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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
The island of Seili, in the south-western archipelago of Finland, is Church burials; human
famous for its history as a leprosy colony and mental asylum. The remains; mummies; social

class; historical records;

island formed a small, hierarchical community run by priests and ]
crypts

hospital officials. In this article, we examine the history of the burial
crypt in Seili church by comparing information from historical
documents and observations made during archaeological field-
work. The material gathered from these two sources is conflicting,
suggesting an interesting history in the use of the burial crypt. It
seems that women'’s coffins could easily be moved elsewhere from
the crypt when new coffins belonging to males were interred. It is
argued that identifying the buried individuals would be necessary
for a taphonomic study of the mummification processes and ensur-
ing that the information about the crypt is based on facts. However,
the identification is difficult due to inconsistent historical records.
This underlines the importance of Post-Medieval archaeology in
studying sites connected to family histories.

Introduction

Burials were carried out in Finnish churches from the Middle Ages to the early 19th
century. Churches were expensive and exclusive burial places, often available only to
wealthy and distinguished families (e.g. Mytum, 2017, p. 801; Valk, 1994, p. 62;). These
mainly included nobles, priests, officials and wealthy landowners (e.g. Moilanen &
Hiekkanen, 2020, p. 49; Paavola, 1998). It is sometimes possible to determine the identity
of these individuals through written documents (e.g. Alterauge et al., 2017; Vare et al.,
2015, 2021). In addition, the interdisciplinary research of these remains offers an insight
into how narratives about the dead are formed at the intersection of history, oral history,
material culture and the lived past. The church burials in the Seili church provide an
interesting case study for comparing oral tradition and historical sources to the field
documentation of burials.

The island of Seili is located in the south-western archipelago of Finland, about 30
kilometres south of the city of Turku (Figure 1). The small island is only 2,5 kilometres long
and 1,5 kilometres wide, but it has a rich history. It is well-known for its leprosy colony and
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Figure 1. Map of southwestern archipelago in Finland, and the location of Turku and Seili island. Map:
Ulla Moilanen and Sofia Paasikivi.

mental asylum. Both were founded in the early 17th century and operated on the island
partly simultaneously, the mental hospital until 1962. Today, Seili is a popular destination
for summer tourists and researchers working at the University of Turku Archipelago
Research Institute located on the island (Raikkonen et al., 2021).

The wooden church of Seili was built in 1733 on the site of an earlier chapel, which was
demolished after falling into disrepair (Vuorinen, 2020, p. 66). The church is a unique
building in many ways, as it has a separate enclosed space for leprosy patients to prevent
them from infecting other parish members. A stone-built burial vault can be found under
the church floor. The crypt is located at the transept of the church and is covered with
a wooden hatch. Under the hatch, four stone steps lead to the crypt’s iron door. Neither
the crypt nor its entrance is shown on the architectural drawings of the church from 1733
(19th century copies, Oulu Provincial Construction Archives), but it can be assumed that it
was built at the same time as the wooden church. It is not known who was originally
intended to be buried in the crypt when it was built. According to the historical records of
deaths and burials in the parish, several individuals were buried inside the church in the
18th century, but only some of them were placed in the crypt. In most cases, the exact
location of the burial is described in detail. For example, Anna Christina Bjorkroth, the
widow of comminister (priest) Tilenius, was buried in February 1756 ‘in the choir, on the
men's side (the south side), under the window’ (The National Archives of Finland, Seili,
Church records of deaths and burials 1723-1840). The records mention Henrik Andersson,
who died of leprosy in 1766 and was somewhat unusually buried ‘inside the church, by
the door of lepers’. The burial crypt is well-known, but these descriptions of burying
individuals also elsewhere in the church indicate that there are more graves under the
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church floor than previously known. As a very distinctive structure with a separate access
by stairs, the burial crypt was likely the most prestigious burial place in the church, with
the other under-floor burials valued almost as highly. In some rare cases the church graves
at Seili were also available to patients in addition to the clergy and hospital staff.

Several archaeological excavations and surveys have been carried out on the Seili
island (Helminen, 2010, 2012; Pesonen, 2016) but no graves have been excavated. The
crypt and its content have not previously been studied or documented. In this article, the
crypt is examined for the first time in the research literature. We aim to describe the
sequence of burials made there in order to detail more precise information about the use
of the crypt and the most likely dating of the burials.

