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Amber routes connected such remote areas and quite opposite cultures of various 

levels as the then known in the world antique Greek and Roman civilizations with 

the distant for them European Barbaricum. The interest of the representatives of 

the antique world to the far-away land was encouraged by military and commercial 

needs. In those days, amber was one of the most in-demand articles. The amount of 

trade in amber is clearly shown by the historiographic name given to the process – 

the amber route. 

It was owing to amber that the antique world was interested in the Baltic Sea 

coastland. This is confirmed by the surviving references of the antique writers. The 

most complete and systematized information on the therapeutic properties of 

amber can be found in the "Natural History" by Pliny the Elder (23–79 AD). He 

obtained this data from the works of approximately thirty authors.  

The antique authors wrote not only about the medicinal qualities of amber, but also 

about its origin, about the lands where it was extracted. Amber as a luxury value 

was mentioned in Homer's "Odyssey" (8th–7th centuries BC). It was brought from 

the overseas lands and used in decorating palaces and producing decorative art 

works. Later, the Roman geographer and historian Strabo (63 BC –17) wrote in his 

works that amber was brought along with British tin and other luxuries. The 

Roman historian Publius Cornelius Tacitus (55–120) in his work "Germania" was 

the first to describe the eastern coast of the Baltic Sea and the indigenous tribes of 

aestii (Aestiorumgentes) living there. According to researchers, Tacitus used the 

name aestii to call the communities of  western Balts living on the Sambian coast. 

They do not rule out the possibility that the name could have been applied to all the 

tribes of the Baltic Sea coastland who spoke aestii's dialects. Until the present day, 

scholars have found it difficult to determine the area by the Baltic Sea where the 

aestii described by Tacitus lived, who, in his words, "sort out the sea as well: they 

are the only people who gather amber in low water, which they themselves call 

glesum". 

Unfortunately, hardly any written accounts about the Balts of the rise of trade in 

amber (1st–3rd centuries) have survived. That is why studying the archaeological 

materials makes it possible to learn about the life of people in those days.  

mailto:sigita.baguzaite@gmail.com


Everyday life of ancient people was embroiled with belief and rituals. 

Archaeologists analyzing the social space of ancient communities obtain most of 

the valuable information due to studying burial grounds and graves. Mortuary 

ceremonies conveyed important information about the social status of the deceased 

in his lifetime, about his personal merits in the community. Significant social 

information was also communicated via the grave goods with the help of which 

every time a certain code was made up with each object having its own exact 

designation. While studying this information, one can also understand the role and 

significance of amber articles in those communities. 

Researching the part of the territory of the western Balts (of the south-west Latvia 

and west Lithuania) of the Bronze Age and the Early Iron Period, archaeologists 

found very few amber goods or did not find them at all in the coastal burial sites. 

The amount of such goods increased considerably in the period of the late Roman 

influence from the middle of the 2nd century. Active trade exchanges had an 

impact on the distribution of various imported articles. Also, they influenced the 

dissemination of cultural ideas which evidently affected the material Baltic culture. 

Such contacts enhanced the exchange of not only goods, but also the dissemination 

of ideas, knowledge (information), and certain skills. This propagation of ideas can 

be traced analyzing the chronology of amber beads and pendents which gradually 

appeared in the European Barbaricum from the southern territories towards the 

Baltic coastlands. 

There was not a great variety of amber articles in the culture of western Balts in 

those days. Beads appeared in the early period of Roman influence, then (3rd 

century) – pendants of different shapes, and in the late 3rd – early 4th centuries the 

first amber spindle whorls emerged. The analysis of amber articles among the 

burial goods in the culture of western Balts on the territories of south-west Latvia 

and west Lithuania showed that amber items were most often found in the graves 

of those members of the communities who were at the top of the social ladder. 

However, some amber was found in the graves of the poor. The cartographic 

analysis of the burial grounds leads to the conclusion that the graves of holders of 

different social statuses, who had amber articles among the burial goods, were 

separated by narrow circles from those of people without amber articles. These 

observations prove that items of amber were not occasional objects among the 

burial goods. Moreover, amber very often was an indicator of a high social status; 

it was used for making jewellery, and pieces which had a powerful mythological 

charge connected with the faith. It is possible that the faith was based on the belief 

in the medicinal properties of amber, which can not only cure but also protect, 

safeguard a man from an evil spirit which can cause a disease. 

The ancient people had a very close relationship with nature and the world around 

them. All the mythology, which were a very important part in the life of these 

communities, was built on senses, symbolic links with the environment. If you 

look closely at how amber worn (head, neck, chest, sometimes in graves next to the 



hips) we can see that the amber cover all important bioenergy centers of the body, 

which are important in support of the health of body. 

A belief in therapeutic and mystical qualities of amber united the people of the 

antique world and the inhabitants of the coastland of the culture of western Balts. 

The Greeks appreciated amber for its two properties – safeguarding and 

therapeutic. Amber was worn as an amulet. It was used for making amulets and 

talismans which were thought to bring happiness and prosperity, to safeguard a 

man from the evil spirits and diseases. Amber in the ancient world was ascribed the 

quality of reassuring people. Similar observations can also be made by studying the 

culture of western Balts. 

 


