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Introduction
During the winter of 2015, restoration building works 
were carried out in the 19th century parish church 
in the rural village of Gällared located in the county 
of Halland in southwest Sweden. When the wooden 
fl oor in the southwest part of the nave was removed, 
the construction workers discovered a small wooden 
box underneath the fl oorboards (Tegnhed, 2016, 8-9). 
It was not known to them at the time that the box 
could be a clandestine burial. When recovered, the 
box was intact and sealed (fi g. 1a). Assuming it was 
empty, the workers removed the lid, which proved 
easy because the nails had rusted through. Inside the 
box was a piece of folded cloth, which, upon closer 
examination later, revealed to be wrapped around 
and stuck to small pieces of what were suspected to 
be skeletal remains (fi g. 1b). It became clear that the 
box was a coffi  n and the textile a burial shroud. This 
led to a systematic study of the box and its contents, 
and of the cultural practices relating to pre-term and 
unbaptised individuals that prevailed at the time of the 

interment. The excellent preservation enabled detailed 
observation of features and presented the opportunity 
to gain insight into the factors that contributed to this, 
especially the burial shroud. The aim of this article is 
to present this analysis, focusing on the burial shroud 
and place the fi nd in a broader physical and social 
context. In this article, the medical defi nition of a 
foetus as an stillborn baby from the eighth week after 
fertilisation until birth is used. Foetal age (also known 
as fertilisation age, conceptional age and embryonic 
age) is used unless otherwise specifi ed. This the actual 
age of the foetus calculated from the day of conception 
whereas gestational age is the common term and 
is determined from the fi rst day of the last normal 
menstrual period.
The village of Gällared – population 393 in 2018 
(Statistics Sweden) – is situated in an ancient cultural 
and cultivation landscape in rural southwest Sweden 
in the county of Halland. Its rural parish church 
is located on a gently sloping hill on the northern 
outskirts. There has been a parish church on the 
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site of the current church since at least 1100 to 1350 
(Nilsson 2002, 24; 2009, 358) although its exact dating 
is uncertain. It is constructed of white-plastered local 
graystone with a wooden shingle roof. Originally a 
rectangular longhouse, it underwent remodelling 
through the centuries, including the addition of a 
stand-alone wooden bell tower. The present building 
dates from its enlargement and the addition of an 
integrated bell tower at its west end in 1856 (fi g. 2) 
(Karlsson 1982, 54). The church has no crypt, and there 
has been no custom of inhumations in the church (Uno 

Andersson, pers. com. 22 May 2020). The church has 
several medieval works of art of note, including a 13th 
century stone baptismal font of Gotland limestone, 
a 15th century polychrome wooden crucifi x and 
Madonna in oak, and a late 15th century wooden 
fi gure of St Olaf.
By the end of the 1700s, Gällared’s parish church had 
not only fallen into serious disrepair but was also 
considered insuffi  cient for the village population 
(Karlsson 1982, 47 & 49). The wooden shingle roof 
was collapsing into the interior, lime plaster was 
delaminating from the interior stone walls and the 
mortar securing building stone was crumbling. A 
major building campaign was undertaken in 1831 to 
tear down, rebuild and extend the old church. The 
condition of the exterior walls was such that most 
of the church structure had to be demolished. The 
longhouse was extended in the east ending with the 
addition of a semi-circular sacristy. In the west end, 
thinner walls were erected atop broken down older, 
thicker, foundation walls. This was a period when 
Sweden was experiencing an economic downturn at 
the end of the 1820s and the beginning of the 1830s 
(Jonsson, 1994, 245-246). The population of the parish 
at that time was approximately 760 people (Larsson 
1982, 85). The rebuilding began in May and except 
for three weeks of haymaking, the construction work 
proceeded into the autumn. The male parishioners 
were required to provide building materials (both 
quarried stone and wood) and to perform day labour, 
which is estimated to have been 3,000 days (Karlsson 
1982, 51). The year 1831 was a hard year in the parish. 
The entire spring through autumn period was rainy. 
This delayed the spring sowing, damaged crops 
and caused a poor harvest. Additionally, a typhoid 
epidemic descended upon the parish. Together, these 
events delayed the rebuilding of the church, which 
was not completed until November (Karlsson 1982, 
52). There is no doubt this building enterprise was a 
strain on both the economic and labour resources of 
the village.
Restoration building works within the church in 2015 
were necessary to meet requirements for accessibility 
compliancy. During this work, it was discovered that 
the fl oor and fl oor beams in the western parts of the 
nave, especially on the north side, were rott en. In 
conjunction with replacing the fl oor, the contractor 
found it advisable to clear the crawl space under the 
fl oor and lower the ground level along the west walls 
of the church. It is these walls that were built atop the 
thicker medieval walls in the 1831 rebuilding. The 
well-ventilated crawl space was fi lled with building 
rubble (stone, masonry mortar and plaster) and fi ne 

Fig. 1: The Gällared wooden coffi  n (10.7 x 6.8 x 5.3 cm) containing 
the wrapped foetal remains. Fig. 1a. The lidded coffi  n. Fig. 1b. The 
open coffi  n with texƟ le burial shroud (Images: Uno Andersson, 
Kulturmiljö Halland)
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Additionally, the fl at lid was fastened in place with 
nails. The use of adhesive to join the pieces of wood 
was not detected. No physical evidence of burial ritual 
was observed, such as exterior hardware or decoration 
(either painted or textile), or interior furnishings or 
burial goods. The edges of the individual pieces are 
neither precise nor square cut and vary from normal to 
rough and uneven. The lid and several side edges are 
roughly bevelled. Although the pieces are well-secured 
to one another, the overall shape of the coffi  n is skewed.
The coffi  n is complete and was intact when discovered. 
It received no invasive interventive conservation 
treatment. The plank pieces are in good condition 
with no sign of past damp or insect activity either on 
interior or exterior faces. Exterior sides of the coffi  n are 
dusty and dark grey in colour. There is no evidence of 
water or soil staining on the coffi  n. The interior faces 
of the wood are a dusty, natural wood colour with no 
sign of staining.
Considering the coffi  n was constructed to house the 
Gällared foetus, its interior space was assessed to 
estimate the maximum size of foetus – in its natural 
crouched (sleep-like) position. The Gällared foetus 
prior to wrapping could not have exceeded a length 
of 6 to 7 cm. A foetus older than 10 to 11 foetal weeks – 
or late fi rst trimester - would not have fi t comfortably 
into the coffi  n (Napolitano et al. 2014, table 2). 
The preserved skeletal remains were stuck to the 