The individuals buried in the Seili crypt are part of the narratives associated with the
site. We seek to identify the individuals buried in the crypt through historical documents,
as their identity is currently based only on oral tradition and stories told by tour guides.
Identifying the buried individuals would help to correct anecdotal stories and increase the
understanding of the historical community at Seili and the individuals valued within it.
From a practical perspective, identifying individuals and their dates of death may help to
explore how the mummification process occurs and progresses in different environments
and during different seasons. It can also be argued that any individuals have the right to
be identified and remembered as the persons they were in life (c.f., Moilanen, 2021, p. 86).
From this point of view, the study is also linked with commemoration, remembrance, and
family histories: who were considered important enough to be buried in a place regarded
as the most prestigious on the island, and whose remains were allowed to remain in the
crypt when new burials were made and older ones needed to be moved out of the way?

The historical community at Seili

Seili was permanently settled in the Middle Ages. In 1619, King Gustav Il Adolf ordered
a leprosy hospital to be constructed on the island. Leprosy was considered an incurable
disease, and it was widely believed that patients should be isolated from the healthy to
avoid the risk of infection. Four years later, leprosy patients of St. George’s Hospital and
the poor, disabled individuals from the poorhouse of Holy Spirit in Turku, were trans-
ported to the island with their caregivers (Niitemaa, 2010, pp. 189-191).

Approximately 28-60 patients suffering from leprosy and mental ilinesses were treated
in the hospital simultaneously. Once admitted to the island, one was unable to leave. The
patients were required to bring 20 thalers and boards for their own coffins upon arrival.
The mortality rate among the patients was high, up to 20-30% per year (Turunen & Achté,
1976). Currently, there is a 19th-20th-century hospital cemetery on the northern side of
the church, but it is unknown when the cemetery was established and whether it was
used for burying the leprosy patients (Pesonen, 2016).

By the mid-18th century, the number of leprosy patients had declined, and growing
numbers of mentally ill patients began to be admitted to Seili. From 1755 onwards, the
hospital was reserved exclusively for the latter. The asylum was particularly notorious as
a permanent residence for chronically ill female patients, who were forced to live in
almost prison-like conditions (Pylkkdnen, 2012). Sickness and especially mental illnesses
were seen as God's punishment for sins. Because contemporary medicine considered
women easily prone to sin and weaker-minded than men, they were often at greater risk
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of ending up in asylums. Communities occasionally considered unmarried women as
arisk, and it was possible, if not probable, that some women ended up in mental hospitals
for social rather than health reasons (Ahlbeck-Rehn, 2006, pp. 51-57, 60-67, 107). In some
cases, political or religious dissidents were also sent to the Seili. In 1745, the Swedish
priest Olof Norman was sent to the island for his radical religious teachings. He died on
Seili in 1773 (Niitemaa, 2010, pp. 190-191).

The hospital patients had separate quarters on the island (Turunen & Achté, 1976).
The other residents on the island included the hospital caretakers and officials, priests,
servants, a blacksmith, a miller, and their families. Just like in other rural parishes at the
time, the clergy and officials constituted the upper class in the community. The priests
were also heavily involved in the administration of the asylum from the beginning.

The crypt and the burials

The burial crypt measures 2,2 x 2,1 metres, and it is c. 1,4 metres high. Although
the church door can be locked, curious persons have regularly visited the crypt in
the past decades. We have heard several informal accounts of people visiting the
crypt just for excitement. According to several descriptions, the crypt and the
mummies were regarded as an unofficial tourist attraction until the 1960s, similar
to the 17th-century Northern Finnish mummy of vicar Rungius (Vare et al., 2015).
We also heard several anecdotal stories from our colleagues who had visited the
crypt during their studies. A common story was that students attending biology or
geology courses on the island heard about the crypt and visited it later, usually at
night. Therefore, regarding archaeological and ancient-DNA research, the crypt
cannot be considered uncontaminated or undisturbed.

