauvo, shows a continuation of the Finnish Bronze Age, although the grave field contains two 
early tarand-graves, and she implies that the graves located on Finnish land have most presum-
ably been built by prehistoric Finns (Schauman-Lönnqvist 1997; 1998; 2006; Lavento 2005). 
Is this a true fact or is this statement a reflection of a country which has fought for such a long 
time to be acknowledged as its own country with its own people? Historically, Finland has been 
‘owned’ by other nations, so now, when Finland has been its own country for little over 100 
years, does it now want to create a prehistory which is only its own and which is not shared 
with any other nation? 

Although Finland has been tossed and torn between ruling countries throughout history, 
one should not forget that such has also been the case for Estonia, which has been ruled by 
Germany, Sweden and Russia/USSR in different turns from the Middle Ages up until modern 
times. It was not until recently in 1991 that Estonia won its final independence from the USSR. 
Before that, Estonia had experienced a rise in national romanticism at the end of the 1800s and 
cultural nationalism in the beginning of the 1900s whilst being under Russian/USSR rule and 
influence. After Estonia won its independence the first time after World War I, the country 
sought to ‘Estonize’ itself to find and establish what is truly Estonian (Taagepera 1993). The 



 

16 

search for one’s own is clearly something which has been going on for the last few centuries 
for both Finland and Estonia. It is understandable that both countries are still fighting the ghosts 
of their past and therefore have an emphasized national interest in compensating for lost time. 
On the other hand, the archaeologist in training is thought early that one is not supposed to have 
subjective thoughts in one’s research and that one should always be aware of how impressions 
and prejudice can affect one’s method of research and results. Should archaeologists therefore 
be critical of Estonian and Finnish texts which hold a clear national spirit? 

Sweden, on the other hand, has had a rather different history from Finland and Estonia. 
Sweden has essentially always been Sweden, with little interference from other people or 
nations. During the 1800s, Sweden experienced a national romanticism which glorified the 
Swedish prehistory as something grand. In literature, songs and archaeological research it was 
first and foremost sought to prove the toughness and richness of the Vikings. This wave of 
national romanticism has since cooled off and today scholars and archaeologists do not have 
the same need of proving this gloriously portrayed strong national prehistory once believed to 
be of highest truth. However, as Sweden has been its own country for centuries, the ‘national 
obviousness’ may perhaps have led to Sweden not taking that big of an interest in researching 
something as rare and likely foreign as the tarand-graves on Swedish land. Feldt discusses the 
birthplace of the tarand-graves in his work Synliga och osynliga gränser, förändringar i 
gravritualer under yngre bronsålder – förromersk järnålder i Södermanland (2005). He 
compares the dating between the early tarand-graves in Estonia and Sweden and sees the earliest 
dates between the two countries lie within the same time span. He argues, due to the similar 
dating, the graves’ place of origin should not be the most prioritized question (Feldt 2005:136). 

It is evidently important to be aware of a nation’s modern history when studying its prehis-
tory, as the sources might be (intentionally or unintentionally) aimed in one or the other 
direction. 

5.3. Modern Interpretations of the Tarand-Grave 

The tarand-grave is most commonly seen as a family grave in Estonia. The idea originates from 
the end of the 19th century, when Pavel Viskovatov put forward the idea that the graves were 
family graves and that generations of the families were buried within each enclosure. This idea, 
with a few alterations, is what has survived and is still a favoured interpretation today (Mägi 
2005:96). Valter Lang (1995) has made some calculations with Estonian tarand-graves and has 
come to the conclusion that the average tarand-grave should contain 7–13 individuals (Lang 
1995:116). Lang has later made the statement that it was probably not everybody in a 
community/family that ended his or her life journey buried in a tarand-grave (or in any other 
stone grave) in Estonia. One probably had to be special in some way to have the honour of 
being buried inside a proper grave construction (Lang 2007:224f). 

Marika Mägi (2005) interprets the typical tarand-graves to be plausible stone foundations 
for horizontal log houses. The buildings would have functioned as a house of the dead, a cult 
house or a mortuary house. This interpretation would only be applicable to the typical tarand-
grave and the single tarand-grave, since the earlier type of tarand-grave would be too much of 
an irregular shape to be able to function as a house foundation. There are some different opin-
ions on this matter where some consider it to be true whilst others doubt this. Silvia Laul (1990) 
is of the same idea and means that the shape of the typical tarand-grave has a connection to the 
eastern Fenno-Urgic peoples mortuary houses “rather than to the few early tarand-graves found 
in coastal Sweden and in Finland” (Mägi 2005:97). It is although of importance to note that no 
remains of horizontal log houses have been found in Estonia and the typical tarand-grave which 
Mägi points towards to have remains of wooden construction is the tarand-grave from Tõnija 
Tuulingumäe which had traces of a posthole located in the corner between two tarands (see Fig. 
10). 

Feldt considers the tarand-graves to be simultaneously an expression of division and an 
expression of collectivism. Both the tarand-graves at the grave field and the tarand-grave itself 
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show signs of a people who were different but who still was a part of society. He argues that 
the tarand, in its physical form, has a very distinct border with its outer stone frame. To know 
where the tarand ends and the surroundings begin, or vice versa, where the surrounding ends 
and the tarand begins is easy for the common human to understand. This clear-cut division of 
the surroundings (or the ‘society’) and the tarand gives an impression of a conscious choice of 
separation made by the tarand-builders, which amplifies the idea of an ‘us and them’. However, 
as the tarand-graves are not located at a separate location but are placed in grave fields together 
with other types of graves, the idea of the tarand-builders being a part of society is still present. 
Feldt argues further that the tarand-graves within themselves express the same idea of distinct 
division between people—with the borders of their outer stone frames—since they show at the 
same time an obvious collectivism with the tarands being physically connected into a joined 
tarand-grave (Feldt 2005:105f, 176).  
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6. Culture and the Baltic Sea 

The thought of a busy network of communication across the Baltic Sea has come to be more 
and more accepted during the latest century and especially after the fall of the Soviet Union 
(Markus 2004:93). The follow-up questions are what type of communication has there been? 
Has there been a mutual culture around the coasts of the Baltic Sea? Or has at least a cultural 
exchange occurred in the Baltic Sea during the Bronze Age and Early Iron Age? The latter 
question is believed to be the case by several archaeologists (Feldt 2005:136; Lavento 2009; 
Wehlin 2013), but how they express and explain this idea differs from one archaeologist to the 
next. 

6.1. Different Views on Culture in the Baltic Sea 

There is often talk of ‘the sphere of the South Scandinavian Bronze Age’. It is a rather compli-
cated term, since it differs from time to time what areas are and are not included. Sometimes 
Denmark, southern Norway, southern Sweden (as far up north as Uppland) and the 
southwestern coast of Finland are included, whilst other times, these areas and northern Norway 
and northern Sweden are included (Ojala 2016:57). The criticism which this concept has faced 
is that it simplifies the reality of and variations within Scandinavian/Fennoscandian Bronze 
Age. Mika Lavento (2009) has problematized this preconceived concept that the Scandinavian 
and the Fennoscandian Bronze Age would be of the same kind. His conclusion states that the 
Finnish Bronze Age has been heavily influenced by what has come from the west, but also by 
what has come from the south and the east. Lavento further argues that people, things and cul-
tural expressions have migrated from one shore to another, but that is not enough proof of a 
culture which would have been uniform across the Baltic Sea. Lavento does not put the Finns 
in a passive position where all foreign influences seen in the Finnish material were due to people 
coming to the Finnish shore, as he argues that the Finns also travelled to different shores outside 
their homestead and brought influences back home with them just as they influenced others. 

To both literally and figuratively continue on the same shore, Marianne Schauman-
Lönnqvist was the head archaeologist at the excavation of the Late Pre-Roman Iron Age or 
Early Roman Iron Age (ca 1 AD) grave field at Korvala in Sauvo, during 1996–2001. Several 
grave settings were located at the grave field, including rounded and square stone settings, stone 
cists and tarand-graves (Schauman-Lönnqvist 1997; 1998). These types of grave fields on the 
Finnish coastland with quadrangular stone settings have earlier been thought to be built by 
Estonian settlers which were influenced by the local Finnish tradition. Schauman-Lönnqvist 
argues that this grave field contradicts this earlier belief of Finnish archaeologists and proposes 
instead that the grave shapes seen on the grave field at Korvala have developed from traditions 
from the Finnish Bronze Age, as both quadrangular stone settings and stone cists occur at the 
same place. What can be interpreted from Schauman-Lönnqvist’s argument is that she considers 
the grave field at Korvala to be built by the native Finnish population. She does not neglect that 
the Finnish population along the coastland of Finland were indeed adopting “cultural elements 
from different directions”, as the similarities of some grave goods at Korvala compared to some 
Early Iron Age grave goods from Western Estonia and Virumaa are “indisputable” (Schauman-
Lönnqvist 2006:52). 

Markus Hiekkanen (2010) seems to be of a slightly different opinion. He considers the 
Early Roman Iron Age grave fields with mixed shapes of stone settings in Finland to be un-
structured and the grave fields therefore become complicated, making it difficult to determine 
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their origin, as similar grave fields are seen in Middle Sweden, Latvia “and above all in Estonia” 
(Hiekkanen 2010:289). He argues that the different shapes (mounds, cairns and tarand-graves) 
are an indication of change within the existing religion or a change in people’s attitude towards 
religion and death in Finland. Hiekkanen always refers to the execution of the mixed grave 
fields in Finland as caused by one single religion, indicating that there were not several cultural 
groups which buried their dead at one single grave field, but one group where all its members 
followed the evolution of how graves were to be structured (Hiekkanen 2010:289f). It is 
difficult to say if Hiekkanen considers this religion to be the same at all the similar grave fields 
around the northern Baltic Sea or if ‘one single religion’ is only the case for the Finnish grave 
fields. Either way, based on how Hiekkanen expresses himself considering this matter, one 
could get the impression that he is of the idea that there was some sort of homogenous culture 
of the northern Baltic Sea area. 

Lavento and Schauman-Lönnqvist both argue for a prehistoric Finnish shore which has 
taken part in a sort of ‘sphere of cultural exchange’ in the Baltic Sea. Lavento and Schauman-
Lönnqvist agree that influences have been adapted from different parts of the Baltic Sea and 
then been expressed in the Finnish material. Lavento accepts that immigrants could have gone 
ashore along the Finnish coast and made their imprints on the landscape, whilst Schauman-
Lönnqvist does not. For her, it is the ideas rather than the people which have travelled across 
the sea and settled down. If we once again refer back to the stone ship settings in Estonia, an 
idea similar to Schauman-Lönnqvist’s was applied to them. A s in the 1970s, the Estonian 
stone-ship settings were believed to be built by local Estonians which had had close contacts 
and relationships with the population on Gotland—the motherland of stone-ship settings—and 
in effect were been inspired by their stone-ship-traditions which they performed them in a 
similar manner on their home shores in prehistoric Estonia (Lang 2006a:91). In contrast, Lang 
argues that the first stone-ship settings would have been built by Scandinavians, based on the 
belief that the shape of the stone-ship settings and the grave goods within them were both of a 
foreign origin (Lang 2007:166). 

Concerning Estonia and the Estonian archaeologists, opinions have shifted over time 
whether Estonia did or did not take part in the cultural and material richness from the sphere of 
the South Scandinavian Bronze Age. Uwe Sperling (2014: English summary) means that 
Estonia has for a long time been considered “economically retarded” during the Bronze Age in 
comparison to its Scandinavian neighbours due to the lack of rich bronze hoards which are 
typically found in Scandinavia. However, excavations have shown that fortified settlements in 
Estonia have truly been a part of the Scandinavian bronze trade network. Several moulds for 
casting bronze bars have been rediscovered inside these fortified settlements and scrap pieces 
of bronze have probably been collected, melted and re-cast inside these settlements to then be 
sent back to the Scandinavian bronze market (Lang 2007:146). This ‘international’ trade gave 
the opportunity for foreign cultural contacts with regions across the sea. Lang argues that the 
fortified settlements and their function stand as evidence that Estonia was the most eastern part 
of the “Nordic Bronze Age Culture” or the sphere of the South Scandinavian Bronze Age, as it 
earlier has been called (Lang 2007:265). 

When Feldt presents the Swedish tarand-graves, he argues that there have been, without a 
doubt, connections and contacts across the Baltic Sea. According to him, the Baltic Sea region 
has been a cohesive area where influences concerning the material culture have been able to be 
spread freely. In what way this information has been spread and perceived is nothing which 
Feldt looks further into. However, Feldt does not mention that this area has been an area for 
any common culture, but only that contacts across the sea have been established (Feldt 
2005:136–139). 

