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Chapter 12

Sámi sacred places in ritual taskscapes

Tiina Äikäs

Sámi religion as an object of study
The Sámi are the indigenous people who have traditionally lived in the northern 
parts of Norway, Sweden and Finland, and in the Kola Peninsula. This wide area 
contains not just one, but many different Sámi cultures, separated, for example, by 
ten diff erent Sámi languages (Saarikivi 2011, 78). In historical times too, the cultures, 
religious beliefs and concepts of the individual groups have varied, though there are 
shared ideas, such as the central role of sacred landscapes, natural elements and 
places (Rydving 1993; Äikäs 2011) and the reciprocal relationship people had with 
the spirits and gods that aff ected their lives (Schanche 2004, 5). The spirits and gods 
were approached by giving off erings. Off erings were made at certain sacred places, 
for instances sacred stones called sieidi. Sieidis are usually rocks or rock formations 
unshaped by human and hence their recognising demands cultural knowledge, written 
sources, place name evidence, or archaeological fi nds (Äikäs 2015, 46–50). Other Sámi 
sacred places included, amongst others, sacred fells, lakes, and islands.

The Sámi ethnic religion has been one of the most thoroughly studied aspects 
of Sámi culture (e.g. Mulk 1994; Schanche 2000; Fossum 2006; Zachrisson 2009; Äikäs 
2011). The sacred places of the Sámi, ritual practices with allegations of child sacrifice 
and stories about Sámi sorcery attracted the interest of foreign travellers, as well as 
local churchmen and ethnographers (e.g. Tornæus 1900 [1672]; Acerbi 1802; Castrén 
1853; Fellman 1906; Itkonen 1946). Most of the descriptions of Sámi ethnic religion 
come from the period between the 17th and the early 20th centuries. The viewpoint 
was often that of an outsider who saw the Sámi as ‘the other’ and their religion as 
pagan traditions that ante-dated the arrival of Christianity in the north. Even the 
term ‘religion’ is an etic concept that does not fully cover the notions of a world-
view that included all aspects of living and livelihood (Äikäs et al. 2009). The other 
problem with the written records of Sámi ethnic religion is that they are relatively 
late in comparison with the use of Sámi offering sites. 
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In this paper, I concentrate on Finnish Lapland, where I conducted my field research. 
In Finland the archaeological research of Sámi off ering places has been scarce before 
the 21st century when rising interest in the subject led to launching an Academy of 
Finland funded project (2008–2011). My own doctoral thesis (Finnish version Äikäs 2011; 
English version Äikäs 2015), which this article is based on, was part of this project. In my 
thesis and in this article I have used GIS to study the ritual landscapes of Sámi off ering 
places including spatial connection between these places and other archaeological sites. 
Archaeological fi eldwork has given new information on the off ering practices at sieidis, 
their connection to landscape and their biography. Archaeological data from Finland 
suggests that the use of sieidis began in the 11th century AD. In Sweden the practice of 
leaving off erings is even older, with evidence suggesting a beginning from the 6th or 
no later than the 10th century onwards (Mulk 1996, 73; Hedman 2003, 161–89; Fossum 
2006, 108; Salmi et al. 2015). The off erings were connected to subsistence and livelihood; 
they were often made in the hope of future success in hunting, fi shing and reindeer 
herding, or following such success, as well as to prevent harm and danger to people 
and the herd (Äimä 1903; Paulaharju 1932; Itkonen 1948). The most common off erings 
were livelihood related animals or parts of animals but also metal objects, alcohol, and 
later tobacco were given (Manker 1957, 40–52; Sköld 1999; Äikäs 2015). Christianisation 
of the Sámi aff ected the off ering tradition, as animal off erings seem to cease after the 
17th century, a period when Christianisation began in northern Fennoscandia (Kylli 
2012; Äikäs and Salmi 2013). But written sources mention that people gave off erings 
even in the 20th century and even today there are traces to be found of recent visits 
to the sites (Äikäs 2012; Äikäs and Spangen 2015).

Taskscape and Sámi landscapes
In my work, I approach Sámi sacred places through the concept of landscape. My 
understanding of landscape is strongly infl uenced by the concept of Ingold’s (1993) 
taskscape. That is for me a landscape is that which is experienced and lived in. It is 
laden with meanings. How a particular landscape is experienced depends, on one hand, 
on factors related to the individual, and on the other hand, the cultural background 
created by the community. The mental models of an individual are important in 
experiencing the landscape. They can be created by memories of real events as well 
as secondary, unexpected observations or conveyed impressions (e.g. Darvill 1999, 
106–7). Meanings are attributed to a landscape according to how and why we are 
familiar with it (e.g. Relph 1986, 56–8, 123). For example, the same forest can for one 
person be an everyday workplace, while for another it can evoke a romantic memory 
such as getting engaged. However, landscape is not only an individual phenomenon, 
but also a cultural one (Karjalainen 1997, 16; Keskitalo-Foley 2006, 131). Our cultural 
background aff ects the images we possess and therefore our experiences. Landscape 
and culture have a dialectical relationship; people’s impressions shape their ways of 
seeing the environment, and the environment, for its part, shapes the predominant 
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cultural impressions of the landscape (Knapp and Ashmore 1999, 4). The cultural 
component of the landscape gives a social aspect to the experience; humans do not 
experience the landscape only as individuals, but also as members of a community. To 
summarise, it could be stated that the landscape is created out of experience – either 
imagined or real, individual or communal. 

