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Importance of terms:
What is a wealth deposit?
Ester Oras*
This paper discusses the importance of the terminology used to describe
deliberately concealed separate artefact deposits. It is based on material
from the eastern Baltic (Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania) 1.–9. century AD. A
general overview of the main material characteristics of the source material and relevant research questions is presented. The article then discusses
previous traditionally deployed terms and concepts relating to this specific
study material (hoards, votive deposits, selective and special deposits etc).
The pros and cons of each one of the terms is discussed and the difficulties
of employing these concepts in current research is emphasised. A new term,
‘wealth deposit’, is introduced and discussed in detail. This term is defined
as one or more objects of value that are hidden deliberately as an intended
deposition of specifically chosen artefacts into a specifically chosen place in
a specific manner. I argue that this term—‘wealth deposit’—is more appropriate for analysing the development of and changes in depositional practices in time and space, because it does not limit the source material in
relation to a deposit’s production materials, number of objects, environment
of concealment and, more importantly, by preconditioned interpretations as
to why the deposit was made in the first place. A case study of Estonian
wealth deposits is provided to illustrate the usefulness of this new term.
Introduction

All research starts with questions and definitions.1 The choice and explanation of terms
is certainly one of the crucial parts of every
study. They limit and expand source material
and help to communicate our ideas to the
audience. Therefore the problems of naming
source material and defining it are no less
important than the theoretical implications
or interpretations of the data. I would go
even further by saying that the terms might
even dictate and influence different aspects
of a whole research project: its theoretical
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standpoints, choice of material, methodological approaches and final results.
In this paper I am going to provide an
example of the importance of terms that are
used in archaeological research. It is based
on the concept of deliberately concealed
deposits of artefacts and the example material comes from the eastern Baltic 1.–9. century AD. First I demonstrate the variability
of my source material, before showing why
previously used terms are problematic and
not suitable in this case. Finally, I introduce
the new term ‘wealth deposit’ which I find
to be more appropriate for my current study
and for describing this category of archaeological material. A broader aim of the paper
is to provoke thought about terminology in
archaeology — both the choice of established
terms and the creation of new ones. It pro-
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Fig. 1: Distribution map of the eastern Baltic 1.–9. century AD wealth deposits.
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2a: Artefacts in the eastern Baltic wealth deposits.
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2b: Materials represented in the eastern Baltic wealth deposits (dominant material).
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2c: Number of artefacts in the eastern Baltic wealth deposits.
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2d: Environments of concealment of the eastern Baltic wealth deposits.
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2e: Chronology of the eastern Baltic wealth deposits
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Fig. 2(a-e): The main characteristics of the eastern Baltic 1.–9. century AD wealth deposits.
vides an example of how the source material
influences broader theoretical and methodological concepts and how a set of archaeological data might question the usage of
traditional terms and concepts and provide a
basis for inventing new and, hopefully, more
suitable ones. The latter will be supported by
a case study of the 1.–9. century AD Estonian
wealth depositional material.
Introduction of the Source Material

My PhD research concentrates on different
practices of wealth deposition in the eastern
Baltic during the period of 1.–9. century AD
(figure 1). These centuries cover the periods of
Roman Iron Age (1.–(mid-)5. century AD) and
Middle Iron Age ((mid-)5.–9. century AD) in the
eastern Baltic chronology of the Iron Age. My
source material comes from the three Baltic
countries (i.e. Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania).
The aim of the study is to analyse how and
why depositional practices change in time
and space. In particular, the study asks which
artefacts are deposited, where and how are
artefacts deposited and what are the broader
social processes that influence and might
be the reasons for artefact deposition and
the specific materialities of that practice?
The hypothesis is that there were different
reasons for, relations to, ideas about and
therefore practices of hiding artefacts, and
that these are expressed through different
material contexts. By context I mean here

