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THE MEANING OF WEAPONS AS GRAVE GOODS:
EXAMPLES FROM TWO SOUTHWEST FINNISH
CRUSADE PERIOD CEMETERIES

SARI MANTYLA

Abstract

The various ways of interpreting the meaning of battle-axes and swords as grave goods are discussed. Two Finnish Crusade
Period (1050-1200AD) inhumation cemeteries (Kirkkomaéki in Turku and Rikalanmaiki in Halikko) are presented as a case
study. Both swords and battle-axes in these cemeteries had several meanings: they were effective weapons, but also important
symbols of the wealth and status of their owners and community. They also had other symbolic and magical dimensions,

which were important in the burial ritual.
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Introduction

Artefacts can have various functions: practical, aes-
thetic, magic, protective, etc. When interpreting arte-
facts as grave goods and part of a burial ritual, several
aspects should be kept in mind. The artefacts could
have been possessions of the deceased, and in that
way they can reflect his/her role or status. On the other
hand, it is always important to note that it was the liv-
ing who acted in the burial ritual. Even if it is hard
to verify what choices were made by the community
that buried the deceased, it is important to ask what
they wanted to express (eg Jensen, Hgilund Nielsen
1997, p.34f.; Parker Pearson 2003, p.83ff.). Was the
purpose, for example, to express status, wealth, the
role of the deceased in real life, some ideal state, or
the status of the family or kin? The funeral is as much
a ceremony for the mourners as it is for the dead, and
one purpose was to heal the rupture that was caused
by a person’s death. There is an idealising element in
the funerary rite: the way in which a person was bur-
ied does not necessarily reflect the life of the deceased
but the impact of the death (Hakenbeck 2004, p.50).
Grave goods could also be gifts and thereby related to
the relationship between the survivors and the donor
(King 2004; Méntyla 2005h, p.148ff.). Every artefact
which was placed in the grave was an active choice by
people carrying out the burial. The symbolic meaning
of artefacts was an important aspect of these choices
(Méntyla 2005a; 2005b).

The interpretation of symbols is made difficult by their
ambiguity. The same object or combination of objects
may have a different meaning in a different context
(Pader 1982, pp.20 and 35). In other words, one ob-

ject can have several different symbolic meanings, and
several different objects can share the same symbolic
meaning. Because of that, various forms of similarity
and difference in context are important in interpreta-
tions (Hodder 1987, p.6ff.; Shanks, Hodder 1995,
p.14f.). Since different beliefs and magical properties
have been associated with so many artefacts (knives,
axes, fire-steels, coins, beads, etc) repeatedly found in
graves, it would actually be possible to ask whether
artefacts in burial contexts were ever solely what they
were in a practical function.

In this article 1 will discuss the various ways of inter-
preting the meaning, especially symbolic meaning, of
the battle-axes and swords occurring as grave goods
in the Late Iron Age in southwest Finland. The start-
ing point for the interpretations is that when comparing
cemeteries, a lot of differences in burial customs can
be noticed, especially regarding the grave goods, and
even in cemeteries situated very near each other (eg
Mantyld 2005a, p.124f.). Whether or not a sword or a
battle-axe was chosen as grave goods in the Late Iron
Age was presumably affected by the sum of numerous
factors. At least the following considerations may have
applied: 1) Christianization — the general decrease of
grave goods; 2) a decrease in the deposition of weap-
ons in graves for other reasons near the end of the Iron
Age; 3) the local weapon tradition — the significance
of the sword or the battle-axe in the weaponry; 4) lo-
cal symbolic meanings — the internal symbolic codes
of the society, relating to different weapon types and
weapons in general. These meanings may also have
changed over time. There have been regional and local
differences regarding the number of weapons and the
weapon combinations in graves, as well as the number



Fig. 1. The locations of Turku/Kirkkomaki and Halikko/Rikalanméki cemeteries in southwest Finland. Both cemeteries are
situated in river valleys of southwest Finland: Kirkkoméki on the bank of the River Aurajoki, and Rikalanméki on the bank

of the River Halikonjoki.

of weapon burials. The various forms of weaponry,
especially when used as grave goods, most probably
reflect a range of local values, traditions and symbol-
ism.