Joakim Wehlin (2013:12f) calls this area of contacts and connection across the Baltic Sea 
the actual Baltic Sea, which he considers to be from the straits of Denmark in the southwest, to 
the Åland Sea in the north, excluding the Gulf of Finland and the Gulf of Riga. Within this 
region Wehlin sees a concentration of ship burials (stone ship settings), bronze axes, house urns 
and fortifications which speaks for a cultural hybrid of the area. This hybrid fist appears 950–
900 BC, in the transition from period IV to V of the Bronze Age and continues to the Early Iron 
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Age. Wehlin believes that the cultural hybrid in the actual Baltic Sea differs from the “general 
Nordic Bronze Age” which is usually concentrated to the areas around Denmark and southern 
Sweden (Wehlin 2013:183). The cultural hybrid is created in what Wehlin calls a maritory. A 
maritory is not a geographical area, but a geographical system which is created mainly by 
people’s will to trade and exchange. The system of a maritory needs the sea, the shore and the 
social structure created by the people. The maritory therefore automatically includes the eco-
logical and biological elements in its system and becomes like an entangled web (Wehlin 
2013:7). So, what the maritory creates are possibilities for (both material and immaterial) ex-
change and cultural hybridization across the (actual) Baltic Sea. 

Thomas Eriksson also believes in “a cultural hybridization or a creolization process where 
different phenomenon and traditions from eastern Scandinavia, the Baltic, Russia, Poland and 
Finland were mixed” (2009:251, author’s own translation). He means that the different cultural 
groups within this area were perceived as equals as if they existed in a heterarchy. The different 
cultural groups were also considered to be “continual gradients”. As continuous cultural gradi-
ents, the groups never stopped changing and they never stopped contributing to change. They 
were always in motion and they always came with new influences and expressions to the cul-
tural table which was the Baltic Sea. To then nit-pick what expression originates from which 
cultural group, Eriksson argues, would be like “finding the ends to a rainbow”, i.e. an 
impossible task. Despite this, Eriksson admits that sometimes, the individual cultural group 
would find themselves having a more conservative attitude towards their own cultural practice, 
depending on the situation. As an example, such situations could for example have been the 
more spiritual practices (Eriksson 2009:251). 

Eriksson does not give a short and concise definition of what he considers a cultural hybrid 
to be, but according to the words written by Eriksson, a definition of a cultural hybrid could be 
concluded as follows: a cultural hybrid is a common area in which different cultures may ex-
press themselves as equals and act as continual gradients which contribute to constant cultural 
changes within this common area, but the individual cultural groups are always allowed to act 
conservatively when a situation demands it. The constant for a cultural hybrid is that it is 
malleable. So, if this is a cultural hybrid, what then is culture? 

6.2. Subculture, Culture and Cultural Hybrid 

To put it simply, as much as a cultural hybrid is complex and multifaceted, so too is the 
standalone single culture. Kevin Avruch (1998) means that there exists a general culture and a 
local culture. The general culture concerns the essentials of being human, the human needs and 
universal human attributes. He says that the generic culture is “an adaptive feature of our 
[human] kind on this planet for at least a million years…” (Avruch 1998:10). The generic 
culture is therefore shared by an enormous group of people. The local culture, on the other hand, 
is shared by a smaller group of people and it focuses its attention towards on the details, the 
differences and diversity in and between the specific cultures. The local culture is a complex 
system “of meanings created, shared and transmitted (socially inherited) by individuals in a 
particular social group” (Avruch 1998:10). One cannot analyse one type of culture without 
being aware of the other type, Avruch claims. If one for example studies a local culture but 
ignores the existence of the generic culture, then one also ignores the possibility “of intertrans-
latability across cultures…”. Intertranslatability implies the capacity of social groups to adapt 
and modify cultural elements from other social groups and then apply them to their own cultural 
system. 

Avruch has made a six-point list of what (local) culture is not in order to easier define what 
(local) culture really is: 
 

1) A culture is not homogenous. Cultures contain internal variations and paradoxes and are 
not an easy subject to study for an outsider to then simply apply and understand. 

2) A culture is not a thing which can autonomously act on its own. A culture needs humans 
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to exist and to be passed on. 
3) A culture is not uniformly spread across members of a group, i.e. just because people 

can relate to the same culture does not mean that they are exact cognitive and social 
copies of one another. 

4) An individual does not possess only one single culture, since an individual is multidi-
mensional and can relate and identify with several cultures. 

5) A culture is not a custom, i.e. culture is not an instructional manual for how one should 
behave in a certain social group of people. 

6) A culture is not timeless, as that otherwise would imply that culture is a constant and 
does not change over time (Avruch 1998:14–16). 

 
Although a culture is not homogenous nor uniformly spread across members, scholars still 
search for these homogenous groups. This search for homogeneity leads to categorization of 
‘subcultures’, i.e. even more homogenous cliques inside of larger groups (Avruch 1998:18). 
Then where does one draw the line? What percentage of similarities allow for something to be 
called ‘a culture’? What is classified as a singular culture depends on the scholar. Whether 
he/she focuses on the unifying or the separating factors when studying and defining culture will 
affect his/her final decision of what is and is not of the same culture. 

When comparing Avruch to Eriksson, we see that the structure and the attributes of the 
single (local) culture and the cultural hybrid do not differ that much. The same attributes 
probably even apply for the subcultures. If we turn the tables, it is also possible to apply 
Eriksson’s definition of a cultural hybrid to both ‘culture’ and ‘subculture’. No matter how one 
tosses and turns the subject, the cultural hybrid, the singular culture and the subculture are all 
cultures. The only difference is that one category is more homogeneous than the other. With 
this approach, the criticism which ‘the Nordic Bronze Age Culture’ has faced of it being too 
simplifying of the cultural area could easily be fixed, as it instead could be called ‘the Nordic 
Bronze Age Cultural Hybrid’. 

So, if all three categories are cultures, can they then be treated equally? The probable 
answer would be no. With the increasing heterogeneity from cultures to cultural hybrids also 
follows a larger complexity and more contributing factors which need to be taken in 
consideration. A cultural hybrid does not necessarily mean that it covers a larger area of land 
or includes more people than a singular culture does, only that it is created by more than one 
cultural contributor. 

6.3. Final Words on Culture and Cultural Hybrid 

The final definition of ‘culture’, according to the author, concludes that culture is immaterial 
and something which must be socially learned. The immateriality becomes extended and 
concrete through the material remains, such as the tarand-grave. The material remains allow us, 
the archaeologists, to study and to (hopefully) understand the thoughts and purposes which are 
intertwined with the material in front of us. ‘Culture’ includes people’s religion, habits of living, 
habits of expression and it implies a certain preunderstanding of people’s ritualized actions. 

The author agrees with Wehlin and Eriksson; there must have been a cultural hybrid in the 
Baltic Sea area, and more specifically, the northern part of the Baltic Sea including the Gulf of 
Finland and the Gulf of Riga and the southern Gulf of Bothnia during the Early Iron Age. It is 
completely incorrect to call the phenomenon ‘a culture of the Baltic Sea’ or even ‘a cultural 
hybridization of the Baltic Sea’ when studying the tarand-graves. The former expression 
simplifies the complex cultural diversity and interactions the tarand-graves entails and both 
expressions include an unrealistically large area of research, i.e. the whole Baltic Sea, as the 
area for this study only includes the northern to the north-eastern parts of the Baltic Sea. 

The final decision of the author is that the use of the term ‘cultural hybrid’ shall be contin-
uously used throughout the thesis when discussing the human activities, interactions and ancient 
remains such as the tarand-graves from the coastlands of the Baltic Sea. The definition of a 
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cultural hybrid based on the words of Eriksson fits very well together with the thesis’ theoretical 
approach. One could interpret these ‘conservative acts’, which a cultural group is allowed to 
practice when a situation demands it, as ‘ritualized practices’. If the definition of a cultural 
hybrid is slightly altered to also include the theoretical framework, then the definition would be 
as follows; a common area in which different cultures may express themselves as equals and 
act as continual gradients which contribute to constant cultural changes within this common 
area, but the individual cultural groups are always allowed to act conservatively via ritualized 
practices when a situation demands it. The constant for a cultural hybrid is that it is malleable. 
This is the final version of the definition and it shall be used as a guideline when interpreting 
the tarand-graves and their place within their larger context. 

It is of greatest importance to underline that it is the northern part of the Baltic Sea which 
has been the host for the tarand-graves. The tarand-graves are therefore a part of a cultural 
hybrid concentrated in the northern Baltic Sea area.  
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7. Tarand-Graves  

The tarand-grave is a grave tradition which spans over a vast area with a duration of about 1000 
years and has therefore, for obvious reasons, varieties in its shape and structure dependent on 
what location and/or time period the grave is from. One usually talks about early tarand-graves, 
typical tarand-graves and single tarand-graves where typical tarand-graves are considered the 
‘norm’ as they are the grave-type which lay down the guidelines of how a tarand-grave should 
look (Mägi 2005:97). 

The typical shape of the typical tarand-grave is a large rectangular stone frame with clean 
straight edges. Inside the outer stone frame are perpendicular stone walls which separates the 
inside of the stone frame into different enclosures, i.e. tarands. New enclosures have been added 
to the older enclosures as time has gone by and more people have passed on, making the tarand-
grave bigger and bigger. Its structure is made of stone and the type of rock that has been used 
is dependent on what materials are available in the specific geographic area (Keskitalo 
1979:122). The tarands are then filled with a stone filling among which burials are found. When 
a tarand-grave is unearthed, an outskirt of stones usually surrounds the tarand-grave covering 
its angular outer structure. How this outskirt has come to be have been explained in two ways. 
One explanation is that the tarand-grave has been filled and covered with so much stone that 
the stone masses finally spill over the outer frame or have pushed outwards on the outer frame, 
causing parts of the outer angular structure to collapse and be hidden underneath the stone 
debris, making the original box-like grave shape into a low mound today. The second 
explanation is that the tarand-graves have been ‘buried’ on purpose. Vello Lõugas believes that 
during the time of tarand-graves the dry masonry outer walls were visible and not buried 
underneath the covering stone masses found today (Mägi 2005:97f). The probable explanation 
for the surrounding outskirt of stones is then most likely the former. 

The custom of burial in tarand-graves has varied over time from inhumation in earlier times 
to cremation in later times. The same evolution of burial customs is by far and large seen in all 
tarand-graves in the northern Baltic Sea area, although it is not easy to identify the minimum 
number of individuals in the tarand-graves. In many cases where body-length burial pits have 
been found inside the tarands, indicating inhumations, no human remains are found inside them. 
This may be due to the skeletons decaying or the human remains having been unearthed and 
reburied someplace else or having been reused for some purpose by the living community. 
Valter Lang interprets some if the burials as secondary burials, as much of the osteological 
material of an individual can be missing (Lang 2011:122). Such a phenomenon of missing body 
parts is although not that uncommon for burials during this time period. As an example, crema-
tion burials can be executed in a few different ways, where only selected parts of the cremated 
remains are buried or only selected parts of the body are cremated and then buried (Kaliff 
1997:83). In some cases, the tarand-graves have been revisited and reused as burial sites several 
centuries later in the Iron Age. Findings which date to a time long after tarand-graves were 
constructed have been found inside and on the outskirts of several tarand-graves of all three 
categories in Estonia. Graves which were established in the 3rd-5th century AD may also 
contain finds which date to the 7th-8th century or even 12th-13th century AD (Lang 2007:194, 
203f). 

The subchapters to follow will give a general review of the three types of tarand-graves 
from the areas of research. The descriptions shall give the reader an acquaintance with the 
tarand-graves, what the graves’ fundamental structure is and how they vary from place to place. 
The tarand-graves will be presented in chronological order, starting with the early tarand-grave. 
Most scholars compare tarand-graves found outside Estonia to the Estonian ones, since the 
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grave-form most plausibly originates from that geographical area. The following categorization 
of the tarand-graves will be based on the categorization by Estonian Valter Lang (2007) with 
slight interpretational modifications by the author when the Finnish and Swedish tarand-graves 
are presented, as some of them have not been categorized before and as they are not completely 
similar to the Estonian ones. It is mainly the morphology rather than the dating that determines 
if the tarand-graves fall under the ‘early’ or the ‘typica’ category. It should be noted, that 
although the tarand-graves come in many different shapes, it is the Estonian typical tarand-
grave which has set the standard for the rest of the tarand-graves, despite their type. 

7.1. The Early Tarand-Grave 

The oldest version of the tarand-grave—the early tarand-grave—is also the type which has the 
largest amount of morphological variations. Because of the variations, the approach taken to-
wards the Estonian, Finnish and Swedish early tarand-graves do also vary. 