sandy soil in addition to the thicker remaining stone 
walls of the medieval church. It was established that 
the older cultural layers and remaining construction 
elements of the medieval church preserved under 
the fl oor required an archaeological investigation to 
ensure that any structures or cultural layers relating 
to the medieval church were recorded. Several 1 m 
control squares and test pits were opened up and the 
area was investigated by Kulturmiljö Halland (fi g. 2) 
(Tegnhed 2016). This was followed by a watching brief.
It was during the removal of the fl oor that the builders 
discovered a small lidded wooden box sitt ing on 
building rubble directly underneath the fl oorboards. 
They reported that there were no gaps in the fl oor in 
the vicinity, and that the box was placed so far in under 
the fl oor that it most likely was concealed during the 
original laying of the fl oor in 1831 (Tegnhed 2016, 8-9).

The coffi  n and its contents
The simple wooden coffi  n is rectangular in shape. The 
coffi  n’s exterior including lid measures 10.7 x 6.8 x 5.3 
cm (l x h x w) and the interior is 8.2 x 4.5 x 3 cm. It 
is crudely constructed of six small dissimilar pieces 
of roughly sawn and planed pieces of pine (Picea) 
timber, with a mean thickness of 1.2 cm (fi g. 1). The 
sides, corners and base are butt -joined together with 
wrought iron square-cut nails (Wells 1998), which have 
corroded, staining the surrounding areas rust brown. 

Fig. 2: Architectural plan of Gällared Parish Church, Sweden illustraƟ ng the remains of the medieval local graystone rectangular long-
house, its rebuilding (1831) and bell tower addiƟ on (1856). The 2015 archaeological invesƟ gaƟ on and locaƟ on of the coffi  n containing 
the foetus found underneath the fl oorboards are noted (Image: Uno Andersson, Kulturmiljö Halland)
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fastened. They now have a scalloped contour from 
the stitching, and there are remnants of the thread in 
the stitch holes. There are two small circles coarsely 
embroidered next to one another on the fabric in the 
same sewing thread (fi g. 4). Their nature could not 
be identifi ed; however, it has been suggested that, 
considering the cloth was repurposed, these could be 

inside face of the burial shroud in approximate 
anatomical arrangement adhering to the fabric with 
dried connective tissue. Their condition is indicative 
of natural mummifi cation. They constitute 23 tiny 
bones, including ribs from both sides of the body 
(nine from the right and eight from the left), the left 
and right halves of the unfused mandible, the right 
humerus, an unidentifi ed long bone and several 
pieces of paper-thin bone. These ossifi ed skeletal parts 
exhibit an etched and fi brous surface morphology. 
The age at death of the foetus was estimated through 
assessment of times of appearance and fusion of 
major centres of ossifi cation and the size, morphology 
and state of preservation of the skeletal elements in 
comparison with current data on embryonic and 
foetal development. It is estimated that the foetus died 
in foetal week nine.
The textile shroud is rectangular in shape (14.7 x 8.5 
cm) with single-fold, turned-under edges on all sides 
and weighs 3 g (fi g. 3a). The raw edges are straight 
and were scissor-cut prior to being turned under. The 
fabric is a regular diagonal 2/2 twill of medium quality 
in undyed cott on (Gossypium) with a thread count of 
19 to 22 threads per cm in both the warp and weft 
directions. Its quality and use of the same yarn as both 
warp and weft points to it being handwoven and most 
likely the product of household textile production, 
which at that time produced the largest volume of 
cloth in Sweden, compared to the handicraft factories 
and mechanised factories (Schön 1980, 64-67; Nilsson 
& Schön 1978, 93-94). There are no selvedges on the 
textile. The Z-spun threads range in thickness from 
0.25 to 0.9 mm with a light to medium twist. The single-
fold, turned-under edges are 0.5 to 0.7 cm wide and 
were fastened with a whipstitch using linen thread (L. 
usitatissimum). These edges are no longer completely 

Fig. 3: The Gällared burial shroud. Fig. 3a. The folded shroud. Fig. 
3b. The unfolded shroud illustraƟ ng the stained area and embroi-
dery on the inside face (Images: Anders Andersson, Kulturmiljö 
Halland)

Table 1: Colour of burial shroud on the inside face. The colour of the inside face of the burial shroud in colour coordinates of the 
CIE L*a*b* colour coordinate system. The colour of the cloth was measured for pre-burial, original (under seams) = O, post-burial 
= C, and stained areas =S. Colour difference was calculated between original and post-burial (O-C) and original and stained areas 
(O-S). Symbols: L* = lightness-darkness scale; a* = red-green chromatic scale; b* = blue-yellow chromatic scale; Δ L*, Δ a* and Δ b* 
= change in lightness and colour coordinates; and, Δ E* = total colour change. ↓ Δ L* darker; ↑ Δ a* increase in red; ↑ Δ b* increase 
in yellow. Following European Committee for Standardization CSN EN 15886 (2010). 
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ranging from the unfortunate souls becoming restless 
spirits, such as so-called mylings in Scandinavia (for 
example, Hagberg 2015, 566-579; Kätt erström Höök 
2015, 15-16; Lindquist 1981, 7-12; Bø 1960), to abuse of 
their bodies by witches (Hausmair 2017, 2).
Gradually, from the late 16th century through to the 
late 18th century, a more tolerant att itude developed, 
and unbaptised newborns, followed by stillborns, 
were permitt ed burial in the church graveyard. The 
situation of small foetuses remained critical and, as 
a result, the custom of clandestine burial continued; 
although, it seems that this practice became limited to 
contained burial in small containers and cloth bundles 
and no longer earth-cut graveyard burial. Such 
burials constituted a transgression of offi  cial church 
regulations and were parents’ att empt to achieve 
burial within consecrated ground and challenge their 
children’s damnation.
The investigation of crypts is an expanding 
archaeological research area in Scandinavia (see, for 
example, Karsten and Manhag 2018; Ahlström Arcini 
2016; Anthony 2016; Jonsson 2006). Meanwhile, 
archaeological investigations are often executed in 

