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Thoughts on the Karelian Baltic Sea Trade in the Twelfth and
Thirteenth Centuries AD

The twelfth and thirteenth centuries AD, which was also called the Crusade
period in Finland, have traditionally marked the flourishing of Karelian
culture. This picture is drawn by the findings of richly furnished
inhumation graves. Karelia' at the time is described as being a rich area
with a unique culture (Uino 1997: 166). It is also during this period that the
centre of the fur trade in northern Europe is moved to the areas around
Karelia. This fur trade becomes the basis of the commerce between
Novgorod and Gotland and later on with the Hanseatic League (Korpela
2004: 41).

Owing to trade in the Baltic Sea region, which started with the Vikings
in the eight century AD, goods and traditions were exchanged amongst
people in the area. The result of this exchange was something that could be
referred to as a common Baltic Sea culture. Especially the material culture,
both artefacts and pottery, was very similar throughout the whole region
(see for example Roslund 2001; Staecker 1999; Musin 1998). We therefore
should not seek strictly eastern or western phenomena in Karelia as often
done traditionally, but consider the trade era as being part of the common
Baltic Sea culture.

! By Karelia, I refer to the area of the former Finnish Karelia which remained on the
eastern side of the Swedish-Russian border after the Treaty of Péhkinésaari (Orexovec)
in 1323. This mainly concerns the western and north western shores of Lake Ladoga.
Today this region is part of Russia, after being invaded by the Soviet Union during the
Second World War.
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Karelian merchants?

The overall picture of a flourishing Karelian culture can be traced to the
richly furnished inhumation burials during the Crusade period that have
been found in Karelia. A wide range of objects have been found in these
graves which show that the Karelians were part of the common Baltic Sea
culture. But who were the people who were actually buried in these graves?
Were they really Karelians, or were they wealthy foreign merchants who
came to Karelia in order to control the fur trade? Most evidence point to
them being local Karelian people.

Firstly, among the grave goods, there are typically Karelian artefacts,
which were probably made locally (Uino 1997: 167). Secondly, the burial
rite differs from the rites conducted in areas nearby during this time period.
If the graves would in fact contain foreign merchants, they surely would
have been buried according to their own burial traditions. Thirdly, there are
no signs of a foreign expansion to Karelia (Uino 2006: 357). From this it is
safe to conclude that trade did not bring a new population to Karelia, but it
did bring new ideas and impressions.

If we assume that the people buried in the inhumation graves were
Karelian merchants, the next question is determining the role they played in
the Baltic Sea fur trade. These graves imply that the people buried in them
were wealthy with many grave goods from all around the Baltic Sea region.
However, this does not necessarily mean that the merchants travelled
around the whole region themselves. They could have got these artefacts
from other merchants in, for example, the nearby towns of Staraja Ladoga
or Novgorod.

The fur trade

The demand for furs in Western Europe had been constantly rising since
the eleventh century AD. And a vast number of furs came from the Russian
lands, with the market being concentrated in Novgorod (Attman 1973: 11-
13). In 1070, Adam Bremensis wrote that the Russian market was
overflowing with all kinds of goods® (Mester Adams: 22). The best way to

% Although the most important trade good for the Karelian merchants probably was fur,
surely they also traded other goods. They may also have traded, for example, food stuff
and handicrafts. But it is really hard to say anything for sure, as hardly any traces of the
actual trade goods are left in the archaeological material.
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Novgorod from Western Europe during this time period was from the Gulf
of Finland via Neva to Lake Ladoga and from there along the River
Volkhov to Novgorod.

Very little is known about the role that the Karelian merchants played in
the fur trade between Novgorod and Western Europe. However, later
historical documents show that Karelians played a big part in supplying
furs to the towns of Viborg and Reval (Harder-Gersdorff 2002: 134;
Huldén & Huldén 2004: 164-165). We can assume that at this point they
had a long tradition of fur trade behind them.

The best quality furs came from the northern areas, where the animals
had to develop a thick fur in order to last the cold winter. One indication
that the river routes to northern areas rich with fur animals were important
is shown by the location of the dwellings in Karelia of this time. These
dwellings were situated on the western and north western shores of Lake
Ladoga, around the mouth of the River Vuoksi. From here you could travel
northward to collect furs. That Karelians travelled along the rivers to the
inland to collect furs can be seen by Karelian artefacts and place names in
these areas (Taavitsainen 2004: 46-52).

Apparently the Karelians had a pretty good relation to Novgorod as they
let the Karelians have some sort of independency in the trade. Instead
especially the territories to the northeast of Karelia were controlled by
Novgorod. These areas were taxed by the Novgorodians as showed by
wooden cylinder tallies found in the town of Novgorod (Makarov 2006:
263).

The market

Where did the actual trade occur then? It is not known whether Karelians
traded directly with the Gotlandic or the Hanseatic merchants, or if they
had to use Novgorod as an intermediary. At least the Karelians had very
good waterways from the River Vuoksi via the Ladoga straight to the
towns of Staraja Ladoga and Novgorod. As there was an international
market place in Novgorod, this would have been a natural place for the
Karelian merchants to sell their goods.

This is supported by archaeological material which shows contacts
between Novgorod and Karelia in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries AD.
On the one hand, there are Novgorodian artefacts found in Karelia from
this period and on the other hand, there are Karelian artefacts found in
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Novgorod. At excavations in Novgorod, birch bark documents have been
found and some of these mention Karelia. These documents date to the
time period between 1100 and 1300 AD (See Uino 1997: 191-192, 194-195
with references).

Furthermore a ski was discovered in Karelia that is of a type that usually
occurs south of Lake Ladoga (Uino 2003: 359). So the winter routes on
snow and ice were at least as equally important as the water ways.
Moreover the rivers of Northwest Russia are full of difficult currents and
rapids, which make the water routes much more problematic than the
literature usually implies (Sindbaek 2003). As the ski finding suggests,
these winter routes could also have been used as trade routes between
Karelia and Novgorod.

The independent trade between Novgorod and Karelia probably ended in
the late thirteenth century. In 1278, Novgorodian Prince Dmitrij
Aleksandrovi¢ embarked on a war campaign to Karelia and evidently
conquered the fortress of Kikisalmi. It is from this year on that Karelia
could be considered to be part of the Novgorodian tax district. According to
historian Eric Christiansen, that campaign could have been launched
because the Karelians had tried to trade directly with the Germans.
Furthermore, Christensen thinks that the trade returned back to the old
order after the campaign. (Christiansen 1997: 119; Korpela 2004: 62).

Conclusions

The flourishing Karelian culture during the crusade period was probably a
result of the Baltic Sea trade in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The
centre of the trade at that time was very close to Karelia. This resulted in
the Karelian merchants getting rich and being able to give numerous
valuable offerings to their diseased as grave goods. These rich inhumation
graves are, however, hardly representative of the whole Karelian
population at this time. These graves merely show that some people
became wealthy.

Although the graves contain many foreign artefacts, this does not
automatically mean that the Karelians travelled extensively. Due to the
trade, objects could have been brought to Karelia by foreign merchants.
Those graves only indicate that Karelians took part in the international
Baltic Sea trade. Indeed, Karelia maintained some independence in trade
until the end of the thirteenth century. After that Karelia became a part of
Novgorod and was later integrated further into the Baltic Sea world.
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