Rikalanmiki and Kirkkoméaki
cemeteries

The Late Iron Age inhumation cemeteries of Kirk-
komaéki in Turku and Rikalanmaiki in Halikko (Fig. 1)
were chosen as a case study in analysing the meaning
of weapons within a community using a certain cem-
etery. These cemeteries can both be dated, on the ba-
sis of artefacts (eg coins, see Talvio 2002, pp.168 and
174-176), to the 11th and 12th centuries. Most of the
graves belong to the last Iron Age period in Finland,
the Crusade Period. In southwest Finland this dates
from circa 1050 to around the year 1200. The Crusade
Period was a period of transition, as Christianity start-
ed to strongly influence the burial customs. The first
step was the change from cremation to inhumation.
This happened in the area of Finland proper at the be-
ginning of the 11th century. During the same time, the
number of grave goods started to decline, and finally
they disappeared totally. Anyway, there are cemeter-
ies, such as Rikalanméki and Kirkkomaiki, with richly
furnished graves as late as the 12th century. Especially
the quantity of weapons in these cemeteries is excep-
tional for the Crusade Period, when weapons as grave
goods were becoming rarer as a result of Christian in-
fluences.

The unfurnished Christian burial custom was already
partly in use in the surrounding areas of Kirkkomaki
and Rikalanmaki. Christianization was a long process
and the transition to the Christian burial custom took
place at a different rate (Purhonen 1998, p.135ff.). It
can be assumed that changes happened even farm by
farm. In the Crusade Period, the old beliefs and the
new Christian faith acted side by side, and old customs
and beliefs remained in use long after the adoption of
Christianity.

The main part of the Rikalanméki inhumation cemetery
area was excavated by archaeologist Jorma Leppdaho
in 1950-1951 and 1953 (Fig. 2). Unfortunately, part of
the cemetery had been severely damaged during con-
struction work before the excavation. The total number
of burials is not known exactly, but according to the
excavation report, 44 graves were observed. There are
19 or 20 male burials in Rikalanméki, and no less than
14 graves contained weapons. In ten graves there was
a sword, which is more than in any Finnish Crusade
Period cemetery. In addition, two swords have been
found as stray finds on the hill. Also nine spearheads
and three broad-bladed battle-axes occur in the graves
or as stray finds. Ten of the Rikalanméki swords have
a disk- or wheel-shaped pommel. In Finland approxi-
mately 40 examples of such swords have been found
(Tomantera 1978, p.23). It is important to note that the
swords with wheel pommels in the 11th and 12th centu-
ry burials in Halikko did alter the dating of this weapon
type. Generally, the popularity of this pommel type has
been associated with the 13th century and onwards, ie
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Fig. 2. Excavations
taking place at Rikalan-
maki in 1950 (photo-
graph: the archive of
A. Nummela).

Fig. 3. Sword from
Rikalanmaéki grave 25.
Jorma Leppéaaho never
published the Rikalan-
maki excavation results,
or the finds, with a few
exceptions. He was
specially interested in
Iron Age weapons, and
parts of his studies were
published in 1964 after
his death. He focused
particularly on the inlaid
inscriptions on the blades
of swords, and was the
first archaeologist to use
x-ray photography (pho-
tograph: Leppé&aho 1964,
Tafel 25).



In  Kirkkomaki, there
were 16 male burials,
and altogether 13 graves
contained weapons. Al-
together, two swords
and nine spearheads oc-
cur in the graves, but the
cemetery of Kirkkomaki
is interesting from the
point of view of battle-
axes (Plate VI: 1). Seven
graves — six adult male
and one boy child — con-
tained a battle-axe. This
broad-bladed battle-axe
type is known as type
M in the classification
by the Norwegian ar-

Fig. 4. Battle-axes and spearheads from Kirkkoméki cemetery (photograph: M. Puhakka/

Turku Provincial Museum).

the later Middle Ages (Oakeshott 1960, p.224f.; 1991,
pp.6-7, 37 and 57; Peirce 2002, p.134).