a range of the material characteristics of a
deposit: artefacts; artefact placement in the
deposit; environment of concealment; location of the deposit in the cultural landscape
and its relation to other archaeological sites;
chronology and geographical distribution of
different deposits. These general questions
prescribe that the source material cannot
be limited by preconditioned categories or
interpretations of the deposits. It is necessary to include all the source material that
can be distinguished as intentionally concealed assemblages of artefact(s) within the
full spectrum of archaeological material.
Only that kind of approach makes it possible
to analyse different depositional practices,
track changes in time and space as well as set
them in their broader social context.
The total number of finds from the eastern
Baltic is around one hundred (mainly according to Bliujienė 2010; Ducmane and Ozolina 2009; Jaanits et al. 1982; LAA III 1977;
Michelbertas 2001; Oras 2009, 2010; Urtāns
1964, 1977). However, in the following brief
overview coin finds are only included if they
have been found together with any other
artefact type. The total number of Roman
coins found as separate deposits in the eastern Baltic reaches 700, although some of the
hoards are uncertain. Deposits with insufficient information about either the situation
of finding or the artefacts themselves have
been excluded, leaving the total number of
presented finds just under 70 (see figure 1).
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As can be seen in the graphs (figure 2),
my primary data covers a variety of materials and artefact groups. There are weapons,
tools, ornaments and coins (figure 2a) made
of precious metal, iron and bronze. Organic
and also mineral materials are represented
(figure 2b). The number of hidden objects
in each deposit varies from one to over a
thousand (figure 2c). The environments of
concealment include examples of various
watery contexts, solid ground, and archaeological sites (figure 2d). In addition, it can be
shown that the chronology of artefacts in a
single group does not always refer to a single
event of hiding, but that in some cases artefacts can be dated to centuries quite remote
from each other, possibly indicating that the
same area has been repeatedly used for depositional practices over a long period of time
(figure 2e). All these characteristics made me
think more thoroughly about the choice of
an umbrella-term for my source material,
especially when I began testing and analysing those which have been traditionally used.
Previously Used Terms

I have decided for clarity to group the variety
of terms that are used for the deposits of artefacts into smaller categories. The first of these
term-groups I call ‘interpretationally loaded’:
those where the term and its traditional usage
dictate the nature of the material and its interpretational characteristics. The second group,
which I have called ‘neutral’ terms, is more
abstract and less restrictive.
Interpretationally loaded terms

Without doubt, the most popular and widely
used terms for the deposits of artefacts are
‘hoard’ and ‘treasure’. The Oxford English
Dictionary defines a hoard as “An accumulation or collection of anything valuable hidden away or laid by for preservation or future
use; a stock, store, esp. of money; a treasure”
whereas a treasure is “Wealth or riches stored
or accumulated, esp. in the form of precious
metals; gold or silver coin; hence in general,
money, riches, wealth”.
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The use of those terms in England is closely
related to the 12th century law of Treasure
Trove which was supposed to ensure that
the Crown acquired newly discovered valuables that were without legal ownership
(Millett 1994: 102; for legal discussions see
Cookson 1992; Hammond 1982; Sparrow
1982). Accordingly, hoards and treasures
are defined as valuables, often consisting of
means of payment and/or precious metal,
meant to be retrieved, but which for some
reason remained ownerless in the ground.
This leads to an implication that a hoard or
treasure is related to the safe-keeping of valuables for economic reasons.
These traditional and historically developed concepts carry with them issues for
their use in archaeological study. First of all,
they tend to limit the source material to an
assemblage of artefacts, excluding single
object finds. Secondly, these ideas imply
that precious metal objects, most often
coins, should form the basis of a treasure.
Although not explicitly expressed in the case
of hoards, the emphasis on money to some
extent implies precious metal as well. Finally,
the interpretation of these categories relates
to economically-aimed concealment, which
sets them apart from the other interpretationally loaded groups of terms: i.e. votive or
ritual deposits (see below).
These problems have been noticed by
archaeologists before. The number of artefacts concealed might be important for dismissing the possibility of confusing intentionally hidden and accidentally lost objects.
Therefore some are certain that a hoard must
consist of more than a single item (Chapman
2000: 112; Johns 1996: 1; Verlaeckt 2000:
194). On the other hand, if it comes to the
question of value, some single objects might
be worth more than a collection of others.
Limitation by number of artefacts is not,
therefore, always an appropriate approach
(Aitchison 1988: 271; Geißlinger 1984: 321;
Hingley 2006: 215–216).
The notion of precious metal as a proxy
for value is also easily questioned. Precious

66

Importance of terms: What is a wealth deposit?