laundry marks (Jane Malcolm-Davies, pers. com. 27 
May 2020).
The interior face of the textile is stained along one 
half (fi g. 3b). Colour measurement under a folded-
over corner reveals the fabric was originally off -white 
(table 1). The current colour of the fabric is darker with 
a beige tone and with visual signs of light staining. The 
stained areas are darker with a brown-pinkish tone.
The textile is intact and in good condition. It is dry, 
soft and fl exible, and can be handled without damage 
to the fabric. It received no invasive interventive 
conservation treatment. It has two non-creased folds 
edge-to-edge in the width direction. There are several 
weak areas where threads of the weave have been 
physically degraded but not broken through. There 
is no indication of active or recent biodeterioration by 
microorganisms or insects. However, there is some 
cott on-fi bre frass under one of the folded-over long 
edges.
Fragmentary insect remains were found inside the 
coffi  n and scatt ered on the burial shroud. These were 
determined to be mostly parts of dermestid beetles 
at diff erent life stages: a cast larval skin, a partial 
abdomen and a leg, plus the head of an ant (Rasmus 
Hovmöller, pers. com. 10 May 2016).

Discussion
The practice of burying foetuses within the church 
or walls of the consecrated graveyard surrounding 
the church was common in Scandinavia (Jonsson 
2006, 84), and the custom dates to the Early Medieval 
period. Religion was a major structuring principle 
for beliefs and practices regarding burial during 
this period (Mytum 2004, 13). Medieval canon law 
dictated detailed directives for burial in consecrated 
church graveyards. Suicides, thieves, criminals, 
strangers, drowned bodies and unbaptised adults 
and children (including miscarriages, stillborns and 
newborns) were not entitled to burial in consecrated 
ground. With the denial of burial in consecrated 
soil, and the associated diffi  culties of the unbaptised 
children to fi nd peace and come to the kingdom of 
heaven, alternative illicit burial customs developed 
for them (Jonsson 2006, 84; Hagberg 2015, 517-519). 
This included being secretly buried (with or without 
a coffi  n) in the bott om of a newly dug grave or placed 
together in the grave with the next adult burial (for 
example, Olsson 2003, 27); hidden in the coffi  n of 
an adult (for example, Ahlström et al. 2018, 16-17); 
or burial in a small container concealed within the 
church or graveyard wall. Burial directives that denied 
unbaptised children a Christian burial in consecrated 
ground led to fears surrounding the corpse and soul 

Fig. 4: Close-up of the embroidered area of the shroud (Image: 
Anders Andersson, Kulturmiljö Halland)
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of the Gällared coffi  n place it in a later part of this 
period.
The burial containers range from small homemade 
boxes, to secondary use of various types of packaging 
such as cigar boxes, butt er boxes, matchboxes, pieces 
of cloth and newspaper. The people of the community 
made use of the materials available. Containers are 
both undecorated and decorated, including some 
painted or carved with elaborate designs (Bø 1960, 
150; Magnussen 2005, 55-57; Sellevold 2008, 7-9, 23). 
Most of the boxes are of such a nature that they could 
easily have been constructed by anybody; although, 
Bø (1960, 150) reported three centres in Norway for 
production of such boxes for sale. Whilst crudely 
constructed from scrap wood and undecorated, the 
Gällared coffi  n was specifi cally made for the foetus. 
There is even less comparative textile material. Reports 
of box contents, when investigated, mention that 
the remains are packed or rolled in a piece of textile 
(Sellevold 2008, 18, 19, 23) or wrapped in a white 
cloth (Magnussen 2005, 55-57). The skeletal remains 
in the coffi  n recovered from Bringetofta Church were 
wrapped in a very worn and repaired linen children’s 
shirt in tabby weave (Londos 1995, 50). Kätt erström 
Höök (2015, 16) reports there are no skeletal remains 
in the coffi  ns in the Nordic Museum but that one 
(NM.0285615+) contains fl ax and cott on fi bres. One 
exception is a match-stick box in the Bergen University 
Museum collections that, in addition to containing 
a white cloth, was itself packed in a white cloth 
(Magnussen 2005, fi g. 4; Østigård 2009, 19). Visual 
inspection of an image of the cloth (Østigård 2009, 
19) suggests that the fabric is similar to the Gällared 
burial shroud in that it is a white, diagonal 2/2 twill 
of medium quality. The fi bre could not be identifi ed. 
Although a dearth of coffi  n textiles hampers further 
comparative technical study, the burial wrapping 
of the Bringetofta remains provides insight into the 
careful handling and att ention to details the Gällared 
foetus was aff orded. The Bringetofta wrapping was 
a repaired, fragmentary and very worn-out piece 
of child’s clothing; whereas the white rectangular 
Gällared burial shroud was fashioned – probably by 
someone who was grieving the death of the child - 
with carefully hemmed, cut edges from a textile that 
was, judging from the embroidery, probably from 
re-purposed clothing or household linen but not worn-
out, broken-down cloth. Comparative textile material 
has not come to light.
The environmental conditions surrounding the 
concealed Gällared coffi  n and its contents would have 
consisted of: low wintertime and cool summertime 
temperatures; low humidity; absence of weathering 

association with restoration and construction work 
carried out in medieval churches and churches with 
medieval structures and cultural layers. The extent 
of these surveys usually varies with the scope of the 
construction activity. Traditionally, the mapping of 
the church building’s architecture and construction 
details was the focus; however, there is increased 
emphasis on systematic collection and documentation 
of the many small fi nds that are recovered from 
such investigations, especially from underneath the 
fl oorboards. This includes small containers containing 
foetal burials. 