Experiencing the landscape is not a static phenomenon; instead, meanings and 
feelings change not only among individuals but also through activity that takes place 
in the landscape. The meanings attributed to a landscape change together with its 
changing function. The park that was a peaceful picnic site yesterday may today 
host a lively rock concert. According to Tim Ingold (2005, 172–88), we dwell in the 
landscape. Places are not encountered objectively – or as objects – but they are lived in 
and through. The idea of the landscape as a lived-in space is already present in Martin 
Heidegger’s (1931 [1927]; 1994 [1951]) writing. The landscape is created out of the 
meeting of humans with the world, and in this meeting, activity defi nes the landscape. 

The Sámi experience of the landscape, in particular, has been approached through 
activity (Magga 2007). Ingold (1993, 158) has used the term taskscape to describe the 
landscape as the theatre of human life and activity. The landscape is created out of 
people’s everyday activities in the world. An activity or task that a person carries out in 
the environment is an essential part of living in the landscape. Every activity is related 
to other tasks carried out by other people or other types of actors, and together they 
all form the taskscape. An actor may equally well be a human, an animal, a tree, or 
even a stone that interacts with activities carried out by others. Thus, the taskscape 
is a socially constructed sphere formed of the activities of humans and other beings 
(Ingold 1993, 158; Ingold 1997, 29–30; Mazzullo and Ingold 2008, 35).

The landscape is thus experienced through motion, activity, and participation. 
Diff erent activities produce diff erent ways of experiencing and structuring the 
world. Audhild Schanche (2002, 163; cf. Mazzullo and Ingold 2008, 31) has noted 
that the Northern Sámi word meahcci, forest, is associated with the relationship 
between humans and nature. The meaning of the word meahcci changes according 
to the natural resources that are to be exploited. Meahcci can be guollemeahcci ‘fi sh 
forest’, muorrameahcci ‘wood forest’, or luomemeahcci ‘cloudberry forest’ depending 
on what activities are carried out in it. Inga-Maria Mulk (1997, 12–3) also emphasises 
experiencing the landscape through activity. According to her, means of subsistence 
and changes of season were central factors in the Sámi experience of the landscape. 
The landscape is very diff erent from the viewpoints of Sea Sámi, reindeer herders, or 
hunters, for example. The landscape is organised from the viewpoint of the group’s 
annual activities and the periodic movements of game animals (Lemaire 1997, 12). 
Activity in the landscape can vary in nature, essential characteristics, location, 
temporal details, or distribution (Llobera 1996, 614). The cloudberry forest of late 
summer may in winter assume the role of hunting forest. 

Memories, stories, and myths related to the landscape have also been considered as 
typical of the Sámi conception of the landscape (Magga 2007, 15; Näkkäläjärvi 2013). 
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The landscape is encultured not only through activity, but also through collective 
memories, stories, yoiks,1 local tradition related to how places have been used, and 
place names. Mulk (1997, 12–3) speaks of a ‘cognitive landscape’. By this term, she 
means a layered landscape consisting of many parts, both material and immaterial, 
that assumes meaning through activity. The landscape is fi lled with images of 
remembering. Also in the past, people understood that they were living among the 
memories of the past, and so those places had meaning for them. They could be reused 
and imbued with new meanings and values. Elements of landscape were infl uenced 
by the relationship between past and present (Bradley 2002). On the other hand, 
remembering is not always tied to physical objects. In Sámi culture, it is believed that 
people are remembered as long as yoiks are sung about them, and also dwelling sites 
can be remembered for a long time after they have been abandoned. Ingold (1993, 
152–3) describes the connection between acting in the landscape and experiencing 
the landscape through memory in a poetic way: 

‘to perceive the landscape is therefore to carry out an act of remembrance, and remembering 
is not so much a matter of calling up an internal image, stored in the mind, as of engaging 
perceptually with an environment that is itself pregnant with the past.’

Memories related to the landscape guide our actions and experiences; even if an 
old sieidi is already destroyed, we can still sense the sacredness of the place and act 
according to the respect it demands. 