metal, especially in the form of coins, might
be valuable for certain societies, but is not
necessarily a universally applicable standard.
In a Stone Age context, for instance, very
different forms and materials of deposited
items are the norm (Bradley 1988: 250; see
examples in Hamon and Quilliec (eds.) 2008).
Predominantly precious metal finds from the
Roman period can also be compared with the
preceding and following periods that include
non-precious metal artefacts that were probably regarded as valuable and thus hoarded
(Hingley 2006; Johns 1996: 1; Millett 1994:
104; Verlaeckt 2000: 194). In the case of the
eastern Baltic Iron Age, especially during the
first half of the 1st millennium AD, most of
the deposited items are bronze ornaments
(see below). Precious metal is very rare in
general, both in burials and other contexts
(see e.g. Lang 2007a). I doubt that no concept of value was attached to those objects
just because they were made of non-precious
metals.
Finally, for a long time there has been a
tendency towards separating hoards and
treasures relating to economic and utilitarian life from others: votives, ritual deposits,
offerings. Traditionally the distinction was
made on the basis of the environment of
concealment. The finds from water bodies
were treated and studied separately from
economic hoards (e.g. Bradley 1988: 249;
see also Van Rossenberg 2003: 157). As a
result, for a long time two separate groups
of artefact deposit were set in opposition to
each other: pragmatic, utilitarian, profane,
secular and symbolic on one hand; special,
ritual, religious, sacred on the other (see e.g.
Bradley 1990; Geißlinger 1984: 322; Gerrard
2009: 179; Hårdh 1996: 131–132; Hedeager
1992: 33–36; Hingley 2006: 214; Levy 1982;
Reece 1988: 264).
This brings us to a discussion of the second
interpretationally loaded group of terms —
‘ritual/votive deposits or sacrifices/offerings’
(see e.g. Bradley 1990; Hedeager 1999; Hines
1989; Ilkjær 2002; Jørgensen et al. (eds.)
2003; Levy 1982; Osborne 2004; Richards

and Thomas 1984; Stjernquist 1997; Yates
and Bradley 2010). These deposits are interpreted as the material results of religious or
ritual-related activities. Often they are characterised as consisting of somehow special
objects that are meant to be non-retrievable;
watery or religiously interpreted sites are
regarded as the most suitable environments
of concealment for such assemblages.
All of these interpretationally loaded terms
derive from an idea that there must have
been two clearly separate reasons for depositing artefacts and that they can be grouped
initially according to material contexts.
However, this two-fold opposition is quite
problematic when put it into practice. For
instance, it is not always the case that religious or ritual-related actions include only
special and distinguished objects. The possibility cannot be excluded that mundane
and ordinary items might be used in those
practices as well (see e.g. Bradley 2003, 2005;
Johns 1996: 9; Osborne 2004: 2). Moreover,
a special environment of concealment such
as a temple or water does not always indicate the sacred nature of the assemblage of
artefacts. Valuables might be in the water for
safe-keeping (see e.g. Geißlinger 1984: 322–
323; Johns 1994: 114; Randsborg 2002) or
in temples for future retrieval (see e.g. Johns
1994: 111–114, 1996: 9–10). The question
of unfortunate loss of items in watery conditions as opposed to acknowledged practice
have been discussed as well (see e.g. Samson
2006). Therefore it is almost impossible to
create a universal check-list for ritual or religious deposits (or even a hoard), because
there are no such cross-cultural criteria. I am
not trying to deny that there were different
reasons for concealing artefacts, religious or
ritual-related reasons among them. However,
this kind of distinction cannot be a starting
point for an analysis of the research material,
but should, rather, grow out from the overall set of data as an end-result or interpretation—if at all.
The problems associated with dividing the
archaeological material into traditional con-
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cepts of ‘hoard’/‘treasure’ vs. ‘votive/ritual
deposits’ have been identified before (see
e.g. Bradley 1987, 1988, 2003; Brück 1999;
Hamon and Quilliec 2008; Manning 1972:
238–239; Verlaeckt 2000: 194) and the initial division of deposits into either-or-groups
has become debatable. The same applies to
the interpretation of whether an object was
meant to be retrieved or remain in place,
sacred and untouched. In England this was
part of the reason for the replacement of
Treasure Trove by the new Treasure Act after
19972, amended in 20023. Now the law covers assemblages of different prehistoric metal
objects and the distinction of retrievable vs.
non-retrievable is no longer a conclusive
point of reference. However, the traditional
usage and understanding of terms takes time
to change, and therefore the continued use
of the same terms might still confuse both
authors and audience.
Neutral terms