Comparative material
Bø (1960, 99-152) undertook an extensive ethnographic 
study of the occurrence of clandestine historical foetal 
burials in Norway and Sweden. This practice ranged 
from the medieval period to the mid-20th century 
(Magnussen 2005, 58). In response to the 1953 survey 
Bø and Lid sent out to all parishes in Norway, one 
builder commented that he had found hundreds 
of small containers (Bø 1960, 134, 145). Bø recounts 
many churches in Norway and Sweden that provided 
accounts of such fi nds. Since the custom of burying 
foetuses in small boxes within the church or cemetery 
was well known, they were recognised as such when 
found and there was no reason to open and examine 
the contents. Consequently, there is scant comparative 
physical material. Another contributing factor to the 
scarcity is that archaeological investigation of crypts 
has been a limited research area in Scandinavia.
Only a few boxes and coffi  ns have made their way 
into museum collections. There are three boxes in the 
collections of the Nordic Museum, Stockholm, Sweden 
(Kätt erström Höök 2015, 16), inventory numbers 
NM.0285614+, NM.0285615+ and NM.0285616+. 
Furthermore, there is one in the collection of 
Jönköpings läns museum (Jönköping County 
Museum), Jönköping in Sweden (Londos 1995, 49-51); 
and eight in the collections of the University Museum 
of Bergen, Norway (Magnussen 2005, 54-57).
Many of the boxes in museum’s collections do not 
contain skeletal remains. In those that do, the remains 
are wrapped in textile or newspaper. Only the skeletal 
remains in the coffi  n from Bringetofta Church in 
Jönköping Museum are reported as analysed (Londos 
1995, 49). One of the wooden coffi  ns in the Nordic 
Museum (inventory number NM.0285616+) and the 
coffi  n in Jönköping County Museum (Londos 1995, 
48-49) are similar to the Gällared coffi  n in period 
(1700s to 1800s), size, shape, construction and lack of 
decoration with the exception that the wooden pieces 
are joined together with wooden plugs. The iron nails 



Archaeological Textiles Review No. 62158

Articles

The nine-week Gällared foetal corpse would have no 
gut fl ora to putrefy upon death (Burcham & Jordan 
2017, 33-34). Its weight is estimated to have been 
approximately 20 to 25 g (extrapolated from Fazekas 
and Kósa’s (1978) data set cited in Kósa 1989, table 
2.1) of which 94% or 19 to 23 g (19 to 23 ml) would 
be water (Moulton 1923, table 1). The folds in the 
Gällared shroud bear evidence of double-folding, 
not tight winding, around the foetus. The staining 
is an indication that the textile was wrapped around 
something slightly damp, and that the foetal remains 
were not mummifi ed when placed in the coffi  n. 
Remains in a saturated state would have discoloured 
the entire fabric and led to its biodegradation. It seems 
likely that the foetus was washed and dried prior to 
being wrapped. The specifi c area of staining along 
one side points to the foetus being in direct intimate 
contact with the shroud, and that the shroud was 
double-folded around the foetus with the short side 
parallel to the length of the body. The medium spin 
of the yarn and the medium weave of cloth created 
a porous textile. Together with the natural moisture-
wicking properties of plant fi bres, the burial shroud 
was well-suited to transport moisture, including body 
fl uids, away from the foetal body. The loose wrapping 
will have facilitated the drying out of the soft tissue 
and brought about relatively widespread desiccation 
of the corpse (Bouquin et al. 2013, 14).
Furthermore, the wrapping of the foetus in the 
shroud restricted the scatt ering of the skeletal parts 
as the body decomposed, and thus led to those parts 
retaining the anatomically correct position of the foetal 
skeleton (Duday 2009, 45). This signifi cantly aided the 
identifi cation of the individual skeletal remains.
The foetal remains are predominantly skeletal; 
however, as previously noted, these were stuck to the 
fabric by dried-out connective tissue. That and the 
nature of the modifi ed bone surface of the skeletal 
parts evidence a mummifi ed state but one that has 
experienced insect att ack. This is supported by the 
recovered insect fauna. Initially, the shroud would 
have protected the foetus from the access of insects 
once in the coffi  n. Once inside the shroud, however, the 
dermestid would have consumed the small amount of 
dried tissue of the mummy leaving the denser ossifi ed 
skeletal parts.
The remains from dermestid beetles provide some 
clues about the environmental conditions experienced 
by the small coffi  n. In a forensic context, blow fl ies 
(Ophyra sp.) are among the fi rst insects to visit a corpse 
and they prefer to feed on bodies before they become 
dried out. That there was no evidence of Ophyra in 
the tiny casket may indicate that they could not get 