To summarise, it could be said that the landscape is not a universal phenomenon. 
Encounters with the landscape, and the landscape itself, have varied in time and 
place. There are individual variations that are related to the experiences of a single 
person and that can therefore change as the person gathers more experience. What 
can we then hope to reach of all these levels of meaning of the landscape? Even 
though an individual’s experiences of the landscape are probably out of the reach of 
an archaeologist, human activity leaves traces on the distribution of archaeological 
remains. By studying these spatial distributions and relationships, we can understand 
human activity in the landscape and thus also the meanings attributed to the 
landscape. By bringing forward various ways of acting at sacred places and various 
meanings attributed to places we can approach the diff erences between individual 
experiences.

Jerisjärvi as a ritual taskscape
In the following I will highlight the connection between Sámi sacred places and 
ritual taskscapes using four sacred places in Lake Jerisjärvi, Muonio as an example. In 
total my data included 107 Sámi sacred places in diff erent parts of Northern Finland 
(Fig. 12.1). These places included off ering stones called sieidi, sacred fells, islands, 
lakes, and headlands (64, 11, 10, 4 and 2 sites respectively; Äikäs 2015, fi g. 6 and 
p. 86). The topographic features of sacred places are dominated by water and high 
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Fig. 12.1: The location of Jerisjärvi and other sacred places in Finland (map: T. Äikäs).
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elevations. However, a certain kind of location has not been an unconditional rule 
for the selection of a sacred place, but the natural environment of the area aff ected 
the selection of places. For example, the proximity of lakes was pronounced in Inari 
and that of fells and rivers in Utsjoki. Closer study also shows that the relationship 
between sacred places and topographical features was not homogenous; there were 
diff erences in the sizes of the waterways and high places, as well as in the location 
of the sieidi in relation to the topographical element (Äikäs 2015, 71–81).

I have approached the diff erent tasks related to Sámi sacred places by analysing the 
nearest neighbour to each place and by using visibility analysis. By visibility I mean 
cognitive activity that is not only associated with observing the environment in order 
to structure space, but also with mental models and cultural frameworks that both 
guide the observation process and have their roots in it.2 The space structured through 
looking and seeing may be infl uenced, for example, by the manmade environment 
contemporary to or older than the moment of viewing, places associated to livelihood, 
and natural formations (cf. Wheatley and Gillings 2000, 3). Hence it is relevant to above 
described Sámi landscape in which meanings connected to subsistence strategies and 
memories are intertwined. In the visibility analyses I used Arc GIS software with the 
viewshed command and a raster-based elevation model with a raster size of 25 × 25 m, 
the data originating from the National Land Survey of Finland. The analyses were based 
on computational lines of visibility from a certain point to the areas where viewshed 
is not blocked, i.e., if the land surface does not rise up and block the visibility between 
two cells. The viewpoint was the location of the sacred site. The viewshed is infl uenced, 
for example, by the viewing height, which is usually defi ned as 1.7 m (Wheatley and 
Gillings 2002, 205), and the curvature of the earth. I used a viewing height of 1.5 m, 
which is a better match for the average eye level of ancient people (Niskanen 2006). 
However, this is an estimate; in reality, a human observer’s height has varied depending, 
for example, on whether he has sat in a boat or skied on thick snow.

I approach the spatial connections between sacred places and other sites by 
investigating which sites lay within a viewshed zone (maximum distance 3000 m) 
or buff er of 3000 m from a sacred site. Various possibilities were tested in order to 
determine the viewsheds. In my thesis, I divided the viewshed into three zones as 
suggested by Higuchi (1983, 11–17) and, in an archaeological context, Wheatley and 
Gillings (2000, 16–19), but for the purpose of this article the intermediate viewshed 
up to 3000 m is suffi  cient (Äikäs 2015, 90–2). The chosen area is broad enough to 
include possible archaeological remains, but not so broad that they would make 
results uniform, especially in the case of sacred places located close to each other. 
The viewshed refl ects the space that people may have associated with activities at 
the sacred place. I do not consider the area of intimate activities related to rituals to 
be as extensive as, for example, the area in which people roamed daily in search of 
food. The area associated with a sacred place can be approached, for example, from 
the basis of Johan Ervasti’s (1956 [1737], 39) description. According to him, an off ering 
place is surrounded by an area of 2.5–3 km radius that was sacred and associated 
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with special rules. When studying the sites close to sacred places, sites that do not 
fall within the chronological limits of this study, such as Stone Age dwelling sites, 
were not included in the comparison. I also excluded the remains of 20th century 
tar burning that belong to a diff erent cultural context even though Sámi sacred sites 
have been visited also in the 20th century.