The second larger group of terms I have
named as ‘neutral’, because they are more
abstract and less interpretative. They all use
the word ‘deposit’ (see also Joyce and Pollard
2010, 294 and the literature cited; Aitchison
1988: 271), to which different adjectives —
structured, special, selective (see below) —
are added.
The term ‘structured deposits’ was first
introduced by Richards and Thomas (1984)
in the context of Neolithic material from
Durrington Walls, Wessex. They were referring to some rule-bound and repeated depositional activities that occurred in patterned
and structured archaeological assemblages.
Quite similar is the term ‘selective deposits’
used by Needham (1988) about the finds
of Bronze Age metalwork in Britain. He was
able to show that there occurs a certain
degree of selection in the types of artefacts
and the places of their concealment, marking a distinction between objects hidden in
funerary contexts and those in other deposits. Similar concepts around the selection
of artefacts and their environments of con-
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cealment and how these choices relate to
the aims of the depositors have been demonstrated in prehistoric material from the
Netherlands’ (Fontijn 2002, 2008; Wentink
and van Gijn 2008). Finally, the term ‘special
deposit’ has been mainly used in the study
of the Iron Age or even later periods (Clarke
1997; Cunliffe 1992; Hamerow 2006; Hill
1995). It refers to specially treated and intentionally hidden assemblages of artefacts. The
concept of ‘special’ emerges in relation to
extraordinary objects and/or their handling
and placement, or in an unusual environment of concealment.
All these terms — ‘structured’, ‘special’ or
‘selective’ deposits — share common features.
They are distinguished due to their somehow
extraordinary or special character that can be
identified in the archaeological record as a
result of structuring, repetition, intentional
selection or patterning. Their extraordinary
characteristics are traced either in unusual
artefacts, their special treatment and placement in the deposit, or place of concealment.
In addition, reading all the previously cited
works it becomes clear that these concepts
have been established in order to distinguish
ritual, especially ritual deposits, within a
broader archaeological context. Thus the
idea that ritual deposits can and must be distinguished from the others remains.
Even if less preconditioned and abstract in
their essence, these terms too turn out to be
problematic in the wider context. First, the
notion of structured and selective deposits
cannot be a definitional help, because probably all depositional activities, from burials to
rubbish decay, are to some extent structured
and selective (see e.g. Hill 1995: 96; Moore
1982; Pollard 2001: 316, 2008: 43), patterned and repeated. But, if it comes to patterns and repeated practices, what about the
unpatterned and non-repeated: the unique
and unparalleled finds? Should one leave
those aside or identify them as ‘special’? How
should ‘special’ be defined and distinguished
in a prehistoric context anyway (Brudenell
and Cooper 2008: 24; Mills and Walker 2008:
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21; Pollard 2008: 43)? And what are the criteria for arguing for clear selection or random
choice?
Finally, it remains an issue that all these
terms are aimed at studying past ritual. Therefore, at least some of them are distinguished
from and, to some extent, even opposed to
other finds — either ordinary or absolutely
unique depositional practices. This leaves us
still with separated depositional groups: one
relating to religion and ritual, the other with
utilitarian and economic intentions or just
reflecting weird activities. However, in more
recent studies there is a tendency towards
analysing depositional practices and formations in general, without an initial goal of
separating and opposing them in the first
place (Berggren 2006, 303; Berggren and
Stutz 2010; Bradley 2003, 2005; Chapman
2000: 130; Joyce 2008: 27–28; Joyce and
Pollard 2010; Mills and Walker 2008; Morris
and Jervis 2011; Pollard 1995: 137; Van Rossenberg 2003).
Need for a New Term: Wealth Deposit

Comparing these traditional terms to my
own source material in the context of my
research questions reveals a theoretical gap;
an incommensurability of previous concepts
with my own data. The eastern Baltic material of separate artefact deposits covers such a
variety of contexts that as a whole it does not
fit any of these terms and definitions introduced above. Additionally, if my aim is to
discuss practices of, and changes in, artefact
deposition, I need to examine the broadest
data selection possible. Therefore, I cannot
limit my data set by restricting it on the basis
of production material, environment of concealment or number of artefacts. Approaching the material with preconditioned concepts such as utilitarian or economically
oriented hoards vs. ritual deposits and starting with the intention of searching for only
these two interpretational groups would not
take me further in the analysis of the varying
practices and cultural backgrounds associated with hiding artefacts. On the contrary,