According to oral tradition, the Seili crypt contains the remains of the hospital director
Erik Litander, his wife, and their daughter. The island guides often tell tourists that Erik
Litander and his family were awarded a grave in the church for Erik’s long service to the
hospital or for a significant donation he made to the parish (Museum church of Seili,
2013). However, according to church records, Erik Litander moved to Rymattyld in the
mid-1700s, where he died on November 17th, 1772. His burial is recorded in the Rymattyla
parish records, which state that he was buried in the church of Rymattyld, not Seili (The
National Archives of Finland, Rymaéttyld, Church records of deaths and burials 1716-1785).
The story’s claim of a burial place being awarded to someone is also strange since burial
places inside churches were expensive and highly valued. Wealthy individuals could also
purchase crypts from previous owners (Korhonen, 1929, p. 308).

It has generally been assumed that there are three burials in the crypt (Museum church
of Seili, 2013). However, during fieldwork in 2021, it was revealed that there are five coffins
instead of three in the crypt. All are adult-sized plank coffins, and they fill the crypt floor
entirely (Figure 2). All the coffins are trapezoidal in shape, tapering towards the foot end,
and they have high tiered lids. All coffins have been assembled with wooden pegs
without iron nails or rivets. However, the coffins cannot be examined in detail without
transferring them from the crypt. Three of the coffins are in relatively good condition,
although they are not intact.
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Figure 2. The coffins 1-3 in the crypt. Coffin 4 is located under coffin 2 and is not visible in the
photograph as it is surrounded by the collapsed planks and the lid of the upper coffin. The completely
collapsed coffin is located under coffin 3. Photo: Ulla Moilanen.

Burial 1

Burial 1 is a coffin closest to the crypt door. The coffin looks unpainted, but it could be
varnished or oiled. It is equipped with metal handles and grip plates typical of late 18th
and early 19th-century coffins (e.g. Hoile, 2018; Kjellberg, 2015). The human remains were
partially visible through the broken coffin lid. As the coffin is located at the entrance to the
crypt, at least part of the damage may have been caused by curious visitors wanting to
catch a glimpse of the mummy — especially as both local residents and tourists have been
aware of the existence of mummies in the crypt.

The remains belong to an adult male individual, whose right side of the upper body
and upper limbs are mummified. The fingernails are intact on both hands. The body lies in
the coffin in an extended supine position with the head slightly turned to the left. The
right arm is semi-flexed over the abdomen, and the left arm is semi-flexed over the pelvis.
Both lower limbs have been skeletonised. The left lower limb is extended, and the right
femur is rotated to the right. The bones below the knee are slightly displaced. The face of
the mummy is well-preserved, but there is no hair left. Only small textile fragments and
a fragment of a copper pin were found at the pelvic area. This indicates that the individual
was initially clothed for the burial (c.f., Kuokkanen & Lipkin, 2011, pp. 149-154). There is
a layer of sawdust at the bottom of the coffin.

Burial 2

Burial 2 is located on top of burial 4. The coffin has been painted white, and there is a large
black cross on the lid. The coffin has collapsed, and the floor and the side planks have
fallen to the sides of the lower coffin. Both coffins have tiered lids. As a result, the floor
planks of coffin 2 are located in a slanted position on the left side of the coffin 4 lid. The
human remains in coffin 2 are fully skeletonised, and they have fallen into the niche
between the left side of the lid of coffin 4 and the displaced side planks of coffin 2.
Because of this, the bones are in a tightly adducted position, and the skull has rotated
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upside down, the foramen magnum upwards. The right side of the pelvis and right lower
limb were originally located at the right side of the coffin, and the bones were found from
the area between coffins 1 and 4. The current position indicates that the coffin collapsed
after the soft tissues had decayed and the movement of bones happened freely (see
Duday, 2009; Peyroteo Stjerna, 2016, p. 146). The bones belong to a 35-45-year-old adult
male (Liira, 2022). The bones also have remains of insect pupae attached to them.

Burial 3

Burial 3 is located between burial 4 and the northern wall of the crypt. The coffin
and the lid are painted white, and there is a large black cross on the lid. The inner
sides of the side planks have been decorated with a grid carving (Figure 3). The
individual lies in the coffin in an extended supine position, legs straight, arms semi-
flexed over the pelvis. The individual is almost entirely skeletonised, with only
remains of skin on the skull and the bones of the upper body. The bones are well
preserved. It was impossible to examine the upper part of the burial properly with-
out removing burials 2 and 4. However, based on the pubic symphysis, the bones
belong to 30-50-year-old adult male (Liira, 2022). Documentation and sampling had
to be done from the foot-end of the coffin, and therefore, only the area below the
femurs was accessible. There is a layer of sawdust at the bottom of the coffin.