The nearest neighbour analysis revealed that most often a sacred place is within 
a 1–10 km distance from the next sacred place. For example in Jerisjärvi, Muonio, in 
Iijärvi, Inari, and in village Utsjoki the sacred places form groups where in a closer 
analyses with the viewshed from a sacred place, the viewshed zones of more than 
two sacred places intersect with each other (Fig. 12.2). Areas in which several sacred 
places are connected to each other have been central settlement areas and taskscapes 
in other ways, too. In the church village of Utsjoki, human activity has long been 
concentrated on the junction of the Rivers Tenojoki and Utsjoki. In the southern part 
of Lake Iijärvi, there are historical dwelling sites and rectangular fi replaces. At Lake 
Jerisjärvi, there is a fi shing homestead that is still used, other historical dwelling 
sites, hunting pits, and summer burial grounds. Both lakes are also still actively used 
for fi shing today. Ritual activity in the landscape in these regions is therefore not 
detached from other activity (Äikäs 2015, 146–7).

Fig. 12.2: Viewsheds from the sacred places in Lake Jerisjärvi and archaeological sites that are within a 
buff er of 3000 m from a sacred site (map: T. Äikäs; basic map sheet ©National Land Survey of Finland, 2015).
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Lake Jerisjärvi is located on the border of Muonia and Kittilä communes south 
of fell Keimiötunturi. Its area is 13 km2 and it is divided by several headlands and 
islands of diff erent sizes. Four sacred places are located in Jerisjärvi: Seitaniemi [sieidi 
headland], Keimiöniemi, Isosaari and Haltioletto. The Seitaniemi headland is located 
in the north-western corner of Lake Jerisjärvi. The precise location of the sieidi is no 
longer known. According to Samuli Paulaharju (1962 [1922], 1932), somewhere on the 
headland there was a sieidi to which antlers of wild or domesticated reindeer were 
off ered as late as the 1870s and 1880s. Paulaharju also mentions that the sieidi was a 
stone column about one metre high with a tapering end and that it was later lost. In 
addition, he writes that the place is associated with local folk tales of burning fi res 
and spirits manifesting in the form of a ‘moss-bearded Lapp geezer’. 

Keimiöniemi is a headland on the northern shore of the lake. It is about 2.5 km 
long and 1 km wide. On the south-western edge of Keimiöniemi, there is a boulder 
sized 7 × 6 × 2.5 m and tapering upwards (Fig. 12.3). Antti Krapu (2004) considers 
in his survey report this stone, which stands out from its surroundings, as the 
most logical option for a sieidi on Keimiönniemi, even though Äyräpää (1931) only 
mentions this headland as a place with a sieidi without any additional description 

Fig. 12.3: Rock interpreted as a sieidi off ering stone in the Keimiöniemi headland (photo: T. Äikäs).
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on the characteristics of the stone. This boulder is the only natural formation that 
clearly diff ers from its environment on the whole headland. However, there is also 
younger settlement on the headland that could have aff ected the preservation of 
the sieidi, and full certainty of the nature of the stone as a sieidi cannot be obtained 
without further research.

Haltioletto is a small island in the northern part of the lake that is mentioned as a 
sacred site in written sources (Äyräpää 1931; Paulaharju 1932). In addition, the island 
of Isosaari in Lake Jerisjärvi has been mentioned as a former off ering place without 
any further description (Äyräpää 1931; Paulaharju 1932).

Spatial connection of ritual activities
Proximity to water has also been a typical feature of sacred places. In the viewshed 
zone, there is water in 64% of all 107 places. Water can be considered as a liminal 
feature that connects worlds. It may also have had meaning as a transport route, 
provider of subsistence, or sound related to sacredness. Of the waterways related to 
sacred places, standing waters are more common than watercourses and also create 
a diff erent soundscape (Äikäs 2015, 105–15).

Sacred places are associated with burial sites in six cases in the viewshed zone – 
Isosaari Island in Jerisjärvi being one of these – and in fi ve cases in the 3000 m 
buff er zone. The island Muuraissaarenmulkku is located within the viewshed from 
Isosaari; there lies three elongated pits which have been interpreted as temporary 
burial places from historical times. Burial sites close to Sámi sacred places are often 
related to summer burials carried out on islands (Hamari and Halinen 2000, 165). The 
identifi cation of burial islands in the research area is based mainly on toponyms, 
because burial islands have been insuffi  ciently surveyed and studied (Ruohonen 2002, 
33; Laakso and Ruohonen 2009). Dated burials from Savukoski originate from the late 
16th or early 17th century, but burial on islands was probably practised already in the 
Middle Ages (Hamari and Halinen 2000, 165). The tradition itself may nevertheless, 
have pre-Christian roots; also in Sámi ethnic religion burials were made on islands 
(Schanche 2000). There are stories of people buried on burial islands near sieidis, for 
example, at Lake Pöyrisjärvi and Lake Näkkäläjärvi. The connection between sieidis 
and rituals related to burials is also indicated by the fact that sometimes people were 
buried near their off ering stones. Sometimes the burial was temporary in nature. For 
example, it is said that Pođđus-Mihkala died during a migration, was buried for the 
summer in a pulk at the foot of a sieidi stone, and moved in the winter to a Christian 
burial ground (Äikäs 2015, 148). However, sometimes the summer graves that were 
meant to be temporary remained the permanent resting places of the deceased 
(Ruohonen 2005, 262–4; 2010).