(for example, wind, rain, snow, ice, sunlight); 
exchange of air; and a dry, sandy soil ground with 
mixed building rubble, plaster and stones. The present 
confi guration of the church sitt ing on a small rise would 
have contributed to favourable climate conditions in 
the crawl space. The surrounding environment over 
the almost 200-year history of the coffi  n’s concealment 
was relatively stable and undisturbed as evidenced 
by the exterior and interior colour and condition of 
the coffi  n wood; the darkening and yellowing of the 
shroud fabric, which is in agreement with the natural 
oxidation (i.e., not resulting from burial) of cellulose-
based plant fi bres with age; and insect fauna that inhabit 
dry environments. The fresh pine wood, from which 
the coffi  n was constructed, produces turpenoids with 
signifi cant antifungal and antimicrobial properties 
(Piombino-Mascali et al. 2014, 119) and this may have 
contributed to preservation in the initial burial phase 
as well.
During the early postmortem period of burial, the 
dry, aerated environment suggests that the Gällared 
foetus became naturally mummifi ed by the principal 
mechanism of desiccation. This may not be apparent 
upon initial observation of the remains due to the 
absence of dried tissue. However, upon closer 
examination, the presence of minute fragments of 
dried tissue on and the adhesion of the skeletal parts 
to the burial shroud - as evidenced by the physically 
degraded areas in some threads of the weave  are 
certainly indicative of mummifi cation. Mummifi cation 
of a deceased vertebrate can be seen as a competition 
between desiccation and decomposition (Micozzi 
1986, 954). Decomposition in a cool, dry and well-
aerated space would be expected to accelerate water 
loss by evaporation, both from the skin and the 
surrounding textile. Wrapping in a textile shroud will 
facilitate dissipation of any fl uids leaking from the 
foetus (Aufderheide 2003, 303) and there were signs of 
liquid staining on the shroud.
Experimental forensic and bioanthropological studies 
carried out to investigate the eff ect of clothing and 
wrapping on the rate of human postmortem tissue 
desiccation concluded that the most important factor 
infl uencing the rate of postmortem body water 
loss is the environment at the skin surface and that 
clothing accelerates the desiccation rate (Aturaliya & 
Lukasewycz 1999, 893-896). Thus, the Gällared shroud 
in contact with the foetal skin surface, would have 
substantially enhanced the extent and rate of body 
water loss and soft tissue mummifi cation in contrast 
to no wrapping. The shroud would have continually, 
eff ectively and rapidly removed water from the foetal 
skin surface hastening the desiccation of the soft tissue.
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much-debated issue (for example, World Archaeology 
Congress 1989; ICOM 2004; Jennbert 2004, 327-347; 
Tarlow 2006, 199-216; DeWitt e 2015, 10-19). The dead 
should be treated with dignity and respect. This applies 
to the intimately associated textiles too (Peacock 2007, 
12-16; Bakó 1998, 150-151; Janaway 1998, 17-18). The 
Gällared coffi  n was discovered by chance. The burial 
of early stage foetuses in boxes or other containers 
within churches or churchyard walls is no longer 
within living memory. Unknowingly, the Gällared 
box was opened up and the folded textile investigated 
before those on site realised that it contained human 
remains.
A less-structured part of the study of the Gällared 
fi nd consisted of informal correspondence and 
conversations with practicing osteologists and 
several archaeologists representing universities, 
museums and forensic institutes in Scandinavia and 
the UK. Of the 19 respondents, many stated that they 
encountered graves with small children or foetuses 
in both cemeteries and inside churches. However, 
fewer than fi ve were aware of the tradition of secretly 
burying small foetuses within churches or churchyard 
walls. This is of interest considering Bø’s (1960, 99-152) 
survey in the mid-20th century found that this custom 
was well-known in rural areas at that time.
The remains of the Gällared foetus will be wrapped 
once again in their burial shroud and returned to 
their coffi  n, and then be reinterred in Gällared Parish 
Church under the fl oorboards where they were 
discovered (Uno Andersson, pers. com. 2019).

Conclusions
The Gällared coffi  n was a clandestine burial. There is 
no record or knowledge of a similar secret burial within 
Gällared Parish Church (Uno Andersson, pers. com. 20 
April 2020). Based upon the fi nd context, it is posited 
that the fi nd dates to autumn 1831. The rebuilding 
of the church between the spring and autumn 1831 
would have provided not only a convenient supply of 
fresh scrap wood for the coffi  n, but also a convenient 
place for concealment when the fl oor was laid inside 
the new church. This is in agreement with the few 
fragments of insects that point to burial during a cooler 
period. The Gällared coffi  n was constructed using iron 
nails, whereas recovered boxes of earlier date have 
wooden nails. The cott on fi bre of the burial shroud 
also supports an early 19th century date. It was at the 
end of the 1700s that cott on began to make inroads 
into the Swedish market eventually overtaking linen 
as the primary textile industry (Schön 1979, 99-136).
Although there are many examples of almost full-
term foetal or stillborn child burials recovered from 