answering my research problem requires
variation in the source data characterised by
a diversity of material contexts. Therefore,
terms such as ‘hoard’, ‘treasure’ and ‘ritual/
votive deposits’ do not fit with the data and
questions at all.
More neutral terms such as ‘selective/structured/special’ have their own disadvantages
(see above). Although the concept of ‘selective deposits’ is perhaps the least problematic, it is not the best solution for my current
research, because my study does not include
an in-depth analysis of artefacts from all
other archaeological sites. Besides this, such
terms are encoded with an idea of patterns
and repetition in the source material which
might easily exclude exceptions and deposits
with unparalleled characteristics. Although
I am aiming to find broad patterns of depositional practices, there are still some single
examples which raise questions about the
way that deposited material is categorized.
For instance, should one concentrate on silver neck-rings as a single phenomenon, or
include all neck-rings or perhaps even ornaments in general under the same heading?
I am arguing that emerging patterns might
actually be found in a continuous dialogue
between different deposits, their contextual characteristics, categorisations and the
acceptable degree of connection between
them.
Taking all this into account, there was a
need for me to come up with a more suitable term for naming and defining my
research material. The result is the term
‘wealth deposit’ by which I refer to one or
more object/s of value that is/are hidden
deliberately as an intended and separate
deposition of specifically chosen object(s)
into a specifically chosen place in a specific manner. It refers primarily to an act of
depositing which must be intentional, and
acknowledged. It therefore involves choice:
of objects, the environment of deposition
and how the objects are placed. The analysis
of these criteria should enable the separation of wealth deposits from other, function-
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ally and meaningfully different, depositional
practices such as for instance burials, rubbish
decay, loss of items etc. It also allows for an
analysis of different practices of deposition
without any prior need to divide them into
interpretational groups.
Question of Value

The formulation ‘objects of value’ is perhaps
the most problematic part of the definition
and needs further elaboration. Value can be
both universally accepted and understood,
but it can also have subjective connotations
— it can be created through certain personal
or culture-specific contexts. Value is both an
emic and an etic concept, which therefore
derives from cultural and cross-cultural concepts of valuables (Renfrew 1986: 146).
Some objects have a tendency to be valuable universally and cross-culturally. Most
often they are characterised as rare, durable
and attractive, often used as prestige and
symbolic items (Haselgrove 1982; Lesure
1999: 33; Parker Pearson 1999: 79; Renfrew
1986: 148–149). Precious metal objects in
general can be viewed in this way. Value
can be universally added and understood
through production efforts: the higher the
labour in-put for material production, its creation into an artefact, its decoration, perhaps
even its size and specific production techniques, the more valuable the object itself
(Arnold 1980: 108; Lesure 1999: 27–28, 30).
In the context of the eastern Baltic in the
Iron Age, metal artefacts most certainly held
value because no precious metal is naturally
available in these areas and the production
of iron from bog ore was a labour-intensive
specialist activity (see e.g. Peets 2003; see
also Budd and Taylor 1995; Haselgrove and
Wigg-Wolf 2005: 11–12; Hedeager 2011:
139–144 and the literature cited; Hingley
2006: 217; Rowlands 1971; Walker 1995: 77
and the literature cited).
However, value is not only a matter of economic and measurable characteristics alone,
but relates to a specific society and its own
social contexts (Appadurai 1986: 23; Dav-
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enport 1986: 108; Lucero 2008: 190; Miller
2001: 114; Mills 2004: 238; Myers 2001: 12;
Renfrew 1986: 159). Symbolic values might
be created in object biographies, their circulation, and ownership-relations (see e.g.
Hamon and Quilliec 2008: 2; Härke 1997:
145; Haselgrove 1982: 82; Hingley 2006:
234; Lesure 1999: 25; Parker Pearson 1999:
94; Renfrew 1986: 160; Thomas 1999: 73).
Value might be related to individual perception and sentimental connections (Lillios
1999; Renfrew 1986: 158–159) or to the symbols and signs of group identity (Davenport
1986; Kopytoff 1986: 73–74; Miller 2001:
108; Mills 2004: 239–240; Myers 2001: 9, 58;
Weiner 1992). Value might also be given in
practice itself, for instance in the act of hiding (Hamon and Quilliec 2008; Johns 1996:
2; Millett 1994: 99–100). Objects invested
with such values might look like nothing
special (see e.g. Bradley 1988: 250; Hamerow
2006: 17–19; Thomas 1999; Weiner 1992).
Therefore, value is also a question of socially
situated relations, practices and histories — a
matter of specific and contemporary social
context — and therefore the value of objects
might even change in time and space (Keane
2001: 70; Myers 2001: 7, 9–10, 55; Parker
Pearson 1999: 84; Pauketat and Alt 2004:
794; Renfrew 1986: 162).
If we are not to assume universal and crosscultural values, the identification of objects
of value must be sought in the material characteristics of the deposit considered against
the background of its cultural context
(Davenport 1986: 106–107; Kopytoff 1986:
73–74; Lesure 1999: 28, 32; Myers 2001:
56). The object’s value for past people can
be traced by analysing the way and locales in
which artefacts have been treated and placed
in comparison with other material culture.
Valuables were most probably used selectively, not anywhere or in any way (Lesure
1999: 33). Therefore, specially treated, singularised, decommodified or recognisably
combined sets of otherwise ordinary objects
and/or hiding locales hint that they might
have carried a special meaning and value for
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the people who concealed them. In the eastern Baltic, unique forms of artefacts that are
unknown from other archaeological sites,
certain amounts or combinations of objects
and special natural or man-made sites can
hint that the objects had a special value and
meaning. However, such evaluations are
most certainly easier to discover through
certain repeated depositional patterns that
are expressed in contextual characteristics
(Lesure 1999: 32; Pollard 2001; Walker 1995:
72–73, 79).
I would finally argue that the use of the
term ‘wealth deposit’ as I have defined it
helps to overcome at least some of the
problems with the traditional terms, and
also think more open-mindedly about the
object’s value itself. It enables one to include
and compare considerably broader source
material, regardless of production materials, numbers of artefacts, or environment of
concealment and, most importantly, without
any preconditioned and interpretationally
loaded starting points. Wealth deposit is
rather like a general umbrella term for different artefact deposits that is open for any
kind of final interpretations. The concept
of wealth and value allows the inclusion of
both universally accepted and culture-specific precious items. It also emphasises the
importance of depositional contexts — material and social — because value is assigned
and therefore recognisable for a researcher
through those contexts. More importantly
for my own research, contexts also help in
comparing different depositional practices,
their changes and developments in time and
space.
From Theory to Practice: A Case
Study from Estonia