All sacred places associated with burials are sieidis or off ering places. In Haltioletto 
in Lake Jerisjärvi, the burials are on the same island that is thought to have been 
used for off ering activities. There are two clearly distinguishable summer burials and 
2–3 indefi nable pits. In this case, the off erings may be related to the burials. According 
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to Audhild Schanche (2000, 283), off ering places have had various functions, some 
of which have been connected with burial ceremonies. In Vesa-Pekka Herva’s (2009) 
view, islands are associated with the idea of a liminal space where earth and water 
connect. The relationship of islands to liminality on the one hand and death on the 
other gave them a special status. Furthermore, the assumed temporary nature of 
island burials can be connected with the idea of liminality. Possible experiences of 
liminality both on burial islands and at sieidis may have created common meanings 
in people’s minds. On the other hand, burial islands remained in use even after 
Christianity gained a foothold. In this case, the sacred places of the ethnic religion 
that were located nearby may have acquired new meanings. The coming of Christianity 
did not mean the disappearance of the old traditions.

Through trapping fur animals and selling furs, the Sámi formed contacts that may 
have provided them with Christian infl uences at a very early stage. Even though it 
has been thought that the Sámi kept their old religion at least until the 17th century, 
already in an early stage there were Sámi people with a deep Christian conviction. 
In the 17th century there were also priests of Sámi background (Kylli 2005, 12–16). 
In the 17th and 18th century the sacred places were in use simultaneously with the 
churches and off erings were brought to both churches and sieidis even in the 20th 
century (Itkonen 1910; Paulaharju 1932; Kjellström 1987, 24–33; Äikäs and Salmi 2013; 
2015). Even today there are ritual practices at sieidis. Some of them are touristic in 
nature; in Taatsi tealights might be left by a local Shaman entrepreneur. Tourists 
are sometimes led to Sámi sacred places by road signs and information boards. For 
example Keimiöniemi in Jerisjärvi is a nationally important cultural landscape and 
a tourist attraction. Other visitors to sacred sites might include locals who wish to 
honour the ways of their ancestors. There are also marks indicating to new ritual 
practices: quartzite, pines, candles, and a tied bunch of sprigs have their comparisons 
in neo-pagan activities in e.g. Britain (Wallis 2003, 171; Blain and Wallis 2007, 10, 56; 
Äikäs and Spangen 2015). 

Livelihood and dwelling connected to sacred places
Päivi Magga (2007, 11) has observed that the Sámi way of seeing and experiencing 
the landscape is closely tied to Sámi means of subsistence. The off erings given to 
off ering places were connected to livelihood and in some cases, also the location of 
an off ering place was related to subsistence strategies. Due to the poor preservation 
of fi sh bones, excavation fi nds are not necessarily suffi  cient for identifying fi sh 
sieidis. A location near water has naturally been considered as an important factor 
for the selection of fi sh sieidis. Paulaharju (1932, 10–11) notes that fi sh sieidis were 
often located on headlands, on islands, or deep in an inlet, the sieidis of river 
fi shermen in a headland of a river bend or in rapids. The proximity of water is 
a typical feature of fi sh sieidis, although some fi sh sieidis that are located some 
distance from water are known (Äikäs 2015, 125). On the other hand, the proximity 
of water does not always mean that the sieidi would have been used in connection 
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with fi shing. Furthermore, reindeer sieidis could be located on the shores of rich 
fi shing waters where people migrated annually and where they also hunted wild 
reindeer (Qvigstad 1926, 318). The Lake Jerisjärvi has historical importance as a 
fi shing place and it is still today considered as good fi shing waters. Hence some of 
the off ering places might be related to fi shing activities even though there are no 
historical records of this. 

The archaeological remains related to sacred places provide information on 
the relationship between means of subsistence and other activities and the ritual 
landscape. In most cases, there are no other ancient sites in the near vicinity of the 
sacred place. Of 107 sacred places, 79 had no other archaeological remains in the 
viewshed zone (Äikäs 2015, 127). The most common type of archaeological remains 
near sacred places are hunting pits and it has been argued that there is a connection 
between hunting pits and off ering places connected to hunting (Vorren 1982, 58, 
65–6; 1985, 79). Sacred places are located in the vicinity of hunting pits in the entire 
research area. At 43 sites, there is a hunting pit near the sacred place either in the 
distant viewshed area or within the buff er zone of 3000 m. A total of 65% of the sacred 
places in question are sieidis. The connection between sacred places, especially sieidis, 
and hunting pits seems to be a fairly common phenomenon, which is repeated over 
a geographically extensive area (Äikäs 2015, 127–33). Also in Jerisjärvi hunting pits 
were located in the viewshed area from sacred sites. South-west from Keimiöniemi, 
on a ridge c. 200 m south-west from the Särkilahti inlet, there are seven hunting pits. 
In addition, on Isosaari island there are hunting pits in two groups. In the middle of 
the northern part of the island there are nine hunting pits and west from these there 
is a group of four hunting pits. 

