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ABSTRACT

Human populations and their history have been studied at the Institute of His-
tory since 1952 when the young researcher Karin Mark started her career here. 
Later, Karin Mark became a leading researcher in palaeoanthro pology and 
somatology of Finno-Ugric peoples, and her working group grew. At the end 
of the 1980s, Leiu Heapost took over the position as group leader in anthropo-
logical research. In 1988 Raili Allmäe and in 2004 Jana Limbo-Simovart joined 
the group. Since 1998, Estonian research has been project-based; in the present 
paper we give a brief overview of our anthropological research at the Institute 
of History (and its descendants) in the last twenty years.
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INTRODUCTION

Past and modern human populations have been studied at the Institute of His-
tory since 1952 when young researcher Karin Mark started her career here. 
Later, Karin Mark became a leading researcher in palaeoanthropology and 
somatology of Finno-Ugric peoples [42], and her working group grew. In pre-
sent paper, we give an overview of the research conducted by the group of 
anthropologists who have worked at the Institute of History (at Tallinn Uni-
versity) during the last two decades. The group has three members: Leiu Hea-
post, PhD, Raili Allmäe, PhD, and Jana Limbo-Simovart, MSc. In the following 
sections, we will present the research projects we have been involved in, our 
main fields and topics of research and scientific output and also describe the 
communication of our research to the society.
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MAIN PROJECTS

There are three Estonian target-financed research projects and several grants 
financed by the Estonian Science Foundation where our group of anthropo-
logists was involved during 1998–2013. All target-financed projects dealt with 
a wide range of issues concerning interactions between humans and environ-
ment: 1998–2002, Man, environment, technology. Development of the exploi-
tation of natural resources and the technological idea during the prehistoric and 
historical times in Estonia (AI0040009s98), 2003–2007, Interactions between 
the natural environment and man from the geographical, historical and techno-
logical aspect (SF0042476s03), and 2008–2013, Reflection of the development of 
human society in natural environment, ancient technology and archaeobiologi-
cal material, and its tracing by interdisciplinary methods (SF0130012s08). The 
smaller-scale projects financed by the Estonian Science Foundation dealt with 
specific problems, like cremation burials (1998–2002, Mati Mandel, Museum 
of History, Western Estonian burial grounds of the 5th–13th cc.; 2004–2007, Mare 
Aun, Institute of History, The antiquities of long barrows culture of North Setu-
maa, and methodological issues (2006–2009, Lembi Lõugas, Institute of His-
tory, Introduction of new methods in osteo-archaeological research).

Since 2014, anthropological research at the Institute of History and (its 
descendants) at Tallinn University has been financed mainly by small grants 
offered by the Research Fund of Tallinn University. Also, the project Viking 
phenomenon funded by the Swedish Research Council has contributed to 
anthropological research in the last two years.

MAIN FIELDS OF RESEARCH AND PUBLICATIONS

The research has covered human skeletal samples from Stone Age to the pre-
sent, but it has also dealt with living populations. The main research fields 
have been population studies of Estonians and neighbouring countries, devel-
opmental studies based on archaeological and living populations, population 
genetics, human health and physiological stress, human-environment inter-
action in the past, forensic anthropology cases from the 20th century, investi-
gation of archaeological mass graves and commingled human remains, palaeo-
demography.

The focus of Leiu Heapost’s research during the last decades has been 
 somatology and bioarchaeology, languages and genes, the population-genetic 
structure of Estonians and the position of the Estonian population among 
European and Finno-Ugric peoples. Among these topics, the preparation of 
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the book Physical Anthropology of Finno-Ugric Peoples by Karin Mark and Leiu 
Heapost has been most crucial and challenging. Leiu Heapost has participated 
in several scientific conferences in Europe, especially in Russia and Belarus. 
Her thesis has contributed to the discussion on body height in Estonia in the 
past [31], to the discussion on the anthropological formation of the Estonian 
population [32, 34], to the history of Estonian anthropological research [37], 
to the bioarchaeology of the Viski people in Pskov [38], to the morphology of 
Eurasian people [39], to the developmental biology [41]. During 1998–2017, 
Leiu Heapost published 56 research papers, among which the author highlights 
the ones dealing with body height of Estonians throughout the times [29, 30] 
and bioarchaeology of Siksälä popu lation [33]. Among co-authored papers, the 
first contributes to the discussion on racial identity and physical  anthropology 
[45], and the second to the discussion on bone chemistry [44]. Papers of con-
siderable importance also dealt with population genetic characterization of 
Estonians and other Eurasian populations [26, 27, 28]. Lately, the author has 
mostly focused on Finno-Ugric  peoples, including a substantial book on physi-
cal anthropology of Finno-Ugric peoples [35, 36, 43, 54, 40].