To exemplify how the concept of wealth
deposit can be useful in practice I will briefly
discuss a case study from Estonian material. This is not intended to be an exhaustive
analysis of the practices of wealth depositing
in this region at the relevant time period.
Rather the aim here is to show how and why

it is possible to benefit from the concept of
wealth deposit as outlined above.
The list of Estonian 1.–9. century AD
wealth depositional material consists of 28
finds. However, not all the possible candidates — separate artefact deposits — have
been included. First, it is necessary to ensure
that the deposits under discussion must, or
are highly likely to, derive from intentional
and separate artefact deposits other than
from any essentially and functionally different past practices (burials, rubbish decay, lost
items etc.). This information derives from a
detailed analysis of the environment of concealment and related artefactual material of
the deposit. For instance, questions such as
associated (human) bones, settlement activity areas, special arrangements in the surroundings of the deposit (built structures,
markers above ground), physical environment (dry land, water bodies, marshes), and
placement of artefact(s) should be mentioned
in this context. If there are cases when the
circumstances of the discovery are unclear,
the findspot unknown or exact content of
the finds unclear, then such deposits are not
included in the following discussion. In addition, all the findspots have been visited in
order to inspect any relevant additional data
about the circumstances and the environment of concealment. This kind of information, based on the analysis of archive materials and historic maps, objects themselves
and the surroundings of the findspots, make
it possible to identify potential intentionally
and separately concealed objects–i.e., ‘wealth
deposits’ (see table 1, figures 3 and 4).
In the case of Estonian material, the first
thing that strikes the eye is that during the
first half of the 1st millennium AD most of
such finds consist of bronze items. Altogether,
eight out of ten deposits from 4th to early 6th
century consist either solely or dominantly
of bronze ornaments, mainly neck-rings and
bracelets. This cannot be a random coincidence and must imply a certain acknowledged
depositional choice and practice. There are
only two finds in which silver as a produc-

5-6

6

6

6

6

6

Vagula

Villevere

Kardla

Paali_I

Paali_II

Uuri

Open Water

6

2-5

Kavastu

6

3-5

Kaali

Piilsi

1-5

Metsküla

Reola

Bog / Marsh

4

Mustmätta

Bog / Marsh

Archaeological
Site (burial area)

Archaeological
Site (burial area)

Archaeological
Site (burial area)

Archaeological
Site (burial area)

Open Water

Bog / Marsh

Archaeological
Site (enclosure)