Burial 4

Burial 4 is located between burials 1 and 3, and under burial 2. The coffin has been
painted white, and there is a large black cross on the lid. The sides are equipped
with metal handles and grip plates with Bible verses. There are also decorative plates
at the head, and the foot ends, but only the one at the head end could be examined.
It was impossible to examine the burial in detail because of the difficult placement of
burial 2 on top of the lid. It could, however, be observed that the burial belongs to
an adult female. No textiles or garments were observed. The upper body, head, and
upper limbs are completely mummified, but the lower limbs have been skeletonised.

Figure 3. Carvings on the inner planks of coffin 3. Photo: Ulla Moilanen.
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The foot end of the coffin is broken, and the side planks are partially displaced, as
are the feet bones.

Burial 5

Burial 5 is located under burial 3. The collapsed coffin and a mummified elbow of the
buried individual are only partially visible, and documentation of the burial is impossible
due to its location.

The human remains interred in coffins 1-5 do not show evidence of secondary
handling or disturbance, and the collapsed coffin can explain the position of individual
number 2. None of the individuals are wearing clothes, which is likely because of
taphonomic reasons. The taphonomic processes of funerary textiles are very complex,
especially in the context of mummified human remains (Lipkin, Ruhl, et al., 2021).
However, there are also examples of people visiting crypts and taking pieces of garments
as souvenirs (e.g. Alterauge et al., 2017; Virkkala, 1945, p. 24). An anecdotal story told by
the Seili tour guides about burial 1 having had a head covering only a few years ago
suggests that the lack of funerary clothing might, in this case, be a combination of
taphonomic processes and human actions.

Burial sequence and the identity of buried individuals

In order to establish a chronology of the burials and to identify the individuals buried in
the crypt, it is necessary to examine the sequence in which the coffins were placed in the
crypt. Due to limited space in the crypt, it can be assumed that either burial 5 or 3, being
the closest to the back wall, was placed there first. If burial 5 was the first in the crypt,
the second burial in the crypt could be burial 3 if it was later lifted on top of coffin 5. The
third burial in the crypt could be burial 4, which was placed next to coffin 5. It could be
speculated that burial 2, which is currently located on top of burial 4, was the fourth burial
in the crypt. It was likely lifted on top of coffin 4 when the last coffin (burial 1) was interred.
This would provide the following burial sequence from the oldest to the youngest: 5
(unknown) — 3 (male) — 4 (female) — 2 (male) — 1 (male). The coffins 3, 4 and 2 were
painted white with a large black cross on the lid. Similar finishing may indicate that they
were constructed approximately at the same time. The youngest coffin is unpainted, but
possibly varnished or oiled.

Given the history of the church building, the burials in the crypt should date between
1733 and the early 19th century. Based on the styles of the coffins, the most likely period is
mid to late 18 h century (Kiiskinen & Aaltonen, 1992, pp. 16-17; Kjellberg, 2015; Strobl, in
press). According to the historical records, seven individuals were buried ‘in a vault’
(murade grav) inside the church. Of these, six were adults (three males and three females)
and one infant (female), and they are introduced in Table 1. The same term (murade grav)
has occasionally been used for brick graves under the church floors (Gardberg et al., 2003,
pp. 30-32), but it is not known whether such structures exist in the Seili church. Here, the
term may refer only to the stone crypt, especially since the records describing both Maria
Cavonia and Eva Mattsdotter’s (see Table 1) burial state that they were buried ‘in the vault
under church floor’ as if there was only one such structure under the church floor. In Johan
Salonius’ case, the burial place is referred to as the ‘manager’s vaulted grave’
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(forestandarens murade graf). This description is interesting since it is very similar to the
oral tradition that claims the crypt belonged to the hospital manager Litander. There is,
however, no evidence in the historical documents that the crypt was used as a burial place
for any hospital managers or their close relatives.

There is an apparent discrepancy between the historical records and the information
provided by archaeological fieldwork. The number of coffins in the crypt is five. This is
fewer than the historical records indicate. There was also no sign of a child’s coffin in the
crypt. It seems that the coffins of one adult and a child were removed from the crypt. This
should have happened soon after the initial burials because all the crypt burials at Seili
were made between 1765-1799, according to the parish records (Table 1).