7.1.1. The Early Tarand-Grave in Estonia 

In Estonia, the early tarand-graves are divided 
into three subcategories. They all date to the 
same period (roughly the whole Pre-Roman 
Iron Age, ca. 500 BC–1 AD) but have different 
structural features. Each of the different sub-
categories have gotten their name from a 
specific Estonian region in which a distinct 
type of one of the subcategories of the early 
tarand-grave is located. Therefore, there exist 
early tarand-graves of the Kurevere-, Kõmsi- 
and Poanse-type. The early tarand-graves are 
often connected to the coastland and islands of 
Estonia, and despite their structural differ-
ences, their burial custom, grave goods and 
their chronological development are much 
alike (Mägi 2005:96; Lang 2007:170). 

The Kurevere-type (Fig. 5) is “character-
ized by small, irregular, and carelessly built 
tarands located adjacent to round (stone-cist or 
cairn) graves; cist or cist-like constructions…”. 
These constructions are often the oldest struc-
ture within the grave complex and can appear 
within or between the joined tarands and 
together they create this honeycomb-like 
structure (Lang 2007:170f). 

The Kõmsi-type (Fig. 6) is “characterized 
by the co-occurrence of cists and tarands of various sizes that are arranged irregularly in several 
rows.” The Kõmsi-type tarand-grave which originated from Kõmsi were made from rectangular 
tarands of different sizes which were placed in one or several parallel and joined rows. The 
whole tarand-complex stretched in a WSW–ENE direction. Both inhumations and cremations 
occurred, although cremation was a later burial custom. The grave complex was rich in grave 
goods and had more imported items in the earlier graves and less diverse grave goods were 
deposited in the later tarands. The grave goods suggest that this early tarand-grave was estab-
lished in the beginning of the Pre-Roman Iron Age and was in use until the turn to the Roman 
Iron Age (Lang 2007:172–174). 

The third type of early tarand-graves, the Poanse-type (Fig. 7), is “characterized by 

Figure 5. The early tarand-grave of Kurvere-type located in 

Kurevere. Picture based on Lang 2007 after Vaab 2003. 
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similarly shaped and sized tarands all arranged in a 
single straight row; single cist-like constructions are 
also occasionally present.” The first out of two early 
tarand-graves at Poanse had its tarands stretching in 
an E–W direction, making the whole complex 
stretch N–S. The tarands contained only inhuma-
tions. The grave goods dating the grave show that it 
was established in the middle of the Pre-Roman 
Iron Age and was in use until the turn of the Roman 
Iron Age. Grave two from Poanse contained only 
two tarands but was organized in a similar manner 
to grave one. The grave was established at the end 
of the Pre-Roman Iron Age and was in use for a 
shorter period of time than its neighbour (Lang 
2007:174–176). 

According to Lang, the early tarand-grave of 
Poanse-type is the type of tarand-grave which later 
developed into the classical shape of the typical 
tarand-grave (Lang 2007:203). 

  

Figure 6. The early tarand-grave II of Kõmsi-type located at Kõmsi. Picture based on Lang 2007 after Aasala 2002. 

Figure 7. The early tarand-grave I of Poanse-type 

located at Poanse. Picture based on Lang 2007 after 

Mandel 2000. 
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7.1.2. The Early Tarand-Grave in Finland 

A total of four early tarand-graves have been unearthed and excavated in Finland. They origi-
nated from Järnvik in Pohja (Salo 1968), Dåvits in Espoo (Meinander 1969) and from Korvala 
in Sauvo (Schauman-Lönnqvist 1997, 1998). These early tarand-graves contained two to three 
tarands. It was common for the three-taranded graves to have the third and smaller tarand placed 
inside one of the two larger tarands. The smaller tarand would then have been placed inside the 
corner of the larger tarand, so that these two tarands shared two out of their four stone walls, 
e.g. at Järnvik and tarand-grave 1 at Korvala (see Fig. 8) (Salo 1968:84; Schauman-Lönnqvist 
1997:4f). The shape of the tarands had large variations and could be rectangularly to more 
rounded and irregularly shaped. The walls were built by either flat stone slabs or larger rounded 
stones. The stone filling consisted of smaller stones which sometimes appeared together with 
gravel. 

Two out of four early tarand-complexes stretched in a N–S direction (the tarand-grave at 
Dåvits and grave 1 at Korvala), whilst the rest stretched NW–SE. Based on some of the grave 
goods and one ¹⁴C-dat (410–350 cal BC), the general dating for the early tarand-graves is from 
the Pre-Roman Iron Age (Salo 1968:84; Asplund 2008:103). 

7.1.3. The Early Tarand-Grave in Sweden 

A total of six early tarand-graves have been discovered and excavated in Sweden. The grandest 
came from Östertälje, Södertälje (L2014:9398). It measured to about 7.5 x 9 meters and had at 
least ten certain and two uncertain tarands which were placed in two joined and parallel rows. 
The whole complex stretched from E–W and had its uncertain tarands poking out both to the 

Figure 8. One of the two early tarand-graves located at Korvala. Picture based on Schauman-Lönnqvist 1998. 
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north and south from the two main tarand-rows. The stone frame consisted of larger stones 
which had their flat side placed along the inside of the tarands. The shape of the tarands were 
rectangular-like, oval or irregular and varied in sizes between 1.5–2.5 x 2.5–4 meters. The fill-
ing consisted of several layers of smaller stones—both angular and rounded—and soil with till. 
Found at the same grave field were three round grave mounds and another early tarand-grave 
with only four certain tarands in one coherent row and two uncertain tarands poking out from 
the main tarand-row (Fig. 9). The grave goods from both tarand-complexes date to the transition 
period between the Bronze Age and Early Iron Age (Bennett & Riksantikvarieämbetet 1985). 

The rest of the Swedish early tarand-graves followed the same kind of pattern in their build-
ing practice. They were all located at grave fields on which other grave types also had been 
established. All early tarand-graves were oriented E–W, except the one in Österåker 
(L2014:9615), which stretched N–S. The common burial practice seems to have been inhuma-
tion. Although no or few skeletal remains were recovered from the excavations, human-long 
pits have been found in the earth underneath the filling of the tarands, indicating an inhumation 
burial. An exception is the most recently excavated early tarand-grave at Herresta. This five 
taranded early tarand-grave had no human long pits, but only nine smaller and rounded pits 
with dark and fatty soil with different amounts of find material in each pit. Some pits contained 
traces of decayed burnt bones in the shape of small white spots whilst other pits contained a 
small amount of burnt bones and some bronze jewellery. The osteological analysis from this 
tarand-grave showed only animal remains, though it is hard to tell due to the state of the bones 
being burned. The small pits in the early tarand-grave at Herresta may indicate an early tarand-
grave in which only cremations were the burial practice (Lindblom et al. 2008:100). 

The early tarand-graves at Östertälje are the graves which had the richest amount of grave 
goods. No other early tarand-grave in Sweden has had a similar amount of grave goods, which 
has been a problem for archaeologists, as it then becomes more difficult to date these graves. 
The ¹⁴C-analyses do not always prove be reliable, as one ¹⁴C-analysis of a piece of coal from 
the soil underneath the early tarand-grave at Täby gave a result of 1500 BC; a result which is 
extraordinarily early for a tarand-grave and simply not believable (Modin 1973; Bennett 1975; 
Äijä 1994). 

Figure 9. The smaller tarand-complex at Östertälje 4:1. Picture based on Bennett & Riksantikvarieämbetet 1985. 
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7.1.4. Summary of the Early Tarand-Graves in the northern Baltic Sea Area 

It is safe to say that the character of the early tarand-graves around the northern Baltic Sea area 
varies from location to location. For this type of tarand-grave, it is not important that the tarands 
make a homogenous structure throughout the whole tarand-complex, as the tarands are given 
their own characteristics. Unlike the tarands from the typical tarand-grave, the tarands in the 
early tarand-graves do not only lie in a straight row, but they may lie in two or several parallel 
rows, have tarands inside of tarands or have random tarands poking out from the main joined 
tarand-row. The number of tarands within each early tarand-grave can vary immensely, but the 
Finnish early tarand-graves are the ones which have the fewest tarands. The general dating for 
this type of joined tarand-grave is from the Pre-Roman Iron Age. 

7.2. The Typical Tarand-Grave 

The regular-shaped, typical or classically joined tarand-grave originates from the Roman Iron 
Age (1–400 AD) and is characterized by its more uniform structure, unlike its predecessor; the 
early tarand-grave. Although being more uniform, variations do of course occur. Some of the 
typical tarand-graves are small with few tarands but as in some extreme cases in Estonia, just 
one tarand-grave can reach over several dozen or up to 100 meters in length, 5–30 meters in 
width and up 1.5 meters in height. They are quite monumental to say the least (Lang 2007:192). 

The author has chosen to call this type of grave a ‘typical tarand-grave’, since it is this 
shape one typically thinks of when you hear the term ‘tarand-grave’. 

7.2.1. The Typical Tarand-Grave in Estonia 

The typical tarand-grave is seen throughout the whole of Estonia. Lang (2007) divides the 
graves into groups based on where they are located in Estonia, for example if they lie in the 
central, north-western, south-eastern etc. parts etc. In this chapter, the descriptions of the typical 
tarand-graves will be divided into two groups: those which are located at the coastland and 
those which are located on the inland of Estonia; starting with the coastland. 

A total of 14 excavated coastal tarand-graves have been studied, of which two originate 
from the Saaremaa Island. The general picture shows that the graves are usually composed of 
limestone walls with a granite filling. Variations do appear, where the walls are a mixture of 
limestone and granite stones or where the walls and the filling are both made from granite 
stones. Limestone is a great material when it comes to building blocks, as this material naturally 
obtains a very angular shape rather than the rounded granite blocks. Limestone is a sedimentary 
stone. It is very soft (Encyclopædia Britannica Online 2019) and prone to crack according to its 
sedimentary layers. The cracks are therefore very straight and angular and the stone slabs be-
come naturally good building blocks. 

The size of the graves differs remarkably and so does the number of tarands within each 
grave. The tarands do not have a standardized size, which may result in a tarand-grave with two 
tarands exceeding the total size of a tarand-grave with four tarands (such is the case of Grave 
D at Saha and the tarand-grave at Tõnija on the Saaremaa island). The typical tarand-graves are 
as Lang says, quite monumental, since some of the graves (such as the tarand-grave at grave B 
at Jäbara at the north-eastern coast) can measure up to 43 x 17–18 meters. Although they are 
monumental from a bird’s-eye perspective, they are usually quite low in height. The northern 
Estonian typical tarand-grave is most commonly located on modern cultivated fields. Since the 
graves are so low and located near or on fertile land, many of the tarand-graves have been 
(partly) destroyed by bulldozers or ploughs. An exception from the low tarand-graves are the 
seven tarand-graves at Jäbara where some have measured up to 1.6 meters in height. 

The main direction of the tarand-graves is an E–W orientation. Some tarand-graves lie a bit 
off and stretches more in a SW–NE direction, but the general idea of an E–W running tarand-
grave is seen on the grave fields. The tarand-grave Viimsi I on the northern coast is on the other 
hand the straight opposite and runs in a N–S direction. 
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Both cremation and inhumation have existed as burial customs in both the earlier and later 
periods of the typical tarand-grave. Although both customs have been present, inhumations 
have been more dominant in the earlier phase of the tarand-graves followed by a shift to cre-
mations as the more common burial practice during the later period (Lang 1993 English 
summary; Lang 1996; Mägi 2005; Lang 2007). Marika Mägi stresses that there is a difference 
between tarand-graves in the coastal area compared to the inland of Estonia. Firstly, the coastal 
tarand-graves are in general smaller than the ones from the inland, and secondly, there is a 
difference in burial customs between the two areas; it is more common to find secondary inhu-
mation burials and cremations in the coastlands whilst it is more common to find cremations in 
the inlands (Mägi 2005:100). The assumption that the inhumations are a secondary burial stems 
from the lack of a complete set of skeletal parts, though such quantities of skeletal parts is a 
common sight to see for burials originating from this time period. For an incomplete skeleton 
to be considered a secondary burial should therefore be taken with caution, as it is a common 
phenomenon occurring for typical tarand-graves and other primary inhumation burials of this 
time. 

A total of eight excavated typical tarand-graves from the inland of Estonia have been 
studied. The general picture for these tarand-graves shows that they are generally built solely 
of granite stones (Vassar 1943:10). The granite filling can vary in its execution, as sometimes 
large granite blocks lay at the bottom with smaller stones on top, and sometimes there are only 
larger granite blocks in the bottom layer and the rest of the filling consists of soil. They are 
often seen in connection with other graves. Some lay in the borderlands between cultivated 
fields and forest whilst others lay directly on bedrock. 

The inland tarand-graves seem to become quite large, even if they consist of only few 
tarands, e.g. grave II at Virunuka which measures a total 24 x 20 meters with only four tarands. 
At the same grave field at Virunuka, the impressive tarand-grave IV has the measurements of 
63.5 x 20–30 meters and contains 14 tarands. Though they have a large surface, these tarand-
graves are also quite low, which means that they also have suffered damage from heavy 
machinery just like their coastal relatives. The inland typical tarand-graves do also play by the 
general rules and are oriented, with little variation, in an E–W direction. The graves contain 
both inhumations and cremations, though cremation is the most prominent burial practices 
through the whole usage of the inland typical tarand-graves (Lang 2007:196–202). 