access to the foetal remains or that it was interred 
during cold months (Turner-Walker & Scull 1997, 
326). Dermestidae (skin beetles) feed on dead plant and 
animal remains, and in a forensic context are relatively 
late arrivals and feed on dried skin, tendons and bone. 
Electron microscope studies have demonstrated that 
the mouthparts of dermestids can modify the surfaces 
of bones causing grooves and a fi brous appearance 
(Fernández-Jalvo & Marín Monford 2008, fi g. 3). They 
are typically small and would be able to infi ltrate small 
cracks and crevices to gain access to the interior of the 
coffi  n. In the case of the Gällared foetus one might not 
expect a larger population of diverse insect species to 
be associated with such a small corpse.
Beyond exposing one specifi c event and in addition to 
the part they played in the postmortem preservation 
of the Gällared foetus, the simple coffi  n and burial 
shroud bear evidence of a complex material language 
heavily imbued with cultural meanings and values 
(Mui 2015, 154). The burial treatment of the foetus 
was not simply to accomplish the removal of its 
decaying remains. The foetus was handled with 
care and dignity after its death and was buried with 
att ention to details. This was at a time not only when 
the village was beset with misfortune but also when 
miscarried individuals were not permitt ed similar 
burials to other members of society. Although crudely 
constructed from scrap wood, the lid and the edges of 
the small box used for the burial were fi nished. The 
piece of textile was fashioned into a burial shroud 
with carefully hemmed edges. It was carefully loosely 
wrapped around the foetus; it was not meaning-free 
and simply a piece of cloth wrapped around a corpse 
(Mui 2015, 150-151). Both were fashioned with care 
and specially made to house the foetal remains and 
witness an adherence to providing as decent and 
appropriate a burial as possible (Davidson 2016, 235; 
Douny & Harris 2014, 20). Neither was a haphazard 
solution whether  improvised through resourcefulness 
or necessity.(Cannon & Cook 2015, 401). The formable 
textile wrapping protected the body and the stiff  
wooden coffi  n wrapping protected the wrapped body 
(Douny & Harris 2014, 15). The parents (mourners) 
made conscious decisions about the manner in which 
the deceased foetus was treated and arrangements for 
its emotionally motivated illicit internment in sacred 
ground under the newly laid fl oorboards of the parish 
church. This particular burial ritual represents an 
expression of strategy for coping with and managing 
loss, grief and transition.
Ethical considerations related to the raising, handling, 
study and exhibition of human remains from 
archaeological contexts have been and continue to be a 
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archaeological contexts, early stage foetuses are so tiny 
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Acknowledgements
We are thankful to colleagues who responded to the 
informal survey. Furthermore, we are grateful for 
the generous advice, discussions and comments of 
Uno Andersson, Gällared Parish (SE) and Rasmus 
Hovmöller, Swedish Museum of Natural History (SE). 
We would like to thank two anonymous reviewers for 
their thoughtful comments. Finally, we wish to thank 
Gällared Parish Council for its support and permission 
to publish.



161Archaeological Textiles Review No. 62

Articles

Hausmair, B. (2017) Topographies of the afterlife. 
Reconstructing infant burials in medieval mortuary 
space. Journal of Social Archaeology 17(2), 210-236. htt ps://
doi.org/10.1177/1469605317704347. Also, OnlineFirst, 
1-27, available at: htt ps://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/9f35/
b70ef0ee08e2c872a271884da6a40bfc19c3.pdf (accessed 6 
May 2020).

Janaway, R. (1998) An introductory guide to textiles from 
18th and 19th century burials. In: M. Cox (ed), Grave 
Concerns. Death and Burial in England 1700-1850. CBA 
Research Repport 113, 17-32.

Jennbert, K. (2004) Ethics in archaeological practice. In: H. 
Karlsson (ed.), Swedish Archaeologists on Ethics. Lindome, 
Sweden: Bricoleur Press, 327-347, available at: htt ps://
lucris.lub.lu.se/ws/fi les/5895162/3558981.pdf (accessed 
29 April 2020).

Jonsson, I. (1994) Linodlare, väverskor och köpmän. 
Linne som handelsvara och försörjningsmöjlighet i 
det tidiga 1800-talets Hälsingland Linen growers, 
weavers and merchants. Linen as a commodity and 
supply opportunity in early 19th century Hälsingland, 
Doctoral dissertation, Uppsala University, Sweden, 
Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis. Uppsala Studies in Economic 
History 35. Stockholm, Sweden: Almqvist & Wiksell.

Jonsson, K. (2006) Från Karon till Sankte Per - gravskick 
i Skandinavien under efterreformatorisk tid [From 
Karon to Sankte Per – burial customs in Scandinavia 
during the Post-Reformation period]. In: T. Østigård 
(ed), Lik og ulik: Tilnærminger til variasjon i gravskikk. 
UBAS Nordisk 2, 69-93, available at: htt ps://bora.uib.no/
handle/1956/11263 (accessed 25 April 2020).

Karlsson, G. (1982) Gällareds kyrka [Gallared’s church]. In: 
C. Andersson, M. Johansson, G. Karlsson, O. Larsson, 
S. Larsson, J. Nilsson and A. Skantz e (eds.), Gällared en 
bok om kamp för överlevnad. Laholm, Sweden: Gällareds 
Hembygdsförening, 47-65.

Karsten, K. & Manhag, A. (2018) Antikvarisk rapport 
gällande undersökningen av biskop Peder Winstrups 
kista och mumifi erade kvarlevor [Antiquarian report on 
the investigation of Bishop Peder Winstrup’s coffi  n 
and mummifi ed remains]. Lund, Sweden: Lunds 
Universitets Historiska Museum, available at: htt ps://
portal.research.lu.se/portal/fi les/40616996/rapport_
winstrup_luhm.pdf (accessed 20 January 2020). 

Kósa F. (1989) Age estimation from the foetal skeleton. 
In: M.Y. Iscan (ed), Age Markers in the Human Skeleton. 
Springfi eld, IL: Charles C. Thomas, 21-54.

Kätt ström Höök, L. (2015) Från foster till dop. Hur man 
skyddar en hedning [From foetus to baptism. How 
one protects a heathen]. In: A. Carlsson (ed), Se åldern. 
Fataburen 2015. Nordiska museets och Skansens årsbok, 
13-37, available at: htt p://nordiskamuseet.diva-portal.

Burcham, Z.M. & Jordan, H.R. (2017) History, current, and 
future use of microorganisms and physical evidence. In: 
D.O. Carter, J.K. Tomberlin, M.E. Benbow, J.L. Metcalf 
(eds), Forensic Microbiology. Chichester, UK: Wiley, 
25-55.

Bø, O. (1960) Øskjer i kyrkjemuren [Boxes in the church 
wall]. Norveg: Journal of Norweigan Ethnology and Folklore 
Studies 7, 99-152.

Cannon, A. & Cook, K. (2015) Infant death and the 
archaeology of grief. Cambridge Archaeological Journal 
25(2) 399-416.

Cooke, B. (1988) Creasing in ancient textiles. Conservation 
News 35, March 1988, 27-30.

Davidson, H. (2016) Grave emotions: textiles and clothing 
from nineteenth-century London cemeteries. Textile 14 
(2), 226-243. htt ps://doi.org/10.1080/14759756.2016.1139
383

DeWitt e, S (2015) Bioarchaeology and the ethics of research 
using human skeletal remains. History Compass 13(1) 
10-19.