According to the order of deaths and burials listed in the historical records, the
individuals should have been interred in the following order: Male - Female child -
Female — Female — Male - Female - Male. If this information is compared to the observed
burials and their likely sequence (unknown - male - female — male - male), it could be
assumed that one of the coffins at the back of the crypt (burial 3) might belong to Johan
Salonius, and the coffin nearest to the door (burial 1) to Gottfried Blomberg. The indivi-
duals in these coffins are adult males, and osteological analysis (Liira, 2022) suggests that
the age estimates are reasonably consistent with the ages mentioned in the historical
records. Coffin 2 could, in theory, belong to Samuel Tilenius, as he is the third man
mentioned in the historical records, but there are uncertainties in the identification. The
third male was skeletonised, and the insect pupae attached to his bones may indicate that
the burial may have taken place in a warmer season. However, none of the males
mentioned in the historical records died in the summer months. It seems clear that at
least some coffins were transferred from the crypt and relocated elsewhere (c.f,, Alterauge
et al., 2017). Burials 1, 4 and 5 contain mummified human remains, while burials 2 and 3
were almost completely skeletonised. The female in burial 4 is very well preserved. Natural
mummification is not uncommon in Finnish churches (e.g. Joona & Ojanlatva, 1997; Joona
et al., 1997; Joona, 1997; Lipkin & Kallio-Sepp4d, 2020; Nufez et al. 2008; Vare, 2015). It can
occur in environments with low humidity, cold temperatures, and constant ventilation —
factors that have been considered important specifically for mummification in Finnish
churches (NUfez et al., 2021; 423-4; Vare et al,, 2020). The process can also be influenced
by the season of burial, the age of the deceased, the burial clothing, and the content of
bodily fluids (Lipkin, Ruhl, et al., 2021; Vére et al., 2020). However, partial mummification
and the mummification of the skin do not require these optimal conditions (Leccia et al.,
2018). Mummification of internal organs is less common (Leccia et al., 2018) and could not
be documented in the case of Seili. The individuals in burials 1 and 4 were only partially
mummified but skeletonised below the pelvis.

However, the environment in the Seili crypt may differ from the ventilated spaces
under wooden floors. The crypt is an enclosed stone structure, with an opening only at
the door. Air does not flow freely in the space. Although the stone vault prevents airflow
into the crypt, it also keeps the temperature of the crypt relatively stable and cool and
protects the site from the outside elements. The environment stays relatively dry, and the
human remains are less exposed to soil microbes and fungi than the remains in under-
ground burials. It has been observed that the sand under churches absorbs moisture and
keeps many church sites dry (Nurminen et al., 2018). Mummification is possible in
relatively humid conditions (Vare et al., 2020), but dry conditions may have contributed
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to the taphonomic processes in the Seili crypt. The crypt has a dirt floor, and the soil
around the church is sandy, which may have contributed to stabilising the humidity inside
the crypt.

In addition to the microclimate of the crypt, many other factors, such as certain plants
in the coffins, the season of death, and the time between death and interment, could have
contributed to the mummification process. Although embalming was not practised in
Finland at the time, plant material placed under the body may have absorbed fluids, kept
insects away, and even slowed down the decomposition process (Karsten & Manhag,
2018; Nuiez et al., 2021). The Seili coffins contained sawdust and wood chips, which may
have had the same drying effect. The use of sawdust from the coffin-making process has
been common in Finland and may have had several purposes. In addition to keeping the
body dry during viewing, it was considered comfortable bedding for the deceased. In
eastern Finland, it was also believed that sawdust from a coffin had magical properties
and that leaving it outside the coffin could cause the deceased to return as ghosts
(Kiiskinen & Aaltonen, 1992).

A few small textile fragments were preserved on the bodies, which indicates the
presence of burial clothes. One of them had a possible fragment of a pin (University of
Turku Archaeological Collections, TYA 981:17) attached to it. Simple linen, cotton, and
nettle-weave garments were common during the period, and other materials like silk and
wool were used in stockings and hats (Lipkin, Ruhl, et al., 2021). Simple burial clothing was
often folded and pinned to make it appear like everyday clothes. In some cases, coarse
wool textiles may have contributed to mummification, and the effect of textiles on
corpses has been relatively well studied (e.g. Nurminen et al., 2018; Peacock et al.,
2020). However, Lipkin et al. (2021) note that although textile preservation is generally
good in the case of mummified human remains, the process of textile decomposition
itself requires further research. The absence of clothing in the Seili crypt raises interesting
questions about taphonomic processes as well as the possibility of looting.