All of the swords from Rikalanméki contain inlaid
inscriptions and decorations, for example, letters,
groups of letters, plant motifs and cross-motifs (Fig.
3). One interesting feature is the hand symbols near the
tip of the blade, which has been observed on three of
the Rikalanméki swords. These Hand of God figures,
with two fingers raised in blessing, occur just in a few
swords in the whole of Europe. Within the Christian
Church, hand-symbols have a symbolic protective
meaning, but they could also refer to some production
centre. The same symbol can also be seen in art during
the period 1000—-1200 (Tomanterd 1978, p.42f.; Oake-
shott 1991, pp.28 and 51). Also, the name of the smith
or some production centre occurs. The most interesting
sword, a so-called Gicelin-sword, was found in grave
30. On one side of the blade is the text GICELIN ME
FECIT (“Gicelin made me”), and on the opposite side
the text IN NOMINE DOMINI (“In the name of God).
In Finland, Gicelin-swords have been found at just one
other site, Marikkovaara in Rovaniemi, in the northern
part of the country (Leppéaho 1964, p.58f.; Tomantera
1978, p.31f.; Peirce 2002, p.134f.). The Rikalanmaki
sword is the only one with silver-inlaid inscriptions;
the others have iron inlays. Gicelin-swords are also rare
in the whole of Europe (eg Oakeshott 1960, p.212ff.,
1991, p.57ff.; Tomanterd 1978, p.31f. and references).

In the inhumation cemetery at Kirkkomaki, several ex-
cavations have been carried out during the 20th century,
the largest in 1991-1992. The number of investigated
graves is 43, but the area was not totally excavated.

chaeologist Jan Petersen
(1919, p.46), and dated
to the Late Iron Age. All
the M-type axe-graves in
Kirkkomaki date from the Crusade Period. The shape
of the shaft of one M-type axe found in grave 37 was
clearly visible during the excavations (Plate VI: 1). The
find was exceptional, because the shafts are not usually
preserved in the Finnish soil. The axe was on top of
the deceased, and the shaft reached over the shins of
the deceased. Its length was approximately 108 cen-
timetres.

By the end of the Iron Age, Rikalanmiki as well as
Kirkkomaéki, together with their surrounding cemeter-
ies and settlements, were wealthy local settlement ar-
eas, and probably some kind of power centres. Judging
from the finds, the individuals buried in these cemeter-
ies were wealthy people, painstakingly equipped for
their journey to the other side. The community had the
possibility of acquiring valuable imports, which indi-
cates contacts far outside their own river valley, both
with other communities on the Finnish coast as well
as abroad.

Swords and M-type axes as weapons
and status artefacts

Swords and M-type axes had, of course, a practical
function; they were effective and specialized weap-
ons. Neither the swords from Rikalanmaki nor the axes
from Kirkkomaéki are luxury artefacts but weapons for
use (Fig. 5). The number of swords in Rikalanmaki has
in the previous research been explained as indicating
specially restless and violent times in the Halikko area,
and the swordsmen as forming an armed retinue of the
chief (Hirviluoto 1992, pp.108 and 125-126). Where
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tion of society, when the old
leaders with swords as at-
tributes were replaced by a
new kind of administration,
ie the control of the Swed-
ish king and the Catholic
Church  (Purhonen 1998,
p.133). Anyway, there are
exceptions, for example the
cemetery of Rikalanméki
and cemeteries in Karelia,
in which swords still occur
around the beginning of the
13th century. In Rikalan-
maéki all the swords date to
a short period and are found
in almost every second male
grave. Because of that, they

Fig. 5. Swords from Rikalanméki cemetery (photograph: Esa Suominen/the municipality

of Halikko).

there are weapons, there is, of course, the possibility of
violence, and thus the Rikalanmaiki swords might have
been used in battles. On the other hand, the frequency
of weapon burials is not always directly and simply
related to warfare, but can be interpreted more as a
reflection of internal tensions (Nédsman 1994, p.22ff.).
Furthermore, we cannot assume that every man with
a sword or another weapon was a warrior, especially
a professional warrior without other tasks or roles (cf
Creutz 2003, p.222ff.). It has, for example, been sug-
gested that with swords and weapons one could also
try to give the impression of being a warrior, and in
that way a powerful man (Jakobsson 1992, p.85 and
112). The problem with Rikalanmaiki is also the fact
that there are so many swords in the graves. It could
be assumed that the swords in violent times would be
in better use with the living. Swords as grave goods
could have had more societal and symbolic dimensions
than to indicate the person’s activities in his lifetime.
Violence cannot in my opinion be solely an explana-
tion for swords and M-type axes occurring in the burial
material.

Swords are not very common in Finnish Crusade Pe-
riod burials, and it has been assumed that axes replaced
them as status weapons (eg Lehtosalo-Hilander 2000,
p-192). The significance of the M-type axe as a weap-
on would, therefore, appear to be greater during the
Crusade Period than before. On the other hand, several
explanations have been suggested for the absence of
swords from cemeteries: a change in battle habits fa-
vouring the axe, the import of swords suddenly becom-
ing more difficult, etc. It has also been assumed that the
phenomenon could have been part of the reorganiza-

are not weapons which be-
longed only to single chiefs
or leaders of the kin (cf Le-
htosalo-Hilander 1982, p.49).