However, spatial proximity does not necessarily mean cultural proximity. Proximity 
does not necessarily indicate simultaneous use because the datings from the hunting 
pits near sacred places witness of a substantially older, Stone Age use (Halinen 2005). 
The use of hunting pits is also mentioned in historical sources describing the area 
of Finland. Historical sources and contemporary writings relate that hunting pits 
were widely used in the 16th and 17th centuries. There are several mentions from 
the 19th century, although pit hunting probably became less important from the 
mid-17th century (Korteniemi 1990, 44–81, 116–20). Petri Halinen (1996, 59) considers 
that historical sources are related to people’s tendencies to think of hunting pits 
in the landscape as belonging to themselves or their own past, for example, their 
grandparents, even though this might not correspond to the actual dating. In my 
opinion, extensive folk tradition still does not exclude the possibility that some of the 
hunting pits may have been used in historical times. Altogether, the dated hunting 
pits are notably older than the off ering places. The large number of hunting pits near 
sacred places may be due simply to their large number in the entire research area. 
In spite of the uncertainty of the chronological connection between hunting pits and 
off ering places, they may have had a functional connection. The same areas remained 
environmentally suitable for hunting for a long time. Hunting pits do indicate that 
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the area was important for hunting. This meaning may have been preserved in the 
landscape even during the period of use of the sacred places.

Sacred places are also associated with Sámi settlement. Homesteads are the third 
most common group of ancient sites located near sacred places. Homesteads are 
formed of groups of goahti foundations and housed an extended family or several 
families. The connection between sacred places and settlement is approached by 
determining the distance from the sacred place to the nearest homestead (Fig. 12.4). 
The areas of Inari and Utsjoki are examined especially closely, because homesteads 
in these areas are better documented than those in the more southern research 
area. However, it should be taken into account that some of the homesteads remain 
unknown to researchers. In 1931, Aarne Äyräpää (1931, 355) noted that Inari alone 
had more than 200 homesteads, whereas the research material from the same area 
only includes 30. The maximum distance to the nearest homestead was defi ned as 
25 km, which included all sacred places in the research area. In the areas of Inari 
and Utsjoki, the distance between a sacred place and the nearest homestead is in 
most cases less than 5 km. Sacred fells are further away from settlement than sieidis. 
Sacred places near dwelling sites are usually connected to waterways and more often 
associated with fi shing than reindeer husbandry. In the entire research area, the sacred 
places closest to settlement are usually associated with fi shing. Among the ten sacred 
places closest to homesteads, there are fi ve related to fi shing, one to which both fi sh 
and reindeer have been brought, two related to wild reindeer hunting, and two for 

Fig. 12.4: The distance of the homestead closest to a sacred place in the entire research area (illustration: 
T. Äikäs).
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which there is no information. Fishing trips could be made starting from the home 
shore, in which case the sieidi could also be located nearby, whereas sieidis related 
to reindeer husbandry could be located in areas related to this activity further away 
from dwelling sites (Äikäs 2015, 133–7).

Individual goahti foundations also indicate settlement. Sometimes the diff erence 
between a few separate goahti foundations and a group of them making up a homestead 
is not clear. Like homesteads, documented goahti foundations are also concentrated in 
the areas of Inari and Utsjoki. Sacred sites are mainly located near settlement in their 
case. The greatest distance of the nearest goahti foundation to a sacred place is 30 km. 
In Jerisjärvi, there are rectangular hearths within the viewsheds from Keimiöniemi, 
Isosaari, and Haltioletto. This type of hearths is interpreted to be connected to goahti 
or lávvu and in some cases they have been used for a long period (Valtonen 2006, 103). 
In Jerisjärvi, on Isosaari island there is one hearth with the size of 1 × 0.5 m but this 
has not been dated. From the southwestern part of the island extends a headland from 
which fi nds from historical period, e.g., an iron knife (KM 9631), have been found. 
According to tradition these might be related to Sámi dwelling. Another hearth lies 
on the western side of Jerisjärvi on the slope of fell Ulkuvaara. Its size is 1 × 0.8 m 
and it consists of 12 stones. 

Within the buff er of Keimiöniemi, on the shore of nearby lake Särkijärvi is situated 
a homestead called Passisenkenttä. According to lore a person called Passinen moved 
to the headland either in the 17th century or in the 18th century. Now there remains a 
depression surrounded by an embankment which has been interpreted as the remains 
of a house (Krapu 2004).

