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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper explores the intersection of craft research and textile conservation through the analysis of 
medieval archaeological textiles from the Siksälä burial site in southeastern Estonia. The site, notable 
for its exceptional preservation of organic materials, yielded over 260 textile fragments from 13th–15th 
century inhumations. Over a 30-year period, various conservation methods were applied, reflecting 
evolving practices and institutional involvement. The author examines how these differing approaches 
affect the study of textile manufacturing techniques and materials, as well as the reconstruction of 
clothing. Five distinct conservation methods are analysed from a craft researcher’s perspective, 
highlighting both the limitations and opportunities each presents. The diversity of methods offers a 
unique comparative framework for understanding textile structure and positioning. The study 
underscores the importance of thorough documentation and interdisciplinary collaboration in 
archaeological textile research. 
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SIKSÄLÄ BURIAL SITE AND ITS ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATIONS  

The Siksälä burial site, located near Misso in the Vastseliina parish of southeastern Estonia (image 1), is 
remarkable in several ways. Notably, during the 13th–15th centuries, the women's clothing decorations 
included numerous copper alloy spiral tubes and clasps, and the burials were accompanied by a wealth 
of metal jewellery. Due to the abundance of metal, organic materials have been better preserved than 
usual, making the finds from this site one of the largest collections of medieval textiles from rural 
cemeteries in Estonia. Such a quantity of finds is exceptional in the Estonian context.  
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Image 1: The Siksälä “Cemetery hill” in Southeastern Estonia.   

 
The archaeological finds from Siksälä differ notably from other southern Estonian cemeteries. 
Prehistoric burial traditions persisted until the 15th century (Valk, Laul 2014, 129), and 13th–14th 
century inhumations reflect eastern Latvian material culture (Zariņa 1999). Due to its location at the 
crossroads of political and ethnic regions, the site's population has drawn scholarly interest. 
Archaeologist Heiki Valk suggests the community belonged to a Finno-Ugric rural group inhabiting 
southeastern Estonia and northeastern Latvia (Valk & Laul 2014, 184). While Finno-Ugric traits 
dominated until the 12th century, the 13th century saw a cultural shift marked by Christian influence 
and Latgalian elements. Grave goods from this period resemble finds from northeastern and eastern 
Latvia. Despite the adoption of inhumation under Christianity, prehistoric features – such as richly 
adorned clothing and valuable items – remained prevalent until the 15th century (Valk & Laul 2014, 
173–195). 
The excavations at Siksälä Kalmetemägi were conducted under the leadership of archaeologists Silvia 
Laul and Jüri Peets from 1980 to 1993. The most intensive period of cemetery use was from the 13th to 
the 15th centuries, but there are also earlier and significantly later burials (Valk, Laul 2014, 30). The 
oldest burials were cremations, totalling 40. The remaining 264 were inhumations, of which 257 are 
dated to the period 1225-1475 (Valk, Laul 2014, 52). 
 
TEXTILE FINDS AND THEIR CONSERVATION   

 

The rich collection of finds from the burial site belongs to the archaeological research collection of 
Tallinn University (TLÜAT, formerly the Institute of History) under the main number AI 5101. Among the 
257 inhumations dated to the years 1225-1475, remains of at least 263 clothing or burial textiles have 
been found in 108 burials. Textile finds were collected from the burial site during the excavation period 
in two ways: as individual separate items or as assemblages taken up with the soil, known as monoliths. 
Throughout the excavation period from 1980 to 1993, 87 monoliths were collected (Kajak 2014, 295). 
This excavation methodology is suitable for handling delicate finds, including textiles, as the final 
cleaning and conservation of the items can take place in a more stable and technically better-equipped 
laboratory environment.  
 
The cleaning of monoliths in the laboratory began in 1980 but was only completed over 30 years later 
in 2012 (Kajak 2014). While the first conservators mostly fully opened the monoliths (i.e., all finds were 
cleaned and separated from the assemblage), this practice was later abandoned for two reasons. Firstly, 
it was considered important to preserve the monolith as a whole, meaning that the relative positions of 
the items were maintained. Secondly, due to the deteriorated condition from long-term storage, the 
so-called unwrapping was avoided, and the process was limited to removing excess soil and dust and 
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cleaning the preserved items. Chemical intervention was only used to prevent the deterioration of 
endangered details (Kajak 2014, 303).  
 
Over the course of 30 years, the conservation of the finds involved many different people and 
institutions. The documentation preserved regarding conservation work is varied. Over this period, 
conservation methodologies and technical techniques evolved, resulting in varying conditions of the 
textiles today. Among the earliest conserved finds, one can find textiles glued to glass, fragments 
mounted between two thin mesh fabrics and a cardboard frame, and shawls doubled onto a backing 
fabric with silk thread.  
 