In addition to a utilitarian function, weapons, especial-
ly swords, have been renowned as symbols of power
and social position, ie status symbols. The status value
of the axe has been questioned, but that is not the case
with the sword, which has been seen as the weapon of
noblemen, chieftains, or heads of families. However,
both swords and axes occur in rich graves, and they
were given as gifts between high-ranking people, and
used as ceremonial artefacts and as a symbol of power.
They were also given names when, for example, they
were associated with a notable person or event, and
various kinds of beliefs and stories have been related to
both (eg Oakeshott 1960, p.150ff., 154, 1991, p.144f,;
Purhonen 1996, p.122; Zeiten 1997, p.17; Lidén 1999,
p.50 and 216ff.; Siddorn 2003, p.69ff.; Méantyl& 2005a,
p.118ff. and references). On the basis of that, I suggest
that both swords and battle-axes were equally powerful
status artefacts.

Weapons are not found in every grave or cemetery. Itis
certain that every man could not afford to have swords
imported from Central Europe. The sword in itself im-
plies a certain degree of wealth or status (Lehtosalo-
Hilander 1982, p.49). Most likely, the individuals
buried in the Kirkkomiki and Rikalanmaki cemeteries
represent only part of the population of the area, the
wealthiest part, probably living at the main farm (cf
Pihlman 2004). People using these cemeteries already
had a certain social position and they wanted to express
it using, for example, weapons as status artefacts.

Also, changes in livelihood and the economy are re-
flected in religion (and thus burial rituals), since these



are clearly related. It has been suggested that the
change in burial customs in some Crusade Period cem-
eteries would not only be connected with Christianity,
but also with the busy trade relations around the turn
of the 11th century (Koivisto 1991, p.176ff.; Méntyla
20053, p.124f.). Both of the cemeteries discussed in
this article were situated in areas regarded as impor-
tant local centres of trade. The societies burying peo-
ple in Rikalanméki and Kirkkomadki grew wealthier
with trade, and with a new inhumation burial custom
it was maybe more possible to demonstrate the wealth
and power of the individual and family. That could
be one reason why the cremation burial custom and
level-ground cemeteries with a more collective char-
acter were rejected. At Kirkkomiki and Rikalanmaki,
weapons gained an important symbolic value in the
new burial custom.

Other symbolic dimensions

Status artefacts symbolize social position and power,
but that is not necessarily their only symbolic dimen-
sion. They could have been chosen as status artefacts
because of some other specific symbolic content. The
Iron Age myths and beliefs probably did not form a
uniform religion, but cults were in large part related
to individual farms or families (Salo 1997, p.122f.).
Therefore, the swords or the M-type axes may also
have had a special meaning for only some local group
within society.

Valuable imported swords in Rikalanmiki expressed
the status of their owners, power and wealth. They also
had an important role in the burial ritual. The swords,
especially old ones, had mystical powers, and even
the appearance of a sword, with its sharp and shining
blade, may have been considered mystical (Siddorn
2003, p.69ff.). There are many sagas, legends and be-
liefs concerning swords in Scandinavia and Europe.
There is also verse in Finnish folk poetry where dead
ancestors with swords are called on to help the living
(Hirviluoto 1992, p.108; Purhonen 1996, p.126). May-
be swords were placed in graves in the belief that their
power could help even after the deaths of their owners.
It is likely that some special rituals were also associ-
ated with them.

In the popular tradition of Finland, as well as in neigh-
bouring regions, the axe has been connected with magic
ceremonies and powers, such as controlling the forces
of nature, fertility, cattle magic, or protecting the de-
ceased. Similar beliefs are associated with other sharp
objects, for example, knives and nails, and with various
metals (Talve 1979, p.212; Selirand 1989, p.108). Axes
have also been seen as a powerful sign against evil and

sickness, which would ensure healing and perhaps also
fertility (Jankuhn, Beck 1973, p.567f.). It could be in-
terpreted that the M-type axe was also connected with
this broader axe-related symbolism. As a generaliza-
tion, the axe is the weapon, and/or tool, which was the
last to be given up in Finland in the transition to an
unfurnished burial custom (Mantylad 2005a, p.121f.).
Battle-axes would therefore not necessarily be in the
grave simply in the function of a weapon, but also as
an object connected with magic features. Their impor-
tant “role” in the burial ritual was the reason why axes
remained as grave goods for so long.