It could be assumed that the individuals buried in warmer seasons and with a long
period between death and burial would have begun decaying in the coffins before the
burial. According to historical records, Maria Cavonia was the only woman buried in
a colder season, making it thus possible that burial 4 belongs to her. Her date of death
and burial correlates with the degree of mummification and the burial sequence pro-
posed above.

Interestingly, the possible males in the crypt, Johan Salonius and Gottfried Blomberg
died in late November/early December, when temperatures are usually low. However, the
individual in coffin 3 is almost entirely skeletonised, while the individual assumed as
Blomberg is partially mummified. Salonius was buried about a week after his death, but
Blomberg's funeral was held more than a month after his death. The delay in Blomberg's
burial could indicate that his coffin was stored in a cold, ventilated space before the burial.
It also seems likely that a previously placed coffin was removed from the crypt before his
coffin was interred.

The time between Blomberg’s death and burial is unusually long in 18th-century
Finland, and one can speculate whether it is because the harsh winter conditions made
it difficult for the relatives to travel to Seili for the funeral. Seili is located in a marine
environment in the archipelago, which is generally a more temperate area than the inland.
February is usually the coldest month (Finnish Meteorological Institute). It is possible that in
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December it was difficult to reach the island, whereas in February the sea ice could be
strong enough to allow the relatives to reach the island by sledge and hold the funeral.
Although there is some evidence of the climate beginning to warm in Southwestern
Finland in the 18th century (Norrgdrd & Helama, 2019), there are no precise climate records
from the period. It is therefore impossible to say whether winter temperatures were
significantly different at the time of each burial. However, it seems that seasonal variation
alone does not explain why only some individuals were mummified. It is likely that several
taphonomic factors influenced the decomposition processes inside the crypt.

Discussion

Curious tourists have often visited the burial crypt in the church of Seili. This is both an
ethical issue as well as a problem for research as people may move objects in the crypt,
disturb archaeological contexts, and contaminate the site with additional DNA or even
plant or insect material. Visiting the crypt can also affect the temperature and humidity
and increase risks such as moulding.

Historical data allowed the probable identification of two males buried in the crypt. The
identification of the others is less conclusive, and the information from historical sources
conflicts with the fieldwork findings. Burial places carry various social meanings, and they
can be used to communicate ownership and individuality (Rugg, 2010). For example, in
the Cathedral of Turku, the burial crypts often changed ownership through trade, and
new owners could relocate the coffins of previous owners to a new location to make
space for new ones. However, this was not officially recommended and sometimes even
frowned upon (Korhonen, 1929, p. 308). According to historical records, three adult
females, one female child, and three adult males were buried in the Seili crypt, but only
one female and three males were found during fieldwork. According to the historical
sources, the last four individuals buried in the crypt were connected to each other either
through biological kinship or social relationships (Figure 4), which also indicates that the
crypt was owned by this family. However, the sexes of the buried individuals do not
correspond to these four persons. This means that the historical sources fail to record
a possible rearrangement of coffins in the crypt.

WKS
\

Child/Parent  Gottfried Blomberg
Feb1

eb 11799
Eva Mattsdotter Valb%vmdcll
SDec1771 May 30 1798
g)han Salonius Maria Cavonia Helena Didrichsdotter Samuel Tilenius
Dec 1765 Nov9 171 May 141786 Feb 101796 Marriage
65 ) 3 1780 7 17% 75 1800