The focus of Raili Allmäe’s research has been on bioarchaeology and 
population studies, population history, analysis of cremated and commin-
gled  skeletal materials, palaeodemography, investigation of archaeological 
mass graves, human and environment interaction, skeletal trauma, skeletal 
stress-markers, forensic cases from WWI, WWII and post-war terror victims. 
Presenta tions at international conferences in different countries have addressed 
topics as ethnical composition of Pärnu garrison [9], Iron Age cremation 
graves in Estonia [5, 7, 8, 15], sharp force trauma [16] and forensic cases of 
Red Terror victims [24]. From 1998–2017, Raili Allmäe published 68 research 
papers, among which the papers dealing with osteological analysis of crema-
tion burials, first radiocarbon datings of cremated bones in Estonian graves, 
and demography of Iron Age graves should probably be emphasised [4, 6, 11, 
58, 14, 17]. The research was finalised with the defence of her doctoral thesis 
[18]. The most voluminous part of papers concerns bioarchaeological analysis 
of different skeletal materials, among which her earlier works should be men-
tioned [1, 2, 3]. The initial research of human skeletal remains collected from 
Salme ship-graves should also be noted [12, 21, 55, 56]. In cooperation with 
colleagues, we have experimented with bone chemistry [22], studied skeletal 
stress-markers [10, 20], tested conventional ageing and sexing methods [23, 
24], resolved the question of the origin of men from Salme ships [57], and shed 
light on the early history of plague [25].
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Jana Limbo-Simovart’s research has focussed on odontology, relations 
between environment and humans, human health, genetic background of 
 populations; she has studied oral and dental pathologies and stress-markers, 
and also dealt with methodological issues. She has used dental metric and 
descriptive features to study health and well-being of human populations. Jana 
Limbo-Simovart’s presentations at international conferences have  contributed 
to the discussions on dental health and stress-markers [49, 50] and to methodo-
logical issues [51, 52]. From 2004–2017, Jana Limbo-Simovart published 28 
research papers. The author emphasises the papers dealing with dental patho-
logies and stress-markers [46, 47, 48, 19, 20, 52, 53], and also joint papers on 
bone chemistry and on forensic cases [22, 23].

ORGANIZATIONAL ACTIVITIES AND COMMUNICATION TO SOCIETY

Joint activities of the anthropological research group at the Institute of  History 
have been arrangement of conferences and numerous seminars. The first signi-
ficant conference was organized in 2007 to celebrate the 85th anniversary of our 
famous anthropologist Karin Mark. For this purpose, we compiled an exhi-
bition and arranged the conference Karin Mark 85. 55 years of  anthropology 
at the Institute of History. The exhibition presented an enormous amount of 
unique somatological data collected from Finno-Ugric people on numerous 
expeditions Karin Mark conducted during her career at the Institute. The 
anthropologists’ equipment and many original instruments made by Karin 
Mark herself were also on display for the first time. The conference covered 
many topics intriguing for archaeologists, historians, molecular biologists, 
linguists and anthropologists. (In Estonia of the 1980s, the term ‘anthropo-
logist’ mainly referred to a physical anthropologist, cultural anthropologists 
were known as ethnologists then). There were presentations to commemorate 
Karin Mark as a researcher and a colleague, to understand her extraordinary 
scientific legacy and the purpose of her life-long research. The main themes of 
presentations were archaeology, ethnos and ethnicity, archaeogenetics, linguis-
tics and  philology, and, naturally, physical anthropology and development of 
natural-science-based research at the Institute of History since the 1950s. The 
presenters were top researchers in their fields Lembit Jaanits, Ants Viires, Leiu 
Heapost, Heiki Valk, Siiri Rootsi, Kristiina Tambets, Karl Pajusalu, etc.

Karin Mark’s conference developed into the annual seminar (Karin Mark 
Day) on physical anthropology and related research at the Institute of History. 
In 2008–2013, were arranged six seminars on quite intriguing themes. 
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In 2008, the seminar Physical anthropology and skeletal populations was held 
on 24 March. Leiu Heapost, Jana Limbo, Ingrid Õunapuu, Ülle Aguraijuja and 
Raili Allmäe introduced their work with human skeletal remains collected 
from single and mass graves of 14th–18th centuries cemeteries. 