Bog / Marsh

Solid ground

Solid ground

4

Liimala

Solid ground

4

Dating
Environment
(century) Subtype

Kiiu

Wealth
Deposit

Weapons Tools

5

15

3

24

12

1

10

41

3

2

16

2

5

Ornaments

Coins

4

1

1

1

Silver

Silver

Silver

Silver

Silver

Bronze

Bronze

Bronze

Bronze

Silver

Bronze

Bronze

Bronze

Bronze

Jaanits et al. 1982: 287; Lang 1996:
328-329; Oras 2010

Oras 2010; Schmiedehelm 1934

Oras 2010; Schmiedehelm 1934

Hausmann 1914; Oras 2010

Oras 2010; Moora 1925

Jaanits et al. 1982: 281, 283, plate IX;
Tamla and Kiudsoo 2005: 18-19

Moora 1962; Oras 2010

Moora 1935; Oras 2010

Hausmann 1905

Lõugas 1996: 59-62

Jaanits et al. 1982: 221, 231, fig. 148;
Lang 2007b: 247, fig. 150

Jaanits et al. 1982: 220-221, 231, fig.
147; Tamla and Kiudsoo 2005: 12-13

Jaanits et al. 1982: 220-221, 231, fig.
147; Lang 2007b: 211, 246-247, fig.
149

Lang 1996: 314, 328
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Bog / Marsh

Bog / Marsh

Bog / Marsh

Bog / Marsh

Open Water

Open Water

Bog / Marsh

Bog / Marsh

Bog / Marsh

Bog / Marsh

Open Water

Solid ground

Archaeological
Site (burial area)

Solid ground

15

67

35

4

2

9

61

2

28

1

1

1

8

Weapons Tools

32

3

1

3

3

11

Ornaments

1?

Coins

6

3

3

1

1

1

Iron

Iron

Iron

Silver

Iron

Iron

Silver

Bronze

Silver

Iron

Iron

Silver

Silver

Silver

Jaanits et al. 1982: 284; Oras 2010;
Tamla 1977: no. 30, 157ff

Oras 2010; Tamla 1977: no. 14-15,
158ff; Tamla and Kiudsoo 2005: 10-11

Oras 2010; Tallgren 1924

Oras 2010; Tamla 1977: no. 48, 163;
Tõnisson 1962: no. 96, 200

Oras 2010; Tamla 1977: 165

Tamla 1977: no. 33

Oras 2010; Tamla 1977: no. 42, 162163

Jaanits et al. 1982: 283; Oras 2010

Jaanits et al. 1982: 287; Oras 2010

Jaanits et al. 1982: 284; Tamla 1977:
no. 6, 161ff; Oras 2010

Mandel and Tamla 1977; Oras 2010

Oras 2010; Quast and Tamla 2010

Oras 2010; Quast and Tamla 2010

Jaanits et al. 1982: 287; Oras 2010;
Tamla and Kiudsoo 2005: 22

Raw
Other Dominant References
Material
Material

Table 1: Estonian 1.–9. century AD wealth deposits. Note that the references provided are not exhaustive, but a selection of either preliminary or
most detailed and/or recent publications that would provide primary relevant information. Some of the datings are still uncertain in the
current state of research and therefore a possible timespan is given.
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Fig. 3: Artefact types and their numbers of Estonian 1.–9. century AD wealth deposits. Data
is represented in chronological order.
tion material is dominant. However, in terms
of concealed object types, most of these finds
share a common character. They consist of
bronze ornaments, namely, neck-rings in earlier centuries, and arm rings and other bronze
rings in later ones. In the given case it would

be most unfortunate to exclude the majority of such deposits and dismiss the value of
such items just because they do not include
precious metal objects. This is especially problematic when asking broader questions about
the scale of depositional practices—e.g. when
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Fig. 4: Materials represented in Estonian 1.–9. century AD wealth deposits. Data is represented in chronological order.
do ornament deposits seem to dominate in
the depositional material and what might be
the broader cultural background or reason for
that? For example, in reference to the latter,
we might compare the deposits of bronze and
silver ornaments (see figure 4) in a long-term
perspective, asking about the continuity and
discontinuity of this specific depositional tradition.
This brings us to the question of second untraditional material and subtype