  

Figure 10. The typical tarand-grave at Tõnija Tuulingumäe. The red circle marks a posthole. Picture based on Mägi 2005. 
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7.2.2. The Typical Tarand-Grave in Finland 

The five typical tarand-graves which have been compiled for the Finnish example originate 
from Pikku Linnanmäki in Porvoo (Hirviluoto 1968; Keskitalo 1979), Penttala in Nakkila (Salo 
1968), Kroggårdsmalmen in Karjaa (where two typical tarand-graves were found) (Cleve 1937; 
Salo 1968; Museovirasto 2019) and Riitasaari in Laihia (Salo 1968; Kotivuori 1992) which are 
areas located from south-western to the middle of western coast of Finland. 

The Finnish typical tarand-graves are generally, as the Estonian typical tarand-graves, very 
sharp in their shape and have well-structured tarands. The typical tarand-grave at Pikku 
Linnanmäki is an exception, as some parts of its outer frame were rather unstructured or even 
missing. The grave at Pikku Linnanmäki is dated to Early Roman Iron Age based on its findings 
(Keskitalo 1979:11), but Finnish typical tarand-graves do otherwise usually date between Pre-
Roman Iron Age and Early Roman Iron Age. 

The orientation of the typical tarand-graves varied within a SSW–NNE to a perfect W–E 
direction. On grave field where the Finnish typical tarand-graves appear are also other types of 
graves present- The amount of tarands in one tarand-complex varied between three to five 
tarands. The tarand-frames were built with larger stones, often locally found sandstone, and the 
filling was a mixture of smaller stones and soil. The outer frame of the typical tarand-grave at 
Riitasaari, Laihia, (Fig. 11) is built with sandstone—as a Finnish typical tarand-grave should 
be—but interestingly, these stones cannot be found locally and have probably been brought to 
the burial place from elsewhere. According to Kotivuori (1992:113), the closest source of sand-
stone is about 10 km away from Riitasaari. To make such a long journey to get your hands on 
a specific building material proves that a distinct conception of how a tarand should look must 
have existed on the Finnish shore. Such an importance around the practice of the tarand indicate 
that it was worth the 20 km travel back and forth to build it. It is also worth noting, that the 
tarand-grave at Riitasaari is the most northern located joined tarand-grave found to this day. 

7.2.3. The Typical Tarand-Grave in Sweden 

From what can be made out from the reports of the Swedish tarand-graves, two out of eight 
excavated tarand-graves seem to be of the typical type. The first one, located in Hammarby, 
Uppland, measured up to 16 x 3 meters and contained 11 tarands. The tarand-complex was 
placed on a grave field together with other types of graves which dated to the Migration Period 
(400–550 AD) and the Vendel Period (550–750 AD) and one larger stone setting on the grave 
field was dated to the Roman Iron Age. Inside of the tarands were human sized burial pits dug 

Figure 11. The typical tarand-grave at Riitasaari. Picture based on Meinander 1943. 
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down into the earth, but no traces of any skeletal remains, burnt or unburnt, could be found 
inside of them. The whole tarand-complex stretched in a NE–SW direction (Modin 1973). 

The second typical tarand-grave, located in Botkyrka, contained three tarands. The stone 
frame was straight edged and built with larger stones which were placed in the direction of the 
tarands. The filling consisted of several layers with medium sized stones. Burial pits occurred 
in two tarands which contained burnt bones and fragments of grave goods. At the same grave 
field in Botkyrka were also other types of graves which could be dated to the Early Iron Age. 
The whole tarand-complex stretched in an E–W direction (Bennett & Riksantikvarieämbetet 
1975). 

The typology of the tarand-graves from Sweden should be taken with a grain of salt, as it 
is the author’s own categorization. No typology has earlier been applied to the Swedish tarand-
graves, so this is the first time differentiation has been attempted. Why these graves have been 
considered to be typical tarand-graves is because of 1) their structured shape, which is very 
angular, sharp and organized as the tarands lie next to each other in one coherent row, 2) the 
fact that the surrounding graves at the same grave fields are dated to a suitable time frame for a 
typical tarand-grave and 3) because cremated bones were found in at least one of the tarand-
complexes. 

7.2.4. Summary of the Typical Tarand-Graves in the Northern Baltic Sea Area 

From the three different regions presented here we can see some similarities, or differences, 
depending on how one chooses to see them, between the typical tarand-graves. The building 
materials for the typical tarand-graves seem to be related to what building materials are locally 
found at the site of burial, with exception for the typical tarand-grave in Riitasaari, Laihia, 
where the building material for that specific tarand-grave had been imported from at least 10 
km away. This means that no tarand-grave from Estonia, Finland or Sweden is built by the same 
type of stone nor block size. The direction of the tarand-graves is not always a perfect E–W, 
but more commonly swings between a NW–SE to SW–NE direction. The average orientation 
is E–W, with the exception of the typical tarand-grave Viimsi I, which went in a N–S direction. 

The dating for the typical tarand-grave in Estonia lies around the Roman Iron Age, with a 
transition period from the early to the typical tarand-grave in between the Late Pre-Roman Iron 
Age and the beginning of the Roman Iron Age. In Finland, we see typical tarand-graves which 
date to the Pre-Roman and Roman Iron Age, whilst in Sweden, the dating of the typical tarand-
graves is more uncertain and relies on the dating of the surrounding grave settings at the same 
grave field. The dating of the Swedish typical tarand-graves would then point towards the earlier 
periods of the Iron Age. 

To say the least, there has evidently existed a general idea of how a typical tarand-grave 
should be executed around the northern Baltic Sea area. It is more common—than uncommon—
to see a variation of this general idea out in the field. The only consistent trait which is seen in 
all the typical tarand-graves is the angular and structured shape of the tarands which lie next to 
each other in one coherent row. 

7.3. The Single Tarand-Grave 

The single tarand-grave is the most complicated grave form of all the tarand-graves because of 
its simple and singular structure compared to the other joined tarand-graves. The concept of a 
‘joined tarand-grave’ is, as seen in the earlier chapters, used and accepted in countries outside 
of Estonia. On the other hand, the idea of a single tarand-grave is instead a bit more unheard of. 
To find sources which touch on the topic of the single tarand-grave outside Estonia is difficult 
and it becomes more difficult the further away from Estonia one looks. Single tarand-graves 
have been acknowledged in Estonia, Finland and at Muri in northern Latvia (Keskitalo 
1979:122). The following subchapters will only treat the Estonian and Finnish single tarand-
grave, as Latvia lies outside the thesis’ chosen area of research. 
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7.3.1. The Single Tarand-Grave in Estonia 

Lang has divided the single tarand-grave in Estonia into two groups, the earlier single tarand-
grave and just the single tarand-grave. Morphologically, both types of single tarand-graves are 
similar. One of the two factors which make them differ from one another is their dating. The 
early single tarand-graves mainly date to the Late Pre-Roman Iron Age or to the transition 
period between the Late Pre-Roman Iron Age and the Roman Iron Age, whilst the single tarand-
grave date to the Roman Iron Age. The second factor is that cists appear in some early single 
tarand-graves, but this does not mean that all deceased are buried within the cists (see grave IIB 
at Tõugu). 

The general size of the Estonian single tarand-grave is about 6–8.6 x 4.75–6.9 meters. The 
outer walls are usually made of limestone slabs which rest on a granite foundation. The filling 
consists of smaller stones of either granite or limestone, sometimes together with soil. In some 
cases, the bottom of the single tarand-graves has been paved with granite stones (Lang 
2007:177f, 204f). 

7.3.2. The Single Tarand-Grave in Finland 

It can be quite difficult to distinguish what is a single tarand-grave in the Finnish material, since 
the term ‘single tarand-grave’ has not been as frequently used by Finnish archaeologists. 
Considering this, it is understandable that the categorization of early single tarand-graves and 
single tarand-graves has not been used in the Finnish material. Reinterpretations of the material 
have shown that single tarand-graves do in fact exist on the Finnish shore. 

A number of single tarand-graves will probably be excluded from this subchapter due to 
the author’s limited skills in the Finnish language. The single tarand-graves which have been 
attended to in this chapter have been confirmed to be single tarand-graves by other archaeolo-
gists. The single tarand-graves which have been studied for this subchapter are located at 
Penttala in Nakkila, Savenmäki in Laitila, Koskenhaka in Piikö (Salo 1968), Korvala in Sauvo 
(Schaumann-Lönnqvist 1997; 1998) and at Rajakalmisto in Pori (Salo & Lahtiperä 1970). 

The Finnish single tarand-grave has often a rectangular shape and the sizes are much like 
the Estonian single tarand-graves and sometimes even smaller, around 5 x 4 meters large. The 
general direction of the single tarand-graves lies between SW–NE to SE–NW. The outer walls 
are built with several layers of stones so that the construction reaches a height of about 0.3–0.5 
meters. The building material can be either rounded granite boulders or flat stone slabs. Inside, 
in the corner of the single tarand-grave at Savenmäki in Laitila, a smaller cist-like construction 
could be seen (Salo 1968:22f). The single tarand-graves in Finland occur on the same grave 
field as other types of graves. They sometimes lie on a large grave field such as the one at 
Korvala, Sauvo, which had a total of 24 establishments (Schauman-Lönnqvist 2001) and some-
times they are located on grave fields as small as the one in Savenmäki, where the single tarand-
grave lay in a row together with two other stone settings: one rounded mound and one two-
taranded tarand-grave. The common burial practice for the single tarand-graves in Finland is 
cremation (Keskitalo 1979:134) and the graves generally date to the Roman Iron Age, and 
sometimes even stretch into the Migration Period (Lang 2007:205). 

7.3.3. Summary of the Single Tarand-Grave in the Northern Baltic Sea Area 

The known and excavated single tarand-graves in the northern Baltic Sea area are over-all very 
much alike, although with some exceptions. All graves are about the same size, althoug the 
Finnish single tarand-graves are in some cases more prone to be a bit smaller. Some Estonian 
single tarand-graves have an earlier date (Late Pre-Roman Iron Age) than the Finnish ones, 
whilst some of the Finnish single tarand-graves have been in use until the turn to the Migration 
Period, which is a younger date than seen in any of the Estonian single tarand-graves. All single 
tarand-graves occur on grave fields where other types and shapes of graves are located. Lang 
stresses that the looks of the single tarand-graves are different between Estonia and Finland 
(largely due to the different building materials), but the similarities in their burial customs and 
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grave goods speak of a shared mutual idea of the tarand-grave (Lang 2007:205). 
Some of the single tarand-graves on both sides of the Gulf of Finland had traces of smaller 

stone cists placed inside of them. The definition of the physical tarand in Chapter 4.3. statedz 
that it is important the tarands do not contain any sort of container in which the deceased or the 
remains of the deceased have been placed. For the single tarand-graves which did have these 
cist-constructions, the deceased had not only been placed inside the cist, but also in the stone 
filling around the small stone cist of the tarand. The question which arises from this is whether 
these types of single tarand-graves can continue to be called tarand-graves. The author stresses 
these cist-containing single tarand-graves should continue be classified as tarands, only that 
they are an exception, or perhaps even a sub-category, of the standard constructed single tarand-
grave. 

The single tarand-grave is a far more common sight in Finland than in Estonia. The tarand-
graves in Estonia seem to have had a higher chance of getting additional tarands joined to one 
another, whilst in Finland they more often remained single (Keskitalo 1979:123). Considering 
this, the distribution of the now known single tarand-graves around the Baltic Sea is probably 
faulty. If there exist single tarand-graves in Estonia and in Finland, then there probably also 
exist single tarand-graves in Sweden, only that they have been registered as four-sided stone 
settings or something similar. 

7.4. Summary and Short Discussion of the All Categories of the Tarand-

Grave in the Northern Baltic Sea Area 

In every category, the individual tarand-grave varies quite freely from the next, but all 
categories of tarand-graves share mutual principles. What primarily should be taken into con-
sideration from these subchapters is the morphology of the different tarand-graves and the 
quantity and dating of them from each country. It is probably these two topics which best answer 
for a cultural hybrid of the northern Baltic Sea area. 

Every nation calls for a different appearance of their tarand-graves, principally due to the 
geographical variations of building material but also due to the people. The author argues that 
the way tarand-graves made their way around the northern Baltic Sea was via migrating people; 
via a people who identified with the tarand-grave. It was the people and their ideas of how a 
grave should be constructed that moved around from place to place in the northern Baltic Sea 
area leaving their mark, rather than only the ideas being transferred from shore to shore, from 
one cultural background to the next. 