Another homestead is located on the headland Keimiöniemi. There are altogether 
17 fi shing cottages and depositories which are of diff erent age and some of them 
are still in use (Fig. 12.5). The history of the homestead began possibly in the 16th 
century when people from Tornio moved to lake Jerisjärvi to utilise its fi shing waters. 
Keimiöniemi is located near the mouth of river Jerisjoki that was the main route of 
transport in those days. There are tax records from 1553 indicating the use of the 
waters. None of the fi rst buildings have remained since the Russians burned down 
the homestead in 1592. Some of the cottages seen today were at least partly built in 
the 17th–18th century (Paulaharju 1962 [1922]).

However, when viewing all dwelling sites in the research area, goahtis, and 
homesteads were not in use at the same time. Thus, the distance to the closest 
dwelling site in use at any given time may have been greater than the overall data 
indicates. Some of the goahtis may have been in use in the Iron Age, but the dwelling 
type was used late into historical times (Hamari and Halinen 2000, 159). Some of the 
homesteads, are still used today. Sometimes the sieidi may already have fallen out of 
use when the homestead was settled. For example, Paulaharju’s (1963 [1923], 156–61) 
description of the fi sh homestead on the headland of Keimiönniemi makes no mention 
of the sieidi located on the same headland.
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Ritual actors at Sámi sacred sites
There has been and still are diff erent activities and actors connected to Sámi sacred 
places. The term actor means a person or community that acts. The concept of agency 
has been associated with the ability to make decisions that aff ect the surrounding 
world (Dornan 2002). Sociologist and anthropologist Bruno Latour (2005, 71–2) has 
emphasised how things do not only help people to act but are actors themselves 
as they make possible, allow and hinder actions. This is highlighted in relation to 
religious things to which people have an emotional relationship; these things can 
cure and bless but also deny and obstruct (Lynch 2010, 49–50). According to the 
relational worldview, actors at sacred places could be individuals or groups of people, 
spirits, deities, or even the sieidi itself. The sieidi stone itself could also sometimes 
act like something alive. It could move, eat off erings, smoke tobacco, laugh, and sing 
(Qvigstad 1926, 321; Paulaharju 1932, 22, 27; Itkonen 1948, 318). It could feel human 
emotions, such as pride, anger, and vengefulness (Paulaharju 1932; Manker 1957, 34). 
People could communicate with sieidis in various ways. The Taatsi sieidi answered 
off erers with a sound like jingling bells coming out of the stone (Paulaharju 1962 

Fig. 12.5: Fishing cottage on the headland Keimiöniemi (photo: T. Äikäs).
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[1922], 138). The sieidi was also asked for advice by placing a hand on the side of 
the stone, in which case the hand was stuck to the stone and would not come free 
until the asker correctly guessed what would happen. Sometimes the sieidi appeared 
in dreams to give advice. The sieidi could also be punished by chopping pieces off  
it or by destroying it completely (Holmberg 1915, 31–6). It was thus believed that 
sieidis had many ways of acting in the world and communicating with people. Meals 
related to off ering activities provided one way of communicating with the gods. It 
was believed that when people ate at off ering places, it was the gods who were fed. 
The eaters themselves were left hungry, because the food went to the gods (Äimä 
1903, 115; Paulaharju 1914, 5). 

The connection between eaters and gods is one example of how it was believed 
that there were also actors other than people in off ering places. Types of action 
could vary from carefully controlled rituals to personal encounters with the sacred. 
Individual persons could have their own ways of making off erings and meeting the 
sieidi. Sometimes off erings were spontaneous and unplanned, such as a coin tossed to 
a sieidi when passing by. Sometimes the ritual could be preceded by careful planning, 
such as choosing an animal of the right colour and waiting for the right time (Itkonen 
1948, 313–4; Manker 1957, 47).

Animals were both objects of action and active actors in offering places. 
Naturally, action directed at animals was usually related to off ering. The off ering 
of animals could take many forms and be associated with various restrictions and 
rules. Sometimes the off ered animal was left alive at the sieidi (e.g., Tuderus 1773 
[1670s], 50). Sieidis were also associated with beliefs regarding the spirit of the sieidi 
itself, who attracted the animals to be off ered to approach the sieidi (Mattila 1974, 
136 referring to TKU 67/81:8, 67/84a:6). Other animals also visited the place. The 
smell of the off ered meat and blood probably attracted predators. Dogs also could 
become interested in the off ered bones. It is said that if a dog took bones from a 
sieidi, a bone of the dog in question should be buried at the sieidi instead of the 
off ering taken (Manker 1957, 44, 76, 93). The surroundings of the sieidis formed a 
rule-bound environment that aff ected the lives and deaths of animals in other ways, 
too. According to Jacob Fellman (1906, 223–4), hunting near a sieidi was allowed only 
for people from the village that owned the sieidi, and any animal in the immediate 
vicinity of the sieidi was to be left untouched.