In 2009, the seminar Sexual determination and dimorphism, culture and 
human behaviour was held on 23 March. What do we know about sexual selec-
tion and dimorphism in humans? How is sexual dimorphism formed in ani-
mals? The lectures were Mart Viikmaa, Peeter Hõrak and Gudrun Veldre from 
the University of Tartu.

In 2010, the seminar Biological sex and gender/sex roles was held on 9 April. 
What is sex and what is gender? How do different disciplines define sex/ 
gender? The lectures were Ene-Margit Tiit and Gudrun Veldre from the Uni-
versity of Tartu, Markku Niskanen from the University of Oulu, Mirja Ots and 
Jana Limbo-Simovart from Tallinn University.

In 2011, the seminar Different sources and ways to study humans was held on 
18 March. There are several sources and ways to study humans and inter action 
between humans and environment. The lecturers were Mart Viikmaa and Ken 
Kalling from the University of Tartu, and Heidi Luik and Maie Pihlamägi from 
Tallinn University.

In 2012, the seminar Eating is inevitable. Food today and in the past was 
held on 23 March. The lecturer were the researchers who study human food, 
 subsistence strategies and how this is manifested in skeletal remains. The 
 lecturers were mostly from Tallinn University: Inna Põldsam-Jürjo, Lembi 
 Lõugas, Leiu Heapost, Raili Allmäe, Jana Limbo-Simovart, Liina Maldre, Sirje 
Hiie and Ülle Sillasoo, and Professor Selma Teesalu from Tartu.

In 2013, the seminar Disease as misfortune was held on 25 March. What is 
normality, what is pathology? How does disease form, how was it treated in the 
past? How can we identify disease from bones and teeth? The lecturers were 
Marju Kõivupuu and Jana Limbo-Simovart from Tallinn University, Martin 
Malve and Gudrun Veldre from the University of Tartu, and Piret Viiklepp 
from the National Institute of Health Development.

On 21–24 August in 2011, we had the honour of arranging the second 
meeting of bioarchaeologists from the countries around the Baltic Sea (BBM 
2011). The theme of the conference was Past people around the Baltic Sea [13]; 
we had 40 participants from eight countries. Various topics in the fields of 
archaeogenetics, population genetics, epidemiology, palaeopathology, palaeo-
demography, bone chemistry, archaeology, osteoarchaeology and, naturally, 
physical anthropology and population history were discussed. 
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The anthropologists of the Institute of History have held occasional courses 
and lectures on physical anthropology and bioarchaeology at Tallinn and Tartu 
University, and also supervised students’ theses. Probably the most noteworthy 
course was organized by Raili Allmäe for archaeology students at the University 
of Tartu in 2007 – an intensive course on bioarchaeology, with contribution by 
Professor Rimantas Jankauskas (Vilnius University) and Jana Limbo-Simovart 
(Tallinn University).

The anthropologists from the Institute of History have always participated 
in the events organized to celebrate Professor Juhan Aul’s birth anniversaries, at 
the seminars arranged by the Estonian Naturalists’ Society and the Centre for 
Physical Anthropology. All these events enable us to communicate our research 
results on bioarchaeology and physical anthropology to society. Additionally, 
all team members have communicated their work in written, audible and visual 
media. For example, Leiu Heapost has a very popular lecture in One Minute 
Lecture series; in print media (Õpetajate Leht), Jana Limbo-Simovart has dis-
cussed the anthropologist’s role in society, and Raili Allmäe has lectured on 
militant Vikings at the Maritime Museum. 

SUMMARY

The research results of the members of the physical anthropology group at the 
Institute of History, Tallinn University, in the last decades: 
• have participated in more than 20 research projects;
• have published more than 150 research papers and theses;
• have presented their research at numerous international conferences and 

seminars in Riga, Tartu, Tallinn, Kuressaare, Minsk, Moscow, Pskov, Jena, 
Vilnius, St Petersburg, Helsinki, Stockholm, Lund, Uppsala, Copenhagen, 
Odense, Budapest, Brussels.

• have arranged several scientific seminars and conferences;
• have been involved in teaching of physical anthropology and bioarchaeology;
• have popularized physical anthropology and bioarchaeology in visual, 

audible and written media.

More information on our research is available in the Estonian Research Infor-
mation System s://www.etis.ee/
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