Alas, the different appearance of the tarand-graves may root in some minor, but still affect-
ing, factors. Firstly, we have the possibility of poor verbal transmission from one generation of 
tarand-builders to the next. The first generation of tarand-builders that settled down in areas 
outside the north-eastern part of the Baltic Sea (i.e. today’s Estonia) would have had a rather 
clear picture of how a tarand is constructed. At their original homestead, they would have ex-
perienced the tarands first-hand and probably would even have helped to build a few tarands 
themselves. The tarands erected on ‘foreign’ land would have gotten their appearance on the 
preconditions of the memory of the first generation tarand-builders and the capacity of the local 
building material. The next generation of tarand-builder, e.g. the children of the first generation, 
would only have the oral stories told by their parents of tarand-graves ‘back home’ (given that 
they never went back and saw the original tarands) and the visible evidence of the tarands that 
their parents built as impressions of what a tarand should be and look like. The tarands built by 
the second generation should have been constructed in a similar manner as the first one. If the 
first erected tarand differed immensely from the original tarand-graves in the north-eastern 
Baltic Sea, then an equally different-looking tarand would have been erected next to the first 
one, and so, the local tradition of tarand-graves would have been carried on in that specific 
region. 

Secondly, it is not a given that it was only the tarand-builders that actually built the tarands. 
There is a possibility of a communal spirit, where people—who did not identify with the 
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tarands—helped to build new tarands. With their ignorance concerning the construction of a 
tarand, the final product might have differed from what was initially thought. This is an inter-
esting thought since, as we know, ritualized actions are there to create structure for one group 
of people. If this second reason as to why tarand-graves look different from shore to shore were 
to be true, then these non-tarand-identifiers would in some way be affected by the structure that 
the tarand-graves imply. 

Thirdly, if we back up and revisit the list of criteria given by Avruch in Chapter 6.3. of what 
a culture is not, then we see on the third point on the list that “a culture is not uniformly spread 
across members of a group, i.e. just because people can relate to the same culture does not mean 
that they are exact cognitive and social copies of one another.” Variations of the tarand-grave, 
based on this statement, are plausible and an accepted phenomenon. The tarand-graves, 
although they differ slightly in appearance, originate from the same core culture. Just because 
people could identify with the tarand-graves did not mean that the morphology was uniformly 
distributed and executed among the people. This point can also be related back to the first state-
ment of the possibility of poor verbal transmission. 

In conclusion, due to the geographical preconditions of an area and due to the people—both 
those who identify with the tarand and those who do not but live at the same place—local 
variations of the tarand-grave were unavoidable. Concerning the cultural hybridization of the 
area of the northern Baltic Sea, the tarand-graves in Sweden and Finland are located on grave 
fields together with other types of grave settings (Feldt 2005:155). The gathering of several 
different grave types at one special location shows a mentality where people were allowed to 
be different from each other and where people were allowed to express their differences in the 
same space. Differences were in this context nothing which were supposed to be hidden, 
shamed or classified as taboo. The Early Iron Age grave fields in Sweden and Finland in fact 
become the perfect representatives of Eriksson’s definition of a cultural hybrid; “a common 
area in which different cultures may express themselves as equals…” and the tarand-graves 
prove themselves to be ritualized actions which set structure to a group. The hypothesis is there-
fore that the conservative and ritualized actions which are the tarands must have been practiced 
by the individual cultural group which identify themselves with the tarand. A more in-depth 
discussion concerning the cultural hybrid from a perspective of ritual practice theory will be 
had in Chapter 10. 

The quantity of tarand-complexes out in the northern Baltic Sea area varies when looking 
at different categories of the tarand-grave. The early tarand-grave is, of course, most frequently 
seen on the coast of Estonia. Right after Estonia, Sweden comes in at second place with five 
known and excavated early tarand-graves and Finland comes in at third place with four early 
tarand-graves. The difference is not that vast between Sweden and Finland, and the regions 
could be considered equals. An even distribution of travelling and settling tarand-builders in 
the northern Baltic Sea is, based on the number of early tarand-graves, seen during the Pre-
Roman Iron Age. 

Moving forward in time to the typical tarand-grave. The grave type is most frequently seen 
in Estonia, but this time the tarand-graves have also spread to the inland of the country. Finland 
comes in at second place with five known and excavated typical tarand-graves whilst Sweden 
has two. Valter Lang sees a decrease in contacts between the Baltic and Scandinavia during the 
Roman Iron Age (Lang 2007:257). The disappearing communication could be one of the rea-
sons as to why there are so few typical tarand-graves found in Sweden. 

The single tarand-grave is instead most commonly seen in Finland, whereas Estonia comes 
in at second place. Nothing can be said for the single tarand-grave in Sweden, as no such graves 
have been found or they have been found but improperly categorized with the wrong name 
attached to them. Kivikoski argues that all types of tarand-graves in Finland have been in use 
during a shorter period of time, approximately just a century, before they were abandoned 
(Kivikoski 1966:46). This would be the reason why the Finnish joined tarand-graves have so 
few tarands or why it is more common to see a single tarand-grave in Finland than for example 
in Estonia. A follow-up question which could be asked based on this is: why were the tarand-
complexes used during such a short time? Did the tarand-builders abandon their tarand-customs 
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and adapt to other local grave traditions or did they abandon their settlement? 
In conclusion, the tarand-graves show a chronological distribution of where tarand-builders 

showed an interest in travelling in the northern parts of the Baltic Sea during the Pre-Roman 
Iron Age and less interest, especially towards the Swedish shore, during the Roman Iron Age. 
One could say that the interest shifted from north to south, considering the distribution of the 
typical tarand-graves in Estonia, as this category is seen in all parts of the country, both at the 
coastland and the inland, whilst the early tarand-grave is mainly located at the coastland. 

On the following page is an attribute table which summarises the different attributes 
attached to the different categories of tarand-graves at the different geographical locations. The 
table only takes into consideration the amount of tarands, the shape of the tarands and the dating 
of the whole tarand-complex. Attributes such as material, orientation and size of the whole 
tarand-complexes will not be taken into consideration, as these attributes are not relevant. The 
material is doubtlessly of a local kind, the orientation is much too varied but is generally in an 
E–W direction as mentioned earlier and the size of both the individual tarands and the tarand-
graves as a whole are also irrelevant to the discussion of cultural hybridity. The main thing the 
sizes of the tarands/tarand-complexes may tell us is how much time and effort people were 
willing to put into one tarand. Instead, the number of tarands can tell us something about the 
size of population while the shape of both the tarand and the tarand-complex can tell us some-
thing about transmission and/or continuity of tradition, and the dating can tell us when a certain 
tarand-practice was in use. 
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8. Miscellaneous Quadrangular Stone Settings 

In order to assess that a tarand really is a tarand is it important to know what a tarand is not. 
This chapter contains presentations of three miscellaneous quadrangular stone settings which 
are also seen around the coasts of the northern Baltic Sea and which could be mistaken for a 
tarand-grave or vice versa. 

8.1. The Four-Sided Stone Setting 

In Sweden, the rectangularly shaped stone setting is most commonly seen during the Early Iron 
Age and at the end of the Viking Age, but it can although be seen throughout the entire Iron 
Age. The square shaped stone setting is a common feature during the entirety of the Iron Age. 
In the field, the concept ‘four-sided stone setting’ is close at hand for the archaeologist when 
describing a quadrangular construction. The term allows the archaeologist to describe its 
morphology without needing to go into the specifics. In the Swedish material, the concept of a 
‘four-sided stone setting’ is something which appears mainly in the older reports concerning 
stone settings where the symmetrical measurements are non-existent (Feldt 2005:35). Although 
being considered as quite out-dated, the term is something which is still infamously used today. 

8.2. The Long Cairn 

These oblong, oval or rectangularly shaped long cairns occur in the middle and northern part of 
Sweden, on the west coast of Finland and on the Åland Islands. The Swedish long cairns 
typically date to the Early Bronze Age. They are usually placed in the coastlands and follow 
the prehistoric seashore, which at the time of the Bronze Age had more of an archipelago milieu 
(Eriksson et al. 2007:141). In the landscape, the long cairns are seldom by themselves, but 
appear often together with other types of cairns, mounds or even with another long cairn. Their 
orientation can vary as freely as the tarand-graves. They usually stay within the borders of SW–
NE to NW–SE, but can also stretch from N–S. It appears to be the topology rather than the 
ideology which have decided the direction of the long cairns, as long cairns often follow the 
direction of the surrounding landscape (Wehlin 2017:65–67), e.g. along the direction of an esker 
or a mountain ridge. 

The long cairns are built of locally found (and often naturally rounded) stones and boulders. 
The outer edge or frame of the long cairns is constructed with a dry masonry technique 
(Eriksson et al. 2007:24). This outer frame is not necessarily always straight and may bulge out 
to then fall back in line in places along the outer frame. The corners of the cairns are not always 
a sharp 90 degrees as they may instead be slightly rounded. The final shape of the long cairn is 
generally of an oval to a rectangular shape. The filling inside the long cairns consists of 
randomly placed stones which do not seem to differ immensely in size from the stones used for 
the outer frame. Among the stone filling, one or several stone cists can be placed, and these 
cists usually lie parallel to the long cairn (Holm & Larsson 2018:4). 

Size-wise, the standard size for a long cairn, for example in Gävleborg county in Sweden, 
is about 15 x 5 meters (Wehlin 2017). In the extreme cases of Swedish long cairns, the cairn 
can reach a length of 60–70 meters (Holm & Larsson 2018:4). On the Åland Islands are some 
of the larger long cairns which measure ca 25–35 meters long (Ålands Landskapsregering 
2020). 
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A long cairn does not need to be a long cairn from the very beginning but can morph into 
one as time goes by. For example, the long cairn at Vibyggerå 29:1 in Sund, Sweden, archaeol-
ogists found traces of such an expansion. In the beginning of the erection of what was to become 
a long cairn, there was only one stone cist built with an oval cairn surrounding it. Later on in 
time, as another stone cist were established in connection to the first one, the outer frame of the 
cairn extended to surround the second stone cist as well and the cairn grew into an oblong long 
cairn (Baudou 1968:45). 

Located at Ulleråker Castle, Sweden, was a rectangularly shaped long cairn; a long cairn 
which sometimes has been considered as a questionable tarand-grave (Feldt 2005). This 
particular long cairn was oriented in a N–S direction on top of the highest point of the esker of 
Enköping. It measured to an impressive 45 x 9 meters and just like a long cairn, it stretched 
along the direction of the esker/topography. Some of the findings inside the long cairn dates the 
stone setting as far back as the second period of the Bronze Age. What makes the long cairn 
such a good tarand-grave candidate is its structured and angular outer shape and the ratio 
between its long side to its short side. In its pre-excavational state, the long cairn seemed to 
have contained transversal stone rows inside of it, but as the excavation started, no transversal 
stone roes were found (Drakenberg & Gustawsson 1934). One could be critical and take in 
consideration that the excavation of this long cairn was performed in the 1930s, a time when 
the term ‘tarand-grave’ was unheard of in Sweden, making it possible that the attention was not 
focused on finding any transversal stone rows. This is, of course, just a ‘what-if’ interpretation 
of the Ulleråker Castle long cairn. As the long cairn lacked anything resembling tarands, the 
stone settings should not qualify as a tarand-grave. Based on what we know now, it is just a 
rectangularly shaped long cairn. 

8.3. The Stone Shard Grave 

The stone shard grave (Swedish: flisgrav) is not a very common phenomenon. The following 
example was discovered at Fors, Sweden. The stone shard grave is constructed from burial pits 
or trenches which are as long as a human. The walls of the trenches have been lined with several 
layers of flat standing stone shards. The final construction appears more like a stone cist rather 
than a tarand, but the stone shard grave can, just like a tarand-grave, have stone cists placed 
right next to each other, making them joined and share a common wall. The approximate dating 
for this example is Late Bronze Age to Early Iron Age (Damell 1985:46–48; Feldt 2005:130). 

8.4. Summary of the Miscellaneous Quadrangular Stone Settings 

In the northern Baltic Sea area, there are evidently other quadrangular stone settings which 
share many general attributes with the tarand-graves. The separate miscellaneous stone settings 
can be roughly dated to the same time as the separate categories of the tarand-graves. They are 
all placed on grave fields together with other types of graves and may therefore tell us about a 
similar social attitude which also was present at the grave fields where the tarand-graves are 
located. Lastly, the act of extending, connecting and joining new burial establishments to the 
pre-existing ones is not a phenomenon which is unique to only the tarand-grave. In this case, 
the graves might be speaking of ideological similarities between the tarand-builders and those 
who built the miscellaneous quadrangular stone settings. 