How taskscape contributes to understanding 
of Sámi ritual landscapes
The landscape surrounding sacred sites has been the stage of many kinds of activities. 
The concept of taskscape helps to understand how ritual and profane are intertwined 
in ritual landscape (cf. Insoll 2004). Not all off ering-related activities were necessarily 
ritualised, and activities that seem profane may have acquired ritual meanings. 
According to Åsa Berggren and Liv Nilsson Stutz (2010, 184), rituality is not determined 
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by a certain way of acting but by the strategy or reason why people act the way they 
do. The spatial connection between sacred places and signs of human activity indicates 
that the sacredness of the landscape did not rule out activities related to means of 
subsistence and making a living from the landscape. Sacredness did not mean that 
other activities were prohibited. Various means of subsistence were practised near 
sacred places, for example, there were bird nesting trees and signs of fi shing on the 
island of Ukko in Lake Ukonjärvi, as well as hunting or storage pits on the headland of 
Porviniemi in Muonio. Sometimes an animal shot near the sieidi was considered as a 
gift from the sieidi, and hunting near the sieidi was thus not disapproved of (Lounema 
2003, 158 quoting Nils-Piera Labba). Sacred places may have been usage areas in which 
means of subsistence were practised much like elsewhere but that may have been 
associated with more controlled behaviour and restrictions. Sometimes, however, as 
stated above the near vicinity of the sacred place has been viewed as protected from 
everyday activities. 

The eff ect of sacredness cannot thus be restricted to a certain way of acting. 
Sacredness was not always a restricting factor for action, and at the same time, 
sacredness was not restricted to off ering places and sieidis. Activities other than 
off ering could also be perceived as ritual and associated with contacting the spirits. 
For example, hunting in itself has been viewed as a ritual activity. Hunters were 
in contact not only with animals but also with the spirit world, and the diff erence 
between these two could be wavering. There were also rituals and rules related to 
the handling of the catch (Schanche 2000, 237–8; Mulk and Bayliss-Smith 2006, 56). 
For example, handling meat could be forbidden to women in some cases (Ervasti 1956 
[1737], 13–14). Beliefs were associated with hunting and fi shing, but also with, for 
example, haymaking (Paulaharju 1914, 24). 

Diff erent tasks in the landscape are sometimes performed by diff erent groups 
of people. These places are given meanings even today. Modern activities in sacred 
places may also be associated with both spiritual and other aspects. Archaeological 
fi nds provide information not only on modern off erings, but also on camping and 
hiking, related to which we have found pieces of a thermos bottle and an energy drink 
bag at the sites. On the other hand, during a hiking trip, a person’s relationship with 
nature may be experienced as spiritual. Activities organised for visitors to sieidis may 
include eating, praying, meditating, conversation, and healing. Thus, off ering places 
were, and are, the stages of a wide variety of activities charged with various meanings 
that are not fully covered by written sources.

During the long life history of these places they have become fi lled with memories. 
Ritual activity was associated with elements of continuity and remembrance. The 
prominence of old off erings could link today’s rituals with those performed by the 
ancestors (cf. Lucas and McGovern 2007, 24–5). As time went by, visual reminders of 
past activity could disappear, but people visiting the place still felt a connection to 
the customs and traditions of their ancestors. Knowledge of rituals taking place at 
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the sieidi is transmitted as oral tradition when visual reminders are long since buried. 
At the same time, new forms of action are created that reinforce continuity through 
changed meanings. A visitor today may see coins or candles that indicate others too 
have visited the sieidi.

The taskscape can be viewed as being full of religious meaning. Subsistence, ritual, 
and social contact interacted with each other. Making a living was not divorced from 
myths, religion, and cosmology. Rituals were linked to subsistence through rules and 
beliefs related to hunting, for example, and through interaction with spirits that 
aff ected animals. Sieidis and spirits, not just other people, belonged within the sphere 
of other social interaction. There has thus been no clear division between sacred and 
profane. Everyday activities have been carried out near sacred places, but at the same 
time, sacredness has formed a part of everyday life. In the landscape, the sacred and 
the profane are intermingled.

This paper describes the Sámi ritual landscapes in Finnish Lapland. The Sámi 
cultures and religion has taken diff erent forms in diff erent areas but there were 
some common features as well. Hence the results of this article emphasising the 
relationship between sacred and profane activities as well as diff erent actors related 
to these places are worth considering when discussing other Sámi cultures. Similar 
studies of ritual behaviour in other Sámi areas could detail similarities and diff erences 
between diff erent cultures.

Notes
1. Yoik (also spelled joik) is a traditional Sámi form of song which is often used for remembering 

e.g., people and landscape. Yoiks can be deeply personal or spiritual in nature and they refl ect 
the persons and places of which they are about.

2. Visibility analysis is used for studying the cognitive and social landscapes of past people but 
it has also been criticised for its emphasis on visual, see Äikäs 2015, 92–3.
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