ANALYSIS OF DIFFERENT CONSERVATION METHODS FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF TEXTILE RESEARCH 
AND RECONSTRUCTION  
 
As part of my doctoral dissertation (Matsin, forthcoming), I analysed the materials and manufacturing 
techniques of all textiles found at the burial site, as well as the complete women's clothing for each 
burial. Additionally, I reconstructed the clothing from burial 220 (image 2). In the course of this work, I 
engaged closely with various conservation methods. This, in turn, led me to analyse how different 
approaches to conservation influence the study of textile manufacturing techniques and materials, as 
well as the reconstruction of clothing. In the following section, I provide an overview of the conservation 
practices applied at the Siksälä burial site and examine them from the perspective of a craft researcher. 
The following list of conservation methods does not provide a comprehensive overview of the 
conservation process but is based on observations made during the study of the afore mentioned 
aspects. I highlight five different methods of textile conservation.   
 

 

 
 

Image 2: Reconstruction of a woman's attire from Siksälä burial 220 (dated between 1275 and 1350). Reconstruction by 
the author. Photos by Sandra Urvak. 

 
1) Fabric fragments glued to glass  
There is only one such fragment (image 3). Precise documentation regarding the time and person 
responsible for the conservation is lacking. The structure of textile fragments strongly glued to glass 
is difficult to study due to the amount of chemical treatment applied. Access to the back side of the 
fabric is hindered. Additionally, this conservation method does not allow for the study of the 
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material properties. The only positive aspect is that the relative positions of the existing fragments 
are likely preserved.  
 

 

 
 

Image 3: Checkered semi-woolen shawl from burial 4 (dated between 1300 and 1350). Photo by the author. 

 
2) Fragments mounted between two thin mesh fabrics and a cardboard frame  
In 1999, three textile fragments (image: 4, 5) from burial 59 were conserved in this manner. The 
work was carried out by a participant in the conservation course at the Espoo and Vantaa Technical 
University (EVTEK) Design Institute in Finland. The mesh material prevents the textiles from 
deteriorating but makes it difficult to study the structure and material of the textiles (image: 5). 
Additionally, the documentation does not provide an overview of the relative positions of the 
fragments. 

 
 

 
 

Image 4: Conserved fabric fragments from burial 59 (dated between 1300 and 1400). Photo by the author. 
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Image 5: A detail of one conserved fabric fragment from burial 59 (dated between 1300 and 1400). Photo by the author. 

 
3) Shawls doubled onto a backing fabric  

Shawls with metal decorations from burials 158 (image: 6), 187, 200 (image: 7a, 7b), and 244 have 
been treated in this manner (Matsin 2010). In addition to doubling onto a backing fabric, the metal 
details and partially the fabric itself have been chemically treated (Kajak 2014, 300-301). 
Fortunately, this treatment has not altered the structure of the fabric. The greatest value of this 
conservation method is the fixation of the size and relative positions of the shawls and fragments, 
which greatly aids in understanding other similar items. However, it is regrettable that the textiles 
cannot be examined from the reverse side. 
 

 

 
 
Image 6: Detailed photo of the fabric-duplicated shawl from burial 158 (dated between 1300 and 1400). Photo by 
Jaana Ratas. 
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Images 7a, 7b: Detailed photo of the duplicated shawl from burial 200 (dated between 1225 and 1350) and the resulting 
reconstruction by the author. Photos by the Jaana Ratas (7a) and Sandra Urvak (7b). 

 
4) Cleaned and preserved textiles without additional treatment  
Textiles conserved in this manner (image 8a) are the most numerous among the finds and are very 
suitable for studying technique and material (image 8b), as they allow for good observation of the 
movement of threads on both the right and wrong sides of the fabric. The downside is that often 
the relative positions of the fragments are not fixed, making it difficult to determine the size and 
relative positions of the clothing items. 

 
 

 
 

Image 8a, 8b: Detailed photo of the corner of a checkered semi-woollen shawl from burial 158 (dated between 
1300 and 1400) and the resulting reconstruction of burial 220 by the author. Photos by the author (8a) and 
Sandra Urvak (8b). 

 
5) Textiles preserved as monoliths  
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More than 40 assemblages taken up as monoliths (image 9a) are still preserved in their original form. 
Mostly dry-cleaned, the monoliths have had excess soil removed, with minimal chemical cleaning or 
other interventions applied to individual details. On one hand, studying textiles preserved as monoliths 
is challenging because usually only one side of the items is visible. On the other hand, monoliths that 
have not been fully disassembled contain significant additional information, as they allow for the 
observation of the relative positions of the textiles, as well as the direction of the warp and weft threads. 
This provides further information about the position of the clothing items in the burial and in relation 
to the body, as well as the placement of the patterns on the fabric, and helps to form a complete picture 
of the reconstruction (image 9b). 

 

 
 
Image 9a, 9b: Partially disassembled and cleaned monolith from burial 220 (dated between 1275 and 1350) and the resulting 
reconstruction of the headdress by Signe Rätsepso. Photos by Jaana Ratas (9a) and Sandra Urvak (9b). 

 
 
CONCLUSION  
 
In the study of archaeological textiles, a craft researcher largely depends on previous stage researchers, 
their preparation and knowledge of the material, as well as the documentation they have compiled. 
From the perspective of craft research, documentation is crucial at all stages, regardless of the 
methodology. Different conservation methods allow textiles to be studied in various ways and have 
different drawbacks and opportunities from the craft researcher's viewpoint. Paradoxically, the diversity 
of conservation methods for textiles from the Siksälä burial site is positive, as different methods enable 
the collection of varied information.  
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