Evidently, the different categories of quadrangular stone settings share similarities with one 
another which can make the archaeologist question what is and what is not a tarand-grave. 
When comparing these different quadrangular stone settings to the definition of the physical 
tarand-grave (Chapter 4.3.), we see that there are fundamental physical attributes which make 
it possible to set the tarand-graves apart. Thanks to all the tarand-graves mentioned in Chapter 
7 being excavated tarand-graves, we know their inner structure and we know that they are not 
structured like any of the examples in this chapter. The only possible misconception is that 
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some of the four-sided stone setting might in fact be a single tarand-grave. Although, as the 
research aim for this thesis is not to evaluate single tarand-graves versus four-sided stone 
settings in areas outside Estonia, the author will leave that question at this point. Instead, we 
will take the information accumulated in these last chapters to explore and evaluate grave field 
Ec 6.6 on the Åland Islands.  
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9. Case Study on the Åland Islands 

In this chapter we shall have a look at the Åland Islands. The main island will be presented and 
discussed as its own entity with its own preconditions and as a part of the networking Baltic 
Sea. One specific Ålandic grave field, Ec 6.6, shall be placed under the magnifying glass. The 
aforementioned grave field contains a number of quadrangular stone settings which have 
tarand-grave potential and the grave field is therefore a good candidate of study for a re-
evaluation. The discussions concerning tarand-graves and cultural hybridization will once more 
be put to the test via the case study. The information concerning the other tarand-graves of the 
northern Baltic Sea will function as background information and guidelines as the case study 
and related fieldwork is performed and discussed. 

9.1. The Position of the Åland Islands as an Island 

An island is a mass of land which is completely surrounded by water. It is therefore of im-

portance that people travelling to an island have knowledge of seafaring and can read the 

weather and the sea in order to make safe decisions when crossing the water. The Åland Islands 

are a group of islands consisting of one large main island which in turn is surrounded by 

thousands of smaller islands and islets. Many of these smaller islands and islets are located 

between the Finnish mainland and the Åland main island, making the whole island-complex 

geographically connect to mainland Finland. Between the Swedish and Ålandic coasts is instead 

the open Åland Sea. The vegetation of the archipelago is rather sparse with many islands and 

islets consisting of only bare bedrock. The main island has today a mixed forest with mainly 

boreal trees. The topology varies with its highest point at about 129 meters above sea level. 
There was good reason to travel to and through the Åland Islands during all prehistory. For 

thousands of years, hunters from west and east came to the islands to exploit the natural re-
sources of fish, seal and fowl. And when traveling from west to east, or vice versa, the Åland 
archipelago was there to act as protective wave breakers, making for an easier crossing. 
However, people did not only pass through the islands, as people may also have occasionally 
rested or even made a home on the islands. In many cases around the Baltic Sea, and not just 
on the Åland Islands, a larger number of grave fields have been found in relation to settlements. 
To say who made a home on the islands can therefore mainly be decided through the medium 
of the graves. Although discussing the Late Iron Age Åland, Heininen et al. (2014) argues for 
there to have been “intense cross-cultural contacts where both the development of regional cul-
tural patterns and a certain level of hybridization occurred” on the Åland Islands. The author of 
the thesis argues that the same case already would have occurred during the Early Iron Age. 

It is possible to take inspiration from Joakim Wehlin’s doctoral dissertation when viewing 
the tarand-graves from an Ålandic perspective. Instead of the tarand-graves, Wehlin studied the 
stone ship settings which are also found across coastlands of the Baltic Sea. He came to the 
conclusion, as mentioned earlier, that there should have existed a maritory—a geographical 
system—which allowed people, objects and ideas to travel across the Baltic Sea. In his work, 
Wehlin argues that almost the complete society of the island of Gotland were connected to the 
maritorium, as the island lie in the middle of the networking Baltic Sea maritorium (Wehlin 
2013:191). According to Wehlin’s demarcation of the actual Baltic Sea, the Åland Islands lie 
at the northern periphery and would therefore not be in the centre of Wehlin’s maritory, but the 
distribution of the tarand-graves is a bit different from the stone ship settings. For what we 
know today, the tarand-graves are not only a Baltic Sea phenomenon, as the graves reach up as 
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far north as Laihia, Finland, into the Bothnian Bay. With the distribution pattern of the tarand-
graves, the Åland Islands become a landmass located in the middle of the sea area related to the 
tarand-graves (just as Gotland is, in the perspective of the stone ship settings). For there to exist 
tarand-graves on the Åland Islands should therefore be a possibility when taking inspiration 
from Wehlin’s explanation of how an island society would be affected by the surrounding 
maritime landscape. 

9.2. Excavation at Grave Field Ec 6.6 

The Early Iron Age grave field of Ec 6.6 is located on the western side of the Åland Islands at 

Västra Nabbergen in Storby, Eckerö, (see Fig. 12) at the edge of a particularly large (several 

kilometres long) bedrock plateau. In the middle of the plateau lies a moss. On the eastern side 

of the moss is no graves are known, but on the western side lies a total of five grave fields which 

are placed on a NNW–SSE oriented line. The grave settings stand partly on bare bedrock and 

partly in shrubbery between 11–21 meters above sea level. The remains of the grave field are a 

total of 83 stone settings and they have a wide variety of shapes as the grave field contains 

round, square, rectangular and triangular stone settings, although the square being the of the 

absolute majority. 

Figure 12. The gathered grave fields in north-western Eckerö. Source: Ålands Landskapsregering 2020. 

An excavation of the grave fields was carried out in 1949 by archaeologist Matts Dreijer. In the 
report, Dreijer does not mention any tarand-graves, but the descriptions of the different stone 
settings may indicate such a grave phenomenon; 

 

During the restoration of the grave [number 4], the rocks shown themselves to be too many 

to just have been used for the four sided grave. Another stone setting, built by the stone 

slabs, has probably stretched outside the first visible quadrangular stone setting. 

Considering that there sometimes occur two four-sided stone settings side by side on other 

places of the grave field, one can suspect that such was also the case [considering grave 

14], but that the western grave was later destroyed. 
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These [grave 61 and 62] laid next to each other and looked, by their exterior, like two small 

cairns. During the removal of the upper stones, the graves shown both to be squares with 

sides of three meters which lay parallel to each other with a distance of 140 cm (Dreijer 

1949; translation by the author). 

 
No complete skeletons were found during the excavation, but both cremated and non-cremated 
bones were unearthed (although the cremated bones were hte majority). The skeletal remains 
either lay freely inside a stone setting, in a small stone cist (less than one m² in size) built with 
standing stone slabs (which was the case for grave 6), or in a wooden container as was the case 
in grave 4 where traces of a wooden box were found. The traces were pieces of refined resin 
with bark imprints, which indicate a wooden box probably made of bark from small-leaved lime 
(Tilia cordata). No other grave goods were found in the graves (Dreijer 1949). 

The filling inside of the stone frames varies but was most commonly coarse gravel and sand 
together with stones as “large as potatoes” (Dreijer 1949). The Estonian early tarand-graves 
usually have limestone slabs lying flat across the bottom of the tarands (Feldt 2005:133), but 
none of the graves at Ec 6.6 have been paved with flat stones at the bottom. One could argue 
that the graves at Ec 6.6 are an economic and effective build, as they do not need stone slabs 
across their bottom layer because they already lie directly on the bedrock. 

9.3. Modern Observations from Grave Field Ec 6.6 

A carbon dating of grave 14 was made in the beginning of the 1980s. The analysis gave the 

result of BP1950 which roughly takes grave 14 back to ca 30 AD. It should be noted that the 

dating might not be completely reliable, as the whole element chosen for dating may not have 

been the most optimal. The osteological analyse from the same grave showed a total of three 

buried individuals. Dreijer had made the interpretation that there were both cremated and non-

cremated bones within grave 14. Modern osteologists are sceptical towards this, as they would 

Figure 13. Naturally cracked thin stone slabs at the northern part of the grave field. Picture taken from E by the author. 
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rather see that all pieces of bones had been affected by fire1. No further ¹⁴C-dating has been 

made from the grave field. This is too bad as it leaves the southern part of the grave field un-

dated. It is possible that the dating may differ between the northern and southern parts of the 

grave field, as there is a slight difference in the execution of the graves between the two areas. 

This is a hypothesis which will be further developed below. 
Some observations on differences between the northern and the southern parts of the grave 

field could be made during two field visits to the grave field in February of 2020. Firstly, there 
is a slight difference in height between the two parts, as the northern part lies higher than the 
southern part of the grave field. The northern part of the grave field is also more of a leveled 
bedrock platform whilst the southern part lies in a slight slope facing southwards. 

The second difference concerns the building material. The Åland Islands consist for the 
majority of red granite stone, the so called rapakivi. The graves at Ec 6.6 are therefore also for 
the majority built with rapakivi and more specifically with rapakivi slabs. These slabs are found 
lying loose in the surrounding landscape at Ec 6.6. The slabs have been naturally cracked in an 
angular shape and are ready to become a part of any new stone structures. The loose stone 
material found in the surrounding landscape at the northern part of the grave field are naturally 
thin stone slabs (Fig. 13). At the southern part of the grave field are instead naturally larger and 
chunkier, but equally angular, stone slabs. The angular slabs make for good building blocks, 
much like the limestone slabs which make up many of the Estonian tarand-graves. The 
difference in material size is seen in the graves located at the different parts of the grave field, 
as thinner stone slabs are more commonly used in the northern part and chunkier stones are 
used in the southern part (e.g. grave 61 and 62 from the southern part compared with grave 14 
from the northern part of the grave field). An easy interpretation which can be made from this 
is that the building materials for the graves at Ec 6.6 have been found and chosen close to where 
the graves have been erected. 

It would be interesting to know if there is an age difference between the northern and the 
southern part of the grave field due to the different choices of building material. One hypothesis 
could be that there has been a typological evolution from a rough to a refined building technique 
going from the southern to the northern part of the grave field. Chunkier and larger building 
material will make the process of building a structure quicker, but the details will not be as fine. 
Thinner building blocks will make finer details but demands instead a larger amount of work 
to achieve the same dimensions of those stone settings with larger building blocks. The hypoth-
esis indicates that the southern part of the grave field is the older part whilst the northern is the 
younger. It is of course difficult to prove, as no other carbon dating have been performed for 
any of the other stone settings at Ec 6.6. 

At the northern part of the grave field are flat and round, flat and triangular, small flat and 
oval, high and square along with high and rectangular stone settings (but the quadrangular shape 
still being the majority) located. It is difficult to say if the stone settings from the southern part 
of the grave field are as varied in shape as they are in the north, since the majority of the stone 
settings in the southern part are still in their collapsed form. What can be interpreted from the 
field visits is that the variation of shapes is larger in the north, whilst the southern stone settings 
are by the looks of them more or less of the same shape (but at least one low and triangular 
stone settings excavated by Dreijer is located at the southern part). The number of excavated 
grave settings is larger in the northern part, which is why we have a better perception concerning 
the shapes from this part of the grave field. Aside from variation in shape, the total amount of 
stone settings is larger in the southern part than in the northern. The two parts of the grave field 
contain therefore differences in both their building material, the shapes of the stone settings and 
the number of stone settings. A further discussion concerning these three factors from the per-
spective of a cultural hybrid in the northern Baltic Sea area will be held in Chapter 10.2. 

There was nothing larger or grander than grave 6 and nothing which looked like grave 14 
could be found elsewhere on the grave field. As mentioned earlier in the report by Dreijer, the 

 
1 Storå, Jan, Professor at Stockholm University, mail contact 2020-03-02. 
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majority of the graves were 
square shaped. It is difficult to 
say how many stone settings are 
quadrangular, as many of the 
graves still lie collapsed as 
rounded stone mounds, but that 
part of Dreijer’s interpretation 
seems to be correct. The general 
square stone setting at Ec 6.6 did 
not occupy much space, as it 
measured between 2 x 2 to 2.5 x 
2.5 meters large. 

At two locations at Ec 6.6 
there are several square shaped 
stone settings grouped together 
and placed in a row of three or 
four/five squares. The first 
group contains grave 28, 29 and 
30, as shown in Fig. 14. All 
graves are currently quite 
damaged and rather low in 
height. The row of stone settings 
stretches in a WNW–ESE direc-
tion and is placed to the north and 
above a low but sharp ledge in 
the bedrock which faces south 
and down the direction of the 
slope. The second group contains 
grave 44, 49, 52 and 54. It is unclear if grave 44 is one whole grave or if two separate stone 
settings are hidden underneath the collapsed mass of stones. This row of graves stretches in a 
NW–SE direction and are placed to the north and above a similarly low but sharp ledge in the 
bedrock facing southwards. The whole ‘complex’ measures to about 2.5 x 20 meters. These 
stone settings are placed more tightly together than the first group of stone settings. Between 
grave 49 and 52, both graves’ outer stone frames are clearly visible (Fig. 15) and the space 
between the two is not more than 0.2 m. 