of objects – weapons and tools as separate
deposits. There is a clear distinction between
the choices of deposited artefacts in Estonian1.–9. century AD material. The separation seems to follow a distinction between
deposits of ornaments (either bronze or silver) and weapons-tools (iron objects in general). More importantly, to some extent these
traditions alternate in temporal terms: from
the 7th century onwards weapon and tool
deposits show an increase whereas ornament
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Fig. 5: Environments of concealment of Estonian 1.–9. century AD wealth deposits.
deposits decrease at the same time, starting
to emerge again at the turn of the 9th century but this time in much smaller quantities (1–3 silver neck-rings) (see figures 3 and
4). In addition, looking at the long-term use
of some sites it is striking that some are consistently dominated by the deposits of iron
objects, be it tools or weapons, with very little or no ornament deposits at all. And again,
without such widely based comparisons and
by excluding iron artefact deposits it would
be easy to miss out some quite interesting
depositional patterns and their distribution
in space and time.
The problem of distinguishing single
objects as separate artefact finds as opposed
to accidental loss needs some attention too.
Although agreeing that in general it is rather
problematic to make a distinction between
intentional deposit and lost item I would
argue that again the broader scale of analysed data can be helpful here. First of all,
in some lucky circumstances it is possible to
actually see from the environment of concealment that the deposit must have been
an acknowledged act. Such examples are the
two Byzantine silver vessels from Estonia —
one discovered under a stone, the other from

the heap of stones of an old stone grave (see
Oras 2009, p. 38, 44, nos 6, 18; Oras 2010, nos
10, 11; Quast and Tamla 2010). Both the environment of concealment and the measurements of the artefact testify that accidental
loss is almost impossible. Slightly similar can
be an argumentation for including a single
silver neck-ring in the current overview. The
reason being that such neck-rings have been
discovered in other contemporary deposits,
consisting of this kind of artefact type solely.
In addition, it would have been easy and feasible to retrieve such a large object from dry
land.. Thus, it is likely that again we are looking at intentional and acknowledged depositional activity.
Finally, the general overview about the
environments of concealment should be
outlined. As can be seen from a simple graph
(figure 5 and table 1), there are no distinct
temporal patterns in this regard at first
glance. However, if one takes a closer look
at the findspots and compares them with
deposited items, some clearer tendencies
can be followed. The simplest is to notice
that iron objects – weapons and tools –
belong together with various watery conditions. Bronze rings and precious metal orna-
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ment deposits from the first half of the 1st
millennium AD come from the solid ground,
whereas the later ones show a connection to
nearby burial areas. At the same time, ornament deposits from the second half of the
1st millennium AD seem to fall into similar
environmental conditions with the deposits of slightly earlier or contemporaneous
iron objects. These are some of the possible instances of when and why it is fruitful
to analyse the data from different environments and findspots together.
These preliminary examples help to argue
why the concept of wealth deposit is more
suitable not only for analysing eastern Baltic
data, but also for looking at practices and
changes in artefact depositional traditions in
broader terms. As can be seen from these few
presented examples, there are quite different
acknowledged practices of wealth depositing, varying in time and space and in terms of
number of artefacts, environments, production material etc. That we are probably looking at socially accepted and more widely followed practices is expressed by the patterned
depositional characteristics which indicate a
conscious choice of objects, their material,
environment and placement in the deposit.
A further aim of my research, besides elaborating on those different practices of wealth
depositing, is to discuss if and how they correlate with broader social developments and
changes in this specific region and period.
Without such a large scale overview of the
whole material of intentional and separate
artefact deposits, analysis of the developments and changes to those practices, as well
as their relations to broader social developments, must remain tentative. Full answers
to these questions, however, will be the focus
of future publications.
Conclusion

I am sure that I am not alone in struggling
with giving a name for this sort of research
material and experiencing a situation
where the traditional terms are either too
specific and limited or too broad. I am not

saying that one should completely dismiss
the traditional terms that I have discussed
above. They most certainly are appropriate
in numerous cases. However, I hope I have
clearly argued why this is not the case for my
own study and why there sometimes seems
to be a need to invent, discuss and define a
new term for better understanding and coverage of the source material and research
results in general. In addition, I hope that
the case study and preliminary conclusions
provide a good example of how and why the
concept of the ‘wealth deposit’ can open up
some new discussions about different traditions of depositing artefacts in a long-term
perspective. Furthermore, this paper might
also provide an example of how the terms
used, source material, questions posed, theoretical and methodological concepts are
and perhaps even should be in continuous
dialogue with each other. It also means that
terms are always open to further development as any of these denominators change.
For these reasons it is important to take the
usage of terms and their definitions seriously
in all research.
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Notes

1 This paper was first presented at the 14th
Annual Iron Age Research Student Seminar at Durham University, on the 27th of
May 2011.
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2 Treasure Act 1996 (http://www.legislation.
gov.uk/ukpga/1996/24/contents).
3 The Treasure (Designation) Order 2002
(http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/
2002/2666/contents/made).
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