Douny, L. & Harris, S. (2014) Wrapping and unwrapping, 
concepts and approaches. In: S. Harris and L. Douny 
(eds), Wrapping and Unwrapping Material: Archaeological 
and Anthropological Perspectives. Walnut Creek, CA: 
Left Coast Press, 15-40, available at: htt ps://eprints.gla.
ac.uk/116286/1/116286.pdf (accessed 30 April 2020).

Duday, H. (2009) The Archeology of the Dead: Lectures in 
Archaeothanatology. Translated by A.M. Cipriani and J. 
Pearce. Oxford, UK: Oxbow Books.

European Committ ee for Standardization (CEN) (2010). 
Conservation of cultural property. Test methods. Colour 
measurement of surfaces. CSN EN 15886. Brussels, 
Belgium: CEN.

Fernández-Jalvoa, Y. & Marín Monfort, M. D. (2008). 
Experimental taphonomy in museums. Preparation 
protocols for skeletons and fossil vertebrates under the 
scanning electron microscopy. Geobios 41(1), 157-181. 
htt ps://doi.org/10.1016/j.geobios.2006.06.006 

Glover, J.M. (1990) The conservation of medieval and 
later shrouds from burials in northwest England. In: 
S.A. O’Connor and M.M. Brooks (eds), Textiles for the 
Archaeological Conservator. UKIC Occasional Papers 10, 
49-58.

Hagberg, L. (2015) När döden gästar [When Death Visits], 2 
ed. Stockholm, Sweden: Ersatz .

Halcrow, S., Tayles, N., &  Elliott , G.E. (2018) The 
bioarchaeology of foetuses. In: S. Han, T. Betsinger, and 
A.B. Scott  (eds.), The Anthropology of the Foetus: Biology, 
Culture and Society. New York, NY: Berghahn Books, 
83-111.

Hovmöller, R., Department of Zoology, Swedish Museum of 
Natural History, personal communication, 10 May 2016.



Archaeological Textiles Review No. 62162

Articles

churches]. In: M. Dahlberg (ed.), Halland. Landskapets 
kyrkor. Forskningsprojektet Sockenkyrkorna. Kulturarv 
och bebyggelsehistoria. Lund, Sweden: Lund University 
Publications, 22-32.

Nilsson, I.-M. (2009) Mellan makten och himmelriket: 
perspektiv på Hallands medeltida kyrkor [Between power 
and heaven: perpectives on Halland’s medieval 
churches] [Doctoral dissertation, Lund University, 
Sweden]. Lund Studies in Historical Archaeology 12. 
Lund, Sweden: Lund University, available at: htt ps://
lucris.lub.lu.se/ws/fi les/3819664/8859262.pdf (accessed 
20 April 2020).

Olsson, H. (2003) Liv och död i en nordvärmländsk 
socken [Life and death in a North Värmland 
parish]. Arkeologi i Värmland. Stockholm, Sweden: 
Riksantikvarieämbetet and Karlstad, Sweden: 
Länsstyrelsen i Värmlands län.

Peacock, E.E. (2007) Archaeological textiles intimately 
associated with human remains – where is 
the ethical dilemma? In: A. Rast-Eicher and R. 
Windler (eds), NESAT IX Archäologische Textilfunde 
- Archaeological Textiles. Ennenda: Archeo Tex, 
12-16, available at: htt ps://www.researchgate.net/
publication/256195844_Study_of_Archaeological_
Textiles_Intimately_Associated_with_Human_
Remains_-_Where_Is_the_Ethical_Dilemma (accessed 
16 April 2020).

Piombino-Mascali, D., Kozakaite, J., Tamošiūnas, A., 
Valančius, S., Panzer, S. & Jankauskas, R. (2014) Skeletal 
pathological conditions of Lithuanian mummies. 
Papers on Anthropology 23(1) 118-126, available at: 
htt ps://ojs.utlib.ee/index.php/PoA/article/view/
poa.2014.23.1.10/1285 (accessed 7 May 2020).

Schön, L. (1979) Från hantverk till fabriksindustri: svensk 
textiltillverkning 1820-1870 From craft to the factory 
industry: Swedish textile manufacture 1820-1870, 
Doctoral dissertation, Lund University, Sweden, Arkiv 
avhandlingsserie 9. Lund, Sweden: Arkiv för studier i 
arbetarrörelsens historia.

Schön, L. (1980) British competition and domestic change: 
Textiles in Sweden 1820-1870. Economy and History 23(1) 
61-76. htt ps://doi.org/10.1080/00708852.19880.10418970 

Sellevold, B.J. (2008) Kistebegravelser i Urnes 
stavkirke Coffi  n Burials in Urnes Stave Church. 
Rapport Antropologiske undersøkelser 01/2008. Oslo, 
Norway: NIKU, available at: htt ps://ra.brage.
unit.no/raxmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/176389/
Stavkirkeprogrammet_%20Urnes%20kistebegravelser_
NIKU_Rapport_01_2008.pdf?sequence=1 (accessed 16 
April 2020). 

Tarlow, S. (2006) Archaeological ethics and people of the 
past. In: C. Scarre and G. Scarre (eds), The Ethics of 
Archaeology: Philosophical Perspectives on Archaeological 

org/smash/get/diva2:1156170/FULLTEXT01.pdf 
(accessed 20 January 2020).

Larsson, S. (1982) Allt fl er att  livnära More and more to 
feed. In: C. Andersson, M. Johansson, G.Karlsson, O. 
Larsson, S. Larsson, J. Nilsson and A. Skantz e (eds), 
Gällared en bok om kamp för överlevnad. Laholm, Sweden: 
Gällareds Hembygdsförening, 80-92.

