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The wreck of Russian frigate St. Nikolai just outside the city of Kotka has been subject of ongoing 
research since it´s discovery in 1948. Over 2300 artifacts have been excavated from the wreck and 
are stored in the collections of The Maritime Museum of Finland. Some of the St. Nikolai objects 
are also in the Kymi Museum collections. 

These objects as whole provide us a tantalizing glimpse of life on board a Russian Army Fleet 
frigate in the 18th century. Most of the object retrieved from the St. Nikolai are personal, small 
personal items belonging to members of the crew. 

The special comb from the St. Nikolai. Maritime Museum of Finland, H61200:98.  

Among the collection of items in the storage, a strangely shaped comb caught my eye. As this 
comb looked apart from all the others, it called for further investigation. 

The design of the comb is reminiscent to prehistoric combs found in Finland, which date back as 
far as to the Iron Age. These combs of a similar appearance were in use up until the 20th century 
among several Finno-Ugric peoples located inside the boarders of Russia. We know this because 
several Finnish ethnographers such as A.O. Heikel, visited these areas in the late 19th and 20th 
century with the intent to collect objects from these rural peoples. These collected items included 
several decorative combs of similar shape and appearance. 



Iron Age (Ad 800 – 1050) combined pendant with an amulet portraying two fighting capercaillies, a 

comb and a Hammer of Thor from Finland. Finnish National Museum, KM7854:7.  
 

With this knowledge I was able to find a few more examples of combs, which were similar in 
design to the one found in St. Nikolai in the collections database of the Finnish National Museum. 
This type of comb had symbolic importance in traditional wedding ceremonies of the Finno-Ugric 
peoples, especially among the Mordvins. According to their marriage traditions the bride would 
wear the comb on her chest, tied with a decorated strap or a necklace. The groom was given a 
similar comb, which was carried on the belt. The symbolic meaning of exchanging combs is similar 
to how we use engagement rings today. 



 
A Mordvan comb made off brass. The design imitates two horses that are turning 

away from each other. Finnish National Museum SU4106_542.  

The story of St. Nikolai itself is tragic and brutal. The ship sank in matter of hours during the 
second Battle of Svensksund in 1790 and only a handful of the 250 men on board survived. It is 
likely that the owner of the comb was inside the ship as it sank beneath the waves, possibly 
already mortally wounded by the murderous Swedish cannon fire, which ripped large holes 
throughout the hull and propelled splinters of wood inside the ship at fatal speeds. The identity of 
the man who wore the comb on his belt will remain a mystery, other than it was a young person, 
who was drafted from a Finno-Ugric group within the Russian empire. 



 
Mordvan groom in traditional costume with a comb hanging from the belt, near 

Samara, Russia. 1914. Finnish National Museum Archives, SUK119:115.  

We can only guess what the would-be bride back at home must have thought as the 
years passed and her fiancée failed to return. How long did she cling to hope, how 
long did she await for her love? Findings like these are precious as they provide us 
an opportunity to discover personal narratives, hidden behind all the gun smoke and 
carnage of battle. It also raises a question, how a comb of a style similar to this 
ended up inside the wreck of St. Nikolai? 
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