Placing grave settings along ledges in the bedrock at Ec 6.6 seems to have  not been such a 
unique practice. On the western side of the grave field were two closely located rectangular 
stone mounds (maybe even smaller long cairns?) which both were placed in connection to low 
ledges. The first stone mound (grave 26) had its western long side facing a ledge which extended 
parallel to the stone setting in a NNW–SSE direction. The second mound (grave 9) was placed 
on top of a sort of narrow bedrock ‘tongue’ which got its shape from surrounding ledges in the 
bedrock (Fig. 16). The tongue of bedrock stretched in a slight E–W direction with its ‘tip’ to 
the west. The placement of the stone mound left all its western edges surrounded by the ledge. 

An analysis of the grave field and its ‘tarand-potentials’ is discussed from the perspective 
of the island’s own conditions and its location in the northern Baltic Sea and from the per-
spective of cultural hybridization will be held in Chapter 10.2. 
  

Figure 14. A selection from the map of grave field Ec 6.6 (IK 240). At the top 

shows the first group of square (in the map showcased as round) stone settings 

and at the bottom is the second group of square stone settings. Map drawn by 

M. Dreijer in 1948. Used with permission from Museibyrån at Ålands 

Kulturhistoriska museum. 
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Figure 15. The visible space between grave 49 (to the right) and grave 52 (to the left). Picture taken from NNE by the author. 

Figure 16. Grave 9 placed at the ledge in the bedrock. Picture taken from NW by the author. 
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10. Discussion 

In the subchapters to follow, a discussion will be held concerning the three main subjects 
covered in this thesis; cultural hybridization of the northern Baltic Sea, the tarand-graves from 
the perspective of ritual practice theory and the tarand-grave potentials of grave field Ec 6.6. 

10.1. How the Tarand-Graves Can Prove a Cultural Hybrid 

In the beginning of the thesis, the question “can the tarand-graves explain or stand as evidence 
for a ‘cultural hybrid of the northern Baltic Sea area’? If yes, how do they do it?” was asked 
and the most likely answer to the question is; yes, the tarand-graves can explain and stand as 
evidence for a cultural hybrid of the northern Baltic Sea area. What still stands unanswered is 
how? To remind us for the following discussions, the definition of a cultural hybrid is; a com-
mon area in which different cultures may express themselves as equals and act as continual 
gradients which contribute to constant cultural changes within this common area, but the indi-
vidual cultural groups are always allowed to act conservatively via ritualized practices when a 
situation demands it. The constant for a cultural hybrid is that it is malleable. 

One of the key elements in a cultural hybrid is that it is created by multiple contributing 
cultures. It is true that the ‘invention’ to connect or join grave structures to one another is not 
that unique. The idea to connect and add grave structures to already existing graves is a 
phenomenon which is seen in several grave traditions other than just the tarand-grave. The same 
phenomenon occurs e.g. the stone ship settings, as they can be joined together either stern to 
bow or gunwale to gunwale. Perhaps even the meaning or the practical reasons to join new 
structures to older ones was born of the same intention or ideology, although the fundamental 
cultural identity was not shared among the ‘grave-joiners’. Where the idea of joining structures 
to one another originates from shall be left unsaid, but the tarand-grave being considered an 
‘Estonian’ phenomenon which has been erected in other parts of the Baltic Sea can then easily 
be questioned due to the fact that the act of joining is not unique to only the tarand-grave. Not 
only the act of joining but even the quadrangular shape is not unique to only the tarand-grave, 
as the quadrangular shape is also seen in other local types of grave forms in both Finland and 
Sweden. Then how can the tarand-grave continuously be seen as a foreign phenomenon when 
located in places outside Estonia, as they share many similarities to local graves? 

It is possible to look at the grave goods, although they might be sparse in the tarand-graves. 
The grave goods from the tarand-graves indicate that the contacts between Estonia and Finland 
must have been rather direct, as Estonian originating grave goods are found inside the tarand-
graves in Finland. The Swedish tarand-graves do not contain exact copies of Estonian grave 
goods but contain artefacts which carry a high resemblance to both Estonian and Finnish ones. 
The similarities in the grave goods speak of close contacts and of a route which the ‘Estonian’ 
seafarers made in a beeline from Estonia to the final shore of destination with not much cultural 
interference affecting the outcome of the material culture together with the deceased. The grave 
goods are evidence that some of the deceased and their relatives knew what their origin was, 
concerning dressing and accessorizing, in order to put down the right jewellery in the tarands. 

The dating of the tarand-graves does not help when studying the origin of them, as many 
of the Swedish early tarand-graves date as early as to the Late Bronze Age and to the transition 
period between the Bronze Age and the Pre-Roman Iron Age, exactly as the Estonian early 
tarand-graves do. However, rather than pointing to the origin of the tarand-graves, the dating 
exemplifies what tight network which must have occurred at that time in the northern Baltic 
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Sea area in order for the tarand-graves to carry the same dating on both sides of the Baltic Sea. 
The tight network is what might have caused different graves to take a shape which is more like 
other graves, making the differences between them less distinct. However, the fundamental 
cultural identity is still allowed to shine through if archaeologists choose to see them. It is the 
composition of material (both shape and size), placement of the stones, placement of the de-
ceased, placement of the grave as a whole and placement of the grave in relation to other graves 
which makes a grave qualify as a tarand-grave. The sense of identity, belonging and individu-
ality is present and expressed both outside (in the morphology) and inside (through the grave 
goods), which arguably makes the tarand-graves a ritualized phenomenon of their own. 

As we have seen, Wehlin (2016) argues for an existence of a cultural hybrid of the Baltic 
Sea due to the reoccurrence of hillforts, house urns, stone ship settings and axes of Mälardal 
type on different shores around the Baltic Sea. From what we know and have learned from the 
thesis, the tarand-grave also occurs at different shores around the Baltic Sea, but not at the exact 
same shores as the examples which Wehlin refers to. The cultural hybrid of Wehlin concerns 
the area which he calls the ‘actual Baltic Sea’ whilst the tarand-graves are present in the 
northern part of the Baltic Sea, including the Gulf of Riga, the Gulf of Finland and the southern 
part of the Gulf of Bothnia. The material remains which Wehlin refers to are perhaps not the 
most optimal when comparing to the tarand-grave through the eyes of ritual practice theory. 
His material may not be of the same conservative and ritualized type as the tarand-graves, but 
how and why these material remains and the tarand-graves may be found on land which prob-
ably is not their native one is much due to the same explanation; because of people’s will to 
travel in order to trade and exchange goods with other people although their cultural differences. 
Cultural differences are not a deal breaking obstacle in this case, especially when following the 
definition of a cultural hybrid. 

Feldt argues that the formation of the Early Iron Age grave fields in Sweden mirrors the 
structure of that society. He argues that the sharp edges and demarcations of the graves 
separated people/individuals from each other but the graves’ coexistence on the same grave 
field is what has caused the social structure to be considered more of an egalitarian type, rather 
than the typical stratified social structure (Feldt 2005:176). The author agrees with Feldt on this 
note and sees the position of the tarand-graves on grave fields among other types of graves as 
a result of an egalitarian society. This egalitarian society, or ‘heterarchy’ as it was called earlier 
in the thesis, is a reason which may have been an appealing factor, or just a sense of security, 
for people to travel across seas, settle down elsewhere and as a peaceful consequence create 
what can be called a cultural hybrid. The preferred destination appears to have been to seek 
oneself to already existing societies on new shores, rather than finding new and empty land in 
order to start one’s own society abroad. So, if the argument by Feldt holds that the grave field 
represents the structure of and egalitarian living society and one did not want to live secluded 
on new land, a new criterion for tarand-graves located outside Estonia can be created due to 
that current social climate; tarand-graves should not lie alone but always on grave fields, be 
they big or small grave fields, together with other types of graves. 

According to ritual practice theory, the ritualized action is a means of creating and 
expressing one’s identity. The ritualized action gives structure to the people who identify with 
the action and the action creates a tradition, a sense of security for its participants that conveys 
‘this is how we do it’. On the grave fields on the coastlands around the northern Baltic Sea area 
there are, as stated many times before, several grave forms present, i.e. there are many ritualized 
actions present in one common area, i.e. there are several identities which stand, as Feldt indi-
cates, by themselves within a limited space yet coexist among other graves/identities. 

In a cultural hybrid, when a situation demands it one is always allowed to separate from the 
masses and turn to one’s own cultural group. However, even as the cultural group has separated 
from the rest, the conservative and ritualized actions are performed on places where everybody 
can see them. In a community one may go by his-/herself, but they are never alone in the eyes 
of cultural hybridity. As one is never alone, people can always hear and see what others are 
doing. The things which are done in a common space do not go unnoticed. According to ritual 
practice theory, the ritualized practice do not have to be understood, but only accepted as a real 
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and essential thing in order for it to affect people and to include them in its structure. 
If we were to say that the assumption that other people apart from those that identified with 

the tarands actually helped building new tarands was true, then these ‘non-tarand-identifiers’ 
still accepted that the tarands were a part of a genuine ideology worth respecting. They might 
not have agreed with the tarand-grave being essential, but they accepted that the tarand had to 
be done, which made them partly become a part of the structure that the tarand-graves and their 
related culture represented. Even by just placing a tarand-grave on a local grave field was a sign 
of acceptance from the locals. And the foreigners most probably would have had a mutual 
acceptance of the ritualized practices of the local people around them. ‘Mutual acceptance’ is a 
key-phrase when discussing cultural hybrids. 

A cultural hybrid could be seen as a machine in which different cogs, representing the 
different individual cultural groups, make the machinery function. There would be no machine 
without the cogs and were a cog or two to disappear from the machine, the machine would not 
completely stop functioning or cease to exist, but it would result in a slightly different looking 
and functioning machine. The cogs need to match up with each other in order for them to inter-
act and make each other turn. The force which brings the cogs—the cultural groups— together 
is their mutual acceptance of each other’s conservative and ritualized practices. Finally, where 
the machine has its outer walls that encapsulates all the cogs, is also where the force of mutual 
acceptance between cogs ends. The limitations of the machine are the ‘common area’ which 
Eriksson speaks of and it could even be called the ‘common area of mutual acceptance’. 

On a more sceptical note, a cultural hybrid sounds rather utopian, since one can be whoever 
he/she wants to be and how one expresses his-/herself, even in their most conservative 
moments, shall always be accepted by the people around them. The author does not wish to 
portray the prehistoric northern Baltic Sea area as an area of only peace and acceptance between 
humans, as such an explanation portrays the prehistoric humans with not enough depth. The 
author wants to address this possible preconceived idea of a cultural hybrid partly because: no 
one can truly say how social hierarchy, heterarchy, relationships and so on were experienced 
by prehistoric humans and partly because; an idea of an all-accepting cultural hybrid sounds 
too good to be true and partly because not all humans are good-hearted and like-minded people. 
Some people are no strangers to loudly expressing their displeasure and/or practicing violence 
and abuse—be it mental or physical—when something creates disorder with their own world 
view. When discussing the concept ‘disorder’, Mary Douglas explains it as: 

 
Granted that disorder spoils patterns, it also provides the material of pattern. Order implies 

restriction; from all possible materials, a limited selection has been made and from all 

possible relations a limited set has been used. So disorder by implication is unlimited, no 

pattern has been realized in it, but its potential for patterning is indefinite. This is why, 

though we seek to create order, we do not simply condemn disorder. We recognize that it 

is destructive to existing patterns; also that has potentiality. It symbolises both danger and 

power. (Douglas 2005:95) 
 

Based on the quote by Douglas, the ‘patterns’ in this thesis are the native traditions, the con-
servative and ritualized actions and/or simply one’s way of living. When the disorder arrives, 
the pattern of habits is suddenly under pressure, influence or even threatened by ‘danger’. If the 
disorder is perceived as an influence of good or as a threatening danger is up to each individual. 
People will react differently, and some will react stronger than others. Some might accept these 
new influences and include them in the already existing pattern making a new pattern of habits 
whilst some may strain themselves to preserve the old patterns. The tarand-graves do not appear 
to have been perceived as dangers on foreign shores by any means. With the quotation above 
the author wants to strengthen the argument that ‘foreign’ and ‘different’ influences may be 
perceived in different ways. If the response is negative, then the consequences the new in-
fluences might face may not be as pretty as the idea of a ‘cultural hybrid’ would like us to 
believe. 

The cultural hybrid can be explained in different ways. Whether it be due to people’s will 
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to trade, due to the society being egalitarian, due to people’s mutual acceptance of each other’s 
conservative and ritualized actions or everything combined, the result is always the same; the 
cultural hybrid was a real phenomenon and the tarand-grave is there to prove it. 