Lindquist, M. (1981) Mylingar – off er, utsatt a barn eller 
förhistoriska barnbegravningar? [Mylings - victims, 
abandoned children or prehistoric child burials?]. 
Gotländskt Arkiv 1981, 7-12.

Lister, A. & Rowe, A.J. (2002) Hidden meanings. The 
meanings of conservation. In: M.M.Brooks (ed), Textiles 
Revealed. Objects Lessons in Historic Textile and Costume 
Research. London, UK: Archetype Publications, 99-108.

Londos, E. (1995) Om askegossen från Bringetofta och döda 
barns begravning  About the foetus from Bringetofta 
and dead children’s funeral. Småländska kulturbilder. 
Från Kyrkans värld. In: K Börjesson (ed), Meddelanden 
från Jönköpings Läns Hembygdsförbund och Stiftelsen 
Jönköpings Läns Museum 65. Jönköping, Sweden: 
Jönköpings läns museum, 49-54.

Magnussen, A.R.S. (2005) Fosterbegravelser – en skikk 
utenom alle skikker Foetal burials - a custom 
unlike all customs. In: T. Østigård (ed), Lik og ulik: 
tilnærminger til variasjon i gravskikk. UBAS Nordisk 
2, 53-67, available at: htt p://bora.uib.no/bitstream/
handle/1956/11266/magnussen-fosterbegravelser.
pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y (accessed 30 April 2020)

Malcolm-Davies, J. Centre for Textile Research, University 
of Copenhagen. Personal communication 27 May 2020.

Moulton, C. (1923) Age and chemical development in 
mammals. Journal of Biological Chemistry 57, 79-97.

Mui, S. (2015) Life after death: shrouded burials in later 
Anglo-Saxon England. Archaeological Review from 
Cambridge 30(1), 150-156, available at: htt p://dro.
dur.ac.uk/16600/1/16600.pdf?DDD6+klrk32+dul4eg 
(accessed 11 May 2020).

Mytum, H. (2004) Mortuary Monuments and Burial Grounds 
of the Historic Period. New York, USA: Springer 
Science+Business Media.

Napolitano, R., Dhami, J., Ohuma, E.O., Ioannou, C., 
Conde-Agudelo, A., Kennedy, S.H., Villar, J. & 
Papageorghiou, A.T. (2014) Pregnancy dating by 
foetal crown-rump length: a systematic review of 
charts. BJOG: An International Journal of Obstretrics 
and Gynaecology 121(15), 556-565. htt ps://doi.
org/10.1111/1471-0528.12478 

Nilsson, C.-A. & Schön, L. (1978) Factories in Sweden 
1820–1870 a typological approach, Economy and History, 
21(2), 89-103. htt ps://doi.org/10.1080/00708852.1978.104
18956 

Nilsson, I.-M. (2002) Medeltidens kyrkor [Medieval 



163Archaeological Textiles Review No. 62

Articles

com/2011/08/ba030409_oestigaard.pdf (accessed 30 
April 2020).

Internet sources
International Council of Museums (ICOM) (2004). ICOM 

Code of Ethics for Museums, available at: htt ps://icom.
museum/en/resources/standards-guidelines/code-of-
ethics/ (accessed 29 April 2020).

Statistics Sweden (SCB). Population by district, landscape 
or part of the country by sex. Year 2015-2018, available 
at: htt p://www.statistikdatabasen.scb.se/pxweb/en/ssd/
START__BE__BE0101__BE0101A/FolkmangdDistrikt/
table/tableViewLayout1/?rxid=c2836623-8bb3-4fc1-a269-
a5ef34d17962  (accessed 27 March 2020).

World Archaeology Congress (1989). The Vermillion Accord 
on Human Remains, available at: htt ps://worldarch.org/
code-of-ethics/ (accessed 4 May 2020).

DigitaltMuseum database, available at: htt ps://
digitaltmuseum.se/ (accessed 8 July 2020). There are 
three boxes in the collections of the Nordic Museum, 
Stockholm. NM.0285614+ htt ps://digitaltmuseum.
se/011023790693/fosterkista; NM.0285615+ htt ps://
digitaltmuseum.se/011023790694/fosterkista; and  
NM.0285616+ htt ps://digitaltmuseum.se/011023790695/
fosterkista (accessed 3 May 2020). 

Authors: 
elizabeth.peacock@ntnu.no

Stina.Tegnhed@kulturmiljohalland.se
 emma.maltin@ark.su.se

gordontw@yuntech.edu.tw

Practice. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
199-216. htt ps://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511817656.012  
(accessed 29 April 2020).

Tegnhed, S. (2016) Förundersökning inom västra delen 
av Gällareds kyrka i samband med sänkning av 
marknivå under bjälklaget Preliminary investigation 
in the western part of Gällared church in connection 
with lowering of ground level under the fl ooring, 
Arkivrapport Kulturmiljö Halland. Halmstad, Sweden: 
Kulturmiljö Halland, available at: htt p://kundftp.
datahalland.se/kulturmiljo_public/rapporter/11533_
gällareds_kyrka_fu.pdf (accessed 20 January 2020).

Turner-Walker, G. & Scull, C.J. (1997) Microfauna in Anglo-
Saxon graves; entomological evidence from burials at 
Boss Hall and the Butt er Market, Ipswich. In: A. Sinclair, 
E.A. Slater and J. Gowlett  (eds), Archaeological Sciences 
1995. Oxbow Monograph 64. Oxford, United Kingdom: 
Oxbow Books, 320-327.

Wells, T. (1998) Nail chronology: the use of technologically 
derived features. Historical Archaeology 32(2), 78-99.  
htt ps://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/
BF03374252.pdf  

Østigård, T. (2009) Begravet i en fyrstikkeske [Buried 
in a matchbox]. Bergensavisa, Friday 3 April 2009, 
19, available at: htt ps://oestigaard.fi les.wordpress.