Figure 4. Social and kinship relationships between the individuals buried in the crypt according to
historical sources. Burial dates are included in the figure. Figure: Ulla Moilanen and Sofia Paasikivi.
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The absence of female bodies in the crypt could suggest that some of the women's
coffins were relocated when new male burials were interred. This is significant new
information and possibly reflects the status of women on the island. Seili forms
a unique micro-community, different from the usual agrarian and urban parishes in
Sweden and Finland in the 18th century. Even though the women buried in the crypt
were not patients, the status of women on the island and the patriarchal class society of
18th century Finland probably influenced the way women'’s societal value was perceived
in life and death on the island. According to the Civic Code of 1734, women could not
represent themselves and were required to have a male guardian (Keskinen, 2020, pp. -
201-2). Nevertheless, widowhood and old age could give women more freedom and
power. A widow could be the guardian of her children and continue running the business
of her late husband (Keskinen, 2020, p. 202). Although young widows were usually
expected to remarry, older widows with stable means and respect from their peers
could gain more independence and stay unmarried (Keskinen, 2020, p. 196). All the
adult women buried in the Seili crypt were elderly, and age probably contributed to
their burial in the most prestigious place in the church. However, the possible later
handling of their coffins may suggest that men were valued over women when deciding
who was allowed to remain in the crypt. The Seili community was closely associated with
the hospital, and as previously mentioned, women were generally considered prone to
both sin and mental illnesses. Although similar attitudes were not uncommon in other
places in Finland, they may have been even more prominent in Seili, where the attitudes
towards the female patients could have been reflected even in attitudes towards women
of higher socioeconomic status.

Given the time between the burials and their removal, the relocation of women from
the crypt is interesting. Valborg Vendell, the mother of Samuel Tilenius and the wife of
Johan Tilenius and Gottfried Blomberg, was buried in the crypt only a year before the
death of her second husband. If we accept that the only female still present in the vault is
Maria Cavonia, Valborg Vendell's remains would have been moved after only a brief
period of interment.

Based on the sequence of burials in the historical records, we consider it unlikely that
coffin 5 would be Valborg's. This is because she was the sixth person to be buried in the
crypt, and placing her coffin at the back of the crypt would have required the removal of
several earlier burials and significant rearrangement. It could be speculated that the
rearrangement in the crypt was done the easiest way, by lifting coffins on top of each
other (c.f. Mytum, 2020, p. 34). The fifth coffin does, however, complicate the identification
of buried individuals in the crypt. If burial 5 is male, there is one additional male in the
crypt. In this case, the interment of Erik Litander cannot be ruled out.

The possible removal of female coffins raises further questions. Would only a year’s rest
in the crypt have been appropriate in Valborg Vendell's case? The third adult female
buried in the crypt according to the records was Helena Didrichsdotter, sister of Gottfried
Blomberg. She died 13 years before her brother, but it is possible that her coffin was
removed from the crypt earlier, either when Samuel Tilenius or Valborg Vendell were
buried. As mentioned earlier, there was no sign of a child’s coffin in the crypt, which leads
us to believe that Eva Mattsdotter’s remains were also removed from the crypt. Despite
the high mortality rate among children in 18 century Finland, it was not uncommon for
them to be buried in a prestigious location, often close to high-ranking clergymen (Lipkin,
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Niinimaki, et al., 2021; Moilanen & Hiekkanen, 2020, pp. 42-3). It is interesting that Eva
Matdotter’s coffin has been removed from the crypt, as the small coffin would have fit
easily on top of the adult coffins. It is unlikely that Eva's remains were removed from the
crypt due to lack of space. Relocation of coffins and human remains is common in post-
Medieval burials, and it could have taken place within buildings or sites, or between
buildings or towns (Anthony, 2015; Paavola, 1998; 170-1; Virkkala, 1945, p. 24; Vare et al.,
2021; Weiss-Krejci, 2005, p. 168). Although there is no written evidence of relocation of
any of the Seili coffins, Eva Mattsdotter may well have been moved to a parent’s grave.

The status of the men buried in the crypt was relatively modest compared to the
members of society in larger cities, such as the priests and nobles buried in Turku
Cathedral. Locally, however, these three individuals: two men of God and a hospital
administrator, would have had considerable power and status in their island community.
Although we cannot be sure whether the only female in the crypt is Maria Cavonia, her
societal status as a bourgeoisie dowager and her considerable age of 85 may have been
reasons to give her a respectable resting place rather than the younger women. Practical
reasons must also be considered. The newer coffins were presumably in better condition,
and their location closer to the crypt entrance made their removal the easiest solution.
However, based on the sequence of deaths and the order of the coffins, it does not seem
likely that the decision for removal was solely based on accessibility, otherwise the coffin
of Samuel Tilenius would also have been removed. One must also question whether
Gottfried Blomberg's stepson Samuel Tilenius was allowed to remain in the crypt if
Samuel’s mother, Valborg, was removed.