10.2. The Potentials of Tarand-Graves and Cultural Hybridity at Grave 

Field Ec 6.6 

Why some of the graves at Ec 6.6 have not been defined as tarand-graves may be due to mainly 
two reasons. One being the ignorance of Ålandic archaeologists of the term ‘tarand-grave’ 
caused by the political climate during the time the excavation by Dreijer was performed. In the 
1930s USSR, Stalin had closed off contacts between the east and the west, making it next to 
impossible for researchers to communicate with each other cross borders (Ojala 2016:205). 
Because of this obstacle, the concept of a tarand-grave might therefore not yet have reached the 
Åland Islands at the time of 1949’s excavation. The second reason might as easily be that the 
graves at Ec 6.6 simply are not tarand-graves. A re-evaluation of some of the stone settings and 
of Ec 6.6 as a whole is found to be necessary due to the accumulated information of tarand-
graves from around the northern Baltic Sea area. Let us start by looking at the excavated stone 
settings at Ec 6.6 and at the factors which make them more or less tarand-like. 

Grave 4 was considered to have a neighbouring stone setting due to the large amount of 
stones connected to the grave. According to the sketches made by Dreijer, a plausible position 
for the second stone setting connected to grave 4 has not been marked, and one can therefore 
not say if grave 4 has been oriented in the common tarand-grave-direction of E–W. The asser-
tion that there were too many stones for it all to have been part of just one square stone setting 
and that there must have been second stone setting next to the first one, is rather vague. Before 
excavation, grave 4 had the shape of a round cairn with a diameter of 5 meters. As the excava-
tion was carried out, a square stone wall of 3 x 3 meters was uncovered, inside which skeletal 
remains were found. As no traces of any other stone wall nor skeletal remains were found out-
side the stone frame, the author finds it unlikely that second connected stone frame would have 

Figure 15. Grave 14 at the northern part of the grave field. Picture taken from SE by the author. 



 

50 

existed and the argument of ‘too much stone’ is not valid. Dreijer’s ambition to reconstruct the 
collapsed stone settings is although something which should be appreciated, since Estonian 
“archaeologists have avoided the topic of the original shape of the tarand-graves; after excava-
tions, usually only the lowest stone layer of the grave enclosures is left open…” (Mägi 2005:98). 

Grave 14 (Fig. 17) had, as Dreijer’s sketch shows, a rectangular stone frame to the east with 
burnt skeletal material deposited in it. The remains of a second, much more undefined, stone 
setting laid in direct connection to the west from the first setting. The western stone setting 
contained some few pieces of unburnt skeletal remains and human teeth. The remains had no 
traces of being kept in any sort of container but have instead been deposited into the filling. The 
possibility of grave 14 to be a type of a joined tarand-grave is more likely. The sketch is not 
enough to say with certainty that these two stone frames which make up grave 14, have been 
connected to each other, but it is very likely that such has been the case. The two stone settings 
lie together in an E–W orientation, as a tarand-grave in general should. The fact that the eastern 
stone setting had a distinct rectangular-shaped outer stone frame and was dated to ca 30 AD 
makes it a potential typical tarand-grave. After Deijer’s restoration, grave 14 is today con-
structed with a rectangular stone setting to the east and an oval stone mound to the west, repre-
senting the more undefined western stone setting. 

Grave 61 and 62 (Fig. 18) were not physically connected (i.e. shared a common wall) to 
one another but lay E–W from each other on a line, much resembling the orientation of a tarand-
grave. In their pre-excavational condition, the two were in the shape of rounded stone cairns 
and were connected via their collapsed stone material. The report says that the two stone frames 
were 140 cm apart but based on both the sketch and the modern observations from the grave 
field, the graves lie less than one meter apart. There is a large probability that stone settings 
with similar shape and placement as graves 61 and 62 exist at the grave field but are likely still 
hidden underneath their mass of collapsed stones. 

Figure 16. Grave 61 to the left and grave 62 to the right. Field assistant Lars Gottberg is also seen in the picture. Picture 

taken from SW by the author. 
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Some of the stone settings which have been grouped together at Ec 6.6 bear a resemblance to 
the plausible early tarand-grave at Kuusisto in Nakkila, Finland. This Finnish grave was not 
included in Chapter 7.1.2. (The Early Tarand-Grave in Finland), as the structure of the grave 
was too uncertain. The grave itself consists of two tarands which measured to about 3.5 x 3.5 
meters and reached a height of 0.34–0.5 meters. The outer frames were built with larger stones 
and the filling consisted of smaller stones. No inhumations were found but scattered burnt bones 
were recovered from the grave. The grave goods from the plausible tarand-grave and other stone 
settings on the same grave field date the location to the Late Bronze Age and/or the Pre-Roman 
Iron Age. The factor which makes this tarand-grave uncertain is that the two tarands do not 
share a common wall and stand instead as two individual square and parallel stone settings. 
Salo argues that there could have been a narrower tarand placed in between the two tarands, 
since rubble of larger stones was found in the space between the tarands (Salo & Lahtiperä 
1970:59f). 

Alas, there are two arguments which makes the interpretation of a third tarand unlikely: 1) 
It is more likely that these larger stones found between the tarands are rubble which originates 
from the two neighboring tarands and are therefore not the stones of a third tarand and 2) in the 
drawing of said early tarand-grave there is no documented outer frame for the third tarand. As 
the outer frames of the two original tarands have been well preserved and documented, then the 
conditions for preservation of the outer frame for the third and middle tarand would probably 
have been equally as good and therefore also been visible and documented. Alas, such was not 
the case and the hypothesis of a third tarand in the early tarand-complex at Kuusisto seems 
unlikely. This leaves the grave with two separate, parallel and similarly sized tarands, much 
like the group at Ec 6.6 with graves 61 and 62 (and probably several other similar and grouped 
square stone settings if any further excavation was made at Ec 6.6). 

Graves 61 and 62 have enough room between them to fit a narrow tarand, but no traces of 
a third tarand were found during the excavation and no such interpretation was made, even 
though considering the mass of stones which laid between them. So, as no walls were connected 
to each other, graves 61 and 62 and the presumed early tarand-grave at Kuusisto are in fact no 
joined tarand-graves. They are at closest single tarand-graves. To put single tarand-graves so 
close to each other is something quite odd in the perspective of functionality, as the aim for a 
single tarand-grave is to sometime in the future become a joined tarand-grave. Joined tarand-
graves usually stand quite freely, which makes it possible for new tarands to be built on either 
side of the tarand-complex. As for grave 61 and 62 and the grave at Kuusisto, the possibility of 
adding connected tarands have been blocked in one of the possible directions. To even call 
graves 61 and 62 and the grave at Kuusisto for single tarand-graves appears to be even less 
probable. It would be interesting to know if the grave at Kuusisto is contemporary to graves 61 
and 62 at Ec 6.6. As a group and compared to each other, they are similar, and could be inter-
preted to originate from the same idea. 

Group one (graves 28, 29, 30) and group two (graves 44, 49, 52, 54) are interesting in their 
formation and the number of graves which have been grouped together. Instead of graves 61 
and 62, which had quite some space between them to fit a narrow tarand there, the stone settings 
in these two groups have been placed so tightly together that no extra tarand could fit between 
them. It is agonizing to see that small space between the stone settings in groups one and two, 
since because of this they do not fulfill the requirements of a joined tarand-grave. The shape of 
the stone settings in the two groups are square and they are more alike the majority of the stone 
settings at the grave field and are therefore more probably one of them rather than any ‘exotic’ 
single tarands. Both complexes stretches in a promising direction, but as they both are placed 
along a ledge in the bedrock which fittingly also stretches in the same direction, it indicates that 
it was more the landscape that decided the fate of the orientation of the complex rather than the 
people building them. 

What would be interesting to know is if there is a difference in age between the northern 
and the southern parts of Ec 6.6, with the hypothesis that the southern part would be older than 
the northern. If this was to be true, then grave 14 could be interpreted as a development and/or 
a continuation of all the rows of disconnected but grouped square stone settings at the southern 
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part. 
Concerning the three factors which differentiated the southern from the northern part of Ec 

6.6—the variation in size of building material, the amount of stone settings and especially the 
amount of variation of shapes in the stone settings—one could say that a development of 
cultural hybridity is seen at the grave field, emerging from its southern part and is clearly visible 
at the northern part. The southern part of the grave field shows a uniformity with small varia-
tions in the morphology of the stone settings. The uniformity shows a low variation of expres-
sions connected to ritualized actions and is therefore nothing which suggests cultural hybridity. 
Moving northwards and hypothetically forward in time, we start to see variations of ritualized 
actions established in the same space, as round, triangular, square, rectangular, high and low 
stone settings are present. If grave 14 is a tarand-grave, then grave field Ec 6.6 has been a part 
of the cultural hybrid concerning the area of the tarand-graves. The Åland Islands do not then 
only lie in the center of the area of the tarand-graves, the islands are also a part of the area of 
the tarand-graves. 

This assumption is for the time being based on too many speculations for it to be considered 
the truth. The assumption should although attract interest for further investigation in future re-
search. The author proposes that the surrounding grave fields around Ec 6.6 be included in 
future studies to further investigate the question of potential cultural hybridity and/or tarand-
graves. When including the other grave fields, a larger and more complete picture which better 
represents the activities and development of ritualized actions at Västra Nabberget in Eckerö 
will be produced. 
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11. Summary and Conclusion 

The existence of tarand-graves on different shores around the northern Baltic Sea area can 
indeed stand as evidence for the occurrence of a specific cultural hybrid in that specific area. 
The grave type’s ‘foreign’ or ‘odd’ but at the same time familiar shape and structure are located 
at communal locations such as the grave field where other and more locally known grave shapes 
can be found. A space where local and foreign ritualized actions, such as the graves, can come 
together and coexist rather than be separated, and/or the foreign being considered taboo, is a 
very clear sign of the existence of a cultural hybrid. The social structure at the time seem to 
have been of an egalitarian type or a heterarchy which was a contributing factor for people to 
feel safe and willing to travel across seas and trade or settle down together with other people. 
People from different cultural backgrounds sought each other and already functioning commu-
nities, rather than seeking new land on which they could establish a new home and a new 
society. A new criterium for the tarand-graves outside Estonia can then be established: tarand-
graves should never be placed alone, but they should be found among other graves and grave 
types. 

The true area of the tarand-graves as we know today does not only include the northern part 
of the Baltic Sea, but also the Gulf of Riga, the Gulf of Finland and the southern part of the 
Gulf of Bothnia. This area has been called ‘the northern Baltic Sea area’ throughout this thesis. 
At the same time, we have seen that Joakim Wehlin has argued for a cultural hybrid occurring 
in the actual Baltic Sea during the Bronze Age and Early Iron Age. The two areas from these 
examples would have crossed borders in the northern part of the Baltic Sea with the Åland 
Islands as their parting point. As a conclusion from this example, not only one cultural hybrid 
could exist in a specific area, but several cultural hybrids could coexist shoulder to shoulder or 
even cross borders with each other from time to time. The complexity of cultural hybridity 
would be greater in the areas where cultural hybrids crossed boarders, making the areas a more 
complex area to study as a whole, as even more contributing factors are to be taken into 
consideration to really understand all the components of the cultural hybrid. This being said, 
the only category studied in this thesis is the graves, and more specifically the tarand-graves. 
Graves are only one out of many conservative and ritualized actions which a people could have 
practiced. By only studying one category of ancient remains with a ritualized characteristic to 
it, we only get one perspective and only one side of the story told. To really dig into a cultural 
hybrid, more conservative and ritualized actions should be studied as well. This demands, of 
course, a bigger project than only a master’s thesis. 

As for the case for the Åland Islands and its presumed lack of tarand-graves, this 
assumption is most likely untrue due to several reasons. The first reason is grave 14 at grave 
field Ec 6.6 which is a candidate for a two-taranded typical tarand-grave. Its structure, place-
ment and dating fall well under the description of tarand-graves. The second reason is the 
location of the Åland Islands. The islands may not lie in the center of the Baltic Sea like the 
island of Gotland does, but for the area of the tarand-graves, the Åland Islands do in fact lie in 
the center of a crossroad and should therefore have been hit by the ‘tarand-bullet’. 

The setup of this thesis has shown that the combination of Christine Bell’s (2009) ritual 
practice theory and the view on cultural hybridity inspired by Thomas Eriksson (2009) as a 
means of explaining the emergence of the tarand-graves in the northern Baltic Sea area 
functions well together. The theoretical framework complements Eriksson’s definition and 
amplifies that a ‘conservative’ action can also be seen as a ‘ritualized’ action in the perspective 
of ritual practice theory within a cultural hybrid. However, there is some criticism which could 
be aimed towards the definition of cultural hybridity. It is important to keep in mind that this 
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utopian picture which the cultural hybrid creates is very unrealistic due to humans’ capacity of 
being multi-dimensional and simply different from each other. It is important to remember 
when interpreting prehistory that nuances and possible anomalies are taken into consideration 
in order to avoid depicting a shallow and simplified world. 

The author suggests a further investigation of the area of Västra Nabberget in Eckerö in the 
future where the surrounding grave fields from Ec 6.6 are included in order to create a larger 
picture of the area concerning cultural hybridity and the tarand-graves. 
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