The Crusade Period was a period of crisis for socie-
ties based on old social structures and beliefs. Rich
grave goods with weapons, amulets and other magi-
cal features in Rikalanmaiki and Kirkkomaki could, in
the Crusade Period context, be interpreted as a survival
strategy and a way of expressing and strengthening the
group identity. Richly furnished burials may indicate
a social crisis, in which the position of old rulers was
threatened (Pihlman 1990, p.267f. and references).
People resorted to magic, amulets and other symbols
in situations where they were uncertain of their ability
to control their surroundings and its events, and when
they were worried and scared for their future and health
(cf Zeiten 1997, pp.1 and 45). People also wanted to
protect individuals crucial to the welfare and success
of the family, even after their deaths.

To summarize, the swords and the M-type axes dis-
cussed in this article were weapons, possibly used in
conflicts, but also important symbols of the wealth
and status of their owners and community. In addi-
tion, they had specific symbolic and magic dimensions
which were crucial in the burial ritual, and because of
that they remained as grave goods for so long, despite
Christian influences.
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GINKLU KAIP [KAPIU PRASME:
PAVYZDZIAI IS DVIEJU
PIETVAKARINIU SUOMIJOS
KRYZIUOCIU LAIKOTARPIO
KAPINYNU

Sari Mantyla

Santrauka

Straipsnyje aptariamos ivairios kovos kirviy ir ka-
lavijy, kaip ikapiy, interpretavimo reikSmés, ypac



ju simboliné prasmé. Lyginant kapinynuy medziaga,
laidojimo paprociuose pastebima daugybé skirtumuy.
Vietinés vertybés, tradicijos ir simbolizmas turbiit
dazniausiai atsispindi jvairiose ginkluotés formose,
ypac jei ji buvo naudojama kaip ikapés (3—5 pav.;
VI: 1 iliustr.). Siame straipsnyje nagrin¢jami Suomijos
vélyvojo gelezies amziaus Kirkkomaki (Turku mieste)
ir Rikalanméki (Halikko vietovéje) kapinynai su griau-
tiniais kapais (1; 2 pav.). Abiejuose kapinynuose buvo
rasta iSskirtinai daug ginkly. Tai yra iSimtinis Suomijos
kryziuoéiy periodo (1050-1200 m.) bruozas, nes gin-
klai dél kriks¢ionybés jtakos tuo metu darési reti. Ma-
noma, kad Siuose kapinynuose rasti kalavijai ir kovos
kirviai gali turéti keleta prasmiy: jie gali bati efektyviis
ginklai, galbiit naudoti sprendziant konfliktus. Taciau
prievarta néra vienintelis paaiskinimas, kodel M tipo
kirviy ir kalaviju yra randama tarp kity kapo radiniy.
Ginkly daznumas kapuose ne visada yra tiesiogiai ir
tikrai susijes su karu. Be to, mes negalime manyti,
kad visi vyrai, palaidoti su kalavijais ar kitais ginklais,
buvo kariai. Ginklai taip pat buvo svarbus ju turétoju
turtingumo ir socialinio statuso visuomengje simbolis.

Abu straipsnyje aptariami kapinynai yra srityse, kurios
buvo dideli vietinés prekybos centrai. Ginklai, matyt,
turéjo svarbig simboling reik§me¢ laidojant mirusiuo-
sius, kad pademonstruoty turtinguma, nes Rikalanmé-
ki ir Kirkkoméki kapinynuose palaidoti bendruomenés
zmonés buvo turtingi dél intensyvesnés prekybos.
Kalavijai ir kovos kirviai taip pat turéjo kita simbolini
ir magini bruoza, kuris buvo svarbus laidojimo papro-
¢iy atzvilgiu. Kalavijai turéjo mistinés jégos, o kirviai
buvo galingas Zenklas, ginantis nuo blogio ir ligy. Sie
ginklai vietiniy bendruomeniy buvo pasirinkti dél ju
specifiSkumo kaip socialini statusa liudijantys dirbi-
niai. Sios simbolinés reikimés taip pat buvo prieZastis,
kad kalavijai ir kovos peiliai, nepaisant krikscionisko-
sios kultiiros spaudimo, kapuose liko kaip ikapés.
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