Although reburial of remains when the graves under the church floor were full, was not
uncommon in the 18 century, the practice was known to cause distress and unhappiness
among the relatives of the deceased (Virkkala, 1945, pp. 17-8, 23-5). The relatives usually
paid a large sum to have their loved ones buried in a prestigious location in the church,
and it is reasonable to assume that removing the remains from the crypt to a new, less
prestigious location would have caused emotional distress. At a church assembly in
Valkeala in 1767, there was a heated debate between the citizens and the clergy; people
were upset about the removal of burials from the vault to another location underneath
the church floors after only three years of interment (Virkkala, 1945, p. 28). Although the
general attitude in Post-Medieval Western Europe did not always include a requirement
for a permanent burial place (Aries, 1974) and reburying human remains was not uncom-
mon, removal of Valborg Vendell from the crypt only after a year’s rest would not have
been considered usual practice.

When considering the motives behind Valborg Vendell’s assumed reburial, it is worth
noting that her marriage to Gottfried Blomberg was her second one. In the 18" century, it
was common for widows of clergymen to marry the next incumbent, since the house and
much of the property were tied to the office and neither the widow nor her children could
inherit them. This often led to marriages of convenience, often between younger men and
older women, and these marriages were called ‘protecting the ‘widow’ and were often
considered unhappy (Vainio-Korhonen, 2009, pp. 50-1). Although Valborg Vendell and
Gottfried Blomberg were the same age, it is possible that their marriage was more of
a financial transaction than an emotional partnership, which may have contributed to the
way Valborg Vendell's remains were treated after the death of her husband, whose status
in the community was higher than that of his wife.
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Social class was reflected in the death culture in post-medieval Finland. Aristocratic
families, the clergy and wealthy merchants required burial places appropriate to their
social status, and proper burial was not only an important mourning ritual for the family
but played a role in consolidating the social wealth and class system (llmakunnas, 2019;
139-46, Virkkala, 1945, pp. 23-4). In his early research on Finnish cemeteries in the
historical period, llmari Virkkala notes that the class hierarchy was particularly evident in
winter burials; in most of western Finland, there were winter graves (fin. talvihauta), which
were usually small wooden buildings next to the fence of the churchyard. People who
died in winter and could not be buried in frozen ground waited for spring in these burial
houses, and in some cases, the remains of the poorest people were moved directly into
a common bone pit (Virkkala, 1945, pp. 23-4). According to Virkkala (1945, pp. 23-4), the
only way to be buried in midwinter was to be rich and be able to buy a burial plot inside
the church. Social classes were as separate in death as they were in life.

The Seili crypt was accessible all year round, and although the space is small, it would
have been possible to accommodate seven coffins by stacking them. Therefore, the
possible removal of women’s coffins — and perhaps the small coffin of a child - has not
been a decision only based on the space available. It seems reasonable that some of the
older remains were reburied elsewhere after perhaps ten years, but as mentioned earlier,
Valborg Vendell may have been removed only a year after her burial. It is unlikely that this
was for purely practical reasons, and the possible removal of the burials of Eva Mattsdotter,
Helena Didrichsdotter and Valborg Vendell can be seen as a reflection of how age, sex and
gender were an integral part of class society and the culture of death in 18"-century Seili.

Conclusions

The discrepancy between the archived documents and archaeological material is
a significant issue not only in the context of individual sites or cases but also in historical
archaeology in general. Historical archaeology can explore issues beyond traditional
historical research and written records, and this article demonstrates how archived
sources can provide an incomplete account of historical events and how archaeological
research can complement the picture.

The archaeological documentation suggests that the Seili crypt has been rearranged
several times and coffins may have been relocated elsewhere, although there is no mention
of such actions in the historical records. Examining these later transfers can reveal, for
example, how the dead were treated and valued at different times. It also allows us to
approach the idea of a burial place as a permanent, eternal resting place and how real and
meaningful this concept was for people in the past. In this case, especially women and
children may have been more likely to be removed from the crypt. Thus, the crypt provides
an interesting insight to the culture of death and burial in the 18" century Finnish archipe-
lago, and how the culture is linked to class and gender and to the history of the island as
a mental hospital run by the clergy.
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